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The present research tested the proposition that the sense of self-continuity that people derive from their group
membership provides a basis for group identification and drives in-group defensive reactions in the context of
identity threat. This proposition was examined in three studies, using the context of national identity. Study 1
found that collective self-continuity uniquely and strongly predicted national identification, when controlling
for other identity motives. Studies 2 and 3 demonstrated that existential threats to national identity particularly
increase a sense of collective self-continuity, compared to other identitymotives, and that this enhanced sense of
collective selfcontinuity results in stronger in-group defense in the form of opposition towards out-groups
(Study 2) and social developments (Study 3) that may undermine group identity, as well as in stronger in-
group protectionism (Study 3). Taken together, these findings indicate that collective selfcontinuity is an impor-
tant motive for group identification and in-group defense in the context of identity threat.

© 2013 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.
Introduction

One of the central features of human identity involves a subjective
sense of continued existence over time and space. Without a feeling
that there is a link between past, present and future it is impossible
to have a sense of personal identity. Promoting self-continuity is a
core function of autobiographical memory (Bluck & Alea, 2008) and
a weakened sense of self-continuity is associated with impaired psy-
chological well-being (Jetten, Haslam, Pugliese, Tonks, & Haslam,
2010; Lampinen, Odegard, & Leding, 2004). These effects are not lim-
ited to personal continuity, but have also been observed at the collec-
tive identity level. People tend to attribute temporal endurance to the
social groups to which they belong (Condor, 1996; Sani, Bowe, &
Herrera, 2008a,b; Sani et al., 2007), and the perception of group con-
tinuity provides existential security (e.g., Sani, Herrera, & Bowe,
2009) and plays a role in social well-being (e.g., Sani et al., 2008a).
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While collective continuity has been a prominent topic of interest
for historians, anthropologists and sociologists (Hobsbawm & Ranger,
1983; Lowenthal, 1985; Smith, 1998; Whitley, 1995), it started to re-
ceive attention in social psychology more recently (e.g., Jetten &
Hutchison, 2011; Jetten &Wohl, 2012; Sani, 2008). For instance, stud-
ies have shown that the perception of in-groups as historically and
culturally enduring is associated with higher levels of group identifi-
cation (Sani et al., 2007, 2008b). Moreover, it has been demonstrated
that people tend to oppose social developments and out-groups that
undermine group continuity (Jetten & Hutchison, 2011; Jetten &
Wohl, 2012; Smeekes & Verkuyten, in press). It has been argued that
these relationships are driven by the psychological need for self-
continuity (Greenberg, Solomon, & Arndt, 2008; Sani et al., 2008b;
Vignoles, 2011); that is, people identify with groups and tend to defend
its beliefs and values, because this bolsters their sense of self-continuity.
To date these propositions have not been empirically tested.

The present research investigates whether the sense of self-
continuity that people derive from their groupmembership (i.e., collec-
tive self-continuity) provides a basis for group identification and under-
lies the desire to defend the in-group in the context of identity threat.
Social psychologists have long been interested in motivations underly-
ing identification with social groups and how these affect group
processes. For example, it has been argued that group processes are
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driven by motivations for self-esteem (Social identity theory; Tajfel &
Turner, 1979), distinctiveness and belonging (Optimal distinctiveness
theory; Brewer, 1991), and subjective meaning (Uncertainty reduction
theory; Hogg, 2000). Although researchers have pointed at the impor-
tance of self-continuity (in comparison to other motives) for identity
construction (Vignoles, 2011; Vignoles, Regalia, Manzi, Golledge, &
Scabini, 2006), its significance for group dynamics has remained largely
unexplored.

In order to show that a sense of collective self-continuity is impor-
tant for group dynamics we first examined the uniqueness and relative
importance of self-continuity for in-group identification, in comparison
to other identity motives. A secondway to demonstrate the importance
of self-continuity for group identity is to test whether existential in-
group threat instigates a sense of collective self-continuity. If self-
continuity is an important source of group identity then people should
recruit feelings of collective self-continuity when the existence of the
in-group is endangered. Furthermore, if people indeed recruit collective
self-continuity when the existence of the in-group is threatened, this, in
turn, raises the question whether this heightened sense of collective
self-continuity strengthens the desire to defend the in-group. People
often respond defensively towards social developments and out-groups
that threaten the maintenance of their group identity (e.g., Jetten &
Hutchison, 2011; Jetten & Wohl, 2012), and this may be driven by their
increased sense of collective self-continuity.

Although many groups can provide a sense of self-continuity this is
particularly likely for ethnic and national groups (Reicher & Hopkins,
2001). These groups are mainly defined and understood as communi-
ties that live together through time and have a shared culture and iden-
tity that is passed on from generation to generation (e.g., Anderson,
1983; Bhabha, 1990). Furthermore, in contemporary Western Europe,
social developments, such as immigration and European integration,
are often portrayed as undermining the continuation of national identi-
ty. We therefore use the context of the nation to examine our predic-
tions. We present three studies, conducted in the Netherlands, with
the more general aim of demonstrating the importance of collective
self-continuity for group dynamics.
Self-continuity and group identification

The functional approach to social identification proposes that group
identification is guided by several general principles that have motiva-
tional or need-like properties (e.g., Breakwell, 1986; Brewer, 1991;
Hogg, 2000; Riketta, 2008; Vignoles et al., 2006). This approach postu-
lates that people identify with groups to the extent that these groups
fulfill their identity needs. However, the literature on these needs is
fragmented and different motivations have been proposed by theorists
working from different perspectives (for an overview see Vignoles,
2011). A recent attempt to integrate these perspectives into a unified
model of identity motives comes from Vignoles (2011)Motivated Iden-
tity Construction Theory. This theory argues that any form of social
identitymust satisfy certainmotivational principles in order to be adap-
tive and useful. These identity motives guide identity construction and
influence psychological well-being. Specifically, the theory proposes
that people are motivated to adopt and construct social identities that
allow them to think positively about themselves (self-esteem motive);
give them the feeling that they belong to others (belongingmotive); pro-
vide them with a sense of continuity over time (continuity motive);
make them feel competent and capable of influencing their environ-
ment (efficacy motive); make them distinguishable from other people
(distinctiveness motive); and give them a sense that their life is mean-
ingful (meaning motive).

In a series of empirical studies, Vignoles et al. (2006) observed that
particularly the motives of self-esteem, continuity, distinctiveness and
meaning made a substantial and unique contribution to the subjective
importance of collective identities. However, research suggests that
the relative importance of these identity motives for group identifica-
tion depends on the specific social category concerned (e.g., Capozza,
Brown, Aharpour, & Falvo, 2006; Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012). In
the present research we focus on the relative importance of self-
continuity, next to other identitymotives, for identificationwith the na-
tion. Nations play an important role in the lives of individuals, and be-
cause national identities are rooted in historical and cultural heritage
it is likely that self-continuity forms an important reason forwhypeople
feel attached to their national group membership.

