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Group identities are central to politics, an inescapable conclusion drawn from decades of political 

behavior research (Huddy 2003).  Partisan identities such as Republican and Democrat in the U.S., 

Conservative and Labor in the U.K., Social Democrat and Christian Democrat in Germany, or Labor and 

Likud in Israel play a very central role in shaping the dynamics of public opinion and electoral choice 

(Dalton & Wattenberg 2000; Green et al., 2002;Lewis-Beck et al 2008). Social identities based on race, 

ethnicity, religion, gender, and other characteristics can generate political cohesion through a shared 

outlook and conformity to norms of political activity (Lewis-Beck et al., 2008; Miller et al., 1981; Simon 

&Klandermans 2001). Within a democratic polity, national identities boost support for civic norms, drive 

democratic engagement, and increase support for a muscular response to national threat 

(Huddy&Khatib, 2007; Theiss-Morse, 2009). Other specific issue and ideological identities such as pro-

environment, feminist, conservative, or right-to-life on abortion also generate strong political cohesion 

and drive commitment to political action. An understanding of the psychology of group identification 

lends substantial insight into the study of political behavior. 

The political relevance of explicitly political identities such as partisanship and left-right ideology is 

self-evident. The political cohesion of certain racial, ethnic, and religious groups within specific polities 

such as African -Americans in the U.S. or religious Jews in Israel is also chronically apparent (Shamir & 

Arian 1999; Tate 1992). But most social groups do not cohere politically, or do not do so to any great 

degree. Socio-demographic groups based on social class, age, gender, or marital status exhibit only very 

modest levels of political cohesion in the U.S. and other western democracies (Dalton 1996; Lewis-Beck 

et al 2008; Huddy, Cassese &Lizotte 2008;Wattenberg, 2008). On occasion, a subset of group members 

develops a cohesive political ideology and outlook. Feminists are an example of a politicized subgroup of 

women, and gay and lesbian activists form a politicized subgroup of all gays and lesbians (Simon 

&Klandermans, 2001). Such politicized group identities can merge with explicitly partisan identities to 

enhance a group’s political impact. The conditions under which group identities become politicized, the 
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psychology underlying this process, and the political consequences of political identities for cohesion 

and engagement are the subject of the current chapter. 

The focus throughout this review is on the political effects of group membership, although I pay 

greater attention to political attitudes and electoral behavior than collective action which is discussed by 

Klandermans in this volume.  I also stress the consequences of group membership for ingroup solidarity 

but spend little time discussing its implications for outgroup antipathy, a topic covered by Kinder (this 

volume).  In reviewing a very large literature in both psychology and political science I cannot hope to 

comprehensively cover psychological research or major theoretical approach to social identity and 

intergroup relations which are well reviewed elsewhere (Ashmore, Deaux, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2004; 

Brown 2000; Ellemers, Spears &Doosje 2002; Ellemers&Haslam 2012; Hornsey 2008; Taylor 

&Moghaddam, 1996;Simon 2004).  

1.0 Group Membership, Group Identification, and Social Identity 

 To better understand the conditions under which group membership leads to a politicized 

identity several key definitions are required. Group membership is based on objective inclusion in a 

group and does not necessitate an internalized sense of membership. This definition is not as 

straightforward as it seems, however.  Social class is a classic case of ambiguous group membership. In 

the United States, individuals in the same income and occupational group vary as to whether they 

consider themselves working or middle class because the criteria for class membership are not well 

defined. Race is another group in which membership can be unclear.  The U.S. census constantly varies 

its racial and ethnic categories, revealing their subjective underpinnings (Martin, DeMaio, Campanelli 

1990). Racial and ethnic categories are further complicated for individuals with mixed ancestry. In fact, 

membership is inherently vague for many if not most political groups.  It is difficult, for example, to 

define membership in a political party when individuals are not required to formally join an 

organization.  
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The ambiguous nature of some group memberships and the fact that not all objective members 

internalize group membership heightens the importance of group identification, a more restrictive, 

subjective, or internalized sense of belonging to the group. I define group identification as an 

internalized state confined to a subset of objective group members. As noted, objective membership 

can be difficult to identify. There are some groups for whom objective membership criteria is clearly 

defined. Someone who lacks African ancestry is not black objectively. But even here, a few white 

individuals exist who identify as black perhaps because of darker skin color or an uncertain family tree. 

Male and female are mutually exclusive categories, and while men can sympathize with women most 

men and women identify with their respective genders (leaving aside a small subset of individuals who 

feel they are wrongly classified in this sense). In the end, I regard group membership as a precursor to 

identification, even though membership can be fuzzy or ill-defined.  

Group identification involves a subjective sense of membership and can take different forms, 

including social identity or perceived common fate. There is growing consensus that political cohesion 

revolves centrally around social identity which involves the incorporation of group membership into the 

self concept. According to Tajfel, a social identity involves an individual’s “knowledge of his membership 

in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to the 

membership” (Tajfel 1981, p.255). This also fits Campbell and colleagues’ (1960) definition of partisan 

identification in The American Voter as not only a set of beliefs but also feelings which culminate in a 

sense of “psychological attachment” to a political group – in this instance, Democrats or Republicans. An 

emphasis on a subjective sense of belonging or identification as a precursor to political cohesion helps to 

explain why not all groups cohere politically.  

Finally, a political identity is a social identity with political relevance. It typically entails an 

identity as part of a group with norms concerning shared political beliefs, and the “correct” group 

position on a political candidate, political party, policy issue, or course of political action (Campbell et al 
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1960). The term political identity is thud broader than Simon and Klandermans’ (2001) concept of 

politicization which is restricted to groups that become engaged in a collective power struggle. Some 

identities such as those based on political party, ideology, or a specific policy issue, are inherently 

political. Other political identities emerge from social identities that have gained political content.  A 

political identity is thus a social identity that is either defined on the basis of a common political outlook, 

or has become political through the emergence of explicitly political group norms governing members’ 

outlook and action. Many social identities, such as Asian in the United States, Chinese in Indonesia, or 

Turks in the Netherlands, are not political (Freedman, 2000; Junn&Masuoka 2008; Phalet&Baysu 2010). 

The concept of political identity lays the groundwork for the development of group-based political 

cohesion. 

1.1 The Measurement of Social Identity  

The measurement of group identification and social identity has taken different paths over time 

and across social science discipline. One of the earliest measures of group identification in political 

science–felt group closeness--appeared in the original American National Election Studies (ANES) and 

was included in ANES surveys for many years. Typically, respondents were given a list of groups (e.g., 

working man, businessmen, Catholics) and asked to name the groups to which they felt close. In the 

2000 ANES panel study, the question is worded in the following way: “Here is a list of groups.  Please 

read over the list and tell me the number of those groups you feel particularly close to  people who 

are most like you in their ideas and interests and feelings about things” 

(http://www.electionstudies.org/). If respondents mention more than one group, they are then asked to 

name the group to which they feel closest. The telephone version of the ANES group identification 

improves on the closeness question by asking respondents a single question about each social group, 

forcing a specific answer on each group.   Those interviewed by phone in the 2000 ANES panel study 

were asked whether they felt close to whites, poor people, Asian Americans, liberals, the elderly, blacks, 
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labor unions, feminists, southerners, business people, young people, conservatives, Hispanic-Americans, 

women, the working-class, middle-class and men (http://www.electionstudies.org/). Unfortunately, 

both forms of the closeness question are weak measures of identity because they do not capture 

gradations in identity strength, conflate identity with sympathy for a group to which one does not 

belong, and do not assess the value or emotional significance of the connection (Wong 2010).  

A different approach has been pursued in political science to measure specific identifications 

such as partisan identification. It is typically measured with a single question that includes both direction 

and strength of partisanship. In the U.S., respondents are typically asked whether, and the degree to 

which, they think of themselves as Democrats, Republicans or Independents. A similar approach has 

been developed to measure partisan identity in other nations using questions such as the following from 

the Comparative Study of Electoral Systems: “Do you usually think of yourself as close to any particular 

political party?”, “Which party is that?”, and “Do you feel very close to this party, somewhat close, or 

not very close?” (Dalton & Weldon 2007). This approach yields a measure with roughly 3 or 4 levels of 

partisan identification strength. When compared to the original group closeness question, it better 

captures identity strength and avoids the problem of respondents who lack sufficient motivation to 

choose groups from a list.  

Social identity researchers in psychology have taken a very different approach to the 

measurement of identity. First, they gauge identity very directly to avoid conflating of identity with 

sympathy felt by non-group members. Second, psychologists have relied on multi-item scales to 

measure social identity. There is not a uniform approach to the measurement of identity, however, and 

researchers have developed multiple subscales to form an overall measure of identity (Ashmore et al 

2004; Ellemers, Kortekaas, & van Ouwerkerk, 1999; Jackson & Smith 1999; Leach, van Zomeren, Zebel, 

Vliek, Ouwerkerk, & Spears 2008). Cameron (2004) measures three dimensions that are central to 

Tajfel’s definition of a social identity: a sense of belonging, positive feelings for the group, and viewing 
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membership as important to oneself. Ashmore and colleagues (2004) include these three dimensions 

and several others: self-categorization, evaluation, importance, interdependence, social embeddedness, 

behavioral involvement, and group meaning.  Luhtanen and Crocker (1992; Crocker et al., 1994) 

developed a popular measure of collective self-esteem (CSE) with four subscales: interdependence of 

esteem with other members (membership), private collective self-esteem, public collective self-esteem, 

and the importance of identity to one’s self image.   

Four identity subscales have been used with some frequency by Political psychologists. They 

include the subjective importance of an identity, a subjective sense of belonging, feeling one’s status is 

interdependent with that of other group members, and positive feelings for members of the ingroup. 

For example, Sniderman and colleagues adapt the CSE to measure Dutch identity with the following four 

questions:“I often think of myself as Dutch”, “I consider myself a typical Dutchman”, “I’m proud that I’m 

Dutch”, and “If someone said something bad about Dutch people I feel as if they said something bad 

about me”.   With colleagues, I have developed a 4-item scale of national identity measured with the 

following questions: “How important is being American to you?”, “To what extent do you see yourself as 

a typical American”, “When talking about Americans how often do you say we instead of they”, and how 

well does the term American describe you?” (Huddy&Khatib 2007). We have also adapted a similar scale 

to measure partisan identity (Mason, Huddy,&Aaroe, 2011). Other researchers also use multi-item 

scales to tap national (Schildkraut 2011; Theiss-Morse 2009), partisan (Bliuc et al., 2007; Greene 1999; 

Hogg et al, 2007), and ethnic identity (Sidanius et al., 2008). These scales exhibit good internal reliability, 

and scale reliability is reasonably robust to the inclusion of questions with slightly different wording. 

