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ABSTRACT
Authoritarianism emerges in times of societal threat, in part driven by desires 
for group-based security. As such, we propose that the threat caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic was associated with increased authoritarian tendencies 
and that this can be partially explained by increased national identification. 
We tested this hypothesis by collecting cross-sectional data from three 
different countries in April 2020. In Study 1, data from Ireland (N = 1276) 
showed that pandemic threat predicted increased national identification, 
which in turn predicted authoritarianism. In Study 2, we replicated this 
indirect effect in a representative UK sample (N = 506). In Study 3, we used 
an alternative measure of authoritarianism and conceptually replicated this 
effect among USA citizens (N = 429). In this US sample, the association 
between threat and authoritarian tendencies was stronger among progres
sives compared to conservatives. Findings are discussed and linked to group- 
based models of authoritarianism.
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On March 11th 2020, the WHO declared COVID-19 a pandemic (Cookson, 2020), prompting radical 
action by national governments aimed at slowing the viral spread (Ferguson et al., 2020). Often, these 
actions included closing national borders, restrictions on social behavior, and appeals to national 
unity. In other words, many governments adopted authoritarian stances to contain the virus.

The COVID-19 pandemic and its implemented countermeasures represent a threat to community 
health and social stability more generally. COVID-19 has created a devastating death toll alongside a 
dramatic fall in GDP and employment. Such a pandemic is a unique form of societal threat requiring 
collective action on an international scale. The threat of the COVID-19 pandemic along with its 
countermeasures apply equally to health, economic, and social conditions more generally (Van Bavel 
et al., 2020). We characterize this form of societal threat as pandemic threat to convey the scale and 
depth of public concern.

Under conditions of societal threat, people commonly endorse authoritarian responses (see, 
Duckitt & Fisher, 2003) and this may in part be associated with group-based concerns. Indeed, 
attempts to foster national unity can undermine tolerance and inclusiveness (López-Alves & 
Johnson, 2018; Norris & Inglehart, 2018), especially when driven by threat. At times, during the 
COVID-19 outbreak national rhetoric explicitly attributed the source of this threat to national out- 
groups. Other times, these attempts more indirectly amplified the need for order, compliance, and 
patriotism (Jetten et al., 2020). Such security motivated appeals that foster national identity are 
strongly associated with authoritarianism (e.g., Osborne et al., 2017).
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The context of COVID-19 provides a novel chance to examine the associations between pandemic 
threat, authoritarianism, and national identification. In particular, we investigate if pandemic threat is 
associated with authoritarian tendencies in the general public, and if this is linked to a threat-induced 
rise in national identification. The article presents three studies that test these proposals in Ireland, the 
United Kingdom (UK), and the United States of America (USA) during the early stages of COVID-19 
induced national lockdowns.

Threat increases authoritarianism

In psychological terms, authoritarianism is characterized by respect for authority, desire for order, and 
fear of outsiders (Altemeyer, 1996; Funke, 2005). Those high in authoritarianism are more likely to 
support national governments (Osborne et al., 2017), hold socially conservative views (e.g., Van Hiel et 
al., 2004), and display prejudice toward outgroups (Mavor et al., 2009; McCann, 2008).

The association between threat and authoritarianism is well established (Adorno et al., 1950; 
Fromm, 1941; Sales, 1973). For example, Fromm (1941) noted the societal instability of the early 
20th century as a key antecedent to the rise of authoritarian regimes in 1930’s Europe. On a more 
individual level, Adorno et al. (1950) framed a fearful childhood environment as the root of author
itarian personality. On a national scale, Sales (1973) analysis of authoritarian policy demonstrated that 
police budgets, power themes, and prison sentences each tend to increase during times of societal 
threat. Societal threats are those with the potential to cause harm to large sections of the population 
(e.g., economic crashes, terrorist threats; Fritsche et al., 2011). In times of societal threat, research has 
shown that the endorsement of authoritarianism increases (Altemeyer, 1996; Cohrs et al., 2005; Doty 
et al., 1991; Duckitt & Fisher, 2003).

Arguably, a pandemic provides ideal conditions for authoritarianism to emerge. As previously 
highlighted, the COVID-19 global pandemic and its countermeasures have disrupted social order and 
devastated economic systems (Ferguson et al., 2020). Concurrently, authoritarianism partially stems 
from the threat of social disorder, and those who display authoritarian tendencies strongly fear the 
actions of social deviants (Kreindler, 2005). For example, after the World Trade Center attack of 9/11, 
authoritarian reactions were positively associated with motivational goals of social control (Cohrs et 
al., 2005). Consistently, there is already evidence that COVID-19 salience increases support for socially 
conservative policies and candidates (Karwowski et al., 2020).

