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Abstract
Political conservatives have been widely documented to regard out-group members as
hostile, perceive individuals of ambiguous intent as malevolent, and favor aggressive solutions to
intergroup conflict. A growing literature indicates that potential violent adversaries are
represented using the dimensions of envisioned physical size/strength to summarize opponents’
fighting capacities relative to the self or in-group. Integrating these programs, we hypothesized
that, compared to liberals, conservatives would envision an ambiguous out-group target as more
likely to pose a threat, yet as vanquishable through force, and thus as less formidable.
Participants from the U.S. (Study 1) and Spain (Study 2) assessed Syrian refugees, a group that
the public widely suspects includes terrorists. As predicted, in both societies, conservatives
envisioned refugees as more likely to be terrorists and as less physically formidable. As
hypothesized, this “Gulliver effect” was mediated by confidence in each society’s capacity to
thwart terrorism via aggressive military or police measures.

Keywords: political orientation; intergroup relations; threat assessment; aggression;
formidability; terrorism
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“We will carpet-bomb them into oblivion. I don’t know if sand can glow in the dark, but we’re
going to find out.” - Senator Ted Cruz (Glueck, 2015)
The contemporary political constructs of “conservative” and “liberal” echo an ancient
and abiding division in social preferences broadly related, respectively, to the maintenance of
traditional order and to the pursuit of progress (Jost & Amodio, 2012). These divergent political
orientations appear to reflect distinct psychologies, with conservatism characterized by greater
sensitivity to potential hazards (for a recent review, see Hibbing, Smith, & Alford, 2014).
Threatening stimuli garner greater implicit attention among conservatives (Carraro, Castelli, &
Macchiella, 2011; McLean et al., 2014), and eye-tracking reveals that conservatives invest
greater time looking at threatening imagery (Dodd et al., 2012). Conservatives also evince
relatively greater physiological reactivity (i.e., as measured by startle blink or skin conductance)
to threatening imagery or noise bursts (Oxley et al., 2008), which may be related to possessing
larger right amygdala volume relative to liberals (Kanai, Feilden, Firth, & Rees, 2011). Of
particular relevance here, conservatives are more likely to believe spurious claims about
potential hazards (Fessler, Pisor, & Holbrook, under review), and are more prone to categorize
persons of ambiguous intent as threatening (Vigil, 2010).
In contexts of potential violent conflict, individuals must quickly decide whether to fight,
flee, or negotiate based on the relative fighting capacities of the two parties. Physical size and
strength are key determinants of the outcomes of hand-to-hand combat (von Rueden, Gurven, &
Kaplan, 2008), suggesting that humans likely possess a phylogenetically ancient capacity to
represent relative physical formidability and employ this representation when deciding whether
to fight. The formidability representation hypothesis posits that this representation has been coopted and elaborated to summarize various determinants of the challenge posed by adversaries,
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many of which have no literal connection to physical size/strength (e.g., access to weaponry,
strategic acumen, etc.). Consistent with this hypothesis, the envisioned physical formidability of
potential adversaries has been shown to increase when assessing individuals who possess
weapons (Fessler, Holbrook, & Snyder, 2012) or belong to groups stereotyped as violent
(Holbrook, Fessler, & Navarrete, 2016). Conversely, the envisioned physical formidability of
potential foes is decreased by proximity to allies (Fessler & Holbrook, 2013), synchronous
movement with allies (Fessler & Holbrook, 2014), or perceived supernatural support (Holbrook,
Fessler, & Pollack, 2016). Representations of physical formidability also appear to track the
degree of challenge that hostile out-groups are thought to pose, as members of terrorist groups
whose leaders are effective are envisioned as of enhanced size and strength, whereas members of
terrorist groups lacking effective leadership are envisioned as relatively small and weak
(Holbrook & Fessler, 2013).
Integrating the formidability representation hypothesis with the well-established
association between conservatism and threat-sensitivity, one might at first blush predict that
conservatives would envision potentially threatening out-group members as large and strong, in
keeping with their view of the world as inherently dangerous. Crucially, however, this would
confuse the tendency for conservatives to categorize others as threatening with timidity regarding
confronting perceived threats. To the contrary, conservatives tend to favor aggressive responses
to conflict (e.g., Altemeyer, 1988; Herrmann, Tetlock, & Visser, 1999; Johnson, McDermott,
Cowden, & Tingley, 2012; Jost & Amodio, 2012). For example, conservatives—but not
liberals—primed with reminders of the 9/11 terrorist attacks evinced greater support for
preemptive assaults and extreme violence against nations perceived as threats to the U.S.
(Pyszczynski et al., 2006). Given that conservatism predicts confidence in the utility of
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aggressing, and that the conceptualized size/strength of enemies is hypothesized to facilitate
judgments of the extent to which aggressing would be costly, conservatives should envision
potential enemies as less physically formidable (i.e., as vanquishable threats). If supported, this
integration of the formidability representation hypothesis with prior work on political orientation,
threat-detection, and aggression would provide new insight into the intuitive processes
undergirding conservatives’ proclivity to use force against perceived enemies.
The present studies were designed to test three inter-related predictions generated by this
model:
i)

