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Identity Threat and Hate 

Abstract 

This research investigated how different types of symbolic identity threat influence feelings of 

hate and how these effects are shaped by political ideology. In an online experimental design, 

387 American participants were exposed to social media posts manipulating five types of 

identity threat (morality, competence, distinctiveness, categorization, and control) and two levels 

of threat source (ingroup vs. outgroup). Participants then reported their feelings of hate, and 

completed personal and national identity threat perception scales. Results showed that all four 

symbolic threat types elicited significantly higher hate feelings compared to the control 

condition, supporting theories emphasizing the role of symbolic devaluation in intergroup 

hostility. However, no differences emerged between threat types, and threat level did not 

significantly predict hate. Political extremism did not predict hate, contrary to expectations, but 

political orientation did predict both personal and national identity threat, with right-leaning 

individuals reporting greater perceived threat. These findings suggest that symbolic threats are 

potent triggers of hate regardless of their specific content, and that political orientation, rather 

than extremism, may better explain differences in threat sensitivity. Theoretical implications 

highlight the need to distinguish between attitudinal extremity and ideological rigidity, while 

practical implications call for identity-sensitive approaches in policy and communication to 

reduce intergroup hate. 

​ Keywords: identity threat, hate, political orientation, symbolic threat, intergroup conflict 

 

 

 

 



Identity Threat and Hate 

Fueling the Fire: How Different Identity Threat Types Shape Hate 

Hate plays a powerful role in society. On one hand, it serves as an intrinsic motivator for 

radical action, driving individuals to engage in unorthodox behavior fueled by intense negative 

emotions (Brockhaus, 2022). On the other hand, extremist movements exploit hate as a tool to 

manipulate their followers into committing horrific acts (Smith, 2024). Given the destructive 

consequences of hate, understanding its antecedents is crucial. Recent research has increasingly 

drawn on specific theoretical frameworks that offer valuable insights into its emergence. 

According to a threat-based model of hate (Martinez et al., 2022), symbolic threats, particularly 

those targeting individuals’ core values and social identity, can elicit hate (Stephan & Stephan, 

2000). One key antecedent identified is social identity threat, which emerges when individuals 

perceive their group as being devalued, challenged, or undermined. 

However, not everyone responds to these threats in the same way. An important, yet 

unexplored question is why some individuals are more likely to feel threatened by social identity 

threats than others. Political extremism may be a key factor in this variability. Research (Prooijen 

et al., 2014) suggests that political extremists are more sensitive to identity threats than political 

moderates and thus experience more negative emotions and outgroup derogation. Political 

radicalism has also been linked to emotions commonly associated with hate, such as anger, 

contempt, and disgust (Morales et al., 2020), and correlates positively with perceived social 

identity threats (Jost, Sterling, & Stern, 2017). Yet, whether this increased sensitivity to threat 

directly translates into hate remains largely unexplored. 

​ This study aims to investigate the relationship between identity threats and the emergence 

of hate. We examine whether individuals who perceive their identity as devalued, challenged or 

undermined are more likely to experience hate. We will distinguish between different levels of 
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identity threat: social identity (one’s group membership) threat and personal identity (one’s 

individual self-concept) to assess which is associated with stronger hate responses. Additionally, 

we will investigate different types of identity threat, including  categorization, distinctiveness, 

morality and competence threats. Moreover, we will explore the role of political extremism in 

the processes of social identity threat and hate emergence. We will test whether political 

extremism moderates the relationship between identity threats and hate and we hypothesize that 

extremists exhibit a stronger link between perceived threat and hate compared to moderates. 

Hate 

In the past decades, hate has been defined as an emotion, an attitude, a form of anger and 

even a motive to hurt others (Fischer et al., 2018; Ekman, 1992; Bernier & Dozier, 2002; Rempel 

& Burris, 2005). Historically, references to hate date back all the way to the times of the ancient 

Greeks. One quote from Aristotle reads “Anger is accompanied by pain, and one that is angry 

might feel compassion in many cases, but one who hates, never. For the former wishes that the 

object of his anger should suffer in his turn, the latter that he should perish eternally” (Aristotle 

& Freese, 1923). Despite its ancient origins, this perspective remains relevant today, as research 

has consistently shown that hate is a persistent and normally not a temporary emotion 

(Schoenewolf, 1996; Sternberg, 2003). Moreover, while anger often rises in response to specific 

actions and may diminish if those behaviors change, hate differs remarkably. Hate targets are 

generally perceived as inherently unchangeable. Even if the target ceases to act maliciously, the 

negative appraisals and emotions of the hate target do not easily subside (Sternberg, 2005). 

Therefore, anger generally aims to change the target through direct confrontation, while hate has 

a more extreme, drastic and permanent goal: to eliminate or destroy the target, mentally, 

physically or socially (Bar-Tal, 2007).   
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In line with previous research, we conceptualize hate as a strong, enduring and intense 

feeling that might be a composite of three basic emotions: anger, contempt and disgust 

(Sternberg, 2003; Martínez et al., 2022). These feelings can be experienced simultaneously at 

different degrees (Matsumoto et al., 2017) and can be experienced on interpersonal as well as 

intergroup levels. Moreover, hate is often influenced by experiences such as mistreatment, 

humiliation, social exclusion or when someone’s actions obstruct another person’s goals 

(Aumer-Ryan & Hatfield, 2007). These factors mostly reflect interpersonal dynamics, while hate 

becomes more complex and less easily defined through the scope of intersocial contexts. 

