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We examine whether individual differences in needs for security and certainty predict conservative (vs.
liberal) position on both cultural and economic political issues and whether these effects are conditional on
nation-level characteristics and individual-level political engagement. Analyses with cross-national data from
51 nations reveal that valuing conformity, security, and tradition over self-direction and stimulation (a)
predicts ideological self-placement on the political right, but only among people high in political engagement
and within relatively developed nations, ideologically constrained nations, and non-Eastern European nations,
(b) reliably predicts right-wing cultural attitudes and does so more strongly within developed and ideologically
constrained nations, and (c) on average predicts left-wing economic attitudes but does so more weakly among
people high in political engagement, within ideologically constrained nations, and within non-Eastern European
nations. These findings challenge the prevailing view that needs for security and certainty organically yield a broad
right-wing ideology and that exposure to political discourse better equips people to select the broad ideology that
is most need satisfying. Rather, these findings suggest that needs for security and certainty generally yield culturally
conservative but economically left-wing preferences and that exposure to political discourse generally weakens the
latter relation. We consider implications for the interactive influence of personality characteristics and social context
on political attitudes and discuss the importance of assessing multiple attitude domains, assessing political engage-
ment, and considering national characteristics when studying the psychological origins of political attitudes.
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Social scientists studying political attitudes have traditionally
emphasized the social and institutional origins of political prefer-
ence. But personality characteristics are often found to predict
political attitudes, suggesting a possible causal influence of the
former on the latter (e.g., Fraley, Griffin, Belsky, & Roisman,
2012; Perry & Sibley, 2012; Sibley & Duckitt, 2013) This view is
bolstered by evidence that political attitudes have heritable com-
ponents as well as psychophysiological and neurobiological cor-
relates (e.g., Amodio, Jost, Master, & Yee, 2007; Hatemi, Eaves,
& McDermott, 2012; Kandler, Bleidorn, & Riemann, 2012).

The personality characteristics most commonly identified as pre-
dictors of political orientation have been referred to collectively as
needs to manage uncertainty and threat (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, &
Sulloway, 2003; Jost et al., 2007) or needs for security and certainty

(NSC; Johnston, 2012a, 2012b). Indeed, a long-running theoretical
tradition posits a natural link between right-wing, or conservative,
ideology and a psychological pattern involving aversion to novelty,
complexity, and stimulation; valuing of social conformity, obedience, and
order; and strong concern with threat and security (e.g., Adorno, Frenkel-
Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Jost et al., 2003; Rokeach, 1960).
During the last decade, a great deal of research has explored the potential
origins of conservative versus liberal ideology in personality characteris-
tics pertaining to NSC. Those with high levels of NSC characteristics are
said to find a conservative ideology naturally need-satisfying.

But the findings produced by this research leave unclear just how
encompassing the effects of NSC characteristics on conservatism
actually are. Most fundamentally, do NSC characteristics predict both
cultural and economic forms of conservatism?1 Are these relations
consistent across nations, or are they contingent on aspects of the
national context? Finally, what role does exposure to political dis-

1 The meaning of the terms liberal and conservative with reference to
economic policy varies across historical period and across cultures and eco-
nomic systems. We therefore generally refer to right-wing vesus left-wing
economic policies, with the former involving support of free markets, support
of private economic activity, and opposition to redistributive policy. When we
collectively refer to cultural and economic “conservatism,” this should be
interpreted as including right-wing economic attitudes.
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course play in these relations, and is this role similar across cultural
and economic forms of conservatism and across different types of
nations?

These questions have important implications for psychological
perspectives on political ideology. If NSC characteristics underlie
both economic and cultural conservatism across a range of con-
texts, this would suggest a type of organic coherence across these
attitudes. To use the terminology of Converse (1964), there would
be a psychological source of “constraint,” in that certain sets of
attitudes would naturally cluster together along a single right
versus left dimension (cf. Judd, Krosnick, & Milburn, 1981). This
would mean that the substantive makeup of broad ideological
coalitions is constrained by basic psychological processes, an
intriguing possibility with considerable political implications.
These questions are socially important and relevant to prior theo-
rizing about political ideology, but as of this writing they have not
been subjected to an authoritative cross-national investigation. We
presently report such an investigation using data from 51 nations
that vary considerably in development, institutions, and culture.

Conceptualization of NSC Characteristics

The dominant accounts of personality influences on political
conservatism versus liberalism have motivation at their core (see
Jost et al., 2003). According to these accounts, a psychological
attraction to a political orientation typically occurs because the
policies and desired outcomes of that political orientation are
perceived as likely to satisfy specific psychological needs.

The psychological needs most commonly specified as ideolog-
ically relevant are those concerning stability, security, and confor-
mity, as opposed to novelty, stimulation, and creativity, referred to
here as NSC characteristics (Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; John-
ston, 2012a, 2012b). Though various interrelated trait (e.g., open-
ness to experience) and cognitive style (e.g., need for cognitive
closure) measures have served as indicators of NSC, the person-
ality measure with perhaps the closest conceptual resemblance to
the NSC construct is the conservation versus openness value axis
posited by Schwartz and colleagues (e.g., Schwartz, 1992;
Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990). In general, values refer to broad desired
outcomes and modes of being. Thus, values are explicitly motiva-
tional in nature, as is the NSC construct. Furthermore, there is a
good deal of stability in the structure of basic human values across
nations (e.g., Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990), and longitudinal research
provides evidence that values tend to be quite stable over time,
though values, like personality traits, can change over the life span
(e.g., Caprara, Schwartz, Capanna, Vecchione, & Barbaranelli,
2006; Lindeman & Verkasalo, 2005).

Within the values domain, the conservation versus openness
axis reflects the fact that values of conformity, security, and
tradition to an important extent conflict with values of self-
direction and stimulation. Efforts to satisfy one of these value
clusters often thwart satisfaction of the other cluster (Schwartz,
1996). In a sense, then, this value axis represents a fundamental
trade-off that humans face: seeking novel and potentially reward-
ing experience versus playing it safe and conforming. Thus, this
axis succinctly captures the psychological content of NSC, a
notion that is supported by a strong empirical convergence of this
axis with other NSC indicators, such as openness to experience,
authoritarian disposition, and need for cognitive closure (Feldman,

2003; Johnston & Wronski, 2013; Roccas, Sagiv, Schwartz, &
Knafo, 2002).

Two Views of NSC–Politics Relations: The Broad and
Narrow Ideology Hypotheses

Two general views of how NSC characteristics influence polit-
ical attitudes may be distinguished. In one view, NSC character-
istics predict a broad, unidimensional conservative versus liberal
ideology, encompassing stances on a wide range of political mat-
ters. Because conservative policies typically uphold traditional
societal arrangements and resource allocations, they are said to
naturally appeal to people with strong needs for security and
certainty (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950; Jost, Nosek, & Gosling, 2008).
Those with high levels of NSC characteristics are said to find a
broad conservative worldview need-satisfying, because of the con-
tinuity, comfort, and sense of protection that it provides. Most
contemporary research on the psychological (and biological) ori-
gins of political preference reflects this approach, by examining
predictors of “conservatism” without considering the possibility
that different subdomains of conservatism have different origins
(e.g., Amodio et al., 2007; Block & Block, 2006; Eidelman,
Crandall, Goodman, & Blanchar, 2012; Fraley et al., 2012; Joel,
Burton, & Plaks, 2014; Kanai, Feilden, Firth, & Rees, 2011; Lewis
& Bates, 2011; Schreiber et al., 2013). This approach entails
treating diverse political measures—including cultural attitudes,
economic attitudes, and ideological or partisan identity—as inter-
changeable indicators of conservative versus liberal ideology. We
refer to this position as the “broad ideology hypothesis.”

But other scholars contend that the major components of polit-
ical ideology do not share common origins in NSC characteristics
(e.g., Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Feldman & Johnston, 2013; Johnson
& Tamney, 2001). This second, less common, approach often
focuses on the distinction between “cultural” and “economic”
political attitudes (e.g., Lipset, 1960; Treier & Hillygus, 2009).
Cultural attitudes refer to preferences concerning preservation of
traditional social arrangements and collective security, as mani-
fested by positions on issues such as abortion, homosexuality,
gender roles, immigration, and treatment of criminals.2 Economic
attitudes refer to preferences concerning government provision of
social welfare and economic intervention and redistribution. The
most prominent example of this approach is the dual process
model of ideology (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt & Sibley, 2009),
which specifies that right-wing authoritarianism (RWA; likened to
cultural conservatism) and social dominance orientation (SDO;
likened to economic conservatism) satisfy distinct motivational
goals and thus have distinct psychological origins.

Some proponents of this approach have argued that culturally
conservative preferences are indeed partially rooted in aspects of
NSC, because people with high levels of NSC characteristics
naturally find the prioritization of social protection and traditional
morality to be need satisfying (e.g., Duckitt, Wagner, du Plessis, &
Birum, 2002; Feldman & Johnston, 2013; Hetherington & Weiler,
2009). In contrast, according to this approach, right-wing eco-

2 We use the term cultural attitudes rather than social attitudes to avoid
confusion that might stem from the presence of the word or root social in
terms relevant to redistributive economic policy, such as socialism, social-
ized medicine, social insurance, social welfare, and social security.
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nomic preferences are not rooted in NSC characteristics. Some
argue that economic conservatism stems from tough mindedness
or low agreeableness (Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Duckitt et al.,
2002), which do not seem to predict cultural conservatism (e.g.,
Carney, Jost, Gosling, & Potter, 2008; Gerber, Huber, Doherty,
Dowling, & Ha, 2010; Mondak, 2010). And it has even been
proposed that NSC characteristics might in some cases lead to
left-wing economic attitudes, because those high in NSC charac-
teristics will sometimes desire the protection and security of gov-
ernment economic intervention (e.g., Johnston, 2012a, 2012b;
Stenner, 2005; see also Kay & Eibach, 2013). In general, ap-
proaches such as these state that cultural conservatism naturally
appeals to those high in NSC characteristics, whereas economic
conservatism does not. We refer to this position as the “narrow
ideology hypothesis.”

