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Abstract 
Do members of a majority group systematically shift punishment on innocent members of an ethnic 
minority? We introduce an experimental paradigm, the Punishing the Scapegoat Game, to measure how 
injustice affecting a member of one’s own group shapes punishment of an unrelated bystander. When no 
harm is done, we find no evidence of discrimination against the ethnic minority (Roma people in 
Slovakia). In contrast, when a member of one’s own group is harmed, the punishment “passed” on 
innocent individuals more than doubles when they are from the minority, as compared to when they are 
from the dominant group.  
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1. Introduction 

Scapegoating refers to a social phenomenon where people who feel aggrieved take revenge on another, 

innocent person. According to social psychology, scapegoating occurs when punishment of the true 

source of the anger is inhibited and people shift their aggression towards other individuals (see e.g. the 

seminal work of Doob et al., 1939; Allport, 1954). It is often suggested that people are more prone to 

engage in scapegoating when they can displace aggression on vulnerable and negatively-stereotyped 

minority groups (Bettelheim and Janowitz, 1950; Allport, 1954; Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000). 

Scapegoating against vulnerable groups is thought to lead to bursts of violence such as lynching, pogroms 

or even genocide. Scapegoating violates a fundamental fairness principle (Kant 1965 and classical 

philosophers) embedded in the legal codes of most modern societies, i.e. that people should be punished 

only for wrongs they are responsible for and that they intentionally committed. Furthermore, it may also 

drag minorities into violent conflicts that are completely unrelated to their behaviour and transform 

individualized tensions into group conflicts.1 Nevertheless, experimental evidence on how identity of the 

target shapes people’s desire to engage in scapegoating is missing. 

This paper provides the first controlled experimental test of whether scapegoating behaviour is more 

common when people can displace punishment on members of a negatively-stereotyped minority group 

than on members of their own group. Small-scale experiments in social psychology have shown that some 

people displace aggressive behaviour on innocent individuals if the provoking agent is unavailable (for a 

review, see Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000).2,3 We contribute by studying negative indirect reciprocity in an 

                                                           
1 Ethnic minorities are targets of violence in many parts of the world (Horowitz, 1985; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014). 
Historical evidence suggests that aggressive behaviours, including pogroms and attempted genocides, increase 
during periods of social and economic unrest within the majority group (Anderson et al., 2017; Voigtlander and 
Voth, 2012; Grosfeld et al., 2020). 
2 Social psychology experiments use different methods to expose subjects to frustrating situations, including 
derogatory comments from actors, putting their hand in cold water or working on a task in the presence of loud 
noise. Aggressive behaviour is typically measured by the willingness to apply an electric shock or noise blasted on a 
confederate (Baron and Bell, 1975; Marcus-Newhall et al., 2000; Reidy, Foster and Zeichner, 2010). In this paper, 
we design an economic experiment, in which interactions are anonymous, there is no deception, harming innocent 
persons is costly for the decision-maker, and both the provocation and the harm are pecuniary. 
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economic experiment implemented on a relatively large sample and by using a rich experimental design 

which involves exogenous manipulation of the real-life identity of the scapegoat. We show that the 

identity of the scapegoat indeed matters: people’s tendency to shift punishment is magnified if a 

scapegoat is from the Roma, an economically and socially disadvantaged minority group.  

Cleanly identifying scapegoating behaviour with observational data is empirically challenging. First, it is 

nearly impossible to rule out the role of the standard economic incentives to harm innocent individuals, 

such as self-interested plundering of resources. In addition, in most real-life situations there is an element 

of uncertainty about who originated the harm. Members of the dominant group may punish innocent 

individuals from minority groups, because they (over)attribute responsibility for misfortunes to actions of 

minority groups. A controlled experimental environment allows eliminating these confounding factors. 

An experimental setup allows a researcher to (i) measure how people behave when punishment of 

wrongdoers is inhibited and people can punish only individuals who could not have causally contributed 

to the original harmful act, (ii) measure punishment responses in one-shot anonymous interactions that are 

costly for the punisher, and that provide no scope for material benefits of punishment, and (iii) compare 

behaviour towards a weaker minority group and towards the own (majority) group. 

We therefore introduce a novel experimental paradigm, the Punishing the Scapegoat Game. In this game, 

impartial spectators can impose a monetary punishment on others at own cost, after observing that 

someone malevolently destroyed the earned income of an individual from their own group. Incentivized 

experiments on punishment of socially undesirable behaviour focus exclusively on direct punishment of 

individuals who make active decisions whether or not to violate a social norm, including the Third Party 

Punishment Game (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004; Bernhard et al., 2006). Instead, in the Punishing the 

Scapegoat Game, we add a fourth person, the passive Scapegoat who does not know the Wrongdoer and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
3 Economic experiments have so far been designed to document the existence of positive indirect reciprocity 
(rewarding kind acts with kind acts towards other individuals) (Dufwenberg et al., 2001; Engelmann and 
Fischbacher, 2009). We focus on studying negative indirect reciprocity (responding to hostile acts, by engaging in 
hostile behaviour towards unrelated parties). 
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who is not involved in any way in the original wrongdoing. This allows us to separate the person who 

commits a harmful act and a person whom the impartial spectator can punish. We inhibit the possibility to 

directly punish the Wrongdoer and are interested in how behaviour towards the Scapegoat is affected by 

whether and how large harm a Wrongdoer caused to a Victim from spectator’s own ethnic group.  

