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Information alone might not be enough:
The limited impact of exposure to factual information about historical atrocities™

Oguzhan Turkoglu
Berenike Firestone
Sabina éehajié—Clancy
Ruth K. Ditlmann

Abstract

Informing people about historical atrocities and injustice is considered critical for sustaining democracies
and preventing similar atrocities in the future. Yet, what remains unknown is whether exposure to factual
information about ingroups’ historical injustices, such as genocide, slavery, or colonial crimes, leads to
increased willingness to address those injustices? In the first study to systematically assess the impact
of such exposure in five countries (Canada, France, Germany, Spain, United States), using large samples
(n> 1500 per country) and a comprehensive battery of outcomes, we find limited impact of exposure to
factual information. Participants in the experimental condition reported increased acknowledgment of
the injustice and intentions to dismantle it in some but not all countries. Across all countries, we find that
exposure led to self-reported learning, which predicted all measured outcomes. These findings suggest
that whilst factual information is important, other ingredients are needed to facilitate broader dismantling
of past injustice.

*We thank participants of the EPSA annual conference, Forum Friedenspsychologie, Hertie Intergroup Interventions Confer-
ence, Hertie Security Center Colloquium, and WZB Berlin Social Science Center’s IPI-TD Seminar, for their helpful feedback
on earlier versions of this paper. We are grateful to Amine Sijilmassi, Lina Skoglund, Mona Joly, Tiffany Huang, Andrés Pri-
eto, and Alexis Grangier for their feedback on country-specific considerations for treatment texts and survey questions. We thank
Henri Armke and Emma-Lou Caressa for excellent research assistance. This research was funded by a grant of the Volkswagen
Foundation to Ruth K. Ditlmann. Online materials are available at https://osf.io/5%hsw.



Introduction

Informing people about historical atrocities and injustice is considered essential for strengthening democ-
racies and preventing future atrocities (Stanley, 2025; UNESCO, 2017). Central to this effort is providing
people with factual information about the ingroup’s historical wrongdoings. Such information plays a foun-
dational role in countering anti-democratic and revisionist forces that seek to glorify national histories while
erasing or distorting factual episodes of moral failure and violence (Stanley, 2025). Furthermore, provision
of factual information can update peoples’ beliefs, increase awareness or simply facilitate reflection about
an ingroup’s moral wrongdoings — all possibly leading to moral engagement with the history. From a pol-
icy perspective, learning from past atrocities such as the Holocaust in order to prevent their reoccurrence
has furthermore been central to the United Nation’s agenda to promote human rights and global citizenship
(Antweiler, 2023; UNESCO, 2017). In the words of UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres, “by teach-
ing the history of slavery, we help to guard against humanity’s most vicious impulses” (UN News 2023).
Yet, and despite strong policy interest and societal moral demands, empirical evidence remains limited on
whether exposure to historical facts about ingroup-perpetrated atrocities leads to meaningful engagement
with past injustice (Stevick and Michaels, 2017). Does exposure to factual information about historical
moral violations lead people to acknowledge their group’s responsibility and consequently engage in dis-
mantling the past more broadly? In this paper, we answer this question.

The most fundamental building block of any effort to educate people and/or raise awareness of histor-
ical injustice are historical facts. Furthermore, factual information is used as a core ingredient in many
well-established psychological intergroup interventions (e.g., social norm messaging) aimed at improving
intergroup relations in conflict-affected societies (Cehaji¢-Clancy and Halperin, 2024). Factual information
about historical injustices are also an important part of educational and cultural strategies designed to fos-
ter learning, historical understanding and moral reflection. Museums, memorials, exhibitions, and formal
educational programs all rely heavily on the strategic use and presentation of historical facts to inform the
public, cultivate empathy, and promote democratic values (Antweiler, 2023; UNESCO, 2017). Indeed, some
evidence indicates that exposure to factual information can shift people’s beliefs and attitudes including in-
dividuals’ support for concrete policies (Abascal, Huang and Tran, 2021; Coppock, 2023; Cehaji¢-Clancy
and Halperin, 2024). In the context of historical injustices, exposure to factual information is regarded as

a pathway to acknowledgment and moral engagement, and is thus indispensable to any effort aimed at ed-



ucating the public. In addition to promoting learning, exposure to historical facts may also remind people
about an atrocity they were already aware of. Regular reminders that bring historical atrocities to people’s
attention and encourage reflection are an important part of an active and continuous commemoration cul-
ture (Firestone, Ditlmann and Turkoglu, 2024). Such reminders ensure that atrocities and their victims are
not forgotten but rather become part of national collective memory (Hirst and Manier, 2008), thus serv-
ing an important function in democratic societies. It is for these reasons, that many practitioners but also
policy-makers assume that exposing people to historical facts will achieve desirable outcomes.

