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Purpose: This study examines the impact of prioritizing the out-group in intergroup moral dilemmas. The research aims to achieve 
three primary objectives: 1) investigating the relationship between out-group prioritization and perceptions of hypocrisy, 2) exploring 
the influence of perceived hypocrisy and negative emotions on moral judgments, and 3) uncovering the underlying reasons for 
perceiving outgroup prioritization as hypocritical.
Methods: Experiments 1, 2 and 3 involved presenting Chinese participants with out-group rescuers and in-group rescuers and asking 
them to rate the two on three dimensions: level of hypocrisy, level of morality, and negative emotions toward the rescuers. In 
Experiment 3, the degree of similarity between participants and rescuers was manipulated to control for the level at which participants 
projected their own intrinsic motivations (ie, self-interest) onto the rescuers.
Results: Experiments 1 and 2 jointly showed that participants perceived the out-group rescuer as more hypocritical and immoral 
compared to the in-group rescuer, and that participants had stronger negative emotions toward the out-group rescuer. Mediation 
analysis also demonstrated that the perception of hypocrisy and negative emotions largely mediated the relationship between the 
different rescuers and participants’ evaluation of the rescuers’ morality. In Experiment 3, participants gave higher hypocrisy ratings to 
high projection out-group rescuers compared to low projection out-group rescuers.
Conclusion: In intergroup dilemmas, choosing to sacrifice the in-group to rescue the outgroup is perceived as more hypocritical, 
immoral, and objectionable. Perceived hypocrisy arises from an incongruity between individuals’ subjective judgments of the rescuers’ 
self-interest motives and the altruistic choice made by the rescuers to rescue the out-group.
Keywords: intergroup moral dilemmas, hypocrisy perception, negative emotions

Introduction
McManus, Kleiman-Weiner, Young1 have discussed the renowned altruist Peter Singer, whose philosophical stance 
argues for equal valuation of both our loved ones and strangers from afar. Singer’s commitment to his beliefs is 
demonstrated by his practice of donating 40% of his income to highly effective charities benefiting strangers. 
However, when faced with his mother’s Alzheimer’s disease, Singer deviated from his philosophy and allocated more 
resources to care for her than his moral argument would permit. Interestingly, Singer did not face criticism for this 
disparity, prompting our inquiry into the potential consequences had he adhered strictly to his philosophical principles.

Previous studies have explored the subsequent effects of the behavior of “sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group”. 
However, current research in this area remains limited, with only preliminary explorations in terms of social acceptability and 
the impulse to punish. McManus, Kleiman-Weiner, and Young (2020) conducted a study that found helping socially out-group 
individuals at the expense of helping close individuals was considered morally unacceptable Law, Campbell, Gaesser2 

conducted a study that yielded similar results, indicating that individuals who prioritized the rescue of strangers over their 
own relatives were perceived as failing to uphold their familial obligations and consequently faced condemnation. However, a 

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2024:17 1295–1311                                   1295
© 2024 Yang and He. This work is published and licensed by Dove Medical Press Limited. The full terms of this license are available at https://www.dovepress.com/terms. 
php and incorporate the Creative Commons Attribution – Non Commercial (unported, v3.0) License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/). By accessing the 

work you hereby accept the Terms. Non-commercial uses of the work are permitted without any further permission from Dove Medical Press Limited, provided the work is properly attributed. For 
permission for commercial use of this work, please see paragraphs 4.2 and 5 of our Terms (https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php).

Psychology Research and Behavior Management                                   Dovepress
open access to scientific and medical research

Open Access Full Text Article

Received: 2 December 2023
Accepted: 14 March 2024
Published: 20 March 2024

P
sy

ch
ol

og
y 

R
es

ea
rc

h 
an

d 
B

eh
av

io
r 

M
an

ag
em

en
t d

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 h

ttp
s:

//w
w

w
.d

ov
ep

re
ss

.c
om

/
F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.

http://www.dovepress.com/permissions.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
https://www.dovepress.com/terms.php
https://www.dovepress.com


persistent question in the realm of research remains unanswered: why is the act of prioritizing assistance towards an external 
group in an intergroup dilemma considered morally unacceptable or even condemned, despite its highly altruistic nature? We 
acknowledge that there are numerous intricate factors at play, such as individuals’ failure to fulfill their responsibilities 
towards their own in-group when prioritizing assistance to an out-group.2 In our previous investigations into people’s general 
moral preferences in intergroup moral dilemmas, we found it fascinating that individuals, when asked about their preference 
for rescuing in-groups over out-groups, often cited the prioritization of strangers over their own relatives as an act of 
“hypocrisy”. This intriguing finding sparked our interest in exploring the concept of hypocrisy as an accurate descriptor for 
the perception of individuals who sacrifice the out-group at the expense of the in-group in intergroup dilemmas, whom we 
refer to as “out-group rescuers”.

In this article, our objective is to test this hypothesis by examining various types of intergroup moral dilemmas and 
assessing the role of perceiving hypocrisy in elucidating people’s negative moral evaluations of “out-group rescuers”. 
Furthermore, to illuminate this phenomenon, the present study integrates self-interest theory and social projection 
theory.3–7 Through the integration of these two theories, this study posits that during intergroup dilemmas, individuals 
not only speculate that others in society act in their own self-interest (prioritizing the in-group),8–10 but also project this 
belief onto others. However, when others make decisions contrary to their expectations (prioritizing the out-group), 
individuals are unwilling to acknowledge the fallacy of their initial expectations. Instead, they strive to maintain logical 
self-consistency by distorting the true intentions of others.7 They hold the belief that the other person prefers to prioritize 
the in-group but, due to certain factors (such as preserving a positive reputation), ends up behaviorally prioritizing the 
out-group. This internal/external inconsistency serves as the underlying source of the perception of hypocrisy”.

