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Abstract

Group membership, loyalty, and weight are highly relevant for adolescent peer
evaluations at school. This research tested how in-group/out-group membership
affected judgments of peers who deviated from social norms for weight and loyalty.
Two hundred and forty 11–13-year-olds (49 percent female; 94 percent Caucasian)
judged two in-group or out-group peers: one was normative (loyal and average
weight) and the other was non-normative (i.e., ‘deviant’). The deviant target was
overweight, disloyal to their own group (school), or both (‘doubly deviant’). Dero-
gation of overweight relative to average weight peers was greater if they were in-
group rather than out-group members, revealing a strong ‘black sheep effect’ for
overweight peers. Disloyal out-group deviants were judged favorably, but this effect
was eliminated if they were doubly deviant, suggesting that their disloyalty was
insufficient to overcome the overweight stigma. Consistent with developmental sub-
jective group dynamics theory, effects of group membership and types of deviance
on adolescents’ favorability toward peers were mediated by adolescents’ percep-
tions of how well the deviant members would ‘fit’ with the in-group school.
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Implications for theory and strategies to reduce peer exclusion, particularly weight
stigmatization, are considered.

Keywords: subjective group dynamics; overweight stigma; loyalty; peer
exclusion

Peer exclusion powerfully affects adolescents’ fundamental needs for belonging and
esteem (Abrams, Weick, Colbe, Thomas, & Franklin, 2011), and has negative impli-
cations for adolescents’ mental health, academic engagement, and social withdrawal
(Cappadocia, Pepler, Cummings, & Craig, 2012). Understanding determinants of
peer exclusion is, therefore, paramount for developing preventative strategies. One
explanation for adolescent peer exclusion may lie in the personal characteristics of
victims and victimizers (Crick & Dodge, 1994; Hawker & Boulton, 2000; Storch,
Milsom, DeBraganza, Lewin, Geffken, & Silverstein, 2007). A complementary
explanation, offered by developmental subjective group dynamics (DSGD) theory
(Abrams & Rutland, 2011), holds that exclusionary attitudes and behavior can arise
from particular constellations of group membership, intergroup dynamics, and social
norms. The present paper focuses on the combined effects of three bases of exclu-
sionary responses toward peers that are particularly salient for adolescents; that
peer’s in-group/out-group membership, group loyalty, and weight.

According to DSGD theory, in-group/out-group memberships and intergroup con-
texts frame judgments of deviant vs. normative individuals within a group. Deviant char-
acteristics will therefore be judged differently depending on their implications for in-
group identity and status. During middle childhood children acquire social knowledge,
perspective taking capacity and skills that equip them to anticipate how peers will respond
to non-conformity by members of their own and other groups (Abrams, Rutland, Pelletier,
& Ferrell, 2009). By adolescence they understand that groups are relatively intolerant of
disloyalty among their own members but tolerant toward disloyal members of out-groups.
DSGD theory holds that evaluations of a deviant are mediated by perceivers’ beliefs about
how well the in-group would tolerate or accept that deviant. Individuals who provide a
closer match or fit with the norms and positive distinctiveness of the in-group are favored
over those who provide a relatively poorer fit.

Situations often involve multiple norms (e.g., Rutland, Mulvey, Hitti, Abrams, &
Killen, 2015). The question for the present research is whether deviance from norms at
two different levels (generic and oppositional) have comparable, additive or possibly mul-
tiplicative effects. Therefore, the novel contribution is to develop hypotheses regarding
these effects and to test them using two highly meaningful forms of deviance that could
have important consequences for relationships among adolescents in school settings. To
examine these questions, we asked adolescents to evaluate in-group or out-group mem-
bers who were portrayed as conforming to or deviating from generic (weight) norms,
oppositional (loyalty) norms, or both (double deviance). We examined favorability, attri-
butions of laziness and competence, and judgments of the members’ ‘fit’ to the in-group.

Group Membership

The school years involve multiple situations in which adolescents and children are
members of teams, class groups, and cliques. Considerable research has focused on the
role of in-group/out-group differentiation in peer inclusion, exclusion, and prejudice
(see Abrams & Killen, 2014). When children and adolescents perceive a peer to be a
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member of an out-group it can be sufficient to elicit prejudice, expressed as biases in
favor of in-group members, against out-group members, or both. These effects are
found in ad hoc or ‘minimal groups’ (Degner & Wentura, 2010; Vaughan, Tajfel, &
Williams, 1981), in national and ethnic groups, as well as in school groups—the focus
of the present research (Aboud, 2008; Powlishta, Serbin, Doyle, & White, 1994; Rut-
land, Abrams, & Levy, 2007; Verkuyten & de Wolf, 2007). Our overall group mem-
bership hypothesis, based on social identity theory, is that participants will express in-
group bias when judging the in-group and out-group schools (Abrams, Palmer,
Rutland, Cameron, & Van de Vyver, 2014; Abrams, Rutland, Palmer, Pelletier, Ferrell,
& Lee, 2014; Nesdale, Durkin, Maass, Kiesner, & Griffiths, 2008; Nesdale & Lawson,
2011) and will be more favorable toward target individuals who are in-group rather
than out-group members.

