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The present article introduces a model based on cognitive consistency principles to
predict how new identities become integrated into the self-concept, with consequences
for intergroup attitudes. The model specifies four concepts (self-concept, stereotypes,
identification, and group compatibility) as associative connections. The model builds
on two cognitive principles, balance–congruity and imbalance–dissonance, to predict
identification with social groups that people currently belong to, belonged to in the past,
or newly belong to. More precisely, the model suggests that the relative strength of
self-group associations (i.e., identification) depends in part on the (in)compatibility of the
different social groups. Combining insights into cognitive representation of knowledge,
intergroup bias, and explicit/implicit attitude change, we further derive predictions for
intergroup attitudes. We suggest that intergroup attitudes alter depending on the relative
associative strength between the social groups and the self, which in turn is determined
by the (in)compatibility between social groups. This model unifies existing models on the
integration of social identities into the self-concept by suggesting that basic cognitive
mechanisms play an important role in facilitating or hindering identity integration and
thus contribute to reducing or increasing intergroup bias.
Keywords: group change, recategorization, intergroup bias, prejudice, social identification, cognitive dissonance,
cognitive balance, identity integration

INTRODUCTION
People belong to social groups. Being a member of one social group (i.e., in-group) often implies
not to be a member of another social group (i.e., out-group). In-groups – in contrast to outgroups – form part of the individual’s self-concept. They constitute people’s social identity (Tajfel,
1974). The distinction between in-group and out-group fosters intergroup bias and prejudice
(Allport, 1954; Brewer, 1979; Otten and Wentura, 1999; Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2001; Hewstone
et al., 2002). In most of the contemporary literature on group membership and intergroup bias,
group membership is treated as a given fact that can be more or less salient depending on contextual
factors (e.g., Brewer and Weber, 1994; Ensari and Miller, 2001; Gaertner and Dovidio, 2005;
Jones and Jetten, 2011). By implication, a given group membership should affect psychological
processes and behavior in some situations but less so in others. However, beyond such short-term
contextual fluctuations in identity salience, people also undergo long-term change in some
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The present recategorization model unifies previous models by
suggesting that the integration of social groups into the selfconcept follows cognitive consistency principles. More precisely,
the present model suggests that the integration of social groups
into the self-concept depends on the (in)compatibility of a new
group membership with previous memberships and that the
more a certain group is integrated into the self-concept the more
this group is preferred to those that are less integrated into
the self-concept. Thus, the present model suggests a unifying
and general mechanism underlying the integration of previous
and new social groups into the self-concept with consequences
for implicit and explicit intergroup attitudes; the model can
be applied to cultural groups as well as all other kinds of
social groups. The sources of intergroup attitudes are, of course,
multiple and complex. They include macro-level cultural and
historical processes, interpersonal and intergroup interaction
processes, as well as motivational dynamics. In the present model,
we focus on basic cognitive processes that contribute to social
identity and to intergroup attitudes. Importantly, we do not claim
that the mechanism we focus on here is the most relevant or
the sole. However, we believe that it forms an important part
of understanding the integration of social identities into the
self-concept, intergroup attitudes, and the change of intergroup
attitudes when people change group membership.
In the following, we first review a model by Greenwald
et al. (2002) that provides the theoretical base for the present
recategorization model. Then, we present a crucial extension
of Greenwald et al.’s (2002) model to predict when people
integrate new social groups into their self-concept and outline
hypotheses derived from the recategorization model. Next,
we review literature demonstrating that group membership
contributes to implicit and explicit intergroup attitudes. We
present an inductive mechanism explaining categorizationinduced intergroup bias because of mentally associating the selfconcept with an in-group. Based on the model, we propose that
explicit as well as implicit intergroup attitudes can be affected
by changing group membership and that this effect depends
on mentally associating groups to the knowledge structure of
the self. We suggest that this process depends on cognitive
consistency principles. We argue that this recategorization model
offers an integrative and dynamic understanding of how changing
group membership affects the integration of new groups into
the self-concept and consequently intergroup attitudes. Thereby,
we connect the literature on explicit and implicit attitude
change with the literature on intergroup relations and unify
basic assumptions of previous models on identity integration.
Predictions derived from the recategorization model can inspire
systematic research on an often neglected but highly relevant
issue in contemporary societies.