Such an assumption, however, neglects some of the challenges inherent in being confronted with in-
formation about injustice that implicates one’s ingroup as perpetrators — even in contexts where historical
atrocities took place long time ago. According to social identity theory, such information is deeply threaten-
ing for members of the former perpetrator group because it challenges the value of their ingroup on which
people base their own self-esteem (Leach, Zeineddine and éehajié—Clancy, 2013). This complicates how
people may respond to being exposed to such information. When confronted with information about an
ingroup’s moral violations, empirical evidence indicates that people tend to use different strategies to cope
with an information-induced threat to their group’s morality: dismantling, denial or distancing (Knowles
et al., 2014). Dismantling entails increased willingness to address the injustices by publicly acknowledging
ingroup’s wrongdoings or providing support for victimized groups. Denial downplays or negates the infor-
mation while distancing places space between an individual and the ingroup. Indeed, historical injustice that
highlights the complicity of one’s ingroup as perpetrators can, no doubt, threaten the perceived morality of
one’s group leading to all or several, sometimes conflicting outcomes. While the desired response from a
policy perspective is increased dismantling or reduced denial, past research found a variety of responses that
include all three D’s (dismantle, denial, distance) including positive, negative, and null effects of exposure

to historical facts.
Lack of empirical clarity

Broader dismantling of ingroup’s historical injustice can take different forms. The first form entails more
past-oriented dismantling responses such as acknowledging the historical injustice, increased perceptions
of the ingroup’s responsibility and/or feelings of collective guilt. A sizable number of survey experiments
measured these different past-oriented outcomes after exposing participants to information about historical

injustice. However, these studies reach mixed results. Some studies report positive effects (Imhoff, Wohl



and Erb, 2013; Gausel and Brown, 2012; Zebel et al., 2008). For example, collective guilt increased when
reading about the negative vs. positive aspects of Dutch colonial history (Doosje et al., 1998). Related to this,
information that highlighted the responsibility of ingroups for a historical injustice also increased collective
guilt and empathy for the outgroup (Castano and Giner-Sorolla, 2006; éehajic’, Brown and Gonzalez, 2009).
In contrast, other studies report null or even negative effects (Leach, Zeineddine and Cehaji¢-Clancy, 2013;
Peetz, Gunn and Wilson, 2010), such as a rise in antisemitic attitudes (Bilewicz, 2007), or no significant
change in acknowledgment or support to address the historical wrong (Leach, Zeineddine and Cehajié—
Clancy, 2013).

A second form is future-oriented dismantling, which involves actively supporting the improvement of
intergroup relations today. This is sometimes referred to as the prevention goal and is typically measured
through attitudes and behaviors related to democratic engagement, support for justice-promoting policies,
and intergroup solidarity. Some survey experiments from North America suggest that critical education
about history can increase people’s awareness of structural oppression today (Rojas Melo Silva, Salter and
Bonam, 2025; Salter and Adams, 2016). For example, reading a long in depth text vs. a short superficial
text about the history of Canadian school segregation increased participant’s understanding of the connection
between historical oppression and contemporary disadvantage (Neufeld et al., 2022). In contrast, learning
about women’s historical oppression reduced men’s support for workplace equality policies (Hideg and
Wilson, 2020).

A handful of field experiments also report varied effects. Some interventions such as a museum visit in
Chile (Balcells, Palanza and Voytas, 2022), local memorials in Germany (Turkoglu, Ditlmann and Firestone,
2023) and Poland (Stefaniak, Bilewicz and Lewicka, 2017), and a digital memorial (Ditlmann, Firestone and
Turkoglu, 2025) in Germany have yielded promising results by empirically demonstrating increased support
for democracy and positive intergroup relations today. In contrast, other studies have shown negative or
null effects. For example, changing street names in Spain produced negative effects (Villamil and Balcells,
2021), while a museum visit in Northern Ireland was largely ineffective (Balcells and Voytas, 2025).

Crucially, across both survey and field experiments, the reviewed studies contained more complex designs
in terms of their content and format making it difficult to isolate whether it is indeed exposure to historical
facts that has led to these outcomes and/or something else. For example, in addition to containing factual

information about the ingroup’s historical wrongdoings, content and/or format of existing studies included



other elements such as intergroup contact or perspective-taking. Such methodological complexity makes it
challenging to empirically isolate the impact of factual information alone. Moreover, most of the studies
have been conducted within single-country contexts, limiting the generalizability of findings. As such,
the precise impact of simply providing factual, historically accurate information about ingroup-perpetrated
moral violations remains unclear. Providing answers to this question is important for advancing theory,
research and implementation of intergroup interventions and policies intended to promote acknowledgment,
intergroup reconciliation, and democratic resilience in the aftermath of historical injustices (Cehaji¢-Clancy
and Halperin, 2024).