Importantly, we exogenously manipulate information about the ethnicity of the Scapegoat. We are 

primarily interested in whether scapegoating behaviour of the dominant group is particularly strong when 

the target is a member of a negatively-stereotyped, weaker group, a behavioural pattern we will refer to as 

minority scapegoating. Existence of minority scapegoating implies that we should observe a positive 

interaction effect on punishment of the Scapegoat between the extent of harm done by the Wrongdoer and 

the Scapegoat being from the minority group. A noteworthy feature of using such a difference-in-

difference approach is that we can test whether out-group bias in punishment happens above and beyond 

out-group bias in circumstances when the dominant group does not respond to harm happening to their 

own group. 

Eastern Slovakia is an apt natural setting to explore this phenomenon. The Roma people constitute the 

largest ethnic minority in Europe, estimated at 10-12 million persons. The average education levels of 

Roma are low (only 20% finish upper-secondary education). They are poorly integrated into labour 

markets (less than one third are in paid employment), live in substandard housing, and have lower life 

expectancy than the majority populations. It is estimated that 85% of Roma in Europe live below national 

poverty lines. Research shows that the Roma are subject to prejudice and face discrimination in labour 

and housing markets (Bartoš et al., 2016). In Eastern Slovakia, the Roma represent around 15% of the 

local population and around 65% of them live segregated from the majority population.  

We find that a non-negligible fraction of Punishers (23%) from the dominant group shift punishment onto 

Scapegoats (bystanders) when they cannot punish the Wrongdoer. The main finding is that when 

Wrongdoers harm the Victim, the destructive behaviour towards the Scapegoat doubles when the 

Scapegoat is from the Roma minority than when the Scapegoat is from the majority group. When 
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Wrongdoers do not harm the Victim, ethnic majority Punishers do not behave less favourably towards 

Scapegoats from the ethnic minority as compared to majority. Therefore, discrimination against the Roma 

minority by the dominant group arises only when Wrongdoers harm the Victim. Further, among Roma 

decision-makers we do not find evidence of greater punishment of a Scapegoat bystander from the 

majority group compared to Roma Scapegoats. These results are in line with the interpretation that 

shifting of punishment onto innocent individuals is psychologically easier when the target is a member of 

a negatively stereotyped, and weaker group (Bettelheim and Janowitz, 1950; Allport, 1954). 

We consider several alternative mechanisms behind the main finding. We show that magnified harming 

of Scapegoats from the minority group in response to injustice faced by members of the dominant group 

cannot be explained by collective punishment, i.e. situations in which the Wrongdoer and the Scapegoat 

both come from the Roma minority. Next, we argue that over-attribution of responsibility stemming from 

uncertainty about who committed the wrongdoing cannot explain our findings either, by virtue of the 

experimental design. Further, the patterns we observe also cannot simply be an outcome of stable 

unconditional spite against the minority that would manifest itself under any circumstances. Our results 

are consistent with discriminatory preferences being latent in “peaceful” times, but activated in 

environments when decision-makers respond to harm done to someone from their own group.  

Our paper is related to economic experiments that study existence of discriminatory preferences based on 

ethnicity or socio-economic status (e.g., Fershtman and Gneezy, 2001; Falk and Zehnder, 2013; Bauer et 

al., 2018; Berge et al., 2020). We show that manifestations of discrimination against an economically-

disadvantaged, ethnic minority may depend on the decision-environment and be more pronounced when 

decisions happen in environments characterized by injustice happening to someone from the dominant 

group.4  Further, earlier work made progress in studying out-group biases in the direct punishment of 

                                                           
4 A surprisingly large fraction of lab or lab-in-field experiments do not detect ethnic discrimination in standard 
experimental tasks  (for a meta-study see Lane, 2016), including experiments implemented in settings with a history 
of ethnic conflicts (Berge et al., 2020). This observation is consistent with the pattern we find: ethnic biases can be 
latent in normal circumstances, in which people do not openly discriminate. Yet, such discriminatory preferences 
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active norm violators (Bernhard et al., 2006; Goette et al., 2006; Schiller et al., 2014). Most closely 

related to this paper, among indigenous tribes in Papua New Guinea, Bernhard et al. (2006) document 

that third parties punish wrongdoers from an out-group more than wrongdoers from an in-group. In this 

paper we focus on biases in punishment of passive, innocent individuals in situations when punishment of 

Wrongdoers is not possible, as is often the case in real life.  

2. Experimental Design 

Sample. The data collection took place in May-September 2017. The subjects of the majority Slovak 

ethnicity were sampled from the last two grades of the most common types of high schools (general, 

technical, business) in the Košice and Prešov regions, and at the campus of the Technical University of 

Košice and the University of Prešov. The sample consists of 337 students aged 18-23. The sample 

characteristics are presented in Table A1. The subjects of the Roma minority ethnicity were sampled from 

21 villages and towns in the region. The sample size is 484 young adults, aged 18-24. As expected, the 

Roma subjects had less education and came from a poorer socio-economic background (Table A2) 

compared to the subjects from the majority group.  

