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Over the last decade, we have witnessed the proliferation of right-wing movements among 
Western democracies. In the United States, the emergence of the MAGA (Make America 
Great Again) movement is reshaping the Republican Party, and by extension, American pol-
itics writ large. From intergroup hostility to stress testing American democracy, MAGA has 
exposed the fragility of the American liberal order. What motivates its adherents? Why are 
they apparently willing to put American democracy at risk?

In this article, we hypothesize that status threat—in which dominant cultural groups are 
threatened by social progress and seek a return to the hierarchy of the status quo ante—serves 
to motivate contemporary reactionary American politics. The impetus for our investigation 
is that “inequality based on differences in esteem and respect [i.e., status]—alongside those 
based on resources and power” is a driving force in the social psychology of politics (see 
Ridgeway, 2014, p. 1; see also Craig & Richeson, 2014a; Gidron & Hall, 2017). In concert with 
others (e.g., Hofstadter, 1965; Lipset & Raab, 1978; Ridgeway, 2014), we propose that status 
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threat works both as an individual-level motivation for political behavior as well as a broader 
orientation toward reversing social progress.

Building on history and social science, we develop and test a general measure of the con-
cept. Is status threat a major ingredient in contemporary American public opinion, as we 
contend? How does it fare once key political predispositions such as party identification, as 
well as psychological factors generally associated with group-based intolerance (e.g., racism, 
social dominance orientation, Christian nationalism, authoritarianism) are considered? Status 
threat is often used as an umbrella term in studies of social conflict. However, as far as we 
know, a program of research to establish a reliable, valid scale for status threat, as well as 
assess its antecedents and consequences, is not part of the social-scientific landscape to date. 
Proxies, instead, are the standard (e.g., Gidron & Hall, 2017; Mutz, 2018).

This isn't the sole way in which our approach represents a departure from the literature.
Most work in the genre of group threat typically links it to demographic change of some kind, 
or shifts in the distribution of resources (e.g., Craig & Richeson, 2014a; McVeigh & Estep, 2020; 
Stephan & Stephan, 2000). This, in turn, poses a threat to the dominant group's social posi-
tion, something that ultimately results in attempts to preserve the dominant group's status. 
This is all to the good, but it doesn't satisfactorily account for the reactionary nature of status 
threat. Indeed, we believe that status threat is very much rooted in revanchism: the desire to 
recover something of value. In this case, it's the group's prestige. Consider the slogans of the 
Tea Party and MAGA movements, whose goals are to “take our country back,” and “make 
America great again.” This is consistent with Parker and Barreto's  (2014) observation that 
reactionary movements “are dogged in their determination to restore America's greatness by 
turning to times past as a means of addressing contemporary problems” (p. 11).

Our approach, further, is an attempt at parsimony. Many existing theories of threat, be they 
generated by realistic, symbolic, or collective existential considerations, are closely related 
(e.g., Bai & Federico, 2021; Danbold & Huo, 2015; Wilkins & Kaiser, 2014). This begs the ques-
tion of whether we need several theories when one likely suffices (for examples of this approach 
see Bobo & Tuan, 2006; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). For instance, on reviewing the literature on 
reactionary movements of the twentieth century, one is hard pressed to say that the Ku Klux 
Klan, the John Birch Society, and the Tea Party were solely motivated by any one of these ap-
proaches. Yet, if (arguably) the most sophisticated analysis of the American reactionary right 
to date is any indication (Parker & Barreto, 2014), it's mainly motivated by symbolic concerns: 
a threat to a way of life enjoyed by the culturally dominant group.

The balance of the article unfolds as follows. First, we review reactionary movements in the 
United States. As we shall see, the reactionary right is motivated, in the main, by social change, 
change that threatens the foundations of the American social hierarchy: White, Christian, het-
eronormative, patriarchal dominance. Drawing on this history, we then construct a measure-
ment model to which we fit our data. This is followed by tests of convergent and discriminant 
validity. This includes testing the impact of status threat on mass opinion on a variety of con-
tentious debates (e.g., contemporary sexism; conspiratorial thinking, demographic change), 
accounting for the effects of competing symbolic predispositions. We conclude with a review of 
our findings, and a discussion of the distinctiveness of the status threat concept as a theoretical 
lens with which to view the contemporary incarnation of reactionary politics.

BACKGROU N D A N D TH EORY

Reactionary politics—marked by the retreat of democracy from Latin America to Europe—
is on the march. Recent elections across Western Europe have seen the electoral success 
of right-wing parties, with Meloni's Brothers of Italy party in Italy, and Wilders' Party 
for Freedom in the Netherlands as prime examples. This is to say nothing of the (former) 
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Bolsanaro presidency in Brazil, Orban's leadership in Hungary, Duda's in Poland, and most 
recently, Melei's election in Argentina. These events are stunning, but Europe and Latin 
America are not the only locales in which the reactionary right's political presence is a fac-
tor. A more complete accounting of the most recent political influence of the reactionary 
right must also include the United States. In this article, we aim to explicate the reactionary 
turn in the United States.

Prior to Trump and MAGA, America's most recent move to the right began with the Tea 
Party, which took center stage in the aftermath of Obama's election in 2008, dragging the 
GOP to its most extreme ideological position to date (Blum, 2020; Gervais & Morris, 2018). 
Arriving on the American political scene in 2009, the “leaderless” movement was largely 
responsible for the GOP takeover of the House of Representatives in the 2010 election cycle 
(Parker & Barreto, 2014). Like the Tea Party, Trump grounded his appeals to supporters 
through promises to maintain the cultural dominance of the majority. His use of Anglo 
cultural appeals is very similar to, and even more pronounced than, the Tea Party's use of 
them (Rowland, 2019). Constantly referencing bygone periods when America would “win,” 
Trump made restrictions on both legal and illegal immigration central to his appeal, prom-
ising to protect the “forgotten people” from the predations of gangs and terrorists (who 
they perceive liberal elites to ignore). Notwithstanding his failure to win reelection, Trump 
remains viable; indeed, he will be the 2024 Republican nominee for president. This is after 
two impeachments and four felony indictments. How is it possible that he continues to com-
mand such respect within the GOP?

Conventional explanations

Needless to say, absent support from “the MAGA base,” there is no Trump. But what ani-
mates this base? Why does Trump seem to hold a preternatural hold on his supporters? Many 
believe reactionary movements are fueled by economic threat. The logic connecting the emer-
gence of contemporary right-wing movements to economic anxiety is rooted in concerns over 
economic competition from non-Whites and immigrants during economic downturns, and 
broader transformations of the economy (e.g., deindustrialization; import competition; Autor 
et al., 2017; McVeigh, 2009). The idea is that the people facing the threats—primarily working-
class Whites—gravitate toward reactionary movements because they promote policies promis-
ing to preserve working-class jobs.

The economic explanation is positioned to explain the preferences of those who are objec-
tively low in income but fails to explain the support of those further up the economic ladder 
(Lipset & Raab, 1978; McEvoy, 1971; Parker & Barreto, 2014). Some assumed in the lead-up to 
2016 that hardcore Trump support was largely rooted in economic despair of “those left behind” 
(e.g., Autor et al., 2017; Gidron & Hall, 2017). This seemed like a plausible explanation at the 
time (e.g., Trump claimed that he would return high-paying manufacturing jobs to the United 
States). However, given his inattention to policies that promised to improve the lot of the 
working-class people who voted for him (e.g., a health-care plan to replace Obamacare), along 
with his near-constant focus on cultural polarization, it is unlikely in our view that the core 
motivation of the Trump base is rooted in economic considerations (e.g., Mutz, 2018). Indeed, 
like the Tea Party, MAGA's activism, as we will argue, is largely driven by symbolic threat.1

 1A caveat is in order. Symbolic and more materialistic approaches to politics (e.g., self-interest, realistic group conflict, etc.) are 
widely accepted as analytically distinct. However, on some occasions, they may well overlap. For instance, group position theory 
suggests that dominant groups believe that their perceived cultural superiority should extend to the material domain (e.g., Bobo & 
Hutchings, 2004). Indeed, as Bobo and Tuan (2006) suggest, group competition may include some economic considerations, 
especially when it's perceived as a zero-sum affair. That said, garden-variety economic issues, be they sociotropic, of self-interested 
in nature, e.g., “am I better off this year than last,” should have little traction where status threat is concerned.
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Other accounts of reactionary movements in the United States place difference of some 
kind at the center of analysis, most frequently racism or ethnocentrism (Diamond,  1995; 
Jackson, 1967; Kinder & Kam, 2009; Lowndes, 2009; McMillen, 1971; Moore, 1991). Connecting 
racism to right-wing movements doesn't require much imagination. In the classical sense, the 
“aggrieved” group (White people) refuses to believe that Blacks can be equals, something par-
tially driven by the desire on the part of some Whites to maintain their dominant social status. 
As we shall argue and demonstrate, racism is not the sole—or even primary—basis of reac-
tionary political attitudes.

