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Abstract 

System justification is a psychological tendency to rationalise the socio-political status quo, 

in order to sustain a safe, consistent, and socially shared view of the social and political 

systems one is subjected to. Informed by theories of cognitive dissonance, system 

justification theory posits that information which disconfirms perceptions of the system as 

legitimate and desirable poses a ‘system threat’, induces dissonance, and motivates 

justification of the system. In this paper, the potential of disconfirming information to 

reduce system justification levels is explored for the first time. The author hypothesized that 

WikiLeaks challenges the ability of Americans to rationalise the status quo by publishing 

delegitimising information about the U.S. political system, which originates from within the 

political system. The unique combination of anarchic methodology and authoritative 

information was hypothesized to instigate an endogenous reduction of system justification 

for some, whilst predictably increasing system justification in others. Two studies measured 

system justification levels after exposure to a real ‘WikiLeak’, attributed either to 

government and military archives (with the leaked nature covert), or to WikiLeaks itself. 

System justification reduction was observed in response to leaked material, but only when 

contextualised by a non-threatening government source. WikiLeaks sourcing in fact 

increased system justification in response to the leaked material. The findings suggest that 

system justification can be reduced by WikiLeaks content, but that the salience of a system 

threat in the content’s sourcing and leaked nature leads to irrational information 

processing, and motivates a system justification response. Implications for the prospects of 

system justification reduction and the psychological conditions for social change are 

discussed.    
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Introduction 

WikiLeaks is an online media organisation, founded in 2006, which publishes private, secret 

or classified information obtained from anonymous sources.  WikiLeaks is arguably the most 

controversial media organisation of the digital age, described conversely as either a 

journalistic phenomenon (Beckett & Ball, 2012) or a terrorist organisation (e.g. Rep. Peter 

King: R-N.Y., 2010). WikiLeaks’ publishing of millions of classified government, military and 

corporate documents that it believes to be in the public interest has inspired defence of ‘the 

system’ and its right to secrecy by politicians and the public alike. However, WikiLeaks has 

also inspired a wealth of system-critical media, enthused ‘cyber-revolutionaries’, and has 

been credited with catalysing revolution (e.g. Foreign Policy, January 2011).  

 

The aim of this paper is to explore the public, psychological impact of WikiLeaks through the 

application of system justification theory which proposes that ‘there is a general 

psychological tendency to justify and rationalise the status quo, that is, a motive to see the 

system as good, fair, legitimate and desirable’ (Jost &  Banaji, 1994). ‘The system’ can be 

construed as the existing socio-political order. Research in this field has thus far been 

focused on the justification of social systems, particularly by disadvantaged groups; and the 

cognitive differences underlying liberalism and conservatism. This paper applies system 

justification theory to explore criticism, and justification, of the American political system. 
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Social psychological theories spanning the last century inform and support system 

justification theory, including theories of shared reality, majority influence, and conformity, 

(Cooley, 1902; Sherif, 1936; Schachter, 1951; Asch, 1956), cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 

1957), obedience to authority (Milgram, 1974), belief in a just world (Lerner, 1966, 1980; 

Rubin & Peplau, 1975), loss aversion (Kahneman & Tversky, 1984), and mere existence bias 

(Zajonc, 1968, 2011). The abundant intellectual context provides a mosaic of knowledge 

which explains how socio-political systems are psychologically protected and upheld. 

 

It is expected that the system threat posed by WikiLeaks, and their controversial output, will 

provoke rationalisations in some of the population, and bolster their justification of the 

system. However, the challenging task of this paper is to investigate whether WikiLeaks, by 

declassifying important information about the status quo, can also reduce the ability to 

rationalise the status quo and justify the system for another part of the population, which 

would affect the way in which American socio-political systems are psychologically upheld.  

 

System justification reversibility is researched here for the first time. This is a pertinent case 

study, since emerging social movements such as ‘Anonymous’ and ‘Occupy’ are a departure 

from single-issue campaigning, instead mobilising for systemic change in America, and 

utilising new technologies to organise.  If system justification is a changeable ‘effect’ as well 

as a stable ‘cause’ of political attitudes, this discovery would advance the theory towards an 

end point. If WikiLeaks can reduce system justification, social scientists could conceptualise 

the ways in which the system justifying psyche might be challenged in the digital age.  
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Literature Review  

Psychological research over the past fifty years confronts us with the uncomfortable 

revelation that we are not always the consistently rational individuals we think ourselves to 

be. In the course of negotiation between our attitudes and behaviours, we are prone to 

logical inconsistencies and we often compromise our values. However, we seek to justify our 

inconsistencies in order to preserve simple and consistent representations of ourselves 

(Festinger, 1957), and thus justify the ego.  

 

We also seek to maintain simple and consistent representations of the world around us. But 

even a brief analysis of geo-political current affairs confronts us with an uncomfortable 

revelation about the external world – we do not live in the consistently rational political 

system we profess to. Power and corruption continue an inseparable co-existence, whilst 

the positive values espoused in political rhetoric often contradict policy – as WikiLeaks seeks 

to expose. However, we seek to ease the discomfort of irrationalities in social and political 

realms.  
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System Justification Theory 

System justification theory proposes that there is a general psychological tendency to justify 

and rationalise the status quo. Connecting dots between a wealth of social psychological 

research, including theories of shared reality, social identity, cognitive dissonance and belief 

in a just world, system justification theory paints a new picture of political psychology. It 

goes beyond research on acquiescence to political authority, to illustrate that people are in 

fact motivated to defend and bolster existing socio-political arrangements – even if they are 

inconsistent, unjust, or disadvantageous.  

 

In the following paragraphs, three proposed aspects of American system justification are 

considered in relation to psychological and political literature, which contextualises the 

theorised relationship between system justification and WikiLeaks. Prospects of systemic 

change within the boundaries of system justification theory are then considered. 

Subsequently, specific psychological constructs underlying system justification processes are 

discussed: namely, psychological advantages for the status quo, and the specific motivations 

underlying system justification. Throughout this review of system justification theory, a 

complementary thesis is built that conceptualises a process of system justification 

reduction. The review is concluded by considering WikiLeaks’ role in system justification 

processes.  
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Democratic System Justification  

Democratic systems have long been criticised for engendering passive publics and tyrannous 

governments. Alexis Tocqueville wrote in ‘Democracy in America’ (1835, 1840) of his fears 

that democracy might “send the citizens to sleep in a state of happiness” (Mayer, 1969: 632) 

and that “for all its constant agitation, humanity will make no advance” (Mayer, 1969: 645). 

Tocqueville’s prediction is a fitting prelude to Tom R. Tyler’s psychological research, based 

on the novel view that judgements of legitimacy are more closely linked to identity-based 

concerns about fair procedures than they are with resource-based concerns such as the 

fairness of outcomes (e.g. Tyler, 1997). Tyler argues that procedural fairness, such as in a 

democracy, satisfies social identity concerns and conveys to the citizen that they are 

respected members of a high status group worthy of pride (Tyler, 2001; Tyler & McGraw, 

1986) – which would particularly be the case in a superpower such as the United States. It 

would be reasonable to infer that the fairness of democracy combined with the 

empowering group identification of nationality fosters deference towards, and defence of, 

the American political system. 

 

However, a democratic system is not a safeguard against injustice and corruption, and so 

information about the fairness of outcomes should rationally be an important factor for the 

legitimacy of systems. WikiLeaks, as a primary contributor to the democratisation of 

information, may be able to challenge perceptions of a justifiable system regardless of its 

apparent procedural fairness. 
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Historical System Justification 

Studies have shown that a system-justifying bias for the nation can subconsciously inhibit 

and suppress memories of the historical injustices of one’s country (see Starzyk, Blatz & 

Ross, 2009). Blatz and Ross (2006) observed system-justifying memory biases when they 

tasked samples of Canadians with listening to and retelling a negative historical account 

either about Canada (in-group) or Australia (out-group), and found that deletions and 

alterations in retelling were more system justifying when the account regarded their own 

nation than when it concerned another. In a subsequent study, Sahdra and Ross (2007) 

experimentally manipulated Canadians’ national identification levels, before asking them to 

recall acts of violence by Canadians against other groups. Similarly, they found that those 

induced to identify highly with the nation recalled fewer incidents of violence than the low-

identify group. Presentist reconstructions of the past protect group identity concerns, and 

the disinclination to memorise or access negative histories minimises system threats. These 

studies provide an indication of the way that system justification biases the cognitive 

processing of national injustices in the present.  

 

As long as American internet freedoms prevail, international histories are undeletable and 

accessible with the click of a button.  Wikipedia, the online collaborative encyclopaedia, is 

emblematic of Manuel Castell’s notion of ‘mass self communication’ in the digital age 

(2007), and is the largest and most popular general reference work on the internet 

(Wikipedia, 2012). New information technologies have changed the way in which we store, 

mediate and access histories. WikiLeaks interjects previously secret and classified new 

information into our horizontal, global networks. In the second study for this paper, an 
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injustice exposed in recent American history by WikiLeaks was used as a stimulus material. It 

is conceivable that increasing the transparency of political histories, and indeed the present, 

challenges the avoidance and justification of system threatening information. 

 

Apathetic System Justification  

Inaction in response to injustice can be construed as a form of legitimisation (Jost & Major, 

2001), albeit nonconscious (Jost, Pietrzak, Liviatan, Mandisodza, & Napier, 2008). Therefore, 

deferent liberalist complicity with the system and unresponsiveness towards WikiLeaks 

could be considered as a low-level exhibition of non-conscious system justification, rather 

than the more conscious ‘ennui’ inferred by other social scientists and commentators (e.g. 

Reid-Henry, 2011; Fenster, 2012). Perhaps because of the coercive nature of political power 

(Weber, 1919), citizens rarely feel able to match discontent with concerted action. Even 

those who might explicitly criticise ‘the system’ are prone to implicitly legitimise it (see Jost, 

Banaji, & Nosek, 2004 for a review), at least operationally by quiescence and constitute a 

‘loyal opposition’ (Linz, 1978) which effectively upholds the system. It is perceivably more 

difficult and unappealing to attempt to adjust socio-economic and political systems, than it 

is to adjust our own behaviours and attitudes in accordance with them.  

 

However, WikiLeaks has taken a claim to the elusive struggle of ‘fighting the system’, and as 

an online, ‘anational’ organisation, has capitalised on the brief lapse of synchrony between 

legal systems and new technologies to evade coercive attempts from political powers. For 

some, particularly those already dissatisfied with the system, the rebellious example of 
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WikiLeaks may disrupt the spiral of silence and cultivate a narrative of discontent in public 

discourse.  