Generic, Oppositional, and Double Deviance

Within a social group, members are more likely to be derogated or excluded if they devi-
ate from valued norms (Schachter, 1951; Zdaniuk & Levine, 2001). Based on this princi-
ple, DSGD theory proposes that children’s intergroup bias is qualified by a more
precisely targeted form of differentiation between group members (Abrams & Rutland,
2011). Specifically, in-groups can be bolstered by derogating particular in-group members
or by responding positively toward particular out-group members who deviate from val-
ued group norms (Hitti, Mulvey, Rutland, Abrams, & Killen, 2013). Importantly, DSGD
theory predicts different responses to in-group vs. out-group deviant group members, and
different responses to peers who deviate from two different types of norms. These are
generic norms (such as norms about body weight shared across groups or society), and
oppositional norms (such as loyalty norms which imply opposing behavior by members
of in-groups and out-groups) (Abrams, Palmer, et al., 2014).

Generic Norms. Generic norms apply to individuals across groups. They include
rules of politeness, acceptable forms of appearance, abiding by laws, and moral
principles such as fairness. We focus on generic weight norms because weight is a
particular preoccupation among adolescents. Moreover, the increasing incidence of
youth obesity in western countries (Wang & Lobstein, 2006) is becoming a signifi-
cant public health concern (Puhl & Heuer, 2010), as well as being a sustained focus
in the media (Fouts & Burggraf, 1999, 2000). Weight-based stigma is well-
documented, such that people may consider negative responses to overweight indi-
viduals as acceptable (Cramer & Steinwert, 1998; Puhl & Latner, 2007). A range of
evidence is consistent with the idea that being overweight is widely viewed as a
form of generic deviance (Crandall, 1994; Paxton, Wertheim, Gibbons, Szmukler,
Hillier, & Petrovich, 1991). For example, people may attribute overweightness to
being dispositionally less attractive, lazier, less successful, and having less will-
power (Puhl & Brownell, 2001, 2003; Puhl & Latner, 2007). In a recent study,
more than a quarter of students reported weight-based stigmatization (Lampard,
MacLehose, Eisenberg, Neumark-Sztainer, & Davison, 2014).

Developmentally, negative attitudes toward overweight others arise early in
childhood, and the impact on peer relationships is likely to become particularly
acute during early adolescence (Barker & Galambos, 2003; Crystal, Wantanabe, &
Chen, 2000; Jones, 2004, Hutchinson & Rapee, 2007). Overweight children are
likely to be teased, victimized (Griffiths, Wolke, Page, & Harwood, 2006;
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Neumark-Sztainer, Falkner, Story, Perry, Hannan, & Mulert, 2002), and not be cho-
sen as playmates (Palmer & Rutland, 2011; Webb & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2014).

DSGD theory holds that adolescents’ unfavorable judgments of peers who devi-
ate from (vs. conform to) generic norms will become amplified when the peers are
in-group rather than out-group members. This so-called ‘black sheep effect’ (Mar-
ques & Paez, 1994) arises because people are especially vigilant to preserve positive
in-group image and value (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). A recent study that examined
reactions to peers who broke generic behavioral norms demonstrated that the black
sheep effect emerged after the age of about 7 years and was associated with greater
social awareness that peers use group membership as a basis for their social evalua-
tions (Abrams, Palmer, et al., 2014). According to Crandall (1994) overweight indi-
viduals may be perceived as tarnishing the image of those with whom they are
associated. Based on the assumption that being overweight is a form of generic
deviance, we expect overweight targets will be judged less favorably than average
weight targets, and will be likely to receive more dispositional attributions on ster-
eotypic dimensions of laziness and incompetence. Based on DSGD theory, our
generic deviance hypothesis is that a black sheep effect should arise, such that the
difference in judgments of overweight vs. average weight targets should be larger
when the targets are in-group members rather than out-group members. This
hypothesis has not been tested in previous research on weight stigma.