Intolerance of difference is also associated with authoritarianism. As Stenner (2005) explains 
in The Authoritarian Dynamic, “individuals possess fairly stable predispositions to intolerance 
of difference, that is, varying levels of willingness to ‘put up with’ differing people, ideas, and 
behaviors” (p. 2; see also Feldman, 2003; Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; Velez & Lavine, 2017). 
Authoritarianism in political science is typically measured by a set of child-rearing value 
trade-offs (Feldman,  2003; Stenner,  2005). These, in turn are consistently linked to racial 
and political intolerance, as well as policy preferences in both the cultural (Hetherington & 
Weiler, 2009) and economic (Johnston et al., 2017) domains. Early social-scientific accounts 
of the rise of Trump and the MAGA movement focused on authoritarianism as the primary 
explanation (e.g., MacWilliams, 2016, The Rise of Trump: America's Authoritarian Spring). To 
isolate the role of status threat in contemporary public opinion, we control for (and to compare 
it to) the impact of authoritarianism.

Christian nationalism is yet another explanation of the move of the contemporary GOP 
to the far right. We distinguish status threat from this particular form of nationalistic fervor 
(Cooper-White,  2022; Goldberg,  2007; Jones,  2016). As Whitehead and Perry  (2020) define 
it, Christian nationalism “is a cultural framework—a collection of myths, traditions, sym-
bols, narratives, and value systems—that idealizes and advocates a fusion of Christianity with 
American civic life” (p. 10). As Christian nationalism prescribes a particular social order, 
“with boundaries and hierarchies among natives and foreigners, whites and non-whites, men 
and women, and heterosexuals and others,” it bears a conceptual similarity to status threat, 
and therefore, like with authoritarianism and racial resentment, we include Whitehead and 
Perry's (2020) validated measure of it in our statistical models.

Another concept that bears some resemblance to status threat—one that has often been 
used to describe the MAGA movement and Trump's victory in 2016—is populism. As Oliver 
and Rahn (2016) explain, “at its core, populism is a type of political rhetoric that pits a virtuous 
‘people’ against nefarious, parasitic elites who seek to undermine the rightful sovereignty of 
the common folk” (p. 190). In this sense, populism is often associated with intolerance of oth-
ers, people who aren't regarded as part of the “people” (e.g., Mudde, 2007; but see Frank, 2020; 
Nugent, 2013). Populist movements attempt to discredit the political establishment by ques-
tioning the legitimacy of institutions such as the mainstream media, public sector bureau-
crats, politicians, elections, parties, international institutions, and especially the exalted role in 
American life played by experts and intellectuals (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). As Trump's 2016 
campaign reflected, populism is often understood as an attempt to disrupt “politics-as-usual.” 
As one of our surveys carried a measure of populism, we will directly pit the impact of popu-
lism against that of status threat on a variety of outcome measures.

Last, support for right-wing movements may derive from the tendency of human societies 
to become divided into dominant and subordinate groups. Sidanius (1993) explains the per-
sistence of this arrangement, in part, by arguing that near universal agreement exists on ide-
ologies responsible for maintaining social hierarchy. In the American context, racism, sexism, 
and the Protestant work ethic are all ideologies that serve to enhance hierarchy, legitimating 
discrimination as a means of maintaining a social order in which a group of dominants pre-
sides over subordinates. By contrast, ideologies related to egalitarianism (e.g., feminism) at-
tenuate inequality. Social dominance orientation (SDO), part of a larger theory of intergroup 
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relations, is a psychological predisposition that describes the extent to which individuals sub-
scribe to these ideologies. In short, SDO is a reflection of one's preference for inequality among 
social groups (see Sidanius & Pratto, 1999).

The aforementioned psychological dispositions are linked to a range of political pref-
erences (see Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; Oliver & Rahn, 2016; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999; 
Stenner,  2005; Tesler,  2016; Whitehead & Perry,  2020). We expect that each may in part 
capture the current reactionary moment in American politics. However, none of these dis-
positions captures what we regard as the central motivation of the contemporary political 
right: the desire to arrest feelings of dispossesion—of social prestige—that accompanies 
rapid social change. It is this revanchist impulse—a term Merriam-Webster defines as “ad-
vocacy for the recovery of lost territory or status”—that we believe these dispositions fail 
to directly capture.

Status threat

With all of this in mind, we elaborate on status threat, a concept at the root of the long his-
tory of reactionary movements in the United States (Hofstadter, 1965; Lipset & Raab, 1978). 
Status threat is the social psychological component of a broader theory of reactionary politics 
in which dominant groups seek a return to a time during which their dominance remained 
unquestioned. As Lipset and Raab (1978) argued, “If there has been one constant [in American 
history], it is that rightist movements have risen in reaction against the displacement of power 
and status accompanying social change” (p. xvii). In the present context, we contend that 
MAGA adherents read the cultural changes in American society as existential threats to their 
way of life and ultimately to their social prestige.

Building on mid-twentieth-century historian Richard Hofstadter (1965) who, in turn, built 
on sociologist Joseph Gusfield's  (1963) seminal work on the Temperance Movement, Parker 
and Barreto (2014) argued that the Tea Party was motivated by perceived threats to their way 
of life.2 More recent work makes a similar case, showing that a proxy for status threat (i.e., 
social dominance orientation) influenced support for Trump in 2016, even after accounting for 
race-specific intolerance (Mutz, 2018). Reactionaries, driven by status threat, seek a return to 
a time during which social and economic arrangements were less egalitarian. Status threat, in 
short, is the key.

The intellectual warrant for introducing this new measure is straightforward. Existing stud-
ies that focus on status threat rely on proxies (e.g., Mutz, 2018), or measures absent items tap-
ping into threats to the aggrieved group's way of life (Craig & Richeson, 2014a, 2014b; Major 
et al., 2016).3 Further, we need a theory and measures that remain faithful to the revanchist 
impulse that appears to animate reactionary movements: an obsession with the past domi-
nance of the ingroup. Finally, we need a theory capacious enough to accommodate everything 
from group-based intolerance to attitudes associated with democratic norms, political vio-
lence, and belief in conspiracy theories (the former two we examine in a larger project). When 
we combine these theoretical prerequisites, the necessity of developing a new theory to explain 
reactionary movements seems appropriate.

Parker and Barreto (2014) argued that reactionary movements are motivated by anxiety and 
anger associated with the perception that social change is happening too fast. For example, 

 2The Tea Party shared this perspective with the Ku Klux Klan and the John Birch Society (Parker & Barreto, 2014, chapter 1).

 3Craig and Richeson (2014a) and Major et al. (2016) all relied on a four-item scale developed by Outten et al. (2012). The scale 
includes two items asking how respondents feel about changing ethnic diversity and two items asking them about how much 
influence racial minorities will have in the future.
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in addition to the election of Barack Obama as the first non-White male to occupy the White 
House (an event perceived as change in its own right), they argued that the increasing visibility 
of same-sex rights, along with women's and immigrants' rights contributed in no small way to 
spurring—and sustaining, the movement. In other words, these were social and cultural course 
corrections away from a norm in which American identity coincides with White, male, heter-
onormative Christianity (Canaday, 2009; Devos & Banaji, 2005; Smith, 1997). Indeed, Parker 
and Barreto (2014) noted that, demographically, Tea Party sympathizers tended to be older, 
White, male, Christian, native born, and middle class; a demographic group very similar to the 
aforementioned “prototypical” American.

