SPOTLIGHT 6.1

Identity, polarization and their societal
and political consequences

Robert Bohm, University of Vienna and University of Copenhagen; Philipp Sprengholz, University of Bamberg and Bernhard
Nocht Institute for Tropical Medicine,; Luca Henkel, University of Chicago and University of CEMA; Cornelia Betsch, University
of Erfurt and Bernhard Nocht Institute for Tropical Medicine

Polarization is a growing concern, affecting societies
worldwide. It signifies a deepening divide between
groups holding contrasting viewpoints on political
matters and on approaches to addressing complex
societal issues.! This polarization becomes evident
in uncompromising stances on critical topics such
as mitigating climate change,? controlling infectious
disease® and combating misinformation.* To illus-
trate, discussions surrounding the adequacy of cli-
mate policies have intensified in recent years, with
one faction advocating for more stringent measures
and another insisting on less restrictive ones. These
opinion-based groups are increasingly drifting apart,
making reconciliation challenging. Nevertheless, as
the global climate crisis and numerous other societal
challenges require extensive and large-scale human
cooperation transcending group boundaries,® polari-
zation itself emerges as a significant societal obstacle,

hindering our ability to address pressing issues of our
time.

To effectively mitigate polarization and the danger
it poses to addressing societal challenges, we must
understand the nature of polarization and its conse-
quences in the first place. Specifically, what are the
facilitating and diminishing factors of polarization in
response to societal challenges, and what are its con-
sequences for attitudes towards behaviours?

A wide range of literature has shown that polariza-
tion is driven partly by people incorporating opinion-
based groups into their self-concept®—in their beliefs
about who they are and how they relate to others. We
suggest that strong identification with one’s group
(ingroup) can pave the way for biased attitudes and
discriminatory behaviours towards people with op-
posing viewpoints (outgroup). In addition, polariza-
tion results in strongly identified minorities who hold

Figure S6.1.1 How group identification might increase polarization
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attitudes likely to undermine societal cohesion and
democracy (figure S6.1.1). The rest of this spotlight
reports evidence for these relations from studies on
the Covid-19 pandemic and climate change.

From individual attitudes to opinion-based groups

Polarization frequently arises in discussions of top-
ics central to individuals’ identities when there is
uncertainty surrounding available information. Con-
sider climate change: both the adverse effects of cli-
mate change and the strategies to mitigate it hold
major implications for people’s lives. But predicting
the exact consequences and outcomes is challeng-
ing given their inherently uncertain and multicausal
nature. In social and information-rich environments
characterized by such uncertainty, individuals tend
to come together and form bonds. A key aspect of
this shift from individual attitudes to social categori-
zation is that people tend to identify with other peo-
ple who share their beliefs, opinions and attributes,
often leading to similar behaviours among them. This
phenomenon of group formation and identification
reflects how people seek common ground and soli-
darity when grappling with complex, uncertain issues
of personal significance.

A large body of literature in psychology has shown
that people’s degree of group identification can be
reliably measured using surveys.” Building on estab-
lished group identification scales,® we developed a
five-item survey to assess identification with opinion-
based groups (for example, “I have a lot in common
with people who are vaccinated” or “I have a lot in
common with people who think the federal govern-
ment’s climate policy has gone too far”). Participants
were asked to indicate their level of agreement with
each item on a seven-point scale from 0, “do not
agree at all,” to 7, “very much agree.” The items cap-
ture different dimensions of group identification.

With both Covid-19 vaccination® and climate pol-
icies,!® many individuals hold high group identifi-
cation (with an average level of group identification
greater than 4). A December 2021 study in Germany
found that 56 percent of unvaccinated participants
and 67 percent of vaccinated participants reported
strongly identifying with their own vaccination sta-
tus. In a similar vein, a study in Germany on climate

policies found that 53 percent of people who demand-
ed stricter climate policies and 63 percent of those
who wanted policies to do less reported high group
identification. About 61 percent of people who con-
sidered current climate policies about all right strong-
ly identified with their climate policy opinion group,
compared with only 35 percent of people who did not
care about climate policy.

So, not only is there a considerable prevalence of
individuals with strong identification across different
(opposite-minded) groups, but there is also substan-
tial variation in the degree of identification between
these groups. These differences could lead to differ-
ences in perceptions, attitudes and behaviours, ex-
plored next.