Multi-item scales are typically used by social psychologists to measure national, racial, ethnic and 

partisan identities (Bliuc et al 2007; Pratto&Glasford 2008).  

Unfortunately, very few studies have compared the ability of single and multi-item identity 

scales to predict political attitudes and behavior. Research on partisan identities is something of an 
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exception and findings demonstrate the superiority of multi-item scales in predicting political attitudes 

and behavior. For example, Greene (1999) found that a multi-item measure of partisan identity (as 

either a Democrat or Republican) was a better predictor of political views than a single folded partisan 

identification scale. In our research (Mason, Huddy & Aaroe, 2011), a multi-item scale of Democratic and 

Republican identity is a far better predictor of political activity and engagement among Americans than 

a folded two or four-point version of the traditional single-item partisanship measure.  

2.0 Major Theoretical Approaches 

The ultimate goal of this chapter is to account for group-based political cohesion and I consider 

five broad classes of theory that lend insight into its have been put forward offered to explain its 

emergence and development (for a more exhaustive list, see Brewer & Brown, 1998).
1
 Each theory 

highlights a somewhat different set of active ingredients in the development of political cohesion. My 

goal is not to evaluate how well each approach accounts for the emergence of group solidarity, but 

rather to derive a set of underlying factors. I define political cohesion as the existence of shared political 

attitudes, beliefs, and behavior among group members that can be directly attributed to group 

membership. A subjective group identity lies at the core of this cohesion and helps empirically to 

distinguish group-based cohesion from cohesion derived from a simple aggregation of members’ 

individual political beliefs.   

2.1 Cognitive Approach: Categorization & Group Salience  

A cognitive approach underscores the importance of categorization to the development of 

group cohesion. Self-categorization theory (SCT) attributes group cohesion to cognitive factors such as 

the situational salience of a group identity which generates a collective sense of self. The shift from 

                                                           
1
 This is a selective account of the major theoretical approaches to ingroup cohesion. Other approaches not 

covered here include a psychodynamic approach (see Post, this volume) and social comparison theory (Brewer and 

Brown 1998).  
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personal to collective identity is accompanied by increased adherence to group norms and heightened 

self-stereotyping, factors that are logical precursors to political cohesion (Turner et al., 1987; Hogg, 

Hardie& Reynolds, 1995; Spears, Oakes, Ellemers&Haslam, 1997).  Salience is typically defined as a 

combination of the readiness to adopt an identity and the relevance of an identity to a given situation, 

although SCT researchers have paid greater attention to situational factors such as salience than a pre-

existing readiness to identify with a group (Simon, 2004). Self-categorization is best captured by 

measures that tap an internalized sense of group belonging, although SCT researchers have typically 

assumed rather than measured group identity under conditions of group salience (see the exchange on 

this point between Huddy, 2002 and Oakes, 2002).  

Self-categorization theorists have an especially labile view of social identities and their meaning. 

They draw extensively on categorization research to argue that perceived similarity to a prototypic 

group member (e.g., Barack Obama for Democrats) plays a key role in the formation and development 

of a social identity and the emergence of group conformity (Hogg, 1996; Hogg &Hains, 1996; McGarty et 

al., 1992; Turner et al., 1987). According to SCT researchers social identities are driven almost 

completely by one’s immediate perceptual context. From their perspective, identities vary, in part, 

because social categories such as age or gender vary in salience across situations. Indeed, one of the key 

tenets of self-categorization theory is that individuals constantly shift back and forth between an  

individual and a social identity (Turner et al., 1987). Thus, within a cognitive approach group cohesion 

and conformity rest heavily on the salience of group membership.  

2.2 Realistic Interest Approaches 

Realistic interest approaches include realistic group conflict, relative deprivation, social 

dominance theory, and Blumer’s sense of group position (Blumer, 1958; Bobo& Hutchings, 1996; 

Sidanius&Pratto, 2000; see Brown, 2010 for an overview). They suggest collectively that group 

membership is politically consequential to the extent that tangible group gains and losses drive group 
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members’ political decisions. Realistic interest theories include the protection of self and group-interests 

which might indicate long-term or future interests that are objective or subjective, direct or indirect 

(Bobo, 1983). Thus the unemployed might cohere politically around their mutual reliance on monthly 

unemployment benefits; the elderly could unite over threats to cut Social Security benefits or other 

national old-age pensions; and immigrants could unify in opposition to programs that deny them 

national rights and benefits.  

In most studies of Americans’ policy preferences, self-interest has had very circumscribed and 

limited effects on a range of policies including support for unemployment policies, taxation, busing, 

women’s issues, bilingual education, and immigration (Hainemuller&Hiscox 2010; Sears & Funk, 1991). 

The political effects of self-interest are most pronounced when government decisions or actions have 

large, clear, and certain effects on an individual’s interests (Sears & Funk, 1991). At times, self-interest 

can motivate political action (Begley &Alker, 1982; Green & Cowden, 1992). But the political effects of 

self-interest need to be disentangled from those of group interests which are often more powerful 

politically (Bobo 1983). Group interest is typically assessed with a measure of perceived 

interdependence. In the U.S., perceived economic and political interdependence with other blacks is 

typically used to measure common fate among African-Americans (Bobo & Johnson 2000; Tate 1994).  

Some theorists argue that additional beliefs are needed to create political cohesion even when 

group members share a sense of common fate (Simon &Klandermans, 2001). A sense of subjective 

deprivation is critical to relative deprivation theory – the perception that one’s group’s finances are 

deteriorating relative to those of others, for example (Gay 2006). Relative deprivation theorists refer to 

this as a sense of fraternal deprivation and contrast it with egoistic deprivation which arises when an 

individual feels personally deprived compared to an individual or group with whom he compares himself 

(Brown 2010).  
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2.3 Symbolic Approaches: Social Identity Theory. 

Social identity theory emphasizes the importance of symbolic concerns such as a group’s social 

standing as central to the development of group cohesion. There are two distinct branches of social 

identity theory (SIT): the version developed by Tajfel (1981) and Tajfel and Turner (1979) known as social 

identity theory and self-categorization theory, a cognitive elaboration of SIT referred to earlier (Turner 

et al., 1987). Both theories acknowledge the origins of social identity in cognitive and motivational 

factors, although they place differing emphasis on them (Hogg, 1996; p. 67). The earliest versions of 

social identity theory developed by Tajfel (1981) and Tajfel and Turner (1979) placed key emphasis on 

the psychological motivations that lead a group member to endorse or disavow an existing group 

membership. Turner and colleagues (1987; p. 42) have described this motive as a need among group 

members “to differentiate their own groups positively from others to achieve a positive social identity.”  

In contrast, self-categorization theory developed by Turner and colleagues (1987) has 

concentrated on the cognitive underpinnings of social identity. This approach builds on Tajfel’s (1981) 

early research and theorizing which began from a purely cognitive perspective, attempting to explain 

the perceptual distortions that accompanied categorization (Tajfel, 1981). But at some point, Tajfel 

concluded that cognitive factors -- the perceptual distortions that arise from the accentuation of 

intergroup differences -- could not solely explain the emergence of intergroup discrimination and, in 

response, modified social identity theory to include additional motivational factors linked to group 

status. 

According to Tajfel, the effects of social identity are driven by a need for positive distinctiveness 

in which one’s own group is distinguished favorably from an out-group. This means that group identity 

and ingroup bias emerges readily among members of high status groups because membership positively 

distinguishes group members from outsiders (Bettencourt et al 2001). In contrast, the development of 
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group identity is less certain among members of low status groups who need to additionally develop an 

identity around alternative, positively valued group attributes (social creativity) or fight to change the 

group’s negative image (social change) before membership can enhance their status (Tajfel& Turner, 

1979).
2
 In recent years, the motives that contribute to the development of ingroup cohesion have been 

expanded beyond positive distinctiveness to include basic needs such as inclusiveness, distinctiveness, 

and a need for certainty (Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer 2010; Hogg 2007).  These motives are discussed 

in greater detail in reference to individual differences in identity development.  

2.4 Social Constructivism and the Meaning of Group Membership 

The reach of social constructivism extends well beyond the dynamics of identity but I include it 

here for its insights into how the meaning of an identity affects political cohesion (Duveen, 2001; 

Erikson, 1993). Social constructivism – the notion that concepts derive their meaning through social 

processes – underlies a good deal of thinking across the contemporary social sciences and humanities. 

The notion that groups are social constructions that need to be imbued with meaning is implicit within 

social identity and self-categorization theory which stress the ease with which social groups and social 

identities can be created among members of arbitrarily designated groups.  As a number of critics have 

noted, however, social identity theorists have explored the socially fluid nature of identities but have 

not closely examined or analyzed their meaning (Duveen, 2001; Huddy, 2001; Reicher 2004). From a 

social constructivist perspective, it is difficult to understand the consequences of group identification 

without understanding its subjective meaning to group members (Billig, 1995).  This may be especially 

true for politically relevant identities which are often the target of political manipulation – efforts by 

politicians and group entrepreneurs to create, define, and redefine identities to serve their political ends 

(Erikson, 1993; Reicher 2004).  

                                                           
2
 For a more detailed overview of social identity theory see Brown (1995) and Brewer and Brown (1998). 
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From a social constructivist perspective, the emphasis on groups that lack meaning in research 

on social identity and self categorization theory may seriously hamper an understanding of both identity 

acquisition and its consequences (Huddy, 2001). For example, members of diverse groups may attach a 

different meaning to the same identity, such as national identity, depending on their race or ethnicity or 

the region of the country in which they live (Reicher& Hopkins 2001; Schildkraut 2011). Group 

membership can also take on diverse connotations when its meaning is contested, perhaps for political 

reasons. To complicate matters further, the internal meaning of a group can be quite different from its 

external meaning as group members actively reject external derogatory views of the group, for example 

(Cohen, 1986; Reicher 2004). Group members may even choose to internalize a group identity because 

they hold a different conception of what group membership means than potential members who fail to 

adopt the identity.  

