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transgression diminishment
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A national survey of 314 Americans was employed to determine whether core

forms of group identification (sport, political, and religious) predict one’s likelihood

to forgive a leader within that group for an intentional/preventable transgression.

Three forms of transgressions (assault and battery, sex with a minor, stealing

money) were presented as possible scenarios for leaders of sport, political, and

religious groups. Sports leaders were more likely to be forgiven overall, with each

of the three scenarios shifting levels of forgiveness; sex with a minor was more

likely to be forgiven for sports figures, while stealing money was less likely to

be forgiven for religious leaders. Una�liated individuals were less likely to forgive

transgressions, with no di�erences between identified groups.
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Introduction

Many forms of in-group allegiances shape public opinion. High on the list of potential

influences includes perceived sport, political, and religious kinships. Within sport, Settimi

(2020) reports on loyalties so great that Green Bay Packers fans are “willing tomarry, divorce,

remarry—even abandon their mothers—for a shot at tickets” (para. 5), while New England

Patriots fans once used a GoFundMe campaign to pay for a million dollar fine after the

Deflategate cheating scandal. Within politics, Graham and Svolik (2020) found that loyalty

to one’s party was more powerful than loyalty to democracy, as just 3.5% of American voters

would cast a ballot against their parties’ nominee if they supported efforts to disenfranchise

other voters or supported other undemocratic policies. Meanwhile, religious tests are still

so commonplace that no unabashed atheists have been elected to Congress, with six states

still having laws barring nonbelievers from even running for office (Wing, 2017). Loyalties

can even merge across the gaps of these three main forms of allegiance; in Alabama, Head

Football Coach Nick Saban regularly places in the top 10 in voting for U.S. Presidential

and Senate elections (Berkowitz, 2017) while former Auburn Head Football Coach Tommy

Tuberville holds a U.S. Senate seat.

Such loyalties tinge virtually every part of society, particularly when social media makes

group identification more prevalent than ever. Gil de Zuniga et al. (2017, p. 44) use the term

“social media social capital” to contend for new resources (or lack thereof) arising from

tie to societal resources. Moreover, loyalty to one’s preferred identity group can result in

perceived hypocrisy, as something can be considered abhorrent when an out-group member

does it, yet somehow both acceptable and justifiable when the in-group does the same action
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(see Hing et al., 2002). This study seeks to determine the

degree that allegiance to one’s preferred sports, political, or

religious group has to the willingness to forgive various forms of

individual transgressions. Using Coombs (2007) typology of crisis

responsibility and a national sample of 314 American respondents,

three forms of transgressions are tested across these three types

of loyalty: sport, political, and religious. The primary objective of

the study is to answer the question of which transgressions are

most forgivable or malleable depending on the identity affiliation

of the transgressor.

Related literature

While disposition and, more specifically, exemplification, have

been used to explain cognitive formulation of moral judgments

(Matthews, 2019), moral disengagement theory (Bandura, 1999)

explains processes in which people convince themselves that

previous ethical standards either do not apply or must be

amended within current value judgments. A variety of mechanisms

are advanced to explain such forms of disengagement with

advantageous comparison seemingly at the fore for judgments

one could make regarding in-group and out-group principles

of social identity (see Tajfel and Turner, 1985). Advantageous

comparisons often are used to justify unjust actions, largely by

justifying that another entity or group was worse or could provide

a worse outcome.

In the conception of sport, political, and religious affiliations,

moral disengagement could potentially explain how the

unforgivable becomes pardonable. Egalitarianism comes to

the fore in such a conception (Bandura’s, 2002), allowing for the

argument that an egregious act is morally justified either because of

past wrongs (“Our quarterback was arrested for public intoxication,

but the other team’s is an alleged rapist”), because of comparative

perceived harm (“The opposing political parties’ policies are so

damaging that voter suppression is justified”), or because one is

inherently more noble or virtuous due to an in-group affiliation

(“God will be the ultimate judge of my actions”). Familiarity

with the content in which a person is committing the morally

questionable act can reduce perceived guilt and negative affect

(Hartmann and Vorderer, 2010), with social media now holding

the potential to reinforce behaviors via shared identities (Kaakinen

et al., 2020). Consequently, partly because of the ubiquity of both

social media and conversations about the in-groups in question

(sports, politics, and religion), the potential to morally disengage

appears particularly high in modern times specifically when

considering transgressions within the topics at hand.

