
https://helda.helsinki.fi

Do We Stand Together? The Role of Perceived Personal and

Group Threats in Predicting the Majority's (Un)willingness to

Confront Injustice on Behalf of a Minority

Celikkol, Göksu

2021-07-19

Celikkol , G , Jasinskaja-Lahti , I , Renvik , T A , Vetik , R & Sam , D L 2021 , ' Do We Stand

Together? The Role of Perceived Personal and Group Threats in Predicting the Majority's

(Un)willingness to Confront Injustice on Behalf of a Minority ' , Frontiers in Psychology , vol.

12 , 694044 . https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.694044

http://hdl.handle.net/10138/334332

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.694044

cc_by

publishedVersion

Downloaded from Helda, University of Helsinki institutional repository.

This is an electronic reprint of the original article.

This reprint may differ from the original in pagination and typographic detail.

Please cite the original version.



Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 1 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 694044

ORIGINAL RESEARCH
published: 19 July 2021

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.694044

Edited by: 
Dmitry Grigoryev,  

National Research University Higher 
School of Economics, Russia

Reviewed by: 
Sophie Dɣ Walsh,  

Bar-Ilan University, Israel
Maria Stogianni,  

University of Luxembourg,  
Luxembourg
Ana Urbiola,  

University of Almeria, Spain

*Correspondence: 
Göksu Celikkol  

goksu.celikkol@helsinki.fi

Specialty section: 
This article was submitted to  

Personality and Social Psychology,  
a section of the journal  
Frontiers in Psychology

Received: 12 April 2021
Accepted: 09 June 2021
Published: 19 July 2021

Citation:
Celikkol G, Jasinskaja-Lahti I, 

Renvik TA, Vetik R and 
Sam DL (2021) Do We Stand 

Together? The Role of Perceived 
Personal and Group Threats in 

Predicting the Majority’s  
(Un)willingness to Confront Injustice 

on Behalf of a Minority.
Front. Psychol. 12:694044.

doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.694044

Do We Stand Together? The Role of 
Perceived Personal and Group 
Threats in Predicting the Majority’s 
(Un)willingness to Confront Injustice 
on Behalf of a Minority
Göksu Celikkol 1*, Inga Jasinskaja-Lahti 1, Tuuli Anna Renvik 2, Raivo Vetik 3 and 
David Lackland Sam 4

1Department of Social Research, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland, 2Open University, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, 
Finland, 3School of Governance, Law, and Society, Tallinn University, Tallinn, Estonia, 4 Department of Psychosocial Science, 
University of Bergen, Bergen, Norway

Purpose: By utilizing data from Estonia, Finland, and Norway, this study explores how 
the perceptions of personal and group realistic threats, namely perceived ethnic 
discrimination and economic insecurity among national majorities, predict their unwillingness 
to confront injustice on behalf of Russian-speaking minority groups.

Background: Previous research on collective action to promote minorities’ rights and 
social standing has focused either on minorities’ own actions or factors promoting the 
willingness of majority group members to engage in collective action on behalf of minorities. 
In contrast, factors explaining the reluctance of majority group members to engage in 
collective action on behalf of minority groups have remained less explored. For example, 
studies have then ignored that the majority members may also feel threatened and may 
be economically insecure. Furthermore, the possible discrepancy between perceived 
personal vs. in-group’s situation may influence majority group members’ (un)willingness 
to confront injustice on behalf of a minority group.

Method: We employed polynomial regression with response surface analysis to analyze 
data gathered among national majority members in three countries (N = 1,341).

Results: Perceived personal and group realistic threats were associated with heightened 
unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of the Russian-speaking minority. Furthermore, 
participants were more unwilling to confront injustice when they perceived more group 
than personal threat.

Conclusion: We found that majority group members’ (un)willingness to confront injustice 
on behalf of the minority is related to how secure they perceive their own and their group 
status. Our results contribute to previous research by pointing out the important drawbacks 
of majorities’ support for minorities’ wish for social change.

Keywords: realistic threats, group threats, perceived discrimination, economic insecurity, collective action, 
minority rights
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INTRODUCTION

Previous research on support for collective action, i.e., actions 
and responses that aim to improve the position and status of 
an in-group, has often focused on the attitudes, intentions, 
and behaviors of disadvantaged and low-status groups, which 
usually also represent numerical minorities (see, e.g., Wright 
et  al., 1990; van Zomeren et  al., 2008). Such efforts are crucial 
to make the voices of minorities heard and to combat social 
inequalities. Inequality cannot, however, be  seen as a matter 
of concern for only those who are most exposed to its negative 
consequences. For social change to occur, the efforts of majority 
groups are decisive. Not only do majority group members 
have more power (Sidanius and Pratto, 1999; Mallett et  al., 
2008), their actions taken on behalf of other groups in the 
society can be  perceived as more persuasive than collective 
action by minority group members themselves (e.g., Mallett 
et  al., 2008). These notions speak for the need for minority 
groups to have the support of the majority to better succeed 
in collective actions and, consequently, for social change 
to happen.

Indeed, there is evidence of social movements and protests 
that gained support from not only the disadvantaged groups 
but also from the advantaged majority group members, even 
though the advantaged group members themselves did not 
directly benefit from it (see, e.g., Subašić et  al., 2008). Jetten 
(2019) recently pointed out that advantaged group members 
are more likely to support disadvantaged groups when group 
boundaries are seen as permeable, intergroup relations are 
perceived as secure, and the in-group’s position is regarded 
as legitimate and stable (i.e., “noblesse oblige,” see also Mols 
and Jetten, 2017). However, if an advantaged group assumes 
its superior position as legitimate but insecure, it may be highly 
discriminatory to secure its interests (Turner and Reynolds, 
2001; see also Jetten, 2019).

In the context of immigration, there is increasing evidence 
that national majority groups, including their most wealthy 
members, often perceive immigration to pose a threat to their 
identity, security, and material wellbeing, and this may further 
heighten anti-immigrant sentiments (Schmuck and Matthes, 
2014; Jetten et  al., 2015; Shepherd et  al., 2018; Hasbún López 
et  al., 2019). Thus, majority group members may perceive 
minority groups’ social mobility as challenging the status quo 
in which the majority group has a higher status, more resources, 
and privileges (Jetten, 2019). Hence, withdraw their support 
from actions promoting minority’s position within the society 
or even engage in collective action against minorities (Hasbún 
López et  al., 2019).

Research suggests that advantaged group members’ support 
for system-challenging collective action is particularly not likely 
to occur in the presence of a perceived threat to their privileged 
position within the society (e.g., Stefaniak et al., 2020). Cottrell 
and Neuberg (2005) argued that such threat perceptions include 
threats to physical safety, group possessions and resources, 
and personal freedom. Integrated threat theory (Stephan and 
Stephan, 2000) defines perceived threats to in-group’s economic 
situation and power, existing resources, and their security and 

existence in general as perceived realistic threats. Accordingly, 
previous research shows that national majority group members 
often perceive not only economic insecurity (see Jetten et  al., 
2015) but also social insecurity (i.e., feelings of insecurity in 
social situations) as a result of the prejudice and discrimination 
that they perceive from the ethnic minorities and immigrants 
(Kluegel and Bobo, 2001; Norton and Sommers, 2011). Both 
threats explain their opposition to immigration (e.g., Ferwerda 
et  al., 2017; Jetten, 2019; Hasbún López et  al., 2019; Wright 
and Esses, 2019). In the present study, we  focus on two types 
of perceived  realistic threats from the viewpoint of national 
majority  group members: perceived ethnic discrimination and 
economic insecurity.