This is not the first time such demographic and cultural change supplied the motivational grist 
for a reactionary surge. For instance, during the mid-nineteenth century, the “Know Nothings” 
(also known as the American Party) were concerned with the growing presence of immigrants. 
They believed that immigrants' attachment to Catholicism constituted a political and moral 
threat, and perceived them given to criminality, posing a threat to the security of the country (e.g., 
Anbinder, 1992). In the early twentieth century, the Ku Klux Klan and its supporters perceived 
a threat from Blacks, Jews, Catholics, labor unions, and the increasing independence of women. 
In each case, members of the Invisible Empire believed themselves to be vulnerable to the emer-
gence of these groups (e.g., Jackson, 1967; Maclean, 1994; Moore, 1991). Similarly, members and 
supporters of the John Birch Society (JBS) in the 1950s and 1960s believed the “American way” 
of life to be under siege, that the expansion of the federal government threatened to subvert their 
freedom (thus reducing their social standing) and transform the United States into a totalitarian 
country (Broyles, 1966; Forster & Epstein, 1967; Welch, 1961). Finally, the Evangelical Christian 
movement in the 1980s–1990s argued that by their very existence, as well as lobbing for rights, gay 
people were a threat to “family values” in America.

From the Know Nothing Party all the way to the MAGA movement, one can identify sev-
eral similarities. For starters, in each case, the movements were a reaction to what its con-
stituents perceived to be both a threat to their social status and to their way of life. Unlike 
establishment conservatives who see social change as something that must be tolerated—if not 
embraced—in exchange for order and stability (see Oakeshott, 1962), reactionaries consider 
social change subversive. Importantly, in each reactionary moment, as we shall soon demon-
strate empirically, the demographic groups that felt most threatened are commensurate with 
those intertwined segments of society closest to the stereotype on which American national 
identity rests: White, Christian, patriarchal, heteronormative, and native born.

Our theory of reactionary politics, in which status threat is a key component, is central to 
explaining the MAGA movement in the following way. We have already outlined the ideal po-
litical community for American reactionaries—in short, WASP, heteronormative. For them, 
this restrictive definition of American identity carries with it significant meaning. Theorists of 
symbolic politics argue that symbols link individual (and group) objectives and aspirations to 
the wider social and political world (Edelman, 1967). In our formulation of reactionary politics, 
the idealized political community serves as the object of affection for reactionaries. Further, 
political community as symbol is often one that inspires intense affection and pushes people to 
protect and preserve its meaning at all costs (Baas, 1979; Elder & Cobb, 1983). Consequently, 
threats to “real Americans” (the political community for reactionaries), and their way of life, 
we argue, is a primary basis of their political orientation.

As we have indicated, dominant groups in the United States believe themselves to be 
under siege. Perhaps more importantly, such groups often consider themselves culturally su-
perior: Their values and way of life are the highest expressions of human achievement (e.g., 
Bizumic, 2019). When rapid social change threatens their superiority, dominant group mem-
bers often suggest an organized conspiracy of some kind is responsible (for a recent review, see 
Federico, 2022; see also Lipset & Raab, 1978; van Prooijen, 2020, 2022). How else to explain 
their decline?
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The general idea is that social change triggers status threat which, in turn, generates a vari-
ety of responses including, among other things, belief in conspiracy theories (Lipset & 
Raab, 1978).4 That these disruptions cause status-threatened individuals to construct fantasti-
cal beliefs is nothing more than the paranoia to which Hofstadter (1965) referred in his seminal 
work. As Hofstadter cautioned, this “paranoia” is not of a clinical psychological variety (as in 
a psychotic break with reality), but a paranoia of a more political nature. To summarize this 
connection, Federico (2022) notes that “drastic social change can elicit a variety of threatening 
psychological states that prompt individuals to find explanations for changes that are experi-
enced as crises” (p. 1). Federico goes on to write that “conspiracy theories provide such expla-
nations, allowing people to attribute disruptive events to a small group of malevolent actors 
rather than diffuse social forces” (p. 1) such as egalitarian movements (e.g., #MeToo, DEI, 
gender fluidity).

This is akin to what social psychologist Roderick Kramer (1998) refers to as “paranoid so-
cial cognition,” a condition in which people have a difficult time adjusting to rapidly changing 
social circumstances. To make sense of changing circumstances in which one's group status is 
in flux, it seems that members of declining ingroups—if they are to maintain a sense of collec-
tive esteem—must identify a set of actors and actions beyond their control. Once the source 
of threat is identified, steps are taken to address the disruption. Consider the threat perceived 
by some when it comes to immigration. When they realize that Whites are to become a mi-
nority in the coming years at the present rate of immigration, it instigates a move to the polit-
ical right (Craig & Richeson, 2014a), where the GOP promises to stem the flow of “illegals.” 
When Trump became a viable candidate, those threatened by immigration voted for him in 
greater proportions (Lavine & Rahn, 2018; Major et al., 2016). In sum, our characterization of 
this process is that social change that threatens the cultural dominance of “real” Americans 
instantiates conspiracy theories to account for such change, ultimately fueling political mobi-
lization on the reactionary right.

There are several indications that the United States is currently undergoing such a pe-
riod. From the salience of racial demographic change and the plummeting percentage of 
Americans who identify themselves as Christian, to the increasing gender asymmetry in 
college attendance and graduation rates and the sharp rise of nonconforming gender iden-
tities, White, Christian, patriarchal dominance in the United States is objectively under 
threat. What else can one conclude from the Tea Party's “Take Our Country Back” slogan 
or Trump's “Make America Great Again” catch phrases? In short, each slogan, according 
to Merriam-Webster, evokes nostalgia: “a wistful or excessive yearning for a return to… 
some past period.”

Under such duress, we believe, some members of the culturally dominant group will re-
sist constructions of the nation that represent a departure from the status quo. Following 
other work in which strongly identifying members of high-status groups perceive inter-
group threat, we argue that such individuals will prefer outgroup punishment in the guise of 
social inequality favoring the ingroup (Morrison et al., 2009). This is something frequently 
observed with reactionary movements. As sociologist Arlie Hochschild (2016) pointed out, 
social change leads “real” Americans to feel left behind, surpassed by “line cutters:” com-
munities of color, immigrants, and women who don't deserve to pass them by on the road 
to the American dream. This should result in outgroup antipathy and a desire to curtail the 
threat to the status quo ante, both through moralistic movements (e.g., the ever-widening 

 4The events leading up to the insurrection at the Capitol on January 6, 2021, illustrate this dynamic: Trump lost the election, 
prompting the anticipation of social change, giving way to conspiracy theories—largely from Trump's inner circle—that the 
election was rigged (e.g., voting machines were built in Venezuela at the direction of President Hugo Chavez; machines were 
designed to delete or flip votes cast for Trump; the U.S. Army had seized a computer server in Germany that held secrets to U.S. 
voting irregularities).
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culture war) and raw political power (as, for example, in banning books that contain dis-
cussions of gender nonconformity in K-12 and the banning of DEI at public colleges and 
universities in many Republican-controlled states; see also Lipset & Raab, 1978). Such re-
vanchism may also show up as a perception of a group's legitimacy to tangible and symbolic 
resources (e.g., societal prestige).

To summarize, we contend that attempts at social reform activate status threat among cul-
tural dominants. From the Know Nothings to the Tea Party, movement sympathizers believed 
the country was changing too fast. For the KKK, threat was spurred by the return of the New 
Negro from World War I, the presence of Jews, and increasing liberties for women, among 
other things. John Birch Society sympathizers were triggered by the civil rights movement—
and the general egalitarian turn in American politics—as well as the threat of communism. 
The election of Barack Obama raised the racial hackles of the Tea Party and its acolytes. In the 
present case, status threat is occasioned by immigration—mainly from the global South (e.g., 
Trump's reference to “shithole” countries), along with a transformation of moral norms and 
social policies (e.g., DEI efforts in higher education) in which being White, Christian, male, 
heterosexual, etc., no longer ensures a first-among-equals position in American society. This 
naturally dovetails with the anxiety felt by groups that are in cultural decline and concerned 
about being “replaced.”

