
Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

LINGUISTIC INTERGROUP BIAS

Authored by

Mohammed looti

May 10, 2026

RECOMMENDED CITATION

Mohammed looti (2026). LINGUISTIC INTERGROUP BIAS. Encyclopedia of psychology.

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=8707

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=8707
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=8707
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com
https://encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com


LINGUISTIC INTERGROUP BIAS 2

Encyclopedia of psychology encyclopedia.arabpsychology.com

Overview and Conceptual Definition of Linguistic Intergroup Bias

The Linguistic Intergroup Bias (LIB) represents a subtle yet profound psychological

phenomenon wherein individuals utilize different levels of linguistic abstraction to describe the

actions of in-group and out-group members. Originally identified by Anne Maass and her

colleagues in 1989, this bias serves as a cognitive mechanism that facilitates the maintenance of

positive social identities and the perpetuation of stereotypes. At its core, LIB suggests that

language is not a neutral medium for communication but rather a strategic tool that reflects and

reinforces existing intergroup prejudices. When an individual observes a positive behavior by a

member of their own group (the in-group), they are statistically more likely to describe that behavior

using abstract language, which implies a stable, enduring trait. Conversely, when observing the

same positive behavior in a member of a rival or different group (the out-group), the observer tends

to employ concrete language, framing the action as a specific, isolated incident rather than a

characteristic quality.

This asymmetrical use of language extends to negative behaviors as well, creating a protective

linguistic shield for the in-group while simultaneously derogating the out-group. Negative actions

performed by in-group members are typically described in concrete terms, which minimizes the

behavior by suggesting it is a one-time occurrence tied to a specific context or external pressure. In

stark contrast, negative actions by out-group members are frequently described with high levels of

abstraction, thereby categorizing the behavior as an inherent personality flaw or a defining group

characteristic. This linguistic pattern ensures that the social identity of the speaker is preserved,

as it allows for the generalization of positive in-group traits and the localization of negative in-group

failures. By understanding LIB, researchers can gain insights into how subtle communicative

choices contribute to the systemic endurance of intergroup conflict and social stratification.

The significance of the Linguistic Intergroup Bias lies in its automaticity and its relative invisibility

to both the speaker and the listener. Unlike overt expressions of prejudice, which are subject to

social desirability pressures and conscious regulation, linguistic abstraction often bypasses these

cognitive filters. Because people are generally unaware of the level of abstraction they are using,

LIB serves as a highly effective vehicle for the transmission of bias in everyday social interactions,

media reporting, and political discourse. It creates a self-sustaining cycle where the very structure

of language reinforces the cognitive schemas that individuals hold about different social groups.

Consequently, LIB is considered a cornerstone in the study of social cognition, providing a bridge

between individual mental processes and the broader sociological structures of group relations.

The Linguistic Category Model as a Foundation

To analyze the Linguistic Intergroup Bias with precision, psychologists rely on the Linguistic

Category Model (LCM), which classifies interpersonal language into four distinct levels of
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abstraction. These levels range from highly concrete descriptions of physical movements to highly

abstract characterizations of psychological traits. The first level consists of Descriptive Action

Verbs (DAV), which refer to specific, observable behaviors with a clear beginning and end, such

as "hit" or "talk." These verbs are considered the most concrete because they provide an objective

account of an event without making inferences about the actor's internal state or permanent

disposition. In the context of LIB, DAVs are frequently used to describe negative in-group

behaviors or positive out-group behaviors to prevent these actions from being perceived as

representative of the person's character.

The second and third levels of the LCM include Interpretative Action Verbs (IAV) and State

Verbs (SV). Interpretative Action Verbs, such as "help" or "cheat," still refer to specific events but

add a layer of evaluation and interpretation, suggesting a general class of behaviors. State Verbs,

such as "love" or "hate," move further into the realm of abstraction by describing enduring

psychological states rather than specific physical acts. These verbs have no clear temporal

boundaries and imply that the feeling or attitude is a relatively stable feature of the actor. As the

level of abstraction increases from DAV to SV, the information provided about the specific situation

decreases, while the information implied about the actor's personality and future behavior

increases significantly.

