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This paper develops Threat-Heuristic Theory (THT), an individual-level theory linking threat per-
ception to policy preferences. The theory builds on research in biology and cognitive science to
argue for a more nuanced model of the way in which threat perception affects political attitudes
and behaviors. Threat-and-response logics are used widely in political science – in theories of
international relations, of anti-immigrant sentiment, and of civil war. However, they often con-
tain unjustifiably strong assumptions about what does and what does not constitute a threat, and,
therefore, what are and are not rational responses. Threat-Heuristic Theory introduces the concept
of threat classification, a cognitive process by which dangers are parsed into categories – as threats
of physical harm, threats of loss, and threats of contamination – each with its own evolved re-
sponse strategy. While some dangers, like nuclear war, fall relatively neatly into a single category,
others, like climate change, are complex in that they do not have a single, agreed-upon categoriza-
tion. For these sorts of issues, the theory predicts that consensus around threat-mitigating policies
will be difficult to achieve because of fundamental differences in how the problem is conceived.
This is the space in which THT provides more insight into the variation in policy preferences than
existing theories. I show that a number of issues – including immigration, climate change and Is-
lamic Fundamentalism – fall into the space of complex threats. I conclude by outlining a research
agenda for testing the theory among citizens and elites.

Introduction

The world is a dangerous place. This adage underlies many of the justifications for government,

including Hobbes’s famous argument in favor of an absolute ruler (Hobbes 1996). At a more gran-

ular level, potential dangers like nuclear proliferation also serve as a justification for the measures

governments undertake in the domains of both foreign and domestic policy. What is a national se-

curity strategy if not the government’s attempt to deal with dangers that affect its citizens and/or

ruling elites? Domestic policies too address the concerns citizens have about dangers closer to

home, like public safety and job security. From containing nuclear proliferation to imposing im-

migration restrictions, citizens have preferences for both whether and how governmental policies

can be used to make their world a less inherently dangerous place.
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Political science generally and political psychology in particular have not yet interrogated the

domain of perceived dangers as a coherent space within which people reason about policy.2 It is

not an “issue area” in the traditional sense. Rather, the space of perceived dangers has been largely

divided by sub-field. International Relations has claimed some topics (military, financial, and

increasingly cyber security at the national level). But local security concerns, as well as dangers to

economic well-being on a smaller scale, like trade and unemployment, are left to American and

Comparative Politics and Political Economy.

Can we instead consider how people want to deal with the dangers they see in the world as a

unified line of inquiry?

I argue in this paper that treating danger-oriented issues, and the policy preferences concern-

ing them, as a coherent space within which people use a set of shared cognitive processes is

valuable for three reasons. First, it helps illuminate the assumptions that are already contained

within our existing theories about how preferences and behaviors are shaped by feeling threat-

ened. As others have noted, even grand theories have psychological assumptions built into them

(e.g., Crawford 2000; Kertzer 2017; Kertzer and Tingley forthcoming). For example, a very partic-

ular threat-based logic sits at the heart of the Realist school of International Relations theory, the

primacy of avoiding physical harm. Another sits at the heart of political economy-informed theo-

ries, the primacy of gaining and maintaining material assets. Once the assumptions behind these

theories are laid bare, it becomes clearer that their logics are often incompatible with one another

because they rely on different types of threat being the primary drivers of human decision-making

with few explicit boundary conditions.

Second, looking at danger as a broad category draws attention to the multiple systems iden-

tified in biology and cognitive science for processing danger, rather isolating a particular system

a priori. Isolating one system is the more standard approach (e.g., disease avoidance in Aarøe,

Petersen, and Arceneaux 2017), but rests similarly on strong assumptions about causal mecha-

nisms. Finally, taking the broad view offers a way to see how preferences on contentious political

issues, from climate change to immigration, have common roots in how individuals interpret dan-

2This is equivalent to saying that these issues are not treated as a natural or investigative kind. “Natural kinds”
are defined by Griffiths (2004) as “categories which admit of reliable extrapolation from samples of the category to the
whole category. In other words, natural kinds are categories about which we can make inductive scientific discoveries”
(903). “Investigative kinds” are natural-kind concepts whose boundaries are under investigation (907).
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ger. This common substrate provides a way to integrate the otherwise competing logics of threat

perception found in political science.

In this paper, I develop Threat-Heuristic Theory (THT), a general theory of threat perception

and response that integrates findings from biology and cognitive science into an explanation of

the policies people want for dealing with the dangers they perceive in the world. A unique and

important concept within the theory is threat classification – the idea that our brains rapidly distin-

guish between different types of threats and formulate responses accordingly. I identify and focus

on three types in particular: threats of physical harm, threats of loss, and threats of contamination.

This ability to discriminate between threat types allows our responses to be more efficient and tai-

lored to the problem at hand. Rather than assuming that one of these types of threat is inherently

more important than the others, THT posits that some problems – like immigration and climate

change – are complex. Unlike the threat posed by nuclear weapons, for example, complex threats

are those where two people can reasonably disagree on how they should be classified or where an

individual may perceive the threat as having more than one relevant classification.

Existing theories rarely acknowledge this complexity; rather they are oriented around prov-

ing that one type of threat best explains preferences. These theories tend to treat deviation from a

specific threat-and-response logic as error. THT instead treats variation in threat classification as

information that helps explain variation in the specific preferences individuals have for dealing

with a particular danger. Given that problems like immigration and climate change are societal,

responding to them becomes a matter of enacting public policies. Therefore, the theory aims to

predict which specific policies individuals will prefer based on whether they (1) perceive some-

thing as dangerous and (2) how they classify it, if so.

To demonstrate that the space of complex threats exists – that is, that not all issues of inter-

est present a problem as simple as nuclear weapons – I use Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk)

workers to evaluate the overall dangerousness of a range of political and non-political issues and

then classify the type(s) of threat they pose. In addition to using these ratings to identify a set

of complex political threats, I show that the three broad categories of threat proposed by Threat-

Heuristic Theory – physical harm, loss, and contamination – capture the relevant dimensions on

which these threats are considered. After showing that the theory can speak to meaningful issues

that span subfields, I outline a research agenda that can define the boundary conditions of the
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theory, test its robustness, and investigate its implications.

This paper makes a contribution to the political psychology literature by providing an individual-

level framework linking threat perception to the formation of policy preferences. The framework

shares some foundations with other theories of threat perception and political behavior, but is

more general, which leads to a wider range of potential applications. I illustrate how the frame-

work can be applied to consider a range of political issues, which all concern danger management

in one way or another. In doing so, I also contribute – at least as far as theoretical framing – to the

scholarship in those subfields as well. Additional projects within the research agenda are designed

to make those contributions empirically concrete.

From a practical perspective, the theory’s main contribution is to show that threat perception

affects what policies are on the agenda for dealing with a particular issue. By identifying policy

preferences as threat response strategies, I can shed light on extreme solutions (e.g., border wall

construction, preventive war) using a systematic, shared framework.

This paper proceeds in four additional sections. I first discuss the existing literature on threat

perception, both in political psychology and in prominent sub-field theories. I then outline Threat-

Heuristic Theory and discuss the supporting literature outside political science for the theory’s

premises. I also introduce empirical evidence for the theory’s concept of complex threats and the

three-category model of threat classification. In the third section, I present a research design for

exploring the theory more fully. The final section concludes.

Threat Perception in Political Science

A number of theories within political science take seriously the idea that threat writ large is a

driver of preferences and of behaviors.3 Units subject to this logic include states (e.g., Waltz 2010;

Mearsheimer 2001; Walt 1987), sub-national groups (e.g., Posen 1993; Lake and Rothchild 1996),

and individuals (e.g., George 1969; Jervis 1976).