Transgressions and crisis responsibility
types

Of course, not all transgressions are created equal. Coombs’s

(2007) advances situational crisis communication theory (SCCT)

largely based on this notion that each crisis presents a particular

set of responsibilities for the transgressor and perceived optimal

outcomes as judged by the general public. Part of this differentiation

lies within the SCCT crisis typology, which includes (a)

victim crises (perceived to be of minimal responsibility), (b)

accident crises (perceived to be of low crisis responsibility),

and (c) intentional/preventable crises (perceived to be of strong

crisis responsibility).

Sometimes substantiation of a claim is all it takes to move from

one pole of the typology to another; for instance, an unverified

rumor of child abuse might be classified as a victim crisis, yet

evidence-based rumors of the same child abuse would move to

the preventable crisis status. Disposition subsequently becomes

a key element within the activation of moral disengagement, as

one presumably would be less inclined to believe a crisis-oriented

transgression from one’s favored sports team, political party, or

religious membership than from one outside of these insulated

affiliation factions.

Moral disengagement via sports fan
identification

Group identity and perceived group membership are often

reinforced as one ascribes belonging and social meaning from

relationships within groups (Hogg, 2001; Hornsey, 2008). Sports

fan identity works similarly as identified sports fans feel a

psychological connection to sports teams and athletes that rarely

wavers over time (Wann, 2006). Sports fandom may have

important benefits for psychological health experienced through

“the strong ties fans often feel for their chosen sports team” (Wann

et al., 2003, p. 289). In-group affinities for team members, team

officials, and the identified fanbase amplify as fan identity increases

and coincides with an increased sense of communal purpose (van

Driel et al., 2019). While fan identity can improve psychological

well-being, these benefits are moderated by threats to identity,

which can occur when athletes commit transgressions during or

away from competition (Wann, 2006).

Fans are forced to process and reconcile negative behaviors

that contradict their positive perceptions of athletes on their

favorite teams (Dietz-Uhler et al., 2002). In some instances, fans

morally disengage by rationalizing the behavior and attributing

it to outside forces beyond the athlete’s control (Sanderson and

Emmons, 2014). After sprinter Ben Johnson was disqualified from

the 1988 Summer Olympics for taking performance-enhancing

drugs, Ungar and Sev’er (1989) found that individuals were

more likely to attribute his transgressions to situational factors

(e.g., unknowingly taking steroids) than assign culpability to the

sprinter himself. A related study determined that baseball fans on

a Texas Rangers discussion forum were highly likely to forgive

outfielder Josh Hamilton for an alcohol relapse through support,

“addiction is hard” narratives, human condition attributions,

and justification (Sanderson and Emmons, 2014). Conversely,

some fans (predominantly of other our-group teams) withheld

forgiveness due to perceptions of Hamilton’s character flaws (e.g.,

alcohol and drug addiction, perceived incongruence in practicing

Christianity) and were unwilling to chance recidivism.

Because “athletes serve as idealized role models for sports fans

and, in many cases, are held to unrealistic expectations” (Sanderson

and Emmons, 2014, p. 38), moral disengagement could most often

lead to fan forgiveness when transgressions resonate with a fan’s

own experiences, making perceptions of similarity paramount and
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even the core communication choices (see Burgers et al., 2015)

heavily predicated on in-group connections. Thus, the present

study posits the following hypothesis:

H1: Higher sports fan identification will result in greater

willingness to forgive sports leader transgressions.

Additionally, the severity of the transgression is particularly

impactful at influencing a forgiveness response (Merolla, 2008). In

March 2021, 22 massage therapists filed lawsuits against Houston

Texans Quarterback Deshaun Watson alleging inappropriate

conduct and sexual assault (Barshop, 2021). While he contends that

these encounters were consensual, the seriousness of the allegations

has caused him to lose sponsorships and suspend relationships with

companies such as Nike, Reliant Energy, and Beats by Dre (Florio,

2021). It stands to reason that the nature of these transgressions is

too severe for even the most diehard football fans to forgive. Thus,

the following research question was developed to better understand

the impact of transgression type on fan forgiveness:

RQ1: To what degree does the ability to forgive a sports figure’s

transgressions differ by type of preventable crisis?

Moral disengagement via political
identification

Political identification, along with partisanship, refers to the

degree in which an individual identifies with a given political entity

and their beliefs (Bankert et al., 2017). To measure the levels of

political identification and partisanship that an individual has with

a given political party, the Partisan Identity Scale (PIS; Bankert

et al., 2017) uses eight elements of identification to establish a level

of connectedness that an individual feels with their party. When

examining identification with forgiveness, political forgiveness

is unique in a sense that the process demands accountability

(Wabanhu, 2008). The public seeks retribution for political

transgressions, rather than reparation and forgiveness, leaving

public forgiveness hard to obtain. Wabanhu (2008) suggests that

“on the socio-political level intentional and sustained efforts should

always be made to painstakingly work for healing, reparation,

forgiveness and for reconciliation rather than for letting retributive

justice take its course” (p. 298), alluding to the difficult process for

forgiveness to occur in socio-political situations.