LA N DSCAPE OF OUTCOM E VARI A BLES

We examine the relevance of status threat by examining its predictive power—net of other psy-
chological predispositions (e.g., Christian nationalism, SDO, authoritarianism)—over a range 
of contentious issues, including paranoid social cognition (i.e., belief in conspiracy theories), 
whether demographic change is harmful or beneficial, whether Whites and Christians should 
continue to have more say in how the country is run than other groups (even as both become 
a minority), belief in the “Great Replacement” (that non-White immigrants are being brought 
to America deliberately to replace White Americans) and whether men are more likely the 
victims rather than the perpetrators of contemporary sexism.

In each instance, we expect status threat will strongly predict beliefs and attitudes. To 
demonstrate discriminant validity, we also examine the impact of status threat on a set of 
nonracialized economic policy preference questions. We hypothesize that status threat will 
fail to explain anything, providing further indication that the construct is predominantly 
cultural (vs. economic) in nature. Prior to all of this, however, we conduct a series of latent 
measurement models to demonstrate the unidimensionality and uniqueness of the status-
threat concept.

SU M M ARY OF EM PIRICA L STRATEGY

Our first order of business is to perform a psychometric analysis on the status-threat items. 
To that end, we present the findings from an exploratory factor analysis to demonstrate that 
the items comprise a unidimensional scale, fiting the data well. Following that, we show that 
status threat is empirically distinguishable from other constructs used in political psychol-
ogy, including authoritarianism, Christian nationalism, social dominance orientation, and 
racial resentment. To do that, we conduct a series of confirmatory factor analyses, illustrat-
ing that two-factor models—in which the status-threat items and those of another construct 
(e.g., authoritarianism) are specified as separate factors—fit the data better than a single-
factor model in which all items are forced onto a single latent factor. In each case, we find 
that a single, latent-factor model erodes the fit between the model and the data. From these 
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measurement models, we conclude that status threat is empirically distinguishable from re-
lated dispositions.

Third, we examine the demographic antecedents of status threat. Our guiding assump-
tion is that “real” Americans—those who are older, White, Christian, male, heterosexual, 
and without a college education—will score higher than younger people, non-Whites, non-
Christians, women, nonheterosexuals, and those with a college education. We also examine 
whether this pattern replicates for other psychological predispositions (e.g., Christian nation-
alism, authoritarianism). Last, to test for convergent and discriminant validity, we examine 
the impact of status threat on two types of outcomes: (1) those that directly evoke group 
status, such that status threat should be a stronger predictor than other variables, includ-
ing related psychological predispositions, and (2) nonracialized economic policy preference 
items, which we treat as placebo tests on the view that status threat is predominantly tapping 
cultural—not economic—debates.

DATA A N D M ETHODS

To examine the nature and predictive power of status threat, we use data from two 3-wave 
panel studies.5 The first was conducted by YouGov (YG), with the waves spaced approxi-
mately 6 months apart. Respondents were contacted via email and invited to participate in the 
survey. Wave 1 took place from December 24, 2021 to February 5, 2022, with 2432 participants 
completing the survey. Wave 2 was in the field from May 27, 2022 to June 28, 2022, with 1921 
participants from the first wave completing the second wave. Wave 3 was field between 
October 27, 2022 and November 7, 2022, in which 1143 of the original 2432 completed the 
survey.

The second three-wave panel study was conducted by Bovitz6 for the University of 
Minnesota's Center for the Study of Political Psychology (CSPP). As in the YouGov panel 
study, participants were contacted via email and invited to participate in the survey. Wave 1 
took place from November 23 to December 9, 2022, with 2004 participants completing the 
survey. Wave 2 was fielded between March 7 and March 29, 2023, with 1405 original partici-
pants, and Wave 3 was fielded between May 23 and June 8, 2023 with 1054 original partici-
pants. The multiinvestigator CSPP panel was divided into two groups (A and B) to maximize 
survey length. Our variables were carried on the Group A survey, which contained half the 
total sample. Most of our explanatory and control variables were assessed at Wave 1; our out-
come variables were assessed at Wave 1, 2, and 3, depending on their availability in the survey. 
In the online supporting information, we note which wave and which survey—YouGov or 
CSPP—each analysis was drawn from. The online supporting information also reports infor-
mation about the demographic make-up of the sample across waves for both the YouGov and 
Bovitz studies. In the dot plot graphs below, “YG” refers to the YouGov data; “CSPP” refers 
to the Center for the Study of Political Psychology data.

Measures

Question wording for all explanatory, control, and outcome variables in the main analysis 
can be found in the online supporting information. All variables were recoded to a 0–1 
range.

 5In this article, we do not take advantage of the panel nature of the data. Growth curves, fixed effects, random intercept 
cross-lagged panel design models and other such techniques are taken up in a larger project.
 6See https://​www.​bovit​zinc.​com/​.
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Explanatory and control variables

In each study, most of the explanatory and control measures were assessed at Wave 1, although 
some of our psychological predispositions were measured in later waves.7 Our variables in-
cluded the focal variable of status threat, Christian nationalism (Whitehead & Perry, 2020), 
authoritarianism (Feldman & Stenner,  1997), a three-item version of the social dominance 
orientation scale (SDO; Sidanius & Pratto,  1999), and racial resentment (Kinder & 
Sanders, 1996). In the CSPP panel study we had available a five-item measure of populism, but 
not one of SDO. We also included demographic controls (age, gender, and education) as well as 
the standard political predispositions of party identification (with leaners included as parti-
sans) and ideological self-identification. Given our purposes, our analyses were limited to White 
respondents. We report our findings using “dot plot” graphs with 95% confidence intervals 
depicting party identification and ideological self-identification, along with the psychological 
dispositions (i.e., status threat, authoritarianism, Christian nationalism, racial resentment, 
and SDO [in YouGov analyses] and populism [in CSPP analyses]). Full regression tables are 
included in the online supporting information.

PSYCHOM ETRIC A NA LYSIS A N D VA LIDITY TESTS

To establish the validity of our status-threat items, which appear below, we conduct latent 
measurement models to address the following questions: (1) Is status threat unidimensional 
at the latent level? (i.e., does a single latent factor model provide a good fit to the data?); (2) Is 
status threat distinct from other predispositions commonly used as explanatory variables in 
political psychology? (3) Is status threat greater among “real” or “heritage” Americans, those 
who have traditionally occupied positions of prestige as the result of ascribed characteristics? 
(4) Does status threat dominate the prediction of outcome variables that directly highlight 
group status? (5) Does status threat fail to predict economic policy preferences that are not 
linked to intergroup competition (i.e., placebo test)?

Status-threat scale:

1.	 I'm worried by the way America is changing.
2.	 Cultural changes happening in the United States today make our country a better place (R)8

3.	 If American society keeps changing, people like me will be left behind.
4.	 Today's changes in American culture are making my group less powerful compared to other 

groups.
5.	 If things keep going as they have been, there will be no place in the United States for real 

Americans.
6.	 The American way of life is threatened.
7.	 The United States is a much better place now than in the past (R)

The items above are intended to capture whether a person believes that society is changing 
in a way that will diminish their group's status, societal prestige, or social value.9 The first four 

 7As these psychological variables are largely stable predispositions, we do not think it is a problem to measure them—as we do in 
some analyses—after the dependent variable (some of which were measured in Wave 1).
 8The two items with the “R” are reverse coded.
 9We began with 15 items (see the online supporting information for a listing) and cut them down to seven on the basis of (a) low 
loadings from a principal factors analysis (item #2 in the online supporting information was dropped for this reason), (b) duplicative 
content (items #5, #7, #12 and #13), and (c) mention of particular groups (e.g., Christians, men, the working class), which diminishes 
the abstract nature of the scale (see Stenner, 2005; items #11, #14 and #15). This left the seven remaining items above.
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items use the word “change.” This reflects the idea that status threat most often emerges within 
the context of rapid (progressive) social reform (e.g., BLM, LGBTQ), something we highlighted 
above as it relates to prior reactionary movements. Reactionary movements are intent on re-
versing the change it believes responsible for the displacement of its group members, to recoup 
the loss of the group's prestige. Item 4 gets at status threat by directly asking whether social 
change will make “my” group less powerful. Items 5 and 6 ask respondents whether the 
American way of life (i.e., the status quo) is threatened, and whether social change will displace 
“real” Americans (those to whom Sarah Palin referred when visiting small-town White 
Christian America during the presidential election of 2008).