Experimental tasks. Panel A of Figure 1 illustrates the Punishing the Scapegoat Game. Each decision-

maker (a Punisher) is matched with three people – a Wrongdoer, a Victim and a Scapegoat, in the 

experiment labelled neutrally as Persons A, B and C, who come from different locations and do not know 

each other. The Punisher is shown three pictures, each displaying twenty passport-style photos of people 

unknown to the Punisher, homogenous in terms of ethnicity, and taken against a neutral background. The 

Punisher knows that s/he is matched with one person from each set of twenty photographs but does not 

know with whom specifically.5 The Punisher is informed that each of these three people completed a 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
can be triggered by situational factors that provide a scope for excuses or reduce self-control. This may suggest that 
standard economic experiments may underestimate the prevalence of discriminatory preferences.  
5 Displaying twenty individuals instead of one provides a sharp signal of ethnicity, retains anonymity since it 
remained unclear with whom specifically the decision-maker is matched, and allows us to avoid 
sympathies/antipathies towards a specific person in a picture driving decisions. Also, the individuals displayed in the 
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work assignment and earned 8 euro for their work. Further, the Punisher learns that after completing their 

work, the Wrongdoer had an option to reduce the earnings of the Victim by 0, 2, 4, 6 or 8 euro, and that 

the Scapegoat was utterly passive.6 We deliberately focus on punishment responses to a particularly 

malevolent behaviour: it reduces the earned income of the Victim and does not create a pecuniary benefit 

for anyone, including the Wrongdoer, and thus is designed to create a strong sense of injustice. Punishers 

further learn that only the Wrongdoer had the option to reduce the earnings of someone else, and only the 

Victim’s earnings could have been reduced.  

The task of the Punisher is to decide whether and by how much to reduce the Scapegoat’s payment. 

Punishment is costly: reduction of each euro costs the Punisher 0.10 euro. Punishers’ decisions are 

elicited for all five possible actions of the Wrongdoer towards the Victim, using a strategy method. 

Importantly, the decision about the Scapegoat’s payoff was framed neutrally -- the Punishers were asked 

to decide whether to “reduce the Person C’s money by X euro by paying X*10 cents”. In order to limit 

the scope for instrumental punishment of the Scapegoat, the Punishers were told that the Wrongdoer 

would not be informed of the decision affecting the Scapegoat. We set the Punisher’s endowment at 9 

euro so that even if s/he chose the maximum punishment level, his/her final payoff was 8.20 euro, i.e. 

higher than the payoff of all other players.   

 

In addition, each Punisher made a decision in the Punishing the Wrongdoer Game (Panel B of Figure 1). 

The features of this task were identical with the Punishing the Scapegoat Game (structure of payoffs, cost 

of punishment, visual design, strategy method), except that the Punishers were asked to decide whether 

and by how much to reduce Wrongdoer’s payoff. The two tasks were conducted in random order, and the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
pictures were homogenous in terms of gender and age (all were young male, 18-23 years old), in order to avoid 
differential treatment based on these attributes.  
6 Before the experiment, we organized a supplementary work activity among a sample of different individuals, in 
order to make real the situation a Punisher was confronted with, including the harm committed by the Wrongdoer to 
the Victim, and also to make the Punisher’s choices consequential. More information about the supplementary work 
activity is in Online Appendix A. 

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ej/advance-article/doi/10.1093/ej/uead005/6991425 by U

niversity of D
urham

 user on 06 February 2023



O
R
IG

IN
A

L
 U

N
E
D

IT
E
D

 M
A

N
U

S
C

R
IP

T

participants did not know about the existence of the second task until after they finished the first one. 

Each task was payoff-relevant at 10% probability.   

Manipulating ethnic identity. We use photographs to signal ethnicity. Photographs provide a clear signal, 

because Roma people (who are of Indian origins and have a darker skin colour) are visually distinct from 

the Slovak majority. The Victim is always of the same ethnicity as the Punisher. In order to identify how 

ethnicity affects the decisions of the Punishers, we exogenously manipulate signals of ethnicity of the 

Scapegoat and of the Wrongdoer. In the Scapegoat SAME condition, the Scapegoat has the same 

ethnicity as the Punisher, whereas in the Scapegoat OTHER condition, the Scapegoat comes from the 

other ethnic group. Similarly, in the Wrongdoer SAME condition, the Wrongdoer is of the same ethnicity 

as the Punisher, while in the Wrongdoer OTHER condition, the Wrongdoer comes from the other ethnic 

group. The signals of ethnicity of the Scapegoat and of the Wrongdoer are manipulated orthogonally. In 

this 2×2 “between-subject” design, each Punisher is randomly allocated to one of the four possible 

combinations of Wrongdoer SAME/OTHER and the Scapegoat SAME/OTHER conditions. 

Randomization checks indicate that the randomization was successful (Column 7 of Tables A1 and A2). 

