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Abstract
Research on system justification theory suggests that justifying the societal status quo decreases negative emotions, lead-
ing to less collective action. In this investigation, we propose that the degree to which negative emotions mediate the link 
between system justification and collective action may depend upon whether individuals tend to suppress the expression of 
their negative emotions. We tested this hypothesis in the diverse socio-political contexts of Turkey, Israel, and the U.S. In 
one correlational study (Study 1) and three experimental studies (Studies 2–4), we observed that the link between system 
justification and willingness to participate in collective action through anger (Studies 1–2 and 4) and guilt (Study 3) was 
moderated by expressive suppression. We found that negative emotions mediated the association between system justifica-
tion and collective action among those who suppress the expression of their emotions less frequently, but not those who use 
expressive suppression more frequently. These findings suggest that emotion regulation may undermine, rather than facilitate, 
efforts to engage in collective action even among people who are low in system justification.

Keywords System justification · Emotion regulation · Expressive suppression · System-based anger · Collective guilt · 
Collective action

Collective action is an important pathway to social change 
aimed at promoting equality. The term is defined as any 
shared effort designed “to challenge or protect the status 
quo” whether it is “conducted by low-status groups, high-
status groups, or groups not distinguished by status position” 
(Becker, 2012, p.19). Negative emotions can be a powerful 
engine for collective action—especially when the actions 
of others, including authority figures, are perceived to be 
unjust or illegitimate (e.g., Solak, Reifen Tagar, Cohen-
Chen, Saguy, & Halperin, 2017; Van Zomeren et al., 2004). 
Research based on system justification theory indicates 
that people who justify the societal status quo report less 

negative emotions both in general and in specific contexts 
(e.g., socio-political context), and they are less likely to 
engage in collective action compared to those who do not 
justify it (see Jost, 2020).

However, not everyone who is dissatisfied with the social 
system participates in collective action. Collective action 
researchers have identified various structural and psycho-
logical factors that explain why people fail to engage in col-
lective action. Reasons for non-participation include lack 
of motivation, lack of sympathy for the movement, pres-
ence of structural barriers, fear of being associated with 
people who are perceived as “extremists”, network discon-
nectedness, and concerns about the “loss of self” (Hensby, 
2017; Klandermans & Oegema, 1987; Klandermans & Van 
Stekelenburg, 2014; Stuart et al., 2018). Because participat-
ing in collective action entails substantial social, material, 
and psychological costs (Morgan & Chan, 2016), engaging 
in self-regulatory processes might be less costly than the 
pursuit of social change.

Even if people are in an upsetting or frustrating political 
context, they may be unlikely to protest against the status 
quo to the extent that they engage in strategies of downward 
emotion regulation (Ford, Feinberg, Lam, Mauss, & John, 
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2018). Emotion regulation involves the ways in which indi-
viduals influence which emotions they have, when they have 
them, and how they experience and express those emotions 
(Gross, 1998, 2014). If system justification influences col-
lective action at least in part by shaping emotions (Osborne 
et al., 2019), then the effect of system justification on collec-
tive action may depend on whether and how people regulate 
these emotions in socio-political contexts. To address this 
hypothesis, we investigated whether suppressing one’s emo-
tions toward the status quo undermines social change by 
weakening the link between system justification and negative 
emotions. In particular, we propose that people who are dis-
satisfied with the system but regulate their emotions through 
expressive suppression would be less likely to express nega-
tive emotions such as anger and guilt and would therefore be 
less supportive of collective action.

System justification theory, emotions, 
and collective action

System justification theory offers a social-cognitive analysis 
of the individual’s motivation to defend and justify the exist-
ing social systems. It suggests that people are motivated to 
defend, justify, accept, rationalize, and maintain the social, 
political, and economic systems in which they live and work 
(Jost, 2020).

People’s system justification tendencies are associated 
with their emotional experiences. Adopting system justifica-
tion beliefs increases subjective well-being, positive affect, 
life satisfaction, a subjective sense of security, and reduces 
moral outrage, cognitive dissonance, anger, frustration, and 
helplessness (Goudarzi, Pliskin, Jost, & Knowles, 2020; Jost, 
Wakslak, & Tyler, 2008; Li et al., 2020; Harding & Sibley, 
2013; Napier et al., 2020; Suppes et al., 2019; Rankin et al., 
2009; Vargas-Salfate et al., 2018; Wakslak et al., 2007).

According to appraisal theories of emotions, appraisals 
of specific events influence emotions and action tendencies 
(Frijda et al., 1989; Moors et al., 2013). Motivations associ-
ated with socio-political ideologies can shape appraisals and 
subsequent emotions (e.g., Jost, 2017). As such, system jus-
tification may influence emotional experiences by affecting 
the appraisals of specific events, thereby influencing emo-
tional reactions. For example, perceiving injustice can evoke 
anger at the social system; however, if individuals think that 
the social system works well, they would be less likely to 
appraise the situation as unjust and less likely to feel angry.

In addition to shaping emotional reactions via apprais-
als, system justification can guide emotion regulation by 
motivating people to cultivate certain emotions and avoid 
other emotions. To the extent that people regulate emo-
tions for instrumental reasons (see Tamir, 2016), those 
high in system justification may be motivated to regulate 

their emotions in a way that helps to defend and protect the 
social system. In this sense, system justification can shape 
emotional experiences not only by shaping emotional reac-
tions (via appraisals) but by shaping emotion regulation 
as well. Although system justification may shape emotion 
regulation, it is not in itself a form of emotion regulation. 
Justifying the system may lead people to try to change 
their emotional reactions under certain circumstances, and 
when it does, it is likely to do so through the implementa-
tion of diverse emotion regulation strategies.

The idea, then, is that justifying the status quo shapes 
emotional experiences, and these emotional experiences 
may promote thinking and behaving in the service of the 
status quo (Jost et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2019). For 
instance, Wakslak and colleagues (2007) showed that 
activating a system justification mindset reduced gen-
eral negative affect and moral outrage (i.e., feelings of 
anger and distress associated with inequality) and that this 
reduction in moral outrage was associated with less sup-
port for redistributive policies (e.g., willingness to donate 
money). Similarly, a study of teachers who were members 
of a national union revealed that system justification was 
negatively associated with anger about the government’s 
position on teachers’ pay, and that anger mediated the rela-
tionship between system justification and willingness to 
engage in non-disruptive protest (Jost et al., 2012). These 
studies demonstrate that affective reactions mediate the 
link between system justification and attitudes and behav-
iors related to social stability (vs. social change). However, 
the process is not fixed. In this research program, we pro-
pose that the degree to which negative emotions mediate 
the link between system justification and collective action 
may depend on the extent to which people regulate their 
emotions by suppressing their expression.

There is limited research on the relationship between 
emotion regulation and collective action (for an exception, 
see Borders & Wiley, 2019). A recent study by Ford et al. 
(2018) demonstrated that even in an upsetting political con-
text, such as the emotionally charged 2016 U.S. elections and 
the Trump presidency, Clinton voters who used reappraisal 
to manage their politics-related emotions were less likely to 
take political action. In the present study, we expand on this 
important work in two meaningful ways.

First, we consider the possibility that there may be emo-
tion regulation strategies, other than cognitive reappraisal, 
that undermine support for collective action. In this study, 
we focused on expressive suppression, which is a commonly 
used and widely studied strategy that reduces emotionally 
expressive behavior when the individual is emotionally 
aroused (Gross & Levenson, 1993). Expressive suppression 
is potentially relevant to collective action because inhibition 
of the expression of negative emotions is likely to influ-
ence both the personal and the social implications of such 
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emotions (Butler et al., 2003; Tackman & Srivastava, 2016). 
For instance, a person who hides her anger may avoid acting 
in a confrontational manner, leading others to become less 
confrontational as well (Langner et al., 2012).

Second, whereas the research by Ford and colleagues 
(2018) targeted voters whose candidates had lost the elec-
tions, we focus on individuals who are even more inclined 
to participate in collective action, namely those who are low 
(vs. high) in system justification motivation. We hypoth-
esized that even people who are relatively low in system 
justification would be unlikely to protest against the status 
quo to the extent that they engage in expressive suppression.

Regulating emotions by expressive 
suppression

People engage in emotion regulation to either increase or 
decrease emotional experiences and expressions in order 
to achieve higher-order goals (Tamir, 2016). To regulate 
emotions, people may use a variety of regulation strate-
gies (Webb et al., 2012). As noted above, one strategy is 
expressive suppression, which refers to the inhibition of 
overt emotionally expressive behavior (Gross & Levenson, 
1993). According to the process model of emotion regula-
tion, expressive suppression is a response-focused strategy 
that follows the onset of emotional experiences. Expressive 
suppression is effective in decreasing the overt expression 
of emotions (Gross, 1998).

Individuals differ in their tendency to suppress emotions, 
so that some people suppress their emotions more often than 
others (Gross & John, 2003). Expressive suppression also 
varies across social contexts, so that people are more likely 
to suppress their emotions in some situations than others 
(Gross & Levenson, 1993). Research on emotion regula-
tion has examined the interpersonal implications of expres-
sive suppression, focusing primarily on close relationships. 
Suppressing emotions either chronically or upon instruction 
is related to various negative outcomes for the individual 
and the quality of the relationship (Chernovsky & Hunt, 
2017; Gross, 2002). Suppression, for example, is linked 
to increased sympathetic responding (Gross & Levenson, 
1993), impaired memory (Richards & Gross, 1999), and 
lower levels of social satisfaction and interpersonal close-
ness (English & John, 2013; Srivastava et al., 2009).