of their group memberships. For example, people change working
teams, residence, or political party affiliation. They become a
non-smoker, age, or gain weight. Increasingly, people are also
geographically mobile—as reflected in the current migration
stream to European countries but also in migration between
and within counties and states all over the world (International
Organization for Migration, 2018). These changes confront
people with new identities. One of the major challenges that goes
along with migration and other changes in group membership
is that people successfully integrate new identities into their
self-concept. If integration of norms, values, and attitudes of
new and old identities fails, changes in group membership may
end in intergroup hostility and discrimination jeopardizing the
functioning of a society. Therefore, it is important to investigate
the psychological mechanisms involved in changes in group
membership.
Previous research into social identity change has focused most
strongly on short-term fluctuations in identity salience, but the
examples above highlight that some changes in group identities
are likely to be more enduring. Whereas the term “identity
salience” usually refers to recategorizing the self-depending
on temporary contextual fluctuations, with the term “group
change” in the present paper, we refer to recategorizing the self
independently from temporary contextual fluctuations. We use
group change as an umbrella term that refers to changes in
group membership from an in-group to a previous out-group in
people’s course of life. These changes in group membership have
various reasons and differ on various dimensions. Considering
the large body of research on intergroup attitudes and the
strong interest in changing intergroup bias to prevent intergroup
hostility and discrimination, it is remarkable that there is little
insight into how changing group membership, such that one
leaves one’s in-group and becomes a member of a former
out-group, affects intergroup attitudes. Even though there is
research on the effectiveness of recategorization and crosscategorization in reducing intergroup bias, this research focuses
on the inclusiveness of salient in-groups but not on a change in
the individual’s standing as a member of one group or the other
(Brewer, 2000; Gaertner et al., 2000; Dovidio et al., 2006). With
the present article we aim to shed light on how changes in the
individual’s standing as a member of a previous and a new ingroup affects the integration of these groups into the self-concept
with consequences for intergroup attitudes. We present a model
focusing on the cognitive mechanisms that may help or hinder
the integration of new identities into the self-concept. Research
on these mechanisms can inform policy to derive strategies that
will help identity integration—and thus social cohesion—in the
face of this pressing societal concern.
Previous models provide valuable insight into distinct stages
of identity integration (Amiot et al., 2007) or types of identity
integration (e.g., Roccas and Brewer, 2002; Huynh et al., 2011).
An acculturation perspective has mostly inspired these models.
All of these models mention that the overlap or match between
cultural groups affects identity integration processes. However,
they are less explicit about how the match and mismatch between
cultures is represented in the cognitive knowledge structure
with consequences for identification and intergroup attitudes.
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The present recategorization model builds on the unified theory
of implicit attitudes, stereotypes, self-concept, and self-esteem
(Greenwald et al., 2002). Its premise is that social knowledge
is represented in associative connections between concepts and
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the associative network structure are simultaneously linked to
another third node, the association between both nodes would
strengthen. For example, if the Me-node is strongly associated
with the group node women (i.e., the person identifies with
women) and strongly associated with the trait warm (i.e., the selfconcept includes the trait warm) the balance–congruity principle
will strengthen the association between women and warm (i.e.,
the group stereotypes include the trait warm). Associative
principles are supposed to work bi-directionally. Therefore, the
balance–congruity principle also predicts that when the Me-node
is associated with the group-node women and similarly women
is associated with the attribute warm, the association between
the Me-node and the attribute warm will strengthen. Similarly,
when the Me-node is associated with the attribute warm and
the group-node women is associated with the same trait, then
the balance–congruity principle will strengthen the association
between the Me-node and women (see Figure 2, upper left
triangle if Group X is replaced by women, or if Group Y is
replaced by women, the same example holds true for the right
upper triangle). The second principle, the imbalance–dissonance
principle, suggests that no associations will be formed between a
node and a third aspect of the network when this would imply
the association of two nodes that are diametrically opposed.
This principle predicts that the neural network resists forming
a strong association between the self and a social group when the
group is associated with attributes that contradict the attributes
that are associated with the self. Thus, groups that are strongly
associated with the self should share the attributes associated with
the self more than groups that are less strongly associated with
the self. When the self is associated with positive traits more than
with negative traits, then the balance–congruity principle and
the imbalance–dissonance principle predict that groups that are
associated with the self should be associated with more positive
traits than groups that are not associated with the self (Greenwald
et al., 2002).
Before we present a crucial extension of Greenwald et al.
(2002), we shortly highlight connections to what researchers
have suggested to be two distinct routes to group identification.
Previous research has pointed out that group identification is
established from two distinct routes: self-stereotyping and selfanchoring (van Veelen et al., 2015). The present model is in
line with this literature since it is based on the proposition
that associative links work in a bidirectional way. Within the
present model, the balance–congruity principle suggests that
the association between the self and a social group, thus group
identification, strengthens when the self and the social group
share associations with traits. Self-stereotyping describes the
process that traits associated with the social group are also
associated with the self. Self-anchoring describes the process that
traits associated with the self are also associated with the social
group. Thus, associations between the self, the social group,
and traits strengthen to result in cognitive consistency between
these aspects of the knowledge structure. The present model
complements van Veelen et al.’s (2015) model on identification
processes by adding that self-stereotyping and self-anchoring are
processes leading to identification that can be understood as two
mechanisms based on the balance–congruity principle.

attributes and that the formation of cognitive associations follows
cognitive consistency principles. Greenwald et al. (2002) suggest a
balanced identity design in that information about the self, social
groups, and their attributes as well as associated valence is stored
in a cognitively consistent manner and that the cognitive system
resists forming associations that result in cognitive dissonance.
In the present model, we use the terms as specified in Greenwald
et al. (2002). Therefore, we will review the elements of their
model that are relevant to the present model before we present an
extension of it to account for the integration of social groups into
the self-concept, from which we derive predictions for intergroup
attitudes when people change group membership.

Theoretical Foundation and Definitions
The concepts that are relevant for the present model are the
self, groups, and attributes. These concepts are represented in
the model as cognitive nodes (Greenwald et al., 2002) (Figure 1
for a simplified illustration of a cognitive knowledge structure).
The Me-node, for example, contains associations that organize
information about personal experiences. Associative connections
link different concepts. These associations vary in strength. The
stronger the association, the higher the probability that cuing
one concept will result in the activation of the associated concept
(Hebb, 1949). Along these lines, “self-concept” is the term used to
represent associations of the Me-node with traits. “Self-esteem”
is closely related to the self-concept as the former represents the
overall valence of the traits that are associated with the Me-node.
“Group identification” is represented in the associations between
the Me-node and a group-node. As for all associative connections
presented here, group identification can vary in strength between
individuals who belong to the same social groups. “Intergroup
attitudes” refer to the relative evaluation of one social group
(e.g., women) compared to another social group (e.g., men).
“Evaluative intergroup bias” mirrors the preference for one social
group over another social group. Bias is grounded in stronger
associations of one social group with positive traits and less
negative traits compared to another social group.

