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Previous research indicates that people who are highly identified with their groups tend to
remain committed to them under threat. This study examines the generalizability of this effect
to (a) a real-life context involving the perception that others view the ingroup (Australians) as
intolerant of minorities and (b) various dimensions of social identification. The sample
comprised 213 respondents to a random mail survey. Perceived threat was inversely related to
self-stereotyping (i.e. perceptions of self-ingroup similarity), but only for individuals with weak
subjective ties to other group members. Threat perceptions were also predictive of enhanced
judgments of within-group variability on threat-relevant dimensions, particularly for individuals
with weaker ingroup ties. Various strategies for coping with a threatened social identity are
linked to different facets of social identification.
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JUST as people feel pride in the victories and
accomplishments of their social groups (e.g.
Cialdini et al., 1976; Wann & Branscombe,
1990), they feel the sting and shame of the more
ignominious moments of the collective (e.g.
Doosje, Branscombe, Spears, & Manstead,
1998). This highlights the importance of group
membership in shaping self-conception and
self-evaluation (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). It is also
true, however, that a given group will hold
greater psychological significance for some

members than for others, and there is abundant
evidence that these highly identified individuals
perceive and respond to group-relevant events
in predictably different ways (e.g. Doosje &
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Ellemers, 1997). In this study, we investigated
the interactive effects of social identity and
perceived threat with a focus on two central
issues: (a) the type of strategy taken in response
to threat, and (b) the particular aspects of social
identification that moderate responses to threat.

Social identity and threat

Social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel &
Turner, 1979) assumes that people strive to
maintain positive self-esteem. Because groups
contribute not only to self-definition but also to
self-evaluation, people’s affiliation with and
psychological attachment to their ingroups is
one important way in which self-esteem is regu-
lated. Tajfel and Turner (1979) specified a
number of strategies available (depending on
the nature and subjective judgments of the
relevant intergroup context) to people with
less-than-satisfactory social identities, ranging
from individual behaviors such as dissociating
oneself from or leaving the group, to collective
strategies such as evaluating the ingroup in rela-
tively positive terms on status-irrelevant dimen-
sions or competing directly with a higher-status
outgroup.

Threats to the content and value of group
membership are distinguished in social identity
theory (see also Breakwell, 1983), such that
social identity may be threatened if the ingroup
is compared to an outgroup that is highly
similar or that challenges the ingroup’s superi-
ority on a relevant dimension (Tajfel, 1978;
Turner & Brown, 1978; van Knippenberg,
1989). More recently, Branscombe, Ellemers,
Spears, and Doosje (1999) presented an elabor-
ated taxonomy that indicates two distinct types
of value threat: (a) threats to the competence
of the group (e.g. issues of relative worth,
performance, or status), and (b) threats to
collective morality, which we examined in the
present study.

Nations often fall under the shadow of the
perceived immorality of their collective
behavior. Sometimes group morality is
impugned by how one nation treats another
(e.g. during war, occupation, or colonization),
but often perceptions of morality reflect how a

country treats its own members, particularly
those who are relatively powerless, stigmatized,
or otherwise disenfranchised (e.g. members of
visible minority groups). As Branscombe et al.
(1999) noted, threats implicating morality are
somewhat unique because their origin is not
necessarily external (e.g. discrimination by
outgroup members); rather, they often reflect
the real or perceived actions of ingroup
members themselves. Still, people are especially
sensitive to criticism that comes from outside
the group (Hornsey, Oppes, & Svensson, 2002),
so their perception of what others believe to be
true is likely to be of some importance. In
recent years such concerns have arisen among
citizens of western democratic countries in
which extreme right-wing political elements
have achieved some measure of success, includ-
ing Austria, France, and the Netherlands.

In this study, we focused on the threat per-
ceived by some Australians following the
success of the One Nation party in the state of
Queensland. Led by erstwhile political inde-
pendent Pauline Hanson, One Nation distin-
guished itself with a populist platform that
called for reduced Asian immigration and an
end to benefits for Aboriginal peoples and to
multiculturalism. One particularly acute
outcome of the initial success of One Nation,
which received almost one-quarter of the vote
in the Queensland state election of June 1998,1

was the concern that the international repu-
tation of Australia was damaged by the racist
sentiments associated with the party—a fear, in
other words, that ‘Australia became typecast
abroad by Hanson’ (P. Kelly, 1998, p. 95; see
also Duck, Lalonde, & Weiss, 2003; Kennedy,
1998). We addressed a number of ways in which
people might respond to this threat, and the
extent to which such responses are predictable
as a function of the nature and strength of
national identification.

Responding to social identity threat

A number of options are available to a group
member with a threatened social identity. We
focus on two strategies that correspond to our
measured criteria: (a) distancing oneself from
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the group, and (b) altering perceptions of
group variability.

Perceptions of similarity between self and
group: ‘I’m not like them’
According to social identity theory (Tajfel &
Turner, 1979), individuals may cope with a
negative social identity by engaging in ‘social
mobility’ strategies that involve a dissociation of
self from the group (e.g. succeeding on one’s
own merits). Although these might sometimes
entail concealing or disavowing group member-
ship, such options are often neither possible
nor desirable in the context of enduring real-
life group memberships rooted in biology,
culture, and/or demography. Alternatively,
individuals can distance themselves from the
group by perceiving themselves as different
from other ingroup members (‘I’m not like
them’). One index of psychological distance
between self and group is self-stereotyping; that is,
the extent to which individuals perceive them-
selves in terms of group-defining attributes.
This perception is important from the perspec-
tive of self-categorization theory (Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987)
because it corresponds to the ‘depersonaliza-
tion’ of self-conception underlying group and
intergroup behavior.

