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In the present set of studies, we speculated that attributions of uniquely human emotions to ingroup 
and outgroup members would create an emotional burden that would reduce people’s well-being. This 
hypothesis proved to be incorrect. In fact, the more uniquely human negative emotions participants at-
tributed to the outgroup, the better they felt. The contrary happened for positive uniquely human emo-
tions: the more positive attributions to the outgroup, the worse participants felt. No such effect was ob-
tained on the ingroup or when non-uniquely human emotions were at stakes. We discuss our findings in 
the light of the literature on Schadenfreude. 
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Dehumanization has become a fashionable research topic and is no longer restricted to ex-
treme situations such as genocides or torture. It can take place in everyday life. Haslam (2006) dis-
tinguished two forms of dehumanization: animalistic and mechanistic. Animalistic dehumanization 
is inspired by the infrahumanization theory (Leyens et al., 2000). According to this theory, the in-
group is somewhat more human than the outgroup and the latter lacks uniquely human characteris-
tics. The denial of uniquely human characteristics associates outgroup members with animals more 
than with full human beings. Mechanistic dehumanization corresponds to a lack of human nature in 
which the other is treated as a robot or machine. The present paper centers on infrahumanization 
effects (Leyens, Demoulin, Vaes, Gaunt, & Paladino, 2007). 

Infrahumanization is a subtle, often unconscious, way to improve the human value of the 
ingroup (Vaes & Paladino, 2010) and to derogate the outgroup by stressing its link with animals. 
There are many ways to measure infrahumanization (Demoulin, Rodriguez, et al., 2004; Leyens 
et al., 2007). In classical paradigms, people attribute more positive (e.g., love, admiration) and 
negative (e.g., disdain, guilt) uniquely human emotions to the ingroup than to the outgroup. No 
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such difference is evidenced on positive and negative non-uniquely human emotions (e.g., rage, 
happiness) because these emotions are shared with animals.  

In the first theorization of the effect, Leyens and colleagues (2000) speculated that ex-
periencing a lot of uniquely human emotions may constitute an unhealthy burden for people. A 
common example of this overload is what happens in oncology wards. Nurses and physicians 
who empathize too much with patients are prone to suffer from burnout (Leyens, 2014; Vaes & 
Muratore, 2013). An obvious protection against this overload is to restrict the number of uniquely 
human emotions attributed to groups and to restrict it to the experience of ingroup members. In 
line with this argument, personnel of hospitals might infrahumanize symbolic strangers, like vic-
tims of AIDS or of obesity, to keep away the danger of burnout. Similarly, the 2004 Tsunami is a 
crude instance of the difference between the ingroup and the outgroup. The media showed nu-
merous devastated places with Occidental tourist victims (e.g., Phuket in Thailand), and simulta-
neously ignored whole countries (India, Burma, Indonesia) in which tourism is much less devel-
oped (“The Impossible,” 2012).  

If the above theorization is correct, then one could hypothesize that the attribution of 
uniquely human emotions to others (ingroup and outgroup members alike), because of the burden 
it creates, negatively affects people’s well-being. Alternatively, one could speculate that, as far as 
the ingroup is concerned, the impact of uniquely human emotion attributions on well-being 
would depend on emotions’ valence. Indeed, because the ingroup is considered as part of the self, 
positive events occurring to ingroup members should positively affect one’s well-being while the 
occurrence of negative events should be associated with negative affects. 

 

 
HYPOTHESES 

 
In the present set of studies, we presented positive or negative events that had occurred to 

ingroup or outgroup members. Then, in a memory test, participants were asked to select the 
words that they thought had been presented before. Among these words, five uniquely and five 
non-uniquely human emotions were introduced (in Study 5, they had to select up to six uniquely 
and six non-uniquely human emotions). Importantly, there was no actual mention of these emo-
tions in the events’ presentation. Finally, participants rated their well-being.  