The present study holds significant theoretical implications as it offers valuable insights into individual attitudes in intergroup 
moral dilemmas and provides novel explanations for the negative moral evaluations directed at “out-group rescuers”. In addition, 
by integrating self-interest and social projection theories, this study contributes to the existing literature on moral psychology by 
presenting a comprehensive framework that unveils the underlying mechanisms shaping hypocritical evaluations. Moreover, this 
study holds practical significance as it sheds light on the generally unfavorable public attitude towards “out-group rescuers” and 
highlights the association between this attitude and perceived hypocrisy. The reasons for individuals’ aversion to “out-group 
rescuers” are often challenging to articulate, and a thorough examination of the psychological mechanisms involved can facilitate 
introspection and reduce prejudice against individuals who exhibit high ethical standards.

Hypocrisy
This study presents a novel investigation into the perception of hypocrisy among individuals who prioritize the interests 
of the out-group over the in-group. Hypocrisy, extensively studied by Batson, Kobrynowicz, Dinnerstein, Kampf, 
Wilson11, Batson, Thompson, Seuferling, Whitney, Strongman12, Batson, Thompson, Chen,13 refers to individuals who 
profess to uphold moral principles but act in ways that prioritize their self-interest. People’s aversion to hypocrisy reflects 
their aversion to inconsistency,14 as demonstrated by Simons’ seminal paper that conceptualized hypocrisy as “incon-
sistency between words and deeds”.15,16 However, unlike previous research, our experiment focuses on understanding 
how bystanders form perceptions of hypocrisy rather than assessing the actual hypocritical behavior of the individual. We 
argue that people’s perceptions of hypocrisy in others may influenced by subjective assumptions.

To support this conjecture, we draw on self-interest theory and social projection theory. According to self-interest theory,8–10 

individuals generally perceive others in society as more inclined to prioritize their own interests. This perception likely stems 
from their general observations and experiences of human selfishness.9,10 Social projection theory posits that individuals 
unconsciously project their views and beliefs onto others.3–6,17 Combining these two theories leads to the prediction that, 
faced with intergroup moral dilemmas, individuals expect others to prioritize the in-group’s interests, and choose to save the in- 
group at the expense of the out-group. However, witnessing others prioritize the out-group over the in-group creates a 
discrepancy between their expectation and observed behavior, leading to cognitive dissonance and expectation violation.7 

How do people react when conflict arises? In such cases, individuals often distort and misinterpret the rescuer’s underlying 
motives,18–20 attributing negative intentions to them,21 rather than admitting their own misjudgment and refuting self-interest 
theories. Many studies support this tendency in people. Critcher, Dunning22 found that individuals cynically misrepresent the 
altruistic behavior of others to maintain a strong belief in the power of egoism when confronted with contradictory evidence. The 
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“Worst Motive Fallacy” theory,23 similar to self-interest theory, suggests that individuals may have multiple motivations for a 
particular behavior, some of which are more commendable than others. When all other factors are equal, observers tend to 
attribute the most negative motive as the primary driving force behind an individual’s actions. Additionally, studies on implicit 
discrimination against those with high moral standards partially support the research hypothesis that people will misrepresent the 
motives of the highly moral. Minson and Monin23 suggest that individuals strongly adhering to moral ideals that are not widely 
accepted may experience “do-gooder derogation”. Prioritizing saving the out-group over saving the in-group can be interpreted 
as publicly condemning those who prioritize the latter, posing a threat to their moral standing.24–26 In response to this self-threat, 
individuals tend to devalue or avoid the source of the threat.27,28 Furthermore, Smith29 demonstrated that people derive pleasure 
from witnessing the misfortunes of morally superior individuals. Developmental psychology research has also shown that even 
children exhibit reduced preference for generous peers during social comparisons.30

In summary, the cognitive dissonance arising from an individual’s subjective projections and a rescuer’s real choices,7 

coupled with a misinterpretation of the rescuer’s motives,18–20 may serve as the primary basis for an individual’s judgment of the 
out-group rescuer’s hypocrisy. Furthermore, prior research consistently demonstrates individuals’ tendency to project their own 
characteristics onto objects that bear greater resemblance to themselves.3,31 Therefore, if our hypothesis holds, in intergroup 
dilemmas, individuals will not only perceive those who prioritize rescuing out-groups as more hypocritical but will also assign 
higher hypocrisy ratings to those out-group rescuers who share greater similarity with themselves. This occurrence stems from 
the positive correlation between the level of similarity and the degree of social projection.3,31 As similarity increases, so does 
social projection, leading to heightened cognitive conflict and elevated ratings of hypocrisy by individuals.

Negative Emotion
A previous study by Laurent, Clark, Walker, and Wiseman32 examined the emotional responses elicited by hypocritical 
behavior. The study showed that perceptions of hypocrisy primarily evoke emotions of disgust and anger toward the 
hypocrite, consequently increasing the likelihood of punishing the hypocrite. An open question remains as to whether the 
emotional responses triggered by individuals’ subjective assumptions of hypocrisy in the present study are consistent 
with the broader emotional responses elicited by hypocrisy. Moreover, past research confirms the significant role of 
emotions in moral decision-making alongside conscious reasoning.33–36 It has been demonstrated that individuals rely 
more on intuitive processes than deliberate reasoning when making moral judgments, underscoring the importance of 
emotions in moral decision-making.37 Therefore, utilizing emotions as a link could concurrently connect hypocrisy 
perception and moral evaluation. We hypothesized a mediating pathway whereby an individual’s perception of out-group 
rescuer hypocrisy leads to the individual experiencing emotions of disgust and anger toward the out-group rescuer, 
ultimately resulting in a lower moral evaluation of the out-group rescuer. This mediating relationship may unveil the 
mechanisms underpinning individuals’ low moral evaluations of out-group rescuers.

The Present Experiment
The present study aimed to investigate whether individuals exhibit hypocritical judgments towards those who prioritize 
the out-group in intergroup dilemmas. Experiments 1 and 2 involved presenting participants with scenarios that depicted 
“sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group” and “sacrificing the out-group to save the in-group”, and asked them to 
make hypocritical evaluations of different rescuers. Our primary hypothesis was as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Participants will perceive rescuers who sacrifice the out-group in intergroup dilemmas as more 
hypocritical.