In the regression analyses, our main specification for estimating scapegoating is as follows:  

𝑃𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑠ℎ𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡_𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑝𝑒𝑔𝑜𝑎𝑡௜௝

= 𝛽ଵ𝐻𝑎𝑟𝑚_𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦௜௝ + 𝛽ଶ𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑝𝑒𝑔𝑜𝑎𝑡_𝑂𝑇𝐻𝐸𝑅௜௝ + 𝛽ଷ𝐻𝑎𝑟𝑚_𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦௜௝

∗ 𝑆𝑐𝑎𝑝𝑒𝑔𝑜𝑎𝑡_𝑂𝑇𝐻𝐸𝑅௜௝ + 𝛽ସ𝑊𝑟𝑜𝑛𝑔𝑑𝑜𝑒𝑟_𝑂𝑇𝐻𝐸𝑅௜௝  + 𝜸′𝚾௜  + 𝜀௜௝  

where i – participant; j – decision (each participant made five decisions). 

Harm_intensityij is the intensity of harm committed by the Wrongdoer, Scapegoat_OTHERij and 

Wrongdoer_OTHERij  are dummy variables indicating that the Scapegoat and Wrongdoer are from the 

other ethnic group, respectively. The main coefficient of interest is 𝛽ଷ, which for the decision-makers 

from the majority group reveals whether they engage in scapegoating behaviour more when the Scapegoat 

is Roma (i.e., in minority scapegoating). Baseline controls Χ௜ include gender and age of the Punisher and 
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a dummy variable that the Punishing the Wrongdoer Game took place before the Punishing the Scapegoat 

Game. Standard errors are clustered on the Punisher level.  

Procedures. We paid particular attention to maximize a correct understanding of the tasks. The 

experimenters explained the instructions one-on-one. The working/wrongdoing stage of the experiment 

and the decisions were explained in detail using a simple tablet interface (Figure A1). Before making 

decisions, the Punisher had to answer six comprehension questions. If any of the answers were not 

correct, the experimenter explained the whole setup and asked the comprehension questions once again. 

The level of understanding was high. On average, the decision-makers from the Slovak majority (Roma 

ethnic minority) answered 5.93 (4.27) comprehension questions correctly on the first attempt and 99.1% 

(76.9%) answered all comprehension questions correctly on first or second attempt. We perform 

robustness checks with respect to comprehension in the analysis.  

The subjects made their decisions anonymously and in private. Other participants could not hear the 

instructions or observe the decisions. Before each decision, the experimenter described the situation and 

gave the subject privacy to report their choices on the tablet computer. 

Online Appendix A provides more details about the sample and experimental design. Figure A2 shows 

the timeline of the data collection. The full experimental protocol is in Online Appendix D.  
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3. Main Results 

As we are interested in minority scapegoating, we first focus on Punishers from the majority group. The 

main result of our paper is displayed in Figure 2 showing the punishment of the Scapegoat across the five 

specific amounts of Victim’s earnings that the Wrongdoer could decide to destroy (0, 2, 4, 6 and 8 euros). 

The dashed line shows the average amount of euros that the Punishers decided to destroy in the SAME 

condition, when the Scapegoat is also from the majority population, and the solid line shows the amount 

in the OTHER condition, when the Scapegoat is a member of the Roma ethnic minority.  

 

First, we see that the Punishers are sensitive to the amount of harm done by the Wrongdoer to the Victim. 

The harm done to the Scapegoat increases with the harm done by the Wrongdoer. Second, (almost) no 

harm is done to the Scapegoat when no harm is done by the Wrongdoer. This is the case when subjects 

can harm a person from the majority Slovak group as well as from the Roma minority, suggesting that in 

“peaceful” circumstances, people are not more inclined to harm the Roma, and thus people do not harbour 

unconditional spite towards Roma. Third, and perhaps most importantly, scapegoating against members 

of the minority is triggered when the Punisher has observed harm done by the Wrongdoer. In situations in 

which the Wrongdoer harmed the Victim, we find a systematic difference in responses between the 

Scapegoat SAME and Scapegoat OTHER conditions— punishment of Scapegoats is twice as severe 

when the Scapegoat is from the Roma minority than when the Scapegoat is from the majority population. 

Specifically, in Scapegoat SAME, an increase in harm intensity by one additional euro motivates 

Punishers to lower the Scapegoat’s earnings by an additional 0.08 euro. In Scapegoat OTHER, the effect 

doubles to 0.16 euro, and the difference between SAME and OTHER is statistically significant at the 1% 

level (p-value = 0.002, Column 1 in Panel A of Table 1). Due to such magnified punishment of the 

Scapegoat in OTHER, point estimates of discrimination against the ethnic minority gradually rise with 

greater harm intensity and become statistically significant for situations when the Wrongdoer destroyed 4, 

6 or 8 euros of the Victim’s earnings (Figure 3, p-values = 0.008, 0.002, 0.011, respectively).  
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The interaction effect of the Wrongdoer’s level of harm committed and Scapegoat OTHER on 

punishment of the Scapegoat is driven by the extensive as well as the intensive margin (Columns 2 and 3 

in Panel A of Table 1), and in both cases it is statistically significant at the 5% level. Each additional euro 

destroyed by the Wrongdoer leads to an increase in the proportion of those who decide to punish the 

Scapegoat, by 1.8 percentage points in Scapegoat SAME and by 2.9 percentage points in Scapegoat 

OTHER. Among those who decide to scapegoat, the amount destroyed from the Scapegoat’s earnings 

increases by 0.20 euro in Scapegoat SAME and by 0.39 euro in Scapegoat OTHER.  