Although less frequently studied, denial — a form of distorting history — can be combated with factual
information about historical injustice. In a recent study, Canadian participants were less likely to deny
the atrocities committed in residential schools after being exposed to accurate historical information about
them (Beauvais and Williamson, 2024). A related problem, silencing — omitting certain groups or group-
based events from historical accounts — can likewise be counteracted by introducing factual information of
historical atrocities (Kurtig, Adams and Yellow Bird, 2010; Rojas Melo Silva, Salter and Bonam, 2025).

While dismantling and reduction of denial are widely regarded as desirable outcomes from both policy
and normative standpoints in democratic societies, past research suggests that distancing may also occur.
Distancing can manifest itself in reduced identification with the national ingroup after exposure to historical
injustice committed by the ingroup. For example, after learning about the genocide of native Americans
as part of the Thanksgiving celebration (Kurtis, Adams and Yellow Bird, 2010) or the injustice faced by
immigrants at Ellis Island (Mukherjee, Salter and Molina, 2015), White Americans were less likely to
glorify their nation. Distancing can also manifest itself in reduced in-group bias (Peetz, Gunn and Wilson,
2010). For example, after learning about the complicity of Dutch UN soldiers in the Srebrenica genocide,

Dutch participants reported lower levels of ingroup humanization (Zebel et al., 2008).
Current Research

The current research is the largest and most comprehensive experimental investigation on the potential
impact of exposure to factual information about historical injustice to date (experimental design: exposure
to historical, national atrocity vs. neutral control condition). It integrates past work on dismantling for the
past and present, denying, and distancing by measuring relevant outcomes in all four domains. The first

study ever to use such comprehensive outcome measures can provide insights into what is the predominant



response to being exposed to historical facts about ingroup moral violations among majority-group mem-
bers: dismantling, denying or distancing? It further does so, by using large samples of participants from 5
different countries (N >1500 in each country) that are similar on many dimensions but differ in terms of the
public discourse about and visibility of the respective history: Germany, Canada, the United States, France,
and Spain.! The large sample size allows for the detection of even small effects, as well as potential moder-
ation effects by sub-national demographic variables, such as political ideology. To be able to draw general
conclusions, the study standardizes exposure to historical facts (treatment condition) across all five cases,
as well as uses identical outcome measures. By focusing solely on historically accurate, factual information
about the atrocities as the treatment, our study isolates and examines the effects of factual information on a
range of relevant outcomes. Examining the impact of factual information alone is important as in contexts
of historical atrocities, factual information is often the core ingredient of any remembrance or justice efforts.

Even though existing empirical evidence suggests a rather mixed empirical picture, studies that were
conducted in contexts of historical moral violations across democratic countries tend to indicate significant
positive effects. Therefore, and based on the established trend of positive impact of exposure to factual
information about ingroup’s historical wrongdoings, we predict that participants will increase dismantling
both with regards to the past and the present when they receive factual information about historical atrocities
compared to not receiving that information (H1). Second, we further predict that participants will decrease
denial when they receive factual information about historical atrocities compared to not receiving the infor-
mation (H2). Finally, given the strong assumptions made in Social Identity Theory, we predict that these
potentially positive results come at a price: when exposed to information about historical ingroup atrocities,

participants will increase their distancing from the ingroup compared to not receiving the information (H3).
Results

Manipulation checks: The analysis of manipulation checks highlights the validity of our treatment, i.e., the
text exposing them to factual information about a national, historical intergroup atrocity. More specifically,
toward the end of the survey, we asked participants to indicate their agreement with the following statements
on a 1-strongly disagree to 7-strongly agree scale: through participating in this study, I have learned some-

thing new about [atrocity], this study has prompted me to reflect on the history of [atrocity], and the content

IThe atrocities we examine are the Holocaust, residential schools, slavery, colonial crimes against Algerians, and Franco-era
atrocities, respectively.



about [atrocity] in this study made me feel uncomfortable.> The results, displayed in Figure 1, show that
participants in the treatment condition reported significantly higher levels of learning, reflection, and dis-
comfort compared to those in the control group. The largest effect was observed for learning at around 0.19
Cohen’s d (SE= 0.09, p< .01). These effects were present in all countries, with the exception of Spain, and
support the conclusion that the exposure to factual information about historical moral violations committed
by the ingroup had a meaningful impact on participants’ self-reported learning. We now turn to the results

of the impact of factual historical information on our main outcomes.
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Figure 1: The effects of factual information about historical atrocities on manipulation checks. Hori-
zontal bars refer to 95% confidence intervals.

