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Abstract

Historical trauma impacts the affected groups long after

traumatic events. In response to such experiences, people

may make sense of this history through collective

victimisation beliefs that compare their ingroup's experi-

ences to outgroups' experiences. Additionally, they may per-

ceive these collective experiences as central to their self

and group identity, or distance themselves from them. How-

ever, it is not yet well understood how distinct beliefs about

historical trauma are linked to psychological well-being. The

present study examined this question among the Polish

diaspora in the United States (N = 280). Mediation analyses

showed a negative indirect effect of exclusive victim beliefs

and centrality of collective victimisation on psychological

well-being, while inclusive victim beliefs and decentring col-

lective victimisation had positive indirect effects on psycho-

logical well-being. Structural equation modelling examining

all collective victim beliefs simultaneously highlighted histor-

ical victimisation as identity content (a subscale of centrality

of collective victimisation) as a particularly important
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predictor of psychological well-being, through historical

trauma emotions. Overall, in line with appraisal theory,

these findings suggest that how a group's historical

victimisation is construed is linked to emotional processes

and can predict psychological well-being. Please refer to the

Supplementary Material section to find this article's

Community and Social Impact Statement.

K E YWORD S

collective victimhood, comparative victim beliefs, historical trauma,
historical trauma emotions, psychological well-being

1 | INTRODUCTION

Across the globe, many communities continue to grapple with the aftermath of collective violence and resulting his-

torical trauma their group experienced. For diaspora and immigrant groups, these historical experiences of collective

trauma often also help explain why they are no longer in their countries of origin, in addition to helping make sense

of other aspects of their current circumstances and present-day life such as loss of language or community

(e.g., Azarian-Ceccato, 2010; Vollhardt & Nair, 2018). Most social psychological research on the consequences of col-

lective memories of historical victimisation has focused on how it impacts intergroup relations, for example, historical

victim group members' willingness to forgive the former perpetrator group versus inclination to intergroup hostility

(e.g., Vollhardt et al., 2021; Vollhardt, Szabó, McNeill, Hadjiandreou, & Winiewski, 2021). This research generally sug-

gests that different ways of appraising the group's victimisation (i.e., collective victim beliefs and emotional

processing) may explain these distinct intergroup responses to collective trauma (see Hirschberger, 2018;

Leach, 2020; Noor, Vollhardt, Mari, & Nadler, 2017; Vollhardt, 2020, for reviews). Conversely, clinical and counselling

psychology (and adjacent fields) have examined the impact of historical trauma on physical and mental health, but

usually without considering whether distinct collective victim beliefs may have different effects on these outcomes

(e.g., Gone et al., 2019; Mohatt, Thompson, Thai, & Tebes, 2014). Bringing together these two areas of research and

extending emerging social psychological research on collective trauma and psychological well-being (e.g., Armenta,

Whitbeck, & Habecker, 2016; Këllezi, Wakefield, Bowe, Livingstone, & Guxholli, 2022; Muldoon et al., 2017;

Skrodzka, Sosnowski, Bilewicz, & Stefaniak, 2021; Wilk, Maltby, & Cooke, 2017), the present study examines the

effects of different collective victim beliefs about the ingroup's historical trauma on psychological well-being,

through the underlying psychological mechanism of historical trauma emotions. We examine these questions among

an immigrant population, the Polish diaspora in the United States.

2 | HISTORICAL TRAUMA AND WELL-BEING

Research in many distinct contexts suggests that historical trauma has long-lasting effects on the health and well-

being of members of groups that were targeted by collective violence (for reviews see Awad, Kia-Keating, &

Amer, 2019; Gone et al., 2019; Mohatt et al., 2014). These effects have been documented both among descendants

of survivors and group members without direct family experiences of trauma. For example, a meta-analysis revealed

that second and third-generation descendants of Holocaust survivors had a higher risk of paranoia (Lurie-Beck, 2007).

Subsequent generations of Indigenous populations of Canada that experienced colonial trauma had more suicidal

thoughts and behaviours, and lower mental health compared to the general population (Wilk et al., 2017). Likewise,
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the Holodomor impacts Ukrainians born after the event who live in ‘survival mode’ and anxiety about a repetition of

their group's traumatic experiences (Bezo & Maggi, 2015). The effects of historical trauma are also evident among

members of immigrant and diaspora groups who are geographically removed from the group's trauma. For instance,

in a study of Armenian refugees' descendants in Greece and Cyprus, over one-third had at least subclinical severity

of genocide-specific PTSD (Karenian et al., 2011). Similarly, reminders of outgroups' denial of the ingroup's historical

trauma (70 years later) decreased Jewish Americans' psychological well-being (assessed by measures of self-reported

anxiety, depressed mood, etc.), compared to a control group (Vollhardt, Mazur, & Lemahieu, 2014). In sum, as Mohatt

et al. (2014, p. 2) conclude, historical trauma ‘spans multiple generations, such that contemporary members of the

affected group may experience trauma-related symptoms without having been present for the past traumatizing

event(s).’ Thus, historical events of collective victimisation continue to influence group members' health and psycho-

logical well-being today.

However, negative relationships between historical trauma and psychological well-being are not inevitable. First,

some studies among second or third-generation descendants of survivors of collective trauma such as the Holocaust

do not find any evidence of trauma or decreased well-being (Sagi-Schwartz, van IJzendoorn, & Bakermans-

Kranenburg, 2008; van Ijzendoorn, Bakermans-Kranenburg, & Sagi-Schwartz, 2003). Moreover, there is a consider-

able body of research on post-traumatic growth following collective trauma (e.g., Muldoon et al., 2017; Poulin, Silver,

Gil-Rivas, Holman, & McIntosh, 2009; Wusik, Smith, Jones, & Hughes, 2015), and some scholarship also highlights

positive affect, such as hope or pride, among members of groups that experienced historical trauma (Mosley

et al., 2020; Myhra, 2011; Szabó, 2020). This indicates that a link between collective trauma and positive psychologi-

cal well-being is also possible. Thus, it is important to understand what predicts a positive versus a negative relation-

ship between historical trauma and psychological well-being, and through which distinct underlying psychological

mechanisms this occurs. In the present study, we take a comprehensive approach by focusing on the broader con-

cept of historical trauma and its potential effects on psychological well-being.

