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Abstract
People experience “collective autonomy restriction” when 
they believe other groups want to restrict their own group 
from freely expressing its social identity and determining its 
behavior. We review emerging research on the negative con-
sequences of collective autonomy restriction for well-being, 
as well as its implications for group members' motivation to 
fight for their place within social hierarchies. We propose 
that group members desire two resources tied to having a 
favorable position within the social hierarchy—structural 
power (i.e., the ability to influence and resist influence from 
other groups) and status (being positively valued and per-
ceived as moral by others)—because they believe that hav-
ing power and status are necessary to secure their group's 
collective autonomy. We hypothesize that group members 
anticipate that other groups might restrict their group if they 
lack the structural power to resist outside influences, or if 
they are perceived as negative or immoral and worthy of re-
striction. We apply this power and status perspective of col-
lective autonomy restriction to predict (1) when disempow-
ered groups are most likely to fight against (vs. tolerate) their 
disadvantaged position and (2) when powerful groups are 
most likely to relinquish power and acknowledge their trans-
gressions (vs. defensively maintain their privileged position).
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Social identities are critical for psychological well-being and development (Greenaway et al., 2016; Haslam et al., 2009; 
Oyserman, 2007). But people do not always feel free to express the shared beliefs, values, and customs that define 
their groups. Disempowered groups (e.g., colonized and minority groups) have been forcefully restricted from ex-
pressing their language (Nichelle, 2018), keeping their natural hair texture (Ellis & Jones, 2019; Rhodan, 2014), wear-
ing their religious symbols (Alouane, 2021; BBC, 2018), or acting in accordance with their cultural values (Ray, 2019). 
Similarly, LGBTQ+ communities have been forcefully restricted from choosing who they marry (Ofosu et al., 2019); 
prevented from disclosing their sexual orientation (Burrelli & Feder, 2009); or prevented access to hormone therapy 
(Callaghan, 2007). Experiencing restriction elicits the perception of collective autonomy restriction: perceiving that 
other groups want to forcefully restrict one's own group from determining its social identity and behavior (Kachanoff, 
Wohl, et al., 2020).

Although disempowered groups often experience real restrictions on their autonomy, powerful group members 
may subjectively perceive restrictions. This can occur whether or not the powerful group is restricted in reality, and, 
despite powerful groups enjoying a position of privilege and influence. For example, some Christians have said they 
feel pressured to wish others “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas” (Boorstein & Pulliam Bailey, 2017), while 
some White people have argued that removing statues of White historical figures due to ties to slavery and colonial-
ism (e.g., Canada's first Prime Minister, John A. MacDonald) restricts their expression of White identity (Race, 2021). 
Such perceived impingements on collective autonomy are central to populist movements in North America and Eu-
rope that oppose diversity and try to reinforce existing hierarchy (Cooper, 2016; Magistad, 2016).

We have three goals. First, we define what collective autonomy restriction is (and is not)—differentiating it from 
related constructs like power and discrimination. Second, we argue (and review research suggesting) that because 
people feel personally restricted when they perceive collective autonomy restriction, they (i) suffer reduced psycho-
logical well-being, and (ii) engage in collective action to restore collective autonomy. We highlight how perceiving 
collective autonomy restriction impacts well-being and collective action uniquely from other intergroup factors pre-
viously linked to these outcomes (e.g., perceived discrimination, relative deprivation, and lacking power). Third, we 
propose a new theoretical perspective describing how perceiving collective autonomy restriction impacts intergroup 
relations: Building from general process models of threat and defense (see Jonas et al., 2014, for review) we hy-
pothesize that group members actively seek (and defend against losing) power and status within social hierarchies to 
instrumentally to ensure their collective autonomy is not restricted.

2 | COLLECTIVE AUTONOMY RESTRICTION—CONCEPT AND THEORY

People perceive personal autonomy when they feel they can volitionally determine their own identity (i.e., their 
values, goals, and behaviors) without feeling pressured or manipulated by other people (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Accord-
ing to self-determination theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2017), perceiving personal autonomy (vs. feeling controlled) is 
essential for psychological well-being. Within interpersonal relationships (e.g., romantic relationships, parent–child 
relationships, and doctor–patient relationships) and intra-group contexts (e.g., classrooms, organizations, and na-
tions), people experience greater well-being when they personally feel supported to act in accord with their values 
and interests, versus when they feel pressured and manipulated (Deci et al., 2006, 2017; Downie et al., 2007; Holding 
et al., 2020; Mageau et al., 2015; Niemiec & Ryan, 2009; Williams et al., 2006).