Conservatism will positively correlate with both perceptions of ambiguous targets
as threatening and with confidence in the efficacy of aggressive intervention
against these threats.

ii)

Conservatism will negatively correlate with the envisioned physical formidability
of an ambiguously threatening out-group member.

iii)

Confidence in the efficacy of combating the relevant threatening group will
mediate the negative association between conservatism and the envisioned
physical formidability of the out-group member.

Building on prior evidence that conservatives tend to perceive ambiguous targets as
threatening, we asked participants to assess a Syrian refugee, as, at the time of writing, Syrian
refugees are widely regarded as likely terrorists (Jones, 2015). To clarify the specificity of
observed relationships to threat-assessment in particular, we also asked participants to evaluate a
control target, an in-group member described in a similar fashion to the refugee, who was not
expected to be represented as threatening, and whose envisioned physical formidability was
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therefore not expected to correlate with conservatism or confidence in aggressive reactions to
threats.
Study 1
Methods
In exchange for $0.50, on March 19th and 20th, 2016, 500 U.S. participants were recruited
via Amazon's MechanicalTurk.com survey platform (Buhrmester, Kwang, & Gosling, 2011).
This sample size was chosen on the basis of variance observed in Holbrook & Fessler (2013), in
which judgments of terrorist targets were also assessed. Data were pre-screened for
completeness, non-repeat participation, reporting that the dynamic slider interface functioned,
taking at least 5 minutes to complete the study, and correctly answering two “catch questions”.
The final sample consisted of 406 adults (43.8% female; age range 19-75 [M = 34.61, SD =
11.14]).
In a within-subjects design, participants were asked to estimate the bodily attributes of
two individuals based on brief vignettes. In counterbalanced order (with a distracter task in
between, see Supplementary Online Materials [SOM]), participants read about a Syrian refugee
seeking entry into the U.S., and a U.S. citizen seeking employment (control).
Refugee:
Hassan is a Syrian seeking refuge in the United States. Hassan woke up Saturday
morning and began his day by brushing his teeth. Afterwards, Hassan spent the
day trying to find a way across the border. That night, Hassan talked about ways
to get in with other refugees that he knows.
Citizen (control):
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James is an American seeking work in his home town. James woke up Tuesday
morning and began his day by taking a shower. Later, James spent the day
looking for a job. That night, James talked about ways of finding work with other
job-seekers that he knows.
The two targets’ bodily traits were estimated in random order: height (to the nearest
inch), size (assessed using an array of six otherwise identical silhouettes differing only in size;
see Figure 1), and a measure combining height, size, and muscularity (assessed using a slider
interface enabling participants to increase or decrease the size and muscularity of an image of a
male body from a small, thin figure [corresponding to a value of 0] to a large and very muscular
figure [corresponding to a value of 1]; see Figure 1). The estimated physical formidability of
both targets was then composited using standardized values for these three measures (Refugee α
= .70; Citizen α = .58).1
Next, participants’ political orientation was measured according to a modified version of