3 | HISTORICAL TRAUMA: ASSOCIATED BELIEFS AND EMOTIONS

Based on the theoretical framework of appraisal theory (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Leach, 2020), appraisal of the

ingroup's historical trauma is characterised by two major psychological processes that are linked: First, cognitive

processing of the traumatic events, which then result in emotional processing in response to the specific

cognitive appraisal (e.g., Whitbeck, Adams, Hoyt, & Chen, 2004). We refer to the cognitive aspect of how people

appraise the ingroup's historical suffering as collective victim beliefs, which are defined as the ‘subjective interpreta-

tions and construals of ingroup victimisation’ that individual group members hold (Vollhardt, 2012, p. 144).

According to appraisal theory, the distinct affective responses to these cognitions are also crucial for understanding

how people appraise and cope with collective victimisation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Leach, 2020). Thus, the emo-

tional processing of ingroup history, which can be assessed by examining historical trauma emotions, may bridge the

cognitive processing of collective victimisation and its distal effects on well-being (see Bar-Tal, Halperin, & de

Rivera, 2007; Halperin, Sharvit, & Gross, 2011). In other words, we expect historical trauma emotions to mediate the

effects of different collective victim beliefs on varying levels of psychological well-being.

3.1 | Collective victim beliefs

Comparative victim beliefs. Cognitive appraisals of the collective traumatic past are complex and may entail many dif-

ferent aspects (Vollhardt, Szabó, et al., 2021). Yet, social psychological research has focused primarily on comparative

victim beliefs, that is, how people compare their group's victimisation to other groups' experiences (Noor

et al., 2017; Szabó, 2020). The most commonly studied comparisons are inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs.
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Exclusive victim beliefs entail the view that the ingroup suffered more than others (competitive victimhood, Noor,

Shnabel, Halabi, & Nadler, 2012), or in unique ways (Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021). Conversely, inclusive victim

beliefs describe perceived similarity between the ingroup's and other groups' experiences, sometimes referring to

the other conflict party but more often to other groups worldwide or in the region (Vollhardt, 2015). All studies of

inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs that we are aware of focus on intergroup relations as the primary outcome (for

a review see Szabó, 2020). For example, among Poles, Hungarians, Jewish and Armenian Americans inclusive victim

beliefs predicted greater willingness for reconciliation with the perpetrator group, while exclusive victim beliefs

predicted hostile attitudes towards the perpetrator group or other outgroups (Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021).

To our knowledge, no studies have examined the effects of inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs on psychologi-

cal well-being. We posit that inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs also may have effects on psychological well-being,

in opposite directions. Specifically, inclusive victim beliefs predict forgiveness and prosocial intergroup outcomes

(Szabó, 2020; Vollhardt, Nair, & Tropp, 2016) that both tend to be positively associated with well-being

(e.g., Akhtar & Barlow, 2018; Son & Padilla-Walker, 2020). Additionally, a sense of shared fate with others may allevi-

ate negative consequences of ingroup victimisation (see Branscombe, Schmitt, & Harvey, 1999). Accordingly, we

hypothesise that inclusive victim beliefs should be linked to positive well-being. Conversely, exclusive victim beliefs

predict resentment and hostility (e.g., Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021) that tend to be associated with reduced well-

being (e.g., Bono, McCullough, & Root, 2008; Vollhardt et al., 2014). Moreover, perceiving the ingroup as uniquely

victimised may contribute to a more intense sense of injustice and grievance (Noor et al., 2012). Thus, we hypo-

thesise that exclusive victim beliefs should predict decreased well-being.

Perceived centrality of collective victimisation. Although comparative victim beliefs are most commonly studied in

social psychology, other understudied collective victim beliefs also seem highly relevant for understanding effects of

historical trauma on psychological well-being. In particular, we focus on the perceived centrality of the ingroup's

victimisation to the self and to one's group, which to our knowledge has only been examined so far as a control vari-

able (Szabó, Vollhardt, & Mészáros, 2020; Vollhardt et al., 2016; Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021) and in one study

investigating effects on intergroup attitudes and policies (Jeong et al., 2023). Perceived centrality of collective

victimisation is conceptually related to the notion of historical loss, which captures the self-reported frequency of

thinking about the ingroup's collective victimisation and associated losses—also sometimes referred to as ‘availabil-
ity’ of these thoughts (e.g., Armenta et al., 2016; Skrodzka et al., 2021; Tucker, Wingate, & O'Keefe, 2016; Whitbeck

et al., 2004). In addition to the frequency of thinking about the ingroup's victimisation, initial measures of perceived

centrality of the ingroup's collective victimisation (Jeong et al., 2023; Szabó et al., 2020; Vollhardt, Cohrs,

et al., 2021) also included interest in learning, educating others, and talking about the ingroup's victimisation—in

other words, perceived importance of transmitting knowledge about the group's collective memories of its historical

suffering. Additionally, some items tapped into the perceived relevance of the group's historical victimisation to their

identity–that is, the degree to which collective victimisation is part of the group's social identity content.