Few studies have examined the effects of expressive 
suppression on political and/or intergroup behavior (for 
an exception, see Burns et al., 2008). This is despite the 
fact that the expression of certain emotions, such as anger 
and guilt, play an important role in promoting active social 
change and fighting for social justice (e.g., Brody, 2000; Gill 
& Matheson, 2006; Halperin, 2016; Wakslak et al., 2007). 
In the current research, therefore, we investigated whether 

expressive suppression in socio-political contexts would 
affect social and political reactions.

We focused on two negative emotions, anger and guilt, 
because they motivate action to correct injustice (Halperin, 
2016; Shepherd et al., 2013) and confront the source of 
disadvantage (Branscombe & Doosje, 2004; Van Zomeren 
et al., 2004). Conversely, suppressing negative emotions per-
taining to injustice is likely to attenuate the effects of emo-
tion on behavior and to maintain the status quo. For exam-
ple, women who were led to feel angry and then instructed 
to suppress their emotional expression were less likely to 
endorse collective action to change the status quo (Gill & 
Matheson, 2006). Our study extends this prior line of work 
by addressing the possibility that expressive suppression 
moderates the link between system justification and emo-
tions, thereby weakening support for collective action. From 
the perspective of system justification, then, by inhibiting 
the expression of negative emotions expressive suppression 
is likely to reinforce responses that perpetuate, justify, and 
bolster existing social arrangements. Expressive suppression 
may serve to protect ingroup cohesion (Matsumoto et al., 
2008) and reduce social conflict (Jack & Dill, 1992), but 
it also maintains social power (Langner et al., 2012), and 
reinforces intergroup inequality (Jack, 2011).

In the current research program, we examined the effect 
of expressive suppression in socio-political contexts as a 
moderator rather than an independent variable. Because 
expressive suppression does not alter the appraisals of emo-
tion-inducing events, no changes in emotional experience 
were expected (Butler & Gross, 2004). Thus, expressive sup-
pression does not change feelings of anger or guilt per se. 
Instead, we hypothesized that it would subdue the impact of 
system justification on emotions.

Because collective action not only requires experienc-
ing certain emotions but also the public expression of dis-
satisfaction with the status quo, when individuals engage 
in expressive suppression, they might express less intense 
emotions and should be less likely to participate in collec-
tive action against social injustice. This is especially likely 
to be the case for individuals who are low in terms of system 
justification tendencies, because they ordinarily would be 
more likely to protest. For individuals who are high in terms 
of system justification tendencies, expressive suppression 
will not be as consequential, because these individuals are 
unlikely to experience or express negative emotions about 
the social system under any circumstances.

Therefore, we hypothesized that—even or especially 
among people who are not motivated to justify the system—
those who tend to suppress the expression of anger or guilt 
in relation to the social system would be less motivated to 
confront those who are responsible for the unequal distribu-
tion of societal resources, compared to those who do not 
engage in expressive suppression. Furthermore, we expected 
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that expressive suppression would moderate the negative 
association between system justification and negative emo-
tions, thereby undermining the motivation to participate in 
collective action.

Overview of present research

We investigated this hypothesis in four studies in which 
system justification and expressive suppression were either 
measured as an individual difference variable or manipu-
lated. We conducted a correlational study in Turkey (Study 
1) and carried out experiments in Turkey (Study 2) and 
Israel (Study 3) in which we manipulated a system justi-
fication mindset and measured participants’ emotions and 
willingness to participate in collective action. Finally, we 
conducted an experiment in the U.S. (Study 4), in which 
both system justification and expressive suppression were 
manipulated. We assessed anger associated with the over-
arching social system (i.e., system-based anger; Solak et al., 
2012) in Studies 1, 2, and 4 and collective guilt for actions 
committed on behalf of the status quo in Study 3 (cf. Doosje 
et al., 1998).

Because the emotion items referred to emotions evoked 
by socio-political contexts (e.g., Turkey’s social system), 
we focused on expressive suppression within specific socio-
political contexts rather than expressive suppression as a 
general trait that applies across all contexts (see Pliskin et al., 
2020, for a description of the context-sensitive approach to 
studying ideological factors in emotional processes). The 
general emotion regulation was a strategy that individuals 
used to regulate their emotions generally and are not nec-
essarily related to a specific topic, issue, or domain (e.g., 
ERQ-Gross & John, 2003). Research has indicated a posi-
tive correlation between general and domain-specific emo-
tion regulation strategies (e.g., Hughes & Gullone, 2011). 
We assessed expressive suppression in the socio-political 
domain rather than administering more general measures 
(see Aldao & Tull, 2015 for contextual approach to emotion 
regulation; see also Burić, Sorić, Penezić, 2016, for domain-
specific measures of emotion regulation in educational set-
tings). In four studies, then, we measured the use of expres-
sive suppression (Studies 1–3) and manipulated expressive 
suppression (Study 4) in the context of the socio-political 
system. We followed the recommendation that individual 
difference variables should be measured at a specificity level 
that matches the specificity of the predicted variables (Leary 
& Hoyle, 2009).

Study 1

In Study 1, we assessed anger toward the social system in 
Turkey. Anger is a response to a negative event in which 
others’ actions are appraised as unfair and unjust (Frijda 
et al., 1989), and it can lead individuals to take action against 
the source of disadvantage (Van Zomeren et al., 2004). We 
focused on system-challenging collective action in the politi-
cal domain (Jost et al., 2017; Osborne et al., 2019), which 
we measured in terms of support for freedom of speech and 
political expression. Although these are considered to be 
of critical importance for a well-functioning democracy, 
Turkey has long been one of the most restrictive countries 
among Council of Europe states in terms of freedom of 
speech and expression (Akdeniz & Altıparmak, 2018). For 
example, there have been numerous violations of freedom of 
expression with respect to artists, writers, journalists, aca-
demics, politicians, and ordinary citizens.

We collected data for Study 1 in 2012. In those years, 
the Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) declared Turkey 
to be the worst in terms of jailing journalists (ahead of Iran 
and China), because 49 journalists were imprisoned (CPJ, 
2012, Fanack.com, 2015). We, therefore, focused on collec-
tive action in support of freedom of speech and expression in 
Turkey. We predicted that the link between system justifica-
tion and collective action through system-based anger would 
depend on the tendency to use expressive suppression in the 
socio-political domain.

Method

Participants

Participants were 131students of the Middle East Techincal 
University in Turkey (88 females, 43 males); they ranged in 
age from 19 to 30 years (M = 21.60, SD = 1.90).1 Sensitivity 
power analysis conducted through G*Power software (Faul 
et al., 2009) indicated that this sample size was sufficient 
for detecting a small interaction effect involving expressive 
suppression and system justification in a regression analy-
sis (multiple regression: R2 increase; power = 0.80; α = 0.05; 
Cohen’s  f2 = 0.06). Consistent with the ideological compo-
sition of the student body, 55.4% identified themselves as 
leftist, 29.2% as centrist, and 15.4% as rightist.

1 The sample initially included 170 university students in Turkey, but 
39 students failed to complete the study materials.
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Procedure

Data were collected online. Participants received course 
credit for their participation in the study.2 We measured sys-
tem justification first, followed by anger, collective action, 
and emotion regulation.

Measures

System justification System justification was assessed using 
the 8-item General System Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 
2003). We adjusted the scale to the Turkish context (e.g., 
“Everyone in Turkey has a fair shot at wealth and happi-
ness”; Cronbach’s α = 0.85). Participants rated their agree-
ment on a 9-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 9 = Strongly 
agree).

Anger We measured system-based anger using three items. 
Participants were asked about their emotions toward Tur-
key’s social system, order, and lifestyle (i.e., “I am feeling 
angry at Turkey’s system and order”, “As a participant in 
Turkey’s system and order, I feel uneasy”, “As a partici-
pant in Turkey’s system and order, I feel outraged”; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.77). Responses were given on a 7-point scale 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree).

Collective action Willingness to participate in system-
challenging collective action in support of freedom of 
speech and expression was assessed with a single item. 
Participants indicated the extent to which they were will-
ing to participate in demonstrations to increase freedom 
of speech and expression in Turkey (1 = Strongly disagree; 
7 = Strongly agree).

Expressive suppression We assessed individual differences 
in expressive suppression with the 4-item subscale of the 
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 
2003), which we adjusted to focus on Turkey’s social system 
(e.g., “When I am feeling negative emotions toward Turkey’s 
system and order, I make sure not to express them”; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.81). Responses were made on a 7-point scale 
(1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

Results

We first examined bivariate correlations among the major 
study variables (see Table 1). System justification was 
negatively associated with system-based anger (r = -0.67, 
p < 0.001) and willingness to participate in collective 
action (r = -0.24, p = 0.005). Anger was positively related 
to willingness to participate in collective action (r = 0.31, 
p < 0.001).

