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Authoritarianism is widely conceived as destructive phenomenon

that threatens liberal societies. However, some scholars suggest that

authoritarianism is beneficial both for individuals’ sense of control and goal

attainment within groups. In line with this reasoning, collective problems,

such as the COVID-19 crisis and climate change, may go hand in hand with

increased levels of authoritarianism. While individuals may generally reject

the abstract ideas of authoritarian rule and intolerance, societal threat may

require individuals to weigh liberal values against needs for collective unity

and action. Thus, individuals are expected to show less support for abstract

authoritarian ideas compared to authoritarian ideas that are directed at dealing

with a specific societal crisis (crisis-related authoritarianism). Following the

notion that authoritarianism serves as an antiliberal means for achieving

collective goals, relative increases in crisis-related authoritarianism hinge on

the rejection of the means being outweighed by the perceived importance of

the goal. While authoritarian disposition captures general tendencies to accept

the means, trust in science serves as a proxy for the perceived importance

of COVID-19 and climate change mitigation. The relative increase in crisis-

related authoritarianism should be particularly pronounced among individuals

who are not predisposed to authoritarianism and who trust in science.

Findings from a cross-national survey experiment in Germany (N = 1,480)

and Spain (N = 1,511) support this reasoning. Participants answered four

items covering authoritarian submission and aggression either on an abstract

level (control condition), or applied to the COVID-19 crisis or the climate

change crisis. Participants were more supportive of authoritarian ideas

targeted at a specific collective problem as compared to abstract authoritarian

ideas. Furthermore, the di�erences in authoritarianism between the control

condition and the two societal crisis conditions decreased with authoritarian

disposition and increased with trust in science. Exploratory analyses suggest

that the main di�erences across experimental conditions are driven by

authoritarian submission while the interaction e�ects are rather driven by
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authoritarian aggression. The study underlines the role of authoritarian ideas

for collective goal attainment that exists above and beyond stable personal

dispositions. As such, it sheds light on the conditions under which citizens

conceive authoritarianism as justifiable.

KEYWORDS

authoritarianism, societal crises, climate change, COVID-19, trust in science, civil

liberties

Introduction

Authoritarianism is widely conceived as destructive

phenomenon that threatens liberal societies (see for example,

Bonikowski, 2017). However, some scholars suggest that

authoritarianism is beneficial both for individuals’ sense of

control and agency (Mirisola et al., 2014) and goal attainment

within groups (Kessler and Cohrs, 2008). In line with this

reasoning, collective problems requiring unified efforts and

cooperation may call for increased levels of authoritarianism.

Despite generally supporting liberal values of individual

freedom, tolerance and democratic rule and rejecting the

abstract idea of authoritarianism, individuals may appreciate

the instrumental value of authoritarianism for dealing with

societal threat. The present study examines the conditions

under which individuals consider authoritarianism justifiable

and desirable. More specifically, I aim to investigate whether

applications of authoritarianism to contexts of existential,

societal threat increase authoritarian responses.

I conducted the study in two democratic countries,

Spain and Germany. While both countries value liberal

principles, they differ in terms of their affectedness by the

COVID-19 pandemic and climate change (Ritchie et al.,

2020; Mathiesen et al., 2021). Dealing with these existential,

societal threats requires high levels unified efforts and

cooperation. Accordingly, I expect individuals to show more

support for authoritarianism targeted at fighting climate

change or the spread of COVID-19 compared to support

for general authoritarian ideas. Following the notion that

authoritarianism serves as an antiliberal means for achieving

collective goals, discrepancies between support for general

authoritarian ideas and crisis-related authoritarianism hinge

on the rejection of the means being outweighed by the

perceived importance of the goal. Thus, particularly those

individuals who are not predisposed to authoritarianism

and who trust in science are expected to show increased

authoritarian responses when they targeted at dealing with

societal threat.

The study contributes to the ongoing discussion on the

conceptualization of authoritarianism. Imove further away from

the idea that authoritarianism is a stable trait deeply rooted

in socialization and personality (Altemeyer, 1996; Sibley and

Duckitt, 2008; Dallago and Roccato, 2010). Instead, I show

that authoritarian attitudes and preferences are highly context-

dependent. In threatening contexts that urge for collective,

coordinated action, authoritarianism is widespread and extends

to people that generally reject authoritarian ideas. This crisis-

induced shift may pose a challenge to liberal democracies and

social cohesion.

Theoretical background

Authoritarianism in the context of
societal crisis

The psychological concept of authoritarianism traces back

to Adorno et al. (1950)’s work on the authoritarian personality

and has since been subject to vigorous discussions and major

advancements. Contemporary work mostly builds on Altemeyer

(1996) definition and conceives authoritarianism as a tendency

for (a) obedience to leaders (authoritarian submission),

(b) intolerance of deviance (authoritarian aggression) and

(c) conformity to group norms (conventionalism). Overall,

authoritarianism may be understood as a tendency to strive

for collective security at the expense of individual autonomy

(Duckitt and Bizumic, 2013). In his original work, Altemeyer

(1996) focuses on right-wing authoritarianism inflaming the

debate whether authoritarian attitudes are indicative of the

political right. Proponents of the rigidity-of-the-right hypothesis

argue that authoritarianism is more pronounced among

individuals with a conservative, right-wing political orientation

compared to individuals with a progressive, left-wing political

orientation. While extensive meta-analyses support this notion

(Jost et al., 2003, 2017), it has not been unquestioned.