 

Prospects of systemic change 

The system justifying psyche can make it feel uncomfortably confessional to even 

conceptualise popular resistance in the West. Although a vast body of research in social 

science explains how systems are justified and maintained, little is known about how they 

are delegitimised, deconstructed or revolutionised.  Whilst it is widely accepted that change 

breeds some resistance, system justification researchers have emphasised the subtle and 

persistent level of resistance that underlies everyday psychology. Understanding the 

psychological obstructions to change is the first step towards understanding the necessary 

psychological conditions for change (Jost et al., 2010).  

 

System justification theory challenges Marxist conflict models of social change, showing 

how false consciousness (Engels, 1893) can in fact inhibit resistance, and renders unequal 

social relations remarkably stable. Overt violence has not been necessary to maintain the 

American class hierarchy - injustice and inequality have not engendered resistance, but 

rather enough support and rationalisation to maintain their prevalence. System justification 

research demonstrates that power relations are only partially explained by top-down 

influences. Once securely established, the cap of the pyramidal social structure is actively 

supported by its base, which upholds, conforms to, and defends the overall structure. For 

systemic socio-political change to take place there must be a psychic shift among the public 
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– which could be catalysed by new communication technologies. If the new territory of 

information rebellion in the digital age does indeed inspire system criticism (i.e. reduces 

system justification), this could be perceived as a psychological precursor to systemic socio-

political change.  

 

Research indicates that there are tangible prospects of ‘system-sanctioned change’ in the 

U.S., whereby government leadership endorses and enforces new societal values. A recent 

study found that posing environmentalism as patriotic and protective of the status quo 

negated the negative effects of system justification on attitudes towards environmentalist 

behavioural change (Feygina, Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010). Kelman’s earlier research (1958), 

found that African Americans expressed stronger support for voluntary racial segregation in 

colleges whilst that was still the status quo, compared to three days after segregation was 

outlawed, when participants’ opinions shifted in favour of integration. This finding could be 

interpreted as empirical evidence for attitudinal tailoring to the status quo; or as increased 

attitudinal vocalisation of African Americans’ pre-existing, suppressed views following 

‘system-sanctioning’.  

 

Whilst system-sanctioned change is an important consideration, new communication 

technologies prompted the consideration in this paper of unsanctioned psychological 

delegitimization, of the system as a whole, as well as of particular issues within it. However, 

a large body of research shows that the systemic status quo has cognitive and evaluative 

advantages which must be appreciated as realistic obstacles to WikiLeaks’ ability to reduce 

system justification, and prospects of systemic change on the whole.   
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Maintaining the status quo 

Cognitive Advantages for the Status Quo 

The status quo has significant cognitive advantages which secure its mental dominance. The 

status quo is the most recent, accessible, and experienced state, and an anchored point of 

reference (Tversky & Kahneman, 1974) which cognitively predominates the processing of 

subsequent information through blocking in classical conditioning (Sanbonmatsu, Akimoto, 

& Gibson, 1994). Counterfactual thinking requires more motivation and effort than simply 

justifying the existing state of affairs (Roese & Olson, 1995). As such, the mere existence of 

the status quo provides an evaluative advantage (see Zajonc, 2011 for a review), since it is 

likely to be attributed with fairness and desirability.  

 

Research has shown that even when subjects are prompted to consider alternatives to an 

established status quo, the avoidance of loss (Kahneman, Knetsch, & Thaler, 1990) and 

regret (Kahneman & Tversky, 1982; Coricelli, Critchley, Joffily, O’Doherty, Sirigu, & Dolan, 

2005) favours inaction. However, a recent study found a main effect for the status quo in 

decision making that exceeds loss aversion and regret avoidance, by statistically controlling 

for the costs associated with change and holding change constant across options (Eidelman, 

Crandall, & Horstman Reser, 2009). In addition, a study found that increasing a subject’s 

cognitive load reduced their consideration of alternative choices (Skitka, Mullen, Griffin, 

Hutchinson, & Chamberlain, 2002). Given the daily cognitive demands typical for many 

people in the Western world, socio-political neophobia and automatic support for the status 

quo is to be expected.  
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Polls found that Democrats, Republicans, and independents in the U.S. all showed increased 

support for the war in Iraq once President Bush had ordered the invasion: Democrats’ 

support for the war rose 17%, from 38% the week prior to invasion to 55%, in the days after 

war was declared (Saad, 2003). Americans’ general satisfaction with the U.S. and approval 

ratings for Bush also substantially rose across both parties and independents in the week 

following the commencement of military action (Saad, 2003). These polls demonstrated 

real-world attitudinal alignment in support of the status quo.  

 

Evaluative Advantages for the Status Quo 

System justification could be conceptualised as an invisible guide that frees the burdened 

citizen from evaluating the legitimacy of the status quo they are subjected to. The cross-

party surge of support for the war in Iraq following its inception (Saad, 2003) demonstrates 

the readiness with which people revise their evaluations and reconcile with the status quo, 

even if it contravenes their party line (group identification) and personal preferences (ego).  

System justification theory significantly advanced earlier psychological theories on the 

upholding of the status quo by distinguishing between three justification motives: the ego, 

group, and importantly, the ‘system’ (Jost, Banaji, Nosek, 2004) which often supersedes the 

ego and group.  

 

Jost, Kay, and Jimenez (2002) found that when they increased the perceived likelihood of 

either Bush or Gore succeeding in the approaching 2000 U.S. presidential election, both 
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Democrats’ and Republicans’ desirability ratings for the likely incumbent candidate 

increased correspondingly - and vice versa. This study elucidated the readiness with which 

individuals justify the system, as the motivation to justify the status quo tailored 

participants’ attitudes towards supporting an imagined, anticipated reality before it even 

existed, and superseded motivations to justify one’s individual or group preferences.  

 

Cognitive and evaluative advantages for the status quo are likely to psychologically 

demotivate the consideration of serious systemic change, and may explain why WikiLeaks is 

so negatively received by a proportion of the population. Even if WikiLeaks helps to achieve 

the recognition of injustices in the American political system, it may be that tendencies to 

align attitudes in accordance with the status quo simply lead to the rationalisation and 

acceptance of such instances.  

 

However, if an abundance of information is counterfactual to representations of the 

American political system as consistently fair and just, this should rationally revise 

representations of the status quo, and provoke delegitimization in some areas. Although the 

status quo has cognitive and evaluative advantages, the democratisation of political 

information should provide publics with a choice about whether to delegitimise, or continue 

psychologically upholding the system. Therefore, it is predicted that WikiLeaks will inspire 

system criticism from some of the American public. 
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Why do we justify the system? 

It is necessary to understand why exactly individuals are motivated to hold representations 

of the system as fair, legitimate and desirable, even when faced with contradictory 

evidence. Theorists propose that system justification possesses multifinality – that is, 

functions to satisfy multiple epistemic, existential, and relational motives (Jost et al., 2010).  

 

Epistemic Motivations 

An observable psychocultural tendency is that humans are motivated, to different extents, 

to make sense of the world by perceiving it as stable and predictable. Community 

constructed mythologies seek to explain why (not how) unfortunate, haphazard and random 

eventualities of nature occur. One of the first functionalist explorations of this phenomenon 

can be found in E. E. Evans-Pritchard’s classic ethnology, Witchcraft, Oracles, and Magic 

among the Azande (1937), which chronicled the use of supernatural beliefs to resolve 

uncertainties, coincidence and misfortune. Evans-Pritchard concluded that causal belief 

systems exist across cultures. In the modern Western world, causal belief systems are 

generally intellectualised and consigned to subtext, colloquialisms, and the subconscious by 

our aspiration for post-irrationality, but they remain pervasively observable in the tendency 

to believe that the world – or at least, ‘our’ world - is just and fair. Under investigation in 

this paper, that ‘just world’ is the USA.  

 

Lerner’s ‘just world theory’ (1977) posits that people are generally motivated to perceive 

the world and the social systems within it as orderly and just, to avoid acknowledgement of 
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personal disadvantages and to rationalise the suffering of others. In one study, the just 

world bias was observed to correlate with the inhibition of moral outrage and justification 

of inaction among women discontented with their work and societal situations (Hafer & 

Olson, 1993). Inferably, the just world bias could help to maintain the status quo on a wider 

political scale. The belief in a just world is impressed on children from a young age, for 

example, through the Piagetian notion of ‘immanent justice’ (Piaget, 1932), and reinforced 

through adages such as ‘it serves you right’. Children are encouraged to admire authority 

figures such as teachers, police officers, political leaders, and to revere social institutions, on 

the just-world basis that power is synonymous with merit (Olson & Hafer, 2001).  

 

Rubin and Peplau posited that the tendency to believe in a just world exists on a scale of 

individual differences, and designed the ‘Just World Scale’ (1975). They found that higher 

levels of authoritarianism and religiosity (arguably a causal belief system itself) positively 

correlate with high levels of belief in a just world (Rubin & Peplau, 1975). Studies have 

shown that high-scorers on the Just World Scale also score highly for admiration of political 

leaders and existing social institutions, are likely to be politically uninvolved (Rubin & 

Peplau, 1973), and to believe that political involvement is ineffective (Smith, 1985). It is 

clear to see how a predisposition to believe in a fair and just world lends itself to system 

justification and the derogation of system-threatening information.   

 

The System Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 2003) similarly presents a hypothesised 

psychological tendency as subject to individual variance, and contains some similar items to 

the Just World Scale. Epistemic motivations suggest that the system threat posed by 
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WikiLeaks incurs cognitive dissonance, and motivates a restoration of epistemic consonance 

– particularly for high system-justifiers. This highlights the difficulty with which WikiLeaks, or 

any organisation, is faced when trying to reduce the system justifying psyche.   

 

Existential Motivations 

As well as seeking knowledge about the order of the world, existential motivations drive us 

to establish our safety within it. Existential motivations are particularly relevant in America 

following the September 11th attacks in 2001, as heightened perceptions of terrorist threats 

permeate social and political life. The human need for safety can encourage the 

dependence of citizens on their governments, and dependence positively correlates with 

system justification. Indeed, a positive correlation was found between increasing terror 

alerts and support for President Bush throughout his first term of office (Willer, 2004). 

Furthermore, experimentally induced salience of the terrorism threat has been found to 

correlate with heightened levels of system justification (Ullrich & Cohrs, 2007). In a series of 

studies, Kay and colleagues found that experimental manipulations to increase perceived 

dependence on an institution resulted in increased levels of justification for inequalities 

within that institution (Kay, Gaucher, Napier, Callan, Laurin, 2008; Kay et al., 2009), which 

supported the notion of a causal relationship between dependency and justification. Tyler 

found in recent studies that dependency and deference to authority positively correlated 

with perceived legitimacy of the authority at a significant level, even when adjusting for 

procedural fairness, outcome favourability and demographic factors (van der Toorn, Tyler, & 

Jost, 2011).  
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Much of WikiLeaks material, including material used as stimuli in the studies presented in 

this paper, relates to the war on terror and indicts government and military institutions on 

which dependency most significantly lies. By posing a threat to existential resources, 

WikiLeaks may motivate dismissive and defensive responses.    