Next, we tested the moderating effect of expressive sup-
pression on the relationship between system justification 
and anger, using Hayes’s (2016) PROCESS bootstrapping 
command with 5,000 iterations (model 1). A post-hoc power 
analysis for the moderation model with three predictors 
(multiple regression conducted via G*Power software [Faul 
et al., 2009] (Cohen’s  f2 effect size = 0.92; R2 = 0.48) yielded 
sufficient power (1-β = 1.00). Results indicated that system 
justification was negatively associated with anger (b = -0.75, 
SE = 0.07, t = -10.59, p < 0.001; 95% CI [-0.89, -0.61]). This 
effect was qualified by a significant interaction between 
expressive suppression and system justification (b = 0.17, 
SE = 0.06, t = 2.81, p = 0.006; 95% CI [0.05, 0.29]). Here, 
we found that the interaction effect size (ΔR2 = 0.03) was 
0.03 (Cohen’s  f2), indicating a small-sized effect. As shown 
in Fig. 1, participants who were lower on system justifica-
tion reported more anger when they were lower in expres-
sive suppression (b = -0.96, SE = 0.11, t = -8.96, p < 0.001; 
95% CI [-1.17,-0.75]). Importantly, the negative association 

Table 1  Descriptive statistics, including correlations among major 
study variables in Study 1

Note. N = 131
*p < .05

1 2 3 4 M (SD)

1. Expressive  
suppression

– 0.13 − 0.08 − 0.17* 3.23 (1.24)

2. General system 
justification

– − 0.67* − 0.24* 2.53 (1.31)

3. System-based 
anger

–     0.31* 4.95 (1.44)

4. Collective 
action

– 5.05 (1.94)

Fig. 1  Interaction between system justification and expressive sup-
pression in Study 1

2 This study included additional measures to address other research 
questions. These measures were listed in Solak (2015) and can be 
provided upon request.



666 Motivation and Emotion (2021) 45:661–682

1 3

between system justification and anger was attenuated for 
those who tended to use expressive suppression more fre-
quently (b = -0.54, SE = 0.10, t = -5.36, p < 0.001; 95% CI 
[-0.73, -0.34]).

Because the relationship between system justifica-
tion and anger was moderated by expressive suppression, 
we proceeded to test a full moderated mediation model to 
determine whether anger mediated the relationship between 
system justification and collective action as a function of 
expressive suppression. We used Hayes’s (2016) PROCESS 
bootstrapping command with 5,000 iterations (model 7). The 
model was specified with system justification as the inde-
pendent variable, anger as the mediator, collective action 
as the outcome variable, and expressive suppression as a 
moderator of the relationship between system justification 
and anger. The moderated mediation model was significant 
(index of moderated mediation = 0.06, SE = 0.04, 95% CI 
[0.01, 0.17]; see Fig. 2). As hypothesized, system justifica-
tion was negatively associated with anger, which, in turn, 
was associated with collective action—especially for those 
who tended to use expressive suppression less frequently 
(b = -0.35, SE = 0.17, 95% CI [-0.70, -0.03]). The mediation 
effect of anger was also significant for those who tended 
to use expressive suppression more frequently (b = -0.19, 
SE = 0.09, 95% CI [-0.40, -0.03]), but the effect was weaker, 
indicating that expressive suppression attenuated the effect 
of anger.

Discussion

Study 1 demonstrated that the link between system justi-
fication and willingness to participate in collective action 
through anger was moderated by expressive suppression. 
More specifically, system justification was negatively asso-
ciated with system-based anger and support for collective 
action among those who tended to suppress the expression 
of their emotions less frequently. However, the associa-
tion between system justification and anger was attenuated 

for those who tended to use expressive suppression more 
frequently. Although the results of Study 1 supported our 
hypothesis, our statistical tests of the interaction term were 
somewhat underpowered. Another limitation of the study is 
that it was correlational in nature and, therefore, does not 
speak to the causal role of system justification in shaping 
the experience of anger and willingness to participate in 
collective action. In Study 2, therefore, we used an experi-
mental design in which system justification was manipulated 
directly.

Study 2

In Study 2, we experimentally manipulated system justifi-
cation to investigate causal effects on anger and collective 
action, and to determine whether its effects would be mod-
erated by expressive suppression. In Study 2, we focused 
on system-challenging collective actions in a variety of 
socio-political domains. We used a multi-item measure of 
collective action, which captured willingness to engage in 
collective action directed at changing the status quo in vari-
ous ways.

To manipulate system justification, we adopted a manipu-
lation developed by Liviatan and Jost (2014), which was 
based on the notion that a threat to the societal status quo 
activates the system justification goal (see Jost, 2020). The 
opportunity to affirm the system in response to the threat 
presumably leads individuals to restore their faith in the 
social system and satisfy the system justification goal. Fol-
lowing this rationale, in Study 3, we manipulated system 
justification by exposing participants to a system-threatening 
passage, and then in the experimental (vs. control) condi-
tion, we provided them with an opportunity to restore their 
belief in the status quo by affirming the existing system. We 
predicted that the dampening effects of system justification 
motivation on anger and support for collective action would 
be moderated by expressive suppression.

Fig. 2  Direct and indirect 
effects of system justification on 
collective action as a function 
of expressive suppression in 
Study 1 

Expressive  

suppression  

System-based anger 

0.17* 

0.36* -0.75* 

System justification 

Note. *p < .05. Coefficients are unstandardized.

Collective action 

-0.36*(-0.10) 
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Method

Participants

Study 2 was conducted in 2013. Participants were 98 univer-
sity students from Abbant Izzet Baysal University in Turkey 
(64 females, 33 males, and 1 unidentified).3 Consistent with 
the ideological composition of students at this university, 
37.9% of participants were rightist, 28.4% were centrist, and 
33.7% were leftist.

Sensitivity power analysis for the interaction term 
between expressive suppression and system justification 
indicated that the sample size of 98 was sufficient to detect a 
small interaction effect between expressive suppression and 
system justification in a regression analysis (multiple regres-
sion: R2 increase; power = 0.80; α = 0.05; Cohen’s  f2 = 0.08). 
A sensitivity power analysis for the difference between two 
independent means (two groups) using G*Power software 
(Faul et al., 2009) indicated an effect size of 0.57 to indicate 
the minimal detectable medium-sized effect.

Procedure

Participants were informed that the study, which was con-
ducted in a classroom, examined individuals’ attitudes 

toward different social issues.4 First, participants read a sys-
tem-threatening text, which was adapted from Kay, Jost, and 
Young (2005) and adjusted to the Turkish context; it there-
fore focused on social problems in Turkey. After reading the 
passage, participants were assigned either to a system affir-
mation condition or control condition. In the system affirma-
tion condition (n = 50), participants were asked to consider 
themselves as participants in Turkey’s system, social order, 
and way of life, and to list five positive aspects of Turkey’s 
system, and write a short essay about these features. In the 
control condition (n = 48), participants were instructed to 
consider themselves as students of their university, list five 
positive features of their university, and write a short essay 
about these features. Following these tasks, participants 
completed measures of system justification, system-based 
anger, collective action, and expressive suppression.

Measures

System Justification We used the same measure of system 
justification as in Study 1 (Cronbach’s α = 0.90). Partici-
pants rated their agreement on a 9-point scale (1 = Strongly 
disagree; 9 = Strongly agree).

Anger We used the same 3-item measure of system-based 
anger that was used in Study 1 (Cronbach’s α = 0.87).

Collective action We administered 7 items designed to 
capture individuals’ willingness to participate in collective 
action aimed at increasing equal access to university educa-
tion, protecting the rights of ethnic minorities, increasing 

Table 2  Descriptive statistics, 
including correlations among 
major study variables in Study 2

 Note. N = 48 in control condition; N = 50 in system affirmation condition
*p < .05

1 2 3 4 Control con-
dition
M (SD)

System affirmation 
condition
M (SD)

1. Expressive suppression – 0.15 − 0.21* − 0.09 2.95 (1.43) 3.37 (1.47)
2. Experimental condition 

(0 = Control; 1 = System 
affirmation)

– − 0.26* − 0.26* 0.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)

3. System-based anger –     0.39* 4.51 (1.88) 3.51 (1.92)
4. Collective action – 5.59 (1.22) 4.78 (1.73)

3 Originally, 168 university students were asked to complete the 
study. Participants received paper and pencil materials immediately 
before the class and were informed that they were not required to 
answer all of the questions. Seventy participants failed to complete 
the study materials and were therefore excluded from analyses. Spe-
cifically, 106 (out of 168) participants completed the first part of 
the experimental manipulation (writing about 5 characteristics). 
Of these, 103 participants completed the second part of the experi-
mental manipulation (writing a short story). Finally, 98 of these 103 
participants completed all of the scales. The participants who were 
excluded from the analysis did not differ statistically from those who 
were retained in terms of gender, χ2(1, 162) = 1.62, p = .201, or age, 
t(155) = 0.47, p = .638.