It is important to note that while research has examined 
various types of threats as experienced by majority group 
members in relation to immigrants, experiences of ethnic 
discrimination as a form of perceived threat among the majority 
members have received little research attention. There are, 
however, notions of the so-called “reverse discrimination” where 
majority members experience affirmative action policies 
(Bergmann, 1999) or diversity policy messages in organizations 
(Dover et  al., 2016) as favoring members of disadvantaged 
groups (Norton and Sommers, 2011). Previous research found 
that such perceptions are linked with threats related to perceived 
changes in the racial status quo and increased outgroup bias 
(Wilkins et al., 2017). Also, more directly measured experiences 
of being discriminated against have been shown to go hand-
in-hand with majority group members’ feelings of insecurity, 
vulnerability, and deprivation, leading to increased anti-
immigration rhetoric (see, e.g., Inglehart and Norris, 2016; 
Spruyt et  al., 2016) and heightened perceptions of competition 
over scarce resources (e.g., Esses et  al., 1998). Thus, we  argue 
that perceptions of both realistic threats economic insecurity 
and discrimination may make advantaged majority group 
members withdraw from actions that benefit minorities.

Moreover, it is crucial to recognize that intergroup attitudes 
and behaviors are a reaction to a situation that is perceived 
as unfair (Runciman, 1966; Jasinskaja-Lahti et  al., 2009) and/
or threatening (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; Cottrell and Neuberg, 
2005; Verkuyten, 2009) not only personally but also, or even 
more so, collectively. While the revised threat theory (Stephan 
and Renfro, 2002) and previous research have differentiated 
between perceived personal and group threats and disadvantage 
(Taylor et  al., 1990; Postmes et  al., 1999; Stephan and Renfro, 
2002), to our knowledge, there are no previous studies on the 
simultaneous effects of perceived threats to personal and 
in-group’s security or economic status, when examining 
advantaged group members’ unwillingness to confront injustice 
on behalf of the minority.

Finally, previous research often links perceptions of 
disadvantage to outgroup negativity (Runciman, 1966; for a 
meta-analysis, see Smith et  al., 2012). Yet, recently emerging 
research on relative gratification suggests that the relationship 
between perceptions of wealth and prejudice can be non-linear 
(i.e., those who are economically secured may show high levels 
of prejudice; Dambrun et  al., 2006). In this study, we  account 
for the complexity and the possible non-linearity of the 
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relationship between perceived realistic personal and group 
threats and unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of 
the minority (Shanock et  al., 2010).

Majority’s (Un)willingness to Support 
Disadvantaged Minorities
It is not uncommon that collective action which aims to 
improve the position of minority groups gets considerable 
support not only from members of other underprivileged 
(e.g., Brysk and Wehrenfennig, 2010) but also advantaged 
groups (e.g., Subašić et  al., 2008; van Zomeren et  al., 2011). 
The question of what motivates advantaged group members 
to engage in actions promoting the position of the 
disadvantaged has therefore received increasing interest in 
recent studies. For example, outgroup perspective-taking and 
group-based guilt (Mallett et  al., 2008), perceived violations 
of moral convictions (van Zomeren et al., 2011), and common 
superordinate group identification (Vezzali et  al., 2015) have 
been identified as possible mechanisms that facilitate majority 
group members’ collective action in support of disadvantaged 
minority groups. In addition, the positive intergroup contact 
has the potential to increase the willingness of majority 
group  members to stand up for minority rights (Bagci 
and  Çelebi, 2017; Reimer et  al., 2017), in the form of ss 
stereotypical and negative evaluations of the outgroup 
(Kotzur  et  al., 2019).

Another line of research has focused on what makes 
advantaged group members withdraw from collective action 
on behalf of the disadvantaged. From a social identity theoretical 
point of view, advantaged group members are likely to take 
a harsh or even an oppressing stance toward the disadvantaged, 
if they see group boundaries as permeable, as it is possible 
to move between groups, and/or the in-group’s position as 
insecure (Jetten, 2019). Indeed, Jackson and Esses (2000) argued 
that majority group members’ wish to maintain their high 
status and power in society might undermine their willingness 
to support the empowering of the immigrants. They also 
documented that perceived economic competition and power 
struggle predict reluctance to support immigrants’ empowerment. 
Other research supports the critical role of perceived intergroup 
threats in collective action mobilization. For example, whereas 
perceptions of low levels of economic and cultural threats 
predicted more willingness to help immigrants in Burhan and 
van Leeuwen’s (2016) study, perceived intergroup threats predicted 
less willingness among majority group members to engage in 
collective action in support of the disadvantaged ethnic minority 
and immigrant groups in Shepherd et  al.’s (2018) study. A 
recent 11-country European study by Hasbún López et  al. 
(2019) also found more willingness to engage in collective 
action against refugees. Similarly, Stefaniak et  al. (2020) have 
found that the increased attribution of the gains of the outgroup 
to the losses of the in-group (zero-sum game, Esses et  al., 
1998; Norton and Sommers, 2011) might not only prevent 
the advantaged group members from becoming allies in system-
challenging collective action but increase their support for 
system-supporting collective action.

Typically, groups with a higher status within the society 
tend to have easier access to the resources than disadvantaged 
minorities. Thus, perceiving the advantaged in-group’s position 
as insecure might come with economic concerns. According 
to realistic conflict theory (Sherif, 1966; LeVine and Campbell, 
1972), perceived competition over scarce resources can lead 
to conflict between two groups. Feelings of economic stagnation 
(Jetten, 2019) or relative deprivation (Runciman, 1966) may 
arise when a person feels that (s)he or her/his in-group should 
be  entitled to something better or something that another 
person (or an outgroup) has. This may result in intergroup 
negativity. For example, the migration of both low- and high-
skilled immigrants has been shown to evoke threat perceptions 
among national majorities. Immigrants that are of similar skill 
levels raise concerns among national majority members due 
to their ability to compete in the labor market (see Mayda, 
2006). In contrast, immigrants of lower socioeconomic status 
may be  considered economic burdens by national majority 
members due to their use of benefits, such as free healthcare 
and unemployment compensation (Boeri et  al., 2002; Mayda, 
2006). Therefore, as Walsh and Tartakovsky (2021) argued, 
majority groups’ perceptions of intergroup threats depend on 
the social structural characteristics and stereotypes of the groups 
in society. Importantly, not only the economically disadvantaged 
but also relatively well-off people can take a negative stance 
toward the disadvantaged, as they have more to lose, and as 
they might feel entitled to their advantaged position 
(Grofman  and Muller, 1973; Guimond and Dambrun, 2002; 
Dambrun et  al., 2006; Jetten et  al., 2015).