Furthermore, this study aimed to investigate the mediating role of hypocrisy perceptions in explaining participants’ 
moral evaluations of rescuers with different options. Given the potent negative emotions that may arise from perceptions 
of hypocrisy32 and the pivotal role of emotions in moral judgment,37 one of the primary research hypotheses of this 
experiment posits that instances of hypocrisy related to various rescuer choices inherently elicit negative emotions in 
individuals, which subsequently shape their moral judgments. We hypothesized the following:
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Hypothesis 2: The perception of hypocrisy and the experience of negative emotions will function as chained mediating 
variables, effectively accounting for participants’ moral evaluations of various rescuers.

The primary objective of Experiment 3 was to examine the explanatory power of self-interest and social projection 
theories in understanding the psychological mechanisms underlying individuals’ perceptions of hypocrisy towards 
different rescuers. To accomplish this, we manipulated the ethnic background of the rescuers in the scenarios as 
Vietnamese and Africans. In this experiment, all participants were of Chinese ethnicity, which suggests a higher level 
of self-projection onto other Asian ethnicities, leading to the expectation that Vietnamese individuals would be more 
likely to prioritize rescuing the in-group. This also implies a higher level of cognitive conflict among participants when 
Vietnamese chose to prioritize rescuing the out-group. Based on this rationale, we propose the following expectations:

Hypothesis 3: Chinese participants’ hypocrisy ratings will be significantly higher for Vietnamese who sacrifice out- 
groups compared to Africans who sacrifice out-groups.

By investigating these hypotheses, we aim to gain insights into the psychological mechanisms underlying individuals’ 
perceptions of hypocrisy and how it relates to moral evaluations in intergroup dilemmas.

Experiment 1
Experiment 1 aimed to investigate perceptions of hypocrisy in the context of intergroup dilemmas, specifically when 
confronted with different rescue choices. Participants were presented with scenarios in which a rescuer had the options of 
“sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group” and “sacrificing the out-group to save the in-group”, and were 
subsequently asked to assess the rescuer’s level of hypocrisy. Carrigan, Adlam, and Langdon38 have shown that the 
nature of rescue behaviors in intergroup dilemmas can influence individuals’ moral judgments. For instance, when faced 
with a choice between harming an in-group or an out-group object, people tend to prefer the in-group; when deciding 
which side to benefit, people also tend to favor the in-group. Furthermore, our previous research has found that an 
individual’s level of input in intergroup dilemmas affects their moral evaluations of different choices. Therefore, we 
considered these two variables in our experiment to better explore participants’ perceptions of hypocrisy towards the 
“out-group rescuers”.

Method
Ethical Issues
Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained. The study protocol was conducted in accordance with the 
requirements of the research program and applicable laws and regulations. Furthermore, the study adhered to the 
principles outlined in the current version of the Declaration of Helsinki.

Participants and Design
A total of 141 Chinese participants (99 females, 42 males; aged 18 to 25) were recruited for the experiment. Prior to their 
participation, all participants were provided with comprehensive information about the voluntary nature of the experi-
ment and the anonymity of their involvement. Informed consent was obtained from each participant at the beginning of 
the experiment. The sample size was determined using a power analysis conducted with G*power software, indicating a 
minimum sample size of 76 participants to detect a small effect size (f = 0.025) with an alpha level of 0.05 and a power of 
0.95 (Fowler, Law, Gaesser.39 To compensate participants for their time and effort, a payment of 5 RMB was provided to 
each participant. It is important to note that the experiments were not pre-registered, which applies to all experiments 
conducted in this experiment. No data were omitted from the final data analysis.

Procedure
The experimental procedure was based on the work of Carrigan, Adlam, and Langdon38 and utilized a mixed design with 2 
(Rescue Choice: Sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group; Sacrificing the out-group to save the in-group) * 2 (Nature of 
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Behavior: Giving; Taking) * 2 (Monetary Value: Low; High). Rescue Choice and Monetary Value were manipulated as 
between-participants variables, while the Nature of Behavior was a within-participants variable.

The experimental process, as depicted in Figure 1, began with the display of a cross symbol on a black background 
for 500 milliseconds. Participants were then informed that they would act as observers in a team dictator game involving 
three individuals: Allocator A, A’s friend (recipient B), and a stranger (recipient C). Allocator A faced a moral dilemma 
where they had to decide whether to give or take a sum of money from either their friend B or the stranger C to advance 
the game, and A was told that the game would not continue until they had made a decision. Each participant was 
randomly assigned to one of the four experimental conditions: 2 (rescue choice: Sacrificing the in-group to save the out- 
group; Sacrificing the out-group to save the in-group) * 2 Monetary Value (Low; High). The monetary value was set at 
RMB 10 (approximately USD$1.5) for the low level and RMB 100 (approximately USD $15) for the high level. Within 
each condition, participants were presented with both the “giving” and “taking” scenarios which were presented in a 
randomized order. For example, in the Save Out-group + High Level + Take Condition, participants see that Allocator A 
chooses to take 100 RMB from their friend B. It is important to note that in the giving condition, choosing the in-group 
represents “saving the in-group” behavior, whereas choosing the out-group represents “saving the out-group” behavior. 
Conversely, in the taking condition, the opposite holds true: choosing the in-group signifies “saving the out-group”, while 
choosing the out-group represents “saving the in-group” behavior.

After each experimental condition was read, participants completed a survey where they evaluated Allocator A based 
on perceptions of hypocrisy. Detailed information about the scales used can be found in Table 1. The measurement scales 
ranged from 1 (extremely weak) to 7 (extremely strong). Participants underwent randomized testing sequences for both 

Figure 1 Specific procedure for Experiment 1.
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the “giving” and “taking” scenarios, completing all components of one condition before moving on to the next. Finally, 
they completed a questionnaire asking for demographic information including gender and age.