In part, pandemic threat enhances the appeal of authoritarianism by emphasizing the danger of 
others in an indiscriminate fashion. During a pandemic, every person we encounter poses the threat 
of infection and mitigation strategies emphasize this fact. In general, perceiving others as more 
threatening or dangerous can increase levels of authoritarianism (Duckitt et al., 2002). In particular, 
authoritarian traits such as moralization and the condemnation of others may be rooted in the 
threat of contamination (Haidt & Graham, 2007; Wagemans et al., 2018). Under threat, people often 
seek safety in a more cohesive, conservative, and orderly society (Jugert & Duckitt, 2009) and 
authoritarian leadership at a national level offers this enhanced social control and group cohesion. 
In the following section, we make the case that pandemic threat enhances commitment to the 
national group in particular.

The role of national identification

We argue that national identification has a role to play in linking pandemic threat to authoritarian 
tendencies. On a general level, in-group identification can assuage feelings of threat and social 
uncertainty (Guinote et al., 2006; Hogg, 2007). However, when in-group identification takes a 
nationalist form, authoritarianism frequently follows (e.g., Osborne et al., 2017). Indeed, many models 
that link threat and authoritarianism highlight the role of in-group identification (Feldman & Stenner, 
1997; Jugert & Duckitt, 2009).
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Group-based models of the link between threat and authoritarianism emphasize the role of social 
attitudes and intergroup dynamics (Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt et al., 2002; Kreindler, 2005). For example, 
the social cohesion model suggests that authoritarian tendencies primarily reflect people’s desire to 
identify with in-groups and adhere to in-group norms. Similarly, the dual group process model 
(Kreindler, 2005) specifies that both threat and in-group identification are necessary preconditions 
of authoritarianism. Although these models differ in the extent to which they focus on the desire to 
protect in-group norms (Kreindler, 2005), versus broader social cohesion (Jugert & Duckitt, 2009), 
both emphasize the role of in-group identification as a precursor to authoritarianism. This is central to 
our claim that national identification can serve to link pandemic threat and authoritarianism, in 
certain contexts.

In times of pandemic threat, large-scale social categories such as the nation, can provide solace and a 
source of solidarity (e.g., Reicher et al., 2010). Indeed, increased national identification in response to 
political, health, and economic threats has been well documented (Bartolucci & Magni, ; Drury et al., 
2009; Jay et al., 2019). These feelings of connection to others reduce the distress invoked by different 
forms of threat (Schmid & Muldoon, 2015) and identification with a majority group enhances feelings of 
control (Fritsche et al., 2013; Guinote et al., 2006), and reduces feelings of uncertainty (Hogg, 2007). 
When social conditions lead individuals to lack feelings of control (e.g., pandemic restrictions), identify
ing with powerful in-groups can serve as compensation (Fritsche, 2013). Importantly, the protection 
provided by in-group identification is contingent upon levels of group unity and coherence, which can 
be seen as both a precursor and a consequence of identification (Postmes et al., 2013; Roth et al., 2019). 
During a pandemic, a strong sense of national identification may help coordinate collective efforts to 
manage threat, and foster in-group solidarity (Jetten et al., 2020). Heightened national identification and 
the perceived necessity for people to behave in line with national group norms creates an ideal 
environment for authoritarianism to emerge. In general, both nationalism and patriotism are positively 
associated with authoritarian tendencies (e.g., Osborne et al., 2017). As stated above, authoritarians favor 
group conformity, the punishment of non-conformists, and obedience toward group leaders (Duckitt, 
1989). Consistent with the social cohesion model (Jugert & Duckitt, 2009), this stems from the belief that 
stronger, more cohesive in-groups will provide more protection against external threats (Van Leeuwen & 
Park, 2009). Indeed, authoritarians tend to categorize out-groups as immoral and socially deviant 
(Jackson & Gaaertner, 2010; Shaffer & Duckitt, 2013). Thus, the appeal of authoritarianism should 
depend on the perceived need for others to comply with group norms. During a global pandemic, the 
necessity for collective adherence to social restrictions that are mandated at a national level enhances this 
need among the general public. At least to the extent to which they identify with the national group. The 
above research suggests that the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism should be 
partially accounted for by national identification. If the protection sought in authoritarianism is 
associated with a desire for national cohesion, its appeal should be partially driven by national in- 
group identification.

Research to date on pandemic threat and authoritarianism

Previous research has investigated the link between different forms of disease threat and authoritar
ianism (e.g., Sturmer et al., 2017; Tybur et al., 2016). In most cases, studies linking threat to prejudice 
explore authoritarianism as a moderator. For example, Stürmer et al. (2017), studied responses to the 
2014 Ebola outbreak in the Western countries. They found that perceived vulnerability to disease and 
support for quarantining migrants was associated with authoritarianism. However, the threat of Ebola 
itself was not associated with authoritarianism. Similarly, Green et al. (2010) found that Social 
Dominance Orientation (SDO), a highly related concept (Pratto et al., 1994), was associated with 
germ aversion, but not with the more contextualized threat of the avian influenza pandemic. More 
recently however, Hartman et al. (2021) found evidence that COVID-19 threat specifically was 
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significantly correlated with the endorsement of authoritarian beliefs in both the UK and Ireland. 
These authors also assessed authoritarianism as a moderator, and found that COVID-19 anxiety was 
associated with prejudice at high, but not low, levels of authoritarianism.