Self-stereotyping presents a number of possi-
bilities with respect to maintaining a positive
social identity or attenuating the psychological
implications of a negative one. Simon, Pantaleo,
and Mummendey (1995), for example, found
that people tended to emphasize self-ingroup
similarities on positive traits and self-
ingroup differences on negative traits. Accord-
ingly, the need for positive self-esteem might
lead to decreased levels of self-stereotyping
when the ingroup’s image is negative or when
social identity is otherwise threatened. However,
previous research has demonstrated that this
tendency is moderated by an important
variable: the strength of group identification. In
a series of experiments in which threat to group
status and distinctiveness was manipulated,
Spears, Doosje, and Ellemers (1997) found not
only that self-stereotyping was more evident for
high identifiers than for low identifiers, but also

that this was particularly apparent in high-threat
conditions. Thus, whereas low identifiers
tended to disassociate from the group (by
viewing themselves as less similar to the group)
if the collective position was rendered insecure
in some way, high identifiers were likely to
maintain or even enhance their level of self-
stereotyping in the face of threat.

But if group members opt to remain psycho-
logically committed to the group, then what
can they do to repair their threatened identi-
ties? Previous work has pointed to a number of
variously subtle and creative strategies, which
relate to how the group is perceived by its
members.

Perceptions of variability: ‘We’re not all like
that’
One fairly direct response to social identity
threat of the type we focus on in this study—
that is, the perception that others believe the
group to have a negative trait (intolerance)—is
to deny or counter the implication (‘We’re not
like that’). A strategy of denial, however,
becomes tenuous when the source of the threat
or the nature of the threatening information
cannot be easily dismissed. An alternative and
more subtle route to an enhanced personal or
social identity involves emphasizing differences
among group members (‘We’re not all like
that’; Doosje, Spears, & Koomen, 1995; Doosje
et al., 1998; Lee & Ottati, 1995).2 This has two
potential consequences. First, the ‘dilution’
conferred by perceived heterogeneity allows
individuals to avoid any implication that such
negative information applies to them (Doosje,
Ellemers, & Spears, 1995; Doosje, Spears, &
Koomen, 1995). Thus, it has been suggested
that emphasizing group heterogeneity is an
individualistic strategy that puts psychological
distance between the self and the group
(Doosje, Ellemers, & Spears, 1995). This is con-
sistent with evidence that perceptions of group
heterogeneity increase for low identifiers when
group membership is threatened (Doosje,
Ellemers, & Spears, 1995), and the accompany-
ing notion that low identifiers are apt to let the
group ‘fall apart’ (Doosje & Ellemers, 1997)
when it is challenged in some way. Alternatively,
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exaggerating ingroup variability can function in
certain contexts as a collective strategy, as
opposed to a self-serving one, by downplaying
the extent to which ingroup members share a
negative trait (Doosje, Spears, & Koomen,
1995). This interpretation is consistent with
Doosje et al.’s (1998) finding that high (and
not low) identifiers perceived more within-
group variability when they were given ambigu-
ous information referring to their nation’s
historically negative treatment of another
country. Finally, there is additional evidence
(Lee & Ottati, 1995) that the protection of
social identity via perceptions of variability does
not necessarily occur in a global fashion, but
rather varies according to the relationship of
specific traits to the nature of the threat. The
‘variability strategy’ (Doosje, Spears, &
Koomen, 1995), for example, is likely to be
particularly effective when ingroup hetero-
geneity is highlighted along dimensions that
are specifically relevant to the threat (e.g.
‘We’re not all prejudiced’).

Thus, emphasizing differences within the
group can serve to protect against threat in one
of two ways: it can allow low identifiers to ‘save
themselves’ by diluting the personal impli-
cations of the threatening information (an
individualistic strategy akin to decreased self-
stereotyping), and it can allow high identifiers
to ‘save the group’ by protecting the image of
the group as a whole (a collective strategy).
These two routes to a more positive personal or
social identity imply different expectations
about who will respond to threat, and in what
way(s), and it is one of the aims of the present
study to address this issue.

Rationale for this study

In summary, previous experimental research
indicates some consistent patterns with respect
to responses to threatened social identity: low
identifiers tend to disassociate from the group,
whereas high identifiers are more likely to ‘stick
together’ and engage in collective responses
when the group is threatened (Doosje &
Ellemers, 1997; Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje,
1997; Spears et al., 1997). There remain,

however, a number of points of ambiguity. First,
whereas most prior research has the advantage
of experimental manipulations of threat (and
sometimes social identification; e.g. Ellemers et
al., 1997) that enable the establishment of
cause and effect relations between threat,
identity, and various outcomes, the extent to
which such relationships generalize to natural-
istic threats to social identity—where such
threats are likely to be more fluid and diffuse
than in laboratory contexts—is unclear.
Second, threats involving the perceived
immorality of the group have received much
less research attention than threats associated
with collective incompetence. It is therefore of
interest to further investigate whether people
respond to different threats to the value of
social identity in similar ways. Third, Spears et
al. (1997) suggested that self-stereotyping and
perceptions of variability function as parallel
identity management strategies (i.e. that
decreased self-stereotyping and exaggerated
intragroup variability both reflect attempts to
distance the self from the group when social
identity is threatened) but apparently no study
has investigated both responses simultaneously.
Moreover, there is some indication, as noted
above, that enhanced perceptions of ingroup
variability can also serve collective motivations
that arise from a need for positive social identity
(Doosje et al., 1998). To date, then, it is not
entirely clear when high identifiers will tend to
enhance the variability as opposed to the homo-
geneity of the ingroup.