Do these items comprise a single latent dimension? The data suggests they do: The alpha 
coefficient is .86. Additional evidence comes from an exploratory, principal factors analysis. 
Indeed, the scree plot below reveals the presence of a single latent factor. Moreover, the load-
ings on each item exceed .50 (save for item 7, which has a loading of .48; see the online support-
ing information for the item loadings). Finally, the hypothesized measurement model appears 
to fit the data well (CFI = .96; RMSEA = .10).10 

The next question is whether latent status threat is distinguishable from related psycho-
logical predispositions (Christian nationalism, social dominance orientation, authoritari-
anism, and racial resentment). Our strategy here is to use measurement models to compare 
the fit of one- and two-factor models using likelihood ratio tests. The single-factor models 
force status-threat items and those of another construct onto a single latent factor. The two-
factor models specify one factor comprised of the status-threat items and a second factor 
comprised of the items of another construct. If the single factor models degrade model fit 
relative to the two-factor models, and if the two-factor models fit well, we can conclude 
that status threat is distinguishable from these other variables (which we use as controls in 
subsequent analysis).

First, we compare status threat and Christian nationalism. As Table 1 shows, the single- 
factor model—which contains the seven status-threat items and six Christian nationalism 

 10A parallel analysis using Horn's test confirmed the superiority of a single-factor model (only one adjusted eigenvalue exceeded 
1.0; that value was 3.69).
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items—fails to provide a good fit to the data. The CFI and RMSEA fit statistics are .79 
and  .15, respectively, and the χ2 with 65 degrees of freedom is 1943.57 (p < .001). By contrast, 
the two-factor model (in which the status threat and Christian nationalism items are loaded 
on separate factors) fits quite well (CFI = .94; RMSEA = .08; χ2[64] = 601.83, a 67% reduction 
in the χ2 value). As the right-most column in Table 1 shows, the likelihood ratio test (i.e., a 
statistical test based on the difference in χ2 values across the two models) indicates that the 
two-factor model provides a statistically better fit to the data than a single-factor model in 
which the status threat and Christian nationalism items are loaded onto a single latent factor.

As Table 1 shows, similar results obtain for authoritarianism, social dominance orientation, 
and racial resentment. In each case, two-factor models provide a good fit to the data, whereas 
the single factor models do not (average CFI for one-factor models = .81; average CFI for two-
factor models = .91; average RMSEAs are .14 and .09 for one- and two-factor models, respec-
tively). Finally, likelihood ratio tests for nested models indicate that the two-factor models fit 
better than the single-factor models (see the right-most column of Table 1).11

Taken together, these measurement models suggest that status threat is unidimensional, that a 
single latent factor provides a good fit to the data, and that two-factor models provide a statisti-
cally better fit than a single latent dimension comprising both groups of items. Thus, status threat 

 11An alternative strategy would be to specify a five-factor confirmatory factor model and compare that to alternative models. We 
did not do this for the following reasons. First, the other psychological dispositions—Christian nationalism, authoritarianism, 
racial resentment, and SDO—are measured by well-validated scales, and we did not think it necessary to reopen the question of 
their relative distinctiveness. Our goal was a narrower one: to distinguish these constructs from our measure of status threat. 
Second, undertaking a more comprehensive analysis of latent measurement models would result in too much of a diversion from 
the article's primary emphasis.

TA B L E  1   Fit statistics for one- and two-factor models.

Status threat (seven items) and Christian nationalism (six items)

One-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df Likelihood ratio test

.79 .15 1943.57/65 1524.57, p < .0001

Twi-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df

.94 .08 419.00/64

Status threat (seven items) and authoritarianism (four items)

One-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df Likelihood ratio test

.89 .11 920/33 513.51, p < .0001

Two-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df

.97 .06 406.63/32

Status threat (seven items) and racial resentment (four items)

One-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df Likelihood ratio test

.82 .16 2510.43/42 1380.92, p < .0001

Two-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df

.92 .10 1129.51/41

Status threat (seven items) and social dominance orientation (six items)

One-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df Likelihood ratio test

.75 .15 1989.32/65 600.56, p < .0001

Two-factor model CFI RMSEA Chi-square: Value/df

.82 .12 1388.77/64
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is not reducible to other constructs prevalent in the political psychological literature.12 In the next 
three sections, we provide additional evidence for the validity of the “status threat” interpretation 
of the status-threat items. First, we examine the antecedents of status threat. Do Whites, Christians, 
men, heterosexuals, and those without a college education score higher on our status-threat scale 
than non-Whites, non-Christians, women, non-heterosexuals and those with a college degree? 
Second, does status threat dominate the prediction of outcome variables that directly challenge the 
status of “heritage” Americans? And third, does status threat fail to predict economic policy pref-
erences that are not framed (or viewed by the public) in intergroup (e.g., racial) terms? As noted 
above, we treat this last hypothesis as a placebo test on the view that status threat is largely cultural 
in nature, at least when questions of resources are not framed in intergroup terms.

Is status threat higher for “real” Americans?

In the next sections, we will examine a broad spectrum of potential consequences of status 
threat. First, however, it is important to examine its potential causes. In this section, we turn 
to the question of what demographic variables—which we regard as exogenous—predict 
status threat. The construct is intended to capture the status-related anxieties of “heritage” 
Americans, those who have traditionally occupied positions of prestige as the result of ascribed 
characteristics. We also include in the analysis—using CSPP data—a few “achieved” identities 
(e.g., religiosity, rural residency) that seem likely to be related to—and are also presumably 
antecedent to—status threat. We examine five core demographics: age, race, religion, gender, 
and sexual orientation. If status threat measures what we believe it to measure, liberal social 
reform should render older Americans, Whites, Christians, men, and heterosexuals more sta-
tus threatened than younger Americans, non-Whites, those of other religions (or agnostics/
atheists or “nones”), women, and nonheterosexuals.

We add five additional variables to the model. The first two—religiosity and living in a 
rural area—are likely to induce greater status threat, as American society is becoming less 
religious and more urban (perhaps leading religious and rural people to feel culturally margin-
alized). The third variable is political knowledge. As the United States has shifted from a 
manufacturing to a knowledge economy, those with low knowledge—measured here in the 
political domain—are likely to feel more status threatened. Fourth, we include a dichotomous 
measure of education (no college/college). Over the past two decades, the cultural norms of 
Americans—e.g., toward gay marriage, LGBTQ issues, and sexual norms more widely, the le-
galization of cannabis—have shifted toward the liberal positions typically held by college 
graduates, the less religious, and those living in urban settings. For example, when Massachusetts 
legalized gay marriage in 2004 (the first state to do so), the policy was supported by fewer than 
a third of the electorate; it now receives the support of at least two thirds of Americans.13 
Finally, we add a measure of family income, calculated as being income above or below the 
median in the sample (i.e., $79,000; 0 = above median; 1 = below median).14 If, as we have ar-
gued, status threat is largely a cultural/symbolic construct, we expect income to add little to 
the prediction of status threat.