Perceived and actual discrimination
between opinion-based groups

Being a part of and identifying with opinion-based
groups is not inherently negative; in fact, it can serve
as a source of connection and support, particularly
during uncertain and crisis-ridden periods.!* Group
formation may benefit both groups and their individ-
ual members. For example, in the context of health
decisions, people who identify as active and sportive
may find groups of likeminded people that help them
maintain their physical activity plans.’? But the pro-
cess of social categorization, grounded in attitudes,
opinions and attributes, can also have unintended
consequences. It might lead to distorted perceptions
and discriminatory behaviours that reinforce one’s
own identity by establishing a sense of superiority
over others.® This dual nature of group categorization
and identification—support and cooperation with-
in but discrimination and conflict between groups
—underscores the importance of understanding its
dynamics in response to societal challenges to miti-
gate potential harms.

In the Covid-19 vaccination study mentioned above,
82 percent of unvaccinated respondents perceived
public discourse around vaccination as unfair, moral-
istic and patronizing, compared with only 23 percent
of vaccinated respondents.* Importantly, this percep-
tion was moderated by respondents’ vaccination sta-
tus identification. That is, higher group identification
was associated with perceiving the public discourse as
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slightly more positive among vaccinated respondents
but with perceiving it as considerably more negative
among unvaccinated respondents.

But how do such discriminatory perceptions re-
late to factual discrimination between opinion-based
groups? To answer this question, participants had to
distribute 100 euros between themselves and another
person in a series of tasks. The other person was pre-
sented either as a member of the same group (same
vaccination status or climate policy position—ingroup)
or as a member of a different group (different vacci-
nation status or climate policy position—outgroup).
Intergroup discrimination was calculated by sub-
tracting the amount allocated to an ingroup member
in one task from the amount allocated to an outgroup
member in the other task. In the vaccination study®
vaccinated respondents showed larger intergroup dis-
crimination (an average of 18.40 euros) than unvac-
cinated respondents (7.37 euros). That is, vaccinated
respondents gave smaller amounts to unvaccinated
respondents than unvaccinated respondents gave to
vaccinated respondents, while the amount given to in-
group members was similar for both groups.

In the climate policy study,' there was also sub-
stantial intergroup discrimination, which varied ac-
cording to the ingroup and outgroup. While people
from the two extreme groups, who wanted either
more or fewer climate protection policies, were most
discriminatory toward each other, they discriminated
equally against those who did not care about climate
policy. Interestingly, those who found climate poli-
cies all right were more discriminated against by peo-
ple who wanted less climate protection than by those
who wanted more.

In both studies, discrimination against people
in other-minded groups was strongly related to re-
spondents’ level of group identification. Specifically,
the more that people identified with their ingroup,
the stronger they discriminated against outgroups.
These results provide support for our assumption that
group identification undermines cooperative solu-
tions across group boundaries.

Societal and political consequences

In the vaccination study, unvaccinated respondents
were asked whether they would demonstrate or sign

a petition against mandatory vaccination in Decem-
ber 2021.7 This intention was used to predict wheth-
er they had attended a demonstration or signed a
petition when they were surveyed again in February
2022. Respondents’ behavioural intention predicted
actual behaviour. Importantly, the effect was mod-
erated by self-reported group identification, with
a stronger intention-behaviour link between those
who reported higher identification with the unvac-
cinated group. In another survey, vaccination status
identification related to the perceived appropriate-
ness of political action during the Covid-19 pandem-
ic.’® Vaccinated and unvaccinated respondents who
had low identification with their vaccination sta-
tus rated the political actions taken during the pan-
demic as similarly appropriate. In contrast, having a
higher identification with vaccination status was as-
sociated with a larger perceived appropriateness for
vaccinated respondents, whereas appropriateness
ratings decreased for highly identified unvaccinated
respondents.

Moreover, data collected from 10 countries showed
that those who found past Covid-19 pandemic meas-
ures inappropriate had a stronger desire to punish
politicians and scientists for their handling of the
pandemic and were less willing to vote, instead fa-
vouring dismantling the entire political order. This
suggests that identification with opinion-based
groups is associated with several societal and politi-
cal consequences that go beyond the specific opinion-
based context and the interactions between these
opinion-based groups.

Similar effects were observed for climate policy
opinion groups.! Given that societies have seen ex-
treme forms of protest for both more and less climate
protection, we investigated whether identification
played a role in how extreme protests are accepted.
German participants who wanted less climate protec-
tion read a short text about a hypothetical subgroup
called the freedom fighters, seeking the continued
use of fossil fuels and demanding that citizens be
able to freely decide how they travel, heat or eat. Par-
ticipants who wanted more climate protection read
about the climate fighters, advocating for immediate
phaseout of fossil fuel use and demanding environ-
mentally friendly travel, heating and eating.