Much critique revolves around the domain-specificity of

authoritarianism and other indicators of rigid thinking. Critics

argue that the measures are not content-free, but entangled

with political ideology up to the extent that they essentially

capture social conservatism (Feldman, 2003; Federico and

Malka, 2018; Mallinas et al., 2020). With respect to Altemeyer’s

conceptualization of authoritarianism, this problem pertains
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particularly to the subdimension of conventionalism while

authoritarian aggression and authoritarian submission are less

conflated with conservative issue positions (Feldman, 2003; Hiel

et al., 2006; Duckitt et al., 2010; Mallinas et al., 2020). For

example, items measuring conventionalism tap upon negative

views on homosexuality and women’s rights (Altemeyer, 1996).

Research dealing with the entanglement of political ideology

and authoritarianism broadly follows two approaches. One

strategy aims at capturing the non-conflated “heart” of

authoritarianism i.e., tendencies to value social conformity

over individual autonomy. In practical terms, this approach

focuses amongst others on child-rearing values and the relative

weights individuals put on social conformity and individual

autonomy, respectively (Feldman, 2003). Another strategy is to

acknowledge the context-dependency of authoritarianism. Some

efforts focused on combining authoritarianism not only with

conservative ideas, but to adapt it to progressive, liberal ideas,

thus, measuring whether authoritarianism is present among

supporters of left-wing ideology (Hiel et al., 2006; Conway

et al., 2018). Following a similar approach but moving beyond

political ideology, Stellmacher and Petzel (2005) conceptualize

authoritarianism as a group phenomenon. In their view,

any social group may become authoritarian in defending

threatened ingroup values and norms and the measurement of

authoritarianism needs to be adapted to the particular group and

its respective values and norms. Key to this understanding of

authoritarianism is the role of collective threat: Individuals urge

for social conformity when they perceive threats to the values

and goals of their group.

The two approaches are reconciled in work that

conceptualizes authoritarianism as being both dispositional

and reactive (Feldman and Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005).

General tendencies to value social conformity over individual

freedom may reflect an authoritarian disposition that is deeply

rooted in personality and socialization (Feldman, 2003).

These dispositions may in turn be activated by normative

threats to social cohesion instigating authoritarian responses,

such as racial or political intolerance (Stenner, 2005). This

reasoning suggests that having an authoritarian disposition is

a prerequisite or at least facilitator for authoritarian reactions.

An alternative account is that individuals generally recognize

an instrumental value in authoritarianism for dealing with

societal threat, pressing for social conformity independently

of their authoritarian dispositions. In fact, authoritarianism

may have an adaptationist, prosocial function of facilitating

collective, goal-directed action and cooperation in large groups

(Kessler and Cohrs, 2008; Sinn and Hayes, 2018). In line with

this reasoning, research suggests that individuals are well-aware

of the instrumental value of authoritarianism: Lack of personal

control was found to mediate the relation between societal

threat and authoritarianism (Mirisola et al., 2014; Manzi et al.,

2015; Kakkar and Sivanathan, 2017). Thus, individuals may

strive for control over threatening situations by enforcing social

rules that facilitate collective action. In line with this notion,

large shifts in authoritarianism were found in response to

various types of societal threats (for an overview, see Schnelle

et al., 2021), including terrorism and crime (Roccato et al., 2013;

Manzi et al., 2015; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018) as well as economic

crisis (Doty et al., 1991; Jugert and Duckitt, 2009; Kakkar and

Sivanathan, 2017), but also climate change (Fritsche et al., 2012;

Barth et al., 2018; Uhl et al., 2018) and the COVID-19 crisis

(Amat et al., 2020; Filsinger and Freitag, 2022).

The notion of authoritarianism as an effective means for

dealing with societal crisis points to a gap between (a) general

tendencies to value collective security over individual autonomy

(authoritarian disposition) and (b) authoritarianism applied

to contexts of societal threat (crisis-related authoritarianism).

While individuals may generally support individual freedoms,

they may consider authoritarianism as a justifiable means for

solving collective problems. In fact, individuals are required

to balance liberal principles of individual freedom, tolerance

and democratic rule with the need for collective action against

societal threats (for similar theorizing in the domain of political

tolerance, see for example Verkuyten and Yogeeswaran, 2017).

Previous studies do not adequately capture these conflicting

values and goals as they focus on the impact of societal

threat on general support for authoritarianism, rather than on

crisis-related authoritarianism targeted at managing a specific

collective problem. Research on political tolerance shows that

support for abstract, liberal principles, such as freedom of speech

and religious liberty, is much higher compared to the support

of the applications of these principles to specific contexts that

require trade-offs between contradicting values (Sullivan and

Hendriks, 2009). For example, tolerance judgements of Muslim

minority practices in the Netherlands result from balancing

the abstract principle of religious freedom with the value of

social cohesion (Adelman et al., 2021). Applying this logic

to authoritarianism, concerns for achieving collective goals

may outweigh commitments to liberal principles resulting in

a relative increase of crisis-related authoritarianism vis à vis

general tendencies to value collective security over individual

autonomy. In other words, applications of authoritarianism to

contexts of existential, societal threat, are expected to increase

authoritarian responses (Hypothesis 1).

Genuine examples of societal threats are climate change and

the COVID-19 crisis. While threat from COVID-19 crisis is

more tangible and immediate than threat from (future) climate

change, both COVID-19 and climate change are global problems

and pose existential threats to individuals and collectives

(Fuentes et al., 2020). Both threats have the potential for causing

profound societal disruption and are very salient in public

discourse. In many European countries, the public considers

climate change and the spread of infectious diseases as the

greatest threats to their country (Poushter and Huang, 2020).

Furthermore, broad scientific consensus revolves around the

causes of the threats and their elimination poses a collective
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good problem: Individuals are required to change their behavior

for the benefit of the collective (Fuentes et al., 2020). These

characteristics provide an ideal ground for moralization and

pressures for social conformity.