A final issue that defines our present
approach concerns the nature of social identity
itself. Specifically, while previous research on
responses to group-related threat has high-
lighted the importance of social identification
as a moderator variable (Doosje & Ellemers,
1997; Spears et al., 1997; Spears, Doosje, &
Ellemers, 1999), it has operationalized the
latter variable in unidimensional terms.
Although this is typical in social identity
research, recent work has indicated that a
multifactor conception of social identification
may be more appropriate (Cameron, 2004;
Cameron & Lalonde, 2001; Deaux, 1996;
Ellemers, Kortekaas, & Ouwerkerk, 1999;
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Jackson, 2002; Jackson & Smith, 1999). Given
this, we suggest that distinguishing between
specific facets of national identification will
enhance the prediction of responses to social
identity threat.

Three factors of social identity
Although various multidimensional models of
social identification have been proposed, there
appears to be some convergence between at
least three recent measures (Cameron, 2004;
Ellemers et al., 1999; Jackson, 2002), each of
which specifies three factors and makes some
distinction between cognitive, evaluative, and
emotional facets (cf. Tajfel, 1978). One of these
models (Cameron, 2004) has been systemati-
cally validated across a number of social groups,
and specifies the following components: (a) cen-
trality, which reflects the prominence of the
group in self-conception and thought, (b)
ingroup ties, or the perceived bond and belong-
ingness that individuals feel with other group
members, and (c) ingroup affect, which reflects
the positivity of feelings derived from group
membership, and which is conceptually similar
to private collective self-esteem (Luhtanen &
Crocker, 1992).

One advantage of measurement of social
identification along multiple dimensions is that
various group-relevant beliefs and behaviors
may be specifically predicted by one or more of
its facets (e.g. Cameron, 2001; Cameron &
Lalonde, 2001; Ellemers et al., 1999; Jackson,
2002). We expected such specificity in the
present case for two reasons. First, given the
affective nature of threat, we anticipated that
correspondingly emotional aspects of social
identification would be implicated. Second,
and more specifically, if ingroup ties reflect
individual-level perceptions of group cohesion,
or the extent to which people perceive them-
selves to be ‘stuck to’ their group (cf. Bollen &
Hoyle, 1990), then this dimension of social
identity should be particularly important in
predicting who is likely to ‘stick with’ their
group (cf. Ellemers et al., 1997) when it is chal-
lenged. In other words, we propose that the
‘die-hard’ group members (cf. Wann &
Branscombe, 1990) can be characterized

specifically in terms of their strong subjective ties
to others in the group, whereas ‘fair-weather’
group members will likely untie their already
loose bonds to the group when it is threatened.

Hypotheses
To summarize, the rationale for this study is
twofold: (a) to examine interactions between
social identification and naturalistic threat—
the fear that one’s nation is perceived to
condone prejudice—with respect to two
strategies of identity management (self-
stereotyping and perceptions of group varia-
bility), and (b) to determine the specificity of
threat-related effects vis-a-vis particular aspects
of social identity. Finally, unlike most previous
studies of reactions to social identity threat, in
which self-stereotyping or perceptions of vari-
ability were assessed in global terms (e.g. Spears
et al., 1997), we examined responses as they
occurred with respect to several dimensions:
(a) positive ingroup stereotypic traits, (b)
positive nonstereotypic traits, and (c) threat-
specific attributes (e.g. intolerant). This
allowed us to assess both the generality and
specificity of identity management strategies
across various ingroup and threat-relevant
dimensions.

We expected, first, overall effects of social
identification and threat, such that self-
stereotyping would tend to be positively associ-
ated with national identification and negatively
associated with perceived threat. Second, we
hypothesized that threat would be inversely
related to self-stereotyping particularly for low
identifiers, consistent with the notion that low-
identifiers are apt to distance themselves
(thereby ‘saving themselves’) from a threatened
collective (Spears et al., 1997). Third, if
different responses to threat by low identifiers
and high identifiers reflect different levels of
group commitment (Doosje, Ellemers, &
Spears, 1999), then the ingroup ties component
of social identity should be the key moderator of
the threat effect.

Joint effects of perceived threat and social
identity were also anticipated for perceptions of
intragroup variability, although previous
research is more equivocal here with respect to
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the responses of low versus high identifiers.
Given prior evidence (Doosje et al., 1998) that
perceiving intragroup heterogeneity is one way
to ‘save the group’ in the face of threats involv-
ing its (im)moral character, we expected this
strategy to be employed by group members with
strong subjective ties to their nation, and
specifically along threat-relevant dimensions
(e.g. intolerant).