Intergroup hate often emerges when people feel that their group identity is being 

challenged or threatened in some way. According to social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 

1979) people get a sense of self from the groups they belong to, so when those groups are 

criticized or devalued, it can trigger strong emotions like hate. Hate is thus partially rooted in a 

sense of threat to one’s group identity, not just physically but also symbolically and morally 

(Reicher et al., 2008). Moreover, the intergroup emotions theory by Mackie et al. (2000) posits 

that these emotions are not just personal, but are felt on behalf of the group one is in, especially 

when other groups are seen as intentionally harmful.  

Building on these foundational theories, recent studies have highlighted that hate rarely 

emerges from a single factor, rather, hate tends to build over time through a combination of 

multiple antecedents. One key antecedent is the perception of symbolic threats, which refers to a 

group’s values, beliefs or cultural norms being under attack (Martínez et al., 2022). Symbolic 

threats can provoke intense emotions because they target a group’s identity straight to its core 

ideologies (Ruhani et al., 2023). Moreover, Ash and Shapovalov (2024) showed that hate 

specifically intensifies when threats are interpreted as intentional, which in turn reinforces the 
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idea that the out-group is not only different but intentionally hostile. Among various forms of 

threat, social identity threats stand out as particularly salient, because these threats attack the 

very foundation of how individuals understand and value their group membership (Branscombe 

et al., 1999). But which specific kind of identity threats are more relevant for hate? 

Social identity threat and hate 

Branscombe et al., (1999) identified four different types of social identity threats. From 

these four identity threats, Ma et al. (2024) have developed a social identity threat scale, which I 

shall explain below. Categorization threat refers to the discomfort of being seen primarily as a 

representative of a group stereotype, and not as a unique individual. Individuals could feel like 

they are being judged for their ethnicity, gender, political orientation and sexual preferences to 

name a few (Branscombe et al., 1999; Shapiro & Neuberg, 2007).  In contrast, distinctiveness 

threat involves the concern that one’s group identity is not different from other groups, leading to 

a loss of group uniqueness (Brewer, 1991).  

 A core principle of social identity theory is that individuals try to maintain positive 

feelings about their own group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Exposure to a negative comparison with 

another group can be threatening to one’s social standing. Ma et al. (2023) distinguish two types 

of value threats that arise in such situations: morality threat, where a group’s moral is questioned 

and competence threat, where a group’s ability or intelligence is challenged.  

The current study seeks to explore which of these identity threats is more strongly 

associated with intergroup hate. This is important because understanding the emotional 

consequences of specific threats can explain how and why intergroup hate escalates.  

​ Social identity theory further differentiates between personal and social identity. Personal 

identity refers to what makes us unique individuals (Branscombe et al., 1999) while social 
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identity is based on group membership (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Threats to either social or 

personal identity can provoke strong emotional reactions, including hate (Stephan & Stephan, 

2000). For example, Baumeister & Butz ( 2005) found that hate can emerge as a response to 

perceived threats to one’s core values and identity and further research has shown that 

individuals may react with hostility when they perceive morality violations by an out-group (Van 

Bavel et al., 2018; Van Doorn, 2018). Building on this, Martinez et al. (2022) demonstrated that 

symbolic threats to identity underlie hate and aggression, reinforcing the idea that identity threats 

play a key role in the development of hate feelings. However, while these studies point out the 

importance of identity-related threats, they do not clarify whether social or personal threats are 

more predictive of hate. Therefore, to address this gap, the present study will explore which level 

of threat (social vs personal) is more strongly associated with hate, and examine how this 

interacts with different types of threat (categorization, distinctiveness, morality and competence).  

Political extremism 

Political extremism refers to a construct that encompasses ideological positions at the far 

ends of the political spectrum, including far-left and far-right beliefs. It is characterized by rigid 

worldviews, intolerance of opposing views and a willingness to support radical change. While 

political extremism exists across the whole political spectrum, most research focuses on 

right-wing extremism, particularly populism, nationalism and anti-immigrant movements 

(Wojczewski, 2024; Czapnik & Mazurkiewicz, 2024; Ajanovic et al., 2016; Yilmaz, 2012). 

Moreover, extreme right-wing ideologies are often associated with exclusive national identities 

and resistance to multiculturalism (De Lange & Mudde, 2005). In contrast, extreme left-wing 

ideologies are oftentimes related to egalitarianism, collectivism and anti-capitalist ideas 

(Federico & Ekstrom, 2018). Thus, while extremism manifests across the political spectrum, 
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specific traits and themes vary depending on ideological orientation. However, it is important to 

keep in mind that followers of the same extremist ideology (like left or right wing) differ just as 

much as political left and right moderates do to each other (Van Hiel, 2011). 