Does the available research evidence support the broad ideology
hypothesis or the narrow ideology hypothesis? A good place to
start when evaluating these hypotheses is with the studies of
non-elite samples summarized in the influential review of Jost et
al. (2003). This review provides evidence that higher levels of
NSC characteristics generally predict higher scores on political
conservatism indicators. However, a close look at the studies
reviewed suggests that NSC characteristics might predict some
indicators of conservatism more consistently than others.3 Specif-
ically, these studies show that NSC characteristics predict conser-
vative position on political attitude measures that primarily contain
cultural content (e.g., Altemeyer, 1998; Fay & Frese, 2000;
Lavine, Polichak, & Lodge, 1999). However, the evidence that
they predict economic conservatism is far less clear. In the few
studies reviewed by Jost et al. (2003) that assessed ordinary citizen
samples with measures that clearly focused on economic attitudes,
NSC characteristics sometimes predicted right-wing economic at-
titudes, sometimes predicted left-wing economic attitudes, and
sometimes predicted neither (Golec, 2001; now published as Go-
lec, 2002; Jost & Thompson, 2000).4

Beyond the Jost et al. (2003) review, some other studies provide
evidence for the narrow ideology hypothesis. For example, self-
report and behavioral indicators relevant to NSC are sometimes
found to predict cultural but not economic conservatism (e.g.,
Carney et al., 2008, Study 2; Chirumbolo, Areni, & Sensales,
2004; Crowson, 2009; Feldman & Johnston, 2013; Johnson &
Tamney, 2001; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003, Study 2, Polish
sample; Van Hiel & Mervielde, 2004). But the evidence has not
been unequivocal. Some studies have indeed found that NSC
characteristics predict both cultural and economic conservatism
(Gerber et al., 2010; Hennes, Nam, Stern, & Jost, 2012; Kos-
sowska & Van Hiel, 2003, Study 2, Flemish sample; Mondak,
2010; Weissflog, Choma, Dywan, van Noordt, & Segalowitz,
2013). In sum, evidence linking NSC with cultural conservatism is
strong, but evidence linking NSC with economic conservatism is
mixed.

Although the broad ideology hypothesis remains the most com-
mon conceptual approach for the study of personality influences
on political attitudes, relatively few studies have directly compared
the broad versus narrow ideology approaches, and the results of
these studies have been inconsistent. Thus the first goal of the
present research is to provide an authoritative cross-national test of
whether cultural and economic conservatism are both rooted in
NSC characteristics (the broad ideology hypothesis) or whether

NSC characteristics predict cultural, but not economic, conserva-
tism (the narrow ideology hypothesis).

Political Engagement and National Characteristics as
Potential Moderators

It is a truism that behavior and experience result from an
interaction of personal characteristics and social surroundings.
Thus, as Mondak (2010) noted, “a comprehensive assessment of
the impact of personality [on political attitudes] demands that
conditional influences be examined” (p. 20). But such conditional
influences have only been examined sporadically and in selective
national contexts (usually the United States). We thus test theo-
retically derived hypotheses about individual-level and nation-
level moderators of the effects of NSC characteristics on political
attitudes in this study.

3 Most studies reviewed by Jost et al. (2003) and most related studies
published subsequently were not intended to distinguish the broad and the
narrow ideology hypotheses. Thus, many of these studies have used as the
political variable ideological or partisan self-placements that do not dis-
tinguish cultural and economic attitudes (e.g., Amodio et al., 2007; Ca-
prara, Vecchione, & Schwartz, 2009; Chirumbolo, 2002; Federico &
Goren, 2009; Inbar, Pizarro, Iyer, & Haidt, 2012; Janoff-Bulman, Sheikh,
& Baldacci, 2008, Study 1; Jost et al., 2007, Studies 1 and 2; Jost et al.,
2008; Kirton, 1978; Lewis & Bates, 2011, Study 1; Mondak & Halperin,
2008; Thorisdottir & Jost, 2011, Studies 2 and 3; Tybur, Merriman,
Hooper, McDonald, & Navarrete, 2010, Studies 2 and 3). Other studies
have used multi-item composites that combine across economic and cul-
tural content (Block & Block, 2006; Boshier, 1969; Dodd et al., 2012;
Eidelman et al., 2012; Fraley et al., 2012; Jost & Thompson, 2000, Study
4; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003, Study 1; Lewis & Bates, 2011, Study 2;
Shook & Fazio, 2009; Sidanius, 1978, 1985; Thorisdottir & Jost, 2011,
Study 4; Wilson, 1973). And other studies have used measures that assess
a broad conceptualization of valuing equality or group-based social dom-
inance (e.g., Duckitt et al., 2002; Thorisdottir, Jost, Liviatan, & Shrout,
2007), which pertain a great deal to cultural forms of inequality (e.g., for
homosexuals, for women) in addition to economic inequality (e.g., Bobbio,
1997; Brewer, 2003; Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2006; Duriez & Van Hiel, 2002;
Ho et al., 2012; Jost et al., 2003; Pratto, Sidanius, Stallworth, & Malle,
1994; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Thus, most analyses reported in these
studies are not suitable for distinguishing the broad and the narrow ideol-
ogy hypotheses. Other studies have used elite political samples (e.g.,
Gruenfeld, 1995; Tetlock, 1983, 1984), often deriving cognitive style
measures from the content of public speeches or judicial opinions. Though
such work is indisputably important, there is good reason to suspect that its
findings might have limited relevance to disposition–politics relations
among ordinary citizens. It is well known that political attitudinal processes
differ markedly between political elites and mass publics (e.g., Converse &
Pierce, 1986; Fiorina, Abrams, & Pope, 2005; Jennings, 1992; McClosky,
1964). It is thus quite likely that elites display disposition–politics relations
that do not characterize the overwhelming majority of people, whose
careers do not depend on fitting into particular political coalitions by
assuming all aspects of the coalition’s political posture (e.g., Federico &
Goren, 2009; Golec, 2002; Kemmelmeier, 2007).

4 Rokeach (1960; reviewed in Jost et al., 2003) reported a relation
between “dogmatism” and “political-economic conservatism.” But this
dogmatism scale has been widely criticized for containing overtly political
content (e.g., “The United States and Russia have just about nothing in
common”; see, e.g., Costin, 1971; Simons, 1968; Van Hiel et al., 2010),
and the political-economic conservatism scale includes cultural content
(e.g., “America may not be perfect, but the American Way has brought us
about as close as human beings can get to a perfect society”).
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Political Engagement as an Individual-Level
Moderator

We propose that the effects of personality characteristics on
political preference cannot be adequately understood without ex-
plicit reference to the role of political discourse. Political discourse
refers to the context of political messages that are conveyed
through the news media and informal communication, and whose
content ultimately stems from the strategic actions of politicians or
the preferences of partisan activists or public intellectuals (e.g.,
Carmines & Stimson, 1989; Levendusky, 2009; Noel, 2012). Po-
litical scientists have typically assumed that there are no natural
psychological linkages between substantively distinct political
preferences, such as culturally and economically conservative
preferences. Rather, the primary factor driving whatever ideolog-
ical coherence exists in the population is a set of elite-driven
messages from political discourse, messages that imply which
packages of political preference are more and less appropriate.
When individuals receive these messages, they become more
likely to apply a right versus left schema to their organization of
political preferences (e.g., Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Hamill,
Lodge, & Blake, 1985; Sniderman & Bullock, 2004).

The role of political discourse in attitude structuring has poten-
tially important implications for the relations of personality char-
acteristics and political attitudes (cf. Feldman & Johnston, 2013;
Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009). Indeed, the relations between
NSC characteristics and a broad conservative orientation tend to be
clearest among people who are highly exposed to political dis-
course (e.g., Federico, Fisher, & Deason, 2011; Federico & Goren,
2009; Kemmelmeier, 1997). But exactly how personality charac-
teristics and discursive context interact is unclear, and our second
goal is to address this question.

One possibility is that politically engaged people are more likely
to show relations between NSC characteristics and unidimensional
ideology because political engagement better equips people to
“select the ideology that is right for them” (Jost, Federico, &
Napier, 2009, p. 318). In this view, “there are clear social psycho-
logical constraints on the types of attitudes, values and beliefs that
can be bundled together” by political elites (Jost, Federico, &
Napier, 2009, p. 328). Exposure to political discourse improves a
person’s ability to select the entire ideological package that is most
need satisfying; those high in NSC characteristics tend to select the
broad conservative package.

But an alternative account leads to a rather different hypothesis
(e.g., Johnston, 2012a, 2012b; Johnston & Wronski, 2013). In this
view, NSC characteristics do lead to a natural affinity for culturally
conservative attitudes, which are relatively straightforward and
“easy” (Carmines & Stimson, 1980). This organic influence of
NSC characteristics occurs even if the person is not politically
engaged, because these political attitudes are directly need satis-
fying in a way that does not require much exposure to political
discourse. But, according to this view, exposure to political dis-
course has important consequences for how NSC characteristics
translate into economic attitudes. Those low in political engage-
ment tend to view economic issues through the concrete frame of
personal costs, benefits, and protections and not through the higher
order lens of a broad conservative ideological worldview. Thus,
among those low in political engagement, high levels of NSC
characteristics might produce left-wing economic leanings, be-

cause those seeking structure, order, and protection desire the
assurance of an economically interventionist government. But
among those who are politically engaged, economic issues are
understood to be packaged together within an abstract right versus
left ideological framework. Thus, among these people, NSC char-
acteristics should positively predict right-wing economic attitudes.

To our knowledge, no previous study has subjected these com-
peting hypotheses to a direct and authoritative empirical test.
Specifically, it is unclear if exposure to political discourse tends to
(a) produce a stronger link between NSC characteristics and all
types of conservative attitudes or (b) weaken the link between
NSC characteristics and left-wing economic attitudes while having
little influence on NSC’s relations with conservative cultural atti-
tudes. Indeed, if the second hypothesis is correct, this would
necessitate a rethinking of the claim that attitudes across a wide
range of contexts are psychologically constrained to converge on a
right versus left dimension, and that exposure to political discourse
helps people better understand which broad ideology best satisfies
their needs. Rather, it would suggest that exposure to political
discourse can move individuals away from economic attitudes that
are potentially need satisfying but ideologically “inconsistent”
with their cultural orientation.

National Characteristics as Moderators

Nations vary greatly in their cultural traditions and their political
and economic institutions, but studies on personality characteris-
tics and political attitudes have typically relied on American sam-
ples or samples from a narrow range of Western nations. Our third
goal is thus to examine whether the effects of NSC characteristics
on political attitudes vary across nations and to test hypotheses
about nation-level factors that might account for this variability.
And our fourth goal is to test whether the NSC � Political
engagement interaction is itself moderated by these nation-level
characteristics.

Eastern European location. One hypothesis about cross-
national differences centers around the consequences of living in a
society that was under communist domination during the Cold
War. The crux of this view is that under circumstances in which
the historically prevailing ideology is strongly egalitarian, NSC
characteristics might yield preference for economic equality (i.e.,
left-wing economic preferences). This is because those seeking
security and certainty will prefer to keep social and institutional
conditions as they have been. This may explain why Eastern
European nations formerly subjected to communist rule sometimes
show relations between high levels of NSC characteristics and
left-wing economic preferences (e.g., Jost, Krochik, Gaucher, &
Hennes, 2009; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003; Schwartz et al.,
2013; Thorisdottir, Jost, Liviatan, & Shrout, 2007). We thus ex-
amine whether or not this finding replicates.

