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ABSTRACT
Although expressions of condemnation are pervasive on social media and often shape the narratives of traditional news outlets,

brands continue to struggle with predicting and managing these responses effectively. To address this challenge, it is crucial to

first understand the underlying reasons for such behavior. While existing research argues that moral outrage alone is sufficient

to drive online condemnations, we present a more nuanced approach as to when and why this behavior occurs. Across six

studies (including Supplementary Appendix A; N= 1285) we argue and find that the perception that there is a like‐minded

ingroup to whom one can signal is critical for promulgating online condemnations. Notably, this audience must be perceived to

feel similarly outraged as the condemner (studies 1a‐c), and the condemner must be able to signal to this audience through a

public post (vs. merely expressing their condemnation privately with no audience; study 2). Engaging in such condemnations

predicts subsequent actual consumption choices (study 3), with substantive implications for marketers.

1 | Introduction

Eleven years ago, in December of 2013, Justine Sacco posted the
following tweet to her one‐hundred‐and‐seventy followers:
“Going to Africa. Hope I don't get AIDS. Just kidding. I'm white!”
By the time she landed in Africa, Twitter users around the
world had blasted Justine's tweet as racist, callous and uncaring.
Critics demanded that she be fired from her job and some even
called for her death. These reactions provide one of the first
examples of massive online outrage and condemnation
(Ronson 2016; Crockett 2017). In the decade since, little has
changed, with cases like these remaining frequent and conse-
quential (Brady et al. 2020).

From a business perspective, the ease and speed with which
consumers can respond to business activities and marketing
communications creates a field full of potential landmines for
organizations. For example, when Bud Light advertised the
slogan “The perfect beer for removing ‘No’ from your vocabulary

for the night” as part of its ‘Up For Whatever’ campaign, it was
immediately condemned for supporting sexual assault, and
subsequent independent brand analyses determined it had
weakened the Bud Light brand (BrandIndex 2015). Eight years
later, Bud Light was faced with similar backlash when it ran a
marketing campaign with trans activist Dylan Mulvaney, lead-
ing to a $27 billion loss in market cap (O'Halloran 2023).

As Bud Light demonstrates, even experienced brands can
struggle to properly predict or manage these responses (Brady
and Crockett 2019; Kermani et al. 2024; Spring et al. 2018).
Despite this, there is little research that examines individuals’
underlying motivations for engaging in these public condem-
nations (Rothschild and Keefer 2017), with recent calls for more
empirical work in this area (Brady et al. 2020).

A condemnation is an expression of moral disapproval against
an action, behavior, or person deemed to have violated impor-
tant normative moral standards or principles (Mooijman and

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License, which permits use, distribution and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly

cited.

© 2025 The Author(s). Psychology & Marketing published by Wiley Periodicals LLC.

30Psychology & Marketing, 2026; 43:30–46
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70040

https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70040
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8823-4351
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3020-6491
mailto:jeff.rotman@deakin.edu.au
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1002/mar.70040
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1002%2Fmar.70040&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-09-16


Van Dijk 2015; Rozin et al. 1999; Brady et al. 2020). For ex-
ample, in response to the ‘Up For Whatever’ campaign, con-
sumers expressed their moral disapproval across social media
by condemning the brand for undercutting antirape initiatives
(Glenza 2015). In line with research in this area, we use the
term moral in the context of moral pluralism, which acknowl-
edges the legitimacy of different varieties of moral violations
and may include violations of fairness, loyalty, or purity (Schein
and Gray 2018) or other “cultural differences about what is
perceived as “right” and “wrong.” (Brady et al. 2020, p. 979).

Understanding these condemnations requires first understanding
the underlying reasons for why this behavior manifests. On the
one hand, a condemnation may be simply the result of feelings of
outrage, as outrage alone has been argued to motivate individuals
to shame, gossip, and punish others (Crockett 2017). On the
other hand, it is possible that these condemnations serve a social‐
signaling function for impression management, often referred to
as ‘virtue‐signaling’ (Shariatmadadri 2016). Such virtue‐signaling
is theorized to be a performative expression of moral goodness
for status‐based reasons rather than a genuine expression of one's
morality or values (Westra 2021; Dilevko 2019). Ultimately, un-
derstanding why a consumer expresses condemnation is critical
in knowing how to predict when a consumer will express con-
demnation and how to respond if they do. In this paper, we argue
that these public expressions of condemnation are motivated by
genuine outrage but are strategic in their consideration of the
signal value of such expressions, making them more likely to
occur when there is a like‐minded ingroup for the condemner to
signal to.

This study makes several contributions to the literature. First,
we extend existing research on online condemnations (Brady
et al. 2020; Rothschild and Keefer 2017) to show that although
expressing online condemnation is predicated on personal
feelings of outrage, this expression of condemnation is moder-
ated by the perception that one's ingroup will be similarly
offended (studies 1a‐c). This extends prior research arguing that
moral actions are undertaken for reputational reasons (Jordan
and Rand 2020) by demonstrating the important moderating
role shared ingroup perception plays in determining when and
why individuals will engage in public and potentially socially
risky behaviors such as condemnation.

Second, we demonstrate an important boundary to expressing
online condemnations. Specifically, because of the need for a
like‐minded ingroup to signal to when making a condemnation,
these condemnations manifest predominately when the oppor-
tunity to condemn a moral violation is public rather than private
(study 2). This provides nuance to research on virtue‐signaling –
which is characterized as ‘hypocritical’ and ‘ethically‐dubious’
(Dilevko 2019) – by demonstrating that although expressing
condemnation online is motivated, in part, by social‐signaling
reasons, it is nonetheless also founded in outrage.

