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Abstract | Introduction: Affective polarization, when opposing ideological groups begin to view each
other with hostility and moral contempt, represents a growing challenge in many democratic
societies. Although democratic systems are based on pluralism of opinions, recent years have seen
an escalation in value-laden conflicts that increasingly threaten social cohesion, particularly in
culturally divided societies like Slovakia. Objectives and methods: This theoretical paper explores
the psychological mechanisms behind the polarization, with a focus on how symbolic threats trigger
defensive responses that may deepen ideological divides. The study builds upon the Intergroup
Value Protection Model, which explains affective polarization as a process wherein individuals seek
to protect their social embeddedness when they perceive an out-group’s actions as threatening
core moral values. The IVPM identifies multiple affective and behavioral responses to such threats.
However, while the IVPM offers a robust framework for explaining group-level responses to value
threats, it does not encompass the full spectrum of threat-defense mechanisms that may play a
role in polarization. To address this gap, this study integrates the General Process Model of Threat
and Defense (GPMTD) into the IVPM framework. Results: Drawing on the GPMTD model, the present
study proposes three novel defensive responses to symbolic threat that may have the potential to
escalate between-group conflicts and increase affective polarization in societies. First, the study
highlights how people first engage in avoidance-oriented reactions, governed by the Behavioral
Inhibition System. These proximal reactions – such as anxiety, withdrawal, or hypervigilance – may
seem unrelated to polarization at first. Yet, research shows they can contribute to “silent
radicalization” whereby individuals disengage from public discourse and increasingly seek out
ideologically congruent and extremist narratives online. Second, exposure to threats can prompt
individuals to engage in distal defenses of the Behavioral Activation System, such as reinforcing
existing beliefs, intensifying moral convictions, and relying on confirmation bias and motivated
reasoning. These responses may result in increased rigidity of worldviews and reduced openness to
alternative perspectives. Third, the paper discusses how symbolic or existential threats can drive
individuals to conspiratorial thinking, which in turn intensifies intergroup prejudice, institutional
distrust, and support for antisocial or violent behavior. Discussion and conclusion: Integrating these
three new defensive reactions into the IVPM allows for a richer account of how symbolic threats
produce cognitive, emotional, and behavioral shifts that collectively drive polarization. The study
calls for future research to empirically test this broader set of defensive responses. Understanding
these psychological processes is essential for developing more comprehensive strategies to
mitigate polarization in divided societies.
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Introduction

A plurality of opinions is a fundamental feature of democratic societies, where disagreement over
ideas is seen as a driving force behind open debate and societal progress. Thus, such opinion-based
polarization seems to emerge as a natural – and even beneficial – aspect of healthy democracies
(Häusermann & Bornschier, 2023). However, opinion divergence sometimes intensifies and
escalates into affective polarization, wherein opposing factions not only disagree on issues but also
come to perceive each other as hostile out-groups, often assigning negative stereotypes and moral
failings to those holding contrary views.

This escalation is particularly evident when the conflict extends beyond politics and touches upon
broader cultural and symbolic domains. In these domains, groups often interpret ideological
differences as existential threats to their core identities, triggering their value-protective responses.
This dynamic is observable in contemporary Slovakia, where ideological groups are increasingly
clashing over polarizing social issues such as migration, universal rights, gender equality, and the
role of traditional values (e.g., Beláňová, 2020; Bozogáňová et al., 2022; Očenášová, 2021; Guasti &
Bustikova, 2023). These conflicts appear to transcend policy disagreements, reflecting deeper
moral and identity-based divisions within society. The consequences of this affective polarization
are not merely theoretical but have manifested in Slovakia through acts of politically and
ideologically motivated violence, such as the shooting and killing of two LGBTQ+ members in 2022
in Bratislava, or the attempted assassination of Slovakia’s Prime Minister in 2024 in Handlová.
These incidents demonstrate how affective polarization can erode democratic norms and threaten
the safety of individuals, emphasizing the urgent need to address the underlying psychological
factors contributing to this polarization.​