Basic Propositions and Principles
In line with Greenwald et al. (2002), a major proposition of the
present model is that most individuals show self-positivity. Their
self is associated with more positive than negative traits and the
resulting overall valence is positive. This proposition is based on
the vast empirical evidence that shows that most people evaluate
themselves in more positive ways than others (e.g., Bosson et al.,
2000; Greenwald and Farnham, 2000; Franck et al., 2007; Olson
et al., 2007; Yamaguchi et al., 2007; Roth et al., 2012; but see
Falk and Heine, 2015, for cross-cultural differences in implicit
self-esteem). Another empirical observation that underscores this
proposition is that most people perceive themselves better than
average on dimensions that they value (Alicke and Govorun,
2005; Brown, 2012).
The present model builds on two principles that Greenwald
et al. (2002) derived from Heider’s (1958) balance theory, Osgood
and Tannenbaum’s (1955) congruity theory, and Festinger’s
(1957) cognitive dissonance theory. The first principle, the
balance–congruity principle, suggests that when two nodes in
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FIGURE 1 | (Own visualization based on Greenwald et al., 2002) Presents an example of a very simplified associative knowledge structure that includes aspects that
correspond to the psychological constructs self-concept, self-esteem, stereotypes, prejudice, and group identification. In this example, the social group women is
most strongly associated with positive traits whereas the social group men is most strongly associated with negative traits. Thus, whereas in this simplified example
the group women is represented predominantly positively, the group men is represented mostly negatively.

principles are applied to an associative network that consists
of more than one social group then, the balance–congruity
principle suggests that a social group is associated with the self
more strongly when the group is compatible with other social
groups that already are associated with the self. Incompatibility
in this respect means that one of the social groups shares
associations to traits that are diametrically opposed to the traits
that are shared with another social group. Incompatibility may
also refer to groups that are defined as mutually exclusive such
as vegetarian and carnivore or liberals and conservatives. The
balance–congruity principle predicts that associations between
two social groups form when both groups share the associations
to the attributes. The imbalance–dissonance principle predicts
that the network will resist forming associations between two
social groups that are diametrically opposed, which means
incompatible or mutually exclusive. Thus, a new social group will
be associated more strongly with the self when it is compatible
with another social group that already shows associations with
the self. The network will refrain from forming associations with
a social group that is incompatible with another social group that
already is associated with the self (see lower triangle illustrated in
Figure 2). As outlined above, the model suggests bi-directionality
of associations. Therefore, the principles also suggest that if two
social groups are both strongly associated with the self these
groups are perceived to be more compatible with each other
than two social groups that differ in the associative strength with
the self. However, this reverse process is not essential for the
key question of how new social groups become integrated into
the self-concept. Therefore, in the following we will focus on
how (in)compatibility of a previous and a new in-group affects

A Recategorization Model
Drawing on the extensive evidence that supports cognitive
consistency principles in general and Greenwald et al.’s
(2002) model specifically (Cvencek et al., 2012), we propose a
model based on cognitive consistency processes that specifies
the integration of new social groups into the self-concept
with consequences for intergroup attitudes. The present
recategorization model is a logical extension of Greenwald
et al.’s (2002) previous model. Figure 2 depicts a balanced
identity design that includes the concepts self, attributes, and
two group-concepts, Group X and Group Y. These concepts are
illustrated as nodes. Lines that connect the nodes represent the
social-cognitive constructs group identification, self-concept,
and stereotypes. These lines represent associations between
nodes. Crucial for the present model, as new construct, we
implemented the (in)compatibility between social groups. This
construct describes whether groups align in their stereotypes,
norms, values, goals, etc. Two groups are said to be compatible
when their stereotypes, norms, values, goals, etc., are in line
with each other’s. They are incompatible when their group’s
stereotypes, norms, values, goals, etc., contradict each other or
when groups have conflicting goals or compete over resources.
For example, the group vegetarians is incompatible with the
group of carnivores, whereas the groups vegetarians and vegans
are less incompatible (or more compatible).

Recategorization, Group-(In)Compatibility, and
Stereotypes
The present recategorization model builds on the same basic
propositions and principles as outlined above. When these
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cognitive routes that lead to discrepancies in group identification.
Dissociating the previous in-group from the self or resisting
to form associations between the self and the new in-group.
Dissociating the previous in-group from the self in favor of
the new in-group implies a shift in group identification. Both
processes lead to the same outcome: Changing groups that are
incompatible with each other leads to stronger associations of
one of the two social groups with the self than associations of
the other social group with the self. Similarly, when the previous
and the new in-groups are mutually exclusive, people will identify
more strongly with one or the other group. This leads to the first
prediction:
Hypothesis 1: Discrepancies in identification with a previous
and a new in-group will be stronger to the extent that the two
groups are incompatible.
FIGURE 2 | A simplified model of identity integration. Each oval represents a
concept. Lines between concepts represent associations. The left and the
right upper triangle correspond to a balanced identity design as represented in
Greenwald et al. (2002). If a person identifies with Group X, and the self is
associated with certain attributes the balance congruity and the dissonance
imbalance principle suggest that Group X is also associated with the same
attributes. Similarly, when the self is associated with certain attributes and so
is Group X then, identification with this group strengthens. Finally, the
self-concept may also be influenced by strong identification with a Group X
that is associated with certain attributes. For example, the stereotypes that a
person associates with a social group may be associated with the self the
more a person identifies with that social group. Similarly, the traits that a
person associates with the self may be associated with the group the more
the person identifies with the group. Finally, when the same traits are ascribed
to the group and to the self the association between the self and the group
may strengthen. The same holds true for the right upper triangle if Group X is
replaced by Group Y. For a more detailed description, see text above. The
lower triangle extends the design along cognitive congruency principles. The
balance–congruity principle and the imbalance–dissonance principle predict
that only if both groups Group X and Group Y are compatible, both groups
may show strong associations with the self. If groups are incompatible with
each other only either one of both groups will show stronger associations with
the self, whereas the other group will show weaker associations with the self.