Along the political spectrum, a range of ideological extremes can result in conflicts over 

various social and moral issues (Haidt, 2012). Research has examined the psychological 

differences between individuals who identify with right-wing versus left-wing political 

ideologies (Lammers & Proulx, 2013; van Lange et al., 2011). A leading insight about political 

ideology is the ‘rigidity of the right’ hypothesis, which supports the idea that political 

conservatism is associated with a heightened sensitivity to uncertainty and threat (Costello et al., 

2023). Furthermore, recent research suggests that individuals at both ends of the ideological 

spectrum show similar psychological patterns when their political identity is important to them. 

Specifically, individuals with extreme  ideological commitments, both left and right wing, are 

more likely to perceive threats to their political identity and experience more uncertainty (Jost et 

al., 2003; Jost, 2017). These identity threats may in turn elicit stronger negative emotions and 

increase the likelihood of outgroup derogation than political moderates. Moreover, political 

radicalism seems to correlate with anger, contempt and disgust (Morales et al., 2020), the three 

basic emotions that make up hate. This suggests that political extremism may lead to a 

heightened sensitivity to identity threats which may lead to an increase in hate feelings. 

National identity refers to an individual’s attachment to their nation and it often serves as 

a source of pride and meaning (Anderson, 2020). Moreover, national identity has been identified 

as a particularly important social identity (Branscombe et al., 1999; Cameron et al., 2005) and is 

deeply related with political ideology and extremism. Political beliefs are shaped by the 

dominant narratives within one’s nation, as well as by perceived group belongings like left or 
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right wing ideologies (West & Iyengar, 2022). Branscombe et al. (1999) have shown that 

national identity can become particularly salient in response to perceived threats, amplifying 

in-group favoritism and out-group derogation, and therefore provides a relevant context of 

studying the relationship between identity threats and hate. 

In our research, we will determine whether national identity threats can be used to trigger 

a feeling of hate. Moreover, we will explore the interaction between threat type (distinctiveness, 

categorization, and political extremism and threat level (social vs personal). 

The current research 

​ In the present research, we propose that national (social) identity threats predict hate. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, we did not formulate specific hypotheses regarding 

which threat type (morality, competence, distinctiveness, or categorization) would elicit the 

highest levels of hate. Instead, we will explore the individual and combined effects of threat type 

and threat level (ingroup vs. outgroup), as well as their interaction, on hate. Furthermore, we 

hypothesized that ingroup threats would be associated with higher levels of personal identity 

threat, whereas outgroup threats would be associated with higher levels of national identity 

threat, as assessed through identity threat perception measures. Finally, we will use social 

identity threats on a national level to explore the interaction between threat type, political 

extremism and threat level. 

​ To test these hypotheses, we conducted an online study with a sample of American 

participants, in which national identity threat was experimentally induced using fictional posts 

modeled after content from the social media platform X. The study examined the effects of 

identity threat level and identity threat type on the development of hate-related feelings, while 

controlling for political extremism. 
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Methods 

Participants 

​ An a priori analysis was performed using G*Power version 3.1.9.7 (Faul et al., 2007) to 

estimate the minimum sample size necessary for conducting an analysis of covariance 

(ANCOVA). Aiming to detect medium effect sizes (f  = 0.25), with a significance level of α = .05 

and statistical power of 0.90, and including 10 groups and one covariate, results from the power 

analysis indicated that a total sample size of N = 326 would be required to detect a significant 

difference effect under these circumstances.  

​ An initial sample of N = 426 adult participants from the United States was recruited via 

Prolific. Eighteen individuals were excluded from the study due to their participation in pilot 

testing. One participant was excluded from the study for not providing informed consent and 

seven were excluded for failing an attention check. Finally, seven more participants were 

excluded due to providing repetitive responses. This resulted in a final sample size of N = 387 

participants. The sample consisted of 48.8% male, 50.4% female and 0.8% of participants 

identifying as other. The mean age was 41.1 years (SD = 13.7). The sample was pre-screened to 

be balanced by  political orientation liberal (50%) and conservative (50%). Demographics are 

summarized  in Table 1. All participants received monetary compensation according to U.S. 

minimum wage standard and Prolific’s fair compensation policies. 

Table 1. Participant Demographics   
Characteristic N % 
Gender   
Male 189 48.8 
Female 195 50.4 
Other 3 0.8 
Education level   
Primary level education 8 2.1 
Secondary level education 77 19.9 



Identity Threat and Hate 

College education (Bachelor's degree) 165 42.6 
College education (Graduate degree) 137 35.4 
Employment status   
Undergraduate student 18 4.7 
Graduate student 6 1.8 
Working, self-employed 36 9.3 
Working, paid employee 280 72.4 
Not working, looking for work 19 4.9 
Other 28 7.2 

 

Procedure 

​ A survey including the instrument was designed in Qualtrics and data was collected 

online via Prolific. Participants were randomly assigned to one of two threat-level conditions 

(ingroup threat vs. outgroup threat) and to one of five threat-type conditions (categorization, 

distinctiveness, competence, morality, or control). Following informed consent and initial 

instructions, participants were presented with a fictional X post, written either by a fellow 

American or by a Chinese individual, corresponding to the ingroup or outgroup threat condition. 