Moving to the collective, people also have a need for their social groups to be free to determine and express their 
social identity without restriction from others (Kachanoff, Wohl, et al., 2020; Parker et al., 2019). People perceive 
collective autonomy restrictions for different reasons that vary based on their group's social position. Disempowered 
groups often perceive collective autonomy restriction because their group is prevented by a more powerful group 
from expressing its social identity and/or is forced to conform to the worldview of the powerful group. A stark 
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example was the residential schooling system in Canada that prevented Indigenous children from speaking their own 
language and dressing in their own clothes (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015).

Nonintuitively, members of powerful groups can subjectively feel restricted despite their group's relative power 
and influence. Powerful group members feel restricted when they perceive societal pressures to change behaviors 
which reinforce their group's dominant position within the hierarchy, and which they grew accustomed to through 
being in a dominant position. For example, powerful groups might perceive that other groups are trying to control 
them if they are asked not to behave in ways that presume their culture is prototypical (e.g., assuming everyone 
celebrates Christmas), or if they are asked to remove group symbols tied to their oppression of other groups (e.g., 
confederate statues that Black communities perceive to symbolize anti-Black violence and restriction).

In sum, collective autonomy restriction is a subjective perception of feeling that other groups seek to control or 
restrict one's group. This perception may or may not reflect how one's group is actually treated and can arise among 
groups who are in a disempowered position (being coerced from above) and among groups who are in a powerful 
position (feeling pressured from below).

2.1 | From collective autonomy restriction to promoting collective autonomy

Instead of imposing restrictions, groups can also promote the collective autonomy of other groups. First, groups can 
passively support the collective autonomy of other groups simply by letting the other group coexist independently 
of their influence (Kachanoff et al., 2019). Second, groups can actively affirm the importance of another group deter-
mining its identity and behavior. For instance, National Indigenous People's Day in Canada is an active celebration of 
the culture of Indigenous peoples. Third, groups may suggest new ways of behaving to another group by explaining 
its value, taking the other group's perspective, and respecting the other group's choice to ultimately determine what 
they do (vs. imposing the new behavior forcefully; Kachanoff et al., 2017; Legault et al., 2011).

Within interpersonal contexts (focused on by SDT) autonomy support most often involves autonomously pro-
viding advice or directives, and the passive form of support would not even be considered autonomy support but 
independence (Ryan & Deci, 2017). However, intergroup contexts differ from interpersonal contexts. Within inter-
personal relationships (e.g., friendships, parent–child relationships), both parties likely assume they have each other's 
best interests at heart. But intergroup contexts are commonly less trusting and more competitive than interpersonal 
relationships (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Thus, groups may perceive “advice” from others as inappropriate or paternalistic 
(even if suggested in an autonomy supportive fashion). For example, Iyengar and Lepper (1999) found that universally, 
children did not react positively to children from a salient outgroup (a different classroom) making decisions for them.

An important direction for future research is to examine whether depending on the intergroup context, different 
forms of collective autonomy support might be appropriate. Often groups might expect other groups to passively 
respect their own way of doing things (e.g., two independent nations). However, within contexts where one group 
already feels restricted by another group, explicit affirmations of their autonomy might help to mitigate this threat. 
For example, groups who have been victimized by a transgressor group respond more effectively to an apology deliv-
ered by the transgressor group when the transgressor explicitly acknowledges the importance of the victimized group 
having autonomy to choose whether to accept the apology (Kachanoff et al., 2017). Finally, in certain contexts, groups 
might feel justified to make suggestions to other groups for how to behave (e.g., receiving group members explaining 
their norms to immigrating group members, or groups voicing concerns about an outgroup behavior they perceive 
to be harmful to others). However, in terms of the latter form of support, the group providing a suggestion for how 
to behave (and the group receiving it) might differ on whether they feel this is appropriate (Verkuyten, Abdelman 
et al., 2020; Verkuyten, Yogeeswaran et al., 2020).
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2.2 | Defining what collective autonomy restriction is (and is not)

