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Abstract: While knowledge about the consequences of affective polarization is robust, less is known about how to reverse
this process, and the current paper aims to provide such an evidence-based explanation. We hypothesized that referring to
the positive aspects of the common national identity may reduce affective polarization and increase political tolerance. We
have conducted one cross-sectional (N = 799) and one experimental (N = 827) studies. The results revealed that only
authentic, but not narcissistic, national identity was related to desirable outcomes (i.e., lower affective polarization and
higher political tolerance). Furthermore, experimentally induced authentic national identity increased political tolerance and
decreased affective polarization. We provide a framework on how to address affective polarization and political tolerance

between political adversaries.
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Recent years brought significant geopolitical challenges,
such as the COVID-19 pandemic, the Russian invasion on
Ukraine, or the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. These geopo-
litical events and associated processes have raised con-
cerns about threats to democracy (Carey et al., 2019).
Thus, countering the harmful effects of negative attitudes
(such as affective polarization) on one hand, while pro-
moting positive attitudes (such as political tolerance) on
the other is a socially important and timely relevant
research task. At the same time, understanding how
processes that contribute to democratic backsliding
emerge and evolve requires looking beyond their surface-
level expressions. Polarization, extremism, and populism
are not spontaneous reactions to external crises, but rather
unfold through dynamic interactions between sociopolit-
ical events and underlying psychological processes.
Leadership and public discourse play a catalytic role in this
interplay, shaping how individuals interpret and respond
to uncertainty or threat. Recent work adopting a social
identity approach to crisis leadership shows that when
leaders emphasize inclusive, superordinate group
memberships - such as national belonging rooted in shared
values and solidarity - they are more likely to foster unity
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and resilience across group boundaries (Gleibs, 2025).
This form of leadership promotes the belief that citizens
are part of a shared effort and can act collectively, which
enhances perceived efficacy and strengthens the sense of
belonging and shared purpose (Haslam et al., 2021).
Rather than treating individuals as passive recipients of
top-down decisions, identity leadership frames them as
engaged contributors working toward a common objec-
tive, which can help mobilize collective action (Haslam
et al., 2021). In contrast, leadership that draws on narra-
tives of perceived in-group disadvantage or external be-
trayal may activate defensive forms of identification, such
as collective narcissism, which has been shown to intensify
polarization (Marchlewska et al., 2025). In other words,
political attitudes are not merely shaped by external events
but are interpreted through psychological motives related
to belonging. Thus, in this paper, we explore national
identity as one of the psychological frameworks through
which political conflict is experienced and managed. We
also assume that national identity is not a uniform con-
struct, and its impact depends on the form it takes
(Cichocka, 2016). While some expressions of national
identity may facilitate cohesion, tolerance, and resilience
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in the face of political division, others may intensify
conflict by amplifying perceived threats and intergroup
hostility.

National Identity

Historically, national identity was considered to be si-
multaneously related to favoritism of the in-groups as well
as to discrimination of the out-groups (Fromm, 1973; Tajfel
& Turner, 1986). Modern approaches to national identity,
however, differentiate between secure and nonsecure in-
group identity (Cichocka, 2016; de Zavala et al., 2009;
Marchlewska et al., 2022). Secure identity is related to a
range of positive concomitants. For instance, those scoring
high on secure identity also report more altruistic be-
haviors toward other members of their in-group, which is
associated with simultaneous experiencing of lesser ma-
licious envy toward these (Maciantowicz et al., 2024). In a
similar vein, Molenda et al. (2023) found that such indi-
viduals are focused on managing the emotions of others
mostly through prosocial approaches and are less willing to
conspire against their in-group. Such results may poten-
tially result from the fact that those who are securely
identified with their nation also tend to have more secure
attachment patterns in general, which may ease their
overall adjusted functioning within the intergroup contexts
(Marchlewska et al., 2022). In turn, the nonsecure identity
is related not only to hostility toward out-groups but also to
paradoxical feelings toward the in-group itself, which are
underpinned by the fear of abandonment on one hand and
eagerness to leave the in-group for personal benefits on the
other (Cichocka, 2016; de Zavala et al, 2009;
Marchlewska et al., 2020, 2022; Molenda et al., 2023).
These two different approaches to national identity could
be also interpreted in terms of authentic versus narcissistic
national identity (R. Rogoza et al., in press). Whereas
authentic identity may be seen as a genuine commitment
to the nation (which is expressed in positive attitudes
toward own nation as well as favorable perceptions of the
out-groups), narcissistic identity might be considered a
superficial threat-based commitment, expressed as a be-
lief in the in-group’s greatness, accompanied by a con-
viction that this group is not sufficiently appreciated by
others, and thus, requires recognition (Marchlewska et al.,
2020).