Meta estimates:

We first examine the weighted average effect across countries as pre-registered, for dismantling, denial
and distancing outcomes (see Figure 2). The evidence for H1 about dismantling is mixed. Consistent with
H1, for past-oriented dismantling: public acknowledgment and individual acknowledgment, the effects are
significant. Exposure to factual information about historical atrocities, on average, leads participants to ac-
knowledge their group’s responsibility for the atrocity. Contrary to H1, we detected no significant effects
for collective action intentions related to remembrance of historical injustice or support of the historically

victimized group today. Contrary to H2, we find no statistically significant reduction of denial across coun-

%It is important to note that these analyses were unfortunately not preregistered. But given their relevance and importance in
establishing the validity of the treatment, we opted to report them.



tries, suggesting that on average, exposure to factual information about historical atrocities had no effect
on participants’ level of denial. Consistent with H3, we find a statistically significant reduction in national
identification across countries, suggesting that, on average, participants distanced themselves from their na-
tional identity after being exposed to factual information about historical atrocities. The average effect size
was approximately 0.06. As an additional indicator of distancing, we also examined participants’ feelings
toward their ingroup (e.g. Germans or White Americans) and found a similar effect (b= —0.09, SE= 0.02,
p< .001). While consistent with our hypothesis, this analysis was not preregistered, and detailed results are

thus presented in the Online Materials Section B.3.

Public acknowledgment —_—
Individual acknowledgment _._
CA: Remembrance _._
CA: Victim today _._
Denial —.—

National identity | ————
-0.10 -0.05 0.00 0.05 0.10

Figure 2: Meta-estimates of treatment effects on measured outcomes. Horizontal bars refer to 95%
confidence intervals.

Country-specific findings: Our countries differed systematically in the level of exposure participants pre-
sumably had to factual information about the atrocity prior to the experiment. Country-level effects can
therefore be revealing. This is especially true given the apparent heterogeneity in outcomes, even though we
had pre-registered and prioritized the average effects across countries.

Dismantling: Figure 3 presents the effects of our treatment on outcomes country by country. For dis-
mantling, we find support for our hypothesis in the United States and in France. In France, exposure to
factual information about historical atrocities has a statistically significant effect on public acknowledgment
(b=10.09, SE= 0.04, p=.02), and a marginally significant effect on individual acknowledgment (b= 0.06,
SE= 0.04, p=.10). In the United States, the pattern reverses (b= 0.09, SE= 0.04, p= .08 for public and

b=0.11, SE= 0.05, p= .03 for individual acknowledgment). While the effects point in the same direction,



they do not reach significance in Germany, Canada, and Spain. In contrast, the treatment appears to have
no discernible impact on collective-action intention measures anywhere, except for France. Here, we see a
significant negative effect on collective action intentions for remembrance (b= 0.09, SE= 0.04, p= .03) —
the opposite of what we predicted, and the only sign of potential backlash to the treatment across outcomes
and countries. For collective action intentions to support the victimized groups today, the treatment effects

are negligible across all countries.
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Figure 3: The effects of treatment on measured outcomes across all countries. Horizontal bars refer to
95% confidence intervals.

Denial: The effects of our treatment on denial are presented in the bottom left panel of Figure 3. The
only country where we find an effect of factual information on reduced denial are the United States with a
statistically significant effect size of 0.12 (SE= 0.05, p= .01). In all other cases, the effects were neither
statistically significant nor substantively meaningful, with effect sizes ranging between 0 and 0.05.

Distancing: The bottom right panel of Figure 3 reports the effects of our treatment on distancing. Again,
we find significant negative effects in the same two countries where we also found positive effects for

dismantling: the United States and France (b= 0.12, SE= 0.05, p= .01 for the United States and b= 0.10,



SE=0.04, p= .01 for France). There are no significant effects on distancing in the other countries, however,
the effect in Spain reaches significance if Catalans are excluded from the sample.

In conclusion and overall, our results indicate an important but somewhat limited impact of factual infor-
mation on individuals’ dismantling responses. Overall, the effects of past-oriented dismantling responses
(acknowledgment) were significant whereas the effects on present-oriented dismantling responses (collec-
tive action intentions to support the historically victimized group today) were not significant. There was
no overall on reduced denial but on increased distancing. In addition, the impact of factual information
appears to vary depending on the context (e.g., country), with stronger effects observed in countries where
citizens presumably had less prior exposure to the information. Please see Table 1 for a summary of all
country-specific results.

No moderation: We pre-registered moderation analyses based on far-right party support and migration
status. The treatment effect is not moderated by either. Yet, baseline differences exist in the predicted
directions along these two dimensions. Exploratory analyses reveal no further significant moderators (by
a continuous political ideology variable, age, gender, and education). However, other exploratory analyses
show a mediated effect on learning (see next section) as well as a strong moderation effect of the perceived

source of the information (see Online Materials Section C).