Five of the graphs below—with the exception of social dominance orientation (SDO)—de-
pict the influence of the 10 variables described above on status threat, Christian nationalism, 

 12For those who are curious about the relationships among these constructs, we've included a correlation matrix in the online 
supporting information.
 13According to a “nationwide” CBS news poll conducted May 20–24, 2004, 28% of respondents supported gay marriage. See 
https://​polli​ngrep​ort.​com/​lgbt3.​htm. By 2022, this number more than doubled. See more recent national polls at https://​polli​ngrep​
ort.​com/​lgbt.​htm.
 14According to the U.S. Census, median income in the United States in 2022 was approximately $75,000. https://​www.​census.​gov/​
libra​ry/​publi​catio​ns/​2023/​demo/​p60-​279.​html.
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authoritarianism, populism, and racial resentment. Status threat is significantly predicted in 
the expected direction by all variables save for income (we mentioned the disconnect between 
these two earier) and gender. That is, status threat was higher among older individuals, those 
without a college degree, Whites, Christians, heterosexuals, the rural and religious, and those 
with less political knowledge. Turning to the other psychological dispositions, Christian na-
tionalism is not predicted by age, race, gender, or income, while authoritarianism is negatively 
predicted by Whiteness, positively predicted by being below median income, and unaffected 
by gender and being rural.15 Our measure of populism generally failed to be predicted by our 
ascribed and achieved characteristics. Only three variables mattered: indentifying as White, 
rural residency (positively), and having a college degree (negatively). Finally, racial resentment 
evinced much of the predicted pattern: indentiying as male was marginally significant with 
racial resentment, as was income, such that those with greater than median income were sig-
nificantly less racially resentful.

Finally, as noted above, the CSPP data failed to include a measure of social dominance 
orientation. We therefore turned to the YouGov data, which included only age, race, gender, 
education, and income. As the graph for SDO shows, Whites and younger respondents scored 
lower on our measure of SDO (vs. non-Whites and older respondents), unlike the case for sta-
tus threat and racial resentment. These results surprised us. More in line with expectations, 
SDO was higher among men and those without a college degree. Finally, as with all but racial 
resentment, income bore no relationship to SDO. 

In sum (excluding SDO, for which we had only limited predictors), for three of the five 
dispositions—status threat, authoritarianism, and racial resentment—age is by far the stron-
gest predictor. Meanwhile age appears to have no relationship with populism or Christian 
nationalism (the estimates are very close to zero). With respect to status threat, given controls 
for race, religion, sexual orientation, and gender, it's not clear that older people are so much 
status threatened as they are generally opposed to change (a word that appears in four of our 
status-threat items). Older people are also known to be more racially resentful and less tolerant 
of diversity. That said, the pattern of effects for status threat (and for racial resentment, for 
that matter), largely conforms to the idea that “heritage” Americans (White, Christian, hetero, 
religious, rural, the less educated) along with being less politically knowledgeable, score higher 
on our status-threat items than other people. We now turn to another question bearing on the 
validity of our status-threat measure: Does status threat outcompete other variables—includ-
ing, most importantly, other psychological dispositions, party identification, and ideological 
self-identification—on outcome variables that directly invoke group status?

When should status threat matter most?

Of the outcome measures in our surveys, we believe those listed below are especially likely to 
evoke status threat (and therefore likely to bear a strong association to our status-threat scale; 
for the verbatim response options, see the online supporting information).

 15As Hetherington and Perez (2014) have argued, authoritarianism—as measured by the standard child-rearing items—does not 
have the same meaning for Whites and African Americans. In particular, the latter do not interpret the child-rearing items in the 
conventional way, leading to a measurement artifact (as shown by Hetherington and Weiler in the lack of measurement invariance 
in latent confirmatory measurement models). The general idea is that for Whites, the child-rearing items “work” because 
individual dominance within the family aligns with group dominance in society. For African Americans, this is not the case, 
making the measure—as conventionally interpreted—invalid for African Americans. To remedy this, we reran the analysis 
excluding African Americans. The negative effect of being White remained, and its effect size (−.06) was approximately the same 
as in the original analysis (i.e., when African Americans were included).
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1.	 As you may know, within the next several decades, White Americans will no longer 
compose the majority of the U.S. population. White people are expected to become 
a minority by 2042. How [beneficial or harmful] is the changing racial and ethnic 
makeup of the United States?

2.	 Generally speaking, would you say you [agree or disagree] with the following statement? 
Even if White people become a minority in the United States, they should continue to have 
more say in how the country is run than other groups.

3.	 Generally speaking, would you say you [agree or disagree] with the following statement? 
Even if Christian people become a minority in the United States, they should continue to 
have more say in how the country is run than other groups.

4.	 How likely is it that the more influence Black and Hispanic Americans have in politics, the 
less influence that Whites will have in politics?

5.	 How much discrimination is there in the United States today against Whites?
6.	 How likely is it that non-White immigrants are being brought to America deliberately to 

replace White Americans?
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7.	 Paranoid Social Cognition Scale.
8.	 Belief in QAnon: (a) How likely is it that the government, media, and financial worlds in the 

United States are controlled by a group of Satan-worshipping pedophiles who run a global 
child sex trafficking operation? (b) There is a storm coming soon that will sweep away the 
elites in power and restore the rightful leaders.

9.	 Belief in Sexism Shift (i.e., the belief that men are the victims and women the perpetrators of 
contemporary sexism).

Those who believe that (1) demographic change is harmful; (2–3) Whites and Christians 
should have more say than other Americans in how the country is run, even as both groups are 
poised to become a minority of the population by midcentury (e.g., Frey, 2014), (4) Black and 
Hispanic political influence in society will inevitably dilute the influence of Whites, (5) there 
is a great deal of discrimination against Whites in contemporary America, and (6) non-White 
immigrants are brought to the country with the intention of replacing Whites, should experi-
ence more status threat than other respondents. With regard to #6, some on the right claim 
that liberal elites are actively conspiring to replace “real” Americans with “inferior” people 
from other countries (referred to as the “Great Replacement Theory”).16 Tucker Carlson adds 
more specificity, arguing that the conspiracy includes liberal elites attempting to replace the 
current (WASP) electorate with new voters from other (non-WASP) countries.

Our next outcome variable is a seven-item paranoid social cognition scale, which mea-
sures a general belief in conspiracies (e.g., “Even though we live in a democracy, a few peo-
ple will always run things anyway.” “The public is generally unaware of the identity and 
actions of the most influential people in this country.” See the online supporting informa-
tion for the verbatim wording of all the items). As Lipset and Raab  (1978) argue in The 
Politics of Unreason, when people experience status threat, they seek to explain their dimin-
ished status, often imagining that elites are conspiring to reduce their societal prestige to 
the benefit of outgroups, to, as they write, “enlarge the democratic society” (see also 
Federico, 2022). Number 8 refers to a belief in QAnon, a set of conspiracy theories born in 
the wake of Trump's ascendence to the presidency. According to a 2021 poll reported by the 
Public Religion Research Institute (PPRI), 1 in 4 Republicans are adherents of QAnon as 
are 1 in 19 Democrats.17 One of its major claims, which has been widely disseminated on-
line, refers to Satan-worshipping cannibalistic pedophiles operating a world-wide child sex-
trafficking ring. Another prominent QAnon conspiracy belief is that if the courts fail to 
overturn the 2020 presidential election, the military will step in and install Donald Trump 
as president for life (Rothschild, 2021). Here, we examine an average score based on two 
QAnon-derived beliefs: that “government, media, and financial worlds in the U.S. are con-
trolled by a group of Satan-worshipping pedophiles who run a global child sex trafficking 
operation,” and that “there is a storm coming soon that will sweep away the elites in power 
and restore the rightful leaders” (the correlation between the two beliefs is .59).

Last is a scale of items measuring the belief that the most prevalent form of gender discrim-
ination in contemporary America is perpetrated by women against men. Zehnter et al. (2021) 
contend that this shift “constitutes a new form of contemporary sexism characterized by the 
perception that anti-male discrimination is pervasive, that it now exceeds anti-female discrim-
ination, and that it is caused by women's societal advancement” (p. 1; italics added for empha-
sis). This belief is understood to have emerged due to a positive status shift among women 
relative to men, and is captured by the “belief in sexism shift” scale, validated by Zehnter 
et al. (2021), and included in our CSPP survey. In sum, we believe that each of these outcome 

 16https://​www.​splce​nter.​org/​hatew​atch/​2022/​05/​17/​racis​t-​great​-​repla​cemen​t-​consp​iracy​-​theor​y-​expla​ined.
 17https://​www.​prri.​org/​press​-​relea​se/​new-​prri-​repor​t-​revea​ls-​nearl​y-​one-​in-​five-​ameri​cans-​and-​one-​in-​four-​repub​lican​s-​still​-​belie​
ve-​in-​qanon​-​consp​iracy​-​theor​ies/​.
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variables evokes group status directly—whether about race, gender, religion, or birth origin—
and should thus respond powerfully to status threat.