To explain the psychological mechanisms of affective polarization, a recent Intergroup Value
Protection Model (IVPM) was proposed by van Zomeren et al. (2024). The model posits that people
are strongly motivated to protect their social embeddedness and, therefore, continuously monitor
the out-group’s behavior to determine whether it threatens this embeddedness. The advantage of
this model is that it integrates the extensive knowledge from moral and group psychology to
explain which specific factors trigger the so-called value protection process and what specific forms
of protective responses people tend to use to protect their embeddedness. Despite its inevitable
contribution, I believe the model does not fully capture the range of possible protective responses
that could contribute to the escalation of conflicts between social groups and, thus, increase
polarization in societies.

Objectives and Methods

In the present study, I propose the extension of the IVPM by employing the General Model of Threat
and Defense (GPMTD, Jonas et al., 2014; Stollberg et al., 2024). The GPMTD complements the IVPM
by detailing the proximal and distal threat-defense mechanisms, such as BIS- and BAS-driven
responses, which can subtly escalate polarization over time. Using this theory, I propose additional
mechanisms that extend the range of possible value protection responses people may utilize to
preserve their social embeddedness. This integration provides a more complete explanatory
framework than either model alone, clarifying not only how polarization emerges but also why these
processes intensify even before intergroup conflict becomes visible. Thus, by combining the IVPM
with the GPMTD, the present study helps to better understand the psychological mechanisms of
affective polarization and offers a more nuanced framework for identifying the antecedents and
consequences of intergroup value conflicts in culturally and ideologically divided societies.
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The Intergroup Value Protection Model: A psychological framework for understanding
affective polarization

The IVPM proposed by van Zomeren et al. (2024) offers a comprehensive framework for
understanding how and why intergroup conflicts escalate in democratic societies. Rooted in the
intersection of moral and group psychology, the IVPM posits that individuals are not merely passive
observers of social life, but active social regulators motivated by a fundamental need to protect
their social embeddedness – a sense of being securely and morally integrated within a valued social
group. At the heart of the IVPM lies the idea that group members are constantly monitoring the
social environment for signs that their core group values are threatened by out-groups. When a
member of the in-group cognitively interprets an out-group’s behavior as a violation of shared
moral or social values, this represents a “trigger event” that activates a value protection process.
This process motivates individuals to engage in protective responses aimed at reaffirming the moral
legitimacy of the in-group and preserving the cohesion and identity of their social group (see Figure
1).

Figure 1: Intergroup Value Protection Model proposed by van Zomeren et al. (2024)

Source: van Zomeren et al. (2024)

One of the central contributions of the IVPM is its ability to delineate the conditions under which this
value protection process is triggered. According to van Zomeren et al. (2024), whether an individual
perceives a specific action by the out-group as a value-threatening event depends on two broad
evaluative domains: perception of the social structure and perception of the situation (out-group
action). The perception of the social structure involves two key components. First, individuals form
beliefs about the degree of societal polarization – that is, whether society is divided into opposing
ideological groups, as often observed in debates over contentious issues such as abortion rights or
migration policy (Koudenburg & Kashima, 2022). Second, individuals evaluate the perceived
strength of the social contract, which reflects the extent to which they feel a sense of mutual
obligation and commitment to maintaining social cohesion across group boundaries, even in the
presence of disagreement (Owuamalam et al., 2019).

The perception of the situation shifts the evaluative focus from society at large to the specific
context of the out-group’s action. This domain also comprises two components. First, individuals
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assess the perceived immorality of the out-group’s behavior –  namely, whether the out-group is
seen as evil, lacking fundamental moral qualities (Brambilla & Leach, 2014). Second, individuals
evaluate the perceived dyadic harm in the out-group’s action, or the extent to which the out-
group’s actions are viewed as intentionally causing damage or suffering to a victim (Schein & Gray,
2018).