The potentially heightened support for crisis-related

authoritarianism raises the question whether individuals

generally alter their authoritarian responses in light of societal

crisis. Put differently, under what conditions is authoritarianism

considered a necessary and justifiable means for dealing

with societal crisis? The outcome of this balancing process

may depend on (a) individuals’ general tendencies to reject

authoritarianism (evaluation of the means) and (b) individuals’

acknowledgment of the collective problem (evaluation of the

goal). While authoritarian dispositions reflect individuals’

general tendencies to endorse or object to authoritarian ideas,

trust in science captures the extent to which individuals

embrace scientific views and acknowledge climate change and

the COVID-19 pandemic as collective problems. Thus, the

extent to which individuals alter their authoritarian response

in light of societal crisis may depend on both individuals’

authoritarian dispositions and trust in science.

Authoritarian dispositions

In line with the notion of authoritarianism as a dormant

trait rooted in personality and socialization that awaits activation

(Feldman and Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005; Dallago and

Roccato, 2010), individual dispositions may influence the

extent to which individuals alter their authoritarian response

in light of societal crisis. In fact, some studies found that

societal crises instigate authoritarianism particularly among

individuals with an authoritarian disposition. Those who

chronically score high on authoritarianism, tended to become

even more authoritarian in threatening contexts (Feldman and

Stenner, 1997; Cohrs et al., 2005). A prominent explanation for

interindividual differences in authoritarian reactions to threat

contends that an authoritarian disposition comes along with

a heightened motivation to overcome the unpleasant state of

anxiety and uncertainty (Jost et al., 2003). Another explanation

states that individuals with authoritarian predisposition are

simply more vigilant and sensitive to threat cues than non-

authoritarians (e.g., Perry and Sibley, 2013). The vicious circle

of authoritarianism instigating threat perceptions which in

turn instigates authoritarianism may be at work particularly

for normative threats that are ambiguous in terms of their

harmfulness, such as disrespect for leaders, socially deviant

groups and minor crimes (Stenner, 2005; Butler, 2013; Russo

et al., 2020). In contrast, authoritarian predispositions may

play a different role for existential, unequivocal threats that are

harmful both at the personal and collective level.

In fact, some scholars argue for the opposite effect

and find that threat increases authoritarianism particularly

among non-authoritarians (Hetherington and Suhay, 2011;

Mirisola et al., 2014; Vasilopoulos et al., 2018). The studies

show that authoritarians and non-authoritarians become more

alike in their expressions of authoritarianism in contexts

of threat. Drawing on the literature of political tolerance

(Peffley et al., 2001; Verkuyten and Yogeeswaran, 2017), one

possible interpretation is that non-authoritarians engage in a

weighting process whereby authoritarianism as a means for

preventing collective harm is balanced with principles for

individual freedom and democratic rule. To non-authoritarians,

authoritarianism may appear as the necessary and appropriate

response to existential societal threats and they may alter

their attitudes accordingly, while authoritarians do not alter

their attitudes in response to threat since they highly support

authoritarianism independently of the specific societal context.

In other words, non-authoritarians should change their attitudes

in accordance with the requirements of the specific situation

(societal threat vs. no threat). Thus, the relative increases

in crisis-related authoritarianism are expected to be larger

among individuals without authoritarian disposition compared

to individuals with authoritarian disposition (Hypothesis 2).

Trust in science

Adopting a social identity perspective, Stellmacher

and Petzel (2005) argue that authoritarianism is a group

phenomenon whereby individuals defend threatened ingroup

norms and goals. Again, threat plays a crucial role in predicting

authoritarianism. However, unlike more traditional approaches

to authoritarianism (e.g., Altemeyer, 1996; Duckitt et al., 2002),

they adapt the measurement of authoritarianism to specific

social identities, such as national identity and student identity,

and ask to what extent the respective group’s norms and leaders

should be followed and defended. Irrespective of the specific

social identity and its group norms, individuals are assumed to

become authoritarian if group norms and values are threatened

and if they identify with the respective group. In line with this

reasoning, Stollberg et al. (2017) found that individuals tend to

defend ingroup norms and values more rigorously under threat,

even when ingroup norms are liberal. Under threat, individuals

seem to defend any norm as long as long as they acknowledge

it as their ingroup’s norm. Thus, accounting for the extent to

which individuals embrace ingroup norms and goals is crucial

for predicting authoritarian responses.

On a societal level, tendencies for embracing group

norms and goals may be captured by trust in political

institutions, a concept closely related to national identity (see

for example, Miller and Ali, 2014). Research showed that

national identification relates positively to trust in political

institutions (Gustavsson and Stendahl, 2020), which in turn

increases support of group norms in the form of tax compliance

and law abidance (Marien and Hooghe, 2011; Gangl et al.,
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2016). Political trust also relates positively to support for taxes

on fossil fuels, particularly among people who feel threatened

by climate change (Fairbrother et al., 2019). Research in the

context of COVID-19 found that compliance with preventive

measures is predicted by trust in science and to a lesser extent by

trust in government (Pagliaro et al., 2021). Furthermore, higher

reductions in individuals’ mobility were observed in regions with

high trust in politicians as compared to regions with low trust in

politicians (Bargain and Aminjonov, 2020). As institutional trust

plays a crucial role for the endorsement of behaviors preventing

the spread of COVID-19, it may even result in lower mortality

rates (see for example, Oksanen et al., 2020). Thus, institutional

trust may reflect tendencies for acknowledging societal leaders

and norms which may in turn trigger authoritarian responses.