Another concern among national majorities related to 
immigration is increased feelings of being a target of the 
minority’s prejudice and subsequent insecurity (Kluegel and 
Bobo, 2001; Norton and Sommers, 2011). There is research 
showing that also advantaged national majority groups report 
ethnic discrimination and that it is associated with their negative 
attitudes toward immigrants and immigration (e.g., Celikkol 
et  al., 2017). According to Grigoryev et  al. (2020), particularly 
those majority group members who have a negative outlook 
on the social world by perceiving it as dangerous and competitive 
(cf. Dual Process Model; Duckitt, 2001), and thus, score high 
in right-wing authoritarianism and social dominance orientation, 
respectively, tend to regard immigration, multicultural ideology, 
and intergroup contact as threatening. However, the relationship 
between perceived prejudice and discrimination stemming from 
the minority group and the majority group’s (un)willingness 
to support minorities may also be the opposite way. For example, 
group empathy theory posits that intergroup empathy (i.e., 
empathy felt by members of one group toward another group) 
can boost support on behalf of the other group even when 
the groups are in direct competition for rights, security, and 
resources (Sirin et al., 2016). Importantly, not only do different 
minority groups feel empathy toward each other, it is empathy 
that fuels their solidarity and mobilizes them to collective 
action. Additionally, majority group members may empathize 
with minority groups when they co-experience the unfair 
treatment experienced by minorities. Therefore, in this study, 
we argue that it is fruitful to study experiences of discrimination 
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from the viewpoint of the advantaged, as this may account 
for advantaged group members’ (un)willingness to confront 
injustice on behalf of minorities.

Altogether, previous research indicates that national majority 
group members’ perceptions of realistic threats may evoke a 
need to maintain the current social order (e.g., Li, 2019), 
leading them to withdraw support from minority movements 
that aim to change the status quo within the society. In this 
study, we  investigate how realistic threat perceptions in the 
form of ethnic discrimination and economic insecurity are 
associated with advantaged groups’ (un)willingness to confront 
injustice for the disadvantaged.

Personal and Group Evaluations of 
Perceived Discrimination and Economic 
Insecurity
It is essential to acknowledge the possible discrepancies between 
personal and in-group’s experiences of disadvantage, as pointed 
out by Taylor et al. (1990) in their theorization of personal/group 
discrimination discrepancy (PGDD). They suggested that people 
tend to perceive their in-group to be disadvantaged or discriminated 
more than themselves as individuals (PGDD; Taylor et  al., 1990). 
According to Crosby (1984), such discrepancy may result from 
denial or minimization of personal disadvantage. Later on, Taylor 
et  al. (1990) argued that it might be  the other way around, i.e., 
the minority group members may exaggerate the level of 
discrimination that is targeted to their group in order to increase 
the probability of collective actions that may improve or maintain 
the in-group’s status (see also Taylor et  al., 1994). Finally, Quinn 
et  al. (1999) proposed that such discrepancy is a result of the 
relative informational complexity involved in the comparison 
targets, with personal ratings being influenced by personal judgments 
and group ratings by social motives (Taylor et  al., 1994; Postmes 
et  al., 1999). In fact, it has been argued that in line with the 
social identity theory (SIT; Tajfel and Turner, 1979), it is especially 
beneficial for people to see themselves as more privileged and 
better-off than the other group members. This is a form of coping 
mechanism or a personal protection strategy (Smith and Spears, 
1996; Postmes et  al., 1999). In their study, Postmes et  al. (1999) 
used a general disadvantage rating instead of discrimination and 
obtained evidence that such discrepancy not only occurs for 
discrimination – participants reported lower personal disadvantage 
compared to their group.

It should be  noted here that both the cognitive and SIT 
and research on personal and group discrimination discrepancy 
often focus on the disadvantaged minorities. Yet, such discrepancy 
is visible regardless of the status of the group within the society, 
and there is a small but growing body of research showing 
that personal-group discrepancy in discrimination applies to 
both underprivileged and privileged groups (Postmes et  al., 
1999). Similarly, Celikkol et  al. (2017) found that Finnish 
majority group members in Finland perceived higher levels 
of group discrimination than personal discrimination.

The distinction between personal and group perspectives 
has also been made within relative deprivation theory (Runciman, 
1966) that distinguishes fraternalistic (group) deprivation from 

egoistic (personal) deprivation and suggests that these two 
types of deprivation may lead to distinct consequences (see 
Guimond and Dubé-Simard, 1983; Dube and Guimond, 1986). 
It has been argued that group-level (but not personal-level) 
comparisons are a predictor of social behavior (see Walker 
and Pettigrew, 1984) and prejudice (see Pettigrew et  al., 2008; 
Celikkol et  al., 2017). Furthermore, previous research suggests 
that an individual may have a positive view of his/her own 
living conditions, wellbeing, and lifestyle while having a negative 
view of the situation in the country in general (Whitman, 
1998). While the present research does not focus on relative 
deprivation, it acknowledges that people may have concerns 
about their personal economic situation as well as their in-group’s 
economic standing. Moreover, such concerns are not specific 
to the economically disadvantaged groups in society only. For 
example, Vanneman and Pettigrew (1972) found that Whites 
who felt fraternally deprived had the highest reluctance to 
support Black political candidates.

To sum up, previous research highlights the critical role of 
the perceptions of personal and group realistic threats (in terms 
of economic insecurity and ethnic discrimination) in explaining 
the majority’s unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of 
minorities. However, it fails to show how personal and group 
threats perceptions are jointly and non-linearly linked to 
intergroup outcomes. Therefore, in this study, we  examine 
whether and how not only the joint (or additive) effect of 
these two types of threats but also the possible discrepancies 
(including non-linear associations) between them account for 
majority group members’ (un)willingness to confront injustice.

Aims and Hypotheses
In this three-country study conducted in Estonia, Finland, and 
Norway, the main aim was to complement previous research by 
showing how national majority group members’ perceptions of 
personal and in-group’s realistic threats (economic insecurity and 
ethnic discrimination) may explain unwillingness on their part 
to confront injustice on behalf of the Russian-speaking minorities. 
All three countries share a border with Russia and have a sizeable 
Russian-speaking immigrant population. Additionally, even though 
in all these three countries, Russians are known to face high 
levels of prejudice (e.g., Jaakkola, 2000; Aure, 2011; Varjonen 
et  al., 2017; Vetik, 2019), their integration prospects are relatively 
good compared to other immigrant and refugee groups due to 
the Russians high level of education, cultural closeness, transnational 
networks, and economy (e.g., Varjonen et  al., 2017). We  argue 
that in the context of increasing immigration, majority group 
members may feel threatened by voluntary immigrants and the 
diasporic immigrant communities in their countries. They may 
have feelings of not being “better-off” enough or being targets 
of unfair integration policies that favor minority group members. 
They may also perceive ethnic prejudice (see Turner and Reynolds, 
2001; Jetten, 2019), and these perceptions may result in their 
reluctance to confront injustice on behalf of the disadvantaged.