Method

Participants and procedure
A random selection of potential respondents
was drawn from the 1996 Queensland electoral
role for three electoral divisions in Queensland
(Brisbane, Capricornia, and Maranoa). Ques-
tionnaires (followed by reminder cards) were
mailed in July 1998 to 940 residents, and 425
(45%) were returned. Of these, 253 were
returned completed, 133 were returned from
incorrect addresses, and 39 were returned
unanswered. Thus, the response rate for cor-
rectly addressed questionnaires was 31.4%. The
sample comprised 127 from Brisbane, 91 from
Capricornia, and 21 from Maranoa. Response
rates did not differ across electoral districts
(χ2(2) = 4.32, ns). Respondents were 128
women and 125 men ranging in age from 18 to
85 years (mean age = 48.5). For the purposes of
this study we focused our analyses on the
majority (N = 213; 107 women and 106 men)
who indicated that they were White and born in
Australia.3

Measures
Variables were assessed in the following order:
(a) social identification, (b) perceptions of
threat, and (c) self-stereotyping and percep-
tions of intragroup variability.

Social identification Three dimensions of
social identification were assessed using a
12-item scale tapping the following facets: (a)
centrality (e.g. ‘I often think about the fact that
I am an Australian’; α = .67), (b) ingroup ties
(e.g. ‘In a group of Australians, I really feel that
I belong’; α = .71), and (c) ingroup affect (e.g.
‘In general, I’m glad to be an Australian’; α =

.80). The three factors have been reliably
assessed and distinguished across a variety of
social groups, including gender, ethnicity, and
nationality (e.g. Cameron & Lalonde, 2001;
Lalonde, 2002), and confirmatory factor
analyses indicate that the three-factor model
performs better than one- or two-factor alterna-
tives in the present data set and several others
(Cameron, 2004). Responses were made on
7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree; 7 =
strongly agree) and were averaged such that
higher scores reflect stronger social identifi-
cation.

Threat perceptions We operationalized threat
perceptions in terms of a subjective concern or
worry that people in other countries perceive
Australians to be intolerant of ethnic and racial
diversity. Four items were developed to assess
this, with two referring directly to Pauline
Hanson, then leader of the One Nation party:
‘In light of the Pauline Hanson affair, how con-
cerned are you that people from other coun-
tries have developed a more negative view of
Australia and our racial and ethnic relations?’
(1 = not at all concerned; 7 = very concerned), ‘How
worried are you that others perceive Aus-
tralians to be intolerant of minority groups?’
(1 = not at all worried; 7 = very worried), ‘How
concerned are you that people from other
countries may have developed more negative
views of Australians’ racial attitudes in recent
years?’ (1 = not at all concerned; 7 = very con-
cerned), and ‘How concerned are you that
people in other countries will think that
Pauline Hanson’s views reflect those of the
majority of Australians?’ (1 = not at all concerned;
7 = ver y concerned). Averaging responses to
these items resulted in a scale with a high
degree of internal consistency (α = .96).

Perceptions of self and group A number of
scales were used to assess perceptions of self and
ingroup. The Australian ingroup stereotype was
represented by three positive adjectives (happy-
go-lucky, easygoing, and sportsmanlike) used in
previous research (Haslam, Oakes, McGarty, &
Turner, 1996; Kippax & Brigden, 1977). We also
selected three positive traits (sophisticated,
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conscientious, and intellectual) to capture per-
ceptions along a nonstereotypic dimension (i.e.
not sophisticated, not conscientious, and not
intellectual are consistent with the Australian
ingroup stereotype). However, given positive,
moderate correlations between self-stereotyping
on stereotypic and nonstereotypic traits, we
treated the nonstereotypic (i.e. ‘not us’) dimen-
sion separately in analyses. Finally, we included
two attributes (intolerant and accepting of
others) that were more directly relevant to the
nature of the threat. Self-stereotyping was oper-
ationalized in terms of judgments of self-
ingroup similarity (cf. Simon et al., 1995; Spears
et al., 1997) on each item (i.e. ‘How similar are
you to other Australians on this characteristic?’
where 1 = not at all similar and 7 = very similar).
Perceptions of variability were assessed for each
item by asking ‘How similar are Australians to
each other on this characteristic?’ (cf. Doosje,
Ellemers, & Spears, 1995; response options
ranged from 1 = not at all similar to 7 = very
similar). Internal consistencies were acceptable
for the ingroup stereotype measures (α = .63 for
self-stereotyping and .72 for perceptions of vari-
ability) and for the nonstereotypic traits (both α
= .70). Ratings on the two threat-relevant dimen-
sions, however, were less strongly associated with
each other (r = .41 for self-stereotyping and
r = .31 for perceptions of variability). For this

reason, the two threat-relevant items were
treated separately in analyses.

Results

Correlations between variables
Australian national identification was, on
average, strong and positive—Ms (and SDs) for
ingroup ties, ingroup affect, and centrality were
5.56 (1.06), 6.28 (0.86), and 4.55 (1.12)
respectively—and the mean response to the
threat items was 4.41 (SD = 2.12), providing
some indication that concerns regarding a
tainted national image were subjectively real for
the respondents. Correlations between the pre-
dictor variables (ingroup ties, ingroup affect,
centrality, and perceived threat) and criterion
variables (self-stereotyping and perceptions of
variability along the stereotypic, nonstereotypic,
and threat-specific dimensions) are shown in
Table 1. Consistent with hypotheses, social
identification tended to be accompanied by the
perception that the self is similar to other
ingroup members; this was true, however, only
for ingroup ties and ingroup affect. The social
identity components were largely unrelated to
perceptions of variability within the group,
although all three facets of identification were
reliably and positively associated with percep-
tions of ingroup homogeneity on stereotypic
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Table 1. Correlations between predictor and criterion variables

