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Abstract

Intergroup bias is a phenomenon of favoring one’s own group
and derogating other groups. This can be expressed through an
individual’s positive evaluations of the ingroup and negative
evaluations of outgroups. Research has found that feeling
threatened plays a relevant role for the occurrence of bias, i.e.,
when under threat, people tend to express increased intergroup
bias. Given numerous recent societal crises (e.g., COVID-19,
war, inflation) this study investigated the relationship between
various types of threats, political orientation, and political
intergroup bias. The groups studied were the Swedish political
left and right. Data was collected via an online survey (N = 149)
in which participants initially rated threat perception, followed
by evaluations of political left and right supporters. The
participants’ in- and outgroups were defined through stating their
political identification prior to the evaluations. Threat of the
political situation in Sweden was shown to be the only threat to
significantly correlate with political intergroup bias. Linear
regression analysis showed that both Swedish political threat and
political orientation were significant predictors of intergroup
bias, although political orientation was a stronger predictor. In
other words, the results provided insight into the relevance of
contextual correspondence between the examined threat and
groups. Methodological and theoretical limitations are discussed.
Controlling for personality traits and degree of political
identification is suggested for future research.

Keywords: Threat, intergroup bias, political groups, societal
Crisis

Introduction

During the past few years, the world has been challenged by various societal crises such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, war, and economic recession. Media has repetitively reminded us of
these crises and the consequences they might imply for everyday life. In March 2020 the
COVID-19 virus was declared as a pandemic and has currently caused over six million deaths
around the globe (Folkhdlsomyndigheten, 2020; World Health Organization, 2022). This
makes COVID-19 the deadliest pandemic since the Spanish flu in the early 1900°s



(Folkhdlsomyndigheten, 2022). In February 2022, while society was still recovering from the
pandemic, Russia launched a military invasion of Ukraine. An invasion which became the
tipping point for a war that has been described as the fastest growing crisis in Europe since
World War IT (UNHCR, n.d). Following the pandemic and war outbreak, signs of economic
recession started to show in many countries. For example, in September 2022, Sweden’s
central bank implemented the highest increase in policy rate in 30 years (Riksbanken, 2022).

Meanwhile, Sweden has had its own challenges as well. Gun violence has escalated in
Sweden and the country presently has the largest increase in the European ranking for fatal
shootings (Brottsforebyggande radet, 2021). Of the Swedish population, 81% stated to be
worried about possible societal consequences of gun violence (Novus, 2022). In 2021, Swedes
were also more concerned about the climate than any other citizens among EU nations
(European Union, 2021). In 2021, the most frequently recurring news topics in the Swedish
newspaper Svenska Dagbladet were, perhaps not surprisingly, COVID-19, climate related
issues and organized crime (Svenska Dagbladet, 2021).

The political situation in Sweden is another issue that has imposed challenges. There is an
ongoing debate on whether the inclusion of the Sweden Democrats in top level political
decision making is democratic or not (Sveriges Radio, 2021). On the one hand, the party’s far
right position in several political issues can be viewed as undemocratic in itself
(Socialdemokraterna, n.d.). On the other hand, the act of excluding the 2022 election’s second
largest party from governmental decision making can also be viewed as undemocratic
(Sveriges Radio, 2021). Thus, the last two Swedish general elections have implied complex
negotiations and debate between parties from all parts of the left-right spectrum (Statistiska
Centralbyrén, 2021). Consequently, some argue it has become difficult for voters to
understand what interparty collaboration they are voting for (Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken,
2022).

Thus, in the present time, several societal crises have succeeded each other. This raises the
question of how people are affected. The issues imply inevitable consequences for individuals
which makes it reasonable to believe that an increased level of threat perception has emerged
amongst the Swedish population. In addition to this, previous research has shown that bias
between groups tends to increase in response to threat (Fritsche et al., 2011). Therefore, this
thesis sets out to investigate whether there is an association between societal threat
perception, political orientation, and political group bias.

The relationship between threat and perceived control

The inevitable consequences that the present societal crises imply may threaten people’s sense
of control since the individual’s ability to effectively influence societal circumstances is
limited. Fritsche et al. (2011) define threat as the anticipation that future events will be
aversive. Such aversive events often entail dissatisfaction of human needs. As the
consequences of societal crises may put multiple needs at risk, it is reasonable to believe that
societal crises could be perceived as threatening. For example, unemployment is one possible
consequence of an economic crisis, which in turn may imply less income and lower self-
esteem (Fritsche et al., 2011). However, the threat that societal crises impose on people may
ultimately be a threat to people’s sense of control.

Fritsche et al. (2011) make a distinction between threat and challenge, with reference to
different perceptions of control. A situation is threatening to an individual if there is a sense of
lacking ability to affect situational outcome (Blascovich & Tomaka, 1996). Threat can



therefore be conceptualized as violation of perceived control. This is a severe violation
because a sense of control has shown to be important for humans. For example, people tend to
exaggerate their confidence in their own sense of control (Langer, 1975) and control has been
found to be associated with well-being (Skinner, 1996). From Pittman and Zeigler’s (2007)
review of motivational theories, the role of control as a human motive is prominent. With
reference to this, Fritsche et al. (2011) argues that control is a human need that people strive
to attain. Thus, when perceptions of control are threatened, people are motivated to restore it.
One important resource for gaining control is belonging to social groups.

The relationship between belonging to social groups and intergroup bias

From a social psychological perspective, humans are considered to be herd animals for whom
social groups are crucial. Social groups function as a tool for survival and as a resource to
satisfy psychological needs in general (Correll & Park, 2005). Affiliating to a group is
therefore a way of coping when the satisfaction of needs is being threatened. Group
membership can be especially important when the human need of control is threatened, since
groups tend to be perceived as homogenous agents which provide the individual with a sense
of control (Fritsche et al., 2011). In this context, a group’s homogeneity implies similarities
between group members in the sense that they share the same values and goals. Agency refers
to the group’s strive and power to live in accordance with these.