2.5 An Evolutionary Perspective 

Evolutionary psychologists highlight the functional underpinnings of group identity. They stress 

the necessity of group coordination for human existence, including basic activities such as child rearing, 

food collection, tool development, food production, and group defense (see Sidanius&Kurzban, this 

volume).From this perspective, an internalized attachment to a small group evolved as a functional 

necessity for survival. Brewer (2007) argues that the key motive for group cohesion is not to maintain 

social status or positive distinctiveness as claimed by SIT researchers, but rather the need to cooperate 

with other group members for survival purposes (Brewer 2007;Brewer and Caporael 2006).  She argues 

that social identity lies at the center of this evolutionary process, and believe it plays a critical role in 

helping group members to keep track of those with whom one should cooperate and trust.   

An evolutionary approach is consistent with evidence that social identities form rapidly on a 

very minimal basis, and that group members react more strongly to the emotions of ingroup than 

outgroup members (Chaio et al., 2008; van Bavel, Packer, & Cunningham, 2011). The approach also fits 
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with a nascent body of research hinting at a genetic basis to identity and group cooperation. For 

example, Dawes & Fowler (2009) find a link between the strength of partisan attachment and a specific 

allele of the D2 dopamine receptor gene. This process may be further mediated by the hormone 

oxytocin which increases ingroup favoritism (Dreu et al., 2011).  

 There are several key insights that emerge from an evolutionary approach to group cohesion. 

First and most importantly, group identities do not necessarily foster outgroup antipathy since their 

primary function is to promote internal cooperation (Halevy et al., 2008). A link between identity and 

outgroup hostility arises, however, when the group is threatened since group defense is a key facet of 

cooperation for which identities likely developed (Brewer &Caporael 2006). Thus the link between 

ingroup identity and outgroup hostility revolves around the existence of perceived threat (Brewer 2007).  

Second, an emphasis on cooperation provides a correction to researchers who have focused 

inordinately on the consequences of identities for political conflict. Political psychologists are only now 

beginning to address a number of intriguing questions concerning the link between identity and political 

cooperation: To what extent do group identifiers favor government programs that assist fellow group 

members (Theiss-Morse , 2009)? Follow politics, vote, and engage in other forms of political activity 

(Huddy&Khatib, 2007)? Or value the lives of fellow group members to a greater degree than those of 

outsiders (Pratto&Glasford, 2008)? Third, an evolutionary approach underscores the importance to 

group cohesion of group norms that foster cooperation and promote punishment of transgressors. This 

insight fits with a growing body of research that emphasizes group norms as a key to understanding 

political cohesion.  

2.6 Contrasting the Five Approaches 

These theoretical approaches highlight differing sources of commonality among members, place 

differing emphasis on the importance of conflicting interests with an outgroup, emphasize different 

types of groups as candidates for political mobilization, and stress different issues around which 
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members are likely to mobilize. The cognitive approach predicts cohesion among the members of a 

politically salient group; realistic interest theory confines cohesion to groups whose members share a 

common fate; social identity theory points to heightened unity among members of groups whose status 

is threatened; a social constructivist perspective predicts cohesion among members who share a 

common understanding of the political implications of group membership; and an evolutionary 

approach stresses the importance of identity for the development of cooperation and the emergence of 

intergroup conflict under conditions of threat. 

3.0 From Social Identity to Political Cohesion 

Membership in a social group does not necessarily prescribe a specific political outlook nor does it 

dictate mandatory political action on the group’s behalf. This raises an important question concerning 

the conditions under which social identities are transformed into political identities to generate political 

cohesion. Additional factors beyond simple group membership are needed to explain the emergence of 

political cohesion. I discuss three factors that are key to this process: the existence of strong identities, 

the political meaning of group membership, and the existence of symbolic and realistic threats and 

grievances.  

3.1 Strong, Subjective Group Identity  

Political cohesion rests on the development of strong, subjective identities. But even weak 

subjective identities have a more powerful influence on political membership than objective group 

membership. The earliest voting studies provided evidence of greater support for the Democratic party 

among Jews, union leaders, and blacks who felt close to their respective membership groups (Berelson, 

Lazarsfeld& McPhee, 1954; Campbell et al., 1960). More recent research underscores the power of 

identities to shape political outcomes (Conover 1984). In the United States, African-Americans have an 

especially pronounced sense of group identification that makes them an ideal group in which to examine 

more closely the political effects of subjective identification (Tate 1994; Dawson, 1994; Bobo and 
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Johnson 2000). African-Americans who identify strongly with their race are more likely to adopt a pro-

group position on a variety of racial and social welfare issues (Tate 1994). This extends to other ethnic 

groups as well. Sidanius and colleagues (2008) found that UCLA students who were strongly identified 

with their ethnic group (white, African-American, Latino, Asian) were more inclined to vote for a group 

member, and demonstrate and sign a petition on behalf of a group-related cause. 

Strong identities are equally important in explaining the political effects of identities based on 

partisanship and ideology. Strong partisans are more likely than weak partisans to exhibit partisan bias 

in their evaluations of a president and assessment of factual economic and social conditions (Bartels 

2002). Malka&Lelkes (2010) provide experimental evidence that such effects are linked to identity not 

beliefs, demonstrating that strong ideologues (liberal or conservative) were more persuaded then weak 

ideologues to support an American farm subsidy policy if advocated by those who shared their ideology 

regardless of the underlying arguments (see also Cohen 2003). When partisan leaders differ in their 

support of a specific policy, well informed strong partisans are the most likely to be exposed to these 

disagreement and fall in line behind their party leaders (Green, Plamquist & Schickler, 2002; Zaller, 

1992).  

Group salience further enhances the political effects of a strong identity. White Americans were 

more supportive of spending on minority education when their national identity was salient, but were 

less supportive of the same program when their racial identity was salient (Transue 2007). In essence, 

program support was confined to others in the same group. The 9/11 terrorist attacks may have had a 

similar effect on white Americans. In one study, experimental exposure to information about the events 

of 9/11 heightened American identity and increased support for multiculturalism policies (Davies, 

Steele, & Markus, 2008). Partisan and ideological identities are chronically salient within American 

politics, but others wax and wane in political influence depending on their salience within current 

political debate.  
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 Political action is also more common among strong group identifiers. Strong partisans are more 

likely than weak partisans to have given money or volunteered their time to work for a political 

candidate or political party, voted, or engaged in other political activities (Fowler & Kam 2007; Mason, 

Huddy & Aaroe 2011). Strongly identified Americans are more likely to vote (Huddy & Khatib 2007). 

Wald (2008) found that American Jews’ and Arab-Americans’ who felt proud of their ethnicity and 

heritage were more likely to express interest and involvement in the middle-east conflict. There is ample 

evidence that strong identities also fuel collective action and related forms of group-based political 

activity (see also Klandermans, this volume). Simon and colleagues (1998) provide evidence that older 

people who identify strongly with the Gray Panthers and gay men who strongly identify with the gay 

movement were more likely than others to express willingness to participate in group-related political 

action, although the direction of causality remains untested in this research. Van Zomeren and 

colleagues (2008) offer compelling evidence of the link between identity and action in their meta-

analysis based on over 60 studies. In general, the link between identity strength and political action is 

larger for explicitly political identities such as feminist, conservative, or pro-environment.  

 Other non-political aspects of group cohesion are also more common among strongly identified 

group members, helping to explain the maintenance of strong identities over time. For example, strong 

identifiers typically feel more positively about members of their group (Huo& Molina 2006; Simon, Kulla 

& Zobel 1995). At work, a strong company or organizational identity leads to greater job satisfaction, 

loyalty, and compliance (Tyler & Blader, 2000). In several western European countries, a greater sense of 

national pride increases tax compliance, an indicator of national cooperation (Torgler& Schneider, 

2007). Strongly identified Americans place a higher value on the loss of American than Iraqi lives, leading 

to their greater opposition to government policies in Iraq that involved the loss of U.S. military troops 

(Pratto&Glasford, 2008). There are even protective psychological effects that come from a strong 
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identity, especially under conditions of intense intergroup conflict as observed in Northern Ireland 

(Muldoon, 2009).    

Finally, a strong identity generates defensiveness in the face of group criticism.  For example, 

priming societal (as opposed to internal) explanations for a lack of African American success resulted in 

greater defensiveness among white students strongly identified with their race but lead to greater 

support for blacks among weakly identified whites (Andreychick et al., 2009). Strong identifiers tend to 

draw group boundaries more tightly and are more careful about who they include within the ingroup. 

They are more exclusive, take longer to decide that a racially ambiguous face belongs to their group 

than reject an ambiguous face as belonging to the outgroup, and define their national group more 

exclusively in terms of race and ethnicity (Castano et al., 2002; Theiss-Morse, 2009).  

3.2 Group Meaning  

Not all strong, subjective group identities translate readily into group-based solidarity, however, 

and other factors are needed to understand the development of political cohesion. The second factor 

considered here is what group membership means to members, especially its implications for political 

behavior (Deaux, 1993; Sellers et al., 1998). Group membership gains political content through norms 

and beliefs that connect group membership to specific political attitudes and actions. As noted, some 

groups, based for example on partisanship and ideology, are inherently political and guaranteed to 

generate political cohesion among strong identifiers.  Other groups can attain political meaning through 

the formation and existence of group norms that prescribe group members’ specific beliefs or political 

actions. Groups can also acquire political meaning through the influence of group prototypes or leaders 

who advocate certain beliefs and policy positions or take specific political action.  

  



 19

3.2.1 Groups Norms &National Identity  

National identity provides a fascinating example of an identity that differs in meaning internally 

among citizens of many nations, helping to explain variance within the nation in support for aggressive 

national security policies, civic engagement, immigration, and other policies. National identity 

researchers frequently tap support for group norms by asking about the desired attitudes and behaviors 

of “true” or “good” group members. Citrin and colleagues’ explore the subjective meaning of being 

American and uncover widespread consensus that it depends on support for the fundamental American 

values of equality and individualism consistent with the view of the United States as a civic nation 

defined by common beliefs and ideals.  These beliefs are considered a normative aspect of being 

American.  Nonetheless, they also discover contested aspects of American identity that concern the 

need to believe in God or speak up for one’s country in order to be considered a “true American” that 

are endorsed by a subset of Americans (Citrin, Reingold& Green, 1990; Citrin et al., 2001; Citrin & 

Wright, 2009). Researchers working in this area contrast such ethnocultural conceptions of national 

identity with civic conceptions that rest on shared values such as individualism or freedom. 