One common approach in this literature is to posit that a singular threat-and-response logic

3I refer here to one of the two definitions of “threat”: “A person or thing likely to cause damage or danger” (A.
Stevenson 2010). The other definition (“A statement of intention to inflict pain, injury, damage, or other hostile action
on someone in retribution for something done or not done.”) has also inspired a rich literature in political science
(Schelling 2008; Pape 2014; Press 2005; Jervis 1976; Walt 1987). The theory presented here does not directly address that
literature.
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unlocks the black box of human nature. For example, the Realist school of International Rela-

tions theory is premised on prioritizing the avoidance of bodily harm – the plausibility of Realist

predictions about state behavior relies on the intuition that just as individuals would do almost

anything to avoid pain and death, so too individuals acting on behalf of states or large groups will

similarly seek to avoid pain and death for that entity, or that entities themselves will so act (e.g.,

Thucydides 1996; Waltz 2010; Schweller 2010). This fear-based imperative is considered so obvi-

ous that some extend the argument unconditionally (i.e., structural Realism, Waltz 2010) and some

only with small allowances (i.e., classical Realism, see Rose 1998 for a discussion). But Kertzer and

McGraw (2012) show that the Realist logic of policy preferences is conditional. Individuals who

are dispositionally Realist do prefer Realist policies when they feel fear, with respect to familiar

conflicts; but not all individuals are dispositional Realists to begin with.

Other theories focus instead on the imperative to maximize (relative or absolute) assets, al-

most always material ones. At the individual and small-group level, this logic informs theories

of civil war participation (e.g., Blattman and Miguel 2010; Collier and Hoeffler 2004; Walter 2004).

The assumed preference for income protection also drives prominent theories of trade preferences

(e.g., O’Rourke et al. 2001; Scheve and Slaughter 2001). But as Mansfield and Mutz (2009) show,

this mechanism appears less important for individuals than isolationist and ethnocentric prefer-

ences. Mayda and Rodrik (2005) find other intangible variables (social status, values) are stronger

predictors of preference than direct income effects. Hainmueller and Hopkins (2014) find similar

relative significance of “sociotropic” concerns in their meta-analysis of immigration preferences.

Thus, the notion that either the threat of physical harm or the threat of losing material assets

“dominates” human behavior presents two problems. First, there is a growing body of evidence

that each “dominant” logic is not as strong, or as frequently invoked, as it should be. Second, there

are observed phenomena – martyrdom and the prices paid to preserve honor, for example – that

do not conform to either logic, but can reasonably be considered responses to feeling threatened

(Norenzayan et al. 2009; Cohen et al. 1996). This suggests that the logic of how individuals

respond to feeling threatened is fundamentally not singular and that variation from any one logic

cannot be assumed away as noise.

The social psychology literature on inter-group dynamics adopts a more pluralist notion of

the threats that humans perceive. Intergroup Threat Theory (ITT) argues that both “realistic” (i.e.,

5



material) and “symbolic” (i.e., non-material) threats play a role intergroup conflict (W. G. Stephan

and Stephan 2000; W. G. Stephan et al. 2002; W. G. Stephan, Ybarra, and Morrison 2009).4 While

the integrated approach of Intergroup Threat Theory is appealing, in practice, the operationaliza-

tion of its two threat types yields strong and nearly equivalent effects (e.g., McLaren 2003; for a

review, see Riek, Mania, and Gaertner 2006). That is, these two categories of threat do not offer

a means of distinguishing one danger from another. Social-functional theories of inter-group dy-

namics allow for a broader palette of threats, drawn from a range of evolutionarily salient social

problems that needed solving. The most concise presentation and testing of this approach comes

from Cottrell and Neuberg (2005), which identifies ten different specific types of threat. This wider

array is capable of characterizing a range of social groups and identifying the threats that corre-

late with policy-relevant attitudes towards those groups (Cottrell, Richards, and Nichols 2010).

This approach provides the inspiration for Threat-Heuristic Theory, but it is constrained to the

intergroup context, which THT is not.

Thus, while political science has willingly incorporated the idea that humans respond to dan-

ger in ways that are consequential for politics, existing models often try to prove that there is

exists a dominant type of threat that drives all individual behavior. But the exclusivity or “dom-

inant driver” assumptions in existing theories are both strong and unsupported. Rather, a socio-

functional theory of inter-group threat, based on an evolutionary perspective of behavior, suggests

that the hunt for a single logic of human threat-and-response may be unproductive and possibly

misleading. In the next section, I introduce a pluralistic, but still parsimonious, model of threat

perception and response.

Threat-Heuristic Theory

Threat-Heuristic Theory is a cognitive model of how humans form preferences for responding

to the dangers they detect in their environment. Like a number of theories in political psychol-

ogy, THT builds on findings from biology and cognitive science to argue that certain problems

4ITT synthesizes two social psychology theories that echo the dominant logic of the IR literature. Realistic Group
Conflict Theory posits that competition over resources – and material outcomes in general – is the source of perceived
intergroup threat (M. Sherif et al. 1961; LeVine and Campbell 1972). Symbolic Threat Theory posits that competition
over non-material resources – values and beliefs – can be more significant for inter-group conflict (Kinder and Sears
1981).
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in the contemporary political landscape are sufficiently similar to problems encountered over the

course of human evolution to engage the same cognitive systems (e.g., Sznycer et al. 2017). In this

case, THT relies on the idea that contemporary political threats share some similarities with older,

evolutionarily relevant threats and so can trigger the same cognitive processes.

Unlike theories focused on identifying one system that explains when an individual is likely to

detect a threat, THT leverages the observation that different systems capable of threat detection

co-exist in the brain. THT treats these co-existing systems as complementary, not competing, ex-

planations of threat perception. The result is a more nuanced, but still parsimonious, model that

provides a new level of insight into why two people might have very different preferred solu-

tions for dealing with the same threat. Further, because it is an explicitly evolutionary model of a

cognitive process, its predictions apply to ordinary citizens and political elites.

In this section, I briefly discuss the use of evolutionary models in political psychology. I then

review the evidence from literatures in biology and cognitive science on threat detection and re-

sponse. I lay out the theory’s framework and provide evidence that there are a number of political

issues that can be studied within it. I conclude the section by laying out the theory’s general

hypotheses.

Evolutionary Models of Political Psychology

Lopez and McDermott (2012) use the phrase “evolutionary political science” to describe the space

where “the application of evolutionary psychological principles toward an understanding of po-

litical phenomena” is valid (345). Evolutionary political science focuses on psychological adap-

tations humans have developed to address persistent challenges in our evolutionary past (e.g.,

McDermott 2013; D. D. P. Johnson and Toft 2014; D. D. P. Johnson 2004). These adaptations are

now species-typical, meaning all humans – political elites and ordinary citizens – possess them.

As Sidanius and Kurzban (2013) note, this approach “constrains the hypothesis space to ex-

plore: the only design features the mind is likely to have are those that would have served func-

tions associated with the lifestyle of our hunter-gatherer ancestors” (5). Thus, an explicitly evo-

lutionary approach demands domain-specificity and the present-day behavior of interest must be

reasonably analogous to something in our evolutionary past.

The need to detect and respond to danger in the environment qualifies as a persistent challenge
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in our evolutionary past, prior even to our hunter-gatherer ancestors.5 Both biology and cognitive

science treat threat perception as an adaptive human behavior (Öhman and Mineka 2001, 483;

Tooby and Cosmides 1990, 27). Thus, it seems reasonable to apply an evolutionary model to

understand the cognitive processes of threat perception and response at work in contemporary

humans.

Evolved Threat Detection Systems

What does the evolutionary perspective tell us about human threat detection? First, human bod-

ies have two evolved mechanisms for detecting danger to the body itself. In meta-analyses of

the threat detection literature in biology and cognitive science, both Schaller, Park, and Faulkner

(2003) and Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller (2011) find evidence for “two functionally distinct

threat management systems, one devoted to self-protection and the other to disease avoidance” (Neu-

berg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011, 143, emphasis mine). These systems link cues from the environ-

ment (e.g., the presence of a snake) to behavioral responses (e.g., jumping away) by activating

cognitive associations and emotional reactions (e.g., fear).