Predictor Variables
———————————————————————————

Criterion variables M SD Ingroup ties Ingroup affect Centrality Threat

Self-stereotyping
Stereotypic traits 5.19 1.11 .27** .23** .11* –.19**

Nonstereotypic traits 4.38 1.33 .28** .37** .05* –.23**

‘Accepting of others’ 4.76 1.89 .33** .19** .06* –.21**

‘Intolerant’ 4.12 1.89 .18** .16** .04* –.34**

Perceptions of similarity
Stereotypic traits 5.31 0.98 .15** .17** .16* –.09**

Nonstereotypic traits 4.63 1.07 .13** .09** .07* –.12**

‘Accepting of others’ 4.84 1.41 .08** .05** .00* –.14**

‘Intolerant’ 4.49 1.45 .09** .02** –.04* –.13**

*p < .05; **p < .01.
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traits. The perception of threat was associated
with opposite trends. In line with the notion
that a negative group image leads people to
distance themselves from the collective, threat
was consistently and negatively associated with
self-stereotyping. Subjective threat was also
associated with a relatively heterogeneous view
of the ingroup, although this was significant
only for ‘accepting of others’. Although these
correlational patterns were generally consistent
with expectations, our focal hypotheses con-
cerned the unique effects of the various aspects
of social identification, and, more important,
the joint effects of identification and threat. We
tested these in the regression analyses reported
below.

Overview of regression analyses
A series of eight hierarchical regression
analyses was conducted, with self-stereotyping
and perceptions of variability as criterion vari-
ables, and with each of these assessed in terms
of ingroup stereotypic traits, nonstereotypic
traits, and the two threat-relevant traits.4 Follow-
ing procedures described by Aiken and West
(1991), the predictor variables—perceived
threat, centrality, ingroup ties, and ingroup
affect—were centered and entered at Step 1 of
the regressions. Two-way interactions involving
threat and the three components of social
identification were tested hierarchically (see
Cohen & Cohen, 1983) at Step 2. Unstandard-
ized regression coefficients are reported
throughout, given their interpretability in the
context of interaction effects (Aiken & West,
1991). Significant effects are accompanied by
squared semipartial correlations (sr 2) as esti-
mates of effect size.

Predicting self-stereotyping
The regression equation predicting self-stereo-
typing on positive, ingroup defining traits was
significant at Step 1 (F(4, 203) = 6.27, p < .001,
R 2 = .11). Two effects were reliable: perceptions
of self-ingroup similarity were positively associ-
ated with the ingroup ties component of social
identity (β = .24; t(203) = 2.65, p = .009, sr 2 =
.03), and negatively associated with perceived
threat (β = –.09; t(203) = –2.49, p = .01, sr 2 =

.03). The interactions added at Step 2 between
threat and the three factors of social identity
did not, as a group, contribute significantly to
prediction (F(7, 200) = 4.31, p < .001, R 2 = .13,
∆R 2 = .02), but the anticipated Threat �
Ingroup Ties interaction was significant (β =
.09; t(200) = 2.18, p = .03, sr 2 = .02). The inter-
action is depicted in Figure 1, with predicted
values plotted at ±1 standard deviation from the
means of each variable. As anticipated, the
tendency to psychologically distance the self
from the group when threatened was moder-
ated by social identification; simple slope
analyses indicated that the negative association
between threat and self-stereotyping was signifi-
cant for people with weak ingroup ties (β =
–.18; t(200) = –3.18, p < .01), whereas people
with a strong subjective bond to their group
tended to self-stereotype even when they per-
ceived the group’s image to be threatened (β =
.02; t(200) = .25, ns).

The regression predicting self-stereotyping
in terms of nonstereotypic traits was also
significant at Step 1 (F(4, 201) = 12.66, p < .001,
R 2 = .20). Aspects of social identification were
significant predictors of perceptions of self-
ingroup similarity on this dimension; although
the effect of ingroup ties was not reliable (β =
.19; t(201) = 1.78, p = .08), ingroup affect was
positively associated with self-stereotyping (β =
.51; t(201) = 3.93, p < .001, sr 2 = .06), and cen-
trality was a negative predictor (β = –.21; t(201)
= –2.44, p = .015, sr 2 = .02). Consistent with
expectations, perceived threat was associated
with attenuated self-stereotyping (β = –.11;
t(201) = –3.00, p = .003, sr 2 = .04). Two signifi-
cant interactions at Step 2 reliably contributed
to prediction (p < .05), however, and indicated
again that the effect of threat was moderated
by social identification (F(7, 198) = 8.67, p <
.001, R 2 = .23, ∆R 2 = .03). The first was the
expected Threat � Ingroup Ties effect, which
assumed the same form as previously (Figure 1)
(β = .12; t(198) = 2.59, p = .01, sr 2 = .03). Simple
slope analyses confirmed that the effect of
threat was significant and negative for indi-
viduals with relatively weak ingroup ties (β =
–.23; t(198) = –3.67, p < .01), whereas the
slope of the simple regression line was not
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significantly different from zero for people
with stronger ingroup ties (β = .07; t(198) = .54,
ns). The second significant interaction
involved perceived threat and ingroup affect
(β = –.16; t(198) = –2.38, p = .018, sr 2 = .02). As
seen in Figure 2, this indicates a different and
unexpected pattern: the inverse association
between threat and self-stereotyping was
significant for those with a positive affective
attachment to the group (β = –.24; t(198) =
–3.93, p < .01), but nonsignificant for those
with less positive levels of ingroup derived
affect (β = .02, t(198) = .31, ns).

