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Summary 
 

 In recent years, movements such as #MeToo and Black Lives Matter have brought 

global attention to longstanding issues of inequality between groups. Notably, these 

movements have called on members of the advantaged group to acknowledge their group’s 

power, privilege, and history of perpetrating harm against members of the disadvantaged 

group. While some advantaged group members have joined the fight to address inequality, 

others have responded with backlash and resistance (e.g., men who claim that the #MeToo 

movement discriminates against their group).   

The current thesis is guided by two key questions: (1) What underlies advantaged 

group members’ support for (versus their opposition to) movements advocating for 

progressive social change? and (2) How can we reduce backlash and mobilise advantaged 

group members in efforts to challenge injustice and inequality? I examine these questions in 

the context of men’s reactions to the movement for gender equality. Specifically, I take a 

social identity approach to argue that the nature of men’s opposition to the movement for 

gender equality may be shaped by their unique identity-based needs as members of a 

structurally advantaged group that has been accused of wrongdoing. I further argue that 

opinion-based identities grounded in support for addressing gender inequality may be 

particularly well placed to overcome men’s resistance to feminist efforts and, in turn, foster 

their commitment to act for gender equality.  

Across eight studies using a combination of experimental paradigms, big data 

analytics (topic modelling Twitter data), and natural language processing, I explore how men 

encounter, support, or resist the movement to address gender inequality. Firstly, I provide an 

analysis of the nature of online support and resistance to the movement for gender equality in 

the context of the #MeToo movement within Australia (Chapter 2). Secondly, I examine the 

influence of men’s social identification and women’s accusations of victimisation on men’s 
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need for morality, defensiveness, and collective action intentions (for both women and men’s 

rights; Chapter 3). Lastly, I explore a method designed to mitigate defensiveness and engage 

men in efforts to act for gender equality (Chapter 4).   

Overall, the findings suggest that men’s defensiveness regarding the issue of gender-

based violence may not only undermine their intentions to act for women’s rights, but that it 

may also facilitate their intentions to advocate for the rights of their own (privileged) group. 

However, engaging men in group discussion regarding strategies to address gender inequality 

may provide a means of overcoming defensive reactions and boosting their commitment to 

act to address violence against women. This thesis provides important implications for both 

theory and practice regarding the factors that may promote (or hinder) advantaged group 

members’ commitment to act for equality. Namely, it emphasises the importance of 

examining the nature of both intra- and intergroup discussion (that is, discussions both within 

and between groups) to understand how advantaged group members’ reactions to social 

change are shaped.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction  

 Online protests from disadvantaged groups have brought renewed attention to 

longstanding issues of inequality between groups. Movements such as #MeToo and Black Lives 

Matter have highlighted the pervasive nature of racial and gendered violence and led to increased 

societal discussions regarding ongoing discrimination against women and ethnic minorities. 

Notably, these movements have placed a spotlight on the role of the historically advantaged 

group in committing harm against disadvantaged group members. For example, the #MeToo 

movement has drawn attention to the over-representation of men among perpetrators of sexual 

harassment and assault. Similarly, the Black Lives Matter movement continues to demand 

federal law enforcement agencies acknowledge and address institutionalized racism and police 

brutality against Black people and members of ethnic minority groups. 

The reactions of advantaged group members to movements advocating for social change 

are varied. While some choose to stand in solidarity with the disadvantaged group to challenge 

injustice (e.g., White people who attended Black Lives Matter protests across the US in 2020), 

others respond with backlash and resistance (e.g., men who claim that the #MeToo movement 

discriminates against their group; de Maricourt & Burrell, 2022; Lisnek et al., 2022). Indeed, 

both #MeToo and #BlackLivesMatter triggered reactionary counter-movements (#MenToo, 

#AllLivesMatter) that sought to advocate for the rights of the advantaged group (Becker, 2020; 

Boyle & Rathnayake, 2020; West et al., 2021). 

Despite research on the importance of advantaged group allies in supporting 

disadvantaged groups to achieve social change (Drury & Kaiser, 2014; Subašić et al., 2008; 

2018), little work has examined the factors that shape advantaged group members’ reactions to 
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social movements that seek to change the status quo. What underlies advantaged group 

members’ support for progressive versus reactionary forms of social change (that is, actions 

designed to “challenge or protect the status quo”; Becker, 2020, p.1)? How can we reduce 

backlash and mobilise advantaged group members in efforts to challenge inequality? The present 

thesis aims to address these questions in the context of men’s reactions to the movement for 

gender equality. Specifically, I explore the social psychological factors that influence men’s 

commitment to act for gender equality – as well as their countermobilization to feminist efforts 

in the form of actions designed to promote the rights of their own group.  

In the current thesis I take the approach that the issue of men’s support for (versus their 

resistance to) collective action for gender equality should be understood as a dynamic intergroup 

phenomenon (Drury & Reicher, 1999; 2009; Reicher, 1996; 2004; Stott & Drury, 1999). 

Drawing on research conducted within the social identity perspective (Bliuc et al., 2020; Lüders 

et al., 2022; Thomas et al., 2022a), I view online movements and counter-movements as a key 

site of intergroup conflict between (opposing) social groups. These groups can be grounded in 

shared ideologies or opinions (e.g., “I identify as a feminist/supporter of gender equality”) – or 

relate to groups defined by existing status relations (i.e., “advantaged” or “disadvantaged” group 

identities; Jost et al., 2017).  

I draw on insights from the needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 

2008) to suggest that the nature of men’s opposition to the movement for gender equality may be 

shaped, in part, by their distinct identity-based needs as members of a structurally advantaged 

group. Specifically, I argue that men’s support may hinge on the degree to which women’s 

allegations of sexual violence threaten men’s need for positive moral identity (Kende et al., 

2020; Teixeira et al., 2020). I propose that men’s need to defend their group’s morality may not 
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only undermine their intentions to support the movement to end gender-based violence (e.g., 

support for #MeToo), but may also motivate their engagement in reactionary counter-movements 

designed to promote the rights of their own group (e.g., support for #MenToo).  

Importantly, I suggest that movements for and against social change emerge and unfold 

dynamically over time as a product of both inter- and intragroup discussion and debate (Dixon et 

al., 2020; Louis et al., 2019; Thomas et al., 2022a; Vestergren et al., 2019). For example, in the 

context of the #MeToo movement, women’s discussions with one another about their shared 

experiences of victimisation gave rise to their disclosures of sexual harassment and assault using 

the #MeToo hashtag. Women’s disclosures, in turn, prompted men’s debate, which led to the 

emergence of the counter-hashtag #NotAllMen. In reaction to #NotAllMen, women responded 

with #YesAllWomen. Drawing on the existing literature on the powerful effects of group 

discussion in shaping people’s social identities (Postmes et al., 2005; Gee et al., 2007; Thomas & 

McGarty, 2009), I propose that targeting the nature of men’s intragroup discussions regarding 

violence against women may provide a potential means of overcoming defensive reactions and 

increasing their commitment to act for gender equality at the intergroup level.  

Although the empirical work presented in this thesis is conducted solely within the 

context of unequal status relations between men and women, my approach is underpinned by 

work on advantaged group identities more broadly, conducted within the frameworks of social 

identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and the needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & 

Nadler, 2008; 2015). I therefore refer to men as members of a historically advantaged – or 

“perpetrator” – group, and women as members of a historically disadvantaged – or “victim” 

group throughout this thesis (given that “victim” and “perpetrator” groups correspond in many 
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ways to advantaged and disadvantaged groups; Aydin et al., 2019; Kahalon et al., 2019; Siem et 

al., 2013; Shnabel et al., 2013).  

In the following literature review I firstly provide a broad overview of the divergent ways 

that advantaged group members (e.g., men) can respond to efforts for progressive social change. 

Next, I outline how modern social movements from disadvantaged groups typically call into 

question the moral character of the advantaged group, leading those highly invested in their 

group membership to experience a threat to their moral identity. I discuss how advantaged group 

members’ concerns regarding their group’s morality can motivate defensive reactions, before 

proposing that defensiveness should reduce men’s support for gender equality and may also 

underlie their counter-action to promote the rights of their own group. Finally, I discuss a 

potential means of mitigating defensiveness and engaging advantaged group members in 

solidarity-based action for the disadvantaged group in light of evidence suggesting the 

importance of opinion-based social identities in creating new avenues for people’s commitment 

to social change. 

Advantaged group members’ reactions to inequality   

In the collective action literature, people’s responses to inequality have been broadly 

divided into actions that seek to challenge the existing status quo and reduce inequality between 

groups – or actions designed to oppose social change and uphold the existing status hierarchy 

(Jost et al., 2017). These distinct forms of action have been referred to as progressive (or system-

challenging) collective action, and reactionary (or system-supporting) collective action, 

respectively (Becker, 2020; Choma et al., 2020; Jost et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2019). System-

challenging action often includes the support of advantaged group members, who act “in 

solidarity” or “allyship” with disadvantaged group members to achieve social change 
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(Droogendyk et al., 2016; Iyer & Leach, 2010; Louis, 2009; Subašić et al., 2008; 2018). 

Prominent examples of advantaged group allies include heterosexual individuals who act in 

support of LGBTIQA+ rights (Russell, 2011), White people who advocate for justice for Black 

and Indigenous people (Clark, 2019), and men who support the fight for women’s rights (Drury 

& Kaiser, 2014; Hardacre & Subašić, 2018).  

Conversely, system-supporting collective action often involves advantaged group 

members’ attempts to oppose equality and defend the prevailing status hierarchy that privileges 

their group (e.g., the rise of populist “alt-right” or “far-right” movements; Becker, 2020; 

Mikołajczak et al., 2022a; Selvanathan et al., 2020b). Of course, it should be noted that it is also 

often the case that advantaged group members opt to do nothing in the face of injustice – that is, 

they disengage entirely from debates surrounding the rights of the disadvantaged group (captured 

by work on inaction; see Elad-Strenger et al., 2022; Stroebe et al., 2019). 

What predicts advantaged group members’ support versus resistance: The role of group-

based threats  

Social psychological research on advantaged group members’ support and opposition to 

social change has focused predominantly on how the increasing rights of disadvantaged group 

members can lead members of the advantaged group to feel that their position in the status 

hierarchy is under threat (Brown et al., 2022; Craig & Richeson, 2014; Craig et al., 2018; Domen 

et al., 2022; Dover et al., 2016; Reicher & Ulusahin, 2020; River-Rodriguez, 2022; Shepherd et 

al., 2018). Advantaged group members’ perception that they are competing with the 

disadvantaged group for power and resources has been associated with their reduced support for 

progressive policies designed to protect minority group members from prejudice and 

discrimination (Craig & Richeson, 2014; Leach et al., 2007b; Norton & Sommers, 2011). In a 
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similar vein, research has linked conservative ideologies such as right-wing authoritarianism 

(RWA) and social dominance orientation (SDO) with advantaged group members’ opposition to 

system-challenging action (e.g., Black Lives Matter), and their engagement in system-supporting 

action (e.g., White nationalist movements that seek to protect “White power”; Choma et al., 

2020; Burley & Ross, 2019; Holt et al., 2022; Selvanathan et al., 2020b).   

However, movements for progressive social change are not only concerned with the 

disadvantaged groups access to rights and resources. Protest from disadvantaged groups also 

highlight the unearned privileges and immoral actions of the advantaged group (Kende et al., 

2020; Okuyan & Vollhardt, 2022; Shuman et al., 2022; Teixeira et al., 2020). Indeed, 

commentary surrounding the #MeToo movement notes that while #MeToo was instrumental in 

emphasizing the need for structural, legislative change to prevent violence against women, it also 

brought into sharp relief men’s over-representation as the perpetrators of sexual violence (de 

Maricourt & Burrell, 2022; Hill, 2021; Lisnek et al., 2022). Hill (2021) discusses how, as 

#MeToo gained traction online in 2017, it increasingly became an “accountability” movement 

concerned with promoting justice for victims and retribution for male perpetrators (p. 10). In this 

way, movements like #MeToo not only challenge existing power relations between men and 

women, but also call into question men’s moral character.  

A significant body of research in social psychology has shown that members of 

advantaged groups are particularly sensitive to information suggesting their group has done 

wrong (Branscombe et al., 1999; Kahalon et al., 2019; Knowles et al., 2014; Sullivan et al., 

2012). According to the needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008), 

disadvantaged group members – who are often the victims of discrimination – can experience a 

threat to their need for power and agency. Conversely, advantaged group members – who are 
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often accused of being prejudiced against the disadvantaged group – experience a heightened 

need for morality and acceptance (Nadler & Shnabel, 2017; Shnabel et al., 2009). Research 

suggests that this is particularly the case for advantaged group members who are highly invested 

in their group membership (Branscombe et al., 1999; Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Leach et al., 2007a; 

Tajfel & Turner, 1979).  

Drawing on the framework provided by the needs-based model, research has shown that 

advantaged group members’ support for social change is influenced by their perception that their 

group’s moral image is under attack (see Kahalon et al., 2019; Kende et al., 2020; Teixeira et al., 

2020). For example, Kende et al. (2020) showed that men’s need to defend their group’s moral 

reputation was associated with their reduced support for the #MeToo campaign. However, to 

date, this work has focused on how morality threats may undermine advantaged group members’ 

support for progressive social change, without considering how concerns about their group’s 

morality may also mobilise advantaged group members to advocate for the rights of their own 

(privileged) group. 

 In the current thesis I argue that morality concerns (and group members’ subsequent 

defensiveness) may play an important role in shaping both advantaged group members’ support 

for the disadvantaged groups’ protest, as well as their (counter)mobilization to promote the rights 

of their own advantaged group. Indeed, in recent years, online counter-movements from 

advantaged group members (#NotAllMen, #MenToo, #AllLivesMatter) have often been 

characterized by defensive attempts to protect their group’s moral image (e.g., by denying their 

group’s role in perpetrating harm; Bilali, 2013); minimizing the severity of the wrongdoing 

(Bilali et al., 2012; Leidner et al. 2010); blaming the victim(s) (Bandura, 1996; 1999), and/or 

arguing that their group has suffered more than the disadvantaged group (competitive 
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victimhood; Noor et al. 2012; Sullivan et al., 2012; Young & Sullivan, 2016). In the context of 

responses to the #MeToo movement, men’s backlash included strategies designed to downplay 

(or outright deny) the issue of violence against women. #NotAllMen was used to claim that 

sexual violence is only perpetrated by a few “bad apples” (thereby allowing men to deny the 

structural nature of gender inequality by positioning it as a problem that is only attributable to a 

“deviant” few; Flood, 2019). #MenToo asserted that men are also the victims of sexual 

harassment and violence. As victims are often viewed as morally superior to perpetrators, claims 

to victimhood (such as “#MenToo”) function to defend against moral image threats by asserting 

one’s own group has “moral credentials” (Sullivan et al., p. 102; see also Noor et al., 2012; 

Young & Sullivan, 2016).  

 Defensive reactions to reminders of ingroup harm have received substantial attention in 

social psychology (see Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019; Demirdağ et al., 2019, Kahalon et al., 2018; 

Noor et al., 2012; Sullivan et al. 2012). However, to date, little work has examined whether 

defensiveness may motivate members of advantaged groups to engage in reactionary forms of 

social change (that is, movements designed to promote the rights of their own privileged group). 

Accordingly, I propose that defensiveness – that is, the various strategies people employ to 

protect against threats to their personal or group identity – may underlie men’s 

countermobilization to feminist movements as a means of deflecting attention away from the 

(morally threatening) issue of men’s violence against women (Chapter 3). Specifically, I explore 

the relationship between men’s social identification (as members of a structurally advantaged 

group responsible for perpetrating harm) and their concerns about their group’s moral image. I 

suggest that the strength of this relationship will vary based on the extent to which women’s 

claims implicate men as the perpetrators of sexual harassment. Men’s concerns about their 
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group’s morality should motivate their engagement in defensive strategies to reduce this threat. I 

test whether defensiveness, in turn, is associated with men’s reduced support for actions 

designed to promote women’s rights, and increased support for counter-action intended to 

advance the rights of their own group. 

Overcoming defensiveness and engendering men’s support for gender equality 

Men’s participation in collective action for gender equality requires acknowledgement of 

their group’s power, privilege, and history of oppression over women. However, the research 

reviewed so far suggests that this may be particularly problematic, as members of advantaged 

groups are strongly motivated to defend against information suggesting their group has done 

wrong (Cohen, 2001; Bandura, 1996; Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019; Branscombe et al., 1999; Doosje 

et al., 1998; Peetz et al., 2010). Importantly, research suggests that defensive reactions to social 

change are likely to emerge to the extent that advantaged group members (e.g., men) are defining 

themselves in terms of a group responsible for perpetrating harm – that is, they view their 

advantaged group membership (i.e., their social identification as a man) as a key part of their 

self-concept (Branscombe et al., 1999; Branscombe & Miron, 2004).  

However, as stated earlier, advantaged group members do act in solidarity with members 

of the disadvantaged group to challenge injustice and inequality (Iyer & Ryan, 2009). Research 

suggests that advantaged group members’ support for progressive social change can be explained 

by their social identification with groups grounded in concrete opinions about the world (rather 

than pre-existing social categories based on race, gender, or sexual orientation; Bliuc et al., 2007; 

McGarty et al., 2009). Opinion-based groups (e.g., “I identify as a supporter of gender equality”) 

cut across pre-existing groups defined by “advantage” or “disadvantage” – and in this way 

capture how advantaged group members can come to act in support for equality, as well as how 
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members of disadvantaged groups participate in actions that seemingly go against their group 

interests; see Mikołajczak et al., 2022). This work suggests that a potential avenue to overcoming 

men’s defensiveness (and engendering men’s support for equality) is to facilitate their 

identification with groups based in acknowledging and addressing the issue of gender inequality. 

The literature on how people come to identify with opinion-based groups offers key insights into 

how this may be achieved. 

Group interaction as a facilitator of opinion-based identities for equality 

Research examining the processes through which people come to participate in 

coordinated, collective behaviour suggests that opinion-based identities rooted in support for 

social change can form through an iterative process of communication and interaction between 

people (Bongiorno et al., 2016; Postmes et al., 2005, Thomas & McGarty, 2009, Smith & 

Postmes, 2009; 2011). Through interacting with like-minded others, people can come to an 

understanding that their grievances and opinions about the world are shared (Smith et al., 2015). 

Importantly, in discussing how to address a particular social or political problem through joint 

action, people can come to inductively generate social norms that value coordinated collective 

action. It is through the internalization of these norms – and the understanding that these norms 

are shared by others – that new opinion-based identities grounded in support for action are 

crystallized (Thomas et al., 2009).  

 The role of group interaction in facilitating opinion-based identities predicated on 

supporting prosocial (versus antisocial) action has received empirical support across a number of 

intergroup contexts (e.g., Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 2016; 2019; Smith & 

Postmes, 2009; 2011). For example, Thomas & McGarty (2009) found that participants who 

engaged in group interaction regarding strategies to address poverty in third-world countries 
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(relative to those who completed the same task in isolation) reported greater intentions to act to 

address poverty, an effect mediated by their social identification as a supporter of efforts to 

achieve clean drinking water for people in developing nations. Conversely, in the context of 

attitudes towards immigration in the United Kingdom, Smith & Postmes (2011) demonstrated 

that group interaction gave rise to hostile intergroup behaviour (casting a vote for a fictitious 

anti-immigration political party) when participants discussed harmful stereotypes about 

immigrants in Britain.  

Taken together, these findings highlight the influential role of group interaction in 

shaping social identities based in support for either prosocial (or antisocial) intergroup 

behaviour. However, to date, research has not tested whether group interaction could be 

strategically used as a means of fostering men’s commitment to act for gender equality. 

Accordingly, in the present thesis I suggest that targeting the nature of men’s intragroup 

interactions could provide a productive means of restructuring problematic intergroup boundaries 

that position men’s role in the fight for gender equality as either bystanders or perpetrators 

(Subašić et al., 2018; p., 709). That is, I test whether engaging men in group interaction about 

addressing sexual harassment and assault against women can facilitate the development of an 

identity grounded in acknowledging – rather than denying – the issue of violence against women 

(Chapter 4). I explore whether this identity reduces men’s defensiveness regarding the issue of 

gendered violence, and, in turn, increases their commitment to act to combat gender inequality.   

Summary and Overview 

The present thesis is guided by two key questions: (1) what underlies advantaged group 

members support for progressive versus reactionary forms of collective action? and (2) how can 

we reduce backlash and mobilise advantaged group members in efforts to challenge inequality? I 
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examine these two questions in the context of men’s support for (versus their resistance to) 

collective action for gender equality. I take a social identity perspective and argue that the nature 

of men’s opposition to the movement for gender equality may be shaped by their unique identity-

based needs as members of a structurally advantaged group accused of perpetrating harm 

(Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; 2015). I further argue that opinion-based identities grounded in 

support for addressing gender inequality may be particularly well placed to overcome men’s 

resistance to feminist efforts and, in turn, foster their commitment to act for gender equality.  

 I begin this thesis by providing an overview of the nature of online movements for and 

against progressive social change in the context of the #MeToo movement within Australia 

(Chapter 2). Using a structural topic modelling approach to analyse Twitter data, I explore how 

Twitter users expressed support or opposition to the March 4 Justice movement to end gender-

based violence. In this chapter I argue that social media platforms are a key site of intergroup 

discussion and debate regarding contentious social and political issues. In particular, I show that 

supporters of March 4 Justice used social media to air grievances, express solidarity, and 

coordinate offline actions. I contrast the tactics used by supporters with evidence that Twitter 

users’ resistance to March 4 Justice was largely characterized by concerns about the impact of 

sexual assault allegations on men’s moral and social reputation, and the use of defensive 

strategies that sought to downplay (or outright deny) the issue of violence against women.  

 Given the centrality of concerns about men’s moral image in tweets surrounding the 

March 4 Justice movement (Chapter 2), in Chapter 3 I explore the influence of men’s social 

identification (as members of a structurally advantaged group responsible for perpetrating harm) 

and women’s accusations of victimisation on men’s need for morality, defensiveness, and 

collective action intentions (both system-supporting and system-challenging action). I report on 
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three studies showing that men’s social identification is associated with their reduced intentions 

to act for women’s rights, and increased intentions to advance the rights of their own group. 

These effects were mediated by men’s need for morality and defensiveness. The findings of this 

chapter suggest that defensiveness may not only present a barrier to men’s engagement in 

solidarity-based action for gender equality, but that it may also motivate their participation in 

action designed to promote the rights of their own (privileged) group (as a form of reactionary 

action). Chapter 3 anticipates an important point of this thesis: Namely, that to understand the 

success of disadvantaged groups’ social movements – and to engender advantaged group 

members as allies – we must understand how advantaged group members perceive of and react 

to such movements. Given that social media is a key site at which advantage and disadvantage, 

privilege and oppression are debated, I argue that online interactions provide accessible test beds 

for developing our understanding of these issues. 

 In the fourth chapter of this thesis I explore a method designed to mitigate men’s 

defensiveness regarding the issue of gendered violence and increase their engagement in 

collective action for gender equality. This chapter draws on a group-discussion paradigm that has 

been found to foster the development of opinion-based identities grounded in support for 

prosocial collective action via engaging participants in interaction with one another. 

Accordingly, I propose that group discussion may be fruitful means of reducing defensive 

reactions (and increasing men’s engagement in action for gender equality) via the formation of 

an identity grounded in taking collective action to address inequality between men and women. I 

show that group interaction boosts men’s commitment to act for gender equality via increased 

identification as a supporter of efforts to address gendered violence and reduced defensiveness 

regarding the issue of violence against women (Study 5). Importantly, the effectiveness of group 
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interaction on men’s commitment to act for gender equality is contingent on the content of their 

discussions with one another (Studies 7 and 8). When men’s discussions centred practical 

collective action strategies to address the issue of sexual harassment and assault against women 

(relative to discussions that solely focused on the issue of gendered violence), this increased their 

identification as a supporter of addressing sexual harassment and assault against women. 

Identification, in turn, was positively associated with men’s intentions to act for gender equality 

– as well as a behavioural measure of social action: clicking on a link relevant to expressing 

support for political, legislative change designed to protect survivors of domestic and sexual 

violence and their families. The findings of this chapter provide an important basis for further 

investigation into the individual and contextual factors that are likely to influence the effects of 

group interaction on men’s commitment to act for gender equality.   

In Chapter 5 I summarise the key findings of this thesis and consider the theoretical and 

practical implications regarding the factors that may promote (or hinder) men’s commitment to 

act for gender equality. I also discuss empirical issues related to the study of the dynamic and 

interdependent processes that underlie people’s support for progressive (versus reactionary) 

forms of collective action. Finally, I consider the limitations of the current thesis and offer 

directions for future research to further our understanding of advantaged group members’ 

support for equality.  
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Chapter 2 

Exploring the Nature of Online Support and Resistance to Gender Equality: 

A Case Study of Responses to #March4Justice on Twitter 

Social networking sites (SNS) are a key platform for modern social and political protest 

and intra- and intergroup debate regarding issues of inequality between groups (Segerberg & 

Bennett, 2011; Greijdanus et al., 2020; Gomez & Kaiser; 2019). As members of disadvantaged 

groups become increasingly empowered to use social media to bring awareness to their 

experiences of victimisation, reactionary counter-movements from those seeking to defend the 

status quo have become commonplace (Hodson et al., 2022; Selvanathan et al., 2020; van 

Haperen et al., 2022). Research has begun to use computational approaches to explore the nature 

of online social movements for and against social change. For example, studies have examined 

the language use of people advocating for the rights of the disadvantaged group (see Foster & 

Rathlin, 2022; Nau et al., 2022; Roth-Cohen, 2021) and extreme forms of hate speech within 

online fringe communities (see Baele et al., 2021; Dickel & Evolvi, 2022). However, this work 

has tended to investigate support for progressive (versus reactionary) social movements as 

though they occur independently from one another. To date, less work has focused on how social 

media provides an important site of contestation between groups that seek to change the existing 

social system and those that act to defend it.  

I argue that examining the dynamic and interdependent nature of social movements and 

counter-movements (that is, the way they are shaped by interactions both within and between 

groups) is critical to understanding the dialectical nature of collective action for social change 

(Dixon et al., 2020; Drury & Reicher, 2000; Thomas et al., 2016; 2022a; Vestergren et al., 2019). 

The purpose of the present chapter is to therefore provide an exploration of the nature of online 
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support and backlash towards the movement to end gender-based violence within Australia. To 

this end, I analyse social media data sourced from Twitter during a resurgence of the #MeToo 

movement in Australia in early 2021, following a series of sexual assault allegations made 

against high profile members of Australian politics. On March 15, 2021, over 110,000 people 

participated in organised “March 4 Justice” protests across Australian capital cities to call for an 

end to sexual assault, harassment, and violence against women. I collected and analysed a unique 

data base of tweets posted between this time (January 1st – June 30th, 2021) containing the terms 

“#MeToo + #Auspol” or “#March4Justice”. I focus on this particular time period as it reflects 

people’s initial reactions to the allegations of sexual assault and harassment emerging from 

Australian parliament, as well as capturing the lead up to (and period shortly after) the March 4 

Justice rallies.  