Other researchers pursue a slightly different approach to the study of national identity and its 

meaning, identifying three distinct subjective facets of national attachments. Measures of patriotism or 

symbolic patriotism assess positive feelings of pride toward the nation and assess support for national 

symbols such as the flag and anthem. Political symbols such as the flag can be politically polarizing, 

resulting in greater symbolic patriotism among conservatives than liberals in the U.S. (Huddy&Khatib 

2007). A second form of national attachment involves a sense of national superiority and is referred to 

variously as nationalism, chauvinism, blind patriotism, or uncritical patriotism; it also tends to be more 

strongly endorsed by political conservatives than liberals in the U.S. (De Figueiredo and Elkins 2003; 

Herrmann et al 2009; Kosterman and Feshbach 1989;Parker 2009; Schatz &Staub 1997; Schatz et al 

1999). Finally, Schatz and colleagues (Schatz &Staub 1997; Schatz, et al 1999) developed a measure of 
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constructive patriotism that assesses the degree to which someone believes Americans should speak up 

and criticize the nation when needed. All three types of national attachments are linked to a strong 

national identity, but they obviously include different content (Theiss-Morse 2009; Herrmann et al. 

2009). 

Moreover, the political effects of national identity depend on its meaning (Schatz et al., 1999; 

Theiss-Morse 2009; Wong 2010). Individuals who endorse an ethnocultural view of American identity 

and place greater importance on nativist aspects of American identity such as being Christian are more 

likely to oppose policies designed to benefit new immigrants, view negatively the impact of immigration, 

support English-only vote ballots, endorse ethnic profiling of Arab Americans, and support restrictions 

on civil liberties for non-citizens in general (Citrin et al., 1990; Citrin et al., 2001; Schildkraut, 2011; Wong 

2010). Those who rank highly the civic aspects of American identity are more supportive of increased 

immigration and less supportive of policies that favor English-speaking immigrants (Citrin& Wright 

2009).  They are also more inclined than others to think that volunteering, donating money to charity 

and serving in the military is an obligation they owe to other Americans (Schildkraut 2011).  

In an international context, the meaning of national identity affects the formation of larger regional 

identities that transcend national boundaries. Breakwell (2000) documents differences among 

Europeans in the extent to which they see European identity as compatible with their existing national 

identity. In Eurobarometer data from 1992, as few as 13% of Italians but as many as 32% of Irish and 

38% of those in the UK felt they would lose their national identity if all European countries came 

together in a European union. Clearly, a greater number of individuals living in the British Isles than 

other European nations see European identity as incompatible with their existing national identity. 

Hooghe& Marks (2004) report that Europeans who choose their nation but not Europe when asked 

whether they think of themselves in terms of their nation, nation and Europe, Europe and nation, or just 

Europe are far less likely to support European integration. The degree to which European and national 
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identity overlap, thus, influences support for policies designed to create a single community, affecting 

levels of national cohesion on the issue. The meaning of specific ethnic and racial identities also 

influences their political effects (Brady & Kaplan 2000; Gurin et al., 1994).  

The direction of causality between meaning and political attitudes can be questioned, however: 

does the meaning of group membership drive policy attitudes, or vice versa? Evidence that the political 

effects of meaning are conditioned by identity strength in cross-sectional data circumvents this 

empirical impasse to some degree.  Sindic and Reicher (2009) demonstrate that group meaning has its 

most marked political effects among the strongest group identifiers. In their research, strongly identified 

Scots who view Scotland as dominated by the English within Britain, felt their identity was undermined 

by a union with Britain, and saw the two identities as incompatible were far more likely than others to 

support Scottish nationalism and political independence from Britain (Sindic & Reicher, 2009).  But in the 

absence of a strong Scottish national identity, these beliefs had far less political impact.  

Meaning is tightly linked to acceptance of group norms and the degree to which the norms are 

consensual within a group. Terry, Hogg and colleagues have studied the effects of group norms in some 

detail, underscoring their importance to group-based action. In a series of studies, they demonstrate 

that strong group identifiers are most likely to adhere to group norms including those that prescribe 

actions such as protective health behaviors and sustainable farming practices (Fielding et al 2008; Terry 

and Hogg 1996; Terry, Hogg and Duck 1999). In a similar vein, several studies provide clear evidence that 

a strong national identity promotes civic engagement (Theiss-Morse 2009).  Huddy&Khatib (2007) 

report higher levels of political engagement and voting among those with a strong American identity, 

suggesting that strongly identified Americans are more likely than weak identifiers to adhere to civic 

norms.  It should be noted however that some forms of national attachment such as strongly 

nationalistic beliefs or uncritical patriotism dampen political engagement (Huddy&Khatib 2007; Schatz 
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et al, 1999). This underscores the importance of both strong identities and their perceived meaning in 

adherence to national civic norms.   

In summary, group norms are central to the development of political cohesion. Research on the 

meaning of national identity, especially its association with norms of civic participation, helps to explain 

levels of political engagement and action. But even highly normative aspects of national identity are not 

entirely consensual.  For example, blind patriots hold a strong national identity but are less likely than 

others to vote. The political implications of group membership are less clear in the absence of widely 

shared norms that dictate political attitudes and behavior. In general, political cohesion emerges in 

groups with large numbers of strongly identified members who adhere to common norms of political 

belief and action.  

3.2.2 Prototypes and Leadership 

The characteristics, beliefs, and actions of prototypic group members are a second way in which 

groups are infused with meaning. In self-categorization theory, groups are viewed as fuzzy sets with 

unclear boundaries and a “graded” or probabilistic structure (Turner et al 1987).  From this vantage 

point, typical members define the group, and group identity is driven by feeling similar to the typical or 

prototypic group member. When group identity is salient, group members conform to the behaviors and 

beliefs of prototypic group members.  The political beliefs, ideology, or actions of prototypic group 

members is thus crucial to the emergence of political cohesion. 

Group prototypes influence political cohesion in at least two ways. First, they help to establish 

group boundaries and place limits on political assistance and cooperation to outsiders. In the context of 

national identity, an ethnocultural conception of national identity results in a group prototype 

constituted of majority group members exclusive of immigrants and ethnic minorities. Some Americans 

define American identity in this way by confining it to individuals who are Christian, speak English, or 

born in the U.S. (Citrin&Wright 2009). Theiss-Morse (2009) demonstrates that placing such boundaries 
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on the group prototype limits support for government policies that benefit members of ethnic and racial 

minority groups such as spending on welfare, education, urban areas, or improving the condition of 

blacks. In this way, the group prototype defines who constitutes “we” and places boundaries on ingroup 

cooperation. 

Second, when it comes to political groups such as nations or political parties, the group 

prototype is often a national or political leader whose beliefs, actions or exhortations to action directly 

influence group members. John F. Kennedy’s admonition to Americans to “ask not what your country 

can do for you — ask what you can do for your country” is a direct appeal to American civic engagement 

and a fine example of prototypic influence at work. In one sense, a prototype that includes the beliefs of 

typical group members is not very different from a norm that prescribes what group members ideally 

believe, although I consider prototypes to be more descriptive and less prescriptive than norms (cf. 

Hogg & Reid 2006). Once again, the influence of group prototypes is most pronounced among strong 

group identifiers who are most likely to conform to the group prototype, a process that has been well 

documented for political groups based partisanship and ideology (Malka&Lelkes 2010; Cohen 2003).  

 In general, group leaders are expected to play a powerful role in forging political cohesion. 

According to Hogg& Reid (2006), group leaders are individuals who communicate their prototypicality to 

their followers through the use of pronouns such as “we”, and reference to common goals and 

concerns, language that is very common in political speeches. Such leaders can be regarded as identity 

entrepreneurs who manage norms and prototypes through their verbal and nonverbal communication. 

When George W. Bush identified Osama bin laden and al Qaeda as the enemy after 9/11 he went out of 

his way to make clear that Muslims and Muslim Americans were not the target of U.S. military action. 

His position was generally adopted by Americans and serves as a marked contrast to the vilification and 

internment of Japanese Americans after the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1942 (Schildkraut 2002). Of 
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course, a group leader considered atypical by some members is far less likely to wield this kind of 

influence. 

3.3 Shared Interests, Grievances, and Threat 

Realistic interest theory underscores the insufficiency of subjective identity to motivate group-

based political action. In addition, group members need to share common interests or, at least perceive 

that they do. From this perspective, affluent whites band together against affirmative action to protect 

what they see as threatened privileges, and women cohere around issues linked to gender 

discrimination (Lowery et al, 2006). In the first instance, common group interests are at risk and need to 

be defended while in the second group members feel aggrieved and wish to improve their position. The 

existence or perception of common fate and threats to shared interests is the third factor considered 

here as a basis for political cohesion.  

Researchers typically equate common fate with the existence of shared material interests. I 

extend this discussion to include both shared material interests, such as income and employment, and 

symbolic concerns, such as the esteem and respect that group members receive from non-group 

members. A sense of common fate concerning material outcomes is derived from realistic interest 

theory and includes a sense that group members’ share similar economic outcomes. A sense of symbolic 

common fate touches on concerns about group status and esteem, linked to social identity theory and 

related approaches. The distinction between the two types of interests matters because they hint at the 

emergence of political cohesion in different types of groups – high status groups whose status is 

threatened are more likely to cohere according to social identity theory whereas realistic interest 

approaches suggest political cohesion among members who share a similar economic fate. Stephan and 

Stephan (2000) incorporate both symbolic and material threats in their influential approach to the study 

of threat.  
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3.3.1 Material Interests 

Material shared interests have been assessed in two ways. First, researchers have assessed the 

political consequences of a sense of perceived common fate and deteriorating group finances. Drawing 

on data from the 1984 American National Election Studies (ANES), Kinder and colleagues (1989) 

examined the impact of perceived common economic interests on vote choice. Americans who felt a 

sense of economic interdependence with other group members such as the elderly, farmers, or the 

middle class and who saw their group situation as deteriorating were more likely to rate the national 

economy negatively and vote on that basis. In Kinder and colleagues’ research, a sense of common fate 

worked in conjunction with a sense of economic grievance to promote political cohesion. Lowery and 

colleagues (2006) experimentally manipulated the effects of various employment-related affirmative 

action programs and find lowered program support among whites with a strong white identity when the 

program was framed in terms of white job loss (as opposed to black gains). In this instance, a strong 

identity combined with worsened group outcomes increased opposition to affirmative action programs.  

