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Summary and Keywords

In the literature on prejudice and derogatory reactions, two prominent lies of research 
can be distinguished, one focusing on the expression and endorsement of (mostly) nega­
tive stereotypes and prejudice, and one zooming in on how defense of cultural worldviews 
can lead to derogatory reactions toward those who are different from ourselves. Research 
on both stereotypes/prejudice and cultural worldviews reveals how personal uncertainty 
can lead to the occurrence of derogatory reactions. In research on prejudice, the auto­
maticity of stereotyping and prejudice has been the subject of debate. Some scholars ar­
gue for the inevitability of stereotyping, as these processes are assumed to be automatic 
and inevitable. By contrast, other scholars distinguish automatic stereotype activation 
from more controlled stereotype endorsement. Importantly, stereotype activation may be 
altered by stereotype-negation training reducing the expression of prejudice. In world­
view defense research, it is shown how uncertainty-related motives and other worldview 
threats are related to the expression of derogatory reactions toward those who fall out­
side our scope of justice. In contemporary society, people frequently have to deal with 
feelings of personal uncertainty, especially regarding future-oriented delayed outcomes. 
To cope with these feelings, people adhere to their cultural worldviews. These belief sys­
tems enable people to strive for long-term goals, but also make them more vulnerable to 
expressing prejudice and other derogatory reactions. A wealth of research shows that 
when people’s worldviews are threatened, they tend to react more rigidly and negatively 
toward others, especially toward those who belong to an outgroup. Related to this, stud­
ies on the belief in a just world and reactions toward innocent victims provide additional 
insight into the harsh and rigid reactions that people sometimes show toward innocent 
others. That is, watching innocent victims of crimes can threaten the idea that the world 
is just, and people sometimes respond in derogatory and prejudiced ways toward those 
victims in order to uphold the idea that the world is a just place where bad things happen 
to bad people only. Importantly, alleviating feelings of personal uncertainty (either by af­
firming personal certainty or by refocusing attention toward other aspects of an unjust 
situation) can reduce derogatory reactions and instigate benevolent reactions focused on 
helping those who are less well off.



Worldview Defense, Prejudice, and Derogating Others

Page 2 of 18

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy 
Policy and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 28 June 2019

Keywords: personal uncertainty, stereotype activation, stereotype endorsement, derogation, cultural worldviews, 
Just-World beliefs, benevolent reactions

Uncertainty, Prejudice, and Derogatory Reac­
tions
A prominent question in the field of social psychology is why people sometimes react to­
ward others in negative and derogatory ways. These derogatory reactions encompass 
negative responses toward people and groups who are different from us (i.e., prejudice). 
These reactions also include harsh responses in terms of judging people’s actions or char­
acters negatively (i.e., blaming and derogation) and the negative ways in which we react 
toward others who do not share our opinions or views. A broad range of theories tries to 
explain these derogatory reactions, focusing on the expression of prejudice specifically 
(e.g., Allport, 1954; Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Devine, 1989) or on personality traits 
that may make people more prone toward showing derogatory reactions, such as right-
wing authoritarianism (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950), social 
dominance orientation (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999), and the need for cognitive closure 
(Webster & Kruglanski, 1994).

Seminal theories stress the role of feelings of uncertainty in prejudice and other deroga­
tory reactions (Allport, 1954; Fromm, 1942; for a recent overview, see Jonas et al., 2014). 
These theories include uncertainty-identity theory (Hogg, 2007), the reactive approach 
model (McGregor, Prentice, & Nash, 2009), meaning maintenance theory (Proulx & 
Heine, 2006), the uncertainty management model (Van den Bos, 2009), and also terror 
management theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986), just-world theory (Lern­
er, 1980), and system justification theory (Jost & Banaji, 1994).

This article does not review all the theories that have been developed in the broad field of 
research on uncertainty, prejudice, and other derogatory reactions. Instead, we start off 
with a short elaboration on the classic and more recent approaches in studying prejudice 
and related derogatory reactions, followed by a more detailed discussion of the role that 
personal uncertainty plays in worldview-defensive reactions, prejudice, and other deroga­
tory reactions, specifically in the field of justice (Bal & Van den Bos, 2017).

Research on stereotypes and prejudice demonstrates that people are often biased against 
others outside their own social group, showing stereotypes (cognitive bias), prejudice (af­
fective bias), and discrimination or other derogatory reactions (behavioral bias; Fiske, 
1998). In classic social psychological theories, the process of stereotype activation and 
the usage of stereotypes are frequently viewed as an inevitable consequence of the hu­
man tendency to categorize the social environment (Allport, 1954). After all, because of 
the enormous amount of information people constantly receive when moving through 
their social environment, they have developed a spontaneous tendency to simplify infor­
mation into social categories and stereotypes. This way, the flow of information about the 
social environment becomes manageable. A negative consequence of this process, howev­
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er, is that it can also lead to negative biases toward others, such as when stereotypes con­
sist of predominantly negative attributes and result in prejudice and discrimination. In 
fact, Bargh and others have concluded that stereotype activation and usage of those 
stereotypes is inevitable, as stereotyping tends to be an automatic process (Bargh, 1999, 
2007; Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Bargh & Pietromonaco, 1982).

However, in a less pessimistic paper, Devine (1989) made a critical distinction between 
stereotype activation and stereotype endorsement. She countered previous theorizing on 
automatic processes by proposing that although stereotype activation may be largely au­
tomatic and spontaneous, stereotype endorsement is more controlled and influenced by 
personal beliefs. Thus, people may have knowledge of the content of certain social cate­
gories or stereotypes, but personally believe that these stereotypes do not accurately de­
scribe individuals belonging to this group. Therefore, they may choose not to endorse this 
stereotype and will not show prejudiced and discriminatory behavior. Hence, according to 
the model proposed by Devine, although stereotypes may be activated automatically, the 
endorsement of these stereotypes can be controlled by personal beliefs.