a previously validated index that assesses conservative attitudes (Dodd et al., 2012; see SOM).
Participants rated whether they agreed, disagreed, or were uncertain about 25 topics, presented in
random order, half of which were conservative in nature (e.g., “Biblical truth,” “tax cuts,” “2003
Iraq invasion”) and half of which were liberal in nature (e.g., “abortion rights,” “socialism,”
“pacifism”). For each conservative topic, agreement was scored as +1 and disagreement was
scored as -1. For each liberal topic, agreement was scored as -1 and disagreement was scored as
+1. In response to either category of topics, “uncertain” responses were scored as zero. The
responses to all topics were then tallied such that increasingly positive values indicate greater
conservatism (α = .86).
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Participants then reported the extent to which they perceived refugees to be a threat
according to two items, r(404) = .62, p < .001, presented in random order and rated using a
horizontal slider: “How many terrorists do you feel are currently trying to get into the United
States by posing as refugees?” (1 = None; 50 = Hundreds; 100 = Thousands); “What do you feel
the chances are that a terrorist attack will occur within the United States during the next 12
months?” (1 = Not at all Likely; 100 = Extremely Likely).
Next, participants’ confidence in the efficacy of militarily combating ISIS (the acronym
commonly used in the U.S. to designate the jihadist militant group) was assessed according to
responses to four questions presented in random order (α = .78): “If the United States were to
send large-scale ground forces to attack ISIS in Iraq and Syria, to what extent do you feel that
ISIS would ultimately be destroyed?” (1 = Not at all; 100 = Completely); “If the United States
were to send large-scale ground forces to attack ISIS in Iraq and Syria, how long do you feel it
would take to destroy them?” (1 = A few months; 50 = About five years; 100 = Decades or never;
reverse-scored); “Do you agree that the United States should send large-scale ground forces to
attack ISIS in Iraq and Syria?” (1 = Totally disagree; 100 = Totally agree); “How would you feel
about the United States potentially using nuclear weapons as an option to destroy ISIS
strongholds in Iraq and Syria?” (1 = Totally disagree; 100 = Totally agree).
Finally, participants answered demographic items and were debriefed. (The datasets and
full materials for both studies reported here are provided in the SOM.)
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Figure 1. In random order, participants estimated the targets’ height (Study 1: in feet and inches;
Study 2: in meters and centimeters), overall body size/muscularity using a dynamic slider
interface, and overall size according to a static image array. Top: Silhouette array used by
participants to estimate size (Fessler et al., 2012). Bottom: Dynamic slider interface used by
participants to estimate overall size/muscularity. As participants slide left, the figure becomes
smaller and less muscular; as participants slide right, the figure becomes larger and more
muscular (López-Rodríguez et al., under review; adapted from Sheikh, Gómez, & Atran, 2016;
modified with permission from Frederick & Peplau, 2007; see text for details).
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Results
Conservatism, perceived threat posed by refugees, and military confidence. As
predicted, we observed significant positive correlations between conservatism, the threat
perceived to be posed by refugees, and confidence in the efficacy of military measures (see Table
1). (See SOM Table S1 for descriptive statistics.)