Oppositional Norms. Oppositional norms specify different (usually contrasting)
behaviors or intentions for in-groups vs. out-groups. A pervasive oppositional norm
is to be loyal to one’s own group (Zdaniuk & Levine, 2001). Oppositional deviance
arises when an in-group member advocates an out-group’s attitude, or expresses a
positive attitude toward an out-group, thereby exhibiting a degree of disloyalty (see
Abrams, Rutland, et al., 2009). Children and adolescents negatively evaluate dis-
loyal in-group members (Castelli, De Amicis, & Sherman, 2007). Furthermore, they
are aware of peer expectations that in-group and out-group members should be loyal
only to their respective groups (Abrams, 2011). Disloyal in-group members are
judged unfavorably because their oppositional deviance undermines the value of the
in-group. In contrast, disloyal out-group members may well be judged favorably
because their oppositional deviance potentially enhances the in-group. Adolescents
understand that peer acceptance is partially contingent on demonstrations of in-
group loyalty, and that in-group disloyalty can result in social exclusion (Abrams,
et al., 2009). On this basis, our oppositional deviance hypothesis is that adolescents
will demonstrate more favorable reactions toward a disloyal out-group member than
toward a loyal out-group member, and more unfavorable reactions toward a disloyal
in-group member than a loyal in-group member.

In the present research, we also measured the perceived competence of the
group members. To the extent that a group member is judged as competent their
opinions or actions have greater credibility. Given that an important goal is to estab-
lish the subjective validity of in-group superiority (see Marques, Abrams, & Sero-
dio, 2001; Zdaniuk & Levine, 2001) we would expect disloyal in-group members to
be judged as less competent than loyal members because this helps to prevent the
in-group from being undermined. Conversely, disloyal out-group members may be
judged as more competent than loyal out-group members because this helps to rein-
force the in-group and undermine the out-group.
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Double Deviance. A new question tested in the present research is to compare
directly whether adolescents evaluate peers differently when the peer breaches
generic or oppositional norms in the same intergroup context. Moreover, it is
unknown how adolescents will judge peers who exhibit both forms of deviance
simultaneously within the same context (‘double deviance’). The research therefore
extends the reach of DSGD theory both by extending it to the realm of adolescent
weight stigmatization and also by examining the consequences of double deviance.

Prior research has explored reactions to different kinds of deviance (cf. Killen,
2007), but has not formally tested the independent and combined effects of generic vs.
oppositional deviance. Of focal interest is whether double deviance invites an even
greater likelihood of exclusion. Based on DSGD theory our double deviance hypothesis
is that the effects should differ depending on whether adolescents are judging in-group
or out-group members. When people judge in-group members the two types should
have congruent and potentially additive effects because both generic and oppositional
forms of deviance reflect negatively on the in-group. Thus effects should be equivalent
or larger but consistent with the single deviance situation. In contrast, when people
judge out-group members the two types of deviance should have incongruent effects,
producing contrasting reactions. Generic out-group deviants reinforce a negative evalua-
tion of the out-group, so that derogating them may provide a socially ‘legitimate’ vehicle
to derogate the out-group as a whole. However, oppositional out-group deviants under-
mine the out-group by reinforcing the ingroup. Therefore oppositional out-group devi-
ants should receive favorable reactions compared with normative out-group members.
Because generic and oppositional out-group forms of deviance have opposing implica-
tions for judgments and evaluations they could potentially neutralize one another.

Perceived Fit. Regardless of the form of deviance, DSGD theory holds that an
important basis for evaluations of deviant peers should be the extent to which they
are prototypical of the judge’s group (perceived fit with the group; Abrams, 2011;
Abrams et al., 2009; Abrams, Rutland, et al., 2014; Nesdale et al., 2008). Specifi-
cally, the more differently a normative and deviant member of a group are seen as
fitting the in-group, the larger the difference will be in favorability toward those
members. Thus, our mediation hypothesis is that differences in perceived fit should
mediate the effects of group membership on the difference in favorability ratings
toward deviant vs. normative group members.

Method

Pilot Studies

See Supporting Information and Purewal, Abrams, & Calogero (2014) for additional
details of the development of materials. Silhouettes representing different body-
types were used to depict targets of different weights, as this is a commonly
employed method to assess children’s weight-based attitudes (Kirkpatrick & Sand-
ers, 1978; Lawson, 1980; Palmer & Rutland, 2011; Turnball, Heaslip, & Mcleod,
2000). The pilot work established: (1) that the silhouettes were not perceived differ-
ently by males and females; (2) the different weight targets were perceived as rela-
tively underweight, neutral and overweight; and (3) perceptions of the targets were
not affected by participants’ own weight.
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Participants and Design

Participants were 240 adolescents (123 male), aged 11–13, from three schools
(mean age 5 11.83-years). All but 15 participants were Caucasian and all resided in
a predominantly lower middle-class municipality. The incidence of being over-
weight in this region, and in the schools in question, was within 2 percent of the
national average at the time of testing. Participants were randomly assigned to con-
ditions in a 2 (Group: in-group members vs. out-group members) 3 3 (Type of
Deviant: generic vs. oppositional vs. double) 3 2 (Target: normative and deviant)
design with Target as a within-participants factor.