This approach build upon the theory of collective nar-
cissism (Cichocka, 2016; de Zavala et al., 2009), solving
some of its underlying challenges and empirical incon-
sistencies. For example, to conclude about the correlates
of collective narcissism, researchers are forced to partial
out its shared variance with in-group identity as otherwise,
the zero-order relations differ from those found in
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regression-based models (e.g., Biddlestone et al., 2022;
Cichocka et al., 2016; Cistak et al., 2021; Marchlewska
et al., 2022). As such, collective narcissism, as currently
measured, may be considered as a blend of authentic and
narcissistic identity as only after accounting for in-group
identity it reproduces its opportunistic and superficial
character (Biddlestone et al., 2022; R. Rogoza et al., in
press). As such, authentic and narcissistic identity may be
understood as conceptually the same construct as secure
in-group identity and collective narcissism, however,
without the necessity to partial out their shared variance.
In line with some scholars (e.g., Gorska et al., 2020), we
treat authentic identity and narcissistic as distinct, al-
though sometimes negatively correlated, constructs rather
than opposite ends of a single continuum. While we rely on
this distinction (Cichocka, 2016; Marchlewska et al.,
2025), we also acknowledge ongoing theoretical debate
over whether it fully captures the complexity of national
identification. For example, some scholars suggest that
national pride may contain both secure and defensive
elements. Still, the authentic-narcissistic distinction re-
mains a useful framework for capturing meaningful psy-
chological differences (e.g., de Zavala et al., 2009; R.
Rogoza et al., in press) and forms the basis for our cur-
rent investigation. Narcissistic identity, in particular, may
serve an existential function by defensively compensating
for perceived threats - yet in doing so, it may fuel hostility
and hinder social cohesion (Sullivan et al., 2010).

Perceptions of the Political Adversaries

Similarly to other types of group identification, in the
context of ideologies and political parties, people may
identify with certain ideologies and exhibit aversion to-
ward outgroups and favoritism toward ingroup (Garzon-
Velandia et al., 2024). Emotional divide between groups is
marked by hostility and distrust based on group mem-
bership rather than personal traits (Iyengar et al., 2012).
Most of the existing research focuses on evaluating the
level of hostility across party lines, which is frequently
referred to as affective polarization (Druckman &
Levendusky, 2019). Affective polarization is not neces-
sarily balanced; its manifestations often depend on the
political context and may be asymmetric, particularly in
multiparty systems with multiple parties of varying size
and influence (Wagner, 2021). Affective polarization dif-
fers from ideological polarization by the fact it regards
emotional instead of cognitive processes, and as a result of
this, affective polarization may lead to hostility regardless
of actual policy disagreement. Although affective polari-
zation was initially introduced to describe the processes
occurring between supporters of the Democrats and
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Republicans in the USA (Finkel et al., 2020; Iyengar et al.,
2012), it is also prevalent in other countries. For instance,
affective polarization in some European countries, espe-
cially those from Central (e.g., Poland) and Southern (e.g.,
Greece) Europe is higher as compared to USA, while those
in Northwestern Europe (e.g., the Netherlands) is lower
(Reiljan, 2020; Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2025). Affective
polarization could manifest itself in trivial behaviors, such
as avoiding interactions with out-partisans (Lelkes, 2016),
but also in a socially harmful manner, such as outright
discrimination (Harteveld et al., 2022) or even support for
political violence (Berntzen et al., 2023). Affective polar-
ization is usually captured in the distinction between
radical right versus mainstream parties, holds unique and
homogenous negative views about out-partisans
(Harteveld et al., 2022). Supporters of the radical right
parties believe in their own exceptionality, which is driven
by nativism and right-wing populism, and leads to high
levels of antipathy toward out-partisans (Gidron et al.,
2019; Harteveld et al., 2022). Unsurprisingly, support
for right-wing policies has been found to be positively
related to narcissistic national identity, which is also un-
derpinned by feelings of the unparalleled greatness (de
Zavala et al., 2009; Marchlewska et al., 2022). Affective
polarization undermines support for basic democratic
principles such as constitutional protections and political
tolerance and thus, could be considered a negative and
destructive attitude (Kingzette et al., 2021).