More commonly, however, shared economic interests have been examined in a second form -- 

as a function of fraternal deprivation, the sense that one’s group is doing worse than another. This 

research provides consistent evidence that fraternal deprivation drives political cohesion.  Whites who 

felt they were doing worse than blacks were more inclined to support George Wallace’s candidacy in 

1968 (Vanneman& Pettigrew, 1972) and become involved in the Boston anti-busing movement (Begley 

&Alker, 1982). Guimond and Dube’-Simard (1983) observed that Quebecois who felt deprived compared 

to Anglo Canadians were more likely to support Quebec nationalism. Tripathi and Srivastava (1981) 

found in a study of Muslims and Hindus in India that those who felt their group was relatively deprived 
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held more negative attitudes toward their religious outgroup.
3
 

It would be tempting to conclude from these studies that a sense of fraternal deprivation drives 

political cohesion. But in some research the impact of fraternal deprivation is confined to individuals 

who strongly identify with their group, revealing an interaction between identity and perceived 

deprivation. Supportive evidence comes from a study by Struch and Schwarz (1989) in which hostility 

toward orthodox Israelis was most pronounced among non-orthodox who viewed the interests of the 

two groups as in conflict and who identified strongly as non-orthodox Jews. Brown and colleagues 

(2001) found that English passengers who were blocked from traveling to the continent by French 

fishermen were less positive toward the French than those whose trip took place, and that this 

negativity was most pronounced among those with a strong English identity.   

Group identity also colors reactions to intergroup events, enhancing the perception of fraternal 

deprivation. Gibson (2008) finds, for example, that black South Africans who identify strongly with their 

ethnic group are far less likely to believe that justice has been adequately performed when asked to 

react to an experimental vignette in which a black squatter is evicted from land on which she is 

squatting. Typically, procedural justice (which is manipulated in the study) increases the perceived 

fairness of the eviction but this is less true for the majority of black South Africans who identify with 

either their racial or ethnic group (e.g., Zulu, Xhosa) as opposed to South Africa as a nation. The clear 

implication of these findings is that principles of justice are applied more broadly by those who identify 

with the nation. Without a sense of national identity, black South Africans question the fairness of 

government actions and harbor a standing sense of grievance.  

                                                           
3
Other beliefs, such as blaming inequality on an external enemy or the perceived efficacy of protest, may be 

additionally needed to translate realistic grievances into political action (Klandermans 1984; Klandermans, this 

volume). 
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It thus appears that shared material interests and related grievances play a role in producing 

political cohesion, either directly or in combination with group identification. But some caution is 

needed in interpreting these results. Typically fraternal deprivation is assessed subjectively. But there is 

reason to believe that subjective material grievances are intensified among strong group identifiers, 

raising questions about the origins of perceived common fate. Evidence that ingroup identification 

heightens a sense of ingroup grievance, comes from two distinct sources: experimental studies in which 

group identity is made salient, providing a direct test of causal order (Smith, Spears, &Oyen, 1994; 

Kawakami & Dion, 1993) and weaker correlational studies in which strong group identification is linked 

to grievances (Dambrun et al., 2006; Gurin& Townsend, 1986; Reese & Brown, 1995).  Riek and 

colleagues (2010) even find that making salient a shared identity as an American can reduce perceived 

partisan threat among both Democrats and Republicans.  Findings such as these have prompted Simon  

and Klandermans (2001; p 325) to conclude that the “relationship between collective identity and 

awareness of shared grievances is therefore bi-directional.”  

3.3.2 Symbolic Interests.  

In contrast to material interests focused on tangible economic and related concerns, social 

identity theory shifts the focus to the defense of group status as a source of political cohesion. There is 

ample evidence that symbolic concerns can increase political cohesion. After examining a large number 

of ethnic conflicts in post-colonial countries, Horowitz (1985) concluded that conflict over tangible 

resources was an insufficient explanation for ethnic violence because members of different ethnic 

groups were not frequently in direct economic competition and when groups were engaged in conflict it 

often had disastrous economic consequences for group members. As an example of the latter, Horowitz 

points to Sinhalese opposition to the demands of the Tamils for decentralization in Sri Lanka, a situation 

that would have furthered not opposed Sinhalese economic interests. He goes on to compile impressive 
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anecdotal evidence that ethnic conflicts are often fueled by disputes over non-economic factors 

concerning status and respect.  

Group power, status, and culture all constitute symbolic interests and their threatened loss can 

produce opposition to the threatening outgroup and support for government policies designed to 

minimize the threat.  Sniderman, Hagendoorn & Prior (2004) exposed Dutch participants to various 

scenarios concerning new immigrants and found less opposition to unskilled immigrants who might pose 

an economic threat than to immigrants who did not fit into Dutch culture and thus posed a symbolic 

threat.  Moreover, a strong Dutch identity increased the perception that immigrants posed a cultural 

threat to the Netherlands, in a process akin to the intensification of realistic grievances among strong 

group identifiers. Symbolic grievances may be especially prone to identity-based intensification since 

they are highly subjective and more difficult to document than economic grievances.  In addition, 

priming Dutch national identity increased opposition to the entry of new immigrants especially among 

Dutch participants who initially saw little cultural threat from immigrants.  Other studies report similar 

findings in which cultural threat interacts with national identity to increase outgroup discrimination 

(Falomir-Pichastor, Gabarrot, &Mugny 2009).  

Biological indicators underscore the power of status threat. In an innovative study, Scheepers & 

Ellemers (2005)demonstrate that group members react physically to both low status and a threat to 

high status. They measured blood pressure among participants assigned to a group with low or high 

status who were then told that their status could change in a second round of the study.  As expected 

those assigned to a low status group experienced an increase in blood pressure after learning of their 

low status whereas blood pressure declined among those in the high status group. When subjects were 

told that their group status could change, blood pressure increased among the high status group and 

declined among the low. A possible decline in high status was just as stressful in this study as being 
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assigned a low status. Scheepers and colleagues (2009) followed up on this work, confirming the 

stressful effects of unstable high group status.   

Strong group identification amplifies the cohesive effect of symbolic threat. Voci (2006) gave 

false feedback to northern and southern Italians on how they were viewed by the other group. One half 

learned that they were viewed positively and the other half negatively. When told that they were 

disliked by Italians in the other region, strongly identified northern or southern Italians rated their 

ingroup more positively; there was no regional ingroup bias, however, in the positive feedback 

condition.  Similar findings are observed in Northern Ireland. Northern Irish who are strongly identified 

with their religion are far more likely than weak identifiers to translate perceived threats to their values 

or political power into negative outgroup attitudes (Tausch et al 2007). Haslam and Reicher (2006) find 

suggestive evidence that a strong group identity reduces stress as measured by cortisol levels in 

response to a threat to group status.  

The effects of threat on group cohesion may depend on whether or not group members have an 

opportunity to affirm the positive attributes of the group and thus defuse a threat to their status. In 

research by Glasford,Dovidio, &Pratto (2009), strongly identified Americans felt less psychological 

discomfort when told that the U.S. had bombed civilians if they also had an opportunity to affirm the 

group’s status by ranking positive American values such as freedom.  Without such an opportunity, the 

discomfiting information about U.S. action lead to increased outgroup negativity among strong 

identifiers.  In the same study, strongly identified Americans who valued universal health care and 

learned that the U.S. failed to provide it chose to express their views on Muslims and thus express 

outgroup animosity rather than express their support for a positive change to U.S. policy.   
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3.4 Group Consciousness  

Group consciousness models link cohesion to identity and grievances, the two factors discussed 

so far, along with a third element: blaming the system for grievances and group disparities (McClain et al 

2009). The model thus underscores the additional importance of beliefs about the political system to the 

emergence of political cohesion and action. Miller and colleagues’ (1981) defined group consciousness 

as subjective group closeness (identification), feelings of power deprivation (grievances), polar affect 

(akin to ingroup bias), and blaming the system for group-based disparities. In their analysis of the 1972 

and 1976 ANES data, political participation was enhanced among subjectively identified group members 

(based on age, class, race, and gender) who felt fraternally deprived and viewed this as the result of 

unfair systemic factors such as discrimination. A growing number of scholars see beliefs about group 

power and consciousness as a key to political action among members of racial and ethnic minority 

groups (Dawson 1994; Brown and Shaw 2002; Junn and Masuoka 2008).   

Tajfel and Turner (1979) share a group consciousness perspective by arguing that grievances are 

necessary but not sufficient to motivate group-based action. According to Tajfel and Turner, group 

members need to identify with their group, perceive intergroup status differences, and view status 

differences as illegitimate before action is likely. This model has not been tested as a precursor to the 

development of political cohesion, but Ellemers and colleagues (1993) find related evidence in an 

experimental setting. In their study, subjects were randomly allocated to a high-status management role 

or a low-status worker role, told that their assignment was either arbitrary or meritorious, and that they 

could or could not work their way out of the lower status group. In accordance with the predictions of 

social identity theory, those allocated to their group in an arbitrary fashion were most angry about their 

group’s position. The highest levels of identification were observed among individuals in low status 

groups whose low status seemed illegitimate because it was not based on performance. It remains to be 
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seen whether all three factors – low status, illegitimacy, and closed membership -- are needed to 

generate political cohesion.  

Beliefs can also influence how one reacts to status threat. Townsend and colleagues (2011) 

subjected women to a sexist rejection in which they learned that they had been rejected as a co-worker 

in an experimental study because they would be “probably too emotional and won’t be a strong 

partner”.  Women in the study reacted with greater stress, as assessed by higher levels of cortisol, if 

they chronically perceived sexism whereas women who saw little sexism in the world were not 

threatened by the incident. In this instance, status threats combined with an existing ideology affected 

reactions to an intergroup encounter.  

In sum, there is extensive evidence that symbolic and material concerns can drive political 

cohesion, a process that is most evident among strong group identifiers. Few studies directly contrast 

the role of material and symbolic concerns, although research hints at the greater power of symbolic 

than material threats (Sniderman et al, 2004). The wealth of evidence from minimal intergroup studies 

underscores that economic competition is not a necessary condition for the development of group 

cohesion (Brewer, 1979; Brewer & Brown, 1998). The dual influence of group-linked interests and group 

identity on the development of political cohesion is consistent with popular models of collective action 

which center on grievances and identity as two of the three ingredients in collective action (van 

Zomeren, Postmes& Spears 2008). It remains unclear whether political cohesion additionally requires a 

sense that group deprivation derives from unfair systemic inequity and discrimination.  