Collective autonomy restriction is distinct from other intergroup perceptions, including the perception of lacking 
power. As we have described (and will provide evidence for), both disempowered and powerful groups can perceive 
their collective autonomy to be restricted. Further, members of groups lacking structural power to resist outside 
influences can still perceive collective autonomy (rather than restriction) so long as other groups do not try to control 
them. For example, “intergroup tolerance” refers to how groups with power might allow other groups to express their 
culture (even if they disapprove of their culture). When groups are tolerated, they may feel they have collective auton-
omy because no outgroup is restricting them. However, tolerated groups still feel powerless because they know other 
groups have the capacity to restrict them if they wanted (Bagci et al., 2020; Cvetkovska et al., 2020).

Consistent with our theorizing, autonomy and power are also separable at the individual level. SDT-based re-
search suggests that people with relatively low power (e.g., children, students, patients) can feel either autonomy 
supported (or controlled) by people with power over them (e.g., parents, teachers, doctors; Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
Moreover, even people with power can feel pressured by those with less power (e.g., teachers feeling pressured by 
students; Pelletier et al., 2002).

Collective autonomy restriction is also separable from the discrimination, humiliation, exploitation, or feeling of 
devaluation that groups sometimes experience. Certainly, restrictions of autonomy can go hand in hand with oth-
er forms of subjugation: Within residential schools, Indigenous children were forcefully prevented from expressing 
their culture, but they were also devalued, humiliated, and mentally and physically abused (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada, 2015). However, there are instances in which groups are subjected to restrictions by a group 
without being explicitly derogated.

Theories of intergroup toleration differentiate between attitudes toward the cultural practices of another group, 
and attitudes toward people belonging to another group (Verkuyten, Abdelman, et al., 2021). People may feel nega-
tively toward a group's cultural practices and impose restrictions without devaluing the group as whole; or conversely 
people may derogate members of another group without trying to restrict them. Groups sometimes paternalistically 
impose their values on other groups for ostensibly benevolent reasons (Bruneau et al., 2019), or argue that banning 
a group's cultural practice will protect (vs. undermine) the basic rights of members within the group (O’Neill, 1999). 
For example, some people support banning non-medical Jewish male circumcision out of concern for Jewish children 
(Munzer, 2015). Similar parallels can be drawn within interpersonal contexts between restrictions placed on individ-
uals out of cruelty (e.g., an abusive parent), versus restrictions motivated by knowing “what is best” (e.g., a parent 
imposing a strict bedtime). At the intergroup level, “knowing what is best” forms of restriction may be rooted in be-
liefs of superiority among the restricting group (and can be destructive by stifling behaviors that the restricted group 
see as core to their identity). Still, this form of restriction likely differs from restriction motivated purely by prejudice 
toward the restricted group (Verkuyten, Abdelman, et al., 2020).

Lastly, groups may have their cultural expression explicitly celebrated, while still being exploited in other ways. 
Indigenous scholars in Canada have critiqued ongoing decolonization efforts as being a “metaphorical” surface level 
embrace of Indigenous culture without efforts to address other systemic inequities that exist between the non-Indig-
enous and Indigenous Canadians (Tuck & Yang, 2012).

In sum, while the concept of collective autonomy answers the question “are we free without restriction?”, other 
intergroup concepts answer questions like “are we strong?”, “are we valued?” and “are we treated fairly?” While often 
experienced hand in hand, these perceptions are still distinguishable. Next, we consider the unique consequences of 
collective autonomy restriction for group members that emerge beyond these other intergroup perceptions.
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3 | THE CONSEQUENCES OF COLLECTIVE AUTONOMY RESTRICTION

Mounting research suggests that perceiving collective autonomy restriction is consequential for (i) whether group 
members experience psychological well-being, as well as (ii) how they direct their behavior within intergroup contexts.