Procedure

Parental consent was obtained for all participants, and they were assigned randomly
to conditions within the session. The study was introduced as a study of people’s
judgments of others. Participants were told their opinions would remain anonymous
and confidential. They read and completed the questionnaire without discussion.
They were informed that they would be viewing information about students at their
own school or a ‘similar neighboring school’. The first part of the questionnaire
asked participants to report how they felt about the two schools (the in-group bias
measure). Afterwards they were provided with information about anonymous mem-
bers (targets) of from their in-group’ or an out-group school. The targets were
depicted in silhouette form with names as initials. One target was normative (aver-
age weight and loyal) and the second was deviant. The deviant either breached a
generic norm (overweight), an oppositional norm (disloyal), or both (overweight
and disloyal). Weight was depicted by the image in the silhouette. Loyalty was
depicted by reporting comments that each target made about the schools (see
Abrams, Rutland, et al., 2009, 2014). The normative target silhouette was accompa-
nied by a statement that said, ‘I like being at our school and there are lots of things
about our school that are better than the other school’. When the generically deviant
target was loyal the accompanying statement was ‘I like being at our school and
our school is better than the other school in lots of ways’. When the deviant target
was disloyal (oppositionally deviant) the accompanying statement was, ‘I like being
at this school but the other school is better in lots of ways’. Participants rated their
favorability to the targets, made attributions about their laziness and competence,
and judged how well the targets would fit in at their school. To ensure that the
experiment could be completed without cross-contamination among participants the
testing was conducted simultaneously by graduate researchers in multiple sessions
over a period of 3 days. No participants expressed concerns or suspicions during
debriefing. Preliminary analysis revealed no evidence of effects of experimenter or
session or participants’ age. As none of these variables were predicted to have
effects, these variables are not discussed further.

Measures

In-group Bias. This was measured by asking, ‘How do you feel about your school?’
and ‘How do you feel about the other school?’ (1 5 very negative, 7 5 very positive).

Favorability. Based on previous studies (e.g., Abrams et al., 2009), participants
indicated how favorable they felt toward each target: ‘I like X’, ‘X is fun to be
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around’, and ‘X is nice’ (1 5 not at all and 7 5 very much) (for all targets, Cron-
bach’s a> .85).

Trait Attributions. Participants were asked to indicate to what extent they thought
the target was ‘clever’, and ‘good at school work’. We averaged these items and
labeled the score competence (for all targets, Cronbach’s a> .72).

Participants were asked to what extent they thought the target was ‘lazy’ and
‘boring’. The latter item was excluded in the analysis below (see Supporting
Information).

Perceived Fit. Participants were asked to state to what extent they thought that the
target ‘would fit into my school well’ (1 5 not at all, 7 5 very much).

Results

Analytic Strategy

First, we conduct a within-participants analysis to test whether participants show the
predicted in-group bias (preferring their own school over the out-group). We then
examine judgments of Targets from one or other group and test the interactive
effects of Group (in-group vs. out-group) and Type of Deviant (generic vs. opposi-
tional vs. double) as between participants factors and Target (normative vs. deviant)
as a within participants factor on favorability judgments, trait attributions and per-
ceptions of whether the target would fit with the participants’ school. We examine
whether a black sheep effect occurs for disloyal or overweight targets relative to
their normative counterparts, and we test what difference double deviance makes.
Relevant interactions are followed by simple effects tests.

Preliminary Analyses and In-group Bias

A Gender 3 Group Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on overall ratings of the in-group
and the out-group, with Group as a within-participants factor showed significant
main effects of Group, F(1,232) 5 193.15, p< .001, gp

2 5 .452, and Gender,
F(1,234) 5 6.78, p 5 .010, gp

2 5 .029. As predicted, participants felt more positive
toward their own school (M 5 5.00, SE 5 .09) than the other school (M 5 3.50,
SE 5 .09). Females were more favorable to both schools overall (M 5 4.42, SE 5 .10)
than were males (M 5 4.08, SE 5 .09). The Gender 3 Group interaction was not signif-
icant. Because preliminary analysis on Target measures revealed no significant effects or
interactions involving Gender this was not included as a factor in analyses reported
below. All means for the Group 3 Target 3 Type of Deviant effects are in Table 1.

Favorability Judgments

There were significant main effects of Group and Target and significant interactions
between Group 3 Target, Target 3 Type of Deviant, and Group 3 Target 3 Type
of Deviant.

The Group 3 Target interaction, F(1,234) 5 73.50, p< .001, gp
2 5 .240 showed

that in-group normatives (M 5 4.65, SE 5 .11) were favored more than out-group
normatives (M 5 3.29, SE 5 .11), F(1,234) 5 73.65, p< .001, gp

2 5 .240. In
contrast, in-group deviants (M 5 3.57, SE 5 .11) were favored slightly less than
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out-group deviants (M 5 3.88, SE 5 .11), F(1,234) 5 3.82, p 5 .052, gp
2 5 .020.