Methodologically, we  use a novel statistical approach that 
is only emerging within the social sciences field, namely 
polynomial regression with surface response analysis 
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(Shanock  et  al., 2010). This approach allows us to see the 
predictive power of the different combinations of personal 
and group disadvantages. Following the argument by Denissen 
et al. (2018), we  see many advantages in preferring response 
surface analysis over traditional analytical approaches in our 
study. Such analysis helps us see how congruence (or 
agreement) between two predictors is related to the outcome 
and demonstrates how the discrepancy (or disagreement) 
between the predictors can be  related to the outcome. With 
polynomial regression analysis, it is also possible to see 
whether it is agreement or disagreement between variables 
that better predicts the outcome and whether the relationship 
is linear or non-linear.

Intergroup threat theory (Stephan and Stephan, 2000; Stephan 
and Renfro, 2002) distinguishes between personal and group 
threats, personal-group discrepancy research (e.g., Taylor et al., 
1990) posits the gap between personal and group evaluations 
of injustice, and SIT-based research on collective action (e.g., 
van Zomeren et  al., 2008) recognizes the important role of 
perceived injustice and threat on collective action intentions. 
Based on these research lines, two different predictions for 
the association between majority group members’ perceived 
disadvantage and their (un)willingness to confront injustice 
on behalf of a minority can be  made. On the one hand, 
we  could expect that the higher perceptions of both personal 
and group threats will predict majority members’ unwillingness 
to confront injustice. This prediction is based on the notion 
that when one perceives threats on several dimensions, i.e., 
both personally and for fellow in-group members, it is more 
likely that this multifaceted threat perception evokes defensive 
intergroup reactions. Previously, it was argued that experiencing 
disadvantage in more than one dimension in life may exacerbate 
the negative effects of disadvantage (DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; 
Renvik et  al., 2018), a phenomenon referred to as having a 
cumulative disadvantage. Experiencing multifaceted, cumulative 
disadvantages in the form of personal- and group-level realistic 
threats might make people more reluctant to help the outgroup 
perceived as the source of these threats. Consequently, our 
first hypothesis is follows:

H1: National majority group members, who perceive 
higher levels of personal and group threats (in terms of 
ethnic discrimination, H1a, and economic insecurity, 
H1b), will be more unwilling to confront injustice for 
Russian-speaking minority group members.

Based on perceived PGDD research (Taylor et  al., 1990), 
people tend to perceive more discrimination directed to their 
in-group than themselves. Importantly, as Tajfel and Turner 
(1979, p. 34) argued, intergroup reactions result from perceived 
conflict between groups. Moreover, as Sassenberg and Woltin 
(2009) discussed, group members self-regulate based on their 
social identity, which means that the outcomes of one’s behavior 
are evaluated based on their effects on the in-group as a whole 
rather than for the individual. Therefore, heightened levels of 
outgroup negativity may arise even as a reaction to perceived 
personal advantage in the context of group disadvantage.  

In this study, we explore whether it is the perceptions of doing 
personally, economically better while perceiving the in-group 
to be doing worse, as well as not being personally discriminated 
but perceiving the in-group to be discriminated may also cause 
(i.e., the discrepancy between the low- or under-estimated 
perceived personal and high- or overestimated group threats) 
that predicts the majority members’ higher willingness to protect 
their group interests by showing less support for minorities. 
Consequently, our second hypothesis is follows:

H2: Those who perceive higher levels of threat to their 
in-group as a whole and lower levels of threat to 
themselves (H2a for ethnic discrimination and H2b for 
economic insecurity) will be more unwilling to confront 
injustice on behalf of the minority group.

While both hypotheses H1 and H2 predict a linear association 
between the personal/group threat perceptions and (un)
willingness to confront injustice on behalf of the minority, 
based on the research and growing evidence on relative 
gratification and V-curve hypothesis (Dambrun et  al., 2006; 
Jetten et al., 2015), we should also account for possible non-linear 
relations between our predictor variables and the outcome. 
Therefore, given the advantage of using polynomial regression 
analysis, we  explore possible non-linear relations between the 
perceived personal/group realistic threats and willingness to 
confront injustice in this study.

Although reactions to the same minority group are examined 
in three neighboring countries with many similarities that 
we discuss next, we also account for the contextual differences, 
for example, in the size and societal position of Russian-speaking 
minorities. Thus, while our primary focus is on the general 
social-psychological mechanism related to perceived personal 
and group threats as predictors of unwillingness to support 
minority outgroups, we  also explore possible between-country 
differences (RQ3).

Contexts of the Study
Estonia regained its independence after the collapse of the 
Soviet Union in 1991. Although Russians have been living in 
Estonia for centuries, it was only at the start of the Soviet 
period, the Russian-speaking minority was known to make 
up the largest minority group in Estonia, constituting around 
25 percent of the whole population. After gaining its 
independence, Estonia adopted the Citizenship Act in 1993 
as a part of the new Estonian citizenship law, which required 
Russians who have arrived in Estonia during the Soviet era 
to go through a naturalization process that required competence 
in the Estonian language. As a result, a large group of Russians 
has become stateless (Barrington, 1995). Even today, around 
80.000 stateless people live in Estonia, and approximately half 
of the Russians hold Estonian citizenship (Vetik, 2019). 
Furthermore, during the Soviet era, several political institutions 
in Estonia operated in Russian, and a separate Russian language 
education system was established. Russians who arrived in the 
country did not see the need to learn Estonian until the new 
citizenship law (see Kruusvall et  al., 2009). Therefore, Estonia’s 
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TABLE 1 | Overall and country-specific means and standard deviations of all variables.

Estonia Finland Norway Overall sample

M SD M SD M SD M SD

Personal discrimination 1.89 0.90 1.91 0.96 1.85 1.00 1.88 0.95
Group discrimination 3.08 1.03 2.46 1.05 2.32 1.10 2.66 1.11
Personal economic insecurity 2.58 1.24 2.30 1.01 1.97 1.27 2,29 1.22
Group economic insecurity 3.49 0.98 3.26 1.09 2.51 1.00 3.08 1.11
Willingness to confront 
injustice

2.33 0.75 2.66 0.98 3.62 1.02 2.91 1.09

Age 48.48 16.47 45.87 13.75 51.84 18.37 49.08 16.75
Gender (% female) 53.4 57 46.6 51.8

language reform harmed Russians’ status in the labor market 
and their education. This was perceived as “a form of forced 
acculturation or a vehicle for exclusion, aiming to create a 
unitary nation-state in Estonia” (Kruusvall et  al., 2009) by the 
Russian minority. On the other hand, Russia is often perceived 
as a nearby threat in Estonia. Any protests against the new 
citizenship policy were perceived as directly against Estonia 
and as a representation of the imperialist desires of Russia 
(Vetik, 2019).

In Finland, Russian-speaking immigrants are one of the 
largest immigrant groups (Statistics Finland, 2019) and one 
of the oldest ethnic minorities dating back to times when 
Finland was under the rule of the Russian Empire. Finland 
gained independence in 1917, but with the start of the Winter 
War in 1939–40 between Finland and the USSR, it lost some 
of its territories. Finland has been receiving Russian-speaking 
immigrants, which peaked at the collapse of the Soviet Union 
in 1991 and subsequently a steady growth. In terms of 
attitudes toward Russian speakers in Finland, Russian-speaking 
immigrants are known to be  subjected to quite high levels 
of prejudice and discrimination (see Varjonen et  al., 2017). 
It was previously shown that such experiences prevent 
people  who have immigrated from the former Soviet Union 
from identifying themselves with the national majority and 
thus have negative attitudes toward the national majority 
(Jasinskaja-Lahti et  al., 2009).