The above research demonstrates somewhat conflicting results regarding the association between 
pandemic threat and authoritarianism. On the one hand, Ebola or avian flu threat was not associated 
with authoritarianism, but on the other hand COVID-19 anxiety was associated with authoritarian
ism. Importantly, these previous studies conceptualize authoritarianism as a stable inter-individual 
variable. Unlike these previous studies, and in line with research that has clearly demonstrated a link 
between threats in general and authoritarianism, we frame authoritarianism as a reaction to societal 
threats that are linked to the desire for group cohesion. From this perspective, the above discrepancies 
emerge because of the scale of the threat COVID-19 provides to participants is much greater 
compared to Ebola or avian flu threat. Put simply, Ebola and avian flu did not provide a societal 
threat in Western nations the way COVID-19 clearly has. In support of this argument, a large-scale 
study of over 30 nations found that parasite stress consistently predicted traditionalism (Tybur et al., 
2016), which is an aspect of authoritarianism that concerns in-group norm adherence.

The current research

In the present research, we study the endorsement of authoritarianism as a motivated response to 
pandemic threat (as opposed to a dispositional underlying ideology that amplifies threat). In line with 
this reasoning, experimental manipulations have demonstrated that COVID-19 threat increases 
conservativism (Karwowski et al., 2020) and authoritarian tendencies (Blanchet & Landry, 2021; 
Golec de Zavala et al., 2021). Consistent with group-based models on authoritarianism that highlight 
the role of in-group identification, we investigate national identification as a psychological variable 
that mediates the expected association between threat and authoritarianism. Specifically, we propose 
that threat can increase the appeal of authoritarianism by enhancing identification with the national 
group.

Methodological overview

We test a simple mediation model across three different national samples. If part of the association 
between pandemic threat and authoritarian tendencies can be attributed to a rise in national identi
fication, then in each sample the association between pandemic threat and national identification 
should in turn explain a proportion of variance in authoritarianism. Across three studies, we test the 
presence of the predicted indirect effect in each sample. With the present research design we will not 
demonstrate causation, but we rather aim to identify the hypothesized pattern of findings that is 
consistent with our overarching theoretical framework across three different nations. In Study 1, we 
recruited a large community sample of Irish residents, in Study 2 we recruited a nationally represen
tative UK sample, and in Study 3 we tested the same model in a USA sample and sought to further 
explore the role of political conservatism.

In each study we also test the robustness of our model and assess plausible alternatives (Fiedler et 
al., 2018). In line with the pandemic threat research highlighted above (e.g., Hartman et al., 2021) we 
will test alternative models that frame authoritarianism as a moderator between threat and national 
identification. On a theoretical level, the alternative model proposes that latent authoritarianism is 
activated by threatening conditions, and this drives nationalist sentiment. However, we propose that 
threat can drive national identification, and that national identification has a key role to play in driving 
authoritarian responses. In particular, authoritarian responses represent an expression of the desire for 
national group cohesion (Jugert & Duckitt, 2009). Unlike previous examples of threat-induced 
authoritarianism (Jost et al., 2003), we hypothesize that these effects are not confined to the politically 
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conservative (Yun et al., 2019). This is because a pandemic is widely regarded as a legitimate threat to 
social order by all, and not only by those more sensitive to societal dangers. Accordingly, we test the 
predicted indirect effect with and without controlling for political conservatism in each sample.

Study 1: Ireland

The aim of Study 1 was to test the predicted indirect effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism 
through national identification in a community sample of Irish residents.

The first confirmed COVID-19 case on the Island of Ireland was on February 27th 2020 and just 
under two weeks later, March 10th, 2020, the first death was recorded. In the Republic of Ireland, the 
acting government responded with partial lockdown by March 13th when many businesses, public 
buildings, and all education facilities were required to close. By March 24th all non-essential businesses 
were closed in both Northern Ireland and the Republic. Private health services were brought into public 
control and comprehensive emergency support payments were implemented in the Republic of Ireland.

Methods

Participants

We recruited 1800 participants by sharing a survey link on various social media platforms from April 
7th,2020. Only participants who fully completed the measures for the present research question were 
included in analyses. This resulted in a sample of 1276 participants (Mage = 39.08, SD = 14.64, range 
18–79 years); 1007 identified as women, 255 as men, three as non-binary, one as transgender, and eight 
undisclosed.

Materials and procedure

The present survey was part of a wider project that included several measures (for the full survey see; 
https://osf.io/bs897/?view_only=None), here we describe measures relevant for the present research 
question.