Third, the present research builds on work that has previously
found that online behavior does not generally predict accompa-
nying ‘offline’ consumption behavior (Kristofferson et al. 2014;
Barnett et al. 2020; Chou et al. 2020). However, we demonstrate
that online condemnation does indeed predict individuals’ con-
sequential choices in the real world (study 3).

In the following section, we draw from research on moral
outrage and the social functions of condemnation to motivate
our framework (see Table 1 for an overview of empirical moral
outrage research), followed by five studies to support our
theorizing.

2 | Conceptual Development

2.1 | Moral Outrage and Online Condemnations

Why do individuals express online condemnations? A core
motivation is because the individual is experiencing moral
outrage, defined as the anger produced by the perception that
a moral standard has been violated (Batson et al. 2007;
O'Mara et al. 2011). Such outrage is argued to not be
dependent on others’ beliefs or values but rather reflects
one's own personal emotional and cognitive appraisals of
anger, contempt, and disgust (Rozin et al. 1999; Salerno and
Peter‐Hagene 2013).

Moral outrage is a potent motivator to action (Crockett 2017).
Outrage predicts perceptions of punishment deservingness (Darley
et al. 2000), desire for more severe punishments (Carlsmith
et al. 2002), confidence in a guilty murder verdict (Salerno and
Peter‐Hagene 2013), negative word of mouth following corporate
social irresponsibility (Antonetti and Maklan 2016) and condem-
nation (Konishi et al. 2017). In this vein, moral outrage on its own,
irrespective of other's beliefs and values, may be a sufficient and
uniquely predictive motive to explain when and why individuals
express condemnations against those that are perceived to violate
a moral standard. We argue, however, that moral outrage alone
may often not be enough and that social motivations will impact
the likelihood of expressing such a condemnation. Several re-
searchers have used terms like ‘expressing moral outrage’ or ‘ex-
pressing moral emotions’ as synonymous with condemnation (e.g.,
Crockett 2017; Brady and Crockett 2019; Brady et al. 2020), in that
these authors are referring to the expression of moral disapproval
(e.g., condemnation). For example, Brady et al. (2020) use the
example of condemning a hypothetical senator ‘John Doe’ by
writing ‘John Doe is the worst’, or ‘John Doe needs to resign’, to
illustrate their conceptualization of expressing moral emotion or
outrage. However, whether the expression of moral outrage is the
sole product of the experience of moral outrage remains an open
question.

Thus, central to the current research is to what degree, and in
what contexts, do online criticisms genuinely reflect moral
emotions, versus being primarily “virtue‐signaling,” where
people express outrage to appear morally superior or gain social
approval? For example, someone can claim to find a behavior
disgusting without actually feeling disgust, just as people may
feel moral outrage but choose not to express it on social media.
Treating public expressions of moral outrage as direct evidence
of underlying emotions limits our understanding of when and
why people engage in online condemnation. Conflating the
expression with the underlying emotion also obscures whether
such condemnations reflection authentic emotional reactions or
strategic social signaling, making it harder to determine when
moral emotions truly drive condemnations and influence con-
sumer purchasing behavior.
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2.2 | The Importance of a Like‐Minded Ingroup

Moral rules and principles tend to be associated with groups (e.g.,
one's nation, religion, or political party) and morality is based in
part on a duty to follow those rules and principles Nasa
et al. 2025). Group identities are often defined by shared moral
norms, which are essential for cooperation in large groups
(Ellemers and van den Bos 2012) and individuals who present a
discrepant moral attitude are often viewed negatively and shamed
by other group members (Skitka et al. 2005; Tetlock et al. 2000).
The social nature of morality means that there are interpersonal
factors that determine how individuals respond to those that are
perceived to violate a moral standard (Skitka et al. 2004).

Thus, drawing on this prior research, we propose that individuals
are more likely to publicly condemn a perceived violation of
moral standards when they believe their feelings are shared by
like‐minded others. Further, positive feedback on one's online
expressions of outrage increases the likelihood of continued ex-
pressions of outrage (Brady et al. 2021). However, condemning
others can be risky, as it may provoke physical or social retali-
ation (Jordan and Rand 2020; Balafoutas et al. 2014). Therefore,
we argue that moral outrage alone does not fully drive public
condemnation; rather, the opportunity to signal to a like‐minded
ingroup amplifies this behavior. A supportive, like‐minded in-
group provides both motivation and a sense of safety for ex-
pressing outrage. As a result, we expect that individuals who
perceive a “sympathetic audience” (Crockett 2017, p. 770; see
also Brady et al. 2017) in the form of a like‐minded ingroup will
be more inclined to engage in condemnation.

H1. Outraged individuals are more likely to engage in online
condemnation against a perceived moral violation when they
believe their ingroup shares their outrage.

Further, we argue that not only the existence of a like‐minded
ingroup, but the presence of this audience is important for de-
termining when and why individuals engage in online condem-
nations. More specifically, we predict that individuals will be more
likely to condemn moral transgressors when the opportunity to do
so is public instead of private (i.e., not witnessed by the ingroup).
A large body of research has demonstrated that a primary moti-
vation for engaging in condemnations and other third‐party
punishments is to signal trustworthiness or other reputational
effects (Raihani and Bshary 2015; Jordan et al. 2016). Relatedly,
empirical research has found that status‐seeking, general prestige
seeking, and dominance striving are key predictors for individuals
to engage in political social media posting (Tosi and
Warmke 2016; Grubbs et al. 2019). However, the idea that con-
demnations serve as reputational signaling implies that the con-
demnation must be public. That is, the reputational benefits of
condemnation are contingent on the presence of an audience who
will evaluate and approve of the condemner's actions.