In these more classic approaches described in earlier sections, stereotypes and the ex­
pression of stereotypical attitudes and prejudicial behavior are examined directly. Anoth­
er way to study these issues also gained popularity over the last decades. This approach 
focuses on explaining prejudice and other derogatory reactions by studying people’s gen­
eral worldviews or belief systems. These views or belief systems are not necessarily relat­
ed in direct ways to people’s stereotypes. Nevertheless, studying how people respond to 
people or events that bolster versus threaten their worldviews and belief systems pro­
vides systematic insight into the psychological underpinnings and fundamental motives 
for prejudice and other derogatory reactions (Kay & Brandt, 2016; see also Greenberg, 
Koole, & Pyszczynski, 2004; Van den Bos, 2009).

In the following, we elaborate on the cultural worldview approach and examine how 
people’s prejudices (and related concepts such as stereotyping and derogation) are asso­
ciated with uncertainty-related motives. Studies have shown that the adherence to cultur­
al worldviews in inevitable in contemporary society. Pressures from contemporary soci­
eties push people to strive for long-term goals and focus on the future, increasing feelings 
of personal uncertainty (Martin, 1999). To relieve these aversive feelings, people devel­
oped cultural worldviews that provided a sense of order and structure, enabling a sense 
of trust and security (Van den Bos, McGregor, & Martin, 2015). A negative byproduct of 
the development of these worldviews, however, is that people will try to uphold them in 
the face of threatening information (Bal & Van den Bos, 2012). Hence, in the face of per­
sonal uncertainty or other worldview threats, people will react in defensive and rigid 
manners, sometimes resulting in the endorsement of stereotypes, prejudice, and other 
derogatory reactions. In the following, these propositions are further explained and elab­
orated on.
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Contemporary Society
Humans have evolved to live in increasingly larger and progressively more interdepen­
dent groups (e.g., Aronson, 1972; Durkheim, 1893; Martin, 1999). In earlier times bonds 
were based mostly on kinship, and families were largely self-sufficient, but in contempo­
rary society roles are much more differentiated and people depend on others for several 
goods and services (Durkheim, 1893). And although these developments brought about 
great advantages and enabled us to progress in many ways, the growing interdependence 
in human societies also put a strain on individuals. Interdependence requires of people 
that they trust each other and enter into a variety of binding exchange relationships in 
which people are also assessed of their worth by others in varying domains (Martin, 1999; 
see also Durkheim, 1893).

Moreover, many contemporary societies are characterized by an emphasis on long-term 
goal striving, a strong orientation toward the future and a focus on delayed gratification 
instead of immediate rewards (Martin, 1999). This is apparent, for instance, in the in­
creased amount of years that people spend in school getting an education. On the one 
hand, this enables them to fulfill differentiated roles in society, but on the other, it also in­
creases times of uncertainty. During these times people may wonder, “Will I obtain my 
diploma?” and “Will I be able to get a job?” These types of questions are inherent to de­
layed gratification in contemporary society. In striving for long-term goals—whether it be 
getting an education, maintaining a relationship, pursuing a career, or something com­
pletely different—people cannot always be certain that they will receive the outcome they 
are working toward. After all, they cannot always know whether their efforts and inputs 
will pay off eventually. For instance, people have to invest in an education for a certain 
amount of years without the guarantee of a good job afterward. One could even argue 
that uncertainties are increasing in contemporary society; our world is becoming increas­
ingly more volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VOCA; e.g., Bodenhausen & 
Peery, 2009). Yet people are known to function optimally when they do receive frequent 
feedback that they are progressing toward their goals and that their efforts will pay off 
(Martin, 1999). This temporal gap between immediate input and delayed outcomes gives 
rise to feelings of self-doubt or personal uncertainty (McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & 
Spencer, 2001; Van den Bos, 2009).

To cope with these feelings, societies are governed by a large set of formal and informal 
rules and regulations, enabling people to trust that their efforts will indeed pay off in the 
end. These encompass formal institutions, such as a system of law encouraging and pro­
hibiting certain types of behavior and, importantly, also more informal institutions, such 
as cultural norms, values, and practices that people abide by (Bar-Tal, 2000; Zerubavel, 
2009). These cultural worldviews encompass ideas about what the world should look like 
and how people in it should behave. In this way people’s worldviews constitute shared 
cognitions within a group that provide a sense of order and security. Some general world­
views are shared almost universally, such as a belief that life has meaning (Proulx & 
Heine, 2006), people’s fear of death (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1986), and the 
conviction that the world in general is a just and fair place (Bal & Van den Bos, 2010; Jost 
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& Banaji, 1994; Lerner, 1980). Cultural worldviews can also be narrower, consisting of 
specific religious beliefs and cultural conceptions of how to behave or what is appropriate 
conduct. Taken together, cultural worldviews evolved to provide a sense of order and pre­
dictability in contemporary uncertain and future-oriented societies. In other words, these 
worldviews protect individuals against feelings of uncertainty. In “FEELINGS OF 
PERSONAL UNCERTAINTY” and “CULTURAL WORLDVIEW DEFENSE,” we provide a 
more detailed overview of what these feelings of uncertainty entail and of how dealing 
with these feelings can possibly lead to prejudice and other derogatory reactions.

Feelings of Personal Uncertainty
When talking about uncertainty, scholars and laymen alike typically refer to having less 
information than one would like to come to a decision in a given situation. We know from 
the seminal work of Tversky and Kahneman (1974; for a review, see Kahneman, 2011) 
that most (if not all) decisions in daily life are made under incomplete information. That 
is, people oftentimes rely on heuristics to come to a decision and usually do not process 
all available information about a situation when making decisions. We refer to this type of 
uncertainty as informational uncertainty (Van den Bos, 2009; Van den Bos & Lind, 2009). 
Informational uncertainty can be aversive, such as when people are waiting for the out­
come of an important test, but can also be sought out explicitly, such as when we look for­
ward to a vacation and have made no specific plans on what to do (Hogg, 2007).