While institutional trust may generally enhance

authoritarianism, trust in science may only affect crisis-

related authoritarianism. Both COVID-19 and climate change

can be conceived as global, natural disasters that require

scientifically grounded action. Accordingly, academia is an

important authority influencing opinions and norms on issues

of climate change and COVID-19, up to the level that people

make generic appeals to “follow the science” (Leonhardt, 2022).

Trust in science may affect the extent to which individuals

embrace (or reject) dominant views on COVID-19 and climate

change and become authoritarian in the pursuit of the collective

goals proposed by scientific authorities. Accordingly, relative

increases in crisis-related authoritarianism are expected to be

larger among individuals with high trust in science compared to

individuals with low trust in science (Hypothesis 3).

Context of the present study

While societies face many different types of collective

problems and threats, I focus on the COVID-19 pandemic and

climate change for investigating the extent to which individuals

alter their authoritarian responses in accordance with the

societal context. At the time of data collection (December 2020),

vaccines against COVID-19 were not yet available to the general

public meaning that compliance with non-pharmaceutical

interventions, such as wearing face masks and social distancing,

was key to slowing down the spread of COVID-19 (Perra,

2021). Therefore, personal well-being was largely dependent

on the behaviors of others. Similar interdependencies exist

for the climate crisis, albeit less immediate since personal

experiences of climate-change-related hardships, such as floods,

heat waves and droughts, are not yet widespread and more

difficult to attribute to specific human activity (Fuentes et al.,

2020). Furthermore, both threats hit countries across the world,

but to various degrees, calling for cross-national comparisons.

The psychological mechanism of striving for collective goals

through authoritarianism should be universal. However, the

determination and radicalism with which collective goals are

pursued might amongst others depend on country-specific

threat levels.

The present study examines authoritarian responses in Spain

and Germany, two countries that rank high in terms of respect

for political rights and civil liberties (Freedom House, 2021).

Despite having a relatively recent history of authoritarian rule

(Francoist Spain, Nazi Germany, socialist regime in the former

GDR), liberal principles, such as freedom of opinion, checks

and balances and rule of law, are firmly established in Spain

and Germany’s political systems (Engler et al., 2020) and this is

also mirrored in citizens’ support for democratic rule (Haerpfer

et al., 2022)1. However, the counties differ with respect to threat

exposure. During the field period of the survey in December

2020, Spain had about twice as many cumulative confirmed

COVID-19 cases per 100.000 residents than Germany (4,000 vs.

2,000). This disparity is even lager when looking at cumulative

numbers of COVID-19 related deaths per 100.000 residents: 106

for Spain vs. 34 for Germany (Ritchie et al., 2020). With three-

quarters of Spain facing desertification by the end of the century,

the country is also expected to be hit much harder from climate

change than Germany (Mathiesen et al., 2021).

Materials and methods

Data

The data was collected as part of a large, representative

online survey in December 2020 and January 2021 in Germany.

In Germany, respondi invited 8,150 of its panel members

to participate in the survey (response rate 22%). In Spain,

Netquest invited 4,780 of its panel members (response rate

41%). The survey covered different topics, including personal

opinions on COVID-19 measures, personality characteristics

and political attitudes (Gerschewski et al., 2021). Median

response time was 16.25min in Germany and 17.55min in

Spain. To improve data quality, respondents, who did not

correctly answer a test item, were excluded (217 in Germany

and 414 in Spain). I further excluded 91 German respondents

and 50 Spanish respondents who had missing values on one

or more of the variables included in the analyses (see below),

yielding final sample sizes of 1,480 and 1,511, respectively.

Quota sampling was applied to assure that the sample resembles

the general population in terms of age (M = 48.98, SD =

1 As indicated by the world values survey (Haerpfer et al., 2022), support

for democracy is high among German and Spanish citizens. On a scale

from 1 (very good) to 4 (very bad), both German and Spanish citizens

consider being ruled by a strong leader on average as fairly bad (Germany:

M = 3.28, SD = 0.20; Spain: M = 3.15, SD = 0.03). On a scale from 1

(not at all important) to 10 (absolutely important), they consider living in a

democracy on average as very important (Germany:M= 9.31, SD= 0.03;

Spain: M = 8.82, SD = 0.05).
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16.33), gender (49.75 percent female) and education (32.89

percent low, 26.75 percent middle, 40.35 percent high)2. At

the expense of statistical power, generalizability may further

be enhanced with post-stratification weights (Miratrix et al.,

2018). For this purpose, sampling weights were computed

based on officially documented distributions of age, gender

and education. However, considering the limited advantages of

sampling weights in survey experiments (Miratrix et al., 2018),

they are not included in the main analyses, but only in an

additional robustness check.

Design and measures

Authoritarian response

A survey experiment was conducted to investigate whether

individuals alter their authoritarian responses in accordance

with societal context. Participants were randomly assigned

to one of three conditions which either measured baseline

levels of authoritarianism or authoritarianism applied to

COVID-19 or climate change (crisis-related authoritarianism).

Participants answered four items on authoritarian submission

and authoritarian aggression with introductory sentences and

the wording of the items varying across experimental conditions.

The subdimension conventionalism was left aside because it

is less central to the concept of authoritarianism (Feldman,

2003) and shows higher overlap with conservatism (Mallinas

et al., 2020). The items for baseline levels of authoritarianism

(control condition) were inspired by an improved measurement

of authoritarian aggression and authoritarian submission that

reduced the conflation of conservatism and authoritarianism

(Beierlein et al., 2014). The items of the COVID-19 condition

and the climate change condition also referred to obedience to

leaders and intolerance of deviance, but applied the ideas to the

context of societal crisis:

[In our current times / In times of the Coronavirus/ in times

of climate change], there are different opinions on how our

society should be organized. Please indicate to what extent you

agree with the following statements:

• We should be grateful for leaders who tell us exactly

what we can do and how [in our times/in times of the

Coronavirus/ in times of global warming].