Table 1: Overview of country specific treatment effects

Country Dismantle Dismantle  Denial Distancing
(past) (future)

Germany Null Null Null Null

Canada Null Null Null Null

usS Positive Null Negative  Negative

France Positive Mixed Null Negative

Spain Null Null Null Null

Learning mediates the effect of the treatment

While we observe significant effects on acknowledgment, the overall results for dismantling are limited.
This is especially surprising given that participants in the factual information group reported significantly
more learning than those in the control group. As an exploratory (i.e., non-preregistered) analysis, we inves-
tigated whether such self-reported learning which occurred after exposure to factual information mediates
the effect of our treatment using the causal mediation approach proposed by Imai, Keele and Tingley (2010).
The results are presented in Figure 4, where red circles indicate direct effects and blue triangles indicate me-

diated effects. Results indicate statistically significant mediated effects of learning across all dismantling



outcomes and countries (although effect sizes vary). This analysis suggests that although the total effect of
exposure to factual information about historical injustice is limited and depends on the context, exposure to
factual information has positive effects on most outcomes through self-reported learning, and this holds true

across country contexts.
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Figure 4: Direct and mediated by learning effect of treatment. While red circles refer to direct effects,
blue triangles refer to mediated effects. All countries section refers to the meta-analysis estimate. Hori-
zontal bars refer to 95% confidence intervals.

General Discussion

This study is the first large-scale experimental investigation examining the impact of exposing people to
historical facts about atrocities committed by their national ingroup. We have focused on mere exposure to
factual information about historical ingroup atrocities as our treatment for two reasons. First, any initiative
or intervention aimed at addressing historical atrocities by definition includes factual information—making
it a foundational element of all such efforts. Empirically, the effects of factual information remain uncertain.
Some studies, especially field experiments, established positive effects of factual information on willingness

related to dismantling (Ditlmann, Firestone and Turkoglu, 2025), while other studies found null, or even

10



negative effects (Leach, Zeineddine and éehajic’—Clancy, 2013). However, most existing empirical studies
that have examined the impact of factual historical information were embedded in more complex initiatives
making it difficult to isolate the mere impact of historical factual information on individuals’ attitudes and
support for policies.

Our analysis reveals that when exposed to factual information about a historical atrocity, participants
learned significantly more, reflected more, and to a lesser extent felt less comfortable than in the control
condition. However, and despite participants reporting to have learned something, such an exposure to fac-
tual information yielded limited average effects on our outcomes across different contexts. Effects were
most robust for individuals’ willingness to publicly acknowledge their group’s atrocity. In addition, par-
ticipants’ levels of national identification was also impacted by the exposure. However, these significant
effect sizes, while consistent with our hypotheses (H1 and H3), were rather small with around 0.06 Cohen’s
d effect size. The effects of factual information on collective action intentions with a focus on the past or
present were not significant across countries (even though the effects were in the predicted direction).

At the country-level, we see a clear pattern where the strongest evidence for our hypotheses was found in
the Unites States and France. In those two countries, exposure to historical atrocities predicted acknowledg-
ment, reduced denial (only in the Unites States) and increased distancing. In contrast, effects in Germany
and Canada are clearly null, whereas results for Spain show a similar pattern as for the Unites States and
France but do not reach significance. This aligns in interesting ways with country differences in the extent to
which exposure to factual information about the historical atrocities is common, for example through public
school education. Whereas in Germany and Canada, these atrocities are an essential part of the school cur-
riculum, and also perceived as highly representative of the information people usually receive from schools,
government and civil society (see Table A.8), this is not the case in the United States, France and Spain. It
is plausible that the experimental treatment of receiving factual information was more disruptive, and unex-
pected in the United States and France, triggering a stronger response. Spain presents an interesting case:
although our treatment text describes ethnic violence against Catalans, the violence during Franco’s regime
was not as clearly delineated along group lines as in the other countries. This introduces additional com-
plexities regarding the responsibilities that may follow from exposure to violence against Catalans, making
the treatment noisier. Consistent with this interpretation, Spain is the only country where our manipulation

check failed.
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Overall, our findings suggest that exposing people to facts about historical atrocities might not be enough,
on its own, to facilitate broader dismantling of the past including intentions to engage in combating ongo-
ing (vs. historical) injustices. These findings lead us to conclude that other important ingredients should
be incorporated into initiatives aimed at facilitating broader engagement with the past of historical moral
violations. These findings might also suggest that even initiatives entailing exposure to historical facts that
have been shown to cause positive outcomes, such as the Stolpersteine memorial in Germany (Turkoglu,
Ditlmann and Firestone, 2023) or the Museum of Human Rights in Chile (Balcells, Palanza and Voytas,
2022), entailed other ‘ingredients’ beyond exposure to historical facts, that predicted the observed effects.

That is not to say that exposing people to historical facts does not matter. Our results suggest that in
countries where people have limited prior exposure to the atrocities, exposure can yield important effects
on dismantling, distancing and denial. Given how difficult it is to achieve public support for the acknowl-
edgment of historical atrocities (Cohen, 2013), even small effects might be meaningful in such contexts,
especially given how short and minimal the treatment is.