Regressions involving self-stereotyping in
terms of the two threat-specific traits—intoler-
ant (F(4, 197) = 8.93, p < .001, R 2 = .15), and
accepting of others (F(4, 201) = 9.48, p < .001,
R 2 = .16)—indicated similar effects at Step 1. In
each case, self-stereotyping was positively associ-
ated with ingroup ties (β = .31; t(197) = 1.99, p
= .048, sr 2 = .02, and β = .70; t(201) = 4.54, p <
.001, sr 2 = .09, respectively), and negatively
associated with perceived threat (β = –.30;
t(197) = –5.09, p < .001, sr 2 = .11; and β = –.18;
t(201) = –3.03, p = .003, sr 2 = .04, respectively).
In neither case, however, was any interaction
significant at Step 2.

Predicting perceptions of variability
A second set of hierarchical regressions was
conducted to analyze perceptions of ingroup
variability. Although our hypotheses regarding
perceived variability centered on the threat-
specific attributes, we also conducted parallel
analyses on the stereotypic and nonstereotypic
dimensions. Collectively, the predictor variables
did not significantly account for perceptions of
variability on the ingroup stereotype (F(4, 201)
= 2.38, p = .053, R 2 = .05), and no single effect
was reliable. Adding the interactions at Step 2
did not improve prediction (F(7, 198) = 1.72, p
= .11, R 2 = .06, ∆R 2 = .01). The regression equa-
tions predicting perceptions of variability on
nonstereotypic traits also were not significant at
Step 1 (F(4, 200) = 1.78, p = .13, R 2 = .03), or
Step 2 (F(7, 197) = 1.28, p = .26, R 2 = .04, ∆R 2

= .01), and again there were no reliable effects.
For ratings of intragroup variability on the

‘intolerant’ dimension, Step 1 of the regression
was not significant (F(4, 197) = 1.48, p = .21, R 2

= .03). There was some indication that per-
ceived threat was associated with judgments of
less within-group homogeneity, but the effect
was nonsignificant (β = –.08; t(197) = –1.74, p =
.08). Moreover, adding the interactions at Step
2 provided no evidence that emphasizing het-
erogeneity in response to threat was any more

Cameron et al. threatened national identity

81

Figure 1. Predicted levels of self-stereotyping on ingroup stereotypic traits, plotted at ±1 standard deviation of
perceived threat and ingroup ties.
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likely for high identifiers than for low identi-
fiers (F(7, 194) = 0.96, p = .46, R 2 = .03, ∆R 2 =
.00).

The regression involving the perceived vari-
ability of the ingroup on the ‘accepting of
others’ dimension indicated the expected
effect of threat (β = –.09; t(200) = –1.98, p =
.048, sr 2 = .02), although the overall equation
was nonsignificant (F(4, 200) = 1.41, p = .23, R 2

= .03). At Step 2, although the combined inter-
action effects did not make a reliable contri-
bution to prediction (F(7, 197) = 1.63, p = .13,
R 2 = .05, ∆R 2 = .02), the Threat � Ingroup Ties
interaction was significant (β = .12; t(197) =
2.18, p = .03, sr 2 = .02). As shown in Figure 3,
this reflects the (unexpected) tendency for the
negative effect of threat to be manifested for
those with relatively weak ties to the group.
Analysis of the simple slopes indicated that
under social identity threat, those with rela-
tively strong ingroup ties were most likely to
maintain a fairly homogeneous view of the
ingroup (β = .04; t(197) = .63, ns), whereas
those with weaker ingroup ties tended to
perceive more within-group differences on the
threat-relevant dimension (β = –.22; t(197) =
–2.46, p < .01).

Discussion

There is accumulating evidence that people
respond to threats to social identity in creative
and flexible ways, and that the nature of such
responses reflects the strength of their social
identification: high identifiers tend to defend
and ‘stick with’ their group when it is chal-
lenged, whereas low identifiers are more likely
to distance themselves from a threatened group
(e.g. Doosje & Ellemers, 1997; Ellemers et al.,
1997; Spears et al., 1997). In this study, we
investigated the generalizability and specificity
of this pattern in the context of naturalistic
threat to national (Australian) identity, and in
terms of two types of perceptions: that of simi-
larity between the self and other group
members (self-stereotyping) and that of simi-
larity between ingroup members as a whole
(within-group variability). We were also inter-
ested in the particular aspects of social identifi-
cation that moderate responses to threat—
what, in other words, is the precise nature of
the psychological ‘glue’ that binds high identi-
fiers to the group?

Joint effects of social identification and threat
Analyses of self-stereotyping patterns provided
qualified support for our expectations regarding
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overall effects of identification and per-
ceived threat, and the moderating role of
particular facets of identification. In accord-
ance with theories of social identity and self-
categorization (Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner
et al., 1987), psychological attachment to the
group was associated with the perception that
the self is similar to other group members. The
findings extend previous research (Spears et
al., 1997), however, by demonstrating that this
was particularly true for one element of social
identification: subjective ties between the self
and other group members. Regression analyses
in which three components of identification
were entered simultaneously indicated that
ingroup ties were significantly associated with
self-stereotyping for all dependent measures
with the exception of nonstereotypic traits.
The specificity of these effects is brought into
relief by the finding that centrality—the cogni-
tive aspect of social identification—was
inversely predictive of self-stereotyping on the
nonstereotypic traits. This suggests that the
cognitive prominence and importance of
national identity is associated with maintaining
the distinctiveness of the group, which could
entail eschewing ‘not-us’ aspects of the self,
even if they are favorable. However, ingroup

affect was a significant positive predictor of
self-stereotyping on the nonstereotypic dimen-
sion, suggesting that aligning views of self with
the group on positive traits could serve self-
esteem needs, even if the traits are not
ingroup-defining.