These results, although attracting much more empirical
attention, describe only one side of the coin regarding how
out-partisans are perceived. The other side regards support
for political voice and equality, including the rights to vote,
express opinion, and protest (Carey et al., 2019). This
positive attitude, which is referred to as political tolerance,
assumes that all citizens, including political adversaries,
deserve equal rights (Kingzette et al., 2021). Political tol-
erance plays a central role in the civic orientation and is
considered a necessary condition for a thriving and suc-
cessful democracy (Sullivan et al., 2010). In this vein, po-
litical tolerance may also be related to secure national
identity, which has been found to be linked to empathy
toward marginalized groups, more positive out-group atti-
tudes, and support for democracy (Gorska et al., 2020;
Marchlewska et al., 2020, 2022). Public support for dem-
ocratic values, including tolerance, reached its maxima at
the beginning of the millennium, systematically eroding
until today (Peffley & Rohrschneider, 2003). Current
democratic societies are far from being tolerant - an in-
vestigation of 10 European countries revealed that on av-
erage, more than half of the respondents were willing to
deny their most disliked group parliamentary representa-
tion (Stoeckel & Ceka, 2022). As a result, current societies
seem to suffer not only from increasing affective
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polarization but also from decreasing political tolerance.
Given their connections to national identity, within the
current paper, we conducted an experimental intervention
to assess the degree to which it is possible to simultaneously
decrease the negative effects of affective polarization while
catalyzing the positive effects of political tolerance by
boosting authentic national identity.

How Could National Identity Reduce
Affective Polarization and Increase Political
Tolerance?

Fortunato and Stevenson (2013) provided robust argu-
ments on how partisans perceived out-partisans forming a
joint coalition. They claimed that these perceptions were
the result of a simple heuristic model, which takes into
account easily available cues about parties, while ignoring
those which are not suitable for the heuristic inference -
specifically, the heuristic assumes that “voters perceive
parties serving together in the cabinet as more ideologi-
cally similar than otherwise identical parties that are not
serving in cabinet together” (Fortunato et al., 2021, p.
460). As a result, while there might be (and usually are)
some ideological differences between the parties forming
a coalition, supporters of such jointly governing parties
expressed warmer feelings toward each other as compared
to the ones that may be based on their policy positions
(Fortunato et al., 2021). This is somewhat in contrast to the
results suggesting that individuals tend to like their own
party more (Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2025), but being a part
of a larger community seems to mitigate these effects
(Fortunato et al., 2021).

This superficial paradox might be explained in terms of
the common in-group identity model (Gaertner et al.,
1993), postulating that recategorization from two groups
(e.g., political adversaries) to a common in-group identity
(e.g., nation) reduces out-group bias. A superordinate
identity, incorporating similarities rather than differences
between subordinate groups, leads to a greater perceived
closeness between members of formerly distinct groups. In
this way, recategorization leads to a generalization of in-
group favoritism, so that it extends to an out-group. Such
recategorization may lead to the feelings of indispens-
ability, which reduce negative attitudes toward out-groups
(Fluit et al., 2023; Verkuyten, 2024). Previous research
demonstrated that activating common, national identity
reduced bias toward immigrant, affective polarization, and
perceived threat from political adversaries (Levendusky,
2018).

Within the current work, we stipulate that inducing
authentic national identity as a superordinate identity
associated with partisan identity evokes the coalition
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heuristic and therefore leads to a decrease of affective
polarization and an increase of political tolerance. Spe-
cifically, we expect that even in polarized and intolerant
societies, there are some commonalities that could serve
as a basis for initiating interactions between individuals
with different political attitudes, because even if ideo-
logical differences are inevitable, frequently both parties
might want to pursue the same goal - the nation wellbeing.
In a similar vein, Turner-Zwinkels et al. (2025) empirically
demonstrated that individuals tended to like out-groups
(such as political adversaries) more if their belief systems
could be considered as similar. Thus, bolstering authentic
(but not narcissistic) national identity, which fosters
similarity (M. Rogoza et al., 2025), may, evoke similar
mechanisms as the recategorization and the coalition
heuristic - through the demonstration that even individ-
uals with different political ideologies are members of the
same group (i.e., nation), and/which may result in a de-
crease in affective polarization, as well as an increase in
political tolerance (Fortunato et al., 2021; Levendusky,
2018; Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2025).