In Norway, the Russian-speaking immigrant group is 
considerably smaller compared to Finland and Estonia. As 
of 2016, when the data for this study were collected, 
immigrants made up for 13 percent of the total population 
in Norway, and only 2 percent of the immigrants had Russian 
as their mother tongue (Statistics Norway, 2016). After the 
collapse of the Soviet Union, Norway received a large number 
of immigrants from Russia. Most Russians who migrated 
to Norway have transnational family ties and intercultural 
marriages (e.g., Flemmen, 2008; Heyse, 2010; Munkejord, 
2017), and the majority of them is first-generation immigrants. 
While there is not much systematic research done on the 
integration of Russian-speaking immigrants into Norwegian 
society, the social status of Russian-speaking immigrants in 
Norwegian society is not particularly high, perhaps due to 
possible Russian aggression toward Norway. Thus, Russian-
speaking migrants to Norway face some prejudice.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Participants and Data
The data used in this study were gathered as a part of the 
international collaborative project called Mutual Intercultural 
Relations in Plural Societies (MIRIPS), coordinated by Berry 
(2017). (see Mutual Intercultural Relations. Cambridge, Cambridge 
University Press; and project website: http://www.victoria.ac.nz/
cacr/research/mirips). The MIRIPS project investigated various 
underlying mechanisms of intercultural relations, including but 
not limited to multiculturalism ideology, contact, acculturation 
attitudes, and social identification in 17 countries. Estonian 
and Norwegian data were collected within the MIRIPS sub-project 
called DIMA, with the help of the Estonian Social and Market 
Research Company (i.e., Saar Poll). While in Estonia, face-to-
face interviews among ethnic Estonian adults were undertaken 
in 2015, in Norway, a web-based survey was sent to a random 
sample of native Norwegians using a pre-recruited Computer 
Assisted Web Interview panel of approximately 58,000 
Norwegians. Finnish data were gathered within the MIRIPS-FI 
project in 2012 through a postal survey among the representative 
sample of Finnish majority members. Response rates were as 
follows: 48% for Estonia, 33.5% for Finland, and 36% for 
Norway. Although the response rates were less than ideal for 
each country, they were acceptable. In recent years, response 
rates to surveys are declining in general, mainly due to increased 
community-based studies and subsequent participation fatigue 
(e.g., Nulty, 2008; Burgard et al., 2019). Nevertheless, the results 
of this study should be  interpreted cautiously. The overall 
sample included 1,341 participants (N  =  506 for Estonia, 
N  =  335 for Finland, and N  =  500 for Norway). The inclusion 
criteria were the mother tongue, country of birth, and country 
of residence at the time of the survey. The mean age and 
gender distribution of the participants per country can be shown 
in Table  1. The gender and age of the participants were 
controlled in the analyses while testing the main models.

Measures
Perceived personal ethnic discrimination from Russian minority 
group members was measured with two items adapted from 
the perceived discrimination scale by Berry et  al. (2006). The 
items were “I think that <MINORITY MEMBERS> have 
something against me because I’m <MAJORITY MEMBER>” 
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and “<MINORITY MEMBERS> have threatened or attacked 
me because I’m <MAJORITY MEMBER>.” The Spearman-Brown 
coefficients were 0.65 for the whole data; 0.66 for Estonia, 
0.63 for Finland, and 0.68 for Norway.

Perceived group ethnic discrimination from Russian minority 
group members was also measured with two items adapted 
from Berry et  al. (2006) perceived discrimination scale. The 
items were “In my opinion <MINORITY> have treated 
<MAJORITY> unfairly or otherwise negatively” and “I think 
that <MINORITY> do not accept <MAJORITY>.” The Spearman-
Brown coefficients were 0.78 for the whole data; 0.76 for 
Estonia, 0.77 for Finland, and 0.78 for Norway.

The perceived personal economic insecurity was assessed with 
a single question: “What is your or your family’s current 
economic situation?” The responses ranged from 1 = “We earn/
have enough money for our needs and are able to save” to 
5 = “We have to cut back on consumption, and we  cannot/
do not manage on our earnings,” with higher values indicating 
more personal economic insecurity.

Perceived group economic insecurity was assessed with a single 
item: “Compared to <MAJORITY>, the social and economic 
standing of <MINORITY> is much worse” and participants’ 
responses to the item on a 5-point scale that ranged from 1 = 
“Strongly disagree” to 5 = “Strongly agree.” To achieve compatibility 
with the corresponding personal measure, the responses were 
recoded as 1 = “Strongly agree” to 5 = “Strongly disagree,” with 
higher values indicating higher perceived group economic insecurity.

Willingness to confront injustice on behalf of the minority 
was assessed with two items that tap into the confronting 
injustice toward minority were adapted from Simon et al. (1998) 
four-item measure of willingness to participate in (future) 
collective action on behalf of the minority: “(I would) defend 
the rights of <MINORITY> in a public debate” and “(I would) 
intervene verbally in situations in which I notice discrimination 
of <MINORITY>.” Participants responded to the items on a 
4-point scale that ranged from 1 = “No/Totally disagree/ 
Definitely not ready to” to 4 = “Yes/Totally agree/Definitely 
ready to” in Finland and Estonia and on a 5-point scale with 
the same response options as well as an option of “3 = Nor 
disagree or agree.” To ensure compatibility across the countries, 
the responses were converted to standardized scores. The 
Spearman-Brown coefficients were 0.60 for the whole data; 
0.60 for Estonia, 0.42 for Finland, and 0.73 for Norway.

Age and gender were included as covariates in the analyses. 
Alongside those measures, the survey included other measures 
which were not used in this study, such as outgroup trust, 
satisfaction with life, appreciation of Russian culture, intergroup 
anxiety, and support for multicultural ideology.

Statistical Analysis
In order to see how different combinations of both personal 
and group threats predict majorities’ (un)willingness to confront 
injustice for minority, we employed polynomial regression with 
subsequent response surface analysis that allows us to see the 
relationship between the two interrelated predictor variables 
by producing a three-dimensional figure (Edwards and Parry, 
1993; Shanock et  al., 2010).