Consistent with the black sheep effect participants differentiated more between nor-
mative and deviant in-group targets than the out-group counterparts (see Figure 1).

The Target 3 Type of Deviant interaction, F(1,234) 5 13.03, p< .001, g2 5.
10, showed that Type of Deviant had no effect on judgments of the normative tar-
gets, F(1,234) 5 2.61, p 5 .076, g2 5 .022 but strongly affected favorability toward
deviants, F(1,234) 5 10.58, p< .001, g2 5 .083. The oppositional deviants were
favored more (M 5 4.18, SE 5 .14) than the generic (M5 3.29, SE 5 .14) and dou-
ble deviants (M 5 3.70, SE 5 .14).

However, the three-way interaction, F(1,234) 5 7.49, p< .001, gp
2 5 .060 indi-

cates greater complexity in judgments. Pairwise comparisons showed that when par-
ticipants judged in-group members, normatives were always favored more than
deviants by the same amount regardless of Type of Deviant (ps< .001). In contrast,
when participants judged out-group members they were equally unfavorable toward
normatives vs. either generic or double deviants (ps> .18), but were more favorable
toward the oppositional deviant than to normatives (p< .001). Comparisons between
judgments of in-group and out-group deviants showed that participants judged in-
group and out-group generic (overweight) deviants equally unfavorably,
F(1,234) 5 2.37, p< .125, gp

2 5 .010, but were less favorable toward in-group than
out-group oppositional deviants, F(1,234) 5 4.73, p 5 .031, gp

2 5 .020 and double
deviants, F(1,234) 5 7.56, p 5 .006, gp

2 5 .031.

Traits and Dispositions

Competence. There were significant main effects of Group and Type of Deviant and
a significant Group 3 Target interaction, F(1, 234) 5 29.45, p< .001, gp

2 5 .112.
In-group normatives were judged as more competent (M 5 4.55, SE 5 .11) than out-
group normatives (M 5 3.68, SE 5 .11), F(1,234) 5 29.63, p< .001, gp

2 5 .112. In

Figure 1. Judgments of the Normative and Deviant Targets as a Function of their
Group Membership.
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contrast, in-group deviants (M5 3.85, SE 5 .11) and out-group deviants (M 5 4.10,
SE 5 .11) were judged as similarly competent, F(1,234) 5 2.46, p 5 .118,
gp

2 5 .010. Consistent with the black sheep effect, there was greater differentiation
between in-group normative and deviant targets than between out-group normative
and deviant targets (see Figure 1).

Laziness. There were significant main effects of Target and Type of Deviant and
interactions between Group 3 Target and Target 3 Type of Deviant. Analysis of
simple effects within the Group 3 Target interaction, F(1,234) 5 15.66, p< .001,
gp

2 5 .063 showed that although normatives were judged as less lazy than deviants
in both groups this difference was greater for in-group than for out-group targets,
F(1,234) 5 9.12, p 5 .003, gp

25.038, consistent with the black sheep effect (Figure
1). Indeed, in-group normatives were judged as less lazy than out-group normatives,
F(1,234) 5 15.65, p< .001, gp

2 5 .063 whereas in-group deviants were judged as
marginally more lazy than out-group deviants, F(1,234) 5 3.20, p 5 .075,
gp

2 5 .013.
The Target 3 Type of Deviant interaction, F (1,234) 5 7.38, p< .001,

gp
2 5 .059 showed that generic (M 5 4.91, SE 5 .18) and double (M 5 4.70,

SE 5 .18) deviants were perceived as lazier than the oppositional deviant (M 5 3.71,
SE 5 .18). Type of Deviant had no effect on judgments of their normative
counterparts.

Perceived Fit

There were significant main effects of Group and Target, and interactions between
Group 3 Target, Target 3 Type of Deviant, and Group 3 Target 3 Type of Devi-
ant. The Group 3 Target interaction, F(1, 234) 5 17.67, p< .001, gp

2 5 .070, is
consistent with the black sheep effect. In-group normatives (M 5 4.69, SE 5 .15)
were judged as fitting better in the group than out-group normatives (M 5 3.44,
SE 5 .15), F(1,234) 5 34.77, p< .001, gp

2 5 .129. In contrast, in-group deviants
were not judged as fitting in with the group better or worse (M 5 3.78, SE 5 .14)
than out-group deviants (M 5 3.68, SE 5 .14), F(1,234) 5 .24, p 5 .626, gp

2 5 .001
(see Figure 1, also Supporting Information).