Both of these systems have relatively low thresholds for detection. Even subtle symptoms

of disease can trigger rejection of conspecifics in both humans and animals because the diagnos-

tic system is “crudely-defined” and so over-detects pathogen presence (Neuberg, Kenrick, and

Schaller 2011, 147; see also Schaller et al. 2005, 232). The system also responds to non-pathogenic

stimuli such as physical ugliness (Krendl et al. 2006, 12). The physical harm system is also crudely

defined in its sensitivity, over-detecting snake-like shapes, for example (LoBue 2014). More stim-

uli, therefore, are perceived as dangerous than are objectively dangerous.

Because objective dangerousness is not entirely relevant for these systems, how individuals

reason about danger is not inherently objective or scientific either. For example, because contam-

inants themselves cannot be observed by the naked eye, reasoning about how they spread – a

feature of their dangerousness – behaves according to a precautionary folk-logic of contagion by

contact, not a scientific understanding of transmission (Siegal, Fadda, and Overton 2011, 3430;

Rozin and Nemeroff 2002, 206–13). Even very young children demonstrate this reasoning about

5I do not go into the animal-model literature that supports the evolutionary interpretation of human threat detection
mechanisms, but for such evidence see Öhman (1986) and Eilam, Izhar, and Mort (2011).
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the “invisible vectors” by which pathogens travel (Boyer and Bergstrom 2011, 2; see also Kalish

1996, 99–101). The subjective component of reasoning about danger is especially evident at the

extremes. Patients with obsessive-compulsive disorder, for example, report stronger effects of in-

visible vectors of contagion in neutral objects like pencils (Tolin, Worhunsky, and Maltby 2004,

199–201).

Humans also use these same subjective, cognitive tools for reasoning about abstract dangers

as well. Evil, for example, is reasoned about as though it were a pathogenic contaminant (Sie-

gal, Fadda, and Overton 2011, 3430; Nemeroff and Rozin 1994, 169–75). And without considering

the extremes, in healthy adults physical cleansing has been shown to reduce self-reported moral

contamination (e.g., Ritter and Preston 2011). Thus, these systems of threat detection can be en-

gaged for abstract concerns and objective aspects of the stimulus are generally less important than

intuitive principles of “dangerousness.”

In addition to systems for protecting the body, humans also detect threats to their assets and

resources (Cottrell and Neuberg 2005, 771). This is partly a function of human sociality. Sociality

generates possessive concepts (i.e., “mine”, “ours”, “yours”) as well as rules for conduct that take

possession into account (Rakoczy and Schmidt 2013, 18–19). These rules also cover non-material

“assets” that nevertheless can be gained, lost, and transferred, such as rights and status (Fessler

2006, 102). The cognitive architecture for detecting threats of loss to material and non-material

assets may be contained within other systems for social exchange and punishment (e.g., Cosmides

and Tooby 2005; McCullough, Kurzban, and Tabak 2013). Fessler (2006) suggests the protection of

assets as different as land and honor engage the same evolved cognitive mechanisms for detecting

and deterring transgression because they both can be vulnerable to loss or appropriation (10).

Support for the cognitive distinction between threats of loss and physical dangers comes from

studies that isolate precautionary reasoning cognitive systems (i.e., reasoning about harm) from

those responding to social contract reasoning (e.g., Stone et al. 2002; Fiddick, Spampinato, and

Grafman 2005). This suggests humans reason differently about the potential threats of loss than

potential threats of harm.

Finally, as a number of these experiments illustrate, the stimulus being evaluated need not

be physically present for the danger it might pose to be reasoned about. An image, or simply

the direction to think about a stimulus (e.g., an outgroup evaluation task), can elicit signals of
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threat detection and classification (e.g., Cottrell and Neuberg 2005; Schaller, Park, and Faulkner

2003). These signals are discussed in greater detail in the Measurement and Methods section of

the Research Agenda.

In sum, an evolutionary approach suggests that humans have evolved systems for detecting

at least three relevant types of threat in the environment which differ based on what is threatened.

The danger posed might be physical bodily harm, the loss of material and non-material assets, or

physical or intrinsic contamination.

Response Strategies What does an evolutionary perspective tell us about human threat response?

From an evolutionary perspective, sensitivity to different types of danger in the environment is

only useful if it confers a fitness gain (Orr 2009, 531). Detection is thus only the first step in dealing

with a threat; appropriate response is the other (Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2010, 766).

For responses to danger to be effective, they also need to be arrived at relatively fast. Exper-

imental evidence suggests that responses to evolutionarily relevant stimuli (e.g., snakes, angry

faces) are instantiated faster than conscious awareness of the threat (Öhman 2005; Schaller et al.

2005; Krendl et al. 2006; Kahneman 2003; Levenson 2003; Butler et al. 2007; Lobue and DeLoache

2011).

Affective responses are one component of ensuring this rapid response. Emotions coordinate

“cognitive and behavioral reactions so the organism responds more efficiently to threat” (Neuberg,

Kenrick, and Schaller 2011, 5; see also Darwin 1872; Butler et al. 2007; and P. J. Lang, Davis, and

Öhman 2000).

Each type of threat has a primary emotional response: fear in the case of significant physical

threats; anger in the case of loss threats; and disgust in the case of contaminant threats. Fear and

physical threats of harm have a well-documented threat/emotion correspondence (for a review,

see Adolphs 2013). Disgust and contaminant threats have almost as well-documented a corre-

spondence (for a review, see Oaten, Stevenson, and Case 2009). Transgressions or violations of

one’s goals, rights, property or status elicit anger in cross-cultural contexts (Fessler 2006, 106–09).

And Rozin et al. (1999) also show that violations of an individual’s autonomy (i.e., freedoms and

rights) elicit anger in cross-cultural experiments (575). These emotions then form one part of the

response system.
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It is important to note, however, that not every danger in the world is equivalent to the snake

– privileged for evolutionary reasons. Rather, culturally-contingent learning also plays a part

in affective responses. The evidence presented here supports the notion that humans can learn

stimulus-emotion correspondence early in life (e.g., Boyer and Bergstrom 2011; Kalish 1996; Ols-

son and Phelps 2007). That is, all humans have the potential to learn cues of physical harm,

loss, and contamination and how to feel about them. However, the stimuli themselves may vary

somewhat cross-culturally (and between individuals within a culture). Items triggering feelings

of disgust in particular show more variation (Olatunji and Sawchuk 2005, 933; Pole 2013, 269; Hej-

madi, Rozin, and Siegal 2004). Murray and Schaller (2010) demonstrates that cultural variations

in disgust cues are partially affected by the local environment. This suggests that there may be

variation in what does and does not mobilize threat systems, depending on how the cue is ini-

tially learned by an individual. It also suggests that it is possible for the same cue to be learned

as a different type of threat by two individuals.6 This observed difference in learning is, thus, one

reason that theories of a single, dominant type of danger are unlikely to hold in many cases.

Behavior forms the second part of threat response. Each threat type elicits distinct behavioral

responses, similar to “action tendencies” in the literature on emotions (e.g., Frijda 1987; R. D.

Petersen 2011). The reason I do not refer to them as action tendencies is that threat-response be-

haviors also take context into account, dictating response selection from a short list of options. For

example, there are three possible responses to a threat of physical harm – flight, fight, and freeze

– and the selection of one of these options is based on context, though the emotion of fear is asso-

ciated with all three (Maack, Buchanan, and Young 2015, 117; Adolphs 2013, R85). Experimental

work in animals and humans suggests escape responses are dominant with respect to threats of

physical harm, if it is possible (N. B. Schmidt et al. 2008, 292–94; D. C. Blanchard et al. 2001,

768). Only when escape is impossible and attack seems inevitable is a defensive attack (“fight”)

the dominant response for an individual, though the form of attack can vary by gender in humans

(D. C. Blanchard et al. 2001, 766–67).