Results
Hypocrisy
The participant’s final hypocrisy score was derived by calculating the mean of questions 1 and 2 in Table 1. Through a 
repeated measures analysis of variance 2 (Rescue Choice: Sacrificing the ingroup to save the outgroup; Sacrificing the 
outgroup to save the ingroup) * 2 (Nature of Behavior: Giving; Taking) * 2 Monetary Value (Low; High), we 
investigated the phenomenon of hypocrisy in moral decision-making. Regarding the dimension of hypocrisy level, we 
found a significant interaction effect between behavioral nature and input level on hypocrisy ratings (see Figure 2A), F 
(1, 137) = 3.019, p = 0.085, ηp² = 0.022. Specifically, the difference in hypocrisy ratings between giving and taking 
behaviors was significant at the low monetary value level (giving M = 3.083, SD = 0.171; taking M = 3.596, SD = 0.191), 
but this difference disappeared at the high monetary value level. In addition, we observed a significant interaction effect 
between rescue choice and monetary value on hypocrisy ratings (see Figure 2B), F (1, 137) = 4.302, p = 0.040, ηp² = 
0.030. In the “saving the out-group” condition, as monetary value increased, participants rated the hypocrisy of the 
rescuer higher (low level: M = 3.096, SD = 0.224; high level: M = 3.601, SD = 0.173, p = 0.077). Furthermore, we 
observed a significant main effect of behavioral nature, F (1, 137) = 4.938, p = 0.028, ηp² = 0.035. Participants rated the 
hypocrisy level of giving behavior (M = 3.19, SD = 0.129) significantly lower than that of taking behavior (M = 3.486, 
SD = 0.144).

Discussion
The findings from Experiment 1 provide initial support for the hypothesis that out-group rescuers are more likely to 
receive higher hypocrisy scores compared to in-group rescuers. However, it is important to acknowledge the presence of 
uncertainties associated with these results. Notably, participants displayed significantly elevated hypocrisy ratings for 
out-group rescuers only in the high monetary value condition. This suggests that the experimental manipulation might not 

Table 1 Specific Measurements in Experiment 1 and 2

Questionnaire Question

Hypocrisy 1. To what extent do you think A is a hypocrite? 
2. To what extent do you think A is a phony?

Negative emotion 3. To what extent are you disgusted by A? 

4. How angry do you feel about A?
Moral judgment 5. Please rate A’s level of morality

Figure 2 (A) Results of a Simple Effects Analysis on the Interaction between the Nature of Behavior (Giving, Taking) and Monetary Value (10RMB, 100RMB) on Hypocrisy 
Ratings; (B) Results of a Simple Effects Analysis on the Interaction between Rescue Choice (Saving Out-Group, Saving In-Group) and Monetary Value (10RMB, 100RMB) on 
Hypocrisy Ratings (*p < 0.05).
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have adequately elicited emotional responses from participants, given the relatively inconsequential impact of the 
Dictator game. Additionally, participants’ role as bystanders in the experiment may have dampened their emotional 
engagement.

Furthermore, we recognize concerns regarding the potential perception of hypocrisy ratings as a distortion of moral 
evaluations by participants. It is possible that participants did not use the same definition of hypocrisy and would benefit 
from being explicitly provided with a clear definition of hypocrisy before the rating process. To address these concerns 
and further explore the aforementioned issues, we conducted Experiment 2.

Experiment 2
The primary objective of Experiment 2 was to further examine the perception of hypocrisy among out-group rescuers in 
intergroup dilemmas and explore the mediating role of hypocrisy perceptions and the negative emotions triggered by 
these perceptions in relation to different rescue choices and moral evaluations. The general procedure of the experiment 
was similar to Experiment 1, with participants being presented with moral dilemmas and the choices made by rescuers 
and asked to evaluate the rescuers.

Several modifications were made to Experiment 2 from Experiment 1. Firstly, to enhance the emotional engagement 
of the participants, we increased the difficulty of the intergroup dilemma. Unlike Experiment 1, in which participants in 
the dictator game were not significantly affected by gaining or losing, Experiment 2 introduced a food crisis scenario that 
posed a substantial threat to the immediate interests of the out-group. This allowed us to investigate individuals’ attitudes 
towards out-group rescuers within a genuine moral dilemma relevant to social reality. Additionally, in order to assess 
participants’ moral evaluation and emotional arousal, we incorporated the moral evaluation and negative emotion scores 
as supplementary measures. Besides, to ensure a clear understanding of hypocrisy, we explicitly asked participants to 
define hypocrisy and provided a brief explanation of the distinction between hypocrisy and immorality during the 
experimental procedure.

Method
Participants and Design
In Experiment 2, we recruited a total of 170 Chinese participants, including 50 females and 120 males, with a mean age 
of 22.5 years (SD = 4.49). Before the experiment, each participant provided informed consent after receiving detailed 
information about the voluntary nature of their participation and the confidentiality of their data. The sample size was 
determined based on a power analysis conducted using G*Power software, which indicated that a sample of 18 
participants would be sufficient to detect a small effect size (effect size f = 0.025) with an alpha level of 0.05 and 
statistical power of 0.95 (Fowler et al, 2021). To compensate participants for their time and effort, all individuals received 
a payment of 5 RMB. No data were omitted from the final data analysis.

Procedure
The procedure for Experiment 2 employed a within-participant design, following the methodology outlined in Fowler, 
Law, and Gaesser39 ‘s experiment. The design utilized a 4 (proximity object type: same nation, same city, friend, family 
member) x 3 (rescue choice: sacrificing out-group to save in-group; sacrificing in-group to save out-group; save without 
intergroup conflict) factorial design. The experiment involved presenting participants with 12 vignettes, each depicting a 
scenario related to global food shortages.

In each dilemma, the rescuer faced a moral dilemma involving two individuals suffering from hunger, representing in- 
group and out-group social targets. The out-group target was consistently someone from a far away country (African), 
while the ingroup target varied, including someone from the same country as the rescuer, someone from the same city, 
and a friend or family member of the rescuer.

At the outset of the experiment, participants were instructed to define hypocrisy and provide a brief description of the 
distinction between hypocrisy and immorality. We posed a straightforward question to participants regarding the disparity 
between immorality and hypocrisy, without further intervention. During the formal experimental procedure, participants 
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observed the rescuer acquiring knowledge about global food shortages. Subsequently, they were presented with a 
scenario in which the rescuer had to make a decision between helping the in-group target, thereby sacrificing the out- 
group target, or helping the out-group target, thereby sacrificing the in-group target. The “saving without intergroup 
conflict” condition involved a single person seeking support, with the person’s identity consistent with the in-group 
object type, including the same country, city, friend, or family. In this condition, the rescuer only needed to weigh their 
own interests against those of the person seeking assistance, without any involvement of out-groups. This aimed to 
examine whether intergroup conflict of interest is a necessary condition for hypocrisy perception by comparing “saving 
without intergroup conflict” and “sacrificing in-group to save out-group”.