Authoritarianism
An adapted version of the six-item very short authoritarianism scale (VSA; Bizumic & Duckitt, 2018) 
was employed. Before data collection commenced, we removed one item discussing gay marriage and 
abortion. These issues have recently been the subject of referenda in Ireland that could have influenced 
the integrity of the measurement. This left us with a five-item scale. Responses were recorded on a 
9-point Likert scale from 1 = very strongly disagree to 9 = very strongly agree, (e.g., “What our country 
needs most is discipline, with everyone following our leaders in unity”; α = .59).

Pandemic threat
We designed a six-item measure of pandemic threat adapted from (Brug et al., 2004) to assess threat to 
health (e.g., “COVID-19 is a threat to the health of people in the national community”) and societal 
threat (e.g., “COVID-19 will cause economic collapse in my country”). Items were assessed on a 
7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree; α = .66).1

National identification
We assessed national identification with the validated single item measure of social identification, “I 
identify with the national community” rated on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 
strongly agree).2 Despite being a single item measure it has been shown to correlate well with multi- 
item measures of social identification and it is estimated to have good reliability (Postmes et al., 2013, 
also see Reysen et al., 2013).
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Political conservatism
We assessed general social and economic conservatism by averaging two items on 10-point scales (r = 
.51), “In general, how liberal or conservative are you on social issues?” (1 = very liberal; 10 = very 
conservative), and “In general, how left-wing or right-wing are you on economic issues?” (1 = very left- 
wing; 10 = very right-wing). Higher scores indicate more politically conservative views.

Results and discussion

Table 1 displays zero-order correlations between all four variables of interest. As predicted, pandemic 
threat was positively correlated with both national identification and authoritarianism. Furthermore, 
national identification was positively correlated with authoritarianism.

Mediation analysis

We tested whether the effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism could be partly explained by 
national identification using mediation analysis. Specifically, ordinary least square path analysis (OLS) 
and 10,000 bias-corrected bootstrap samples were used to estimate an indirect effect. As anticipated, 
pandemic threat significantly predicted higher levels of national identification, β = 0.13, SE = 0.04, t 
(1266) = 4.67, p < .001, 95% CI [0.11,0.27] and national identification predicted authoritarianism, 
controlling for pandemic threat, β = 0.17, SE = 0.03, t(1265) = 6.10, p < .001, 95% CI [0.12,0.24]. More 
importantly, the indirect effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism via national identification was 
statistically significant, β = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.04].

We further assessed the robustness of this effect by adding political conservatism as a covariate. The 
indirect effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism through national identification was maintained 
when controlling for conservativism, β = 0.01, SE = 0.04, 95% CI [0.004, 0.020] indicating that the 
relationship between pandemic threat and authoritarianism via national identification is independent 
from political orientation.3

Alternative models

In line with Fiedler et al. (2018)’s guidelines for best practice in assessing cross-sectional mediation 
models, we tested two theoretically plausible alternative models for explaining the relationships 
between these variables. First, we examined authoritarianism as a moderator of the association 
between threat and national identification. We regressed national identification onto pandemic threat, 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics and correlations of all variables.

M(SD) 1 2 3 4

1. Pandemic Threat 6.05 (0.86) - .13** .16** .07*
2. National Identification 5.78 (1.22) - .19** .13**
3. Authoritarianism 4.25 (1.32) - .50**
4. Political Conservatism 4.01 (1.62) -

Note. Study 1 (Ireland), * p < .05 **p < .001.
1. Pandemic Threat 5.28 (0.96) - .16** .19** −.02
2. National Identification 5.23 (1.30) - .27** .23**
3. Authoritarianism 4.90 (1.54) - .57**
4. Political Conservatism 4.75 (1.88) -

Note. Study 2 (United Kingdom) **p < .001.
1. Pandemic Threat 4.97 (1.27) - .23** .01 −.14*
2. National Identification 5.42 (1.26) - .28** .23**
3. Authoritarianism 4.61 (1.41) - .53**
4. Political Conservatism 5.35 (2.57) -

Note. Study 3 (United States) *p <.05**p < .001.
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authoritarianism (both mean centered) and their interaction. This analysis revealed a non-significant 
interaction effect, β = −0.03, SE = 0.25, p = .898. Thus, authoritarianism did not moderate the 
association between threat and national identification.

Next, we investigated authoritarianism as a mediator of the association between pandemic threat 
and national identification. More specifically we reversed the variables in the b path of our initial 
model and tested the indirect effect of threat on national identification via authoritarianism. This 
indirect effect was significant, β = 0.03, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.04]. Thus, we cannot rule out this 
alternative possibility with our Study 1 sample.

These results support our overall hypothesis that national identification partially accounts for the 
relationship between pandemic threat and authoritarianism. However, given the large overlap in 
variance across these three measures, we cannot rule out an alternative mediation model. 
Furthermore, the internal consistency of the implemented authoritarianism measure was low. We 
require a more precise measure of authoritarianism to disentangle these indirect effects in a further 
study. However, first, we assessed the support for our hypothesized model with a different national 
sample.