Another type of uncertainty, namely, personal uncertainty, is generally thought to be more 
aversive. As such, people generally have a harder time tolerating this type of uncertainty. 
Personal uncertainty can be defined as a subjective sense of doubt or instability in self-
views, worldviews, or the interrelation between the two (Van den Bos, 2009). This type of 
uncertainty is especially likely to occur in contemporary societies with their emphasis on 
striving for long-term goals. Because delayed outcomes are often uncertain, people might 
wonder whether they are still on the right track in achieving their outcomes. They might 
doubt their own abilities in attaining their goals and question whether they will indeed 
get what they are working hard toward.

Whereas informational uncertainty has to do with knowing you are uncertain about some­
thing, personal uncertainty is more related to feelings of uncertainty. Hence, the former is 
an epistemic form of uncertainty, whereas the latter is an affective form of uncertainty. 
For example, it is about not knowing the outcome of a certain test, which is informational 
uncertainty, versus the negative feelings associated with being in the dark about the out­
come making you doubt whether you were skilled enough to pass the test, which is per­
sonal uncertainty. According to theorizing in the field of social self-regulation (Van den 
Bos, 2009), these feelings of personal uncertainty are deemed especially aversive and, as 
such, elicit attempts to diminish them.

A rational way of diminishing personal uncertainty would be to try to receive feedback 
that you are progressing toward your goal (Martin, 1999). In today’s volatile, uncertain, 
complex, and ambiguous societies, however, such feedback is oftentimes not available. In 
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these uncertain instances, people have to find another way to trust that their efforts will 
pay off. This is where cultural worldviews come in. What these worldviews do, among oth­
er things, is to buffer against feelings of personal uncertainty by providing a sense of or­
der and structure to the social world. As such, worldviews provide a sort of guideline to 
the way the world should work, and by adhering to these worldviews people can create a 
sense of trust that their efforts will indeed pay off and, hence, there is no need to feel un­
certain anymore. For instance, believing that the world is a just place where good things 
happen to good people (Lerner, 1980) makes the future predictable and enables a striving 
for long-term and uncertain goals, because if the world is just, working hard will lead to 
the desired outcomes. Because cultural worldviews fulfill such an important role in con­
temporary societies, they will be defended in the face of threat (e.g., Jonas et al., 2014; 
McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & Spencer, 2001; Van den Bos et al., 2005). How such a world­
view defense can result in prejudice and other derogatory reaction is discussed in “CUL­
TURAL WORLDVIEW DEFENSE.”

Cultural Worldview Defense
A number of theories have focused on different cultural worldviews and alluded to their 
self-esteem building and uncertainty buffering functions (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1986; 
Proulx & Heine, 2006; Van den Bos & Lind, 2002, 2009). The development of these theo­
ries sparked a wealth of research, showing that people will rigorously try to uphold their 
worldviews when one of these belief systems is threatened. At least two broad types of 
theories can be distinguished when focusing on the role of personal uncertainty in preju­
dice and other derogatory reactions. First, there are several theories focused on general 
worldview defensive reactions. In these theories there is no direct relation between the 
worldview people are trying to uphold and the subsequent prejudicial and derogatory re­
actions they show. Second, there are more specific theories in which subsequent deroga­
tory reactions do aid in restoring the threatened worldview directly. Here we discuss both 
and elaborate on their relation to personal uncertainty as well as prejudice and other 
rigid social reactions.

A prototypical example of the first type of theories is uncertainty management theory 
(Van den Bos & Lind, 2002, 2009). Research on uncertainty management theory shows 
that the experience of personal uncertainty underlies an array of negative social reac­
tions, including stereotyping and derogation of others. For instance, Van den Bos et al. 
(2005), induced feelings of personal uncertainty by asking people two open-ended ques­
tions concerning their thoughts and feelings regarding being uncertain: (a) “Please 
briefly describe the emotions that the thought of you being uncertain arouses in you” and 
(b) “Please write down, as specifically as you can, what you think physically will happen 
to you as you feel uncertain.” Compared to a control condition in which people did not 
think about feeling uncertain, participants judged more negatively a student who wrote 
negatively about the participants’ university in this uncertainty salience condition. Hence, 
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studies on uncertainty management theory show that people tend to react in a more rigid 
fashion when they feel uncertain.

What is interesting is that important findings pertaining to terror management theory, a 
related cultural worldview theory, also seem to be (at least partially) explained by feelings 
of personal uncertainty. That is, research on terror management shows similar effects on 
stereotyping and derogation of others when people are made to think of their own death. 
In many studies, mortality salience has been induced by asking people two open-ended 
questions concerning their thoughts and feelings about their death that are similar to 
those asked in the uncertainty salience manipulation: (a) “Please briefly describe the 
emotions that the thought of your death arouses in you” and (b) “Please write down, as 
specifically as you can, what you think physically will happen to you as you die.” (In fact, 
the uncertainty salience manipulation discussed previously is based on this mortality 
salience manipulation.) These studies have shown that after mortality has been made 
salient, people react more negatively to someone criticizing their country and nationality 
(e.g., Greenberg et al., 2004), similar to the uncertainty salience effects.

Importantly, later studies have shown that these mortality salience effects are at least 
partially caused by feelings of personal uncertainty. Specifically, Van den Bos et al. (2005) 
compared a mortality salience induction to an uncertainty salience induction by compar­
ing both conditions to a neutral control condition. They showed that that both manipula­
tions of mortality salience and uncertainty salience had similar effects on the judgment of 
people criticizing the participants’ university. That is, in both conditions participants 
judged a student who wrote negatively about the participants’ university more negatively 
than in the control condition, in which no questions were posed.