Although these different ideas were included in one measure, they may be important to tease apart because

people could endorse some aspects while rejecting others. For example, a qualitative analysis of focus group discus-

sions about items assessing perceived centrality revealed that some participants thought it was important to transmit

knowledge about their group's history but did not have time or space to think or talk much about it (Vollhardt &

Nair, 2018). Additionally, not everyone considers their ingroup's historical victimisation as central and relevant to

them personally, or to their group. While reverse-coded items and low scores on measures of centrality of collective

victimisation are one way to assess this lack of perceived centrality of the ingroup's victimisation, qualitative analyses

of participants' responses to these items also revealed more active distancing from and decentring of the ingroup's

victimisation (Vollhardt, Szabó, et al., 2021). Specifically, participants mentioned the perceived lack of personal rele-

vance of the ingroup's victimisation, harmful consequences of focusing on the ingroup's historical victimisation, and

the resulting perceived need to move on (i.e., historical closure; Hanke et al., 2013). Relatedly, some participants dis-

cussed alternatives to focusing on the ingroup's collective victimhood—such as centring other, positive aspects of the

group's identity and culture; or tasks for the present and future, including rebuilding and strengthening the
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community after the losses it suffered. Therefore, following these initial qualitative studies, we believe it is important

to examine different facets of perceived centrality of collective victimisation as well as the tendency to decentre the

group's victimisation.

We posit that perceived centrality of collective victimisation will have an effect on psychological well-being. We

draw on research in clinical psychology on the centrality of personal traumatic experiences, which is linked to post-

traumatic stress symptoms and disorder (e.g., Berntsen & Rubin, 2007; Robinaugh & McNally, 2011). Similarly, on

the collective level perceived centrality of the ingroup's victimisation should be linked to decreased psychological

well-being, while decentring collective victimhood should predict increased psychological well-being. This is because

centrality of collective victimisation may focus the person's attention on the group's vulnerability, which is linked to

lower well-being, while decentring collective victimisation implies reduced attention towards the group's negative

experiences, which in turn should be linked to greater well-being.

3.2 | Historical trauma emotions

To better understand why and how these effects occur, we further posit that a crucial psychological link between

the effects of collective victim beliefs and psychological well-being are emotions about the historical trauma. Based

on the coping-appraisal theoretical framework (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Leach, 2020), specific collective victim

beliefs (cognitions) should be linked to specific affective responses, which together create the appraisal of historical

trauma and shape coping outcomes (psychological well-being). In other words, we hypothesise indirect effects of col-

lective victim beliefs on psychological well-being, through historical trauma emotions.

Historical trauma emotions entail direct emotional responses resulting from the cognitive processing of collec-

tive victimisation (Skrodzka, Stefaniak, & Bilewicz, 2023). They can include negative historical trauma emotions such

as anger or sadness, or positive historical trauma emotions such as hope or pride. We hypothesise that different col-

lective victim beliefs may have differential (positive vs. negative) effects on well-being, through distinct historical

trauma emotions. Specifically, both centrality of collective victimisation and exclusive victim beliefs may relate to

negative historical trauma emotions and, in turn, decreased general psychological well-being through their height-

ened focus on the ingroup's traumatic, negative experiences. Based on research on individually experienced trauma

that shows the detrimental effects of negative appraisals on health and well-being (e.g., Andrews et al., 2000;

Cromer & Smyth, 2010), we expect negative effects of these appraisals of collective trauma on psychological well-

being. Conversely, both inclusive victim beliefs and decentring collective victimisation may relate to positive histori-

cal trauma emotions and, in turn, greater levels of general psychological well-being, through a reduced preoccupation

with the ingroup's negative experiences.

4 | RESEARCH CONTEXT: HISTORICAL VICTIMISATION IN POLAND

‘Bloodlands’ is a term coined by Snyder (2010) that graphically describes the scale of violence that took place

in Central and Eastern Europe, including Poland. Attempting to abolish every reminder of the Polish kingdom,

Austria, Prussia, and Russia partitioned Polish territory. This made Poland non-existent on the European map

for 123 years, until 1918 (Łukowski & Zawadzki, 2001). During World War I, approximately 400,000 Polish

civilians died, in addition to Polish soldiers. Additionally, the retreating occupiers followed the scorched earth

tactics in Poland, destroying everything they encountered (Brzoza & Sowa, 2006). During World War II,

Poland was occupied by both Germany and the Soviet Union. Nazi Germany pursued a policy of extermination

towards Poles—including genocide, attempts to destroy Polish national identity, cultural destruction, mass dis-

placement, forced labour deportations, and obligatory service in the German military forces. These Nazi crimes

resulted in the killing of 6 million Poles (including 3 million Polish Jews), which is the highest percentage of
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deaths in all nations involved in this war (Snyder, 2010). Under the Soviet occupation Polish citizens were

deported or killed, with the aim of de-polonising the new territory (Głowacki, 2005). The end of World War II

did not bring Poland complete independence due to Soviet influence, and political violence took place during

this period as well. Overall, the memory of Poles' long-lasting victimisation over centuries and in different

political systems is still vivid in Polish society (Centrum Badań Opinii Społecznej [CBOS], 2020, 2019; Vol-

lhardt, Bilewicz, & Olechowski, 2015) and shapes many Poles' attitudes towards the former perpetrator groups

(Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021) as well as other societal issues such as belief in conspiracy theories (Bilewicz,

Witkowska, Pantazi, Gkinopoulos, & Klein, 2019).