The behavioral response to the threat of losing assets or rights is conditional on the desirability

6As a specific example, Hejmadi, Rozin, and Siegal (2004) show that while Indian children regard strangers as
potential sources of contamination and will refuse to drink juice that a stranger has been near, American children have
no such concern. Un-interrogated in the study is whether the American children would have considered the stranger a
potential source of physical harm, as the “stranger danger” label teaches them.
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of the status quo. If the loss has occurred, aggression to reclaim the possession is the dominant

response, but if the loss has not yet occurred (and, thus, the status quo is acceptable) defensive

protection is the dominant response (Cottrell and Neuberg 2005, 773). Loss threats are also unique

in that there is often bargaining space. That is, it is possible that losing half of something is a better

outcome than losing all of it, so negotiation is a behavioral option, particularly for the weaker side

(Sell, Tooby, and Cosmides 2009).

Contaminant threats also have a contextual factor. In many cases, isolation and aversion is the

dominant strategy, where measures are also taken to monitor one’s own internal purity or health

(Olatunji and Sawchuk 2005, 937–38). However, humans have a preference for destroying contam-

inants where possible (for links between this impulse and some cases of genocide, see Chirot and

McCauley 2010, 81–94). Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller (2011) argues this elimination behavior is

conditioned on extreme power differentials: “We suspect this behavioral strategy becomes more

likely as those confronted by the threat perceive themselves to have a significant upper-hand –

when they believe they can effectively remove the contaminant without becoming infected in the

process” (9-10).

Table 1: Affective and Behavioral Responses

Physical Harm Loss Contamination

Affective Response Fear Anger Disgust

Behavioral Response
(for an individual)

Flight (or freeze).
If attack is

inevitable, fight.

Protect.
If status quo is

unacceptable, reclaim.
Intermediate: bargain.

Expel and isolate.
If power differential is
significant, eliminate.

Response Strategy
(for a large group)

Invest in defense.
If attack is
inevitable,
preventive
aggression.

Invest in defense and
recourse measures.

If status quo is
unacceptable, reclaim.
Intermediate: bargain.

Expel, isolate,
self-monitor.

If power differential is
significant, eliminate.

Table 1 outlines the responses associated with the three threat types of interest. I define “re-

sponse strategies” as the coordinated responses required when large groups rather than individu-

als are at risk. Most policy responses fall into this category. That is, a coordinated effort involving
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the government is required to deal with the danger at hand.

It is worth noting here that, while response strategies may have objectively or normatively

problematic consequences, their formation conforms to the model of intuitive operations charac-

teristic of “System 1” thinking (Kahneman 2003, 1452). This is not to excuse them, but suggests

that they are not fundamentally preferences about which people have reasoned beforehand.

While there is a general finding in observational and experimental studies that feeling threat-

ened in any of these respects leads to support for government policies that “protect” and promote

stability (e.g., Oxley et al. 2008; Cottrell, Richards, and Nichols 2010), there are a limited number

of studies that support the specific links between threat perception and policy preferences im-

plied by the bottom row of Table 1. Levin et al. (2016) demonstrated that perceptions of the type

of threat posed by America (resource dominance versus values contamination) predicted support

for either Hezbollah (to restore status) or al Qaeda (to kill Americans) in Lebanese and Syrian sam-

ples.7 Winslow, Rumbaut, and Hwang (1989) demonstrated that pro-quarantine attitudes towards

individuals with AIDS in the 1980s were predicted by a specific belief that casual contact with wet

substances transmitted HIV, beyond levels of general homophobia.

Both Cottrell and colleagues and Winslow and colleagues also highlight the importance of

domain-specific (i.e., threat related) mechanisms in understanding policy preferences. In both

studies, measures of general antipathy were weaker predictors than threat-specific measures, and

threat-specific measures maintained their significance when general antipathy was controlled for.

Thus, there is suggestive evidence that understanding more about what specifically concerns in-

dividuals about a perceived problem provides real information about their particular preferences

for addressing that problem. But to my knowledge, Threat-Heuristic Theory is the first attempt to

generate a general theory of threat-related policy preferences based on this insight.

Threat Classification Stability An additional point should be made regarding the relative stability

of threat classification. There is evidence that once a particular stimulus consistently elicits an

affective and behavioral response, those responses are sticky (e.g., Bouton 1994; Olatunji, Forsyth,

and Cherian 2007). There is also evidence that individuals are not necessarily sensitive to cor-

7For clarification, Levin and colleagues assert that al Qaeda’s stated aim at the time the survey was conducted in
2010 was to expel Americans from the Arabian Peninsula. Killing Americans was a means to persuade America to
leave the region, i.e. to expel the contaminant (Levin et al. 2016, 164), and not a strategy of elimination.
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rective information about a perceived threat. For example, information that a physical disability

resulted from an accident does not significantly reduce aversive behaviors and expressions of dis-

gust towards disabled individuals (Park, Faulkner, and Schaller 2003, 73). This evidence would

support the notion that threat classification is stable.

However, during classification tasks for abstract threats, like problematic social identities, sub-

jects often classified a given identity as representing more than one type of threat. For example,

Cottrell and Neuberg (2005) found that white Christian undergraduates classified African Amer-

icans as threats to both safety and property, but not values, whereas Activist Feminists were a

threat to values but not property or safety (778-79). This suggests that threats can have “dimen-

sionality” whereby they are not defined in only one category. I argue that this is one way in which

they can be considered complex.

The Role of Traits Research in the study of emotions suggests that some individuals are more

inherently sensitive to stimuli evoking particular negative emotions (“trait sensitivity”). This sen-

sitivity can manifest as feeling an emotion with greater intensity (Gross, Sutton, and Ketelaar

1998, 7–8; Larsen and Ketelaar 1991, 138) or as a greater propensity to process ambiguous cues as

emotion-inducing (Hadwin et al. 1997, 488; Wilkowski et al. 2007, 661).

Trait sensitivity to experiencing fear, disgust or anger could conceivably influence the pro-

cesses of threat detection and classification. For example, a germ-phobic individual (high in disgust

sensitivity) might be more likely to classify an abstract threat (i.e., a hostile ideology) as a con-

taminant than a non-phobic individual or may simply see more things in the world as inherently

dangerous. However, traits are not determinant. Other factors, including gender and age, affect

sensitivity to particular types of threat (Hatemi et al. 2013). Furthermore, information about the

potential danger – from personal experience or common sources like stereotypes – can also influ-

ence rates of threat detection (i.e., how frequently something is considered dangerous) and how

it is classified. I investigate the relationship between threat detection, threat classification and

personality traits in work now in progress.
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Figure 1: Threat-Heuristic Theory’s Framework

Theoretical Framework

Threat-Heuristic Theory synthesizes the biology and cognitive science literature on threat percep-

tion into a single framework. This framework can then be used to explain how variation in threat

detection and classification explains variation in individual preferences for threat-mitigating poli-

cies. Figure 1 provides a schematic view of the theory in its general terms.

The framework is structured around three phases: (1) detecting a danger; (2) classifying it as a

particular type of threat; and (3) forming a response. While this last phase can involve behavior,

in the context of large-scale, societal dangers preferred responses are often just that – preferences

for what should be done. If an individual sees a threat as having more than one dimension,

they may well have several preferences for addressing all relevant dimensions, even if they are

mutually contradictory.8 Because the cascade in Figure 1 is a linear process, response strategies

(policy preferences) are the dependent variable and the primary explanatory variables are threat

detection and classification.9

Evidence of variation in the dependent variable is observable for the examples mentioned so far

in discussing the theory. Immigration, climate change, and national security are political issues

precisely because individuals – both citizens and elites – disagree as to the appropriate policies

governments should pursue to address them.