The combination of these perceptions – how immoral and harmful the out-group is seen to be, and
how polarized and fragmented the society is perceived – directly influences whether the value
protection mechanism is activated and how it manifests. Once triggered, the value protection
process can lead to a range of affective, cognitive, and behavioral responses, all aimed at
defending the moral integrity of the in-group. In particular, Van Zomeren et al. (2024) identify five
core protective responses: (1) negative moral emotions such as anger, contempt, disgust, outrage
or hatred toward the out-group, (2) a desire to punish the out-group or its members, also framed as
retributive justice, (3) moralization of one’s own attitudes, wherein personal attitudes are reframed
as moral convictions, (4) stronger identification with the in-group, which can intensify the
differences in perceptions of “who we are and what we stand for” against “who they are and what
they stand for”, (5) collective action against the out-group, including protests, campaigns, or even
hostile mobilization.

Importantly, these responses are mutually reinforcing. For instance, a protest initiated by one group
can be interpreted by the opposing group as a further moral violation, thus triggering their own
value protection process. This loop of mutual value protection can lead to escalating a vicious cycle
of polarization, where compromise becomes less likely and social divisions deepen.

Results

Integrating the General Model of Threat and Defense into the model

The IVPM (van Zomeren et al., 2024) offers an elegant framework that captures the psychological
underpinnings of many contemporary social movements and conflicts in Western societies,
illustrating how a sense of threatened values can mobilize individuals toward defensive actions. Yet,
while positing that value protection responses fundamentally stem from the perception of threat,
the IVMP seems not to cover a complete array of possible threat‐management strategies that have
been documented in social‐psychological research.

A closer look at the extensive literature on threat and defense reveals that people deploy a much
broader repertoire of defensive processes that go beyond IVPM. The General Process Model of
Threat and Defense (Jonas et al., 2014) was developed as a theoretical framework integrating the
extensive and diversified threat and defense research. The model postulates that people
experience feelings of threat every time they perceive a discrepancy between their expectations or
needs and the actual reality.

Behavioral Inhibition System reactions

An important aspect of the GPMTD is that active defensive reactions are not the first direct and
immediate responses to the threat. Instead, the activation of the behavioral inhibition system (BIS)
is the first proximal reaction. The BIS is a neurobehavioral system that suppresses people’s ongoing
behavior and gives rise to a feeling of anxiety, heightened arousal, nervousness, and worry (Gray &
McNaughton, 2003; Jonas et al., 2014). This BIS-driven alarm then precipitates proximal defensive
responses – manifesting in avoidance motivation, hypervigilance, and inhibition of all ongoing
behaviors – that are aimed at mitigating the immediate discrepancy and reducing arousal (Corr et
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al., 2013). Jonas et al. (2014) consider this process to be mostly adaptive because it is targeted at
resolving the discrepancy immediately by disengaging or switching one’s goals. Simultaneously,
these proximal reactions are associated with the increased vigilance for new information that helps
to eliminate the negative feelings.  