The specific variations among the 12 vignettes can be found in Table 2. At the end of each narrative, participants were 
asked to rate the rescuer’s level of hypocrisy, morality, as well as their own emotions (see Table 1 for specific questions). 
The order of presentation for the 12 vignettes was randomized. The trial materials were presented in Mandarin, with a 
translated version provided in Table 2. Finally, participants provided personal information such as gender and age.

Results
Moral Judgment and Negative Emotions
We conducted a 4 (proximity object type: same country, same city, friend, family member) × 3 (rescue choice: sacrificing 
out-group to save in-group; sacrificing in-group to save out-group; saving without intergroup conflict) repeated measures 
ANOVA on ratings of moral judgment and negative emotions. The participant’s final negative emotion score was derived 
by calculating the mean of questions 3 and 4 in Table 1.

The results revealed a significant main effect of rescue choice on moral judgment, F (2, 338) = 97.461, p = 0.000, ηp² 
= 0.366. Post-hoc analyses (see Figure 3) demonstrated significant differences between each pair of conditions (all p = 
0.000). The rankings of moral evaluations for the three conditions, from lowest to highest, were sacrificing the ingroup to 

Table 2 Specific Experimental Materials for the 16 (4 Ingroup Type × 3 Rescue Choice) Conditions in Experiment 2

Ingroup Type Only Ingroup Target Only Outgroup Target Purely Helping Behavior

Same country The rescuer helps the sufferer from the same 
country instead of the African sufferer.

The rescuer helps the African sufferer rather 
than the one from the same country.

The rescuer helps the 
sufferer from the same 

country.

Same city The rescuer helps the sufferer from same city 
instead of the African sufferer.

The rescuer helps the African sufferer rather 
than the one from the same city.

The rescuer helps the 
sufferer from the same city.

Friends The rescuer helps the friend instead of the 

African sufferer.

The rescuer helps the African sufferer rather 

than the friend.

The rescuer helps the friend.

Family The rescuer helps the family member instead 

of the African sufferer.

The rescuer helps the African sufferer rather 

than the family member.

The rescuer helps the family 

member.

Notes: All stories have the same background information provided before the choice scenario.

Figure 3 Post Hoc Test Results of Main Effects: Rescue Choice (Sacrificing the In-Group to Save the Out-Group, Sacrificing the Out-Group to Save the In-Group, Rescue 
Without Intergroup Conflict) Analysis on Moral Judgment, Negative Emotions, and Hypocrisy Evaluation as Dependent Variables (*p < 0.05).
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save the outgroup (M = 3.968, SD = 0.112), sacrificing the outgroup to save the ingroup (M = 5.162, SD = 0.097), and 
rescuing without intergroup conflict (M = 5.560, SD = 0.093).

Furthermore, there was a significant main effect of rescue choice on ratings of negative emotion (see Figure 3), F (2, 
338) = 83.367, p = 0.000, ηp² = 0.330. Participants reported experiencing more negative emotions towards the rescue 
choice of sacrificing ingroup to save outgroup (M = 4.536, SD = 0.122) compared to sacrificing outgroup to save ingroup 
(M = 3.126, SD = 0.131, p = 0.000) and engaging in rescuing behavior without intergroup conflict (M = 2.943, SD = 
0.137, p = 0.000). Additionally, the negative emotion scores for rescuing without intergroup conflict were significantly 
lower than those for sacrificing outgroup to save ingroup (p = 0.004).

Hypocrisy
A repeated-measures ANOVA was conducted to examine the effects of 4 (proximity object type: same country, same city, 
friend, family member) × 3 (rescue choice: sacrificing outgroup to save ingroup; sacrificing ingroup to save outgroup; 
rescuing without intergroup conflict) on hypocrisy scores. The results revealed a significant main effect of rescue choice 
on hypocrisy judgment (see Figure 3), F (2, 338) = 80.727, p = 0.000, ηp² = 0.323. Participants’ hypocrisy ratings were 
significantly higher for rescuers who chose to save the out-group (M=4.28, SD=0.126) compared to those who chose to 
save the in-group (M=2.99, SD=0.131, p = 0.000), as well as for rescuers in the rescue without intergroup conflict 
condition compared to those who chose to save the ingroup (M=2.83, SD=0.134, p = 0.003). These findings provide 
empirical evidence supporting the existence of hypocritical perceptions in intergroup moral dilemmas, specifically related 
to the “outgroup rescuer”, consistent with hypothesis 1.

Furthermore, the hypocrisy score for the “rescuing without intergroup conflict” condition was found to be signifi-
cantly lower than that for the “sacrificing in-group to save out-group” condition. The primary distinction between these 
two conditions lies in the presence or absence of intergroup dilemmas. This indicates that perceptions of hypocrisy are 
largely contingent on conflicts of interest between internal and external groups. Besides, neither the proximity object 
type, nor the interaction between proximity object type and rescue choice was significant.

Alternative Model
To rigorously investigate the validity of Hypothesis 2 and provide novel insights into the differentiation of attitudes 
towards distinct rescue choices, we employed a hypothesized path model (see Figure 4). Our experiment aimed to 
explore the relationship between rescue choices, moral judgment, perception of hypocrisy, and negative emotions. In our 
path model, we manipulated the rescue choices (in-group vs out-group) as a predictor of perceived hypocrisy. 
Additionally, we included experimental conditions, perceived hypocrisy, and negative emotions as predictors of partici-
pants’ moral judgments. Furthermore, we investigated the mediating role of hypocrisy ratings on negative emotions and 
moral judgments using bootstrapped mediation analyses with 5000 samples (Preacher & Hayes, 2008).