8This is primarily an issue in the formation of national security strategy, which I consider in work-in-progress.
9I explore some non-linear paths involving feedback from one threat to another, as well as the effects of emotion

induction, elsewhere.
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What evidence is there though for variation on the independent variables, threat detection and

threat classification? Is there evidence that some dangers are complex, where more than one classi-

fication is to be expected?

To illustrate that variation occurs in the theory’s independent variables, I asked 144 workers

on Amazon’s MTurk platform each to perform several rating tasks on four “stimuli.”10 Two of

the four stimuli came from a list of ten concrete potential dangers. Concrete dangers were rela-

tively easy to imagine and had reasonably well-known consequences. Items included clear threats

of physical harm (e.g., being attacked by a grizzly bear, domestic and international terrorism),

threats of loss (e.g., losing freedom of speech, losing a job), and threats of contamination (e.g., the

flu virus). Two other items were drawn from a list of ten abstract dangers. Abstract dangers were

intended to be harder to categorize. The list included items relevant to contemporary politics in

the U.S. and elsewhere: legal and illegal immigration, African-American men, transgender indi-

viduals, climate change, Islamic fundamentalism, and the introduction of a new official language

in schools alongside English. The Appendix contains the full list of stimuli. Each item was rated

between 28 and 31 times.

The first rating task required subjects to evaluate the overall “dangerousness” of their four

stimuli. This tested for variation in threat detection. Figure 2 illustrates the differences in how

these issues were rated for dangerousness.11 Items in the top row of Figure 2 (very dangerous)

and the bottom row (not dangerous) show general agreement among raters. That is, the raters

agree on whether or not the item should be detected as a threat. But items in the middle, where the

distributions are more uniform over the spectrum of dangerousness show disagreement. These

ratings are drawn from a convenience sample, and so do not represent how the population thinks

about these issues.12 Nevertheless, for a traditionally “liberal” issue like climate change, the uni-

form distribution may represent real variation in threat detection between individuals.

What evidence is there for variation in the second independent variable, threat classification?

10See the Appendix for a full discussion of the study sample and stimuli. The study recruited 144 U.S. adults, 63
females and 81 males, between 18 and 71 years old (mean age 36.9, s.d.=10.4). 74% of the sample self-identified as
White, 10% as Black, and 2% as Latino. 27% of the final sample self-identified as Republican and 26% self-identified as
Conservative.

11Densities are smoothed using a Gaussian kernel density estimator (2 times the default bandwidth). Plots are ar-
ranged based on skewness.

12For example, the assessment of the two identity groups (African-American men and transgender individuals) as
not dangerous may not reflect the distribution of those beliefs in the population.
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I also asked each subject to rate their four stimuli based on how relevant they found ten specific

“considerations” (i.e., types of threat).13 These considerations/threats were modeled on Cottrell

and Neuberg (2005) for comparability. Two of the considerations captured Physical Harm (to

self and to loved ones), three captured Loss (of rights, of material possessions, and of status), and

three captured Contamination (via infection, via spiritual pollution, and via values pollution). The

final two considerations/threats related to group dynamics (reduced within-group cohesion and

reduced between-group trust). These two concerns were enumerated by Cottrell and Neuberg

(2005) and are considered in the intergroup literature, but are not part of THT’s framework. I

include them to test whether they constitute a unique, fourth category of threat.

Using these consideration ratings, I find that some dangers, like nuclear proliferation or losing

the freedom to criticize the government are consistently rated as posing a single, dominant type

of threat.14 Figure 3 shows the share of raters who gave each consideration/threat their maximum

score. This captures the relative importance of the consideration/threat for each subject. As indi-

cated in the figure, a clear majority of subjects rated threats of physical harm and loss as being the

most relevant considerations for the proliferation of nuclear weapons and freedom to criticize the

government, respectively.15 These dangers are thus fairly simple in terms of what problem they

represent.

Figure 4 provides the same metric – the share of subjects placing their maximum score on each

dimension – but for more ambiguous issues. In no case did over 50% of raters agree on a single

concern. Furthermore, these complex threats span THT’s three broad categories. For example,

International Terrorism is seen as a threat of harm and loss, as is Illegal Immigration. This is one

way in which complex threats prove challenging for developing policy solutions: they pose more

than one kind of problem, both of which need to be addressed if all of those concerned are going

to be satisfied.

The data also suggest another source of complexity. Some subjects in the rating task – those

who indicated they did not find an item dangerous (Dangerousness Rating < 20) – were asked to

13I intentionally avoided calling these considerations “threats”, but as the wording in the Appendix indicates, that is
what they are.

14Subjects could select any value between 0 and 100 for all ten specific considerations/threats and were not forced to
rank-order them. If a subject selected the same maximum more than once, both ratings are included.

15I had hypothesized that status loss would also be a significant concern for nuclear proliferation but it did not rise
to the same level of importance as harm.
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Figure 3: Maximum Threat Ratings (Self-Rating Only)
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Figure 4: Maximum Threat Ratings (Self-Rating Only)
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rate the stimulus by trying to imagine what concerned other people about the issue. Figure 5 shows

the same quantity as Figures 3 and 4, broken down by individuals rating on behalf of themselves

(Self Ratings) and on behalf of others (Other Ratings) for Illegal Immigration (which 15 out of 30

judged Not Dangerous) and Climate Change (which 5 out of 28 judged Not Dangerous). While

subjects were able to accurately reflect concerns over Loss and Contamination, in both cases, they

did not imagine the importance of the threat of physical harm. These samples are small but they

hint at another challenge with complex threats: it is not always easy to see threats from someone

else’s perspective. A larger sample is required, however, to probe this issue more thoroughly.

In general, though, there does appear to be support for the idea though that not every danger

is as “simple” as nuclear weapons. That is, the solution to the threat classification problem is not

always obvious and can contain variation. In this category of complex threats sit important issues

that cannot be approached by theoretical models that assume only one kind of threat is relevant,

or that other groups are the sole locus of problems. This is the sort of problem to which THT’s

framework is uniquely suited.

Given that the space of complex threats exists, are the three broad categories of threat proposed

by THT (Physical Harm, Loss, and Contamination) sufficient to characterize the twenty dangers

that were rated? Based on three tests of the ratings data, I conclude that the fourth category of

Group threats is redundant and that THT’s three categories are sufficient.

A full discussion of all three tests is found in the Appendix. To summarize briefly, I first

tested the relationships between the ten specific considerations/threats using hierarchical clus-

tering. The Group threats do not constitute their own cluster; rather they are strongly related to

Spiritual and Values Pollution, as well as Status Loss. I then tested whether the two Group threats

defined any of the Principal Components (underlying dimensions of the data’s structure that ac-

count for variance). They did not. Finally, I compared the structure of the correlations between

the twenty stimuli with and without the two Group threats. Removing those two threats does

not meaningfully affect the pairwise relationships between the dangers or their own hierarchical

clusters. I take these tests as support for the general structure of THT, which considers just three

broad categories of threat.

While these data come from a convenience sample, they illustrate that – for issues of interest
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to political science – there is variation both in the detection of danger and its classification. Further,

the three main categories of threat described by THT and illustrated in Figure 1 appear to capture

meaningful categories of concern. I take these findings as support for the framework’s Phase 1

(Detection) and Phase 2 (Classification). Estimating the validity of the causal link between threat

classification and policy preferences (Phase 3) is the primary subject of the research agenda de-

scribed in the next section. First, I discuss the theory’s general hypotheses that such an agenda

would aim to test.