4.0 Emotions as a Catalyst for Action 

Emotions play an important role in conveying and amplifying the political effects of strong group 

identities by reinforcing group cohesion and strengthening or weakening the willingness to act in 

defense of the group. Positive emotions consistently increase group commitment whereas negative 
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emotions have divergent effects: anger motivates an active response to group threat whereas anxiety 

leads to the avoidance of action and may dampen group commitment. Intergroup emotions theory (IET), 

a combination of emotional appraisal theory (see Marcus & Brader, this volume) and social identity 

theory (Mackie, Devos and Smith, 2000), lends insight into the conditions most likely to generate anger 

and anxiety. From the perspective of IET, threat is most likely to produce anger among strongly 

identified group members who view their group as likely to prevail over a threatening outgroup. In 

contrast, members of a weaker group should feel anxiety in response to a threat from a stronger 

outgroup. Moreover, the two emotions have differing implications for action with anger associated with 

action and anxiety with avoidance (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004; Carver, 2004; Lambert et al., 

2010).  

When applied to a threatening international situation, for example, intergroup emotions theory 

predicts that citizens who view their country as strong militarily are most likely to feel outraged and 

angry at an attack by a weaker opponent.  Citizens of weaker countries are more inclined to feel anxious 

in the same situation (although some individuals of weaker entities can also feel angry since group 

strength is a subjective judgment). In essence, members of stronger groups can afford to feel angry at an 

opponent because they are more certain that retaliatory action against their weaker opponent will 

succeed. As a corollary to this prediction, IET also states that individuals who identify most strongly with 

their nation or group are most likely to overestimate their country’s or group’s might and thus get far 

angrier than weak identifiers when the groups is threatened (Mackie et al 2000; Rydell 2008). This 

expectation stems from social identity theory’s notion that strong group identifiers are motivated to 

view their group positively and thus see it as stronger than a threatening opponent. 

4.1 Identity Strength and Emotional Reactivity 

There is growing support for the various predictions of intergroup emotions theory. First, there 

is evidence that strong group identifiers react more angrily to group threat (Musgrove & McGarty 2008; 
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Rydell et al., 2008; van Zomeren, Spears & Leach 2008). For example, strong Democrats and Republicans 

react with greater anger to a threatened electoral loss (Mason et al, 2011). Strong American patriots 

reacted with greater anger toward terrorists in the lead up to the Iraq war (Feldman, Huddy & Cassese 

in press), and in response to an insulting message about the U.S. and Americans written by a foreigner 

(Rydell et al., 2008).  Experimentally heightened identity salience also increases anger among group 

members in response to threat or victimization (Yzerbyt et al., 2003). For example, Fischer et al (2010) 

made salient British subjects’ national or gender identity and then exposed them to photos of the July 7, 

2005 London bombings. Subjects whose British identity was made salient were more likely to report 

feeling aggression and expressed greater support for the war on terror than those for whom gender 

identity was made salient.  

Anger and identity may also be mutually reinforcing. In a series of studies, Thomas & McGarty 

(2009; Thomas, McGarty & Mavor, 2009) assign subjects to small groups and ask them to craft an 

information campaign to arouse interest in the issue of the lack of clean water in the developing world. 

Some groups were told that such information campaigns were successful if they convinced people that 

such programs work, creating a norm of efficacy. Others were told that the campaign would be more 

successful if it aroused a sense of outrage on the issue. Generating a norm of outrage among group 

members was especially effective in arousing anger, a commitment to action, and in boosting group 

identity. Inculcating a norm of efficacy was far less successful in arousing a commitment to action. In this 

research, anger thus strengthens group identity, a finding that has obvious implications for the 

formation and cohesion of political groups.  

Strongly identified group members also feel other emotions more intensely than weak 

identifiers in response to threat and reassurance. Strong partisans in the U.S. feel increased 

schadenfreude  when they read about bad things happening or reflecting poorly on a political candidate 

of the other party. Strong partisans feel greater schadenfreude even when an event, such as increased 
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U.S. military deaths in Iraq, is clearly negative (Combs et al., 2009). Strong partisans also feel more 

positive emotion than weak partisans when exposed to a reassuring message about future electoral 

victory (Mason et al 2011).  

4.2  Group Strength and Anger  

Research findings support a second prediction from intergroup emotions theory --that anger will 

be more pronounced among members of a group seen as strong in the face of threat. Mackie and 

colleagues (2000) sorted subjects into those for and against equal gay rights and then manipulated the 

group position by exposing members to a series of news headlines either for or against the group 

position. In the “strong” group condition, group members felt angrier at outgroup members than those 

in the “weak” group and were more inclined to take action (e.g., wanting to engage in an argument with 

an outgroup member). U.S. partisans who were confident their party would win the 2008 president 

election were more likely to get angry when threatened with electoral loss by someone from the 

opposing party (Huddy & Mason 2011). Musgrove & McGarty (2008) examined reactions to the war on 

terror in Australia and found that confidence in the government’s ability to respond to terrorism was 

associated with anger at international terrorists.  

Group confidence or strength does not just lie with military might or an electoral victory, it also 

includes a sense of moral strength. Mendes and colleagues (2008) found, for example, that an interracial 

rejection by someone of the other race was viewed as a challenge increasing anger and physical 

activation (cardiovascular efficiency) among both white and black subjects.  In contrast, subjects 

rejected by a member of their own race reacted to this as a threat showing no increase in anger and 

exhibiting decreased cardiac efficiency.  Other group-related moral transgressions can also be equated 

with group strength and lead to increased anger and a commitment to action among group members 

who feel they have been wronged or unfairly victimized. The experience of collective guilt and 
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responsibility for moral injustice has the opposite effect, weakening the group position and leading to 

conciliation and support for reparations (Doosje et al., 1998). 

There is a subjective component to group strength with strong group identifiers being more 

inclined to see their group as likely to prevail or hold the moral high ground. We find supportive 

evidence in research on the 2008 U.S. presidential election. Strongly identified Democrats and 

Republicans were more likely than weak identifiers to believe they would win the presidential election, 

and gain a majority of seats in the House and Senate (Huddy & Mason 2011). Confidence was higher 

overall among Democrats than Republicans in the lead up to the 2008 election. Nonetheless, strong 

Republicans remained more confident of victory than their more weakly identified counterparts. This 

helps to explain why strong identifiers react more angrily to group threat.  

4.3 Anger and Action 

Finally, there is strong research support for IET’s prediction that group-based anger increases a 

commitment to action whereas anxiety decreases it (Leach, Iyer & Pederson 2007; Mackie et al 2000; 

Musgrove & McGarty, 2008;  van Zomeren, Spears & Leach 2008; Thomas & McGarty 2009). Reactions 

to terrorism confirm this prediction.  American anger towards Saddam Hussein and terrorists in the build 

up to the Iraq war was linked to the view that a war in Iraq was not risky and increased overall support 

for the war (Huddy et al., 2007a). In contrast, terrorism-related anxiety lead Americans to view war in 

Afghanistan and Iraq as more risky and decreased war support overall (Huddy et al., 2005; Huddy et al., 

2007a; Skitka et al, 2006; Sadler, Lineberger, Correll, & Park, 2005). Self-reported fear and anxiety after 

the 2004 Madrid terrorist bombings also increased avoidant behaviors among Spanish respondents such 

as staying at home, avoiding air travel, and avoiding contact with Muslims (Conejero & Etxebarria, 

2007).  

Similar findings have been observed in research that experimentally arouses anger or anxiety 

(Lerner et al., 2003; Fischhoff et al., 2005). For example, Lambert and colleagues (Lambert, Scherer, 
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Schott, Olson, Andrews, & O’Brien, 2010) undertook a series of carefully crafted experiments to 

demonstrate the existence and differing political consequences of anger and anxiety in reaction to 9/11. 

They randomly assigned subjects to watch a video about 9/11 and found that it generated both anger 

and anxiety. The two emotions had differing political effects: anger increased support for war whereas 

anxiety undercut it. They also demonstrated that experimentally aroused anger unrelated to 9/11 

increased support for pro-war political candidates whereas experimentally heightened feelings of 

anxiety (again unrelated to terrorism) undercut support for such candidates.  

Overall, there is much that is intuitively appealing in an intergroup emotions explanation of 

political reactions to group threat and reassurance. It is easy to understand, for example, why Americans 

felt angry after the 9/11 terrorist attacks: levels of patriotism among Americans are generally high and 

increased after 9/11, and Americans are likely to see the Unites States as far more powerful militarily 

than Iraq or al Qaeda.  In general, intergroup emotions theory predicts that citizens of strong military 

entities such as Israel or the United States should feel more angry than anxious when threatened, 

inclining them to respond with disproportionate force in response to threat. Of course, the logic and 

reality of guerilla warfare underscores the point that members of weaker entities will also engage in 

action if they believe they can defeat a strong military entity.  

5.0 Development of Group Identity 

One of the crucial ingredients in the development of political cohesion is the existence of a 

strong, internalized subjective group identity.  This finding raises an additional challenge for political 

psychologists: How do we explain an individual group member’s decision to identify as a group 

member? Research on this question has moved well beyond Campbell et al’s (1960) notion that 

subjective identification is simply a function of the percentage of one’s life spent as a group member. 

Influenced in part by social identity theory, there has been recent research on several possible factors 

that promote the development of strong social identities.  
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5.1 Salient Identity  

Self-categorization theory underscores the situational nature of identity with individuals 

constantly shift back and forth between an individual and a social identity (Turner et al., 1987). Thus, if a 

national figure contrasts the valor of one ethnic group of citizens against the sloth of another, ethnic 

identities rise to the fore. But if, in contrast, the politician rails against the evils of an opposing nation, 

national identity is transcendent. Social identity researchers consider group salience an essential 

ingredient in the development of identity and group political cohesion. According to Oakes (in Turner et. 

al.,1987) salience is heightened by any factor that increases the “separateness” and “clarity” of a 

category, and one of the factors most likely to increase a category’s clarity is minority status, when a 

group’s members are outnumbered by members of an out-group (see also Brewer & Brown, 1998).  

Category salience plays a clear role in shaping identity. For instance, McGuire and colleagues 

report evidence that children in an ethnic minority in their classroom (and whose ethnicity is therefore 

salient) are more likely to describe themselves in terms of their ethnicity; children in families where 

there are more members of the opposite gender are more likely to mention their gender when 

describing themselves (McGuire &Padawer-Singer, 1976; McGuire et al., 1978). In a similar vein, Hogg 

and Turner (1985) found that increasing the salience of study participants’ gender increased the 

likelihood that they thought of themselves in gender-stereotypic terms. The importance of group 

salience is confirmed in a meta-analysis in which group salience promoted the development of in-group 

bias across a large number of studies (Mullen et al., 1992).  