 

The results are robust to controlling for various additional variables. In Table A3 Columns 1-9, the 

coefficients for harm intensity and for the interaction between harm intensity and Scapegoat OTHER 

hardly change when we control for design features, including experimenter fixed effects, the subject’s 

descriptive characteristics, the subject’s understanding and location fixed effects. The results are similar if 

we use a non-linear specification for the harm caused by the Wrongdoer (Columns 1-2 of Table A4). 

Some of the literature suggests that scapegoating is more common when decision-makers from the 

dominant group interact with members of negatively stereotyped, vulnerable and smaller groups 

(Bettelheim and Janowitz, 1950; Allport, 1954), rather than vice versa. To test this idea, we compare the 

behaviour of Punishers from the majority group with Punishers from the Roma minority. Indeed, we find 

weaker evidence of biases in punishments by the minority group against the majority group, as compared 

to biases of the majority group against the minority group. Specifically, Roma subjects punish the 

Scapegoat, but we do not find evidence of co-ethnic bias (Figure A3) -- the coefficient for the interaction 

between harm intensity and Scapegoat OTHER is small in magnitude and not statistically significant (p-
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value = 0.737, Column 1 of Panel B of Table 1).7 In Table A5, we use an estimate with triple interactions 

to show that the bias against OTHER Scapegoat is greater for the Punishers from the majority group as 

compared to the Roma minority Punishers (p-value = 0.053 with baseline controls, Column 1). 

The use of the strategy method to elicit choices for various possible actions of the Wrongdoer has the 

advantage of providing a rich picture of the Punisher’s behaviour. Nevertheless, this approach may induce 

Punishers towards greater differentiation in behaviour in different situations and thus lead to greater 

observed sensitivity of Punishers to the intensity of the harm done by the Wrongdoer. Our main focus, 

however, is on estimating the differences in the Punisher’s sensitivity to harm intensity across the 

Scapegoat’s ethnicity (SAME vs. OTHER). Since the SAME and OTHER conditions were implemented 

using a between-subject design and the decision environment was identical, except for the Scapegoat’s 

ethnicity, subjects could not be induced to differentiate between the punishment of Scapegoats of the 

majority and minority ethnicity.8 Thus, we believe it is unlikely that any experimenter demand effect 

could explain the magnified punishment of the Scapegoat in OTHER as compared to SAME. 

Finally, we analyse choices in the Punishing the Wrongdoer Game. We first discuss results for decision-

makers from the Slovak majority group. Also in this task, the greater the harm caused by the Wrongdoer, 

the stronger the punishment (Figure A4). The punishment response is approximately around five times 

stronger than in the Punishing the Scapegoat Game. When no harm is done by the Wrongdoer, we do not 

detect any discrimination against the Roma minority. The sensitivity to harm intensity is again 

systematically larger in Wrongdoer OTHER as compared to SAME. The coefficients for an interaction 

term between harm intensity and Wrongdoer OTHER are robust and statistically significant at the 1% 

                                                           
7 It is reassuring that when we exclude the 23% of subjects who demonstrated imperfect understanding, the 
estimates are similar to the original results (Column 6 in Panel B of Tables 1 and A6). 
8 Many existing experiments studied differences in choices when the strategy method versus the direct-response 
method is used. Jordan et al. (2016) focus specifically on the Third Party Punishment Game and find that the use of 
the strategy method does not influence punishment decisions. Brandts and Charness (2011) provide an overview of 
29 studies focusing on various experimental tasks. They find that although the use of the strategy method affected 
the levels of behaviour in some of the tasks, in all of the experiments, a treatment effect identified with the strategy 
method was also observed with the direct-response method. 
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level, both for the extensive and the intensive margins (Panel A of Table A6 and Table A7). The 

magnified revenge in OTHER as compared to SAME gives rise to discrimination against the Roma 

minority, when the harm is large (4, 6 or 8 euros; Figure A5).  

For Punishers from the Roma minority, we find a somewhat weaker but qualitatively similar pattern as for 

the majority population (Figure A6). When no harm is done by the Wrongdoer, we find no evidence of 

discrimination against the majority population, but harmful actions of the Wrongdoer against a Roma 

subject trigger magnified revenge towards OTHER (majority) Wrongdoers as compared to SAME 

(Roma) Wrongdoers. The coefficient for an interaction term between the harm intensity and OTHER is 

statistically significant at the 10% level (p-value = 0.097, Column 1 in Panel B of Table A6).9 To sum up, 

when no harm is done to a member of the own group, the decision-makers do not discriminate against 

members of a different ethnicity. At the same time, Wrongdoers of different ethnicity are punished more 

severely than Wrongdoers from the own ethnic group, for the same harmful actions.  

