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ABSTRACT. People humanize their ingroup to address existential concerns about their mortality,
but the reasons why they do so remain ambiguous. One explanation is that people humanize their
ingroup to bolster their social identity in the face of their mortality. Alternatively, people might be
motivated to see their ingroup as more uniquely human (UH) to distance themselves from their cor-
poreal “animal” nature. These explanations were tested in Australia, where social identity is tied less
to UH and more to human nature (HN) which does not distinguish humans from animals. Australians
attributed more HN traits to the ingroup when mortality was salient, while the attribution of UH traits
remained unchanged. This indicates that the mortality-buffering function of ingroup humanization
lies in reinforcing the humanness of our social identity, rather than just distancing ourselves from our
animal nature. Implications for (de)humanization in intergroup relations are discussed.
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HUMANNESS IS AN IMPORTANT DIMENSION of social judgment (Bain, Vaes, & Leyens,
2014). For more than a decade, research on dehumanization has demonstrated that people typi-
cally bestow greater humanness on themselves than others (Haslam, Bain, Douge, Lee, & Bastian,
2005), and to their ingroup over outgroups (Leyens, Demoulin, Vaes, Gaunt, Paladino, 2007;
Vaes, Leyens, Paladino, & Miranda, 2012). These judgments are important because they have
direct implications for the perceived moral status of the self and others (Bastian, Jetten, Chen,
Radke, Harding, & Fasoli, 2013; Bastian, Laham, Wilson, Haslam, & Koval, 2011), as well as
their treatment (Vaes, Paladino, Castelli, Leyens, & Giovanazzi, 2003).

One recently identified motivation for ingroup humanization is to defend against existential
threat (Vaes, Heflick, & Goldenberg, 2010), specifically in response to our mortality. Terror
Management Theory (Greenberg, Solomon & Pyszczynski, 1997) proposes that the immersion
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in a cultural worldview and the belief that one is living up to those cultural values serves a death
anxiety-buffering function. Cultures provide a shared conception of reality that gives structure
and meaning to the lives of its constituents. This gives people a subjective feeling of safety and
death-transcendence that protects them from deeply rooted existential fears surrounding their vul-
nerability and mortality. People are motivated to maintain faith that their cultural worldview is
objectively correct and enduring to serve the purpose of protecting against the threat of death
(Berger & Luckman, 1966). One consequence of this motivation is that group members need to
build up social consensus around which subjective values, traits and beliefs are representative of
their cultural worldview. Values (Bain, Kashima, & Haslam, 2006), traits (e.g., Koval, Laham,
Haslam, Bastian, & Whelan, 2012; Paladino & Vaes, 2009; Vaes & Paladino, 2010), and beliefs
(Kofta, Baran, & Tarnowska, 2014) can all convey humanness. As such, groups may strive to
reach social consensus on what it means to be human and endow their ingroup with this sense of
humanness.

Initial evidence of this claim stems from Vaes and colleagues (2010) who showed that people
humanize their ingroup as an existential defense against death reminders. In three studies, con-
ducted in Italy and in the US, when people thought about their own death (i.e., mortality salience
condition) they endowed their ingroup with more uniquely human (UH) characteristics compared
to an equally aversive but not death-related control condition.

Vaes et al. (2010) suggested two processes that could explain this effect. The first emphasized
the importance of one’s social identity to overcome mortality concerns. Given that the groups
we belong to live on when we physically die, reinforcing what they stand for can symbolically
transcend our mortality. Just as mortality salience motivates people to see their ingroups as more
real (“entitative”; Castano, Yzerbyt, Paladino, & Sacchi, 2002), it may motivate them to see their
ingroups as more human (i.e., humanness-reinforcing explanation).

The second process instead highlights the need for humans to differentiate themselves from
animals, denying or downplaying their connection to the physical (i.e., bodily) or “animalistic”
aspects of their existence (Goldenberg, 2005). Our physical bodies hurt, stink, excrete, and in
doing so emphasize our animal nature and our vulnerability to death. Therefore, people will not
only deny their similarity to animals (Goldenberg et al., 2001), they will also engage in strategies
that allow them to emphasize the uniquely human aspects of the self and the groups they belong
to (i.e., animal-distancing explanation). Accordingly, when mortality is made salient, people tend
to emphasize the romantic (and hence, uniquely human) compared to the physical aspects of sex
(Goldenberg, Cox, Pyszczynski, Greeberg, & Solomon, 2002).