Using a corpus of 152, 096 tweets, I use a structural topic modelling method (STM; 

Roberts, 2014; 2019) to identify, organize, and explore themes (or “topics”) in the tweets 

surrounding the March 4 Justice movement. Structural Topic Modelling is a common machine 

learning technique that works on the assumption that a collection of texts (e.g., tweets) contains 

several latent topics, and that those topics are made up of a mixture of words (Blei et al., 2003; 

Griffiths & Steyvers, 2004; Robinson & Silge, 2017). Topics are therefore identified based on 

the co-occurrence of key words in a corpus of text (Roberts et al., 2014).  

It is important to recognise that topic modelling is a data-driven method. I use the results 

of the structural topic model to firstly explore how tweets are broadly clustered together – that is, 

to detect the overarching topics of Twitter discussions surrounding the March 4 Justice 

campaign. I then take a more fine-grained approach by qualitatively reading the top tweets from 

each topic to analyse these clusters in more detail. In combining these two approaches (data-
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driven and theoretical), I aim to provide an overview of the nature of online support and 

resistance to the movement for gender equality within Australia in 2021.  

The Current Context 

Early 2021 saw a resurgence of the #MeToo movement in Australia following a number 

of allegations of sexual assault and misconduct against women involving current and former 

federal politicians. Shortly after Grace Tame was named Australian of the Year for her advocacy 

regarding the impacts of sexual violence, former Liberal party staffer Brittany Higgins spoke out 

publicly about her experience of sexual violence in a ministerial office within Parliament House. 

In March 2021, historical sexual assault allegations were made against former Australian 

Attorney-General Christian Porter. In the months following, further allegations of sexual 

harassment and misconduct emerged from Parliament House, spurring national conversations 

about a culture of misogyny, discrimination, and violence against women (within both federal 

politics and the broader country).   

 The culmination of these events set the stage for the March 4 Justice rallies, a series of 

organised protests that took place in capital cities and towns across Australia on March 15, 2021. 

Organisers of March 4 Justice outlined four key demands: (1) independent investigations into all 

cases of gendered violence; (2) full implementation of all 55 recommendations from the 

Respect @ Work: Sexual Harassment National Inquiry report; (3) increased funding for gendered 

violence prevention to world’s best practice standards; and (4) the enactment of a federal Gender 

Equality Act to promote gender equality, including a gender equity audit of parliamentary 

practices (Lee, 2021).  
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Study 1 

Data and Methods 

Data collection  

I constructed a corpus of 152, 096 tweets using the R library package academictwitteR to 

access Twitter’s API v2 full-archive endpoint through Twitter’s academic research program 

(Twitter, 2022). First, I searched for 30, 000 tweets posted in English between January 1st and 

July 30th, 2021, that included the terms “#MeToo” AND “#Auspol” OR “#March4Justice”. 

Boolean operators “AND” and “OR” meant that the search was restricted to tweets discussing 

gendered violence within the same (Australian) context. These operators also reduced the 

likelihood of collecting tweets that included the phrase “#Metoo” but were unrelated to sexual 

violence (given the hashtag is commonly used on Twitter to indicate agreement). The search 

excluded retweets in an attempt to reduce duplicates at the point of data collection. This initial 

search resulted in 19, 027 tweets, of which 18, 500 remained following the removal of 

duplicates.  

Following this, I collected a subset of the replies to the initial 18, 500 tweets returned by 

the initial key word search. Given backlash on Twitter often emerges in people’s replies to 

prominent tweets, by collecting both tweets and their replies I hoped to better capture debates 

between users (and thus increased variation in supporters and opponents). Collecting the replies 

from a subset of 12, 545 tweets from the original 18, 500 yielded a total of 597, 793 tweets. This 

corpus was subsequently reduced to 152, 096 tweets after the removal of duplicates.  

Data Cleaning  

  Data were pre-processed in R using tidy text principles (Robinson & Silge, 2017). To 

create a document-term matrix to be analysed using a Structural Topic Model, tweets were 
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cleaned following standard pre-processing procedures: the removal of hyperlinks, emojis, 

numbers, punctuation, and common “stop words” (i.e., articles and pronouns). I further removed 

terms that were too infrequent (appearing in less than 0.01% of the documents) to avoid 

generalization and prevent overfitting the model (as per the approach outlined by Robsinson & 

Silge, 2017).  

Analytical approach: Structural Topic Modeling  

Topic modeling is a common text mining approach used to organize and explore large 

amounts of data into given themes or “topics” (Blei et al., 2003; Griffiths & Steyvers, 2004; 

Robinson & Silge, 2017). In the current chapter I used a Structural Topic Model (STM, Roberts 

et al., 2019) to extract topics from my corpus of 152, 096 tweets. STM is an unsupervised topic 

modeling technique that is used to describe relationships among words that co-occur together 

within documents (i.e., within a corpus of tweets). Similar to other commonly used topic 

modelling approaches such as Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA; Blei et al., 2003), STM works 

by inferring latent topics based on the co-occurrence of key words which are assumed to be 

semantically related (Roberts et al., 2014).   

Model Assessment. A well-documented limitation of topic models is their sensitivity to 

parameters specified by the researcher – namely, how many topics (k) to estimate in a given 

corpus (Steyvers & Griffiths, 2007). I therefore used R’s ldatuning package to estimate the 

optimal number of topics to be used in the model, based on previously established metrics 

commonly used to assess topic models (Nikita, 2015). This assessment calculates four different 

metrics (“Griffiths2004”, “Arun2010”, “CaoJuan2009” and Deveaud2014”) to estimate model fit 

at k = 2-25 topics (Arun et al., 2010; Cao et al., 2009; Deveaud et al., 2014; Griffiths & Steyvers, 

2004). The goal is to find extremum (that is, the maximum or minimum values) on a scale from 
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0-1, such that Griffiths2004 and Deveaud2014 are maximized and Arun2010 and CaoJuan2009 

are minimized. Results (see Figure 1) indicate that an optimal number of topics was 14. Figure 1 

shows that when k = 14, both Griffiths2004 and Deveaud2014 were between 0.50-0.80, while 

both Arun2010 and CaoJuan2009 were below 0.50 (Arun2010 is below 0.25). I therefore 

estimated a topic model with 14 topics.  

 

Figure 1. Plot of Optimal Number of Topics (k) to be Used in the Structural Topic Model 

Against LDA Metrics. 

 

Results 

 One topic model with 14 topics, 152, 096 documents and a 54, 935-word dictionary was 

generated using R’s stm package (Roberts, 2019). Figure 2 shows the most prevalent topics 

across the corpus, as well as the seven most-frequent terms associated with each topic. As can be 

seen in Figure 2, in general, each topic is equally distributed across the corpus. Table 1 includes 

a label for each topic, each topic’s top terms (the highest probability words in a topic), the most 

frequent and exclusive terms per topic (FREX terms: FRequency and EXclusivity), the 
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prevalence of each topic across the corpus, and tweets highly associated with the particular topic. 

Topics were labelled based on a qualitative reading of the top terms, FREX terms, and top tweets 

corresponding to each topic. By extracting the tweets highly associated with each topic I allowed 

for a more meaningful and comprehensive understanding of the data.  

 

Figure 2. Topic Prevalence in the #March4Justice Corpus with the Highest Probability Words 

for each Topic.   
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Table 1. Structural Topic Model for Tweets from the #March4Justice Corpus. Table Includes Topic Labels, the Top Terms Per Topic, 

the Most Exclusive Terms Among Topics (FREX terms), and Tweets Highly Associated with Each Topic. 

No. Topic label Highest probability 
terms 

FREX terms Exemplar tweets % 

1 Criticism of 
the 
government  

government, hope, 
youre, wont, agree, job, 
political, true, 
australian, speak 
 
 

thankyou, 
fabulous, nah, xx, 
perth, haha, cool 

Sacked by the Howard Government. How fracking useless would you need to be to be 
sacked by "the most profligate Australian government ever"? 
 
You’re saying the Liberal Government honoured left wing policies? Where? Which 
legislations were continued? It was legislated against the Lib governments wishes and 
it was repealed by a Lib government. How is that being honoured? 
 
POV is on the money...a Frat Boy and a useless twat that should have stuck to 
tennis...LNP down the fcuking gurgler 
 

7.54% 

2 Comparison of 
political 
leaders 

people, morrison, hes, 
porter, march, read, 
govt, christian, hold, 
scott  

ides, onselen, 
military, van, 
scott, junta, gun 

Bob Hawke took to the podium before angry farmers...  
John Howard did the same in front of angry gun owners in a bulletproof vest... Let's 
see if Morrison is up to the task. 
 
Isn't it funny how history repeats itself ~ "Beware the ides of March". But instead of 
knives in Cesears  back, its the metaphorical knives 2 the throat of Morrison's evil 
government wielded by those who shall never remain silent again over the tyranny of 
this depraved government 
 
Hawke found the time to go outside. John Howard faced a crowd of angry men with 
guns (albeit wearing a ballistic vest). Scott Morrison can't even face a crowd of 
women. Scott is scared of women. 
 

7.10% 

3 Desire for 
political action   

australia, minister, 
sexual, country, real, 
remember, assault, 
live, action, girls 

rats, sewer, rat, 
fu, ho, prime, 
presumption 

Having delivered the ultimate FU to the women and girls of Australia, may I suggest 
we women and girls deliver an equally vehement FU to the LNP as a whole at any and 
all elections for the next 5 decades? They may then learn out worth. Wanna join us? 
 

6.45%
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(2) .... Sally McManus, Michele O’Neil, Animata Conteh-Biger, Biff Ward, Virginia 
Hausegger, Avan Daruwalla, and Maddie Chia. "Women have the strength, resilience 
and ability to transform the world, and we must do it, with love, compassion, empathy 
and harmony. 
 
Need independent inquiry into AC sexual assaults & mandatory repting of 
assault/abuse in AC, as with child care. 
 

4 Criticism of 
criminal justice 
system    

police, media, ive, 
inquiry, evidence, 
yeah, court, story, 
leave, nsw 
 
 

dicks, nsw, doors, 
swinging, hendry, 
sa, coroner 

Is 4C asking us to read between lines?  The longer NSW Police (any Police) delayed 
process of signed statement into 'Sworn Affidavit' so it's entered into evidence of 
activated proceedings, the longer the delay in bringing it to court, and critically, 
increasing claimant duress 
 
Katharine first reported this to SA Police in Nov 2019. It took NSW Police until Feb 
2020 to contact her. It then took another 4 months despite investigators contacting her 
on at least five occasions to arrange a formal statement, which she later declined on 
June 23rd. 
 
No it isn't. The Coronial Inquest is yet to be completed and a Judicial Inquiry could 
still be initiated. Also what needs investigating is why did the NSW police take so 
long to get a statement. The covid excuse doesn't stack up. 
 

7.54% 

5 Anger at 
government 

isnt, office, world, call, 
wouldnt, shit, truth 

photo, op, ops, 
agreed, cheers, 
truth, yup 

Private meeting means he sets the parameters with his own private photographer, thus 
a PR stunt. Nothing in discussion with him in his private office can be made public. 
His own spin will deny anything negative. 
 
This corrupt Government wouldn't know the truth if it hit them in the face....just more 
spin and BS...we've had enough.. 
 
If anyone goes into his fucking palace just to get a photo op for him with his 
photographer and only to get his fucking face everywhere, I’m not marching. He has 
to come out of his lair like a normal human or fuck that shit 
 

7.39% 
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6 Impact on 
federal election    

dont, time, lnp, care, 
lot, election, labor, ill, 
vote, theyre 
 
 

vote, election, 
marise, labor, wa, 
getup, karma 

This train wreck, the LNP, is just proving what we all knew. They don’t deliver on 
promises, they are out of touch with contemporary women’s issues and they don’t 
care about the environment AT ALL! Mass extinctions... no we need the LNP to 
become extinct! 
 
Labor wins in a landslide in WA, the federal LNP lurching between scandal and crisis 
and the next federal election less than twelve months away. Not enough time to turn 
their situation around but definitely enough time for the Murdoch press to lose any 
remaining credibility 
 
This Court action will not be finished before the next Fed. Election. The LNP have no 
chance next Election if this action has not been resolved i can see a WA Federal 
Election type result, Labor will smash them then comes the Federal ICAC with 
enormous Powers. 
 

7.70% 

7 Desire for 
social change 

doesnt, day, support, 
change, heard, 
question, hard, issue, 
womens, respect 
 
 

lol, conquer, cow, 
omg, retweet, 
voices, lying 

Zero problem here. My support is unconditional. I support the movement because it's 
right and just and looooooong overdue. Kia kaha. 
 
Go. Change is odd - for years nothing seems to happen despite insufferable wrongs 
and then there is a spark and the whole rotten edifice goes up in flames. This is such a 
moment.  To borrow from W B Yeats: "All changed, changed utterly: A terrible 
beauty is born" 
 
Join your union, form work place consulting groups, write to your representatives, put 
yourself up for leadership roles. Hit the activation button  - enough of this, now its our 
time! 
 
 

7.34% 

8 Expressions of 
solidarity  

party, abc, stand, 
marching, pvo, politics, 
pay, powerful, speech, 
line 
 

blah, grace, 
tames, digging, 
sociopaths, cheat, 
penny 

If Porter settles for other than unconditional apology, plus damages and costs he loses.  
If ABC apologises unconditionally, they have to sack the news editor, producer of  
and Milligan. 
 
Breakfast News have probably had their orders. Ms Tame’s speech was too powerful 
to be forgotten, just as Julia Gillard’s misogyny speech has never been forgotten. 
 

6.43% 
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I hope so..Brittany & Grace made powerful brave inspirational speeches today..this is 
not a war against men..it’s not a partisan war..we need good men (Sam Neill ) to stand 
with us..for their daughters, partners, sisters, nieces, mothers, aunts...  
 
 

9 Anger at 
former 
Australian 
Prime Minister 
Scott Morrison 

im, pm, life, wrong, 
understand, happened, 
yep, bit, hell, makes 
 

ha, yep, kathy, 
melbourne, 
macro, hell, 
sherriff 

How is the PM not bullying? How is the PM not degrading an innocent female. How 
can we believe a PM that says he will fix the problem when he plainly does it himself 
without any remorse or remedy.  Sorry isn't the hardest word... silence is. 
 
I’m sorry for what happened to you that one night destroyed your whole life and the 
PM thinks it’s a side issue 
 
The man-child knows he is doing the wrong thing and probably has residual feelings 
that maybe he should be ashamed of his actions. I bet his upbringing reinforced his 
feelings of shame. 
 

7.13% 

10 Impact of 
sexual assault 
allegations  

Highest Probability: 
rape, person, hear, 
justice, victim, victims, 
family, alleged, 
allegations, absolutely 
 
 

higgins, 
allegation, 
alleged, brilliant, 
victims, brittany, 
nope 

The two cases related to Parliament have not been proven! One allegedly occurred 
over 30 years ago. The alleged victim apparently said she had dinner with her alleged 
rapist 6 years after the alleged incident. The other case the staffer decided not to lodge 
a formal complaint. 
 
You can say what you want but we all know it is false accusers that make it harder for 
genuine victims to get justice. False accusers and the people that support them instead 
of deterring them. where is the deterrent to false accusations of rape today??? 
 
This is not because of any political dictum like “Believe women.” It’s because the 
deceased alleged victim’s story looks exactly like tens of thousands of date rapes that 
happen every year, and nothing at all like a false rape accusation! 
 

8.13% 

11 Identity 
concerns  

women, didnt, woman, 
love, feel, power, 
canberra, liberal, white, 
male 
 

spirit, helen, 
solidarity, cower, 
reddy, grateful, 
love 

Gee ..Great time to be a White Male. Did or do all these women really hate their 
fathers and husbands that much? Oh. it is not all males then ? Just a few bad apples ? 
99 % of men do not rape or bash women , please stop tarring all men with the same 
brush. Adjust your demands . 
 

7.83% 
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Stop using such a tragic incident to attack men. Not all women are innocent harmless 
beings. Some men are fearful of women too and are also attacked on our streets. 
 
No one here is being racist... We're discussing intersectional feminism. White women, 
indigenous women, black women, asian women, all experience misogyny, but only 
women of colour experience racialised misogyny. Brushing that under the carpet as 
"we're all women" is not helpful 
 

12 Instrumental 
use of social 
media  

law, words, shes, id, 
house, rule, money, 
happy, talking, coming 
 

rule, city, deaf, 
tone, birthday, 
updates, spot 

Transport Canberra will be running free shuttle services from London Ct (outside 
Mooseheads) from 10.30am to Parliament House for those travelling to today’s 
Women’s March4Justice. Rtrn shuttles will depart from behind Old Parliament House 
from 1.30pm back to the City interchange 
 
Seems like ‘rule of law’ was always plural. Very, very plural. And institutionally, 
systemically, riddled with prejudice (there’s a hint: pre-judice). 
 
Michael O’Brien has declared he has no faith in the DHHS or its staff. Everyone is a 
“minion” of Daniel Andrews. DHHS will be restructured after Michael O’Brien is 
elected premier in November 2022. No current DHHS staff will be re-employed. 
 
 

7.27% 

13 Concerns 
about racial 
violence  

stop, meet, violence, 
twitter, angry, female, 
told, abuse, home, 
protest 
 
 

language, 
fantastic, yay, 
gendered, sign, 
space, volumes 

Lets not 4get the women in our prisons. Aboriginal TSI women experience family 
violence at a higher rate than the broader Aust community, that the majority of 
Aboriginal and TSI women in prison have experienced physical or sexual abuse. 
 
I once saw an exhibition of the clothing women/girls were wearing when they were 
raped. One outfit was a colourful striped skivvy, denim dungarees and sneakers, 
belonging to an 8yo girl Katie. 
  
No, I’m not. Petition is 4 indept investgs into all cases of gendered violence & timely 
referrals 2 appro auths, full pub acc 4 findings, implement all recoms in AHRC report, 
lift public $ 4 gendered violence prevention 2 world’s best prac & enact a federal 
Gender Equality Act. 
 
 

7.38% 
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14 Economy and 
media  

parliament, matter, 
bad, news, legal, 
murdoch, act, 
politicians, australians, 
free 
 
 

tax, murdoch, 
propaganda, 
paying, wiped, 
jenny, andrews 

Murdoch and real news ... lol ;) .... from the company that says ... opinion and 
commentary is cheaper and more profitable than news :) 
 
If the “citizen” normally pays NO TAX on any other income, then no tax would be 
paid on franked dividends either. 
 
basic economics every Australian needs to know. 1: "subsidies" is an increase in 
Taxation. 2: EVERYTIME Govt interferes in the "free" market, prices RISE. 3. 
Subsidies are the MAIN reason for growing Wealth Inequality. 4. Govt interference in 
the economy is the PROBLEM. 

4.59% 
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What is the nature of online support for the March 4 Justice movement?  

The results of the STM show that support for the March 4 Justice movement was 

characterized by (1) expressions of anger/perceptions of injustice, (2) expressions of 

solidarity, (3) demands for social change, (4) the instrumental use of Twitter, and (5) debates 

regarding the inclusivity of “#MeToo”.   

Expressions of anger/perceptions of injustice  

Several topics identified by the STM reflect users’ anger and sense of injustice about 

the issue of gender-based violence. These topics capture anger directed at the government’s 

perceived inaction regarding the issue of violence against women (T5), the response of the 

criminal justice system to cases involving sexual abuse (T4), and the behaviour of former 

Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison (captured in Topics 2, 5, and 9). Closer inspection 

of the top tweets associated with these topics show users expressing moral outrage at 

Morrison’s decision not to attend the March 4 Justice protest held outside of Parliament 

House in Canberra on March 15, 2021 (T2). Tweets in Topic 2 contrast Scott Morrison’s 

behaviour unfavourably with that of former Australian Prime Ministers, Bob Hawke and John 

Howard, in order to criticise his response to the issue of gender inequality (T2). Topic 2 also 

includes discussions about the allegations of sexual assault made against former Attorney-

General Christian Porter. Interestingly, this topic also includes tweets from users raising 

awareness of crimes against humanity occurring in Myanmar, following the February 2021 

coup that saw Myanmar’s military junta seize power (Charney, 2021). This particular finding 

highlights the heterogeneity of tweets across the corpus (and of online social movements 

more generally) and suggests that social media users may strategically reply to tweets about a 

particular social issue in an attempt to co-opt support for other social or political causes. 

Topics 5 and 9 reflect criticism levelled at the Liberal Party of Australia (LNP). The 

Liberal Party is one of the major political parties in Australia and was in power during the 
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period leading up to and directly after the March 4 Justice protests. Top terms and tweets 

associated with these topics suggest that former Liberal Party leader Scott Morrison was the 

target of people’s anger. Similar to Topic 2, tweets in Topics 5 and 9 express anger about 

Morrison’s offer to meet the organisers of the March 4 Justice protests in private, rather than 

in-person outside of Parliament House. Topics reflecting anger at the government’s perceived 

silence regarding the issue of sexual violence (both within federal parliament and the wider 

country) seemed to spur broader criticisms of the Liberal party (captured in Topic 1), 

discussions regarding the impact of the March 4 Justice movement on the outcomes of the 

next Australian federal election (Topic 6), and discussions regarding the Australian media 

coverage of the allegations surrounding federal parliament (Topic 14).   

Evidence of anger in the March 4 Justice corpus is consistent with social 

psychological research that has long established anger as a predictor of people’s engagement 

in social and political protest (Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; van 

Zomeren et al., 2004; 2008). Research has demonstrated that group-based anger (and 

people’s subsequent engagement in action) can arise to the extent that people identify with a 

particular social group (e.g., they identify as a member of a disadvantaged group; van 

Zomeren et al., 2004; 2008). Related work proposes that this relationship can also work the 

other way around (Thomas & McGarty, 2009). That is, expressions of anger can contribute to 

people’s perceptions that their grievances are shared, which, in turn, facilitates their 

identification with a group grounded in support for addressing the injustice (Thomas & 

McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 2012). This work provides an account for how social 

movements can emerge out of people’s interactions about perceived injustice, rather than out 

of any pre-existing membership in a given group (i.e., groups categorized by race or gender; 

see also Bliuc et al., 2007; McGarty et al., 2009; 2014).   

 Taken together, this research suggests that Twitter users’ expressions of anger serve 
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both an identity-expressive function (through communicating group norms that promote 

justice and equality), as well as working to further consolidate (or facilitate the development 

of) identities related to taking action to address gender equality (see Alberici & Milesi, 2016; 

Thomas et al. 2012; Klein et al., 2007; Turner-Zwinkels & van Zomeren, 2021). Further, 

identity expression (via anger about perceived injustices) can signal to others to join a given 

cause (Simon & Klandermans, 2001).  

Expressions of solidarity  

 Alongside expressions of anger, the results provide evidence of users expressing 

solidarity with survivors of sexual violence, fellow activists, and leaders of the March 4 

Justice cause. Topic 8 centres discussions regarding prominent advocates for survivors of 

sexual assault, Grace Tame and Brittany Higgins, who were both instrumental in sparking 

national discussions about the issue of sexual violence within federal politics and the broader 

country (Hill, 2021). Looking more closely at the top tweets in Topic 8 show Twitter users 

expressing admiration of – and solidarity with – both Tame and Higgins, who addressed 

protesters at the March 4 Justice rallies in Hobart and Canberra.  

 Research has shown that leaders play a key role in mobilising people to engage in 

collective action for social change (see Haslam et al., 2015; 2020; Subašić et al., 2011; 2014; 

Reicher et al., 2007). Leaders are considered prototypical members of the ingroup – that is, 

they are seen to exemplify the values, norms, and beliefs of a given group (Steffens et al., 

2021). In this way, leaders are critical sources of social influence, as they are able to 

communicate to followers both what the group stands for, as well as how the group should act 

(Reicher et al., 2005; Reicher & Hopkins, 1996; Selvanathan & Jetten, 2020). Subašić et al. 

(2022, in press) suggests that it is the extent to which leaders are able to effectively express a 

sense of who the group is (that is, that leaders’ messages clearly embody the goals and values 

of the group), that their influence in mobilising people for change can be realized.  
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Both Grace Tame and Brittany Higgins’ speeches at the March 4 Justice protests 

emphasized a need for care, compassion, and solidarity with survivors of sexual violence. 

Higgins spoke to the crowd at the March 4 Justice event outside of Parliament House in 

Canberra, Australia: “Speak up, share your truth and know that you have a generation of 

women ready, willing and able to support you”. Tame addressed protesters in Hobart, 

Australia, calling for an end to a culture of silence around sexual violence that allows it to go 

unchecked: “Evil thrives in silence. The start of the solution is quite simple – start making 

noise”. In this way, both Tame and Higgins can be seen as leaders of the March 4 Justice 

movement, who are playing a central role in solidifying (or facilitating) people’s support. In 

emphasizing the movement’s central demands (an amplification of the voices of survivors 

and a need to stand in solidarity alongside them to demand change), Tame and Higgins 

encourage supporters of the movement to do the same. Twitter users expressing their 

solidarity with Tame and Higgins (both survivors of sexual abuse) can therefore be seen to be 

enacting the core message of the March 4 Justice movement.  

Tweets in Topic 13 also capture users expressing solidarity with survivors of sexual 

violence by disclosing their own personal experiences of – or personal connection to – sexual 

harassment and assault. These tweets provide evidence for the notion that social media is an 

important source of support for victims of sexual violence (Schneider et al., 2019).  

Demands for social change  

Topics 3, 4 and 7 reflect people’s demands for social and political changes to address 

the issue of gendered violence. Topic 3 is focused more broadly on the issue of sexism and 

misogyny within Australian federal parliament and the wider country. Top texts in Topic 3 

include users describing a need for an independent inquiry into allegations of sexual abuse 

(one of the key demands outlined by the March 4 Justice organisers; Lee, 2021). Topic 4 is 

focused more specifically on users expressing concerns about the South Australian and New 
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South Wales police investigation into the allegations of historical rape made against former 

Australian Attorney-General Christian Porter.  

Top terms associated with Topic 7 also show that this topic reflects people’s demands 

for social change. Similar to other topics, top tweets in Topic 7 include users criticising the 

government’s response to the issue of gender inequality. The top FREX term “cow” in this 

topic suggests that tweets included discussion and criticism of Liberal party senator Linda 

Reynolds, who was reported to have called former Liberal staffer Brittany Higgins a “lying 

cow” following Higgins’ allegation that she was raped in Reynolds’ office by a male staffer 

in 2019 (Hitch, 2021).  