Although forgiveness may be hard to come by in the socio-

political sphere, the 2020U.S. presidential election illustrated

that most transgressions made by in-group candidates could

be opportunities to morally disengage to the point that major

flaws could be reduced to foibles. For example, during the 2020

presidential debate, former President Donald Trump stated, in

reference to a white-supremacy group, “Proud Boys—stand back

and stand by” (Subramanian and Culver, 2020, para. 55). During

the same timeframe, President Joe Biden told African American

host Charlamagne, “If you have a problem figuring out whether

you’re for me or Trump, then you ain’t black” (Bradner et al.,

2020, para. 6) while being interviewed on The Breakfast Club.

Each of these presidential candidates made borderline or overtly

offensive and derogatory comments over the lifetime of their

political careers, yet over 81 million Americans still voted for Joe

Biden, and over 74 million Americans still voted for Donald Trump

in the 2020U.S. presidential election (DeSilver, 2020). Likely, the

egalitarianism prong of moral disengagement (Bandura’s, 2002)

provided a justification because the moral transgressions made

by a political leader can be pardoned because the individual that

identifies with that political leader views the moral transgressions

of the other political leader to be more severe. Even more so, it

would be logical to assume that the more an individual identifies

with a given political leader, the more likely the individual would

be to forgive their political leader of their transgressions. Thus, the

following hypothesis is posited:

H2: Higher political identification will result in greater willingness

to forgive political leader transgressions.

Considering that there are numerous transgressions that can

be made by political leaders (from slanderous language to criminal

offenses), the level of forgiveness that an individual may give their

political leader may differ based on the severity of the transgression.

Thus, the following question is asked to determine if forgiveness

levels differ by transgression type:

RQ2: To what degree does the ability to forgive a political figure’s

transgressions differ by type of preventable crisis?

Moral disengagement via religious
identification

In terms of social identity, religion provides individuals with a

group for belonging and a common set of values that characterize

membership (Ysseldyk et al., 2010), where religious identification

refers to an individual’s self-identification with a religion (Hayes,

1995). To measure the strength of religious identification, the

Centrality of Religiosity Scale (CRS; Huber and Huber, 2012) uses

the five theoretical elements of religion to predict its salience in

individual personality. In regard to moral disengagement, religious

identification affects attitudes toward radicalization and violent

extremism (Aly et al., 2014) and is used to justify unethical

behavior in shifting the responsibility of the behavior (Hinrichs

et al., 2012). In terms of transgressions, religiosity also affects

individuals’ willingness to forgive transgressions (Fox and Thomas,

2008; Sheldon, 2014). Loyalty in parasocial relationships may lead

individuals to forgive transgressions, (e.g., celebrities; Finsterwalder

et al., 2017). For religious communities, individuals tend to judge

members of the out-group greater than those of the in-group for

minor transgressions (Bettache et al., 2019). Taking these findings

into account, this study predicts that religious identification will

predict transgression forgiveness of religious leaders:

H3: Higher religious identification will result in greater willingness

to forgive religious leader transgressions.

While religious ideals have been used to justify conduct

(Cartledge et al., 2015), if the offense violates religious beliefs or

values, it is more difficult for individuals to forgive transgressions

(Grubbs et al., 2015). The severity of the offense also affects

forgiveness (Cohen et al., 2006). In times of crisis, religiosity

often serves as a coping mechanism for individuals (Lim

et al., 2019). Additionally, church leaders may play a role in
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influencing attitudes toward a crisis among their congregation

through communication (Khosrovani et al., 2008; Campbell and

Wallace, 2015). However, when a religious institution is at fault

for a crisis, such as the Catholic Church’s handling of the

sex abuse scandal, it questions the role of faith and tradition

in both the Church’s handling and response toward a crisis

(Faggioli, 2019). The American public, especially members of

the Catholic Faith, were horrified and angered by the actions

of authority figures with the Church (Steinfels, 2004), indicating

that religious identification may offer little weight in forgiving

religious organizations at fault for major crises. Therefore, the

present study postulates:

RQ3: To what degree does the ability to forgive a religious figure’s

transgressions differ by type of preventable crisis?