In addition, the authors showed that mortality salience induced thoughts of uncertainty, 
at least in some of their participants, whereas uncertainty salience did not induce 
thoughts of death. Moreover, participants who thought of uncertainty as a result of the 
mortality salience manipulation also showed stronger rejection of the student criticizing 
their university than participants who did not think of uncertainty after the mortality 
salience manipulation (Van den Bos et al., 2005). These findings indicate that feelings of 
personal uncertainty (see also McGregor, Prentice, & Nash, 2009) play an important role 
in worldview defensive reactions.

In the theories discussed up until now, there is no direct relation between the worldview 
that is threatened and the subsequent reaction. That is, both uncertainty management 
theory and terror management theory focus on how general threats can lead to diverse 
negative social reactions; for example, the fear of death is not directly reduced by dero­
gating others. In the second type of cultural worldview theories, there is a direct relation 
between the worldview that is threatened and subsequent prejudice and other derogatory 
reactions. These theories concern people’s belief that the world in which they live and 
function is just (e.g., Jost & Banaji, 1994; Lerner, 1980). The belief in a just world can be 
considered a specific worldview; because people value justice on a societal level, they 
generally strive to do the right thing and greatly value being treated fairly. Within social 
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psychology, ample research and theorizing has been devoted to the importance of this jus­
tice motive in people’s personal experiences (e.g., Lind & Tyler, 1988, Thibaut & Walker, 
1975) and in confrontations with injustice more broadly (e.g., Hafer & Bègue, 2005; Jost 
& Banaji, 1994; Lerner, 1980).

Within theories on the justice motive, a distinction can be made between just-world theo­
ry (e.g., Bal & Van den Bos, 2017; Hafer & Bègue, 2005; Lerner, 1980), which focuses on 
derogatory reactions toward individual victims of injustice, and system justification theo­
ry (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Kay et al., 2009), which focuses prejudicial reactions and deroga­
tion of groups who are less well off in society. Studies show how being confronted with 
people who are less well off (either because they are victims of injustice or because they 
are as a group lagging behind in society) threatens people’s belief that the world is a just 
place. Importantly, derogating these people and showing prejudiced reactions toward 
them is a way of rationalizing their disadvantaged status and, as such, restores people’s 
worldview (e.g., Hafer, 2000A).

Just-world theory was introduced, in part, to explain the paradoxical negative reactions 
that sometimes follow a confrontation with innocent victims (Lerner, 1977, 1980). The 
theory posits that people have a fundamental need to believe that the world is a just place
—that is, a place in which people get what they deserve. In general, people believe that 
good things happen to good people and that bad deeds will not go unpunished. Because 
innocent victims clearly did not get what they deserved, as something bad happened to 
presumably good persons, the belief in a just world is threatened. According to just-world 
theory, one way of dealing with this threat is to blame the victims for what happened to 
them. That way the situation will no longer be unjust as the victims became deserving of 
their misfortune.

This belief is similar to other worldviews people have in that it buffers against uncertain­
ties brought about by a contemporary future-oriented society, and it helps make sense of 
the world. Specifically, Lerner (1980) proposed that this belief is “inextricably bound with 
[a] person’s motives and goals. People want to and have to believe they live in a just 
world so that they can go about their daily lives with a sense of trust, hope and confi­
dence in their future” (p. 14). When people believe that the world is just, they can trust 
that their efforts will be paid off in the end, and they will therefore be able to forego im­
mediate rewards and strive for more long-term goals, thus delaying gratification (Callan, 
Shead, & Olson, 2011).

Studies indeed showed that when people are future oriented, they adhere to the belief in 
a just world more rigorously (Bal & Van den Bos, 2012; Hafer, 2000B). That is, people who 
are dispositionally (as a result of individual predisposition) or situationally (by means of 
experimental manipulation) more future oriented defend their belief in a just world more 
vehemently in the face of a just-world threat (i.e., a confrontation with an innocent vic­
tim), resulting in more victim blaming, than people who are less future oriented. More­
over, feelings of personal uncertainty underlie these negative, derogatory reactions (Bal 
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& Van den Bos, 2012). Hence, personal uncertainty plays an important role in defending 
specific worldviews pertaining to just-world beliefs.

Most research on just-world theory focuses on derogatory reactions toward individual vic­
tims of injustice. A theory that is in important ways based on just-world theory, namely, 
system justification theory, focuses on blaming groups in society who lag behind. This cul­
tural worldview theory is similar to just-world theory in that it argues that disadvantaged 
groups in society threaten the idea that society is just. Subsequently, disadvantage can be 
rationalized by proposing that it is deserved, through the endorsement of stereotypical 
traits in this group, especially when people are motivated to see the current status quo as 
fair (Kay et al., 2009). For instance, studies on system justification showed that people 
tend to see an unequal gender division in politics as fair because women are seen as less 
ambitious than men, especially when people believe that this system is important for 
themselves.

As an aside, studies on system justification have also revealed that these system-justifying 
tendencies are not only adhered to by majority members. That is, minority members also 
justify inequalities by self-stereotyping (Laurin, Fitzsimons, & Kay, 2011; Laurin, Kay, & 
Shepherd, 2011). These processes are probably related to people’s social dominance ori­
entation, the belief that group hierarchies are inevitable in all societies and are even a 
good idea to maintain order and stability (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

Studies have also shown that system-justifying tendencies are motivated (at least partial­
ly) by a need to reduce feelings of personal uncertainty. However, scholars studying sys­
tem justification theory stress a need for control or structure as opposed to reducing per­
sonal uncertainty specifically. That is, compensatory control theory (Kay et al., 2009) pro­
poses that people defend their system, derogating people who are less well off for their 
lagging behind, by endorsing negative stereotypes, because the system provides a source 
of control. Put differently, in order to compensate for reduced feelings of personal cer­
tainty or control, people will resort to justifying the existing social system as fair, legiti­
mate, and just, thereby being inclined to blame those who are struggling in society for 
their relatively lower status. Several empirical studies have found support for this idea, 
showing that when people are temporarily deprived of control (i.e., when they experience 
personal uncertainty) system-justifying tendencies are enhanced (e.g., Kay & Eibach, 
2013; Kay, Gaucher, McGregor, & Nash, 2010; Kay et al., 2008).

