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Roma people have been historically mistreated, persecuted, and exterminated all over 

Europe, and are still marginalized and discriminated against in many ways in education, 

housing, employment, and health care. Moreover, with the rise of populist ideologies in 

Europe, expressions of hate and violence against Roma have increased over the last decade 

and created a discriminatory normative context (Kende et al., 2017). Whereas negative 

attitudes against members of Roma minority are widespread in Europe, there are citizens who 

defend the rights of this minority group, sometimes by means of engaging in collective action 

(e.g., FranceInfo, 2018). 

The aim of this research was to examine how social norms shape the potential for 

psychological approach such as affirming values central to one’s group (i.e., group-

affirmation) to increase collective action on behalf of the Roma. We studied these factors in 

the context of non-Roma majority members’ intentions toward Roma people in two European 

countries (France and Romania), where social norms can be considered negative towards the 

Roma minority (The Conversation, 2019; Amnesty International, 2018).  

In the social identity approach to intergroup relations, social norms are internalized 

through identification with a group. According to social identity theory, belonging to a social 



2 

 

group such as a nationality provides members with a definition of “who we are” and a 

description and prescription of what being a group member involves (i.e., the internalization 

of group norms, Abrams & Hogg, 2001). For example, in Romania, an identity as a Romanian 

can at times be associated with prejudice against minorities such as the Roma people, 

perceived as a “threat” to national image (Loveland & Popescu, 2016). Thus, people are 

influenced by norms because they prescribe and describe the attitudes and behaviors 

appropriate for group members.  

Research has shown that while sometimes people conform to social norms, in other 

circumstances they challenge and stand in contrast to perceived group norms (van Zomeren & 

Iyer, 2009). The former tendency, group conformity, has been implicated as a driver of many 

human rights atrocities throughout history (e.g., the Holocaust), as citizens simply go along 

with, or fail to challenge, perceived norms of hate and stereotypes directed at oppressed 

groups. The second, group challenge, is illustrated by resistance movements, in which 

individuals push for what they believe is right and against what is seen as normative or 

popular; they move against and change the status quo (Smith, 2004).  

 Using an approach grounded in self-affirmation theory, we seek to better understand 

the connection between social norms and collective action by observing what happens to 

people—do they challenge or conform descriptive social norms—after different aspects of the 

self-concept are experimentally affirmed. The basic tenet of self-affirmation theory (Steele, 

1988; Cohen & Sherman, 2014) is that people strive to maintain self-integrity, a global image 

of the self as being capable, morally adequate, and adaptive. Threats to a social identity—to 

the extent that the social identity is connected to the individual’s self—can threaten this 

notion of self-integrity and can lead people to respond defensively, by exhibiting prejudice. 

However, self-affirmations can reduce the pressure to protect social identity, and studies have 
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shown that it can reduce prejudice and stereotyping towards outgroup members (Fein & 

Spencer, 1997).  

While self-affirmation has reduced conformity and prejudice across a wide range of 

domains (for a review, see Sherman et al., 2017), the pattern of results with group-affirmation 

is less clear: it can attenuate, have no impact on, or even accentuate negative attitudes (for a 

review, see Badea & Sherman, 2019). One possible reason for the mixed findings with group-

affirmation procedures is that this technique increases the salience of social identity (Ehrlich 

& Gramzow, 2015). We argue that, by focusing on a specific group-level aspect of the self, 

the group-affirmation procedure activates the psychological attributes (e.g., social norms) 

pertinent to that group membership and enhance the tendency for people to conform to salient 

social norms. If these norms are non-discriminatory, group-affirmation will increase the 

positive impact of social norms on collective action helping a minority group (Hypothesis 1). 

If these norms are discriminatory, group-affirmation will increase the impact of these negative 

norms on collective action expressing hostility towards the minority group (Hypothesis 2).  