Fritsche et al. (2013) explain this tendency of relying on groups for control restoration with
reference to social identity, which conceptualizes the importance of social groups for defining
the self (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). When individuals identify with a group, traits and actions
can be ascribed from the group to the self (Turner & Hogg, 1987). For example, if a group has
power to control a situation, being a member of the group can make the individual feel in
control personally. Furthermore, when identifying with a positively evaluated group, the
individual is able to ascribe the group’s positive characteristics to the self and thereby
enhance the own self-image (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Since people essentially strive for a
positive self-image, they are inclined to evaluate their group favorably in comparison to
others. This may lead to intergroup bias, which encompasses both the tendency to favor one’s
own group (ingroup) and derogating other social outgroups (Hewstone et al., 2002). These
tendencies can be expressed in evaluations, i.e., evaluating the ingroup positively and the
outgroup negatively. In turn, emphasizing bias towards outgroups can increase the sense of
control of the own group (Fritsche et al., 2011, 2013).

Theoretical framework

The reasoning about the associations between threat, control, social groups, and intergroup
bias can be summarized by the model of group-based control restoration proposed by Fritsche
et al. (2011, 2013). This model claims that threat to control evokes group related bias, an
effect that is moderated by the individual’s situational degree of identification with the
ingroup as well as the ingroup’s homogeneity and agency. The model is used as a theoretical
framework for this study, although only the relationship between threat and bias in path (a)
will be investigated (see Figure 1).



Figure 1

Model of Group-Based Control Restoration
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Previous research on threat and bias
Research has provided empirical support for the relationship between perception of various
threats, intergroup bias, and related concepts.

Perceptions of threat in relation to economics and politics

Both economic and political threat has been associated with intergroup bias. Agroskin and
Jonas (2010) showed that cultural bias among Germans and Austrian participants was largely
attributable to lack of economic and political control. When specifically investigating the
economic threat of unemployment, Germans who perceived such a threat showed increased
intergroup bias between East and West Germans (Fritsche et al., 2013). Within a political
context, a recent study showed that Swedish voters tend to express intergroup bias towards
different party supporters (Renstrom et al., 2020). This tendency increased the more people
identified with their preferred political party and the more extreme left or right one identified
as. The tendency for mutual intergroup bias between different political groups is further
supported by a review of Crawford and Brandt (2020). Thus, both people of the political left
and right have been shown to express political intergroup bias. Another study specifically
investigated the effect of threat on political bias (Stollberg et al., 2017). Exposure to control
threat caused an increase in confirmation to ingroup norms when the ingroup was liberal.

Perceptions of threat in relation to war and gun violence

War and gun violence are life threatening phenomena, thus they can be interpreted as a form
of mortality salience. Fritsche et al. (2008) review evidence that mortality salience increases
ingroup identification, ingroup favoritism and conformity to ingroup norms. Similar studies
have shown that reminding people of their own mortality increased identification with the
ingroup and caused people to favor it (Castano & Dechesne, 2005; Harmon-Jones et al.,
1996). Thus, the perception of one's own mortality could ultimately be seen as a threat to
people's control over their life. Furthermore, from investigating the specific effects of war in
post-conflict societies in Georgia and Sierra Leone, Bauer et al. (2014) found an association
between exposure to war and ingroup favoritism. Namely, participants who had been exposed
to war showed stronger tendencies for egalitarian behavior that served the ingroup.

Perceptions of threat in relation to the pandemic and climate change

The threat effects of the pandemic and climate change are less researched, though some
studies have investigated this perspective. Jutzi et al. (2020) found a positive correlation
between COVID-19 threat and control restoration motivation. The authors also tested the



relationship between COVID-19 threat and ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation, both
correlational and experimental, but did not find a significant effect. However, they argue that
this could be due to the fact that in- and outgroups were defined in terms of political parties
rather than nationality. A common threat such as COVID-19 might unify otherwise opposing
political parties and thus mitigate intergroup bias between those groups. Regarding the threat
of climate change, Uhl et al. (2018) showed that climate change information caused stronger
cultural bias responses compared to neutral information. The authors explain this with
reference to the nature of climate change threat, which to great extent is beyond individual
control. L.e., the lack of control motivates symbolic defense strategies, such as cultural bias,
rather than direct defense strategies, such as pro-environmental behavior.

Control as a mediating factor between threat and bias

Several studies support the idea of control restoration as a mediating factor in the relationship
between threat and bias. Firstly, similarly to the mentioned correlation between COVID-19
threat and control restoration motivation (Jutzi et al., 2020), the connection between threat
and control was demonstrated in a cross-cultural study by Kashima et al. (2022). This study
found a positive correlation between perceived societal threat and control motivation and
among other motives in response to threat, control had the strongest association. Additionally,
in a series of experiments, Fritsche et al. (2008) provide evidence that the strive for control
restoration mediates the relationship between mortality salience and intergroup bias. Another
study by Fritsche et al. (2013) found a mediating effect of control in the relationship between
economic threat and intergroup bias. The results showed that participants who imagined being
involuntarily unemployed (no control) expressed stronger intergroup bias, in contrast to those
who imagined unemployment as voluntary (in control). In the same study project, Fritsche et
al. also controlled for uncertainty effects. Control and uncertainty perception did not interact,
indicating that their effects on bias are separate. Thus, the lack of control that followed from
threat and evoked intergroup bias could not be attributed to uncertainty.