Moreover, an exploratory causal mediation analysis indicates that exposure led to increased self-reported
learning which, in turn, positively predicted all outcomes and across all countries. However, the absence of
a total and direct effect of the historical facts treatment suggests that other mechanisms are interfering with
or blocking the direct effect of factual information exposure. One such mechanism might be the perception
of the information source. Indeed, our exploratory analyses reveal that a large number of our participants
attribute the source of the information to a political outgroup. When they attribute it to their ingroup, our
results suggest that people actually engage in the process of dismantling (see Online Materials Section C for
details). This is, of course, consistent with collective action frameworks that assume a shared social identity
as an important antecedent (Freel and Bilali, 2022). Collective memory is a product of social interaction
(Hirst and Manier, 2008) and might be able to mobilize people due to its link to collective identity, while
historical facts presented in the individualized format of a survey experiment may not — unless they are
assumed to come from one’s social group.

According to our knowledge, our experimental investigation is the largest and most comprehensive ex-
periment on the topic thus far. Results indicate that while learning and reflection occurred for those who
have been exposed to factual information about historical ingroup wrongdoings, such information-based

treatment alone may not have been enough to push forward more broader and wide-reaching dismantling
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responses. It is important to note that all studies were conducted in contexts of historical atrocities so that
none of our participants were directly implicated as direct perpetrators or victims. Future research could
compare such settings to immediate post-conflict or even settings with ongoing conflict, where negative
reactions and backlash are more likely to occur. Finally, even if we chose to present historical facts in the
most neutral way possible, any selection of historical facts could be perceived, to some extent, as biased.
Indeed, our exploratory analyses indicate perception of source information as an important limiting/enabling
condition. Future research should explore this indication further by experimentally manipulating the source
of factual information about historical wrongdoings on peoples’ engagement with such information.
Overall, our study demonstrates that exposure to historical facts about a past atrocity that implicates one’s
national group leads to self-reported learning and reflection but has a limited effect on outcomes associated
with the larger goals of strengthening democracies and preventing similar atrocities from occurring in the
future that are at the core of many commemoration and education initiatives about past injustice. As policy-
makers and educators seek to use learning about past injustices to motivate people to strengthen justice today
and prevent similar injustices from occurring, our study shows that while the teaching of historical facts will
remain an important building block of such initiatives, additional ingredients are needed to make them
effective. The limited but consistent effects on public acknowledgment and national identification highlight
that mere exposure to historical facts, while foundational, might lack the motivational force required for

broader moral and civic engagement.
Methods

We carried out a large-scale online experimental study in five countries®. The treatment included reading
about a historical atrocity that the current national majority group had been complicit in committing. His-
torical means that few people living today were 18 years or older when the atrocities occurred, i.e. very
few people in our sample were direct, responsible perpetrators or direct victims of the injustice. The factual
information about the historical ingroup atrocity was standardized across countries in terms of the length,
sources and depth of information as well as the structure and the format.

Case selection: We selected five countries that are all liberal democracies and also similar in many other
aspects such as economic development, education levels, and being part of the Global North: Canada (resi-

dential schools), Germany (Holocaust), United States (slavery), France (colonial crimes against Algerians),

3This study received ethics approval from [redacted for anonymity purposes].
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Spain (Franco-era atrocities). However, the selected countries differ in the extent to which there is consensus
versus contestation over the role of the respective past atrocities in the countries’ histories and consequently
how much exposure citizens typically have to factual information about the atrocity. We selected two coun-
tries, Canada and Germany, in which there is a high level of consensus about the relevance of the atrocity
and exposure to information about the atrocity is common and widespread. In contrast, we selected three
countries, France, Spain, and the United States, in which there is significant contestation over the respective
fraught history and consequently more limited exposure to factual information as there is no widely shared
agreement about commemorating the atrocity in public or teaching about it in school.

This difference in the degree of contestation is reflected in whether and how information about the atroc-
ities is included in public school education and how common exposure to factual information about the
respective atrocities is more generally. For example, in Germany, Holocaust education has been an estab-
lished part of public education since the late 1970s, following a 1978 joint decision by the council of state
ministers of education (Boschki, Reichmann and Schwendemann, 2010; Kultusministerkonferenz, 1978).
Germany’s approach to Holocaust commemoration has been termed the “politics of regret” (Olick, 2007)
and has resulted in a broad commemoration culture that ensures that the topic continues to be very salient in
the public. In Canada, the history of residential schools was largely absent from formal education until 2015.
The Truth and Reconciliation Commission then called for mandatory K-12 education about that history and
more generally brought the atrocity to broad public attention (Wallace-Casey, 2022). This shift in education
as well as the media coverage of the excavations of indigenous students’ bones in 2021 has led to a height-
ened awareness of the history of residential schools across Canada (Williamson, 2024). In the United States,
in contrast, there is no federally mandated curriculum for teaching about the history of slavery, resulting
in significant variation between states. While some states teach the topic in detail, many state standards
either omit or minimize slavery’s role in American history (SPLC, 2018). In France, how to teach about
colonialism, decolonization, and the Algerian War in particular, remains contested. A 2005 law encouraged
teaching “positive aspects” of colonialism but was repealed one year later. Since 2008, French colonialism is
taught in history classes in middle school, and since 2010, high school students learn about decolonization,
including the Algerian War (Wirth, 2012). In Spain, critical education about the Franco dictatorship was
first encouraged through the 2007 Historical Memory Law, yet with limited impact on classroom practice
(Diez-Gutiérrez, 2022; Rosendo Martinez-Rodriguez and Muiioz-Labrana, 2022). The 2022 Democratic