 

5. Discussion: Mechanisms and limitations 

In this section we discuss several alternative explanations why shifting of punishment becomes larger 

when the Scapegoat is Roma. We also acknowledge some limitations of our design and findings. 

First, by virtue of the experimental design, differences in beliefs about who committed the harm or about 

future retaliation (statistical discrimination) are unlikely to explain our findings. Punishers faced no 

uncertainty about who was responsible for the wrongdoing, since the experimental protocol and graphical 

aids made it clear that Wrongdoers caused the harm to the Victim, while Scapegoats did not (Figure A1). 

                                                           
9 We cannot rule out that the out-group bias in the punishment of the Wrongdoer is the same for Punishers from the 
Slovak majority and the Roma minority groups (Table A8, coefficient for the interaction Harm intensity*Wrongdoer 
OTHER*Majority sample). While the role of identity is qualitatively similar, the strength of the effects and the 
extent of punishment differ across the decision-makers’ ethnicity. The extent of punishment is higher among Roma 
than among ethnic majority decision-makers when no harm is committed by the Wrongdoer (0.91 vs. 0.24 euro, 
respectively), and lower in the situation of maximum harm (2.71 vs. 5.23 euro, respectively). Thus, Roma decision-
makers were less sensitive to harm intensity.  
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Thus, minority scapegoating is unlikely to arise because of over-attribution of responsibility for wrong-

doing to Roma. Next, the observed bias in punishment is unlikely to be driven by differences in beliefs 

about future interactions, perhaps out of fear of facing greater likelihood of revenge from in-group 

members. Punishers knew Scapegoats and Wrongdoers would not have any opportunity to take revenge 

after their punishment decision, the interactions were one-shot and anonymous, with Scapegoats and 

Wrongdoers coming from different locations. 

Second, the results do not support the interpretation that the observed magnified punishment of 

Scapegoats from the Roma minority could be due to the notion of collective responsibility, which refers 

to retaliation directed not only against the Wrongdoer, but also against other members of his group who 

have no direct association with the perpetrator (Lickel et al., 2003; Cushman et al., 2012). In our 

experiment, collective responsibility would predict that greater punishment of minority Scapegoats is 

triggered only in a situation where the Wrongdoer is also from the minority group, but not when the 

Wrongdoer is from the majority group. To test this, we take advantage of the orthogonal experimental 

variation of identity of the Wrongdoer and of the Scapegoat. We find that the minority Scapegoats are 

more harshly punished regardless of the ethnic identity of the Wrongdoer (Figure A7 and Table A9). In a 

regression analysis, we restrict the sample to subjects who were informed that the Wrongdoer was from 

the majority group and still find an ethnic bias in punishment of the Scapegoat. In other words, the 

minority Scapegoats are more prone to face harm for injustice done to the member of the majority group, 

even when this injustice originates from within the majority group.  

Third, plain unconditional spite towards Roma cannot fully explain our findings either, because it would 

imply that decision-makers should treat the ethnic minority systematically more harshly than members of 

their own group, independently of the social context. This is not the case, since we find no evidence of 

discrimination against the minority as long as there is no harm committed against a Victim.  

While we can rule out several alternative explanations, we cannot empirically differentiate the following 

psychological mechanisms. First, if deep spiteful urges to harm the Roma are controlled at normal 
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emotional states, witnessing blatant injustice may trigger anger and reduce such self-control, leading to 

more anti-social behaviour. A natural next step in testing this psychological channel would be to elicit 

punishment decisions and at the same time measure emotions. Second, observing unethical behaviour of 

the Wrongdoer can reduce the costs to the self-image of the Punishers from acting based on latent 

discriminatory preferences, because harmful behaviour becomes perceived as more acceptable. Finally, it 

is also possible that reduced earnings of the Victim from the dominant group below the level obtained by 

the Scapegoat provides a rationale or an excuse for destroying income of a member of the Roma ethnic 

minority due to its relatively lower socio-economic status. Specifically, given that outside of the 

experiment Roma people are more likely to be unemployed and receive social benefits than members of 

the majority group, decision-makers from the majority group may perceive it as unfair if Roma receive 

greater earnings for the same task as compared to workers from a majority group.  

We note several potential limitations of our research design and fruitful areas for future research. First, 

while there are clear advantages of identifying discriminatory behaviour towards an important, real-life 

minority group like the Roma people, this approach comes at a cost of lacking control over the dimension 

based on which people may discriminate: ethnicity, culture or socio-economic status. Although we have 

done several steps aiming to disentangle the effect of ethnicity from socio-economic status (see Online 

Appendix B), this aspect remains an open question. Since ethnicity-based discrimination is often justified 

based on socio-economic arguments, a clean test of whether greater displacement of punishment can arise 

purely based on socio-economic status would require exogenous variation in information about socio-

economic status of the Scapegoat, while holding ethnicity the same. In general, more research is needed 

to explore which specific group attributes make certain individuals or groups convenient scapegoats, and 

also to assess whether the minority scapegoating observed against the Roma in Eastern Slovakia is 

generalizable to other settings. 