Current Research

In this research project, we aimed to assess the relation-
ship between different types of national identity
(i-e., authentic vs. narcissistic), affective polarization, and
political tolerance. For this purpose, we conducted two
studies to increase robustness of our results: a cross-
sectional Study 1, in which we expected that authentic
national identity would be negatively related to affective
polarization (Hypothesis 1a, Hla), but positively to political
tolerance (Hypothesis 1b, H1b), whereas narcissistic na-
tional identity would be positively related to affective
polarization (Hypothesis 2a, H2a), but negatively to po-
litical tolerance (Hypothesis 1b, H2b); and an experimental
Study 2, assessing whether inducing authentic national
identity in an experimental condition (vs. control condi-
tion) would lead to a decrease in affective polarization
(Hypothesis 3a, H3a) and an increase in political tolerance
(Hypothesis 3b, H3b). We induced authentic national
identity by exposing participants to patriotic statements by
well-known public figures who might be considered fa-
miliar authorities for the entire nation as such leaders may
foster constructing a superordinate group identity (Gleibs,
2025; Haslam et al., 2021). Support of authorities is crucial
to reducing intergroup biases (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
As authorities in the experimental manipulation empha-
sized the importance of collaboration or equality among
citizens, it may enhance perceived similarity and activate
superordinate authentic national identity.
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All the analyses reported for both studies were con-
ducted using Mplus v. 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017), using
a robust maximum likelihood estimation procedure
(i.e., Mplus MLR). The hypotheses presented within the
manuscript were not pre-registered. Data, syntaxes, and
supplementary materials are available at the OSF project
site: https://osf.io/sz9en/.

Study 1

Method

Participants and Procedure

The first study was implemented utilizing a computer-
assisted web interview (CAWI) methodology by an ex-
ternal research company also used in other academic
studies. This study collected data from a total of 799 adult
Polish respondents, comprising 386 women, 412 men, and
one respondent of other gender identity, with ages ranging
from 18 to 87 years (M = 47.89, SD = 16.02). The sample
was quota-balanced to match Poland’s adult population in
terms of gender, age, and place of settlement size. The
representation was strategically aligned with the latest
data from the National Census of Population and Housing,
conducted by the Central Statistical Office of Poland
(Glowny Urzad Statystyczny). The survey was adminis-
tered in Polish, limiting the respondent pool to those for
whom Polish is the native language.

Measures

National Identity

To measure national identity, we used the Complete
Identity Scale (CIS, R. Rogoza et al., in press), which
captures both authentic (sample item: “Even when things
are not going well in Poland, my country is important to
me”) and narcissistic national identity (sample item: I can
only cooperate with those Poles who are like me). Each
scale consists of three items (see OSF for the items’
content) on which Participants rated their agreement
using a seven-point Likert-type response scale ranging
from 1 (= definitely disagree) to 7 (= definitely agree).

Affective Polarization and Political Tolerance

For the purpose of this study, we developed a brief as-
sessment of affective polarization and political tolerance.
That is, we asked participants to what extent they agreed
with the following statements: “People who support a
different party than me do not care about their nation,”
and "People who support a different party than me do not
think about our society’s welfare,” and “People who
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Figure 1. Structural equation model presenting how different types of national identity are related to political polarization and political unification.
All results are corroborated by 95% confidence intervals. Grayed arrows reflect nonsignificant effects (p > .05).

support a different party than me should have limited
voting rights” in regard to affective polarization and
"People who support a different party than me are valuable
members of society,” "People who support a different
party than me have our society’s welfare in mind,” and
"People who support a different party than me care about
their close ones” in regard to political tolerance. Re-
spondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement
with each statement using a seven-point Likert scale,
ranging from 1 (= strongly disagree) to 7 (= strongly agree).

Statistical Analyses

To test our expectations, we conducted a full structural
equation model (SEM), in which we specified measure-
ment models of authentic and narcissistic national iden-
tity, as well as political polarization and political
unification. Therefore, all the analyses were carried out on
latent variables, which is superior to comparing aggregate
scores, because it allows for controlling for the mea-
surement error (Kline, 2013). Within the analyzed model,
whose graphical illustration is presented in Figure 1, we
regressed political polarization and political unification on
both forms of national identity. According to conventional
standards, we deemed our model as well-fitted to the data

if the estimate of the Comparative Fit Index (CFI)
was > .90, and the estimates of Root Mean Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA) and Standardized Root Mean
Residual (SRMR) were < .08 (Byrne, 1994; Schermelleh-
Engel et al., 2003).

Results

Descriptive statistics, estimates of internal consistency,
and zero-order correlations between the study variables
are presented in Table 1. The analyzed SEM model, whose
graphical illustration together with the standardized esti-
mates is presented in Figure 1, fitted the data well (x*4s) =
242.71, p < .001, CFI = .916, RMSEA = .071 [90% CI .062,
.080], SRMR =.063). The measurement part of the model
yielded indices with acceptable strength (i.e., the strength
of all factor loadings was > .30), thus, it could be assumed
that the used items were good indicators of the underlying
latent variables. Within the structural part of the model,
which reflects the actual hypothesis testing, we did not find
a significant relation between authentic national identity
and affective polarization, but we found its positive rela-
tion to political tolerance (supporting H1b, but not Hla). In