These collective memories of Polish suffering are also relevant to Poles who live outside Poland, as immigrants

(Biniecki, 2011; Stecula & Radzilowski, 2013). The Polish diaspora in the United States is the largest group of people

of Polish origin outside of Poland. In 2020, nearly 9 million people declared Polish ancestry in the United States

(American Community Survey, 2020), which is 2.7% of US society. Aside from economic needs and family

reunification as reasons for immigrating to the United States, Polish immigrants also sought safety during and after

the above-mentioned military and political conflicts. For example, during and after World War II, between 140,000

and 180,000 Poles moved to the US (Fiń, 2014). Thus, many Polish immigrants' family narratives are tied to collective

narratives of Polish victimisation (Biniecki, 2011; Gońda, 2021). Accordingly, preserving the memory of Polish history

is important to many Polish Americans. In a survey of Polish Americans, 65% of the participants chose ‘uniqueness
of Polish culture and historical experience’ as one of their core values (Stecula & Radzilowski, 2013). Additionally,

half of the participants mentioned the Warsaw Uprising during World War II and the underground struggle against

Nazism, as well as Poland's struggle against Communism as the most meaningful events in Polish history (Stecula &

Radzilowski, 2013). In the present study, we examined how individual differences in this perceived relevance of

Poles' historical victimisation, as well as different collective victim beliefs about this history, relate to Polish Ameri-

cans' psychological well-being.

5 | OVERVIEW OF STUDY AIMS

The present study pursued two main aims. Our primary goal was to examine the relationship between different col-

lective victim beliefs and psychological well-being. Based on an appraisal theoretical framework (Leach, 2020), we

hypothesised that historical trauma emotions mediate this relationship. We examined both more commonly studied

collective victim beliefs (inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs) and the less commonly studied perceived centrality of

collective victimisation (versus decentring collective victimhood). Due to limitations in existing measures of centrality

of collective victimisation, a related, secondary aim was to expand these measures and capture relevant beliefs more

fully. We examined these questions among Polish Americans, a diaspora group that shares collective experiences of

historical trauma.

6 | METHOD

6.1 | Sample

Based on power analyses conducted in G*Power (3.1.9.7 version) for power set to 0.95 and the 12 predictors from

the regression model we tested (see Results), we needed 184 participants to detect medium-sized effects. However,

due to the potential for high numbers of missing and incomplete data in convenience sampling methods without

incentives for survey completion we collected more data to ensure the required sample size after data cleaning. In

total, 334 Polish Americans completed the questionnaire. Participants who indicated that they also identified with

national groups other than Polish, American, or Polish-American (n = 52) and two outliers were excluded from the
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analyses. Two-hundred and eighty participants remained in the sample, including 75 men, 158 women, and

1 non-binary person, ranging in age from 18 to 87 (M = 52.46, SD = 15.30). Forty-eight participants did not answer

the gender and age questions. More than half of the sample (n = 147) were first-generation immigrants from Poland

to the US, while 89 participants were born in the United States as descendants of Polish immigrants (second genera-

tion and beyond), and 44 participants did not answer this question.1

6.2 | Procedure

Data collection occurred from 21 October to 14 November 2021. Participants were recruited online via social media

(e.g., Facebook) groups, electronic newsletters of Polish cultural and political organisations in the United States, and

snowball sampling. Both the survey advertisement and the questionnaire were available in Polish and in English. A

total of 179 participants completed the questionnaire in English, while 101 completed it in Polish.2 Participation was

voluntary, and no compensation was provided for completing the study. Ethical approval was granted by the Univer-

sity of Warsaw prior to data collection.

6.3 | Measures

Most measures used in the study were already available in both English and Polish. Only the items used to assess

perceived centrality of collective victimisation and historical trauma emotions had to be translated from English,

through a rigorous translation and back-translation process by two independent translators. Additionally, the first

author, proficient in both languages, ensured that the two language versions had the same connotations.

6.3.1 | Perceived centrality of collective victimisation

The perceived centrality of collective victimisation measure consists of 17 items, after narrowing down an initial item

pool through exploratory factor analysis (reported in the online supplementary materials, Table S4).3 It included items

used in previous research to assess centrality of victimhood as a control variable (Szabó et al., 2020; Vollhardt

et al., 2016; Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021), and other facets of centrality of collective victimisation and decentring

collective victimhood that were identified through qualitative content analysis of responses to these items among

Poles and two diaspora communities in the United States. (Vollhardt, Szabó, et al., 2021), thereby enhancing the

measure's ecological validity.

We included four groups of items (potential subscales) capturing theoretically distinct aspects of centrality

of collective victimisation (overall Cronbach's alpha [α] = .90, English α = .88, Polish α = .91): (1) transmitting

historical knowledge about ingroup suffering (4 items, 1 reverse-coded, for example, It is important to me to

remember and pass on stories about Poles' hardship to the next generations), (2) historical victimisation as identity

content (3 items, 1 reverse-coded, for example, One has to know about our peoples' past suffering in order to

understand us Poles), (3) availability of collective victimisation (2 items, for example, Poles' historical victimisation

regularly comes to my mind), and (4) the perceived importance of acknowledging the ingroup's collective

victimisation (2 items, for example, Making sure that Polish victims of history are properly recognised in a global

society is an important issue for me).

Decentring collective victimisation involved three potential subscales with two items each (overall Cronbach's

alpha [α] = .76, English α = .77, Polish α = .74): (1) lack of relevance (e.g., I was not yet alive when Poles lived through

wars and persecution, so Polish suffering does not affect me personally), (2) moving on (e.g., History is in the past, Poles

should live their lives today), and (3) alternatives to focusing on victimhood (e.g., Though Polish history is filled with
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victimisation and injustice, Poles have to leave history behind and focus on the issues that are important for Poland

today).4

The response scales ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). In the analyses, mean scores were

used, where a higher score indicated a greater level of centrality of collective victimisation or decentring collective

victimisation, respectively.

6.3.2 | Comparative victim beliefs

Inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs were measured with four items each (from Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021) that

formed reliable scales. A sample item of inclusive victim beliefs (Cronbach's alpha [α] = .82) is: Other nations have

been repressed in similar ways as Poles. A sample item of exclusive victim beliefs (Cronbach's alpha [α] = .78) is: No

other nation went through similar hardships as the Poles. The response scales ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to

5 (strongly agree). In the analyses, we used mean scores, where a higher score indicated a greater agreement with

inclusive and exclusive victim beliefs, respectively.