We tested our hypotheses in five studies. First, we expected more errors of commission 
(Studies 1-4) and attributions (Study 5) of uniquely human emotions for the ingroup than for the 
outgroup. This would reflect the classical finding of infrahumanization. Second, we expected that 
negative (positive) events occurring to the ingroup would trigger less (more) well-being than the 
same negative (positive) events happening to the outgroup. This result is classical in the inter-
group literature (Haslam, Jetten, Postmes, & Haslam, 2009; Suzuki-Crumly & Hyers, 2004). 
Third, because the experience of many uniquely human emotions may constitute an unhealthy 
burden, we expected a negative correlation between the uniquely human emotion inferences and 
well-being (Studies 3-5). Finally, we assessed the alternative hypothesis that the link between 
uniquely human emotions’ inferences depends on the valence of the event occurring to ingroup 
and outgroup members. 
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Procedure 
 
Testing took place in small groups (1 to 10). Participants saw 10 critical vignettes and 10 

fillers. The fire woke up the whole street. X’s house was in flames. The parents and two of their 

children were saved by the arrival of the fire-fighters. These worked relentless, sometimes im-

prudently, but the cries of the mother calling her youngest one were unbearable is an example of 
critical event. In accordance with various scientific studies the country is far from respecting di-

rectives in the matter of pollution is a filler event. Participants were instructed to imagine that the 
events had occurred close to them, in their Belgian ingroup, or far from them, to unknown Eng-
lish foreigners, the outgroup. In Studies 1 (n = 56) and 2 (n = 37), the events were negative, 
whereas they were positive in Studies 3 (n = 34) and 4 (n = 38). Subsequently, participants saw 
40 words that supposedly had appeared within the events. Ten words were emotional terms (five 
uniquely and five non-uniquely human emotions; Demoulin, Leyens, et al., 2004) and had not 
been mentioned before (Appendix A). The other 30 words were fillers. Twenty of them were 
non-emotional words (e.g., fire) appearing in the events; 10 other words did not appear in the 
events (e.g., truck). Participants had to infer the words they thought they had seen in the vi-
gnettes. In Study 5 (n = 55), the material and the design differed from the other studies. Partici-
pants saw a soundless excerpt of a Second-War film that supposedly took place in Belgium or 
England, and participants had to select up to six (and six non-) uniquely human emotions experi-
enced by the victims (Appendix B). Study 5 also included a third condition in which the excerpt 
was described as having occurred to Belgian’s allies, thereby creating a common ingroup-identity 
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). Finally, participants in Studies 2, 4 and 5 rated their well-being on 
7-point scales (Appendix C). We used the same measure in Studies 2 and 4 (adapted from Bat-
son, 1991; α = .91); in Study 5, we used a measure adapted from Batson et al. (1997; α = .92). 

 
 

RESULTS 
 
In none of the studies there were differences between ingroup and outgroup for non-

uniquely human emotions; thus, we report only the results for uniquely human emotions. 
Inferences of emotions. We hypothesized that participants would infer more uniquely 

human emotions for the ingroup than for the outgroup, that is, they will believe that more 
uniquely human emotions were expressed in the ingroup vignettes than in the outgroup ones (er-
rors of commission). Table 1 provides the means and tests of significance for the five studies. 
Because the total number of words selected for the ingroup did not differ from the one of the out-
group, raw scores are reported. All data significantly support the hypothesis. That is, participants 
committed more errors of commission in the attribution of uniquely human emotions to ingroup 
than outgroup members. In Study 5, contrasts show that the Ally group, that is, the common in-
group-identity, felt between the two other groups but did not differ significantly either from the 
ingroup or from the outgroup.  

Well-being. We hypothesized that the well-being of the participants would vary as a func-
tion of events’ valence and the type of group to which it occurred. In line with our hypothesis, 
Table 2 shows that people felt significantly worse in the ingroup condition than in the outgroup 
one when events were negative (Studies 2 and 5). The opposite pattern was obtained when the 
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events were positive (Study 4). In Study 5, participants in the Ally condition reported higher well-
being than those in the ingroup condition. The Ally and outgroup conditions did not differ signifi-
cantly from one another. 

 
TABLE 1 

Mean inferences (Studies 1-4) and attributions (Study 5) of uniquely human emotions to the victims  
as a function of the victim’s group membership. Standard deviations are in parentheses 

 

Study Ingroup Outgroup Common Ingroup  

1 2.17  (1.53) 0.46  (0.65)  t(54) = 5.27, p < .001 
2 2.85  (1.35) 1.88  (1.11)  t(35) = 2.36, p < .025 
3 1.67  (1.08) 0.37  (0.72)  t(32) = 4.04, p < .001 
4 3.29  (0.84) 1.00  (0.89)  t(36) = 8.04, p < .001 
5 0.47a (0.12) 0.37b (1.04) 0.43ab (0.12) F(2, 52) = 3.54, p < .04 

�ote. For Study 5, the different letter indicates that the two means are significantly different, p < .05. 