Both subgroups drew attention to their causes by
organizing demonstrations in many cities, damaging
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political party buildings and blocking roads to the par-
liament. About 17 percent of those wanting more cli-
mate protection and 22 percent of those wanting less
showed increased support for the presented subgroup,
8 percent of those wanting more climate protection
and 11 percent of those wanting less were willing to
join a demonstration organized by the subgroup and
8 percent of those wanting more climate protection
and 10 percent of those wanting less were willing to
donate money for the defence of a subgroup member
who was recently arrested and charged with criminal
damage. Support for the respective subgroup increased
with higher group identification, providing further evi-

dence for the important role of group identification.

Potential implications

The question of how to tackle pressing societal chal-
lenges, such as climate change or global health crises,
often gives rise to opposite opinions, which can lead
to the formation of opposing opinion-based groups
and societal polarization. Our argument, supported
by evidence, suggests that as individuals increasing-
ly identify with these groups, their attitudes and be-
haviours are more likely to be polarized. This creates
a troubling cycle (see figure S6.1.1) where opinions

are continually reinforced, resulting in groups that
are unwilling to engage in peaceful interactions or
seek common ground. In essence, identifying with
opinion-based groups undermines the very coopera-
tion that is crucial for addressing societal challenges
on a universal scale.

Our understanding of the intricate interplay among
individual attitudes, group identification and po-
larization is still in its early stages. Future research
endeavours are essential to delve deeper into the var-
ious causal pathways at play and to pinpoint effective
interventions for mitigating polarization. Social and
behavioural scientists have proposed various inter-
ventions to reduce group-based discrimination and
conflict—for example, through decategorization (em-
phasizing the unique individual characteristics of
outgroup members) and recategorization (integrat-
ing ingroup and outgroup members within a common
group). Some of these might be helpful in reducing
polarization of opinions, but they remain to be crit-
ically tested in these domains. Another promising
avenue involves participatory approaches, where in-
dividuals from opposing opinion-based groups are
actively engaged in collaborative efforts to discover
common ground. These approaches hold potential
for bridging divides and fostering constructive dia-
logue among stakeholders.

NOTES

Pew Research Center 2014.

Hogg 2007.

2. Falkenberg and others 2022. 12.  Eys, Bruner and Martin 2019.
3. Bor, Jgrgensen and Petersen 2023; Flores and others 2022. 13.  Tajfel and others 1979.

4. Lazer and others 2018. 14.  Henkel and others 2023.

5. Van Lange and Rand 2022. 15.  Henkel and others 2023.

6. Ellemers, Spears and Doosje 2002. 16.  Sprengholz and others 2023a.
7. Stets and Serpe 2013. 17. Henkel and others 2023.

8.  Doosje, Ellemers and Spears 1995; Roth and Mazziotta 2015. 18.  Sprengholz and others 2023b.
9. Henkel and others 2023. 19.  Sprengholz and others 2023a.
10.  Sprengholz and others 2023a.

CHAPTER 6 — BREAKING THE GRIDLOCK TO ENHANCE COLLECTIVE ACTION 193



	_Ref147144199
	_Hlk156314917
	_Hlk156981506
	_Hlk151380941
	_Hlk136010882
	_Hlk158392987
	_Hlk148087761
	_Hlk151453866
	Acknowledgements
	Building forward weaker? An unequal and incomplete recovery in human development from the 2020–2021 dip
	Mismanaging interdependence imposes costs on human development
	Prospects for advancing agency and wellbeing will be shaped by the management of interdependence
	The persistence of global ties­—­a hyperconnected world with multiple global interdependences
	Global interdependence is being reshaped and likely to persist well into the future
	What are global public goods?
	What does it take to provide global public goods? They are not created equal
	Applying a global public goods lens to the response to Covid-19
	Start with a standard selfish choice model of behaviour
	Apply insights from behavioural science, but handle with care
	Recognize how culture shapes behaviour and institutions
	How agency gaps hinder collective action
	Narrowing agency gaps to foster collective action
	Institutions to bring collective action to scale­—­people-­centred, co-­owned and future-­oriented
	How does political polarization come about?
	Political polarization imperils cooperation
	Enhancing international collective action­—­now

	HDR23 annex 0310.pdf
	_Hlk158715550