The figures below bear out these expectations. In five of the nine cases, status threat is by 
far the most powerful predictor. Specifically, status threat furnishes explanatory power be-
yond the competition when it comes to predicting whether (1) demographic change is harmful, 
(2) Whites will have less social influence if Blacks/Hispanics have more, (3) Whites are dis-
criminated against; (4) non-Whites are being brought into the country to deliberately replace 
Whites; and (5) paranoid social cognition. In a sixth analysis (belief in a sexism shift), status 
threat and ideology are the strongest predictors, and in a seventh (belief in QAnon conspira-
cies), status threat and Christian nationalism share first place.

Status threat failed to produce the largest effects on only two items: whether Whites and 
Christians should have more say in society even when each group becomes a minority (although 
in each case the coefficients are statistically significant [one-tailed] and of substantive size). In 
the case of the anxiety among many Whites when faced with the prospect of become a mi-
nority, social dominance orientation was the strongest predictor. In the parallel case involving 
Christians, to no one's surprise, Christian nationalism was the more robust predictor. Aside 
from these few outcomes, however, status threat provided the greatest explanatory power (this 
includes demographic variables; see the online supporting information for the full regression 
models). This furnishes additional validity for status threat: it is the most robust predictor of 
scenarios that evoke perceived changes in the social status of old-line or “heritage” groups (the 
full models, which include demographics, are shown in the online supporting information). 
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Placebo tests: Status threat and economic policy preferences

Our previous set of analyses indicated that status threat more than holds its own in competi-
tion with well-known alternative explanations as it pertains to outcomes that directly highlight 
the possibility of status-related threats to traditional American ingroups (providing conver-
gent validity). Now, we proceed to explore the extent to which status threat comports with a 
key tenet, consistent with extant theory: that the concept is more about culture than econom-
ics. If, as we have argued, status threat is essentially symbolic (cultural) in nature, we should 
find that our status-threat scale fails to predict outcomes that are material in nature, at least 
when those considerations do not explicitly invoke intergroup competition (providing discri-
minant validity). Below, we test whether status threat predicts a composite scale comprised of 
the following five (nonintergroup) economic preference items:

1.	 In general, would you favor or oppose increasing taxes on wealthy Americans to main-
tain financial support for Social Security and Medicare?

2.	 Which do you think is more important: (a) preserving levels of Social Security and Medicare, 
even if it increases the national debt, or (b) cutting Social Security and Medicare to lower the 
national debt?

3.	 Do you favor or oppose requiring employers to offer PAID leave to parents of new children 
and employees caring for sick family members?

4.	 Do you favor or oppose raising the federal minimum wage to $15.00 an hour?
5.	 Some people think the government should provide fewer services even in areas such as health 

and education in order to reduce spending. Other people feel it is important for the govern-
ment to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending. Many also have 
opinions that fall in between. What is your opinion?

We subjected the five items to a principal factors analysis. As the scree plot below indi-
cates, there is clearly one factor; moreover, the model provides a good fit to the data (CFI = .98; 
RMSEA = .07; all the loadings exceeded .60 save for item #2, which was .39; none of the load-
ings on a second factor exceeded .11; the average of the other four loadings was −.01).18 

 18A parallel analysis using Horn's test confirmed the superiority of a single-factor model (only one adjusted eigenvalue exceeded 
1.0; that value was 2.52).
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As the figure on the right shows, the impact of status threat on economic liberalism is pre-
cisely zero.19,20As one would expect, Republicans and conservatives are more opposed to eco-
nomic liberalism than Democrats and liberals. Racial resentment was the only psychological 
disposition to have an effect, such that resentful Whites opposed liberal policies more than ra-
cially sympathetic Whites. We suspect, and plan to test in follow-up work, that status threat 
would predict economic conservatism—rather than liberalism—on issues that are explicitly 
(and perhaps implicitly) linked to race or other threatened identities (e.g., religious denomina-
tion, gender).

These results reinforce the narrative that material concerns—at least those not directly linked 
to intergroup competition—have little to do with reactionary politics (e.g., Gusfield,  1963; 
Parker & Barreto,  2014). If reactionary politics in the United States is truly driven by the 
anxiety accompanying the belief that some people feel they are losing “their” country, no level 
of redistribution will temper the anxiety associated with social change. We need to look else-
where for the solution to our current predicament.

This concludes our evaluation of the psychometric properties and validity-related perfor-
mance of our status-threat scale. We find that the status-threat items represent a single latent 
dimension, that this dimension is distinct from latent dimensions capturing other predisposi-
tions often used as explanatory variables in political psychology. Further, the scale is predicted 
by several dimensions associated with “heritage” Americans, that it is generally the strongest 
predictor of outcome variables that directly invoke intergroup competition. Finally, and cru-
cial for theoretical purposes, it utterly fails to predict economic policy variables that do not 
invoke intergroup competition. Taken together, these analyses provide substantial convergent 
and discriminant validity for our status-threat scale.

 19As we are predicting the null hypothesis for status threat, we reran the model using Bayesian regression (coefficients are reported 
in the online supporting information). The analysis was unchanged—the 95% credible intervals for status threat contained zero 
(−.06, .07).
 20Johnston et al. (2017) and Malka and Federico (2018) have shown that the impact of economic policy preferences depends on 
political engagement or knowledge. Johnston et al. (2017), for example, found that psychological dispositions such as 
authoritarianism, need for closure, and openness to experience were linked to liberal economic policy preferences among 
low-knowledge respondents, but that a preference “reversal effect” occurred such that those dispositions were linked to 
conservative economic preferences among high-knowledge respondents. We examined the interaction between status threat and 
political knowledge to explore whether the same effect would be found with status threat. There is no preference reversal. 
However, when political knowledge is low, there is a 20-percentage point effect such that those who are maximally status 
threatened are 20 percentage points more liberal in their economic views relative to those at the minimum level of status threat. 
However, among high-knowledge respondents, rather than a reversal, the effect of status threat is nonsignificant 
(coefficient = −.05, p > .05).
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DISCUSSION A N D CONCLUSION

We offer much evidence in support of our claim that status threat represents an important 
concept in understanding contemporary American public opinion and reactionary politics. 
In nine analyses that examine a wide range of outcomes, we demonstrate its utility, even as 
we account for several competing approaches. In fact, across the entire set of analyses pre-
sented, status threat was the most consistent predictor of a number of beliefs and attitudes (see 
Table S4 in the online supporting information). This includes beliefs in conspiracies (paranoid 
social cognition), feelings about demographic change, belief in a sexism shift, and the Great 
Replacement Theory. In short, our introduction of status threat furnishes a new, powerful lens 
through which to understand contemporary American politics and intergroup relations.

Conceptually speaking, status threat is nothing new. It's been called many things, includ-
ing pseudo-conservatism (Hofstadter, 1965), status anxiety (Hofstadter, 1965), status politics 
(Gusfield, 1963), and the Quandom complex (Lipset & Raab, 1978). Notwithstanding this, the 
tenets are in harmony: It is a reaction to threats to the social prestige of “heritage” Americans, 
and to the distinctiveness of its perceived way of life. In this sense, progressive social change 
is often believed subversive, a threat to the existing social order. However, to the status threat-
ened, the status quo is no longer an option; it's been violated. The aggrieved groups must go on 
the offensive, becoming counter-subversives, with a desire to return to a period during which 
its dominance remained beyond challenge.

More recent work validates this early scholarship. Status threat, as it is operationalized, 
predicts preferences for the GOP, Trump, and the Tea Party. It also contributes to outgroup 
antipathy (Craig & Richeson, 2014a; Major et al., 2016; Mutz, 2018; Parker & Barreto, 2014). 
Status threat also drives a wedge in the GOP, separating the reactionary wing of the party from 
the establishment (Blum & Parker, 2019; Parker, 2021). This is all to the good. Our work builds 
on this scholarship by developing a general measure of status threat and establishes its validity.