The link between self-esteem and group
membership is fundamental to social identity
theory, as is the expectation that people will
shift their group-related perception and/or
behavior as a means of self-esteem maintenance
or repair. Thus, we hypothesized that a per-
ceived threat to the image of the group would
be associated with a general tendency to
psychologically distance the self from other
group members. Indeed, the effect of threat
was consistent across dependent variables: the
more people feared that the ingroup’s image
was tainted by implications of intolerance, the
less like other Australians they perceived them-
selves to be. More important, however, the
regression analyses indicated that the tendency
for self-stereotyping to be attenuated in the
presence of threat was moderated by social
identification. There was evidence of two types
of moderation. The first was consistent with our
expectation that threat would engender
decreased self-stereotyping for low identifiers,
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and particularly those with relatively weak sub-
jective ties to other group members, whereas
members with strong ingroup ties would
maintain their psychological closeness to the
group. This finding, which occurred on stereo-
typic and nonstereotypic dimensions of self-
ingroup similarity, replicates the pattern Spears
et al. (1997) obtained following their experi-
mental manipulations of threats to group status
and distinctiveness.

The second way in which the effect of threat
was moderated by social identification took
place only on the nonstereotypic dimension
and involved ingroup affect (i.e. the evaluative
component of identification). This interaction
was opposite to that of the hypothesized pattern
in that threat was inversely related to self-
stereotyping for individuals with more positive
group-derived feelings, whereas individuals
with less positive ingroup affect had similar
(though somewhat lower) levels of self-stereo-
typing regardless of perceived threat. What
accounts for this unexpected pattern? One
possibility, which arises from the distinction
between ingroup ties and ingroup affect as
separable facets of social identity, is that they
reflect different qualities of attachment to the
group. Analogous to the distinction between
‘die-hard’ and ‘fair-weather’ group members
(see Wann & Branscombe, 1990), whereas
strong ingroup ties ensure ‘sticking with’ the
group regardless of changes in its evaluation,
affective attachment might provide a basis for
psychological closeness to the group only when
conditions are favorable. Thus, ‘fair-weather’
group members who are invested in the collec-
tive primarily to the extent that it enhances self-
esteem might distance themselves from their
compatriots when it no longer serves that
function.

Reduced self-stereotyping is one way to cope
with a threatened social identity; the second
strategy we focused on in this study concerned
perceptions of variability. Given Doosje et al.’s
(1998) evidence that high identifiers tended to
perceive the ingroup as relatively hetero-
geneous when group morality was threatened,
we hypothesized that a general tendency to
emphasize within-group differences in the face

of threat (e.g. ‘We’re not all prejudiced’) would
be evident particularly for individuals who felt
strong ties to their nation. Regression analyses
testing the unique effects of the three factors of
national identification provided partial support
for the specificity of this effect in that it
occurred on a threat-relevant dimension
(‘accepting of others’) and involved ingroup
ties, but the nature of the interaction was not
anticipated. Perceptions of the similarity of
group members were inversely associated with
threat only for people with relatively weak
ingroup ties, with an opposite (though non-
significant) trend for individuals with stronger
ties to the group. However, the effect is similar
to the results of other research (Doosje,
Ellemers, & Spears, 1995) showing that social
identity threat (i.e. low group status) led low
identifiers to perceive the ingroup as relatively
heterogeneous, whereas the converse was true
for high identifiers. In this light, a plausible
interpretation of the present results is that indi-
viduals with weak ties to their compatriots were
inclined to let the group ‘fall apart’ when its
image was threatened (Ellemers et al., 1997),
while more strongly identified individuals main-
tained a view of ingroup members as relatively
homogeneous in terms of their tolerance.

Qualifications and implications
The results should be interpreted with a
number of caveats in mind. First, the magni-
tudes of the key interaction effects were quite
small. Although this is perhaps unsurprising
given the field context of the study, and
although it is counterbalanced by the consist-
ency of the Threat � Ingroup Ties effect across
measures and with other research, the unan-
ticipated Threat � Ingroup Affect interaction
should be interpreted cautiously. Second, our
measurement of responses along threat-
specific dimensions—which limited our
evaluation of hypotheses regarding percep-
tions of variability to two single items—was less
than ideal. Third, we acknowledge the possi-
bility that individuals who chose to complete
and return surveys differed from their
nonresponding counterparts, such that the
former group, for example, might have been
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especially reactive to national identity threat
and/or the social and political issues it
involves. Finally, the correlational nature of the
data does not allow us to discount various
causal and dynamic linkages among variables.
Consider, for example, the Threat � Ingroup
Affect interaction, which we account for in
terms of joint effects of perceived threat and
social identification on self-stereotyping.
Alternatively, it is possible that the alignment
of self with the ingroup stereotype enhances
the positive affective tone of national identity.
Similarly, although social identification is
treated here as a relatively enduring quality of
individuals (see Cameron, 2004), this does not
preclude its momentary responsiveness to con-
textual demands, such that attachment to the
group may itself rise and fall as threat waxes
and wanes (cf. Turner et al., 1987).