Thus, we propose that the likelihood of condemnation is
moderated by whether the condemnation occurs in a public or
private context. When the opportunity to condemn is private, it
is unlikely to be observed by others and thus lacks the reputa-
tional motivation. Supporting this notion, research has dem-
onstrated that people are more likely to punish when in the
presence of an audience (Kurzban et al. 2007) and are moreT
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likely to buy green products to signal their status or altruism in
public compared to private settings (Griskevicius et al. 2010).
This distinction further underscores the strategic nature of the
condemnation and the importance of interpersonal factors in
determining how individuals respond to those that are per-
ceived to violate a moral standard (Skitka et al. 2004): con-
demnations serve not only as expressions of moral outrage but
also as a way to signal moral commitment and build social
capital within a like‐minded community. As such, the public
visibility of moral behavior is not merely a backdrop but a key
determinant of whether individuals choose to engage in con-
demnation at all. This is because once an individual is outraged
or offended, the likelihood of expressing that outrage via con-
demnation relies on it having a positive ingroup signaling value
(Brady et al. 2020), thus requiring the potential for an audience
to witness it. As noted, general prestige seeking and dominance
striving are key predictors for individuals to engage in political
social media posting (Tosi and Warmke 2016). Building from
this prior work, we hypothesize:

H2. Individuals experiencing moral outrage are more likely to
condemn a moral violation in a public online setting compared to
a private one.

2.3 | Downstream Consequences on Real‐World
Behaviors

While online condemnations are most easily witnessed in
online social media spaces, we argue that engaging in this
behavior has a tangible impact on individuals’ actions in the
real world. Although there are proponents of collective activism
online (Spring et al. 2018), it has also been described as mere
‘slacktivism’ – a phenomenon whereby individuals engage in a
public token act of support for a cause but not necessarily an
accompanying willingness to engage in actual meaningful
behavior (Kristofferson et al. 2014). Moreover, other researchers
have suggested that because consumers are fragmented, lack
formal leadership, and are generally unmotivated, condemna-
tions and other calls for change are regularly dismissed (Barnett
et al. 2020; Leonel et al. 2024). In contrast, we argue that en-
gaging in online condemnations has a positive relationship to
real‐world actions, such that the financially costless ‘token’ of
public condemnation will predict meaningful real‐world con-
sumer choices, including purchasing behavior, and that firms
should pay attention to these actions.

Specifically, we anticipate that individuals experien cing moral
outrage who condemn a perceived moral transgressor will be
less likely to select products from that transgressor, even when
foregoing those options is more costly. This is because, in
contrast to many forms of (online) pro‐social activism, online
condemnations are grounded in outrage and identity, which are
the product of and imbued with their moral and personal val-
ues. Consistent with this, research on slacktivism finds that
when such public tokens of support are aligned with in-
dividuals’ values, their subsequent meaningful support is
increased (Study 4; Kristofferson et al. 2014).

Indeed, research has long demonstrated that individuals strive
to align their behavior with their values to maintain

authenticity (Schmader and Sedikides 2018) and cognitive
consistency (Festiger 1957). For example, committing to engage
in environmentally sustainable behaviors results in greater
likelihood of engaging in those behaviors (Bodur et al. 2015).
Moreover, across domains ranging from singing over the phone
to volunteering, condom use, or making a donation; advocating
for specific issues (Stone and Fernandez 2008) or predicting
how you will behave (Spangenberg and Greenwald, 1999)
facilitates greater alignment.

Thus, given that these online condemnations reflect a violation
of one's values, resulting in moral outrage, we anticipate that
individuals will make choices in a manner consistent with their
condemnations.

H3. Individuals who publicly condemn a target online for a
perceived moral violation are less likely to subsequently purchase
products from that target.

3 | Studies Overview

We test our predictions across five studies. We first provide
evidence for the role that social signaling plays in moderating
when feelings of outrage will be expressed as online condem-
nations. We do so by first measuring perceptions of ingroup‐
outrage (H1; studies 1a‐c), and then by providing private versus
public opportunities for condemnation (H2; study 2). Our final
studies describe the consequences of expressing online outrage
by examining subsequent real‐world choices (H3; study 3). For
a conceptual overview of the studies, see Figure 1.

For each study, sample sizes were determined a priori with no
intervening data analysis. We report all manipulations, mea-
sures, and exclusions in these studies, with the details of all
data, stimuli, and measures available at (https://osf.io/2qm9b/?
view_only=7158714b637d4a438cc6d0bc0c744657). Data clean-
ing for each study was done via an attention check asking
participants to identify the focal tweet they had seen, with any
additional cleaning reported in individual study procedures (see
Supplementary Appendix B for sampling details). For a sum-
mary of descriptive statistics across all studies, see Supple-
mentary Appendix C.

4 | Study 1a

Study 1a provides an initial test of our theorizing by showing
that individuals who are outraged and believe a like‐minded
ingroup shares their outrage in response to an offensive tweet
are more likely to engage in an online condemnation of the
transgressor.

4.1 | Method and Procedure

All participants initially viewed an offensive social media
message (hereafter called ‘the Tweet’) that stated, “PRESIDENT
BARACK OBAMA’ ‐ rearrange the letters: ‘AN ARAB BACKED
IMPOSTER’.” As an attention check here and in all subsequent
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studies (unless otherwise specified), participants were later
asked to identify the tweet they saw.