 
 

TABLE 2 
Means reported well-being as a function of the victim’s group membership. 

Standard deviations are in parentheses 
 

Study 
(valence) 

Ingroup Outgroup Common ingroup  

2 (negative) 3.98  (0.21) 5.10  (1.54)  t(35) = 2.35, p < .025 
4 (positive) 5.22  (0.91) 4.02  (1.24)  t(36) = 3.32, p < .002 
5 (negative) 3.69a (1.08) 5.30b (1.04) 4.92b (1.28) F(2, 52) = 9.84, p < .0001 

�ote. For Study 5, the different letter indicates that the two means are significantly different, p < .05. 

 
 
Inferences and well-being. We computed the correlations between the number of emo-

tional inferences and well-being for each groups. No correlations were significant when infer-
ences of non-uniquely human emotions were involved. We had hypothesized that, because of 
the unhealthy burden it creates, inferences and attributions of uniquely human emotions to vic-
tims would negatively affect participants’ well-being. In the ingroup conditions, correlations 
between inferences of uniquely human emotions and well-being were nonsignificant. If people 
give lesser uniquely human emotions to the outgroup because a large amount of them would be 
stressful, we should therefore predict a significant negative correlation between well-being and 
the number of inferences of uniquely human emotions attributed to the outgroup. This effect 
should hold independently of whether the events are positive or negative. This prediction was 
not verified. In Studies 2 and 5, when events were negative, the correlation was significantly 
positive, r(17) = 0.64, p < .005 and r(18) = 0.59, p < .01, respectively for Studies 2 and 5. In 
Study 4, when the events were positive, the correlation was significantly negative, r(21) =  
–0.50, p < .02. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
The measure of infrahumanization in Study 5 resembles the classic procedure, that is, at-

tribution of emotions to groups (Demoulin, Rodriguez, et al., 2004), and the results replicate the 
usual infrahumanization findings. The measure in Studies 1 to 4 is different from the usual one. 
The procedure induces participants to make false inferences, or errors of commission. More er-
rors of commission of uniquely human emotions occurred in the ingroup condition as compared 
to the outgroup one. No such difference occurred on commission errors concerning non-uniquely 
human emotions. Psychologie-sociale.com called this result “mort kilométrique” (“the mileage 
death”; “Le phénomène”). They meant that “the media give importance to victims of drama as a 
function of the distance with TV viewers, listeners or readers.” This reality is a conceptual vari-
ant of what we said earlier about the 2004 Tsunami. In sum, people preferentially attribute hu-
manness to the ingroup, whose members are close, than to the outgroupers who are far away. 

Results obtained on the well-being measure are not surprising. Scores were more extreme 
for the ingroup than for the outgroup but their direction depended on the type of events. People 
felt worse when the events happening in their group were negative, and better when the events 
were positive. 

The real originality of the studies starts with the link between errors of commission and 
participants’ well-being. In the introduction, we postulated a significant negative correlation, es-
pecially in the outgroup condition. We speculated that an overload of uniquely human positive or 
negative emotions would raise stress (Leyens, 2014). The results were quite different from our 
prediction. Correlations involving the ingroup were not significant. This lack of findings is not 
crucial for our reasoning. In the introduction, we did not insist on the correlation of inferences of 
uniquely human emotions and well-being for the ingroup. Indeed, we had no precise hypotheses 
about this correlation. Several reactions were plausible. Some people may have reacted like out-
groupers, resenting many uniquely human emotions. On the contrary, other participants may have 
felt good when there were many positive inferences and may have felt bad in the case of negative 
inferences. These different possibilities occurring in the ingroup condition prevented us to make a 
specific prediction. 

With respect to the outgroup, the correlation was negative in only one study out of the 
three in which this correlation was calculated. This result does not mean that we were correct in 
our prediction once out of three times. In fact, the three correlations form a consistent pattern. 
The more people attributed negative uniquely human emotions to the outgroup, the better they 
felt whereas they felt worse when the inferred emotions were positive. In other words, the more 
people humanize the negative side of the outgroup, the better they feel. By contrast, the more 
they humanize the positive side of the outgroup, the worse they feel.  