Nevertheless, the data demonstrate the gen-
eralizability of the moderating effect of social
identification to a field setting and to a type of
threat that captures the collective experience of
a number of nations that have recently strug-
gled with the image-damaging implications of
political successes on the far-right wing. They
also have several implications for research and
theory in which social identification assumes a
central role. First, the data strengthen the
message of several recent studies (e.g.
Cameron, 2001; Ellemers et al., 1999; Jackson,
2002) that the use of multidimensional
measures of social identity lends nuance to the
prediction of group-relevant perception and
behavior. For example, effects of perceived
threat were moderated only by the emotional
facets of social identification (i.e. feelings of
belonging and affect derived from group
membership), which reflects the affective char-
acter of the threat experience. Even more
specifically, however, and consistent with
Doosje et al.’s (1999) conceptual equation of
group commitment and ingroup identifi-
cation—they defined the latter as ‘the extent to
which individuals feel strong ties with their
group’ (p. 85)—ingroup ties appear to be aptly
described as ‘the ties that bind’ high identifiers
to the group in times of crisis. On the other
hand, the evaluative (or affective) facet of

psychological attachment to the group, which
features prominently in many operationaliza-
tions of social identification, was associated with
independent and sometimes opposite effects
(see also Cameron, 2001).

If social identity can be represented in terms
of separable components, then a related impli-
cation is that various facets reflect different
social psychological motivations (e.g. Deaux,
1996; Deaux, Reid, Mizrahi, & Cotting, 1999;
Hogg & Abrams, 1990). In the present case, we
speculate that distinctions between ‘fair-
weather’ and ‘die-hard’ group members (Wann
& Branscombe, 1990) can be informed by this
perspective, such that they differ not simply in
the strength of identification, but in its quality.
Thus, for example, whereas the ‘die-hards’ are
bound by ties to other group members, thus
making their attachment to the group more
grounded in relationships and less susceptible
to fluctuations in the content or evaluation of
social identity, the capriciousness of ‘fair-
weather’ group members might reflect their
more shallow investment in the ‘feel good’, or
self-esteem-serving aspect of group member-
ship. Further research will be necessary to test
this, and to pursue other ways in which social
identity form maps onto social identity function.

The finding that ingroup ties moderate the
effect of threat on self-stereotyping merges with
previous work to provide a coherent account of
the consequences of commitment to the group
(e.g. Spears et al., 1999). The picture is
somewhat more ambiguous, however, with
respect to what Doosje, Spears, and Koomen
(1995) referred to as the ‘variability strategy’;
that is, coping with a threatened social identity
by emphasizing heterogeneity within the group.
The present findings support Spears et al.’s
(1997) suggestion that perceiving the self as
different from the group and perceiving group
members as different from each other can be
parallel ways that individuals with weak ingroup
ties manage social identity threat. However,
inconsistent findings in previous work suggest
that there are contextual factors that play a role
in determining the efficacy of the variability
strategy. Doosje et al. (1998) suggested that
different responses reflect different stages in a
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group’s course of action in the time frame
surrounding the threat. When the threat is
ongoing, maintaining or enhancing a cohesive
view of the ingroup positions group members
to take defensive (or offensive) action. In
contrast, a threat that stems from past events
(e.g. immoral behavior by ingroup members)
does not demand the same immediacy of
action, and emphasizing within-group variabil-
ity facilitates a ‘dilution’ of the group’s negative
image (Doosje et al., 1998). This interpretation
is consistent with the discrepancy between our
results and those of Doosje et al. (1998), con-
sidering that we assessed perceptions of threat
pertaining to the contemporary image and
behavior of the group.

In conclusion, although social group
membership confers a number of psychological
benefits on individuals, it sometimes carries lia-
bilities. This study adds to our understanding of
the psychological correlates of group-related
image problems in a real-world context, and
converges with experimental evidence in delin-
eating the various ways that people deal with a
threatened social identity. If these patterns are
generalizable, however, they are also specific,
with respect to various dimensions of compari-
son and different facets of attachment to the
group. ‘Sticking with’ one’s compatriots is a
matter not just of the strength of social identifi-
cation, but also of its structure.

Notes
1. Since then, One Nation has virtually disappeared

as a political entity, although what has become
referred to as Hansonism (e.g. Manne, 1998)
continues to be a relevant phenomenon in the
Australian social and political climate.

2. When the group’s competence (as opposed to its
morality) is challenged, an opposite response—
emphasizing intragroup homogeneity—may serve
to enhance ingroup cohesion and to consolidate
the group in response to intergroup competition
(Branscombe et al., 1999; Doosje, Ellemers, &
Spears, 1995; Ellemers et al., 1997; C. Kelly, 1989;
Rothgerber, 1997; Simon & Brown, 1987; Turner,
Hogg, Oakes, & Smith, 1984).

3. Considering that the type of threat we tapped
concerns perceptions of the treatment of

Aboriginals and immigrants in Australia, we
reasoned (a) that White Australians would be
most implicated, (b) that such a threat would
potentially hold very different meanings for
members of visible minority groups, and (c) that
foreign-born residents would have a psychological
‘way out’ with a threat specific to Australian
national identity.

4. Given the operational similarity of self-
stereotyping and perceptions of variability (i.e.
perceptions of self-ingroup similarity versus
perceptions of similarity between ingroup
members), a principal components analysis was
conducted on the eight criterion variables of
interest. Two factors had eigenvalues greater than
1.00, accounting for 58.4% of the variance.
Inspection of the obliquely rotated factors
indicated that the first reflected perceptions of
intragroup variability and the second reflected
the four indexes of self-stereotyping.
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