The existing evidence focusing on how people attribute greater UH to their ingroup under con-
ditions of mortality salience is consistent with both of these explanations. In the current research,
we propose a way to resolve this explanatory conundrum. Humanness can be understood in terms
of UH features that distinguish humans from animals, but humanness can also be construed in
terms of “human nature” (HN), the idea that humans have core, essential characteristics, some of
which we share with animals (Haslam, 2006). Thus, if people attribute HN to their ingroup under
mortality salience, this would support the humanness-reinforcing, but not the animal-distancing
explanation.

To date, however, no empirical research has measured the attribution of HN traits in an
intergroup setting simultaneously manipulating death concerns. In addition, in countries where
UH is the dominant conception of humanness, each theory makes the same prediction. This is
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because attributing more UH traits to the ingroup both distances humans from animals and rein-
forces the humanness of ones social identity. Hence, examining effects of mortality salience on
ingroup humanization in a country where HN rather than HU is the dimension of humanness
most relied on for positively distinguishing social identity, is important to disentangle these
explanations.

Such a country is Australia, whose citizens define humanness more in terms of HN than UH
(Bain, Vaes, Kashima, Haslam, & Guan, 2012), and who typically attribute greater HN to their
ingroup compared to outgroups (Bain, Park, Kwok, & Haslam, 2009; Bain, 2014). Therefore, the
Australian cultural context creates the perfect background for testing the separate role of animal-
distancing and humanness-reinforcing needs by endowing our ingroup with a full human status.
For Australians, both needs are in competition once mortality is made salient. If they choose to
reinforce the humanness of their ingroup they will attribute it more HN, without necessarily deny-
ing the animalistic aspects of their existence (i.e., not attribute their ingroup with greater UH).
In contrast, if mortality salience effects on ingroup humanizing are explained by people distin-
guishing themselves from their animal nature, they should attribute their ingroup with relatively
greater UH. Of course, they could also attribute both types of humanness to their ingroup under
mortality threat, indicating that both motivations are important in explaining the death-anxiety
buffering function of ingroup humanization.

To test this idea, a study was conducted in which the attribution of UH and HN traits to
an Australian ingroup and an Italian outgroup was measured in an experimental condition that
made mortality salient, in contrast to a control condition in which participants were prompted to
think about non death-related events. We expected ingroup humanization to vary in one of three
possible ways (attributing greater HN, greater UH, or both to the ingroup), each indicative of the
relative importance of the factors that underlie ingroup humanization and its mortality buffering
function. We expected that mortality concerns would influence only the attribution of humanness
to the ingroup. As long as an outgroup is neither perceived as a problem nor as a direct menace,
people are expected to be especially concerned with humanizing their ingroup to address the
existential threat of their own mortality.

METHOD

Participants

A total of 111 individuals from a large Australian university participated in the present study
(86 females, 25 males; Age, M = 21.54, SD = 6.14). Given the focus on the Australian identity,
22 non-Australians and 13 non-native English speakers were excluded, leaving a final sample of
84 participants (61 females and 23 males; Age, M = 21.58, SD = 6.93).

Procedure

Participants completed a questionnaire containing all measures, replicating the procedure used in
Vaes and colleagues’ study (2010). Participants in the mortality salience (MS) condition were pre-
sented with two open-ended questions (see Greenberg, Pyszczynski, Solomon, Simon, & Breus,
1994): “Please briefly describe the emotions that the thought of your own death arouses in you”
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and “What you think happens to you as you physically die and once you are physically dead?”
Participants in the control condition were presented with a non death-related aversive topic:
“Briefly describe the emotions that having to take a major university exam elicits in you.” The
manipulation was followed by the Positive and Negative Affect Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark, &
Tellegen, 1988), a 20-item mood measure that was inserted for two reasons. Research testing the
effects of mortality salience has shown that distal defensive reactions are observable when death
thoughts fade from conscious awareness (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1994). Therefore, the PANAS
served to create a short delay between the mortality salience manipulation and the group judg-
ments. At the same time, past research consistently demonstrated that mortality salience effects
are not attributable to mood (e.g., Greenberg et al., 1994), so including the PANAS allowed for
assessment of this possibility.