The bi-directional nature of the model implies the prediction
that when people strongly identify with one social group but
disidentify with another social group these two groups are
perceived as more incompatible than two social groups that
people identify similarly strong with.
On the one hand, changes in group membership can be
imposed by external pressure. For example, a person may be
forced into unemployment and find himself or herself as a welfare
recipient despite having strongly integrated an employee identity
into the self-concept. Since a welfare recipient identity precludes
an employee identity—both social groups are diametrically
opposed and thus, incompatible with each other or mutually
exclusive—people either associate the employee identity more
strongly with their self or they associate the welfare recipient
identity more strongly with their self. Which of both social
groups is more strongly associated with the self depends on
which of the social groups shares attributes that are associated
with the self. Thus, if a person describes herself or himself as
hardworking, independent, and successful, the cognitive network
of this person resists forming strong associations with welfare
recipients. On the other hand, a person may choose to become
member of a new social group. Similarly, then, the associations
between the social groups and the self are determined by the
incompatibility between the new in-group and the previous ingroup. For example, a person who was a carnivore and chooses
to become a vegetarian associates carnivores or vegetarians more
strongly with the self in order to maintain cognitive consistency.
When people choose a new group membership, however, they
may already associate the self with traits that are more strongly
associated with the new in-group than with the former one. Then,
the previous in-group is dissociated from the self in favor for the
new in-group being associated with the self to maintain cognitive
consistency.

group identification rather than how group identification affects
perceived (in)compatibility between social groups.

Predictions for How Changing Social Groups Affects
Group Identification
Based on the balance–congruity and the imbalance–dissonance
principles, in the following, we derive predictions for associations
of social groups with the self (i.e., group identification), resistance
from associating social groups with the self, and a decrease in
the associative strength between one social group with the self in
favor of a stronger associative link with another social group and
the self.

Incompatible social groups imply discrepancies in group
identification

Hypothesis 2: When a new in-group is incompatible with a
previous in-group, identification with the new in-group will be
stronger if people choose to become a member of the new ingroup than if they were forced to become a member of the new
in-group.

When people change from one social group to another social
group and both groups are incompatible with each other, then the
model’s balance–congruity and imbalance–dissonance principles
predict that one of the two groups will be more strongly
associated with the self than the other social group. There are two

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org

5

April 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 479

Roth et al.

Cognitive Consistency Based Recategorization Model

on an ostensible test on arbitrary personal characteristics that
people share with a group of other people (e.g., “figure-oriented
information processors” versus “ground-oriented processors”;
Tajfel et al., 1971; Otten and Moskowitz, 2000). Immediately
afterward, they assess attitudes toward both groups using
either self-report questionnaires or reaction time procedures.
The assessed explicit and implicit intergroup attitudes typically
reflect a preference for the in-group over the out-group (e.g.,
Ashburn-Nardo et al., 2001). Even though different reasons
have been suggested for how categorization contributes to
preferences for in-groups (Hewstone et al., 2002), positive selfesteem is one of the established reasons (Cadinu and Rothbart,
1996; Gramzow and Gaertner, 2005; DiDonato et al., 2011;
Roth and Steffens, 2014). In line with this account, research
has demonstrated that individuals describe novel in-groups
with traits that they also ascribe to themselves (Otten and
Wentura, 2001; Otten, 2003). Research also has shown that
people use self-ascribed traits to describe well-established ingroups such as gender groups (Otten and Epstude, 2006).
Additionally, studies have shown that the more positive a
person’s self-esteem, the more they prefer in-groups to outgroups (Aberson et al., 2000; also see Rudman et al., 2001).
The evidence suggests that associating the self and social groups
plays an important role in explicit (Gramzow and Gaertner,
2005) as well as implicit intergroup bias (Roth and Steffens,
2014). Additionally, these predictions have been supported using
connectionist simulations (Vanhoomissen and Van Overwalle,
2010). Altogether, research has provided clear evidence that
explicit and implicit preferences for self-associated groups (i.e.,
in-groups) over self-dissociated groups (out-groups) form in
line with the balance–congruity principle and the imbalance–
dissonance principle (Greenwald et al., 2002; Dunham, 2013;
Cvencek et al., 2016).

Compatible social groups imply expanding identities
When people change from one social group to another social
group and both groups are compatible with each other or
overlapping, then the model predicts that both groups are
associated with the self to a similar extent. As was the case for
incompatible identities, changes in group membership between
compatible identities can be imposed. For example, a person
may be forced into another employment despite having strongly
integrated a previous employee identity into the self-concept.
If both employee identities share central characteristics—both
social groups are compatible with each other—people associate
the new employee identity in accordance with the previous
employee identity with the self. Similarly, when the previous
and the new in-groups are highly overlapping, people may
identify in similarly strong ways with both groups. Thus, if a
person describes herself or himself as hardworking, independent,
and successful, and these characteristics are associated with
the previous as well as with the new employee identity, then
the cognitive network expands, forming association with the
new in-group in accordance with the previous in-group. If a
person chooses to become a member of a new social group,
similarly the associations between the social groups and the self
are determined by the compatibility between the new in-group
and the previous in-group. To draw on the above-mentioned
example, a person who was a vegetarian and chooses to become
vegan simultaneously associates vegetarians and vegans with the
self when both are compatible.
Hypothesis 3: Compatibility of new in-groups with previous
in-groups that people already show strong identification with
will result in similarly strong identification with the new and
the previous in-groups irrespective of whether the new ingroups are chosen or imposed.
Before we derive hypotheses for how changing group
membership affects intergroup attitudes, we will summarize
established findings on how group membership and group
identification contribute to intergroup attitudes.