Eifert and colleagues (2009) provide an interesting example of group salience at work within a 

political context.  Drawing on data in the Afrobarometer, they record an increase in the intensity of 

ethnic identity and a decline in occupational and class identities closer to elections, especially 

competitive elections.  They attribute the increase in ethnic identity to the increased salience of 
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ethnicity in African elections during which politicians’ emphasize ethnic loyalties and distribute goods 

along ethnic lines.  In essence, the authors argue that African politicians exploit ethnic identities to gain 

electoral support and thus increase the salience of ethnic identities around election time.  

Political behavior research findings point, however, to the limited effect of category salience on 

the development of social identity.  Members of diverse ethnic and racial groups in the US, who form 

salient minorities, identify primarily as American and only secondarily as members of their ethnic or 

racial group, despite the greater salience of minority group status in the U.S. (Citrin et al., 2001; Sears et 

al., 1999). Hispanic students who attended a high school with relatively few other Hispanics, and whose 

ethnic group membership was thus highly salient, were less likely to identify as Hispanic than Hispanic 

students attending schools in heavily Hispanic areas (Eschbach& Gomez, 1998). In a similar vein, blacks 

living in more segregated areas expressed higher levels of racial identification than those in integrated 

areas where race is more chronically salient (Postmes and Branscombe 2002). This evidence raises 

important questions about the extent to which the salience of one’s ethnic or racial group– the key 

ingredient in identity development for many social identity researchers – explains the emergence of 

ethnic and racial identities.  

5.2 Meaning and Valence of Identity 

If salience has a limited impact on the development of group identity in real-world groups, other 

factors are needed to account for the emergence of potent political identities. The meaning of group 

membership is a crucial additional ingredient in identity development, especially in large groups with 

competing conceptions of membership (Huddy, 2001). As already noted, national identity is typically 

fraught with disputes over who qualifies as a “good” citizen. For example, Erikson (1993) highlights 

ambiguity surrounding the meaning of a German identity. Does it include all German speakers; people of 

German ancestry; or Germans living in another country?  Disputes over group meaning have real 

political consequences as reflected in altered German citizenship laws in the late 1990s that awarded 
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citizenship to the children of immigrants born in Germany, signifying a shift away from a purely ethno-

national conception of German identity.  If German law or norms suggest that immigrants are not 

German, it would not be surprising to find that immigrants have a weak or nonexistent German identity.  

Identity meaning also revolves around the normative values with which an identity is associated. 

Schwartz and colleagues (1990) illustrate one way in which to assess the values underlying group 

membership. They asked German and Israeli students to rank 19 terminal and 18 instrumental values on 

the basis of their own preference order and that of their national group. Not surprisingly, one’s own 

views and that of one’s group are related, although the link is stronger for Israeli than for German 

students. This suggests that an important source of national identity – shared values – is stronger among 

Israeli than among German students and hints at an important source of weakened national identity 

among Germans. 

Valence plays a further role in affecting identity development; a negatively regarded group will 

have greater difficulty eliciting strong group members all else being equal.  There is evidence that ethnic 

identity is more strongly developed among members of objectively identified, higher status groups and 

among individuals who perceive their group as holding higher societal status. For example, national 

identity is more strongly developed among Cubans in the US than among other Latinos because they 

believe their social status far exceeds that of Mexican-Americans or Puerto Ricans (Huddy& Virtanen, 

1995).  Ethier and Deaux (1994) demonstrated that freshmen Hispanic students at an Ivy league 

university who found the university environment threatening to their Hispanic identity viewed their 

group as having lower status which, in turn, weakened their identification as Hispanic.  

 Junn and Masuoka (2008) were able to strengthen Asian identity by experimentally increasing 

group status through photos of powerful Asian political figures. They showed Asian respondents photos 

of two Asian cabinet secretaries: Elaine Cho (Secretary of Labor) and Norman Mineta (Secretary of 

Transportation) both of whom served in the Bush administration. After receiving this information, the 



 40

percent of Asians who felt close to other Asians increased from 67% to 78%, the percent reporting a 

sense of linked fate increased from 46% to 56%, and the percent reporting that their racial political 

identity was somewhat or very important increased from 54% to 65%.  

5.3 Acquired v. Ascribed Identities 

Identity strength is also related to identity choice. Acquired identities, adopted by choice, are 

likely to be stronger than ascribed identities. Turner and colleagues (1984) report a study in which 

subjects were either ascribed or could choose to belong to one of two teams competing in a problem 

solving exercise. Members of winning teams indicated higher self-esteem and cohesion when they had 

been ascribed to the team. But members who voluntarily chose their team were more likely to report 

high self-esteem and group cohesion when they had lost, suggesting a stronger sense of group 

commitment when identity is acquired than when ascribed. Perreault and Bourhis (1999) extend this 

research to include the effects of identity acquisition on the development of out-group discrimination. 

They found that group identification increased in strength with the sense that lab group membership 

was voluntary.  

5.4 Permeable Group Boundaries  

One of the most important implications of identity choice is that it allows members of low status 

groups to abandon group identity because of permeable group boundaries. Tajfel and Turner (1979) 

refer to this strategy as social mobility and several researchers provide evidence of its existence among 

members of low status groups (Jackson et al., 1996; Taylor et al., 1987; Wright, Taylor, &Mogghaddam, 

1990). Wright (1997) finds that boundary permeability does not have to be very extensive for group 

members to contemplate individual rather than collective solutions to problems of low in-group status. 

Permeability is not just a feature of highly fluid groups but can also characterize membership in 

relatively fixed groups based on ethnic and regional boundaries. For example, East Germans who 
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thought it was easy to be considered West German had weaker East German identities than those who 

thought it was difficult to pass as West German and were more likely to think of themselves as simply 

German (Mummendey et al., 1999).  

Finally, there is some intriguing evidence that upward mobility may weaken race identification.  

Race is far from permeable in the U.S. Nonetheless, a sense of black identity appears to weaken among 

blacks who move to better neighborhoods or who grow up in less segregated neighborhoods, in part, 

because they feel rejected by other blacks and worry that they have effectively abandoned their racial 

grouping (Gay 2004; Postmes and Branscombe 2002). In contrast when group boundaries are 

impermeable, there is evidence that members of low status groups bolster their identity and enhance 

their group’s standing through the strategies of social creativity and social change (Tajfel& Turner, 

1979). Jackson and colleagues (1996) found that members of a low status group attempted to change 

their group’s status by rating an undesirable attribute more positively or rating the group more 

favorably on other dimensions less central to the group’s negative image. 

Overall, questions of group permeability raise concomitant questions about the influence of 

external labeling on identity acquisition. If group membership is obvious to others, it will be more 

difficult for a group member to avoid external identification. It may be relatively easy for an East 

German to pass as someone from the West but much more difficult for an African-American to escape 

the label black. Less permeable group boundaries and a higher incidence of external labeling should 

increase the likelihood that a group member will internalize group identity. Relevant external cues 

include skin color, gender, group-specific physical features, language, and cultural practices. Conversely, 

attributes that can be hidden or disguised enhance the role of choice in identity acquisition (see 

McKenna &Bargh, 1998).  

5.5 Group Size 
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Group identification is typically more pronounced among members of minority than majority 

groups and Brewer developed optimal distinctiveness theory to account for this asymmetry (Brewer 

(1991; Leonardelli, Pickett, & Brewer 2010; Mullen et al., 1992). Brewer views group life as characterized 

by two competing needs—the need to belong to a group, and the need to differentiate oneself from 

others. From this perspective, identities need to confer the optimal mix of distinctive and common 

attributes to explain why members of large, majority groups evince weaker in-group identities than do 

members of smaller, minority groups.  Group identities develop to the extent that a group satisfies both 

needs by providing a sense of inclusiveness within the group and distinctiveness between an ingroup 

and outgroup. Optimal distinctiveness theory hints at the difficulty in forging political cohesion among 

members of large majority groups among whom identity provides too little differentiation, and among 

members of very small groups who feel overly distinctive and insufficiently collective.  

 One problem with the approach, however, is that there are many numerically large political 

entities that elicit strong group identities. Political parties, for example, comprise an amorphous group 

of unknown size yet elicit powerful emotions, identities, and a commitment to action. The same holds 

for nations. Are small nations more likely to hold strong national identities than larger nations? There is 

no supportive evidence for this. The tendency for minority groups such as African Americans or Latinos 

to evince political cohesion in the U.S. may have more to do with common interests and grievances than 

an optimal group size.  

5.6 Individual Differences  

Social identity researchers have largely ignored individual variation in the general proclivity to 

identify with social groups but others have been digging profitably into this question. Several basic 

personality traits are associated with the tendency to affiliate with political groups (for a discussion of 

personality traits see Vecchione and Caprara, this volume)? Gerber and colleagues (in press) analyze the 

origins of partisan identity strength in the big-5 personality traits using data from a 2010 national U.S. 
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survey. They find that extraverts and those who score highly on agreeableness exhibit the strongest 

partisan identities, attesting to the social and emotional motivational basis of partisan identification. 

Those low in openness to experience are also stronger partisans, confirming predictions that strong 

partisanship may provide cognitive benefits in the form of increased cognitive certainty and coherence.  

 The role of cognitive uncertainty in the development of group identification is further developed 

in a program of research by Hogg (2007). While he regards uncertainty as more situational than 

personality-based, his findings compliment those emerging in personality and politics research by 

highlighting the strong link between identity and the reduction of uncertainty. In his view, group 

members “need to feel certain that their perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors are correct” which 

pushes them to identify with a group (Grieve & Hogg, 1999; p.927). For example, Hohman and 

colleagues (2010) manipulate certainty or uncertainty feelings by assigning research participants to read 

and mark sections in a speech on the environment by President George W. Bush. Some participants 

were randomly assigned to mark passages that made them feel certain about their place in the world 

and others were assigned to mark sections that made them feel uncertain. Both Democrats and 

Republicans reported stronger partisanship in the uncertain than in the certain condition.  