The Target 3 Type of Deviant interaction, F(1,234) 5 4.36, p 5 .014,
gp

2 5 .036, revealed that generic (M 5 3.48, SE 5 .18) and double (M 5 3.54,
SE 5 .18) deviants were judged as fitting less well in the group than the opposi-
tional deviants (M 5 4.19, SE 5 .18), both ps< .01. Type of Deviant did not affect
judgments of normatives, F(1,234) 5 .31, p 5 .736, gp

2 5 .003.
These effects are qualified by a three-way interaction, F(1,234) 5 3.59,

p 5 .029, gp
2 5 .030. Results showed that the simple two-way Group 3 Target

interactions were significant within the oppositional deviance condition,
F(2,234) 5 6.44, p 5 .002, and double deviance condition, F(2,234) 5 4.33,
p 5 .014, but not within the generic deviance condition, F(2,234) 5 .68, p 5 .510.
Moreover, as expected, in-group normatives were judged to fit better with the group
than in-group deviants (Fs> 6.43, ps< .013, gp

2> .026). Out-group double and
generic deviants were seen as fitting the in-group just as poorly as the out-group
normative (Fs< 1.10, ps> .29, gp

2< .005). In contrast, out-group oppositional devi-
ants were seen as fitting the in-group significantly better than out-group normatives,
F 5 15.65, p< .001, gp

2 5 .063.
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Mediation Analysis

We tested the hypothesis that the effects of Group (in-group vs. out-group) on dif-
ferences in favorability toward normative vs. deviant targets (i.e., the Group 3 Tar-
get interaction) should be mediated by differences in perceived fit of these two
targets in the in-group. To do this we reduced the within-participants Target factor
by constructing difference scores (normative minus deviant target) for favorability
(differential favorability) and for perceived fit (differential fit). The means for these
can be derived from Table 1 and are shown in Figure 2. The indirect effect of dif-
ferential fit was tested using Preacher and Hayes’ (2008) Indirect macro with 5000
bootstraps (see also Supporting Information). The total effect of Group on differen-
tial favorability, b 5 21.732, SE 5 .217, t 5 7.98, p< .001 was significant. The
indirect effect showed differential fit significantly mediated the effect of Group on
differential favorability, b 5 2.388, SE 5 .126, CI95 5 2.659/2.170 and the direct
effect of group was also significant, b 5 21.352, SE 5 .201, t 5 6.74, p< .001.
Thus, perceived differential fit partially mediated the effects of Group on differential
favorability toward the normative vs. deviant targets (Figure 3).

Discussion

The present research makes a novel contribution to the literatures on the develop-
ment of group dynamics and on adolescent weight stigma by examining adoles-
cents’ responses to double deviance. There remain surprisingly few studies of
adolescents’ responses to overweight peers, and we are aware of none that have
considered the potentially moderating roles of the peer’s in-group or out-group
membership, or their expressions of group loyalty. The results confirmed that ado-
lescents’ evaluations of peers can be affected by all three of these potentially power-
ful and important variables – group membership, deviance from social norms, and
the type of deviance (i.e., being overweight or being disloyal).

In line with the group membership hypothesis there was significant in-group
bias, shown in global evaluations of the in-group and the out-group. There were
also in-group biases in the judgments of individual targets, expressed in terms of
favorability and judgments of perceived competence and in-group fit. Consistent
with overweight stigma, adolescents judged overweight peers from either group less
favorably, attributed a lazier disposition and expected they would fit the in-group
less well than average weight peers (Greenleaf, Starks, Gomez, Chambliss, & Mar-
tin, 2004; Klaczynski, Goold, & Mudry, 2004).

In line with previous research (Abrams, Palmer, et al., 2014) and with the generic
deviance hypothesis, across all, there was a strong black sheep effect across all
dependent variables. Specifically, the difference in adolescents’ favorability toward
normative and overweight targets was approximately three times greater when they
judged in-group members than when they judged out-group members (see Table 1).
Therefore, the impact of stigma on evaluations of overweight peers, and on the dispo-
sitional attributions made about them, is substantially more severe when adolescents
evaluate in-group members than when they judge out-group members. An implication
is that although overweight adolescents may feel strongly pressured to withdraw from
an in-group in the hope that they may be more accepted in an out-group they may
then find they face exactly the same problem among out-group peers. Thus, the
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existence of a strong black sheep effect for being overweight is a finding of impor-
tance for practitioners seeking to limit peer exclusion based on weight.

A different pattern arose when adolescents judged oppositionally deviant (dis-
loyal) peers. Consistent with previous research (Abrams et al., 2009) and the oppo-
sitional deviance hypothesis, adolescents favored in-group normative members over
in-group oppositional deviants, but favored out-group oppositional deviants over
out-group normative members. This reflects the strategic attraction groups place on
out-group disloyalty and suggests disloyal peers may well find a welcoming recep-
tion from opposing groups.