Predictions for How Changing Group
Membership Affects Intergroup Attitudes
Within the present model, we suggest that changes in group
membership modify the associative structure among the self,
traits, and social groups in line with the balance–congruity
principle and the imbalance dissonance principle. These
principles suggest that if a new in-group is compatible with
previous in-groups the network forms associations between the
self and the new in-group that coexists with associations of the
previous in-groups and the self. If, however, the new in-group is
incompatible with previous in-groups that are already associated
with the self, the network resists forming associations with the
new in-group or it dissociates previous in-groups from the self
in favor of associating the new in-group with the self (see
Hypotheses 1–3). How will these processes affect intergroup
attitudes?
The predictions of the model for intergroup attitudes are
straightforward. Based on the premise that most people have
positive self-esteem, people will associate more strongly social
groups with the self that share positive traits than groups that are
associated with negative traits. Based on the balance–congruity
principle the groups that are simultaneously associated with traits
that are shared with the self will be evaluated in line with the self

GROUP IDENTIFICATION AND
INTERGROUP ATTITUDES
As stated above, people form stronger associations between
the self and social groups that share the attributes that are
associated with the self (also see Turner et al., 1987). The
premise that most people have positive self-esteem implies that
associations of positive traits with the self are stronger than
associations of negative traits with the self. Based on the balance–
congruity and the imbalance–dissonance principles, people will
identify more strongly with groups that share self-associated
positive traits. Correspondingly, the self-associated groups will
be evaluated more positively than self-dissociated groups (i.e.,
in-group favoritism). This effect should be augmented the more
positive people’s personal self-esteem is.
Several pieces of evidence support these propositions. In
studies on the roots of intergroup bias, researchers often
categorize participants into one of two different groups, based
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Dissociating the previous in-group from the self while associating
the new in-group with the self will result in preferences for the
new in-group over the previous in-group; whereas dissociating
the new in-group from the self, while associating the previous
in-group with the self will result in preferences for the previous
in-group. Likewise, the model’s balance–congruity principle
suggests simultaneously strong associations of the self and the
previous in-group as well as the new in-group when both groups
are compatible which will result in a decline of intergroup bias.
We have elaborated on two ends of what we suggest to be
a continuum of changes in group membership. In summary,
the model suggests that the relative attitude toward a previous
in-group and a new in-group changes depending on the
(in)compatibility of the social groups. We believe that most kinds
of changes of group membership affect the relative association
of the self with the previous and new in-groups with effects on
intergroup attitudes. Furthermore, with respect to groups that
people never belonged to, we derive the following hypothesis.

and thus, more positively than social groups that are less strongly
associated with the self. Thus, the model implies that intergroup
bias among compatible in-groups declines whereas in the case of
incompatible in-groups people will show intergroup bias in favor
of the group that is more strongly associated with the self.
Hypothesis 4: All else being equal, attitudes will be more
positive toward the in-group (previous in-group or new ingroup) that people identify more strongly with compared to
the in-group (previous in-group or new in-group) that people
identify less strongly with.
Hypothesis 5: Intergroup bias between a previous in-group
and a new in-group will be stronger to the extent that the two
groups are incompatible.
Previous research shows some preliminary evidence in
support of Hypothesis 4 (Clement and Krueger, 2002; Sassenberg
and Wieber, 2005). In the model, we have specified two
ends of a continuum of changes in group membership. First,
we considered changes of group membership that result in
dissociating the original in-group from the self while the original
out-group becomes associated to the self. In the laboratory,
these situations have been created by categorizing people into
one of two unfamiliar social groups, for example, by the bogus
psychological test mentioned above (Otten and Wentura, 1999).
Afterward, these people were informed about a more precise test
of membership that revealed their opposite group membership
(Clement and Krueger, 2002). In one of our studies, we informed
people about a mistaken first assignment because of computer
malfunction (Roth, 2010). In these situations, the model predicts
that intergroup bias will flip – because group membership is the
only information about the social groups and consequently only
the group that people share membership with is associated with
the self. To our knowledge, only one published experiment has
investigated effects of changing membership between in-group
and out-group (Clement and Krueger, 2002). In this experiment,
reassigning group membership changed which of the groups
participants projected their own opinion on: Irrespective of
prior group membership, participants projected to their new
in-group (original out-group). Even though this experiment
did not directly focus on intergroup attitudes, it provides
preliminary evidence that cognitions about social groups switch
when membership in unfamiliar social groups changes and the
out-group is associated with the self instead of the previous
in-group.
Outside the laboratory, however, situations in which people
completely dissociate a previous in-group from the self could
be rare. Instead, people may change group membership and
associate a new in-group with their self but keep residual
associations with the previous in-group due to its association with
significant autobiographical memories. Thus, the new in-group
is associated with the positive self in addition to the previous
in-group. Consequently, in this case intergroup bias should be
weaker because both groups are associated with the self. However,
the imbalance–dissonance principle suggests that either the
previous in-group or the new in-group is dissociated from the
self the more incompatible the groups are with each other.
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Hypothesis 6: The group people were a member of and the
group they become a member of will be evaluated more
positively than social groups that people have not been a
member of at any point in time.

RESISTANT VERSUS MALLEABLE
INTERGROUP ATTITUDES
Research during the last decades has distinguished more
automatic and less reflective attitudes (i.e., implicit attitudes)
from less automatic and more reflective attitudes (i.e., explicit
attitudes). Explicit attitudes are usually measured with selfreport questionnaires. Answering questionnaires allows research
participants to control and adjust their answers to what they
consider an appropriate or correct attitude. Therefore, explicit
attitudes are sensitive to social desirability and other controlled
influences on attitudes. Implicit attitudes are measured indirectly,
usually without the participant knowing the precise purpose
of the task. Implicit attitudes are often inferred from reaction
time differences in simple categorization tasks (e.g., Implicit
Association Test, Greenwald et al., 1998; evaluative priming,
Fazio, 1995). In general, implicit attitudes are considered to
reflect more directly the underlying associative base of an
attitude than explicit attitudes do (Fazio and Olson, 2003; Conrey
et al., 2005; Gawronski and Sritharan, 2010). Distinguishing
between implicit and explicit attitudes can help understanding
of why people’s attitude toward a social group in one situation
differs from their attitude toward the same group in a different
situation.
In line with this approach, models of implicit and explicit
attitudes share the assumption that implicit and explicit attitudes
can differ. However, it is still debated why and when they differ.
Early theory conceptualized implicit attitudes as unconscious,
and therefore not available to introspection, which is suggested
to be a precondition for explicit attitudes (Greenwald and
Banaji, 1995). Other models propose two different systems that
hardly communicate. Within these models, the implicit attitude
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(Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2006; Petty et al., 2007), we
expect changes in the associative structure among the self,
attributes, and the social groups to be reflected more directly in
implicit intergroup attitudes. Thus, the effect of changes in group
membership and its resulting effect on self-group associations in
line with the balance–congruity and the imbalance–dissonance
principles should more strongly be observed on implicit
intergroup attitudes. These changes will not necessarily show
in explicit intergroup attitudes. Explicit intergroup attitudes
will depend on what information people consider most valid.
Importantly, several sources influence what people consider valid
information about a social group when they become a member
themselves (e.g., Abrams and Hogg, 1988; Hogg and Abrams,
1993). These validation processes (Gawronski and Bodenhausen,
2011) can overwrite effects of associations between the self and
the previous and the new in-group membership on their explicit
intergroup attitudes.
Briefly, we suggest that associating the self to a previous outgroup by changing group membership is a mechanism by which
implicit intergroup attitudes can switch when the previous ingroup is disconnected from the self. Implicit intergroup bias
should decline when a new in-group is associated similarly strong
with the self than the previous in-group. When groups differ on
other dimensions in addition to the relative associations between
the self and each of the groups, self-group associations will
alter the implicit intergroup attitude. However, group stereotypes
and any validating forces should influence explicit intergroup
attitudes because explicit attitudes reflect the information that
people consider most valid and appropriate (Gawronski and
Bodenhausen, 2006). This leads us to our final hypothesis.