Table 1. Descriptive statistics, estimates of internal consistency, and zero-order correlations (Study 1)

Variable M SD o 1 2 3

1. Authentic national identity 3.89 0.92 .87

2. Narcissistic national identity 2.57 0.99 78 .05 [-.03, 12]

3. Affective polarization 3.38 1.42 72 —.06 [-.14, .01] 26%** [ .04, 17]

4. Political tolerance 4.23 1.28 .68 .09** [.01, .17] —4%%* [ 23, —.06] —.36%** [—.44, —.26]
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contrast, narcissistic national identity (although the effect
sizes were modest) was positively related to affective
polarization and negatively related to political tolerance
(supporting both, H2a and H2b). These cross-sectional
results provide initial support for our notion that how
one identifies with a nation may be related to the per-
ception of their political adversaries.

Study 2

Method

Participants

We recruited 860 participants via a Polish online
research panel. Of this sample, we excluded the partic-
ipants who did not pass the attention check (n = 1) or
the elaboration task (n = 33). The remaining participants
(N = 827; 430 women, 396 men, and one other,
M = 49.23 years, SD = 16.28, range = 18-89 years) were
included in the final analyses. After exclusion, 419 in-
dividuals were randomly ascribed to an experimental
group (i.e., boosting authentic national identity condi-
tion) and 408 to the control group.

Procedure

This study was conducted in two parts, separated by a 3-
day interval. Participants were informed that the study had
two parts and that the goal of this research was to learn
about their feelings and thoughts related to belonging to
the Polish nation and to different ways of perceiving the
world, as well as that their participation was voluntary and
they could withdraw at any time. All participants issued
informed consent. The first part of the study aimed to
measure the initial levels of authentic and narcissistic
identities (i.e., pretest phase; Time 1). Thus, after filling out
a few basic demographic questions, the participants
completed these measures. Then, they were thanked for
their participation and invited to take part in the second
phase (Time 2), which occurred 3 days later.

The second part of the study was experimental. Par-
ticipants were again informed about the goal and the
characteristics of the study, and they gave informed
consent. Then, they were randomly divided into two
conditions: experimental and control. In both conditions,
participants were presented with six graphics, each in-
cluding a few-sentence quote from a well-known Polish
public figure (that might be considered as an authority),
accompanied by a photograph and a short information
about this person (please see the Supplementary Mate-
rials for a full presentation of the experimental manip-
ulation). These individuals were selected based on
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findings from previous qualitative research, in which
participants indicated which public figures they consid-
ered to be patriotic authorities. They were balanced in
terms of gender (three women and three men) and di-
versified in terms of age and field of activity (e.g., culture,
science, entertainment) to increase the likelihood that
each study participant could relate to at least one of them.
In the experimental condition (i.e., aiming to induce
authentic national identity), the quotes were chosen to
reflect the assumptions of authentic national identity
(e.g., quotes referred to ties with the Polish nation,
building and improving the Polish community). The
public figures presenting their views on Poland included,
for example, such persons as a historian, a traveler, a
politician, or a respected actor. In the control condition,
those six quotes referred to a topic unrelated to national
identity (i.e., music). The participants were presented
with quotes from well-known musicians of different
genres (e.g., pop, jazz, alternative), in which they were
talking about their approach to creating and performing
music. The public figures presenting their views included
such persons as a composer, a jazz pianist, a singer, a
multi-instrumentalist or a music producer.

Participants were asked to read all the statements
carefully and choose one of the quotes they liked the most
or that resonated with them the most. Then, to enhance
the manipulation, they were asked to elaborate on the
chosen quote (i.e., to describe the quote, as well as their
feelings and thoughts related to this statement, in a few
sentences). Participants’ elaborations were read and as-
sessed by two independent judges. Each judge assigned a
score of 1 if the participant’s description was appropriate
(i.e., if it accurately referred to the quote’s content, theme,
or emotional charge) or a score of O if the response was
irrelevant, incoherent, or appeared to be filler (e.g., a
random string of letters or a pasted segment of unrelated
text). All cases in which the two judges agreed were au-
tomatically approved or excluded based on their scores. In
cases where the judges initially disagreed, they re-
evaluated the response together and discussed it until
they reached a consensus. Only participants whose re-
sponses were judged as appropriate were included in
further analyses. After that, the respondents were asked to
complete the measures of authentic and narcissistic
identity (i.e., a posttest phase), affective polarization, and
political tolerance. In the end, they answered a simple
attention check question (regarding the topic of the quotes
presented in the manipulation). Finally, they were care-
fully debriefed (i.e., we explained the study’s overall goal
and informed them that some of the presented content
included subjective opinions that might not be in accord
with the current state of knowledge) and thanked them for
participating.