In considering the influence of identification of religion,

politics, and sports, the present study also asks:

RQ4: Which type of identification (sports, political, religious) is

more likely to result in forgiving transgressions?

RQ5: Are there certain types of identification within each

grouping (sports, political, religious) that are more likely to

forgive transgressions?

Methods

Participants

To answer the three hypotheses and five research questions,

an IRB-approved 3 (leader) by 3 (transgression) between-subjects

experiment was administered to 314U.S. adults in spring 2021.

The sample included 314 participants aged 18 to 92 (M =

51.694, SD = 15.960). A total of 188 (59.873%) participants

identified as female, 122 (38.854%) participants identified as male,

2 (0.637%) participants identified as non-binary/third gendered,

and 2 (0.637%) participants did not disclose their gender. The

sample included 255 (81.210%) White, 32 (10.191%) Black or

African American, 13 (4.140%) Asian, 4 (1.274%) Native American,

1 (0.318%) Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, and 9 (2.866%)

other/mixed raced participants. The highest educational level

completed varied, as 10 (3.185%) indicated that they had less than

a high school degree, 80 (25.478%) had a high school degree or

equivalency, 90 (28.662%) had some college, 26 (8.280%) had a 2-

year degree, 65 (20.701%) had a 4-year degree, 34 (10.828%) had a

professional degree (M.A., M.S., J.D., or M.D.), and 9 (2.866%) had

a doctoral degree.

Procedures

The experiment was embedded into an online survey

administered through Qualtrics Panels. Each participant was

randomly assigned to one of three different groups, where

participants responded with levels of forgiveness to hypothetical

preventable transgressions made by their preferred sports leader,

preferred political leader, and preferred religious leader. The three

preventable transgressions were assault and battery, engaging in

sex with a minor, and stealing money from their organization. The

first group of participants (n = 105) responded to their preferred

sports leader accused of assault and battery, their preferred political

leader accused of engaging in sex with a minor, and their preferred

religious leader accused of stealing money from their identified

religious organization. The second group of participants (n = 103)

responded to their preferred sports leader accused of engaging in

sex with a minor, their preferred political leader stealing money

from their identified political organization, and their preferred

religious leader accused of assault and battery. The third group of

participants (n = 106) responded to their preferred sports leader

accused of stealingmoney from their identified sports organization,

their preferred political leader accused of assault and battery, and

their preferred religious leader accused of engaging in sex with

a minor.

After reading and agreeing to the details outlined in the

informed consent, participants completed a survey with questions

about their sports identity, political identity and affiliation, religious

identity and affiliation, as well as other questions related to

violent extremism and violent radicalization. Participants were

compensated in the form of points (roughly $3US in value) that

could be reimbursed through the Qualtrics Panels website (Baird,

2021).

Measures

Identification

One primary independent variable was identification level

across the three affiliation types. All measures can be found within

the Appendix.

Sport identification
Sport identification was measured using Wann and

Branscombe’s (1993) Sport Spectator Identification scale

(Cronbach’s α = 0.956), utilizing a seven-item, seven-point

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly

agree). The higher the score, the more an individual identifies with

their preferred sports team (M = 3.783, SD= 1.814).

Political identification
Political identification was operationalized as the level of

identification that a participant has with their preferred political

party. Before political identification was measured, participants

were asked to identify their preferred political party. After data

collection, the political party that individuals identified with were

categorized into three groups, Republicans (n = 91, 28.981%),

Democrats (n = 124, 39.490%), and third parties including

independents (n = 99, 31.529%). Bankert et al.’s (2017) eight-item,

seven-point Likert Political Partisanship Scale (Cronbach’s α =

0.894) ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) was

used to measure political identification. Higher scores indicated the

more identification a participant had with their preferred political

party (M = 4.178, SD= 1.170).
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Religious identification
Religious identification was operationalized as the level of

identification that a participant has with their preferred religious

organization. Before religious identification was measured,

participants were asked to identify the religious organization with

which they most align. After data collection, religious organizations

were categorized into three groups, Christians (n = 189, 60.191%),

non-Christians (n = 39, 12.420%), and no religious affiliation (n =

86, 27.389%). An adapted six-item, seven-point Likert Centrality

of Religiosity Scale (Huber and Huber, 2012; Cronbach’s α =

0.9063) ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) was

used to measure religious identification. Higher scores indicated

more identification a participant had with their preferred religious

organization (M = 4.740, SD = 1.635). All independent variables

were measured using an averaged scale.

Transgression level
The other independent variable was preventable transgression

type (assault and battery, sex with a minor, and stealing money).