3.1 | Collective autonomy restriction is detrimental to psychological well-being

Research rooted in the social identity approach (Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) suggests that how people 
identify with and perceive their social groups is consequential for psychological well-being (Haslam et al., 2009). The 
social identity approach argues that people derive their sense of self (e.g., their goals and values; Oyserman, 2007) 
partly from their social identity. Having a collective sense of “we” also provides people with psychological resources 
to navigate life challenges (Greenaway et al., 2015; Haslam et al., 2014). Because people tie their personal identity 
to their social groups, and experience a sense of “we”, they are personally impacted by what happens to their group 
(see Leigh & Melwani, 2019, for review). Initial research showed that people's self-esteem is tied to whether they feel 
that others value their group (e.g., Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992). Subsequent research suggested that identifying with 
social groups fulfills other essential needs for well-being (e.g., efficacy and agency, relatedness, and meaningfulness) 
and that negative intergroup experiences (like feeling others do not tolerate their group) compromise these needs 
(Bagci et al., 2020; Cvetkovska, et al., 2020).

Studying the psychology of collective autonomy restriction reveals a novel pathway through which intergroup 
perceptions impact psychological needs and well-being. Because people feel interconnected to their social groups, 
they likely feel personally restricted when they perceive their social group to be restricted. As Nelson Mandela said 
of the Apartheid regime in South Africa: “Freedom is indivisible; the chains on any one of my people were the chains on all 
of them, the chains on all of my people were the chains on me” (1995, p. 624). Providing evidence for the link between 
collective autonomy restriction and reduced personal autonomy, one experiment found that participants personally 
felt controlled if they were prevented (vs. permitted) by a powerful outgroup from expressing their social identity (i.e., 
controlling a video-game character that reflects their group identity; Kachanoff, Taylor et al., 2019).

Feeling personally restricted because of group restrictions is detrimental to well-being. Perceiving collective 
autonomy restriction is associated with lower life satisfaction and self-esteem, as well as greater depression and 
negative affect (Kachanoff et al., 2019), and this relation is mediated by reduced personal autonomy. The link be-
tween collective autonomy restriction, personal autonomy, and psychological well-being is robust when tested with 
cross-sectional, longitudinal, and experimental research designs (Kachanoff et al., 2019), and has been replicated 
independently by different research groups across several different countries using different measurement scales 
(Parker et al., 2019). Finally, collective autonomy restriction is negatively associated with psychological well-being 
among disempowered communities that have chronically been restricted by other social groups including the LG-
BTQ+ community (Kachanoff, Cooligan, et al., 2020) and Black communities in Canada and the United States (Hold-
ing & Koestner, 2021).

Importantly, collective autonomy restriction is uniquely associated with personal autonomy and well-being even 
when statistically accounting for other group perceptions associated with well-being (Kachanoff, Taylor, et al., 2019) 
like group agency, efficacy and control (e.g., Greenaway et al., 2015, 2016), and perceptions that others like and value 
one's group (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999).

Providing experimental evidence for the uniqueness of collective autonomy restriction from group power, one 
study (Kachanoff, Taylor, et al., 2019) found that groups who were told that a high-power group could change their 
culture, but ultimately were free to express their culture, did not differ in their perceptions of collective autonomy or 
personal autonomy relative to group members who were never vulnerable to restriction. It was only when the group 
had its culture restricted by a powerful group that people perceived collective autonomy restriction and felt less per-
sonal autonomy. There is also experimental evidence suggesting the uniqueness of collective autonomy restriction 
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from discrimination. For example, having LGBTQ+ individuals think about how their LGBTQ+ community has its 
collective autonomy restricted (vs. is free to determine its identity and behavior) robustly increased their perceptions 
of collective autonomy restriction (Kachanoff, Cooligan, et al., 2020). But the manipulation did not reliably change 
whether LGBTQ+ individuals felt discriminated against as a group, or felt personally supported to express their 
identity within their interpersonal relationships. In turn, thinking about collective autonomy restriction (vs. support) 
uniquely reduced personal autonomy and well-being accounting for anti-LGBTQ+ discrimination (Ryan et al., 2017) 
and feeling supported interpersonally (Al-Khouja et al., 2021a; Legate et al., 2012, 2017).

3.2 | Groups collectively challenge restrictions to their autonomy

Research suggests that groups act collectively to improve their group's position when they feel unjustly treated (Van 
Zomeren et al., 2008). Core sources of perceived injustice previously considered include feeling that one's group 
is unfairly deprived scarce resources relative to others (Walker & Smith, 2002) or is subjected to discrimination 
(Mummendey et al., 1999). Studying the psychology of collective autonomy restriction introduces another important 
pathway to collective action.