6.3.3 | Historical trauma emotions

Participants were asked about their feelings while thinking about the Polish history of wars, occupation, and other

violence and injustice. To measure negative historical trauma emotions, we used five items from the Historical Loss

Associated Symptoms Scale (Whitbeck et al., 2004): I feel: sadness, depressed, anger, anxiety, nervousness (Cronbach's

alpha [α] = .80). To avoid biasing the responses, we also added three items assessing positive historical trauma emo-

tions (see Mosley et al., 2020; Vollhardt et al., 2014): I feel: hopeful, calm, at peace (Cronbach's alpha [α] = .68). The

response scales ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very great extent). In the analyses, mean scores were used, with higher

scores indicating a higher level of negative and positive historical trauma emotions, respectively.

6.3.4 | General psychological well-being

We used the 12-item General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12), an established, general measure of psychological

well-being (Goldberg & Williams, 1988). This measure includes seven reverse-coded items, and participants are asked

to answer how they have felt recently, for example, the degree to which they have felt capable of making decisions

about things. The response scales ranged from 1 (much less than usual) to 4 (much more than usual). The scale's reli-

ability was high (Cronbach's alpha [α] = .90). We used mean scores in the analysis, with higher scores indicating

greater general psychological well-being.

6.3.5 | Control variables

To rule out a potential confound, we assessed the strength of Polish identification, using Cameron's (2004) 4-item

scale (Cronbach's alpha [α] = .80), e.g., I feel strong ties to other Poles. Participants answered on a scale from 1 (strongly

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We used mean scores in the analysis, with higher scores indicating stronger Polish iden-

tification. Additionally, we controlled for the survey language to rule out influence related to translation or differ-

ences between participants taking the survey in Polish or English (see online supplementary materials, Table S5). We

also controlled for participants' age, considering that variation in temporal distance from and direct witnessing of the

events may affect the analysed variables.
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6.3.6 | Overview of analysis

First, we conducted correlational and structure analyses (confirmatory factor analyses) to examine the construct

validity of the perceived centrality of collective victimisation measures. These initial analyses are reported in the

online supplementary materials 6S. Next, we conducted correlational analyses to examine relations between vari-

ables and investigated hypotheses regarding the relationships between different collective victim beliefs and general

psychological well-being through historical trauma emotions. To test each hypothesis individually without partialling

out the shared variance with other comparative victim beliefs so we could compare the findings with previous work

examining individual collective victim beliefs, separate mediation analyses were conducted for each distinct collec-

tive victim belief (using Hayes, 2017 Process Macro, Model 4 with 5,000 bootstrap samples and a 95% confidence

interval).5 Polish identification, survey language, and participant's age were entered as covariates.

In the final step, to explore which of the distinct collective victim beliefs had the strongest and most robust effect on

well-being through historical trauma emotions when considered together, structural equation modelling was employed

with all collective victim beliefs as predictors. The analyses were conducted in Amos 28 with 5,000 bootstrap samples, a

95% confidence interval, and with Polish identification, survey language, and participant's age as covariates. Model fit was

evaluated using the following indicators: relative chi-square (χ2/df ) ratio, comparative fit index (CFI), Tucker-Lewis Index

(TLI), root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and standardized root mean squared (SRMS). Based on existing

guidelines, a good fit range for these indicators were considered to be as follows: χ2/df between 5 (Wheaton, Muthen,

Alwin, & Summers, 1977) and 2 (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007); CFI and TLI greater than 0.90 (Marsh & Hau, 1996); RMSEA

below 0.08 (MacCallum, Browne, & Sugawara, 1996); and SRMS less than 0.08 (Hu & Bentler, 1999).

7 | RESULTS

7.1 | Correlational analyses

On the level of simple correlations, general psychological well-being was neither associated with comparative victim

beliefs nor with decentring collective victimisation (see Table 1). Historical victimisation as identity content and avail-

ability of collective victimisation were negatively related to general psychological well-being, while transmitting histori-

cal knowledge and perceived importance of acknowledging ingroup victimisation were not related to general

psychological well-being. General psychological well-being was related to more positive historical trauma emotions and

lower levels of negative historical trauma emotions. Additionally, subscales of centrality of collective victimisation and

exclusive victim beliefs were related to more negative emotions about historical trauma. Centrality of collective

victimisation was related to lower positive historical emotions, whereas exclusive victim beliefs were not related to pos-

itive emotions about historical trauma. Conversely, decentring collective victimisation and inclusive victim beliefs were

related to lower levels of negative emotions about historical trauma, and higher levels of positive emotions. Inclusive

victim beliefs were related to higher levels of positive emotions and not related to negative emotions. The effect size of

these correlations was in the small to medium-sized range for positive and negative emotions, and small for well-being.

7.2 | Effects of collective victim beliefs on general psychological well-being through
historical trauma emotions

7.2.1 | Mediation analyses

The mediation analyses confirmed our predictions about the indirect effects of perceived centrality of collec-

tive victimisation and comparative victim beliefs on well-being through historical trauma emotions (see
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Table 2). While there were no direct effects (see Table 3), all subscales of centrality of collective victimisation

were indirectly related to lower levels of general psychological well-being, through both positive and negative

historical trauma emotions. Consistent with our hypothesis, decentring collective victimisation predicted

increased levels of general psychological well-being, through both positive and negative historical trauma

emotions (see Tables 2 and 3).

Also as hypothesised, inclusive victim beliefs predicted greater levels of general psychological well-being through

positive historical trauma emotions, while exclusive victim beliefs predicted lower general psychological well-being

through negative historical trauma emotions. The opposite indirect effects (of inclusive victim beliefs on general

well-being through negative historical trauma emotions, and of exclusive victim beliefs on general well-being through

positive historical trauma emotions), which we had not hypothesised, were not significant.