Since these initial proximal reactions are inhibitory and inwardly focused on reducing negative
emotions, one might assume that they do not significantly contribute to polarization.
Unsurprisingly, the IVPM overlooks these reactions and does not consider them as part of the
defensive responses. However, I argue that such reactions may, in fact, contribute to the escalation
of intergroup conflict over a longer and less visible trajectory. Specifically, research suggests that
the withdrawal motivations triggered by BIS activation can underlie “silent” radicalization occurring
in online spaces. Studies have found that individuals with heightened BIS sensitivity tend to
experience less meaning and purpose in life, focus more on pessimistic aspects of situations, feel a
greater sense of identity threat, and are particularly sensitive to societal rejection (Hirsh & Kang,
2016; McGregor et al., 2013; Sleegers et al., 2015; Klackl et al., 2018). Combined with increased
vigilance for new information, these tendencies may lead such individuals to search for ways to
resolve the perceived threat by engaging with the groups that either point to the threat or claim to
be able to resolve this threat for themselves (McGregor et al., 2013). This may lead to the
willingness to engage with extremist narratives or radical groups that often present themselves in
this way. Indeed, several theoretical and empirical studies support the idea that the activation of
the BIS increases engagement with extremist content, radicalism, or activism in support of terrorist
groups (McGarry & Shortland, 2023; Shortland & McGarry, 2022; Shortland et al., 2022; McGregor
et al., 2013). McGarry and Shortland (2023) suggest that the BIS may be responsible for the
phenomenon of so-called “bedroom radicals” (see Frissen, 2021) – individuals who seem normal
throughout much of their lives but become radicalized in cyberspace and may even carry out
extremist or terrorist attacks. This evidence has led me to propose an extension of the IVPM.
Specifically, while the IVPM posits that one of the key value-protection defenses is increased
ingroup identification, I hypothesize that individuals may not only reinforce their identification with
existing groups but may also begin to identify with new – and potentially more extremist – groups.

Behavioral Activation System reactions

Naturally, people do not use only proximal avoidant reactions associated with the activation of BIS
to reduce their feelings of threat. Often, they try to overcome the BIS activation by shifting to the
Behavioral Activation System (BAS). The BAS helps individuals to transform their affective state
from a threat-induced anxiety to a defense-induced approach-related positive affect (Stollberg et
al., 2024). Importantly, the GPMTD distinguishes between direct resolution defenses – immediate
cognitive, emotional, or behavioral reactions intended to regulate distressing arousal – and distal
defenses, which serve to alleviate distress through indirect or palliative reactions (Jonas et al.,
2014).   

Reinforcing pre-existing beliefs and values. The GPMTD identifies a plethora of BAS-triggered
defensive reactions, most of which do not appear to have the potential to escalate conflicts and
polarize societies. However, there are some that could carry such potential. In particular, the
exposure to threat – whether in the form of interpersonal conflict, uncertainty, or moral dilemmas –
triggers specific defensive reactions at the cognitive level, primarily aimed at preserving a sense of
internal consistency, certainty, and value alignment. Empirical findings demonstrate that exposure
to threat promotes more abstract forms of thinking and increases the perceived connection
between one’s current actions and long-term, personally meaningful goals (Landau et al., 2011;
Landau et al., 2009; McGregor et al., 2001). Consequently, individuals become more certain of their
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opinions and more strongly committed to personal norms and values, which they describe as more
important, identity-relevant, and value-congruent (McGregor et al., 2010; McGregor et al., 2013).
This defensive cognitive reassurance can also involve increased reliance on personal opinions and
moral convictions, especially when these ideals are threatened. For instance, McGregor and Jordan
(2007) demonstrate that individuals confronted with self-relevant threats may respond with
defensive zeal, i.e., an intensified, value-driven commitment to personal beliefs. This response is
marked by two specific tendencies: first, the extremization of attitudes, meaning that individuals’
opinions become more rigid, polarized, and less open to alternative viewpoints; and second, the
illusion of consensus, whereby individuals overestimate the extent to which their views are shared
by others – a phenomenon known as the false consensus effect. Thus, exposure to threat may lead
individuals to adopt more extreme views and to falsely assume that their beliefs are widely shared,
providing a sense of psychological security and coherence.

This dynamic closely mirrors the entrenching hypothesis described by Greenberg and Jonas (2003),
which posits that existential threats increase individuals’ commitment to their pre-existing
worldviews, ideologies, and value systems. When faced with threat or uncertainty, people tend to
reinforce their beliefs – not necessarily by changing opinions, but by holding onto them more rigidly
and defensively. The hypothesis builds on the foundations of Terror Management Theory, arguing
that the preservation of a coherent worldview serves as a psychological defense against existential
anxiety. The entrenching hypothesis explains how threat motivates not openness or flexibility, but
rather attitudinal rigidity and the rejection of counter-attitudinal information, particularly on value-
laden issues.