is claimed to be overlearned and stored in a distinct system.
It is considered to be difficult to change whereas the explicit
attitude is easily updated in response to new information (e.g.,
Wilson et al., 2000; Rydell and McConnell, 2006). In contrast
to these claims, evidence has accumulated that people are well
aware of their implicit attitudes and that they are able to
introspect about them (Hahn et al., 2014). Furthermore, implicit
attitudes are less stable over time than explicit attitudes, which
speaks against the hypothesis that implicit attitudes are in
general overlearned and harder to change than explicit attitudes
(Gawronski et al., 2017). Finally, research shows that implicit and
explicit attitudes correlate depending on boundary conditions
such as motivation and cognitive resources (Amodio et al.,
2003; Hofmann et al., 2005). Some other models that coincide
with these findings suggest two different systems or processes
that do interact (e.g., Strack and Deutsch, 2004; Cunningham
et al., 2007) and that operating conditions determine whether
implicit and explicit attitudes diverge or converge (Olson and
Fazio, 2009). Two of these models specifically address attitude
change (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2006; Petty et al., 2007).
Both models suggest that implicit attitudes more directly reflect
the underlying associative structure than explicit attitudes.
Furthermore, implicit attitudes serve as the basis for explicit
attitudes, unless the information implied by the implicit attitude
is rejected because of its inconsistency with other considered
information. If information that is considered valid diverges from
whichever associative structure is automatically activated, the
implicit attitude reflects the automatic activated pattern whereas
the explicit attitude is adjusted to the information considered to
be valid (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2007). Most importantly,
these models suggest that changes in the associative structure
are reflected more directly in the implicit attitude whereas the
explicit attitude additionally reflects information deemed to be
valid.
Experimental evidence on the resistance versus malleability of
implicit attitudes compared to explicit attitudes is ambiguous.
Importantly, these divergent outcomes resulted from very
different attitude manipulations (also see Rudman, 2004).
Some studies provided information to participants that a
recently established attitude was based on mistaken descriptive
information (e.g., Gregg et al., 2006), whereas other studies used
evaluative conditioning to change attitudes (e.g., Dijksterhuis,
2004). Whilst evaluative conditioning changed implicit attitudes
but not explicit ones (e.g., Rydell et al., 2006; Grumm et al., 2009),
verbal information changed explicit attitudes but not implicit
ones (e.g., Gregg et al., 2006; Rydell et al., 2006). In sum, studies
suggest that implicit and explicit attitude change can depend
on the approach used to alter attitudes and on the processes
involved in the respective approach (e.g., Mann and Ferguson,
2015; Wyer, 2016). In our reading, implicit attitudes change when
the associative pattern changes, whereas corresponding changes
in explicit attitudes will be moderated depending on whatever
is considered valid (Gawronski and Bodenhausen, 2011) or
appropriate (Olson and Fazio, 2009).
Will changing group membership and the resulting change
in self-group associations affect explicit and implicit intergroup
attitudes similarly? In line with established attitude models
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Hypothesis 7: Effects on intergroup attitudes as stated in
Hypotheses 4 and 5 will be shown more clearly in measures
that more proximally assess associative patterns underlying
attitudes than on self-reported attitudes.

INTEGRATION WITH THEORIES ON
MULTIPLE IDENTITIES
The present model complements previous theories on identity
change and multiple social identities. Previous models have
suggested that identity integration depends on the compatibility
or overlap of social groups (e.g., Benet-Martínez and Haritatos,
2005; Amiot et al., 2007) and that a non-overlap between social
groups goes along with intrapsychic conflicts, discrimination
and reduced well-being (Amiot et al., 2015). The present model
suggests that these relationships can be traced back to the
representation of the self and social groups in the mental
knowledge structure. The model builds on cognitive consistency
principles in the formation and change of mental associations
among concepts. Research has demonstrated that cognitive
dissonance is reflected in a tension and negative emotions
(Levy et al., 2017) which is in line with the assumption that
incompatibility of social identities goes along with negative
outcomes. The present model specifies cognitive mechanisms
that contribute to the developmental stages of identity integration
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perceived incompatibility of in-groups is resolved in the ways
suggested by Crisp and Turner (2011).