7.2.2 | Structural equation modelling

The model that (for exploratory purposes) included all collective victim beliefs measures simultaneously as predictors

of well-being, through historical trauma emotions, showed good model fit, χ2(29) = 56.42, p = .002; CFI = 0.973,

TLI = 0.928, RMSEA = 0.065, SRMR = 0.06.6 As shown in Figure 1, the model revealed a significant indirect effect

of historical victimisation as identity content on general psychological well-being, through historical trauma

TABLE 2 Indirect effects of collective victim beliefs on general psychological well-being through historical trauma
emotions.

B SE

95% CI

LL UL

IV: Transmitting historical knowledge about ingroup suffering

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.11 0.03 �0.16 �0.05

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.02 0.01 �0.05 �0.003

IV: Historical victimisation as identity content

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.09 0.02 �0.14 �0.05

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.03 0.01 �0.05 �0.003

IV: Availability of collective victimisation

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.08 0.02 �0.13 �0.04

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.02 0.01 �0.04 �0.001

IV: Perceived importance of acknowledging ingroup victimisation

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.08 0.02 �0.13 �0.04

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.02 0.01 �0.03 �0.001

IV: Decentring collective victimhood

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.05 0.02 0.01 0.09

Positive historical trauma emotions 0.04 0.02 0.02 0.08

IV: Inclusive victim beliefs

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.02 0.02 �0.01 0.06

Positive historical trauma emotions 0.02 0.01 0.001 0.04

IV: Exclusive victim beliefs

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.05 0.02 �0.10 �0.02

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.01 0.01 �0.03 0.002
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emotions. Specifically, historical victimisation as identity content had a direct positive effect on negative historical

trauma emotions and a direct negative effect on positive historical trauma emotions. Historical victimisation as iden-

tity content had an indirect negative effect on general psychological well-being. Additionally, there was a positive

direct effect of exclusive victim beliefs. Inclusive victim beliefs and decentring collective victimisation had direct pos-

itive effects on positive historical trauma emotions. A direct negative effect of negative historical trauma emotions

and a direct positive effect of positive historical trauma emotions on general psychological well-being were also

observed. Other collective victim beliefs in the model (transmitting historical knowledge, availability of collective

TABLE 3 Direct effects of variables in mediations analyses.

B SE

95% CI

pLL UL

IV: Negative historical trauma emotions

General psychological well-being �0.25 0.04 �0.34 �.16 <.001

IV: Positive historical trauma emotions

General psychological well-being 0.09 0.03 0.02 0.16 .01

IV: Transmitting historical knowledge about ingroup suffering

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.42 0.07 0.29 0.55 <.001

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.26 0.08 �0.43 �0.09 <.01

General psychological well-being 0.03 0.05 �0.06 0.12 .48

IV: Historical victimisation as identity content

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.40 0.06 0.28 0.52 <.001

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.33 0.08 �0.48 �0.18 <.001

General psychological well-being �0.03 0.04 �0.12 0.06 .51

IV: Availability of collective victimhood

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.36 0.05 0.26 0.46 <.001

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.22 0.07 �0.35 �0.08 .002

General psychological well-being �0.05 0.04 �0.12 0.02 .18

IV: Perceived importance of acknowledging ingroup victimisation

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.36 0.05 0.25 0.46 <.001

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.19 0.07 �0.33 �0.05 .01

General psychological well-being �0.04 0.04 �0.11 0.04 .33

IV: Decentring collective victimhood

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.20 0.07 �0.34 �0.06 .004

Positive historical trauma emotions 0.41 0.08 0.25 0.57 <.001

General psychological well-being �0.06 0.04 �0.14 0.03 .20

IV: Inclusive victim beliefs

Negative historical trauma emotions �0.09 0.06 �0.20 0.06 .28

Positive historical trauma emotions 0.21 0.08 0.06 0.36 .01

General psychological well-being �0.02 0.04 �0.11 0.06 .57

IV: Exclusive victim beliefs

Negative historical trauma emotions 0.23 0.06 0.11 0.35 <.001

Positive historical trauma emotions �0.15 0.08 �0.30 0.001 .05

General psychological well-being �0.001 0.03 �0.08 0.08 .97
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victimisation, perceived importance of acknowledging collective victimisation) did not show significant effects on his-

torical trauma emotions or well-being when considered alongside other predictors.

8 | DISCUSSION

The primary goal of the present study was to expand the literature on collective victim beliefs about historical trauma

and psychological well-being among members of a diaspora group that is temporally and geographically removed

from the ingroup's historical victimisation. Bringing together work in clinical/counselling and community psychology

on historical trauma (e.g., Gone et al., 2019), and social psychological research on collective victim beliefs (e.g., Noor

et al., 2017; Szabó, 2020; Vollhardt, Szabó, et al., 2021), our findings show that collective victim beliefs about

F IGURE 1 Exploratory model of different collective victim beliefs on general psychological well-being, through
historical trauma emotions, when controlling for all collective victim beliefs simultaneously. Solid lines present
statistically significant relations. Dash lines present statistically non-significant relations. ***p < .001, **p < .01,
*p < .05. Polish identity strength, survey language and participants' age were entered as control variables.
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historical trauma are not inevitably linked to negative effects on psychological well-being; rather, it depends on how

people think about and construe their group's historical victimisation. Moreover, a secondary aim of the present

study was to expand existing measures of centrality of collective victimisation and include additional aspects of this

construct that qualitative research showed to be relevant (Vollhardt, Szabó, et al., 2021), using this expanded con-

ceptualization for the first time in quantitative research.