As our independent variable, participants then reported the
extent to which they experienced Moral Outrage (Batson
et al. 2007) using nine outrage adjectives (irritated, angry, upset,
annoyed, offended, outraged, mad, perturbed, and frustrated,
α= 0.96) on 6‐point Likert scales (1 = Not at all to 6 = Ex-
tremely). Interspersed within the emotions were seven filler
emotions (surprised, uninterested, frantic, tense, strange, calm,
and pity, see Supplementary Appendix D for a factor analysis).
The order of emotions was randomly presented for each par-
ticipant. As the moderator, participants indicated whether
others in their own social media streams would find the Tweet
offensive (Other Offense; 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly
Agree).

As our dependent variable, we assessed how likely participants
would be to condemn the Tweet on their own social media
(adapted from Taylor et al. 2012; 3 items; α= 0.99; Likelihood To
Condemn; e.g., “Assuming you saw this on a social media
platform you use, how likely would you be to condemn this via
social media” 1 = Very Unlikely, 7 = Very Likely). The order of
the dependent variable and the two independent variables were
counterbalanced and there was no effect of counterbalancing
(all p's > 0.16).

Finally, participants responded to covariate measures and basic
demographics (see OSF for all included measures). These
included a single item measuring Political Orientation (1 = Very
Liberal to 7 = Very Conservative), two measures asking parti-
cipants how often they post and how often they post things that
are political in nature on social media (r= 0.63, p < 0.001), and
whether they had seen the tweet presented previously (Yes/No).
Across all studies controlling for or excluding people who had
seen the tweet did not affect the results and thus all participants
are included in the analyses.

For this study (but not subsequent studies), we also included
single‐items measuring whether their desire to post was based
on the relevance to others (relevance), whether their desire to
post was based on if they thought it could make a difference
(efficacy), to rule these out as alternate motivations (vs. moral

outrage and social signaling) for individuals to post in response
to potentially offensive tweets.

4.2 | Results

As anticipated, the interaction between Moral Outrage and
Other Offense on Likelihood To Condemn was significant (F
(1,291) = 5.67, p= 0.018, ηp

2 = 0.019). We assessed the relative
effects using a floodlight analysis in PROCESS (Hayes 2017;
Model 1, 5000 bootstraps) with Outrage as the independent
variable and Other Offense as the moderator (see Figure 2). As
expected, moral outrage predicted posting behavior only when
other offense was relatively high (Johnson–Neyman signifi-
cance region > 4.05).

While relevance and efficacy predicted Likelihood to Condemn
(r= 0.388 and r= 0.354, ps< 0.001), controlling for them did
not affect the interaction results (p= 0.031). The correlation
betweenMoral Outrage and Other Offense was modest, (r= 0.46,
p< 0.001; Cohen 1992). Finally, there was no main or inter-
acting effects of counterbalancing (see Supplementary Appen-
dix E for test for equivalence), political orientation, seeing the
tweet or of the filler emotions (all p's > 0.164).

5 | Study 1b

A potential concern with study 1a is that we measured outrage
using emotional self‐report items, where drawing awareness to
one's emotions, mood, or affect can subsequently impact
behavior (e.g., Raghunathan and Corfman 2006). Although the
counterbalancing provides evidence that directly measuring
emotions did not impact our results, study 1b further rules this
alternative explanation out by utilizing a single‐item measure of
personal offense in place of outrage, similar to our measure of
ingroup (other) offense. To ensure that personal offense and
moral outrage reflect the same construct (and that other‐offense
does not), a pre‐test (N= 98) was conducted measuring personal
offense, other offense, and moral outrage towards an offensive
tweet. A factor analysis (see Supplementary Appendix F)
revealed that all moral outrage items along with the personal
offense item loaded onto one factor (Eigenvalue = 6.70), while

FIGURE 1 | Conceptual framework.
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other offense loaded onto a separate factor (Eigenvalue = 1.29).
Study 1b also utilized a different tweet to demonstrate that our
results are not idiosyncratic to our stimuli and are robust across
various potential triggers of outrage.

5.1 | Method and Procedure

The method for study 1b was similar to 1a, however, instead all
participants initially saw the tweet “Going to Africa, Hope I don't
AIDS… Haha, just kidding, I'm white.” Participants then re-
ported whether they themselves found the initial tweet offen-
sive on a single‐item scale (Personal Offense; 1 = Strongly
Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree), and whether others in their
own social media streams would find the Tweet offensive,
(Other Offense; 1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Agree).
Once again, our dependent measure was Likelihood to Condemn
(3 questions, α= 0.98).

Participants finally responded to the demographics and cov-
ariates as in study 1a for Political Orientation, Typical Political
Posting Behavior, and whether they had seen the Tweet pre-
sented previously (Yes/No).

5.2 | Results

As in study 1a, the interaction between Personal Offense and
Other Offense on Likelihood To Condemn was significant (F
(1,191) = 7.19, p= 0.008, ηp

2 = 0.036). Controlling for Typical
Political Posting Behavior, Political Orientation, and whether
participants had seen the tweet did not affect the interaction
results (p= 0.015), nor did they moderate the interaction (all

p's> 0.317). Further, the correlation between personal offense
and other offense (r= 0.23, p= 0.001) was again quite modest
(Cohen 1992)

Using the PROCESS macro (Hayes 2017; Model 1, 5000 boot-
straps) and consistent with study 1a, the interaction utilizing
Personal Offense as a moderator revealed the same pattern of
interaction, with Other Offense significantly predicting posting
only when Personal Offense was relatively high, (Johnson‐
Neyman significance region > 4.84), but not when Personal
Offense was relatively low (Johnson‐Neyman significance region
< 4.84). This replicates our finding from study 1a while dem-
onstrating our results are robust to differences in stimuli.