General Hypotheses

From the THT framework, several general hypotheses arise. These hypotheses all center on

the connection between threat classification, the theory’s contextual considerations that affect re-

sponse strategy options, and the dependent variable of interest, policy preferences.16

H1a. Individuals who see a threat as having a physical (even existential) harm dimension,
where attack is not inevitable, will prefer strong, physical, defensive measures.

H1b. Individuals who see a threat as having a physical (even existential) harm dimension,
where attack is inevitable, will prefer preventive physical aggression.

H2a. Individuals who see a threat as having a dimension of material or non-material loss,
where the status quo is acceptable, will prefer strong protective measures, though not limited to
physical protection.

H2b. Individuals who see a threat as having a dimension of material or non-material loss,
where the status quo is not acceptable, will prefer to reclaim the asset.

H2c. Individuals who see a threat as having a dimension of material or non-material loss may
consider bargaining with the adversary.

H3a. Individuals who see a threat as having a contaminant dimension, where the power dif-
ferential is zero or in favor of the adversary, will prefer expelling the contaminant, isolating the
healthy/pure from the vector of contamination, and self-monitoring.

H3b. Individuals who see a threat as having a contaminant dimension, where the power differen-
tial is strongly in their favor, will prefer isolating the healthy/pure and destroying the contaminant.

These hypotheses are not intended to represent a fixed state for a given individual over time.

16A number of auxiliary hypotheses also arise from the theory, particularly as regards the detection of threats. I
discuss and investigate these elsewhere. Here I focus on the theory’s main claims.
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Events can change an individual’s contextual concerns. For example, a loss threat – say, loss of a

civil right – can require only protection as long as the right is enjoyed. However, if that right is

taken away – say, through a new law – taking action to alter the status quo becomes the predicted

strategy. Individuals can also change their minds as to the type of threat that most concerns them.

New information about an enemy’s capabilities, for example, can shift the focus of concern from

bargaining to preventive aggression.

In the next section, I discuss a research agenda that will put these hypotheses to the test, as

well as investigate the theory’s foundations and its implications.

Research Agenda

The starting point of Threat-Heuristic Theory is that there exists a domain of political issues that

are interpreted by a meaningful number of individuals through the cognitive systems of threat

detection and response. A research agenda that explores the boundaries, robustness, and implica-

tions of the theory would address three key questions.

1. What boundaries must be put on the domain of issues to which the theory might apply?

On the one hand, traditional sub-fields are unlikely to provide sufficient guidance as topics

like immigration (American and Comparative Politics), Islamic Fundamentalism (International

Relations and Comparative Politics), and climate change (IPE?) appear to fall within the set of

complex threats. On the other hand, the cognitive mechanisms specified by the theory (i.e., threat

detection systems) are a specific domain of cognitive processing, not a general one.17 A systematic

investigation of inclusion and exclusion criteria, as well as “edge” cases is necessary to provide

guidance for future research. The burden in this paper has been to show that the included set is

not empty, but it has not provided any exclusion criteria, which means work must still be done to

define the theory’s boundaries.

2. How robust is the theory in absolute and relative terms for those issues clearly within its

scope?

Answering this question requires investigating specific applications, testing the theory’s predic-

17For a discussion of how domain-general mechanisms can be applied to political behavior, see Kahneman and
Renshon (2009).
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tions as well as its mechanisms. I test the theory’s predictions with respect to both U.S. immigration

policy preferences and the formation of U.S. national security strategy in work now underway. In

both cases, there exist substantial literatures regarding the formation of policy preferences. I am,

therefore, able to test THT’s relative as well as absolute explanatory power in these cases. Several

of the complex threats identified in the study reported in this paper – climate change, in partic-

ular – are emerging fields of study. THT can contribute to this new literature as well by offering

testable and specific hypotheses about not only whether individuals will want policies to mitigate

climate change, but also what kind of policies they will prefer.

I plan to test the theory’s mechanisms both directly and indirectly. As threat detection and clas-

sification are cognitive processes, I have a project underway to measure directly the neurological

responses involved (see the discussion on Methods below). The application in the neuro-imaging

study is the perception of threats posed by two groups targeted by “threat management” poli-

cies: Black men (targeted by “stop-and-frisk” policing) and transgender individuals (targeted by

“bathroom laws” and exclusion from the U.S. military).18 In more conventional, though less direct

tests, I have been using survey experiments to isolate the trait-level antecedents of threat percep-

tion. “Natural experiments” using the random variation in exposure to danger, as with disease

outbreaks, also provide some purchase on studying the theory’s mechanisms.

3. Finally, what are the implications of Threat-Heuristic Theory?

One set of implications to be evaluated deals with the actual policy outcomes we observe in

the world. How are the final policies that are produced by key institutions (national security

policy, for example) best explained? Do THT’s individual-level measures aggregate at all or are

they smoothed over by institutions as theories of bureaucratic politics would predict? Answers

to these questions are important for understanding how THT operates (if at all) at any level other

than the individual.

The other set of implications deals with the evaluation of interventions aiming to disrupt or

18Both groups were rated in the MTurk sample reported here. Transgender individuals were not generally considered
dangerous (27 out of 30 rated as not dangerous), but were strongly associated with contamination concerns (in Self and
Other Ratings). African-American men were seen as more dangerous (18 out of 29 rated as not dangerous), and were
associated in Self Ratings as almost exclusively posing threats of physical harm. These threat assessments lead to an
expectation that African-American men will be associated with the emotion of fear while transgender individuals will
be associated with disgust. These emotions can be discriminated from one another using fMRI, as noted in the Measure
section.
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alter preferences for extreme “threat management” policies. In their study of genocide, Chirot

and McCauley (2010) show that contaminant threat perception in particular leads to highly de-

structive, coordinated policies of elimination and displacement. While not all policy debates have

options so extreme on the table, the desire to change the minds of people believing that these types

of measures are desirable is the work of numerous social interventions around the world. THT

implies that interventions should be designed to affect the specific type of threat individuals per-

ceive. Not only will targeting the wrong type of threat (i.e., compensating for economic loss when

contamination is the real concern) likely fail to reduce threat perception, but the theory also sug-

gests some interventions may backfire. For example, while prolonged exposure to a fear-causing

stimulus can reduce fear, prolonged exposure to a disgust-inducing stimulus does not reduce feel-

ings of disgust (e.g., Olatunji, Forsyth, and Cherian 2007; Mason and Richardson 2010). If the

theory’s mechanisms are correct, interventions must first establish, rather than assume, the nature

of the threat that is driving preferences for problematic social policies.19

Measurement and Methods

Any application of Threat-Heuristic Theory requires measures of the dependent variable (policy

preference) and independent variable (measures of threat classification) at the individual level.

The dependent variable is an individual’s policy preference with respect to some potential

threat of interest. These can be elicited by asking directly in surveys (e.g., Cottrell and Neuberg

2005) or examining records with known authorship, as with some archival materials. While insta-

bility and deception are both concerns with policy preference measures (for policy preference sta-

bility generally, see Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008; for deception concerns, see Nederhof

1985). For some individuals of interest, particularly political elites, repeated measures from pri-

mary sources and clearly attributable statements of policy over time are partial solutions to the

instability problem. A diversity of sources containing policy preference expressions, ideally both

public and private, can also mitigate the deception concern. As Renshon (2009) demonstrates,

however, the public/private distinction may not be a significant issue, even for presidents.

More challenging are measures of threat detection and classification. Threat perception is a

19Anecdotal evidence from interventions to improve integration of the Roma in Europe (the EU’s Decade of Roma
Inclusion project) suggest that the Roma “issue” might have been misdiagnosed as one of economic burdensomeness,
when instead the problem is perceived social pollution.
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cognitive event (detecting a stimulus) and a conceptual association (heuristic classification). The

event occurs and the association is made without significant reflection. A limited number of im-

plicit measures can be used to detect aspects of the process in real time with lab-based tools. Most

measures, however, require some level of introspection from the subject to identify and convey a

conception of the threat in words. These more explicit measures include self-generated text and

speech, as well as responses to questions in surveys.