• In our times/in times of the Coronavirus/in times of climate

change, restraint and obedience are important.

• Those who do not follow social rules/Those who do not

follow the rules for fighting the Coronavirus/Polluters

should be severely punished.

• Troublemakers and dissenters/Those spreading conspiracy

theories and Coronavirus deniers/Those spreading

2 Separate sample statistics for Germany and Spain are displayed in

Table S2 in the online supplement.

conspiracy theories and climate change deniers should be

made aware that they are unwanted in society.

Participants indicated their agreement with the statements

on a seven-point scale with higher values reflecting higher

authoritarian responses. The reliability of the scale was good

in Germany (Cronbach’s α = 0.81) and acceptable in Spain

(Cronbach’s α = 0.69). The experiment was included in the first

half of the survey, before respondents administered other items

that are of interest in this study.

Authoritarian disposition

Individuals’ evaluation of the means is reflected in

authoritarian disposition that was measured with the KSA-

3 scale (Beierlein et al., 2014). Compared to the original

RWA scale developed by Altemeyer (1996), the KSA-3

scale is an improved measurement of authoritarianism and

is, thus, fairly established in the German context. While

following Altemeyer’s suggestion for three subdimensions of

authoritarianism, Beierlein and colleagues attempt to overcome

the shortcomings of its predecessor i.e., the overlap with political

conservatism3. The scale was included at the end of the survey

and consisted of nine items (Cronbach’s α = 0.85 in Germany;

Cronbach’s α = 0.79 in Spain). Answers were given on a seven-

point scale with higher numbers indicating more agreement.

Example items are “We should be grateful for leaders telling

us exactly what to do” and “Traditions should definitely be

carried on and kept alive“4. Compared to the measure for

baseline authoritarianism, the scale measuring authoritarian

disposition is more extensive as it also covered conventionalism

with three items and it included an additional item for

both authoritarian submission and authoritarian aggression.

Nonetheless, there is a significant conceptual overlap between

baseline authoritarianism and authoritarian disposition. This

3 The KSA-3 scale also o�ers advantages compared to child-rearing

values, another widespread measure for authoritarianism. First, child-

rearing values are highly dependent on cultural contexts, arguably more

so than general tendencies to value collective security over individual

autonomy as measured by the KSA-3. For example, in collectivist cultures

child-rearing values of obedience and cooperation tend to be perceived

as more important than in individualistic cultures (Trommsdor� and

Kornadt, 2003). In light of the cross-national setting of the present study,

using child-rearing values as indicator for authoritarian disposition would

thwart comparisons between Germany, a rather individualistic country,

and Spain, a rather collectivistic country. Second, the KSA-3 scale allows

to capture the three subdimensions of authoritarianism i.e., authoritarian

submission, authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism (Altemeyer,

1996). In contrast, the dimensionality of child-rearing is rather unclear

and does not map onto the established subdimensions proposed by

Altemeyer.

4 A complete list of items used in this study is presented in Table S1 in

the online supplement.
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overlap allows to investigate whether authoritarians and non-

authoritarians differ in the extent to which they alter their

authoritarian responses in accordance with societal context. A

strong relation between authoritarian disposition and baseline

authoritarianism indicates reliability across measurement times

while a weak relation between authoritarian disposition

and crisis-related authoritarianism may point to an unequal

influence of societal context on authoritarian responses. Thus,

the purpose of the analyses is not to confirm a rather

trivial relation between authoritarian disposition and baseline

authoritarianism but rather to investigate the differences in the

relation between authoritarian disposition and authoritarian

response across experimental conditions.

Trust in science

Individuals’ evaluations of the collective goal are captured

with two items measuring participants’ trust in universities and

trust in scientists (r = 0.73 in Germany; r = 0.54 in Spain).

Answers were given on a seven-point scale with higher values

indicating more trust.

Control variables

Trust in national institutions i.e., government, parliament,

courts and media (Cronbachs α =0.90 in Germany; Cronbach’s

α =0.85 in Spain), as well as perceived COVID-19 health risk

were included as control variables. For the latter, participants

indicated on a seven-point scale how much they worry

about they themselves or close others becoming severely sick

with COVID-19.

Results

Authoritarian responses across
experimental conditions and countries

For Germany, a one-way ANOVA revealed group differences

in average authoritarian responses across the three conditions

[F(2,1,480) = 39.21, p < 0.001]. A test for the a priori

hypothesis was conducted using Bonferroni corrected alpha

levels. Lending partial support to the first hypothesis, results

indicated an increase in COVID-19 related authoritarianism

(M = 5.179; SD = 1.545; p < 0.001), but not climate change

related authoritarianism (M = 4.571; SD = 1.415; p = 0.216)

relative to baseline levels of authoritarianism (M = 4.415; SD

= 1.365). Similar results were obtained for Spain. A one-way

ANOVA revealed group differences in average authoritarian

responses across conditions [F(2,1,511) = 24.53, p < 0.001]. A

test for the a priori hypothesis was conducted using Bonferroni

corrected alpha levels. In line with the first hypothesis, baseline

levels of authoritarianism (M = 4.460; SD = 1.324) were

lower compared to both COVID-19 related authoritarianism

(M =5.029; SD = 1.376; p < 0.001) and climate change

related authoritarianism (M = 4.891; SD = 1.306; p < 0.001).