6 | Study 1c

An important limitation of the prior studies is that although
personal outrage/offense and perceived ingroup offense showed
only modest correlations, they may not be fully orthogonal.
Indeed, given that people share similar morals and values with
their ingroup, we would expect that the two constructs should
typically be correlated (and we found that they are). Never-
theless, our framework relies on individuals increasing their
desire to condemn transgressors in the presence of ingroup
agreement; if personal outrage and other offense always co‐
occur, one or the other should always be sufficient for expres-
sions of condemnation to occur. However, despite individuals
generally sharing morals with their ingroup (Ellemers and van
den Bos 2012), this is not always the case; individuals do not
share the exact same moral attitudes or values with their in-
group on every issue (Rozin et al. 1999; Salerno and Peter‐
Hagene 2013). To this end, study 1c manipulates personal

FIGURE 2 | Likelihood to post a condemnation to an offensive tweet is greatest when there is both high moral outrage (+1 SD) and high (> 4.05)

perceptions of others’ offensiveness.
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offense and perceptions of ingroup offense independently to
demonstrate their unique impacts on the likelihood to condemn
transgressors.

Further, a second goal of this study was to provide greater ex-
ternal validity to our design. In particular, individuals viewing
social media posts often do not do so in isolation, but instead
are perusing multiple posts at a time, subsequently choosing
whether and how to respond to each. Thus, in this study, we
allow participants to view and respond to multiple tweets.

6.1 | Method and Procedure

Participants were assigned to a 2 Self‐Offensive (Offensive to Self
vs. Not Offensive to Self) x 2 Other‐Offensive (Perceived Offen-
sive to Others vs. Perceived Not Offensive to Others), repeated‐
measures design. In each condition, participants saw a list of
ten tweets informed from research on offensive and hate speech
and cross referenced with the virality of the tweets (Burnap and
Williams 2016). Participants were told, “People often tweet
things that some people find offensive while others do not.
Please select one of the following tweets, that you find offensive
(that you do not find offensive); however, think that, in general,
your friends would find offensive (not find offensive)”. All
participants selected a tweet for all 4 conditions; the order of
these conditions was randomly assigned to preclude potential
order effects.

As a manipulation check, each time participants selected a
tweet they were taken to a new page, shown the tweet, and
asked to rate their agreement with two statements: “I personally
find this tweet offensive” and “I think most of my friends would
find the tweet offensive” (1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly
Disagree). For the main dependent variable, participants were
asked the same three questions regarding their likelihood to
post for each tweet they selected as in prior studies, this time
anchored as Likert scales instead of semantic differentials

(1 = Strongly Disagree to 7 = Strongly Disagree; average
α= 0.96). Finally, participants provided demographic informa-
tion and covariates similar to previous studies, including Polit-
ical Orientation (measured on a six‐point scale to avoid neutral
responses, following Kray et al. 2017), Typical Political Posting
Behavior, and whether they had previously seen each tweet.

6.2 | Results

6.2.1 | Manipulation Checks

Participants rated tweets in the Offensive to Self conditions
(M= 5.57, SD = 1.16) as more personally offensive than in the
Not Offensive to Self conditions (M= 2.76, SD = 1.39; t
(200) = 22.72, p< 0.001, d= 1.60). Similarly, participants rated
tweets in the Offensive to Others (M= 5.27, SD = 1.17) condi-
tions as more offensive to others than in the Not Offensive
to Others conditions (M= 3.18, SD = 1.32; t(200) = 16.79,
p< 0.001, d= 1.19). There were no significant interactions
between the offensiveness conditions (Personal x Others) on
participants’ feelings of personal offense (p= 0.53) or their
perceptions of other offense (p= 0.29), indicating that there is
not an amplifying effect on perceptions of offensiveness (to
themselves or others).

6.2.2 | Primary Results

A repeated‐measures analysis assessing Offensive to Self and
Offensive to Others revealed a significant interaction (F(1,
199) = 15.11, p< 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.071). As expected, participants
were significantly more likely to condemn when a tweet was
both offensive to self and offensive to others (M= 4.54, SD =
1.87), relative to when a tweet was offensive to self but not
others (M= 3.84, SD = 1.82, p< 0.001), offensive to others but
not oneself (M= 2.68, SD = 1.60), and neither offensive to self
or others (M= 2.47, SD = 1.54, p< 0.001; see Figure 3). Neither

FIGURE 3 | Likelihood to condemn is strongest when the selected tweet is perceived as both offensive to self and offensive to others in one's

ingroup.
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political orientation nor posting frequency impacted the results
(all p's > 0.366).

6.3 | Discussion of Studies 1a – 1c

The results of our initial studies provide converging evidence
for our theoretical framework. Specifically, participants were
more likely to condemn an offensive social media message
when they believed a like‐minded ingroup would also find the
message offensive. These effects are robust across different
stimuli and outrage‐provoking messages, do not arise due to
measurement effects for emotion (cf. Raghunathan and
Corfman 2006), hold even when participants are exposed to
multiple potentially outrage‐inducing messages, and occur
when personal and ingroup offense are manipulated orthogo-
nally. Taken together, these experiments build on traditional
moral outrage and identity signaling research by showing how
ingroup offense moderates the likelihood of personal outrage
leading to public condemnations.