For living individuals who can be studied in lab conditions, measurement of threat detection

and classification can take advantage of the affective responses triggered by threatening stimuli.

Physiological measurement options for fear, disgust and anger include: skin conductance, pupil

dilation, and facial expression (e.g., Williams et al. 2005; Levenson 2003; Susskind et al. 2008;

Bradley et al. 2001). These affective responses can be thought of as signal-flares of a particular

type of stimulus perception and processing.

Neuro-imaging also offers an implicit measure of threat detection and classification. Patterns

of neural activation following emotionally relevant stimuli differ for fear, anger, and disgust (Kas-

sam et al. 2013; Saarimäki et al. 2016; Vytal and Hamann 2010). Neuro-imaging may also capture

other aspects of threat stimulus interpretation, such as salience (relevant, perhaps, to detection in

the first place), in brain regions associated with value and attention (S.-L. Lim, O’Doherty, and

Rangel 2011; Bartra, McGuire, and Kable 2013).

Of course, in many cases the individuals of interest will not be available for study under lab

conditions. In this case, measurement can rely on language. Semantic choices provide data about

how an individual interprets the world (Pinker 2007, 1–13). And as Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller

(2011) note, threat stimuli evoke “cognitive associations into working memory” (143), which sug-

gests that semantic choices should capture those associations. Therefore, language, both spoken

and written, can provide measurements of threat classification. In particular, the use of differ-

ent metaphors to describe the same threat is an avenue I am currently investigating (describing

Communism as “a virus” or “enslavement”, for example).20

Those concerned with strategic communication might down-play this type of semantic evi-

dence as designed primarily to manipulate others and unlikely to reflect true beliefs (e.g., Ca-

20In work on early Cold War policy-makers, I find that the language used to describe the threat posed by Communism
generally fits into the three heuristic classes, both in literal terms (i.e. Communism threatens to destroy American
institutions) and in metaphor (i.e. Communism threatens to enslave Americans).
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vanaugh 2007). However, cognitive linguistics in general, and cognitive metaphor theory specifi-

cally, suggests the opposite; namely that language use reveals a real cognitive process by which an

abstract target domain (e.g., an ideology) is understood in terms of concrete source domain (e.g.,

pathogen versus slavery) and this holds for political communication as much as any other type

(Lakoff and Johnson 2003, 236–37; Thibodeau and Boroditsky 2011). Kam and Estes (2016) show

that being on the receiving end of these semantic choices has consequences for preferences as

well. Therefore, when using linguistic measures, it is important both theoretically and empirically

to isolate the measures of cause and effect.

Explicit measures of threat classification also can be elicited simply by asking questions about

threat type, as in Cottrell, Richards, and Nichols (2010). The question-and-answer measure may

suffer from social desirability bias where some threats (i.e., physical harm/fear) are considered

more socially acceptable than others (i.e., contamination/disgust). This concern has not been

validated (or invalidated) empirically, but it is possible that explicit measures over-report certain

classifications and under-report others.21 Nevertheless, this is the most straightforward technique.

Therefore, despite its inherently unobservable nature, a number of options exist for measur-

ing threat classification, depending on the target population of interest. Elite measures are likely

limited to text and speech evidence, but this can still provide substantial purchase on the problem.

In sum, Threat-Heuristic Theory can be the object of a productive research agenda with far-

reaching impacts from both academic and policy-making perspectives. The theory integrates pre-

viously competing assertions about how threats drive political preferences by treating as vari-

able some concepts that others have assumed are known and singular. This allows THT to high-

light, for example, the issues to which Realism’s assumptions apply (nuclear proliferation) and

those where its assumptions do not capture the whole story (Islamic Fundamentalism or climate

change).

The theory rests on the idea that “danger” can come in several forms. Assuming that three

types of threat, rather than one, can characterize a given issue does not render THT indeterminate.

Rather, it provides the opportunity for greater explanatory and predictive power by sharpening

21Neuro-imaging is one way to test the correspondence between implicit and explicit measures of threat detection
and classification, and which of the two better predicts stated policy preferences.
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the connection between perceived threats and observed response preferences. Initial evidence

also suggests the theory can speak to preferences in a set of issue areas known for generating

contentious public debate.

Conclusion

This paper has argued that the world is indeed a dangerous place. Or at least that it looks that

way to some people. It has also argued that understanding how individuals deal with the dangers

they perceive is best done within a framework that integrates as much of our knowledge about

the brain’s threat perception processing as possible. Selectively drawing from this literature can

provide insight into single issues, but may leave us with unacknowledged or under-interrogated

assumptions, or unnecessary constraints in our theorizing.

Threat-Heuristic Theory provides a nuanced yet parsimonious framework for organizing the

relationships between threat perception and political behavior, particularly with respect to the

formation of preferences for policies that in some way or another address perceived dangers in

the world. Often, these threats operate at the scale of society as a whole and so are both abstract

and complex. THT provides a way to contextualize the debates around those topics – like climate

change or immigration – where it appears that individuals may have very different views as to

the nature of the threat and what is at stake. THT also provides a way of understanding the set of

policies on the table to address a given issue and why new policies, like building a wall along the

border with Mexico, can emerge and persist. Particularly where these policies are extreme in dol-

lar and/or human terms, understanding their appeal is important because they have significant

consequences.

Finally, it is important to note that THT does not treat threat classification, the driver of prefer-

ences, as merely an information problem; rather the theory accepts that individuals with the same

information can still classify a threat differently. For this reason, the paper also highlights the dan-

gers of assuming – either in a scholarly or policy-making context – that an objecive measure of the

stakes will provide sufficient insight into the public whose opinions we study or the political elites

whose decisions we seek to dissect and affect. Ultimately, threat perception occurs in individual

brains – it is a variable, cognitive process. But variation should not be mistaken for pure noise. In
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this case, variation may be a valuable source of information.
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Appendix

MTurk Study: Summary

The objective of this study was to demonstrate that THT’s approach to treating “dangers” as a

coherent category that leverages shared cognitive processes has some validity. The study was also

designed to test whether THT’s three broad categories of threat – physical harm, loss, and con-

tamination – are sufficient for describing that spaces of “dangers.” In its design, study builds on

and extends the structure used by Cottrell and Neuberg (2005), which demonstrated that differ-

ent emotions and threats are associated with different social outgroups. However, this study was

designed with a broader scope than group-based threats. The study serves as a way to generate a

preliminary map of the issues for which Threat-Heuristic Theory can provide useful insight into

the drivers of individual-level policy preferences.

Data and Measures The study recruited 144 U.S. adults, 63 females and 81 males, between 18 and

71 years old (mean age 36.9, s.d. = 10.4). Subjects were recruited on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk

platform in July, 2017 and accessed a survey on the Qualtrics online platform.22 Subjects were

paid $1.50 and completed the survey on average in 9 minutes.

74% of the sample self-identified as White, 10% as Black, and 2% as Latino. 27% of the final

sample self-identified as Republican and 26% self-identified as Conservative.23

Dangerousness Ratings

Subjects were randomly assigned to answer questions about four potential dangers out of a list of

twenty. The full list is provided in Table 2. Several items in the “Concrete” category were selected

to anchor the categories of physical harm, loss, and contamination (“Grizzly Bear”, “Serial Killer”,

22The research protocol was approved by MIT’s Committee on the Use of Humans as Experimental Subjects (MIT
COUHES). Data reported here include only individuals whose responses were accepted and paid for. Consistent with
MIT COUHES policy, there were two reasons for rejection of a response. First, an attention check was embedded in
the survey which asked individuals to identify the topics of the survey. There were four possible correct answers for
each individual. Responses were rejected if a subject failed to successfully identify any of the survey topics (0 out of
4). The average number of correct responses for individuals who identified at least one correct topic was 3.8. Subjects
were also warned prior to taking the survey that they would be paid only for one response. Four individuals re-took
the survey and their second responses were rejected.