Development. A second societal characteristic that might
moderate the relations of NSC characteristics with political atti-
tudes is overall level of human development. According to the
threat-constraint model (Sibley, Osborne, & Duckitt, 2012), con-
ditions of economic threat will constrain the degree to which NSC
characteristics predict some conservatism indicators. This is be-
cause people who are low in NSC characteristics, who would hold
left-wing attitudes under less threatening circumstances, are con-
strained from adopting such attitudes when social surroundings
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provide clear indication of threat. As of yet, this hypothesis has not
been tested with a wide range of nations in which samples are
measured on both cultural and economic attitudes. We presently
provide such a test.

Ideological constraint. Finally, a third type of national char-
acteristic that might moderate relations between NSC characteris-
tics and political attitudes is societal level of ideological constraint.
Constraint refers to the degree to which diverse issue attitudes tend
to be structured along a right versus left dimension within a society
or a societal subgroup (e.g., Baldassari & Gelman, 2008; Con-
verse, 1964). There is variability in overall levels of constraint
across nations (e.g., Duriez, Van Hiel, & Kossowska, 2005; Fuchs
& Klingemann, 1990), and this variability likely reflects differ-
ences in the degree to which the political discourse of a nation
involves discussion of a broad set of cultural and economic matters
in connection with right versus left conflict (e.g., Baldassari &
Gelman, 2008; Jost, Federico, & Napier, 2009). In comparison to
people from nations that are low in ideological constraint, those
from high constraint nations are likely more exposed to messages
implying that culturally and economically conservative prefer-
ences go naturally together under the right-wing label and that
their opposites go naturally together under the left-wing label.

What implications might societal levels of ideological constraint
have for the effects of NSC on political attitudes? Earlier we
presented the hypothesis that exposure to political discourse might
weaken relations between NSC characteristics and left-wing eco-
nomic attitudes. Although a person high in NSC characteristics
might organically prefer strong government economic interven-
tion, exposure to messages about the right versus left alignment of
diverse political attitudes might lead her to shift her economic
preferences to the right, into consistency with her organically
derived cultural conservatism. But it stands to reason that this
movement might occur more strongly, or might only occur, in
nations with relatively strong levels of ideological constraint.

We presently provide the first test, to our knowledge, of whether
societal levels of ideological constraint moderate the relations of
NSC characteristics with cultural and economic political attitudes.
In particular, we test the hypothesis that effects of NSC charac-
teristics on left-wing economic attitudes are especially weakened
by exposure to discourse in societies that strongly constrain polit-
ical attitudes along a single right versus left dimension.

The Present Research

We use World Values Survey (WVS; World Values Survey
Association, 2009) data from 51 nations to pursue four research
goals. The first is to test whether, overall across nations, NSC
characteristics predict both cultural and economic forms of con-
servatism. The second is to investigate whether and how political
engagement moderates these effects. The third goal is to test
whether the effects of NSC characteristics on political attitudes
vary across nations and, if they do, what nation-level characteris-
tics account for this variability. Finally, our fourth goal is to
examine whether and how the moderating effects of political
engagement vary across nations (i.e., testing for three-way inter-
actions among NSC characteristics, political engagement, and
nation-level characteristics).

Compared with previous studies examining the effects of NSC
characteristics on political attitudes, the present research has a

number of important methodological strengths. Not the least
among these is the use of a large sample that provides high
statistical power and precise estimation. Furthermore, this study
uses a cross-national design including nations that vary widely in
their levels of development, political institutions, and cultural
traditions. This allows us to provide authoritative tests of hypoth-
eses concerning contextual variation in the psychological origins
of political attitudes. Third, we explicitly distinguish ideological
identification, cultural attitudes, and economic attitudes as depen-
dent variables. Finally, we use measures of personality character-
istics and political attitudes that minimize the problem of content
overlap, which has plagued many investigations of personality–
politics relations (for discussions of this issue, see Feldman, 2003;
Smith, Oxley, Hibbing, Alford, & Hibbing, 2011b, footnote 5, pp.
381–382; Stenner, 2005).

Method

Participants and Procedure

Participants were 73,048 adult residents of 51 nations: Andorra,
Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Bulgaria, Burkina Faso, Canada, Chile,
China, Cyprus, Egypt, Ethiopia, Finland, France, Georgia, Germany,
Ghana, Great Britain, India, Indonesia, Iran, Japan, Jordan, Malaysia,
Mali, Mexico, Moldova, Morocco, Netherlands, Norway, Peru, Po-
land, Romania, Russia, Rwanda, Serbia, Slovenia, South Africa,
South Korea, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Taiwan, Thailand, Trin-
idad and Tobago, Turkey, Ukraine, Uruguay, the United States,
Vietnam, and Zambia. This set of nations is diverse in terms of
geography, history, racial/ethnic composition, and level of devel-
opment, as well as social, political, and economic systems. Nation-
specific sample sizes ranged from 1,000 to 3,051 participants
(M � 1,432.31, SD � 496.43). In the full sample, participants’
ages ranged from 18 to 98 years (M � 42.00 years, SD � 16.48);
52.1% of the participants were female, 47.8% were male, and sex
was not recorded for 0.1%.

All participants completed the fifth wave of the WVS between
2005 and 2008. This cross-national survey is conducted by a
worldwide network of social scientists. Each national survey is
supervised by a principal investigator, who is responsible for (a)
translating the root WVS questionnaire into local languages, (b)
recruiting a nationally representative sample of adults, (c) admin-
istering the WVS through face-to-face interviews, and (d) com-
pensating the participants. Thus, each national survey is designed
and conducted using the same basic methodology, although pro-
cedural details sometimes vary across nations. Regarding transla-
tion, the root WVS questionnaire is written in English. In each
sampled nation, this root questionnaire is translated into all lan-
guages spoken by at least 15% of the national population, to ensure
wide coverage of ethno-linguistic groups within nations. Trans-
lated questionnaires are then back-translated into English by indi-
viduals other than those who did the initial translations from
English. Both the translated local language questionnaires and the
back-translated English questionnaires are then returned to the
WVS executive committee for approval.

Measures

The WVS questionnaire includes a variety of items assessing
values, attitudes, and other personal characteristics. In the present
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study, we used these items to measure participants’ demographic
characteristics, political attitudes, NSC characteristics, and degree
of political engagement.

Unless otherwise noted, we scaled all of the WVS items de-
scribed below to range from 0.00 to 1.00. Because some of these
items were not administered in some nations, each item was then
centered around its grand mean, derived from the set of 34 nations
in which all of the items were administered. Composite scales were
then computed from the centered items.5 This scoring procedure
(a) minimizes the influence of missing item responses on scale
scores and (b) allows values of 0 on a scale to be interpreted as
equaling the scale’s grand mean (across nations with complete
data). Table 1 presents descriptive statistics and intercorrelations
for the final set of individual-level variables (in the top half) and
nation-level variables (in the bottom half); nation-specific descrip-
tive statistics are presented in the online supplemental materials.

Demographic characteristics. Sex (which we coded �0.50 �
male, 0.50 � female, and did not grand-mean center) was noted by the
interviewer. Age was obtained by first asking participants to report
their year of birth and then having them verify their current age. The
participants also reported their current household income, which was
recorded on a 10-point scale with levels representing income deciles
(0.00 � lowest decile to 1.00 � highest decile), as well as their
highest level of education completed (or expected to complete, if they
were currently a student). We coded education level as 0.00 (no
formal education), 0.25 (some formal education, but did not complete
secondary school), 0.50 (completed secondary school, but no univer-
sity education), 0.75 (some university education, but no university
degree), 1.00 (university degree).

Political attitudes and national ideological constraint. In
the present investigation we analyze political attitude items rele-
vant to three constructs: ideological identification, cultural atti-
tudes, and economic attitudes. Though our primary interest is in
the latter two constructs, ideological identification was used to
provide a basis of comparison with prior research in this area,
which has typically operationalized right versus left ideology as a
unidimensional construct. In the present research, ideological iden-
tification was assessed by an item that asked participants to rate
their political views on a 10-point scale, which we coded to range
from 0.00 (the political left) to 1.00 (the political right).

We selected eight items to measure attitudes about specific
political issues. Five of these focused on cultural issues; specifi-
cally, they assessed the participants’ beliefs regarding whether (a)
homosexuality can be justified (rated on a 10-point scale, which
we coded to range from 0.00 � always justifiable to 1.00 � never
justifiable); (b) abortion can be justified (10-point scale, 0.00 �
always justifiable to 1.00 � never justifiable); (c) men should have
a greater right than women to jobs (0.00 � disagree, 0.50 �
neither, 1.00 � agree); (d) the government should allow people to
immigrate (4-point scale, 0.00 � let anyone come who wants to to
1.00 � prohibit people from coming here from other countries);
and (e) severely punishing criminals is an essential characteristic
of democracy (10-point scale, 0.00 � not an essential character-
istic of democracy to 1.00 � an essential characteristic of democ-
racy).

Three items focused on economic attitudes. These items as-
sessed the participants’ attitudes toward (a) income inequality
(rated on a 10-point scale, which we coded to range from 0.00 �
incomes should be made more equal to 1.00 � we need larger

income differences as incentives for individual effort); (b) public
versus private business ownership (10-point scale, 0.00 � govern-
ment ownership of business and industry should be increased to
1.00 � private ownership of business and industry should be
increased); and (c) government provision of social welfare (10-
point scale, 0.00 � the government should take more responsibility
to ensure that everyone is provided for to 1.00 � people should
take more responsibility to provide for themselves).

In preliminary analyses, we investigated the feasibility of con-
structing composite measures of right-wing versus left-wing (a)
cultural attitudes, with the right-wing pole defined by preferences
that uphold traditional morality and social order (opposition to
abortion, homosexuality, and feminism) and maintain protection
from outsiders and transgressors (opposition to immigration, sup-
port for harsh treatment of criminals), and (b) economic attitudes,
with the right-wing pole defined by preferences that are econom-
ically free market rather than redistributive and interventionist
(support for economic inequality and private business ownership,
opposition to government-administered welfare programs). In the
full sample, the five-item right-wing cultural attitudes scale had a
Cronbach’s alpha of .54 and mean interitem correlation of .19; the
three-item right-wing economic attitudes scale had an alpha of
only .17 and a mean interitem correlation of .06. Moreover, cor-
relations between the political attitude items varied considerably
across nations. We therefore report the results of analyses using
both the attitude composites (for illustrative purposes) and indi-
vidual attitude items as outcome variables.

That the structure of political attitudes varied considerably
across nations underscores the potential importance of cross-
national differences in ideological constraint. To test our hypoth-
esis concerning ideological constraint as a moderator of NSC–
politics relationships, we computed a nation-level index of
ideological constraint, representing the extent to which, in a par-
ticular nation, political attitudes tend to cluster along the broad
right–left dimension (Converse, 1964). We did so by computing
the mean intercorrelation between the eight political attitude items
in each nation, rescaling this index to range from 0.00 to 1.00, and
centering the index (see the bottom half of Table 1).