 

Relational Motivations 

Social cohesion has evolutionary value for the human species, and the motivation to 

experience a shared perception of reality is posited to underlie processes of system 

justification (Jost, Ledgerwood, & Hardin, 2007). Early psychological research discovered 

that conformity can result from contexts of ambiguous reality, as informational influences 

are involved in the process of norm formation (Sherif, 1936). One might construe the 

political realm as ambiguous and confusing, hence social informational influences may 

significantly factor in the formation of political beliefs. In the ‘imagined community’ of the 

nation (Anderson, 1983), mediated information such as newspapers, news broadcasts, and 

government communications take national political structures as granted and just (Herman 

& Chomsky, 1988), encouraging system justification within the national audience. 

Researchers found that American news watching automatically activated national 

ideologies, and correlated positively with high scores for aggression and the desire for 

power (Carter, Ferguson, & Hassin, 2006; Ferguson & Hassin, 2007). 

 

Vocalisations of discontent may be inhibited for some in American society, since deviancy 

from group norms is often not well respected (Schachter, 1951). The tendency to criticise 
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those who challenge commonly held value systems (even discriminatory ones, as evidenced 

by Kaiser, Dyrenforth, & Hagiwara, 2006) suggests that those who challenge the legitimacy 

of the system may suffer socially. WikiLeaks’ founder Julian Assange has been publicly 

vilified and excluded from the moral community among calls for his assassination from 

some American politicians. However, he has also been lauded and become an iconic 

antihero, suggesting that a relational motive to align with this rebellious, system-critical 

counter-culture also exists.  

 

Relational motivations could work in WikiLeaks’ favour. Jost, Ledgerwood and Hardin (2007) 

predicted that social change will only be possible when the existing system is commonly 

defined as unjust. They predicted that epistemic and existential costs, in exceptional 

circumstances, could be outweighed by the relational benefits of engaging in the shared 

acknowledgement of injustice and experience of sustaining a revolutionary effort. WikiLeaks 

facilitates the shared acknowledgement of injustices, and by its ‘Wiki’ prefix, defines its 

content as belonging to a shared, digitised brain, and its rebellion as publicly owned.  

WikiLeaks’ six-year information rebellion has regularly occupied headlines and is relevant to 

ongoing political affairs, so politically engaged citizens should be motivated to have an 

awareness of the evidenced instances of systematic injustice and corruption. This publicity 

has given system-delegitimising information a place in America’s shared political reality. 
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WikiLeaks 

‘We are indeed in a new communication realm, and ultimately in a new medium, whose 

backbone is made of computer networks, whose language is digital, and whose senders are 

globally distributed and globally interactive’ (Castells, 2007). 

 

Rhizomatic communications and innovative uses of new technologies have facilitated and 

empowered a surge of social movements, including the Arab Spring, Occupy movements, 

‘Anonymous’,  hacktivism, European riots, and ‘Kony 2012’, to name a few. WikiLeaks has 

been a significant factor in the technological revolution, using cutting edge encryption 

technology to provide an inviolably safe, anonymous drop-box for international 

whistleblowers to share information of public interest. In addition to its online presence, the 

organisation gained journalistic status by capitalising on ‘old media’ resources, and 

collaborating with five of the world’s biggest newspapers to maximise the publicity of their 

revelations. 

 

It is reasonable to consider that WikiLeaks revises public perceptions of the American state. 

WikiLeaks’ interception and de-classification of secret information about the status quo 

could update nationalistic symbolism with new meaning, so that implicit representations 

increasingly evoke corruption and injustice. In the same way that whistleblowers’ 

revelations about the Cold War (e.g. the Pentagon Papers, the My Lai massacre) tainted, or 

informed, representations of American ideology, WikiLeaks’ constant feed of system-

delegitimising information from the Afghan and Iraq War Logs (e.g. the July 12th 2007 
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Baghdad airstrike, aka ‘Collateral Murder’) may taint representations of American ideology 

and reduce motivations to justify the system.  

 

WikiLeaks bypasses the Old World structure of power (Lovink & Reimens, 2010), 

disseminating delegitimising information beyond the reach of its homepage, and beyond 

both the first and second level digital divides (Hargittai, 2008) through mainstream media. 

Some have argued that WikiLeaks’ output contains few surprises, but nevertheless, the 

publicity of their leaks sets an agenda that demands the open discussion of previously 

neglected political issues (Zizek, 2011). WikiLeaks encourages the normalisation of 

narratives about systems as corrupt, which contradicts system justifying representations. 

 

Therefore, the core hypothesis presented in this paper is that WikiLeaks reduces system 

justification, for some of the population, by inspiring criticism and discontent with the 

system. However, it is also hypothesised that WikiLeaks inspires further rationalisations in 

favour of the system in some of the population, and therefore, a second hypothesis is that 

WikiLeaks increases the polarisation of system justification levels. A third, peripheral 

hypothesis is that WikiLeaks’ output has greater delegitimising potential than the system-

critical journalism of regular campaign groups, on merit of its factuality, authority, and the 

mental representation of successfully inverted power. 

 

If system corruption and controversy, on a high level, are already incorporated into accounts 

of the justified system, WikiLeaks might have a negligible effect on cognitive and evaluative 
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representations of the status quo. However, this is thought to be unlikely. If WikiLeaks does 

reduce system justification, it may be that WikiLeaks’ anarchic empowerment of public 

consciousness with the government’s own documents could trigger an endogenous 

delegitimization of ‘the system’.  
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Study 1 

The aim of this study was to isolate mental representations of WikiLeaks as a source by 

presenting participants with a fairly low-threat, complex and impenetrable textual stimulus; 

and to investigate the effect of sourcing on general system justification and system 

justifying attitudes related to the stimulus-relevant issue.  

 

The first hypothesis was that the salience of WikiLeaks would inspire system criticism in 

some participants. This would be observable in a higher proportion of low-level system 

justification scores in the study group reading the document attributed to WikiLeaks, than 

the study group reading the same document but attributed to the U.S. Department of 

Defense.   

 

The second hypothesis was that, in addition to uniquely reducing system justification for 

some participants, the system threat evoked by WikiLeaks sourcing would motivate an 

increase in system justification for some participants, thus polarising system justifying 

responses within the WikiLeaks group.  

 

A third, peripheral hypothesis was that WikiLeaks would reduce system justification more 

than a regular campaign group would. This would be observable by a higher proportion of 

low-level system justification in the WikiLeaks study group than the Amnesty study group.  
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Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited by email snowball sampling, advertising for 18-30 year old 

American nationals to take part in a study about ‘different forms of media’.  Six email 

advertisements were snowballed containing one online survey link each, which assigned 

them to one of the study groups. One of the participants reposted their email 

advertisement and survey link to ‘Reddit’, a very popular social news website (see Appendix 

1), causing an influx of responses. For consistency, all six advertisements were consequently 

posted to ‘Reddit’ over time, to avoid overlap or disclosure about covert conditions. 222 

survey responses were completed and suitable for analysis.  

 

Procedure and materials 

There were four groups in this study. Group 1, the ‘WikiLeaks group’, was presented with 

two randomly selected pages of the Camp Delta (Guantanamo Bay) Standard Operating 

Procedure Manual, and correctly informed that it had been obtained and published by 

WikiLeaks (see Appendix 3). Group 2, the ‘government group’, was presented with the same 

excerpt, and correctly informed that it was by the Joint Task Force-Guantanamo and from 

U.S. Department of Defense archives – but the fact that it was classified and had been 

leaked was withheld (Appendix 4). The two excerpts used as stimuli were densely textual 

and complex, the first on ‘Detainee Behavioural Management’ and the second on ‘Detainee 

Health Management’ (see Appendix 2). If read fully, they were expected to induce either 
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empathetic discomfort or authoritarian justification,  as they detail punishments, such as 

the loss of recreation and hot meals, and disciplinary segregation for psychiatric patients.  

 

At the end of these two groups’ surveys, participants were asked if they had understood the 

document to be official output or unofficially leaked. Those that had neglected to read the 

source attribution in the introduction, and answered contrary to the condition of their 

group, were eliminated from analyses. A disclosure was made to participants in the 

government group at the end of their survey, that the document had in fact been 

unofficially leaked. They were asked if they had been aware of this prior to their 

participation, and those that had been were also eliminated from further analyses.  

 

Group 3 was presented with an article from Amnesty International article (see Appendices 5 

& 6) about Guantanamo Bay, titled ‘A decade of damage to human rights’. Group 4 was not 

presented with any stimulus material (see Appendix 7). 

 

All four groups answered questionnaires with 15 scale items relevant to their system 

justification levels. Eight of these items form Kay and Jost’s (2003) System Justification Scale 

(see Appendix 10), which asks for agreement or disagreement on a 9-point scale with 

statements such as ‘The United States is the best country in the world to live in’, ‘In general, 

the American political system operates as it should’, and ‘American society needs to be 

radically restructured’ (reverse scored). Three other scale items were asked based on Tyler’s 

research relating system justification with perceptions of procedural fairness – for example, 



26 | P a g e  
 

‘I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them’  (Smith & Tyler, 1996; Tyler, 2001). Another scale item asked ‘Terrorism poses a 

serious threat to the way of life in the U.S.’, based on Ullrich and Cohrs’ (2007) study 

relating the threat of terrorism to system justification. Among other scale items were some 

general statements, such as ‘In general, you trust the government’; and some more issue-

specific, such as ‘The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified’, and 

‘Whistleblowing is a good thing’.  

 

Few personal questions were asked, as demographic information can be unreliable in online 

research (Baym & Markham, 2009). However, participants were asked if they were religious, 

and if so, how often they worshipped. This was based on Rubin and Peplau’s discovery of a 

correlation between Americans’ religiosity and just world beliefs (1973).  

 

Results  

 

System Justification 

Kay and Jost’s (2003) eight-item measure of general system justification was reliable for this 

sample (α = 0.80). The system justification scale was reversed so that the minimum system 

justification score is 8 (extreme system criticism), and maximum is 72 (extreme system 

justification). As can be seen from Figure 1, the distribution of system justification scores 

across all participants was fairly Gaussian with no extreme outliers, and therefore it was 

suitable to compare study group means and analyse the variance.  
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FIGURE 1: Histogram of System Justification Scale scores for all Study 1 participants 

 

 

The mean system justification score for the control group was 26.15 (SD = 12.14). As Figure 

2 shows, the experimental group with the highest mean system-justification score had read 

the document attributed  to WikiLeaks (M = 26.87, SD = 9.83), followed by the group who 

had read document attributed to the Department of Defense (M = 25.94, SD = 11.24), and 

finally the group with the Amnesty International article (M = 24.63, SD = 10.43). 