Each X post was designed to reflect one of the four threat types or the control no threat condition 

and can be found in Appendix (see Appendix 1). After reading the X post, participants 

completed a manipulation check using the Social Identity Threat Scale (Ma et al., 2024). First, 

participants were instructed to respond to the threat perception scale from the perspective of an 

American. Then, the same X post was shown again, and participants completed the scale a 

second time, this time from the perspective as a unique individual. Finally, the X post was 

presented a third time, after which participants filled out a hate scale towards the author of the 

post. The survey concluded with demographic questions, a debriefing statement, and a final 

confirmation of consent. All study procedures, including hypotheses, design, sampling, and 

analyses, were reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Groningen. 



Identity Threat and Hate 

Measures 

Hate was measured using an adaptation of the Passionate Hate Scale (PHS) (Zeki & 

Romaya, 2008), which is an adaptation of the triangular hate scale (Sternberg & Sternberg, 

2008). It consists of 12 items rated on a Likert-scale (1= Strongly disagree to 7= Strongly agree) 

with three subscales measuring anger (e.g., “I cannot control my anger towards this person”), 

disgust (e.g., “I don’t want this kind of person anywhere near me”), and contempt (e.g., “This 

person does not deserve any consideration”) with four items within each subscale. The PHS 

showed good reliability α = .760.  

Threat perception was measured using an adaptation from the Social Identity Threat 

Scale by Ma et al. (2024).  It consists of 19 items comprising five dimensions measuring the four 

threat types (categorization, distinctiveness, competence, and morality), as well as generalized 

threat perception. The participants were asked how much they agree on statements on a 

continuous scale from  0= Not at all to 100= Absolutely (see appendix D and E). Each participant 

filled out this scale twice; one time from the perspective of them as an American (national 

identity threat scale); and one time from the perspective of them as an individual (personal 

identity threat scale). For the purpose of our analyses, we used only the general threat subscale 

from each version of the scale to assess perceived personal and national identity threat. The 

Cronbach’s alpha for the national identity threat scale was α = .957 for a total of 19 items, 

indicating a very high internal consistency. The Cronbach’s alpha for the personal identity threat 

scale was α = .975 indicating a very high internal consistency. 

Political ideology was assessed with a single-item self-placement scale ranging from -1 

(left-wing) to +1 (right-wing) with 0 representing the ideological center. This raw ideology scale 

thus measures an individual’s general political leaning: higher positive values indicate a 
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right-wing orientation while lower (more negative) values indicate a more left-wing orientation. 

The mean for political ideology was 0.000853 (SD = 0.754) which means the mean political 

ideology was almost neutral.  

Political extremism was operationally defined as the absolute value of the aforementioned 

political ideology score. Each participant’s -1/+1 ideology rating was thus transformed to a 0-1 

extremism scale by taking its absolute value. The scores then range from 0 (minimal extremity or 

moderate) to 1 (maximal extremity). Higher values correspond to more extreme views, for 

example, ideology ratings from -0.8 and +0.8 both yield an extremism score of 0.8, reflecting the 

same level of ideological extremity in both directions. 

Design and Analytical Strategy 

This study employed a 5 (threat type: categorization, distinctiveness, competence, 

morality, control) × 2 (threat level: ingroup vs. outgroup) between-subjects experimental design. 

We analyzed the data using a three-way ANCOVA, with threat type and threat level as 

independent variables, reported hate feelings as the dependent variable, and political extremism 

as a covariate. We tested the effects of threat type and threat level on reported hate feelings using 

a single ANCOVA model that included all main effects, all two-way interactions between threat 

type, threat level, and political extremism, as well as political extremism as a covariate. A 

three-way interaction term between threat type, threat level, and political extremism was also 

explored in a follow-up model, which yielded similar results with only minor differences in 

parameter estimates. To test whether personal and national identity threat perceptions varied 

based on threat level (ingroup vs. outgroup), and whether this effect differed by the type of 

identity threat (personal vs. national), we conducted a MANCOVA. We treated threat level 

(ingroup vs. outgroup) as a between-subjects factor and included either political extremism or 
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political orientation as covariates in separate models. Personal and national identity threats were 

entered as two dependent variables, assessed using parallel scales that measured personal and 

national perspectives. The two identity threat measures were analyzed as distinct but related 

outcomes in a multivariate framework. 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Table 1 presents the descriptive statistics for the key variables used in this study. Mean 

for political extremism was M = 0.69 (SE = 0.015) with scores ranging from 0 to 1. Participants's 

total hate scores averaged M = 3.40 (SE = 0.05) with scores spanning from 1.75 to 6.00. Personal 

identity threat had an average of M  = 30.03 (SE = 1.46) and national identity threat had an 

average of M = 32.023 (SE = 1.43), both on a scale from 0 to 100 (see table 1).  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics Main Outcome Variables 

  N M SE Median Minimum Maximum 

Political Extremism 387 0.690 0.0153 0.750 0.00 1.00 

Hate 387 3.401 0.0500 3.417 1.75 6.00 

Personal Identity Threat 387 30.034 1.4602 20.800 0.00 100.00 

National Identity Threat 387 32.028 1.4303 27.000 0.00 100.00 
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Assumption checks 

All assumptions of ANCOVA were assessed prior to the analysis. To assess the 

assumption of normality of residuals, both the Shapiro-Wilk test and Kolmogorov-Smirnov test 

were conducted. The Shapiro-Wilk test indicated a significant deviation from normality, W = 

0.985, p < .001, whereas the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test was non-significant, D = 0.041, p = .546. 