The highest level of abstraction in the LCM is the use of Adjectives (ADJ). Adjectives like

"honest," "aggressive," or "intelligent" represent the most stable and generalized way to describe a

person or a group. When an adjective is used, the behavior is completely detached from the

situational context and is presented as an inherent quality of the individual. In the framework of

Linguistic Intergroup Bias, adjectives are the primary vehicle for in-group favoritism regarding

positive traits and out-group derogation regarding negative traits. By categorizing a positive in-

group action as a reflection of an "altruistic" nature, the speaker ensures that the group's reputation

is enhanced across all future contexts. Conversely, labeling an out-group member with a negative

adjective ensures that a single mistake is viewed as a permanent and unchangeable flaw.

Theoretical Underpinnings: Social Identity and Self-Categorization

The existence of Linguistic Intergroup Bias is deeply rooted in Social Identity Theory (SIT),

developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner. According to SIT, individuals derive a significant

portion of their self-concept and self-esteem from the social groups to which they belong. This

psychological link creates a powerful motivation for people to perceive their in-group as superior to

out-groups, a process known as positive distinctiveness. LIB serves as a linguistic tool to

achieve this distinctiveness by subtly manipulating the perceived stability and generalizability of

group-relevant behaviors. By framing in-group successes as abstract traits and in-group failures as

concrete exceptions, individuals can maintain a positive social identity even in the face of

contradictory evidence. This process is often unconscious, driven by the fundamental human need
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to feel good about one's own collective affiliations.

Furthermore, Self-Categorization Theory provides additional context for LIB by explaining how

individuals psychologically group themselves and others into "us" and "them." When group

membership is salient, individuals tend to depersonalize themselves and others, viewing people

not as unique individuals but as prototypical representatives of their respective categories. This

depersonalization facilitates the use of abstract language because the speaker is no longer

describing a specific person's action but is instead confirming a categorical expectation. If an out-

group is stereotyped as "unreliable," any instance of unreliability becomes a "fit" for the category

and is expressed abstractly. LIB thus acts as a cognitive filter that aligns linguistic output with the

categorical structures that define the speaker's social world.

The motivational component of LIB is also highlighted by the fact that the bias tends to intensify

during periods of intergroup conflict or competition. When the status of the in-group is

threatened, the linguistic distinctions between "us" and "them" become sharper and more biased.

In these high-stakes environments, language serves as a defensive mechanism to bolster in-group

cohesion and delegitimize the opposition. The more an individual identifies with their group, the

more likely they are to exhibit the Linguistic Intergroup Bias. This suggests that LIB is not merely a

cognitive error in processing information but is a functional strategy employed to navigate the

complexities of social hierarchy and group survival.

The Role of Expectancy and Stereotype Maintenance

A critical driver of the Linguistic Intergroup Bias is the cognitive concept of expectancy-

consistency. Human beings have a natural tendency to process information in a way that confirms

their pre-existing beliefs and expectations. When a behavior is consistent with a group stereotype

(e.g., an in-group member acting prosocially or an out-group member acting antisocially), it is

processed fluently and attributed to the actor's stable disposition. Abstract language is the natural

linguistic expression of this attributional process. Because the behavior is "what we expected," it is

described as a trait. This abstraction makes the behavior resistant to change and highly

memorable, further entrenching the stereotype in the minds of both the speaker and the listener.

Conversely, when an individual performs a behavior that is inconsistent with group expectancies

(e.g., an in-group member acting selfishly), it creates a state of cognitive dissonance. To resolve

this dissonance and protect the existing group schema, the observer describes the behavior in

highly concrete terms. By focusing on the specific details of the situation--the "who, what, where,

and when"--the speaker effectively isolates the behavior from the actor's general character. This

prevents the negative in-group behavior from challenging the positive group image. Similarly, a

positive out-group behavior is "explained away" through concrete language, ensuring that it is

viewed as an anomaly caused by luck or specific circumstances rather than a shift in the out-
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group's nature.