The results, as presented in Table 3, demonstrate significant direct effects of rescue choices on moral judgment, 
hypocrisy ratings, and negative emotions ratings. We also examined the indirect effects of rescue choices on hypocrisy 
ratings and negative emotion ratings, hypocrisy ratings on negative emotions and moral judgment, and negative emotions 
on moral judgment. All these groups of indirect effects were found to be statistically significant, with detailed values 
provided in Table 3.

Figure 4 Predicted association between Rescue Choice (Saving Out-Group, Saving In-Group) and Moral judgement through Perceptions of hypocrisy and negative emotions 
(examined in serial mediation models in Table 3).
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Specifically, our analyses revealed that perceived hypocrisy significantly accounted for a portion of variance (Indirect 
effect = 0.526, SE = 0.034, 95% CI [0.083, 0.216]) in moral judgment (see Table 4), supporting the assumed model 
pathway of rescue choices ➔ hypocrisy ➔ negative emotion ➔ moral judgment. Moreover, negative emotions were 
found to account for a significant proportion of variance (Indirect effect = 0.016, SE = 0.015, 95% CI [0.022, 0.080]) in 
moral judgment. These findings align with our initial hypotheses, indicating that manipulating rescue choices signifi-
cantly predicts perceived hypocrisy, which in turn predicts negative emotions. Ultimately, negative emotions significantly 
influence moral evaluations (Indirect effect = 0.403, SE = 0.028, 95% CI [0.066, 0.176]).

Discussion
The findings of Experiment 2 provide strong support for Hypothesis 1, confirming individuals’ tendency to perceive “out- 
group rescuers” as hypocritical. Additionally, Experiment 2 offers a novel explanation for the low moral evaluations of 
out-group rescuers. Specifically, the act of rescuing out-groups elicits hypocritical judgments, which subsequently trigger 
negative emotions such as aversion and anger. Ultimately, these negative emotions contribute to the formation of low 
moral evaluations.

Experiment 3
The primary aim of Experiment 3 was to explore the psychological mechanisms underlying individuals’ perceptions of 
hypocrisy in various rescue options, utilizing the framework of self-interest theory and social projection. In this experiment, 
participants were once again presented with an intergroup dilemma in which the rescuer had to choose between an in-group 
and an out-group. We hypothesized that individuals would rate the hypocrisy of out-group rescuers who shared higher 
levels of similarity to themselves as significantly higher than those with lower levels of similarity. Building upon previous 
findings demonstrating that greater object similarity leads to heightened levels of self-projection,4,31 we argued that the 
cognitive conflict perceived by participants when encountering out-group rescuers with high similarity would also be 
elevated, thus resulting in higher hypocrisy ratings.

To achieve this goal, we introduced two main characters from different ethnic backgrounds, specifically Vietnamese 
and African, and informed the participants of their respective countries of origin. All participants in our experiment were 
of Chinese origin, indicating a higher inclination to attribute their own characteristics to individuals of Vietnamese 

Table 3 Mediator Models Predicting Moral Judgement of Different Rescue Choices from Hypocrisy Perception and Negative Emotions

Effect SE t p LLCI ULCI

Direct effect Rescue choices ⇒Moral Judgment 0.614 0.113 5.420 0.000 0.392 0.836
Indirect effect Rescue choices ⇒Hypocrisy −1.927 0.139 −13.828 0.000 −2.201 −1.654

Rescue choices ⇒negative emotion −0.579 0.092 −6.285 0.000 −0.760 −0.399

Hypocrisy ⇒ negative emotion 0.751 0.023 32.831 0.000 0.706 0.795
Hypocrisy ⇒ Moral Judgment −0.273 0.045 −6.121 0.000 −0.360 −0.185

Negative emotion⇒ Moral Judgment −0.278 0.047 −5.933 0.000 −0.371 −0.186

Total effect Rescue choices ⇒ Moral Judgment 1.704 0.120 14.241 0.000 1.469 1.938

Notes: LLCI refers to the lower limit of the 95% interval of the estimate, ULCI refers to the upper limit of the 95% interval of the estimate.

Table 4 Tests of Serial Mediation Predicting Moral Judgement from Rescue Choice Through Hypocrisy Perception and Negative 
Emotions

Effect Boot SE BootLLCI BootULCI z p

Rescue choices ⇒Hypocrisy ⇒ Moral Judgment 0.526 0.034 0.083 0.216 15.347 0.000

Rescue choices ⇒ Negative Emotion ⇒ Moral Judgment 0.161 0.015 0.022 0.080 10.846 0.000

Rescue choices⇒ hypocrisy⇒ Negative Emotion⇒ Moral Judgment 0.403 0.028 0.066 0.176 14.351 0.000

Notes: LLCI refers to the lower limit of the 95% interval of the estimate, ULCI refers to the upper limit of the 95% interval of the estimate.
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descent rather than those of African descent. We chose Vietnamese faces instead of Chinese faces in our study to mitigate 
potential biases that could arise from using Chinese faces in intergroup dilemmas. Including Chinese faces may enhance 
the self-relevance of the participants, leading them to unconsciously adopt an in-group perspective towards the rescuer, 
potentially impacting the reliability of the experimental results, which we aimed to avoid.

Furthermore, driven by self-interested inclinations, individuals are likely to project their own thinking of “priority in- 
group” onto Vietnamese. If Vietnamese exhibit choices of a “priority out-group” that conflict with participants’ 
expectations, we hypothesized that this incongruity would result in a significant increase in participants’ evaluations 
of hypocrisy towards the Vietnamese compared to the African rescuer.

By incorporating these elements, Experiment 3 aimed to provide further insights into the mechanisms that shape 
individuals’ perceptions of hypocrisy, as well as the role of self-interest and social projection in this cognitive process.

Method
Participants and Design
A total of 71 Chinese participants (41 females, 30 males) with a mean age of 21.72 years (SD = 5.24) were recruited for 
this experiment. The sample size was determined using a G*Power analysis, which indicated that 49 participants would 
be sufficient to detect a small effect size (effect size f = 0.25, alpha = 0.05, power = 0.99) (Fowler et al, 2021). 
Participants were compensated with a payment of 5 RMB for their time and effort. No data were omitted from the final 
data analysis.