Study 2: the United Kingdom

The aim of Study 2 was to replicate the indirect effect identified in Study 1, in a different national 
context. This will provide support for the robustness of our findings as well as its generalizability 
across different nations.

The first confirmed case of COVID-19 in the UK was on January 31st, and by March 5th the first 
death was recorded. Businesses and institutions were advised to close voluntarily in March and by 
March 23rd the closure of all public buildings and all non-essential businesses was mandated. The UK 
operates a free national public health system for citizens and within days of the lockdown a job 
retention scheme and job subsidy scheme were launched. On March 27th, the Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson tested positive for COVID-19 and was hospitalized for ten days, including three days in 
intensive care, before making a full recovery.

Methods

Participants

Participants were recruited on April 11th 2020 from Prolific, a crowdsourcing platform providing 
nationally representative UK samples, in terms of gender, race, and age. We recruited 506 
participants (Mage = 45.48, SD = 15.17, range 19–78 years); 257 women, 248 men, one partici
pant indicated “other.”

Measures

Pandemic threat (α = .76), authoritarianism (α = .74), national identification, and political conserva
tism (r = .72) were assessed as described in Study 1.

Results and discussion

Table 1 displays zero-order correlations between all four variables of interest. As in the Irish sample, 
pandemic threat was positively correlated with both national identification and authoritarianism, and 
national identification was positively correlated with authoritarianism.
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Mediation analysis

As in Study 1, we used OLS and bias-corrected bootstrapping as to estimate the indirect effect. The 
effect of pandemic threat on national identification was again positive and statistically significant, β = 
0.16, SE = 0.04, p < .001, 95% CI [0.07, 0.24]. The effect of national identification on authoritarianism, 
controlling for pandemic threat was also positive and statistically significant, β = 0.25, SE = 0.05, p < 
.001, 95% CI [0.15, 0.34]. As hypothesized, there was a statistically significant indirect effect of 
pandemic threat on authoritarianism via national identification, β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 
0.06]. Thus, in line with the results of Study 1, increased national identification in response to 
pandemic threat partially accounted for how pandemic threat is related to authoritarianism. The 
same mediation model including political conservativism as a covariate (see Study 1) demonstrated the 
robustness of the indirect effect via national identification, β = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01,0.03]. This 
provides further evidence that the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism is not 
attributable to differences in political conservatism, but to increased national identification in the 
general public in response to pandemic threat.4

Alternative models

We again tested two alternative models of the association between pandemic threat, national identi
fication and authoritarianism. The results corresponded with our Study 1 findings. Specifically, the 
threat × authoritarianism interaction was not a significant predictor of national identification, b = 
0.04, SE = 0.04, t(501) = 1.05, p = .293. However, the indirect effect of threat on national identification 
through authoritarianism, was significant, β = 0.05, SE = 0.02, 95% CI [0.02, 0.08]. Therefore, this 
alternative pattern of mediation could not be ruled out as a plausible model of our findings.

The replication of results across two studies in different political contexts points to the robustness 
of the findings as well as its generalizability across different nations. However, we used a short scale of 
authoritarianism in both instances. As these studies were part of larger surveys, the use of short scales 
was necessary for the sake of brevity. To counter any possibility that we may have missed some 
dimension of the authoritarianism concept, in Study 3 we used a more comprehensive measure of 
authoritarianism. Furthermore, we sought to use this more reliable measure to test alternative 
mediation models that could not be ruled out in Study 1 or 2.

Study 3: the United States of America

We aimed to test the stability of our mediation model in a third context, and with a more reliable and 
comprehensive measure of authoritarianism (Funke, 2005). These improved measurements and 
unique study context allowed us to replicate the link between pandemic threat and authoritarianism 
in more depth, by assessing the role of conservativism in a polarized political climate.

In the USA, a particularly strong partisan divide emerged in response to COVID-19 and the 
implemented countermeasures, such that individuals on the conservative political right (i.e., 
“Republicans”), expressed less concern for their health than individuals with more liberal positions 
(i.e., “Democrats”; Allcott et al., 2020; Gollwitzer et al., 2020). This presents a situation where people 
who typically endorse authoritarian values (i.e., conservatives; Bizumic & Duckitt, 2018), potentially 
experienced less threat in response to COVID-19. Thus, we explore if the relationship between threat 
and authoritarianism is more evident in those with less politically conservative views. This finding 
would support the predominance of social threat as a driver of authoritarianism, regardless of 
underlying political ideology. This is a core assumption of the model we present.