Purpose of the study

This paper aims at broadening current research on threat and intergroup bias by exploring
several threats to society in the Swedish context. The purpose is to gain insight into how
societal crises could affect relations between groups within the same culture, specifically
during an election year when political group affiliation might be extra salient. The pandemic,
war, inflation, gun violence, climate change, and the Swedish political situation might
threaten people's sense of control since they imply inevitable consequences and an
unpredictable environment in general. Perceptions of threat could therefore motivate political
left- and right-wing supporters to gain control by favoring their ingroup and degrading their
outgroup. Additionally, there is a possibility that political orientation may be related to the
relationship between threat and bias. Different people may experience varying degrees of
threat from these societal crises and thus express various degrees of bias. Therefore, in a time
of recurring societal crises that would benefit from cooperation and togetherness, it is relevant
to investigate whether the opposite could be happening. For this purpose, this thesis examines
whether there is a relationship between perception of societal threats, political orientation, and
political intergroup bias. We expect the result to be in line with previous research, namely that
respondents who feel more threatened will report greater intergroup bias. In addition to our
main hypothesis, we intend to explore the association between political orientation
(participants’ identification with the political left vs. right) and intergroup bias. For
clarification, intergroup bias will henceforth refer to bias between political groups and
political orientation will refer to identification with either the left or right.



Method

Participants

The target population was left- and right-wing supporters within the Swedish population. A
total number of 179 individuals participated in the study, of which data from 149 individuals
was used for statistical analysis. This was due to a conclusion criterion of political orientation.
Of the respondents, 16.80% did not identify with neither left nor right and were excluded
from the sample. The remaining respondents consisted of 43.60% who identified with the
political right and 39.70% identified with the left. The purpose of this was to only examine
those who perceive the political left or right as their ingroup. All data reported will hereby be
based on this sample.

All participants were Swedes within the age range 18 through 83 (M =39.21, SD = 16.71).
Gender distribution consisted of 59.70% women and 40.30% men. No respondent chose the
option for other sexes. There were 20 Swedish cities represented with a majority of 75.80%
residing in Stockholm. Regarding occupation, 61.70% of participants were employed, 21.50%
were students, 0.70% were unemployed and 16.10% stated the option “other”. In order to
estimate the sample size needed for enabling significant results, a power analysis was
implemented via G*Power. A medium effect size of » = .30 was assumed because no previous
research with similar measurements could be found. Together with » = .30 we used power =
.80 and a 5% alpha level which resulted in the estimate of 67 participants. Thus, the study
exceeded the smallest recommended sample size. All respondents were sampled by
convenience sampling and informed consent was ensured.

Material

The participants submitted their data via an online survey. The survey contained two parts of
which the first was designed to measure perception of societal threats and the second to
measure intergroup bias. All items were based on established scales for threat perception or
ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation. The measurement of threat perception was based
on the Financial Threat Scale (FTS; Marjanovic et al., 2013). FTS is a five-item scale that
combines different threat measures and threat research into a broad measurement of
subjective perceptions of financial threat. For this study, FTS was translated and customized
to fit each societal crisis. In addition to the FTS-based items, three supplementary items were
created to capture the context specific threat perception of each societal crisis. Translated
examples of items are “How much do you worry about the war?” and “I fear that extreme
political opinions will increase in society” (see appendix). All items were answered on a five-
point Likert scale.

The latter part of the survey merged measures of ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation
into one unified test point representing intergroup bias. Thus, political intergroup bias was
operationalized as favorable evaluation of political ingroup (ingroup favoritism) and
unfavorable evaluation of political outgroup (outgroup derogation; see appendix). To
determine what each respondent’s political in- and outgroup were, respondents were asked to
state which political side they identify more with. This question was additionally used to
indicate political orientation. All respondents then evaluated left-wing and right-wing
supporters on one positive trait dimension (competent, responsible, generous, reasonable,
honest) and one negative trait dimension (selfish, cold, hostile, lazy, naive) using a 5-point
Likert scale (see appendix). Trait items were based on two different scales used in studies by
Lindeman (1997) respectively Giannakakis and Fritsche (2011). To get a uniform measure in
which high points indicate strong political intergroup bias, reversal was used on negative
evaluations of the ingroup and positive evaluation of the outgroup.



Prior to survey distribution, a pilot study was conducted in which three respondents
participated. A reliability analysis of the pilot study resulted in removal of 26 items in order to
abbreviate the survey and maximize the internal reliability of the test. After data collection,
another reliability analysis was made resulting in removal of an additional five items. The
final test used for statistical analysis contained 57 items. Of these, 39 items measured
perception of societal threat. For each societal threat, Cronbach’s alpha was .87 for pandemic,
.90 for war, .93 for climate change, .91 for gun violence, .91 for Swedish politics and .89 for
inflation. Furthermore, 18 items measured intergroup bias with a Cronbach’s alpha of .82.

For ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation separately, Cronbach's alpha was .72
respectively .71.

Procedure

The online survey was administered through Google Forms. All participants were sampled by
convenience sampling through social media and word of mouth. Before participation, the
respondents received written information about what the survey entailed and that it was
estimated to take 10 minutes to complete. The frontpage of the survey introduced the general
purpose, that the first part dealt with current societal issues and that the second part dealt with
Swedish politics. The participants were encouraged to answer truthfully, with emphasis on the
fact that there were no right or wrong responses. The responses were also described to be
anonymous as well as untraceable and voluntary participation was emphasized. Furthermore,
participation could easily be terminated at any time by closing the web browser. The survey
was open for participation for four weeks and was identical for all participants.

The first part contained 42 questions related to societal threats (pandemic, war, inflation, gun
violence, climate change and political situation). One threat at a time was presented through
seven questions each. When these were completed, participants were instructed to indicate
political identification with either the left, the right or none. The purpose of this was to make
ingroup and outgroup salient during the survey’s second part. The second part contained 10
items related to positive attributes and 10 items related to negative attributes. First, the
participants rated how well these attributes described people who sympathize with the
political left, and then the political right. The same positive and negative attributes were used
for evaluations of both groups. At the end of the survey, the purpose was described in further
detail. In order to not influence the answers and create bias, we chose to not clarify the
purpose of examining the relationship between perception of societal threats and political
intergroup bias until afterwards. Participation was approved by submitting the answers. The
survey ended with the opportunity to submit feedback.