Procedure
This experiment employed a within-participant design with a 2 (rescue choice: sacrificing out-group to save in-group; 
sacrificing in-group to save out-group) * 2 (rescuer ethnicity: Vietnamese; African) factorial combination. Participants 
were presented with four vignettes featuring a rescuer (Vietnamese or African) facing an intergroup moral dilemma 
related to a global food shortage. In each vignette, the rescuer learned about two individuals in need of food, representing 
in-group and out-group objects, respectively. The rescuer had to decide whether to assist their friend (prioritizing in- 
group) or the suffering person in the other country (prioritizing out-group). The inclusion of rescuers from different 
ethnicities aimed to control the level of social projection participants had onto the rescuers, with the expectation that 
Chinese participants would project more onto Vietnamese than Africans due to greater cultural and ethnic similarities 
with the former group.

Similar to Experiment 2, participants were asked to define hypocrisy before the formal experiment began. The formal 
experiment consisted of two phases, as illustrated in Figure 5. The first phase was the social projection test, where 
participants were shown pictures of Vietnamese and African faces in random order. They were then instructed to rate the 
faces on 20 personality traits, with half being positive (eg, intelligent, resourceful, tolerant) and half negative (eg, 
aggressive, gullible, possessive). After evaluating the faces, participants rated themselves on the same personality traits 
using a seven-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strong nonconformity) to 7 (strong conformity). This approach aligns 
with established social projection scales.5

The second phase consisted of the hypocrisy judgment task. Participants were initially informed about the global food 
crisis and subsequently presented with information regarding two individuals, namely a Vietnamese person and an 
African person, who were both facing the same moral dilemma. The image material was taken from a database of faces 
developed by Tottenham, Tanaka, Leon, McCarry, Nurse, Hare, Marcus, Westerlund, Casey, and Nelson.40 Participants 
were shown images of the rescuers’ faces along with descriptions of their respective moral dilemmas, as illustrated in 
Figure 6. After reviewing the materials, participants were first asked to indicate their own choices. Subsequently, they 
were instructed to rate the level of hypocrisy exhibited by the rescuers on a seven-point scale, based on the hypothetical 
scenario of the rescuer in the picture choosing to save either their friend or a person suffering in another country. The 
scale ranged from 1 (indicating “not at all hypocritical”) to 7 (indicating “very hypocritical”). The different rescue 
choices (sacrificing out-group to save in-group; sacrificing in-group to save out-group) and the characteristics of the 
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Figure 5 The specific procedure of experiment 3.

Figure 6 Moral Dilemma Experimental Materials Presentation Scenarios.
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rescuers (Vietnamese; African) were presented in a randomized order. Additionally, participants were requested to 
provide demographic information such as age and gender.

Manipulation Check
To assess the extent of participants’ projection of traits onto Vietnamese compared to Africans in Experiment 3, a series 
of regression analyses were conducted. Separate regressions were performed to predict participants’ ratings of positive 
and negative traits for themselves based on their responses to Vietnamese and Africans, respectively. These regression 
analyses were used to calculate projection scores for each participant. The standardized beta weights from these 
regressions were utilized to measure a) the projection of positive traits and b) the projection of negative traits, following 
a similar procedure as described in Ames.4 This measure of projection captures the range from positive to negative 
projection, with higher mean beta values for positive traits indicating that participants attribute their self-perceived 
characteristics to the target object.

The results of the regression analyses indicated that participants’ ratings of positive and negative traits for themselves 
significantly predicted their ratings of positive and negative traits for Vietnamese: positive: ß = 0.884, t = 12.046, p = 0.000; 
negative: ß = 0.833, t = 12.046, p = 0.000. Similarly, participants’ ratings of positive and negative traits effectively predicted 
their ratings of positive and negative traits for Africans: positive: ß = 0.645, t = 5.745, p = 0.000; negative: ß = 0.686, t = 5.745, 
p = 0.000. However, it is evident that the Chinese participants exhibited higher levels of projection toward Vietnamese 
compared to Africans.

Furthermore, the experiment explored the prevalence of self-interested motivations in intergroup moral dilemmas. 
The findings revealed that a majority of participants (80.28%) prioritized the ingroup, while a minority (19.71%) 
prioritized the outgroup. These results provide evidence for the existence of self-interested motivational tendencies 
among individuals facing intergroup moral dilemmas.

Hypocrisy
In Experiment 3, the primary objective was to provide evidence for the unconscious projection of self-interested motives 
onto others, leading individuals to perceive them as hypocritical when their behavior is inconsistent with these motives. 
Hypothesis 3 was tested using a repeated measures ANOVA with a 2 (rescue choice: sacrificing out-group to save in- 
group; sacrificing in-group to save out-group) * 2 (rescuer type: Vietnamese vs African) design.

The analysis revealed a significant interaction between rescue choice and rescuer type on hypocrisy ratings, F (1, 70) = 4.143, 
p = 0.046, ηp² = 0.056 (as depicted in Figure 7). To further investigate this interaction, simple effects analyses were conducted. 
The results indicated that under the “sacrificing in-group to save out-group” condition, participants rated Vietnamese (M = 3.141, 
SD = 0.203) significantly higher in hypocrisy compared to Africans (M = 2.789, SD = 0.185, p = 0.019). Furthermore, the results 
revealed a significant main effect of rescue choice on hypocrisy ratings, F (1, 70) = 5.94, p = 0.017, ηp² = 0.078. Participants rated 

Figure 7 The effect of rescue choice (saving out-group, saving in-group) and rescuer type (Vietnamese, African) on hypocrisy ratings (*p < 0.05).
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a person sacrificing in-group for out-group (M = 2.965, SD = 0.180) as significantly more hypocritical than a person making the 
opposite choice (M = 2.697, SD = 0.175).