To provide context, the first confirmed case of COVID-19 in the USA was on January 20st and the 
first death on February 29th. There was no full lockdown imposed at a federal level, but State governors 
made independent decisions about shelter-in-place rules. By March 31st, 42 out of 50 states had 
instituted full or partial lockdowns.
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Method

Participants

We ran Monte-Carlo simulations with Study 1 and 2 correlation estimates to determine that a 
minimum sample of 420 participants was required to achieve 80% power for a simple mediation 
model (Schoemann et al., 2017). Our USA sample of 429 participants (Mage = 40.82, SD = 14.09, range 
18–89 years; 180 women, 248 men and one with non-disclosed gender) was recruited on May 9th 2020 
using MTurk; a crowdsourcing platform.

Materials and procedure

The full survey is available at https://osf.io/bs897/?view_only=None.

Threat and national identification

Pandemic threat (α = .81) and national identification were assessed as described in Study 1.

Authoritarianism

A more comprehensive measure of authoritarianism was employed in Study 3. The right-wing 
authoritarianism scale (RWA3 D; Funke, 2005) captures three aspects of the construct; aggression, 
submission, and conventionalism. An example item states “What our country really needs instead of 
more ‘civil rights’ is a good stiff does of law and order.” Responses are given on a 9 point scale (1 = 
strongly disagree; 9 = strongly agree) As in Studies 1 and 2, we used this measure to assess global 
authoritarianism (α =.86). Please see supplementary materials for a subscale analysis.

Political conservatism and political identification

Alongside the political conservatism measures, used in Studies 1 and 2 (r = .72 in Study 3), we 
additionally asked participants; “Which of the following political categories do you identify most with? 
– Republican; Democrat or Independent” as a measure of political identification.

Results and discussion

Table 1 displays the zero-order correlations between pandemic threat, national identification, and 
authoritarianism. As before, pandemic threat was positively, and significantly, correlated with national 
identification and national identification was similarly correlated with authoritarianism. However, in 
this US sample, threat did not significantly correlate with authoritarianism.

As anticipated, we found evidence that political conservativism was negatively correlated with 
pandemic threat (r = −.18, p < .001). We further explore these findings below.

Pandemic threat, political identification and conservatism

We anticipated that the US political climate would influence the association between pandemic threat 
and authoritarianism is this sample. US Republicans are typically high in authoritarianism. Indeed, 
authoritarianism scores in this sample were significantly higher for Republicans (M = 5.38, SD = 0.94) 
compared to Democrats (M = 4.21, SD = 1.45), t(332) = 8.28, p < .001, d = 0.96.5 However, this group 
were encouraged to dismiss the threat of the virus by their political leaders. This would serve to supress 
the correlation between pandemic threat and authoritarianism. To investigate this, we assessed how 
the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism interacts with conservativism in this 
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sample. An independent samples t-test confirmed significantly higher pandemic threat for those 
identifying as Democrats (M = 5.25, SD = 0.92) compared to Republicans (M = 4.87, SD = 1.32), t 
(334) = 2.94, p = .004, d = 0.34.

We further tested if political conservativism moderated the effect of pandemic threat on 
authoritarianism using regression analysis. Specifically, we regressed authoritarianism onto 
pandemic threat, political conservatism (both mean centered) and their interaction. Both 
threat, b = 0.71, SE = 0.13, p < .001 and conservativism, b = 0.82, SE = 0.10, p < .001 
significantly predicted authoritarianism. As anticipated, the threat × political conservatism 
interaction was significant, b = −0.10, SE = 0.02, p < .001. At low levels of conservativism 
(−1SD), higher threat predicted higher authoritarianism, b = 0.43, SE = 0.09, p < .001, 
however, this effect was not present among those high in conservativism (+1SD), b = −0.08, 
SE = 0.05, p = .109. Thus, pandemic threat was associated with authoritarianism among a 
subsection of the sample not typically inclined toward authoritarian responses. Figure 1 dis
plays this interaction pattern.

Mediation analysis

To test our main model, we used the same mediation analysis described in Studies 1 and 2. 
Again, pandemic threat significantly predicted higher levels of national identification, β = 0.23, 
SE = 0.05, p < .001, 95% CI [0.14, 0.32], which in turn predicted authoritarian tendencies, β = 
0.30, SE = .05, p < .001, 95% CI [0.20, 0.40]. Crucially, there was a significant indirect effect of 
pandemic threat on authoritarian tendencies through national identification, β = 0.07, SE = 0.02, 
95% CI = [0.04, 0.10]. Again, this indirect effect remained significant after controlling for 
political conservatism, β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07].6

Figure 1. Interaction plot illustrating how levels of conservatism moderate the assocation between threat and authoritarianism in 
Study 3. Shaded regions represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Alternative models

Given the cross-sectional nature of our findings, it is particularly important that we rule out plausible 
alternative models for our findings (Fiedler et al., 2018). As above, we tested if authoritarianism 
moderated the association between threat and national identification by assessing the authoritarianism 
× threat interaction. This interaction effect was again, small and non-significant, b = −0.01, SE = 0.04, p 
= .725. Again, we investigated if authoritarianism mediated the association between threat and 
national identification. Given the consistent correlations between all three variables, this could not 
be ruled out in previous studies. Using the more precise measure of authoritarianism administered in 
this study, we found that there was no significant indirect effect of threat on national identification 
through authoritarianism, β = 0.01, SE = 0.01, p = .12, 95% CI = [−0.01, 0.05]. This gives us additional 
confidence in the theoretical model we propose.