There is a large body of research within clinical psychology showing
that disruptions of self-continuity are a source of psychological discom-
fort anddistress (e.g., Jetten et al., 2010). People are thereforemotivated
to achieve and maintain a perception of the personal self as being tem-
porally enduring. As part of people's sense of self is derived frommem-
bership in social groups, these groups can also provide them with a
sense of self-continuity (Sani, 2008). That is, group membership can
give people the feeling that the part of the self that is defined by this
membership will continue after their personal self perishes (Sani et
al., 2007, 2008a; Reicher, 2008). In line with this idea, terror manage-
ment theorists (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 2000) have pro-
posed that people seek identification with groups in order to maintain
a sense of symbolic immortality — a sense that one is part of entities
larger and longer lasting than the self. In other words, an important
reason why people are likely to invest in social groups is because this
affords them a feeling of self-transcendence through time and space
(i.e., collective self-continuity) and thus a sense of existential security
(Castano, Yzerbyt, & Paladino, 2004).
When the continued existence of the in-group is threatened

Functional approaches to group identification have proposed that
situations that elicit threats to identity motives will lead to intensified
strivings to satisfy them (Breakwell, 1986; Vignoles, 2011). The sense
of self-continuity that people derive from their group membership is
not only based on a feeling of collective roots and ancestry, but also
on a faith that “we” (and hence “I”) will continue to be in the future
(Condor, 1996). Therefore, threats to the continued existence of the
in-group are likely to result in an increased motivation to maintain
a sense of collective self-continuity (Jetten & Hutchison, 2011). More-
over, it has been proposed that in the context of social identity threat
the need for self-continuity is a driving force for enhanced in-group
protectionism and out-group rejection (Breakwell, 1986; Vignoles,
2011). Experimental evidence shows that when threats to personal
continuity are made salient people report more intergroup bias
(McGregor, Zanna, Holmes, & Spencer, 2001), and tend to more
strongly affirm their national culture (Shepherd, Kay, Landau, & Keefer,
2011, Study 1). These findings suggest that an elevated sense of collec-
tive self-continuitymay be onemechanism throughwhich social identi-
ty threat increases in-group protectionism and out-group rejection.

The concept of identity threat is central in intergroup theorizing
and research. Different forms of threat have been identified and differ-
ent responses in coping with identity threats have been examined
(see Breakwell, 1986; Branscombe, Ellemers, Spears, & Doosje, 1999;
Stephan& Stephan, 2000). However, this body of researchhas neglected
existential threats that emanate from the potential loss or disappear-
ance of group continuity (but see Wohl, Branscombe, & Reysen, 2010).
The consequences of existential threats at the individual level have
been researched in existential psychology, mainly from a terror man-
agement perspective. Terror management theory (TMT; Solomon,
Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991) proposes that identificationwith social
groups and hostility towards dissenting others are mechanisms to cope
with the existential anxiety that comes from the awareness of the inev-
itability of personal death (i.e., mortality salience). These effects, often
referred to as worldview defenses in the terror management literature,
have been observed in various studies. Much of thework in this domain
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proceeds from the hypothesis that if psychological structures buffer the
consequences of awareness of personal death, then experimentally
heightening mortality salience will result in elevated levels of invest-
ment in these buffering structures.

It has been postulated that collective self-continuity also serves such
a buffering function (Sani et al., 2009). That is, it is proposed that mor-
tality salience strengthens the sense of permanence and transcendence
that is afforded by group membership (i.e., symbolic immortality),
which subsequently enhances the desire to engage in worldview de-
fenses. Although groups are not mortal in the same way as individuals
they can also cease to exist in the future. Therefore, the processes
outlined by TMT may work in a similar way for existential threats at
the group level. That is, people can be expected to report stronger
feelings of collective self-continuity when facing threats to the con-
tinued existence of the in-group, and this is subsequently likely to
strengthen their need to defend group identity. Previous studies have
not examined whether existential group threats instigate feelings of
collective self-continuity, nor have they empirically tested whether
such strengthened feelings of collective self-continuity increase the
need to defend the in-group. We propose that a threat to the continued
existence of national identity will elevate a sense of national self-
continuity (controlling for other national identity motives), which sub-
sequently strengthens one's desire to defend national identity.

The present research

We examined the proposition that the feeling of self-continuity that
people derive from their group membership provides an important
basis of group identification and drives in-group defenses in the context
of existential group threats. We tested this proposition in relation to
national identity and by examining different convergent hypotheses.
In Study 1 (survey), we examined in three different samples whether
self-continuity can be empirically distinguished fromother identitymo-
tives that have been shown to predict group identification (Vignoles et
al., 2006), and whether feelings of self-continuity uniquely predict na-
tional identification when taking these other identity motives into
account.

Subsequently, in Studies 2 and 3, we reasoned that if self-continuity
is an important source of national identity, threats to the future exis-
tence of the nation will elevate a sense of national self-continuity (con-
trolling for other national identity motives). This increased sense of
national self-continuity is subsequently expected to strengthen the
need to defend the national in-group. Previous studies have shown
that there are different ways in which group members may attempt to
defend their in-group identity. One way is to minimize the influence
and presence of out-groups (e.g., Jetten &Wohl, 2012) and social devel-
opments (e.g., Jetten & Hutchison, 2011) that potentially undermine
in-group identity. Another way is to maximize the protection of in-
group culture and identity (Wohl et al., 2010). Thus, the present re-
search examined group defenses in the form of opposition towards
out-groups (Muslim immigrants; Study 2) and social developments
(European integration; Study 3) that may undermine the national
in-group, and in the form of protectionism of national culture and iden-
tity (Study 3). Studies 2 and 3 used an experimental design.

Study 1

Our first study was designed to evaluate the uniqueness and rele-
vance of collective self-continuity, compared to other identity motives,
for national identification. Next to self-continuity, we focused on belong-
ing, self-esteem, distinctiveness and efficacy (Vignoles et al., 2006).
Participants completed a questionnaire with separate items for each
identitymotive and a separate scale for national identification.We tested
our predictions among three different samples, in order to demonstrate
the validity and robustness of the findings.
Method

Participants and procedure
A paper and pencil survey was carried out among three different

samples. Study 1A was conducted among 172 native Dutch adoles-
cents and young adults (53.8% female). They participated on a volun-
tary basis and the anonymous questionnaires were administered
within a classroom setting. In Study 1B a convenience sample of 166
adults living in Utrecht was recruited by distributing questionnaires
among adult family members of pupils from a high-school. In this
sample we only selected native Dutch people (i.e., those who have a
Dutch passport and have Dutch parents). This resulted in a sample
of 102 participants (54.9% female). In Study 1C the sample consisted
of 113 Utrecht University students who were invited to participate
in a study on Dutch society. We again only selected the ones who
were native Dutch, which resulted in a total of 89 participants (64%
female). The ages ranged between 13 and 27 in Study 1A (M =
17.41, SD = 3.31), between 19 and 69 in Study 1B (M = 43.53,
SD = 12.09), and between 18 and 33 in Study 1C (M = 23.39,
SD = 2.93).
Measures
All measures were rated on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly

agree) scale.
Identity motives. In Studies 1A and 1B each identity motive was
assessed by a combination of two items, which were based on previ-
ous research (see Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012; Vignoles et al., 2006).
For the continuity motive the items were: “Being Dutch gives me a
sense of continuity — between past, present, and future”, and “Being
Dutch gives me the feeling that I am part of a long shared history”
(Study 1A, r = .64, p b .001; Study 1B, r = .74, p b .001). For the be-
longing motive the items were: “Being Dutch gives me the feeling
that I am close to other people”, and “Being Dutch gives me the feel-
ing that I am at homewith other people” (Study 1A, r = .75, p b .001;
Study 1B, r = .70, p b .001). For the self-esteem motive the items
were: “Being Dutch gives me a positive feeling about myself”, and
“The fact that I am Dutch gives me a proud feeling” (Study 1A, r =
.72, p b .001; Study 1B, r = .65, p b .001). For the efficacy motive
the items were: “My Dutch identity provides me with confidence to
achieve my goals”, and “Being Dutch gives me a feeling of certainty
that I am capable of doing the things I want to do” (Study 1A, r =
.78, p b .001; Study 1B, r = .75, p b .001). Finally, the items for the
distinctiveness motive were: “Being Dutch gives me the feeling that
I am different from other people in the world”, and “Being Dutch
gives me the feeling that I am special” (Study 1A, r = .60, p b .001;
Study 1B, r = .66, p b .001). For each motive, the two items were
combined into a scale.