Independent t-tests found no significant differences in mean system justification scores 

between the WikiLeaks and government groups, t (133) = -0.41, ns; or between the 

WikiLeaks and Amnesty groups, t (68) = 0.91, ns. The system justification mean scores were 

not statistically different between the four study groups, F (3, 218) = 0.26, ns. This suggested 
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that there was not a significant effect of sourcing on system justification for these study 

groups, but did not answer the hypothesized polarisation effect of WikiLeaks.  

 

FIGURE 2: Bar chart showing mean System Justification Scale scores for each study group.  

 

 

However, none of the study groups showed significant within-group system justification 

polarisation. Non-parametric Moses Extreme Reaction tests found no significant differences 

in the range of system justification scores between any of the groups. Contrary to the 

second hypothesis, standard deviation of the mean system justification score for the 

WikiLeaks group was the smallest of all the groups. A Levene’s test indicated that variances 

were between groups were not significantly different, F (3, 218) = 1.02, ns.  This suggested 

that sourcing had no significant polarisation effect in this study. 
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Principal component analysis 

A principal component analysis (PCA) was conducted with orthogonal rotation (varimax), 

with a view to investigating between-group differences on system justification-related 

scales relevant to this particular experiment. Fourteen scale questions of the fifteen asked in 

the survey were analysed, as they mostly correlated highly significantly with each other. The 

scale item, ‘Whistleblowing is a good thing’ was excluded from the PCA as it did not 

correlate significantly with 50%+ of the other scale items. Three components had 

eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1, two of which were reliable as scales and in 

combination explained 46.45% of the variance. The items that clustered on the same 

components (see Table 1) suggested that component 1 (six items, α = 0.79) represented 

obedience and fairness; component 2 (six items, α = 0.79) represented status quo 

contentment; and component 3 (two items, α = 0.49) represented national interests, but 

was unreliable as a scale and eliminated from further analysis. 
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TABLE 1: Factor loadings based on a principal components analysis with varimax rotation for 

14 items from the Study 1 survey 

Survey Question Obedience and 
fairness 

Status quo 

contentment 

Society is set up so that people usually 

get what they deserve 

.775  

I feel that I should accept the decisions 

made by the government even when I 

disagree with them 

.711  

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and 

happiness 

.671  

In general, you find society to be fair .637  

People should obey laws even if they go 

against what they think is right 

.555  

The existence of the Guantanamo Bay 

detention camp is justified 

.549  

Our society is getting worse every year 
(reverse scored) 

 .750 

American society needs to be radically 
restructured (reverse scored) 

 .717 

In general, you trust the government  .664 

In general, the American political system 

operates as it should 

 .556 

You feel that the government treats you 

with respect 

 .536 

Most policies serve the greater good  .517 

   
   

 

The components were reverse scored as scale variables so that 6 was the lowest possible 

score for obedience and fairness, or status quo contentment, and 54 the highest.  
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Obedience and fairness 

This component contained three items from the System Justification Scale relating to 

societal fairness; two items based on Smith and Tyler’s (1996) study, relating to obedience; 

and one item on the justifiability of Guantanamo Bay, directly relevant to the stimulus 

material. This component merged measures of perceived societal fairness with political 

obedience, which is a relationship central to Tyler’s theory on procedural fairness and 

system justification (Tyler, 2001). 

 

TABLE 2: Study 1 mean scores on the obedience and fairness component 

Study Group Mean score Standard deviation 

Control 19.26 9.63 
Dept. of Defense 17.75 9.35 
WikiLeaks 16.60 8.30 
Amnesty 15.80 8.49 

 

These component scores did not affect the overall findings of study 1. The differences 

between the study groups’ means on the obedience and fairness component were not 

statistically significant. Furthermore, the range and variance of scores were not significantly 

different across study groups.   

 

The stimuli may have evoked marginal system-delegitimising effects on this component, as 

the control condition scored the highest for obedience and fairness (see Table 2). The 

slightly reduced score for the WikiLeaks condition may be supportive of the first hypothesis, 
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that WikiLeaks salience reduces justification. The standard deviation of the Amnesty study 

group was similarly small, which supported this challenge to the second hypothesis. 

 

The low score for the Amnesty condition challenged the third hypothesis, that WikiLeaks 

reduces system justification more than persuasive journalism and campaign group sourcing. 

 

Status quo contentment 

This component contained four questions from the System Justification Scale, prompting 

evaluations of American socio-politics; one based on Smith and Tyler’s (1996) study, on 

authoritative respect for citizens; and one asking for participants’ levels of trust in the 

government. These were generally evaluative questions that involved participants’ 

contentment with the American socio-political status quo. 

 

TABLE 3: Study 1 mean scores on the status quo contentment component 

Study Group Mean score Standard deviation 

WikiLeaks 22.50 8.83 
Dept. of Defense 19.36 9.03 
Control 19.26 9.63 
Amnesty 19.18 7.84 

 

The WikiLeaks group showed a high mean score (M = 22.50, SD = 8.83) for status quo 

contentment relative to the other three groups, who scored very similarly (see Table 3). 

Because the distribution of scores was less Gaussian on this component, a non-parametric 

Mann-Whitney U test was used which indicated that status quo contentment scores were 
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significantly higher, in general, in the WikiLeaks group (Mdn = 23.00) than the government 

group (Mdn = 19.00), U = 1213.00, z = -1.92, p < 0.06. This contradicted the first hypothesis 

that WikiLeaks reduces system justifying attitudes. However, it supported an aspect of the 

second hypothesis, that WikiLeaks motivates an increase in system justifying attitudes for 

some, at least on this measure of status quo contentment.  

 

The Amnesty group mean score on this component was the least system justifying of the 

four groups, and had the lowest standard deviation. This further contradicts the second 

hypothesis, that persuasive system threats polarise attitudes. A non-parametric Mann-

Whitney U test indicated that status quo contentment scores were significantly higher, in 

general, from the WikiLeaks group (Mdn = 23.00) than those from the Amnesty article group 

(Mdn = 17.00), U = 434.00, z = -1.97, p < 0.05.  This contradicts the third hypothesis that 

WikiLeaks reduces system justification (on this measure) more than campaign group 

journalism.  

 

All items on the questionnaire were assessed individually, and results of interest are 

discussed here. 

 

Acquiescence 

On responses to the 9-point scale item, ‘I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the 

government even when I disagree with them’, 1 indicated total agreement, and 9 indicated 

total disagreement.  
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TABLE 4: Study 1 mean agreeability with the statement, ‘I feel that I should accept the 

decisions made by the government even when I disagree with them’, on a 9-point scale of 

total agreement (1) to disagreement (9), in order of most system justifying. 

Study Group Mean score Standard deviation 

Control 6.72 2.19 
Dept. of Defense 6.86 2.21 
Amnesty 7.50 1.85 
WikiLeaks 7.73 1.51 

 

Participants in the WikiLeaks group were significantly less inclined to agree with this 

statement (see Table 4; M = 7.73, SD = 1.51) than the government group (M = 6.86, SD = 

2.21), t (68.45) = 2.51, p < 0.02. This supported the first hypothesis that the salience of 

WikiLeaks reduces system justification, as it encouraged a pledge to vocalise against 

disagreeable policies. 

 

Responses to this item were significantly less varied in the WikiLeaks group than they were 

in the government group, as indicated by a Levene’s test, F (133, 68.45) = 8.11, p < 0.01. 

Again, the most system critical group response (WikiLeaks, on this item), had the lowest 

standard deviation of the four groups. Contrary to the second hypothesis, this supported 

earlier results that indicated system threats do not necessarily polarise responses within 

groups. 
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Participants in the WikiLeaks group were marginally less inclined to agree with the 

acquiescent statement than the Amnesty group (M = 7.50, SD = 1.85), which could support 

the third hypothesis that WikiLeaks reduces system justification more than campaign 

groups. 

 

TABLE 5: Study 1 mean agreeability with the statement, ‘People should obey laws even if 

they go against what they think is right’, on a 9-point scale of total agreement (1) to 

disagreement (9), in order of most system justifying. 

Study Group Mean score Standard deviation 

Control 5.34 2.04 
WikiLeaks 6.13 2.46 
Dept. of Defense 6.14 2.24 
Amnesty 6.18 2.16 

 

On responses to the 9-point scale item, ‘People should obey laws even if they go against 

what they think is right’, the WikiLeaks group’s agreement levels resembled the government 

group and the Amnesty group (see Table 5). Responses from the experimental groups 

indicated overall disagreement with the statement, more so than the control condition, 

possibly indicating a marginal obedience-reducing effect of the experimental stimuli. 

Although they were not statistically significant, the results suggested that the effect of 

WikiLeaks on the vocalisation of discontent would not translate into agreement with civil 

disobedience, for this sample.  
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Whistleblowing 

On responses to the 9-point scale item, ‘Whistleblowing is a good thing’, 1 indicated total 

agreement, and 9 indicated total disagreement. Surprisingly, the stimuli did not appear to 

affect responses to this item: the government group (M = 2.18, SD = 1.81) and WikiLeaks 

group (M = 2.20, SD = 1.65) were similarly supportive of whistleblowing, as was the control 

group (M = 2.38, SD = 2.31), followed by the Amnesty group (M = 2.85, SD = 2.42).  

 

As a tangential investigation, the whistleblowing scale of approval was investigated in 

relation to participants’ perception of the terror threat, as it was expected that a high sense 

of threat would be associated with high dependency on authority, and thus high levels of 

system justification (Ullrich & Cohrs, 2007).  In the subset of participants (N = 99) who gave 

low scores (6-9) on a scale of agreement with the statement, ‘Terrorism poses a serious 

threat to the way of life in the US’, the document attributed to WikiLeaks was associated 

with more favourable attitudes towards whistleblowing (N = 13, M = 1.69, SD = 1.11) than 

the same document attributed to the Department of Defense (N = 53, M = 2.08, SD = 1.66); 

as well as the control group (N = 18, M = 2.00, SD = 1.94); and statistically significantly more 

than the Amnesty group (N = 15, M = 3.20, SD = 2.31), t (20.75) = -2.25, p < 0.04. This 

supported both the first and third hypotheses, that WikiLeaks reduces system justifying 

attitudes, and more so than campaign group journalism – but shows the effect only to be 

significant for people who already perceive the terror threat as low. This finding could be 

extrapolated to suggest that WikiLeaks would be particularly persuasive in favour of 

whistleblowing in times of low terror threat.  
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Again, the most system-critical mean score (WikiLeaks, on this item) had the lowest 

standard deviation, contradicting the second hypothesized effect, that system threats would 

polarise responses within groups. 
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Study 2 

 

The aim of this study was to investigate how mental representations of WikiLeaks as a 

source interact with a fairly clear, accessible and highly system-threatening stimulus, to 

affect general system justification and system justifying attitudes relevant to the stimulus. 