Since people have a psychological need for collective autonomy, they are likely to challenge restrictions (and the 
outgroups who they feel impose them). These collective responses to restriction impact whether social hierarchies 
remain stable (Sidanius et al., 1994). Members of disempowered groups act to gain structural power (and change 
the existing hierarchy) so they can use power to resist restriction. However, powerful groups also believe they can 
use power to double-down on the restrictions they perceive against their group. Thus, they might act to maintain or 
extenuate existing social hierarchies to keep or gain power.

Supporting these predictions, the more Black Americans (a disempowered group) perceived collective autonomy 
restriction, the more they wanted to challenge the current social system by supporting movements like Black Lives 
Matter (Kachanoff, Kteily, et al., 2020). Moreover, Black Americans were less likely to justify the existing social system 
to the extent they felt restricted. Importantly, these effects were robust when accounting for other factors that moti-
vate collective action, such as perceived discrimination against one's group, or being relatively deprived (e.g., lacking 
jobs, housing, money; Mummendey et al., 1999; Van Zomeren et al., 2012; Walker & Smith, 2002). Disempowered 
groups' collective response to restriction goes beyond the general tendency for groups to engage in collective action 
when they feel unjustly treated (Van Zomeren et al., 2008). In one experiment (Kachanoff, Kteily, et al., 2020), when a 
powerful outgroup restricted (vs. allowed) the participant's group from expressing its culture, participants expressed 
more hostile emotions toward the powerful outgroup (a driver of collective action; Van Zomeren et al., 2008), and 
participants were more likely to retaliate against the outgroup (e.g., by sending them plastic beads which represented 
explosives). These effects were robust both when the participants' group was treated unjustly by the high-power 
outgroup in other ways (i.e., by being forced to do all the work on a boring task) or if they were treated fairly by the 
powerful group. These findings suggest that experiencing restriction drives collective action in disempowered groups 
independently of whether groups experience other forms of oppression.

Disempowered groups' response to collective autonomy restriction disrupts existing hierarchy. In contrast, 
powerful groups try to maintain hierarchy when they feel restricted. In a representative study (Kachanoff, Kteily, 
et al., 2020) of White Americans (a powerful group), 42% of White respondents perceived that other groups wanted 
to restrict White Americans. Although perceptions of collective autonomy restriction were significantly higher among 
a representative sample of Black Americans collected in parallel (given their lived experiences of oppression), this 
study shows that perceptions of restriction are not uncommon among powerful groups. Perceiving restriction was 
positively associated with White Americans' support for collective action to look out for the interests of White Amer-
icans, counter-movements to social justice like “White Lives Matter”, and their belief in worldviews like the Protestant 
Work Ethic that legitimize existing hierarchy.
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4 | A POWER AND STATUS “THREAT AND DEFENSE” PERSPECTIVE OF COLLECTIVE 
AUTONOMY RESTRICTION

We propose a power and status “threat and defense” perspective of collective autonomy restriction (Table 1) to 
predict how perceiving one's collective autonomy to be threatened (vs. secure) leads to hierarchy challenging versus 
hierarchy enhancing behaviors among disempowered and powerful groups. We suggest that people assume two 
core resources tied to their group's position within the social hierarchy—their group's power (i.e., their potential to 
influence and resist influence; Pratto, 2016) and status (i.e., the positivity and moral value of their group identity; 
Cheng et al., 2013)—are instrumental for their group to maintain its autonomy. People likely believe their groups are 
most vulnerable to restriction when their group (i) lacks structural power to resist outside influences and/or (ii) when 
other groups view their group's identity to be negative and/or immoral and thus worthy of restriction. As a conse-
quence, we hypothesize that perceiving collective autonomy restriction leads disempowered groups to become more 
motivated to gain power and status, and powerful groups to become more defensive about losing power and status.

Having a favorable position within the social hierarchy often affords groups greater power and/or status (e.g., 
Cheng et al., 2013). Groups have power when they have the resources to exert influence on other groups and to 
resist the influence of other groups (Lammers et al., 2016; Pratto, 2016). Separately, a group's status is based on how 
they are perceived by others: For example, status can come from being positively valued by other groups (Tajfel & 
Turner, 1979) or by being perceived as moral (Shnabel & Nadler, 2015).