To assess the assumption of homogeneity of variance, both Levene’s test and the Breusch-Pagan 

test were conducted. Levene’s test indicated a significant difference in group variances, F(9, 377) 

= 2.00, p = .038. Similarly, the Breusch-Pagan test suggested heteroscedasticity in the residuals, 

χ²(19) = 32.64, p = .026. These results suggest a violation of the assumption of homogeneity of 

variance. Visual inspection of the residual Q-Q plot (see Appendix A, figure 1) suggests only 

minor deviation from normality. However, results should be interpreted with caution.  

Main Analysis 

Three-way ANCOVA analysis 

A three-way ANCOVA was conducted to examine the effects of threat level (national and 

personal identity), threat type (5 levels) and political extremism on hate feelings. The omnibus 

test revealed a significant main effect of threat type, F(4, 371) = 19.73, p < .001, η²� = .175 (see 

table 2), indicating that hate differed significantly across the five threat types.  No significant 

main effects were found for threat level, F(1, 371) = 0.01, p = .937, η²� < .001 or political 

extremism F(1, 371) = 0.55, p = .459, η²� = .001. Moreover, none of the two-way or three-way 

interactions were statistically significant (see table 2).  

Table 2 
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ANCOVA Omnibus for Threat level, Threat type, Political Extremism and interaction effects 

  SS df F p η²p 

Model 73.934 19 4.733 <.001 0.197 

Threat Level 0.011 1 0.013 0.909 0.000 

Threat Type 63.481 4 19.445 <.001 0.175 

Political Extremism 0.287 1 0.351 0.554 0.001 

Threat Level ✻ Threat Type 4.212 4 1.290 0.273 0.014 

Threat Level ✻ Political 
Extremism 

0.025 1 0.031 0.861 0.000 

Threat Type ✻ Political 
Extremism 

1.014 4 0.311 0.871 0.003 

Threat Type ✻ Threat Level 
✻ Political Extremism ✻  

3.548 4 1.087 0.363 0.012 

Residuals 303.075 367       

Total 372.921 386       

Post Hoc Comparisons 

Post hoc comparisons using the Bonferroni correction revealed that all four threat types 

elicited significantly higher hate feelings compared to the control condition (M = 2.607, SE = 

0.103). Morality (M = 3.400, SE = 0.103), t(371) = −5.44, p < .001, 95% CI [3.198, 3.602]; 
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categorization (M = 3.704, SE = 0.103), t(371) = −7.54, p < .001, 95% CI [3.502, 3.907]; 

competence (M = 3.681, SE = 0.103), t(371) = −7.38, p < .001, 95% CI [3.479, 3.883]; and 

distinctiveness (M = 3.595, SE = 0.104), t(371) = −6.73, p < .001, 95% CI [3.390, 3.800]. These 

effects remained significant after Bonferroni adjustment, with 95% confidence intervals not 

overlapping with that of the control condition. 

Multivariate effects of threat type on personal and national identity threat perception 

A multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was conducted to examine whether 

threat level (ingroup vs. outgroup) predicted perceived personal and national identity threat, 

while controlling for political extremism. The multivariate effect of threat level on the combined 

dependent variables was not significant, Pillai’s Trace = .0003, F(2, 383) = 0.06, p = .941, 

suggesting that ingroup versus outgroup threat did not differentially affect identity threat scores 

overall. The effect of political extremism on the combined identity threat scores was marginally 

significant, Pillai’s Trace = .013, F(2, 383) = 2.53, p = .081. Univariate follow-up tests revealed 

that threat level had no significant effect on either personal identity threat (PIT) perceptions, F(1, 

384) = 0.07, p = .794 (see table 3), or national identity threat (NIT) perceptions, F(1, 384) = 

0.002, p = .963. Interestingly, political extremism marginally predicted personal identity threat, 

F(1, 384) = 3.80, p = .052, but not national identity threat, F(1, 384) = 0.55, p = .457. Results are 

summarized in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Univariate Effects of Threat Level and Political Extremism on Personal and National Identity Threat 

  Dependent 
variable SS df MS F p 
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Threat level PIT 55.83 1 55.83 0.06799 0.794 

 NIT 1.75 1 1.75 0.00220 0.963 

Political Extremism PIT 3124.22 1 3124.22 3.80477 0.052 

 NIT 440.50 1 440.50 0.55430 0.457 

Residuals PIT 315315.58 384 821.13   

 NIT 
 

305163.16 384 794.70   

Another MANCOVA using the same predictor and outcomes was conducted to examine 

the role of political orientation. The multivariate effect of threat level on the combined dependent 

variables was not significant, Pillai’s Trace = 0.0003, F(2, 383) = 0.061, p = .941. However, 

political orientation showed a significant multivariate effect, Pillai’s Trace = .0358, F (2, 383) = 