Preventable transgressions are defined by Coombs and Holladay

(2002) as actions where a person or entity is presumed to be

of high crisis responsibility, specifically in situations of human

error accidents/product harm and for personal or organizational

misdeeds. As a result, three scenarios matching these parameters

were selected for the study: (a) assault and battery, (b) sex with a

minor, and (c) stealing money.

Forgiveness
Forgiveness was operationalized as the degree to which

an individual maintains identification toward their preferred

organization even when informed they were responsible for a

high responsibility transgression. Forgiveness was measured using

a four-item, seven-point Likert scale developed by the authors

administered for each type of leader (sports leader, M = 4.084,

SD =1.367, α = 0.787; political leader, M = 3.943, SD = 1.386,

α = 0.785; religious leader, M = 3.810, SD = 1.550, α = 0.844).

An overall forgiveness level was determined by averaging the three

forgiveness levels for each leader (M= 3.946, SD= 1.240). Initially,

the scale contained five-items; however, one item was dropped to

achieve an acceptable reliability alpha. George and Mallery (2003)

explain that Cronbach’s alpha scores that range from 0.7 to 0.79

are acceptable, 0.8–0.89 are good, and above 0.9 are excellent. All

dependent variables used an averaged scale.

Results

In order to study the relationship between sport fan

forgiveness and willingness to forgive sports leader transgressions,

a regression analysis was performed. Higher levels of sports fans

identification resulted in a greater willingness to forgive sports

leader transgressions, b = 0.344, t (312) = 9.080, p < 0.001.

Higher identification scores indicate more identification with their

preferred sports team. Hypothesis 1 was supported.

Hypothesis 2 predicted that higher political identification

will result in greater willingness to forgive political leader

TABLE 1 ANOVA table of transgressions by leaders.

Leader Transgression Mean SE F p

Sports Assault and battery 4.017 0.133 0.816 0.443

Leader Sex with a minor 4.010 0.135

Stealing money 4.222 0.133

Political Assault and battery 4.068 0.134 3.376 0.035∗

Leader Sex with a minor 3.660 0.134

Stealing money 4.104 0.136

Religious Assault and battery 4.024 0.152 1.778 0.171

Leader Sex with a minor 3.623 0.150

Stealing money 3.788 0.151

∗Significance at p < 0.05.

transgressions. To answer this question, a regression analysis was

performed. Higher levels of political identification resulted in a

greater willingness to forgive political leader transgressions, b =

0.531, t (312) = 8.86, p < 0.001. Higher identification scores

indicate more identification with their preferred political party.

Hypothesis 2 was supported.

Hypothesis 3 posited that higher religious identification

will result in greater willingness to forgive religious leader

transgressions. To answer this question, a regression analysis was

performed. Higher levels of religious identification resulted in

a greater willingness to forgive religious leader transgressions,

b = 0.376, t (312) = 7.64, p < 0.001. Higher identification

scores indicate more identification with their preferred religious

organization. Hypothesis 3 was supported.

The first three research questions pertained to potential

differences in willingness to forgive for each of the three high

crisis responsibility scenarios. Results pertaining to each of these

scenarios by sport (RQ1), political (RQ2), and religious (RQ3)

leader are outlined in Table 1.

Research Question 1 queried whether the ability to forgive

sports figure transgressions differs by type of preventable crisis. To

answer this question, an ANOVAwas performed. Transgressions of

assault and battery (M = 4.017), sex with a minor (M = 4.010), and

stealing money from their organization (M = 4.222) did not differ

in levels of forgiveness, F(2, 311) = 0.816, η2
= 0.005, p = 0.443.

This indicates that the type of transgression did not influence levels

of forgiveness for sports leaders.

Research Question 2 queried whether the ability to forgive

political figure transgressions differs by type of preventable

crisis. To answer this question, an ANOVA was performed. The

transgression of engaging in sex with a minor (M = 3.660) resulted

in significantly lower levels of forgiveness than the transgressions

of assault and battery (M = 4.068) and stealing money from their

organization (M= 4.104), F(2, 311)= 3.376, η2
= 0.021, p= 0.035.

This indicates that individuals are less likely to forgive a political

leader for engaging in sex with a minor when compared to assault

and battery or stealing money from their organization.

Research Question 3 asked whether the ability to forgive

religious figure transgressions differs by type of preventable

crisis. To answer this question, an ANOVA was performed. The
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TABLE 2 Two-tailed z-test table of leaders’ forgiveness mean by

population forgiveness mean.