Social Psychology (2025), 56(3), 140-150
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Measures

National Identity

We used the same measure as in Study 1, dprecest = -87,
Mipretest =557, SDpretest = 1.31; Oposttest = -87, Mposttest = 5-60,
SDposttest = 1.28 for authentic, and precest = -8, Mpretest =
3.36, SDpretest = 157; Cpostiest = 87y Mpostest = 3-2,
SDpostrest = 1.58 for narcissistic national identity.

Affective Polarization and Political Tolerance

We also used the same measure as described in Study 1. Its
internal consistency reached o =.76 (M = 3.10, SD = 1.46)
for affective polarization and o = .74 (M = 4.46, SD = 1.37)
for political tolerance.

Statistical Analyses

As previously noted, comparing aggregated scores is ac-
companied by uncontrolled measurement error (Kline,
2013). Thus, within the reported analyses, we estimated
latent scores, which account for this source of unexplained
variance. To test whether experimentally induced authentic
national identity resulted in a decrease of affective polari-
zation (H3a) and an increase in political tolerance (H3b), as
well as to assess whether the compared conditions differed
in the pretest and the posttest, we conducted the mea-
surement invariance analysis (also referred to as multigroup
confirmatory factor analysis; Kline, 2013). In this type of
analysis, we estimated three models with sequentially in-
creasing level of restrictiveness, referred to as configural,
metric, and scalar. Establishing configural invariance,
which is achieved by reaching an acceptable fit to the data
(i.e., CFI> .90, RMSEA, and SRMR < .08), is a prerequisite
for testing further models. Within the metric model, we
constrained factor loadings to be equal across compared
groups. The model is considered invariant if the difference
in CFI and RMSEA does not exceed .010 and the difference
in SRMR does not exceed .030 (Chen, 2007). Achieving
metric invariance allows for a meaningful comparison of
correlates of the tested construct across compared groups.
In the scalar model, in addition to constraining factor
loadings, we also constrained item intercepts to be equal
across compared groups. The model is considered invariant
at the scalar level if the difference in CFI and RMSEA does
not exceed .010 and the difference in SRMR does not
exceed .010 (Chen, 2007). Although we report three ap-
proximate fit indices, we primarily rely on CFI, as RMSEA
tends to be artificially biased in models with a low number
of degrees of freedom (Kenny et al., 2014), which is the case
of the current study. Establishing scalar invariance allows
for meaningful comparisons of latent means of the analyzed
construct across groups (Cieciuch et al., 2018). It is worth
noting that in comparisons of latent means, the latent mean
of the first group is always set to O (i.e., it is a reference
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group) to which the latent means of the second group are
compared.

Results

Invariance Testing (Test of Hypothesis 3)

The results of the invariance tests are presented in Table 2.
All the approximate fit indices of all analyzed models
(except for RMSEA for the attitudes toward adversaries
scale for the configural model) exceeded the threshold of a
good model fit. According to CFI and SRMR, we provided
evidence of full scalar invariance of all analyzed scales.
According to RMSEA, however, we slightly exceeded the
acceptable threshold for metric models of the posttest of
complete national identity scale, as well as between the
pretest and the posttest in both experimental and control
groups. Given the small number of degrees of freedom of
the analyzed models (cf., Kenny et al., 2014), we proceed
with interpreting differences in latent mean scores.

We expected that inducing authentic national identity
could diminish the level of affective polarization and in-
crease the level of political tolerance. We found support for
these hypotheses (H3a and H3b), as the experimental
condition simultaneously scored slightly lower on affective
polarization (Z = —.16 [95% CI: —.31, —.01], p = .034) and
higher on political tolerance (Z = .24 [95% CI:.08, .40],p =
.004). We did not find differences between control and
experimental conditions at the pretest in their levels of
authentic (Z = .03 [95% CI: —.11, .18]; p = .646) and
narcissistic national identity (Z = —.14 [95% CI: —.29, .01],
p =.066). During the posttest, however, we found that the
experimental group scored slightly higher than the control
group on authentic national identity (Z = .13 [95% CI: .00,
.27], p = .053), while there were no differences between
study conditions regarding narcissistic national identity
(Z = —.05[95% CI: —.20, .11]; p = .542). Across time, al-
though the effect sizes were rather weak, we found that
while in the experimental condition, authentic national
identity increased (f18) = —3.16; p = .002; d = —.16) and
narcissistic national identity decreased (f(15) = 3.43; p <
.001; d = .17), no significant effects were found for the
control condition, neither for authentic (t407 = 1.62; p =
.106; d = .08) nor narcissistic national identity (tu4o7) =
1.02; p = .307; d = .05).