NSC characteristics. Participants rated 10 items constituting
a shortened version of the Schwartz Values Survey (SVS;
Schwartz, 1992) on a 6-point scale, which we coded to range from
0.00 (not at all like me) to 1.00 (very much like me). We used these
items to operationalize NSC characteristics. As discussed earlier,
the value axis of conservation versus openness to change provides
an appropriate theoretical match to the motivational constructs
often posited as predictors of political attitudes. Moreover, the
NSC-related items in this value inventory are devoid of direct
political content: They are “basic values” as opposed to “political
values” (see Caprara et al., 2006). They are thus appropriately

5 We repeated our main analyses using within-nation (as opposed to
grand-mean) centering of NSC and political engagement. The results were
consistent with those presented and discussed here. Most importantly, all
10 of the statistically significant main effects of NSC reported in Table 2,
as well as 36 of the 38 significant interactions reported in Tables 3, 5, and
7, remained significant after within-nation centering. Two previously sig-
nificant interactions became marginally significant (p � .10), whereas one
interaction that had been marginally significant became significant (p �
.05).
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considered “pre-political” as opposed to “political” measures (Fed-
erico, Hunt, & Ergun, 2009), and their use avoids the tautology of
including political content within dispositional indicators posited
to predict political attitudes.

First, following Schwartz (1992; Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990), we
centered each participant’s set of 10 item responses around his or
her within-person mean to control for individual differences in
acquiescent responding. Next, we analyzed the six SVS items
relevant to the conservation versus openness axis. These items
assessed motivations for security (“Living in secure surroundings
is important to this person; to avoid anything that might be dan-
gerous”), tradition (“Tradition is important to this person; to follow
the customs handed down by one’s religion or family”), and
conformity (“It is important to this person to always behave
properly; to avoid doing anything people would say is wrong”), as
contrasted with motivations for stimulation (“Adventure and tak-
ing risks are important to this person; to have an exciting life”),
self-direction (“It is important to this person to think up new ideas
and be creative; to do things one’s own way”), and hedonism (“It
is important to this person to have a good time; to ‘spoil’ oneself”).
As noted above, this value axis corresponds closely with the
concept of psychological needs for security and certainty, and
reflects the fundamental trade-off between stability and safety, on
the one hand, and creative self-expression, on the other hand.

The goal of these analyses with the conservation versus open-
ness axis items was to construct an NSC measure that would best
balance the aims of (a) capturing the conceptual meaning and
breadth of the NSC construct, (b) maximizing scale reliability, and
(c) maximizing the consistency of measurement characteristics
across nations. These analyses yielded a five-item scale that con-
trasted motivations for security, tradition, and conformity with
motivations for self-direction and stimulation. In the full sample,
this scale had an alpha reliability of .56 and a mean interitem
correlation of .20.6 In analyses of individual nations, alphas ranged
from .70 (in Serbia and Slovenia) to .21 (in India), with a median
of .55 and mean of .52. Examination of the corrected item–total
correlations, which represent the association of each individual
item with the average of the other four items on the scale, revealed
that 253 of the 255 nation-specific correlations (51 nations � 5
items) were in the expected direction.

To further examine measurement consistency and variability
across nations, we conducted a series of multiple-group confirma-
tory factor analyses (CFAs) that tested the metric invariance of the
five-item conservation scale (see Steenkamp & Baumgartner,
1998). Because within-person centered items are generally unsuit-
able for CFA due to linear dependencies among the data (Dunlap
& Cornwell, 1994; Fisher & Milfont, 2010), we fit bifactor models
to the raw data (see John, Naumann, & Soto, 2008). For each
nation, we first fit a baseline model with the target nation as one
group and all other nations as a pooled reference group. In this
model, (a) each of the five items was allowed to load on both a
conservation factor and an acquiescence factor, (b) each conser-
vation loading was freely estimated in each group, (c) loadings on
the acquiescence factor were constrained to be equal across items
(to ensure that this factor represented acquiescent responding), and
(d) the conservation and acquiescence factors were constrained to
be uncorrelated with each other (to ensure that conservation was
defined independently from acquiescent responding). These mod-
els fit the data well: comparative fit index (CFI) values ranged

from .956 to .962, with a median and mean of .959, and root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) values ranged from
.065 to .075, with a median and mean of .069. For each nation, we
then fit a metric-invariance model that constrained all item load-
ings on the conservation factor to be equal across the target nation
and the reference group. These models also fit the data well: CFI
values ranged from .950 to .961, with a median of .958 and mean
of .957, and RMSEA values ranged from .054 to .060, with a
median and mean of .056. Of importance, for each nation, CFI
declined only slightly from the baseline model to the metric-
invariance model (range of .000 to .009, median and mean of
.002); moreover, for each nation, RMSEA improved (i.e., de-
creased) from the baseline model to the metric-invariance model
(range of .009 to .016, median of .014 and mean of .013), indi-
cating better parsimony-adjusted fit for the metric-invariance
model.

Taken together, these results indicate that a version of the
conservation versus openness to change axis was recognizable in
all, or almost all, nations (see Schwartz, 1992). We therefore
scored the five-item conservation scale in each nation but also
retained the nation-specific alphas as nation-level indices of inter-
nal consistency (scaled to range from 0 to 1, then centered; see the
bottom half of Table 1). Scoring the scale allowed us to test how
NSC relates with political attitudes, and retaining the internal
consistency index allowed us to test whether cross-national vari-
ability in these relations could be explained by measurement
characteristics.7

Political engagement. We measured degree of political en-
gagement by averaging three indicators. The first two were items
asking participants to rate (a) how important politics was in their
life (on a 4-point scale, which we coded to range from 0.00 � not
at all important to 1.00 � very important), and (b) their level of
interest in politics (4-point scale, 0.00 � not at all interested to
1.00 � very interested). The third indicator was a prompt that
asked participants whether, in the past week, they had obtained
national or world news using each of seven sources: “daily news-
paper,” “news broadcasts on radio or TV,” “printed magazines,”
“in-depth reports on radio or TV,” “books,” “internet, email,” and
“talk with friends or colleagues.” We coded this indicator as the
proportion of sources that the participant had used. In the full
sample, the political engagement composite had an alpha reliabil-
ity of .58 and a mean interitem correlation of .30; nation-specific
alphas ranged from .73 (in Germany and Egypt) to .34 (in Burkina
Faso), with a median of .59 and mean of .57.

6 With the nation used as the unit of analysis, national average score on
each item was correlated positively with national average score on every
other item. These nation-level interitem correlations ranged from .09
(between Tradition and Security) to .57 (between Tradition and reversed
Self-Direction), with a mean of .30.

7 Because the present research was conducted to examine the effects of
NSC characteristics on political attitudes, we focus our results and discus-
sion on the conservation versus openness values axis. However, we also
explored effects of the other values axis proposed by Schwartz (1992):
self-enhancement versus self-transcendence. These exploratory analyses
indicated that although self-enhancement had small effects on right-wing
economic attitudes it did not predict cultural conservatism (e.g., Duckitt &
Sibley, 2009). Thus, the self-enhancement versus self-transcendence di-
mension does not appear to underlie a congruence between cultural and
economic conservatism.
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Human development and Eastern European location. In
addition to indexing national levels of ideological constraint and
measurement reliability, we indexed two other theoretically rele-
vant nation-level characteristics: level of human development and
whether the nation is located outside of Eastern Europe, including
Russia and other former Soviet Republics (and therefore not a
former member of the Eastern bloc). We coded geographical
location as �0.50 (Eastern Europe) or 0.50 (outside of Eastern
Europe). We measured human development level with the 2005
United Nations Human Development Index (United Nations De-
velopment Programme, 2005). This index is a composite of life
expectancy, gross national income per capita, and education. We
scaled it to range from 0.00 (the lowest observed level, for Burkina
Faso) to 1.00 (the highest observed level, for Norway), and we
then centered this index around its grand mean derived from the
same set of 34 nations used to center the WVS items.

Results

Overall Effects of NSC Characteristics on Ideological
Identification and Political Attitudes

Our first goal was to test whether and how NSC characteristics
predict right-wing versus left-wing ideological identification and po-
litical attitudes. To do so, we fit a series of multilevel models (also
known as mixed models or hierarchical linear models) predicting
identification with the political right, cultural attitudes, and economic
attitudes. These models nested individuals (at Level 1) within nations
(at Level 2). For each outcome variable, we fit a model that included
fixed and random intercepts, as well as fixed and random effects of
age, sex, education level, income level, and NSC (i.e., conservation
vs. openness). The results of these models are presented in Table 2.

The fixed-effect coefficients shown in Table 2 represent estimates
of the overall effects, across nations, of the demographic and NSC
predictors on right-wing identification and political attitudes. The
results of the model predicting right-wing identification, shown at the
top of this table, indicate that male (b � �.013, � � �.024), less

educated (b � �.034, � � �.036), and higher income (b � .066, � �
.063) individuals tended to identify with the political right (cf. Erik-
son, McIver, & Wright, 1987). Moreover, NSC uniquely predicted
identification with the political right (b � .076, � � .041), and this
NSC effect was comparable in size to the demographic effects.

Did the positive effect of NSC characteristics on identification with
the political right generalize to both cultural and economic attitudes?
The results of models predicting cultural attitudes are shown in the
middle of Table 2. They indicate that NSC significantly predicted
the cultural attitudes composite (b � .171, � � .113) and all five
of the individual cultural attitudes, such that higher levels of NSC
were associated with right-wing attitudes regarding homosexuality
(b � .288, � � .114), abortion (b � .271, � � .117), preferential
hiring of men (b � .061, � � .020), immigration (b � .080, � �
.040), and harsh punishment of criminals (b � .167, � � .079). In
fact, NSC had larger effects on right-wing cultural attitudes than
on general ideological identification with the political right. Thus,
NSC characteristics appear to more reliably and strongly predict
cultural conservatism than general conservative identification.

Finally, the results of models predicting economic attitudes are
shown in the bottom section of Table 2. NSC had very different
effects on economic attitudes than on cultural attitudes. Specifically,
higher levels of NSC significantly predicted left-wing, rather than
right-wing, standing on the economic attitudes composite
(b � �.055, � � �.038), and this effect extended to specific attitudes
toward business ownership (b � �.067, � � �.031) and social
welfare programs (b � �.063, � � �.028). These NSC effects were
generally larger than the demographic effects of age, similar in size to
the effects of sex, and smaller than the effects of education and
income.