Taken together, general cultural worldview theories, such as uncertainty management 
theory (Van den Bos & Lind, 2002, 2009), as well as studies on the belief in a just world 
(Bal & Van den Bos, 2012; Hafer, 2000B) and system justification (Jost & Banaji, 1994; 
Kay et al., 2009) specifically, all support the notions that (a) people find it hard to tolerate 
feelings of personal uncertainty; (b) they will therefore adhere more rigorously to world­
views that provide certainty, order, and structure, such as the belief in a just world and 
the idea that the current status quo is fair and legitimate when experiencing personal un­
certainty; and (c) this can result in harsh, derogatory reactions and prejudice toward 
those who lag behind.
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Benevolent Reactions
Most of the studies up until now have focused on defensive reactions following a world­
view threat, showing prejudiced and derogatory reactions toward those who are less well 
off, especially when those harboring the defensive reactions are experiencing personal 
uncertainty. However, other studies focus on mitigating stereotype endorsement and 
derogation of those who are less well off, and show that more benevolent reactions may 
also be possible in dealing with worldview threats. In the following paragraph, we discuss 
two lines of research that have focused on ways to reduce these negative reactions and 
increase more benevolent reactions following a worldview threat. Specifically, we focus 
on the processes that occur in prejudicial and derogatory reactions, and show how inter­
vening in these processes may reduce these negative reactions tendencies, allowing for 
more constructive behaviors.

Following uncertainty management theory, worldview defensive reactions can be viewed 
as self-regulatory behavior. That is, people try to regulate their feelings of personal uncer­
tainty by adhering to cultural worldviews. When these worldviews are threatened, people 
are motivated to defend these belief systems because they serve important functions for 
the self (i.e., they provide a sense of certainty, order, and structure). In their research, 
Loseman and Van den Bos (2012) specifically focused on the belief in a just world to find 
direct support for this view of cultural worldview defense as self-regulation and at the 
same time show how countering feelings of personal uncertainty by self-affirmation will 
reduce derogatory reactions. In two studies, they confronted participants with an unjust 
event, a girl who fell victim to rape. In both studies they measured victim blaming 
through a short questionnaire. In the first study, self-regulatory resources of half of the 
participants were depleted through a letter-crossing task (Muraven, Tice, & Baumeister, 
1998). The results of this study showed that victim blaming was enhanced for these par­
ticipants as opposed to a control group.

Furthermore, Loseman and Van den Bos (2012) also suggested a way in which derogatory 
reactions can be reduced. That is, in their second study, half of the participants were giv­
en a self-affirmation task after reading the victimization scenario. Specifically, partici­
pants were asked to write down three positive characteristics of themselves. In the con­
trol condition, participants had to write down three brand names of detergents. Results of 
this experiment showed that victim blaming was reduced in the self-affirmation condition 
as opposed to the control condition. Hence, temporarily heightening people’s personal 
sense of certainty by a self-affirmation task presumably reduced their need to defend the 
belief in a just world after a confrontation with unjust events. Self-affirmation may thus 
buffer against feelings of personal uncertainty and the negative effects of worldview ad­
herence and, as such, reduce prejudice and other derogatory reactions that follow from a 
worldview threat.

This line of research provided an initial way through which derogatory reactions may be 
reduced. However, in a more recent set of studies, we (Bal & Van den Bos, 2015) pro­
posed an additional way through which derogatory reactions may be countered, but si­
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multaneously studied how positive and benevolent reactions may be increased. That is, in 
this line of research we also explicitly studied support for those who are less well off in 
addition to measuring derogatory reactions. We proposed that in a confrontation with an 
innocent victim, people often tend to focus on the threatening aspects of the situation, 
that is, the fact that this event is incongruent with their worldview. However, when peo­
ple can be made to focus more on the fact that the victim is someone who is deserving of 
empathy and help instead of the worldview threat that he or she poses, benevolent reac­
tions may become more primary. In other words, when people are not concerned with 
their feelings of personal uncertainty associated with a worldview threat, they may be 
able to focus on other features of the situation (such as how the other person may be feel­
ing).

We tested these ideas in two studies in which we confronted participants with a newspa­
per article of a young man who was seriously injured by being hit by a car while cycling 
home. Before reading this short newspaper article, in both studies we manipulated partic­
ipants’ focus (self-focus vs. other-focus vs. control condition) in an ostensibly unrelated 
experiment by asking them to think back to a situation in which they were focused either 
on themselves or on another person and to describe that situation in detail. This was fol­
lowed by three open-ended questions: (a) “Please describe, as specifically as possible, 
how you/that person acted in the situation”; (b) “Please describe what feelings you/you 
think this other person had in that situation,” and, (3) “Please describe what you/you 
think the other person thought in that situation.”

In the first study, we measured derogatory reactions by asking participants in a supposed 
recall task on the newspaper article to indicate, among some filler questions, the amount 
of alcohol the victim had drunk before getting into the accident (nothing about drinking 
alcohol was actually mentioned in the article). Results showed that when participants 
were self-focused as opposed to other-focused, they estimated the victim to have drunk 
significantly more alcohol. Moreover, estimates in the control condition were similar to 
those in the self-focused condition. This may indicate that people tend to focus on the per­
sonal consequences of a worldview threat more so than on the victim’s fate. In the second 
study, we measured actual helping behavior by allowing participants the opportunity to 
raise money for the victims’ rehabilitation. Specifically, participants could solve math 
problems and raise €0.05 for each two correct answers. Results of this study showed that 
participants raised significantly less money to aid in the victim’s recovery when they were 
self focused as opposed to other focused. The control condition fell in between these two 
conditions.