Second, all experimenters came from the Slovak majority group. Even though the design prevented them 

from observing subjects’ decisions, the ethnic identity of the experimenter may have perhaps influenced 
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the behavioural responses. An interesting question is whether the patterns, especially behaviour of the 

Roma minority, are robust to having the protocol implemented by Roma experimenters.  

Finally, we deliberately created a decision situation, in which Punishers face a clear injustice that creates 

a strong urge to punish. We elicited responses to observing unambiguously nasty behaviour – malevolent 

destruction of the Victim’s earned income --, whereas the standard Third-party punishment game (TPP) 

measures punishment responses to observing a lack of willingness to share, a much weaker form of norm 

violation. Further, punishment in our experiment is relatively cheap (0.1 euro reduces earnings by 1 euro), 

while in the standard TPP game the ratio is 1:3. Consequently, we observe relatively high punishment 

levels of Wrongdoers, as compared to existing TPP (Fehr and Fischbacher, 2004; Kosfeld and Rustagi, 

2015). Thus, a natural question is whether we would arrive to qualitatively similar patterns if we used 

higher costs of punishing others or different forms of injustice faced by the dominant group.10  

 

4. Conclusion 

Scapegoating has been considered by social scientists to be an important mechanism in the emergence of 

pogroms, witch-hunts, and large-scale violence against unpopular and weaker minority groups. This paper 

provides the first controlled, experimental test of how scapegoating behaviour is shaped by group identity 

of the Scapegoat. We use a new incentivized task, the Punishing the Scapegoat Game, implemented in 

East Slovakia to uncover how observing harmful actions against members of one’s own group shapes the 

punishment of innocent individuals. We show that the identity of the Scapegoat indeed matters: Punishers 

from the ethnic majority group systematically punish innocent members of the Roma minority group for 

harmful actions committed by other people.  

                                                           
10 We find it reassuring that we replicate greater punishment of out-group as compared to in-group norm-violators 
identified in earlier work (Bernhard et al., 2006; Schiller et al., 2014)—see Table A6—, suggesting that although the 
differences in parameters of TPP affect the level of punishment, they are unlikely to shape the qualitative results on 
the role of group identity of the punished person.  
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Our findings have several potentially important implications. First, we show that pure observation 

of injustice and wrongdoing against the individual’s own group activates latent discriminatory 

preferences, both when treating innocent individuals as well as wrongdoers. This indicates that courts, 

and other settings in which people make punishment choices, are particularly discrimination-prone 

environments, in line with evidence of strong biases against minorities in judicial decisions (Shayo and 

Zussman, 2011; Alesina and La Ferrara, 2014; Rehavi and Starr, 2014). Second, the results suggest that 

ethnic minorities are at greater risk of facing aggressive behaviour when social problems within the 

dominant group become salient features of the environment. So far, economists have typically attributed 

sudden spikes in aggressive behaviour towards weaker groups to changes in economic incentives or 

beliefs about the likelihood of facing a penalty for aggressive behaviour (Blattman and Miguel 2010; 

Grosfeld et al., 2020; Miguel 2005), assuming that revealed (anti-)social preferences towards other groups 

are stable. In our experiment, economic incentives are held constant and thus cannot explain the 

scapegoating behaviour observed. Of course, this does not imply that economic incentives do not play an 

important role in real-life aggression towards minority groups. However, our evidence suggests that may 

not be the complete picture. It strengthens the case for taking seriously psychological channels, including 

scapegoating, through which deterioration of the social environment may fuel inter-group conflicts. 
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TABLE 1: PUNISHMENT OF THE SCAPEGOAT 

Dependent variable 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(intensity) 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(yes) 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(intensity) 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(intensity) 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(intensity) 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
(intensity) 

Sample All All 

Punishmen
t of the 

Scapegoat 
= yes 

All All 
All CQ 

correctly 

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Panel A: Majority sample             

Harm intensity 0.08*** 0.02*** 0.20*** 0.08*** 0.08*** 0.08*** 

  (0.02) (0.00) (0.07) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Scapegoat OTHER -0.00 0.03 -0.57 -0.04 -0.06 -0.02 

  (0.08) (0.03) (0.37) (0.09) (0.10) (0.08) 

Harm intensity*Scapegoat OTHER 0.09*** 0.01** 0.19** 0.09*** 0.09*** 0.08*** 

  (0.03) (0.01) (0.08) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wrongdoer OTHER -0.14 -0.03 -0.32 -0.14 -0.14 -0.16 

  (0.13) (0.03) (0.24) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13) 

Controls baseline baseline baseline extended full baseline 

Mean baseline (Scapegoat SAME, 0 harm) 0.13 0.04 3.14 0.13 0.13 0.13 

Observations 1,685 1,685 329 1,685 1,685 1,670 

R-squared 0.072 0.050 0.240 0.133 0.167 0.070 

Panel B: Roma minority sample       
Harm intensity 0.09*** 0.01*** 0.16*** 0.09*** 0.09*** 0.10*** 

  (0.02) (0.00) (0.04) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Scapegoat OTHER -0.02 0.03 -0.38 0.01 0.03 -0.12 