This pattern was confirmed in a recent study by Leota et al. (2023), who investigated how
existential threats affect beliefs in moral purity depending on political ideology. They found that
after being exposed to a threat, politically conservative participants increased their endorsement of
moral purity norms, while liberal participants showed a decrease in such endorsement. This
demonstrates that threat exposure intensifies people’s existing moral and ideological commitments
– precisely as the entrenching hypothesis predicts.

Moreover, exposure to threat facilitates motivated reasoning and confirmation bias – people
become more likely to assess or search for information that confirm their preexisting beliefs (Munro
& Stansbury, 2009), as well as a stronger tendency toward verification and weaker tendency toward
falsification (Muris et al., 2014; Remmerswaal et al., 2010). This process may reinforce ideological
rigidity and the illusion of consensus with others, particularly on value-laden issues such as religion,
national identity, or moral debates.

Overall, threat exposure triggers a psychological need for cognitive coherence and conviction,
leading individuals to reinforce their existing beliefs and selectively attend to information that
affirms their worldview. At the societal level, I believe this dynamic may contribute to the formation
of polarized groups with increasingly extreme and rigid views. The more these groups confront their
opposing perspectives, the more deeply entrenched their convictions become. Thus, I hypothesize
that after exposure to threat, individuals may cognitively reinforce their preexisting beliefs and
values, contributing to the greater divergence of opinions on polarizing issues and potentially
leading to greater affective polarization between social groups.

Searching for explanations and illusory patterns. When individuals are confronted with
perceived threats – such as existential insecurity, threatened identity, or social exclusion – they
experience a heightened psychological need for meaning, order, and control. To restore this sense
of stability, they actively search for patterns that help them perceive their situation as more
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predictable and understandable (van Prooijen et al., 2018). Importantly, this search for patterns
often extends beyond rational or accurate perceptions. Evidence shows that people exposed to
threats are more likely to misperceive patterns in randomness, see images in noise, form illusory
correlations, and – most relevant to polarization – incline toward conspiracy beliefs (Whitson &
Galinsky, 2008; Van Harreveld et al., 2014; Spasovski et al., 2021).

Conspiracy theories are particularly effective at reducing threats because they offer simplified,
agent-based explanations for complexity and ambiguity, often attributing events to intentional acts
of malevolent out-groups. In particular, van Prooijen’s (2020) Existential Threat Model posits that
existential threats activate deep-seated psychological mechanisms related to sense-making and
control. According to the model, these threats trigger a motivated cognitive response in which
people seek explanations that reduce uncertainty and anxiety. When an antagonistic out-group is
salient, individuals are more likely to interpret ambiguous events as intentional, fueling
conspiratorial thinking.

Indeed, Heiss et al. (2021) found that in high-uncertainty environments such as the COVID-19
pandemic, threat perceptions were associated with reduced factual knowledge acquisition and
increased belief in conspiracy claims. Rather than engaging in problem-focused coping strategies,
individuals often turned to non-scientific narratives that offered emotionally satisfying but
inaccurate explanations. This pattern aligns with the findings by Liekefett et al. (2022), who
demonstrated that existential threat, anxiety, and aversion to uncertainty predict sustained
endorsement of conspiracy beliefs over time, indicating their role as a compensatory mechanism
for psychological distress. The inclination to conspiratorial thinking also increases in the context of
social exclusion–Poon et al. (2020) showed that individuals who felt ostracized were significantly
more likely to endorse conspiracy theories, likely as a means of reasserting meaning. Moreover, a
threat can also arise from perceived intergroup conflict. In this regard, Krüppel et al. (2021) found
that individuals experiencing symbolic or realistic intergroup threats were more inclined to adopt
conspiratorial narratives, especially when these narratives served to defend the ingroup against
perceived external hostility.