In Study 1C we only assessed the continuity (α = .74), belonging
(α = .88), and self-esteem (α = .72) motives. In this Study, each of
these identity motives was measured with the same items as in Stud-
ies 1A and 1B plus one additional item. The additional item for the
continuity motive was “Being Dutch gives me the feeling that I am
part of a shared future”. For the self-esteem motive this additional
item was: “Being Dutch gives me a satisfactory feeling”, and for be-
longing this item was: “Being Dutch gives me the feeling that I am
connected with other people.”
National identification. Three items were used to assess how central
national identity was for participants (Study 1A, α = .84; Study 1B,
α = .86; Study 1C, α = .72). The items were: “I identify with the
Netherlands”, “My Dutch background is an important part of my iden-
tity”, and “Being Dutch is a very important part of how I see myself”.



Table 1
Means, standard deviations and bivariate intercorrelations for all measures, Study 1.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6

Study 1A
1. Continuity motive 3.68 1.41 _– .57⁎⁎⁎ .57⁎⁎⁎ .46⁎⁎⁎ .52⁎⁎⁎ .58⁎⁎⁎

2. Belonging motive 4.24 1.43 .55⁎⁎⁎ .39⁎⁎⁎ .46⁎⁎⁎ .64⁎⁎⁎

3. Self-esteem motive 4.19 1.50 – .71⁎⁎⁎ .61⁎⁎⁎ .58⁎⁎⁎

4. Distinctiveness
motive

3.40 1.60 – .47⁎⁎⁎ .39⁎⁎⁎

5. Efficacy motive 4.91 1.29 – .38⁎⁎⁎

6. In-group
identification

5.05 1.09 –

Study 1B
1. Continuity motive 4.15 1.44 – .24⁎ .63⁎⁎⁎ .21⁎ .22⁎ .55⁎⁎⁎

2. Belonging motive 4.20 1.38 – .51⁎⁎⁎ .51⁎⁎⁎ .54⁎⁎⁎ .66⁎⁎⁎

3. Self-esteem motive 3.89 1.47 – .66⁎⁎⁎ .61⁎⁎⁎ .42⁎⁎⁎

4. Distinctiveness
motive

3.24 1.53 – .67⁎⁎⁎ .24⁎

5. Efficacy motive 3.62 1.62 – .31⁎⁎

6. In-group
identification

5.22 1.31 –

Study 1C
1. Continuity motive 3.93 1.31 – .58⁎⁎⁎ .39⁎⁎⁎ .56⁎⁎⁎

2. Belonging motive 4.36 1.23 – .47⁎⁎⁎ .59⁎⁎⁎

3. Self-esteem motive 4.87 .90 – .70⁎⁎⁎

4. In-group
identification

5.05 1.01 –

Note.
⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.
⁎⁎ p b .01.
⁎ p b .05.

Table 2
Fit indices of competing measurement models of national identity motives, Study 1.

χ2 df p Δχ2 CFI RMSEA ÀIC

Study 1A
Identity motives

5-factors 50.55 25 .002 .98 .08 99.46
4-factors 101.25 29 b .001 50.7⁎⁎⁎ .93 .12 153.25
3-factors 110.13 32 b .001 54.58⁎⁎⁎ .92 .12 156.13
1-factor 429.24 36 b .001 378.69⁎⁎⁎ .60 .25 467.24
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Results

Confirmatory factor analyses
We performed confirmatory factor analyses (CFA) using AMOS

18.0 software to determine whether the items assessing the national
identity motives composed different factors. In Study 1A and 1B, we
compared the fit of a five-factor model with the fit of a three-, four-,
and one-factor model. In the four-factor model the items of continuity
and belonging loaded on one component, and in the three-factor
model the motives of self-esteem and distinctiveness were also
collapsed (next to continuity and belonging). The reason is that
these motives showed the highest correlations in both samples (see
Table 1 for means, standard deviations and intercorrelations for all
measures in the different samples). In Study 1C, we compared the fit
of a three-factor (continuity, self-esteem, and belonging) to a two-
factor (continuity and belonging), and a one-factor model. Items were
permitted to load only on the motive they were expected to indicate
and no item errors were allowed to correlate. The results of the analyses
are shown in Table 2.

In Studies 1A and 1B, the five-factor model fitted the data signifi-
cantly better than any of the alternative models. Moreover, in Study
1C the three-factor model fitted the data significantly better than
the two- and one-factor models.1 The z-statistics obtained for all the
factor loadings were statistically significant (ps b .001) and the stan-
dardized factor loadings were between .70 and .89 in Study 1A, be-
tween .79 and .95 in Study 1B, and between .44 and .98 in Study 1C.
Taken together, these results show that, although significantly corre-
lated (see Table 1), the identity motives were empirically distinct in
the different samples.2

Regression analyses
We subsequently regressed national identification on the identity

motives. The results for the three different samples are shown in
Table 3. The results of Studies 1A and 1B show that when all five iden-
tity motives were entered in the equation simultaneously, only conti-
nuity, belonging, and self-esteem were unique significant predictors
of national identification, whereas distinctiveness and efficacy had
no significant effects. In Study 1C collective self-continuity, belonging
and self-esteem all had a unique and significant effect on national
identification. In all samples the identity motives explained a signifi-
cant and high proportion of the variance in national identification
(see Table 3). These findings indicate that feelings of self-continuity,
self-esteem and belonging are important motivational principles of
national identity and that they are empirically distinct. In line with
our expectation, it was found among three different samples that
feelings of collective self-continuity uniquely predicted national iden-
tification when controlling for other identity motives.

Study 2

The results of Study 1 provide support for our prediction that
self-continuity forms an important and unique basis for national iden-
tification. As a next step, we examined the relationship between
1 To compare models we used the following rule of thumb: an AIC difference of b2
indicates no meaningful discrepancy between models; a difference between 4 and 7
indicates considerable evidence that the model with the lower AIC is better, and a dif-
ference of N10 indicates substantial support for the model with the lower AIC
(Burnham & Anderson, 2002).

2 For Studies 1A and 1B, we also compared the five-factor model to all possible four-
factor models. The results were in favor of the five-factor model (i.e., had a better mod-
el fit than any of the alternative models). Results are available on request. For Study 1C,
we also compared the three factor model to two-factor models in which continuity was
combined with self-esteem, and belonging with self-esteem. This revealed that the
proposed three-factor model also fit the data better than a two-factor model in which
continuity and self-esteem were combined, χ2(19) = 73.32, p b .001, Δχ2(2) = 56.50,
p b .001, and better than a two-factor model in which belonging and self-esteem were
combined, χ2(19) = 66.34, p b .001, Δχ2(2) = 49.52, p b .001.
collective self-continuity and attachment to the in-group from the
perspective of identity threat. We reasoned that if self-continuity is
an important source of national identity, feelings of collective self-
continuity should be strengthened when the existence of the national
in-group is threatened. Furthermore, we proposed that these height-
ened feelings of collective self-continuity would enhance the need to
defend group identity, and that one way in which group members
may attempt to do this is by minimizing the presence and influence
of out-groups. Thus, in Study 2 we examined in-group defense in the
form of opposition towards a relevant out-group.