7.111, p < .001, which indicates that political orientation explains a significant portion of the 

variance in identity threat. Follow-up univariate ANCOVAs showed that political orientation 

significantly predicted personal identity threat, F(1, 384) = 14.26, p < .001 (see table 4), and 

national identity threat, F(1, 384) = 8.21, p = .004, so, right-wing oriented participants tend to be 

more sensitive to both national identity threat (β = 0.144, 95% CI [0.045, 0243]) and personal 

identity threat (β = 0.188, 95% CI [0.089, 0.286]). In contrast, threat level had no significant 

univariate effect on either personal identity threat, F(1, 384) = 0.070, p = .792, or national 

identity threat, F(1, 384) = 0.002, p = .962.  

Table 4 

Univariate Effects of Threat Level and Political Orientation on Personal and National 
Identity Threat 

  Dependent 
variable SS df MS F p 
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Threat level PIT 55.83 1 55.83 0.070 0.792 

 NIT 1.75 1 1.75 0.002 0.962 

Political 
Orientation 

PIT 11400.30 1 11400.30 14.258 <.001 

 NIT 6398.89 1 6398.89 8.212 .004 

Residuals PIT 307039.50 384 799.58   

 NIT 
 

299204.77 384 779.18   

Discussion 

This study investigated whether different types and levels of identity threat, specifically 

we expected that categorization, distinctiveness, competence and morality threats, would elicit 

varying levels of hate, that outgroup vs. ingroup threats would elicit higher levels of hate, that 

political extremists would experience higher levels of hate, and that the threat type and threat 

level effects were moderated by political extremism. Moreover, we explored whether ingroup 

threats would elicit greater personal identity threat, while outgroup threats would elicit higher 

national (social) identity threat. The results partially supported these hypotheses. There was a 

significant main effect of threat type on hate: participants in the morality, competence, 

categorization and  distinctiveness threat group reported significantly higher levels of hate 

feelings than those in the control condition. However, neither threat level (ingroup vs outgroup) 

nor political extremism significantly predicted hate feelings, also, no significant interaction 

effects were found. Furthermore, the hypothesis that threat level (ingroup vs outgroup) would 

differentially predict personal versus national (social) identity threat was also not supported. 

However, political orientation, rather than political extremism, showed to be a significant 

predictor of both personal and national (social) identity threat. This suggests that political 

ideology (left vs right) better explains threat sensitivity than political extremity alone. 
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The results suggest, aligned with prior research on social identity threat (Branscombe et 

al., 1999; Stephan & Stephan, 2000), that threats to aspects of one’s group identity provoke 

strong negative emotional reactions, such as hate. In particular, threats targeting competence, 

morality, distinctiveness and categorization are core to maintaining a positive group identity 

(Ellemers et al., 2002). All four threat types elicited significantly more hate than the control 

condition, which confirms that these identity threats are indeed predictive of hate feelings. 

Notably, not one of these threat types predicts hate feelings stronger than one another, which 

suggests that all threat types are symbolic and similarly relevant for identity. According to 

Branscombe et al. (1999) and Ellemers et al. (2002), if each of these threat types undermine 

one’s social identity, the emotional reaction may not vary significantly. Moreover, an explanation 

is given by Stephan & Stephan (2000), who in their integrated threat theory suggest that once a 

threshold of psychological salience is reached, emotional reactions such as hate may plateau; all 

four threat types may have crossed this threshold and triggered identity threat salience.  

Interestingly enough, there was no significant main effect for threat level; receiving a 

national identity threat by an ingroup member versus an outgroup member did not highlight any 

significant difference. According to classic social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), 

ingroup threats should threaten personal identity more, while outgroup threats should threaten 

social identity more (Brewer, 1991).  Once again, Stephan & Stephan (2000) provide an 

explanation, that when symbolic threats are perceived, distinctions between the source of threat 

are blurred. Therefore, individuals may react similarly to ingroup and outgroup threats when the 

value of the identity at stake is perceived to be equal to each other. This suggests that it is not the 

origin of the threat, but the perceived relevance of the identity that is being threatened that drives 

hate. Another interesting explanation stems from the idea that individuals often generalize threats 
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across identity levels, which suggests that ingroup and outgroup threats overlap (Scheepers et al. 

2002). Finally, the manipulation of threat level may not have been differentially salient enough to 

elicit higher levels of threat in either condition. 

​ Similarly, political extremism was no significant predictor for hate, which contradicts 

previous research about extremism, that right-wing extremists should, because of their 

ideological commitment, react more intensely to national identity threats with hate and that 

left-wing extremists should react more intensely to personal identity threats with hate (Federico 

et al., 2009; Hogg, 2014). An explanation for this null finding is that our measure of political 

extremism, distance from the political center, only measured self reported attitudinal extremity 

and not emotional or motivational political ideology using a survey. Explained by van Prooijen 

& Krouwel (2019), ideological rigidity and emotional investment in an ideology are stronger 

predictors of negative affect (such as hate) towards others than simple extremist viewpoints. 