Data analysis

The tool for analysis was IBM SPSS statistics (version 29). After exclusion of participants
who did not identify with the left or right, four reverse coding processes were applied in order
to compute a composite score for intergroup bias. We reversed the score of negative
evaluations of ingroups and positive evaluations of outgroups for both left- and right-wing
participants. The composite score for intergroup bias was then computed as the mean of all
items. In addition to this, we computed composite scores for perception of each societal
threat, again as the mean of all items related to each threat. In order to get an overview of
data, we conducted descriptive statistical analysis of threat perception, political orientation,
and intergroup bias. Correlation analyses using Pearson’s » were made between each societal
threat, political orientation, and intergroup bias. In addition to this, we controlled correlations
with demographic variables. Separate regression analyses were executed of Swedish political



threat and political orientation as independent variables and intergroup bias as the dependent
variable.

Results

Descriptive analysis

Descriptive analysis of each societal threat showed that climate change was perceived as most
threatening and the pandemic as least threatening among all participants (see Table 1). Left-
wing participants were most threatened by climate change and least threatened by gun
violence (see Table 1). For right-wing participants, the inflation was perceived as most
threatening and the Swedish political situation as least threatening (see Table 1). Thus, the
means of most threats were estimated around the middle of the Likert scale (minimum ratings
being 1, maximum ratings 5). However, some threats were indeed perceived as more
threatening than others. Among all participants, the mean for intergroup bias was M = 3.48
(SD = 0.51). Separate analyses of intergroup bias based on political orientation showed that
left-wing participants had a mean of M = 3.72 (SD = 0.47) and right-wing participants had a
mean of M = 3.26 (SD = 0.43). Thus, left-wing participants showed a tendency to be more
biased than right-wing participants.

Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations for Perception of Different Types of Societal Threats - Divided by
Political Supporters of the Left, Right and Total

Political left Political right Total

Variable M SD M SD M SD

Pandemic 2.50 0.71 2.39 0.94 2.45 0.84
War 2.84 0.83 2.81 0.93 2.82 0.88
Climate change 3.87 0.77 3.00 1.02 3.42 1.01
Gun violence 2.42 0.85 2.89 1.02 2.67 0.97
Swedish politics 3.45 0.79 2.31 0.82 2.86 0.99
Inflation 3.42 0.76 3.39 0.90 3.40 0.84

N =149



Correlational analysis

Pearson’s 7 correlation analyses were made between intergroup bias, political orientation and
perception of societal threats (see Table 2). The threats varied in correlation to each other, but
most were significantly correlated to medium extent. This indicates that they should indeed be
analyzed separately. Among the correlations between threats and intergroup bias, most were
insignificant. Only Swedish political threat was significantly correlated with intergroup bias (»
= .31, p <.001). In addition, political orientation correlated significantly with both intergroup
bias (r =-.45, p <.001) and Swedish political threat (» = -.58, p <.001). From controlling
correlations between demographic variables, we found that gender correlated significantly
with all threat types except inflation, indicating that women felt more threatened in general.
But no correlation was found between gender and intergroup bias. This gave us reason to
further analyze the association between Swedish political threat and intergroup bias as well as
the association between political orientation and intergroup bias. Therefore, we proceeded
with conducting linear regression analysis for these variables.

Table 2

Correlation Matrix of Various Variables

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Inter-group —
bias

2. Political - 45%* _
orientation *

3. Pandemic .00 -.07 -
threat

4. War threat .00 -.02 SrEe o —

5. Climate .13 -43**  30%* 3%k -
threat

6. Gun -.05 24%* A5%F% 40** .04 —
violence
threat

7. Swedish 31%* - 58%* 0 33k 3P k¥ A49%*  18%* -
political
threat

8. Inflation -.12 .86 31 41 14 5% 18%* -
threat (IT)

9. Age -.10 A1 A2 -.04 .04 22%% .06 -12 -
10. Gender® .02 -.10 Q33w 27w 23k Qokx 27k 12 03 -

N =149

* 0 = political left and 1 = political right
0 =men and 1 = women

*p<0.05 **p<0,01



Regression analysis

As predicted from the correlation analysis, linear regression showed that both Swedish
political threat (8 = 0.31, p <.001) and political orientation (8 = -.45, p <.001) were
significant predictors of intergroup bias (see Table 3). L.e., people who perceive a greater
perception of Swedish political threat are predicted to express more intergroup bias. Similarly,
greater expression of intergroup bias is predicted for people who identify with the political
left rather than the political right. The first regression model showed that 9% of the variance
in intergroup bias was explained by Swedish political threat. The second regression model
showed that political orientation explained 20% of the variance in intergroup bias. Thus,
political orientation had both a greater beta coefficient and explained more variance than
Swedish political threat. This indicates that political orientation has a stronger association
with intergroup bias than Swedish political threat, although both are meaningful.

Table 3
Regression Analysis of (1) Intergroup Bias and Swedish Political Threat and (2) Intergroup
Bias and Political Orientation

Variable Estimate SE p Adjusted R’
1. Swedish political threat 31 04 <001 .09
2. Political orientation * -45 .07 <.001 .20

N =149
* 0 = political left and 1 = political right

10



Discussion

The aim of this study was to investigate whether there was an association between perception
of societal threats, political orientation, and political intergroup bias. We expected a positive
correlation between threats and bias, but the results only supported this hypothesis with regard
to Swedish political threat. We found a positive, moderate correlation between Swedish
political threat and intergroup bias as well as between political orientation and intergroup
bias. Both Swedish political threat and political orientation were significant predictors of
intergroup bias, although political orientation had a stronger association with intergroup bias
than Swedish political threat. Thus, political orientation seems to be somewhat more
important in this relationship. Overall, data suggests that perception of Swedish political
threat might facilitate intergroup bias and that the political left are more prone to intergroup
bias than the political right.