We conducted Study 2 within the context of strong negative sen-
timents towards Muslim immigrants in the Netherlands (Sniderman
& Hagendoorn, 2007). This context is relevant as Muslim immigrants
Study 1B
Identity motives

5-factors 39.46 25 .033 .99 .04 106.34
4-factors 86.42 29 b .001 46.96⁎⁎⁎ .90 .14 138.42
3-factors 95.43 32 b .001 55.97⁎⁎⁎ .89 .14 141.43
1-factor 214.54 35 b .001 175.08⁎⁎⁎ .69 .23 254.54

Study 1C
Identity motives

3-factors 40.91 24 .017 .95 .09 82.91
2-factors 72.47 26 b .001 31.56⁎⁎⁎ .87 .14 110.47
1-factor 119.52 27 b .001 78.61⁎⁎⁎ .74 .20 155.52

Note. CFI: comparative fit index; RMSEA: root-mean-square error of approximation;
AIC: Akaike information criterion.
⁎⁎⁎ p b .001



3 We also compared this three-factor model to two-factor models in which continuity
was combined with self-esteem, and belonging with self-esteem. This revealed that the
proposed three-factormodel also fit the data better than a two-factormodel in which con-
tinuity and self-esteem were combined, χ2(26) = 75.51, p b .001, Δχ2(2) = 36.63,
p b .001, and better than a two-factor model in which belonging and self-esteem were
combined, χ2(26) = 101.92, p b .001, Δχ2(2) = 63.04, p b .001.

4 The model has 79 degrees of freedom because we allowed five error terms be-
tween the six items assessing opposition to Muslim expressive rights to correlate. This
was necessary in order to reach acceptable model fit.

Table 3
Standardized regression coefficients (with standard errors in brackets) from multiple
regression analyses with national identification as the dependent variable and identity
motives as predictors, split by sample, Study 1.

Study 1A Study 1B Study 1C

Identity motives
Continuity .26⁎⁎⁎ (.07) .21⁎ (.09) .24⁎⁎ (.08)
Belonging .38⁎⁎⁎ (.06) .51⁎⁎⁎ (.11) .21⁎ (.07)
Self-esteem .35⁎⁎⁎ (.08) .28⁎⁎ (.09) .50⁎⁎⁎ (.09)
Distinctiveness − .08 (.06) − .21 (.10)
Efficacy − .11 (06) − .04 (.09)

R2 .52⁎⁎⁎ .54⁎⁎⁎ .61⁎⁎⁎

Note.
⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.
⁎⁎ p b .01.
⁎ p b .05.
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are often portrayed and perceived as a threat to the continuation of
national identity (Gijsberts & Lubbers, 2009; Smeekes, Verkuyten, &
Poppe, 2011; Verkuyten, 2013). Therefore, the increasing presence
and visibility of Islam in public life often evokes opposition among
the native Dutch population (Smeekes & Verkuyten, in press).
Hence, in Study 2 we assessed whether the heightened feelings of
collective self-continuity that result from the salience of existential
threats to national identity cause native Dutch participants to express
more opposition to rights of Muslims to publicly confirm and express
their identity (e.g., wearing a headscarf, building Mosques).

Wemanipulated existential national threat by asking participants to
write and think about how they would feel when their country would
no longer exist and hence no longer have a shared history and future.
We compared this to a control condition in which nowriting and imag-
ination taskswere given.We hypothesized that existential threatwould
result in elevated feelings of collective self-continuity (controlling for
belonging and self-esteem), and that this would subsequently induce
opposition towards Muslim expressive rights.

Method

Participants, design and procedure
Participants were 103 Dutch adolescents from a high school in

Utrecht who participated for course credit. We only selected the
ones who were native Dutch, which resulted in a total of 89 partici-
pants (60.2% female). They participated on a voluntary basis and all
questionnaires were completed within a classroom setting. The ages
ranged between 15 and 17 (M = 15.75, SD = .68). All participants
followed a pre-university track. Participants were randomly assigned
to one of two conditions (existential threat vs. control).

Existential threat manipulation
Participants in the existential threat condition first read the

following:

For most people family is really important. Family provides people
with a sense of rootedness and lineage. Therefore, many people
want to knowwho they descend from andwhat their family history
is. Just like a family the county one originates from also provides
people with a sense of descent and origin. One is born and raised
in a country, just like in a family. This is the reason why we use
the words fatherland and motherland. Because you are part of the
Netherlands you have a shared history and future with other Dutch
people. This is why your country, just like your family, can give you a
feeling that you continue to exist through time.

They were then asked to underline the two most important sen-
tences in the text. Subsequently, participants received two assignments.
The first assignment was awriting task, in which theywere asked to re-
spond to the following: ‘Think about your family, your family history,
and the feeling of roots and heritage they give you. Imagine now that
you would not know where you come from, who your parents and
grandparents are, and hence have no family memory. Please briefly
describe how you would feel.’ Participants then proceeded to the
second task in which they were asked the following: ‘Think about the
Netherlands as one big family with a shared heritage and future. Imag-
ine that the Netherlands would no longer exist, and hence that there
would no longer be a shared national past and future. Try to imagine
how you would feel.’ Participants then proceeded to the questions
about national identity motives and attitudes towards Muslims. In the
control (baseline) condition participants did not receive a text or writ-
ing task and only completed the measures of interest.

Measures
The measures of collective self-continuity (α = .77), belonging

(α = .89), and self-esteem (α = .85) were identical to Study 1C. We
used six items from previous research that assess the extent to which
participants are opposed to Muslim expressive rights (e.g., Smeekes
et al., 2011; Smeekes & Verkuyten, in press; Verkuyten & Yildiz,
2010). Two sample items are: “Muslims should have the right to not
only celebrate their Islamic holidays at home, but also in public life”,
“Muslims should have the right to publicly express and show their
religion”. All items (α = .84) were reverse scored and therefore a
higher score indicates stronger opposition to Muslim expressive rights.

Results

Confirmatory factor analyses
Again, CFAwas conducted to determinewhether the items assessing

the identity motives of continuity, belonging and self-esteem form dif-
ferent factors. The results of these analyses are presented in Table 4.
The proposed three factor structure had a good fit to the data. The
z-statistics obtained for all the factor loadings were statistically signifi-
cant (ps b .001) and the standardized factor loadings were between
.61 and .88 for self-continuity, between .83 and .89 for belonging, and
between .69 and .97 for self-esteem. Similar to Study 1C, chi-square dif-
ference tests indicated that this three-factor model fit the data better
than a two-factor model in which continuity and belonging were com-
bined (Model 1b), and better than a one-factor model (Model 1c).3

In addition, we performed a CFA to test whether the identity
motives are empirically distinct from the dependent measure: oppo-
sition to Muslim expressive rights (see Table 4). A four-factor model
including the three scales measuring the three identity motives and
opposition to Muslim expressive rights,4 fit the data significantly
better than any alternative model in which the latter is combined
into one factor with the continuity motive (Model 2a), belonging mo-
tive (Model 2b), or self-esteem motive (Model 2c). Thus, the findings
show that the dependent variable is empirically distinct from the
identity motives and that the three motives are also distinct.