RESULTS

Preliminary Analysis
The overall and country-specific descriptive statistics can be shown 
in Table  1. The results of one-way between groups ANOVA 
showed that while perceived personal discrimination scores in 
each country did not differ significantly [F(2, 1,269)  =  1.45, 
p  =  0.236], there was a significant difference among countries 
in perceived group discrimination [F(2, 1,244) = 66.36, p < 0.001], 
perceived personal economic insecurity [F(2, 1,315)  =  32.66, 
p  <  0.001], and perceived group economic insecurity [F(2, 
1,269)  =  115.67, p  <  0.001]. Post-hoc comparisons showed that 
the mean of perceived group discrimination in Estonia (M = 3.08, 
SD  =  1.03) was significantly higher than Norway (M  =  2.36, 
SD  =  1.10) and Finland (M  =  2.46, SD  =  1.05), while there were 
no significant difference between Finland and Norway. Perceived 
personal and group economic insecurity scores differed significantly 
among all three countries. Results showed that perceived personal 
economic insecurity was the highest in Estonia (M  =  2.58, 
SD  =  1.23), followed by Finland (M  =  2.30, SD  =  1.01), and 
lowest in Norway (M  =  1.97, SD  =  1.27). Similarly, perceived 
group economic insecurity was the highest in Estonia (M  =  3.49, 
SD  =  0.98), followed by Finland (M  =  3.26, SD  =  1.10), and 
Norway (M  =  2.51, SD  =  1.01). At the level of the whole data, 
participants perceived higher levels of group threat (both ethnic 
discrimination and economic insecurity) compared to personal 
threat, and this difference was significant; t(1221)  =  −33.321, 
p  <  0.001 for discrimination and t(1252)  =  18.483, p  <  0.001 
for economic insecurity. This difference was found in all three 
countries: t(481) = −28.051, p < 0.001 for Estonia; t(331) = −16.972, 
p  <  0.001 for Finland; and t(407)  =  −14.618, p  <  0.001 for 
Norway for discrimination, and t(485)  =  12.709, p  <  0.001 for 
Estonia; t(326) = 11.756, p < 0.001 for Finland; and t(439) = 7.980, 
p  <  0.001 for Norway for economic insecurity. Table  2 presents 
the bivariate correlations among the variables for the entire sample. 
All predictor variables were negatively correlated with willingness 
to confront injustice. By using the online calculator launched by 
Lenhard and Lenhard (2014), we found that group threat variables 
were significantly more strongly correlated with (un)willingness 
to confront injustice, as compared to the personal threat variables: 
for ethnic discrimination, z  =  7.589, p  <  0.001 and for economic 
insecurity, z  =  3.793, p  <  0.001.

Regarding our main analysis, one of the assumptions of 
polynomial regression analysis is that there are enough 
participants in the data who have discrepancies between the 
two predictors (Shanock et  al., 2010). To see if our sample 
qualifies for this assumption, we  followed the procedure 
introduced by Fleenor et  al. (1996) and cited in Shanock 
et  al. (2010). Over half of our sample had discrepant values 
for both types of predictor variables; only 32.8% of our 
sample rated their perceptions of personal and group ethnic 
discrimination to be  similar, and 26.5% perceived similar 
personal and group economic insecurity. Thus, we  moved 
on with the polynomial regression analysis to examine the 
effect of discrepancies between the different types of 
threats  perceived by the majority groups on the 
outcome variable.
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Results of the Polynomial Regression and 
Surface Analysis
By following the procedure of Atwater et al. (2005), we performed 
a polynomial regression analysis by including the two midpoint 
centered predictor variables, the square of both these variables, 
and the cross product of these variables. Instead of evaluating 
the regression coefficients, we examined four surface test values 
(Edwards, 2007) by using the Excel macro provided by Shanock 
et  al. (2010). The respective values are as follows: a1 showing 
the slope along the agreement line (in which both predictors 
are simultaneously high or low), a2 showing the curvature 
along the agreement line, a3 showing the direction of the 
discrepancy along the disagreement line (in which one predictor 
is high while the other is low, and vice versa), and a4 showing 
the degree of discrepancy. The results that include the 
unstandardized coefficients and the surface test values for both 
models (i.e., Model 1 for perceived ethnic discrimination and 
Model 2 for perceived economic insecurity) can be  shown in 
Table  3.

Model 1 – Perceived Personal and Group Ethnic 
Discrimination
Figure  1 shows the three-dimensional response surface based 
on the surface test values. The line of agreement is depicted 
with a dashed line, and the line of disagreement is depicted 
with a straight line. The results show that perceived personal 
and group discrimination jointly predict (un) willingness to 
confront injustice along the agreement line, and the relationship 
is a negative and linear one (slope test statistic = −0.33, 
p  <  0.001). This indicates that those national majority group 
members who perceived higher levels of both personal and 
group discrimination were more unwilling to confront injustice 
on behalf of the Russian minority (see the figure on the 
left side).

The two types of perceived ethnic discrimination also 
jointly predicted unwillingness to confront injustice along 
the disagreement line (slope test statistic = 0.48, p  <  0.001). 
A significant positive slope shows the direction of the 
discrepancy: Unwillingness to confront injustice for the Russian 
minority was higher when the lower levels of perceived 
personal discrimination were accompanied by the higher 
levels of perceived group discrimination (see the figure on 

the right side). Thus, both of our hypotheses (H1a and H2a) 
for the association between personal- and group perceived 
discrimination and unwillingness to confront injustice faced 
by the Russian minority were supported.

Model 2 – Perceived Personal and Group 
Economic Insecurity
Figure  2 is the graph that shows the response surface test 
results for Model 2. Again, the agreement between the perceived 
personal and group economic insecurity significantly predicted 
the unwillingness of the majority to confront injustice on behalf 
of the minority. The linear slope was again significant and 
negative (slope test statistic = −0.34, p  <  0.001), suggesting 
that majority group members who perceived heightened economic 
insecurity both personally and at the group level were more 
unwilling to confront injustice for the Russian minority. 

TABLE 2 | Pearson correlations among all variables for the combined sample.

S. No. Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Personal discrimination – 0.65** 0.10** 0.05 −0.27** −0.08** −0.06*
2. Group discrimination – 0.16** 0.10** −0.43** −0.03 0.01
3. Personal economic 

insecurity
– 0.13** −0.19** −0.06* 0.08**

4. Group economic 
insecurity

– −0.32** 0.01 0.05

5. Willingness to confront 
injustice

– 0.11** −0.06

6. Age – −0.05
7. Gender (0 = male) –

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

TABLE 3 | Unstandardized coefficients and the surface test values for Model 1 
and 2.

Model 1 Model 2

Variables b (SE) Variables b (SE)

Constant −0.47** (0.11) Constant −0.61** (0.11)
Age 0.01** (0.01) Age 0.01** (0.01)
Gender −0.11 (0.06) Gender −0.06 (0.06)
Perceived personal 
discrimination 
(PPD)

0.08 (0.08) Perceived 
personal 
economy (PPE)

−0.06* (0.03)

Perceived group 
discrimination 
(PGD)

−0.40** (0.07) Perceived group 
economy (PGE)

−0.27** (0.03)

PPD2 0.04 (0.04) PPE2 0.08** (0.02)
PPD × PGD −0.01 (0.06) PPE × PGE 0.02 (0.02)
PGD2 0.04 (0.03) PGE2 0.01 (0.02)
R2/ΔR2 0.20/0.19** R2/ΔR2 0.15/0.15**
Surface tests Surface tests
Agreement line Agreement line
Slope (a1) −0.33** Slope (a1) −0.34**
Curvature (a2) 0.07 Curvature (a2) 0.12**
Disagreement line Disagreement line
Slope (a3) 0.48** Slope (a3) 0.21**
Curvature (a4) 0.09 Curvature (a4) 0.08

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01.