Importantly, a growing body of empirical research suggests that conspiracy beliefs intensify
polarization, while this effect may operate via both direct and indirect pathways. In particular, some
studies show that conspiracy beliefs directly heighten prejudice and intergroup hostility. For
example, Jolley et al. (2020) experiments showed that exposure to an anti-immigrant conspiracy
exacerbated prejudice toward immigrants, while exposure to an antisemitic conspiracy increased
negative attitudes toward Jews and reduced willingness to vote for a Jewish candidate. Additionally,
Jungkunz et al. (2025) found that conspiracy beliefs are associated with an increased willingness to
justify political violence. In another study, Šrol et al. (2022) surveyed Slovak adults about COVID-19
conspiracies and found that individuals endorsing such beliefs (e.g., blaming a foreign country for
the virus) reported more prejudice toward the blamed groups, lower trust in government
regulations, and a greater willingness to justify violent and non-compliant actions.

The association between conspiracy beliefs and a lack of trust in government aligns with van
Prooijen et al.’s (2022) model, which suggests that conspiracy beliefs are linked to distrust in
traditional institutions. This distrust disrupts individuals’ sense of security, leading them to feel
marginalized and deprived of power. These feelings, in turn, result in changes in social
relationships, reduced cooperation, and non-compliance with social norms, ultimately manifesting
in antisocial behavior, increased prejudice, intergroup conflict, polarization, and extremism.
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Pummerer’s (2022) model further explains these links by hypothesizing that institutional distrust
leads to non-normative behavior due to altered perceptions of social norms. Specifically, individuals
who adhere to conspiratorial thinking and express suspicion toward institutions and traditional
authorities are more likely to underestimate descriptive norms and question injunctive norms that
prescribe appropriate behavior in specific situations. Similar to van Prooijen et al. (2022), Pummerer
argues that these distorted perceptions of social reality directly contribute to a decline in
interpersonal cooperation and prosocial behavior, alongside an increase in non-normative actions.
These tendencies can have harmful consequences for both individuals and society, such as
participation in illegal or violent political demonstrations and other forms of antisocial behavior
(Lewis, 2013; O’Connor & White, 2009; Gulliver et al., 2023).

Taken together, the evidence indicates that conspiracy beliefs may exacerbate polarization via both
direct and mediated pathways. Directly, exposure to conspiratorial claims triggers negative
attitudes toward the targeted out-group. Indirectly, conspiracy beliefs corrode trust. Importantly,
the spread of conspiracy content often occurs within segregated media environments, which further
magnify polarization. Social media platforms and partisan outlets can create “echo chambers” in
which conspiratorial messages reinforce like-minded views (Del Vicario et al., 2016; Jiang et al.,
2021). In practice, this means that individuals with conspiratorial thinking often self-select into
media that validate those beliefs, creating a vicious cycle that amplifies affective polarization.

Overall, the evidence leads me to the suggestion that perceived threat may contribute to rising
polarization by encouraging illusory or conspiratorial thinking, which, in turn, increases prejudice
and hostility toward out-groups, fosters support for violent and non-normative actions, and
undermines cooperation and social cohesion within societies.