Distributions of authoritarian responses and mean values are

also displayed in Figure 1.

The interplay of societal crisis and
individual evaluations

To investigate the interplay of societal crisis, authoritarian

disposition and trust in science, I conducted linear regressions,

again separating between Germany and Spain (see Table 1). In

the reduced models (Model 1 and 4), I only included main

effects of societal crisis treatments, authoritarian disposition and

trust in science. In a second step, interaction effects between

societal crisis treatments and authoritarian disposition as well

as societal crisis treatments and trust in science were included

(Model 2 and 5). In order to facilitate the interpretation of the

interaction effects, the variables authoritarian disposition and

trust in science were centered at the sample mean5 (Hayes,

2013). In a third step, I included the control variables trust in

national institutions, perceived COVID-19 health risk, age and

education6.

Including authoritarian disposition and trust in science as

covariates altered the effect of the climate change condition in

Germany (see model 1): Compared to the one-way ANOVA,

the difference in authoritarian responses between the baseline

condition and the climate change condition was larger and

the difference was also statistically significant. For the other

treatment effects, accounting for authoritarian disposition and

trust in science resulted only in minor changes compared

to the one-way ANOVA. Adding both trust in science and

authoritarian disposition to the model did not yield in

5 Mean centering refers to subtracting the sample mean of a variable

from individuals’ scores implying that the new variable’s mean is zero.

6 One-way ANOVAs suggest that the average levels of the independent

and control variables did not di�er substantially across experimental

groups (see Table S5 in the online supplement). Only for Germany and

when looking at the subdimensions of authoritarian disposition, pairwise

comparisons revealed a marginally significant di�erence in the average

levels of disposition for authoritarian submission between the COVID-19

condition (M = 4.29; SD = 1.41) and the climate change condition (M =

4.08; SD= 1.59; p= 0.061), while comparisons with the control condition

(M= 4.12; SD= 1.41) were not significant (p >.16). For Germany, pairwise

comparisons also revealed that trust in science is higher in the COVID-19

group (M= 5.00; SD= 1.33;) compared to the climate change group (M=

4.77; SD = 1.44; p = 0.024), but comparisons with the control condition

(M = 4.94; SD = 1.34;) were again insignificant (p >.14). Since I do not

statistically compare authoritarian responses between the COVID-19 and

climate change conditions, but use the control condition as reference

category, the interpretation of the main analyses should not be thwarted

by these (marginal) group di�erences.
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FIGURE 1

Kernel density estimations of authoritarian responses across countries and conditions. Vertical lines indicate mean values for each condition.

multicollinearity as indicated by small Variance Inflation Factors

(VIF; for all variables in both countries < 1.5).

Results from model 2 and 4 indicate that the positive effects

of the societal crisis treatments on authoritarian responses

decreased with authoritarian disposition and the negative

interaction effects persisted even when control variables were

included (see model 3 and 5). To facilitate the interpretation,

interaction effects of societal crisis treatments and authoritarian

disposition are visualized in the upper panels of Figure 2. Both

in Germany and in Spain, the COVID-19 condition increased

authoritarian responses relative to the control condition among

participants low in authoritarian dispositions, but not among

participants with high authoritarian dispositions. Similarly, the

climate change condition increased authoritarian responses

relative to the control condition among participants low

in authoritarian dispositions, but this was not the case for

participants high in authoritarian dispositions. Among Spanish

participants with high authoritarian dispositions, there was no

difference between participants in the climate change condition

and the control condition (see Figure 2B). In Germany,

there was even an opposite effect: Among participants with

high authoritarian dispositions, the climate change condition

decreased authoritarian responses relative to the control

condition (see Figure 2A). Overall, the findings support the

second hypothesis.

A different pattern was observed for the interplay of

societal crisis treatment and trust in science (see lower panels

in Figure 2): While applying authoritarianism to COVID-19

had no effect on authoritarian responses for participants who

don’t trust in science, participants who trust highly in science

expressed elevated levels of authoritarianism in the COVID-

19 condition relative to the control condition. The interplay of

the COVID-19 condition and trust in science was very similar

in Germany (Figure 2C) and Spain (Figure 2D). However, the

extent to which the effect of the climate change condition

depended on trust in science differed across countries. In

Germany, the effect on the climate change condition depended

on trust in science: Compared to the control condition,

applying authoritarianism to climate change did not elevate

authoritarian responses among German participants who trust

little in science. In contrast, the climate change condition

increased authoritarian responses among German participants

with high trust in science (see Figure 2C). In Spain, the effect

of the climate change condition did not depend on trust in

science (see model 5). Compared to the control condition, the

climate change condition increased authoritarian dispositions

irrespective of participants trust in science. Except for this

nonexistent moderation effect, the findings are in line with the

third hypothesis7.

7 To enhance the generalizability of the findings, the same analyses

were conducted using post-stratification weights (see Table S6 in the

online supplement). Results did not di�er substantially from the findings
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TABLE 1 Linear regression predicting authoritarian responses in Germany and in Spain.