Structural equation modeling
We conducted structural equation modeling (using AMOS 18.0)

using latent variables, which provides more reliable results than path
analyses using only manifest variables (Kline, 2005). To test our predic-
tions regarding the effects of existential group threat on the continuity
motive (controlling for belonging and self-esteem), and on opposition



Table 4
Fit indices of models tested in confirmatory factor analyses, Study 2 and Study 3.

χ2(df) Δχ2 CFI RMSEA ÀIC

Study 2
Identity motives

1) 3-factors 38.88 (24)⁎ .97 .08 80.88
1a) 2-factors (continuity and belonging combined) 85.97 (26)⁎⁎⁎ 47.09⁎⁎⁎ .87 .16 123.97
1b) 1-factor 133.04 (27)⁎⁎⁎ 94.16⁎⁎⁎ .77 .21 196.04

Separate mediator
2) 4-factors 110.27 (79)⁎ .96 .07 192.27
2a) 3-factor model 1 (continuity with opposition) 169.02 (82)⁎⁎⁎ 58.75⁎⁎⁎ .88 .11 245.02
2b) 3-factor model 2 (belonging with opposition) 182.37 (82)⁎⁎⁎ 72.10⁎⁎⁎ .86 .12 258.37
2c) 3-factor model 3 (self-esteem with opposition) 176.89 (82)⁎⁎⁎ 66.62⁎⁎⁎ .87 .12 252.89

Study 3
Identity motives

1) 2-factors 100.89 (8)⁎⁎⁎ .96 .17 126.89
1a) 2-factors (excluding continuity item) 17.36 (4)⁎⁎ 83.53⁎⁎⁎ .99 .09 39.36
1b) 1-factor 180.31 (5)⁎⁎⁎ 79.42⁎⁎⁎ .91 .29 200.31

Separate mediator
2) 4-factors 90.94 (38)⁎⁎⁎ .99 .06 146.94
2a) 3-factor model 1 (continuity with opposition) 698.46 (41)⁎⁎⁎ 607.52⁎⁎⁎ .81 .20 748.46
2b) 3-factor model 2 (belonging with opposition) 678.35 (41)⁎⁎⁎ 587.41⁎⁎⁎ .82 .19 728.35
2c) 3-factor model 3 (continuity with protectionism) 563.50 (41)⁎⁎⁎ 472.56⁎⁎⁎ .85 .18 613.50
2d) 3-factor model 4 (belonging with protectionism) 927.65 (41)⁎⁎⁎ 836.71⁎⁎⁎ .75 .23 977.65

Note. CFI = Comparative Fit Index, RMSEA = Root Mean Square Error of Approximation, AIC = Akaike Information Criterion.
⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.
⁎⁎ p b .01.
⁎ p b .05.
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to Muslim expressive rights we specified the model in Fig. 1. Means,
standard deviations, and bivariate correlations between all continuous
manifest variables are presented in Table 5. The standardized paths,
explained variance (R2) and model fit statistics are shown in Fig. 1.5

All manifest items loaded significantly on their respective latent vari-
able (ranging between .40 and .96). These analyses revealed that, as
expected, the existential threatmanipulation exerted a significant effect
on the continuity motive. When existential in-group threat was salient,
participants reported stronger feelings of collective self-continuity than
in the control condition. Importantly, these feelings of collective self-
continuity were subsequently related to stronger opposition to Muslim
expressive rights. The existential threat manipulation positively pre-
dicted belonging but not self-esteem, and both these motives were
unrelated to opposition toMuslim expressive rights when tested simul-
taneously in the specified model (see Fig. 1).

These findings demonstrate the relative importance of the continu-
ity motive in the relation between existential group threat and opposi-
tion to a relevant out-group. Surprisingly, there was no significantmain
effect of the existential threat manipulation on opposition to Muslim
expressive rights. However, we proceeded to test the indirect effect of
the existential threat manipulation (via the continuity motive) on op-
position to Muslim expressive rights, because exogenous variables can
exert an effect on the endogenous variable(s) in the absence of a direct
relation between them (see Hayes, 2009). That is, only the indirect ef-
fect of an exogenous variable on an endogenous variable needs to be
significant in order to establish a causal connection between the two.
It is worth pointing out that an indirect effect is different from what is
generally understood asmediation,whereby exogenous (X) and endog-
enous (Y) variables must be associated in order for another variable to
mediate that effect (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006). Therefore, some authors
prefer to avoid the term ‘mediator’ and instead refer to the ‘indirect
effect’ of X on Y through an intervening variable (for a discussion of
the distinction between indirect effects and mediation, see Mathieu &
Taylor, 2006). Importantly, establishing indirect effects provide strong
5 The model has 90 degrees of freedom because we allowed five error terms of the
items assessing opposition to Muslim expressive rights to correlate. This was necessary
in order to reach acceptable model fit.
support for one's hypothesized causal relationships (Zhao, Lynch, &
Chen, 2010).

Analysis of indirect effects.We tested the indirect effect of the existential
threat manipulation on opposition to Muslim expressive rights, via
collective self-continuity, using bootstrapping procedures in AMOS
18.0. In this model we included the latent variables of belonging and
self-esteem as covariates (i.e., controlling for their correlation with all
other latent variables). We generated 5000 random bootstrap samples
with replacement from the dataset (N = 89) and tested the model
with these samples. The analysis revealed a significant indirect effect
of existential threat, with a point estimate of .146 and a 95% bias-
corrected confidence interval of .042 to .328. These results are con-
sistent with our predicted causal model. When existential threats
to group identity are salient, individuals feel a stronger sense of collec-
tive self-continuity and are therefore more likely to oppose a relevant
out-group.

Study 3

The results of Study 2 are consistent with the idea that when na-
tional group members are facing existential threat to their in-group,
this increases their sense of collective self-continuity, which subse-
quently enhances opposition towards the presence and visibility of
a relevant out-group (i.e., Muslim immigrants), as a means to defend
in-group identity. More specifically, we observed that while existen-
tial threat did not directly lead to stronger out-group opposition, a
significant indirect effect emerged via heightened feelings of collec-
tive self-continuity. This means that existential threat enhanced feel-
ings of collective self-continuity, which in turn increased out-group
opposition. Importantly, this indirect effect was significant when con-
trolling for motives of collective self-esteem and belonging.