Based on previous research, 32 traits were presented to participants (Bain et al., 2009; Vaes
& Paladino, 2010). These traits were equated on valence (16 positive and 16 negative), and in
each category, half the traits were more stereotypical of Australians and the other half were more
stereotypical of Italians. Following previous research (Vaes et al., 2010), all traits were listed in a
single random order and judged on the extent to which they were typical in describing Australians
and typical in describing Italians using a 5 point scale ranging from 1 (not typical) to 5 (extremely
typical). In this way, each participant rated first the ingroup and then the outgroup on the same set
of traits. Subsequently, participants judged the humanness and the desirability of the same traits.
Half of the participants judged the traits first on the HN dimension: “In your opinion, to what
extent is each trait an aspect of human nature?”—on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all an aspect
of human nature) to 5 (very much an aspect of human nature). The other half judged the traits
first on UH: “In your opinion, are the following traits exclusively possessed by human beings,
or do animals also possess them?”—on a scale ranging from 1 (not at all exclusive to humans)
to 5 (very exclusive to humans). In between making humanness judgments, participants rated the
desirability of each trait on a scale ranging from1 (not at all desirable) to 5 (extremely desirable).
On the final page, participants responded to demographic items, and after completing the survey
were thanked and debriefed.1

RESULTS

Preliminary Analyses

Data screening identified three clear cases of pattern-responding (e.g., no variation on one or more
group or humanness scales).2,3 Indices of both positive (α = .92) and negative (α = .91) mood
were obtained by aggregating participants’ responses to the 10 items of each subscale. These
indices were analyzed separately in two one-way ANOVAs comparing the MS and the control
conditions. None of these analyses showed significant effects (all ps > .19).

Human Uniqueness and Human Nature Judgments

The three-way interaction comparing the ratings of both groups on both types of humanness in
the mortality salience versus control condition was not significant (p > .35). Given our specific
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hypotheses about ingroups and following the analytical strategy used in Vaes et al. (2010),
ingroup and outgroup humanness were analyzed separately.

Ingroup humanness. To measure attributions of humanness to the ingroup, within-
participant correlations between ingroup typicality and both humanity ratings were calculated
separately. Trait desirability was controlled by partialing it out of these correlations; and these
correlations were normalized through Fisher’s Z transformations (Michela, 1990). For ease of
interpretation, mean Fisher Z values were transformed back to mean correlations for reporting
purposes.

Ingroup humanness was analyzed with a 2 (Type of humanness: HN vs. UH) × 2 (Condition:
MS vs. control) × 2 (Order: HN ratings first vs. UH ratings first) mixed model ANOVA in which
the first variable was within-participants. Main effects were identified for each factor, with a
Type of humanness main effect, F(1, 75) = 70.39, p < .001, η2

p = .48, showing that participants
attributed more HN (M = .20) than UH (M = –.10) to their ingroup. The Condition main effect,
F(1, 75) = 7.12, p = .009, η2

p = .09, showed that participants attributed more humanness in
general to the ingroup in the MS (M = .10) compared to the control condition (M = .00). The
Order main effect, F(1, 75) = 11.03, p = .001, η2

p = .13, revealed that participants humanized
the ingroup more when they made HN judgments first (M = .11) compared to when they judged
HU first (M = -.01).

These main effects were qualified by two interactions. The interaction between Type of
humanness and Order was significant, F(1, 75) = 5.96, p = .017, η2

p = .07 indicating that par-
ticipants attributed more HN to the ingroup, especially when they judged the HN dimension first.

Directly testing the research question, the Condition × Type of humanness interaction was
significant, F(1, 75) = 4.15, p = .045, η2

p = .05. The means of this interaction are depicted in
Figure 1 (left-side), which clearly shows that only the attribution of HN to the ingroup varied as
a function of the MS manipulation, F(1, 75) = 9.60, p = .003, η2

p= .11. UH, instead, was not
attributed to the ingroup (all means were negative) and did not change as a function of condition
(F < 1). These interactions were not qualified by the three-way interaction (p > .28).

FIGURE 1 Mean attribution of HN (Human Nature) and HU (Human Uniqueness) to the ingroup as a function of
condition (Error bars represent SE).
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Outgroup humanness. It is important to show that ingroup humanness under mortality
salience does not extend to attributions of humanness of outgroups as well. Hence, similar
indices were calculated for the attribution of humanness to the outgroup, analyzed using the
same ANOVA design. Critically, making mortality salient had no effects on the humanization of
the outgroup (all Fs < 1), consistent with expectations (see Figure 1, right-side). However, other
effects emerged. A significant main effect of Type of humanness, F(1, 75) = 17.77, p < .001,
η2

p = .19, and a significant Order main effect, F(1, 75) = 19.86, p < .001, η2
p = .21. Both

were in line with the findings on ingroup humanness, showing that the outgroup was attributed
more HN (M = .25) than UH (M = .10), and participants humanized the outgroup more when
HN judgments were made first (M = .23) compared to the reverse order (M = .13). These main
effects, however, were qualified by a significant Order × Type of humanness interaction, F(1, 75)
= 6.87, p = .011, η2

p = .09. As in the case of ingroup humanization, participants attributed more
HN to the outgroup, especially when they made HN judgments first.