described in the model of Amiot et al. (2007). It also accounts
for the suggestion in work on bicultural identity integration by
Benet-Martínez and Haritatos (2005) that the perceived distance
between two cultures goes along with acculturation stress and
identification with either one instead of both cultures (BenetMartínez and Haritatos, 2005). Thus, the present model provides
a general framework on the underlying cognitive mechanisms
involved in integrating multiple social identities as specified by
previous models.
Another prominent model that addresses the integration
of multiple social groups into the self-concept is the identity
complexity model by Roccas and Brewer (2002). These authors
suggest that the less identities overlap (thus, the less compatible
they are) the more complex will be the representation of
in-groups in the mental knowledge structure and that this
complexity is beneficial for people’s well-being and for intergroup
relations. At first glance, this prediction seems to be at odds
with the present model. The present model suggests that
incompatibility between social groups results in discrepancies
in the strength of identification with the groups: People
will identify with one of the incompatible in-groups more
strongly than with the other one. Furthermore, according
to the present model, people should show preferences for
the group that is more strongly associated with the self
than with groups that are less strongly associated with the
self. However, when people are members of different social
groups that contradict each other in some characteristics,
other characteristics may counteract dissociating any one of
the social groups from the self. In order to restore cognitive
consistency without dissociating any one of these in-groups
from the self may result in a differentiation of social groups.
For example, if a person identifies with women and similarly
identifies with math majors, differentiating the concept women
into math-affiliated women and math-opposing women can
reduce dissonance between both in-groups (to apply this
mechanism to stereotype threat theory, compare to Schmader
et al., 2008). Thus, when incompatibility between social groups
repeatedly leads to cognitive dissonance and disidentification
with any one of the conflicted group memberships is not
possible, these pressured concepts will tend to split into
subconcepts (Greenwald et al., 2002). This dissonance resolving
differentiation process may account for the premise of Roccas
and Brewer’s (2002) identity complexity model. Thus, whereas
the present model makes clear predictions about relative group
identification with (in)compatible in-groups, incompatibility
between in-groups may progressively be resolved by a process of
differentiation.
Interestingly, Crisp and Turner (2011) have suggested that
being confronted with multiple social identities results in
flexible inhibition of stereotypes. These authors argued that
the incompatibility of different in-groups’ stereotypes can be
progressively resolved by repeated confrontation resulting in
flexible inhibition of stereotypes. Although the authors reviewed
convincing evidence on the perception of out-group members
that disconfirm existing stereotypes, there seems to be only little
evidence on whether the same processes hold true for conflicting
in-groups. Therefore, it is an interesting question whether the
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IMPLICATIONS FOR REDUCING
INTERGROUP BIAS
Reducing intergroup bias is important, and policy makers
undertake efforts toward this goal. Moreover, in contemporary
societies changing group membership is common. The causes of
intergroup bias (and changing group membership) are complex
and we are looking at just one aspect of this. Hence, there will
be many possible strategies for reducing bias, and we are not
suggesting that our model provides a full solution. However,
based on the model we address some points that could be helpful.
First, in line with previous research, the present model claims
that group identification is a driving force of intergroup bias
(Sassenberg and Wieber, 2005). Second, the model provides a
framework specifying when and how intergroup bias can alter,
based on changes of group membership. We do not suggest that
the relative strength of self-group associations is the only source
of intergroup bias, but it can serve as a resource for altering
explicit as well as implicit intergroup bias. Therefore, the model
suggests that any intervention that helps perceiving similarities
among several social groups and that fit with people’s self-concept
can be effective in reducing intergroup bias between these
groups. These predictions of the present model are in line with
Gaertner and Dovidio’s (2012) common in-group identification
model. These authors suggest that perceiving out-groups as
part of a broader inclusive in-group reduces intergroup bias.
Whereas their model focuses on the hierarchical integration
of social identities into the self-concept with consequences for
social groups that are included in an overarching category, the
present model focusses on intergroup attitudes among groups
that people are member of or have been member of at a
certain point in time. Thus, both approaches complement each
other.
An example of evidence in line with the present model is
that exchange programs for students reduced intergroup bias by
increasing the overlap between students enrolled in the program
and the respective national out-group (Sassenberg and Matschke,
2010). From the perspective of the present model, exchange
programs can be one way of highlighting commonalities between
nationalities. Consequently, the foreign nationality and the
original nationality can both become associated with the selfconcept, resulting in a decline of intergroup bias (for similar
findings, see extended contact effects, e.g., Wright et al., 1997).
This is in line with cross-categorization models that suggest that
double in-groups (e.g., a German US citizen) are evaluated more
positively than cross-categories that include only one in-group
and an out-group (e.g., Hewstone et al., 1993). When the person
self-associates with Germans and United States citizens both
social groups are associated with traits that are shared with the
self. However, when only one of the groups is associated with
the self and the other social group is incompatible with that
in-group, the crossed category should be evaluated less in line
with self-ascribed attributes.

9

April 2018 | Volume 9 | Article 479

Roth et al.

Cognitive Consistency Based Recategorization Model

changes in group membership affect group identification and
intergroup bias, but this is not an exhaustive list of hypothesizes
that can be derived from the model. Systematic research is
warranted to test the hypotheses derived from the model. In
a first step, this could be done by using minimal groups to
which people are assigned and reassigned (Clement and Krueger,
2002). Minimal groups have the advantage that people do not
have previous stereotypes or experiences with these groups.
This opens up the possibility to manipulate group stereotypes,
norms, values, and goals to be compatible or incompatible
between the social groups. Furthermore, additional variables
such as group member’s experiences with these groups or
duration of group membership can be manipulated. In order
to address concerns with external validity of minimal group
experiments, research should test the model’s prediction with
existing groups and memberships. Thus, in a second step, the
variables of interest could be measured or quasi-experimentally
manipulated. Finally, longitudinal research on changes in group
membership could show these change processes occurring
naturally.
Notably, several motivational, situational, and interindividual
differences may influence the strength of the mental association
between the self and the original in-group as well as the self
and the new in-group. In this paragraph, we mention some
of the factors that could be addressed in future research. We
believe that one crucial variable that influences the strength
of the association between the self and a social group is
the duration of the respective group membership. Whereas a
continuous history of a person as member of a social group
may intensify the association between the self and that group,
a short-term membership without much meaning may work
to the contrary. Short-term group membership may end up
in a loose association between the self and the group that
is more easily overwritten when membership changes; more
permanent group membership may strengthen the connection
(Sanchez et al., 2007). Autobiographical memory about the
self as a member of a social group that goes along with an
extensive duration of group membership may affect attitudes
toward that group long after the person left that group. This
should be particularly the case when the previous in-group
shares stable characteristics with the self. For example, when
people are forced to change their group membership and
the new in-group is incompatible with the previous in-group
people will show stronger associations with the previous ingroup than with the new in-group (e.g., Jetten and Hutchison,
2011).
Furthermore, motivational processes may play a role in
associating or dissociating a social group to/from the self.
Research has shown that people identify with social groups
to satisfy basic motives (Vignoles et al., 2006, 2008). Thus,
people may more strongly associate social groups to their selfconcept that fulfill their motives for self-esteem, distinctiveness,
continuity, and meaning, whereas social groups that do not
satisfy these motives may be associated less strongly to the
self-concept. These motives may be reflected in variations of
how much people voluntarily belong to a social group. Similarly,
group membership based on shared opinion between the self and