The instrumental use of Twitter  

While a considerable number of topics in the corpus capture the identity-expressive 

functions of social media (via users communicating moral outrage and solidarity), there is 

also evidence that Twitter was used instrumentally by supporters to plan and organise the 

offline March 4 Justice protests. Alongside discussions related to the Australian legal system 

and Australian state politics, top tweets in Topic 12 provide evidence of Twitter users 

organising commuting to and from the protests in capital cities and towns across Australia, as 

well as spreading information about the time and date of the rallies. These findings are 

consistent with research by Kende et al. (2016), who propose that social media can serve both 

a “social affirmation” purpose (e.g., through the consolidation and expression of group 

identities), and an “instrumental” purpose, whereby the affordances of social networking 

platforms are harnessed to disseminate information and organise action. Organisers of the 

March 4 Justice protest used the hashtags “#March4Justice” and “#EnoughisEnough” to raise 

awareness of the campaign and convey their key demands. Lüders et al. (2022) notes that 

hashtags serve both an identity-expressive function as well as an instrumental one by 
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allowing users to identify their own position on a particular issue, as well as connect with 

like-minded others to plan and coordinate action (see also Barron & Bollen, 2021).  

Discussions regarding the inclusivity of #MeToo  

Topic 11 provides evidence of disagreements among supporters of the March 4 

Justice movement, highlighting how advocates for a given social or political issue are often 

not a homogenous group. Rather, broad political movements (such as feminism) involve 

supporters from a number of different subgroups (e.g., liberal feminists versus socialist 

feminists), each with different ideologies and ideas about how best to achieve social change 

(Kerner, 2017; see also Thomas et al., 2019). Tweets in Topic 11 show users expressing 

concerns about the inclusivity of the #MeToo movement – in particular, the need for an 

intersectional movement that considers the disproportionate rates at which trans women and 

women of colour experience sexual violence. This particular finding aligns with previous 

work that notes that “#MeToo” tends to centre the voices of cisgender, white, heterosexual, 

able-bodied women. As a result, the movement has been criticised for excluding women who 

are most vulnerable to sexual violence (i.e., trans women, women of color, women with 

disabilities; Trott, 2021; Williams, 2021). In line with these discussions, Topic 13 provides 

evidence of users expressing concerns about the disproportionate rates of sexual violence 

experienced by Aboriginal women and children. 

What is the nature of online opposition to March 4 Justice?  

Defensive strategies designed to downplay the issue of men’s violence against women   

The results of the topic model provide evidence that expressions of support for 

#March4Justice co-existed alongside defensive backlash that sought to downplay (or outright 

deny) the issue of men’s violence against women. Much of this backlash was captured in 

Topic 10, which included users discussing the impact of sexual assault allegations. Closer 

examination of top tweets in this topic reveal that opponents commonly questioned the 
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legitimacy of victims’ claims and mobilised concerns about the impact of false rape 

allegations on the assumed perpetrators. In response, supporters stressed the rarity of false 

rape allegations and the adverse impacts of sexual violence on victims. The fact that Topic 10 

was the most prevalent topic in the corpus (8.1%) provides support for the notion that 

disclosures of sexual assault are often highly contested (Boyle & Rathnayake 2019; Fileborn 

& Philips, 2019; Weiser et al., 2017). 

Myths regarding false rape allegations are well documented in research across the 

disciplines of law, feminism, and psychology (Belknap, 2010; Burt, 1980). Research has 

demonstrated that survivors of sexual assault are often accused of falsifying events, despite 

empirical evidence documenting that false allegations are rare and account for between only 

2-10% percent of reported assaults (Lisak et al., 2010). Evidence of concerns about false 

allegations in the March 4 Justice corpus are consistent with research suggesting that 

opponents of gender equality often push back against the movement to address gendered 

violence by claiming that men are being unfairly victimised by “vindicative women” (Flood 

et al., 2021; Gruber, 2009, p. 598).  

The social psychological literature suggests that men’s claims to victimhood can arise 

due to concerns about their group’s moral image (Kahalon et al., 2019; Sullivan et al., 2012). 

In order to restore their group’s moral reputation, men can engage in competitive victimhood 

by claiming it is men (rather than women) who are victimised (Blais & Dupuis-Déri, 2012; 

Boyle & Rathnayake, 2019; Flood et al., 2021, p. 396; Nicholas & Agius, 2018, p. 44; Noor 

et al., 2012; Sullivan et al., 2012). Thus, evidence of competitive victimhood in the corpus 

suggests that users may have been attempting to restore a threatened moral image caused by 

discussions about men’s role as the perpetrators of sexual violence (see Sullivan et al., 2012).  

Topic 11 provides further evidence that opponents of the March 4 Justice movement 

were concerned about the impact of sexual assault allegations on men’s moral and social 
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reputation. Key terms for Topic 11 – “women”, “white”, “male” – suggest a focus on 

discussions about gender and racial identity. Indeed, top tweets in this topic reveal that users 

are employing a range of defensive rhetoric designed to downplay the issue of men’s violence 

against women. For example, one user writes: “Gee ..Great time to be a White Male. Did or 

do all these women really hate their fathers and husbands that much? Oh. it is not all males 

then ? Just a few bad apples ? 99 % of men do not rape or bash women, please stop tarring all 

men with the same brush. Adjust your demands”. This tweet reflects another defensive 

strategy that can be used to deflect against moral image threats: suggesting that only a few 

deviant (“bad apple”) members of the ingroup are responsible for harmdoing (see Bilali & 

Vollhardt, 2019; Marques et al., 2001). By blaming a small minority of the ingroup, men are 

able to deny how gender inequality is culturally embedded and reproduced within social 

structures and institutions. That is, by claiming that they do not personally perpetrate sexual 

harassment or assault, men position the issue of sexual violence as an individual problem 

rather than a collective one – which works to derail important conversations about the 

structural nature of violence against women (Flood, 2018; Lanius, 2019). The tweet included 

above also suggests that women who support the #MeToo and #March4Justice movement are 

misandrists (or “man-haters”; Ging, 2017) – in line with research noting that Men’s Rights 

Activists frequently position any form of feminist movement as prejudiced against men 

(Ringrose & Lawrence, 2018).  

General Discussion 

The current chapter sought to provide an overview of the nature of online support and 

resistance to the movement to address gender-based violence within Australia. Overall, the 

findings suggest that online interactions regarding the March 4 Justice movement can be 

understood as an intergroup conflict between supporters and opponents of the movement to 

address gender-based violence. Supporter identity was enacted via users’ expressions of 
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anger at the perceived inaction of the government and solidarity with survivors of sexual 

violence. In contrast, opponent identity was expressed via anti-feminist rhetoric and 

defensive strategies that sought to minimize or deny the issue of men’s violence against 

women.   

Online Support for March 4 Justice 

The results of the topic model suggest that Twitter was an important platform for 

supporters of gender equality to express their moral outrage at the actions of Australian 

political leaders and institutions, communicate solidarity with survivors of sexual violence, 

and demand social change. Further, supporters used Twitter as a tool to raise awareness of the 

March 4 Justice rallies across Australian towns and cities. There was also evidence that 

Twitter was a site of contestation between supporters – who discussed issues related to the 

inclusivity of “#MeToo”. Users questioned which voices are privileged in discussions about 

violence against women, and which voices are at risk of being excluded.   

These findings are in line with previous research demonstrating that social media is an 

important platform for people to mobilise for social change through airing grievances, 

negotiating potential forms of action, and building and expressing solidarity with fellow 

supporters and leaders of the cause (Gleeson & Turner, 2018; Mendes & Ringrose, 2018; 

Smith et al., 2018; Thomas et al., 2022a). Online interactions with like-minded others allow 

people to come to see that their grievances are shared, and that, together, they can do 

something to change the current state of affairs (Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 

2012; 2014; 2019).  

Online Opposition to March 4 Justice  

The results of the topic model suggest that opposition to March 4 Justice was largely 

characterized by attempts to defend men’s moral reputation. Tweets included a range of 

defensive strategies – victim-blaming, minimizing the structural nature of gender-based 
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violence (by claiming that sexual violence is only perpetrated by a deviant few), and 

competing with women for victim status (by positioning men as the victims of false rape 

allegations).  

Together, the findings suggest that concerns about men’s moral image may play a key 

role in motivating people’s engagement in reactionary action designed to resist the movement 

for gender equality. To date, the literature on reactionary forms of collective action has 

predominantly focused on how advantaged group members’ concerns about their group’s 

privileged position in the status hierarchy can lead them to resist any real (or perceived) 

challenges to the status quo (Becker, 2020; Choma et al., 2020; Jost et al., 2017; Reicher & 

Ulusahin, 2020; Stanley et al., 2019). However, the current findings suggest that, in the 

context of discussions about sexual violence against women, men may feel threatened by the 

idea that their group’s moral reputation is under attack, and this, in turn, may motivate their 

counteraction to convince others of their group’s morality (Sullivan et al., 2012; Young & 

Sullivan, 2016).  

Research has demonstrated that advantaged group members’ need for positive moral 

image (and subsequent defensiveness) can reduce their support for policies or actions 

designed to secure rights for the disadvantaged group (Kahalon et al., 2019; Kende et al., 

2020; Teixeira et al., 2020). However, to date, research has not explicitly tested whether 

morality concerns and defensiveness may motivate advantaged group members’ 

countermobilization in the form of action to promote the rights of their own group. Thus, it 

would be important for future research to explore how men’s need to defend their group’s 

morality shapes their support for progressive (versus reactionary) forms of social change.  

However, it is important to acknowledge that the current study did not include 

measures of Twitter user’s gender identity. As a result, the present findings are unable to 

speak to the relationship between aspects of Twitter users’ social identities (e.g., advantaged 
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or disadvantaged group membership) and their support (versus opposition) to gender equality. 

While research has predominantly focused on men’s resistance to feminist efforts, women too 

oppose progress towards gender equality (e.g., women who viewed #MeToo as a “witch 

hunt” against innocent men; Mikołajczak et al., 2022, p. 3). Therefore, future research could 

use machine learning techniques to capture users’ gender identity, in order to examine the 

influence of gender on expressions of support (versus opposition) to the movement for gender 

equality online (Pathak et al., 2021). Further, recent research has highlighted the relationship 

between conservative ideologies and engagement in reactionary forms of collective action 

(Becker, 2019; Choma et al., 2020; Lisnek et al., 2021). Accordingly, future studies could 

also seek to capture Twitter users’ political orientation and explore if a similar pattern of 

results is found in naturally occurring online debates about gender equality. Structural topic 

modelling would lend itself particularly well to this approach as it is designed to include 

“document-level characteristics” (that is, continuous or categorical variables in a given data 

set; Roberts et al., 2014).  

The current study also faces limitations associated more generally with taking a topic 

modeling approach – namely, that interpretation of topics reflects researcher’s subjective 

judgment (Jiang et al., 2021). Further, as a form of unsupervised machine learning, topic 

models tend to only capture the most identifiable aspects of a given corpus and can miss 

identifying themes that may be of theoretical importance (Jagarlamudi et al., 2012; Watanbe 

& Zhou, 2020). Future research should therefore seek to complement a topic modeling 

approach with a more in-depth qualitative analysis of tweets than the one provided in the 

present chapter.  

Conclusion  

The current study provides novel insights into how support and resistance to the 

movement for gender equality within Australia was expressed online. The findings suggest 



 
 

39 

that online interactions surrounding March 4 Justice involved a conflict between users 

regarding the impacts of gender-based violence. While supporters emphasized a need to stand 

in solidarity with survivors of sexual violence and hold powerful institutions and leaders to 

account, opponents sought to deflect from the issue by positioning men as the victims of false 

allegations. Given the prevalence of attempts to defend men’s moral character in tweets from 

opponents, it would be important for future research to explicitly test whether men’s 

intentions to support or oppose feminist efforts are shaped by their need to protect their 

group’s moral image.  
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Chapter 3 

#MeToo, #MenToo: How Women’s Accusations Shape Men’s (Counter)Mobilization 

 

Abstract 

Online disclosures of victimisation from women (e.g., via movements such as 

#MeToo) are often met with backlash from men (e.g., #MenToo, #NotAllMen). Drawing on 

the needs-based model of reconciliation, the current research examined whether counter-

claims from men are influenced by the perception that their group’s moral image is under 

threat (and their subsequent need to defend against this threat). Three pre-registered studies 

(N = 733) found that men’s social identification was associated with reduced intentions to act 

for women’s rights and was positively related to their intentions to advance the rights of their 

own group – effects mediated by men’s need for morality and defensiveness. Three 

manipulations that sought to vary levels of threat did not affect this process. Overall, the 

findings suggest that defensiveness may not only present a barrier to men engaging in 

solidarity-based action for gender equality but can also increase their intentions to participate 

in counter-movements designed to promote the rights of their own (privileged) group.  
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#MeToo, #MenToo: How Women’s Accusations Shape Men’s 

(Counter)Mobilization 

Social media provides an important platform for women to raise awareness of gender 

inequality and mobilise for social change. The #MeToo movement gave women the 

opportunity to share their experiences of sexual harassment and assault and highlighted the 

pervasive nature of sexual violence against women (Kunst et al., 2019). Although #MeToo 

has garnered support from some men, (e.g., #HowIWillChange; PettyJohn et al., 2019), it has 

generated backlash and resistance from others (Boyle & Rathnayake, 2020l; Flood, 2019; 

Flood et al., 2021; Lisnek et al., 2021). #MenToo and #NotAllMen are two common hashtags 

used to respond to women’s disclosures to assert that men are also the victims of sexual 

violence, and that not all men are perpetrators of sexual harassment and assault (Boyle & 

Rathnayake, 2020).  

The current research aims to contribute to the growing literature on advantaged group 

members’ resistance to social change and their participation in reactionary action designed to 

preserve the status quo (Becker, 2020; Jost et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2019; Selvanathan et 

al., 2020b; Wilkins et al., 2015). Specifically, I explore the link between men’s social 

identification (as members of a structurally advantaged group responsible for perpetrating 

harm) and their intentions to support action for women’s rights or action designed to promote 

the rights of their own group. I propose that men’s social identification will be associated 

with concerns about their group’s moral image in the context of sexual harassment 

allegations, which will subsequently predict their defensiveness. I test whether defensiveness, 

in turn, is associated with men’s reduced support for actions designed to promote women’s 

rights, and increased support for counter-action intended to advance the rights of their own 

group.  
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#MeToo, #MenToo: Online movements and counter-movements 

The phrase “Me Too” was first used online by civil rights activist Tarana Burke in 

2006 to raise awareness of sexual violence against women – particularly against Black 

women and girls (Bhattacharyya, 2018; Gómez & Gobin, 2020). The movement gained 

global recognition in 2017 when actress Alyssa Milano used the hashtag “#MeToo” to 

encourage others to come forward and share their own experiences of sexual harassment and 

assault. In the days following Milano’s tweet, the hashtag was used over 12 million times 

(Jaffe et al., 2021).  

#MenToo emerged in direct response to #MeToo to argue that men are also the 

victims of sexual harassment and sexual violence. Alongside #MenToo, #NotAllMen was 

used to assert that not all men are perpetrators of sexual harassment and violence against 

women. While supporters of #MenToo allege the movement simply represents an appeal to 

inclusivity, many argue that such reactions reflect men’s attempts to derail discussions 

regarding violence against women (Flood 2019; Flood et al., 2021; PettyJohn et al., 2019; 

Nicholas & Agius, 2017; Okuyan & Vollhardt, 2022; Wilkins et al., 2017).    

Throughout history, disadvantaged groups’ efforts to challenge inequality have met 

backlash and resistance from members of the advantaged group (Flood, 2021; Faludi, 1991; 

Mansbridge & Shames, 2008). Research suggests backlash from dominant group members 

can arise due to their desire to maintain a position of power and privilege, leading them to 

resist any real or perceived challenges to the status quo (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; Jost & 

Banaji, 1994; Jost et al., 2004). Indeed, recent research in social psychology has focused on 

political conservatism (Becker, 2020; Lisnek et al., 2021), right-wing authoritarianism and 

social dominance orientation (Choma et al., 2020; Okuyan & Vollhardt, 2022; Stanley et al., 

2019), system justification (Kende et al., 2020; Osborne et al., 2019), and dominant group 

members’ perceived loss of power (Reicher & Ulusahin, 2020), as important predictors of 
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reactionary action designed to protect the advantaged group members’ status. Recent work by 

Rivera-Rodriguez et al. (2022) demonstrated how men’s perception that masculinity was 

losing social currency was positively associated with threat regarding men’s status, which, in 

turn, increased their opposition to feminist social movements.  

However, men’s responses to women’s disclosures of sexual violence online are often 

characterized by concerns about their groups’ moral image. That is, while perceived threats to 

the advantaged groups’ status and power play an important role in influencing resistance to 

progressive social change, a desire to defend one’s groups’ moral reputation may also 

motivate participation in reactionary forms of action. Indeed, counter-protests from 

advantaged group members primarily emerge in direct response to information that their 

group is responsible for harmdoing (i.e., a threat to their need for positive moral identity; 

Branscombe et al., 1999; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; Sullivan et al., 2012). Further, advantaged 

group members’ counter claims are often characterized by attempts to exonerate their group 

of moral responsibility through the use of defensive strategies: by morally disengaging from 

the wrongdoing (e.g., denying their groups’ role as perpetrators; Bilali, 2013; Bilali et al., 

2012); minimizing the severity of the wrongdoing (Bilali et al., 2012; Leidner et al., 2010); 

blaming the victim(s) (Bandura, 1996; 1999), and/or establishing that their group has suffered 

more than the disadvantaged group (competitive victimhood; Noor et al. 2012; Sullivan et al., 

2012; Young & Sullivan, 2016).   

Accordingly, in the present research I propose that defensiveness – that is, the various 

strategies people employ to protect against threats to their personal or group identity – may 

shape men’s support for social movements for or against social change. I seek to extend 

previous research on the relationship between moral image concerns and advantaged group 

members’ support for the disadvantaged groups’ action (see Kende et al., 2020; Teixeira et 

al., 2020) by also considering how morality concerns may motivate advantaged group 



 
 

44 

members (men) to engage in collective action on behalf of their own group. Thus, my 

approach examines men’s intentions to engage in both progressive (system-challenging) and 

reactionary (system-supporting) forms of collective action, side by side (Becker, 2020; Jost et 

al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2019; Wilkins et al., 2015). Below, I draw on the insights of the 

social identity approach (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and the needs-based model of reconciliation 

(Shnabel & Nadler, 2008) to outline how men’s social identification drives their need for 

positive moral image (and thus, should motivate their need to defend their ingroup following 

women’s accusations of harmdoing).  

What drives defensiveness: Advantaged groups’ need for morality 

According to the needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008), 

victims and perpetrators have conflicting psychological needs that are impaired following a 

conflict. Victims experience a threat to their power, resulting in a need for acknowledgement 

of the wrongdoing and affirmation of their worth. Conversely, perpetrators experience a 

threat to their moral-social identity – leading them to experience a heightened need for 

morality and forgiveness from victims. Previous research has applied the needs-based model 

to understand the psychological needs of groups characterized by structural inequality, based 

on the idea that “victims” and “perpetrators” correspond in many ways to disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups, respectively (Siem et al., 2013; Shnabel et al., 2013b; Kahalon et al., 

2019; Aydin et al., 2019).  

Importantly, it is not always the case that being a member of an advantaged group 

results in a heightened need for morality. Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979) 

outlines how people derive a sense of meaning and positive distinctiveness from their group 

memberships, providing a strong motivation to be part of groups that are considered moral 

(Leach et al., 2007a; Paulhus & John, 1998; Wojciszke, 1994). In the context of groups 

characterized by structural inequality, it follows that advantaged group members’ need for 
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morality is shaped by the extent to which they socially identify with that group (that is, they 

view their membership with the advantaged group as an important part of their self-concept; 

Branscombe et al., 1999). Strongly identified group members are most likely to experience a 

threat to their morality when they are reminded of their groups’ role in past wrongdoing (e.g., 

Peetz et al., 2010). Indeed, Branscombe and Miron (2004) suggest perpetrator groups will 

primarily experience a threat to their morality when they encounter information that 

highlights their group’s culpability for wrongdoing, and when there are no exonerating 

circumstances regarding who is responsible.  

Online campaigns from disadvantaged groups commonly draw attention to the past 

(or ongoing) harms committed by members of the advantaged group and are thus likely to 

constitute a significant threat to their need for moral acceptance (Teixeira et al., 2020). 

Indeed, Kende et al. (2020, p. 2) demonstrated that both supporters and opponents of #MeToo 

perceived the movement as categorizing men as the perpetrators of sexual harassment. 

Further, recent research from Lisnek et al. (2021) found that perceived increases in women’s 

“voice” (i.e., women bringing awareness to sexual assault) led both men and women to 

perceive greater victimisation of men.  

Taken together, these findings suggest that men will experience a threat to their moral 

identity in response to online disclosures of sexual harassment from women to the extent that 

their group is implicated as responsible for women’s ongoing victimisation. Accordingly, I 

propose the relationship between men’s social identification and their need for morality will 

vary depending on the extent to which women’s disclosures accuse men as the perpetrators of 

sexual harassment.  

The Present Research 

In three experiments I examine the relationship between men’s social identification 

and their intentions to act as allies and engage in solidarity-based action for women – versus 
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their intentions to participate in counter-action to protect their own group (a form of system-

supporting or reactionary activism; Becker, 2020; Osborne et al., 2019). I examine whether 

these two distinct forms of protest are both shaped by men’s need for morality and 

defensiveness (see Figure 3 for my full conceptual model). Based on the key tenets of the 

needs-based model, I test whether men’s need for morality arises as a function of their 

commitment to their group membership. I expect this association will occur especially when 

women explicitly accuse men as the perpetrators of wrongdoing (via an online accusation of 

sexual harassment; see Figure 3). Men’s need for morality should be associated with a need 

to defend their group’s morality (i.e., defensiveness).  

 
Figure 3. Conceptual model 

 
Based on common ways groups can defend against threats to their identity identified 

in both the interpersonal and intergroup literatures, I operationalized men’s defensiveness as 

the extent to which they competed with women for victim status (competitive victimhood; 

Noor et al., 2012; Sullivan et al., 2012), perceived men as experiencing more harm as a result 

of sexual harassment and its consequences compared to women (Bilali et al., 2012), and 

engaged in pseudo self-forgiveness (through minimizing harm, denying wrongdoing, and 

derogating the victim group; Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 2005; Woodyatt & 

Wenzel, 2013). Responses to each of these variables were parcelled together and modelled as 

reflective indicators of defensiveness. This approach allows for consideration of the shared or 
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common underlying construct (defensiveness), transcending individual literatures on (for 

example) pseudo-self-forgiveness and competitive victimhood per se. Statistically, the 

parcelling approach adopted here creates a more parsimonious model and also addresses 

measurement error (rather than using all items separately; Hall et al., 1999).  

Finally, I test the association between men’s defensiveness and their intentions to 

participate in action for women, or action to promote the rights of their own group (men). 

Recent research by Hässler et al. (2022) found that satisfying advantaged group members’ 

need for acceptance was associated with their increased support for social change. Further, 

past research in the context of intractable violent conflicts showed group members’ 

engagement in competitive victimhood led them to negatively evaluate the outgroup’s protest 

(Demirdağ & Hasta, 2019). Accordingly, I expect that men’s defensiveness will be associated 

with less willingness to engage in solidarity-based action for women’s rights (see Figure 3). I 

also investigated the effect of defensiveness on men’s intentions to engage in collective 

action to advance the rights of their own group. If the hypotheses are supported, it would 

show that the same process of defensiveness explains variation in commitment to actions that 

promote justice for women (negative effect) and men (positive effect).  

The current studies used (fabricated) online content to explore men’s responses to 

disclosures of sexual harassment from women. I tested my theoretical model (Figure 3) in all 

three studies using Multigroup Structural Equation Modelling (SEM). Multigroup SEM 

allows for testing complex mediation models across groups (Yuan & Chan, 2016). Study 2 

examined whether an explicit accusation of sexual harassment moderated the relationship 

between men’s social identification and their need for morality. Study 3 employed a different 

threat manipulation by presenting some men with information designed to affirm their 

group’s morality following an accusation of sexual harassment. Study 4 manipulated the 

salience of men’s social identification – as well as whether they engaged in a self-affirmation 
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intervention designed to buffer against identity threats – in order to experimentally test the 

influence of men’s group membership and an accusation of harmdoing on their need for 

morality, defensiveness, and their intentions to participate in collective action (for women 

and men). All three studies were pre-registered on the Open Science Framework and I note 

any deviations from the preregistration documents1.    

Study 2 

Participants were randomly allocated to read a bogus tweet that explicitly implicated 

men as the perpetrators of sexual harassment in the workplace (accusation condition) or not 

(no accusation condition). Social identification with men, need for moral acceptance, 

defensiveness, and collective action intentions were then assessed. I expected men’s social 

identification would predict their need for morality when they were presented with an 

accusation of sexual harassment from women. Men’s need for morality should be associated 

with defensiveness, which should, in turn, negatively predict men’s willingness to engage in 

collective actions for women’s rights. I also tested whether defensiveness was associated with 

men’s intentions to engage in action to promote the rights of their own group (see Figure 3). 

Method 

Participants. Participants were 200 North American men (Mage = 37.99, SDage = 

12.99) recruited online via Amazon’s Mechanical Turk for convenience (TurkPrime; Litman 

et al., 2017). Two participants were removed due to incomplete data, leaving 198 participants 

in the focal analyses. A sensitivity analysis in pwrSEM v 0.1.2 (Wang & Rhemtulla, 2021) 

for parameter estimation in structural equation modelling showed that the final sample of 198 

participants was sufficient to detect an indirect effect (f = .09, i.e., a small effect) of social 

identification on collective action intentions via need for morality and defensiveness, 

assuming an alpha of .05 and power of 0.80. Participants were predominantly White (88%) 

and heterosexual (89%) and 55% were bachelor’s degree educated or higher. Men reported 
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their political orientation just below the middle (M = 3.60, SD = 1.79) of a 7-point scale 

ranging from 1 = Strongly Liberal to 7 = Strongly Conservative.  

Procedure. Participants completed a survey titled “Responses to Online Information” 

and were told the study was interested in how people respond to information they encounter 

on social media. To control for potential order effects, the measure of social identification 

was counterbalanced with half of the participants completing the measure first and the other 

half completing the measure at the end of the study. The order in which participants 

completed the measure of ingroup identification did not impact (directly or in combination) 

on their levels of identification, or on the other main variables of interest.  

Participants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions (accusation/no 

accusation) where they were presented with a tweet. They were told the tweet had been 

randomly selected from an online database of tweets on a range of different social, political, 

and lifestyle topics. Following the manipulation, participants completed measures of 

morality-related needs, defensiveness, and collective action intentions to support women or 

men. Participants also completed additional exploratory measures unrelated to the focus of 

the current paper. For simplicity, I do not report these measures here, see the online 

supplementary file for details and results and the pre-registration can be viewed here: 

https://osf.io/fnxaq?view_only=6940e019f0114f04a32be8c56aee63dd. Finally, participants 

were debriefed and reimbursed USD2.00.  