Taken together, these results replicate previous findings that higher
levels of NSC characteristics generally predict ideological identifica-
tion with the political right. Additionally, they show that these char-
acteristics positively predict right-wing cultural attitudes. However,
these positive associations did not extend to economic attitudes. In
fact, higher levels of NSC characteristics had small main effects
toward left-wing economic attitudes. These findings are consistent

Table 2
Effects of Demographic Variables and NSC Characteristics on Right-Wing Attitudes

Outcome

Sex Age Education level Income level NSC

b (�) b (�) b (�) b (�) b (�)

Ideological identification
Right-wing identification �.013 (�.024)�� .029 (.022) �.034 (�.036)� .066 (.063)��� .076 (.041)��

Cultural attitudes
Right-wing cultural composite �.036 (�.083)��� .080 (.076)��� �.097 (�.128)��� �.042 (�.049)��� .171 (.113)���

Oppose homosexuality �.054 (�.074)��� .152 (.086)��� �.106 (�.083)��� �.060 (�.042)��� .288 (.114)���

Oppose abortion �.011 (�.017)�� .076 (.047)��� �.084 (�.072)��� �.052 (�.039)��� .271 (.117)���

Support hiring men �.107 (�.118)��� .136 (.062)��� �.196 (�.123)��� �.054 (�.030)��� .061 (.020)��

Oppose immigration .004 (.007) .016 (.011) �.064 (�.064)��� �.042 (�.037)��� .080 (.040)���

Support harsh punishment �.006 (�.011)� .021 (.014)� �.025 (�.023) .000 (.000) .167 (.079)���

Economic attitudes
Right-wing economic composite �.018 (�.045)��� .011 (.011) .049 (.069)��� .104 (.129)��� �.055 (�.038)���

Support income inequality �.013 (�.020)��� �.002 (�.001) .058 (.050)��� .126 (.098)��� �.033 (�.015)
Support private businesses �.028 (�.045)��� .017 (.011) .068 (.062)��� .046 (.038)�� �.067 (�.031)��

Oppose welfare programs �.014 (�.022)��� .022 (.014) .029 (.026)�� .128 (.100)��� �.063 (�.028)��

Note. b � unstandardized fixed effect. � � fixed effect for variables standardized with the grand mean and standard deviation. Sex was coded �.50 �
male, .50 � female. NSC � needs for security and certainty.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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with the narrow ideology hypothesis, rather than the broad ideology
hypothesis.

Examining Political Engagement as a Potential
Moderator

As noted above, the coefficients shown in Table 2 represent
estimates of NSC characteristics’ overall effects, averaged across
nations, on political attitudes. Our second goal was to examine
whether these NSC effects were moderated by exposure to polit-
ical discourse, as captured by individual differences in political
engagement (e.g., Federico & Goren, 2009; Kemmelmeier, 1997).
To do this, we fit a second series of multilevel models. In addition
to the demographic and NSC predictors, each of these models also
included fixed and random effects for (a) political engagement and
(b) the interaction between political engagement and NSC.

The interaction effects from these models are presented in Table
3. As this table shows, political engagement consistently moder-
ated the effects of NSC characteristics on identification with the
political right and on economic attitudes. These interactions were
positive and statistically significant for right-wing identification
(b � .316, � � .039), the economic attitude composite (b � .196,
� � .031), and all three of the specific economic attitudes: support
for income inequality (b � .159, � � .016), support for private
business ownership (b � .187, � � .020), and opposition to
government welfare programs (b � .218, � � .022). These posi-
tive interactions indicate that NSC effects on right-wing identifi-
cation and economic attitudes were more positive among politi-
cally engaged individuals than among disengaged individuals.
Similarly positive interactions were found for NSC effects on
opposition to immigration (b � .115, � � .013) and support for
harsh punishment of criminals (b � .155, � � .016); however, this
pattern did not extend to the three remaining cultural attitudes, nor
to the cultural attitude composite (ps � .05).

For each of the seven significant interactions shown in Table 3,
the simple effects of NSC characteristics on right-wing attitudes at
different levels of political engagement are presented in Table 4.
One striking pattern shown in this table is that all five of the
interactions predicting right-wing identification and economic at-
titudes were strong enough to reverse the sign of the NSC effects.
That is, among individuals who were very politically engaged,
higher levels of NSC predicted greater identification with the
political right, as well as holding right-wing economic attitudes. In
contrast, among individuals who were politically disengaged, high
NSC predicted greater identification with the political left, as well
as holding left-wing economic attitudes. In contrast, the simple
effects predicting cultural attitudes reveal that these interactions
were not strong enough to reverse the main effects of NSC: At all
levels of political engagement, greater NSC predicted holding
right-wing cultural attitudes.

Taken together, these results support the hypotheses that expo-
sure to political discourse (a) moderates the effects of NSC char-
acteristics on political attitudes and (b) does so more consistently,
and more strongly, for ideological identification and economic
attitudes than for cultural attitudes. In general, exposure to political
discourse appears necessary for NSC characteristics to positively
predict right-wing identification and economic attitudes, but not
for these characteristics to predict right-wing cultural attitudes.
Regarding economic attitudes, the findings are consistent with the
hypothesis that NSC promotes a left-wing economic preference
but that exposure to political discourse counteracts this tendency.

Between-Nation Differences in the Effects of
NSC Characteristics on Conservatism

To this point, our analyses have focused on the global effects of
NSC characteristics on political attitudes, averaged across nations.
Our third major goal was to go beyond these average effects by
examining cross-national variability. We first tested the variance
of NSC’s random (i.e., nation-specific) effects on our 11 political
attitude measures (including composites and ideological identifi-
cation), using the models shown in Table 2. In all 11 models, this
variance was statistically significant (p � .001), indicating that the
strength—and potentially even the direction—of NSC character-
istics’ effects on political attitudes varied across nations. This
variability highlights the importance of sampling a wide range of
nations when investigating the psychological origins of political
attitudes.

What explains the between-nation differences in the effects of
NSC characteristics on political attitudes? We next tested whether
NSC effects were moderated by three nation-level characteristics:
levels of human development, location outside of Eastern Europe,
and ideological constraint. We did so using a third series of
multilevel models. In addition to the individual-level demographic
and NSC predictors, each of these models also included fixed
effects of (a) one nation-level variable and (b) the interaction
between NSC and the nation-level variable. Table 5 presents these
models’ interaction effects; each statistically significant interaction
indicates that a nation-level characteristic helps explain between-
nation differences in the effect of NSC characteristics on a partic-
ular political attitude or attitude composite. For each significant
interaction, simple NSC effects on the attitude variable, at different
values of the nation-level characteristic, are presented in Table 6.

Table 3
Interactions of NSC Characteristics With Political Engagement
in Predicting Right-Wing Attitudes

Outcome

Political
engagement � NSC

b (�)

Ideological identification
Right-wing identification .316 (.039)���

Cultural attitudes
Right-wing cultural composite .031 (.005)
Oppose homosexuality .065 (.006)
Oppose abortion .002 (.000)
Support hiring men �.089 (�.007)
Oppose immigration .115 (.013)�

Support harsh punishment .155 (.016)��

Economic attitudes
Right-wing economic composite .196 (.031)���

Support income inequality .159 (.016)�

Support private businesses .187 (.020)��

Oppose welfare programs .218 (.022)��

Note. b � unstandardized fixed effect. � � fixed effect for variables
standardized with the grand mean and standard deviation. NSC � needs for
security and certainty.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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The results of models predicting identification with the political
right are presented at the top of Table 5. All three of these models’
interaction effects were statistically significant and positive. Spe-
cifically, NSC characteristics predicted right-wing identification
more positively in nations with higher levels of human develop-
ment (b � .296, � � .044; cf. Sibley et al., 2012) and ideological
constraint (b � .348, � � .048), as well as in nations located
outside Eastern Europe (b � .195, � � .038). As shown in Table
6, all three of these interactions were strong enough to reverse the
sign of the NSC effect. Higher levels of NSC characteristics tended
to predict greater identification with the political right in high-
development and high-constraint nations but predicted greater
identification with the political left in low-development and low-
constraint nations. Moreover, high NSC predicted greater left-
wing identification in Eastern European nations but greater right-
wing identification in other nations (cf. Kossowska & Van Hiel,
2003; Thorisdottir et al., 2007).

The middle section of Table 5 shows that the effects of NSC
characteristics on right-wing cultural attitudes (except support for
the harsh punishment of criminals) were frequently moderated by

human development and ideological constraint: All 12 of these
interaction effects were positive, and eight were statistically sig-
nificant. As shown by the simple effects in Table 6, in all cases
NSC characteristics predicted right-wing cultural attitudes more
strongly in nations with high levels of development and ideolog-
ical constraint than in nations with low levels of these character-
istics. However, only a few of these significant interactions (2 of
8) were strong enough to reverse the sign of the NSC main effect:
In general, high levels of NSC characteristics predicted right-wing
cultural attitudes even in low-development and low-constraint
nations.

Finally, the bottom section of Table 5 shows that ideological
constraint and location outside Eastern Europe moderated the
effects of NSC characteristics on the economic attitude composite,
as well as support for private business ownership and opposition to
social welfare programs. All six of these interactions were positive
and statistically significant. The simple effects presented in Table
6 reveal that high levels of NSC characteristics predicted right-
wing economic attitudes only in nations with very high levels of
ideological constraint; at all other constraint levels, high NSC

Table 4
Simple Effects of NSC Characteristics on Right-Wing Attitudes, at Different Values of Political Engagement

Value

Model predicting
right-wing

identification

Models predicting cultural
attitudes Models predicting economic attitudes

Oppose
immigration

Support harsh
punishment

Right-wing economic
composite

Support income
inequality

Support private
businesses

Oppose welfare
programs

Very high .208 .126 .231 .033 .044 .010 .031
High .137 .100 .196 �.012 .008 �.033 �.019
Average .066 .074 .161 �.056 �.028 �.075 �.068
Low �.006 .048 .126 �.101 �.064 �.117 �.117
Very low �.077 .022 .090 �.145 �.099 �.160 �.166

Note. Table entries are simple effects for models with statistically significant (p � .05) interactions. Very high � 2 standard deviation units above the
grand mean. High � 1 standard deviation unit above the grand mean. Average � at the grand mean. Low � 1 standard deviation unit below the grand
mean. Very low � 2 standard deviation units below the grand mean. Columns representing attitudes that did not significantly interact with any nation-level
characteristics are not shown. NSC � needs for security and certainty.