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/psychology#articles


Celikkol et al. Realistic Threats and Confronting Injustice

Frontiers in Psychology | www.frontiersin.org 9 July 2021 | Volume 12 | Article 694044

The curvature test statistics along the agreement line were 
also significant and positive (a2  =  0.12, p  <  0.01), pointing 
toward a slight upward curve along the agreement line. The 
curve was especially visible toward the unwillingness (or right 
corner of the figure) – the sharp decline in willingness to 
confront injustice stops and turns to a straighter line after the 
midpoint of the scale. This suggests that unwillingness to 
confront injustice increases significantly with both personal 
and group perceptions of economic situation changing from 
perceived economic security into average standing.

Similar to Model 1, the relationship between the two types 
of perceived economic insecurity and willingness to confront 
injustice was also significant along the line of disagreement 
– unwillingness to confront injustice was higher among those 
who perceived heightened group, but less personal economic 
insecurity (slope test statistic = 0.21, p  <  0.001). The curvature 
along the line of disagreement was also marginally significant 
(curvature test statistic = 0.08, p = 0.056), pointing to a convex 

surface and suggesting that the willingness to confront injustice 
decreases toward the midpoint of both scales. In other words, 
those who perceived their personal economic insecurity and 
their country’s economic insecurity as similar, and those who 
perceived more group but less personal economic insecurity 
were similarly reluctant to confront injustice (see the figure 
on the right side). Again, both of our hypotheses H1b and 
H2b were supported.

Country-Specific Results
As the next step, we  explored country-specific results for 
either of the two models. We re-ran the polynomial regression 
analysis for all three countries separately. Model 1, in which 
perceived personal and group discrimination were the 
predictors, both predictors were significant in all the three 
countries; Estonia, R2  =  0.11, F(7, 434)  =  7.70, p  <  0.001; 
Finland, R2  =  0.32, F(7,196)  =  13.17, p  <  0.001; and Norway, 
R2 = 0.13, F(7,366) = 7.93, p < 0.001. However, some differences 

FIGURE 1 | Three-dimensional visual representation of the surface values for the Model 1.

FIGURE 2 | Three-dimensional visual representation of the surface values for the Model 2.
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were observed when it came to the country-specific response 
surface analysis. In Estonia, the agreement between perceived 
personal and group ethnic discrimination significantly predicted 
unwillingness to confront injustice linearly (slope test statistic 
= −0.31, p  <  0.001). The curvature test statistic was also 
significant (−0.06, p  =  0.01), suggesting that the Estonians 
who perceived moderate to no personal and group 
discrimination were equally willing to confront injustice. 
While the disagreement between the two discrimination types 
did not significantly predict the outcome, the direction of 
the relationship was the same as in the overall model (slope 
test statistic = 0.21, p  =  0.192; curvature test statistic = 
0.11, p  =  0.313). In Finland, in line with the overall model, 
the agreement between perceived personal and group 
discrimination significantly and linearly predicted the outcome. 
Still, the relationship was a negative one (slope test statistic = 
−0.51, p  <  0.001). However, the disagreement between the 
two types of discrimination did not significantly predict 
unwillingness to confront injustice (slope test statistic = 0.04, 
p = 0.911). Finally, in Norway, the two predictors significantly 
predicted the outcome along the agreement line only 
curvilinearly (curvature test statistic = 0.15, p  =  0.001), 
suggesting that those Norwegians who perceived either high 
or low level of both types of discrimination were less unwilling 
to confront injustice compared to those who perceive moderate 
levels of both types of discrimination. The relationship along 
the disagreement line did not significantly predict the outcome 
(slope test statistic = 0.34, p  =  0.096).

Model 2, in which perceived personal and group economic 
insecurities were the predictors, was significant for Finland, 
R2  =  0.13, F(7,191)  =  4.19, p  <  0.001 and for Norway, R2  =  0.04, 
F(7,394)  =  2.36, p  =  0.01 but not for Estonia, R2  =  0.02, 
F(7,437)  =  1.27, p  =  0.27. In Finland, the two predictors were 
not associated with unwillingness to confront injustice along the 
agreement line. Like in the overall model, they significantly and 
positively predicted the outcome along the disagreement line (slope 
test statistic = 0.37, p = 0.001). In Norway, all of the test statistics 
were in the same direction as the significant tests of the overall 
model, although none of them reached significance.

To conclude, we obtained evidence that there are simultaneous 
effects of perceived personal and group realistic threats in terms 
of ethnic discrimination (Model 1) and economic insecurity (Model 
2) on majorities’ unwillingness to confront injustice. Notably, the 
results showed a cumulative effect of majority members’ perceptions 
of personal and group threats on their unwillingness to support 
minority groups. Although some of the slope tests did not reach 
statistical significance, the directions of almost all the associations 
in the country-specific models generally aligned with the associations 
found in the overall model. The exploration of between-country 
differences produced two notions about Norway and Estonia, 
which we  will discuss in the concluding section.

DISCUSSION

This study sought to uncover threat-related mechanisms that 
may underlie advantaged majority group members’ unwillingness 

to confront injustice on behalf of disadvantaged minority groups 
of Russian speakers in Estonia, Finland, and Norway. In line 
with Stephan and Renfro’s (2002) arguments, we  distinguished 
between personal and group threats (Taylor et al., 1994; Postmes 
et  al., 1999). We  argued that perceived personal and group 
realistic threats, namely ethnic discrimination and economic 
insecurity, could explain national majority members’ 
unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of the minority 
group (see Stephan and Stephan, 2000).

Strengths of the Current Study
Our results showed that perceptions of high levels of ethnic 
discrimination in all three countries studied and perceptions 
of economic insecurity in Finland and Norway predicted more 
unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of the Russian 
minority when these threats accumulated (i.e., were perceived 
both personally and on behalf of the in-group). Thus, our 
first hypothesis was confirmed, supporting previous research 
showing how cumulative, multifaceted realistic threats may 
exacerbate negative intergroup outcomes (see DiPrete and Eirich, 
2006; Renvik et  al., 2018). Previous research often linked 
discrimination experiences with outgroup negativity (e.g., 
Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2018) and with the willingness to engage 
in various forms of collective action to support and promote 
the rights of the in-group (SIMCA; van Zomeren et  al., 2011) 
among minority groups. Our findings suggest that perceived 
ethnic discrimination – be it targeted to an individual personally 
or toward one’s in-group – may also hinder majority group 
members’ willingness to promote equal rights of disadvantaged 
groups. Furthermore, perceptions of not being economically 
better-off than Russian-speaking minority group members 
(Runciman, 1966; Jetten et  al., 2015) also predicted the 
unwillingness of national majority group members to confront 
injustice for the minority group. Indeed, perceptions of the 
outgroup doing economically better as compared to the standing 
of the national majority may motivate the advantaged group 
members to withdraw their support from any actions that 
would make a change to the current social order in which 
the advantaged group has a higher status and more power 
(Jetten, 2019; Li, 2019).