Leader Mean SD Z Cohen’s d p

Population 3.946 1.240

Sports leader 4.084 1.367 1.973 0.111 0.049∗

Political leader 3.943 1.386 −0.030 0.002 0.976

Religious

leader

3.810 1.550 −1.942 0.110 0.052

∗Significance at p < 0.05.

z-tests were conducted prior to rounding.

transgressions of assault and battery (M = 4.024), engaging in

sex with a minor (M = 3.623), and stealing money from their

organization (M = 3.788) did not differ in levels of forgiveness,

F(2, 311) = 1.778, η
2
= 0.011, p = 0.171. This indicates that the

type of transgressions did not influence levels of forgiveness for

religious leaders.

Research Question 4 asked which type of identification

(sports, political, religious) is more likely to result in forgiving

transgressions. To answer this question, z-tests were performed.

The population mean average for forgiveness (M = 3.946, SD

= 1.240) was tested against the mean average of each leader’s

forgiveness to determine if one leader wasmore likely to be forgiven

for all transgressions compared to the overall population average

of forgiveness. Table 2 highlights differences from population mean

for each of these three identification groups.

As Table 2 highlights, sports leaders (M = 4.084, SD =1.367)

were significantly more likely to be forgiven for transgressions

when compared to the population mean, z = 1.973, p = 0.049.

Political leaders (M = 3.943, SD= 1.386) did not differ on levels of

forgiveness when compared to the population mean, z = −0.030,

p = 0.976. Religious leaders (M = 3.810, SD = 1.550) did not

differ on levels of forgiveness when compared to the population

mean, z = −1.942, p = 0.052. Thus, sports leaders represented the

identification that remained most stable in light of transgressions.

Relating to whether specific transgressions were significantly

different by identification type, Table 3 outlines these results.

As Table 3 reveals, multiple z-tests were performed. When

considering forgiveness of assault and battery, sports leaders (M =

4.017) and political leaders (M = 4.068) did not differ (z=−0.390,

p = 0.670); sports leaders (M = 4.017) and religious leaders (M =

4.024) did not differ (z=−0.053, p= 0.958); religious leaders (M=

4.024) and political leaders (M = 4.068) did not differ (z=−0.329,

p= 0.742).

When considering engaging in sex with a minor, participants

were more likely to forgive sports leaders (M= 4.010) than political

leaders (M = 3.660; z = 2.509, p = 0.016), and participants were

more likely to forgive sports leaders (M = 4.010) than religious

leaders (z = 3.623, p = 0.018). Religious leaders (M = 3.623) and

political leaders (M = 3.660) did not differ in forgiveness scores

when presented with the engaging in sex with a minor scenario (z

=−0.272, p= 0.786).

When considering stealing money from their organization,

there was no difference between sports leaders (M = 4.222) and

political leaders (M = 4.104; z = 0.890, p = 0.373). Participants

were less likely to forgive religious leaders (M = 3.788) than

sports leaders (M = 4.222; z = 2.894, p = 0.004) and were

less likely to forgive religious leaders (M = 3.788) than political

leaders (M = 4.104) for stealing money from their organization

(z=−2.378, p= 0.017).

Research Question 5 queried whether there are certain types of

identification within each grouping (sports, political, religious) that

are more likely to forgive transgressions. To answer this question,

multiple ANOVAs were performed.

Those who are highly-identified sports fans (M = 4.524) are

more likely to forgive transgressions than moderately-identified

sports fans (M = 3.870), which are more likely to forgive

transgressions than lowly-identified fans (M = 3.557), F(2, 311) =

16.594, η2
= 0.096, p < 0.001.

Those who identify with a political third-party (M = 3.600) are

less likely to forgive transgressions than Republicans (M= 4.148) or

Democrats (M = 4.073); Republicans and Democrats did not differ

from one another, F (2, 311)= 5.890, η2
= 0.036, p < 0.001.

Those who do not identify with a religion (M = 3.474) are

less likely to forgive transgressions than Christians (M = 4.110) or

non-Christians (M= 4.188); Christians and non-Christians did not

differ from one another, F(2, 311)= 9.086, η2
= 0.055, p < 0.001.

As a post hoc analysis, a CFA was conducted to confirm that

the three types of identification (sports, politics, and religion) were

empirically different. The results are presented in Table 4.

As Table 4 shows, results indicated that each factor loaded

properly into their respectivemeasurements, thus, identifying them

as three separate identities.

Discussion

The core relationship between identification and subsequent

willingness to forgive transgressions was revealed within all

three identity groups, but the manner in which the forgiveness

unfolded differed in intriguing and informative ways. Loyalty

was conditional depending on identification with a given sport,

political, or religious leader, yet sports leaders were the most likely

to be forgiven when compared to either of the other two cases. This

likely could be because of the presumed needed moral component

to the other two types of leaders. Tamborini et al. (2018) advanced

that fictional narrative writers may wish to employ external

factors to signify justifications for a character’s harmful acts.