 

The first hypothesis was that the salience of WikiLeaks would interact with the highly 

system-threatening stimulus to inspire system criticism in some participants. This would be 

observable in a higher proportion of low-level system justification scores in the study group 

watching footage attributed to WikiLeaks, than the study group watching the same footage 

but attributed to military archives.   

 

The second hypothesis was that, in addition to increasing system criticism for some 

participants, for more system justifying participants the WikiLeaks sourcing would add to 

(rather than interact with) the system threat and increase system justification - thus 

polarising system justifying responses within the WikiLeaks group.  

 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were recruited by email snowball sampling, advertising for 18-30 year old 

American nationals to take part in a ‘media study’.  There were two groups in this study.  
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Two email advertisements were snowballed containing one online survey link each, which 

assigned them to one of the study groups. 89 survey responses were completed and 

suitable for analysis.  

 

Materials 

Both study groups were presented with video footage of a U.S. military airstrike in Baghdad 

from July 12th 2007, published by WikiLeaks in 2010. The system-threat posed by this 

footage was expected to be a powerful test of system justification; furthermore, this 

footage promoted WikiLeaks to international political significance, and therefore is 

necessary to account for in any discussion of WikiLeaks.  

 

The footage, taken from a U.S. army Apache helicopter in Iraq, records the helicopter crew 

shooting a group of approximately eleven men, one of which appears to be armed, two of 

which were Reuters journalists; and killing many of them. The footage shows a second 

airstrike of a rescue van containing children, as the driver attempted to collect the bodies. 

The grainy footage is accompanied by audio, which recorded the crew’s celebratory and 

coarse language.  This footage inspired moral outrage in the media when it was released, 

and was expected to similarly shock participants towards increased system-criticism or 

system justification. 

 

Software was used to remove WikiLeaks’ editorialisations and subtitles, creating a 11 

minute video in raw format (see Appendix 11). The video was titled ‘Collateral Murder’ by 
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WikiLeaks (see Appendix 12), and gained significant publicity. For the purpose of this study, 

the footage was introduced as ‘an 11 minute video of a US military airstrike in Baghdad, 

Iraq’.  

 

Procedure 

Group 1, the ‘WikiLeaks group’, was correctly informed that it had been obtained and 

published by WikiLeaks (see Appendix 8). Group 2, the ‘military group’, was correctly 

informed that it was from military archives – but the fact that it had been classified and was 

leaked was withheld (see Appendix 9).  

 

At the end of these two groups’ surveys, participants were asked if they had understood the 

footage to be official output or unofficially leaked. Those that had neglected to read the 

source attribution in the introduction, and answered contrary to the condition of their 

group, were eliminated from analyses. A disclosure was made to participants in the military 

group at the end of their survey, that the footage had in fact been unofficially leaked. They 

were asked if they had been aware of this prior to their participation, and those that had 

been were also eliminated from further analyses.  

 

Both groups answered a slightly adapted version of the questionnaire used in study 1 with 

15 scale items relevant to system justification levels, eight of which comprise Kay and Jost’s 

(2003) System Justification Scale (see Appendix 10) 
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Results  

 

System Justification 

Kay and Jost’s (2003) eight-item measure of general system justification was reliable for this 

sample (α = 0.82). As can be seen from Figure 3, the distribution of system justification 

scores across all participants was fairly Gaussian with no extreme outliers, and therefore it 

was suitable to compare study group means and analyse the variance. 

 

FIGURE 3: Histogram of System Justification Scale scores for all Study 2 participants 

 

The mean system justification score for the group watching the Baghdad airstrike video 

attributed to WikiLeaks (M = 25.94, SD = 11.19) was higher than that of the group watching 
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the video attributed to military archives (see Figure 4; M = 21.14, SD = 10.79), which was 

statistically significant, t = (87) = 2.01, p < 0.05.  This supported an aspect of the second 

hypothesis, that WikiLeaks poses a system threat that increases justification of the system 

among some participants. However, the results contradicted the first hypothesis, that the 

salience of WikiLeaks uniquely reduces system justification in other participants.  

 

Correspondingly, the hypothesized polarisation effect of WikiLeaks was not supported. The 

standard deviation was only marginally greater for the WikiLeaks group than the military 

group, and Levene’s test did not find this to be statistically significant, F (87, 74.650) = 0.13, 

ns.  

 

As a tangential investigation, the 15 religious participants (9 from the WikiLeaks group, 6 

from the military group) were excluded from a second t-test. This was on the basis that 

American religiosity is an indicator of belief in a just world (Rubin & Peplau, 1973), and 

therefore likely to predict system justification (Hafer & Choma, 2009). In this non-religious 

subset (N = 74), system justification decreased both in the WikiLeaks group (M = 25.69, SD = 

10.33) and particularly the military group (M = 20.10, SD = 10.41). The significance of the 

difference between the means of the two study groups increased, t (72) = 2.46, p < 0.03. 

Although a small effect, this supports the notion that American religiosity, which generally 

incorporates causal belief systems, correlates with belief in a just world, and 

correspondingly, with system justification.  
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Principal component analysis 

A principal component analysis (PCA) was conducted with orthogonal rotation (varimax) on 

thirteen significantly correlating scale questions of the fifteen asked in the survey, with a 

view to investigating between-group differences on system justification-related scales 

relevant to this particular experiment. As in Study 1, the scale item, ‘Whistleblowing is a 

good thing’ was excluded from the PCA, as was the System Justification Scale item ‘Our 

society is getting worse every year’, as they did not correlate significantly with 50%+ of the 

other scale items.  

 

Three components had eigenvalues over Kaiser’s criterion of 1 and in combination explained 

64.17% of the total variance. The items that clustered on the same components (see Table 

6) suggested that component 1 (five items, α = 0.82) represented national policy 

justification; component 2 (five items, α = 0.81) represented national political satisfaction; 

and component 3 (three items, α = 0.82) represented societal fairness. The first component 

was of particular interest, as it accounted for 46.42% of the total variance, and had an 

eigenvalue of 6.04.  
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TABLE 6: Factor loadings based on a principal components analysis with varimax rotation for 

13 items from the Study 2 survey 

Survey Question National policy 

justifying 

National political 

satisfaction 

Societal 

fairness 

I feel that I should accept the decisions 

made by the government even when I 

disagree with them 

.778   

The existence of the Guantanamo Bay 

detention camp is justified 

.758   

Terrorism poses a serious threat to the way 

of life in the US 

.692   

The United States is the best country in the 

world to live in 

.593   

Most policies serve the greater good .548   

You feel that the government treats you 

with respect 

 .788  

In general, you trust the government  .735  

People should obey laws even if they go 

against what they think is right 

 .632  

In general, the American political system 

operates as it should 

 .621  

American society needs to be radically 

restructured (reverse scored) 

 .578  

In general, you find society to be fair   .811 

Society is set up so that people usually get 

what they deserve 

  .772 

Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and 

happiness 

  .668 
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The components were reverse scored as scale variables so that, for the five-item 

components 1 and 2, 5 was the lowest possible score for national policy justification or 

national political satisfaction respectively, and 45 the highest. For the three-item third 

component, 3 was the lowest possible score for societal fairness, and 27 the highest.  

 

National policy justifying 

This component contained two questions from the System Justification Scale on nationalism 

and policy utilitarianism; two questions on terrorism, specific to this study; and one on 

policy adherence, drawn from Smith and Tyler’s study (1996). In line with the overall system 

justifying effect of WikiLeaks sourcing in this study, the WikiLeaks group scored higher on 

national policy justification (M = 16.72, SD = 8.63) than the military group (M = 15.57, SD = 

8.92), but a t-test did not find the difference to be statistically significant.  

 

National political satisfaction 

This component contained questions that prompted personal evaluations of American 

socio-politics and the individual’s place within it, and therefore was generally indicative of 

satisfaction levels. This component contained two questions on respect and obedience in 

relation to the government, based on Smith and Tyler’s study (1996); two questions on 

satisfaction with American society and politics from the System Justification Scale; and one 

question investigating the participant’s trust in the government.  
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In line with the overall system justifying effect of WikiLeaks sourcing in this study, the 

WikiLeaks group expressed significantly more satisfaction with the national socio- political 

systems (M = 17.87, SD = 8.85) than the military group (M = 12.94, SD = 7.10) – a particularly 

strong difference which was highly statistically significant, t (82.94) = 2.90, p < 0.01. This 

supported the aspect of the second hypothesis that WikiLeaks constitutes a system threat, 

above and beyond the system threat posed by the stimulus footage, which increases system 

justification in order to restore a coherent view of the system as fair and satisfying.  

 

The standard deviation on this component was greater in the WikiLeaks group than it was 

for the military group, and Levene’s test indicates that variances between the two groups on 

this component were unequal, F (1) = 6.40, p = 0.01. This supported the second hypothesis 

in full - that WikiLeaks invokes greater variability of system justifying responses than 

original, military sourcing (although responses were not polarised across a wide range for 

this sample).  

 

TABLE 7: Mean scores on survey components 1 and 2, on a scale of 5 to 45 (most system 

justifying) 

Component Study Group Mean score Standard deviation 

1: National policy justifying WikiLeaks 16.72 8.63 
 Military archives 15.57 8.92 

 
2: National political satisfaction WikiLeaks 17.87 8.85 
 Military archives 12.94 7.10 
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However, in relation to the mean scores for component 1 on national policy justification, 

the WikiLeaks group mean score and standard deviation for national political satisfaction 

was similar (see Table 7). It was the low mean score and standard deviation for the military 

group on this second component that stood out. It could be that the salience of ‘the culprit’ 

(U.S. military) in the military condition increased the expression of dissatisfaction on this 

particular component.  

 

Societal fairness 

This component contained three questions from the System Justification Scale relating to 

social fairness, which closely mirrored three questions from Rubin and Peplau’s (1975) Just 

World Scale.  

 

In line with the overall system justifying effect of WikiLeaks sourcing in this study, the 

WikiLeaks group scored higher on this component (M = 8.63, SD = 5.30) than the military 

group (M = 6.89, SD = 5.14), although a t-test did not find this to be statistically significant.  

 

Civil liberties 

All items on the questionnaire were assessed individually. Contrary to the trend of higher 

system justifying responses in the WikiLeaks group than the military group, more 

participants who watched the video attributed  to WikiLeaks video (92.6%) chose civil 

liberties over security than those who watched the same video attributed to military 

archives (77.1%), when asked which was more important (see Figure 4). A significant chi-
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square result indicated that the preference for civil liberties was unequally distributed 

between the two groups, X2 (1, N = 89) = 4.33, p < 0.04. Participants in the WikiLeaks 

condition were more likely than those in the military condition to prioritise the interests of 

the individual over the system – an inversion of some significant findings in system 

justification research (E.g. Kay, Jimenez, Jost, 2002). This supported the first hypothesis in 

relation to this particular item, that WikiLeaks is associated with reduced system 

justification.  