Accusation manipulation. To manipulate an accusation of men’s wrongdoing, I 

varied the extent to which a tweet (from a fictional woman, Amanda) implicated men as the 

perpetrators of sexual harassment towards women in the workplace. In the accusation 

condition, the tweet accused men of being responsible for perpetrating sexual assault in the 

workplace and highlighted their need to address the problem: “I have experienced sexual 

harassment at work from men. It is a problem that needs to be addressed by men so that our 

https://osf.io/fnxaq?view_only=6940e019f0114f04a32be8c56aee63dd
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workplaces are safe and we can all get on with our jobs”. In the no accusation condition, the 

tweet did not explicitly blame men for perpetrating sexual harassment and framed sexual 

harassment as a problem society must collectively address: “I have experienced sexual 

harassment at work. It is a problem that needs to be addressed by society so that our 

workplaces are safe and we can all get on with our jobs” (see Figure 4 for a screenshot of the 

tweets across conditions).  

 

 

Figure 4. Screenshots of the tweets used in the accusation condition (left) and the no 

accusation condition (right).  

Measures  

Unless otherwise indicated, items were answered on a 7-point scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree).  

Social identification. One item from each of Leach et al.’s (2008) five subscales of 

group identification was used to assess men’s social identification. Example items included 

“The fact I am a man is an important part of my identity” and “I am glad to be a man”, α = 

.87. 

Need for morality. Adapted from Shnabel & Nadler (2008), four items assessed 

participants need for morality – their desire for acceptance and understanding from the 

outgroup: “I wish that women would perceive men as moral”, “I would like women to know 
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that men try to act fairly, and “I would like women to understand that men are not harsh 

people”, α = .88.  

Defensiveness. Defensiveness was operationalised with a latent combination of 

variables that, together, conceptually denote ways group members can defend their group’s 

moral image, either by downplaying their group’s role in perpetrating harm, or through 

attempting to gain back morality by claiming their group is the real victim.  

Competitive victimhood was captured by the extent to which men believed their 

group suffers greater injustice than women. Four items were adapted from Kahalon et al. 

(2019), e.g., “Economically, men in America are discriminated against more than women”, 

“Men in America are now suffering more emotional pain than women”, α = .92.  

One item (adapted from Bilali et al., 2012) measured participant’s perceptions of the 

severity of harm inflicted on their own group (men) compared to women due to sexual 

harassment in the workplace, “Which group experiences more harm as a result of sexual 

harassment against women in the workplace?”. Responses were measured on a bipolar scale 

where 1 = women and 7 = men, such that higher scores reflected the perception that men 

suffer more harm due to sexual harassment, compared to women.   

Six items assessed the extent to which participants denied their group’s role in the 

wrongdoing and engaged in victim blaming (adapted from Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013). 

Example items include: “I think the person in the tweet was really to blame for what 

happened”, “I’m not really sure whether what men did was wrong”, and “Men aren’t the only 

ones to blame for what happened”, α = .82. 

Collective action intentions for men and women. Participants indicated their 

agreement with a series of statements involving intentions to act on behalf of their own group 

(men) and women (solidarity-based action with women; Saab et al., 2015), e.g. “I intend to 

advocate for equality for [women/men] in my own place of work”, “I intend to raise 
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awareness of the issues that some [women/men] experience in the workplace by posting on 

social media”, (men: α = .77, women: α = .77). 

Results and Discussion  

Scale inter-correlations and descriptive statistics across conditions for the key 

dependent variables are shown in Table 2.    

Preliminary analyses. I first ran a regression using Hayes’ PROCESS macro model 1 

(Hayes, 2017) to test whether the accusation manipulation (0 = no accusation, 1 = accusation) 

moderated the relationship between men’s social identification and their need for morality. 

There was no conditional effect of the manipulation on need for morality, based on levels of 

social identification (B = -.16, p = .27, 95% CI [-.45, .14]), nor was there a direct effect of the 

manipulation on participants’ morality needs (B = .74, p = .33, 95% CI [-.75, .2.22]). Table 2 

shows the means for need for morality were above the mid-point in both conditions, 

suggesting that, irrespective of the tweet they received, men reported a relatively high need to 

have their morality affirmed.  

Multigroup Structural Equation Modelling. I used IBM SPSS Amos 25 to test my 

hypothesized moderated mediation model – that social identification will lead to a threat to 

morality (particularly when men are presented with an accusation of sexual harassment). 

Need for morality was expected to be positively associated with defensiveness, which should, 

in turn, be associated with men’s reduced intentions to participate in collective action in 

solidarity with women. Further, I explored whether men’s defensiveness was related to their 

intentions to act to promote their own group (men’s rights). 
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Table 2. Summary of means, standard deviations, and 95% confidence intervals (across conditions), and intercorrelations for key variables 

(Study 2).  

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001

Variable No accusation Accusation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
1. Social identification with men 4.83 (1.12) 

[4.60, 5.05] 
4.98 (1.12) 
[4.75, 5.20] 

-  

2. Need for morality 4.80 (1.32) 
[4.54, 5.07] 

4.83 (1.23) 
[4.60, 5.04] 

.40** -  

3. Competitive victimhood 2.71 (1.50) 
[2.41, 2.99] 

2.77 (1.58) 
[2.46, 3.11] 

.22** .36** -  

4. Pseudo self-forgiveness 2.68 (1.14) 
[2.46, 9.11] 

2.71 (1.10) 
[2.51, 2.95] 

.25** .34** .68** -  

5. Severity of harm 2.06 (1.68) 
[1.75, 2.40] 

2.37 (1.60) 
[2.07, 2.70] 

.21** .18* .44** .59** -  

6.  Collective action intentions (for 
men) 

3.55 (1.57) 
[3.23, 3.85] 

3.29 (1.59) 
[2.98, 3.62] 

.20** .10 .11 .09 .16* -  

7.  Collective action intentions (for 
women) 

4.14 (1.60) 
[3.79, 4.42] 

3.66 (1.69) 
[3.32, 3.99] 

-.06 -.17* -.30** -.40** -.12 .63** - 
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I employed the accusation manipulation (accusation/no accusation) as the grouping 

variable in a Multi-Group Structural Equation Model (SEM). Doing so allowed me to 

consider whether the specific path between social identification and need for morality was the 

same (or different) across the two groups of the accusation manipulation, therefore allowing 

for a test of the full moderated mediation model (Byrne, 2013). To assess model fit I report 

several widely accepted fit indices: the comparative fit index (CFI), the root mean square 

error of approximation (RMSEA), and the standardized root mean square residual (SRMR). 

Cut-off points for these fit indices were: .95 or higher for CFI; .08 or lower for SRMR, and 

values of .01, .05, and .08 indicating excellent, good, and acceptable fit, respectively for 

RMSEA (Hu & Bentler, 1999; Bentler, 2007). Indirect effects were computed using the 

indirect effects command in AMOS with 10,000 bootstrap samples (95% confidence 

intervals). I concluded the indirect effect was significant when the CI did not include zero. 

The constrained and unconstrained models were compared using the chi-square test statistic, 

appropriate for testing nested models. A non-significant chi-square value supports retention 

of the more parsimonious model (i.e., with the constrained paths).  

I first fixed all paths to be the same across conditions to test the structural 

relationships between variables (see Model 1, Table 3). I then compared this constrained 

model (Model 1) with my hypothesized model (Model 2), in which the key path from social 

identification to need for morality was released (free to vary) across condition. Support for 

the moderating role of an accusation of wrongdoing would be obtained if the released model 

fit better than the model in which the path was constrained to be the same. All other paths 

were constrained to be stable across condition. 
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Table 3. Fit statistics of the two structural equation models (Study 2).  
 

 

Table 3 shows the fit statistics for the two models tested. It can be seen that the 

difference between the models was not significant, Δχ2(1) = 1.16, p = .28, indicating the 

model did not fit better when the hypothesized paths were allowed to differ. Figure 5 shows 

that, consistent with my hypothesis, need for morality was positively associated with 

defensiveness, which, in turn, negatively correlated with intentions to participate in collective 

action on behalf of women. Unexpectedly, however, this process occurred irrespective of 

whether men were presented with an accusation of sexual harassment or not: in both cases 

social identification with men was positively related to their need for moral acceptance. Table 

4 shows the indirect effects of identification on defensiveness and action to promote women 

(respectively), were significant, although the indirect effect on collective action to support 

men was not.  

 

Figure 5. Standardized regression coefficients for the hypothesized structural model for 

Study 2. Values to the left of the slash represent the standardized weights in the accusation 

Model Model description χ2 CFI RMSEA SRMR Chi-square 
difference tests 

Model 1 All paths are 
constrained 

χ2 (32) = 51.15 .96 .06 .06 - 

Model 2 Hypothesized model: 
identification – need 
for morality path 
released 

χ2 (31) = 49.99 .96 .06 .05 χdiff
2(1) = 1.16 



 
 

56 

condition and to the right of the slash represent standardized weights in the no accusation 

condition. ** Denotes that the path is significant at p <.001. N.B. Residual error terms for 

both collective action intention variables were allowed to covary.  

Table 4. Indirect effects (Study 2).   

Pathways IE SE 95% CI 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness 0.16 0.05 0.07, 0.26 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  

collective action intentions (for women) 

-0.09 0.03 -0.16, -0.04 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  

collective action intentions (for men) 

0.03 0.02 -0.01, 0.07 

 

Study 2 provides initial support for my conceptual model. Men’s social identification 

negatively predicted their intentions to advocate for women’s rights via their need for their 

group to be seen as good and moral and their engagement in defensive strategies (denying 

men’s role as the perpetrators of sexual harassment, competing with women for victim status, 

and perceiving the consequences of sexual harassment to be harsher for men than women). 

However, there was no evidence that the presence of an explicit claim of sexual harassment 

moderated the relationship between social identification and men’s need for morality. Results 

indicated men’s need for morality was high – above the midpoint – in both conditions. 

Although the no accusation condition did not contain an explicit accusation of ingroup 

wrongdoing, male participants may have felt that a tweet regarding sexual harassment (from 

women) was implicitly holding their group accountable. That is, while the tweet in the 

accusation condition assigned responsibility for both perpetrating and addressing sexual 

harassment to men, the tweet in the no accusation condition did not explicitly assign 

responsibility for the problem of sexual harassment. Men in this condition may have therefore 

inferred blame for sexual harassment – and framing the responsibility of addressing sexual 

harassment as a shared, societal one had no influence on mitigating this threat. Given this 
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possibility, in the next two studies I focused on manipulating a threat to men’s need for 

positive moral identity by varying whether or not they read only about sexual harassment 

committed by men or whether this threat was mitigated. In Study 3, I sought to mitigate the 

threat to men’s identity posed by an accusation of sexual harassment by providing some men 

with information about the moral actions of their group.  

Study 3 

In Study 3, all participants were presented with the same tweet used in the accusation 

condition in Study 2, however some were then also shown information designed to affirm 

their groups’ morality. Moral affirmations have been successful in mitigating a threat to 

participants’ collective identity (their collective self-esteem) in contexts of historical 

wrongdoing (Peetz et al., 2010). Further, recent research in the context of intergroup contact 

provides support for the use of moral affirmations in satisfying advantaged group members’ 

need for morality and subsequently increasing their support for progressive social change 

(Hässler et al., 2022; see also Shnabel et al., 2013b). 

Accordingly, in the current study I sought to create variation in men’s need for 

morality by presenting some men with a fabricated news article that described men joining an 

online campaign to end sexual harassment. I expect that the relationship between men’s 

social identification and their need for morality should be attenuated for men who are also 

presented with information affirming their group’s morality alongside an accusation of 

ingroup wrongdoing. Thus, the mitigated threat condition should indirectly reduce men’s 

defensiveness and, in turn, reduce their intentions to take action to promote justice for men 

and increase their support for collective action for women.  

However, providing men with an article about their group mobilising on behalf of 

women does not just provide an example of their groups’ morality, but also presents a 

descriptive norm of action that might separately influence their intentions to act in support of 
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women’s rights. Thus, to control for these potential effects, the study design adopted two 

mitigated threat conditions. Both conditions used a fabricated news article (one described 

men taking online action to address sexual harassment, while the other described men as 

good parents and role models (this condition served as a control to disentangle the effects of 

moral affirmations and descriptive norms for action on the dependent variables; see Appendix 

A). This design also allows me to explore whether there are any differences in men’s need for 

morality due to the type of affirmation strategy used. That is, whether the affirmation must be 

directly related to the threat posed to their group (i.e., by noting some men’s efforts to fight 

against sexual harassment), or whether it can be unrelated (by affirming men’s morality in 

another domain, i.e., as good fathers and role models; see Gunn & Wilson, 2011). 

Method 

Participants. 300 men (Mage = 37.16, SDage = 11.85) from the USA were recruited via 

Amazon’s TurkPrime crowdsourcing platform. Four participants were removed due to 

incomplete data, leaving a total of 296 participants for analysis. A sensitivity analysis 

conducted with pwrSEM v 0.1.2 showed that this final sample was sufficiently sensitive to 

detect an indirect effect of f = 0.13, assuming an alpha of .05 and power at .80. Again, 

participants were predominantly White (81%) and heterosexual (90.2%). Around 60% 

indicated that they had a bachelor’s degree or higher. Mean political orientation sat just 

below the centre (M = 3.50, SD = 1.80) of a 7-point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly liberal 

to 7 – Strongly conservative.  

Procedure. Study 3 was similar to Study 2 but adopted a three-cell between-groups 

design (accusation, mitigated threat, mitigated threat: control). Participants were randomly 

allocated to one of three experimental conditions. In the accusation condition, participants 

were presented solely with the accusatory tweet used in Study 2 (see Table 5). In the 

mitigated threat condition, participants were presented with the accusatory tweet and then 
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read about men joining a campaign to end sexual harassment against women (see Table 5 and 

the supplementary materials for the articles used across conditions). To control for the 

potential influence of descriptive norms on collective action, the mitigated threat control 

condition presented men with the accusatory tweet alongside a news article that affirmed 

men’s status as good fathers. Following the manipulation, participants were then presented 

with the same measures used in Study 2 (all measures formed reliable scales, αrange = .74 -

.92). For pre-registration document: 

https://osf.io/4bmun/?view_only=8caa957371c24ac1b4ec1d4a58fea3e8.  

 
Table 5. Study conditions (Study 3).  

Condition Stimuli Stimuli excerpt 
Accusation 
condition 

Participants solely 
presented with 
accusatory tweet.  

“I have experienced sexual harassment at work 
from men. It is a problem that needs to be 
addressed by men so that our workplaces are 
safe and we can all get on with our jobs” 
 

Mitigated threat 
condition 

Participants presented 
with accusatory tweet 
and news article: “Men 
join campaign to end 
sexual harassment” 

[screen shots of tweets embedded in article]  
“I promise to speak out when I see sexual 
harassment taking place” 
“I will teach my sons to honor and respect 
women”.  
 

Mitigated threat 
control condition 

Participants presented 
with accusatory tweet 
and news article: “Men 
leading by example: In 
praise of Fathers” article 

[screen shots of tweets embedded in article]  
“My dad’s provided for his family his whole 
life. He’s the best male role model I know.” 
“my father always let us know how much we 
were loved”.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://osf.io/4bmun/?view_only=8caa957371c24ac1b4ec1d4a58fea3e8
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Results and Discussion  

Preliminary analyses. Using Hayes’ PROCESS macro model 1, I tested whether the 

effect of social identification on men’s need for morality differed depending on experimental 

condition (0 = control, 1 = mitigated threat, 2 = accusation). There was no conditional effect 

of the manipulation on need for morality (B = .07, p = .34, , 95% CI [-.08, .22]) based on 

levels of social identification. Further, there was no direct effect of the mitigated threat 

manipulation on participant’s need for morality (B = -.47, p = .23, , 95% CI [-1.24, 0.29]). 

Table 6 and 7 display the descriptive statistics for the key variables. It can be seen that the 

manipulation did not reliably affect any of the other mediating or outcome variables.   

 

Table 6. Means (standard deviations) [95% confidence intervals] for key variables, by 

experimental condition (Study 3). 

 

Variables Accusation 
(n = 101) 

Mitigated 
threat (n = 97) 

Mitigated 
threat control 

(n = 98) 

Identification with men 4.92 (1.06) 
[4.72, 5.14] 

4.82 (1.09) 
[4.61, 5.05] 

5.17 (1.11) 
[4.95, 5.37] 

Need for morality 4.82 (1.20) 
[4.56, 5.07] 

4.93 (1.23) 
[4.69, 5.18] 

5.16 (1.36) 
[4.90, 5.41] 

Competitive victimhood 2.96 (1.47) 
[2.67, 3.26] 

2.71 (1.52) 
[2.43, 3.00] 

2.93 (1.60) 
[2.64, 3.26] 

Severity of harm 2.24 (1.53) 
[1.95, 2.56] 

2.16 (1.58) 
[1.86, 2.51] 

2.37 (1.74) 
[2.05, 2.70] 

Pseudo self-forgiveness 2.71 (1.02) 
[2.51, 2.92] 

2.77 (1.22) 
[2.53, 3.02] 

2.76 (1.22) 
[2.51, 3.00] 

Collective action intentions (for men) 3.31 (1.59) 
[2.99, 3.61] 

3.75 (1.57) 
[3.42, 4.06] 

3.17 (1.67) 
[2.84, 3.50] 

Collective action intentions (for 
women) 

3.76 (1.70) 
[3.41, 4.08] 

4.19 (1.54) 
[3.89, 4.48] 

3.63 (1.67) 
[3.28, 3.96] 
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Table 7. Correlations for key variables (Study 3).    
 
Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Social identification with men -       

2. Need for morality .42** -      

3. Competitive victimhood .21** .38** -     

4. Pseudo self-forgiveness .25** .34** .69** -    

5. Severity of harm .23** .32* .58** .52** -   

6.  Collective action intentions (for 

men) 

.22** .14* .11* .14* .20** -  

7.  Collective action intentions (for 

women) 

-.03 -.10 -.31** -.30** -.12* .61** - 

Note. *p <.05 **p <.001.  
 

Multigroup SEM. As in Study 2, I tested for moderated mediation using multi-group 

structural equation modelling in IBM SPSS Amos 25. The accusation manipulation was the 

grouping variable (accusation, mitigated threat, and mitigated threat control).  

Table 8 shows the fit statistics for the two models tested. I first fixed all paths to be 

the same across groups to test the structural relationships between variables (see Model 1, 

Table 8), before comparing this constrained model with my hypothesized model (Model 2, 

Table 8), in which the key path from social identification to need for morality was released 

(free to vary) across condition. Support for moderation would be obtained if the released 

model fit better than the model in which the path was constrained to be the same. The paths 

between need for morality and defensiveness, as well as between defensiveness and 

collective action intentions remained constrained because these relationships were predicted 

to be stable across conditions. 
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Table 8. Fit statistics of structural equation models (Study 3). 
 

 

Contrary to my moderation hypothesis, the difference between the models was not 

significant, Δχ2(2) = 0.75, p = .69, indicating the relationship between identification and need 

for morality was unaffected by the presence or absence of threat mitigating content. 

However, as in Study 2, I found evidence consistent with the predicted mediation between 

social identification and reduced collective action intentions on behalf of the outgroup via 

men’s need for morality and defensiveness (see Figure 6). In Study 3, men’s defensiveness 

was not only associated with a reduction in their intentions to participate in collective actions 

for women, but was also positively related to their intentions to participate in action on behalf 

of their own group. Results for the overall model indicated the indirect effect of both social 

identification on defensiveness – and on men’s collective action intentions (for both women 

and men) – were significant (see Table 9).  

Table 9. Indirect effects (Study 3).  

Pathways IE SE 95% CI 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  0.30 0.04 0.22, 0.39 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  

collective action intentions (for women) 

-0.13 0.03 -0.19, -0.07 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  

collective action intentions (for men)* 

0.05 0.03 0.00, 0.11 

Note. * = path is significant at p ≤ .05 

Model Model description χ2 CFI RMSEA SRMR 
Chi-square 
difference 

tests 
Model 
1 

All paths are 
constrained 

χ2 (51) = 
68.72 .97 .04 .05 - 

Model 
2 

Hypothesized model: 
identification – need 
for morality released  

χ2 (49) = 
67.97 

.97 .04 .05 χdiff
2(2) = 0.75 
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Figure 6. Standardized regression coefficients for the hypothesized structural model for study 

3. Values to the left represent the standardized weights in the accusation condition. Values in 

the middle represent the standardized weights in the mitigated threat condition, and values to 

the right of the slash represent standardized weights in the mitigated threat condition and 

mitigated threat (control) condition. ** Denotes that the path is significant at p <.001. * 

d=Denotes that the path is significant at p < .05. N.B. The residual error terms for both 

collective action intention variables were allowed to covary.  

 

Overall, the findings of Study 3 are consistent with those in Study 2: social 

identification as a man elicited men’s need for morality, defensiveness, and was associated 

with reduced willingness to engage in collective action on behalf of women. However, again 

– contrary to predictions – these effects were produced under both conditions; when men 

were exposed to an accusation of ingroup wrongdoing, and also when they were presented 

with information designed to mitigate the effect of this accusation. In Study 3, men’s 

defensiveness was also weakly positively associated with intentions to participate in action 

for men’s rights, over and above the reductions in action in solidarity with women. This 

relationship did not attain significance in Study 2, although it is notable that the size of the 

effect was very similar (i.e., β = .13/13 in Study 1, β = .13/.17/.16 in Study 3).   
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As in Study 2, the scores for participant’s need for morality were again high (above 

the midpoint) across all three conditions, suggesting that providing men with information 

about their efforts to address sexual harassment or their role as positive role models did not 

influence their need for moral acceptance. Given men’s need for morality (and its flow on 

effects on defensiveness) ultimately stems from the degree to which their identity as man is 

self-defining (social identification), Study 4 explored the effect of experimentally 

manipulating men’s social identity in combination with a threat to their morality via an 

accusation of harmdoing. In an attempt to create variation in men’s need for morality across 

conditions, Study 4 utilised a self-affirmation task (McQueen & Klein, 2006) designed to 

protect against threats to one’s personal or group identity.  

Study 4 

Study 4 tests experimentally the interaction between men’s social identification and 

an accusation of wrongdoing. I adopted a self-affirmation intervention that has been found to 

buffer against the threat of an accusation of harm and reduce defensive responding, increase 

acknowledgement of past wrongdoing, and reduce outgroup derogation and prejudice in 

intergroup conflict settings (see Čehajić-Clancy et al., 2011; Fein & Spencer, 1997; 

SimanTov-Nachlieli et al., 2018). Self-affirmation theory (McQueen & Klein, 2006) proposes 

that when people spend time affirming positive aspects of their personal identity, this allows 

them to better cope with threats to their group identity (Sherman & Cohen, 2006; Steele, 

1988). Accordingly, I expect self-affirmation should attenuate the relationship between men’s 

social identification and their need for morality, as they have spent time bolstering their 

positive self-image. I expect this effect will be even more pronounced when participant’s 

personal identity is salient, as they should be less attuned to information that may threaten 

their group’s image when identification with their ingroup is low. Thus, a 2 (affirmation: no 

self-affirmation task, self-affirmation task) x 2 (identification: personal identity salient, 
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identification with men salient) between-groups design was employed. As in the previous two 

studies, men’s need for morality, defensive strategies, and collective action intentions (for 

women and men) were measured variables.  

Method  

Participants. The final sample comprised of 239 American men (Mage = 38.86, SD = 

12.89, 93% heterosexual). I recruited participants via TurkPrime and paid them USD2.00 for 

their participation. One participant was excluded due to incomplete responding. A sensitivity 

analysis conducted using pwrSEM v 0.1.2 revealed that the final sample of 239 had sufficient 

power (alpha = .05, power = .80) to detect a small indirect effect (f = .03) of social 

identification on collective action intentions. 69% of participants indicated they were White, 

18% indicated they were of Asian ethnicity, and 10% were Black. Around 63% indicated 

they held a bachelor’s degree or higher. As in the previous two studies, mean political 

orientation fell just below the middle (M = 3.58, SD = 1.63) of a 7-point scale (1 = strongly 

liberal, 7 = strongly conservative).  

Procedure. As in Study 3, all participants were presented with the same fabricated 

tweet highlighting men’s responsibility for maintaining and addressing sexual harassment in 

the workplace. However, in this study, participants were first randomly allocated to one of 

two experimental conditions to manipulate the salience of their personal or social 

identification (with other men). To manipulate the salience of men’s social identity I adopted 

the procedure used by Haslam et al. (1999). In the social identification with men salient 

condition, participants were asked to identify and list three things that they and most other 

men (a) do often, (b) do rarely, (c) do well, and (d) do badly. In contrast, to make 

participants’ personal identity salient, participants completed the same prompts but in relation 

to activities that they personally engage in. Following this, participants were randomly 

allocated to either receive a self-affirmation task (or not) adapted from previous research (see 
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McQueen & Klein, 2006). Participants were instructed to rank a list of values in order of 

personal importance, before being asked to write about 3-4 times their top-ranked value was 

of importance to them and made them feel good about themselves. Participants in the no 

affirmation condition did not complete any other task and were only presented with the 

accusatory tweet. The pre-registration document for Study 4 can be found here: 

https://osf.io/h5wbn/?view_only=e8f087edc87345d2ac985cb1a39bcda6. 

Measures 

Participants completed the same measures used in the previous two studies (all 

measures formed reliable scales, αrange = .68 - .92). In this study, social identification was 

measured on a Likert scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree) to capture more 

variability in responses. As in Studies 2-3, several additional exploratory variables were 

included; results are available in the online supplementary file.  

Results and Discussion  

Preliminary analyses. An independent t-test was conducted in SPSS to test the 

effectiveness of the group salience manipulation. The manipulation was successful: men in 

the ‘identification with men salient’ condition reported greater social identification with men 

than participants in the ‘personal identity salient’ condition, t(223.75) = -2.18, p = .03, d = 

0.26 (see Table 10 for means).

https://osf.io/h5wbn/?view_only=e8f087edc87345d2ac985cb1a39bcda6
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Table 10. Means, standard deviations, [95% confidence intervals], and intercorrelations among measured variables (Study 4).  

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001. Social identification ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly agree). 