Taken together, these studies provide an additional avenue through which derogatory re­
actions may be reduced and more benevolent reactions may also be increased. That is, 
when people are confronted with a worldview threat, they may be spontaneously inclined 
to defend their belief systems and show derogatory reactions toward those who are less 
well off. Encouraging people to focus more on the fact that these people are deserving or 
in need of help may turn attention away from the (worldview-) threatening aspects of the 
situation and may reduce tendencies to engage in worldview maintenance, instead insti­
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gating a search for ways to benefit these people who are less well off (see also Kay, Jost, 
& Young, 2005). It is important to note that in the studies described here, we did not fo­
cus directly on prejudice and stereotyping. However, there is important overlap between 
victim blaming and derogation and prejudicial reactions in the sense that prejudice may 
be viewed as a specific type of derogation of those who are less well off. As such, these 
studies do offer possible avenues of prejudice reduction that are related to the cultural 
worldview defense explanation of prejudice and the role of personal uncertainty in the en­
dorsement of it (i.e., affirming the self and focusing on others).

These studies all focused on intervening in the endorsement of stereotypes as a way of re­
ducing prejudice and derogatory reactions toward those who are less well off. They fit 
within the cultural worldview approach to prejudice in which personal uncertainty plays 
an important role. However, within the more traditional approach studying stereotyping 
and prejudice (as described in the beginning of this contribution), a more recent line of 
research also focuses on a way of mitigating prejudice. Although these studies are not di­
rectly related to the role of personal uncertainty in prejudice, we do want to allude to 
these studies shortly. This line of research has focused on changing stereotype activation 
as a way of intervening in the process of stereotyping and prejudice. Specifically, by tar­
geting the content of these stereotypes and altering the negative content of them through 
training, Kawakami and colleagues (Kawakami et al., 2000; Kawakami, Dovidio, & Van 
Kamp, 2005) tried to reduce the endorsement of stereotypes. Hence, they built on the 
model proposed by Devine (1989) directly and showed that not only can personal beliefs 
influence the expression of prejudice and discrimination, but stereotype activation may 
also be targeted by extensive training in negating category-trait associations.

In the studies by Kawakami et al. (2000), participants were trained to respond to pho­
tographs of two social categories (e.g., black and white persons) paired with stereotypic 
positive and negative traits. For instance, “athletic” and “poor” were two stereotypical 
traits associated with black people, and “ambitious” and “uptight” with white people 
(Kawakami et al., 2000, Study 3). During the training phase, participants had to respond 
with “No” to trials where the photograph and trait were congruent (e.g., black person 
paired with “athletic”) and “Yes” to trials where the photograph and trait were incongru­
ent (e.g., white person paired with “poor”). Their results showed that after this training, 
participants showed a significant reduction in stereotype activation, measured as reac­
tion times to congruent and incongruent trials, in comparison with a pretest and with a 
control group that did not receive this training.

In subsequent research, however, it was questioned whether the training in negating 
stereotype activation was actually beneficial in reducing prejudice and discrimination 
(Kawakami et al., 2005). That is, because the training was quite explicit, people may show 
contrast effects in subsequent behavioral reactions. The reasoning was that participants 
want to correct for the perceived effects of the training to show their true opinions in sub­
sequent behaviors, but in doing so actually enhance prejudicial and discriminatory reac­
tions. To test this idea, Kawakami and colleagues (2005) again trained participants in 
negating stereotypes with the same procedure but now focused on gender stereotypes. 
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Subsequently, participants were asked to take part in a job application task. They had to 
read through a job advertisement and four résumés and cover letters (two male and two 
female) and decide on whom they deemed most appropriate for the job. In addition to a 
no-training condition and a training condition, two more experimental conditions were 
added, in which participants completed the stereotype-negation training. In these condi­
tions either a filler task was added in between the training and the job application task 
(filler condition), or participants had to perform a secondary task during the job applica­
tion task, to make it more difficult to make a decision based on careful deliberation (cog­
nitive load condition).

The results showed that, as expected, the hiring decision was not influenced by the train­
ing alone. That is, in both the control condition and the training condition, participants 
preferred the male applicants to the female applicants. In the filler condition and the cog­
nitive load condition, however, this preference disappeared, and participants chose to 
hire male and female applicants equally, indicating that applicants’ gender was no longer 
taken into account in the hiring decision. Hence, this line of research shows that in the 
expression (and reduction) of prejudice, motivational factors play an important role. The 
cultural worldview approach focuses specifically on these motivational factors.

Conclusion
Uncertainty-related motives are associated with prejudice and other derogatory reac­
tions. Though some classic theories argue for the inevitability of stereotyping and preju­
dice (Allport, 1954; Bargh, 1999) other theories assume that although stereotype activa­
tion may be automatic, stereotype endorsement is more controlled (Devine, 1989). Hence, 
when personal beliefs are incongruent with stereotype activation, those stereotypes may 
not be endorsed, and no prejudice will be expressed. More recent research and theoriz­
ing has focused on prejudice and other derogatory reactions being the result of world­
view threats and associated feelings of personal uncertainty. That is, because people live 
in an increasingly future-oriented world, they often have to delay gratification and strive 
for long-term goals. This future orientation brings about feelings of personal uncertainty 
and self-doubt. To deal with these aversive feelings, people developed worldviews, such 
as the idea that the world is just. When these beliefs are threatened, defensive reactions
—such as derogation of those who are less well off—are restorative. Hence, by derogating 
and showing prejudicial reactions, disadvantaged people become deserving of their less 
fortunate fate.

Building and extending on these insights, several efforts (both in the traditional direct ap­
proach toward examining prejudice and in the cultural worldview approach of explaining 
prejudice) have focused on reducing prejudicial and derogatory reactions and opening up 
possibilities for more benevolent responses toward individuals who are less well off.