 

FIGURE 4: Prioritisation of security and civil liberties after watching the airstrike video 

attributed to either WikiLeaks or military archives 
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Studies 1 and 2 

System Justification 

Assuming that the mean System Justification Scale score for the control group is reliable, 

experimental conditions with both WikiLeaks and Amnesty content were associated with 

lower system justification levels than average. However, the group exposed to a relatively 

low-threat, densely textual, stimulus attributed to WikiLeaks in study 1 had a mean system 

justification level slightly above average. In both studies, WikiLeaks sourcing seemed to 

negate the delegitimising potential of the stimuli, and was associated with system 

justification levels near to the control group score (see Table 8).  

TABLE 8: Mean System Justification Scale scores across studies 1 and 2, on a scale of 8 

(extremely system critical) to 72 (extremely system justifying), ordered by most system 

justifying 

Rank Study group Mean Standard deviation 

1 WikiLeaks (manual) 26.87 9.83 

2 Control 26.15 12.14 

3= WikiLeaks (video) 25.94 11.19 

3= Dept. of Defense (manual) 25.94 11.24 

5 Amnesty 24.63 10.43 

6 Military archives (video) 21.14 10.79 
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Discussion 

The two studies reported here provide preliminary evidence for a new inquiry in political 

psychology – can the system justifying psyche be reduced? Overall, the research did not 

provide any evidence for the primary hypothesis, that WikiLeaks reduces general system 

justification levels. Although WikiLeaks’ content was generally associated with marginally 

lower levels of system justification than a control group, sourcing this content to WikiLeaks 

actually reduced its potential to decrease system justification. This helps to inform our 

understanding of the way which in which American socio-political systems are 

psychologically upheld.  

 

Study 1 provided evidence for an aspect of the second hypothesis, that WikiLeaks as a 

source is mentally represented as a system threat, as it inspired young Americans to further 

justify, rather than criticise, the system. Study 2 added to this finding, discovering that the 

system-threatening source (WikiLeaks) combined with highly system-threatening output 

had an additive effect, which significantly reduced the potential of controversial information 

to inspire delegitimization. In other words, WikiLeaks sourcing actually increased system 

justification. It was only by combining highly system-threatening output with a non-system-

threatening, authoritative source (with leaking covert) that significant system justification 

reduction was observed. This has problematic real-world implications, as this is not the 

manner in which controversial information is exposed.  

 

The studies presented here have established that system justification is a changeable 

‘effect’ as well as a stable ‘cause’ of political attitudes, which supplements the current 
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theory and existing research. However, the investigation into system justification reduction 

in particular, observed for the first time in these studies, adds a new dimension to our 

theoretical understanding of the phenomenon. Our sample of Americans expressed 

approval of whistleblowing, and powerful information about injustice did reduce system 

justification – but not when it was attributed to WikiLeaks. Ironically, it currently appears 

that direct ‘system-sanctioning’ of information about injustice is required to potentiate its 

delegitimising effect; much like Feygina, Jost, and Goldsmith (2010) found that ‘system-

sanctioning’ pro-environmentalism messages potentiated their legitimising effect. The fact 

that delegitimising information must be published by the American system itself to have a 

significant effect indicates that the system itself is currently not psychologically 

challengeable. Therefore, WikiLeaks, as a disseminator of secret and classified government 

documents, is still likely to be the closest we can get to an endogenous delegitimization of 

the system. Although its methodology is anarchic, the factuality of its content is system-

sanctioned. This research has established that there is indeed a route to system justification 

reduction through the freedom of information (albeit an unlikely one), so the ways in which 

it might be possible can now be conceptualised.  

 

WikiLeaks as a system threat 

The studies presented here indicate that WikiLeaks’ output can reduce system justification – 

but conversely, that the mental representation of WikiLeaks as an organisation poses a 

system threat which detracts from its delegitimising potential. This system-threatening 

impact of WikiLeaks sourcing was hypothesized to be the case for some of the population, 

but was not expected to be the case for the significant majority observed in the second 
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study. The Elaboration Likelihood Model of persuasion posits that source cues are 

particularly persuasive through peripheral routes of information processing (Petty & 

Cacioppo, 1986). Therefore, it could tentatively be inferred that people avoid central route 

processing of highly system-threatening information, and rely on environmental 

characteristics to form justifying rationalisations in response.  

 

Further research would be necessary to elucidate what exactly the environmental 

characteristics of WikiLeaks are that are drawn on to negatively contextualise its output.  

Perhaps it is the salience of rebellion and anarchic methodology that is discordant with 

public attitudes; or the infiltration of negative media about WikiLeaks and its founder into 

public consciousness. Although the studies presented here give an indication of how implicit 

attitudes towards WikiLeaks affect the reception of its output, qualitative research is 

necessary to account for what exactly those attitudes are, how they are formed, and how 

they are explicitly expressed.    

 

Irrational rationalisations 

When system-threatening information is contextualised and mediated by WikiLeaks, it 

stimulates restorative cognitive processes which favour positive evaluations of the American 

system. This is despite the general agreement, reported by participants in these studies, 

that whistleblowing is a good thing. This problematic contradiction elucidates the 

apparently unconscious and irrationalising nature of system justification processes. 

Expressively, the American public are in favour of whistleblowing; but implicitly, they are 
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negatively persuaded by leaks unless they are directly attributed to the very institution 

responsible for the controversy. This is problematic, since it is primarily whistleblowers, 

dissidents, hackers, and investigative journalists, such as those who work within WikiLeaks, 

who expose this type of information. If the methodology of unsanctioned exposure negates 

the delegitimising potential of leaked information for the American public, does this mean 

that WikiLeaks cannot impact political psychology?  

 

A wealth of empirical evidence suggests not. The results of the studies presented here must 

be noted for their experimental limitations, and the findings must be situated in the real-

world context. WikiLeaks’ value can be deduced from the finding that explicit attitudes 

favour whistleblowing, and that leaks can have delegitimising potential. The contradiction 

that the information must be contextualised by a low-threat source to have a delegitimising 

effect only serves to support the necessity of further research into reducing system-

justifying information processing.  

 

WikiLeaks has already provoked significant political debates in America on the freedom of 

information and the internet, practices in diplomacy and the military, and has forced 

instances of injustice and controversy into the public eye. Whilst WikiLeaks’ hacking of 

information systems may not yet have hacked the system-justifying psyche for the majority 

of Americans, it undoubtedly has encouraged a wave of system-critical journalism, 

compelled attention towards corruption and injustice, and inspired activist movements such 

as ‘Anonymous’ and ‘Occupy’ towards systemic change, that are too marginal to factor into 

our small participant sample here. Although WikiLeaks has not observably shifted the public 
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psyche, the fact that its salience stimulates an increase in system justification goes to show 

that it has had some impact.  

 

Future prospects of system justification reduction  

Given that system-critical information is only potentiated when attributed directly to the 

system itself, we cannot conceive that system justification is significantly reduced by 

WikiLeaks, currently. However, it may be a prospect for the future. Mental representations 

are fluid: it may be that whistleblowing and transparency become increasingly ‘American’ 

ideals, easing the perception of threat posed by WikiLeaks. The digital era is still young, and 

changing forms of mediation and power relations may influence whether WikiLeaks is 

viewed as a system threat or a popular aide. Societal circumstances, the content of 

published leaks, and journalistic, legal and political handling of WikiLeaks are all factors 

which can be expected to affect mental representations of the organisation over time.  

 

That said, system justification is a psychological process which, like cognitive dissonance, 

has proved remarkably difficult to undo. Festinger, Riecken and Schachter’s seminal case 

study of cognitive dissonance, ‘When Prophecy Fails’ (1956), illustrated how disproving a 

prophecy only served to bolster and embellish it further, to avoid dissonance. The belief in a 

just world, another rationalising psychological construct, is also difficult to reverse. It has 

been suggested that only the experience of random trauma can shake just world beliefs (Kay 

& Zanna, 2009). Perhaps the shifting of the system justifying psyche will only be possible in 
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wake of experiencing trauma at the hands of the system personally – since trauma to 

others, such as that in the footage used for this research, appears to be easily rationalised.  

 

Variability of system justification 

Much like the political attitudes under scrutiny here, the results did not provide simple or 

consistent conclusions. Participants’ responses to some items on the survey did not conform 

to the general trend of their study group’s system justification levels. When asked, 

significantly more participants exposed to WikiLeaks- attributed footage than military- 

attributed footage found civil liberties more important than security, despite scoring 

significantly higher on the System Justification Scale. Similarly, participants felt significantly 

more inclined to reject government decisions that they did not agree with after exposure to 

a WikiLeaks document than the same document attributed to the government, despite 

scoring higher on the System Justification Scale.  It is conceivable that mental 

representations of WikiLeaks are nuanced, and reduce system justification in specific areas 

whilst increasing it in others. Since these nuances varied across the two studies, it is possible 

that they are subject to interactions with the specific content. Whilst the System 

Justification Scale is a useful indicator of general political attitudes, the inclusion of 

additional items in the survey elucidated within-subject system justification variability as 

well as between-subject differences. Further research would be required to clarify the 

meaning of inconsistent results, or establish whether they were spurious.  
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Furthermore, this research provides an early indication that WikiLeaks’ revelations probably 

affect different societal situations and individuals’ system justification levels to varying 

extents. System justification reduction was amplified for a non-religious sample, and 

whistleblowing approval was amplified by the salience of WikiLeaks sourcing particularly 

among participants who perceived the threat from terrorism as low. This complements 

Ullrich and Cohrs’ study (2007) which found that increasing the salience of terrorism 

increased system justification. The studies presented here are a preliminary indication of 

system justification reduction prospects for the general American population – however, it 

will be useful to identify relationships between individual traits, social circumstances, and 

system justification reduction.   

 

Limitations 

Sampling for this experiment was problematic. To isolate the impact of genuine WikiLeaks 

output, its source cue, and the interaction between the two, it was important to use the 

same stimuli material in each experiment and manipulate a source cue. Therefore, in the 

study groups where the stimulus was attributed to the government or military and 

WikiLeaks sourcing was covert, participants who were aware that the stimulus had been 

leaked were eliminated from analysis. It was possible that this study group was less 

politically engaged than the WikiLeaks study group, and less approving or interested in 

whistleblowing. However, this did not transpire in the results. Participants were asked how 

often they watched the news, read a newspaper or accessed a news website, and responses 

were similar between study groups. Furthermore, the highest mean score of all study 

groups for whistleblowing approval came from the government group in study 1 – 
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therefore, it is unlikely that the experimental manipulation eliminated pro-whistleblowing 

participants.  