Variables 

Accusation 
condition  
(N = 125) 

Self-
affirmation 
condition  
(N = 114) 

Personal 
identity salient  

(N = 119) 

Identity with 
men salient 

(N = 120) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Social identification with 
men 

6.35 (1.39) 
[6.11, 6.58] 

6.27 (1.58) 
[5.98, 6.56] 

6.10 (1.64) 
[5.81, 6.37] 

6.52 (1.64) 
[6.28, 6.75] -  

2. Need for morality 4.93 (1.41) 
[4.67, 5.18] 

4.70 (1.36) 
[4.46, 4.96] 

4.64 (1.48)] 
[4.38, 4.92] 

5.00 (1.27) 
[4.76, 5.21] .47** -  

3. Competitive victimhood 2.52 (1.58) 
[2.28, 2.80] 

2.91 (1.55) 
[2.64, 3.21] 

2.68 (1.56) 
[2.39, 2.93] 

2.74 (1.52) 
[2.49, 3.02]  .34** .39** -  

4. Pseudo self-forgiveness 2.97 (0.99) 
[2.80, 3.14] 

3.21 (1.00) 
[3.03, 3.39] 

2.93 (0.97) 
[2.76, 3.12] 

3.23 (1.00) 
[3.05, 3.41] .25** .34** .68** -  

5. Severity of harm 2.22 (1.59) 
[1.96, 2.51] 

2.52 (1.66) 
[2.20, 2.81] 

2.24 (1.65) 
[1.96, 2.54] 

2.48 (1.60) 
[2.22, 2.77] .09 .20** .42** .53** -  

6.  Collective action 
intentions (for men) 

3.37 (1.78) 
[3.03, 3.68] 

3.59 (1.60) 
[3.31, 3.89] 

3.40 (1.68) 
[3.09, 3.68] 

3.55 (1.71)  
[3.24, 3.86] .27** .32** .15* .16* .01 -  

7.  Collective action 
intentions (for women) 

3.80 (1.75) 
[3.48, 4.10] 

4.15 (1.61) 
[3.87, 4.45] 

3.94 (1.73) 
[3.64, 4.28] 

3.99 (1.66) 
[3.69, 4.31] -.01 -.03 -.21** -.22** -.21** .64** - 
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Next, a two-way factorial ANOVA was used to test the effects of the group salience 

and self-affirmation manipulations on men’s need for morality. There was a significant main 

effect of the group salience manipulation on men’s need for morality F(1, 235) = 4.29, p = 

.039, η2 = .018. However, there was no main effect of self-affirmation on morality needs, F(1, 

235) = 2.02, p = .156, η2 = .008 – or any interactive effects of group salience and self-

affirmation on need for morality, F(1, 235) = 0.55, p = .46, η2 = .002. Table 10 shows that 

self-affirmation had a direct effect (p = .49, d = 0.26) on men’s engagement in competitive 

victimhood, however in the opposite direction to what was expected. Self-affirmation did not 

affect any of the other outcome variables, nor did it interact with the social identification 

manipulation to shape outcomes. 

Multigroup SEM. As in Study 2 and 3, I tested my hypothesized conditional 

mediation model using Multigroup SEM. The self-affirmation manipulation was the grouping 

variable (self-affirmation condition, no self-affirmation).  

 
Table 11. Fit statistics for the two structural models (Study 4).  
 

  

Table 11 shows the fit statistics for the two models. Model 1 shows the results for when all 

paths were held constant across groups. I compared this constrained model with the 

hypothesized model (Model 2), again allowing the path from social identification to need for 

morality to vary across conditions. As in Study 2 and 3, the difference between the structural 

models was not significant, Δχ2(1) = 0.56, p = .45, indicating that self-affirmation did not 

Model Model description χ2 CFI RMSEA SRMR Chi-square 
difference tests 

Model 1 All paths are 
constrained 

χ2 (32) = 61.04 .94 .06 .05 - 

Model 2 Hypothesized model: 
release identification 
– need for morality 

χ2 (31) = 60.48 .94 .06 .05 χdiff
2(1) = 0.56 
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moderate the relationship between social identification and need for morality. I therefore 

retained the more parsimonious model (Model 1) as the final model.  

Figure 7 displays the standardized regression coefficients and Table 11 shows the 

model evidenced acceptable fit with the data. The salience of participant’s identification 

(coded -1 for personal identity salient and 1 for identification with men salient) predicted 

need for morality, which in turn predicted defensiveness. Defensiveness was again modelled 

as a latent variable comprised of competitive victimhood, denial of harm and pseudo self-

forgiveness, and was a direct predictor of men’s intentions to engage in collective action for 

women and their intentions to engage in collective action on behalf of their own group. The 

paths between these variables remained constrained as these relationships were predicted to 

be stable whether participants were in the self-affirmation condition or not. Table 12 shows 

that, in line with Study 2 and 3, the indirect effect of social identification on defensiveness 

and men’s intentions to engage in collective action for women’s rights (respectively) was 

significant.  

 

Figure 7. Standardized regression coefficients for the hypothesized structural model for 

Study 4. Values to the left of the slash represent the standardized weights in the no self-

affirmation condition, and to the right of the slash represent standardized weights in the self-

affirmation condition. ** Denotes that the path is significant at p <.001. * Denotes that the 

path is significant at p <.05. N.B. The residual error terms for both collective action intention 

variables were allowed to covary.   
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Table 12. Indirect effects (Study 4).   

Pathways IE SE 95% CI 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  0.05 0.03 0.00, 0.10 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  
collective action intentions (for women) 

-0.03 0.02 -0.07, -0.00 

Social identification  threat  defensiveness  
collective action intentions (for men)* 

0.02 0.01      -0.07, -0.00   

Note. *Path is marginal at p = .07. 

The results of Study 4 provide experimental support for the relationship between the 

salience of men’s social identification and an increased need for moral acceptance. In line 

with Study 2 and 3, men’s engagement in defensive strategies was not only negatively 

associated with intentions to act collectively for women’s rights, but also positively predicted 

the likelihood they would act to promote the rights of their own group (S3-4).  

General Discussion 

Online interactions between advantaged and disadvantaged groups are pervasive in 

the 21st century, yet relatively little research has investigated how members of advantaged 

groups encounter, support, or resist online social change movements initiated by 

disadvantaged groups. Building on the insights of the social identity approach (Tajfel, 1982) 

and the needs-based model of reconciliation (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008), in the context of 

gender inequality between men and women I explored whether (a) men’s social identification 

is associated with their reduced intentions to act collectively to support women and an 

increase in their intentions to advocate for men, (b) whether these effects are mediated by 

men’s need for morality and defensiveness, and (c) whether this effect occurs when men are 

explicitly accused of sexual harassment from women.  

Three studies provided evidence for my conceptual model (Figure 2), with some 

caveats. Social identification as a man was positively associated with men’s desire for women 
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to accept their group as good and moral, which, in turn, was positively related to attempts to 

defend their group. Defensiveness was negatively associated with men’s intentions to act 

collectively for women’s rights (Studies 1-3), and positively predicted their intentions to act 

collectively for their own group (Studies 2-3). In Study 2 the relationship between 

defensiveness and men’s intentions to act to support their own group did not reach 

significance. This may be because – compared to Studies 3 and 4 – Study 2 was not as well-

powered to detect this effect. In Study 4, I manipulated the salience of men’s social 

identification and found that, in line with the first two studies, men experienced a heightened 

need for morality (which was, in turn, positively related to defensiveness) when their identity 

with men was made salient, compared to men whose personal identity was made salient. 

Unexpectedly, and across all three pre-registered studies, the relationship between 

men’s social identification and need for morality was not influenced by an explicit accusation 

of ingroup wrongdoing. That is, neither manipulating the framing for who is responsible for 

committing and addressing sexual harassment against women (Study 2), nor attempting to 

mitigate this threat by affirming men’s morality (Study 3) or participant’s personal identity 

prior to this accusation (Study 4), altered the strength of the relationship between the 

importance of “being a man” (identification) and men’s need for positive moral image.  

Men’s social identification reduced their intentions to act for women and increased their 

intentions to act for men via their need to defend their group 

Results across all three studies found men’s social identification led them to claim 

their group suffers more than women, perceive men as suffering more as a result of sexual 

harassment than women, and deny men’s involvement and responsibility in perpetrating 

sexual harassment (pseudo self-forgiveness; Hall & Fincham, 2005) via a heightened need for 

morality. This pattern of results is consistent with Killian’s (1985) concept of “stigma 

reversal” – the idea that highly identified advantaged group members can experience a threat 
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to their morality simply by virtue of their membership in a privileged group (see also 

Kahalon et al., 2019). This threat can lead them to engage in defensive behaviours in an 

attempt to convince others their group is good and trustworthy (Sullivan et al., 2012). The 

results of Study 4 provided further support for this notion. Instructing participants to focus on 

their group membership with men (rather than their unique personal identity) had a positive 

indirect relationship with men’s defensiveness via an increased need to convince women of 

their morality.    

Moreover, the findings demonstrated men’s need to defend their group’s morality 

negatively predicted their overall intentions to engage in online collective action for women’s 

rights. This finding aligns with Kende et al.’s (2020) recent work examining support for the 

#MeToo movement, which found men’s concerns about their moral reputation were 

associated with reduced campaign support. Further, research by Teixiera et al. (2020) found 

that advantaged group member’s support for the disadvantaged group’s protest decreased as a 

function of participants’ concerns about their group’s social image. 

However, the present research goes beyond prior findings to explore the effects of 

morality concerns and defensiveness on men’s mobilization to support disadvantaged group 

members, as well as their own advantaged group. Results showed men’s defensiveness was 

positively associated with their intentions to participate in actions to promote the rights of 

their own group (S2-3), over and above the decreased commitment to support women (Kende 

et al., 2020; Teixeira et al., 2020). Thus, the results suggest that advantaged group members’ 

need to protect their ingroup’s reputation may not only act as a barrier to their participation in 

solidarity-based action with the disadvantaged group, but can also motivate them to act to 

advocate for their own group.  

The findings compliment recent work highlighting the importance of considering 

collective action that aims to promote social change for disadvantaged groups alongside 
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collective action designed to preserve the existing social order (Becker, 2020; Jost et al., 

2017l; Osborne et al., 2019; Selvanathan et al., 2020b). The findings contribute to social 

psychology’s understanding of these actions by showing that defensiveness can contribute to 

both forms of action: on the one hand, reduce the likelihood that advantaged group members 

engage in solidarity-based action with the disadvantaged group (i.e., by supporting women’s 

rights) while also increasing their intentions to engage in system-supporting action (i.e., by 

promoting men’s rights). This paper is thus one of only a small number that considers both 

mobilization to support structurally advantaged and disadvantaged groups (see also Thomas 

et al., 2020). The results draw attention to the need to consider advantaged group member’s 

need for morality and defensiveness as predictors of system-supporting action, therefore 

bringing together research on system-justification and collective action (Jost et al., 2017; 

Osborne et al., 2019) with research on group’s psychological needs (Shnabel & Nadler, 2008; 

2009; Nadler & Shnabel, 2015; Siem et al., 2013) and the defensive strategies groups can 

take to address those needs (see Bilali & Vollhardt, 2019, for a review). This synthesis seems 

particularly important given the rise of system-challenging action from advantaged groups, 

and how these actions often involve assertions of the ingroup’s morality (e.g., claims to 

victimhood; Young & Sullivan, 2016).  

The decision to conceptualize defensiveness as a latent factor further contributes to 

the literature by considering the similarities between the strategies groups can take to defend 

against threats to their identity. To date, the influence of such strategies on intergroup 

outcomes has predominantly been looked at independently from one another, e.g., as with 

research on competitive victimhood (see Young & Sullivan, 2016, for a review) or research 

examining perpetrator group’s attributions of harm and responsibility (see Bilali et al., 2012). 

My analysis highlights the similarities between these processes. That is, they can arise due to 

advantaged group member’s heightened need for morality, and together (as indicators of the 
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underlying latent factor of defensiveness) influence collective action intentions (on behalf of 

both the high-status and low-status group).  

Women’s accusations of victimisation did not moderate the relationship between men’s 

social identification and need for morality 

Across all three studies there was no evidence that the presence/absence of a direct or 

explicit accusation of wrongdoing (S1) – or attempts to mitigate this threat (S2 and 3) – 

influenced the relationship between men’s social identification and their need for morality. 

These findings are inconsistent with previous research showing that providing group 

members with “mitigating” information (e.g., information that their group has made attempts 

at reparation, Peetz et al., 2010) reduces their need for morality. However, this research has 

largely been conducted in the context of violent intractable conflicts or historical memory for 

wrongdoing. For example, Peetz et al. (2010) manipulated German participant’s collective 

self-esteem in the context of reminders of the Holocaust. Further, self-affirmation 

manipulations as a way of reducing defensiveness (and triggering prosocial outcomes) have 

been implemented in the context of relations between Israelis and Palestinians and Bosnians 

and Serbians (Čehajić-Clancy et al., 2011).  

It may be that, in the context of gender inequality between men and women, men’s 

need for moral acceptance is unaffected by information that attempts to mitigate this need. 

Given the frequency of interactions between men and women in personal, professional, and 

political life, it is possible that the link between men’s ingroup identification and their need 

for morality is a chronically salient one (Ellemers & Barreto, 2003). As women become 

increasingly empowered to share their experiences of victimisation, the number of 

accusations implicating men as the perpetrators of harm has risen. As a result, attempts to 

manipulate an accusation of men’s wrongdoing experimentally may have been overpowered 
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by the current socio-political context in which this research was conducted – where 

allegations of men’s wrongdoing are widespread.  

The results of the present research suggest that solutions to attenuating the indirect 

relationship between men’s social identification and their need for defend their ingroup may 

lie in targeting men’s social identification – that is, what it means to be a man. This could 

include attempts to align male identity with a “pro-gender equality” orientation (or opinion; 

Bliuc et al., 2007), e.g., via manipulating identity normative content to include men’s 

expressions of support and engagement with women’s rights. Further, endorsement of 

normative content by prominent majority group leaders has been shown to increase the 

likelihood group members adopt norms as central to their group identity (Haslam et al., 2015; 

see also Subašić et al., 2008). Future research should examine the influence of such identity 

(and leadership) manipulations on men’s need for morality, and its flow on effects on 

defensiveness and men’s collective action intentions.  

Limitations and future directions 

Adopting a latent measurement approach using multi-group SEM allowed me to test a 

complex set of hypotheses while taking measurement error into account. However, given the 

correlational nature of the data I cannot make strong claims regarding the direction of effects. 

Nevertheless, the ordering of variables in my analyses is consistent with past theory and 

research undertaken in the context of structural inequality and intractable conflict between 

groups (Noor et al., 2012; Shnabel et al., 2008, 2009, 2013b; Sullivan et al., 2012). Despite 

this, it is possible men’s intentions to participate in collective action on behalf of their own 

group may motivate them to defend their group more strongly. Similarly, men’s engagement 

in defensive strategies (e.g., denying that men have caused harm) may further heighten their 

need to convince women group of their morality – and this need may in turn reinforce men’s 

identification with their ingroup.  
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An additional limitation of my SEM approach is that it does not allow for the 

consideration that different defensive strategies may be more or less likely to lead to men’s 

support or resistance for women’s protest. Future research should therefore consider the 

unique nature of different defensive strategies. For example, research could explore when and 

why advantaged group members will endorse one defensive strategy over the other, and the 

influence of each strategy on advantaged groups’ support or opposition for action or policies 

to support the disadvantaged group.  

 Another limitation of the current studies concerns the measure of collective action 

intentions, which tapped into support for “men’s rights” and “women’s rights” broadly, 

without capturing the range of different reactionary and progressive actions men may engage 

in. It would be important for future work to explore, for example, how defensiveness may 

influence men’s attempts to protect men from sexual assault allegations, or their support for 

programs designed to address ‘toxic’ masculinity (see Mikołajczak et al., 2022, p. 15). 

Conclusion 

Given the importance of action amongst advantaged group members (either ‘allied’ or 

‘in solidarity’ with members of disadvantaged groups; Subašić et al., 2008, 2018; Louis et al., 

2019), the current research aimed to contribute to understanding how members of structurally 

advantaged groups respond when they encounter accusations of victimisation from 

disadvantaged groups online. I demonstrate that defensiveness is not only a key barrier to 

men’s engagement in solidarity-based action with women, but that it can also influence their 

intentions to advance the rights of their own group as a form of reactionary or system-

supporting action. Importantly, this effect was driven by men’s social identification and need 

for moral identity – and was not influenced by attempts to mitigate this need. The current 

paper argues for exploring the processes that underpin high-status groups’ support and 

resistance to claims from low-status groups. Further research exploring both actions together 
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will allow for a more comprehensive understanding of the dynamics of online collective 

action and its consequences.  

 

Notes 
 

1 Deviations from pre-registration documents  
i. Structural equation modelling (SEM) was used to test the hypothesized model rather than 
PROCESS as specified in the pre-registration document for Study 2. 
ii. I did not initially pre-register defensiveness as a latent variable in Study 2 and 3. 
Defensiveness as a latent variable was pre-registered in Study 4. 
iii. Collective action intentions (to promote [men/women]) were initially pre-registered as 
exploratory variables but are reported here as focal outcome variables.  
iv. Study 2 and Study 3 reported accusation of harm as the predictor variable and social 
identification as moderator variable. For Study 4 and in the write up I have instead 
conceptualised social identification as the predictor variable and accusation of harm as the 
moderator.  
  
Data availability  
The data that support the findings of this study are available at 
https://osf.io/bk4md/?view_only=b01e9e0f4a8446918f9fa639ff71b175 
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Chapter 4 

Reducing Defensiveness and Increasing Action for Gender Equality  

via Group Interaction  

 Despite numerous advancements in women’s rights over the course of the last 

century, the issue of violence against women remains a global public health concern. Recent 

evidence indicates that around 1 in 3 women have experienced physical and/or sexual 

violence in their lifetime (World Health Organisation, 2021). Exposure to violence is even 

higher among black and ethnic minority women, sexual minority women, women with 

disabilities, and transgender women (Ali et al., 2022; Gómez et al., 2022; Ussher et al., 

2022). In recent years, renewed protest from women (via movements such as #MeToo) have 

called on men to challenge sexist and misogynistic norms that give rise to violence against 

women. However, when confronted with women’s allegations of sexual violence, many men 

have responded defensively (e.g., by claiming that the feminist movement victimises 

“innocent” men; de Maricourt & Burrell, 2022; Flood, 2019; Lisnek et al., 2022).  

Defensiveness presents a significant barrier to men’s engagement in the fight to 

address gender inequality. However, to date, little work has explored strategies aimed at 

mitigating defensive reactions as a potential means of engaging men in efforts to support 

women’s rights. In the current chapter I draw on research from the social identity tradition 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979) on the mobilising effects of group interaction on collective behaviour 

(McGarty et al., 2009; Postmes et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2015; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; 

Thomas et al., 2019). I propose that group interaction regarding strategies to promote justice 

and equality for women may provide a means of reducing men’s defensiveness via the 

development of a social identity rooted in acknowledging – rather than denying – the issue of 

gendered violence. I explore whether engaging men in small group interactions about 

addressing sexual harassment and assault against women is associated with their increased 
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participation in solidarity-based action for gender equality. Specifically, I test whether the 

effects of group interaction on men’s commitment to act is mediated by an increase in 

identification as a supporter of efforts to end sexual harassment and assault, and reduced 

defensiveness regarding the issue of gendered violence. 

Defensiveness as a barrier to men’s solidarity-based action for gender equality 

 Engaging men and boys in action for gender equality has been the focus of activists, 

academics, and policy-makers in recent years (Flood, 2019; Iyer & Ryan, 2009; Morgenroth 

& Ryan, 2018; Stewart, 2017; Ryan, 2022; Subašić et al., 2018; Sudkämper et al., 2020). 

Research suggests that male allies are important in supporting the movement for gender 

equality at both the micro (challenging norms and attitudes that promote sexism and 

misogyny) and macro (structural) levels of society (Drury & Kaiser, 2014; Selvanathan et al., 

2020a; Williams et al., 2021). Further, research has shown that men who confront sexism are 

taken more seriously and viewed more positively than women who challenge gender-based 

discrimination (Drury & Kaiser, 2014).   

Although men seem to play an important role in agitating for change to the status quo, 

many do not engage in efforts to address gender-based inequalities (Flood, 2019; Flood et al., 

2020). Men’s engagement in action for gender equality requires acknowledgement of their 

group’s power, privilege, and history of oppression over women. This poses a unique 

challenge, as members of advantaged (or perpetrator) groups are strongly motivated to defend 

against information suggesting their group has done wrong (Bandura, 1996; Bilali & 

Vollhardt, 2019; Branscombe et al., 1999; Doosje et al., 1998; Knowles et al., 2014; Peetz et 

al., 2010). Indeed, defensive reactions from men to gender equality efforts are commonplace 

(Flood et al., 2020; Persson & Hostler, 2021). Men are more likely to deny the problem of 

gender inequality, blame women for the occurrence of sexual assault and harassment, and 

make claims of reverse discrimination in response to women’s disclosures of violence (e.g., 
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by arguing it is men who are now mistreated in society; Flood, 2019; Flood et al., 2020; de 

Maricourt & Burrell, 2021).  

Research has shown that defensive reactions create a significant barrier to intergroup 

reconciliation efforts. The use of defensive strategies (such as denial, minimizing harmdoing, 

and competing with the outgroup for victim status) has been found to reduce intergroup 

forgiveness, trust, empathy, and support for collective action efforts on behalf of the 

disadvantaged group (Demirdağ & Hasta, 2019; Nadler & Shnabel, 2017; Young & Sullivan, 

2011). Indeed, in Chapter 2 I provided evidence of defensive rhetoric being mobilized by 

Twitter users to oppose the #MeToo movement within the context of Australian politics. In 

Chapter 3, I demonstrated how, in the context of online sexual harassment claims from 

women, men’s concern about their ingroups’ morality positively predicted defensive 

construals regarding the issue of sexual harassment and assault against women. 

Defensiveness, in turn, negatively predicted men’s intentions to engage in action to support 

women’s rights, and positively predicted their intentions to promote the rights of their own 

(advantaged) group.  

Group interaction as a means of mitigating defensiveness and engaging men in 

solidarity-based action via the formation of new social identities  

How can we reduce men’s defensiveness and increase their engagement in efforts to 

address violence against women? Research examining the intragroup processes through 

which individuals come to participate in coordinated collective behaviour may provide some 

answers. This work draws on the framework of the social identity approach (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979) to propose that new social norms (that is, the appropriate and desired attitudes and 

behaviours in a given context) can emerge interactively through group members’ discussion 

and debate (Bongiorno et al., 2016; Postmes et al., 2005, Thomas & McGarty, 2009, Smith & 

Postmes, 2009; 2011; Smith et al., 2015). Group interaction can facilitate the development of 
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new opinion-based social identities grounded in common beliefs about how group members 

should feel and behave (McGarty et al., 2009). That is, while people can derive norms and 

attitudes from pre-existing social identities, there is also another possibility: That people can 

inductively generate norms and attitudes through interaction with like-minded others and, in 

doing so, develop new identities (Postmes et al., 2005). These new (or emergent) identities 

can provide the foundation for coordinated group action (Haslam et al., 1998; Smith et al., 

2009; 2011; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 2016).  

A considerable body of work has provided evidence for the role of group interaction 

in fostering people’s engagement in different forms of social and political protest. 

Importantly, this work has demonstrated that group interaction can motivate both prosocial 

actions (e.g., solidarity-based action to support disadvantaged groups) and antisocial 

behaviour (e.g., outgroup hostility) through the development of opinion-based identities – 

depending on the particular norms discussed by the interacting group (Smith et al., 2009; 

2011; Thomas & McGarty, 2009). For example, Thomas et al. (2016; 2019) demonstrated 

that group-based interaction regarding strategies to achieve clean water in developing nations 

boosted people’s commitment to combat poverty via participants’ identification with other 

supporters of the anti-poverty cause. Conversely, Smith and Postmes (2011; following Myers 

& Bishop, 1970) found that group interaction had mobilising effects on hostile forms of 

intergroup behaviour. When participants’ discussions validated prejudicial stereotypes about 

the outgroup (immigrants in Britain), people reported greater intentions to engage in 

discriminatory behaviour by casting a vote for a fictitious anti-immigration political party 

(Smith & Postmes, 2011).  

Taken together, this research highlights the power of group interaction in shaping 

people’s attitudes, identity formation, and action intentions. Indeed, participation in 

coordinated, collective behaviour has always relied on people’s interactions with one another. 
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Through airing grievances and discussing and validating opinions, people can come to a 

shared agreement regarding a desired course of action (Smith et al., 2015; Thomas & 

McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 2022). In everyday social interactions (both online and 

offline), women’s disclosures of sexual harassment and assault elicit men’s discussions and 

debate. The content of these discussions is likely to be important for their sense of who they 

are and how they intend to act. Yet, it remains to be tested whether targeted group interaction 

could provide an effective means of reducing defensive reactions and increasing their 

engagement in action to address the issue of violence against women.   

The Current Research  

 The current chapter draws on the social identity approach (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; 

Turner et al., 1987) to examine the effects of group interaction on men’s commitment to 

address gender inequality. In four pre-registered studies, I test whether group interaction 

centred on promoting justice for women provides the basis for the development of an 

opinion-based identity rooted in addressing the issue of sexual violence against women. 

Figure 8 anticipates my approach and hypotheses. I expect that when men are defining 

themselves in terms of an identity that values taking action to address gender inequality, 

defensiveness should be less likely to arise, which should, in turn, have positive flow on 

effects for men’s intentions to engage in collective action for women’s rights (Figure 8).  

 As in Chapter 3, in the present studies defensiveness was modelled as a latent variable 

indicated by three common ways that men can protect against threats to their group’s 

morality: (a) by competing with women for victim status (competitive victimhood; Noor et 

al., 2012; Sullivan et al., 2012), (b) by perceiving men as experiencing more harm due to the 

issue of violence against women compared to women themselves (Bilali et al., 2012), and (c) 

by engaging in pseudo self-forgiveness (denying any ingroup wrongdoing and blaming 

women for the issue of gendered violence; Fisher & Exline, 2006; Hall & Fincham, 

Anna Barron
Amended
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2005; Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013). This latent approach allows for defensiveness to be 

captured by a range of indicators, and statistically it allows for testing complex hypotheses 

while accounting for measurement error.  

In the studies presented within this chapter, men’s collective action intentions were 

measured using items that included their engagement in both offline and online actions to 

promote gender equality (e.g., “I intend to attend a rally aimed at raising awareness of sexual 

harassment and assault against women”, “I intend to raise awareness of women’s experiences 

of sexual harassment and assault by posting on social media”). This measure of intentions 

was supplemented with an observed behavioural measure. Participants were presented with a 

link redirecting them to sign a petition designed to reauthorize legislation protecting victims 

of domestic and/or sexual violence. Whether or not participants clicked on this link was 

recorded using Qualtrics software.  

Unlike previous research using face to face group interaction in the lab (e.g., see 

Thomas et al., 2009; 2016; 2019), the current studies use ChatPlat – an online chat tool 

compatible with Qualtrics software – to facilitate discussion between participants (Brooks, 

2015). ChatPlat allows participants to interact anonymously via instant messages sent to one 

another in real time. 

 

Figure 8. Conceptual model. Group discussion promotes increased collective action 

(intentions and behaviour) for gender equality via increased identification as a supporter of 

addressing sexual violence and reduced defensiveness.   

Anna Barron
Amended figure 
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Overview of Studies 

In Study 5, participants engaged in a short online group interaction task centred upon 

discussing strategies to address violence against women and promote gender equality 

(relative to a comparative individual reflection task or control condition), before completing a 

questionnaire that included self-reported measures of the key dependent variables. The 

primary analyses use these self-reported quantitative responses of identification, 

defensiveness, and collective action (as well as the behavioural measure of action), to test the 

hypothesized model (Figure 8). The control condition was included in this first initial study to 

provide a baseline measure of the key outcomes.  