Research on stereotype activation (e.g., Kawakami et al., 2000, 2005) shows that stereo­
type content may be altered such that prejudicial reactions may be reduced. Studies on 
worldview maintenance, and specifically the belief in a just world (e.g., Bal & Van den 
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Bos, 2015; Loseman & Van den Bos, 2012), show that alleviating feelings of personal un­
certainty, either by affirming personal certainty or by refocusing attention toward other 
aspects of an unjust situation, can reduce derogatory reactions.

References

Adorno, T. W., Frenkel-Brunswik, E., Levinson, D. J., & Sanford, R. N. (1950). The authori­
tarian personality. New York, NY: Harper.

Aronson, E. (1972). The social animal. New York, NY: Viking Press.

Allport, G. W. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Bal, M., & Van den Bos, K. (2010). The role of perpetrator similarity in reactions to­
ward innocent victims. European Journal of Social Psychology, 40(6), 957–969.

Bal, M., & Van den Bos, K. (2012). Blaming for a better future: Future orientation 
and associated intolerance of personal uncertainty lead to harsher reactions to­
ward innocent victims. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 38(7), 835–844.

Bal, M., & Van den Bos, K. (2015). Putting the “I” and “Us” in justice: Derogatory 
and benevolent reactions toward innocent victims in self-focused and other-fo­
cused individuals. Social Justice Research, 28(3), 274–292.

Bal, M., & Van den Bos, K. (2017). Effects of lay beliefs on the justice motive. In C. 
Zedelius, B. Müller, & J. Schooler (Eds), The science of lay theories (pp. 157–177). New 
York, NY: Springer.

Bargh, J. A. (1999). The cognitive monster: The case against the controllability of auto­
matic stereotype effects. In S. Chaiken & Y. Trope (Eds.), Dual-process theories in social 
psychology (pp. 361–382). New York, NY: Guilford.

Bargh, J. A. (Ed.). (2007). Social psychology and the unconscious: The automaticity of 
higher mental processes. New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Bargh, J. A., Chen, M., & Burrows, L. (1996). Automaticity of social behavior: Direct 
effects of trait construct and stereotype activation on action. Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology, 71(2), 230–244.

Bargh, J. A., & Pietromonaco, P. (1982). Automatic information processing and social 
perception: The influence of trait information presented outside of conscious 
awareness on impression formation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
43(3), 437–449.

Bar-Tal, D. (2000). Shared beliefs in a society: Social psychological analysis. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE.



Worldview Defense, Prejudice, and Derogating Others

Page 15 of 18

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy 
Policy and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 28 June 2019

Bodenhausen, G. V., & Peery, D. (2009). Social categorization and stereotyping in vi­
vo: The VUCA challenge. Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 3(2), 133–151.

Callan, M. J., Shead, N. W., & Olson, J. M. (2011). Personal relative deprivation, delay 
discounting, and gambling. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 101(5), 955–
973.

Devine, P. G. (1989). Stereotypes and prejudice: Their automatic and controlled 
components. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 56(1), 5–18.

Durkheim, E. (1893). The division of labor in society. New York, NY: Free Press.

Fiske, S. T. (1998). Stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination. In D. T. Gilbert, S. T. 
Fiske, & G. Lindzey (Eds.), The handbook of social psychology (4th ed., Vol. 2, pp. 357–
411). Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill.

Fromm, E. (1942/2002). The fear of freedom. London, U.K.: Routledge.

Greenberg, J., Koole, S. L., & Pyszczynski, T. (Eds.) (2004). Handbook of experimental ex­
istential psychology. New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Greenberg, J., Pyszczynski, T., & Solomon, S. (1986). The causes and consequences of a 
need for self-esteem: A terror management theory. In R. F. Baumeister (Ed.), Public self 
and private self (pp. 189–212). New York, NY: Springer-Verlag.

Hafer, C. L. (2000a). Do innocent victims threaten the belief in a just world? Evi­
dence from a modified Stroop task. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
79(2), 165–173.

Hafer, C. L. (2000b). Investment in long-term goals and commitment to just means 
drive the need to believe in a just world. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 
26(9), 1059–1073.

Hafer, C. L., & Bègue, L. (2005). Experimental research on just-world theory: Prob­
lems, developments, and future challenges. Psychological Bulletin, 131(1), 128–167.

Hogg, M. A. (2007). Uncertainty-identity theory. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experi­
mental social psychology (Vol. 39, pp. 70–126). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Jonas, E., McGregor, I., Klackl, J., Agroskin, D., Fritsche, I., Holbrook, C., . . . Quirin, M. 
(2014). Threat and defense: From anxiety to approach. Advances in Experimental So­
cial Psychology, 49, 219–286.

Jost, J. T., & Banaji, M. R. (1994). The role of stereotyping in system-justification and 
the production of false consciousness. British Journal of Social Psychology, 33(1), 1–
27.

Kahneman, D. (2011). Thinking, Fast and Slow. New York, NY: Farrar, Strauss, Giroux



Worldview Defense, Prejudice, and Derogating Others

Page 16 of 18

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy 
Policy and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 28 June 2019

Kawakami, K., Dovidio, J. F., Moll, J., Hermsen, S., & Russin, A. (2000). Just say no (to 
stereotyping): Effects of training in the negation of stereotypic associations on 
stereotype activation. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 78(5), 871–888.

Kawakami, K., Dovidio, J. F., & van Kamp, S. (2005). Kicking the habit: Effects of non­
stereotypic association training and correction processes on hiring decisions. 
Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 41(1), 68–75.

Kay, A. C., & Brandt, M. J. (2016). Ideology and intergroup inequality: Emerging di­
rections and trends. Current Opinion in Psychology, 11, 110–114.