Group members experience greater well-being when they feel their group has agency and control (i.e., power) 
within its environment (e.g., Bagci et al., 2020; Cvetkovska et al., 2020; Greenaway et al., 2016, 2015) and when they 
feel that their groups are regarded as good or moral by others (i.e., high in status; Branscombe et al., 1999; Schmitt 
et al., 2014). Groups also use power and status to avoid being exploited or harmed by other groups (e.g., by defend-
ing against violence or securing further resources). Thus, it is not surprising that several models of intergroup threat 
focus on power or status: Shnabel & Nadler's (2015) needs-based model of reconciliation differentiates between 
threats to agency (power) and morality, while integrated threat theory (Stephan et al., 2009) differentiates between 
realistic threats to a group's resources and power versus symbolic threats to a group's identity (including its positive 
and moral value). We propose that beyond the other benefits of power and status, people view power and status as 
being fundamental resources for their group to maintain collective autonomy.

Group members likely feel more vulnerable to restriction when they believe their group lacks the structural 
power and resources to resist outside influences. Research shows how groups (and individuals) desire power not only 
to exert influence onto others but to remain free from the influence of others (Lammers et al., 2016; Pratto, 2016). 
For example, disempowered group members have a greater need to increase their group's power when another 
high-power group has the ability to influence their group's cultural expression and uses (vs. does not use) its influence 
to restrict their culture (Kachanoff, Kteily, et al., 2020).

Group members also likely believe that other groups will be more willing to impose restrictions on them when 
they view their group as negative and inferior, or as immoral and harmful. As we reviewed, groups sometimes pater-
nalistically try to change the cultural practices of other groups because they view those practices as inferior compared 
to their own (Bruneau et al., 2019). Groups also restrict cultural practices they consider immoral (see Verkuyten, 
Abdelman, et al., 2020, 2021). For example, Adelman et al. (2021) found that national majority members in Europe 
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Disempowered group More tolerance for lacking structural power 
and status

More mobilization to gain power and status

Powerful group More openness to relinquishing power/
acknowledging intergroup transgressions 
perpetrated against other groups.

More defensiveness against relinquishing power/
acknowledging intergroup transgressions 
perpetrated against other groups.

T A B L E  1   A power and status “threat and defense” perspective of collective autonomy restriction



supported restricting the practices of Muslim minorities when they perceived the harm of Muslim practices to out-
weigh the value of supporting Muslim liberties (also see Hirsch et al., 2019). Moral arguments have also been used 
to call for the removal of monuments tied to the legacy of powerful groups—such as the Cecil Rhodes statue at 
Oxford—as the statue is not only viewed as a symbol of British pride and accomplishment, but of White supremacist 
and colonial ideas (Timalsina, 2021).

If people believe that power and status are important resources for maintaining collective autonomy, then dis-
empowered and powerful groups should be more motivated to gain (or defend against losing) power and status when 
they feel their collective autonomy is threatened (vs. secure). Our perspective is rooted in general process models of 
threat and defense (see Jonas et al., 2014, for review) which suggest that individuals (and groups) engage in avoidant 
or approach behaviors to secure core psychological needs they perceive to be threatened. We predict that disem-
powered groups presently lacking status and power might tolerate their disadvantaged position in the hierarchy more 
when they feel their collective autonomy is secure (vs. threatened)—this is because they feel less urgency to acquire 
power/status to protect their collective autonomy. Conversely, powerful groups might tolerate giving up some of 
their power, and acknowledge their group's moral transgressions more when they believe their collective autonomy 
would remain secure. We expand these predictions (and avenues for how they may be tested in future research) for 
disempowered and powerful groups in turn (see Table 1 for summary).

4.1 | Disempowered groups

Disempowered groups experience restriction when powerful groups use their power to impose restrictions (Prat-
to, 2016; Kachanoff, Kteily, et al., 2020) and/or regard their social identity as negative, inferior, or immoral and worthy 
of restriction (Bruneau et al., 2019; Ray, 2019; Verkuyten, Abdelman, et al., 2020, 2021). Thus, disempowered groups 
who are forcefully restricted (vs. permitted) to express their culture might mobilize strategically to gain power which 
they can use to ward off the unwanted influence of powerful groups (Kachanoff, Kteily et al., 2020).