Table 5
Interactions of NSC Characteristics With Nation-Level Characteristics in Predicting Right-Wing Attitudes

Interaction of NSC with . . .
Human development

b (�)
Attitude constraint

b (�)

Location outside
Eastern Europe

b (�)

Ideological identification
Right-wing identification .296 (.044)��� .348 (.048)��� .195 (.038)��

Cultural attitudes
Right-wing cultural composite .179 (.032)��� .216 (.037)��� .012 (.003)
Oppose homosexuality .151 (.016) .224 (.023)�� �.012 (�.002)
Oppose abortion .153 (.018) .257 (.029)�� .080 (.013)
Support hiring men .243 (.021)�� .219 (.018)� �.041 (�.005)
Oppose immigration .195 (.027)�� .144 (.019)� �.026 (�.005)
Support harsh punishment .092 (.012) .125 (.015) .057 (.010)

Economic attitudes
Right-wing economic composite .080 (.015) .143 (.026)�� .103 (.027)��

Support income inequality .086 (.010) .077 (.009) �.031 (�.005)
Support private businesses �.001 (.000) .168 (.020)�� .241 (.041)���

Oppose welfare programs .146 (.018) .220 (.025)�� .130 (.021)�

Note. b � unstandardized fixed effect. � � fixed effect for variables standardized with the grand mean and standard deviation. Location outside Eastern
Europe was coded �.50 � Eastern Europe, .50 � Outside Eastern Europe. NSC � needs for security and certainty.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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predicted left-wing economic attitudes. This is broadly consistent
with the hypothesis (to be tested directly in the next section) that
a strong context of ideological constraint leads politically engaged
individuals high in NSC to move their economic attitudes to the
right. As for geographic location, high NSC predicted left-wing
economic attitudes both inside and outside of Eastern Europe but
predicted these attitudes especially strongly in Eastern European
nations (cf. Golec, 2002; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003; Thoris-
dottir et al., 2007).

Taken together, these results indicate that three nation-level
characteristics—human development, location outside of Eastern
Europe, and ideological constraint—help explain between-nation
differences in the effects of NSC characteristics on political atti-
tudes. In general, NSC effects on right-wing identification and
attitudes were often more positive in nations with higher levels of
human development and ideological constraint, as well as nations
located outside Eastern Europe. Moreover, ideological con-
straint—how closely attitudes in a particular nation tend to cluster
along the contemporary American version of the right versus left
political dimension—emerged as the most consistent nation-level
moderator. Thus, our findings strongly caution against using data
from any single nation to draw conclusions about the psycholog-
ical origins of political attitudes.

Joint Moderation Effects of Political Engagement and
Nation-Level Characteristics

The results presented in the two previous sections show that
certain effects of NSC characteristics on right-wing versus left-
wing political attitudes vary systematically across levels of polit-
ical engagement and across nations. Our fourth and final goal was
to test whether political engagement moderated the effects of NSC
characteristics differently across nations; in other words, we aimed
to test for three-way interactions between NSC characteristics,

political engagement, and nation-level characteristics in predicting
political attitudes. To do this, we fit a final series of multilevel
models. In addition to fixed and random effects for the demo-
graphic predictors, NSC, and political engagement, each model in
this series also included (a) a fixed effect of one nation-level
variable; (b) fixed effects for the three possible two-way interac-
tions among NSC, political engagement, and the nation-level vari-
able; and (c) a fixed effect for the three-way interaction among
NSC, political engagement, and the nation-level variable.

The three-way interaction effects from these models are pre-
sented in Table 7. Of these 33 effects, 29 were positive and 14
were significantly positive; none were significantly negative. With
regard to ideological identification and cultural attitudes, the pat-
tern of interaction effects suggests that although high political
engagement sometimes enhances the positive effects of NSC char-
acteristics on right-wing identification, opposition to homosexual-
ity, and support for harsh punishment of criminals (see Tables 3
and 4), these enhancement effects are sometimes stronger in na-
tions with high levels of human development and ideological
constraint and that are located outside Eastern Europe. Similarly,
with regard to economic attitudes, the pattern suggests that al-
though high political engagement generally counteracts the nega-
tive effects of NSC characteristics on right-wing economic atti-
tudes, these counteractive effects tend to be strongest in nations
with higher levels of ideological constraint, and, in some cases, in
nations that are located outside Eastern Europe.

To help further interpret the significant three-way interactions,
Table 8 presents the simple effects of NSC characteristics on
right-wing identification, cultural attitudes, and economic attitudes
for the various combinations of political engagement with the
nation-level variables. For example, the first block of simple
effects shown in the top-left corner of the table indicates that, in
highly developed nations, the positive effect of NSC characteris-

Table 6
Simple Effects of NSC Characteristics on Right-Wing Attitudes, at Different Values of the Nation-Level Characteristics

Value

Models predicting
right-wing

identification

Models predicting cultural attitudes
Models predicting economic

attitudes

Right-wing
cultural

composite
Oppose

homosexuality
Oppose
abortion

Support
hiring
men

Oppose
immigration

Right-wing
economic
composite

Support
private

businesses

Oppose
welfare

programs

Human development
High .150 .219 .123 .135
Average .068 .169 .056 .081
Low �.014 .120 �.011 .028
Very low �.095 .070 �.078 �.026

Ideological constraint
Very high .257 .286 .403 .404 .178 .161 .022 .028 .054
High .163 .228 .343 .334 .119 .123 �.017 �.017 �.005
Average .069 .170 .282 .265 .060 .084 �.055 �.062 �.064
Low �.024 .112 .222 .196 .001 .045 �.094 �.107 �.123

Location outside
Eastern Europe

Outside .109 �.036 �.025 �.039
Not outside �.085 �.139 �.266 �.169

Note. Table entries are simple effects for models with statistically significant (p � .05) interactions. Very high � 2 standard deviation units above the
grand mean. High � 1 standard deviation unit above the grand mean. Average � at the grand mean. Low � 1 standard deviation unit below the grand
mean. Very low � 2 standard deviation units below the grand mean. Rows representing values beyond the observed range and columns representing
attitudes that did not significantly interact with any nation-level characteristics are not shown. NSC � needs for security and certainty.
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tics on the right-wing cultural attitude composite was stronger
among highly engaged individuals (b � .236) than among their
less engaged peers (b � .175). However, the enhancing effect of
high political engagement did not extend to nations with low levels
of development. Similar patterns of simple effects emerged for all
of the significant three-way interactions predicting right-wing
identification and cultural attitudes (shown in the left and middle
sections of Table 8): High political engagement enhanced the
positive effects of NSC characteristics on right-wing attitudes
more strongly—or, in some cases, only—in nations that had high
levels of human development and ideological constraint and were
located outside Eastern Europe.

With regard to economic conservatism, the pattern of simple
effects was very consistent across interactions. High levels of NSC
characteristics positively predicted right-wing economic attitudes
only among highly politically engaged individuals who were also
located either in nations with high ideological constraint or in a
location outside Eastern Europe. At other levels of the national
characteristics, or at a low level of political engagement (regard-
less of the national characteristics), high NSC predicted left-wing
economic attitudes. As predicted, the combination of being from
an ideologically constrained nation and being attentive to political
discourse counteracted the effect of NSC on left-wing political
attitudes.

Cross-National Variability in NSC Internal
Consistency

As shown in Table 1, our measure of NSC characteristics tended
to be more internally consistent in nations with higher levels of
human development (r � .50) and ideological constraint (r � .37)
and that were located in Eastern Europe (r � �.49). Could this
cross-national variability in NSC measurement explain the mod-
erating effects of human development, ideological constraint, and
location outside Eastern Europe presented in Tables 5 and 7?

To test this possibility, we first conducted regressions at the
nation level to partial the NSC internal consistency index out of
human development, ideological constraint, and location outside
Eastern Europe. We then repeated the multilevel moderation anal-
yses reported in Tables 5 and 7 using these residualized indices of
human development, ideological constraint, and location. The re-
sults of these analyses clearly replicated the overall pattern of
effects reported in Tables 5 and 7. Of the 17 significantly positive
two-way interactions reported in Table 5 between a nation-level
characteristic and NSC, 14 remained significantly positive after
partialing out NSC internal consistency. Three previously signif-
icant interactions—involving human development � NSC and
ideological constraint � NSC predicting support for preferential
hiring of men, as well as ideological constraint � NSC predicting
opposition to abortion—remained positive but were no longer
statistically significant, whereas one previously nonsignificant in-
teraction, involving human development � NSC predicting the
economic attitude composite, became significantly positive (b �
.138, � � .023).

Three-way interactions of the nation-level characteristics with
NSC and political engagement proved even more robust than the
two-way interactions. All 14 of the statistically significant inter-
actions reported in Table 7 remained significantly positive after
partialing out NSC internal consistency. Moreover, four previously
nonsignificant interactions became significantly positive: these
involved human development � NSC � political engagement
predicting opposition to abortion (b � .374, � � .009), as well as
location outside Eastern Europe � NSC � political engagement
predicting the cultural attitude composite (b � .148, � � .007),
opposition to homosexuality (b � .243, � � .007), and the eco-
nomic attitude composite (b � .158, � � .008). Taken together,
the results of these partialing analyses further support the hypoth-
esis that human development, ideological constraint, and location
outside Eastern Europe moderate the effects of NSC characteristics
on political attitudes, by indicating that the observed pattern of

Table 7
Three-Way Interactions of NSC Characteristics With Political Engagement and Nation-Level Characteristics in Predicting
Right-Wing Attitudes

Interaction of political engagement � NSC with . . .
Human development

b (�)
Attitude constraint

b (�)

Location outside
Eastern Europe

b (�)

Ideological identification
Right-wing identification �.096 (�.003) .245 (.008) .296 (.013)�

Cultural attitudes
Right-wing cultural composite .353 (.014)��� .336 (.013)��� .055 (.003)
Oppose homosexuality .639 (.016)��� .544 (.012)��� .030 (.001)
Oppose abortion .282 (.008) .266 (.007) .050 (.002)
Support hiring men .154 (.003) .116 (.002) �.047 (�.001)
Oppose immigration .103 (.003) .151 (.004) .090 (.004)
Support harsh punishment .567 (.017)��� .672 (.018)��� .240 (.009)�

Economic attitudes
Right-wing economic composite .158 (.007) .337 (.014)��� .100 (.006)
Support income inequality .185 (.005) .316 (.008)� �.203 (�.007)
Support private businesses �.173 (�.005) .094 (.002) .284 (.011)�

Oppose welfare programs .472 (.013)�� .568 (.015)��� .304 (.001)��

Note. b � unstandardized fixed effect. � � fixed effect for variables standardized with the grand mean and standard deviation. Location outside Eastern
Europe was coded �.50 � Eastern Europe, .50 � Outside Eastern Europe. NSC � needs for security and certainty.
� p � .05. �� p � .01. ��� p � .001.
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moderation effects cannot be explained by cross-national differ-
ences in measurement reliability.