This expectancy-based mechanism demonstrates that LIB is a primary engine for stereotype

maintenance. Even when people encounter "counter-stereotypical" information, the way they talk

about that information prevents it from updating their underlying beliefs. If a person from a

marginalized group performs a brilliant feat, and the media describes it using concrete, event-

based language, the broader public is less likely to update their stereotype of that group as a

whole. The linguistic structure acts as a barrier to social change, ensuring that the status quo of

intergroup perceptions remains intact despite the presence of diverse and contradictory behavioral

evidence.

Impact on Social Perception and Communication

The consequences of Linguistic Intergroup Bias extend far beyond the internal psychology of the

speaker; they profoundly influence the social perception of the audience. When a listener

receives information that is linguistically biased, they are likely to adopt the same level of

abstraction in their own mental representation of the event. Research has shown that listeners who

are exposed to abstract descriptions of a behavior are more likely to believe that the behavior will

recur in the future and that it reflects the actor's true nature. Therefore, LIB functions as a form of

implicit communication that teaches the listener how to feel about different social groups without

ever making an explicit or controversial claim.

This subtle influence makes LIB particularly dangerous in the context of mass media and

journalism. Journalists, often unknowingly, may use more abstract language when describing the

crimes of out-group members while using concrete language for similar crimes committed by in-

group members. This creates a skewed public perception where certain groups are seen as

inherently "criminal" or "dangerous," while others are seen as "troubled" or "victims of

circumstance." Because the bias is embedded in the verb choice and sentence structure rather

than the factual content, it is difficult for the average consumer of news to identify or challenge.

Over time, this cumulative linguistic exposure shapes the collective consciousness of a society,

reinforcing systemic prejudices and inequalities.

In interpersonal settings, LIB can also exacerbate intergroup tension and prevent reconciliation.

In a conflict scenario, if both parties describe their own group's transgressions concretely and the

other group's transgressions abstractly, they will find it nearly impossible to reach a common

understanding of the situation. Each side perceives the other as having an "evil nature" while

viewing themselves as "good people who made a mistake." This linguistic disconnect creates a

barrier to empathy and makes the resolution of grievances much more difficult. Understanding the

communicative impact of LIB is therefore essential for developing strategies to improve

intercultural communication and reduce social conflict.
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Methodological Approaches in LIB Research

To study the Linguistic Intergroup Bias empirically, researchers utilize several sophisticated

methodological strategies. One of the most common paradigms is the "Cartoon Task," where

participants are shown a series of sketches depicting in-group and out-group members engaging in

various positive and negative behaviors. Participants are then asked to select one of four

descriptions that best fits the scene, with each option representing a different level of the

Linguistic Category Model. By analyzing the choices made across many participants,

researchers can quantify the degree of bias present in a particular social context. This

experimental approach allows for the control of variables and the isolation of the specific cognitive

triggers of linguistic abstraction.

Another prominent research method involves the content analysis of naturalistic language, such

as newspaper articles, political speeches, or social media posts. Researchers use standardized

coding manuals to categorize every verb and adjective used in a text according to its level of

abstraction. This "archival" approach provides high external validity, showing how LIB operates in

the real world outside of the laboratory. Modern advancements in computational linguistics and

natural language processing (NLP) have further enhanced this field, allowing for the automated

analysis of massive datasets. These tools can identify subtle patterns of bias across millions of

words, revealing how linguistic trends shift in response to major social or political events.

Researchers also investigate the moderators of LIB to understand when the bias is most likely to

occur. Key factors include:

Group Identification: Individuals who feel a strong emotional bond with their in-group show higher

levels of LIB.

Intergroup Threat: When a group feels its status or resources are being challenged, linguistic bias

increases as a defensive measure.

Prejudice Levels: People with higher scores on explicit or implicit prejudice scales tend to use

more abstract language for negative out-group actions.