Study 1 

The sample consisted of 371 French psychology undergraduates (303 women, and 68 

men) whose ages ranged from 17 to 50 years (M = 19.67). Prior to the affirmation 

manipulation, participants responded to a scale that assessed their perception of 

discriminatory norms concerning attitudes towards Roma in France (e.g., “Most French 

people have negative attitudes/opinions towards the Roma minority”). The manipulation of 

affirmation was adapted from prior research (e.g., Sherman et al., 2007). Participants ranked a 

list of values from the most important to the least important (e.g., religious fulfillment, 

financial success, friends and family). Participants ranked the importance of the values to 

them personally (in the self-affirmation condition), to them as French citizens 

(group)affirmation) or for someone else (control). After the affirmation manipulation, 
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participants completed a questionnaire that measured their intention to engage in pro-Roma 

collective action (e.g., “I would participate in some form of action – e.g., signing a petition, 

defending the rights of the Roma”), and their intention to engage in hostile collective action 

against Roma people (e.g., “I would express my concern about the growing rights of the 

Roma, at the expense of the majority”). 

The results of Study 1 provided partial support for our hypotheses: group-affirmation 

resulted in more support for pro-Roma action when discriminatory norms were low and less 

support for pro-Roma action when discriminatory norms were high (see Figure 1). Notably, 

this conformity effect did not hold on support for anti-Roma action, only for pro-Roma action. 

Intentions to engage in anti-Roma collective action were correlated with the perception of 

discriminatory norms, but this link was not moderated by the affirmation procedure. Self-

affirmation did not affect intentions to engage in collective action, compared to other 

conditions.  

 

Figure 1. Estimated means and standard errors for collective action as a function of affirmation status and 

discriminatory norms (Study 1). Higher scores indicate higher intention to engage in collective action on behalf 

of the Roma minority. 
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Study 2 

The sample consisted of 356 Romanian citizens (158 women and 198 men) who 

voluntarily participated in the study. Participants’ ages ranged from 17 to 66 years (M = 

25.28). First, we manipulated discriminatory norms to be (or not) cognitively salient. 

Participants were asked to read a short text presented as a newspaper excerpt. In the 

discrimination-salience condition, the text mentioned a recent survey conducted in Romania 

showing that most of the Romanians have negative attitudes towards the Roma minority. In 

the non-salience condition, the text was about a survey showing that most Romanians have 

positive attitudes about balanced nutrition. The group-affirmation versus control conditions 

were the same as in the Study 1 (self-affirmation was not included in the design). After the 

experimental manipulation, participants completed a questionnaire that included a measure of 

intention to engage in pro-Roma collective action and a measure of intention to engage in 

anti-Roma collective action.  

The results were consistent with Study 1 in showing group-affirmation produced a 

conformity effect: when discriminatory norms were not made salient, group-affirmation had 

no effect on participants’ collective action intentions. However, when discriminatory norms 

were made salient, group-affirmation produced conformity in the direction of those norms. 

That is, group affirmed participants reported decreased intentions to engage in pro-Roma 

collective action when discriminatory norms were salient (see Figure 2)  
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Figure 2. Estimated means and standard errors for collective action as a function of affirmation status and 

discriminatory norms (Study 2). Higher scores indicate higher intention to engage either pro-Roma or anti-Roma 

collective action. 

 

Conclusions 

• Social norms are internalized through identification with a group. Belonging to a 

social group such as a nationality provides members with a definition of “who we are” 

and a description and prescription of what being a group member involves (norms). 

• While sometimes people conform to social norms, in other circumstances they 

challenge and stand in contrast to perceived group norms, via collective actions. 

• Interventions based on self-affirmation theory can increase the group conformity vs 

group challenge effect. 

• Group-affirmation that draws on national group membership increased the salience of 

norms associated to national identity. Consequently, group-affirmation increased the 

impact of social norms on individuals’ intention to engage in collective action 

regarding Roma minority (conformity effect). 
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• If social norms are non-discriminatory, group-affirmation can increase the positive 

impact of social norms on collective action helping Roma minority. If these norms are 

discriminatory, group-affirmation can increase the impact of these negative norms on 

collective action expressing hostility towards Roma minority.  

• Political discourse shapes social norms regarding attitudes towards minority groups. 

When these norms are discriminatory, they can interfere with social interventions and 

diminish citizens’ intentions to engage in Pro-Roma collective action.  

 

 

The project is supported by the Justice Programme of the European Union 

(2014-2020)  
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