7 | Study 2

Study 2 is designed to test our prediction that individuals are
more likely to engage in condemnation of a transgressor when
the opportunity to do is public versus when it is private (i.e.,
when the condemnation is witnessed only by the perceived
transgressor and not by others). We argue that this will occur
because personal outrage alone is not always sufficient for in-
dividuals to engage in condemnation, and that the social sig-
naling value of the condemnation is a key factor motivating
individuals to take the potentially risky step of publicly con-
demning a perceived moral violation (Crockett 2017; Haidt 2001;
Skitka et al. 2005; Tetlock et al. 2000).

7.1 | Method and Procedure

This study was conducted in October 2016 amidst a highly
polarizing United States election between Donald Trump and
Hillary Clinton. In additional to cleaning based on an atten-
tion check recognizing the topic of the article at the end of the
study, we restricted our analysis only to individuals who
planned to vote for either Hillary Clinton or Donald Trump,
leaving a final sample of 220 (144 Clinton supporters and 76
Trump supporters).

Participants were assigned to a 2 (Support: Hillary Clinton,
Donald Trump) x 2 (Article Content: Hillary Clinton, Donald
Trump) x 2 (Response: Private vs. Public). Participants were first
asked who they intended to support in the upcoming election.
Next, participants read one of two randomly assigned articles.
Both articles were identical but implicated either Hillary Clin-
ton or Donald Trump as the source for the offensive statements
in the article, implying that people on welfare were “deadbeats”
(See OSF link above). We posited that participants would find
the content of the article offensive regardless of who they
supported or who the article was said to be quoting, whereas
their perception of ingroup agreement with their condemnation

would be a function of a match between Support and Article
Content, such that participants would perceive their ingroup to
agree with the condemnation only if the offensive content was
said by the opposing political candidate. It should be noted that
the article was developed from an actual article which linked
Hillary Clinton to that statement.

After reading the article, participants were asked ‘how likely
would you be to send a (public) private tweet to Hillary Clinton
(Donald Trump)? (Likelihood to Condemn; Taylor et al. 2012;
α= 0.98). Participants in the private condition were told that
only the recipient would be able to see it, whereas in the public
conditions, participants were told that everyone following you
would be able to see it. Finally, basic demographic data was
collected, including whether they used Twitter, whether they
had read the article before, and due to the public/private
manipulation, we also asked participants to report how many
followers they had on the social media platform but none of
these variables affected the results.

7.2 | Results

A three‐way ANOVA (Support, Article Content, and Response:
Private vs. Public) indicated a significant three‐way interaction
(F(1,212) = 4.40, p= 0.018, ηp

2 = 0.026) and did not interact
with whether people utilized Twitter or not (p= 0.16). As an-
ticipated, assessing the two‐way interactions for each of the
Response: Private versus Public conditions revealed a significant
effect in the Public condition (F(1,98) = 7.94, p= 0.006, ηp

2 =
0.075), but not in the Private condition (F(1,114) = 0.35,
p= 0.56, ηp

2 = 0.003).

Decomposing the interaction for the Public condition revealed
that, in line with our predictions, participants were more likely
to post a public tweet when there was a mismatch between
Support and Article Content (see Figure 4). In particular, in the
Article Content: Hillary Clinton condition, Trump supporters
were more likely to send a public tweet than Clinton supporters
(p< 0.05) whereas in the Article Content: Donald Trump, Clin-
ton supporters were marginally more likely to send a public
tweet compared to Trump supporters (p= 0.06; See Supple-
mentary Appendix G for means/SDs).

7.3 | Discussion

This study provides evidence for the signaling role of online
condemnations. Individuals were more likely to condemn an
opposing candidate's statement when the opportunity to do so
was public, but not when it was private. Specifically, when the
opportunity to condemn a moral transgressor was private, in-
dividuals were equally likely to condemn regardless of whether
their ingroup was likely to agree with the condemnation (i.e., if
the article content matched their ingroup's political norms).
However, when the opportunity to condemn was public, in-
dividuals were more likely to condemn a moral transgressor
when their ingroup was likely to agree with the condemnation
(i.e., when the article content matched their ingroup's political
norms), underscoring that the expression of outrage is contin-
gent on its public signaling value within the ingroup. This has
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implications for how social media platforms are designed to
promulgate expressions of moral outrage (Brady et al. 2020).

8 | Study 3

Study 3 examines the downstream effects of one's initial con-
demnation on a subsequent consequential behavior. In par-
ticular, we examine whether engaging in an online
condemnation predicts subsequent choice to support or not
support the moral transgressor. To test our assertion that en-
gaging in condemnations influences offline behavior, we use a
consequential choice task for a real gift card to assess the
likelihood of choosing a branded product where a brand's
social media (McDonald's Twitter account) has written an
offensive tweet, and predict that an increased likelihood to
condemn will predict decreased subsequent likelihood to
purchase from the brand.

8.1 | Method and Procedure

This study uses a tweet which is likely to be more offensive to
conservatives, deriding former President Donald Trump, and
employs a real consequential choice for a real brand to provide
a stronger test for our proposed effects. In particular, partici-
pants had the opportunity to enter a genuine lottery with the
potential to receive a real eGift‐card from the brand they
selected as the dependent measure in this study.