Combined, these results point towards an interesting possible explanation, namely that
intergroup bias is moderated by the correspondence between type of threat and groups. As we
have seen, the Swedish political threat was the only threat that had association with political
intergroup bias. This could be because Swedish political threat comprises a direct threat from
the political outgroup in question. This correspondence between type of threat and groups can
be understood as collective threat, i.e., threat directed to the group (Fritsche et al., 2011).
Taken from this, it is reasonable to believe that other types of threat would show significant
association with other in- and outgroups, as long as they are perceived as collective threats.
For example, if the groups would have been measured as Swedes and Russians, the threat of
war might have been significantly associated with intergroup bias between those groups. This
explanation makes the lack of correlations between perception of other societal threats and
political intergroup bias reasonable, as the participants probably did not perceive collective
threat from the other threat types in relation to political groups. However, as we did not
measure perception of collective threat, we can only speculate regarding this idea of collective
threat as a moderating factor.

The moderating effect of collective threat on the association between threat and bias has
somewhat conflicting findings within this area of research. The reasoning that collective
threat has a moderating role is in line with previously mentioned research that showed an
association between national ingroup favoritism and exposure to war, which can be thought of
as a collective threat (Bauer et al., 2014). Similarly, the lack of association between political
intergroup bias and threat from COVID-19 in the study by Jutzi et al. (2020) could be
explained with reference to collective threat, as the threat was directed to the nation rather
than political groups (Jutzi et al., 2020). Another study of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict
showed that support for compromise decreased with increasing perceptions of collective
threat from the outgroup (Maoz & McCauley, 2009). However, the moderating effect of
collective threat conflicts with other mentioned findings of associations between bias and
threat that is not collective, for example cultural bias and economic and political threat
(Agroskin & Jonas, 2010), unemployment threat (Fritsche et al., 2013) and climate change
threat (Uhl et al., 2018).

The strong correlation between political orientation and Swedish political threat combined
with the stronger association between political orientation and intergroup bias points to the
fact that the political left might perceive more collective threat from the Swedish political
situation than the political right. A possible explanation could be the specific situational
context of the political left. As mentioned, groups are perceived as homogenous agents which
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gives them a sense of control. Individuals can ascribe the group’s control to themselves
through identifying with the group, especially as a compensation for lack of control.
However, the group-based control restoration model argues that when the group’s
homogeneity and agency are threatened, as is the case of collective threat, this also threatens
the individual's resource for control restoration, which has been argued to evoke stronger
intergroup bias (Fritsche et al., 2011; 2013). This might be the case for the political left. The
political left recently lost power to the political right in the last Swedish election, which
arguably is a strong threat to their agency. It could also be the case that the homogeneity of
the political left is threatened, especially as the Swedish parliament collaborations has become
increasingly unstable in the last years. However, as similar instability has occurred among the
political right, differences in threat to homogeneity is probably not a crucial explanator.

The idea that the political left might perceive greater collective threat from the Swedish
political situation and thereby express more intergroup bias is supported by previous research.
As mentioned, Fritsche et al. (2013) showed that threat to a group’s homogeneity and agency
caused stronger biased reactions. In a series of experiments that manipulated the agency and
homogeneity of German students and a human rights organization, they showed that bias
following threat from mortality salience and lack of control was largely dependent on
perceptions of the group’s agency and homogeneity. In addition, the results further support
previously mentioned evidence that both the political left and right are prone to express
political intergroup bias (Renstrom et al., 2020; Crawford & Brandt, 2020; Stollberg et al.,
2017). This contradicts traditional reasoning of conservatives to be more prejudiced than
liberals, which Crawford and Brandt (2020) explains with reference to emerging research on
different target groups. For example, when “high status, conservative and conventional
groups” are studied, liberals are equally prejudiced as conservatives are against opposite
target groups (Crawford & Brandt, 2020). Our results could be interpreted as an intrinsic
tendency for the political left to be more biased than the right, which would further contradict
traditional reasoning. However, as explained, it is our belief that the left’s stronger tendency
for intergroup bias is attributable to greater collective threat to the agency of the political left.
Thus, it seems that political bias to some extent may depend on the situational context.

However, as only 9 through 20% of intergroup bias was explained, this points to the fact that
other factors affect intergroup bias. One factor is probably various degrees of identification
with the political ingroup. Supporting the group-based control restoration model, Fritsche et
al. (2013) have shown that stronger identification with an ingroup causes more intergroup bias
in response to threat. However, the political left and right is a rather heterogeneous group
division in a Swedish context, with multiple political parties included in both groups. Some
even argue that the relevance of the left-right economic spectrum has decreased in order for
new, more nuanced political dimensions to gain attention (Sveriges Television, 2018). This
mirrors both the heterogeneity within the traditional divisions of left and right parties as well
as the demand for greater nuance. Therefore, it is likely that the participants’ degree of
identification with the left and right varied, causing various degrees of political intergroup
bias in response to threat. Another factor that could affect the association between threat and
bias is personality. For example, the trait of neuroticism has been associated with proneness
for negative emotions (Costa & McCrae, 1992). With this disposition, it is possible that
neurotic people also are more prone to threat as threat can be thought of as a negative
emotion, without necessarily expressing more intergroup bias. If that is the case, various
degrees of neuroticism could account for the variation in intergroup bias.
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Strengths of the study

The collection of data took place shortly after the 2022 Swedish parliamentary election in a
complex political landscape. This makes investigating in- and outgroups in the form of
Swedish political groups relevant. Bias between political groups might also be less sensitive
to social desirability than other sorts of intergroup bias. In political debates, it is generally
accepted to criticize opponents with reference to political position which could make negative
evaluations of political outgroups easier to express. This would probably not be as accepted if
respondents were asked to evaluate groups based on e.g., ethnicity or gender. The anonymity
of the online survey could also be considered beneficial when measuring sensitive subjects
such as intergroup bias, since it increases the possibility of honest responses.