We wanted to build on these findings in several ways. First, as no
manipulation check was assessed in Study 2 we cannot be certain that
our manipulation actually elicited existential threat. We therefore in-
cluded a manipulation check item in Study 3. Second, the manipulation
in Study 2 consisted of two related parts that concerned existential
threats to family and national identity. Therefore, strictly speaking, we
cannot be sure that the salience of national rather than family existential



Fig. 1. Structural equation model (Study 2): Influence of existential threat manipulation on opposition to Muslim expressive rights, via national identity motives of continuity, be-
longing and self-esteem. Path-coefficients are standardized estimates (marked in boldface), and the path coefficient in parenthesis reflects the mediators in the equation. Correla-
tions between latent variables are standardized. ***p b .001, **p b .01, *p b .05. Non-significant paths are shown as broken arrows. To simplify, indicators of latent variables are not
shown. Model fit: χ²(90) = 122.06, p = .014; CFI = .96, RMSEA = .06.
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threat caused enhanced feelings of national self-continuity. In addition,
this two-part manipulation may be a reason why we only observed a
significant indirect effect, and no total effect, on out-group opposition.
That is, a significant indirect effect in the absence of a total effect could
indicate that, next to collective self-continuity, there is another indirect
path (not taken into account in our predictedmodel) that carries the ef-
fect from existential threat to out-group opposition in the opposite di-
rection (MacKinnon, Krull, & Lockwood, 2000; Hayes, 2009). More
specifically, whereas thinking about the loss of national identity may
have enhanced opposition to immigrant out-groups via increased na-
tional self-continuity, thinking about losing one's family may have re-
duced opposition to immigrant out-groups via, for example, stronger
feelings of warmth for other people. In Study 3, we therefore examined
the effects of an existential threat manipulation that only referred to
national identity. A third methodological improvement concerns the
samples we used in the previous studies. In social psychology, various
concerns have been raised about the use of student samples for the gen-
erality of findings and theoretical conclusions (Henry, 2008; Mitchell,
2012). We therefore conducted Study 3 among a nationally representa-
tive sample of the native Dutch adult population.
Table 5
Means, standard deviations and bivariate intercorrelations for all latent variables, Study 2
and Study 3.

M SD 1 2 3 4

Study 2
1. Continuity motive 4.08 1.20 – .54⁎⁎⁎ .61⁎⁎⁎ .25⁎

2. Belonging motive 4.33 1.31 – .63⁎⁎⁎ .21⁎

3. Self-esteem motive 4.83 1.28 – .25⁎

4. Opposition to Muslim
expressive rights

3.76 1.02 –

Study 3
1. Continuity motive 4.96 1.16 – .71⁎⁎⁎ .28⁎⁎⁎ .50⁎⁎⁎

2. Belonging motive 4.73 1.23 – .36⁎⁎⁎ .18⁎

3. Opposition to European
integration

5.65 .99 – .54⁎⁎⁎

4. In-group protectionism 4.86 1.37 –

Note.
⁎⁎⁎ p b .001.

⁎ p b .05.
Furthermore, we also wanted to strengthen and extend our theo-
retical contribution. Applying terror management theory to the group
level, previous research has shown that existential threats to group iden-
tity donot only result in in-groupdefense in the formof hostility towards
out-groups (e.g., Jetten &Wohl, 2012), but also in increased attempts to
protect the future vitality of the in-group (Wohl et al., 2010). Moreover,
it has been observed that not only out-groups, but also social develop-
ments, such as mergers, can form an existential threat to in-group iden-
tity and consequently evoke resistance (Jetten & Hutchison, 2011). In
Study 3, we thereforemanipulated existential national threat in the con-
text of European integration, and examined people's in-group defenses
in the form of (a) opposition against European integration and (b)
in-group protectionism.

This context is of particular relevance as one of the central controver-
sies of European integration concerns the threat to national identity and
sovereignty. Although research on the Common Ingroup Identity Model
(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) proposes that intergroup bias can be re-
duced when superordinate category membership (such as European
identity) is salient, attempts to replace a valued subgroup identity
with a superordinate identity can produce identity threat, that subse-
quently enhances intergroup bias (Dovidio, Gaertner, & Saguy, 2007;
Hornsey & Hogg, 2000) and resistance against this replacement
(Jetten & Hutchison, 2011). Research has shown that resistance to fur-
ther European integration is growing in various European countries,
and that it is particularly strong in the Netherlands (Lubbers &
Scheepers, 2010). In many European countries this issue has been in-
creasingly framed and perceived as a threat to the continuation of na-
tional identity (Lubbers & Jaspers, 2011). Eurosceptic politicians and
commentators have been warning for the creation of a European
super state, in which different national identities would be lost.

In Study 3, we asked Dutch participants to read andwrite about how
theywould feel when their country would bemerged, and hence disap-
pear, in a larger European super state. We compared this to a control
condition in which no writing and imagination tasks were given. We
predicted that this existential threat to in-group identitywould enhance
in-group protectionism and opposition to European integration, via an
increased sense of collective self-continuity. As this experiment was
part of a larger data collection on national and European identity we
were limited in the amount of items that could be included in the ques-
tionnaire. We chose to leave out national self-esteem as this variable
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was not affected by the existential threat manipulation and did not in-
dependently predict out-group opposition in Study 2 (see Fig. 1).

Method

Participants, design and procedure
This experimental study (N = 412) was part of a larger data collec-

tion (in 2012) among a representative sample of the native Dutch pop-
ulation of 18 years and older. Respondents were drawn from an online
panel of native Dutch respondents maintained by TNS NIPO Consult.6

The sample consisted of 48.1% men and 51.9% women. The ages ranged
between 18 and 87, and the mean age was 50.98 (SD = 16.94). Of the
respondents, 4.6% completed primary education, 59.7% completed a
lower level of secondary (26.4%) and tertiary education (33.3%), 33.4%
completed a higher level of secondary (8.0%) and tertiary (higher ap-
plied and university) education (26.5%), and 1.2% did not report their
educational level. A between-subjects designwas used, in which partic-
ipants were randomly assigned to one of two conditions (correspond-
ing to the existential threat or the control condition). Participants
were informed that the study was about Dutch and European identity
and completed all materials in the online survey in the order that
follows.

Existential threat manipulation
In the existential threat condition, participants read the following:

Please try to envisage that theNetherlands no longer exists in the fu-
ture, because it is merged within a European super state. Imagine
that in this United Europe the Dutch culture and identity havemost-
ly been lost, because there is an emphasis on European (instead of
national) values and traditions. In this United Europe you no longer
have a Dutch passport, but only a European passport. Typical Dutch
achievements, such as the right to abortion and euthanasia, do no
longer exist in this United Europe. Please write down below how
you would feel about this loss (2 sentences max.).

Participants in the control condition did not receive any text and
immediately proceeded to the remaining measures.

Measures
Participants completed all measures on a 7-point scale ranging

from (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree).

Manipulation check. One item assessed the extent to which partici-
pants felt that the continuity of national identity was threatened by
European integration: “The maintenance of traditional Dutch culture
and identity is being threatened by increasing European integration”.

Identity motives. The same three-items for assessing collective self-
continuity (α = .89) and belonging (α = .95) as in Study 1C and
Study 2 were used.

In-group protectionism. Three items assessed the extent to which par-
ticipants felt that national culture should be protected (α = .87):
“It is important to protect traditional Dutch norms and values”, “It is
important to maintain Dutch culture and traditions”, and “We should
protect the Dutch way of life against groups and developments that
threaten this identity”.

Opposition to European integration. Participants' opposition towards
European integration was assessed with three items (α = .84):
6 For more information on TNS NIPO Consult, which is a consultancy company that
conducts surveys and other studies among the Dutch population, see http://www.
tns-nipo.com.
“In general, European integration has more disadvantages than advan-
tages for the Netherlands”, “European integration causes the Dutch
government to lose too much power”, and “The Netherlands should
first solve its own problems before we start talking about European
integration”.