Participants were randomly assigned to a 2 (Offensive vs. Non‐
offensive) x Continuous (Political Orientation) design. All par-
ticipants saw a real1 Tweet from the brand McDonald's (a QSR
restaurant). Participants in the offensive condition saw a tweet
that read “@realDonaldTrump You are actually a disgusting
excuse of a President and we would love to have @BarackObama
back, also you have tiny hands,” whereas participants in the
non‐offensive condition saw a tweet that read: “Innovations
from this revolutionary restaurant will start to be rolled out in
new McDonald's restaurants built in the UK from this year. The
best is yet to come.”

Following the manipulation, participants indicated to which
they would be likely post a response condemning the tweet
(Likelihood to Condemn), along with the extent they found
personally and whether they believed the tweet would be
offensive to others. Participants were then given the option to
select a $25 gift certificate from one of four fast‐food brands
(McDonald's, Burger King, Arby's, and Wendy's; coded as
McDonald's = 1 and all others = 2), and told (truthfully) that
one participant would actually receive the gift certificate of their
choice, making this decision consequential. Next, participants
were asked about their Political Orientation (1 = Very Liberal to
7 = Very Conservative), demographics, and typical posting
behavior (identical to previous studies). We also asked partici-
pants whether they believed that it was a real tweet, their
attitude towards the fast‐food restaurants, and whether they
took the survey seriously; none of these responses impacted our
results and are not discussed further.

8.2 | Results

8.2.1 | Manipulation Check

Participants rated the offensive post as more personally offen-
sive and perceived it to be more offensive to others (Moffense =
4.06, SD = 2.26 and Mother = 4.33, SD = 1.85) compared to the
non‐offensive post (Moffense = 1.32, SD = 0.91 and Mother = 1.54,
SD = 1.21), (Personal Offense t(193) = ‐.11.04, p< 0.001, d= 1.73
and Other Offense t(193) = ‐12.27, p< 0.001, d= 1.58). However,
these were both qualified by a significant interaction with
Political Orientation (Fpersonaloffense (1,192) = 18.25, p < 0.001 and
Fotheroffense (1,192) = 17.65, p< 0.001). Moreover, consistent with
our assumption that the tweet would be more offensive to
conservatives, there was a significant correlation between
Offensiveness and Political Orientation (r = 0.25, p< 0.001).

8.2.2 | Condemnation

We observed a significant interaction on Likelihood to Condemn
(F(1,192) = 10.41, p< 0.001, ηp

2 = 0.052) even while controlling

FIGURE 4 | Likelihood to tweet is greater against an opposing political candidate, but only when the post is public.
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for typical posting behavior (F(1,191) = 13.09, p< 0.001, ηp
2 =

0.062). In particular, there was no effect of Tweet Offensiveness
on Likelihood to Condemn among those that were relatively
more liberal but Tweet Offensiveness impacted Likelihood to
Condemn among those that were relatively more conservative
(Johnson‐Neyman significance region > 2.23). In addition,
consistent with previous studies, the personal‐other offense
interaction also predicted Likelihood to Condemn (F
(1,190) = 5.55, p= 0.019, ηp

2 = 0.028).

8.2.3 | Downstream Choice

A binary logistic regression revealed the same significant pat-
tern of interaction (B = ‐.849, S.E. = 0.311, Wald χ2 = 7.47,
p= 0.006), with those that were more conservative (Johnson‐
Neyman significance region > 3.53; see Figure 5) more likely to
choose a non‐McDonald's gift‐certificate, and with Likelihood to
Condemn marginally predicting downstream choice (r= 0.129,
p= 0.07). This effect was consistent when controlling for typical
posting (B = 0.047, SE = 0.02, p= 0.02). Moreover, although the
directionality reversed for liberal consumers, there was no sig-
nificant difference between the conditions, even for the most
liberal consumers.

8.3 | Discussion

In support of our prediction that engaging in online condem-
nations has downstream consequences on actual, consequential
choice (H3), study 3 found that individuals who were more likely
to publicly condemn an offensive tweet from a brand were sub-
sequently less likely to choose a product from that brand. In a
conceptual replication (see Supplementary Appendix A), we also

found that this effect held across the political spectrum, and
occurred despite such choices being disadvantageous to the
individual (i.e., foregoing a desirable cost‐savings). These results
demonstrate that online condemnation behavior has substantive
implications for real‐world consumer choice.

9 | General Discussion

In this manuscript we provide a framework to better under-
stand when and why individuals condemn other persons,
brands, or corporations they deem offensive or outrageous on
social media. Building on the morality and identity signaling
literatures (Brady and Crockett 2019; Jordan and Rand 2020;
Reed et al. 2012), we show that public displays of outrage on
social media are not solely driven by moral outrage but occur
more often in contexts where individuals perceive their ingroup
will agree and be similarly outraged. We discuss the theoretical
and managerial implications of these findings below.

9.1 | Theoretical Contributions

This study contributes to the literatures on moral outrage and
social signaling by revealing that individuals’ condemnation
often functions as a way to signal ingroup membership, espe-
cially in public contexts (Brady et al. 2017; Brady et al. 2020).
While prior work suggests that outrage alone is sufficient for
condemnation (Darley et al. 2000), we demonstrate that sig-
naling to one's ingroup plays a significant role in determining
when condemnation occurs. This insight extends recent find-
ings that condemnation can be a reputational tool used to signal
trustworthiness. Whereas past research found that these effects
occurred whether or not others witnessed the moral acts, our

FIGURE 5 | Giftcard selection as a function of tweet condition and relative ingroup (political) identification.
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research diverges from these previous findings by showing that
online condemnations are specifically tailored to an audience of
like‐minded individuals, thus functioning differently than pri-
vate moral acts (Taylor et al. 2012).