Of focal interest was how generic deviance combines with oppositional devi-
ance to affect peer evaluations. Theoretically this raises a question not previously
examined in DSGD research because no prior study has examined responses to
combinations of generic and oppositional deviance. Practically, the question is
whether an overweight adolescent may find greater acceptance among out-group
members by showing disloyalty toward their own in-group? Given that such combi-
nations could easily arise as adolescents seek to find routes to peer acceptance (cf.,
Webb & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2014), this study provides informative new evidence.

The double deviance hypothesis was that the effect of double deviance should
differ depending on whether adolescents are judging in-group or out-group mem-
bers. This was confirmed by a significant three-way interaction between Group,
Type of Deviant and Target on favorability. When in-group members were either
overweight or disloyal this evoked negative evaluations. The combination of both

Figure 2. Differential Evaluation (Favorability) and Differential Fit Judgments of
Normative vs. Deviant Targets as a Function of their Group Membership and the
Type of Deviance.
Notes: Differential scores are rating of the normative minus rating of the deviant
target for the relevant measure. Means above zero indicate that the normative target
is evaluated more highly than the deviant. Means below zero indicate that the devi-
ant target is evaluated more highly than the normative.
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types did not add to this effect. However, a different pattern applied to out-group
members, highlighting that adolescents were sensitive to the context for both types
of deviance. Whereas adolescents responded favorably toward a solely oppositional
(disloyal) out-group deviant, they were substantially less favorable if that out-group
member was also generically deviant (overweight). The practical implication is that
being overweight may be such a stigmatizing form of generic deviance that even an
out-group member’s salient expression of oppositional deviance cannot overcome
its effects on peer judgments. Thus, being overweight, and the associated black
sheep effect, present an obstacle to being included in one’s own group and to being
able to join new groups. For overweight adolescents, even a (usually strong) tactic
of currying favor with an opposing group by expressing disloyalty is insufficient to
appeal to members of that opposing group. The stigma of being overweight is stron-
ger than the appeal of out-group disloyalty. Given the undoubted importance of
peer acceptance and inclusion for adolescents’ lives (Abrams et al., 2011) such
strong barriers to overweight individuals are likely to have a substantial impact on
their psychological health (Puhl & Latner, 2007).

Consistent with the mediation hypothesis from DSGD theory, effects of group
membership on differences in evaluations of the deviant vs. normative peers were
partly accounted for by judgments of how well they would fit into the in-group. This
highlights the importance of group membership as a context for peer evaluations.
Adolescents’ expectations about other in-group members’ beliefs about acceptability
of deviants to the group played an important role in their own judgments.

Limitations and Questions

The present study has some inevitable limitations but also suggests interesting new
questions to pursue. We used gender-neutral silhouettes based on previous research
(Simeon, Rattan, Panchoo, Kungeesingh, Ali, & Abdool, 2003) rather than photo-
graphs of real people. Our pilot work and main study showed no gender differences

Figure 3. Indirect Effect of Group on Differential Favorability via Differential Per-
ceived Fit of Normative and Deviant Targets.
Notes: Calculation of differential scores is the same as explained in Figure 2.
Unstandardized coefficients. *** p< .001. The total and direct effects of Group on
differential favorability are shown above and below the arrow respectively. Adjust-
ment for baseline differences in participants’ responses followed procedures speci-
fied by Judd, Kenny, and McLelland (2001).

Weight, Disloyalty, and Peer Evaluation in Adolescence 13

VC 2016 The Authors Social Development Published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd Social Development, 00, 00, 2016



in evaluations of the neutral silhouettes and our methodological choice reflected both
the need for efficiency in limiting the number of factors in the design and ethical
requirements that prohibited depicting real peers. This method also reflected our
desire to sustain internal validity by eliminating effects of theoretically non-relevant
variables (e.g., facial attractiveness). Although a separate study showed that using
gender-matched silhouettes did not produce differences in evaluations of overweight
targets (see Supporting Information), it is plausible that children of each gender may
evaluate overweight males and females differently (Barker & Galambos, 2003; Jones,
2004; Palmer & Rutland, 2011). Therefore, future research could more directly assess
the role of gender to determine whether this would moderate evaluations.

Cultural differences have been observed in stigmatization of overweight peers
(Crystal et al., 2000; Davidson & Knafl, 2006; Latner, Stunkard, & Wilson, 2005),
therefore it would be informative to explore how effects of stigmatization may com-
bine with oppositional deviance across cultures. Individual differences may also be
important, both among judges and targets. Research with adults indicates that
implicit biases against overweight individuals are held by people of all weights
(Schwartz, Vartanian, Nosek, & Brownell, 2006), though more strongly amongst
lower weight individuals. Because participants were randomly assigned to condition
we assume that any effects of participants’ own weight or size did not systemati-
cally affect the findings. Moreover, in a different study we found no relationship
between adolescents’ own weight and their judgments of the targets (see Supporting
Information).