In summary, we found the hypothesized indirect effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism in a 
third sample of participants. Furthermore, we found that conservatives experienced lower pandemic 
threat compared to liberals and the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism was 
confined to those at lower levels of political conservatism. This further supports our claim that 
pandemic threat is driving authoritarianism as mediational findings are unlikely to be explained by 
right-wing “authoritarians” experiencing higher national identification, and higher threat.

Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic threatened social order and stability on a global scale. Many governments 
have implemented severe restrictions on social movement, often framed as being for the good of the 
nation. In this context, and in line with group-based accounts of authoritarianism, we proposed that 
authoritarian tendencies could emerge from the degree to which people identify with the national 
group in response to pandemic threat.

Across three different countries, we found evidence supporting the hypothesis that pandemic threat 
increases authoritarianism and that this effect could be partly attributed to national identification. The 
plausibility and robustness of these findings is further demonstrated by the fact that the indirect effect 
of threat on authoritarianism through national identification remains stable after controlling for 
political conservatism in all three samples, and after using an alternative measure of authoritarianism 
(Study 3).

Importantly, Study 3 demonstrated that pandemic threat was more strongly associated with 
authoritarianism for less conservative individuals. Specifically, there was no positive association 
between pandemic threat and authoritarianism among those who reported high political conservati
vism. In the USA, attitudes toward COVID-19 rapidly diverged on political party lines (Wise et al., 
2020), with Democrats more likely than Republicans to express concern about their health, wear 
masks, and avoid large crowds (Blue, 2020). Consistently, those who identified as Republican in Study 
3 expressed significantly less pandemic threat compared to Democrats. These findings highlight the 
role of the political context in the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism.

Theoretical and practical implications

Our findings provide further evidence that authoritarianism is rooted in threat and group-related 
concerns (Duckitt, 1992; Kreindler, 2005). On a theoretical level, this supports motivational 
models of authoritarianism, which conceptualize it as an expression of the need for in-group 
cohesion (Duckitt, 1989). Social cohesion and collective group action are a public health 
necessity during times of pandemic (Jetten et al., 2020; Vaughan & Tinker, 2009). However, 
defining oneself as an in-group member should increase categorization of groups as sources of 
safety or threat (Jetten et al., 2020; Kreindler, 2005). Previous research has demonstrated that 
threat drives both in-group identification (Fritsche et al., 2010) and authoritarian responses 
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(Jugert & Duckitt, 2009). Our results demonstrate that national identification was positively 
correlated with perceptions of threat from the pandemic. Identification was, in turn, positively 
correlated with authoritarianism and this association partially explains the threat- 
authoritarianism link. Those who identify with the in-group, are most likely to endorse author
itarian actions in times of threat.

Practically, this may mean an intolerance toward behaviors that do not conform with national 
mandates and those who are unable to meet imposed restrictions. Such tendencies could precipitate a 
rise in support of anti-immigration politics, even among those who typically espouse left-wing views. 
Indeed, a global pandemic has conflicting implications for intergroup tensions. At times of crisis, 
national identification and solidarity increase (Jay et al., 2019) and, as people begin to share a common 
perspective, this can foster adherence to public health behaviors (Maher et al., 2020). However, an 
increased emphasis on the mandated behavior of group members can also increase intergroup tension 
(Cohrs & Asbrock, 2009). For example, threats become more likely to be attributed to out-group 
sources with consequent negative consequences for intergroup intolerance, prejudice, and punish
ment (McCann, 2008). In multicultural societies, many of those that reside within national boundaries 
do not necessarily share prototypical national group membership (Foran et al., 2021). Therefore, any 
rise in national identification may drive anti-immigrant and anti-ethnic minority sentiment (Wenzel 
et al., 2008), most often associated with authoritarianism.

Our findings also highlight the key role of political context in these associations. As we anticipated, 
the effect of threat on authoritarianism was moderated by political orientation in the USA sample 
(Study 3). The link between threat and authoritarianism was not present among conservatives. An 
important aspect of the US context was the behavior of the President at the time (Donal Trump). This 
was a conservative US President who largely played down the threat of the virus and developed an 
increasingly antagonistic relationship with public health officials. We subsequently tested the presence 
of this interaction in the UK and Irish samples (see supplementary materials). We found that this 
moderation was also present in the UK sample, although it was not nearly as pronounced as the US 
effect. The UK also had a conservative government at the time who were slow to take the threat of the 
virus seriously, initially adopting for what some perceived as a “herd immunity strategy.” The fact that 
the interaction was not present in the Irish sample suggests that the national context plays an 
important role in the association between pandemic threat and authoritarianism (however see, 
Mirisola et al., 2014). Future research should explore how the framing of the pandemic by different 
political leaders can influence identification and levels of authoritarian endorsement.