Discussion and Conclusion

Integrating the GPMTD (Jonas et al., 2014) into the IVPM framework advances our understanding of
how threat-related processes can actively contribute to polarization. While the IVPM highlights the
broad set of defensive reactions ranging from moral outrage to collective action, it overlooks some
cognitive intra-individual mechanisms through which symbolic threats may escalate into polarized
worldviews. The GPMTD fills this gap by identifying additional threat responses that may have
significant polarizing potential. As I suggested in this study, BIS-related threat inhibition may
initially lead to avoidance, but in the long term, it may foster silent radicalization in which
individuals retreat from public discourse, seek ideologically aligned online content, and gradually
adopt more extreme attitudes. These latent processes may remain invisible, yet they play a crucial
role in deepening societal divides. Furthermore, the GPMTD elucidates how threat exposure distorts
information processing, heightening confirmation bias, increasing belief rigidity, and reinforcing
personal opinions and convictions. Such cognitive defenses may also be associated with individuals’
tendencies to reject “mainstream viewpoints” and adhere to conspiracy beliefs. These processes
escalate polarization not through direct confrontation, but by intensifying affective and epistemic
distance between social groups. Integrating these insights into the IVPM allows for a richer account
of how symbolic threats produce cognitive, emotional, and behavioral shifts that collectively drive
polarization.

Proposed Integrated Threat-Value Protection Model (ITVPM)

To synthesize the insights from the two models, I propose an integrated model that combines the
strengths of the IVPM and the GPMTD, hereafter referred to as the Integrated Threat-Value
Protection Model (ITVPM). The ITVPM extends the IVPM by incorporating the proximal and distal

GREŽO
When Opponents Silently Become Enemies: Explaining the Psychological Roots of Polarization in Democ...

individualandsociety.org   |  ISSUE 2, YEAR 2025, VOLUME 28 8

https://individualandsociety.org


threat-defense mechanisms identified in the GPMTD. Specifically, the model visually and
conceptually adds BIS-driven proximal avoidance and hypervigilance responses, as well as BAS-
driven distal cognitive and behavioral defenses, to the original IVPM framework. This integration
highlights how symbolic threats may trigger reactions ranging from immediate anxiety and
withdrawal to reinforced moral convictions, selective information processing, and conspiratorial
thinking that may escalate affective polarization over time.

By explicitly mapping these threat responses onto the IVPM structure, the ITVPM provides a
comprehensive baseline for future empirical research. It allows for the identification of new areas
where interventions may mitigate polarization before intergroup conflicts occur. Figure 2 illustrates
the ITVPM, showing how the GPMTD responses (outlined in blue) interconnect with the IVPM value
protection processes, thereby offering both a visual and conceptual synthesis.

Figure 2: Integrated Threat-Defense Value Protection Model

Implications and directions for future research and practice

Recognizing these new mechanisms calls for broadening our empirical lens. Future research may
aim to capture a broader view of how individuals defensively process threat on cognitive, affective,
and behavioral levels. A promising direction lies in experimental designs that systematically
manipulate real or symbolic threats – such as moral norm violations, value conflict, or social
exclusion – and track this broader spectrum of defensive responses. This includes not only those
proposed by the IVPM, but also those stemming from the GPMTD, such as reinforcing opinions and
convictions, selective information-seeking, confirmation bias, media‐selection habits, engagement
in value‐affirming rituals, or online radicalization tendencies. By integrating this perspective,
polarization research can more fully explain how people become psychologically entrenched long
before the between-group escalation occurs.

Although this study is primarily theoretical, it also carries implications for preventive strategies in
societies vulnerable to polarization. Programs that strengthen media and extremism-related civic
literacy may help citizens recognize extremist and conspiratorial content before it becomes
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internalized, thereby limiting the risk of “silent radicalization” in online environments (see Nienierza
et al., 2021). Beyond this, educational initiatives aimed at cultivating perspective-taking and critical
thinking could create psychological resilience against the cognitive rigidity that often follows from
threat exposure (Scheibling-Sève et al., 2022). Lastly – and most importantly – addressing the
erosion of institutional trust seems indispensable. Conspiracy-driven distrust does not merely
distort information processing but corrodes the very foundations of social cooperation (Pummerer,
2022; van Prooijen, 2022). Policies that enhance institutional transparency, community-level trust,
and cross-group solidarity, therefore, represent the most crucial buffer against the escalation of
symbolic threats into affective polarization. Without rebuilding trust, even the most sophisticated
literacy or educational programs may struggle to achieve lasting impact.
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