At first glance, a skeptic, citing conceptually similar concepts, might wonder what, if any-
thing, status threat says that's new. We've already shown how, from a strictly empirical perspec-
tive, status threat is a departure from more established concepts in the reactionary-political 
repertoire. We now elaborate on those constructs we feel are most similar to status threat. How, 
for example, is status threat different from social dominance orientation? After all, both are 
associated with preferences for inequality, and both subscribe to cultural superiority. Perhaps 
most important is the deep investment of both constructs in social hierarchy, where dominant-
subordinate group relations are the desired state of affairs. There are, nonetheless, important 
conceptual differences between the two constructs. One is their respective natures: SDO is 
based on a more static theory of intergroup relations, where status threat is more dynamic. 
SDO, in other words, is about maintenance of the status quo; status threat is a response to the 
perception of loss already caused by progressive change. For the status threatened, change is 
already underway; the status quo is unacceptable. In other words, SDO is about the here and 
now; defense of the status quo. For the status threatened, the status quo is no more. There's 
nothing to left defend. The response is to go on the offensive, reaching back to the past as a 
means to restore an ingroup's position as the dominant group. In this way, status threat—by 
its very nature, is revanchist, countersubversive.

Likewise, ideological conservatism is suitably similar to status threat in that it fails to em-
brace social change: Both resist it. Still, they do so for different reasons. Conservatives resist 
change and prefer the status quo, generally, because they're bound to tradition(s). Even here, 
though, conservatives tolerate change so long as it promises to provide social, economic, and 
political stability. This is not the case for those animated by status threat. Further, relative to 
those motivated by threats to their status and social prestige, conservatives are willing to reject 
racial profiling and threat to free speech, especially if failing to do so invites violence. After 
all, conservatives are about the rule of law. One way to summarize differences between those 
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motivated by conservatism and status threat, respectively, is that the former is more prag-
matic, while the latter is more dogmatic. While conservatives prize order and stability above 
all else, reactionaries remain concerned with maintaining WASP privilege in a dynamically 
changing society.

Christian nationalism is yet another loosely allied concept (and one whose effects on our 
outcome variables were most similar to status threat). Consider the following explicit and im-
plicit properties associated with it. On the explicit side, there are beliefs concerning historical 
identity, cultural dominance, and political influence. The implicit side includes racial (White) 
and nativist (born in the United States) boundaries, American citizenship, and conservatism. 
Christian nationalism, ultimately, is a cultural prism through which American adherents see 
the world, informing how they understand the boundaries of nationhood and groups' positions 
in society (Whitehead & Perry, 2020). These traits appear to overlap, at least to some degree, 
with status threat. Culture, after all, underwrites many of these beliefs. Nonetheless, daylight 
emerges between status threat and Christian nationalism in at least two important respects. 
First, the former is rooted firmly in religion, specifically, religious exceptionalism: belief in “a 
nation's divine purpose, place, and origins” (McDaniel et al., 2022, p. xv). While status threat 
may well be associated with Christianity by way of culture, it's a secondary consideration at 
best. Second, akin to SDO, Christian nationalism is relatively static, absent the sense of revan-
chist dynamism associated with status threat.

The chief reason why we believe status threat to be the most helpful in explaining our fraught 
political moment is that the most often used explanations are shot through with conceptual and 
empirical problems. Consider populism. In the interest of brevity, we focus on only two issues: 
the ontological and the empirical. Briefly, on the ontological front, some believe it a “thin” 
ideology; others, given the failure of populism to meet the criteria typically associated with ide-
ologies, are given to calling it a rhetorical style deployed by elites (Aslandis, 2015; Bonikowski & 
Gidron, 2016; Mudde, 2007). Some also question whether populism should occupy any space on 
the political right (e.g., Frank, 2020). It stands to reason that ontological cloudiness on populism 
will lead to empirical issues, especially as they apply to microlevels of analysis, where some argue 
that populism is commensurate with an attitude (Akkerman et al., 2014; Spruyt et al., 2016). It 
is assumed that people who support populist platforms are themselves populists: that is, people 
motivated by economic issues and intolerance. Assessing the latter is fairly straightforward, 
and it does predict support for populist parties: Antipathy toward immigrants tends to increase 
support for parties touting populist platforms (Mughan & Paxton, 2006).

As it turns out, however, attempting to discriminate between populists and nonpopulists 
along class-based lines doesn't always work. When indexed by either subjective or objective 
class position, support for populism across studies is at best inconsistent. In fact, a recent 
paper suggests that, beyond intolerance, there is no one thing capable of defining the populist 
voter (Rooduijn, 2018). Further, attempts to successfully measure populism at the mass level 
have proven difficult, including the American case (Van Hauwaert et al., 2020).

At first blush, nationalism, too, is a reasonable explanation for the right turn in American poli-
tics and society. After all, Trump thinks himself a nationalist. Nationalism, in a classical sense, ac-
cording to historical sociologist Anthony Smith (1999), is an “ideological movement for attaining 
and maintaining autonomy, [a] unified identity of a population deemed by some of its members to 
constitute an actual or potential ‘nation’” (p. 73). The creation of a newly constructed “we” against 
a “they” reinforces a sense of solidarity that will serve as the basis for the nation-state, while stig-
matizing the “other.” Pretty simple. American nationalism, however, is a bit more complex. The 
same basic principles apply, like solidarity around a primordial identity. But the American variant 
includes at least one other component: a set of values prescriptive of rights and duties that makes 
possible the concept of civic nationalism—belief in the American creed. Some, therefore, believe 
that American nationalism consists of racial and civic components (Gerstle, 2001; Lieven, 2004). 
Political scientist Rogers Smith (1997) agrees with the racial and civic perspectives, but he adds a 
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third: republicanism. Other, more data-driven perspectives include four dimensions of American 
nationalism (Bonikowski & DiMaggio, 2016; Schildkraut, 2005). In other words, the contours of 
American nationalism remain unresolved, theoretically and empirically.

What about the implications of our work for the development of status threat? We have taken 
a concept that's been discussed in the historical, sociological, and, more recently, the political sci-
ence and psychological literatures, respectively, and attempted to properly theorize and measure 
it. We believe we do justice to past work in these disciplines. Further, our contribution to what 
we term the field of reactionary politics is made for the present moment. By this we mean, like 
the other psychological dispositions, status threat can serve as a source of polarization, especially 
to the extent that the parties are rooted in social identities (Mason, 2018). In this respect, status 
threat elaborates on the social psychology of the MAGA movement. Of course, it is the MAGA 
faction of the Republican party that has become a major source of contemporary polarization.

As Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) suggest, the MAGA wing of the GOP is in the process of pushing 
American democracy off a cliff. We believe status threat, by way of the MAGA movement, is ul-
timately responsible for this. If this is accurate, our findings suggest that democracy will continue 
its erosion for the foreseeable future as status threat is (1) underwritten by sociodemographic 
change, something that will continue, at least in the short term, and (2) a symbolic predisposition, 
something that implies durability and imperviousness to facts. In other words, throwing money at 
the problem will not solve it: It's driven by symbolic, not material, concerns.

Given the proliferation of reactionary movements and parties abroad, we also believe that 
status threat, as a concept, is applicable to European and Latin American cases where some 
nations are experiencing similar reactionary political moments: rapid social change in which 
cultural dominants are at of risk of displacement by cultural “subordinates.” In turn, the dom-
inants seek a return to a time during which they were on top (e.g., Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019). 
Again, it's not about maintaining the status quo; that is no longer an option: it means reversing 
loss. Reactionary politics elsewhere mirrors a revanchist tone: reversing the success of mi-
nority groups (e.g., Bustikova, 2014). In sum, status threat—both in theoretical and empirical 
terms—represents a distinct way of understanding the machinations upending mass politics in 
the United States and elsewhere.

Status threat, in the future, may well be fruitfully applied in a number of areas. For one, 
if our results are in any way indicative, status threat will shed new light on a variety of public 
policy issues, ones closely tethered to the ever-expanding culture wars (e.g., same-sex, trans 
and women's rights, crime and punishment). It needn't remain confined to domestic issues, 
however. Foreign policy, at times, becomes symbolic, including refugee policies, foreign aid, 
and international conflict (Blum & Parker, 2019).
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