In Study 6, I extend the online group interaction paradigm used in Study 5 to test 

whether group discussion has any lasting effects on men’s social identification, 

defensiveness, and commitment to engage in collective action. I adopt a repeated measures 

design that surveys participants directly post-intervention and at two-week follow-up. In 

Study 7, I examine the content of participants’ group discussions obtained from Studies 5 and 

6 using natural language processing to make sense of the mixed findings. In this study I test 

the proposition that not all discussions will be mobilising (see Smith et al., 2018), and that 

group interaction will be more strongly associated with action outcomes when the discussions 

use language specifically related to collective action strategies.   

In Study 8, in addition to the mode of reflection (group discussion vs. individual 

reflection), I manipulate the topic of reflection to experimentally test the influence of 

collective-action relevant language on supporter identification, defensiveness, and 

commitment to action. I again analyse the content of participants’ discussions to examine 

differences in language use across experimental conditions. The methods, approach, and 

hypotheses for all three experimental studies were pre-registered. Links to the pre-registration 
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documents can be found in the reporting below; I note herein any deviations from the pre-

registered approach.  

Study 5 
 

Study 5 adopts a between-subjects design with three conditions: group discussion, a 

comparative individual reflection task without group discussion, and a control group whereby 

individuals solely completed the dependent variables of interest1. All participants read 

information about the rates of sexual harassment and assault against women and girls. 

Participants in the group discussion and individual reflection tasks were then asked to 

brainstorm strategies to reduce the issue of gender-based violence. However, those in the 

group discussion condition completed the task in small online discussion groups, while those 

in the individual reflection completed it alone. The control group did not complete any task. I 

test my hypothesized conceptual model (Figure 8) by exploring whether (a) online group 

discussion regarding strategies to combat sexual violence against women increases men’s 

support for action to address sexual harassment and assault against women; and (b) whether 

opinion-based identification (as a supporter of addressing sexual violence against women) 

and defensiveness mediate this effect.  

Method 
 

Participants. A pre-registration document for this study is available at: 

https://osf.io/bs4yd/?view_only=994b89c0e72744749be616ba366fa15c. A priori power 

analyses were conducted using Monte Carlo simulations for a two-level mediation model in 

Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2002). My main hypothesis requires testing an indirect effect of 

group discussion on collective action via opinion-based identification and defensiveness. I 

assumed a small effect size based on small – medium effects commonly reported in social 

 
1 Although I use the term “group interaction” elsewhere, in the Method, Results, and Discussion sections, I refer 
to this as “group discussion” to avoid confusion between the manipulations and reporting of statistical 
interaction. 

https://osf.io/bs4yd/?view_only=994b89c0e72744749be616ba366fa15c
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psychology (β = .20 – β = .50; Cohen, 1988; Richard et al., 2003). Results revealed that 300 

observations (group discussion, N = 25 groups of 4; individual reflection, N = 100; control, N 

= 100) would be required to detect an indirect effect with 80% probability at alpha = .05. 

Given the possibility that some participants may drop out of live chat during discussion, I 

anticipated that the average group size would be between 3-5 participants. To ensure that 

there were enough participants left to complete the task I initially set the maximum group 

size to 5, before reducing this to 4 due to delays in recruitment. 

I recruited 314 participants from the United States who identified as men via Cloud 

Research (TurkPrime); average age = 40.33 (SD = 12.29). To maximize data quality, 

participants with an approval rating of at least 90% were invited to participate. Participants 

were excluded from analysis if technical difficulties prohibited them from participating in 

group discussion, leaving a total of 299 participants for analysis. This left 99 participants in 

the group discussion condition for analyses. The final configuration of chat groups (N = 28) 

included N = 17 groups of four, N = 9 groups of three, and N = 2 groups of two. Participants 

were predominantly White (83.3%), heterosexual (91.3%), and 65.9% held a bachelor’s 

degree or higher. Political orientation was slightly left leaning (M = 3.46, SD = 1.79) on a 7-

point scale ranging from 1 = Strongly Liberal to 7 = Strongly Conservative. 

Procedure. The task requirements were similar across all three conditions, however 

participants in the group discussion condition completed the task interactively (in small 

online chat groups) whilst participants in the individual reflection condition completed the 

task alone. All participants accessed the study via a link on Amazon’s CloudResearch and 

were told that the survey was interested in investigating people’s attitudes towards a range of 

social and political issues. To provide context for the task, participants first read information 

regarding rates of sexual harassment and assault against women in America (Employee Equal 

Opportunity Commission, 2021; Rape, Abuse, & Incest National Network; 2021): 
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Women and young girls are significantly more likely to be the victims of sexual 
harassment and assault. For instance:  
 
• In the United States, 1 in 4 women have experienced rape or attempted rape during 
their lifetime. 82% of all juvenile victims of sexual assault are female, while 90% of 
adult rape victims are female.  
 
• The United States Equal Employment Opportunity Commission has reported that 
women disproportionately report sexual harassment in the workplace, across all 
industries. 

 

Participants in the group discussion and individual reflection conditions (but not the control 

condition) were told that the researchers were interested in ways that men can help to address 

sexual harassment and assault against women, and that their task was to come up with 5 

practical strategies that men can implement to (a) promote gender equality, (b) raise 

awareness of women’s experiences of sexual harassment and assault, and (c) reduce sexual 

harassment and assault against women. All participants were told that their strategies would 

be written up by the researchers and sent to organisations advocating for gender equality. 

Participants in the group interaction condition were then placed into a live online chat 

embedded within the Qualtrics survey with 3-4 other participants (ChatPlat, 2015). 

Participants – all identified by anonymous usernames and therefore unknown to one another 

– were able to engage in group discussion by sending instant messages for up to 15 minutes. 

The instructions regarding their task remained above the chat interface. They were notified 

two minutes before the chat ended and after 15 minutes the chat window closed 

automatically. Following this, participants completed the rest of the questionnaire. 

Participants in the individual reflection condition did not participate in group 

discussion and were instead provided with a text box to record their strategies before 

proceeding to the remainder of the survey. Participants in the control condition did not 

participate in any task but instead proceeded to the questionnaire immediately after reading 

the information about rates of sexual violence and harassment against women in America. 
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After completing the key dependent measures and demographics, participants were debriefed 

and reimbursed USD$1.50 – 4.50 for their time (participants who engaged in group 

discussion were paid more due to the higher level of time and investment required).   

Measures. 

All items were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scales anchored 1 (‘Strongly 

disagree’) and 7 (‘Strongly agree’) unless otherwise specified.  

 Identification as a supporter of efforts to end violence against women. Social 

identification with a group defined by support for addressing sexual harassment and assault 

against women was assessed using 5 items adapted from Leach et al. (2008)’s measure of 

ingroup identification (α = .91), e.g., “I am glad to be a supporter of efforts to end sexual 

harassment and assault against women”, “The fact I am a supporter of efforts to end sexual 

harassment and assault against women is an important part of my identity”.  

Defensiveness. As in Chapter 3, defensiveness was operationalised as a latent 

variable with three reflective indicators: competitive victimhood (Noor et al., 2008; 2012), 

minimization of the severity of harm (Bilali et al., 2012), and pseudo self-forgiveness (Hall & 

Fincham, 2005; Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013). Specifically, four items adapted from Kahalon 

et al. (2019)’s measure of competitive victimhood measured the extent to which men 

competed with women for victim status, e.g., “Economically, men in America are 

discriminated against more than women”, “Men in America are now suffering more 

emotional pain than women”, α = .94.  

Participant’s perceptions of the severity of harm inflicted on their own group (men) 

compared to women due to sexual harassment in the workplace were captured using one item 

adapted from Bilali et al. 2012, “Which group experiences more harm as a result of sexual 

harassment against women in the workplace?”. Participants indicated their response on a 
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bipolar scale from 1 = women and 7 = men, such that higher scores reflected the perception 

that men suffer more harm due to sexual harassment compared to women.  

Finally, three items measured the extent to which men engaged in the process of 

pseudo self-forgiveness (Hall & Fincham, 2005; Woodyatt & Wenzel, 2013) by denying their 

group’s involvement and deflecting blame, e.g., “I’m not really sure whether what men did 

was wrong”, “Men aren’t the only ones to blame for what happened”, α = .74.  

Collective action intentions. The extent to which participants were committed to 

addressing sexual harassment and assault against women was measured using five items that 

sought to capture men’s intentions to engage in a range of online and offline actions, e.g., “I 

intend to…raise awareness of women’s experiences of sexual harassment and assault by 

posting on social media”, “…sign a petition advocating for the end of sexual harassment and 

assault against women”, “…attend a rally aimed at raising awareness of sexual harassment 

and assault against women”, “…encourage others to support ending sexual harassment and 

assault against women”. These items were aggregated together to form an internally 

consistent scale (α = .90).  

Behavioural measure of prosocial action. A single measure of observed behaviour 

was taken by capturing whether or not participants clicked on a link relevant to expressing 

support for legislative change designed to protect survivors of domestic and sexual violence 

and their families (clicked on the link: coded ‘1’, did not click on the link: coded ‘0’).  

Results and Discussion  

Analytic Strategy  

 Given that participants engaged in group discussion in one of the conditions in all 

three experimental studies (Study 5, 6 and 8), the data involve a combination of independent 

and statistically non-independent observations (that is, responses from individuals in the 

group discussion condition are nested within interacting groups). Table 13 displays the 
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intraclass correlations for the key variables for participants in the group discussion condition. 

This table shows that between 5-31% of the between groups variance in those variables is due 

to the interactive group that participants were assigned to. Accordingly, my analysis adopts a 

multi-level approach by clustering the data at the group level to control for the fact that the 

full dataset involves responses from individuals (the questionnaire responses; a within 

persons factor) that are nested within discussion groups. In Study 5, 6, and 8, these self-

reported questionnaire responses are analysed using multi-level SEM in Mplus Version 8 to 

control for nonindependence (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). The path model (Figure 8) is 

specified at the within-person level of analysis – that is, I only consider the relationships at 

the individual level (the within-persons, self-reported questionnaire responses). I include the 

standardized root mean squared residual (SRMR) as an indicator of model fit as it is 

considered to be the only reliable indicator of fit for multilevel models (Muthén & Muthén, 

2007). A value of .08 or less is generally considered good fit for SRMR (Hu & Bentler, 

1999).  

Preliminary analysis: The effects of group discussion  

The primary focus in Study 5 was to provide an initial test of my hypothesized model 

(Figure 8) to establish whether group interaction increased collective action intentions and 

behaviour (relative to individual reflection) via identification as a supporter of efforts to end 

sexual harassment and assault and defensiveness. I first used the full dataset to map out the 

direct effects of completing the reflection task individually or in interactive groups (as well as 

making comparisons with the control group). I created effect codes to compare the influence 

of the group discussion, individual reflection, or control conditions in Mplus using maximum 

likelihood parameter estimates with a Huber-White (Sandwich) estimator to correct for non-

independence of observations (MLR). Table 13 displays the intraclass correlation coefficients 



 91 

and the intercorrelations for the key outcome variables, as well as the means, standard 

deviations, and confidence intervals for all three conditions.  

I first sought to establish whether individually reflecting on strategies to address 

violence against women influenced participants’ social identification as a supporter, 

defensiveness, and collective action intentions and behaviour – relative to the passive control 

condition. That is, does individual reflection on practical strategies stimulate engagement 

relative to a passive control? Table 13 shows that there were no significant differences in the 

key dependent variables between participants in the individual reflection condition and 

control condition (all t’s = -1.09-1.10 and all p’s = .27-.80). These results suggest that 

individually reflecting on the issue of gender-based violence did not have any influence on 

the key outcomes over and above the passive control condition. Accordingly, in my 

subsequent analyses I used the individual reflection condition as the primary comparison 

group.  

I next sought to establish the effects of engaging in group discussion on the key 

dependent variables. Table 13 shows that, relative to individual reflection, group discussion 

had direct effects on identification as a supporter (β = .16, p <.001), collective action 

intentions (β = .13, p = .01) , and pseudo self-forgiveness (β = -.13 and p = .01) but did not 

affect attributions of harm (β = -.03, p = .70), competitive victimhood (β = .00, p = .98), or 

the behavioural measure of collection action (β = -.01 , p = .37). 
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Table 13. Intra-class correlation coefficients, mean individual-level scores, standard deviations, 95% confidence intervals, and inter-scale 
correlations across the group discussion, individual reflection, and control conditions between the key variables of interest.  

 

 Note. a, b Within a row, means without a common subscript differ (p <.05).  
**p < .001. *p < .05.  
*Identification as a supporter to address sexual harassment and assault against women 

Variable 
Intra-class 
correlation 
coefficient  

Group 
discussion (N = 

99) 

Individual 
reflection 
(N = 101) 

Control 
(N = 99) 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1.  Identification* .31 5.49a (1.00) 
[5.29, 5.70] 

5.13b (1.28) 
[4.88, 5.38] 

5.00b (1.40) 
[4.72, 5.28] -    

 
 

2.  Competitive 
victimhood .27 2.63a (1.66) 

[2.30, 2.96] 
2.62a (1.56) 
[2.31, 2.93] 

2.80a (1.61) 
[2.47, 3.11] -.36** -   

 
 

3. Pseudo self-
forgiveness 0.14 2.47a (1.25) 

[2.22, 2.72] 
2.79b (1.14) 
[2.56, 3.01] 

2.97b (1.19) 
[2.73, 3.21] -.43** .55** -  

 
 

4. Severity of harm 0.23 1.70a (1.41) 
[1.42, 1.98] 

1.77a (1.30) 
[1.52, 2.03] 

1.93a (1.60) 
[1.61, 2.25] -.24** .36** .36** - 

 
 

5. Collective action 
intentions 0.24 4.69a (1.48) 

[4.39, 4.98] 
4.27b (1.67) 
[3.94, 4.60] 

4.00b (1.87) 
[3.62, 4.37] .67** -.36** -.41** -.15* -  

6. Clicked 
behavioural measure 
(%) 

0.05 12.1%a 14.9%a 16.2%a .15** -.13* -.10 .00 .24** - 
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Testing the hypothesized model. To test my hypothesized mediation model, I 

conducted a multilevel structural equation model (MSEM; Bovaird, 2007) in Mplus (version 

8.1; Muthén & Muthén, 2017). The Mplus command TYPE = COMPLEX was used to 

account for the nested nature of the data (Hox, 2002).  

I first tested a mediation model whereby group discussion (dummy coded as ‘1’) was 

a direct predictor of identification as a supporter of efforts to address sexual harassment and 

assault against women. The individual reflection condition was dummy coded as the 

reference group (‘-1’). Identification as a supporter of addressing sexual violence predicted 

defensiveness (latent variable), which, in turn, predicted collective action intentions. This 

model fitted the data well, SRMR = .07. Figure 9 shows that all paths were significant (values 

to the left of the forward slash). In line with my predictions, the indirect effect of group 

interaction on action intentions via identification and defensiveness was significant, IE = .08, 

95% CI [0.01, 0.14].  

 I next tested the same model using the dichotomous behavioural measure of collective 

action as the outcome variable. This model also had good fit with the data (SRMR = .06). 

Similar to the measure of collective action intentions, all paths were significant (Figure 9, 

values to the right of the forward slash). As predicted, there was a significant indirect effect 

of group discussion on behavioural action via identification as a supporter and defensiveness, 

IE = .01, 95% CI [0.00, 0.02].  
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Figure 9. Indirect effect of group discussion on collective action intentions and behaviour via 

identification as a supporter of addressing sexual violence against women and defensiveness. 

Values obtained when collective action intentions was modelled as the outcome are to the left 

of the forward slash, values for the behavioural measure of collective action are to the right. 

Values are standardized coefficients (*p < .01; ***p < .001). 

  

The results of this first study reveal that group discussion (relative to individual 

reflection) was positively associated with men’s collective action intentions and behavioural 

action to address sexual harassment and violence against women. In line with my predictions, 

the effect of group discussion on collective action was mediated by men’s increased 

identification as a supporter of efforts to address sexual harassment and assault against 

women, and reduced defensiveness regarding the issue of gender-based violence. 

Accordingly, the results suggest that men’s participation in group discussion regarding 

strategies to address gender inequality uniquely contributed to the formation of a social 

identity centred upon addressing sexual violence against women. This identity, in turn, 

influenced men’s collective action intentions and behaviour by reducing defensiveness 

(competitive victimhood, minimization of harm, and pseudo self-forgiveness) regarding the 

issue of sexual violence against women.  

These findings provide strong initial evidence regarding the transformative influence 

of group discussion on men’s social identification, defensiveness, and collective behaviour. 
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However, it is unclear whether group discussion has lasting effects on men’s identity, 

defensiveness, and action over time. In Study 6 I therefore sought to test the robustness of the 

effects found in Study 5 and test whether group discussion has any sustained effects on men’s 

collective action. In Study 6 I took measures of the main dependent variables post-

intervention (group discussion vs. individual reflection) as well as at two-week follow-up. 

Given there were no differences in key outcomes between the individual reflection condition 

and the control condition in Study 5, Study 6 did not include a control condition and 

participants were allocated to either group discussion or individual reflection.  

Study 6  

Method  

 Participants. Study 6 used a 2 x 2 (intervention: group interaction, individual 

reflection; time: post-intervention, two-week follow-up) mixed-subjects design. See here for 

the pre-registration documentation: 

https://osf.io/dk8wc/?view_only=1e8f1bfd90154b7bba4c84c5361edc5b. Participants (N = 

248) were again recruited via Amazon’s CloudResearch (M age = 39.92; SD = 11.87). Five 

participants were removed due to failing an initial bot screening test and three were removed 

due to technical issues precluding them from participating in the group interaction task. This 

left 240 participants at Time 1 (N = 118 in the group discussion condition; N = 122 in the 

individual reflection condition). At two-week follow-up, N = 107 participants from the group 

interaction condition and N = 114 from the individual reflection condition completed the 

post-intervention questionnaire. In Study 2, participants were predominantly White (76%), 

heterosexual (90.4%), and 58.7% held a bachelor’s degree or higher. Political orientation of 

the sample was slightly left leaning where 1 = strongly liberal and 7 = strongly conservative 

(M = 3.41, SD = 1.77).  
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Procedure. The first part of this study used the same procedure as Study 5; however, 

participants were notified that the study involved participation at two timepoints before 

indicating their agreement to participate. As in Study 5, participants in the group discussion 

condition were allocated to groups of four using ChatPlat software embedded within the 

Qualtrics survey, while participants in the individual reflection condition completed the 

reflection task using the text box provided. Following this, participants completed the self-

reported key dependent measures and demographic variables used in Study 5 (all measures 

formed reliable scales, αrange = .70–.94). After two weeks, participants were contacted using 

CloudResearch’s MTurk Toolkit and provided with the link to a Qualtrics survey that 

contained the same dependent measures. Following completion of this survey, participants 

were thanked, debriefed, and reimbursed between USD 3.00-$4.00 for their participation.  

In this study there was an administrative error during data collection such that the 

variable that linked participants in the group discussion condition to the particular group they 

were assigned to was not captured. However, in the analyses outlined below I used a 

proximal measure of the clustering variable by triangulating the time at which participants 

entered the online chat to cluster the data at the group level. I consider the implications of the 

error and limitations of this approach in the general discussion section.  

Results and Discussion  

Preliminary analysis: The effects of group discussion  

The aim of Study 6 was to replicate the findings of Study 5 and test if there was any 

effect of group discussion on participants’ collective action intentions and behaviour at two-

week follow-up. Table 14 includes the intraclass correlation coefficients for the key outcomes 

across time points, which shows that between 1-5% of the variance in participants’ responses 

was due to the interactive group to which they were assigned (1-3% at Time 2). I therefore 

created effect codes in Mplus (group discussion = ‘1’, individual reflection = ‘-1’) using 
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MLR with Huber-White (Sandwich) estimator to correct for the non-independent nature of 

the data (as in Study 5).  

 
Table 14. Intra-class correlation coefficients at Time 1 and 2.  
 

 

Table 15 displays the means, standard deviations, and 95% confidence intervals for 

the group discussion and individual reflection condition at each time point. Intercorrelations 

between variables across time points can be found in Table 16. Contrary to expectations, 

Table 15 shows that engaging in group discussion (relative to individual reflection) had no 

direct effects on the key outcomes at both Time 1 (all β’s = -.01-.09 and all p’s = .14 -.63) 

and Time 2 (all β’s = -.03-.09 and all p’s = .19-.75).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable Time 1 Time 2 
Identification as a supporter  0.01 0.03 
Competitive victimhood 0.04 0.02 
Pseudo self-forgiveness 0.01 0.02 
Severity of harm 0.02 0.03 
Collective action intentions 0.05 0.03 
Clicked behavioural measure (%) 0.03 0.01 



 98 

Table 15. Frequency of petition clicks, mean individual-level scores (and standard 

deviations) between conditions for Time 1 and 2.   

Note. *Identification as a supporter of efforts to address violence against women. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Time 1  Time 2 

 
Group 

interaction 
(N = 118) 

Individual 
reflection (N 

= 122) 
 

Group 
interaction (N = 

107) 

Individual 
reflection (N = 

114) 

Identification* 5.36 (1.23)a 
[5.12, 5.55] 

5.42 (1.03) a 
[5.23, 5.59]  5.12 (1.19)a 

[4.90, 5.35] 
5.27 (1.07)a 
[5.08, 5.47] 

Competitive 
victimhood 

2.81 (1.62)a 
[2.52, 3.11] 

2.62 (1.53)a 
[2.36, 2.89]  2.84 (1.71)a 

[2.52, 3.17] 
2.67 (1.47)a 
[2.42, 2.93]  

Pseudo self-
forgiveness 

3.84 (0.76)a 
[3.70, 3.98] 

3.86 (0.71)a 
[3.74, 3.99]  3.16 (1.27)a   

[2.93, 3.39] 
3.03 (1.87)a 
[2.81, 3.25] 

Severity of harm 1.73 (1.29)a 
[1.52, 1.97] 

1.62 (1.20)a 
[1.43, 1.84]  2.04 (1.52)a 

[1.24, 1.77]  
2.11 (1.68)a 
[1.81, 2.43] 

Collective action 
intentions 

4.89 (1.66)a 
[4.60, 5.16] 

4.73 (1.43)a 
[4.47, 4.97]  4.34 (1.67)a 

[4.02, 4.65] 
4.55 (1.43)a 
[4.29, 4.82] 

Behavioural measure 
(legislative action) 
(%) 

11.1 % 17.5 % 8.4% 14.0% 
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Table 16. Intercorrelations between key variables across Time 1 and 2.  

Note. *p < .05. **p < .001.  
*Identification as a supporter of efforts to address violence against women.   
 

Testing the hypothesized model. 

 As in Study 5, path analysis was conducted in Mplus Version 8 using TYPE = 

COMPLEX to control for the non-independence of data (i.e., individuals nested within 

interacting groups; Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Group discussion (dummy coded ‘1’, 

individual reflection coded ‘-1’) predicted identification as a supporter of efforts to address 

gendered violence. Identification predicted latent defensiveness, which, in turn, predicted 

collective action. I ran two mediation models at Time 1 using both collective action outcomes 

(intentions and behaviour), before running the models at Time 2 to examine if the effects held 

across time.  

 1  2 3 4 5 6 

1. Identification* -      
       Time 1 -      
       Time 2 -      
2. Competitive 
victimhood  -     

       Time 1 -.40** -     
       Time 2 -.36** -     
3. Pseudo self-
forgiveness   -    

      Time 1 -.41** .68** -    
      Time 2 -.25** .46** -    
4. Severity of harm     -   
      Time 1 -.30** .50** .47** -   
      Time 2 -.33** .36** .57** -   
5. Collective action 
(CA) intentions     -  

      Time 1 .69** -.25** -.34**  -.22** -  
      Time 2 .70** -.27** -.19** -.26* -  
6. Behavioural measure       - 
      Time 1 .15* -.19** -.08 .17*   .17** - 
      Time 2        .12      -.10 -.07     -.09  .19* - 
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 Contrary to expectations, at Time 1 (directly post-intervention) there was no 

significant direct effect of engaging in group interaction on identification as a supporter to 

address sexual harassment and assault against women (see Figure 10). This model did not fit 

the data well (SRMR = .11). The modification indices suggested that additional variance 

between opinion-based identification and collective action intentions needed to be accounted 

for. Adding this path significantly improved model fit (SRMR = .03). As expected, 

identification negatively predicted defensiveness, and positively predicted collective action 

intentions. However, there was no association between defensiveness and collective action 

intentions, suggesting that the variance was being usurped by the strength of the relationship 

between identification and collective action (Figure 10, values to the left of the slash). There 

was no significant indirect effect of group discussion on collective action through 

identification and defensiveness, IE = -0.00, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.00].  

When the behavioural measure of action was modelled as the outcome, a similar 

pattern of results were obtained – however, defensiveness negatively predicted behavioural 

action (see Figure 10, values to the right of the slash; SRMR = .03). The indirect effect of 

group discussion on behavioural action via identification and defensiveness was also not 

significant, IE = -0.01, 95% CI [-.01, 0.01].  

 

Figure 10. Results of path model at Time 1, Study 6. Values obtained when collective action 

intentions was modelled as the outcome are to the left of the oblique, values for the 

behavioural measure of collective action are on the right. Values are standardized coefficients 
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(***p < .001). Dotted lines represent non-significant paths. N.B. This additional pathway 

from was only modelled from identification to collective action intentions (due to initial poor 

model fit).   

 

Similarly, at Time 2, group discussion had no significant effect on opinion-based 

identification (see Figure 11; SRMR = .08). Identification negatively predicted defensiveness, 

which was negatively associated with collective action intentions (Figure 11, values to the 

left of the slash). There was no significant indirect effect of group discussion on collective 

action through identification and defensiveness, IE = -0.03, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.01]. A similar 

pattern of results was obtained when the behavioural measure of action was modelled as the 

outcome (see Figure 11, values to the right of the slash; SRMR = .08). The indirect effect of 

group discussion on behavioural action via identification and defensiveness also contained 

zero and was not significant, IE = -0.01, 95% CI [-.01, 0.01]. 

 

Figure 11. Results of path model at Time 2, Study 6. Values obtained when collective action 

intentions was modelled as the outcome are to the left of the oblique, values for the 

behavioural measure of collective action are on the right. Values are standardized coefficients 

(***p < .001). Dotted lines represent non-significant paths.  

 

In contrast to Study 5, the results of this study indicate that group discussion had little 

direct or indirect influence on men’s identification as a supporter of addressing sexual 
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violence, defensiveness, or collective action intentions and behaviour directly after the 

intervention and at two-week follow-up.  

It is possible that these contradictory findings are a result of key features of the 

interacting groups that differed between Studies 5 and 6. Indeed, previous research has 

emphasized that the content of people’s interactions is critical in facilitating the development 

of identities that are either prosocial or antisocial in nature (Thomas & McGarty, 2009; 

Thomas et al., 2016; Smith & Postmes, 2011). When interactions with others centre actions 

designed to address injustice and inequality, people can come to see themselves in terms of 

identities grounded in support for the fight to address inequality (Thomas & McGarty, 2009). 