With our methodological approach, we  were also able to 
identify patterns of relationship between perceived personal and 
group threats that specifically predicted the majority’s unwillingness 
to confront injustice on behalf of the minority. While both 
perceived personal and group threats were jointly associated 
with unwillingness to confront injustice, for both ethnic 
discrimination and economic insecurity, threats toward the 
in-group were important predictors of unwillingness to confront 
injustice on behalf of the minority group. When the in-group 
was perceived to be  doing fine, perceived personal threats did 
not prevent the majority group from supporting the minority 
Russian-speaking immigrants. In reverse, the perception of being 
personally advantaged and perceiving one’s in-group to be  in 
a worse situation predicted reluctance to stand up against social 
inequality faced by minority Russian-speakers. These findings 
are also in line with previous research that showed that group 
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disadvantage is perceived to a higher degree than personal 
disadvantage (e.g., Taylor et  al., 1990) and that when social 
identities and intergroup tensions are made salient, people react 
on an intergroup level (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; see also Guimond 
and Dubé-Simard, 1983; Pettigrew and Meertens, 1995; Pettigrew 
et  al., 2008; Sassenberg and Woltin 2009).

Furthermore, previous research on relative gratification 
suggested that feelings of being better-off than the outgroup 
may increase negativity and hostility toward the outgroup due 
to the perception of threat and fear of future loss (Guimond 
and Dambrun, 2002; Jetten et al., 2015). Our findings, however, 
are in line with SIT (Tajfel and Turner, 1979): It is not only 
the lack of perceived personal and group ethnic discrimination 
but also perceived economic security of the individual and 
the in-group that were linked to more readiness to confront 
injustice. When majority group members feel that their own 
and their in-group’s status are safe, they “can afford” to supporting 
the minority’s actions to promote their in-group’s status (e.g., 
Turner and Reynolds, 2001; Jetten, 2019). Another explanation 
of these results might be  that perceiving to be  wealthier than 
the disadvantaged group may make advantaged group members 
realize and condemn this violation of the moral convictions 
against social inequality (van Zomeren et  al., 2011).

It is important to recognize that while we  were primarily 
interested in general social-psychological processes and concerned 
with national majorities’ willingness to confront injustice toward 
ethnic minorities, the status and the history of Russian-speakers 
vary in the three countries studied. Nevertheless, our country-
specific results showed that the statistically significant surface 
test values were in the same direction as in the overall model. 
Of the significant models, the most considerable variation was 
found in Norway. Norwegians who perceived moderate levels 
of both types of discrimination were the ones who were most 
reluctant to confront injustice for Russian immigrants in Norway. 
This reluctance may be rooted in the strong Norwegian cultural 
value of maintaining “peace and quiet” around them (Gullestad, 
1992). Norwegians tend to avoid conflictual interactions when 
differences are perceived as big. In other words, Norwegians 
with moderate perceptions of ethnic discrimination see no 
reason to act and possibly increase intergroup conflict but to 
let things remain as they are. It should also be  noted that 
the Russian-speaking immigrant community in Norway is not 
very sizeable compared with the sizes in the two other countries, 
Estonia and Finland. Combined with the economic prosperity 
of Norway, these differences are probably reflected in the lower 
levels of perceived threats (both personal and group based), 
a weaker association between perceived intergroup threats, and 
negativity toward this minority group in the Norwegian context. 
Another interesting difference was found in Estonia, where 
cumulative economic insecurity did not predict reactions toward 
the Russian-speaking minority. We  assume that this is due to 
the considerable size of the established Russian-speaking minority 
and their challenges with cultural integration to the society 
(see, e.g., Kruusvall et al., 2009). It is possible that more cultural 
than economic insecurities drive the reactions of the national 
majority group members toward the Russian-speaking minority 
in Estonia.

Related to the latter point, in future research, it would 
be  fruitful to include perceived symbolic threats, and this may 
be a better reflection of problems in the area of cultural integration. 
Further, we  recognize that while perceived economic insecurity 
and perceived discrimination can be  regarded as threats to the 
in-group’s positive distinctiveness and value, respectively (see 
Branscombe et  al., 1999), they are only two forms of social 
identity threats. Future studies would benefit from focusing on 
majority groups’ solidarity toward minorities together with other 
types of perceived threats. Finally, while our study focused mainly 
on perceived threats and unwillingness to help the minority 
outgroup, it would be  interesting to focus also on more positive 
mechanisms behind willingness or readiness to help, such as 
those related to intergroup empathy (see, e.g., Vanman, 2016).

Limitations
Despite the clarity of our findings, the limitations of the study 
cannot be  overlooked. Firstly, all four predictors were either 
assessed with single items or with two-item measures, which 
are not optimal on psychometric grounds. It is also important 
to point out that while the personal economic insecurity item 
was a question that directly assessed the current economic 
situation of the participant, group economic insecurity was 
assessed with an item that includes a clear comparison between 
the in-group (majority) and the outgroup (Russian-speaking 
minority). While it would have been optimal to have matched 
the personal and group items, the two items separately measured 
perceptions of personal and group economic insecurity, our 
approach fits very well with our overall research aims. Lastly, 
it should be noted that the design of the study is cross-sectional, 
and any notion of causal association should be done cautiously. 
Our assumptions and hypotheses were drawn from both classical 
theories, and several studies that have found a causal link 
between feelings of disadvantage and collective action.

It is also important to justify why we  limited our attention 
to willingness to confront injustice and ignored participation in 
other forms of collective action, such as participation in social 
protests and demonstrations. The concept of “speaking out” when 
confronting unfairness has been previously acknowledged in the 
study of behavioral intentions by Louis et  al. (2007). The two 
items that were adapted from the willingness to participate in 
the collective action scale of Simon et  al. (1998) were previously 
used as a subscale of willingness to confront injustice by Jasinskaja-
Lahti et al. (2018). We proceeded with using the adapted two-item 
confronting injustice scale due to Russian immigrants/minorities 
not being a specific, clear-cut group with determined political 
agendas in Nordic countries and Estonia. More active forms of 
collective action, such as signing petitions and protest participation, 
are not very common among them (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al., 2018). 
Still, Russian immigrants and minorities face high levels of 
discrimination in these countries, and not only themselves but 
also all members of the larger society need to be  supportive of 
and engaged in publicly confronting injustice toward others. 
Thus, for having a contextually appropriate scale, we  chose to 
use the two items that we  believe tap into the willingness to 
confront injustice on behalf of the disadvantaged.
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CONCLUSION

Perhaps, the most significant contribution of this study is the 
recognition of some critical underlying mechanisms (i.e., 
perceived ethnic discrimination and economic insecurity) that 
can lead to advantaged group members’ unwillingness to confront 
injustice on behalf of the minority. Furthermore, our results 
have some theoretical implications by showing the prominent 
role of group evaluations as a predictor of disadvantaged 
minority group support and also the importance of focusing 
on possible non-linear associations between personal and group 
threats on the one hand and collective action intentions on 
the other hand. Additionally, we  found that perceptions of 
heightened personal and group realistic threats cumulatively 
led to more unwillingness to confront injustice. Our study 
emphasized the importance of recognizing both personal and 
group evaluations and how group threats play a crucial role 
in the unwillingness to confront injustice on behalf of the 
disadvantaged. With our results, we  point out that to move 
toward a more equal society, we  need to better understand 
the psychological obstacles that make national majorities more 
unwilling to strive for social equality. The task is crucial, as 
these groups have much power over minorities’ integration 
and social cohesion in society.
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