Here, we find that internal factors—namely group identification—

function similarly in hypothetical nonfiction realms. Nearly three

decades after basketball star Charles Barkley famously used a Nike

commercial to proclaim, “I am not a role model” (Eisenberg,

2019), it appears such lessened expectations manifest in a lower

expectation for leading sports figures than for political and

religious figures.

Since the study exclusively employed preventable crises from

the Coombs’s (2007) typology, strong crisis responsibility was

presumed in each of the three tested cases. Each of the cases

revealed fissures between the three types of identification. Sex with a

minor was significantly more likely to be forgiven for sports figures;

stealing money was least likely to be forgiven for religious leaders.

Meanwhile, no differences were detected in the overall likelihood

of forgiving assault and battery, an interesting outcome given that
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TABLE 3 Two-tailed z-test table of leaders’ transgression forgiveness levels compared to one another.

Leader Transgression Mean SD Z Cohen’s d p

Sports Assault and battery 4.017 1.384 −0.390 0.037 0.670

Politics Assault and battery 4.068 1.349

Sports Assault and battery 4.017 1.384 −0.053 0.005 0.958

Religion Assault and battery 4.024 1.426

Religion Assault and battery 4.024 1.426 −0.329 0.031 0.742

Politics Assault and battery 4.068 1.349

Sports Sex with a minor 4.010 1.463 2.509 0.239 0.016∗

Politics Sex with a minor 3.660 1.416

Sports Sex with a minor 4.010 1.463 2.370 0.265 0.018∗

Religion Sex with a minor 3.623 1.658

Religion Sex with a minor 3.623 1.658 −0.272 0.022 0.786

Politics Sex with a minor 3.660 1.416

Sports Stealing money 4.222 1.251 0.890 0.094 0.373

Politics Stealing money 4.104 1.361

Sports Stealing money 4.222 1.251 2.894 0.347 0.004∗

Religion Stealing money 3.788 1.543

Religion Stealing money 3.788 1.543 −2.378 0.205 0.017∗

Politics Stealing money 4.104 1.361

∗Significance at p < 0.05.

z-tests were conducted prior to rounding.

the bar fight seems to be a staple baked into the expectations of an

athlete (see Rae et al., 2017), and presumably would be less expected

of a politician or religious leader.

For all three types of potential identification, the less identified

one was with the dominant strain of identification, the less forgiving

of the transgression the participant was likely to be. Within

politics, this meant independents and identification with third

parties made one less forgiving; within religion, the forgiveness

exhibited by Christians did not differ from other affiliated

denominations but was significantly higher than for those with no

religious identification.

Adopting a theoretical perspective, moral disengagement

(Bandura, 1999) appears to be strongly related to one’s group status,

whether that means in-group or out-group distinctions. Moreover,

it appears that even the act of identification represents the strongest

predictor of transgression forgiveness. This study highlights how

forgiveness was not predicated on whether the person was a

Democrat or Republican but was predicated on whether one’s

political leanings resided within one of these major in-groups

or not. Similarly, affiliating with a religious denomination made

one more likely to forgive a transgression, but the actual

religious denomination—at least when comparing Protestant

Christians to a combination of all other denominations—mattered

little. Hartmann and Vorderer (2010) found evidence of moral

disengagement within violent video games, concluding that violent

actions could be justified because of the environment in which they

unfold. This study takes such findings a step further, highlighting

that it appears the social identity one brings into such equations

seemingly matters as well. In sum, it is not just the environment one

occupies that facilitates moral disengagement; it is also the core in-

groups they bring embody within such environments that matter.

Bandura (2002) inclusion of egalitarianism informs this

study as well, showing that in-group identification seemingly

fosters forgiveness, presumably at least in part because a

sports/political/religious leader represents their “team.” Future

research should employ Benoit (2000) concept of differentiation

to determine whether one’s rivals/out-groups are judged more

harshly and, if so, whether these judgments unfold differently across

varying preventable crisis scenarios.

In terms of practical implications, relationships with image

repair strategies from Benoit’s (2000) can be implemented for

each of these forms of identity groups. For instance, a sports

figure could use these results to determine whether a fanbase is

likely to be open to a particular form of crisis response, opting

for mortification over corrective action depending on the type of

preventable transgression as well as the level of loyalty within a fan

base. The same would be the case in political and religious realms.