Limitations and prospects for future research

The generalizability of our findings is constrained by the representativeness of our samples. Although 
all three sample were substantial, each relied on online recruitment. In addition, each of sample could 
be considered as white, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic (WEIRD). As such, we do not 
have an insight into how pandemic threat interacts with national identification in populations outside 
this subset. However, UK participants in Study 2 were recruited to represent the population on key 
demographics which adds to its strengths as a sample. In addition, the findings were highly consistent 
across each of these studies. Indeed, the purpose of using different countries for each study was to 
demonstrate that the indirect effect of pandemic threat on authoritarianism though national identi
fication across contexts. Nevertheless, future research could expand on the present findings by 
recruiting non-WEIRD samples. This would have the additional benefit of exploring the impact 
collectivist versus individualistic cultures may have on pandemic threat.

As this is cross sectional data, causality cannot be inferred from our analysis. Instead, we present 
associational patterns to highlight the main variables at play. Of course, there is research to suggest that 
authoritarians are particularly sensitive to threats (e.g., Butler, 2013), and an alternative model of the data 
that would reverse the causal direction of the association between threat and authoritarianism. However, 
we do not see pandemic threat as something that would be enhanced by authoritarianism. Indeed, the 
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threat of previous pandemics was not directly associated with authoritarianism (e.g., Stürmer et al., 
2016). Similarly, our findings from Study 3 also suggest pandemic threats have a more complicated 
relationship with authoritarianism in comparison to other societal threats. Future studies could explore 
causal associations by manipulating pandemic threat or national identification in an experimental 
setting. Such research could also test the boundaries of this effect and aim to identify if more inclusive 
forms of identification, or higher levels of community trust, engender fewer authoritarian tendencies.

On a more general note, we want to stress that there are limits to what individual-level data 
can tell us about group level phenomenon (Mols, & ‘t Hart, 2018). In particular, our aggre
gated individual level analysis cannot fully account for the group process at work in linking 
pandemic threat to authoritarianism. Future research is need to explore both the influence of 
social context and group processes in more dept. A more methodologically constructivist 
approach would enable researchers to integrate aspects of the meso and macro-level context 
more effectively.

Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic and its implemented countermeasures are having devastating social, eco
nomic and public health consequences. It is a broad form of social threat. We found that experiences of 
pandemic threat predict national identification and, in turn, increased authoritarianism. Encouraging 
collective adherence to pandemic restrictions in order to curtail virus spread, often requires appeals to 
national pride and identification. However, viruses are carried by “other” people, and this provides an 
opportunity for some to apportion blame, impose restrictions, and enforce strict punishment upon those 
who fail to comply. These are central features of authoritarianism. Our evidence suggests that the 
endorsement of authoritarian values in response to threat may partially be explained by national 
identification. Promoting collective adherence by appealing to in-groups that are too narrow or non- 
sufficiently inclusive, risks sowing seeds of discontent and eroding the public solidarity necessary to 
defeat global pandemics. However, “other” people are also the source of protection from the virus. The 
flip-side of our findings is that people seek collective identification in response to threat and calls for 
national unity that are sufficiently inclusive and considerate are more likely to be effective.

Notes

1. Because of a programming error, Societal Threat items were initially scored on a 5-point scale, we 
transformed responses to a 7-point scale (1 = 1, 2 = 2.5, 3 = 4, 4 = 5.5, 5 =7) in line with the health 
threat items.

2. The survey used included measured of national prototypically and solidarity. Since in some conceptualiza
tions of the social identification construct these variables are considered distinct aspects of social identi
fication (Leach et al., 2018), we incorporated these measures into additional analysis as a further test of our 
main hypothesis.

3. Furthermore, the indirect effect remained significant when we tested national prototypicality (β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 
95% CI [0.02, 0.06]) and solidarity (β = 0.02, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.03]) as alternative measure of 
identification.

4. As in Study 1, the indirect effect remained significant when we tested national prototypicality (β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 
95% CI [0.02, 0.07]) and solidarity (β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 95% CI [0.02, 0.07]) as alternative measures of 
identification.

5. National identification scores were also significantly higher for Republicans (M = 5.78, SD = 1.01) 
compared to Democrats (M = 5.29, SD = 1.29), t(332) = 3.74, p <.001, d = 0.41.

6. As in Studies 1 and 2, the indirect effect remained significant when we tested national prototyipicality (β = 0.06, 
SE = 0.02, 95% CI = [0.03, 0.09]) and solidarity (β = 0.04, SE = 0.01, 95% CI = [0.02, 0.07]) as alternative measures 
of identification.
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