In contrast, when interactions suggest that outgroup hostility is the desired course of action 

for the group, people are more likely to see themselves and others in terms of an identity 

based on negative attitudes towards the outgroup (Smith & Postmes, 2011).  

Taken together, these findings suggest that the effectiveness of group discussion in 

facilitating the development of a pro gender equality identity is likely to hinge on the extent 

to which participants’ discussions are focused on strategies designed to promote gender 

equality. To explore this possibility, in Study 7 I examined the content of the interactions 

(i.e., the chat transcripts) between Studies 5 and 6. I used natural language processing 

software to identify whether disparities in language use in the interacting groups could 

explain differences in the effects of group discussion across studies. 

Study 7 

 To better understand the role of the content of group discussions in Studies 5 and 6, I 

conducted computerized text analysis on the pooled transcripts (N = 59) of the group 

discussions from Study 5 (N = 28) and Study 6 (N = 31) using Linguistic Inquiry Word Count 

analysis software (LIWC2015; Pennebaker et al., 2015). LIWC analyses written text using 

dictionaries that represent both linguistic categories (e.g., pronouns) and emotional and 
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cognitive components (e.g., negative affect), and calculates the proportion of words in each 

passage of text that match these predefined dictionaries (Pennebaker et al., 2015). Running 

the chat transcripts through LIWC allowed me to create quantitative variables to capture 

differences in language expression in the group discussions between Study 5 and 6.  

I expected that the effectiveness of group discussion in Study 5 (compared to Study 6) may 

have been due to the fact that, on average, participants’ discussions in Study 5 used more 

collective action relevant language than the interactions between participants in Study 6.   

Method  

Measures. I drew on LIWC’s internal and custom dictionaries to identify (a) 

expressions indicative of an emergent social identity, (b) communication regarding 

illegitimate harmdoing (the acknowledgement of sexual violence as unjust) as a proxy for 

defensiveness, and (c) the expression of language related to engagement in collective action.  

 Social identification. Based on previous studies using LIWC to identify social 

psychological variables (Vergani & Bliuc, 2020; Pennebaker et al., 2015; Smith et al., 2015; 

2018), I used LIWC’s internal dictionary subcategories of first- and third-person plural 

pronouns and words (e.g., we, us, they) and affiliation category (e.g., ally, friend, social) to 

capture social identification with others who value acting to address sexual violence against 

women. The mean proportions from these two categories were combined to create a single 

measure of social identification.  

 Moral engagement. Graham et al. (2009)’s moral foundations dictionary (MFD 2.0) 

was used to index the proportion of words from each group relating to participants’ 

acknowledgement of ingroup harm. I used this variable to map onto the latent defensiveness 

variable by coding for an absence of ingroup defensiveness. In the social psychological 

literature, the term defensiveness has been used to encompass a range of strategies individuals 

can take to defend against threats to their personal or group identity. One common defensive 
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strategy has been to morally disengage from the wrongdoing (Bandura 1990; 1996; 1999). 

Moral disengagement refers to the mechanisms people employ to avoid the negative 

consequences associated with their engagement in immoral behaviour (e.g., the experience of 

negative emotions such as shame and guilt) and is typically reflected by strategies that aim to 

deny or minimize the perpetrator group’s role in causing harm (Bandura, 2011). Given this, I 

use the term moral engagement here to refer to the acknowledgement of ingroup harm (that 

is, an absence of moral disengagement strategies reflected in participants’ acknowledgement 

of atrocities committed by their own group; Vollhardt et al., 2014). The MFD captures moral 

language using five different dimensions: care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, 

authority/subversion, and sanctity/degradation (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Graham et al., 2011; 

2013). For each dimension, two words exist (a positive “virtue” and negative “vice”). I 

included the dimensions relating to care/harm (compassion towards victims and anger at  

injustice, harm, and individual suffering, e.g., “compassion, care, protect”) and 

fairness/cheating (the desire for trustworthy systems and people, e.g., “rights”, “equal”, 

“justice”, “unfair”) as these categories contain words most related to the acknowledgement of 

harm and injustice.  

 Collective action. I used Smith et al.’s (2018) custom collective action dictionary to 

capture the proportion of words per group relating to intended engagement in collective 

action (e.g., “protest”, “campaign”, “volunteer”). 

 

Results and Discussion 

Table 17 displays the mean proportion of words (and standard deviations) used in the 

interacting groups from the relevant LIWC categories across the two study samples. I 

conducted regression analyses while controlling for word count to assess whether the 

prevalence of the key variables differed across the two studies. Table 17 shows that there 
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were no differences in language related to social identification or moral engagement 

(discussions regarding harm and a desire for justice). However, there was greater use of 

collective action relevant language in the interacting groups in Study 5 compared to Study 6 

(Table 17). That is, at the study level, the online discussions between participants in Study 5 

compared to Study 6 differed in the amount that participants used language related to 

engagement in collective action. This finding may help to explain why the effects observed in  

Study 5 did not replicate in Study 6.  

 
 
Table 17. Means and Standard Deviations for LIWC2015 Dimensions across Studies 5 and 6 
samples.  
 

Note. a Within a row, means without a common subscript differ at p ≤ .05.  
*LIWC2015 = Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (Pennebaker et al., 2015). 
 

Given this, in Study 8 I directly manipulated the use of collective action language in 

order to experimentally test the hypothesis that it is not just any discussion that will be 

associated with identification as a supporter of efforts to address violence against women, 

reduced defensiveness, and commitment to action. Rather, discussions must centre on 

practical collective action strategies to address sexual harassment and assault, and not just 

attitudinal support per se, in order to reliably influence action intentions and behaviour.  

Study 8 

The results from Study 5, 6, and 7 suggest that the effectiveness of group discussion 

on men’s commitment to act for gender equality is contingent on the extent to which 

 Study 5 (n = 28) Study 6 (n = 31) 

LIWC* dimension M SD M SD 

Word count 510.85a 169.55  536.90a 207.28 

Identification   13.80a 4.78 12.50a 3.65 

Moral engagement  1.30a 0.55 1.47a 0.86 

Collective action  1.47a 0.91 1.10b 0.62 
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participants’ discussions are focused on practical collective action strategies designed to 

address gender inequality. Thus, in Study 8 I sought to experimentally test the importance of 

collective-action relevant language by manipulating the topic of participants’ reflection task – 

as well as whether or not they completed this task individually or in groups. The topic of 

reflection was manipulated via instructions that asked participants to come up with actions 

that men can take to address sexual harassment and assault against women (as in Studies 5 

and 6), compared to a control condition whereby participants were instructed to brainstorm 

about why the issue of sexual harassment was important (but not any strategies to address it). 

I reasoned that for group discussion to have any mobilising effects on action, the content of 

participants’ interactions must be concentrated on sharing concrete strategies for action – 

rather than simply talking about supporting the issue.   

I hypothesized that (a) group discussion would lead to increased collective action 

intentions (and behavioural action, captured by whether or not participants clicked on a 

petition link relevant to expressing support for the Violence Against Women Act) relative to 

individual reflection. I expected that this would occur when participants discussed action-

related strategies compared to when they solely discussed the issue of sexual harassment and 

assault (that is, I expected an interaction between mode of reflection and topic of reflection); 

and (b) that this effect would be mediated by increased identification as a supporter of 

addressing sexual violence. Identification should, in turn, be negatively associated with 

engagement in defensive strategies (competitive victimhood, minimization of harm, and 

pseudo self-forgiveness). Thus, my primary hypothesis was one of moderated mediation as I 

expected that the effect of group interaction on collective action via identity and 

defensiveness would occur for participants who discussed strategies to address violence 

against women, but not for those who solely discussed their opinions on the issue.    
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Method 

Participants and design. Study 8 used a 2 (mode of reflection: group discussion vs. 

individual reflection) x 2 (topic of reflection: action strategies vs. control) between-subjects 

design. As in the previous two studies, respondents (N = 244) were recruited through 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (mean age = 38.82), sampling for participants who identified as 

men. 88% of participants identified as heterosexual. 73% of participants identified as White, 

9.4% as Black, 9% as Hispanic, 6.1% as Asian and 1.2% as multi-racial. 66% of participants 

held a bachelor’s degree or higher. Political orientation in this study was again slightly left 

leaning on a 7-point scale (M = 3.47, SD = 1.77). 

Within the group discussion condition, participants were allocated to groups of three 

or four on ChatPlat. Those who were unable to participate in the group chat portion of the 

study due to technical difficulties were removed, leaving 25 discussion groups (N = 73 

participants) in the action strategy condition and 24 (N = 73) in the control condition. 96 

participants completed the reflection task individually (action strategies, N = 42; control, N = 

54).  

Procedure. In the action strategies group discussion condition, the procedure was 

identical to the group discussion condition in the previous two studies (i.e., participants were 

asked to undertake a 15-minute task using an online chat tool to discuss strategies designed to 

combat sexual harassment and assault). Specifically, participants were instructed to come up 

with five practical action strategies (i.e., things that men can go out and do) to 1) raise 

awareness of women’s experiences of sexual harassment and assault, 2) reduce sexual 

harassment and assault against women, and 3) promote gender equality. In the control 

instructions group discussion condition, participants were asked to undertake group 

discussion regarding why the issue of sexual violence against women was important: “In this 

study we are interested in investigating men’s opinions about sexual harassment and assault 
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against women. As a group, we ask that you take 15 minutes to discuss and come up with 5 

reasons why sexual assault and harassment against women is an important issue.” 

Participants allocated to complete the task individually were allocated to receive either action 

strategies instructions or control instructions (i.e., “On your own, we ask that you…”). These 

participants recorded their responses using the text box provided. Upon completion of the 

questionnaire, all participants were debriefed and compensated with USD [1.00-3.00] for 

their time. 

The key (self-reported) measures included in the Qualtrics survey remained the same 

as Study 5 and 6 (αrange = .65 – .94). To check whether the instructions successfully 

manipulated the content of participants’ reflections, responses were coded using Smith et al.’s 

(2018) custom LIWC collective action dictionary to create an observed variable of collective 

action relevant language (as in Study 7).  

Results and Discussion 
 

Preliminary analysis: The direct and interactive effects of topic of reflection and mode 

of reflection  

 Given the data obtained from the LIWC content analysis were independent (each 

interacting group had just one set of scores), I first conducted an independent samples t-test in 

SPSS using the observed measure of collective action language to assess whether the topic of 

reflection instructions successfully manipulated the content of participants’ responses. The 

manipulation was successful: there was significantly greater collective action language used 

by participants in the action strategies instructions condition (hereafter referred to as the 

‘action condition’, M = 1.42, SD = 1.12), compared to participants in the control instructions 

condition (M = 0.82, SD = 0.96), t(229.03) = -4.57, p <.001, d = 0.60.  
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Table 18. Intra-class correlation coefficients (Study 8).  

 

As in Studies 5 and 6, I next used the full dataset to map out the direct and interactive 

effects of completing the task individually or in interactive groups and the topic of reflection. 

Table 18 shows that between 5-18% of the between groups variance in the dependent 

variables was due to the interactive group that participants were assigned to. Thus, I created 

effect codes to compare the influence of participating in group discussion (1) vs. individual 

reflection (-1) and action instructions (1) vs control instructions (-1) on the key outcomes in 

Mplus using MLR with Huber-White (Sandwich) estimator to correct for non-independence 

of observations. Descriptive statistics for the individual- (the self-reported questionnaire 

responses; a within persons factor) and group-level (observed content of reflection; a 

between-persons factor) variables are reported in Table 19, as well as the intercorrelations 

between key variables.  

Table 19 suggests that the manipulations had little influence on the key dependent 

variables. Initial tests revealed that the main effect of topic of reflection on identification as a 

supporter to end sexual harassment and violence against women was not significant, β = 0.00, 

p = .10. Contrary to predictions, the two-way interaction between topic of reflection and 

mode of reflection on opinion-based identification was not significant, β = 0.07, p = .33. 

However, there was a marginal effect of mode of reflection (group discussion vs. individual 

reflection) on identification, β = 0.11, p = .09. Further, Table 19 includes 95% confidence 

intervals around the mean for participants in the four experimental conditions. Given that 

Variable Intra-class correlation coefficient 
Identification as a supporter  0.18 
Competitive victimhood 0.10 
Pseudo self-forgiveness 0.17 
Severity of harm 0.07 
Collective action intentions 0.17 
Clicked behavioural measure (%) 0.05 
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responses in the individual reflection condition are statistically independent (participants 

responses are not nested within interacting groups) these confidence intervals can be used to 

infer differences between means in other cells. Table 19 shows that the mean for 

identification in the group discussion x action condition lies outside the confidence intervals 

for the individual reflection conditions. Notwithstanding the test of the overall interaction 

term, this suggests that group interaction (for participants who discussed action strategies) did 

in fact produce an increase in identification as a supporter on average when compared to 

participants in the individual reflection conditions (action strategies and control instructions).  

There was a significant main effect of mode of reflection (group discussion vs. 

individual reflection) on the behavioural measure of collective action, β = 0.13, p = .002. 

Neither main effects nor two-way interactions were significant for the three defensiveness 

outcome measures or collective action intentions (all p’s > .13). However, examining Table 

19 shows that the collective action intentions mean in the group discussion x action condition 

lies above the confidence intervals in the individual reflection conditions. Again, this result 

suggests that despite the overall test of the interaction term, group interaction (for participants 

who discussed action strategies) did result in greater collective action intentions on average, 

compared to participants who engaged in individual reflection.  
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Table 19. Frequency of petition clicks, mean individual-level and group-level scores, and scale intercorrelations, in the action discussion (N = 

74), control discussion (N = 73), action reflection (N = 42), and control reflection (N = 54) conditions, Study 8. 

Note. a Within a row, means without a common subscript differ at p <.05.  

 Group discussion  Individual reflection        

Individual level variables 
Action 

instructions 
(N = 74) 

Control 
Instructions 

(N = 73) 
 

Action 
instructions 

(N = 42) 

Control 
Instructions 

(N = 54) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1.  Identification as a supporter 
of addressing violence against 
women 

5.47a (1.16) 
[5.19, 5.74] 

5.34a (1.22) 
[5.06, 5.62] 

 4.94a (1.31) 
[4.57, 5.31] 

5.16a (1.22) 
[4.83, 5.48] 

-       

2. Competitive victimhood 2.84a (1.61) 
[2.46, 3.22] 

2.59a (1.54) 
[2.21, 2.98] 

 2.98a (1.84) 
[2.48, 3.49] 

3.02a (1.74) 
[2.58, 3.47] 

-.42** -      

3. Pseudo self-forgiveness 2.97a (1.20) 
[2.69, 3.24] 

2.84a (1.18) 
[2.57, 3.12] 

 3.01a (1.20) 
[2.64, 3.37] 

3.07a (1.20) 
[2.75, 3.40] 

-.41** .65** -     

4. Severity of harm 1.89a (1.49) 
[1.56, 2.23] 

1.88a (1.42) 
[1.54, 2.22] 

 2.12a (1.69) 
[1.67, 2.57] 

1.81a (1.38) 
[1.42, 2.21]  

-.35** .50** .51** -    

5.  Collective action intentions  4.93a (1.60) 
[4.56, 5.29] 

4.37a (1.64) 
[4.01, 4.74] 

 4.19a (1.84) 
[3.71, 4.67] 

4.36a (1.38) 
[3.91, 4.78] 

.63** -.41** -.36** -.27* -   

6. Behavioural measure 
(petition for legislative change) 
(%) 

20%a 
[12.2%, 27.8%] 

13.7%a 
[5.8%, 21.6%] 

 11.9%b 

[1.5%, 22.3] 
5.6%b 

[-3.6%, 14.7%] 
.17**   -.21* -.19**   -.06 .27** -  

Group level variables             
7. Collective action language 
(LIWC) 

1.39a (0.98) 
[1.15, 1.63] 

0.76b (0.61) 
[0.52, 0.10] 

 1.50a (1.34) 
[1.19, 1.82] 

0.90b (1.29) 
[0.62, 1.18] 

.01 .01 .00 .05 .10 .08 - 
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Testing the hypothesized model. 

Testing the hypothesized model involved running two separate mediation models at 

different levels of the moderator (i.e., action instructions, 1 vs. control instructions, -1) for 

both collective action outcomes (intentions and behaviour) using Mplus v. 8 (Muthén & 

Muthén, 2017). This approach allowed me to test whether the indirect relationship between 

group interaction and collective action (intentions and behaviour) via identification and 

defensiveness differed depending on the topic of participants’ reflection task.  

Collective action intentions. I expected that group discussion would have an effect 

on collective action (intentions and behaviour) via identification and defensiveness when 

participants were instructed to brainstorm concrete collective action strategies to address 

gender-based violence (action instructions = 1). This model evidenced acceptable (although 

borderline) fit with the data, SRMR = .09. Consistent with predictions, for participants who 

were instructed to come up with practical collective action strategies to address violence 

against women, engaging in group discussion directly increased social identification as a 

supporter (see Figure 10 for direct path coefficients, values to the left of the forward slash). 

Identification negatively predicted defensiveness, which, in turn, negatively predicted 

collective action intentions. Tests of the indirect effect showed that there was a (marginally) 

significant indirect effect of engaging in group discussion on defensiveness via identification 

(IE = -.17, 95% CI [-.35, .01]). The expected indirect effect of group discussion on collective 

action intentions via identity and (latent) defensiveness was not significant (IE = 0.14, 95% 

CI [-.02, .30]).  

I was puzzled about why the indirect effect was not significant when the pattern of 

coefficients clearly shows evidence consistent with mediation (see Figure 12). However, 

MacKinnon (2008; see also MacKinnon et al., 2010) suggests that this is not uncommon, and 

results from the fact that traditional symmetric confidence intervals produced by Mplus 
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cannot account for an indirect effect that is skewed. MacKinnon (2008, p. 99) therefore 

suggests that taking a bootstrapping approach can improve the accuracy of the confidence 

intervals for non-normally distributed indirect effects. Accordingly, I conducted an additional 

test of the indirect effect using 1,000 bias-corrected bootstrapped samples. When the indirect 

effect accounted for non-normality, the indirect effect of group discussion on defensiveness 

via identification became significant, (IE = -.17 95% CI [-.32, -.02]), as did the full indirect 

effect of group discussion on action via identity and defensiveness (IE = 0.14, 95% CI [.01, 

.28]). As Mplus does not allow for bootstrapping using multi-level models with nested data, it 

is important to note that tests of the indirect effect using bootstrapping were run while not 

accounting for the non-independence of the data (although the coefficients were virtually 

identical).  

A rather different pattern of results was found for participants who were instructed to 

brainstorm about the issue of sexual harassment and assault against women (but not any 

strategies to address it). This model had adequate fit (SRMR = .07). Figure 12 shows that, for 

this condition, group interaction did not influence identification as a supporter (values to the 

right of the slash). Identification negatively predicted defensiveness, which, in turn, 

negatively predicted collective action intentions. For participants in this condition, there was 

no significant indirect effect of group discussion on collective action intentions via 

identification and defensiveness, (IE = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.03, 0.06]), or of group discussion on 

defensiveness via identification, (IE = -0.03, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.06]. This continued to be the 

case when the bias corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals were used to assess the 

indirect effect of group discussion on action via identification and defensiveness (IE = 0.02, 

95% CI [-0.03, 0.07]); and on defensiveness via identification (IE = -0.04, 95% CI [-0.13, 

0.05])  
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Figure 12. Results of the hypothesized path model with collective action intentions as the 

outcome, Study 8. Values to the left of the forward slash represent those in the action 

instructions condition, while values to the right represent those in the control instructions 

condition. Values are standardized regression coefficients (*p <.05, ***p < .001).  

 

Behavioural measure of action. A similar pattern of results was obtained when I ran 

two mediation models using the behavioural measure of action as the outcome variable 

(whether or not participants clicked on a link relevant to expressing support for the Violence 

Against Women Act). For participants instructed to discuss practical collective action 

strategies to address the issue of gendered violence, engaging in group discussion boosted 

identification as a supporter of addressing sexual harassment and assault against women 

(values to the left of the forward slash, see Figure 13), SRMR = .04. Identification negatively 

predicted defensiveness (latent variable), which, in turn, was negatively associated with the 

behavioural measure of action. Initial tests of the indirect effects revealed that the indirect 

effect of group discussion on participants’ behaviour via both identification and 

defensiveness was not significant, IE = .03, 95% CI [-.01, .08]. There was a significant 

indirect effect of group discussion on behaviour via identification, IE = -.12, 95% CI [-.24, 

.00]. However, when bootstrapped confidence intervals were used to model the indirect 

effect, the indirect effect of group discussion via both identification and defensiveness was 

significant, IE = .03, 95% CI [.00, .08].  
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Figure 13 (values to the right of the forward slash) shows that a different pattern of 

effects was obtained for participants instructed to reflect solely on the issue of sexual 

harassment against women, SRMR = .04. Here, engaging in group discussion had no 

significant impact on identification as a supporter of addressing sexual harassment and 

assault against women. Identification as a supporter negatively predicted defensiveness, 

which negatively predicted the behavioural outcome measure of action. There was no indirect 

effect of group discussion on defensiveness via identification as a supporter (IE = -.04, 95% 

CI [-.12, .05]), or on behavioural action via both identity and defensiveness (IE = .01, 95% CI 

[-.01, .03]). This continued to be the case when the bias corrected bootstrapped confidence 

intervals were used to assess the indirect effect: group discussion on defensiveness via 

identification as a supporter, IE = -.04, 95% CI [-.12, .05]; group discussion on behavioural 

action via both identity and defensiveness, IE = .03, 95% CI [-.01, .03].  

 

 

Figure 13.  Results of the hypothesized path model with behavioural action as the outcome, 

Study 8. Values to the left of the forward slash represent those in the action instructions 

condition, while values to the right represent those in the control instructions condition. 

Values are standardized coefficients (*p < .05, **p < .01; ***p < .001).  

 

The pattern of results in Study 8 provides support for my hypothesized pattern of 

moderated mediation. Group discussion had positive indirect effects on collective action 

intentions and behaviour via both identity and latent defensiveness, but only for participants 



 116 

who were instructed to reflect on practical solutions to address gender inequality. On the 

other hand, group discussion did not shape action (relative to individual reflection) when the 

task instructions focussed only on discussion of the issue. These results suggest that an 

increase in supporter identity and associated reductions in defensiveness are acting as key 

underlying mechanisms linking (mobilising) group discussions with men’s commitment to 

act. Importantly, this was the case not only for men’s intentions to act – the effects of group 

discussion also influenced men’s behaviour to engage in action for women’s rights. In line 

with the results of the LIWC analyses in Study 7, these results suggest that the effectiveness 

of group discussion to facilitate social identities for action is contingent on the extent to 

which participants’ discussions are dedicated to discussing practical strategies for action. 

That is, it is not enough for participants to talk to one another about the importance of gender 

equality. Rather, interactions must involve discussion of men’s plans to promote equality.  

General Discussion 
 

The current chapter reports on four studies investigating the impact of group 

discussion on men’s identification as a supporter of combatting sexual violence, 

defensiveness, and commitment to act for gender equality. Overall, the results provide 

support for the idea that group discussion, and in particular, group discussion centred on 

concrete solutions to address violence against women, is a promising means of promoting 

men’s commitment to progressive social change. Consistent with predictions, engaging men 

in group discussion regarding practical solutions to address gendered violence strengthened 

their social identification as a supporter of efforts to end sexual harassment and assault 

against women (Studies 5 and 8). Identification as a supporter was negatively associated with 

defensiveness (engagement in competitive victimhood, minimizing harmdoing, and pseudo 

self-forgiveness), and positively predicted men’s collective action intentions and behaviour to 

address gender inequality (Studies 5, 6, and 8).  
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Importantly, these findings suggest that the content of men’s interactions was key in 

influencing their commitment to act for women’s rights. In Study 6, group discussion had 

little impact on men’s opinion-based identification as a supporter of efforts to address 

violence against women, defensiveness, or collective action. Analysis of the explicit content 

of the interactions in Study 5 and 6 revealed that participants’ discussions differed regarding 

the prevalence of collective action relevant language expressed. That is, on average, 

participants in the discussion groups in Study 5 talked more about collective action strategies 

than participants who engaged in group discussion in Study 6. Study 8 therefore 

experimentally tested this boundary condition explicitly to reveal that group discussion 

(relative to individual reflection) boosted identification only for participants who were 

instructed to brainstorm concrete strategies to address sexual violence. On the other hand, 

group discussion had little effect on identification as a supporter for participants who were 

instructed to reflect solely on the issue of sexual harassment (i.e., why the issue is important).  

Taken together, the current chapter provides initial evidence regarding the fruitfulness 

of taking a group interaction approach to (a) reduce men’s defensiveness regarding the issue 

of sexual harassment and violence against women and (b) increase their collective action 

intentions (and behaviour) for gender equality. Importantly, Studies 5 and 8 provide support 

for both social identity and defensiveness as key mechanisms underlying the relationship 

between group interaction and men’s commitment to action. That is, through talking with 

other men about addressing the issue of violence against women, men came to see themselves 

and others as belonging to the same social group defined by a desire to challenge gender 

inequality. As a result, their defensiveness regarding the issue of gendered violence was 

lowered, which, in turn, was associated with their increased collective action for gender 

equality.  
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The current findings align with previous research showing that group interaction is a 

facilitator of meaningful social identities grounded in opinions about social and political 

issues (Postmes et al., 2005; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Thomas et al., 2016). The current 

study, however, goes beyond existing findings by being the first (to my knowledge) to 

explore the effects of group interaction as a means of mitigating men’s defensiveness 

regarding the issue of gendered violence (and, consequently, engendering their support for 

collective action for gender equality). The findings showed that group interaction not only 

(indirectly) influenced men’s intentions to engage in collective action, but that it also 

positively predicted observed behavioural change (men’s engagement in action related to 

bringing about legislative change to protect survivors of domestic and sexual violence). This 

finding is particularly promising, given that people’s intentions are sometimes an imperfect 

predictor of their actual behaviour (Sheeran & Webb, 2016). 

Significantly, the findings of the current studies show that even relatively brief group 

discussions (15 minutes) conducted online were enough to lead to psychological change 

(social identity formation), which, in turn, positively predicted men’s collective action 

intentions and behaviour. The current results thereby extend research that has previously only 

used face-to-face discussion paradigms by demonstrating the success of targeted group 

discussion online, where participants were all anonymous and unknown to one another. 

Indeed, research conducted within the framework of the Social Identity Model of 

Deindividuation Effects (SIDE; Reicher et al., 1995) suggests that processes of social 

influence can be even stronger in anonymous online environments than during face-to-face 

interaction. SIDE proposes that in the absence of individuating information (e.g., usernames, 

profile pictures) people become increasingly sensitive to the norms operating within a given 

context (Postmes & Spears, 1998; Reicher et al., 1995; Spears et al., 1990). However, 

whether online group discussion interventions (via synchronous chat or video 
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teleconferencing apps such as Skype or Zoom) may be more successful in targeting 

behaviour than face-to-face interventions remains a potential avenue for future research. 