Results

Confirmatory factor analysis
CFA was performed to determine whether the items assessing col-

lective self-continuity and belonging composed distinct factors. All
items loaded on the component they were expected to indicate and
no error terms were allowed to correlate. The proposed two-factor
structure had a bad fit to the data (see Table 4). Yet, themodification in-
dices indicated that the model fit could be particularly improved by
adding correlations between one continuity item (i.e., “Being Dutch
gives me the feeling that I am part of a shared future”) and the items
of the belonging scale. Although this continuity item had a significant
and substantial factor loading on the latent variable for continuity
(z = .88, p b .001), these results demonstrate the multidimensional
nature of this particular item in this sample. Excluding this item from
the measurement model significantly improved the model fit of the
two-factor model (see Table 4, Study 3, Model 1a). We therefore
excluded this continuity item from further analyses. In this new
two-factor model the z-statistics obtained for all the factor loadings
were statistically significant (ps b .001) and the standardized factor
loadings were between .86 and .86 for self-continuity, and between
.92 and .96 for belonging. Chi-square difference tests indicated that
this two-factor model fit the data better than a one factor model,
χ2(5) = 180.31, p b .001, Δχ2(1) = 162.95, p b .001. This shows that
although self-continuity and belonging were significantly correlated
(see Table 5), they are empirically different constructs.

In addition, we performed a CFA on the items of in-group protec-
tionism and opposition to European integration to assess whether
they composed distinct factors. The proposed two-factor structure had
an acceptable fit to the data, χ2(8) = 38.00, p b .000; CFI = .98,
RMSEA = .09.Moreover, the z-statistics obtained for all the factor load-
ingswere statistically significant (ps b .001) and the standardized factor
loadings were between .74 and .96 for in-group protectionism, and be-
tween .77 and .83 for opposition to European integration. Chi-square
difference tests indicated that this two-factor model fit the data better
than a one-factor model, χ2(9) = 375.66, p b .001, Δχ2(1) = 337.66,
p b .001. Although in-group protectionism and opposition to European
integration were significantly correlated (see Table 5), these analyses
show that they are empirically different constructs.

Finally, a last set of CFAs was run to confirm that the hypothesized
mediator, national self-continuity, as well as the belonging motive,
were empirically distinct from the two dependent variables: opposi-
tion to European integration and in-group protectionism. The results
are displayed at the bottom of Table 4. A four-factor model including
the two identity motives, opposition to European integration and
in-group protectionism as separate factors fit the data significantly
better than any alternative model in which self-continuity or belong-
ing were combined into one-factor with opposition to European inte-
gration or in-group protectionism. Results of these analyses thus
supported the seperability of the measures.

Manipulation check
One-way ANOVA showed that there was a main effect of the exis-

tential threat manipulation on perceived national threat¸ F(1, 419) =
4.87, p = .014, ηp

2 = .012. Participants in the threat condition felt
that their national identity was significantly more threatened by
European integration (M = 4.92, SD = 1.71) than participants in
the control condition (M = 4.56, SD = 1.53). This suggests that our
manipulation of existential threat was successful.

http://www.tns-nipo.com
http://www.tns-nipo.com
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Structural equation modeling
We again conducted structural equation modeling (using AMOS

18.0) using latent variables. To test our predictions regarding the effects
of existential group threat on the continuity (and belonging) motive, as
well as on opposition to European integration and in-group protection-
ism, we specified the model in Fig. 2. Means, standard deviations, and
bivariate correlations between all continuous manifest variables are
presented in Table 5. The standardized paths, explained variance (R2)
andmodelfit statistics are shown in Fig. 2. Allmanifest items loaded sig-
nificantly on their respective latent variable (ranging between .74 and
.96). As expected, these analyses revealed that when existential threat
to group identity was salient, participants reported stronger feelings
of collective self-continuity than in the control condition. Importantly,
feelings of collective self-continuity were subsequently related to
stronger opposition to European integration and to stronger in-group
protectionism. In addition, there was a main effect of the existential
threat manipulation on both in-group protectionism and opposition to
European integration in the specified pathmodel. The existential threat
manipulation also positively predicted belonging, but belonging was
unrelated to both outcome measures when tested simultaneously
with the continuitymotive in the specifiedmodel (see Fig. 2). Taken to-
gether, these results indicate the relative importance of the continuity
motive in driving the relation between existential group threat and op-
position to European integration and in-group protectionism.

Analysis of indirect effects. Similar to Study 2, we carried out
bootstrapping procedures to test the hypothesized indirect effects of
the existential threat manipulation on opposition to European inte-
gration and in-group protectionism, via collective self-continuity. In
this model we included the latent variable of belonging as a covariate
(i.e., controlling for its correlation with the other latent variables). We
generated 5000 random bootstrap samples with replacement from
the dataset (N = 412) and testing the model with these samples. The
analysis revealed significant indirect effects of the existential threat
manipulation on (a) opposition to European integration, with a point
estimate of .063 and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval of .024
to .119, and on (b) in-group protectionism, with a point estimate of
.085 and a 95% bias-corrected confidence interval of .032 to .144.

Since there was a main effect of the existential threat manipulation
on both outcome measures, these results provide evidence for media-
tion by collective self-continuity. More specifically, as this main effect
remained significant for opposition to European integration when
collective self-continuity was included in the model (see Fig. 2), this
Fig. 2. Structural equation model (Study 3): Influence of existential threat manipulation on
continuity and belonging. Path-coefficients are standardized estimates (marked in boldface
lations between latent variables are standardized. ***p b .001, **p b .01, *p b .05. Non-signi
not shown. Model fit: χ²(45) = 100.53, p b .001; CFI = .98, RMSEA = .06.
means that part of this effect is explained by collective self-continuity
(i.e., partial mediation). In addition, the main effect of themanipulation
was no longer significant for in-group protectionism when collective
self-continuity was included in the model (see Fig. 2), indicating that
this effect was fully explained by collective self-continuity (i.e., full me-
diation). Taken together, these results support our expectation that
when people face existential threats to their national identity, they
feel a stronger sense of collective self-continuity, which subsequently
results in increased attempts to defend their in-group in the form of
opposing European integration and protecting in-group culture and
identity.

General discussion

The present research provides evidence that the sense of self-
continuity that people derive from their group membership provides
a basis for group identification and drives the need to defend their
in-group in the context of identity threat. Social psychologists have
only recently started to examine the importance of perceiving continu-
ity at the group level (e.g., Sani, 2008), and to date, the role of collective
self-continuity in group dynamics has remained largely unexplored.We
conducted our research in the context of national identity, because na-
tions are important in the lives of individuals and are understood as
communities that live together through time (Anderson, 1983).

As a first step, we demonstrated that self-continuity is a distinct
national identity motive that predicts national identification when
controlling for other motives The findings of Study 1 extend recent
work on identity motivation (e.g., Vignoles et al., 2006; Vignoles,
2011) by showing (among three different samples) that, for national
identity, only self-continuity, belonging and self-esteem were unique
and significant predictors of group identification. In general, studies
that have examined motivations for national identity are scarce (e.g.,
Sani et al., 2007), and no studies have systematically examinedmultiple
motives of national identification.