Discussion

The ongoing geopolitical events resulted in the polariza-
tion of the democratic societies to the extent which raised
concerns about the future of these democracies (Carey
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Table 2. Model fit indices of the tested measurement invariance models
Group Model X2 CFI RMSEA SRMR ACFI ARMSEA ASRMR
National identity — pretest Configural 511006 974 .073 .027
Metric 48.9620) .979 .059 .027 .005 014 .000
Scalar 53.0624) .979 .054 .028 .000 .005 .001
National identity — posttest Configural 33.1306) .986 .051 .029
Metric 32.8500) .990 .039 .031 .004 .012 .002
Scalar 45.3704) .983 .046 .035 .007 .007 .004
Affective polarization and political tolerance Configural 65.74¢¢) 941 .087 .041
Metric 70.09¢20) .940 .078 .045 .001 .009 .004
Scalar 77.68 04 .936 .074 .047 .004 .004 .002

et al., 2019). Political approaches, such as populism and
extremism, which pose a direct threat to the internal
functioning of these societies are simmering (Guriev &
Papaioannou, 2022). As a result of these threatening
processes, instead of political amalgamation, we are ob-
serving affective polarization, which intensifies the level of
hostility across party lines (Druckman & Levendusky,
2019; Lelkes, 2016). This process of dividing societies
occurs regardless of the political systems, either dichot-
omic (e.g., USA) or plural (e.g., Poland), as ultimately there
are parties who are governing and parties who are in the
opposition, which ultimately leads to the choice to identify
between us and them (Finkel et al., 2020; Gorska et al.,
2020; Iyengar et al., 2012). The process of such differ-
entiation may lead to interpreting those, who identify
differently as an out-group, which can intensify polariza-
tion (Marchlewska et al., 2022; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). The
goal of the current project was to assess whether this
process could be reversed. That is, we hypothesized that
recollection of the common authentic in-group identity
(Gaertner et al., 1993) between political adversaries could
reduce affective polarization between them.

To address this goal, we adopted a notion that political
adversaries, regardless of their different views, shared the
common goal of serving the nation. On this basis, we ex-
pected that referring to the common authentic national
identity might reduce affective polarization, as well as in-
crease political tolerance between political adversaries. This
hypothesis was tested across two studies. First, we conducted
a cross-sectional study, in which we assessed the relation-
ships between different forms of national identity
(i.e., authentic and narcissistic) to affective polarization and
political tolerance. The results revealed that authentic na-
tional identity was positively related to political tolerance but
unrelated to affective polarization, while narcissistic national
identity was positively related to affective polarization but
negatively to political tolerance. These results, even if the
relative strength of the observed effect sizes were modest in
nature, emphasize the importance of differentiating between
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two types of national identity (Cichocka, 2016). Existing
research, as well as the results reported within the current
paper, revealed that there are qualitative differences between
these, which could be briefly summarized that authentic
national identity is genuine, benign, and constructive, while
narcissistic national identity is superficial, malicious, and
destructive for the democracies’ functioning (Cichocka,
2016; de Zavala et al, 2009; Gorska et al., 2020;
Maciantowicz et al., 2024; Marchlewska et al., 2020, 2022;
Molenda et al,, 2023; R. Rogoza et al,, in press). Thus, this
emphasizes that with the aim to reduce affective polarization
and increase political tolerance, it is necessary to bolster the
authentic national identity, while avoiding the narcissistic
national identity, as exceptionalism and glorification of one’s
nation might result in the opposite (Gidron et al.,, 2019;
Harteveld et al., 2022; Roccas et al., 2008).