  (0.16) (0.04) (0.27) (0.16) (0.16) (0.17) 

Harm intensity*Scapegoat OTHER 0.01 -0.00 0.03 0.01 0.01 0.01 

  (0.03) (0.00) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 

Wrongdoer OTHER 0.04 -0.02 0.27 -0.01 0.02 0.04 

  (0.17) (0.04) (0.18) (0.16) (0.16) (0.18) 

Controls baseline baseline baseline extended full baseline 

Mean baseline (Scapegoat SAME, 0 harm) 0.97 0.26 3.77 0.97 0.98 0.80 

Observations 2,420 2,420 906 2,420 2,410 1,860 

R-squared 0.017 0.008 0.064 0.093 0.121 0.021 

Notes: OLS, standard errors (in parentheses) are clustered at the Punisher level. *** denotes p<0.01, ** p<0.05, and * p<0.1. Punishers (and 
Victims) in Panel A are from the majority ethnic group, in Panel B from the Roma minority.  The dependent variable in Columns 1,3,4-6 is the 
extent of punishment of the Scapegoat (EUR 0-8). In Column 2, the dependent variable indicates that the Punisher chose non-zero punishment of 
the Scapegoat. "Harm intensity" captures the harm caused by the Wrongdoer to the Victim (EUR 0-8). "Scapegoat OTHER" indicates that the 
Scapegoat comes from a different ethnic group (Roma minority) than the Punisher. "Wrongdoer OTHER" indicates that the Wrongdoer comes 
from a different ethnic group than the Punisher. Baseline controls include the gender and age of the Punisher, and a dummy variable indicating 
that the Punishing the Wrongdoer Game took place before the Punishing the Scapegoat Game. Extended controls also include experimenter fixed 
effects, a dummy variable indicating that the Punisher is a university student (vs. a secondary school student), location fixed effects, education of 
parents (dummy variables for mother/father with a university degree, dummy variables for education unknown), and a dummy variable indicating 
that the subject answered all control questions correctly on the first or second attempt. Full controls additionally include all other variables 
presented in Table A.1 (Majority sample)/A.2 (Roma minority sample). In Column 6, we exclude all subjects who did not answer all control 
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questions correctly at first or second attempt. Table A5 shows the results of an estimation in which we use triple interaction Harm 
intensity*Scapegoat OTHER*Majority sample to study whether the bias against OTHER Scapegoat is greater for the Punishers from the majority 
group as compared to the Roma minority Punishers (the coefficient is equal to 0.08 and p-value = 0.053 with baseline controls).  
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FIGURE 1: ILLUSTRATION OF THE EXPERIMENTAL TASKS 

(A) PUNISHING THE SCAPEGOAT GAME  

 
(B) PUNISHING THE WRONGDOER GAME  

 

Notes: The main sample are Punishers, who come either from the majority group or from the Roma ethnic minority. 
Punishers learn about the harm committed by the Wrongdoers towards the Victims and can punish an innocent bystander—
the Scapegoat (Panel A), or can directly punish the Wrongdoer (Panel B). The ethnic identity of the Scapegoat and the 
Wrongdoer is manipulated orthogonally: "SAME" indicates that the player (Wrongdoer/Victim/Scapegoat) is of the same 
ethnicity as the Punisher, while "OTHER" indicates that he is from the other ethnic group.  
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FIGURE 2: PUNISHMENT OF THE SCAPEGOAT, BY SCAPEGOAT'S ETHNICITY (MAJORITY SAMPLE)  

(A) INTENSITY OF PUNISHMENT 

 

 

(B) PREVALENCE OF PUNISHMENT 

 

Notes: Mean punishment of the Scapegoat (Panel A) and the share of Punishers who choose non-zero punishment of the Scapegoat 
(Panel B), by the ethnicity of the Scapegoat and the harm caused by the Wrongdoer to the Victim. Punishers (and Victims) are from 
the majority ethnic group. "Scapegoat SAME" indicates that the Scapegoat also comes from the majority ethnic group, while 
"Scapegoat OTHER" indicates that Scapegoat is ethnic Roma. Differences between the conditions are tested using the Wilcoxon rank-
sum test in Panel A and Chi-squared test in Panel B; p-values are presented at the top. The sample is composed of Punishers from the 
majority group. 
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FIGURE 3: DISCRIMINATION AGAINST OTHER SCAPEGOATS (MAJORITY SAMPLE) 

 

Notes: Estimated coefficients for "Scapegoat OTHER", with 95% confidence intervals. The dependent variable is the extent 
of punishment of the Scapegoat (EUR 0-8). The coefficients are estimated by separate OLS regressions for the five possible 
levels of harm caused by the Wrongdoer to the Victim. We control for the gender and age of the Punisher, and for a dummy 
variable indicating that the Punishing the Wrongdoer Game took place before the Punishing the Scapegoat Game. 
Punishers (and Victims) are from the majority ethnic group. "Scapegoat OTHER" indicates that the Wrongdoer comes from 
a different ethnic group (Roma minority) than the Punisher. The sample is composed of Punishers from the majority group. 
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