 

The email snowball sampling method could have limited the generalizability of the data, as 

participation advertisements and survey links were sent through chains of networks which 

are likely to be linked by similar socio-economic, and perhaps political, identities. However, 

staggered data collection rates indicated that email snowballing lines were often truncated 

beyond the first one or two points of contact so a considerable number of email 

advertisement snowballs were started. Nevertheless, ideally an experiment design would 

take even more care to randomise the allocation of participants to study groups.  

 

The methodological disruption caused by the survey advertisement being posted to ‘Reddit’ 

demonstrates the perils of online research. By having a proportion of participants from one 

website, the sample for study 1 may not be generalizable. Furthermore, the website is home 

to computer-savvy, frequent internet users, who may be particularly favourable towards 

WikiLeaks – but it did not seem to be the case. The WikiLeaks group in study 1 had the 

highest mean system justification score of any group in the two studies, suggesting that 

even with a potential sampling bias, WikiLeaks sourcing posed a system threat.  

 

In this study, implicit attitudes towards WikiLeaks, and ‘the system’, were inferred from 

responses to stimuli with manipulated sources. However, there is a risk of attributing only 

‘subterranean-motives’ whilst neglecting transparent motives for participants’ behaviours 
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and attitudes (Mitchell & Tetlock, 2009). For example, the assumption that WikiLeaks posed 

a system threat and motivated a rationalising response could be erroneous. It is possible 

that participants in this study group hold unfavourable attitudes towards WikiLeaks for a 

multitude of other reasons (although it is unlikely, given their favourability towards 

whistleblowing). Political attitudes are complex mosaics of reasoning and influence – it 

cannot be assumed that one organisation will determine a set of political attitudes. 

Furthermore, questionnaires were presented immediately after exposure to the stimuli to 

record their immediate effects, but enduring responses to WikiLeaks would be more 

insightful and applicable. To avoid erroneously attributing reasoned beliefs as reactionary 

rationalisations, further qualitative and longitudinal research is needed. 

 

Finally, the experimental manipulation employed in study 2 was not reflective of reality. The 

true version of events regarding the Baghdad airstrike had been manipulated by the U.S. 

military prior to WikiLeaks’ release of the footage, and it is improbable that the footage 

would have been released by the government. Reuters’ Freedom of Information request for 

the footage, prior to WikiLeaks’ release, was denied. Therefore, participants in the military 

study group were under the subtle impression that the U.S. ‘system’ is slightly more 

transparent than (in this case) it is. However, this group’s system justification levels were 

significantly lower than the WikiLeaks study group – if anything, a more realistic 

representation of American transparency could have lowered system justification levels 

further still.  
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Directions for future research 

There are vast possibilities to create a burgeoning field of political psychology that 

investigates psychological barriers to system justification reduction, and thus can help to 

identify psycho-social conditions for social change. This is an important field, as it may  

inform social and political psychologists of directions towards a better society.  

 

The psychological phenomenon of system justification needs to be more thoroughly 

researched before confident inferences can be made about the explicit or implicit nature of 

justifying political attitudes. The triangulation of quantitative, qualitative, and 

neuroscientific methods would provide a robust foundation upon which to advance 

theoretical understandings of system justification. Cutting-edge research using MRI scanning 

has discovered a neural basis for cognitive dissonance reduction and attitude change (van 

Veen, Krug, Schooler, & Carter, 2009; Jarcho, Berkman, & Lieberman, 201). A similar study 

on neural activity and attitude change arising from system threats may elucidate the 

processes by which political information is rationalised or reasoned.  

 

It will be important to conduct system justification research in naturalistic environments 

too. A longitudinal analysis of system justification levels in a large sample (or preferably, 

samples across different social groups to elucidate differentiating variables) before and after 

significant leaks, political events or scandals, for example, might further our understanding 

of empirical system justification reduction. This would have been particularly interesting 

with regards to the Tunisian revolution, which some commentators called the ‘first 

WikiLeaks revolution’. Future opportunities for research in dynamic fields should be seized. 
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Real-world environments are also useful to study the longevity of effect that system 

justification reductions have. In a cross-sectional experimental design, we are only certain of 

subjects’ immediate response to a stimulus. However, system justification reduction will 

need to be proven to have a lasting effect, if it is to have any significant impact on ‘shifting 

the public psyche’ and effecting social change.  

 

WikiLeaks is just one example of a potentially system-delegitimising influence in American 

society. System justification reduction should be explored through a variety of possible 

mediators.  

 

Conclusion 

The two studies presented here demonstrate that there is indeed scope for the reduction of 

system justification in response to controversial information that WikiLeaks has published. 

However, this information is most powerful when its leaked status is covert, and it is 

attributed directly to an authoritative institution. In these studies, the delegitimising 

potential of information was negated by WikiLeaks sourcing, which appeared to pose a 

system threat and prompt defensive reactions in favour of the system. However, system 

justifying responses appear to be motivated beneath the level of awareness, as explicit 

opinions generally favoured whistleblowing. Arguably, the irrationality of system-justifying 

rationalisations proves the necessity of continuing attempts by WikiLeaks to shift the public 

psyche and dismantle the cognitive schema which justifies the American political system. 
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Appendix 1: Reddit 

 

Reddit is a popular social news website, where users post a wide range of multimedia and links to 

external websites, and textual ‘self posts’.  

64% of ‘redditors’ live in the U.S.; 35% have a Bachelors degree; 49% are aged 18-24 years. 

See: 

Reddit: www.reddit.com  

Chappell, B., ‘2011 Social Network Analysis Report – Geographic – Demographic and Traffic Data 

Revealed’, Ignite Social Media : 6 April 2011: http://www.ignitesocialmedia.com/social-media-

stats/2011-social-network-analysis-report/#Reddit 

Livingstone, C., ‘Behind the numbers at Reddit’, Soshable: 19 September 2011: 

http://soshable.com/behind-the-numbers-reddit/  
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http://www.ignitesocialmedia.com/social-media-stats/2011-social-network-analysis-report/#Reddit
http://www.ignitesocialmedia.com/social-media-stats/2011-social-network-analysis-report/#Reddit
http://soshable.com/behind-the-numbers-reddit/
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Appendix 2: Stimuli in Study 1 - excerpts from the Camp Delta (Guantanamo Bay) 

Standard Operating Procedure Manual 
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Appendix 3: Questionnaire for Study 1: WikiLeaks group 

 

(N.B.: There are UK nationality options on this questionnaire, which were not relevant for the 

current study, but are there to be used for comparison in future research).  

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

Q0   Thank you for participating in our study.       You will now be presented some randomly selected 

excerpts from the Camp Delta (Guantanamo Bay) Standard Operating Procedure Manual to 

read.  You can then continue to fill out our questionnaire. (Should you choose to stop reading at any 

time, we invite you to continue to our brief questionnaire nevertheless.)          This manual was 

obtained and published by WikiLeaks, an organisation which publishes private, secret or classified 

information obtained from anonymous sources. 

 Continue (1) 

 

QE.1 You may read as much of the following as you wish:           

 Continue to the next extract... (1) 

 

QE.2 You may read as much of the following as you wish:          

 Continue to the questionnaire... (1) 
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QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q1 Did you read the text in its entirety? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Did you read the text&nbsp;in its entirety?<o:p></o:p> No Is Selected 

Q1a Why did you not read all of the text?  

 Too time consuming (1) 

 Too boring (2) 

 Too disturbing (3) 

 Other (please specify) (4) ____________________ 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 



74 | P a g e  
 

 

Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 

 

Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 
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Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 

 

Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 

 

Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 
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Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 

 

Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 

 

Q18 Do you trust the authenticity of the excerpts?  

 Yes (1) 

 Somewhat (2) 

 No (3) 

 Don't know (4) 

 

Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 
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Q20 Should the Camp Delta SOP (standard operating procedure) manual have been released to the 

public?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Should the Camp Delta SOP Manual have been released to th... No Is Selected 

Q20a Would you support action taken against those who decided to release it? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 

 

Q22 Please choose which article you would like to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 

 

Q23 Did you understand the excerpt you read to be... 

 US military official output (1) 

 Unofficially leaked (2) 

 

Q24 Had you read any of the Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating procedure) manual, or been 

made aware of its content, previous to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 
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 No (2) 

 

Q25 Were you aware that this manual was intended for official use only, and was leaked to the 

public by WikiLeaks (an organisation which publishes private, secret or classified information 

obtained from anonymous sources) prior to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q26 Had you heard of WikiLeaks previous to this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Appendix 4: Questionnaire for Study 1: Government group 

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

Q0       Thank you for participating in our study.      You will now be presented some randomly 

selected excerpts from the Camp Delta (Guantanamo Bay) Standard Operating Procedure Manual to 

read.  You can then continue to fill out our questionnaire. (Should you choose to stop reading at any 

time, we invite you to continue to our brief questionnaire nevertheless.)          This manual, from US 

Department of Defense archives, is by the Joint Task Force-Guantanamo. 

 Continue (1) 

 

QE.1 You may read as much of the following as you wish:           

 Continue to the next extract... (1) 

 

QE.2 You may read as much of the following as you wish:          

 Continue to the questionnaire... (1) 

 

QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 
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Q1 Did you read the text in its entirety? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Did you read the text&nbsp;in its entirety?<o:p></o:p> No Is Selected 

Q1a Why did you not read all of the text?  

 Too time consuming (1) 

 Too boring (2) 

 Too disturbing (3) 

 Other (please specify) (4) ____________________ 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 
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Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 
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Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 

 

Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 

 

Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 

 

Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 
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Q18 Do you trust the authenticity of the excerpts?  

 Yes (1) 

 Somewhat (2) 

 No (3) 

 Don't know (4) 

 

Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 

 

Q20 Should the Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating procedure) manual have been made available 

to the public?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Should the Camp Delta SOP Manual have been released to th... No Is Selected 

Q20a Would you support action taken against those who decided to release it? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 

 

Q22 Please choose which article you would like to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 

 

Q23 Did you understand the excerpt you read to be... 

 US military official output (1) 

 Unofficially leaked (2) 
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Q24 Had you read any of the Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating procedure) manual, or been 

made aware of its content, previous to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 

 No (2) 

 

Q25-Dsclr DISCLOSURE:This manual was intended for official use only, and was actually leaked to the 

public by WikiLeaks (an organisation which publishes private, secret or classified information 

obtained from anonymous sources). Were you aware of this prior to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q26 Had you heard of WikiLeaks previous to this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Appendix 5: Questionnaire for Study 1: Amnesty group 

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

Q0       Thank you for participating in our study.      We would like you to read the following article 

about the Guantanamo Bay Detention Facility. You can then continue to fill out our 

questionnaire. (Should you choose to stop reading at any time, we invite you to continue to our brief 

questionnaire nevertheless.)       This article is by Amnesty International, a non-governmental 

organisation focused on human rights.      