Another possibility is that individuating information about the targets could
moderate evaluations. Prior research has established that being overweight attracts
dispositional attributions, but we deliberately did not provide any personality infor-
mation about the targets. This allowed participants to make their own inferences. It
is conceivable that overweight individuals may be able to offset stigma regarding
their weight if they have sufficiently positive personal characteristics in other
domains. For example, future research could use a larger set of dependent variables
and multiple item measures to test whether an overweight person’s display of peer
valued characteristics, such as a good sense of humor, might mitigate effects of
weight stigma on peers’ evaluations (Adler & Adler, 1995).

We focused on school membership as the in-group-out-group dimension
because previous research on oppositional deviance in intergroup contexts has used
schools and also shown comparable effects when using nationality (e.g., Abrams
et al., 2009). It would now be useful to explore whether the present findings can
replicate across various important intergroup contexts, such as ethnicity, nationality,
and teams. In addition, some research has shown that although average-weight peo-
ple do not usually view overweight people as members of a different social group,
children may be more prone to do so (cf. Holub, 2008). Unlike school membership,
weight is on a continuum and nothing in the procedures of the present study pro-
vided a cue to categorize the overweight target as a member of a group. However,
it would be interesting to determine whether and how adolescents might categorize
overweight individuals into a ‘group’.

Previous research has examined the negative impacts of individuals’ multiple
stigmatizing characteristics (i.e., ‘layered stigma’; Mill et al., 2007). The current
research employed one stigmatizing characteristic and one non-stigmatizing charac-
teristic in the creation of a ‘double deviant’. Thus a possible avenue of future
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research is to explore the effects of layering stigma in double deviants, on adoles-
cents’ peer evaluations.

Finally, given that both the black sheep effect and positive reactions to out-
group oppositional deviants develop in tandem with greater social understanding
and perspective taking abilities from the age of about 7-years (Abrams, Rutland,
et al., 2009, 2014) it would be interesting to test whether the double deviance pat-
terns in the present research extend earlier into childhood and continue later into
adolescence and adulthood.

Implications and Conclusions

The present evidence offers a new test of subjective group dynamics theory, show-
ing how two different types of deviance may operate in conjunction in the same
context. Focusing on an important setting for adolescents and two salient types of
deviance, the findings show for the first time that generic deviance, in the form of
being overweight, results in greater relative derogation by adolescent peers when
displayed by in-group members than by out-group members. Moreover, whereas
out-group disloyalty can be sufficient to reduce negative evaluations, its effects
seem to be mitigated when the disloyal person is also overweight. Future research
needs to identify alternative approaches to attenuating negative evaluations of
weight stigma, particularly in situations when peers may be evaluated in an inter-
group context. For example, it is not known whether deviance with regard to this
generic norm can be offset by overt adherence to a separate but equally valued
generic norm (e.g., kindness, prosociality), and whether generic deviance that is
non-stigmatizing (e.g., acting rudely) is easier to overcome with other tactics (e.g.,
combining it with derogation of an out-group).

The present study also raises interesting developmental questions. It would be
informative to examine children’s and adolescent’s reasoning and justifications for
inclusion or exclusion of overweight and disloyal group members (cf. Abrams,
Palmer, et al., 2014; Abrams, Rutland, et al., 2014; Killen, 2007). Understanding
reasoning for weight-based exclusion may help in the development of effective
strategies to reduce such exclusion.

Given the significant challenges faced by overweight adolescents in averting
potential peer exclusion based on weight stigmatization it may fall to community and
school-based strategies to facilitate peer acceptance of overweight adolescents. One
way to ameliorate peer exclusion of overweight adolescents may be for teachers to
challenge adolescents’ beliefs about overweight peers’ dispositions. However, prior
work suggests that interventions directed at children’s or adolescents’ beliefs about
the medical basis or controllability of being overweight may not be effective in reduc-
ing effects of overweight stigma (Bell & Morgan, 2000; Tiggeman & Anesbury,
2000). Therefore, and given that in reality there may be multiple norms, group mem-
berships and potential stigma in play, a different approach may be necessary, such as
focusing on the extent to which overweight individuals adhere to other important
generic norms (i.e., kindness, prosociality), or influencing peer group norms of (over-
weight) peer inclusion (cf. Nesdale et al., 2008). To develop effective strategies to
overcome weight-based exclusion, further research should examine the potential of
these different strategies on children’s and adolescent’s willingness to include over-
weight peers.
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