Relatedly, this study helps disentangle condemnation (e.g. ex-
pressing moral outrage) from the experience of moral outrage,
which has often been conflated in prior work. Our findings
suggest that condemnations may not always stem from the
experience of moral outrage but are, at the very least, amplified
when in the presence of a like‐minded ingroup. Moreover, these
findings provide explanatory insight into the related research of
online hate. Online hate focuses on condemnation of a specific
group or identity, rather than disagreement with a particular
action or statement (Tong 2024). Consistent with the current
research, Walther and Rice (2025), have similarly noted that
“why people express and propagate hate online has been un-
derstudied relative to [documenting the pervasiveness and
describing the contents of online hate]” (p.10). While online
hate research has argued for the importance of both individual
attitudes and social signaling to a like‐minded ingroup
(Walther 2024), the present research would suggest that the
occurrence of both is required. Indeed, this speaks to why
online hate predominantly occurs on websites or forums ex-
plicitly created for ideologically aligned users (Bliuc et al. 2018).

Finally, in contrast to some research that suggests that online
moral discourse lacks behavioral consequences, we find that
expressions of condemnation predict tangible consumer choi-
ces, such as product avoidance. These findings link online
moral signaling to downstream market behaviors, suggesting
that online outrage can have meaningful economic implica-
tions. Together, our work advances multiple literatures by
revealing when condemnation is more than just expression, and
when it becomes action.

9.2 | Practical Implications

Integrating the perspectives on whether online condemnation
stems from genuine moral outrage or virtue‐signaling is es-
sential for brands to navigate today's volatile online environ-
ment. For example, as we mentioned earlier, Bud Light faced
backlash after launching a campaign with transgender influ-
encer Dylan Mulvaney. While some decried the backlash as
‘fake outrage’ (Parkel 2023), this study suggests that it was not
only genuine but was also accompanied by, at the very least, the
perception that others felt similarly. This study underscores the
importance of responding to high‐profile situations quickly, as
‘trending’ situations will provide further evidence that like‐
minded people are offended, further proliferating the backlash.

Our findings also have substantive implications for managerial
decision‐making, as our results suggest that brands need to pay
attention and respond to online outrage. Indeed, we find that
engaging in online condemnation impacts individuals’ real‐world
choices, such as choosing to avoid products associated with
moral transgressors, even when those choices are personally
disadvantageous. The present work highlights a need to respond
to backlash quicky to curtail outrage and condemnation when
this arises. However, brands should consider whether it the

outrage is coming from a very vocal but small and insular seg-
ment or whether it reflects a wider demographic. Particularly
when the outrage is in response to a purposeful marketing
decision, brands need to consider whether they ought to apolo-
gize and reverse or double‐down on their message. A prime ex-
ample that illustrates this phenomenon is Nike's 2018
advertising campaign featuring Colin Kaepernick. The back-
lash Nike faced after launching this campaign stemmed from
outrage over Kaepernick's protests. While this outrage led to
some customers abandoning the Nike brand, Nike strategically
emphasized its commitment to social justice, staying consist-
ent with its values while navigating shifting consumer expecta-
tions. This highlights the importance for brands to remain true
to their values, appealing to loyal customers without over‐
committing resources to managing performative outrage.

9.3 | Limitations and Future Research Directions

One limitation of the present research is that all studies were
conducted as experiments. Future research may seek to explore
these effects using different methodologies, including qualita-
tive methods such as interviews to derive rich insights as to
how people feel when they see an online post they deem as
condemnation‐worthy and what they feel inspires them to
respond. Moreover, future research may benefit from examin-
ing expressions of online outrage in a longitudinal fashion to
measure its impact on longer term real‐world consumption
decisions. Although our study 3 measured real, substantive
choice for an actual gift card, it would be of interest to explore
how long these effects hold for and what type of consumption
decisions in the real world are impacted.

Future research should explore also the interaction between
morality and identity signaling, particularly in online spaces.
For instance, under what circumstances might individuals
prefer private condemnation, particularly when the transgressor
is an ingroup member or personal acquaintance? Additionally,
more work is needed to understand the downstream effects of
online outrage, such as whether engaging in online condem-
nation might act as a moral license, leading to less prosocial
behavior, or if it motivates virtue‐signaling through other
means, such as conspicuous donations.

Furthermore, it would be valuable to examine how these signaling
acts influence brand attitudes, identification, and other marketing
outcomes (Kermani et al. 2024). The interpersonal outcomes of
brand condemnation, such as group polarization, should also be
examined. Ultimately, integrating both viewpoints—moral outrage
and virtue‐signaling—provides a richer understanding of how in-
dividuals use morality to manage their social media presence,
navigate consumer choices, and interact with brands. This nuanced
approach enables brands to craft more effective, authentic
responses, build long‐term relationships with their audience, and
manage public relations crises with greater precision.

10 | Conclusion

The current research examines the ever‐abundant phenomenon
of online condemnations as a way to punish perceived moral

43

 15206793, 2026, 1, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/m

ar.70040 by W
ashington State U

niversity, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [04/02/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



transgressors. We highlight that these condemnations have an
important signaling function and occur predominately in public
and in view of those who are likely to be similarly offended by
the perceived transgression. In doing so, we provide crucial
nuance for understanding how online condemnation has
real‐world consequences for consumer behavior and brand
management.
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