Past research suggests that experiencing restriction (vs. freely expressing social identity) motivates disempow-
ered groups to fight for power (Kachanoff, Kteily et al., 2020). But future research should test whether disempow-
ered groups are more willing to tolerate lacking structural power when other groups explicitly affirm (secure) their 
collective autonomy. If part of the reason group members desire structural power and status is to secure their group's 
collective autonomy, then disadvantaged groups who feel secure about their group's collective autonomy might no 
longer see gaining power and status as instrumental to securing their autonomy (Jonas et al., 2014). Explicit affirma-
tion of the disempowered group's culture (e.g., Black History Month and National Indigenous People's Day) might 
make disempowered group members feel more secure about their collective autonomy and have important benefits 
for their well-being. But such initiatives might also decrease the urgency of disempowered groups to challenge their 
disadvantaged position within the hierarchy.

Of course, experiencing other forms of oppression like violence or exploitation also uniquely drive disempow-
ered groups' collective action motives independently of whether they feel secure or threatened about their autonomy 
(Kachanoff, Kteily, et al., 2020). Still, understanding how affirming the disempowered group's collective autonomy 
influences their relative drive for power and status (independent of the other injustices they experience) can have 
important policy implications. If affirming the disempowered group's collective autonomy reduces their urgency to 
fight for power, then structural power inequities could be reinforced when powerful groups affirm the cultural ex-
pression of disempowered groups without also relinquishing structural power. For instance, Tuck and Yang (2012) 
caution that merely affirming the importance of Indigenous culture at a surface level will do little to reduce structural 
inequities between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples, if Indigenous peoples are not also given back their land 
and greater governance. To prevent the maintenance of existing hierarchies it may be essential for initiatives to affirm 
the disempowered group's collective autonomy to go hand-in-hand with concrete efforts to return power (land and 
governance) and status (access to high-prestige positions) to these groups.
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Beyond the collective power and status seeking behaviors emphasized in our framework, disempowered group 
members who perceive their group to be restricted may also individually change their behavior to satisfy their psy-
chological need for personal autonomy that is stifled through perceiving group restriction. For instance, Al-Khouja 
et al. (2021b) found that women who feel collectively oppressed become more motivated to personally engage in 
self-expression as a means of satisfying their need for personal autonomy. Future research should investigate what 
factors determine whether disempowered group members react to collective autonomy restriction collectively by 
trying to gain power and status, versus individually engaging in actions to satisfy their personal need for autonomy 
(e.g., self-expression).

4.2 | Powerful groups

Members of powerful groups may fear that social changes which lower their group's position within the hierarchy, or, 
which call into question their moral status, could result in a loss of collective autonomy. When powerful group mem-
bers think about intergroup relations as a zero-sum game, they perceive gains in power for disempowered groups as 
a loss in power for their own group (Eibach & Keegan, 2006). For example, some majority group members perceive 
demographic shifts (i.e., the “majority–minority shift” which projects that racial minorities will outnumber Whites in 
the United States within 3 decades) as a threat to White Americans' societal position (Craig & Richeson, 2014).

Some powerful group members anticipate that power shifts will disrupt their group's freedom to express its 
culture in the ways they had grown accustomed to (which often involves an implicit assumption that their culture is 
the standard or prototypical culture in society). For example, Danbold and Huo (2014) found that White Americans 
are threatened by the majority-minority shift because they anticipate that White identity will no longer define what 
it means to be prototypically American. Relatedly, Stefaniak and Wohl (2021) found that the majority-minority shift 
can evoke a concern in White individuals living in the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom that their 
social identity and culture will disappear. Finally, Zárate et al. (2012) find that people are most negative to incoming 
immigrants if they feel their arrival will force their own group to have to change its culture.

In addition to power threats, powerful groups perceive threats to their moral status because of their group's 
transgressions to disempowered groups (Peetz et al., 2010; Shnabel & Nadler, 2015). In the context of American race 
relations, White Americans may feel as though they are perceived as the primary perpetrators and beneficiaries of 
racism (Unzueta & Lowery, 2008). Powerful group members perceive collective autonomy restriction as one conse-
quence of losing their moral status. For example, Takahashi and Jefferson (2021) found that White Americans felt 
restricted in what they could say in conversations about race because they feared their views would be perceived as 
racist. Other work suggests that critical messages about structural racism (e.g., “White Silence is Violence”) evoke per-
ceptions of collective autonomy restriction in White Americans who interpret these messages to imply that all White 
Americans (including those who are indifferent about race issues) are racist in character (Kachanoff et al., 2021).