Our findings support the idea that distinct collective victim beliefs have opposite effects on general psychologi-

cal well-being, through historical trauma emotions (Leach, 2020). Specifically, the mediation analyses conducted sep-

arately for each collective victim belief showed indirect, negative effects of all four subscales of centrality of

collective victimisation as well as exclusive victim beliefs on general psychological well-being, through negative his-

torical trauma emotions. Conversely, the measure of decentring collective victimisation (that did not form distinct

subscales) and inclusive victim beliefs both had indirect, positive effects on psychological well-being, through posi-

tive historical trauma emotions. There were no direct effects of collective victim beliefs on well-being, only indirect

effects through historical trauma emotions, that is, how people feel when they think about the ingroup's historical

victimisation. Thus, in line with the appraisal-theoretical approach to collective victimisation (Leach, 2020), our find-

ings suggest that historical trauma emotions are a crucial underlying process that is necessary for understanding the

relationship between collective victim beliefs and well-being. While previous studies on historical trauma focused on

negative emotions about the ingroup's past, we also found positive emotions to be relevant. Because post-traumatic

stress symptoms may be reported alongside post-traumatic growth (e.g., Jin, Xu, & Liu, 2014; Muldoon et al., 2017),

members of groups that experienced collective trauma can feel some degree of positive emotions (e.g., hopefulness)

as well as negative emotions (e.g., anger). An important contribution of these findings is that they challenge the

assumption in the literature that historical trauma is inevitably associated with negative emotions and general well-

being; instead, our findings show that depending on the specific appraisal (consisting of both cognitions about the

ingroup's historical victimisation and the associated emotions about these events as a result of the cognitive

appraisal) there can be negative or positive effects of historical trauma on psychological well-being.

Nevertheless, these findings also raise questions that are important to study in future research on this topic. Our

study examined positive and negative emotions without differentiating the effects of distinct emotions within each

category (e.g., anger versus sadness). While this is in line with many previous studies (e.g., Cohn, Fredrickson, Brown,

Mikels, & Conway, 2009; Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003; Kuppens, Realo, & Diener, 2008; Skrodzka

et al., 2023) and established measures in the field such as the PANAS scales of positive and negative affect (Watson,

Clark, & Tellegen, 1988), social psychologists studying responses to collective victimisation have also drawn on the

coping-appraisal literature to argue for the importance of examining differential effects of distinct emotions

(Leach, 2020). Additionally, our measure of positive affect did not include all emotions that have been discussed in

the context of collective victimisation, such as pride (in the group's ability to survive and overcome historical

victimisation, Szabó, 2020). Moreover, it is worth noting that we used cross-sectional data. Therefore, longitudinal

studies are needed to assess the replicability of the predicted relationships over time, rather than momentary

appraisals and their effects. Once the findings are replicated and shown to be robust effects, they may also have

important implications for interventions with populations that experienced historical trauma.

While social psychological research on collective victimhood has mostly focused on comparative victim beliefs

(Szabó, 2020), our study adds to the very scarce research on centrality of collective victimisation and suggests that it

deserves more attention as a predictor in its own right rather than as a mere control variable (Jeong et al., 2023;

Szabó et al., 2020; Vollhardt, Cohrs, et al., 2021). Our expanded measure of perceived centrality of collective

victimisation, including decentring collective victimisation, builds on previous qualitative findings (Vollhardt, Szabó,

et al., 2021) and contributes to the literature that has tended to assume the relevance and importance of collective

victimisation to group members without testing this assumption (see also Leach, 2020). While qualitative research in

several different contexts (including Poles in Poland, and ethnic and religious minority groups in the United States

with experiences of historical trauma) identified different ways in which people distanced themselves from the

ingroup's historical victimisation—specifically, by emphasising its perceived lack of personal relevance, cautioning
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against its harmful consequences, noting the desire to move on, and the importance of focusing on more positive

aspects of the ingroup's identity and culture—our findings suggest they may all be part of a more general tendency

to de-emphasize the ingroup's painful past and remove it from one's personal and collective focus, rather than dis-

tinct subscales that work in different ways. However, we caution against interpreting findings as indicating that the

only way to cope with and preserve one's well-being in the aftermath of historical trauma is to move on and distance

oneself from the ingroup's painful past. For example, research on perceived lessons of historical victimisation such as

the Holocaust (Klar, Schori, & Klar, 2013; Rosler & Branscombe, 2020; Warner, Wohl, & Branscombe, 2014), or slav-

ery and racial segregation in the United States (Sellers et al., 1998), suggest that people may also perceive moral obli-

gations to help other groups in need and/or the importance of forming coalitions with other groups to struggle

together for social justice. Because both prosocial behaviour and social support are linked to positive well-being

(e.g., Hui, 2022; Kaniasty, 2012), these inclusive, prosocial lessons of the ingroup's collective victimisation—that also

imply its centrality and importance to individuals and groups—should predict increased psychological well-being as

well, rather than the negative effects we found for forms of centrality of collective victimisation that are more closely

related to exclusive victim beliefs but not to inclusive victim beliefs. This should be considered in future research and

further refinements of the measures of centrality of collective victimisation that we used here. The subscale captur-

ing availability of collective victimisation is conceptually the closest to the historical loss scale that has been the

focus of research on the effects of historical trauma on well-being conducted in clinical and counselling psychology,

and among other populations—above all, Indigenous people in the Americas (e.g., Armenta et al., 2016; Gone

et al., 2019; Tucker et al., 2016; Whitbeck et al., 2004). Thus, the present study suggests the relevance of this con-

struct for other populations as well (see also Skrodzka et al., 2021), including immigrant and diaspora groups that are

geographically and temporally removed from the ingroup's victimisation.