Historical Memory Law sought to correct that and information about atrocities committed under the Franco
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dictatorship is now taught throughout Spain (Garcia-Ruiz and Garcia-Moris, 2024). Despite this reform, the
public discourse about how to commemorate Franco-era atrocities remains highly polarized (Nahuymko,
2025).

These country differences regarding the degree of consensus versus contestation over the role of the
respective histories in the countries’ histories are also reflected in how prototypical survey respondents assess
the information in the treatment texts to be for the type of information they receive from the government, in
school, and from civil society (see Table A.8): The information is perceived as most typical in Germany and
Canada and least typical in France and Spain.

Samples: We preregistered to recruit 2,000 participants in each country via Leger in Canada, via Cint in
the United States, and via Respondi/Bilendi in France, Germany, and Spain. Respondi/Bilendi does 10%
extra recruitment, thus we ended up with more participants in the European countries. However, limiting
the samples to the first 2,000 participants does not affect our inferences. The main criteria for participation
was to be at least 18.* Given our focus on the attitudes of the perpetrator group members, we exclude
people who belong to the historical victim groups from the analysis (Indigenous people in Canada, Jews in
Germany, Black people in the United States, and people with an Algerian background in France).> Given
their limited experiences in the respective countries, we excluded first-generation immigrants (i.e., people
who were born outside of the country) from the analysis. These exclusion criteria were preregistered. In the
end, we have 1,513 participants in Canada (47% male and average age 46 [18, 86]), 2,085 participants in
Germany (49% male and average age 44 [18, 76]), 1,513 participants in the United States (45% male and
average age 50 [18, 97]), 2,276 in France (51% male and average age 46 [18, 80]), and 2,074 in Spain
(50% male and average age 42 [18, 65]). For full sample statistics, please see Online Materials Section B.1.
Table 2 summarizes our cases.

Procedure: Panel members of the survey companies were invited to take part in our study. Participants
were randomly assigned to treatment and control conditions. Participants in the treatment condition read a
text about the aforementioned historical atrocity and answered outcome questions, while participants in the

control condition directly answered outcome questions. The order of the questions in the survey is demo-

4For ethical reasons, we limit the sample in Spain to those younger than 65 years old, which minimizes the number of people
who were potentially directly victimized by the Franco regime in our sample.

3Since the atrocity was along historical political cleavages in Spain, we did not exclude any group. However, as an exploratory
analysis, excluding Catalans does not affect our inferences expect for national identification, where it strengthens the results.

%Due to a technical issue, we ended up recruiting more people in France. However, limiting the sample to the first 2,000
participants does not affect our inferences.
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Table 2: Overview case studies and sample sizes

Country Atrocity Company N Participants
Germany Holocaust Respondi/Bilendi 2,085
Canada Residential schools Leger 1,513
[N} Slavery Cint 1,513
France Colonial crimes against Algerians  Respondi/Bilendi 2,276
Spain Franco-era atrocities Respondi/Bilendi 2,074

graphics, treatment, and outcomes. The survey lasted around 15 minutes and participants were compensated
commensurate with their time. In Canada, the survey was administered in English and French, in Germany
in German, in the United States in English, in France in French, and in Spain in Spanish and Catalan. Each
survey was translated with DeepL and then closely copy-edited by a native speaker of the language who is
also an expert on social context. These copy-edits were then discussed line-by-line with the authors before
they were implemented.

Treatment: To mimic the basic building block of any initiative about past injustice — historical facts about
the atrocity — we constructed treatment texts that describe what happened, when it occurred, the scale of the
atrocities, the suffering of victims, and the complicity of civilians among the majority group. Each treatment
text included one concrete example that we expected to be unfamiliar to survey respondents. We did this
to ensure that the treatment not only serves as a reminder of information they may already know but also
provides them with the opportunity to learn something new, just as real-world initiatives about past injustice
typically function in part as a reminder but also provide people with new information. For example, in the
United States we described a slave auction that occurred over two days in 1859, on what was then the site
of the Ten Broeck Race Course, where 436 enslaved people were sold.

The treatment texts had the same length (ca. 300 words) and structure across cases. The information was
based on sources such as encyclopedia entries, truth commission reports and publications by historians, i.e.
sources that are generally considered reliable and neutral. We also informed participants about the sources,
however, only at the end of the survey. On average, participants spent 75 seconds reading the treatment
texts. Please see Online Materials Section A for each treatment text.