4 In addition to these two experimental conditions, we included two 
other experimental conditions as part of another study on emotions. 
For the purpose of that study, we also included questions regarding 
individual emotions, group-based emotions, group justification, sys-
tem emotions (sadness, guilt/shame, fear/anxiety, happiness), and 
cognitive reappraisal. These measures are described in Solak (2015) 
and can be provided upon request.
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freedom of speech, increasing financial assistance to home-
less people, and protesting against gender disparities in the 
workplace. Sample items included: “I am willing to partici-
pate in actions to increase financial assistance for homeless 
people,” and “I am willing to participate in actions in favor 
of increasing freedom of speech and expression in soci-
ety” (Cronbach’s α = 0.91). Responses were provided on a 
7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree).

Expressive suppression We used the same measure of 
expressive suppression toward Turkey’s system as in Study 
1 (Cronbach’s α = 0.81).

Results

Descriptive statistics, including correlations among study 
variables, are provided in Table 2. In terms of the manipula-
tion check, participants assigned to the system affirmation 
condition (M = 4.09, SD = 1.90) scored higher on general 
system justification than those assigned to the control condi-
tion (M = 3.13, SD = 1.71), t(96) = -2.63, p = 0.010, Cohen’s 
d = 0.53. This suggests that the opportunity to affirm the 
social system elevated system justification tendencies, 

relative to the control condition, rather than merely satiat-
ing the goal, as in research conducted by Liviatan and Jost 
(2014) in the U.S. A post-hoc power analysis showed that 
this analysis provided 74% power to detect effect size d in 
independent-samples t-test (two–tailed).

Participants also reported lower levels of system-based 
anger and support for collective action in the system affir-
mation condition (M = 3.51, SD = 1.92, and M = 4.78, 
SD = 1.73, respectively) than in the control condition 
(M = 4.51, SD = 1.88, and M = 5.59, SD = 1.22, respectively), 
t(96) = 2.61, p = 0.011, Cohen’s d = 0.53; t(88.09) = 2.68, 
p = 0.009, Cohen’s d = 0.54, respectively. At the same time, 
the system affirmation manipulation did not significantly 
affect expressive suppression, t(96) = -1.45, p = 0.151, 
Cohen’s d = 0.29.

As in Study 1, to determine whether the effects of sys-
tem justification were moderated by expressive suppression, 
we used Hayes’ (2016) PROCESS bootstrapping command 
with 5,000 iterations (Model 1). A post-hoc power analy-
sis for the moderation model with three pedictors (multiple 
regression conducted using G*Power software (Faul et al., 
2009) yielded sufficient power (Cohen’s  f2 effect size = 0.16; 
R2 = 0.14; 1-β = 0.92). We observed that the system affirma-
tion manipulation significantly decreased anger (b = -0.90, 
SE = 0.38, t = -2.38, p = 0.020; 95% CI [-1.65, -0.15]), but 
this main effect was qualified by a significant interaction 
(b = 0.55, SE = 0.26, t = 2.07, p = 0.041; 95% CI [0.02, 1.07]). 
The interaction effect size (ΔR2 = 0.04) was 0.04 (Cohen’s 
 f2), indicating a small-sized effect. As shown in Fig. 3, for 
participants who suppressed emotions less frequently, those 
who were induced to affirm the system reported less system-
based anger compared to those who were assigned to the 
control condition (b = -1.68, SE = 0.53, t = -3.16, p = 0.002; 
95% CI [-2.74, -0.62]). On the other hand, for participants 
who suppressed emotions more frequently, system affirma-
tion had no effect on anger (b = -0.11, SE = 0.54, t = -0.20, 
p = 0.84; 95% CI [-1.18, 0.96]).

Fig. 3  Interaction between   experimental condition and expressive 
suppression in Study 2

Fig. 4  Direct and indirect 
effects of system justification on 
collective action as a function 
of expressive suppression in 
Study 2

Note. *p < .05.  Coefficients are unstandardized. 

Expressive  
suppression  

System-based anger 
0.55* 

0.28** -0.90* 
Experimental condition 
(0 = control; 1 = system 
affirmation)  Collective action 

-0.81* (-0.53) 



669Motivation and Emotion (2021) 45:661–682 

1 3

We proceeded to test a moderated mediation model in 
which anger mediated the relationship between the manipu-
lation of system affirmation and collective action as a func-
tion of expressive suppression using Hayes’s (2016) PRO-
CESS bootstrapping command with 5000 iterations (Model 
7). The moderated mediation model was significant (index 
of moderated mediation = 0.15, SE = 0.10, 95% CI [0.003, 
0.41]; see Fig. 4). In line with our hypothesis, for partici-
pants who used expressive suppression less frequently, 
system affirmation decreased anger, which in turn, influ-
enced willingness to engage in collective action (b = -0.46, 
SE = 0.24, 95% CI[-1.08, -0.11]). For those who used expres-
sive suppression more frequently, anger did not mediate the 
effect of system affirmation on collective action (b = -0.03, 
SE = 0.15, 95% CI [-0.36, 0.26]).

Discussion

In Study 2, we demonstrated that an experimentally induced 
system justification mindset exhibited a causal effect on 
collective action through reduced anger as a function of 
expressive suppression. For participants who tend to use 
expressive suppression less frequently, a system justifica-
tion mindset decreased system-based anger, thereby decreas-
ing willingness to engage in collective action. At the same 
time, for those who tend to use expressive suppression more 
frequently, inducing a system justification mindset had no 
effect on system-based anger.

The results of Study 2 were consistent with our hypoth-
eses, but they should be taken with a grain of salt because 
some of the effect sizes we obtained were small and post 
hoc power analyses suggested that the comparisons between 
experimental conditions were underpowered. Another limi-
tation of our first two studies is that they focused exclusively 
on the emotion of anger and collective action in support of 
social change. In Study 3, we examined the moderating role 
of expressive suppression in the context of a different emo-
tion, namely collective guilt, in the context of a different 
type of collective action, namely efforts to redress injustices 
arising from a seemingly intractable conflict.

Study 3

In Study 3, as noted above, we targeted an emotion other 
than anger that is directly related to perceptions of injus-
tice, namely the emotion of collective guilt. People may 
experience collective guilt for actions committed by mem-
bers of their ingroup, even if they were neither personally 
involved nor responsible for the ingroup’s harmful actions 
(Doosje et al., 1998). To experience collective guilt, peo-
ple must appraise the ingroup situation as illegitimate 

(Bahns & Branscombe, 2011; Branscombe & Miron, 
2004; Miron et al., 2006). Collective guilt often plays a 
constructive role in intergroup conflict (Halperin, 2016), 
because it can mobilize people to protest against illegiti-
mate actions taken in the past with the goal of repairing 
damaged intergroup relations (Mallett et al., 2008). Recent 
research has demonstrated that the experience of collec-
tive guilt increases participation in collective action (Solak 
et al., 2017).

Study 3 was conducted in the context of the Israeli-
Palestinian conflict. To explore the generalizability of our 
approach, we used a different manipulation of system justifi-
cation mindset than the one used in Study 2. The manipula-
tion in Study 3 was based on the idea that choice restriction 
increases the tendency to engage in system justification pro-
cesses. Previous studies have shown that when organizations 
implement policies that restrict their employees’ freedom, 
people often justify the restrictive policies and react favora-
bly to them, as long as there is no alternative to them (Kay 
et al., 2009; Laurin et al., 2013). For example, when peo-
ple face an inescapable (vs. escapable) condition—such as 
prohibitions on leaving the country—they are more likely 
to legitimize the current status quo (Laurin et al., 2010). 
The idea that restricted choice increases justification of the 
status quo is also consistent with another line of research, 
which suggests that people are less likely to blame others 
for engaging in harmful activities when they believe that 
their choices were constrained (vs. unconstrained; Alicke, 
2000; Botti & Iyenger, 2004; Botti & Macgill, 2006; Malle 
et al., 2014).

The same theoretical logic pertaining to restricted 
choice can be applied to intergroup relations. If members 
of the ingroup are seen as choosing to transgress against 
outgroup members, this can intensify blame and dissatis-
faction, but the absence of choice might make the trans-
gression seem more legitimate. Framing the ingroup’s 
hostility toward the outgroup as not freely chosen, on the 
other hand, may render these actions more legitimate. 
Therefore, we expected that framing Israeli military poli-
cies regarding Palestinians as necessary (i.e., there is “no 
choice”) would increase system justification, compared to 
framing the same policies as merely one of several pos-
sible options (“high choice”). Based on this expectation, 
we manipulated system justification by varying whether or 
not the Israeli military was perceived as having a choice 
when setting its policies toward Palestinians. We hypoth-
esized that the effect of system justification on collective 
action through collective guilt would depend on the use of 
expressive suppression.



670 Motivation and Emotion (2021) 45:661–682

1 3

Method

Participants

A sample of 72 Jewish Israelis (40 females, 32 males), rang-
ing from 20 to 72 years of age (M = 44.80, SD = 15.55), par-
ticipated in the study.5 Data were collected in 2016 through 
an online survey company (Midgam). In terms of political 
orientation, 56.9% of participants were rightist, 26.4% were 
centrist, and 16.7% were leftist.6

Sensitivity power analysis for the interaction term (multi-
ple regression: R2 increase) using 0.80 as a threshold yielded 
an effect size of 0.11, which indicated that the minimal 
detectable effect was a small to medium-sized effect in this 
sample. Sensitivity power analysis for difference between 
two independent means (two groups) using 0.80 as a thresh-
old indicated an effect size of 0.67, which showed that the 
minimal detectable effects as a medium-sized effect.