Discussion
In Experiment 3, our study aimed to explore the relationship between participants’ social projection of the rescuer and 
their perceptions of hypocrisy. The results consistently supported our hypothesis, demonstrating that perceiving others 
engaging in “saving out-group” actions led to a perception of hypocrisy. Specifically, participants perceived the highest 
levels of hypocrisy when those from socially projected groups, specifically Vietnamese, chose to save outgroup 
individuals. These findings provide support for Hypothesis 3, which suggests that participants’ perception of hypocrisy 
in the context of “saving out-group” is primarily influenced by the cognitive conflict between their subjective projection 
of self-interested motives and the selfless choices made by the people they had high self-projection onto. Consequently, 
participants perceived the rescuers as “hypocrites”.

General discussion
This study successfully validated the phenomenon of hypocritical judgments towards individuals who prioritize out- 
group rescue in intergroup dilemmas. Through the implementation of a mixed experimental design and a within-subjects 
experimental design across various intergroup dilemma contexts in Experiments 1 and 2, we obtained robust findings. 
Experiment 2 further enhanced our understanding by establishing a mediating chain that connects the choice to rescue, 
hypocritical perception, negative emotion, and moral evaluation. Specifically, our results demonstrate that hypocritical 
perceptions and resulting negative emotions contribute to the tendency to evaluate acts of “sacrificing the in-group to 
save the out-group” with low moral regard. Experiment 3 delved deeper into the underlying mechanism behind 
hypocritical perceptions towards out-group rescuers by considering the level of self-interested motivation projected 
onto different racial targets. The findings revealed that these perceptions arise due to a cognitive conflict between the 
perceived self-interested motivations of the perpetrator and the altruistic behaviors they ultimately exhibit.

The theoretical significance of this study lies in its novel contribution to the framework of intergroup moral dilemmas by 
introducing the concept of hypocrisy perception. Our findings indicate that individuals tend to perceive the conduct of 
“sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group” as hypocritical. This discovery provides a comprehensive explanation for the 
enduring controversy surrounding divergent moral evaluations of “prioritizing the out-group”. Individuals exhibit a dual 
perception of this behavior, considering it both morally virtuous and ethically commendable, while also experiencing 
repulsion towards the act and the individuals performing it.41–43 The role of hypocrisy perception and its subsequent 
unpleasant emotions holds significant implications within this context. Furthermore, this study challenges the conventional 
understanding of hypocrisy as solely an incongruity between an individuals’ words and actions. Instead, we propose that the 
perception of hypocrisy is contingent upon the observer rather than the actor. It hinges on the disparity between the observer’s 
interpretation of the actor’s inner thoughts and the actor’s actual demonstrated behaviors. This proposition opens new avenues 
for future research on hypocrisy, suggesting that the determination of hypocrisy is not solely contingent upon the actor’s 
genuine hypocritical nature but also on the inconsistency between the observer’s perceived thoughts and the actor’s exhibited 
behaviors. Consequently, even if an actor is not inherently hypocritical, the possibility of a hypocrisy judgment arises when 
there is inconsistency between the observer’s perceived thoughts and the actor’s exhibited behaviors.

The practical significance of this study is evident. Research has shown that individuals or entities perceived as 
hypocritical face moral condemnation, punitive emotions, and various forms of blame more than instances of mere 
unethical behavior.44 The unique nature of the act of “priority the out-group”, where the actor not only does not benefit 
but is also criticized for their good intentions, provides an important reference point for individuals’ decision-making 
processes and their efforts to maintain their moral standing within society.

As with all studies, there are limitations to the conclusions that can be drawn. Firstly, it is worth noting that this study only 
included participants from a Chinese cultural background, which raises uncertainty regarding the universality of the perceived 
hypocrisy associated with “prioritize the out-group” across cultures. To determine the universality of this perception, future 
studies should include participants from diverse cultural backgrounds to allow for cross-cultural comparisons.
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Another concern that warrants consideration is the potential influence of our experimental prompts on participants’ 
responses. It is plausible that participants may have been primed to contemplate the hypocritical nature of rescuing the 
out-group, rather than independently forming their perception of such behavior. Thus, future research should strive to 
employ more objective measures to substantiate the conclusions drawn from this study.

Additionally, it is important to note that our study solely compared participants’ ratings of hypocrisy between those 
who prioritized rescuing the out-group and those who prioritized rescuing the in-group. Consequently, the results can 
only indicate that participants perceived individuals who prioritize out-group rescue as more hypocritical relative to those 
who prioritize in-group rescue. Caution must be exercised when extending these findings beyond the immediate context 
of intergroup dilemmas.

To address these limitations, future research efforts could explore differences in people’s hypocrisy evaluations of 
preferential rescuing behaviors and non-rescuing behaviors. It is plausible that individuals’ assessments of hypocrisy may 
be diminished when confronted with scenarios involving “neither rescuing”, assuming the underlying mechanisms of 
hypocrisy perceptions hold true. This is because to the bystander, the actor’s intrinsic self-interested motivation is 
consistent with an outward display of self-interest, which is not hypocritical, albeit unethical.

Moreover, it would be valuable for future studies to extend their investigations beyond intergroup dilemmas and 
explore the potential general propensity to perceive highly altruistic behaviors as hypocritical. By adopting more rigorous 
methodologies and broadening the scope of investigation, subsequent studies can contribute to a more comprehensive 
understanding of how individuals perceive and evaluate manifestations of high selflessness.

Conclusion
This study makes a significant contribution to the existing literature by uncovering and validating the phenomenon of 
hypocritical judgments regarding the prioritization of rescue for out-group individuals in intergroup dilemmas. The 
findings provide valuable insights into the experience of hypocrisy and its implications for moral evaluations. 
Specifically, individuals demonstrated a tendency to perceive the act of sacrificing the in-group to save the out-group 
as hypocritical, resulting in negative emotions and diminished moral evaluations. Moreover, this study challenges the 
traditional understanding of hypocrisy by distinguishing it from the focus on whether hypocrites’ words and actions are 
inconsistent with each other. Instead, it emphasizes the importance of observer interpretations, highlighting that 
hypocrisy perceptions may also arise from bystanders’ cognitive conflict between the target’s self-interested motivational 
projections and the targets ultimately demonstrated altruistic behaviors. This nuanced understanding adds depth to our 
comprehension of hypocrisy in intergroup contexts.
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