The processes outlined in the present model mirror those
described in models on the effect of perspective taking on
out-group attitudes (e.g., Todd and Burgmer, 2013). In fact, it
appears that the suggested mechanisms involved in changing
group membership may also account for reduction of bias when
people take the perspective of another person. Thus, the present
model suggests that perspective taking will be more effective in
improving out-group attitudes when the out-group is compatible
instead of incompatible with relevant in-groups.
The present model contributes to understanding the
formation and change of intergroup bias. It helps predicting
when and how changes of group membership affect intergroup
attitudes. This knowledge can inform the important societal
issue of intergroup bias in a world where some group boundaries
are becoming more malleable. The model suggests simple
mechanisms, based on cognitive consistency principles, implying
that new in-groups that are compatible with previous in-groups
are associated with the self in line with previous identities
and that associating social groups to this knowledge structure
increases liking for these groups. Strengthening and reducing
these connections can increase and decrease bias between social
groups. Interventions that help highlighting commonalities
instead of contradictions between social groups and thereby
help the integration of new groups into the self-concept in line
with previous identities may help changing intergroup bias.
This has important implications for assimilation policies in
multi-cultural countries. Policies should encourage compatibility
between previous and new identities. This implies that people
from different cultures need to go to the same schools, hold
similar jobs, and live in similar places. It discourages any kind
of segregation since this may increase incompatibility between
previous and new group memberships. Since compatibility
between social groups may be reached by assimilating a minority
group membership to a majority group but also vice versa, it
could be a promising strategy to make salient aspects of the
majority’s preexisting identity that are consistent with including
the minority in their group (also see Smeekes and Verkuyten,
2015). These strategies may help to reach an identity integration
stage that implies high involvement in the culture of origin as
well as the new cultural in-group (Berry, 1997) and represents the
most adaptive of four different acculturation categories (Berry,
2005).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The present model builds on cognitive consistency principles in
social cognition to explain the integration of new identities into
the self-concept with consequences for intergroup bias. Based
on these established mechanisms, the present model suggests
that group identification is represented in the mental knowledge
structure by an associative link between the self and the in-group.
The model suggests that changes in group membership affect
the cognitive representation of the self and the in-group and
out-group depending on group (in)compatibility that in turn
affects intergroup attitudes. We stated hypotheses that we believe
are the crucial or most interesting ones for the question how
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self-profits from self-associated positive valence and is thus
represented more positively than groups that are linked less
strongly or are dissociated from the self. Based on established
cognitive consistency principles and on previous research on
categorization-induced intergroup bias, self-anchoring, and dual
process perspectives on attitudes, the present model suggests that
not only explicit but also implicit intergroup bias is flexible, and
that it depends on associating social groups to the individual’s
self-concept. The model suggests that self-association is a process
that in addition to established mechanisms like evaluative
conditioning can effectively change the associative structure
underlying the self-concept and social groups. Altogether,
changing group membership can be an effective strategy in
altering reflected as well as more automatic forms of intergroup
bias – at least when boundaries between groups are permeable.
Given that contemporary societies are characterized by frequent
changes of group memberships, be it related to jobs, professions,
cities, or countries, this article aims to shift from a relatively
‘static’ consideration of social group memberships in the here and
now to a more ‘flexible’ view of group memberships as changing
through space and time. In modern society, group memberships
change, and so do social identities. Given that social identities
are important aspects of the individual’s self-concept, identity
change is complex and important. The suggested model provides
a framework from which innovative testable predictions can
be derived and tested that in turn help to explain and predict
societally relevant contemporary issues of modern life.

a social group may lead to strong identification with opinionbased groups with the result of strong intergroup bias toward
the opposing group and consequences for collective action (Bliuc
et al., 2007). In general, we predict that the more people want to
belong to a social group the stronger they will identify with this
group and thus, show a stronger association between the self and
the social group. This has consequences for intergroup attitudes;
the chosen in-group will be evaluated positively and because
of its incompatibility with opponent groups, the latter may be
devalued. It is another interesting question to test whether social
groups that people disidentify with as measured with explicit
measures (Becker and Tausch, 2014) can still be associated with
the self-influencing intergroup attitudes (Kachanoff et al., 2016).
The present model suggests that the more positive people’s selfesteem is the stronger their intergroup bias will be in favor of the
group that is more strongly connected with the self. This process
does not preclude additional motivational processes such as the
deliberate selection of positive characteristics when describing
the in-group compared to the out-group. Future research could
test the relative contribution of these processes to intergroup bias.
Finally, a central proposition of the model is that most people’s
self-esteem is positive and that associating the self with a social
group therefore contributes to a preference of the self-associated
over a self-dissociated social group. However, some people’s selfesteem is negative; future research should test the generalizability
of the predictions derived from the present model across various
populations (e.g., people with affective disorders or those who
belong to stigmatized groups).
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