DISCUSSION

Previous research has established that people endow their ingroup with greater humanness to
counter the existential threat arising from death awareness (Vaes et al., 2010). Making use of
the specific Australian cultural context and analyzing the attribution of HN traits to the ingroup
made it possible to identify the best explanation for this response. Results clearly indicated that
Australian participants attributed more HN traits to the ingroup when mortality was made salient,
while the attribution of UH traits was generally low and remained unchanged under mortality
salience.

These results favor a social identity explanation of the buffering function of ingroup human-
ization against existential threats. Unlike UH, HN traits do not set us apart from animals (Haslam,
2006); therefore, attributing these traits to the ingroup does not deny the animal and physi-
cal aspects of our social identity. Instead, assigning HN traits to the ingroup can reinforce the
human character of our social identity. As such, these results suggest that the buffering function
of ingroup humanization is more a question of reinforcing the humanness of our social identity
(i.e., humanness-reinforcing explanation), and is not necessarily driven by the motivation to set
us apart from our animal nature (i.e., animal-distancing explanation).

It goes without saying that these results should be generalized with care beyond the Australian
context. This specific cultural context, however, allowed us to disentangle the two processes that
underlie the buffering function of ingroup humanization against existential concerns. Only vari-
ations in HN can differentiate between humanness-reinforcing and animal-distancing functions
and is viewed especially as defining of the Australian identity. At the same time, instances in
which Australians set their group apart from different outgroups on the UH dimension are known
and documented (Koval et al., 2012; Saminaden, Loughnan, & Haslam, 2010). The finding that
Australians chose to reinforce this dimension—rather than to switch across to UH, which would
allow them to distinguish themselves from their creatureliness—highlights that they were espe-
cially concerned about reinforcing the humanness of their social identity rather than distancing
themselves from their animal nature.

In addition, other cultural groups (e.g., Chinese) have shown to differentiate their own group
from outgroups mainly on the UH dimension (Bain et al., 2009, 2012). To verify whether these
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groups also humanize their ingroup mainly because of social identity concerns, future studies
might manipulate variables that are known to reduce social identity (e.g., group affirmation, see
for example Sherman, Kinias, Major, Kim, & Prenovost, 2007), or animal-distancing concerns
(e.g., creatureliness-essay, see for example Goldenberg et al., 2002). The way these manipulations
moderate the attribution of UH traits to the ingroup under mortality salience might then be infor-
mative of the exact mechanisms that drive ingroup humanization on the UH dimension. Moreover,
a death thought accessibility measure might be added to see whether ingroup humanization espe-
cially lowers the accessibility of such thoughts when social identity rather than creatureliness
concerns are high in a MS condition (see Vaes et al., 2010, for a similar procedure).

Importantly, these results were obtained controlling for valence judgments, showing once
again that ingroup humanization was independent from ingroup favoritism (see Vaes et al., 2012,
for a recent review). At the same time, valence judgments to the ingroup and the outgroup were
not influenced by the mortality salience manipulation. In a similar vein, and in line with previous
research (Vaes et al., 2010), the attribution of humanness to the outgroup was not affected when
mortality was made salient. Even though mortality reminders have been shown to increase vio-
lence against worldview-threatening others (e.g., McGregor et al., 1998), Italians are not seen as
a threat to the Australian worldview and were generally judged as positive and even higher in UH
than Australians.

Ingroup humanization can be as important as outgroup dehumanization in differentiating our
own humanity from that of others. Often it is the primary dimension relied on in achieving
intergroup distinctiveness (e.g., Vaes & Paladino, 2010; Vaes et al., 2012). The present findings
revealed that it is not so much our tendency to set us apart from animals, but a general motivation
to reinforce the human character of our social identity that allows us to buffer the potential terror
of death.

NOTES

1. The authors declare to subscribe to the Open Materials Badge of the Open Science Framework. The full questionnaires
can be found at the following link: osf.io/e9iaz

2. Data was collected across a set of four survey sessions. In one type of session this was the only survey, but in the
others it was included in larger testing sessions with other surveys, which could potentially influence relationships.
These potential effects were examined using analysis of variance. In one session type there were only two Australian
participants, preventing valid comparisons of survey session effects, so they were excluded from further analyses.
When checking for the impact of the three remaining session types, none of the reported findings were qualified by
the type of survey session in which they were gathered (all ps > .26), indicating that the sessions where other surveys
were included were not different from those where this survey was completed alone, warranting analysis as a single
dataset.

3. The authors declare to subscribe to the Open Data Badge of the Open Science Framework. The full data file can be
found at the following link: osf.io/s6p9v
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