Germany Spain

1 2 3 4 5 6

COVID-19 condition 0.714** 0.734** 0.723** 0.561** 0.528** 0.533**

(Ref. cat. control condition) (0.0676) (0.0661) (0.0603) (0.0707) (0.0710) (0.0686)

Climate change conditon 0.237** 0.262** 0.271** 0.453** 0.436** 0.456**

(Ref. cat. control condition) (0.0694) (0.0662) (0.0634) (0.0706) (0.0706) (0.0695)

Authoritarian disposition 0.646** 0.839** 0.730** 0.490** 0.626** 0.558**

(mean-centered) (0.0265) (0.0366) (0.0373) (0.0273) (0.0397) (0.0389)

COVID-19 X disposition −0.195** −0.208** −0.217** −0.226**

(0.0595) (0.0548) (0.0663) (0.0633)

Climate change X disposition −0.356** −0.347** −0.212** −0.227**

(0.0586) (0.0568) (0.0618) (0.0604)

Trust in science 0.305** 0.126** −0.0972* 0.249** 0.206** 0.121**

(mean-centered) (0.0267) (0.0359) (0.0419) (0.0257) (0.0368) (0.0381)

COVID-19 X trust 0.303** 0.282** 0.162** 0.132*

(0.0625) (0.0586) (0.0606) (0.0599)

Climate change X trust 0.208** 0.203** −0.0185 −0.0348

(0.0568) (0.0552) (0.0581) (0.0577)

Trust in national institutions 0.170** 0.152**

(0.0183) (0.0274)

COVID-19 health risk 0.250** 0.153**

(0.0296) (0.0254)

Age (in years) −0.000563 0.00423*

(0.00185) (0.00198)

Medium education 0.0280 −0.0488

(Ref. cat. low education) (0.0706) (0.0782)

High education −0.0552 −0.0898

(Ref. cat. low education) (0.0782) (0.0763)

Constant 4.408** 4.388** 2.572** 4.449** 4.467** 2.907**

(0.0443) (0.0422) (0.188) (0.0479) (0.0475) (0.227)

Observations 1,480 1,480 1,480 1,511 1,511 1,511

R-squared 0.446 0.469 0.543 0.293 0.306 0.348

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
**p < 0.01, *p < 0.05.

Subdimensions of authoritarianism

Based on the empirical evidence for the multidimensionality

of authoritarianism (Funke, 2005; Duckitt et al., 2010; Mallinas

et al., 2020), I further explored differences between the

subdimensions of authoritarian submission and authoritarian

aggression. Regression analyses separately explaining the

subdimensions of authoritarian submission and authoritarian

aggression revealed a more nuanced picture (see Figure 3).

of the main analyses presented in Table 1. Importantly, the results imply

the same conclusions with regard to the three hypotheses.

Relative to the control condition, societal crisis treatments

seemed to increase authoritarian aggression to a lesser extent

than authoritarian submission. In fact, increases in authoritarian

aggression (relative to the control condition) were qualified

by individuals’ evaluations i.e., disposition for authoritarian

aggression (Germany and Spain) and trust in science (in

Germany only). While the treatment effects on authoritarian

aggression decreased with disposition for authoritarian

aggression, they increased with trust in science. In contrast,

increases in authoritarian submission were independent of

individuals’ disposition for authoritarian submission (except for

the effect of the Climate Change condition in Germany) and
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FIGURE 2

Authoritarian responses across conditions and countries for di�erent levels of authoritarian disposition [(A) Germany, (B) Spain] and trust in

science [(C) Germany, (D) Spain]. Figures are based on results from regression models 3 and 5 in Table 1. Vertical bars denote 95% confidence

intervals.

trust in science (except for the effect of the COVID-19 condition

in Germany).

Discussion

An extensive amount of research suggests that support

for authoritarianism rises in response to societal threats (for

a review, see Schnelle et al., 2021). Adopting a prosocial

perspective on this phenomenon (Kessler and Cohrs, 2008;

Sinn and Hayes, 2018), I argue that individuals may conceive

authoritarianism as a justifiable means for facilitating unified

action against societal threats. While individuals may reject the

abstract ideas of authoritarian rule and intolerance, they may

readily endorse authoritarian ideas when targeted at dealing

with societal threat. In line with this reasoning, the present

research aimed at grasping the influence of societal context for

authoritarian responses. More specifically, general tendencies

to value collective security over individual autonomy were

compared with levels of crisis-related authoritarianism i.e.,

authoritarianism applied to the contexts of COVID-19 and

climate change, respectively.

Findings from a survey experiment conducted in Germany

and Spain indicate that individuals alter their authoritarian

responses in accordance with the societal context. Average

support for crisis-related authoritarianism was higher

than general tendencies to value collective security over

individual autonomy. Furthermore, the effect of applying

authoritarianism to concrete situations of societal threats

varied across individuals: Societal threat increased authoritarian

responses among individuals without authoritarian dispositions,

but not among individuals with authoritarian disposition. In

Germany, findings also indicate that trust in science matters

for the extent to which individuals alter their support for

authoritarianism in light of societal threat. The relative increases

in crisis-related authoritarianism become lager with rising levels

of trust in science. In Spain, trust in science also increased the

effect of the COVID-19 condition on authoritarianism (albeit to

a lesser extent than in Germany), while the effect of the climate

change condition did not depend on trust in science. I further
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FIGURE 3

Coe�cient plot showing the e�ect of experimental condition (Reference Category: Control condition), authoritarian disposition and trust in

science on authoritarian submission and authoritarian aggression, respectively. Estimates are based on linear regression analyses with all control

variables included (conventionalism, trust in national institutions, perceived COVID-19 health risk, age and education) and robust standard

errors; see Table S7 in the online supplement for the full results. Horizontal bars denote 95% confidence intervals.

explored differences across subdimensions of authoritarianism

revealing that contexts of societal crisis increased authoritarian

submission (mostly independently of trust in science and

authoritarian disposition), while their effects on authoritarian

aggression varied largely with levels of trust in science and

authoritarian disposition. This finding is in line with research

showing that COVID-19 related threat increases authoritarian

submission, but not authoritarian aggression (Filsinger and

Freitag, 2022).