Moreover, ramifications could also be utilized when identifying

spokespersons when seeking to attain unity in times of crisis. The

results here show that a political or religious figure is less likely

to receive forgiveness than a sports figure, potentially making the

sports figure a more optimal choice for sponsorship and public

messaging seeking to assuage schisms within society.

Turning more formally to directions for subsequent study,

the present study utilized only preventable crises because of

their inherent high level of crisis responsibility ascribed to the
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TABLE 4 Confirmatory factor analysis of sport, political, and religious

identity.

Scale item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

SSIS_2 0.926∗ 0.177 0.048

SSIS_3 0.912∗ 0.177 0.077

SSIS_5 0.909∗ 0.207 0.075

SSIS_4 0.906∗ 0.186 0.040

SSIS_1 0.832∗ 0.174 0.066

SSIS_7 0.831∗ 0.187 0.032

SSIS_6 0.761∗ 0.150 0.046

PPS_8 0.168 0.823∗ 0.160

PPS_6 0.115 0.801∗ 0.129

PPS_7 0.197 0.799∗ 0.053

PPS_3 0.190 0.743∗ 0.030

PPS_1 0.199 0.719∗ 0.123

PPS_4 0.145 0.700∗ 0.207

PPS_5 0.069 0.669∗ −0.039

PPS_2 0.173 0.638∗ 0.077

CRS_4 0.043 0.222 0.856∗

CRS_5 0.034 −0.011 0.846∗

CRS_6 0.026 0.243 0.841∗

CRS_1 0.090 −0.040 0.814∗

CRS_2 0.005 0.215 0.788∗

CRS_3 0.102 0.027 0.753∗

∗Indicates an absolute factor value of above 0.300.

actor. However, future work should examine other parts of the

Coombs’s (2007) typology, including victim and accident crises,

to understand how lower levels of responsibility interplay with

identified in-groups.

Additionally, future work should endeavor to uncouple

constructs that appear closely related to this form of identification-

based crisis scholarship, yet likely do not operationalize as

synonymous terms. Thus, identification relates to loyalty, yet is

demonstrably not the same construct. Similarly, loyalty to an

actor/object makes one more likely to forgive transgressions, but

likely is not the same as identification to that actor/object. Future

scholarship could delineate these differences.
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Appendix

SPORTS

Sports Spectator Identification Scale (Wann and Branscombe’s,

1993); 7-point, Semantic Differential (Not at all/Very much so)

1. How important to YOU is it that your favorite sports team wins?

2. How strongly do YOU see YOURSELF as a fan of your favorite

sports team?

3. How strongly do your FRIENDS see YOU as a fan of your

favorite sports team?

4. During the season, how closely do you follow your favorite

sports team via media?

5. How important is being a fan of your favorite sports team

to YOU?

6. How much do YOU dislike your favorite sports team’s

greatest rivals?

7. How often do YOU display your favorite sports team’s name or

insignia at your place of work, where you live, or on your clothing?

POLITICS

Political partisanship scale (Bankert et al., 2017); 7-point Likert

1. When I speak about this party, I usually say “we” instead

of “they.”

2. I am interested in what other people think about this party.

3. When people criticize this party, it feels like a personal insult.

4. I have a lot in common with other supporters of this party.

5. If this party does badly in opinion polls, my day is ruined.

6. When I meet someone who supports this party, I feel connected

with this person.

7. When I speak about this party, I refer to them as “my party.”

8. When people praise this party, it makes me feel good.

RELIGION

Centrality of Religiosity Scale (Huber and Huber, 2012); 7-

point Likert

1. I believe that God or something divine exists.

2. I regularly take part in religious services.

3. I believe in an afterlife—e.g., immortality of the soul, resurrection

of the dead or reincarnation.

4. It is important to take part in religious services.

5. It is probable that a higher power exists.

6. It is important that I be connected to a religious community.

STIMULUS

Picture whoever you view as the leader of your preferred [sports

team/political party/religious organization]. They have been found

to be guilty of [assault and battery/sex with a minor/stealing money

from your preferred organization].

Now indicate your agreement with the following statements;

7-point Likert

1. I would stay loyal to my preferred [sports team/political

party/religious organization].

2. ∗My positive feelings about my preferred [sports team/political

party/religious organization] would lessen.∗

3. I would still recommend my preferred [sports

team/political party/religious organization] as good for others

to support.

4. In time, I could forgive the leader of my preferred [sports

team/political party/religious organization].

5. I would be more likely to forgive the leader of my preferred

[sports team/political party/religious organization] than an

average person.
∗dropped for reliability.
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