In addition to increasing identity strength, uncertainty decreases identity complexity and 

increases identification with homogeneous and unified groups (Hogg et al., 2007). Kim and Ng (2008) 

examined Chinese and Hong Kong identities among Hong Kong college students. Students who held a 

single identity as either Hong Kong or Chinese (as opposed to a dual identity) viewed changes in Hong 

Kong since reunification as leading to uncertain future outcomes in the realms of economics, politics, 

welfare, education and housing. They argue that a singular identity may satisfy a need for cognitive 

closure. 
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5.7 Threat  

I have focused so far on ingroup cohesion and, for the most part, put aside discussion of 

intergroup hostilities. But the notion of threat – which typically involves an external threat from a 

known outgroup – is relevant here because it can strengthen ingroup unity, in addition to inflaming out-

group hostilities (a topic discussed in greater detail by Kinder, this volume). An external threat enhances 

in-group solidarity and tightens in-group boundaries in direct proportion to the degree of threat (Coser 

1956; Levine & Campbell, 1972).  Giles and Evans (1985) found that white respondents in the 1972 ANES 

who perceived blacks as more threatening  rated whites more positively as a group, an effect that was 

more pronounced in the south than in the north, though significant in both regions. The rise in American 

patriotism after the 9/11 terror attacks provides another compelling example of this process at work 

(Gallup 2005). Grant & Brown (1995) manipulated identity threat in a complex experiment involving 

small groups of female students, selected on the basis of their support for gender equality, who drafted 

a joint statement about gender-based wage inequities.  Identity was threatened by the other group in 

two manipulations: a negative evaluation of the in-group’s statement and opposition to the values 

expressed in the group statement. They found stronger in-group bias among group members’ whose 

work has been negatively evaluated by the outgroup.  

Duckitt and Mphuthing (2002) underscore the greater power of symbolic than economic threat 

in intensifying social identity. They report that black-African students in South Africa who were upset or 

angry about differences between the socio-economic status of black Africans and white Afrikaans 

identified more strongly as African. They interpret this as consistent with the effects of symbolic not 

economic threat because economic differences are far more pronounced between blacks and English-

speaking whites than between blacks and white Afrikaans but the perceived economic differences with 

English whites had no impact on black African identity. They suggest that the greater sense of outrage at 

disparities with white Afrikaans is driven by the belief that white Afrikaans are more prejudiced toward 
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blacks than English-speaking whites, who played a greater role in the opposition to apartheid. In 

essence, Afrikaan whites pose a greater identity threat than English-speaking whites to black South 

Africans.   

Threat may have its strongest effects on those who already hold a strong group identity as seen 

in research by Ethier & Deaux (1994). They found that Hispanics attending Ivy Leagues schools with an 

initially strong Hispanic identity increased the strength of their Hispanic identification over time. In 

contrast, students with a weak initial identity perceived greater anti-Hispanic threat in the school 

environment and their Hispanic identity weakened over time. Verkuyten and Nekuee (1999) observed a 

similar process among Iranian immigrants to the Netherlands. Iranians who identified strongly with their 

nationality group and who perceived the Dutch as discriminatory toward their group  were more likely 

to self-stereotype themselves as typically Iranian.  The impact of perceived anti-Iranian discrimination 

on self-stereotyping was less pronounced among Iranians who identified less strongly with their group.  

 Finally, existential threats to the self can also intensify group attachment and identity.  

Research within the paradigm of terror management theory demonstrates heightened ingroup cohesion 

when one’s mortality is made salient. Greenberg et al (1990) found that Christians who were asked to 

form an impression of a Jewish and Christian individual evaluated the Christian more positively and the 

Jew more negatively when their mortality had been made salient. In other studies, mortality salience 

heightens ingroup identification (Castano, Yzerbyt et al 2002).  

6.0 Future Research  

There are several promising areas for future research on political identity. I discuss two key areas: 

convergent identities and the role of leadership in forging group cohesion. Both deserve greater scrutiny 

than they have received to date.  
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6.1 Convergent Identities 

Most people have more than one identity and can identify with various groups based on various 

religion, race, ethnicity, language, and nationality. The ways in which these identities converge holds 

promising insight into their political effects. Roccas and Brewer (2002) develop the concept of identity 

complexity to capture such overlap, measuring it as the degree to which groups share similar members 

or attributes. They find that a more complex (and less convergent) set of identities increases tolerance 

of various outgroups in the U.S. and Israel. Identity complexity is not fixed but can can change in 

response to situational cues. In Northern Ireland, for example, threat reduced social identity complexity, 

leading to increased overlap between an identity as Catholic and Irish, or Protestant and British (Schmid 

et al., 2009). Political identities have exhibited this type of fusion in the U.S. in recent years as partisans 

become sorted more fully along the lines of political ideology (Levendusky 2009). Mason (2011) has 

examined this process and finds that convergent partisan and ideological identities lead to more 

polarized political attitudes and greater political activism.  

The overlap of national and ethnic or racial identities among members of minority groups has 

particular importance for political engagement and citizenship. Simon and colleagues report that a dual 

identity as a Russian-German or Turkish-German, indicated by statements such as “Sometimes I feel 

more as a German and sometimes more as a Turk,” enhances political activity and support of group-

related political issues among immigrants in Germany (Simon  & Ruhs 2008; Simon & Grabow 2010). 

These dual identities exhibit attributes of Brewer and Roccas’ complex identities in which no one of the 

two identities dominates. In the absence of national identity, a sole ethnic identity can increase support 

for radical organizations and enhance protest activity (Simon & Ruhs 2008; Lowrance 2006). In general, 

members of minority groups are typically less identified with a nation than members of majority groups 

(Sidanius et al., 1997; Staerkle et al, 2010).  
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 Research on multiple identities is thus important for the study of national identities and may 

lend insight into levels of cohesion within political groups. Within the context of national identity, a dual 

national and minority group identity fosters engagement on behalf of the group within mainstream 

politics. Members of minority groups who do not identify with the nation are more inclined to engage in 

less traditional forms of protest politics and support more radical organizations. In this instance, 

convergent identities hold positive connotations. In contrast, overlapping partisan and ideological 

identities may have more negative normative implications in the context of electoral politics by 

increasing extreme political views. Growing partisan rancor in the U.S. provides a very direct example of 

this process at work. More research along these lines would help to determine the degree to which 

assessment of multiple identities is required to understand the emergence of group cohesion.  

6.2 Political Leadership 

Early political behavior researchers were well aware that group-based political cohesion 

occurred in response to political events and the actions of political leaders (Berelson et al., 1944; 

Campbell et al., 1960). All of the major psychological factors discussed in this chapter as determinants of 

political cohesion – salient identities, a common political meaning associated with membership, and the 

existence of common interests and threats to those interests -- can be influenced by the political 

environment and manipulated by political rhetoric. Leadership and political language thus constitute an 

additional powerful ingredient in the development of group loyalties and their political manifestation 

(see also Condor, this volume).  

Group political salience can be increased by enhancing the connection between a group and 

politics. Campbell and colleagues (1960) referred to this link as political proximity and argued that it 

increased, in part, whenever a group member ran for political office, helping to explain virtually 

unanimous black support for Barack Obama in the 2008 U.S. presidential election (Huddy & Carey 2009). 

Shamir and Arian (1999) illustrate changes over time in the relationship between group membership and 
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electoral outcomes. They draw on data from Israel to document a growing division in vote choice 

between religious and secular Jews over the last several decades.  The two groups hold differing 

national and religious identities -- secular individuals identify as Israelis while the religious think of 

themselves as Jews. And the two groups are politically distinctive, differing in their support of security 

issues very generally. As security issues have risen to the fore in Israeli politics, religious and national 

identities have had a growing impact on vote choice in Israeli elections. In this instance, political events 

elevated the political significance of religious affiliations in Israel. In a similar vein, Eifert and colleagues 

(2009) provide compelling evidence that politicians enhance the salience of ethnicity within African 

elections.  

The meaning of an identity, and the prospects for political cohesion, also varies with political 

rhetoric. Hopkins and Reicher (1996) highlight the influence of politics on the meaning of national 

identity in the context of Scottish independence. They examined speeches from the 1992 Scottish 

elections and documented the salience and meaning of Scottish and British identity. The Scottish 

National Party, which favored independent statehood in 1992, emphasized that Scottish identity was 

incompatible with English identity and denied the existence of a true all-encompassing British identity. 

In contrast, the conservatives, who supported continued ties with Britain, emphasized Britishness and 

the commonalities between the Scots and English while downplaying Scottish distinctiveness. In this 

election, political leaders were in competition over the salience of British and Scottish identity; they 

were also involved in defining their meaning.  

Increasing the salience or altering the meaning of group identities is not the only way in which 

political leaders can affect the emergence of political group cohesion. Social movement scholars argue 

that group members’ grievances are manufactured or brought to the fore by social movement 

organizations and their leaders in an effort to mobilize potential members (Snow et al., 1986; 

Klandermans, this volume)). Thus, the politicization of a hate crime targeted at someone of a specific 
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race, ethnicity, or sexual orientation is likely to increase group members’ perception of societal 

discrimination against their group. Group members’ awareness of grievances can thus be strengthened 

by the way in which politicians and group leaders respond to and interpret political events. These tactics 

are common in the world of politics and deserve close research scrutiny from political psychologists.  

Conclusion 

One thing is resoundingly clear from this review. Group membership may be a necessary 

condition for the development of political cohesion, but it is certainly not sufficient. This analysis has 

focused on several factors that are pivotal to the development of a cohesive political outlook and a 

strong group identity. But there is more to be done. For instance, partisanship and political ideology can 

be profitably studied as social identities. The approach is gaining traction but remains understudied. And 

yet the benefits from such an approach are considerable.  An identity approach sheds light on factors 

such as a threatened electoral loss that can weaken partisan identity and potentially influence the 

dynamics of an election. It also underscores the role of emotions in motivating political action and 

highlights the emotional nature of strong partisanship. Strongly identified individuals are typically the 

most passionate about the group and far from the rational decision makers envisioned by democratic 

theorists.  

Other interesting questions concerning political identity also remain unanswered. Are there 

limits, for example, to politicians’ ability to redefine the meaning of group membership? Are these 

efforts most or least successful among individuals who identify strongly with their group? Are there 

certain kinds of people who develop a sense of group identification more readily and hang on to this 

identity more firmly than others? What are the cognitive and motivational mechanisms by which strong 

group identifiers maintain positive feelings for their group? And are symbolic concerns such as identity 

threat sufficient to account for the development of ingroup cohesion and intergroup antipathies? 
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Answers to these and other questions will propel research forward on the political effects of group 

membership at a time when real-world international, civil, and internal political conflicts have amplified 

interest in group identification across the social sciences.  
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