Procedure

To manipulate system justification, participants were first 
assigned to either a high or a low perceived choice condition. 
Specifically, they read a fictional newspaper article describ-
ing night raids conducted by the Israeli military on Palestin-
ian villages and homes in Israel. The night raid is a military 
tactic or operational warfare mission that has a specific aim, 
such as preventing the target group from acting in a coordi-
nated manner. Home night raids have been found to produce 

serious negative mental health consequences, especially for 
children (Abu Hein et al., 1993).

In the low perceived choice condition (n = 39), partici-
pants read that night raids were the most effective way to 
stop terror and violence and that Israel had no option but 
to conduct them. In the high perceived choice condition 
(n = 33), participants read that night raids were just one of 
several effective ways of addressing terror and violence and 
that Israel had other good options. After reading the article, 
participants were asked three reading check questions so that 
we could confirm that they had read the article. Next, partici-
pants completed measures of system justification, collective 
guilt concerning Israel’s actions toward Palestinians, sup-
port for collective action against transgressions committed 
on behalf of the state of Israel, and expressive suppression.

Measures

System Justification System justification was assessed 
using the 8-item General System Justification Scale (Kay & 
Jost, 2003). We adjusted the scale to fit the Israeli context 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.86). Participants rated their agreement on 
a 9-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 9 = Strongly agree).

Collective guilt We assessed collective guilt about Israel’s 
actions toward Palestinians using four items adapted from 
Branscombe et  al. (2004) and applied to the current con-
text. We asked participants to report how they felt when 
thinking about the newspaper article (e.g. “I feel guilty for 
Israel’s actions toward the Palestinians”, “Israel should 
feel guilty for the way it treats Palestinians”, “Israel should 
feel responsible for the way it treats Palestinians”, “Israel’s 
policies regarding night raids on Palestinians make me feel 
guilty”; Cronbach’s α = 0.82). Responses were given on a 
7-point scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree).

Collective action  We administered two items designed to 
capture the willingness to participate in collective action 
against Israel’s policies regarding Palestinians. Sample 

Table 3  Descriptive statistics, including correlations among major study variables in Study 3

Note. N = 39 in low choice condition; N = 33 in high choice condition
*p < .05

1 2 3 4 High choice condition
M (SD)

Low 
choice 
condition
M(SD)

1. Expressive suppression – − 0.13 0.10 0.18 3.16 (1.29) 2.85 (1.06)
2. System justification condition (0 = high choice 

condition; 1 = low choice condition)
– − 0.32* − 0.02 0.00 (0.00) 1.00 (0.00)

3. Collective guilt – 0.52* 2.74 (1.55) 1.89 (1.05)
4. Collective action – 2.38 (1.51) 2.33 (1.22)

6 This study included additional measures to address other research 
questions. The data collection included measures of emotional prefer-
ences, discrete emotions, including anger and guilt items, collective 
action, general expressive suppression, and appraisals of the legiti-
macy of Israel’s policies.

5 A total of 96 participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
conditions, but only 94 identified themselves as Israeli Jews. Of 
those, 22 failed the reading-check questions. Therefore, the final sam-
ple consisted of 72 participants.
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items included: "When I think about the article, I would like 
to take part in protesting against night raids conducted by 
Israel on civilian Palestinians”, and “I am willing to par-
ticipate in actions in favor of protecting the rights of eth-
nic minorities (e.g., Arabs in Israel, Palestinians in Israel)” 
(r = 0.44, p < 0.001). These items both tap intentions for 
improving the human rights of Palestinian citizens of Israel. 
Responses were given on a 7-point scale (1 = Strongly disa-
gree; 7 = Strongly agree).

Expressive suppression We assessed expressive suppres-
sion with the 4-item subscale of the Emotion Regulation 
Questionnaire (ERQ; Gross & John, 2003) adjusted to the 
Israeli context. Specifically, we measured the tendency to 
suppress the expression of emotion toward the Israeli sys-
tem (e.g., When I am feeling negative emotions toward 
the Israeli system, I make sure not to express them; Cron-
bach’s α = 0.73). Responses were given on a 7-point scale 
(1 = Strongly disagree, 7 = Strongly agree).

Results

Correlations and other descriptive statistics are provided in 
Table 3. Participants assigned to the condition in which they 
were led to believe that Israel had no choice but to carry 
out night raids scored higher on general system justification 
(M = 5.21, SD = 1.63) than those assigned to the condition in 
which other options were said to exist (M = 4.25, SD = 1.55), 
t(70) = -2.55, p = 0.013, Cohen’s d = 0.60. A post-hoc 
power analysis showed that the manipulation provided 71% 
power to detect effect size d in independent-samples t-test 
(two–tailed).

Participants also reported lesser collective guilt in the low 
choice condition (M = 1.89, SD = 1.05) than the high choice 
condition (M = 2.74, SD = 1.55), t(70) = 2.78, p = 0.007, 
Cohen’s d = 0.64. The manipulation did not affect collective 
action, t(70) = 0.14, p = 0.888, Cohen’s d = 0.04, or expres-
sive suppression, t(70) = 1.11, p = 0.271, Cohen’s d = 0.26.

To determine whether the effect of system justification 
on collective guilt was moderated by expressive suppres-
sion, we again used Hayes’ (2016) PROCESS bootstrap-
ping command with 5,000 iterations (model 1). A post-hoc 
power analysis showed that Cohen’s  f2 effect size (0.16; 
R2 = 0.14) for the moderation model with three pedictors 
yielded sufficient power (1-β = 0.80). The low perceived 
choice manipulation significantly decreased guilt (b = -0.84, 
SE = 0.31, t = -2.71, p = 0.009; 95% CI [-1.45, -0.22]), and 
this effect was qualified by a marginally significant interac-
tion (b = 0.46, SE = 0.27, t = 1.74, p = 0.087; 95% CI [-0.07, 
0.99]). The interaction effect size (ΔR2 = 0.04) was 0.04 
(Cohen’s  f2), indicating the small-sized effect. As shown in 
Fig. 5, for participants who suppressed emotions less fre-
quently, those who were assigned to the low (vs. high) choice 
condition reported less collective guilt (b = -1.38, SE = 0.44, 
t = -3.14, p = 0.003; 95% CI [-2.25, -0.50]). For participants 
who suppressed emotions more frequently, the experimen-
tal manipulation did not affect collective guilt (b = -0.29, 
SE = 0.44, t = -0.67, p = 0.506; 95% CI [-1.17, 0.58]).

Fig. 5  Interaction between   experimental condition and expressive 
suppression in Study 3

Fig. 6  Direct and indirect 
effects of system justification on 
collective action as a function 
of expressive suppression in 
Study 3 
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Note. *p < .05.  Coefficients are unstandardized.
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We then proceeded to test a moderated mediation model 
in which collective guilt mediated the relationship between 
the experimental manipulation and collective action as a 
function of expressive suppression, using Hayes’s (2016) 
PROCESS bootstrapping command with 5,000 iterations 
(model 7). The moderated mediation model was significant 
(index of moderated mediation = 0.26, SE = 0.12, 95% CI 
[0.06, 0.54]; see Fig. 6). In line with our hypothesis, for 
participants who tended to use expressive suppression less 
frequently, the low perceived choice message decreased 
collective guilt, thereby undermining willingness to engage 
in collective action (b = -0.78, SE = 0.22, 95% CI [-1.29, 
-0.39]). However, for those who tended to use expressive 
suppression more frequently, collective guilt did not mediate 
the effect of the manipulation on collective action (b = -0.17, 
SE = 0.25, 95% CI [-0.72, 0.28]).

Discussion

In Study 3, we conceptually replicated and extended the 
results of the first two studies in the context of collective 
guilt. We, therefore, demonstrated that our model was appli-
cable to another type of collective action, namely protest 
against transgressions committed on behalf of the nation. 
We found that experimentally altering system justification 
tendencies influenced willingness to engage in collective 
action through collective guilt for people who tend to use 
expressive suppression infrequently, but not for people who 
tend to use expressive suppression frequently. Although we 
obtained support for the proposed moderated mediation 
model, the manipulation did not significantly affect collec-
tive action intentions.7 Because some analyses were slightly 
underpowered, these results should be interpreted cautiously.

Another interpretational ambiguity arises from the pos-
sibility that expressive suppression in the political domain 
and reluctance to participate in collective action might be 
two sides of the same coin. However, the two concepts can 
be differentiated. Expressive suppression involves inhibiting 
the overt display of emotions (Gross & Levenson, 1993), 
whereas collective action depends upon group identifica-
tion, perceptions of injustice, and shared behaviors aimed at 
supporting or challenging the social system (Becker, 2012; 
Turner-Zwinkels & van Zomeren, 2020). Thus, expressive 
suppression targets the expression of emotions, whereas 

support for collective action focuses on behavior. At the same 
time, it is true that emotions are clearly capable of moti-
vating collective action (e.g., Van Zomeren et al., 2004). In 
any case, we observed in Studies 1–3 that individual differ-
ences in expressive suppression and support for collective 
action were either uncorrelated or weakly correlated with one 
another (in Study 1). Although this study focused on the role 
of expressive suppression, we did not manipulate it directly, 
so it is not possible to address the causal role of expressive 
suppression in attenuating the association between system 
justification and negative emotion. Therefore, we manipu-
lated both system justification and expressive suppression (vs. 
emotion expression) in an experimental design in Study 4.