Prior to conducting the survey, reliability analysis was made based on data collected during a
pilot study. After refining the scales and excluding certain items that negatively affected
reliability, analysis indicated the scales for perception of societal threats and intergroup bias
to measure the constructs sufficiently. Our operationalization of intergroup bias is further
supported by previous research that has conceptualized intergroup bias in terms of ingroup
favoritism and outgroup derogation (Hewstone et al., 2002) as well as the empirically tested
scales that we based the measurement of intergroup bias upon (Lindeman, 1997; Giannakakis
& Fritsche, 2011). In addition, investigating several societal threats is a way of increasing the
possibility of capturing a larger number of individuals who perceive threat. The data namely
showed that respondents feel threatened by different things — some perceive severe threat of
climate change but are seemingly unbothered by the increase in gun violence. In this way,
including several possible sources of threat becomes an advantage.

Limitations of the study

Causation cannot be assumed since the found associations were analyzed as correlations and
regressions. Though, it is likely that political orientation and Swedish political threat cause
intergroup bias due to findings in previous experimental studies. Despite these previous
findings, it is possible that causation of the variables in our study occurs in the opposite
direction, is of circular character or is caused by extraneous variables, such as personality
traits.

Further limitations regard restriction of range as the observed data did not cover the entire
range of interest. The sample lacked participants who indicated extremely low levels of
intergroup bias and extremely high levels of pandemic threat. This could have partially
contributed to the lack of correlation between perception of societal threats and political
intergroup bias. Additionally, the participants were not very threatened in general, although
some threats indeed were perceived as rather threatening. This raises the question whether we
can draw accurate correlational conclusions based on threat perception in this study,
something that probably would require a sample that represents more people who really do
feel threatened. Another limitation is that we did not control statistical assumptions for our
analyzes, such as normal distribution, outliers, and homoscedasticity. This may limit our
possibilities to draw accurate conclusions from our analyzes.

Moreover, we might have problems with external and internal validity. Since we used
convenience sampling, our sample is not representative for the Swedish population and we
have limited possibilities to generalize our results. In our sample, a majority of the
participants were women around the age of 30 living in Stockholm, which indicates restricted
external validity. Limitations in internal validity problems are mainly associated with the
choice of self-assessment as a method. Possible sources of internal validity problems are
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personality traits and social desirability. As mentioned, people who are high on the
neuroticism personality dimension might be prone to stronger perceptions of threat. So,
regarding perceived societal threat, we cannot be sure if we measure actual threat perception
or neuroticism. Self-assessment as a method for data collection is especially problematic
because of social desirability bias, i.e., the tendency to respond in a way that feels socially
acceptable. In general, people do not want to appear biased. Thus, even though political
intergroup bias probably is less sensitive to social desirability than other kinds of intergroup
bias, we cannot be entirely sure if we measure people’s actual bias or their desire to appear
unbiased.

Further validity problems exist regarding ingroups and outgroups. We can theorize whether
we would have obtained a different result if we defined ingroups and outgroups in terms of
acquaintances. A group can be defined in many different ways, such as two or more
individuals that are connected by and within relationships (Forsyth, 2018). This means that
one person often belongs to several groups simultaneously. A person can have ingroups that
are superior to their political ingroup, therefore the political intergroup bias might be
mitigated. For example, if a participant has friends who sympathize with the political left, the
participant might express bias in favor of the left even if he or she personally identifies with
the opposite political wing. Through our operationalization of intergroup bias, we would
interpret this as a low degree of bias since it is not favoring the political ingroup even though
a different kind of group bias is prominent. As a result, validity of responses could become
affected.

We might also have some reliability issues. As social desirability effects may vary
unsystematically within the sample, this could also limit reliability. Some participants
constitute friends and family who, due to relationships with the authors, may be especially
prone to social desirability despite their anonymity. This could generate inaccurate and
misleading results. Furthermore, our operationalization of political in- and outgroups also has
limited reliability. The way of assigning in- and outgroups to participants in terms of
identification with the political left and right is problematic because these are heterogeneous
groups. As mentioned, both the left and the right consist of subgroups in the form of political
parties, all of which participants may not identify with. This might make it difficult for
participants to choose political identification with either left or right, which was confirmed by
feedback from a few participants. For example, some may identify more with the right
ideologically, but not with the right’s current interparty collaboration that includes the
Sweden Democrats. This may give rise to different interpretations in what constitutes the
political left and right. No control questions were asked about what the participants' political
identification further meant according to themselves, which imposes a potential reliability
problem.

Regarding operationalization of political orientation, we have validity and reliability
problems. As explained, political orientation was measured through one single item asking
participants to state which political group they identify with. Psychological constructs are
preferably operationalized through multiple indicators in order to minimize measurement
errors. Thus, political orientation can have both validity and reliability problems that we have
not controlled for. This is a severe problem since we used political orientation in our
regression analysis. In order for predictions to be meaningful, it should not include inadequate
measurements. This raises the question about the accuracy of the conclusions we draw from
this analysis.

14



The assumption of control as a mediating factor provides a theoretical limitation. As has been
stated, we assume that control mediates the relationship between threat perception and
intergroup bias in line with previous research (Fritsche et al., 2008; 2011; 2013). However, as
we did not investigate control effects in this study, we cannot be sure that this is the case.
Another possible underlying mechanism is uncertainty. Although Fritsche et al. (2013)
showed that control effects on threat and bias are separate from uncertainty effects, they did
find that uncertainty also had a mediating effect on threat and bias. Thus, both lack of control
and uncertainty could be involved in the found association between Swedish political threat,
political orientation, and intergroup bias.