23These include all individuals who score as Strong, Weak, or Independent Republican/Democrat and Exremely,
Conservative/Liberal, or Slightly on the standard 7-point ANES scale.
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“Losing a Home/Job”, and “The Flu Virus”). Incest is a common item in moral scales as a purity

violation and so was used to as an example of intrinsic contamination (e.g., Pizarro, Inbar, and

Helion 2011; L. Young and Saxe 2011). The “Abstract” category items were drawn from topics in

public opinion surveys on threats (e.g., Smeltz et al. 2016), identities that are seen as threatening by

some, ideas that have been considered problematic, and other issues of relevance to contemporary

political debates in the U.S.

Table 2: Potential Dangers

Concrete Abstract

Being attacked by a grizzly bear Transgender individuals

Being hunted by a serial killer African-American men

Nuclear war between the U.S. and
China

The proliferation of nuclear weapons

International terrorism Illegal immigration

Domestic terrorism Legal immigration

The flu virus Communism

Incest Islamic fundamentalism

Having your home destroyed by a
hurricane while you are away

Climate change

Losing a job because the company
needs to cut costs

Introduction of a new language into
schools, in addition to English

Losing the freedom to criticize your
government

Losing some authority when your
company hires someone to oversee you

Each subject saw two items from the Concrete category and two from the Abstract category.

Subjects were asked to rate each of the for items on a scale of 0 (“Not dangerous a all”) to 100

(“Extremely dangerous”).24 Items were placed into four groups of five and one stimulus drawn

from each group. Groups were constructed to avoid subjects rating two closely related stimuli

24Items were presented one at a time. The order in which items were presented from each of the four blocks was
randomized between subjects.
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(e.g., domestic and international terrorism).

Threat Dimension and Emotion Ratings

Each subject then answered two further rating questions their four stimuli. One rating question

asked for “specific considerations” about the item. The other asked about “specific emotions”

associated with the item.25 The “specific considerations” list included ten threat dimensions, eight

of which are subsumed within Threat-Heuristic Theory and two of which come from the group-

threat literature. Table 3 provides the dimensions of threat, the THT category, and the list of

emotions. Option order was randomized across subjects.

Table 3: Rating Task Items

Specific Threat List Emotion List

Physical bodily harm to myself/themselves
(PHYS. HARM)

Fear

Physical bodily harm to my/their loved ones
(PHYS. HARM)

Anger

Losing material assets (a job, a possession, etc.)
(LOSS)

Disgust

Losing my/their rights and freedoms (LOSS) Pity

Losing my/their personal or social group status
(LOSS)

Resentment

Being infected by a disease or pathogen (CONT.) Contempt

Having my/their moral or spiritual purity
corrupted (CONT.)

Sadness

Pollution of my/their group’s values and
identity (CONT.)

Happiness

Reduced cohesion of my/their social group Envy

Reduced trust between social groups Anxiety

25The results of the emotions questions will be reported elsewhere.
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Rating questions were delivered in two ways. Subjects who provided Dangerousness Ratings

of greater than 20 (out of 100) were prompted to identify how relevant the “specific considerations”

were for them on a scale of 0 (“Not relevant at all”) to 100 (“Extremely Relevant”) (the Self-Ratings).

Subjects were then asked to identify the “specific emotions” they felt when thinking about that

same danger on a scale of 0 (“Do not feel at all”) to 100 (“Feel strongly”).

Subjects who gave Dangerousness Ratings of 20 or less (out of 100) received a variation on

these two tasks. Instead of providing relevance assessments for themselves, subjects were asked to

rate how relevant they thought the same “specific considerations” were for other people who thought

the item was actually dangerous (the Other-Ratings). The emotions rating followed the same

format. Subjects were asked to rate how much they thought other people felt the specific emotions

for that particular item.

If subjects rated some dangers above 20 and some below, then they received the question

format appropriate to each danger. In practice, this means some subjects answered questions

about themselves and about others.

Following the rating tasks, subjects saw an attention check. The attention check asked them to

identify the four dangers about which they had just answered questions from the list of twenty

possibilities. After the attention check, subjects answered basic demographic questions (gender,

age, education, race/ethnicity, religious affiliation, and income) and the standard 7-point ANES

questions for ideology and party identification.

MTurk Study: Tests of Threat Dimensions

I measured the contribution of the Group threats in three ways. First, I used cluster analysis to de-

termine how the ten different threats relate to one another. As Figure 6 shows, the specific threats

cluster into two clear groups for physical harm and pollution concerns (though not literal infec-

tion, which appears closer to physical harm).26 Numbers above each branch indicate how strongly

the cluster is supported in the data, ranging from 0 (not supported) to 100 (highly supported). A

third group (Material Loss and Rights Loss) is moderately supported in the data. The presence of

both Group threat items with the larger Pollution cluster suggests they do not constitute a unique

26I used a Euclidean distance measure in conjunction with Ward’s method for hierarchical clustering. Cluster signifi-
cance was measured using the Approximately Unbiased (au) estimate generated from multiscale bootstrap resampling.
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Figure 6: Hierarchical Clustering of Threats

dimension of threat perception.

I verified this with Principal Components Analysis, which is another way of measuring the

underlying structure of the data. The two Group threats did not define any of the five principal

components within the data (Table 4).27 The amount of the variance explained by PC2, with which

they are associated, diminishes slightly when they are excluded (PC2: 27% vs. 23%), but the other

PCs remain substantially the same (PC1: 47% vs. 51%; PC3: 14% vs. 15%; PC4: 6% vs. 6%; PC5:

3% vs. 3%) as does the total variance accounted for by the five PCs (98% vs. 98%).

27The data are described well by 3-5 components (89%-98% of the variance). The Group threats load most strongly
on a seventh component, which explains less than 1% of the variance.
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Table 4: Principal Component Loadings

PC1 PC2 PC3 PC4 PC5

Harm to Self -0.669 0.068 -0.01 -0.262 0.294
Harm to Loved Ones -0.599 0.113 0.123 -0.063 0.141

Material Loss 0.061 0.193 0.892 0.179 0.1
Rights Loss -0.065 0.652 0.048 -0.198 -0.618
Status Loss 0.174 0.196 0.146 0.237 0.435

Infection -0.353 -0.043 -0.118 0.868 -0.293
Spiritual Pollution 0.014 0.308 -0.229 0.102 0.349

Values Pollution 0.103 0.356 -0.26 0.176 0.285
Reduce Group Cohesion 0.138 0.272 -0.121 0.07 0.157
Reduce Intergroup Trust 0.037 0.429 -0.127 -0.008 -0.004

Finally, I considered whether eliminating the two Group threats would have a meaningful

impact on the relationships between the twenty dangers that were rated. If the Group threat items

were meaningful, then the structure of the correlations between the twenty items might change if

they were eliminated. As Figures 7 and 8 show, the correlations and the main groupings of the

threats remain substantially the same even with the two Group threats removed.

I conclude based on these tests that the two Group-specific threats are not integral to under-

standing the underlying dimensions on which threat perception operates and do not need to be

included within Threat-Heuristic Theory as a fourth category. The cluster analysis suggests that

they are related to the contamination threat already identified in the model. I take the findings of

the cluster analysis to be directional support for the three broad categories of threat identified by

THT, though the placement of the Status Loss and Infection threats bear consideration. A study

with more statistical power might be able to better discriminate these relationships.
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Figure 7: Correlations between Dangers (10 Threat Dimensions)
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Figure 8: Correlations between Dangers (8 Threat Dimensions)
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