Kay, A. C., & Eibach, R. P. (2013). Compensatory control and its implications for ide­
ological extremism. Journal of Social Issues, 69(3), 564–585.

Kay, A. C., Gaucher, D., McGregor, I., & Nash, K. (2010). Religious belief as compen­
satory control. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 14(1), 37–48.

Kay, A. C., Gaucher, D., Napier, J. L., Callan, M. J., & Laurin, K. (2008). God and the gov­
ernment: Testing a compensatory control mechanism for the support of external 
systems. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 95(1), 18–34.

Kay, A. C. Gaucher, D., Peach, J. M., Friesen, J., Laurin, K., Zanna, M. P., & Spencer, S. J. 
(2009). Inequality, discrimination, and the power of the status quo: Direct evi­
dence for a motivation to view what is as what should be. Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology, 97(3), 421–434.

Kay, A. C., Jost, J. T., & Young, S. (2005). Victim derogation and victim enhancement 
as alternate routes to system justification. Psychological Science, 16(3), 240–246.

Kay, A. C., Whitson, J. A., Gaucher, D., & Galinsky, A. D. (2009). Compensatory control: 
Achieving order through the mind, our institutions, and the heavens. Current Di­
rections in Psychological Science, 18(5), 264–268.

Laurin, K., Fitzsimons, G. M., & Kay, A. C. (2011). Social disadvantage and the self-
regulatory function of justice beliefs. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
100(1), 149–171.

Laurin, K., Kay, A. C., & Shepherd, S. (2011). Self-stereotyping as a route to system 
justification. Social Cognition, 29(3), 360–375.

Lerner, M. J. (1977). The justice motive: Some hypotheses as to its origins and 
forms. Journal of Personality, 45(1), 1–52.

Lerner, M. J. (1980). The belief in a just world: A fundamental delusion. New York, NY: 
Plenum Press.

Lind, E. A., & Tyler, T. R. (1988). The social psychology of procedural justice. New York, 
NY: Plenum.



Worldview Defense, Prejudice, and Derogating Others

Page 17 of 18

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy 
Policy and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 28 June 2019

Loseman, A., & Van den Bos, K. (2012). A self-regulation hypothesis of coping with 
an unjust world: Ego-depletion and self-affirmation as underlying aspects of 
blaming of innocent victims. Social Justice Research, 25(1), 1–13.

Martin, L. L. (1999). I-D compensation theory: Some implications of trying to satis­
fy immediate-return needs in a delayed-return culture. Psychological Inquiry, 10(3), 
195–208.

McGregor, I., Prentice, M., & Nash, K. (2009). Personal uncertainty management by 
reactive approach motivation. Psychological Inquiry, 20, 225–229.

McGregor, I., Zanna, M. P., Holmes, J. G., & Spencer, S. J. (2001). Compensatory convic­
tion in the face of personal uncertainty: Going to extremes and being oneself. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 80(4), 472–488.

Muraven, M., Tice, D. M., & Baumeister, R. F. (1998). Self-control as limited resource: 
Regulatory depletion patterns. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 74(3), 
774–789.

Proulx, T., & Heine, S. J. (2006). Death and black diamonds: Meaning, mortality, and 
the Meaning Maintenance Model. Psychological Inquiry, 17(4), 309–318.

Sidanius, J., & Pratto, F. (1999). Social dominance: An intergroup theory of social hierar­
chy and oppression. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.

Thibaut, J., & Walker, L. (1975). Procedural justice: A psychological analysis. Hillsdale, NJ: 
Erlbaum.

Tversky, A., & Kahneman, D. (1974). Judgment under uncertainty: Heuristics and bi­
ases. Science, 185(4157), 1124–1134.

Van den Bos, K. (2009). Making sense of life: The existential self trying to deal with 
personal uncertainty. Psychological Inquiry, 20(4), 197–217.

Van den Bos, K., & Lind, E. A. (2002). Uncertainty management by means of fairness 
judgments. In M. P. Zanna (Ed.), Advances in experimental social psychology (Vol. 34, pp. 
1–60). San Diego, CA: Academic Press.

Van den Bos, K., & Lind, E. A. (2009). The social psychology of fairness and the regulation 
of personal uncertainty. In R. M. Arkin, K. C. Oleson, & P. J. Carroll (Eds.), Handbook of 
the uncertain self (pp. 122–141). New York, NY: Psychology Press.

Van den Bos, K., McGregor, I., & Martin, L. L. (2015). Security and uncertainty in contem­
porary delayed-return cultures: Coping with the blockage of personal goals. In P. J. Car­
roll, R. M. Arkin, & A. L. Wichman (Eds.), Handbook of personal security (pp. 2135). New 
York, NY: Psychology Press.



Worldview Defense, Prejudice, and Derogating Others

Page 18 of 18

PRINTED FROM the OXFORD RESEARCH ENCYCLOPEDIA, PSYCHOLOGY (oxfordre.com/psychology). (c) Oxford University 
Press USA, 2019. All Rights Reserved. Personal use only; commercial use is strictly prohibited. Please see applicable Privacy 
Policy and Legal Notice (for details see Privacy Policy and Legal Notice).

Subscriber: OUP-Reference Gratis Access; date: 28 June 2019

Van den Bos, K., Poortvliet, P. M., Maas, M., Miedema, J., & Van den Ham, E.‑J. (2005). An 
enquiry concerning the principles of cultural norms and values: The impact of 
uncertainty and mortality salience on reactions to violations and bolstering of 
cultural worldviews. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 4(2)1, 91–113.

Webster, D. M., & Kruglanski, A. W. (1994). Individual differences in need for cogni­
tive closure. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 67(6), 1049–1062.

Zerubavel, E. (2009). Social mindscapes: An invitation to cognitive sociology. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press.

Michelle Bal

Utrecht University, Department of Interdisciplinary Social Science

Kees Van den Bos

Utrecht University, Department of Psychology and the School of Law