Study 4

In Study 4, we investigated whether system justification and 
expressive suppression jointly affect anger and support for 
collective action. To this end, we sought to manipulate both 
variables independently. The experiment was conducted 
in the United States and focused on governmental track-
ing of citizens’ private phone calls, e-mails, web-browsing 
activities, and social media posts. We selected this context 
because it offered an opportunity to induce system-level 
anger and collective action intentions, insofar as many acts 
of surveillance violate Americans’ right to privacy and some 
may be illegal (e.g., Fisher, 2019; Toomey, 2018).

We hypothesized that for participants assigned to the emo-
tion expression condition, those in the low system justification 
condition would report more anger than those in the high sys-
tem justification condition. However, for participants assigned 
to the expressive suppression condition, we hypothesized that 
the dampening effect of system justification on anger would 
be attenuated. Likewise, we hypothesized that anger would 
mediate the effect of system justification on willingness to 
participate in collective action, but only in the absence of 
expressive suppression. We preregistered this study.8

Participants and design

Previous research on emotion regulation in context of Amer-
ican politics produced a small to moderate effect size (e.g., 
Hasson et al., 2018; Cohen’s f = 0.19). We used this estimate 
to determine our sample size.9 Detecting this effect size at 
8 As in the previous studies, we collected additional measures for 
exploratory purposes, including measures of emotion regulation dif-
ficulty, attitudes toward surveillance, expressive suppression, and the 
direction of emotion regulation. These are listed in the pre-registra-
tion document, available at https:// aspre dicted. org/ see_ one. php.
9 Although an a priori power analysis might have been more appro-
priate, we based our sample size on previous research by Hasson 
et al. (2018) conducted in the U.S. with similar variables pertaining to 
emotion regulation and political attitudes.

7 Although the main effect of the experimental manipulation on col-
lective action was not significant, we did conduct a moderated media-
tion model. According to Hayes (2009), it is not necessary to observe 
“a significant total effect before proceeding with tests of indirect 
effects. A failure to test for indirect effects in the absence of a total 
effect can lead to you miss some potentially interesting, important, or 
useful mechanisms by which X exerts some kind of effect on Y” (pp. 
414–415; see also Hayes, 2018, p. 117).

https://aspredicted.org/see_one.php
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the power of 0.80 at the conventional level of alpha (0.05) in 
ANOVA via Gpower generated a minimum requirement of 
220 participants. We oversampled to ensure that even after 
data exclusions, as described below, the study would pos-
sess adequate power. We therefore decided to terminate data 
collection after reaching 300 participations. This procedure 
produced an original sample of 307 U.S. adults. Participants 
were excluded for the following reasons: failing attention 
checks (n = 56)10; admitting that they completed the study 
carelessly (n = 3); and taking more than twice the median 
response time (Mdn = 17.23 min, M = 19.45, SD = 9.95) to 
answering the questionnaire (n = 17). After these data exclu-
sions, the remaining sample consisted of 231 participants.

Although the platform we used, Prolific Academic, offers 
a highly diverse population in terms of ethnicity and geo-
graphical region (Peer, Samat, Brandimarte, & Acquisti, 
2017), in terms of politics, our sample was heavily skewed 
towards the Democratic Party, with 194 (84.2%) participants 
identifying as Democrats, 25 (10.8%) as Republicans, and 
12 (5.2%) reporting other party preferences. We decided to 
analyze only data from Democrats for two reasons. First, 
as noted above, and very few Republicans completed our 
study. Second, our pilot study (see Footnote 11) confirmed 
that Democrats were much less supportive of mass surveil-
lance than Republicans. The final sample therefore included 
194 Democratic participants (126 females, Mage = 29.55, 
SDage = 11.42, range = 17–80). All of these participants 
declared their nationality to be American, their residency to 
be in the United States, and their first language to be English.

The data were collected in April 2020 through Prolific 
Academic in return for approximately $2.60. Participants 
were randomly assigned to one of four conditions according 
to a 2 (emotion regulation: emotion expression vs. expres-
sive suppression) × 2 (system justification: low vs. high) 
factorial design.

Procedure

Participants were invited to take part in two ostensibly 
unrelated studies that were said to be administered together 
because of budgetary constraints. In “the first study”, par-
ticipants were assigned to a low or high system justification 
condition. The manipulation, which required participants to 
think about the ways in which things are organized legally, 
socially, and economically in the U.S, was adapted from Jost 

et al. (2012) to fit the study context. In the low system jus-
tification condition, participants were asked to write about 
things that function badly in the U.S. system, whereas in the 
high system justification condition, participants were asked 
to write about things that function well in the U.S. system 
(see Appendix). After responding to one of the system-level 
prompts, participants answered three manipulation check 
items on a 9-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 
9 = Strongly agree; Chronbach’s α = 0.95): (1) “I think the 
way the American system works is fair”, (2) “I like the way 
things are organized and arranged legally, socially, and 
economically in the U.S.”, and (3) “I am satisfied with the 
way things are organized or arranged legally, socially, or 
economically in the U.S.”

Next, participants were told that there have been a number 
of troubling incidents in which the private communications 
of ordinary Americans have been monitored by the govern-
ment in recent years (see Appendix). They were informed 
that they would watch a video about the National Security 
Agency’s mass surveillance of U.S. citizens. Participants 
were then randomly assigned to either an expressive sup-
pression or an emotion expression condition (see Burns 
et al., 2007; Gross, 1998). Participants in the expressive 
suppression condition were instructed not to let their feel-
ings show while watching the video clip. In contrast, partici-
pants in the emotion expression condition were instructed 
to express their feelings freely and openly (see Appendix). 
Next, participants watched the anger-inducing video clip, 
which was selected on the basis of a pilot study. Participants 
were instructed to watch the video once and in full and were 
then asked to respond to two attention check items about the 
content of the video.11

After watching the video, participants completed two 
items to check on the manipulation of expressive suppres-
sion (“I hid my emotions during the video”, and “During the 
video, I tried not to show my feelings”, r = 0.85, p < 0.001) 

10 Three attention check questions were used. One question was an 
instructional attention check (IMCs; Oppenheimer, Meyvis, & Davi-
denko, 2009), and two questions were related to the video stimuli 
contents (e.g., “What is the name of the institution that is accused of 
illegal surveillance?” and “What is the name of the movement against 
surveillance that is mentioned at the end of the video?”). Participants 
who failed on the instructional attention check question and one of 
two reading check questions were excluded from the analysis.

11 Using the Prolific platform, we exposed 126 participants (75 
females, 51 males, Mage = 38.63, SDage = 13.50, range = 18–80; 31 
Republicans, 95 Democrats) to three videos about surveillance in the 
U.S. and selected the the one that aroused the most anger. First, par-
ticipants watched each video and rated their emotions in response to 
the government’s surveillance (e.g., anger; rage, unease, fury, frustra-
tion, annoyance) on a scale of 1(Not at all) to 9(A great deal). Next, 
participants answered two questions: “I approve the government’s 
collection of personal privacy data (e.g., phone calls, internet data) 
of the Americans” and “I think monitoring the private communication 
of American citizens by the government is unacceptable” (reverse) 
(1 = Strongly disagree; 7 = Strongly agree; r = 0.65, p < .001). One 
sample t-tests were used to compare anger-related emotions with 
the scale midpoint (5). Results revealed that Democrats scored sig-
nificantly above the midpoint in terms of anger (M = 5.85, SD = 2.11, 
t(94) = 3.94, p < .001), but Republicans did not (M = 5.65; SD = 2.82, 
t(30) = 1.27, p = .213). Democrats also reported lower level of sup-
port for mass surveillance (M = 1.71, SD = 1.08) than Republicans 
(M = 2.40, SD = 1.47), t(41.04) = 2.43, p = .019.
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and two items checking on the perceived success of emotion 
expression (“During the video, I tried to express my feelings 
openly and freely”, and “I showed my emotions during the 
video”, r = . 0.89, p < 0.001). Manipulation check measures 
were rated on a 9-point Likert type scale (1 = Strongly Disa-
gree; 9 = Strongly agree). For exploratory purposes, partici-
pants also completed the general system justification scale 
at the end of the study.

Measures

Video stimuli

Participants watched a short video (3 min. 21 secs) about 
mass surveillance targeting U.S. citizens. The video clip 
was taken from a slightly longer video (see https:// rally. 
stopw atchi ng. us/) published on StopWatching.us, which is 
a coalition of more than 100 public advocacy organizations 
and companies that are calling upon the U.S. Congress to 
investigate the NSA’s spying programs. We edited the clip 
to remove expressions of fear to focus exclusively on the 
emotion of anger.

Emotions

Participants rated their current level of anger toward the 
government’s surveillance (e.g., anger, rage, unease, fury, 
frustration, and annoyance; Cronbach’s α = 0.93). Responses 
were given on a 9-point scale (1 = Not at all; 9 = A great 
deal).