Findings are remarkably similar for Germany and

Spain, except for the interplay between societal crisis and

trust in science. In Spain, relative increases in crisis-related

authoritarianism seems to depend less on trust in science

than in Germany. A possible explanation is that Spain is

more affected by COVID-19 and climate change. Conceivably

as a result of personal experience, Spanish respondents are

generally highly aware of the societal threat from COVID-19

and climate change (Poushter and Huang, 2020) and may

recognize the urgency for collective action irrespective of their

individual trust in science. In contrast, for German respondents,

perceptions of threat from COVID-19 and climate change

may be more ambiguous and, thus, depend on individuals’

levels of trust in science. An interesting avenue for future

research may be to investigate how (sub)national levels of

societal threat exposure manifest in authoritarianism. For

example, are individuals from regions with high numbers of

COVID-19-related deaths more authoritarian than individuals

from regions with fewer deaths?

Relatedly, political orientation also plays into threat

perceptions and subsequent authoritarian responses. Unlike it

is the case for many cultural threats, such as immigration, in

Western countries people leaning toward the political left tend

to be more concerned about climate change and the COVID-

19 pandemic than people leaning toward the political right

(Poushter and Huang, 2020; Delvin et al., 2021). Moreover,

trust in science is negatively correlated with orientations toward

the political right, at least in the US context (Azevedo and

Jost, 2021). The finding that trust in science increases the
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effect of societal crises on authoritarianism may be due to

its overlap with political ideology. Political orientation may

also be a confounder for the moderating role of authoritarian

disposition. Unfortunately, the current survey data did not

include any measures of political orientation. However, the

notion of political ideology “as an interrelated set of attitudes,

values, and beliefs” (Jost et al., 2009, p. 315) suggests that

there is value in studying the role of different (ideological)

beliefs thereby going beyond the unidimensional concept of left-

right orientation. The finding that the interaction effects with

authoritarian disposition and with trust in science persist while

controlling for the other speak to the idea that they do not

capture the same thing i.e., political orientation. Furthermore,

the COVID-19 protests have shown that, in Germany, scientific

skepticism is not a unique feature of the political right (Grande

et al., 2021). Nonetheless, future research should explicitly tackle

the conglomerate of political ideology, type of societal crisis

(cultural or natural threat) and authoritarian response.

More studies are also needed to investigate the presumed

balancing process. Following the reasoning of Asbrock and

Fritsche (2013), responses to collective threats may be deliberate

and direct rather than subconscious and indirect as it is the case

with personal threats, such as mortality salience. Accordingly,

the present research assumes that individuals deliberately weigh

liberal principles of tolerance and democratic rule against the

need for unified action against societal threats. An interesting

paradigm might be to enhance individuals’ perceptions of

cohesiveness and collective control to investigate whether

increased perceptions of group agency bolster the effect of

threat on authoritarianism. Alternatively, future research may

try to frame societal crisis in terms of individual rather than

collective problems. While this may be difficult for the climate

change crisis, for the COVID-19 crisis emphasis may be laid

on individual risk factors and preventive behaviors vs. collective

responsibilities and costs. Finally, it may also be interesting

to investigate authoritarianism in the context of other, less

politicized challenges, such as data protection on the internet

and fair working conditions.

Next to the inability to shed light on the presumed balancing

process, the present study also has some methodological

limitations. First, authoritarian responses were measured

with four items only, capturing authoritarian aggression

and submission, while discarding the third dimension,

conventionalism. This dimension was not included because it

has the highest overlap with conservative ideology (Duckitt

et al., 2010), at least when measured in the original, abstract

form (Altemeyer, 1996). However, in line with the idea

of group authoritarianism (Stellmacher and Petzel, 2005),

conventionalism may also be conceptualized as conformity

with group norms rather than conformity with conservative

ideals. Previous studies suggest that societal threat increases

conformity with group norms, even when they are liberal

(Stollberg et al., 2017). Another limitation is the measure of

authoritarian disposition. The survey was conducted during

the second COVID-19 wave and respondents administered the

scale after answering many questions on the pandemic and its

personal and collective consequences. Since authoritarianism

has been shown to increase when individuals are reminded of

personal or societal threats (Fritsche et al., 2012; Asbrock and

Fritsche, 2013), the measure of authoritarian disposition may be

inflated. This caveat could have been avoided if authoritarian

disposition was measured at a different timepoint, either before

or after the main survey. Finally, measures for authoritarian

reactions and authoritarian disposition were developed for

the German context and their validity may be lower in the

Spanish context.

Despite these limitations, the present study entails an

important conclusion: During heavy societal storms, individuals

are willing to throw principles of individual freedom, tolerance

and democratic rule overboard. Interestingly, this change in

authoritarian responses pertains particularly to individuals who

generally value individual freedoms implying that authoritarians

and non-authoritarians become more alike in their responses.

The study therefore challenges the account that societal threat

activates authoritarian dispositions resulting in an increased gap

in intolerance between authoritarians and non-authoritarians

(Feldman and Stenner, 1997; Stenner, 2005). While the present

study cannot disentangle ideology and authoritarianism, the

focus on rather liberal issues ties in with previous studies

showing that the phenomenon of authoritarianism extends

beyond the political right (Hiel et al., 2006; Conway et al.,

2018). Efforts should, thus, be targeted at reconciling liberal

values and (perceptions of) collective control. First, awareness

for the potential trade-off should be increased among the general

public so that individuals may deliberate on their viewpoint.

Second, the enforcement of conformity and obedience should

be democratically legitimized and within clearly set boundaries,

such as the proscription of vigilantism and its limitation the

purpose of dealing with existential collective crises. Within these

boundaries, authoritarian reactions may unfold their prosocial

potential in facilitating collective goal-directed action.
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