Discussion

It is quite likely that stable psychological dispositions have an
impact on political preference (e.g., Block & Block, 2006; Perry &
Sibley, 2012). The explosion of research on this topic during the
last decade has primarily involved investigation of main effects of
psychological and biological characteristics on a broad-based right
versus left ideology. The perspectives guiding this work have
either explicitly or implicitly had motivation at their core (Jost et
al., 2003). They have often posited that a family of characteristics
bearing on needs for security and certainty lead one to gravitate
toward a broad-based conservative worldview that preserves both
prevailing cultural traditions and the prevailing economic hierar-
chy. If a common set of characteristics promotes both right-wing
cultural and economic viewpoints, this would suggest that organi-
zation of diverse political attitudes along the right versus left
dimension is to some extent psychologically natural. In this re-
search we sought to critically examine this matter with a compre-
hensive and methodologically rigorous cross-national test.

The first goal of this research was to test the validity of the
broad ideology hypothesis (that NSC characteristics predict both
cultural and economic conservatism) and the narrow ideology
hypothesis (that NSC characteristics predict cultural, but not eco-
nomic, conservatism). The results unequivocally supported the
narrow ideology hypothesis. Although NSC predicted self-
identification with the political right, this appears to have been
driven by conservative positions on cultural, but not economic,
matters. Culturally conservative preferences involve protection of
the cultural unit or enforced conformity to traditional patterns of
behavior. In line with others (e.g., Duckitt, 2001; Jost et al., 2003),
we argue that this type of ideological attitude satisfies needs
having to do with social conformity and avoidance of stimulation
and uniqueness. The present findings are consistent with the view
of a direct motivational correspondence between cultural conser-
vatism and NSC.

At the same time, NSC characteristics had small main effects on
left-wing economic positions. Thus, it would not appear to be the
case that needs for security and certainty promote a broad-based
conservative ideology, encompassing economic as well as cultural
views. We contend that right-wing economic views do not have the
same motivational correspondence with NSC as do culturally
conservative views. Rather, left-wing economic views—aimed at
providing material security and protection—might often appeal to
those high in NSC (e.g., Johnston, 2012a, 2012b).

There are certainly well-conducted studies whose results are
inconsistent with this conclusion (e.g., Gerber et al., 2010; Hennes
et al., 2012), and the present contribution is by no means the final
word on the matter. But evidence from the present study is wholly
inconsistent with the broad ideology hypothesis. Rather, this evi-
dence is consistent with the classic argument of political scientists
that bottom-up psychological characteristics generally do not ac-
count for the organization of diverse political attitudes along a
single right versus left dimension (e.g., Converse, 1964; Feldman
& Johnston, 2013). This does not mean, however, that such
bottom-up dispositional influences on political attitudes (e.g., Jost,
Federico, & Napier, 2009) are irrelevant to attitude organization.T
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Rather, our view is consistent with the comment by Gerber et al.
(2010) that there may exist “genuine differences in personality-
shaped preferences across domains that do not conform to elite or
academic notions of ideological constraint” (p. 129). Further sup-
port for this type of view has been obtained in recent studies that
have distinguished the genetic and social contributions to associ-
ations among political attitudes using genetically informative sam-
ples. For example, Verhulst, Hatemi, and Eaves (2012) found that
the genetic underpinnings of economic attitudes are distinct from
those of cultural attitudes and that the associations between these
attitude domains are the result of socialization experiences. Hatemi
et al. (2012) reached the more general conclusion that the structure
of political attitudes imposed by genes is different from, and
sometimes acts in opposition to, the attitude structure imposed by
the context of political discourse. In their words, “the structure
imposed on social and political attitudes by the social environment
is a cultural veneer laid on a potentially divergent underlying
structure of genetic differences” (Hatemi et al., 2012, p. 345). The
present findings are broadly consistent with these conclusions.

The Nature of Political Engagement as a Moderator

But main effects of personality characteristics do not tell the
whole story of the role of personality in political preference.
Rather, personality characteristics interact with situational features
to produce political preferences. Our remaining research goals
were thus to test hypotheses about person � situation interactions
in the prediction of political attitudes.

Political scientists have long known that political discourse
influences the structuring of political attitudes (e.g., Baldassari &
Gelman, 2008; Levendusky, 2009), and a high level of exposure to
political discourse does appear to strengthen (or perhaps to be a
necessary condition for) the link between NSC characteristics and
a broad conservative ideology (Federico et al., 2011; Federico &
Goren, 2009; see also Malka, Lelkes, Srivastava, Cohen, & Miller,
2012). The predominant explanation for this phenomenon is that
exposure to discourse enhances a person’s ability to select the
broad ideological package that is most need satisfying (Jost, Fed-
erico, & Napier, 2009). However, other theoretical considerations
(Johnston, 2012a, 2012b) suggest that those with high needs for
security and certainty might naturally gravitate toward left-wing
economic preferences, because of the material protection that
left-wing economic policies aim to provide. If this is so, exposure
to political discourse might counteract a natural relation between
NSC characteristics and left-wing economic preference, by in-
forming people that right-wing economic preferences should go
together with cultural conservatism in a consistent ideological
package.

Consistent with prior work (e.g., Federico & Goren, 2009),
exposure to political discourse moderated the effect of NSC char-
acteristics on conservative identification. As political engagement
increased, so did the effect of NSC characteristics on right-wing
identification. As for cultural attitudes, political engagement was
associated with stronger NSC–conservatism relations in two out of
five domains (immigration and punishment), providing some ev-
idence that exposure to discourse might promote a better sense of
what is need satisfying in certain cultural domains. But the mod-
erated effects on economic attitudes were quite different. Political
engagement reliably moderated the effects of NSC characteristics

on economic attitudes. In all three economic domains, those low in
political engagement displayed relations between NSC character-
istics and left-wing views. But as political engagement increased,
this effect was counteracted, with those highest in political en-
gagement showing small effects of NSC characteristics on right-
wing economic views. This pattern suggests that exposure to
discourse does not simply promote a better understanding of which
economic views are need satisfying; rather, it would seem to move
economic attitudes in a direction away from what is most need
satisfying and toward what is deemed by elites to be ideologically
appropriate.

Cross-National Differences

Political engagement is an individual-level variable representing
exposure to a theoretically relevant situational feature, political
discourse. In addition to examining this type of contextual mod-
erator, we provided a comprehensive and authoritative test of three
nation-level moderation predictions. These are predictions derived
from (a) considerations of the ideological context in formerly
communist nations (e.g., Thorisdottir et al., 2007), (b) the threat-
constraint model (Sibley et al., 2012), and (c) a novel set of
considerations regarding the degree to which a right–left attitude
structuring prevails within a given national context. We describe
these cross-national findings here.

Formerly communist nations. The communist ideology that
dominated Russia, the former Soviet Republics, and Eastern Eu-
ropean dictatorships during the Cold War was a radically egalitar-
ian belief system. Thus, it has been proposed that members of
these nations who are dispositionally inclined to seek security,
stability, and order will prefer left-wing economic policies because
of their consistency with the historically dominant belief system.
Consistent with prior work (Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003;
Schwartz et al., 2013; Thorisdottir et al., 2007), NSC predicted
left-wing economic attitudes more strongly in formerly communist
nations than in other nations. This would appear to be a rather
reliable finding showing the importance of one historically rele-
vant contextual moderator of personality–politics relations.

Human development. The threat-constraint model posits that
NSC characteristics will predict an overall conservative ideology
only to the extent that the national context is not especially
threatening (Sibley et al., 2012). Only in such nonthreatening
situations will a relative lack of concern with security, order, and
stability lead people to prefer liberal political views. But threaten-
ing circumstances will counteract this tendency. Sibley et al.
(2012) found support for this hypothesis in a meta-analysis of
findings from 71 undergraduate and community samples from 10
nations. We not only replicated the findings of Sibley et al. (2012)
but also obtained evidence suggesting that the weakened effect of
NSC on overall conservative ideology might be driven most
strongly by attitudes about women and immigration, although
near-significant trends were found for several other cultural atti-
tudes. Furthermore, higher levels of development seem to
strengthen the role of political engagement as a moderator of
NSC–cultural attitude relations. These findings might suggest that
nonthreatening circumstances allow those low in NSC to act on
inclinations toward greater social inclusiveness, whereas threaten-
ing circumstances lead such people to feel that they do not have the
luxury to do so. Future research should explore this possibility.
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Nation-level ideological constraint. Among the most novel
aspects of the present research is our investigation of the role of
nation-level ideological constraint in the relations between NSC
and political attitudes. We found that a high level of political
engagement weakened the effect of NSC on left-wing economic
attitudes. This is consistent with the view that exposure to political
discourse compelling a right–left structuring of political attitudes
leads those high in NSC to adjust their economic preferences
rightward to match their culturally conservative preferences. Find-
ings involving nation-level ideological constraint further supported
this view. Specifically, political engagement had its greatest coun-
teractive influence in nations where the discursive context com-
pelled a relatively strong right–left structuring of political atti-
tudes. This suggests that a context favoring right–left attitude
structuring does not only help people choose the ideology that is
most need satisfying; rather, it can move certain people away from
the economic preferences they would otherwise have held. How-
ever, context of ideological constraint also tended to promote
stronger relations between NSC and cultural conservatism, sug-
gesting that in some cases discursive context might enhance an
already existing effect of NSC on cultural conservatism.

Conceptual Overlap and Divergence Across
Two-Dimensional Models of Political Ideology

The present theorizing and findings are in line with the perspec-
tive that a unidimensional model of right versus left ideology is
insufficient for understanding the dispositional roots of political
preference (e.g., Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Feldman & Johnston,
2013; Iyer, Koleva, Graham, Ditto, & Haidt, 2012; Johnston &
Wronski, 2013; Schwartz et al., 2013). On the basis of prior
theorizing and empirical work (e.g., Treier & Hillygus, 2009), we
conceptualized political attitudes as falling within two broad cat-
egories: cultural attitudes dealing with traditional views of sex and
family and protection of the social unit and economic attitudes
dealing with government economic intervention and redistribution.
A question arises, then, about whether the present findings would
be expected to generalize to other political measures based on
distinct, but related, multidimensional conceptualizations of ide-
ology. One prominent conceptualization posits opposition to
change and opposition to equality as the core aspects of right
versus left ideology (Jost et al., 2003; Jost et al., 2008). Another
posits right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) and social dominance
orientation (SDO) as the two core aspects of right versus left
ideology (Duckitt, 2001; Duckitt & Sibley, 2009). It is thus theo-
retically important to map the similarities and divergences across
these various two-dimensional conceptualizations, particularly in
terms of expected relations with NSC characteristics.