 Continue (1) 

 

QE  You may read as much of the following as you wish:           

 Continue to the questionnaire... (1) 

 

QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q1 Did you read the text in its entirety? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Answer If Did you read the text&nbsp;in its entirety?<o:p></o:p> No Is Selected 

Q1a Why did you not read all of the text?  

 Too time consuming (1) 

 Too boring (2) 

 Too disturbing (3) 

 Other (please specify) (4) ____________________ 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 

 

Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 
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Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 

 

Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 
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Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 

 

Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 

 

Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 

 

Q18 Do you trust the article information?  

 Yes (1) 

 Somewhat (2) 

 No (3) 

 Don't know (4) 
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Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 

 

Q20 Would you support the Camp Delta SOP Manual, i.e. the Guantanamo Bay standard operating 

procedure manual, being released to the public?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Should the Camp Delta SOP Manual have been released to th... No Is Selected 

Q20a Would you support action taken against those who decided to release it? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 

 

Q22 Please choose which article you would like to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 

 

Q24 Have you read any of the Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating procedure) manual, or had you 

heard of it previous to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 

 No (2) 
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Q25-Dsclr The Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating procedure) manual is a document that was 

intended for official use only, and was leaked to the public by WikiLeaks (an organisation which 

publishes private, secret or classified information obtained from anonymous sources). Were you 

aware of this prior to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q26 Had you heard of WikiLeaks previous to this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Appendix 6: Stimuli for Study 1: Amnesty group
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Appendix 7: Questionnaire for Study 1: Control group 

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 

 

Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 
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Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 

 

Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 

 

Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 

 

Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 
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Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 

 

Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 

 

Q20 Would you support an operating procedure manual for Camp Delta (Guantanamo Bay) being 

made available to the public?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 I do not know what Guantanamo Bay is (3) 

 

Answer If Would you support an operating procedure manual for Camp ... No Is Selected 

Q20a Would you support action taken against those who decided to release it? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 
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Q22 Please select which article you would choose to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 

 

Q24 Have you heard of the leaked Guantanamo Bay/Camp Delta 'SOP' (standard operating 

procedure) manual (previous to your participation in this study)? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 

 No (2) 

 

Q26 Have you heard of Wikileaks? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Appendix 8: Questionnaire for Study 2: WikiLeaks group 

 

Q0      Thank you for participating in our study.    You will now be presented with an 11 minute video 

of a US military airstrike in Baghdad, Iraq. Please be warned that this video shows real scenes of 

death and some strong language.  You can then continue to fill out our questionnaire. (Should you 

choose to stop watching at any time, we invite you to continue to our brief questionnaire 

nevertheless.)          This footage was obtained and published by WikiLeaks, an organisation which 

publishes private, secret or classified information obtained from anonymous sources. 

 Continue (1) 

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

Video Please watch this video with sound.  

 Continue to the questionnaire... (1) 

 

QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q1 Did you watch the video in its entirety? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Answer If Did you watch the video in its entirety? No Is Selected 

Q1a Why did you not watch all of the video?  

 Too time consuming (1) 

 Too boring (2) 

 Too disturbing (3) 

 Other (please specify) (4) ____________________ 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 

 

Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 
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Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 

 

Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 
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Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 

 

Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 

 

Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 

 

Q18 Do you trust the authenticity of the video?  

 Yes (1) 

 Somewhat (2) 

 No (3) 

 Don't know (4) 
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Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 

 

Q20 Do you think it is likely that the actions of the US military in this footage are in accordance with 

the rules of engagement? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Do you think that the actions of the US military in this footage should be in accordance with 

their rules of engagement?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 Don't know (3) 

 

Q22 The footage shows several civilians being killed. Who is to blame for the civilian deaths in this 

footage? 

 Helicopter gunners (1) 

 Military superiors (2) 

 The US government (3) 

 Sadaam Hussein (4) 

 The civilians themselves (5) 

 No one (6) 

 Other (7) ____________________ 

 Don't know (8) 

 

Q23 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 

 

Q24 Please choose which article you would like to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 
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Q25 Had you seen any of this footage previous to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 

 No (2) 

 

Q26 Had you heard of WikiLeaks previous to this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q27 Were you aware that this footage was classified, and leaked to the public by WikiLeaks  prior to 

your participation in this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Appendix 9: Questionnaire for Study 2: Military group 

 

Q0       Thank you for participating in our study.    You will now be presented with an 11 minute video 

of a US military airstrike in Baghdad, Iraq. Please be warned that this video shows real scenes of 

death and some strong language.  You can then continue to fill out our questionnaire. (Should you 

choose to stop watching at any time, we invite you to continue to our brief questionnaire 

nevertheless.)      This footage, from military archives, was taken by a US army Apache helicopter. 

 Continue (1) 

 

Consent Please tick all six boxes to confirm that you understand the following statements, in order 

to consent to participation in the study: 

 1. You wish to participate in this study by answering the following 30 (approx.) questions; (1) 

 2. Your participation is anonymous and confidential, data will be presented in study groups, 

cannot be linked to you, and will be held only for the duration of this study; (2) 

 3. You may not directly benefit from your participation in this study. However, your participation 

in this study may contribute to our understanding of new media; (3) 

 4. Your participation is voluntary - you may change your mind at any time and withdraw by 

navigating away from the webpage; (4) 

 5. This project has received ethical approval from the Social and Developmental Psychology 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Cambridge. (5) 

 6. Yes, I understand the above and give my informed consent for my data to be used. (6) 

 

Video Please watch this video with sound.  

 Continue to the questionnaire... (1) 

 

QN Please indicate your nationality: 

 USA (1) 

 United Kingdom (2) 

 Other (discontinues participation) (3) 

If Other (discontinues partici... Is Selected, Then Skip To End of Survey 

 

Q1 Did you watch the video in its entirety? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 
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Answer If Did you watch the video in its entirety? No Is Selected 

Q1a Why did you not watch all of the video?  

 Too time consuming (1) 

 Too boring (2) 

 Too disturbing (3) 

 Other (please specify) (4) ____________________ 

 

Q2 How often do you watch the news/read a newspaper/access a news website? 

 Every day (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q3 Are you religious?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Answer If Are you religious?&nbsp; Yes Is Selected 

Q3a How often do you worship? 

 Everyday (1) 

 Several times a week (2) 

 Once a week (3) 

 Rarely (4) 

 Never (5) 

 

Q4 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ You feel that the government treats you with respect (1) 

 

Q5 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you find society to be fair (1) 
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Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q6US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the American political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q6UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, the UK political system operates as it should (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q7US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ American society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q7UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ UK society needs to be radically restructured (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q8US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The United States is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q8UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The UK is the best country in the world to live in (1) 

 

Q9 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Most policies serve the greater good (1) 

 

Q10 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness (1) 
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Q11 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Our society is getting worse every year (1) 

 

Q12 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve (1) 

 

Q13 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ The existence of the Guantanamo Bay detention camp is justified (1) 

 

Q14 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ I feel that I should accept the decisions made by the government even when I disagree with 

them (1) 

 

Q15 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ People should obey laws even if they go against what they think is right (1) 

 

Q16 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ In general, you trust the government (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: USA Is Selected 

Q17US Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the US (1) 

 

Answer If Please indicate your nationality: United Kingdom Is Selected 

Q17UK Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Terrorism poses a serious threat to the  way of life in the UK (1) 

 

Q18 Do you trust the authenticity of the video?  

 Yes (1) 

 Somewhat (2) 

 No (3) 

 Don't know (4) 
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Q19 Which is more important? 

 Security (1) 

 Civil liberties (2) 

 

Q20 Do you think it is likely that the actions of the US military in this footage are in accordance with 

the rules of engagement? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q21 Do you think that the actions of the US military in this footage should be in accordance with 

their rules of engagement?  

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 Don't know (3) 

 

Q22 The footage shows several civilians being killed. Who is to blame for the civilian deaths in this 

footage? 

 Helicopter gunners (1) 

 Military superiors (2) 

 The US government (3) 

 Sadaam Hussein (4) 

 The civilians themselves (5) 

 No one (6) 

 Other (7) ____________________ 

 Don't know (8) 

 

Q23 Please indicate your level of agreement or disagreement with the following statement: 

______ Whistleblowing is a good thing.  (&#39;Whistleblowing&#39; is the disclosure by a person, 

usually an employee in a government agency or private enterprise, to the public or to those in 

authority, of mismanagement, corruption, illegality, or some other wrongdoing) (1) 

 

Q24 Please choose which article you would like to read next: 

 “America’s military strategy: Dealing with reality” (1) 

 “Afghanistan War Logs: massive leak of secret files exposes truth of occupation” (2) 

 “High Honors: living soldier awarded medal of honor for Afghanistan service” (3) 

 “Why Obama’s ‘targeted killing’ is worse than Bush’s torture” (4) 

 “Why we can – and must – win the war in Afghanistan” (5) 
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Q25 Did you understand the footage you watched to be: 

 US military official output (1) 

 Unofficially leaked (2) 

 

Q26 Had you seen any of this footage previous to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (please specify where) (1) ____________________ 

 No (2) 

 

Q27 DISCLOSURE:This footage was classified, and leaked to the public by WikiLeaks (an organisation 

which publishes private, secret or classified information obtained from anonymous sources). Were 

you aware of this prior to your participation in this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

Q28 Had you heard of WikiLeaks previous to this study? 

 Yes (1) 

 No (2) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



110 | P a g e  
 

Appendix 10: System Justification Scale (Kay & Jost, 2003) 

from Kay, A.C., & Jost, J.T. (2003). Complementary justice: Effects of "poor but happy" and "poor but 

honest" stereotype exemplars on system justification and implicit activation of the justice motive. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 85(5), 823-837. 

 

828 

Please answer the following 8 questions by circling the appropriate response. 

 

1) In general, you find society to be fair. 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

2) In general, the American political system operates as it should. 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

3) American society needs to be radically restructured.* 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

4) The United States is the best country in the world to live in. 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

5) Most policies serve the greater good. 
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                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

6) Everyone has a fair shot at wealth and happiness. 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

7) Our society is getting worse every year.* 

                    1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

 

8) Society is set up so that people usually get what they deserve. 

                      1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

              Strongly                                    Neutral                                   Strongly 

                    Agree                                                                                     Disagree 

Appendix 11: Baghdad airstrike footage presented to participants 

 

Please follow the link to see the footage with editorialisations removed. 

This was embedded in the survey, so participants would did not need to follow a link to watch this 

footage, or see the url. 

http://www.projectdisobey.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/CollateralMurder.flv 

 

Appendix 12: WikiLeaks’ ‘Collateral Murder’ video 

 

http://collateralmurder.com/en/index.html 

 

http://www.projectdisobey.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/03/CollateralMurder.flv
http://collateralmurder.com/en/index.html