Outcomes: As already stated above, this study is the first empirical investigation to include a comprehen-
sive range of outcomes which included past- and present- oriented dismantling, denial and distancing. Past-
oriented dismantling was measured with two variables: public and individual acknowledgment of ingroup’s

atrocities. While public acknowledgment was measured with a single item, individual acknowledgment’

"The individual acknowledgment index was based on the collective guilt index (Branscombe et al., 1999).
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and consisted of four items. There were also two measures of future-oriented dismantling which included
collective action intentions for memory work (three items) and collective action intentions aiming at bene-
fiting the victimized groups today (four items).® Denial was measured with an index that consisted of four
items. Distancing was measured with the national identity index of three items. The list of outcome items
for the United States are reported in Table 3 with the range of Cronbach’s « for countries.” We used the
same items for other countries by changing the name of the atrocity and the country.'”

Model: We run the following model for each country separately:

DV; = By + BiHistorical Atrocity; + &;

where DV; refers to dependent variables for participant i. For each dependent variable, a separate model is
run. Historical Atrocity; refers to whether participant i read a text about the historical atrocity of the country
where they reside and f; is its coefficient which is our main interest. & is the error term and robust standard
errors are used. OLS is used to estimate the model. For our hypotheses to be corroborated, ; should be
positive except for defensiveness where it should be negative.

We report results from each country as well as a meta-analysis for each dependent variable. The meta-
analysis is based on pooling the results from the individual cases. Following Slough et al. (2021), we employ

random effects models. For each outcome, we run a separate model.

8We also measured selective ignorance, commemoration intentions for other victim groups (e.g., victims of colonialism in
Germany), action intentions about contemporary injustices, and feeling toward victims, victims of other atrocities, and refugees.
However, given the null results for these outcomes, we opted for reporting them in Online Materials Section B.4 than in the main
manuscript. We also preregistered moderation effects by national identification. However, we do not observe any statistically
significant effects and do not report them.

9We reported the average of items included in indices in Table A.6, which confirms ceiling in outcomes is not a concern for
our inferences.

10There are three differences between countries. First, for the individual acknowledgment index, we used three items in Germany
and excluded the first one because Holocaust denial is a crime in Germany. Second, Canada was the first country we fielded the
survey and the last item of CA: Remembrance was added afterwards. Thus, CA: Remembrance was measured with two items in
Canada. Finally, in Canada and Spain, there was an additional item for the denial index: While what happened at residential schools
was horrific, they were educational institutions that also had good things about them. This item was not included in other countries
as it was not applicable or relevant.
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Table 3: Overview of outcome measures

Public acknowledgment

People have different opinions about what the government should do about things that happened in the past.
Considering slavery, what should the U.S. government do? Please select the statement that represents your
opinion.

- This was in the past. The U.S. should not do anything.

- The U.S. should acknowledge the victimization caused by slavery but should not do anything else.

- The U.S. should fund and support symbolic justice policies for victims (e.g., commission memorials, formally
apologize etc.) but not offer material compensation.

- The U.S. should support symbolic policies and materially compensate descendants of enslaved people (e.g.,
through reparations.).

Individual acknowledgment (Cronbach’s o = [0.70,0.83])

Please read through the following statements and indicate whether you agree with them. (1 — Strongly disagree
and 7 — Strongly agree).

- I acknowledge that slavery happened.

- It was my people who caused the suffering of enslaved people.

- Even though I did not participate in my group’s actions in the past, I feel personally responsible for what my
group did to victims of slavery.

- I think I should make amends for what my group did to victims of slavery.

CA: Remembrance (Cronbach’s o = [0.89,0.91])

How motivated are you currently to (1 — not motivated at all and 7 — very motivated)?

- Commemorate the victims of slavery.

- Visit memorials or historical sites that explain the history of slavery.

- Read books or watch movies about the history of slavery.

CA: Victim today (Cronbach’s o, = [0.92,0.95])

How motivated are you currently to (1 — not motivated at all and 7 — very motivated)?

- Sign petitions against discrimination against Black Americans.

- Donate money in support of projects fighting discrimination against Black Americans.

- Join an association or initiative that works to combat discrimination against Black Americans.

- Participate in events that raise awareness about discrimination against Black Americans.

Denial (Cronbach’s o = [0.87,0.90])

Please read through the following statements and indicate whether you agree with them. (1 — Strongly disagree
and 7 — Strongly agree).

- While slavery was terrible, it happened long ago, and is not as relevant today.

- The history of slavery is only a small, non-essential chapter in our long history.

- We need to stop focusing so much on the past and focus on the future instead.

- Americans today should not have to deal with crimes committed in the past.

National identity (Cronbach’s o = [0.85,0.89])

- How important is being American to you? (1-Not important at all and 7-very important)

- How well does the term American describe you? (1-Not at all and 7-very well)

- When talking about Americans, how often do you say “we” instead of “they? (1-Never and 7-always)
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