The present findings have important implications. Numerous studies have shown that 
people do not only infrahumanize the outgroup but also behave badly toward it (e.g., Pereira, 
Vala, & Leyens, 2009). This finding is so frequent that it has become trivial (Leyens et al., 2007). 
Some research has also shown that infrahumanization mediates the link between groups and 
negative behavior (e.g., Esses, Veenvliet, Hodson, & Mihic, 2008). The discovery in the present 
studies is different. What we found does not explain and justify bad behaviors in general, nor is it 
a bad complement to infrahumanization. We revealed a light sign of hostility that depends upon 
the number and kind of emotions attributed to the outgroup, irrespective of what happens to the 
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ingroup. Importantly, participants’ well-being was not affected by the attribution or inference of 
non-uniquely human emotions.  

The present findings are reminiscent of the Schadenfreude effect (Leach, Spears, 
Branscombe, & Dossje, 2003). Ingroups that feel inferior sometimes show pleasure when supe-
rior or successful groups fail in a task (Leach & Spears, 2008). Research has often used sports to 
show Schadenfreude. An excellent example in the political arena is given by the French reactions 
when the U.S. military forces encountered repeated failures in Iraq and when the motives for the 
war proved to be lies. Support for the Schadenfreude idea comes from the outgroup we selected, 
that is, Great Britain. We elected this country as outgroup because it is a powerful country that is 
disliked because of its presumed arrogance and anti-Europe spirit (e.g., Hannan, 2012). In the 
Stereotype Content Model (Cikara & Fiske, 2011, 2012), Great Britain was associated with envy 
because it is perceived as both competent and disliked. We did not study outgroups varying in 
competence and liking because Schadenfreude was not part of our initial predictions but became 
a plausible interpretation of the data. The common ingroup identity of Study 5 is relevant for the 
action of Schadenfreude; no sign of hostility, or Schadenfreude, shows when the outgroup is 
close to the ingroup.  

What is particularly interesting is that the correlation between emotions and well-being 
appears only with uniquely human emotions. The correlation between emotions and well-being is 
absent when emotions are non-uniquely human. The reaction does not take place for emotions 
that are shared with animals; it is restricted to the humanness attributed to the outgroup. This 
specification has something in common with what Vaes, Paladino, Castelli, Leyens, and Giova-
nazzi (2003) found; people dislike that outgroupers spontaneously use uniquely human emotions 
because it implies that outgroupers claim the same humanity than the ingroup. Rejection does not 
appear for groups characterized by non-uniquely human emotions. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 
Negative events (Study 1 and Study 2) 

 

Non-uniquely human emotions: panique [panic], effroi [fright], surprise [surprise], tristesse [sad-
ness], émotion [emotion]. 

Uniquely human emotions: chagrin [sorrow], deuil [mourning], nostalgie [nostalgia], désespoir 
[despair], sentiment [sentiment]. 

 

 

Positive events (Study 3 and Study 4) 
 

Non-uniquely human emotions: joie [joy], satisfaction [satisfaction], excitation [excitation], 
plaisir [pleasure], and émotion [emotion].  

Uniquely human emotions: soulagement [easing], bonheur [bliss], jubilation [rejoicing], amour 
[love], sentiment [sentiment]. 

 
 

APPENDIX B (Study 5) 
 

Non-uniquely human emotions: crainte [apprehension], épuisement [exhaustion], panique [panic], 
peur [fear], souffrance [suffering], terreur [terror]. 

Uniquely human emotions: accablement [despondency], découragement [discouragement], déso-
lation [distress], épouvante [dread], indignation [indignation], révolte [revolt]. 

 
 

APPENDIX C 
 
Well-being 
Studies 2 and 4: at ease, serene, troubled, relaxed, irritated, dissatisfied, angry, excited, feeling 

spite, and gloomy (α = .91).  
Study 5: grieved, perturbed, worried, upset, distressed, disturbed, troubled, and alarmed (α = .92). 
 

�ote. For the two measures of well-being (Appenix C), scores on negative adjectives were reversed such that a higher score meant higher 
well-being. 

 
 