Cognitive Load: Because LIB is often an automatic process, it may actually increase when people

are tired or distracted and unable to engage in controlled, egalitarian thinking.

By combining experimental and observational methods, the field of social psychology has built a

robust body of evidence regarding the mechanics and boundaries of this linguistic phenomenon.

Practical Implications and Interventions

The practical implications of the Linguistic Intergroup Bias are wide-ranging, affecting areas such

as law enforcement, organizational behavior, and education. In legal settings, the way a witness

or a prosecutor describes a defendant can significantly influence a jury's perception of the
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defendant's character and the likelihood of recidivism. If the prosecution uses abstract adjectives to

describe a defendant from a minority out-group, it may lead to harsher sentencing. Awareness of

LIB is therefore crucial for legal professionals who strive for impartiality and justice. Similarly, in

the workplace, managers must be mindful of how they provide feedback to employees. Using

abstract praise for favored "in-group" employees and concrete praise for "out-group" employees

can lead to disparities in promotions and career development.

In the realm of education, LIB can manifest in the way teachers describe the successes and

failures of students from different backgrounds. If a teacher abstractly describes the "intelligence"

of students from dominant groups while concretely describing the "correct answers" of students

from marginalized groups, they may unintentionally communicate lower expectations for the latter.

This can contribute to the achievement gap by affecting student self-esteem and motivation.

Training educators to recognize and mitigate their own linguistic biases is a vital step toward

creating more equitable learning environments. By consciously shifting toward more concrete,

behavior-based language for all students, teachers can avoid the trap of trait-based stereotyping.

Interventions to reduce the Linguistic Intergroup Bias often focus on linguistic mindfulness and

perspective-taking. While it is difficult to eliminate automatic biases entirely, individuals can be

trained to monitor their language and consciously choose more concrete descriptions when

discussing out-group successes or in-group failures. Furthermore, encouraging people to take the

perspective of the out-group member can reduce the psychological distance between "us" and

"them," which in turn reduces the motivation to use biased linguistic structures. Diversity and

inclusion programs that incorporate training on the Linguistic Category Model provide participants

with the specific tools needed to identify and correct these subtle forms of prejudice in their daily

communications.

Critical Perspectives and Future Directions

While the Linguistic Intergroup Bias is a well-established concept, it is not without its critical

perspectives and ongoing debates. Some researchers argue that the bias is not always about

protecting the in-group, but rather about the inherent predictability of behavior. From this view, we

use abstract language for anything that is "normal" or "expected" in our social environment,

regardless of group membership. If we expect a certain group to act a certain way, we use abstract

language simply because it is more efficient. This "expectancy-only" model challenges the

"motivational" model of Social Identity Theory, suggesting that LIB might be more of a cognitive

heuristic than a targeted social strategy. Most modern scholars, however, see these two

perspectives as complementary rather than mutually exclusive.

Future research in this field is increasingly looking at the role of digital communication and social

media algorithms in amplifying Linguistic Intergroup Bias. In "echo chambers" where users are only
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exposed to in-group members, the use of abstract language to vilify out-groups can become

extreme, leading to radicalization and severe social polarization. There is also a growing interest in

the cross-cultural aspects of LIB. Most research has been conducted in Western, individualistic

cultures that emphasize personal traits. It remains to be seen how LIB operates in more

collectivistic cultures where the focus might be more on social roles and situational contexts than

on stable internal characteristics.

In conclusion, the Linguistic Intergroup Bias is a powerful testament to the intricate relationship

between language, thought, and social structure. It reveals that our most basic choices of

grammar and vocabulary are deeply intertwined with our social identities and our perceptions of

others. By continuing to study LIB, we can better understand the "hidden" ways that prejudice is

maintained in modern society and develop more effective strategies for fostering social harmony

and objective communication. As we move forward, the goal remains to transform language from a

barrier that divides groups into a bridge that facilitates genuine understanding and equity.
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