Opposition to change. Opposition to (vs. support of) change
is sometimes regarded as a fundamental aspect of conservative
ideology (e.g., Jost et al., 2003). Opposition to change tends to be
measured in one of two ways: with indicators of culturally con-
servative attitudes (e.g., Kandler et al., 2012; Malka & Lelkes,
2010) or with pure content-free measures that straightforwardly
assess aversion to change (e.g., Stenner, 2005). We contend that
the first type of measure ought to be referred to as cultural or social
conservatism, rather than opposition to change, and we would
expect (and we and others have indeed found) that such measures
are predicted by NSC. The term opposition to change should be

reserved for measures that straightforwardly assess aversion to
change. This latter type of measure has been appropriately de-
scribed as a “content-free” indicator, because it does not contain
overtly right versus left political content (Jost, Krochik, et al.,
2009). One might oppose change toward more progressive policies
(e.g., oppose the Affordable Care Act), and one might oppose
change toward more conservative policies (e.g., oppose radical
cuts to food stamps and unemployment insurance spending). Such
opposition to change measures might then be considered pre-
political basic values, whose relations with conservative versus
liberal political attitudes should be the topic of empirical investi-
gation (e.g., Caprara et al., 2006).

Right-wing authoritarianism. Whereas opposition to change
is likened to cultural conservatism in one conceptual model, RWA
is likened to cultural conservatism in another (Duckitt, 2001). The
RWA scale was originally intended to measure a construct defined
as a combination of conventionalism, authoritarian aggression, and
authoritarian submission (Altemeyer, 1981, 1988). It was consid-
ered a measure of a broad socially learned syndrome encompass-
ing both nonpolitical psychological characteristics and political
attitudes. The political content of the measure focuses on culturally
traditional attitudes, although consistent with the original concep-
tualization such attitudes are often assessed in a way that mixes in
content pertaining to vicious hostility against deviants (e.g., “Our
country will be destroyed someday if we do not smash the per-
versions eating away at our moral fiber and traditional beliefs”). In
line with others (Duckitt et al., 2002; Jost et al., 2003), we consider
it reasonable to treat RWA as a measure of culturally conservative
attitudes but one that includes elements of hostility and aggression
in addition to straightforward opinions about cultural matters. We
thus expect that RWA would be robustly predicted by NSC char-
acteristics, similarly to the types of cultural attitudes sampled
presently (e.g., Duckitt & Sibley, 2009).

Equality and SDO. Valuing of equality versus tolerance of
inequality is juxtaposed with opposition to change in an influential
two-dimensional model of conservative versus liberal ideology
(Jost et al., 2003; cf. Bobbio, 1997). Similarly, SDO, which re-
flects a generalized valuing of inequality and group-based domi-
nance, is juxtaposed with RWA in another influential model
(Duckitt, 2001). With some exceptions (e.g., Kluegel & Smith,
1986), measures of equality value (including SDO) do not focus
exclusively on economic forms of equality. Rather they ask about
equality in general and thus blend cultural content (e.g., equality
for homosexuals, muscular domination of ethnic minorities) with
economic content (e.g., efforts to promote income equality).
Though measures of equality value represent an important political
construct, we believe they are insufficient for distinguishing the
broad versus narrow ideology hypotheses because they simultane-
ously tap preference for cultural and economic equality.

One might counter that the very fact that equality measures,
such as SDO, relate to both cultural and economic political
attitudes (e.g., Ho et al., 2012) is, itself, evidence for the broad
ideology hypothesis. We contend, on the other hand, that these
relations reveal information about the structuring of political
attitudes, rather than the psychological origins of political atti-
tudes. Measures tapping generalized support of equality and
measures of SDO should be regarded as political variables, not
as nonpolitical psychological predictors of political attitudes
(e.g., Duckitt et al., 2002; Jost et al., 2003; Thorisdottir et al.,
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2007). As we have described, the extent to which concerns with
cultural equality (e.g., for women, for homosexuals) and eco-
nomic equality might go together under a broad ideological
banner emphasizing general equality is something that varies
across nations and varies across individuals, depending on the
nature of political discourse and degree of exposure to it. When
such concerns are combined into single equality measures,
some of the processes linking personality characteristics with
political preference (and some of the processes linking political
preferences with one another) are obscured.

Limitations

The present research design has several important strengths,
including (a) a large, cross-national sample; (b) measures that
distinguished between NSC characteristics, ideological identifica-
tion, cultural attitudes, and economic attitudes; and (c) tests of
contextual moderators. However, this work is also limited in
certain key respects. For one thing, the item content of the WVS
prevented us from using a comprehensive personality taxonomy as
a basis for examining dispositional influences on political atti-
tudes. Mondak (2010), for example, recommended using the Big
Five model as a basis for examining personality–politics relations,
because its five dimensions capture much of the stable personality
variation across people. We agree that such an endeavor is worth-
while, but we also note key advantages of focusing on NSC
characteristics. First, the traits falling under the NSC rubric capture
many of the psychological characteristics theoretically emphasized
to have relevance to conservatism (Jost et al., 2003). Thus, we
build on a rich basis of existing theory (e.g., Adorno et al., 1950;
Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Jost et al., 2008; Wilson & Patterson,
1968). Second, three of the Big Five traits are to some extent
represented within the NSC construct—openness to experience,
conscientiousness (or at least its facets pertaining to needs for
structure and order), and neuroticism—with the former two emerg-
ing as the most reliable predictors of political attitudes among the
Big Five (e.g., Carney et al., 2008; Mondak, 2010). Thus, we did
address many relevant aspects of what a more comprehensive
personality taxonomy would have captured. Third, the other Big
Five trait sometimes considered relevant to political attitudes,
Agreeableness, does not seem to underlie constraint across cultural
and economic attitudes. For example, Gerber et al. (2010) found
that agreeableness correlates with economic liberalism and cultural
conservatism, suggesting that “agreeable individuals are pulled in
opposite directions by their economic and social policy attitudes”
(pp. 122–123). Fourth, other dispositions—most notably disgust
sensitivity—also do not appear to underlie constraint, as they
appear to reliably predict culturally conservative but not econom-
ically conservative political positions (Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom,
2009, Study 2; Inbar, Pizarro, Iyer, & Haidt, 2012, Study 2;
Olatunji, 2008; Smith, Oxley, Hibbing, Alford, & Hibbing, 2011a;
Terrizzi, Shook, & Ventis, 2010, Study 1). Thus, we do not believe
that a more comprehensive approach to dispositions would have
revealed strong evidence for the broad ideology hypothesis.

A second limitation is that the WVS is designed to interview
each respondent about a wide variety of topics, rather than about
a few topics in great depth. Therefore, our measures of NSC
characteristics and political attitudes were necessarily brief. In
view of this limitation, the present results might be interpreted as

somewhat attenuated estimates—weakened by measurement er-
ror—of both (a) the relations between NSC characteristics and
political attitudes and (b) the power of political engagement and
national context to moderate these relations. Additional research,
using longer and consequently more reliable measures, is needed
to accurately gauge these effects’ true magnitudes. But it is also
worth noting that the relatively small overall effects of NSC
characteristics on political attitudes observed here in part reflect
the fact that we sampled a range of countries with varied levels of
development and ideological constraint. We demonstrated, for
example, that some of these effects were stronger in wealthier
nations (see also Sibley et al., 2012), the types of nations most
often studied in political psychology. Thus, the tendency to sample
advanced nations might, according to these findings, yield inflated
estimates of the effects of NSC characteristics on some conserva-
tism indicators, when compared with the corresponding effects in
the world population.

A third limitation also concerns measurement: the internal con-
sistency of our NSC measure varied across nations. We suspect
that this complication cannot be completely avoided—that mea-
sures of complex psychological constructs like NSC will always
function somewhat differently across diverse sets of nations, due to
cultural differences in the constructs being measured, as well as
differences in language and scale usage. To address this issue in
the present research, we have (a) attempted to construct a measure
of NSC that is reasonably consistent across nations, (b) examined
the pattern of cross-national variability in this measure’s internal
consistency, and (c) tested whether this cross-national measure-
ment variability might explain the effects of other nation-level
characteristics. Our results suggest that cross-national differences
in internal consistency cannot fully explain the moderating effects
of nation-level human development, ideological constraint, and
geographic location. However, to our knowledge the present re-
search is the first large-scale study to examine nation-level mod-
erators of the relations between NSC characteristics and political
attitudes. More research is clearly needed to further examine the
measurement of NSC characteristics across cultures and to further
examine how cross-national differences in NSC measurement
might influence the observed effects of possible nation-level mod-
erators.

A final limitation is that the present research design did not
enable us to examine the psychological processes involved in the
“movement” of economic attitudes to the right among high NSC
people who were politically engaged and from ideologically con-
strained nations. We propose that those high in NSC adjust their
economic attitudes rightward to match their cultural attitudes to the
extent that they are highly exposed to discourse encouraging a
broad right–left political attitude structuring. The processes in-
volved in this movement might pertain to dissonance reduction
aimed at reducing inconsistencies within one’s belief system (e.g.,
Gawronski, 2012) as well as motivated reasoning aimed toward
reaching identity-consistent views (e.g., Kahan, 2013). Future re-
search should investigate the psychological mechanisms involved
in this movement using experimental and longitudinal designs.

Conclusion and Implications

Discussions of psychological influences on political attitudes
often assume that a broad-based conservative versus liberal ideol-
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ogy is rooted in particular dispositional, neurobiological, and ge-
netic characteristics. We contend that these discussions should
focus on (a) whether different political attitude domains (e.g.,
cultural vs. economic) are influenced by different dispositions and
(b) whether the effects of dispositions on specific political attitudes
vary depending on contextual factors, such as national character-
istics and exposure to political discourse.

A good deal of work is now examining biological, in addition to
psychological, correlates of political attitudes. But most of this
work is not examining the potentially differential correlates of
cultural and economic political attitudes (e.g., Amodio et al., 2007;
Kanai et al., 2011). When these domains are assessed distinctly,
differential effects are sometimes found. For example, Oxley et al.
(2008) found that skin conductance in response to threatening
images and the defensive startle response to noxious noise were
associated with many culturally conservative preferences, but not
with a single right-wing economic preference that was assessed.
Similarly, Smith et al. (2011a) found that skin conductance and
heart rate responses to disgusting images predicted certain cultur-
ally conservative preferences pertaining to sex and family but none
of the right-wing economic preferences assessed.

As researchers continue to investigate dispositional effects on
political attitudes, we make three methodological suggestions.
First, preferences in particular political domains should be mea-
sured separately, including at least cultural views pertaining to sex,
family, and collective security and economic views pertaining to
redistributive social welfare policy (e.g., Treier & Hillygus, 2009).
Second, such research should involve the assessment of political
engagement and examine which disposition–political attitude re-
lations are contingent on exposure to political discourse. Third,
researchers should further investigate national and historical con-
text as potential moderators of the links between dispositional
traits and political attitudes. Genetic and dispositional influences
on political preferences are conditioned by the societal context; a
genetic or dispositional makeup that produces a political prefer-
ence in one context will not necessarily do so in another context.
Thus, attention to distinct attitude domains, the role of political
discourse, and national context is essential to a realistic person �
situation interactionist account of political preference.
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