Collective action intentions

We used 12 items to capture willingness to participate in 
collective action against surveillance in the U.S. Items men-
tioned attending meetings or workshops; raising issues in 
groups or organizations; attending demonstrations, protests, 

or rallies; contacting an elected official; helping to organ-
ize a rally or demonstration; spending time on a fundraiser, 
doing something with other people to voice concerns; 
demanding an explanation from an elected official; taking 
part in a legal protest against surveillance; and volunteer-
ing in a civil organization (Cronbach’s α = 0.96). Responses 
were given on a 9-point scale (1 = Not willing at all; 9 = Very 
much willing).

General System Justification

Although we used an experimental manipulation of sys-
tem justification, participants again completed the General 
System Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 2003; Cronbach’s 
α = 0.91), with responses provided on a 9-point Likert-type 
scale (1 = Strongly disagree; 9 = Strongly agree).

Results

Separate 2 × 2 analyses of variance (ANOVAs) on each 
manipulation check revealed effective system justification 
and expressive suppression manipulations. With respect 
to system justification, there was a main effect of the sys-
tem justification manipulation, F(1, 190) = 9.34, p = 0.003, 
ηp

2 = 0.05, such that participants in the high system jus-
tification condition reported higer agreement with sys-
tem justification manipulation check questions (M = 4.08, 
SD = 2.03) than those in the low system justification con-
dition (M = 3.24, SD = 1.76). With respect to emotion 
suppression, there were main effects of the emotion sup-
pression   manipulation, F(1, 190) = 644.69, p < 0.001, 
ηp

2 = 0.77, such that participants in the expressive suppres-
sion condition (M = 7.72, SD = 1.60) reported suppressing 
more than participants in the emotion expression (M = 2.17, 
SD = 1.40). Likewise, participants in the suppression condi-
tion (M = 1.62, SD = 0.94) reported expressing less than par-
ticipants in the expression condition (M = 6.81, SD = 1.88), 

Table 4  Descriptive statistics, 
including correlations among 
major study variables in study 4

Note. N = 194, *p < .05

1 2 3 4 5 M
(SD)

1. Expressive suppression condition 
(0 = emotion expression; 1 = 
 expressive suppression)

– 0.07 − 0.12 − 0.09 0.12 0.52
(0.50)

2. System justification condition 
(0 = low system justification; 
1 = high system justification)

– − 0.12 − 0.11 0.16* 0.47
(0.50)

3. System-based anger – 0.52* − 0.15* 5.41
(1.97)

4. Collective action – − 0.20* 4.22
(2.07)

5. General system justification scale – 3.16
(1.53)

https://rally.stopwatching.us/)published
https://rally.stopwatching.us/)published
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F(1,190) = 596.42, p < 0.001, ηp
2 = 0.76. No interaction 

effects were significant (system justification check: F(1, 
190) = 0.40, p = 0.527, ηp

2 = 0.002; expressive suppression 
check: F(1, 190) = 0.15, p = 0.697, ηp

2 = 0.001; emotion 
expression check = F(1, 190) = 3.01, p = 0.084, ηp

2 = 0.02). 
Table 4 shows correlations and other descriptive statistics. 
These correlations indicated that emotion expression (vs. 
expressive suppression) was not significantly related to col-
lective action intention.

Analysis with system justification as a manipulated 
variable

We tested the moderating effect of expressive suppression on 
the relationship between manipulation of system justification 
and anger, using Hayes’s (2019) PROCESS bootstrapping 
command with 5.000 iterations (model 1). Results demon-
strated that neither system justification (b = -0.42, SE = 0.28, 
t = -1.50, p = 0.136, 95% CI [-0.98, 0.13]) nor expressive 
suppression (b = -0.45, SE = 0.28, t = -1.59, p = 0.113, 95% 
CI [-1.01, 0.11]) significantly predicted anger. Contrary to 
our hypothesis, the interaction effect was not significant 
(b = 0.12, SE = 0.57, t = 0.20, p = 0.840, 95% CI [-1.00, 
1.23]).12

Analysis with system justification as a measured 
variable

Because the system justification manipulation failed to 
affect anger in the hypothesized ways, we conducted a par-
allel exploratory analysis with scores on the general system 

justification scale.13 Specifically, we tested the moderat-
ing effect of the expressive suppression manipulation on 
the relationship between system justification and anger. 
A post-hoc power analysis showed that Cohen’s  f2 effect 
size (0.08; R2 = 0.07) for the moderation model with three 
pedictors yielded sufficient power (1-β = 0.92). In this 
analysis, system justification was marginally associated 
with anger in the predicted direction (b = -0.17, SE = 0.09, 
t = -1.85, p = 0.067; 95% CI [-0.35, 0.01]), but the asso-
ciation between expressive suppression and anger was not 
significant (b = -0.41, SE = 0.28, t = -1.49, p = 0.137; 95% 
CI [-0.96, 0.13]). The interaction, however, was signifi-
cant (b = 0.49, SE = 0.18, t = 2.69, p = 0.008; 95% CI [0.13, 
0.85]). In the emotional expression condition participants 
who were lower (vs. higher) in system justification reported 
more anger (b = -0.42, SE = 0.13, t = -3.24, p = 0.001; 95% 
CI [-0.68, -0.17]). In the expressive suppression condition, 
on the other hand, system justification was unrelated to anger 
(b = 0.07, SE = 0.13, t = 0.54, p = 0.588; 95% CI [-0.18, 0.32] 
(see Fig. 7). Here, sensitivity power analysis for the interac-
tion term (multiple regression: R2 increase) using 0.80 as 
a threshold yielded an effect size of 0.04, indicating that 
the minimal detectable effect was a small-sized effect. We 
observed that the interaction effect size (ΔR2 = 0.04) was 
0.04 (Cohen’s  f2), reflecting a small-sized effect.

Fig. 7  Interaction between 
scores on the general system 
justification scale and expres-
sive suppression in Study 4

12 We also conducted 2 (emotion expression vs expressive sup-
pression) × 2 (low vs high system justification) analyses of variance 
(ANOVA) on anger. Results demonstrated that there was not a main 
effect of the system justification manipulation, F(1, 190) = 2.26, 
p = .135, ηp

2 = 0.01. Likewise, neither tha main effect of expressive 
suppression (F(1, 190) = 2.50, p = .116, ηp

2 = 0.01) nor the interaction 
(F(1, 190) = 0.04, p = .840, ηp

2 = 0.000) were significant.

13 To determine whether the system justification manipulation 
affected the measure of system justification, we conducted a 2 (emo-
tion expression vs expressive suppression condition) × 2 (low vs 
high system justification condition) analysis of variance (ANOVA). 
Results revealed that there was a main effect of the system justifica-
tion manipulation, F(1, 190) = 4.70, p = .031, ηp

2 = 0.02, such that 
participants assigned to the high system justification condition scored 
higher on general system justification (M = 3.42, SD = 1.75) than 
those assigned to the low system justification condition (M = 2.93, 
SD = 1.25). Neither the main effect of expressive suppression condi-
tion (F(1, 190) = 2.29, p = .132, ηp

2 = 0.01) nor the two-way interac-
tion (F(1, 190) = 0.135, p = .713, ηp

2 = 0.001) were significant.
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Next, we examined the moderated mediation model in 
which anger mediated the relationship between scores on 
the general system justification scale and collective action 
as a function of expressive suppression manipulation, 
using Hayes’s (2019) PROCESS bootstrapping command 
with 5,000 iterations (model 7). The moderated mediation 
model was significant (index of moderated mediation = 0.26, 
SE = 0.10, 95% CI [0.05, 0.46]; see Fig. 8). In the emotional 
expression condition, anger mediated the negative associa-
tion between system justification and willingness to engage 
in collective action (b = -0.22, SE = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.38, 
-0.09]). This was not the case in the expressive suppression 
condition (b = 0.04, SE = 0.08, 95% CI [-0.14, 0.17]).

Discussion

In Study 4, the results partially replicated the findings of the 
previous studies. We found no support for the hypothesized 
interaction between manipulated expressive suppression and 
system justification as a manipulated variable. However, the 
hypothesis was upheld when we tested it using scores on the 
general system justification scale. In the emotional expres-
sion condition, low system-justifiers reported more anger 
and, consequently, more support for collective action, in 
comparison with high system-justifiers. In the expressive 
suppression condition, however, there were no differences 
between low and high system-justifiers.

There may be several reasons why we did not obtain a 
significant interaction between system justification and 
expressive suppression as manipulated variables. First, it is 
possible that the manipulations, both of which were text-
based, were too complicated or mentally taxing to work in 
tandem as we had expected. Second, it might be relevant 
that the study was conducted during the coronavirus pan-
demic. Insofar as the pandemic presumably made inequality 
and system-related problems (with the health care and eco-
nomic systems) more salient in the U.S., it is possible that 

the induction of the high system justification mindset was 
too weak to be sustained throughout the experiment. Third, 
it is possible that other individual differences, such as politi-
cal orientation or party identification, might have affected 
the efficacy of the system justification manipulation in our 
sample. We did not measure the strength of partisanship in 
this study. However, we know from previous research that 
liberals and Democrats tend to score lower than conserva-
tives and Republicans on system justification (e.g., Azevedo 
et al., 2017). Thus, it is conceivable that liberals and strongly 
identified Democrats might have found it difficult to main-
tain a high system justification mindset, especially during 
the Trump presidency and coronavirus crisis.