Overall, the inclusion of distinct victim beliefs—two types of comparative victim beliefs and the less commonly

studied perceived centrality of collective victimisation—is an important contribution of the present study, as most

research has focused on a narrower range of collective victim beliefs. The structural equation model we tested to

explore the relative predictive power of each of these collective victim beliefs on historical trauma emotions and

general well-being when considering all of them together revealed historical victimisation as identity content as a

particularly important predictor of psychological well-being. This finding is in line with literature on personally experi-

enced trauma, where the centrality of traumatic experiences in individual personal identity and social identity is

related to reduced well-being (e.g., Berntsen & Rubin, 2007; Boals & Schuettler, 2011; Skrodzka, Lashkay, Foran,

Kinsella, & Muldoon, 2024). Hence, future research should investigate the interplay between personal and historical

trauma and their relations to well-being. Moreover, there is a need to deepen our understanding of the theoretical

and empirical relationships between different collective victim belief measures. Testing more complex models, such

as serial mediation or moderation analyses, is crucial to consider possible relationships and determine which of the

many different ways of making sense of the group's victimisation is most relevant for general psychological well-

being.

8.1 | Limitations and directions for future research

While our study provides valuable initial insights into the relationship between collective victim beliefs, historical

trauma emotions and psychological well-being, it is important to acknowledge several limitations. First, while the reli-

abilities of the expanded measure of centrality and decentring collective victimisation were within an acceptable

range and we found initial evidence speaking to the validity of the measure, this study was not designed as a scale

development study. Thus, the reliability of the measure should be improved, and issues such as balancing of reverse-

coded items should be addressed. Overall, future research is needed for additional scale development, validation,

and replication of measures of centrality and decentring collective victimisation, in different samples and contexts.

Furthermore, future research will need to replicate the findings on collective victim beliefs and well-being with
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improved measures, including among other diaspora and immigrant communities. Nevertheless, the present study

provides initial evidence of the role of decentring collective victimisation as a positive coping mechanism to deal with

historical collective victimisation.

Additional limitations of our study include the convenience sampling method through personal contacts, organi-

sations, and social media, which excludes participants who are not part of these networks or do not use social media.

Future research should therefore replicate these findings by using additional methods of data collection that allow

for recruiting participants who are not affiliated with ethnic organisations—for example, larger scale surveys among

the general population that require much greater resources than what we had available for the present research,

especially given that less than 3% of the US population identify as Polish American. For these reasons, recruitment

through snowball sampling and organizations serving these communities is more feasible, which however means that

by nature of the recruitment method participants will tend to have relatively high levels of ethnic identification and

the findings therefore do not necessarily generalize to participants with lower levels of Polish identification. Similarly,

for ethical reasons it is necessary to disclose to participants in the consent and recruitment form that the study is

about the ingroup's historical trauma; this however may result in self-selecting of participants who are interested in

these topics, which needs to be considered when interpreting the findings' generalizability. Moreover, the cross-

sectional design and limited sample size may impact the findings.

Finally, for ease of interpretation we excluded participants who identified with other national groups that may

have had experiences of collective trauma as well. Future research should consider how participants with multi-

ethnic, multi-cultural and/or multi-racial identities with separate (e.g., Polish-Armenian or Polish-Black American) or

connected histories of collective victimisation (e.g., Polish-Jewish) appraise and cope with these histories and how it

affects their psychological well-being, in addition to considering more generally how intersecting social categories

with different experiences of oppression and collective victimisation (e.g., due to gender, class, or religion; Nair &

Vollhardt, 2019) impact the questions examined in the present paper. Likewise, our limited sample size did not allow

us to explore generational differences in collective victim beliefs and well-being or how the time spent in the

United States influenced the findings. Future research should examine these intragroup differences as well. Other

methodologies than the quantitative survey method used for the present study may also be useful for future

research building on these initial findings: for example, qualitative analysis of interviews and focus groups to explore

the complexities of different intersecting identities in shaping responses to historical trauma and well-being; or

experimental research and experience sampling to address causal effects of collective victim beliefs on historical

trauma emotions and general psychological well-being; as well as the use of physiological measures of well-being to

avoid the desirability biases and answer tendencies in self-report data. Additionally, other methods and analytic pro-

cedures such as Q-methodology (Ünal et al., 2022) or cluster analysis (Cohrs, McNeill, & Vollhardt, 2015) may be bet-

ter suited for tackling the multiple, highly correlated measures of collective victim beliefs and examining how they

work together to predict psychological well-being.

9 | CONCLUSION

To conclude, the present study shows the importance of understanding how people appraise their group's historical

victimisation to better understand its implications for psychological well-being and health among immigrant and

diaspora—even decades or centuries after this historical trauma has seemingly passed.
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ENDNOTES
1 Demographics of participants born in the United States and those who were born in Poland are presented in Table S1 in

the online supplementary materials.
2 Demographics of participants who completed the survey in English and are presented in Table S2 in the online supplemen-

tary materials.
3 All items of the centrality of collective victimisation scale in both English and Polish (supplementary materials S3) as well

as the initial exploratory factor analysis (Table S4) are presented in the online supplementary materials. Four items were

not included in the analysis, as we realised in hindsight that they did not map on to the theoretical constructs we focus on

in the present article.
4 As harmful consequences of focusing on victimisation were least often presented in Poles' collective victim beliefs (4.5%; see

Vollhardt, Szabo, et al., 2021b), we decided to not include it in the measure.
5 We also examined reverse mediation analyses where the independent variable was each collective victim belief, well-

being was a mediator and historical trauma emotions were outcome variables (see Table S11 and Table S12 in the online

supplementary materials).
6 We also examined the model where the independent variables were all collective victim beliefs measures, well-being was

an outcome variable and mediators were separate all historical trauma emotions (see Table S13 in the online supplemen-

tary materials). Model fit of this model was not good: χ2(72) = 614.57, p < .001; CFI = 0.680, TLI = 0.240,

RMSEA = 0.185, SRMR = 0.12.
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