In Studies 2 and 3 we used another vantage point to examine the
connection between group identity and self-continuity, by examining
whether existential threats to national identity instigate feelings of
collective self-continuity. We reasoned that if self-continuity is an iden-
tity motive, then a sense of collective self-continuity should become
more important and relevant when the continued existence of the in-
group is undermined. Studies 2 and 3 both demonstrated that when
existential threats to national identity were experimentally induced
this strengthened the feeling of self-continuity (and belonging, but
in-group protectionism and opposition to European integration, via identity motives of
), and the path coefficients in parentheses reflect the mediators in the equation. Corre-
ficant paths are shown as broken arrows. To simplify, indicators of latent variables are
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not self-esteem, Study 2) that people derive from their national group
membership. This finding complements Study 1 and reaffirms that
self-continuity provides an important basis for group identity
(Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012).

Importantly, our findings furthermore demonstrate that collective
self-continuity plays a critical role in in-group defenses in the context
of identity threat. Studies 2 and 3 showed that the elevated sense of
self-continuity that resulted from existential group threat increased
in-group defense in the form of opposition to threatening out-groups
(Study 2, Muslim immigrants) and social developments (Study 3,
European integration), and in the form of in-group protectionism
(Study 3). More specifically, it was found that existential group threats
increased these in-group defensive reactions via enhanced feelings of
collective self-continuity (controlling for self-esteem, Study 2, and be-
longing, Studies 2 and 3). Taken together, these findings offer conver-
gent evidence for the importance of collective self-continuity for
in-group defense mechanisms in the context of threat. We believe our
findings to be robust and internally as well as externally valid, as we
have demonstrated the effects of collective self-continuity by control-
ling for other identity motives, among a variety of samples (including
a national one), and by using both survey and experimental designs.

Interestingly, Study 2 revealed that, next to national self-continuity,
existential group threats elevated feelings of national belonging, but
not national self-esteem. This indicates that when the very existence
of the national in-group is at stake, collective self-continuity andbelong-
ing aremore important considerations than self-esteem. Thismay be be-
cause existential threats primarily make group members aware of what
binds them as a national community. Both collective self-continuity and
belonging are concerned with common bonds. They relate to the feel-
ings of (temporal) connectedness and relatedness that people derive
from their group membership. Self-esteem, on the other hand, is
concerned with feelings of positivity and status that group membership
provides, and this may be less important and relevant when the very
existence of the in-group is at stake.

Implications

The finding that the sense of collective self-continuity is important
for understanding current group processes underlines the importance
of taking temporal and historical aspects of social identities into account
when examining intra- and intergroup dynamics. In general, questions
related to temporal aspects of social identity have been largely neglected
in social psychology (Condor, 1996, 2006). Yet, a sense of identity – as
individuals or as collectives – is not possible if we did not have some
sense of our continuous existence over time. The capability to reflect
on the past and to project oneself and the social groups to which one
belongs in the future is uniquely human and helps us to make sense of
theworld and the social contexts in whichwe live. The present research
indicates that a sense of self-continuity provides a unique basis for
national identity, and drives in-group defensive reactions in the context
of existential threats to group identity. These findings not only com-
plement research on identity motives suggesting that continuity is
an important motivation for why people identify with groups (e.g.,
Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012; Vignoles et al., 2006; Vignoles, 2011),
but also improve our understanding of when and why a sense of collec-
tive self-continuity is triggered andwhat its consequences are for differ-
ent forms of in-group defense.

Our research also offers a novel connection to broader theories on
group processes and intergroup relations. The current research comple-
ments work on TMT (Solomon et al., 1991) by showing that existential
group threats result in in-group defensemechanisms (i.e., in-group pro-
tectionism and opposition to out-groups and social developments), via
an increased sense of collective self-continuity. Studies based on TMT
have mainly focused on the consequences of personal mortality con-
cerns and have hardly considered in-group (i.e. worldview) defense
that results from the potential loss or disappearance of group continuity
(but see Wohl et al., 2010). Moreover, while terror management
theorists (Pyszczynski et al., 2000) have proposed that people engage
in group-level defenses in order to obtain a sense of symbolic immor-
tality (i.e., self-continuity), research within this perspective has not
empirically demonstrated that the sense of self-continuity that people
derive from their group membership can provide these transcending
properties.
Limitations and future directions

The present research has a number of limitations that provide direc-
tions for future work. A first limitation is that we only focused on na-
tional identity, which means that it is unclear to what extent our
findings are generalizable to other social identities. Although not all
groups necessarily provide a sense of self-continuity, many collectives
do so, at least occasionally. For example, it has been shown that sup-
porters of various British football teams often make references to the
sense of self-continuity they gain from their allegiance to a particular
club (Condor, 1996). Nevertheless, future work should investigate the
connections between collective self-continuity and intra- and inter-
group processes among different social groups.

Furthermore, our research focused on the relationship between col-
lective self-continuity and the cognitive, rather than affective, dimen-
sion of group identification. It has been argued that affective aspects of
identification are more intimately linked to need fulfillment (Riketta,
2008). However, Vignoles et al. (2006) have shown that the cognitive
dimension (i.e., perceived identity centrality) was more influenced by
the motives for continuity, distinctiveness and meaning, whereas the
affective dimension (i.e., positive affect) was more strongly related to
self-esteem, efficacy, and belonging. Yet, continuity was a significant
predictor of both the cognitive and affective dimension. Prospective
work could further explore the relevance of collective self-continuity
for both affective and cognitive dimensions of group identification.

In addition, in order to test the relative importance of self-continuity
for group dynamics, we included several other identity motives in our
analyses (i.e., belonging, self-esteem, efficacy and distinctiveness) that
have been put forward in the social identity and intergroup literature.
Although this list is not comprehensive, we feel that it represents a suf-
ficient variety ofmotives to allow for a test of the relative importance of
collective self-continuity in driving group identification and in-group
defenses. In order to further explore this relative contribution, future re-
search could include additional identity motives that might be relevant
at the group level. For example, it has been shown that people are likely
to identify with groups that give them a sense of meaning in life (e.g.,
Easterbrook & Vignoles, 2012). Moreover, future studies could examine
the role of individual dispositions that might be correlated with ex-
periencing collective self-continuity, such as the desire for cognitive
consistency and structure (Riketta, 2008), and subjective uncertainty
(Van den Bos, 2009).

Another issue to address is that we measured people's identity
motives by self-reported feelings of continuity, belonging, self-esteem,
distinctiveness and efficacy. However, people are not necessarily
aware of their identity motives and implicit and explicit measures of
these motives may be unrelated (Vignoles, 2011). Nevertheless, these
identity motives are likely to become explicit and salient once they
are threatened or frustrated, and this activation is likely to result in
responses that satisfy these motives. As such, the presence of identity
motives can be inferred from their predictable effects on in-group
defenses in the context of identity threat. For example, our findings
(Studies 2 and 3) show that threats to the continuity of the in-group in-
crease a sense of collective self-continuity that subsequently drives
in-group protectionism and out-group rejection. Thus, our measure of
collective self-continuity has predictive utility, but future studies should
examine self-continuity and other social identity motives using implicit
measures.
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Conclusion

In three studies, we demonstrated that a sense of collective self-
continuity is an important aspect of group identity and plays a central
role in in-group defense mechanisms. These findings go beyond fa-
miliar social psychological explanations of group dynamics. Social
psychologists tend to focus on the synchronic dimension of social
life and are much less concerned with the diachronic dimension. By
examining the role of the sense of self-continuity that people derive
from their national group membership, the present research sheds
light on the interplay between temporal aspects of the collective
self and their social psychological consequences in group settings. In
doing so, it integrates insights from functional approaches to social
identification with propositions from existential psychology.
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