Ethical discussion

The study may have some ethical issues that are relevant to remark on. Although informed
consent was cautiously emphasized, we were unable to inform about the specifics of the
study’s purpose prior to participation without risking unwanted bias effects. Therefore, the
purpose was explained before final submission at the end of the survey. This might make an
ethical problem since the respondents could have felt misled. However, as the participants had
the option of withdrawing their participation after the purpose was revealed, the ethical issue
is mitigated. Additionally, both societal threats and political bias can be subjects of sensitive
character. Asking questions about several crises that are currently threatening society could
possibly remind the respondent of the problematic time we are living in and thus making the
respondent feel more threatened after participation. Similarly, questions about political group
evaluations may prime for political stereotypes that the participants normally do not think
about. But these ethical issues could be mitigated by increased self-awareness, as feedback
from several participants stated that the survey led them to critically reflect on their threat
perception and tendency for political intergroup bias.

Directions for future research

Future research should further investigate the association between Swedish political threat,
political orientation, and political intergroup bias, as this study to our knowledge is the only
one that has examined this specific relationship. Therefore, it is of interest to know if the
findings can be replicated and extended. In doing so, we recommend controlling for degree of
identification with political groups and personality traits such as neuroticism, as these factors
are possible explanations of the unexplained variation in intergroup bias. In addition, we also
encourage control for uncertainty and control effects, in order to see if the need for feeling in
control can be rightfully thought of as a mediating factor (Fritsche et al., 2011, 2013).
Experimental studies would be beneficial for this purpose. As our results could be interpreted
to support a moderating effect of collective threat, of which the importance is disagreed upon
in previous research, we recommend that future research investigate this further. This can be
done through either controlling for collective threat perceptions in a political context or
investigating other corresponding types of threat and groups.

In addition, future research could investigate gender differences in the association between
threat and bias. Although we found no significant effect of gender on intergroup bias in the
regression analysis, it is possible that gender differences exist in the combination of threat and
bias. This seems likely considering that the correlation analysis showed that gender correlated
with threat perception as women were more threatened, but not with intergroup bias. If
women were equally biased in response to threat as men, we should have seen that gender
also correlated with intergroup bias. As this was not the case, future research could explore
whether men and women react with different degrees of intergroup bias in response to threat.
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It would also be interesting to further investigate the relationship between threat perception
and ingroup favoritism and intergroup bias as separate constructs. Explorative analysis
showed that they somewhat differed in both the correlation and regression analysis with
Swedish political threat and political orientation. This might indicate that ingroup favoritism
and outgroup derogation does not equally contribute to the conceptualization of intergroup
bias. That is, it is possible that the two components of intergroup bias are in fact different and
should not be operationalized as one construct.

As was shown, out of all societal threats, only Swedish political threat showed to be
associated with intergroup bias. This is a result that can be interpreted in an optimistic way.
The lack of associations between other threats and intergroup bias indicates that there is still
some trust between left- and right-wing supporters in Sweden. I.e., participants did not seem
to be polarized to the extent that they generalize threats and blame political outgroups for all
societal crises. These results therefore suggest that Sweden might not be as polarized as we
believed. This is in line with emerging research on polarization in Sweden, which shows that
the general discourse tends to exaggerate the degree of polarization (Frisk, 2022). A
suggestion for future research is therefore to make further investigations in a more politically
polarized country, such as the USA. According to a study by Levi et al. (2020) the
polarization has increased the most in the USA since the late 1970’s amongst eight other
examined countries, including Sweden. This makes the USA an interesting context for further
examinations of accumulated threat perception and political intergroup bias.

Considering the severeness of the societal crises that the world and Sweden has faced
recently, it is plausible that intergroup bias is only one of many possible psychological
consequences. The impact of multiple threats succeeding each other, with limited time for
adaptation, could therefore also be examined in relation to other responses, such as depression
and exhaustion syndrome. This could be further investigated in order to better understand the
impact of multiple societal crises.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this study aimed at exploring the relationship between perception of societal
threats, political orientation and intergroup bias expressed among political groups in Sweden.
When looking at perception of societal threats, our results showed correlation only between
Swedish political threat and intergroup bias. Further investigation generated the insight that
threat perception from the Swedish political situation predicted intergroup bias. Though, the
most important predictor was shown to be political orientation, as the political left showed
greater tendency for political intergroup bias than the political right. These findings give
insight into what might divide us, which can be important in order to counteract intergroup
conflict in a situation where we probably could handle crises more effectively as a united

group.
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Appendix

Enkétunders6kning

Den hér enkéten beror aktuella samhéllsfragor och svensk politik. Enkéten ingar i en
kandidatuppsats i psykologi vid Stockholms universitet. Den tar ca 10 min att besvara.

Den forsta delen handlar om aktuella samhaéllsfragor och den andra delen handlar om svensk
politik. Forsok svara sanningsenligt. Det finns inga ritt eller fel svar.

- Skattningarna &r anonyma och vi kommer inte kunna hérleda dina svar till dig
- Deltagandet &r frivilligt och du kan avbryta nédr som helst genom att stainga webbfonstret
- Genom att skicka in dina svar godkdnner du ditt deltagande i undersdkningen

Stort tack for din medverkan!

Kontakt vid fragor:

Julia Langenius, xX(@xx.Xx
Isabelle Werner, Xxx@xx.xx
Elin Berglund, xx@xx.xx

Bakgrund

Alder:
(Fritext)

Kon:
o Man
o Kvinna
o Annat

Sysselséttning:
o Studerar
o Arbetar
o Arbetslos
o Annat

Stad:
(Fritext)
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Del 1: Aktuella samhillsfragor
Pandemi

Ange hur du kdnner kring COVID-19-pandemin genom att skatta hur vdl féljande pdstdenden
stammer in pd dig:

Om folkhdlsomyndigheten aterigen skulle klassa COVID-19 som samhillsfarlig sjukdom
skulle jag kdnna mig orolig.