Moreover, Zmigrod et al. (2019) found that cognitive rigidity is a stronger predictor of extremist 

views and actual extremist action than ideological position alone. Political orientation did 

however significantly predict both personal and national (social) identity threat, where 

right-wing individuals reported higher levels of  both personal and national identity threat. This 

finding is consistent with the literature that suggests that conservatives or right-wing individuals 

perceive higher levels of threat but are also more sensitive to those threats (Jost, 2017; Morales 

et al., 2020) and is also in line with the idea that right-wing individuals score higher on threat 

sensitivity, need for structure and intolerance of ambiguity surveys (Jost et al., 2003). There is 

even literature suggesting that conservatives show heightened brain activity in the amygdala 

during threatening situations, which indicates a higher sensitivity to threat on a neurological level 

(Pedersen et al., 2017). 
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​ Finally, the hypothesis that ingroup threats would elicit greater personal identity threat, 

and outgroup threat would elicit greater national (social) identity threat, was not supported. Both 

threat level and its interaction with identity type were insignificant. Recent literature posits that 

personal and social identities are not always separately activated but fluctuate in salience 

depending on context; they propose that identity threats actually activate multiple levels of 

identity simultaneously (Crocetti et al., 2018). Moreover, theories about identity fusion introduce 

the concept that individuals do not experience personal and group identity as two separate 

identities but as one that is interchangeable (Swann et al., 2009). Thus a social identity threat can 

trigger both personal and social identities, as can a personal identity threat.  

Implications 

​ As mentioned before, the finding that identity threats of different kinds significantly 

increase hate feelings compared to control conditions, supports symbolic threat theories 

(Martínez et al., 2022; Branscombe et al., 1999; Stephan & Stephan, 2000). It supports the idea 

that threats to personal or group identity are of importance, even when no direct material threat is 

evident. Future research about intergroup violence should pay more attention to symbolic threats 

and not just resource competition or realistic, direct threats. Moreover, the finding of a null effect 

for threat level and its interaction with threat types challenges the idea that there are personal and 

social identity salience is differentially significant and researchers, mental health providers and 

social psychologists should keep in mind these implications. 

​ This research has shown that symbolic threats elicit hate feelings. Therefore, 

interventions focusing on reducing intergroup hate and violence should focus on 

identity-sensitive content and not only on resource competition, as has previously been a salient 

focus point in the writing of those interventions. In specific, the finding that right-wing 
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individuals are more sensitive to threat should motivate policymakers to consider using this to 

their advantage, focusing on promoting shared values when showing support for diversity 

initiatives, environmental problems and international unity, for example. Furthermore, simply 

identifying individuals as extreme left- or right-wing may not be enough to predict who will 

react more extreme with hate and violence. Right-wing individuals may interpret threats not just 

as ideological threats but as attacks on a national and personal level. To handle and reduce this 

threat sensitivity, deradicalization programs should focus on emotional investment, ideological 

rigidity and identity fusion and therefore move beyond the paradigm of ideological orientation.  

 Limitations and further research 

​ As mentioned before, political extremism operationalized as distance from the political 

center might not have measured the emotional and motivational aspects of political extremism. 

Further research should therefore measure ideological rigidity as a covariate in the relationship 

between identity threats and hate feelings, or could simply measure the multiple aspects of 

political extremity using an appropriate scale, see Jungkunz et al., (2024) for example. Another 

methodological limitation is that there was a significant floor effect across all threat types, with 

participants consistently scoring lower. The mean scores for those conditions approached the 

lower limit of these scales. Thus, many participants indicated that the threat manipulations were 

oftentimes perceived as not threatening. Future studies could consider using broader 

measurements of threat perception using a scale that not only reaches no perception of threats but 

measures perceived security and certainty. Moreover, this ceiling effect is interesting because it 

suggests that there are two major groups of individuals; those who perceive identity threats and 

those who do not, which is partially explained by political ideology, but not fully.  
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​ All identity threat types significantly elicited more hate than the control, however, they 

did not show a significant difference from each other. This suggests a common symbolic threat 

and not a meaningful distinction across the types of threat. Further research should develop 

stronger manipulations to test whether this null effect is consistent, but could also test for 

mediators like identity centrality or emotional investment in extremist views. Furthermore, 

political orientation (left vs right wing) predicted identity threats and extremism did not. To 

disentangle the two, further research could explore the interaction effects between political 

ideology and political extremism. 

Conclusion 

​ In a time of ever growing political polarization, this study takes note of the emotional 

consequences of symbolic identity threats. Across different types of threat, whether moral, 

competence or categorization, perceived threats robustly and consistently predict hate feelings. 

This research suggests that hate is not a simple reaction to realistic threats, but when one’s 

identity is at stake, hate is likely to emerge. Interestingly, while political extremism did not 

significantly predict hate, political orientation was found to be a significant predictor of threat 

sensitivity, especially among right-wing individuals. This challenges the simple ideas about 

political extremism and hints toward more complicated psychological mechanisms like identity 

salience and emotional ideological investment. The findings in this study highlight the need for 

future work in the field of identity threat perception. If one’s aim is to reduce intergroup hostility, 

they must look beyond simple materialistic threats and address the complex identity mechanics 

that make up hate. 
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Appendix A: Q-Q Plot 

 

Source: GAMj jamovi module for General analyses for linear models (Galluci, 2019). 