We apply our power and status perspective of collective autonomy restriction to predict when powerful group 
members will be most defensive about relinquishing power or reconciling with their transgressions. If part of the 
reason why powerful groups defend their power and status is to protect their collective autonomy, then powerful 
groups should be more defensive about relinquishing power or acknowledging their transgressions when they feel 
their collective autonomy could be jeopardized. Supporting this hypothesis, White Americans who felt that they are 
not free to express themselves in conversations about race (out of fear of being judged racist) were more likely to 
abandon these conversations (Takahashi & Jefferson, 2021). Similarly, White Americans who felt collective auton-
omy restriction in response to critical anti-racist messages were more likely to oppose those messages (Kachanoff 
et al., 2021) and deny that Black Americans (vs. White Americans) face greater discrimination in the United States.

Importantly we can apply our model to guide intervention strategies to reduce powerful groups' reticence to 
giving up power or to acknowledge ingroup transgressions. One strategy could be to affirm their sense of collective 
autonomy. If powerful groups view power and status as vital resources to defend against the threat of collective 

KACHANOFF et al. 9 of 15



autonomy restriction, then they may be more willing to relinquish these resources when they are made to feel secure 
about their collective autonomy. Providing support for this hypothesis, SimanTov-Nachlieli et al. (2016) found that 
Israeli Jews who had their group self-determination affirmed became more willing to relinquish power to Palestinians 
(SimanTov-Nachlieli et al., 2016).

Relatedly, Legault et al. (2011) found that non-Black individuals were more receptive to anti-racism campaigns 
that were delivered in an autonomy supportive fashion (i.e., by explaining why prejudice reduction is important and 
worthwhile) versus a controlling fashion (i.e., by warning that those who are prejudiced will be excluded and ostra-
cized). Similarly, police officers (a relatively powerful group) were more supportive of diversity enhancing behaviors 
when they felt that within their police force, they personally had their autonomy supported in adopting such values 
(vs. were coerced into doing so; Al-Khouja et al., 2020). Although this work examined the impact of powerful group 
members personally feeling autonomy-supported as individuals, it is likely that these interventions also impacted 
people's perceptions of whether their entire group had collective autonomy in doing so (i.e., can non-Black peo-
ple choose whether to engage in prejudice reduction or can police officers choose whether to engage in diversity 
enhancing behaviors). A direction for future work will be to examine whether explicitly supporting the collective 
autonomy of an entire high-power group to engage in equality enhancing behaviors can motivate group members 
within to do so.

A related but separate intervention strategy may be to guide powerful group members to reframe the relinquish-
ing of (some) power and the acknowledgement of moral transgressions as being congruent (rather than in conflict) 
with maintaining collective autonomy. Powerful group members could be shown that engaging in hierarchy atten-
uating behaviors or acknowledging their group's past transgressions is a means to social identity affirmation. For 
example, Helms' (1995) theory of White racial identity development argues that pro-social outcomes may stem from 
finding ways for White Americans to express White identity in a way that aligns with racial equity (e.g., celebrating 
White historical figures who fought alongside Black civil rights leaders; also see Tatum, 1992). Such intervention 
approaches may help powerful group members feel that they can relinquish power and repair their group's transgres-
sions without losing their ability to express their social identity.

5 | CONCLUSION

Studying the psychology of collective autonomy restriction—people's subjective perception that other groups want 
to forcefully restrict their group's social identity and behavior—provides new insight into how social identity impacts 
well-being and collective action. While this area of research is still nascent, initial evidence suggests that groups 
seek power and status (tied to their position within a social hierarchy) partly to defend against collective autonomy 
restrictions. Thus, perceptions of collective autonomy restriction are an important predictor for when disempowered 
and powerful groups will either challenge or reinforce existing social hierarchies. Continued research on collective 
autonomy restriction may provide fruitful avenues for developing policies and interventions to reduce existing struc-
tural inequities.
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