Instimmer inte alls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag tycker det ér viktigt att f6lja folkhdlsomyndighetens rekommendationer.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Jag ér orolig for att ndgon 1 min nérhet ska bli smittad av COVID-19.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kinner kring COVID-19-pandemin genom att svara pd foljande fragor:

Hur riskfylld kdnns pandemin for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfylld

Hur hotad kénner du dig av pandemin?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig fér pandemin?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tdnker du pd pandemin?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Kriget i Ukraina

Ange hur du kdnner kring kriget i Ukraina genom att skatta hur vdl foljande pastienden
stammer in pd dig:

Jag ér orolig for att kriget i Ukraina ska leda till krig i Sverige.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Jag kinner mig otrygg pa grund av kriget.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag oroar mig for de konsekvenser kriget skulle kunna innebéra.
Instimmer intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kinner kring kriget i Ukraina genom att svara pd foljande frdagor:

Hur riskfyllt kénns kriget for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfyllt
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Hur hotad kédnner du dig av kriget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig for kriget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tinker du pa kriget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Klimatférindringar

Ange hur du kinner kring klimatfordndringar genom att skatta hur vdl foljande pastienden
stammer in pd dig:

Jag ér orolig for hur klimatforandringarna kommer paverka kommande generationer.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag tycker det ér viktigt att gora vad man kan for att minska klimatpdverkan.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag ér orolig for att andra inte ska forstd hur allvarliga klimatforandringarna ar.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kinner kring klimatfordndringar genom att svara pd foljande fragor:

Hur riskfyllt kéinns klimatforandringarna for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfyllt

Hur hotad kénner du dig av klimatfoérandringarna?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig for klimatforandringarna?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tdnker du pa klimatforandringarna?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Skjutvapenvéld

Ange hur du kdnner kring vapenvdldet i Sverige genom att skatta hur vil foljande pastienden
stammer in pd dig:

Jag ar orolig for de konsekvenser det 6kade vapenvéldet skulle kunna innebéra.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instdmmer helt

Jag ér radd for att ndgon jag bryr mig om ska hamna i en skottlossning.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt
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Jag ér orolig for att vistas i1 vissa omraden pd grund av det 6kade vapenvaldet.
Instimmer intealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kinner kring vapenvdldet i Sverige genom att svara pd foljande frdagor:

Hur riskfyllt kéinns vapenvaldet {for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfyllt

Hur hotad kédnner du dig av vapenvaldet?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig for vapenvaldet?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tdnker du pa vapenvaldet?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Svensk politik

Ange hur du kinner kring det politiska ldget i Sverige genom att skatta hur vdl foljande
pdstdenden stimmer in pd dig:

Jag upplever att den svenska demokratin &r hotad.
Instimmer intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag dr radd for att extrema politiska asikter ska oka i samhallet.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Jag ér orolig for hur den svenska politiken kommer att utvecklas.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kdnner kring det politiska ldget i Sverige genom att svara pd foljande fragor:

Hur riskfyllt kéinns det svenska politiska ldget for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfyllt

Hur hotad kédnner du dig av det svenska politiska laget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig for det svenska politiska ldget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tidnker du pa det svenska politiska laget?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket
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Inflation

Ange hur du kdnner kring inflationen i Sverige genom att skatta hur vil féljande pdstdenden
stammer in pd dig:

Jag tror att inflationen kommer paverka min privatekonomi negativt.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5 Instimmer helt

Jag upplever att jag har kontroll 6ver min ekonomiska framtid.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Jag ér orolig for vilka konsekvenser inflationen kan innebara.
Instimmerintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Instimmer helt

Ange hur du kinner kring inflationen i Sverige genom att svara pd foljande fragor:

Hur riskfylld kdnns inflationen for dig?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt riskfylld

Hur hotad kénner du dig av inflationen?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt hotad

Hur mycket oroar du dig for inflationen?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket

Hur mycket tdnker du pa inflationen?
Intealls 1 2 3 4 5 Vildigt mycket
Del 2: Svensk politik
Inom svensk politik identifierar jag mig mer med
(Vilj det alternativ du lutar mest at)

o Hogern

o Vinstern

o Inget av alternativen

Skatta hur vdl foljande egenskaper beskriver personer som sympatiserar med vinstern:

Kompetenta
Beskriverintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Beskriver véldigt vil

Ansvarsfulla
Beskriverintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Beskriver véldigt vil

Generosa
Beskriverintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Beskriver véldigt vil

Fornuftiga
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Beskriver inte alls

Arliga
Beskriver inte alls

Sjilviska
Beskriver inte alls

Kalla
Beskriver inte alls

Fientliga
Beskriver inte alls

Lata
Beskriver inte alls

Naiva
Beskriver inte alls

Skatta hur vl foljande egenskaper beskriver personer som sympatiserar med hogern:

Kompetenta
Beskriver inte alls

Ansvarsfulla
Beskriver inte alls

Generosa
Beskriver inte alls

Fornuftiga
Beskriver inte alls

Arliga
Beskriver inte alls

Sjilviska
Beskriver inte alls

Kalla
Beskriver inte alls

Fientliga
Beskriver inte alls

Lata
Beskriver inte alls

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél

Beskriver véldigt vél
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Naiva
Beskriverintealls 1 2 3 4 5  Beskriver véldigt vil

Avslutning

Syftet med denna undersdkning var att undersoka sambandet mellan upplevelsen av
samhéllshot och politisk intergroup bias (tendensen att tycka béttre om sin egen grupp och
samre om andra grupper). For att inte paverka svaren har vi valt att fortydliga syftet har i
efterhand.

For att godkénna att vi anvénder dina svar - klicka pa skicka/submit nedan.
Tack!

Eventuella synpunkter:
(Fritext)
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