Importantly, however, our secondary analysis did yield a 
significant interaction between expressive suppression and 
scores on the general system justification scale. Thus, when 
system justification was measured as an individual difference 
variable, the predicted pattern was obtained.

General discussion

Previous research has found that justifying the existing 
social system and its authorities undermines support for 
collective action, in part, by decreasing negative emotions 
(e.g., Becker & Wright, 2011; Jost et al., 2012; Wakslak 
et al., 2007). High system-justifiers tend to express fewer 
negative emotions such as anger and guilt and are less 
likely to engage in system-challenging collective action, in 
comparison with low system-justifiers. At the same time, 
very few citizens actually participate in collective action 
(Jost et al., 2017), so there must also be non-ideological 
reasons why even low system-justifiers eschew collective 
action. Building on theory and research on emotion regula-
tion, we proposed that the link between system justifica-
tion and collective action should depend upon the ways in 
which people regulate their emotions.

Fig. 8  Direct and indirect 
effects of system justification on 
collective action as a function 
of expressive suppression in 
Study 4 

Experimental condition 

(0 = emotion 

expression; 1 = 

expressive suppression 

System-based anger 
0.49* 

0.53* -0.17 

Note. *p < .05. Coefficients are unstandardized.

System justification  

Collective action 

-0.27* (-0.17*) 
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In the four studies reported here, we observed that 
people who question the societal status quo report more 
negative emotions and support for system-challenging col-
lective action—unless, that is, they are disposed to engage 
in expressive suppression of their emotions directed at the 
social system. Presumably, this is because protesting not 
only requires experiencing certain emotions but also being 
willing to express those emotions in public. To the extent 
that individuals inhibit their emotional expressions—
especially the expression of negative emotions directed 
at the social system—they are unlikely to participate in 
collective action aimed at improving the status quo, even 
if they disapprove of the way things are. In support of this 
hypothesis, we observed that expressive suppression mod-
erated the effect of system justification on system-based 
anger and collective guilt, thereby undermining support 
for system-challenging collective action. We obtained evi-
dence from both correlational (Study 1) and experimental 
(Studies 2–4) designs in three quite different countries 
(Israel, Turkey, and the U.S.).

From a broader theoretical perspective, understanding 
the interactive effects of system justification and emotion 
regulation on system-based anger, collective guilt, and col-
lective action should help to integrate seemingly disparate 
research programs on emotions and political psychology 
(see also Jost et al., 2017). The current study extends pre-
vious work on system justification, emotion regulation, 
and collective action by suggesting that expressive sup-
pression serves as an emotional brake on the push for 
social change. It follows that activist causes would ben-
efit from social norms encouraging the open, uncensored 
expression of system-based emotion.

Implications for system justification theory

The present findings highlight the importance of consider-
ing emotion regulation strategies when examining the link 
between system justification and collective action. Although 
past research explored the affective consequences of sys-
tem justification (e.g., Wakslak et al., 2007), the possibility 
that these effects would be attenuated by emotion regulation 
strategies had not been previously considered. Hence, the 
current program of research represents an important first 
step in integrating research  lines on system justification and 
emotion regulation.

Our findings indicate that low system-justifiers report 
more anger about the system and more collective guilt about 
injustice, but only if they are disinclined to use the emotion 
regulation strategy of expressive suppression. We found that 
system justification was unrelated to system-based anger and 
collective guilt for people who frequently use expressive 
suppression. This finding is important because it could help 

to explain why some people who criticize the social system 
are unwilling to do much to change it.

Implications for emotion regulation and collective 
action

Our work also has clear implications for the study of emo-
tion regulation. Previous research has shown that expressive 
suppression may be detrimental to the individual’s health 
and the quality of close interpersonal relationships (Gross, 
2002). Our work suggests that expressive suppression may 
have harmful consequences not only for individuals and 
dyads but also for society as a whole, insofar as it is associ-
ated with a reluctance to support social change. Our find-
ings are consistent with a previous demonstration that the 
inhibition of anger expression in response to discrimination 
decreased support for collective action (Gill & Matheson, 
2006). They are also highly consistent with a previous dem-
onstration that using the strategy of cognitive reappraisal 
reduces one’s motivation to engage in political action (Ford 
et al., 2018). As in this earlier study, we focused on social 
psychological processes that decrease the likelihood of 
engaging in protest behavior. Because emotion expression 
is, historically speaking, necessary for the attainment of 
freedom and equality, inhibiting emotion expression may 
hinder the motivation for social change even among those 
who are most likely to support it.

Expressing negative emotions toward authority figures 
almost surely brings certain social and material costs, such 
as the risk of losing one’s job or social status—especially 
in more authoritarian, less democratic social contexts (see 
Bergman, Langhout, Palmieri, Cortina, & Fitzgerald, 2002). 
Along similar lines, the fear of participating in collective 
action blunts the effect of anger in response to unequal treat-
ment (Miller et al., 2009). In certain social contexts, expres-
sive suppression is likely to maintain social harmony at the 
expense of social change (Kitayama et al., 2006).

Our findings underscore the utility of a contextual 
approach to emotion regulation, which suggests that con-
textual variables and the goals of individuals affect the 
choice and implementation of various emotion regulation 
strategies (Aldao, 2013; Aldao & Tull, 2015; Thompson, 
1994). Therefore, emotion regulation strategies used in one 
context may not be appropriate in another context (Hughes 
& Gullone, 2011). Our research focused on emotion regula-
tion in specific sociopolitical domains rather than emotion 
regulation in general (see also Burić et al., 2016; Halperin & 
Gross, 2011; Hughes & Gullone, 2011 for emotion regula-
tion in specific domains). Research on emotion regulation 
in the socio-political domain focuses on the link between 
emotion regulation strategies and political attitudes and 
behaviors (e.g., Gross, Halperin, & Porat, 2013; for a review, 
see Ford & Feinberg, 2020). Our findings are in line with 
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a multidimensional, context-sensitive approach to the con-
nection between ideological factors and both automatic and 
deliberative processes of emotion regulation (Pliskin et al., 
2020; Shnabel & Ullrich, 2016). According to this approach, 
considering individuals’ ideological contexts when study-
ing emotional reactions can help us distinguish automatic 
reactions from socio-political ideology-driven deliberative 
reactions. We showed that expressive suppression imple-
mented in particular socio-political contexts moderates the 
relationship between emotional processes and socio-political 
outcomes.

Limitations and future directions

The present set of studies has a number of clear limitations. 
First, statistical power was low for a number of significance 
tests conducted in Studies 1–3. These results should be inter-
preted with caution, but it is noteworthy that we obtained 
fairly consistent support across studies for the role of expres-
sive suppression in moderating the association between sys-
tem justification and anger. However, it is true that in Study 
3 there was a significant indirect effect without a significant 
direct effect, and in Study 4 the hypothesized interaction 
between expressive suppression and system justification as 
a manipulated variable was not significant. Future research 
would do well to consider other manipulations of system jus-
tification and to make use of larger sample sizes that provide 
greater statistical power. A second limitation of our research 
program is that we measured self-reported willingness to 
participate in collective action rather than actual participa-
tion. Future studies should determine whether the effects we 
have observed with respect to behavioral intentions apply 
to actual behavior as well. A third limitation is that we can-
not explain precisely why some low system-justifiers were 
inclined to use expressive suppression of system-based emo-
tion. One possibility is that they sought to conceal their emo-
tions in an effort to avoid social reproach. From the stand-
point of social change, it would be useful to have a better 
understanding of the psychological mechanisms underlying 
the use of expressive suppression strategies, especially in the 
case of low system-justifiers.

Finally, it would be useful in future research to develop 
a deeper understanding of the social consequences of emo-
tional suppression within the group. Given that emotions 
communicate meaningful information to others (Buck, 
1984), it is possible that the suppression of negative emo-
tions toward the social system conveys tacit messages to 
other members of the ingroup. The suppression of anger 
or collective guilt, for instance, may signal that authority 
figures are fair, right, and legitimate, and thus that social 
change is unnecessary or unjustifiable. It is also conceivable 
that, in some contexts, expressing system-based anger or col-
lective guilt would be considered to be socially inappropriate 

and may even elicit social sanctions. By exploring the inter-
play between expressive suppression and system justification 
processes, the present investigation points to several new 
avenues for understanding—and perhaps overcoming—the 
emotional obstacles to the attainment of social change (see 
also Jost, 2020).

Conclusion

The present research program illustrates the value of taking 
into account emotion regulation processes when analyz-
ing the connection between system justification and protest 
activity. Collective action, it would appear, depends not only 
on emotional experiences per se but also on the ways in 
which people deal with and manage their emotions. Work 
of this type, therefore, has the potential to inform practical 
interventions designed to increase social justice in society 
by motivating participation in collective action. If expres-
sive suppression is an obstacle to social change—at least for 
some people, it follows that the mere expression of system-
based emotion is itself an act of clear political significance.
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