Authentic national identity could be potentially evoked in
many different ways. Within the current work, we assumed
that the support of authorities plays a pivotal role in re-
ducing intergroup biases (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). We
forged this idea into action through designing an experi-
mental manipulation, which through the words of well-
known public figures, emphasized the importance of col-
laboration and equality among nationals, making common
authentic national identity salient. The analyses revealed
that the participants who were randomly assigned to ex-
perimental and control conditions did not differ in their
initial level of authentic and narcissistic national identity.
The implementation of the experimental manipulation re-
sulted in a simultaneous slight increase in political tolerance
and decrease in affective polarization within the experi-
mental condition. This supported our expectation and re-
vealed a possible mechanism leading to the recategorization
to a common national identity (Gaertner et al., 1993). That
is, even if there are ideological differences between political
adversaries, recognizing that, at the end of the day, they are
all part of a larger national community may potentially lead
to reversing the process of societal polarization (Fortunato
et al., 2021). Thus, bolstering authentic national identity
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indeed might be perceived as a tool used for fighting back
affective polarization (Levendusky, 2018). Yet, whether
national identity becomes a unifying or divisive force largely
depends on how it is framed by political leaders. Prior
research has demonstrated that narratives emphasizing
perceived in-group disadvantage (i.e., portraying the nation
as unfairly treated or systematically undermined by others)
can reinforce national narcissism, which is linked to in-
tergroup hostility and reduced political tolerance
(Marchlewska et al., 2018; see also M. Rogoza et al., 2025).
In contrast, our findings suggest that alternative narratives
focusing on shared goals and inclusive national belonging
may foster a more authentic and constructive identification
with the nation. Such framing maintains focus on the na-
tional in-group, yet not through comparisons, but by
highlighting its potential, values, and ongoing commitment
to collective improvement. Consequently, leadership and
political discourse play a critical role in shaping national
identity and may either escalate societal division or serve as
a vehicle for rebuilding political cohesion.

Practical Implications

Our findings may have practical implications for the de-
velopment of public policy and civic interventions aimed at
strengthening democratic cohesion. Specifically, fostering
authentic national identity may serve as a buffer against
affective polarization when promoted through inclusive,
noncomparative narratives emphasizing shared national
goals and collective responsibility. Importantly, the authority
figures featured in our experimental design were selected
based on earlier qualitative research identifying public fig-
ures viewed as patriotic and credible across ideological lines.
Future initiatives could adopt a similar approach by drawing
on figures who resonate broadly with the public to com-
municate inclusive messages of national belonging. Edu-
cational programs, national campaigns, and community
initiatives that promote values such as civic cooperation,
mutual respect, and pluralistic patriotism may help scale the
effects observed in our study, contributing to healthier
democratic dialogue and greater political tolerance.

Limitations and Future Directions

Within the current work, there are some limiting factors,
which constrain the possibility to generalize our findings.
First, participants within the current study were only of
Polish nationality. Although Poland is culturally and
geographically distant from the USA, it is also considered a
WEIRD country, which as well currently struggles with
political polarization, negative attitudes toward political
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opponents, and society’s tiredness with this current po-
litical situation (Gorska, 2019). Furthermore, the experi-
mental manipulation regarded authorities which are
specific for a given nation, thus, including participants
from different countries would require developing a sep-
arate set of such public figures. Future studies indeed
might attempt to replicate this experiment in a different
cultural and political context. Second, we used very brief
measures of the analyzed constructs. Using such brief
formats is a typical procedure, which, however, might
result in an increase of measurement bias. We addressed
this issue through the implementation of the evaluation of
the full measurement models, which takes into account
measurement bias, making the results more trustworthy
(Cieciuch et al., 2018; Kline, 2013). Third, our experiment
was conducted online and referenced to public figures.
While this allowed us to present attitudes of well-known
authorities, it also hindered our possibility to control for
the effects of disturbing variables. Future studies might
consider applying a similar manipulation in a real-life
context and exposing participants in a live contact with
authorities (i.e., trained research assistants) who will
emphasize the importance of collaboration and equality.
Perhaps, such contact might result in an increase of the
effect sizes observed within the current study. It is worth
noting that although our sample may be considered as
representative for the adult population of Polish citizens,
there are no formal data on the situation of individuals who
identify themselves as nonbinary. As a result, our sample
does not adequately address the situation of such indi-
viduals. The robustness of the reported findings is also
limited by the fact that we did not pre-registered studies
nor the analytical plan. Although we were adherent to the
standards in psychological science, given the exploratory
nature of the study itself, we did not register our expec-
tations in advance. Thus, future studies, conducting in-
dependent replications of our findings would be crucial to
determining the robustness of our findings, especially, as
some of the observed effects sized were modest in nature.

Conclusion

Affective polarization and lack of political tolerance are
factors that are threatening the prospective functioning of
democracies (Carey et al., 2019). While a substantial body
of literature describes the consequences (Harteveld et al.,
2022; Iyengar et al.,, 2012; Kingzette et al., 2021), less is
known about the potential avenues on how to counter-react
these processes, and the current study filled this gap. Using
an experimental design, we provided initial evidence that
evoking the common national (authentic but not narcis-
sistic) in-group identity may not only blur the polarized
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perceptions of political adversaries but also potentially in-
crease the tolerance between them (Fortunato et al., 2021;
Gaertner et al,, 1993). These results suggest that to move
from the crisis of societal polarization, both sides of the coin
deserve equal respect one from another and thinking in
terms of we instead of us versus them.
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