The current findings have important practical implications for interventions seeking to 

involve men in the fight for gender equality – as well as for strategies that seek to reduce 

prejudice against women and disadvantaged groups more generally. Specifically, the results 

suggest that diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives that aim to address sexual 

harassment in the workplace are more likely to result in concrete behavioural change to the 

extent that men are able to come together to discuss practical solutions to address the 

problem. That is, it is not enough to get people to individually reflect on the issue at hand, or 

even discuss why the issue is important (in supportive terms) with others. Rather, men need 

to be engaged in interactions where they share concrete plans for action in order for a sense 

of common identity to emerge. Of course, the degree to which this identity is predicated on 

prosocial norms relies heavily on the content of such group interactions which – in the 

context of implementing successful group discussion interventions within the workplace – 

would need to be closely guided and monitored.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

  As in Chapter 3, many of the effects reported in the current chapter are correlational. 

While group discussion had direct effects on opinion-based identification as a supporter 

(Study 5 and Study 8), pseudo self-forgiveness (Study 5), collective action intentions (Study 

5), and collective behaviour (Study 5), it had no direct effects on defensive outcomes or 

collective action outcomes consistently across studies. Rather, the effects on defensiveness 

and action occurred indirectly via men’s social identification as a supporter. As a result, 

future research should focus on replicating the results obtained here to ensure the reliability – 

as well as the generalisability – of the current findings. For example, future research could 
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test the efficacy of group discussion interventions in other intergroup contexts (e.g., the 

movement to end racial inequality and injustice).  

Further, it is unclear whether group discussion has any long-term effects on men’s 

identity, defensiveness, and action intentions. Research in the context of the Syrian refugee 

crisis demonstrated that when online discussions regarding harm against refugees were 

ongoing, people remained committed to expressing solidarity and promoting justice for 

refugees (Smith et al., 2018). Future research could therefore examine whether the effects 

found in the current studies (Study 5 and Study 8) extend to men’s continued commitment to 

act for gender equality in the future.   

 Finally, although the current findings go some way in addressing the processes 

underlying the relationship between group discussion and collective behaviour, there are 

other aspects of group interaction that I did not explicitly examine and that warrant further 

investigation. In particular, previous research has emphasized the importance of group 

members’ consensus and validation as key qualifying factors of the identity formation 

process (Thomas et al., 2019; Smith & Postmes, 2011). Although examining consensus and 

social validation was outside the scope of the current chapter, future research should attend to 

the influence of both opinion-consensus and opinion-validation to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of when group discussions targeting prosocial behaviour will 

be successful. Importantly, it is likely that the processes described here in the context of 

men’s prosocial action may also underly their participation in more hostile forms of anti-

feminist action. Thus, future research could also seek to examine the group dynamics that 

facilitate men’s engagement in reactionary forms of action (e.g., identification as a Men’s 

Rights Activist; Schmitz et al., 2016).  
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Conclusion  

 In this chapter I highlight how group interaction interventions could be well 

positioned to tackle advantaged group members’ defensiveness and increase their intentions 

to engage in social movements for justice and equality. Importantly, the conceptual and 

empirical evidence presented here encourages the use of social solutions to tackle inherently 

social problems (see also Fielding & Hornsey, 2016; Thomas et al., 2016; Prentice & Paluck, 

2020; Ryan, 2022; Smith et al., 2020a). Men’s views regarding modern feminist movements 

do not arise in a vacuum – rather, they are constantly influenced by discussions within their 

immediate social networks, which are, in turn, shaped by larger social structures that embed 

and reproduce inequality.  
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Chapter 5  

General Discussion  

 The broad aim of this thesis was to explore the social psychological factors that 

underlie men’s support for (versus their resistance to) collective action for gender equality. I 

have used this question to explore practical issues related to promoting men’s support for 

gender equality, but also theoretical and empirical issues regarding the dynamic and 

interdependent processes that influence men’s support for progressive and reactionary forms 

of social change. Specifically, I have provided evidence that online opposition to discussions 

about violence against women are often characterized by attempts to defend men’s moral 

image. I showed that men’s concerns about their group’s morality and their defensive 

construals regarding gender-based violence can undermine their intentions to act for women’s 

rights – as well as motivate their intentions to advocate for the rights of their own group. 

Importantly, I demonstrated that engaging men in group discussion regarding strategies to 

address gender inequality can provide a means of overcoming defensive reactions and 

boosting their commitment to act to address violence against women.  

 The present thesis has implications for both theory and practice regarding the factors 

that may promote (or hinder) men’s commitment to act for gender equality. The findings 

suggest that men’s distinct identity-based needs may contribute to their countermobilization 

to oppose feminist efforts. However, the results also offer a fruitful approach to mitigate 

defensive reactions and engage men in efforts to address gender inequality. In the present 

chapter I discuss the implications of these findings for our understanding of both theory and 

practice related to fostering advantaged group members support for equality. Finally, I 

consider the limitations of this thesis, and suggest some directions for future research to 

further our understanding of advantaged group members’ support for progressive social 

change.    
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Defensiveness influences men’s intentions to challenge and support the status quo   

 A key contribution of the present thesis was a focus on examining men’s support and 

resistance to gender equality as two sides of the same coin – that is, I asked whether the 

factors that may reduce men’s intentions to act for gender equality (i.e., their support for 

progressive or system-challenging forms of action) may also motivate their participation in 

reactionary (or system-supporting) action to oppose social change. In Chapter 2, I provided 

evidence that online opponents of the movement to end violence against women commonly 

expressed concerns about the impact of sexual assault allegations on men’s moral reputation. 

Using a topic modelling approach, I identified that, in the context of discussions about the 

issue of men’s violence against women, Twitter users employed a range of strategies to 

defend men’s moral reputation – including victim-blaming, competing with women for 

victim status, and minimizing the structural nature of gender-based violence by claiming that 

it is only perpetrated by a deviant few members of the ingroup.   

The results of Chapter 2 extend previous literature on defensive reactions to reminders 

of ingroup harm by providing evidence of defensive rhetoric being mobilized in naturally 

occurring social media data. Previous research has tended to look at the use of defensive 

strategies within the context of groups involved in intractable violent conflict and/or 

historical memory for wrongdoing (Bilali et al., 2012; Noor et al., 2008; 2012; Peetz et al., 

2010; Rotella & Richeson, 2013; Shnabel et al., 2013a; Uluğ et al., 2021). Much of this work 

has relied on experimental/cross-sectional methods using participant’s self-reported responses 

to scenarios, which may underestimate the occurrence of advantaged group members’ 

defensiveness (due to social desirability concerns), as well as limit our understanding of how 

defensive rhetoric is strategically employed in the real world. Further, the collective action 

literature has considered how challenges to the status quo can encompass a variety of 

different actions, captured broadly in the distinction between normative and nonnormative 
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collective action, respectively (Tausch et al., 2011; Teixeira et al., 2020). However, less work 

has sought to distinguish between the various actions people can take to uphold the prevailing 

social system (as a form of system-supporting or reactionary action; Jost et al., 2017). By 

explicitly examining the tactics used by those who seek to push back against the movement 

for gender equality, the findings of the present thesis highlight how action to oppose feminist 

efforts can include a range of defensive claims regarding men’s moral character.  

Given the centrality of attempts to defend men’s moral image in tweets from 

opponents in Chapter 2, in Chapter 3 I explicitly tested whether men’s intentions to support 

or oppose action for women’s rights is shaped by their concerns about their group’s morality 

(and their subsequent need to defend their ingroup). Studies 2, 3, and 4 showed that men’s 

social identification was associated with their heightened need for morality (in line with the 

tenets of the needs-based model; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008). Need for morality, in turn, was 

positively associated with defensive construals regarding the issue of sexual harassment and 

assault (captured by competitive victimhood, minimization of harm, and pseudo self-

forgiveness). Defensiveness was negatively associated with men’s intentions to engage in 

action to address sexual harassment against women and was positively associated with men’s 

intentions to promote the rights of their own group. Importantly, defensiveness stemmed from 

men’s commitment to their social group – although there was no evidence that this 

relationship was heightened by exposure to women’s explicit accusations.  

The current findings bridge together the literature on defensive responses to reminders 

of ingroup harm with the literature on collective action to suggest that men’s need to defend 

their group’s morality may not only reduce their intentions to act for women’s rights – but 

also contribute to men’s countermobilization to promote the rights of their own group. These 

findings seem particularly significant, given that supporters of reactionary counter-

movements to feminist efforts (such as “#MenToo” or “#HimToo”) have argued that the use 
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of these hashtags simply represent attempts to broaden the inclusivity of the gender equality 

movement (Boyle & Rathnayake, 2020). However, the present findings show that men’s 

intentions to act on behalf of their own group were associated with their attempt to downplay 

the issue of violence against women, blame women for the issue of sexual harassment and 

assault, and claim that men now suffer more in society (relative to women). These results 

align with recent work conducted by West et al. (2021) in the context of racial inequality –  

who showed that while supporters of “All Lives Matter” (ALM) have similarly argued that 

ALM is more inclusive than “Black Lives Matter”, support for ALM was driven by colour-

blind ideologies that seek to deny the reality of racial inequality. 

Taken together, the results emphasize the need for research on collective action and 

intergroup relations to consider how advantaged group members’ concerns about their 

ingroup’s morality may facilitate their engagement in reactionary forms of action. To date, 

research exploring reactionary or system-supporting action has tended to focus on how 

threats to advantaged group members’ power and privilege can motivate their opposition to 

movements for social change (Hodson et al., 2022). However, the results of Chapter 2 and 3 

suggest that men’s morality needs (and subsequent defensiveness) may uniquely contribute to 

their countermobilization. Indeed, Okuyan & Vollhardt (2022) note that people’s resistance 

to social change need not be overtly violent to cause harm. That is, while defensive reactions 

may appear to be less harmful than more violent forms of intergroup resistance, they are 

dangerous precisely because of how they subtly work to obscure the reality of group-based 

inequalities, and as a result, cast doubt on the necessity of social change.  

The power of group processes in overcoming defensiveness and promoting men’s action 

for gender equality   

The second key contribution of this thesis was demonstrating how social identity 

processes can be harnessed to overcome defensive reactions and promote men’s commitment 
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to act for gender equality. In Chapter 4, engaging men in group discussion regarding 

strategies to combat gender inequality boosted their identification with a group grounded in 

support for addressing the issue of gender-based violence. Identification as a supporter was 

negatively associated with defensive construals regarding the issue of gender-based violence, 

which, in turn, had positive flow on effects for men’s action.  

Importantly, the current findings emphasize that the content of people’s interactions is 

critical in shaping identities oriented towards prosocial action (Thomas et al., 2022a; Smith et 

al., 2020b). The studies in Chapter 4 showed that it was not enough for men to discuss why 

the issue of sexual violence against women is important. Rather, it was only when men 

discussed how to address the problem of sexual violence – through sharing concrete actions 

they could take in their everyday lives – that group discussion influenced identification, 

defensiveness, and collective action. Mobilising group discussions were not only positively 

associated with men’s intentions to act for gender equality, but also directly influenced 

participant’s behavioural change (they were more likely to click on a link to a webpage 

relevant to expressing support for the Violence Against Women Act). The positive effects of 

group discussion on the behavioural measure of action in Study 5 and 8 add significant 

weight to the current findings, given people’s behaviour is a much stronger indicator of the 

efficacy of a particular intervention than mere intentions alone (Sheeran & Webb, 2016). 

The findings of Chapter 4 contribute to the existing literature on the transformative 

power of group discussion on people’s commitment for collective action (Postmes et al., 

2005; Thomas et al., 2016; 2019; Thomas & McGarty, 2009; Smith & Postmes, 2009; 2011; 

Smith et al., 2015; 2020b). However, the current studies go beyond previous research by 

demonstrating that the effects of group discussion can be extended to the domain of gender 

inequalities between men and women. Further, the results suggest that group discussion (and 



 127 

its effects on the formation of social identities crafted for action) can be strategically 

deployed to target the problem of men’s defensiveness regarding gender-based violence.  

The findings contribute to the broader social psychological literature by emphasizing 

the importance of accounting for group processes when designing solutions to promote 

widespread behavioural change (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016; Thomas et al., 2016; Prentice & 

Paluck, 2020; Ryan, 2022; Smith et al., 2020a). Historically, social psychology as a discipline 

has tended to focus on exploring social problems (for example, intergroup prejudice, 

hostility, violence), with less work concentrated on developing solutions to these problems. 

Although research has made strides in designing psychological interventions to promote 

intergroup reconciliation, these studies have largely been conducted in the context of 

intractable violent conflicts between groups (e.g., Shnabel et al., 2013a). Further, 

psychological studies targeting outgroup prejudice have tended to individualise the issue of 

prejudice, that is, prejudice is viewed as something that resides within a person, rather than 

constructed, embedded, and reproduced socially (Durrheim et al., 2016; Perez & Salter, 2020; 

Platow et al., 2019). The present thesis therefore extends previous work by offering an 

approach to addressing inequality that is grounded firmly within a social identity account of 

group processes, which considers the way that men’s identities, attitudes, and behaviours are 

dynamically shaped by their micro- and macro- level interactions.   

Although my focus here has been to discuss the findings of Chapter 4 in the context of 

men’s support for progressive social change, it is important to acknowledge that they may 

also explain the processes through which men come to participate in more hostile forms of 

anti-feminist action. Research has pointed to social media platforms as an importance space 

for misogynistic subcultures to take root (Rafail & Freitas, 2019; see also Chapter 2). 

However, less research has examined the intragroup processes (i.e., social identity formation) 

that facilitate men’s involvement in these communities. Future research should therefore seek 
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to explore how group processes contribute to men’s endorsement of extreme misogynistic 

ideologies (for example, men’s identification within the “incel” or involuntary celibate 

community). This investigation seems particularly pertinent, given growing concerns 

regarding the influence of these online communities on men’s decision to engage in violence 

against women offline (Helm et al., 2022; Srinivasan, 2021; Witt, 2020).  

Triangulating different methodologies in the study of support for and action against 

social change 

 A significant strength of the present thesis was the use of multiple (pre-registered) 

methodologies to triangulate how both inter- and intragroup processes may shape men’s 

support for (and resistance to) gender equality. I used a combination of experiments 

(including a novel online group-discussion paradigm), computational analyses (topic 

modelling Twitter data), and natural language processing to capture the complexity and 

dynamism of men’s support for progressive (versus reactionary) social change efforts. The 

strengths and limitations of each of these methods offset the other. That is, while social media 

data has high ecological validity, it only captures a particular sub-set of interactions among 

already politicized people (and is therefore not wholly representative of the general 

population). Conversely, online experiments allow for the isolation of psychological 

phenomena, thereby resulting in stronger internal validity (but weaker external validity). 

However, as I note below, experimental paradigms that include actual interaction between 

participants allows for the systematic study of group processes while not compromising on 

ecological validity.  

 In Chapter 2, I used a computational approach to analyse the nature of online 

discussions regarding the issue of gender-based violence. By comparing the tactics used in 

tweets from both supporters and opponents, I highlighted how social networking sites are a 

key site of modern intergroup contact (and conflict) between groups. Historically, the 
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literature on intergroup contact has operationalized contact primarily as something that 

occurs offline (e.g., in the workplace, in people’s interpersonal relationships; Kende et al., 

2018; Zhou et al., 2018; but see White et al., 2019; 2020; 2021; for some exceptions). 

However, I reason that this is a narrow conceptualization of contact that neglects to account 

for how social media connects people from diverse social and ideological groups (Castells, 

2012; Lüders et al., 2022; Thomas et al., 2022a). Indeed, the ideological diversity of social 

media has been implicated as a key factor driving increasing online political polarization 

(Bail et al., 2018). Thus, I would urge future research to explore the nature of online contact 

between groups – whether characterized by pre-existing memberships (e.g., gender or racial 

identity) – or groups grounded in ideologies or opinions about the world (e.g., identification 

as a feminist). I argue that methodologies designed to capture both where and how people are 

interacting about social and contentious political issues is critical to developing a 

comprehensive understanding of the dynamic and interdependent nature of people’s support 

and resistance to social change. The accessibility of open-source data (such as the tweets 

collected using Twitter’s API for academic research in Chapter 2) allows for the analysis of 

social interactions in ways that have been previously unavailable to researchers.  

 Chapter 3 used a series of experimental studies designed to specifically isolate how 

the nature of women’s claims (the extent to which women highlighted men’s responsibility 

for perpetrating sexual harassment) influenced men’s support and resistance to gender 

equality. The fact that the three empirical studies in Chapter 3 failed to successfully 

manipulate a threat to men’s need for morality highlights a key challenge of experimental 

social and political psychology: that it is often difficult to shift the nature of people’s deeply 

rooted identities, ideologies, attitudes, and behaviours. As outlined in Chapter 3, the failed 

manipulations may have been due to methodological issues within those studies, but also may 

be because the issue of sexual harassment is chronically threatening to men’s moral identity. 
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However, these studies were important in providing an empirical test of some of the findings 

that emerged from the topic modelling analysis used in Chapter 2.  

 In the final empirical chapter of this thesis, I used a group discussion paradigm – 

whereby participants were involved in online synchronous chat with one another – to test the 

role of intragroup interaction on men’s social identification as a supporter to address 

women’s rights, defensiveness, and collective action intentions and behaviour. I 

complemented this approach by using natural language processing to explore whether the 

specific content of participants’ interactions was related to their action for women’s rights. 

Research in social psychology has tended to shy away from using social interaction 

paradigms, despite the significant benefits such methodologies offer for capturing the 

interactive and dynamic nature of people’s identities, attitudes, and behaviour (Haslam & 

McGarty, 2001). The online and unmoderated nature of the group chat program in the studies 

presented within this thesis also increase the ecological validity of the findings – which may 

have otherwise been compromised in designs that use confederates or where interaction 

occurs within a laboratory environment. As a result, the current findings are particularly well 

positioned to inform policy and practice related to motivating men’s commitment to positive 

social action. It is to this point that I now turn.   

Implications for policy and practice  

 The findings of this thesis provide implications for policy and practice regarding how 

to increase men’s solidarity-based action for gender equality. First and foremost, the results 

emphasize the need for practitioners and policy-makers to account for the power of group 

processes when developing programs aimed at engaging men in action for progressive social 

change (Bavel et al., 2020; Drury & Reicher, 1999; 2000; 2009; Haslam et al., 2020; Thomas 

et al., 2022a; Reicher et al., 2020). While the findings suggest that men’s identification with 

their broad gender category may lead to resistance (due to concerns about their group’s moral 



 131 

reputation; Chapter 3), framing men to be a part of the solution offers a promising avenue to 

overcome defensive reactions and mobilise men’s commitment to act. The findings of 

Chapter 4 suggest that this mobilization can occur when men get together to talk to one 

another (either face to face, or online) about concrete strategies for action. Through sharing 

ideas about how to combat sexual harassment and assault, men can come to define 

themselves in terms of an identity based in support for the movement to address gender-based 

violence. In line with the insights of the solidarity-based model of social change (Subašić et 

al., 2008; 2018), it is through this process that men may come to see themselves as “agents of 

change” – rather than as bystanders or perpetrators (Subašić et al., 2018, p. 709). 

 In addition to examining these micro-level dynamics (that is, men’s small group 

discussions with one another), it is important to consider how the content of men’s intragroup 

discussions are shaped by broader societal discussions regarding gender equality. The 

existing literature on identity-formation and leadership suggests that it is not just the content 

of people’s interactions with one another that is important (i.e., what is being said), but also, 

who is saying it (Haslam et al., 2017; 2020; Reicher et al., 2005; Subašić et al.; 2018, p. 709). 

The work of Reicher et al. (2005) highlights how public figures are central in shaping 

people’s commitment to social change by signalling the appropriate and desired behaviour 

within a given context. In the context of men’s participation in action for gender equality, 

Subašić et al. (2018) propose that powerful men shape other men’s commitment to act by 

communicating a shared identity that includes both men and women as supporters of efforts 

to address gender inequality. Taken together, I propose that initiatives seeking to mobilise 

men for social change should attend closely to the mutually constitutive relationship between 

men’s private and public discussions regarding gender inequality. That is, the current findings 

suggest that it is not enough to ask men working in a particular organisation to discuss 

strategies to address gender inequality if they are not receiving similar messages from their 
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leaders and broader institution. Rather, widespread positive behavioural change is most likely 

to occur when our leaders and institutions are involved in cultivating a shared sense of 

identity (a sense of “us-ness”; Haslam et al., 2020) that can be used to actively reshape 

norms, attitudes, and behaviour towards challenging discrimination and injustice.  

Limitations to the present research program and directions for future research  

 The current thesis has reinforced the idea (well known to researchers studying human 

behaviour) that understanding people’s commitment to social change is dynamic and 

complex (Dixon et al., 2020; Drury & Reicher, 1999; Stott & Drury, 1999; Reicher, 1996). In 

order to further our understanding of advantaged group members’ support and resistance to 

movements advocating for social progress, it is important to continue developing 

methodologies that can better capture the complexity of the phenomena we are interested in. 

Thus, in the following section I note some limitations of the current thesis and propose 

directions for future research to meet this aim.   

At the beginning of this thesis, I argued for collective action to be understood as a 

dynamic, intergroup phenomenon (as per Drury & Reicher, 1999; 2000; Postmes et al., 2005; 

Reicher, 1996; 2004). While the work in this thesis has gone some way in achieving this end, 

there are important future avenues for research to capture the interactive and dynamic nature 

of collective action for and against social change. For example, in Chapter 2 I explored the 

contentious nature of online interactions regarding sexual harassment and assault against 

women. While the topic modelling approach used in this chapter allowed me to identify key 

themes within the corpus of tweets, this analysis did not account for how movements and 

counter-movements on social media evolve dynamically over time. Future research could 

therefore use an approach that can capture and map people’s engagement over the course of a 

movement – and/or include an exploration of how people’s offline protest influences their 

online interactions, and vice versa (Thomas et al., 2022b). For example, a network analysis 
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approach could be used to chart peoples’ activity within a particular social networking 

platform over time – as well as the nature of this activity (e.g., the use of popular hashtags) 

and users’ connection to (and influence over) other users.  

Within the scope of this thesis I explored how men’s responses to gender inequality 

may be shaped by intergroup interactions (women’s claims, morality needs, and 

defensiveness; Chapter 3) and intragroup interactions (men’s discussions with one another; 

Chapter 4). However, an important avenue for future research would be to consider the 

perspective of women, alongside men. That is, in order to truly account for the intergroup 

nature of collective action – research should consider the perspectives of both disadvantaged 

and advantaged group members, side by side. In the context of encountering men’s backlash 

to allegations of violence against women, it may be that women experience a further threat to 

their power, leading them to take more “vengeful” tactics in response as a means of gaining 

control (Strelan et al., 2014). Conversely, opposition from men may undermine women’s 

perceptions of group efficacy (that is, their belief that coordinated group action can be 

effective in creating change), thus leading them to disengage from collective action efforts (in 

line with the social identity model of collective action; SIMCA; van Zomeren et al., 2008). 

The use of methodologies to examine the interplay between advantaged and disadvantaged 

group members’ claims and established predictors of collective action (anger, identity, group 

efficacy) – as well as group member’s identity needs (power, morality) – provides an 

interesting avenue for future research. Such studies could include designs that allow for 

intergroup interaction between group members, in order to mirror how these online 

discussions evolve dynamically and interdependently over time.  

Of course, as I have raised earlier within this thesis, support for social change is not 

clearly divided across the boundaries of “advantaged” or “disadvantaged” group membership 

(Dixon et al., 2020; Thomas et al., 2022a; Siem et al., 2016). Advantaged group members 
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often engage in action to support disadvantaged group members, and disadvantaged group 

members can engage in actions that seemingly go against their group interests (e.g., anti-

feminist women; Mikołajczak et al., 2022). In Chapter 4 I outlined how this action is best 

explained by people’s identification with groups based in shared ideologies or opinions about 

the state of the world – that cut across pre-defined social categories (e.g., race or gender; 

Bliuc et al., 2007; McGarty et al., 2019; Smith et al., 2015; Subašić et al., 2008; Thomas et al, 

2009; 2022a). A nuanced account of support for both progressive versus reactionary 

collective action should therefore consider social identities that transcend traditional 

intergroup boundaries, as well as how people’s membership in multiple groups can intersect 

to shape their support for and against social change efforts.  

Indeed, it is important to note that the experimental studies within this thesis 

(Chapters 3 and 4) took a single-identity approach to understanding advantaged group 

identity by solely recruiting participants who identified as men. In this way, the studies did 

not account for how other group memberships – such as race or sexual orientation – intersect 

with gender identity to influence people’s responses to inequality (Bowleg et al., 2017; 

Howard & Renfrow, 2014). In the case of the #MeToo movement, sexual assault allegations 

predominantly focused on cis-gendered, White, heterosexual women as victims, and cis-

gendered White, heterosexual men as the perpetrators (Leung & Williams, 2022). Further, 

there is a history of white women falsely accusing Black men of rape (Srinivasan, 2021). It is 

therefore likely that perceptions of sexual violence against women differ depending on 

people’s identification in multiple groups, and the way that these identities intersect to further 

advantage (or disadvantage) individuals. Although participants in the experimental studies in 

Chapters 3 and 4 predominantly identified as cis-gendered, White, and heterosexual, 

participant recruitment was not explicitly limited to men who identified within these 

categories. Thus, while the results of Chapter 3 link men’s gender identification to their 
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support and resistance, it is likely that this relationship is influenced by men’s intersecting 

group memberships. Future research should therefore consider the intersectional nature of 

privilege to provide a more nuanced understanding of responses to debates surrounding 

gender inequality (see also Cole et al., 2009; Nair & Vollhardt, 2020; Settles & Buchanan 

2014).   

A final point concerns the generalizability of the current findings to other contexts of 

structural inequality between groups. While my focus in the present thesis has been to 

explore how men (as members of a structurally advantaged group) respond to efforts to 

progress the movement for gender equality, it is important that models of collective action 

explain behaviour across a variety of intergroup contexts (including those in non-

Western/non-WEIRD countries; Henrich et al., 2010). Thus, future work should examine 

whether the key findings of this thesis are applicable to other intergroup contexts. For 

example, future studies could see whether intragroup interaction among White participants 

regarding strategies to address racial inequality could effectively mobilise their engagement 

in collective action to address injustice against racial minorities. Future research could extend 

the results found here across a variety of intergroup contexts characterized by inequality, as 

well as exploring unique aspects of these contexts that may act as boundary conditions to the 

processes outlined within this thesis.    

Conclusion 

 At a time of renewed attacks on reproductive freedoms, LGBTIQA+ rights, and ethnic 

minority group members, engaging advantaged group members in the fight for justice for 

disadvantaged groups seems particularly pressing. This thesis has put forward some potential 

answers for how we may overcome advantaged group members’ resistance to social change, 

and instead, promote their commitment to act for equality. As bell hooks (1995) writes, 

“There must exist a paradigm, a practical model for social change that includes an 
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understanding of the ways to transform consciousness that are linked to efforts to transform 

structures” (p. 118). It is my hope that the findings of this thesis have contributed to this 

challenge.  
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