Appendix B: X Posts 

Categorization threat: “All Americans are obsessed with guns, like the same sports, the same 

pop music, want to eat the same burgers and hot dogs, and love the same blockbuster movies. 

They are predictable and all the same #BurgersAndBullets #USCulture” 
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Distinctiveness threat: “Americans don’t have a culture. The country doesn’t have its own 

traditions or shared beliefs among its people, but Americans don’t even realize it. They overstate 

the so-called American culture. #Cultureless #WhatEvenIsAmerica” 

Competence threat: “Americans are not as competent as they think they are. The outcomes of 

their industry are of low quality, they don’t trust science very much, and a significant portion of 

the population reads less than one book per year. #BuiltDifferentButWorse #GoogleItBro” 

Morality threat: “Americans values are fundamentally wrong. They confuse freedom with 

competition, equate individual success with moral worth, and glorify wealth and power while 

dismissing the importance of empathy and fairness. #FreedomOrGreed #FreedomToExploit” 

Control (no threat): “Americans have a rich influential culture, they value freedom and 

independence, and are world leaders in technology and science. That makes them diverse, 

creative, and unique at the same time. #TechLeaders #AmericanCulture” 

Appendix C: Hate Scale Items 

Instructions: “Please think about the person who wrote this tweet and indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with each of the following statements on a scale from 1= Strongly 

disagree to 7= Strongly agree.” 

Hate Scale Items 
1. I cannot control my anger towards this kind of person. 
2. This kind of person is scum. 
3. I don't want this kind of person anywhere near me. 
4. I have kind thoughts for this kind of person. 
5. I would like to do something to harm this kind of person. 
6. I really despise this kind of person. 
7. The world would be a better place without this kind of person. 
8. This person is a very nice kind of person. 
9. This is an attention check, please mark strongly disagree. 
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10. I have aggressive thoughts about this kind of person. 
11. This kind of person does not deserve any consideration. 
12. This kind of person is really disgusting. 
13. I would like to interact with this kind of person. 

 

Appendix D: National Identity Threat Scale 

Instructions: “As an American, please think about how this post makes you feel and indicate on 

a scale from 0 = Not at all, to 100 = Absolutely, how much do you agree with the following 

statements.” 

National Identity Threat Scale items divided by subscales 
Categorization Threat 
1. This post makes me feel discriminated against because I am an American. 
2. This post makes me feel like I am judged negatively because of being an American. 
3. This post makes me feel like I am slandered because I am an American. 
Distinctiveness Threat 
4. This post makes me feel like Americans are not unique. 
5. This post makes me feel like Americans are not different from the rest of the people in the world. 
6. This post implies that Americans are just the same as the rest of the people in the world. 
Competence Threat 
7. This post makes me feel that Americans are incompetent. 
8. This post makes me feel that Americans are unsuccessful. 
9. This post makes me feel that Americans are incapable of accomplishing things. 
10. This post makes me feel that Americans can't do things well. 
Morality Threat 
11. This post makes me feel that Americans are immoral. 
12. This post makes me feel that Americans don't know what is right or wrong. 
13. This post makes me feel that Americans don't conform to the rules of proper conduct. 
14. This post makes me feel that Americans are bad people. 
Generalized Threat 
15. This post is threatening to me as an American. 
16. This post threatens my sense of being an American. 
17. Being an American, this post puts my identity in danger. 
18. My identity as an American is at risk because of this post. 
19. This post damages my sense of being American. 
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Appendix E: Personal Identity Threat Scale Items 

Instructions: “As a unique individual, please think about how this post makes you and indicate 

on a scale from 0 = Not at all, to 100 = Absolutely, how much do you agree with the following 

statements.” 

Personal Identity Threat Scale items divided by subscales 
Categorization Threat 
1. This post makes me feel discriminated against as an individual. 
2. This post makes me feel like I am judged negatively as an individual. 
3. This post makes me feel like I am slandered because as an individual. 
Distinctiveness Threat 
4. This post makes me feel like I am not unique. 
5. This post makes me feel like I am not different from the rest of the Americans. 
6. This post implies that I am just the same as the rest of the Americans. 
Competence Threat 
7. This post makes me feel that I am incompetent. 
8. This post makes me feel that I am unsuccessful. 
9. This post makes me feel that I am incapable of accomplishing things. 
10. This post makes me feel that I can't do things well. 
Morality Threat 
11. This post makes me feel that I am immoral. 
12. This post makes me feel that I don't know what is right or wrong. 
13. This post makes me feel that I don't conform to the rules of proper conduct. 
14. This post makes me feel that I am a bad person. 
Generalized Threat 
15. This post is threatening to me as an individual. 
16. This post threatens my sense of being a unique individual. 
17. This post puts my individual identity in danger. 
18. My individual identity is at risk because of this post. 
19. This post damages my sense of being a unique individual. 

 

 