Table 1
Bivariate Correlations Between the Estimated Physical Formidability of the Syrian Refugee,
Conservatism, Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees, and Confidence in the Efficacy of Military
Intervention (Study 1)

1. Refugee Physical Formidability

1

2

3

4

--

-.14

-.12*

-.16

--

.55

.51

--

.44

2. Conservatism
3. Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees
4. Confidence in Military Intervention

--

Note. N = 406. * p = .014; all other ps < .01.
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Correlations with envisioned physical formidability. The envisioned physical
formidability of the Refugee was negatively correlated with conservatism, the perceived threat
posed by refugees, and confidence in the efficacy of military measures (see Table 1), whereas
there were no such correlations with the envisioned physical formidability of the Citizen, ps >
.25. (See SOM Table S2 for descriptive statistics.)
We next used multilevel modeling (the SPSS MIXED command) to confirm that target
type moderated the association between conservatism and envisioned physical formidability, in a
model including conservatism (standardized) as an independent predictor (Level 1), shared
variance between participants’ ratings of different targets (Level 1), target type as a random
factor (Refugee versus Citizen, Level 2), and an interaction term between target type and
conservatism. As predicted, target type moderated the effect of conservatism on formidability
ratings, coef = -.094, SE = .045, t = -2.09, p = .038, 95% CI = [-.182, -.005] (see SOM for code
syntax).
Thus, as hypothesized, conservatism predicted envisioning the Refugee target as of
diminished physical formidability, with no parallel links to conservatism, conceptualized
formidability, refugee threat, or confidence in military intervention obtaining to the control
target.
Military confidence negates the link between the perceived threat posed by refugees
and envisioned physical formidability. The formidability representation hypothesis holds that, as
observed, threats regarded as more vanquishable via intervention should be envisioned as less
physically large/strong. The similar negative correlation observed between the degree of
perceived threat posed by refugees and the envisioned size/strength of the Refugee target is
likely a by-product of shared variance between perceived threat and confidence in intervention.
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To test this interpretation, we conducted partial correlations to remove shared variance between
the perceived threat posed by refugees and confidence in the efficacy of military measures. As
predicted, the perceived threat posed by refugees no longer significantly correlates with the
envisioned physical formidability of the Refugee if covarying confidence in the efficacy of
military measures is controlled for, p > .25, whereas the envisioned physical formidability of the
Refugee remains negatively correlated with confidence in the efficacy of military measures when
controlling for the perceived threat posed by refugees, r(403) = -.13, p = .012.
Mediation analysis. We tested the extent to which confidence in the efficacy of military
intervention mediated the negative correlation between conservatism and the envisioned physical
formidability of the Refugee utilizing the bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure (5,000
samples) in the INDIRECT macro for SPSS (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). We entered conservatism
as the independent variable, confidence in military intervention as the mediating variable, and
the estimated physical formidability of the Refugee as the dependent variable. In the model,
military confidence mediated the effect of conservatism on envisioned physical formidability
(see Figure 2). The direct effect of conservatism was no longer significant in the model, whereas
the indirect effect of military confidence remained significant and the confidence intervals did
not overlap with zero (95% CI = [-.011, -.001]). (Results are unchanged if the perceived threat
posed by refugees is included as a covariate.)
Robusticity checks. As the issues index used to measure political orientation includes
four items overtly related to militarism, we recalculated our measure of conservatism omitting
responses regarding “pacifism,” “the 2003 Iraq invasion,” “military spending,” and “compromise
with enemies.” Rerunning the analyses using this revised measure yielded patterns of correlation
and mediation comparable to those reported above
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Figure 2. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between conservatism and
envisioned physical formidability as mediated by confidence in the efficacy of military
intervention (Study 1). The standardized regression coefficient between conservatism and
estimated physical formidability with the mediator included in the model is given in parentheses.
Confidence in military intervention appears to have fully mediated the negative correlation
between conservatism and the envisioned physical formidability of the Syrian refugee.

Discussion
In Study 1, we observed a negative correlation between conservatism and the envisioned
physical formidability of a Syrian refugee, and this “Gulliver effect” was mediated by confidence
in militarily combating terrorism. The links between conservatism, military confidence,
perceived threat, and envisioned physical formidability appeared specific to construal of the
refugee as a vanquishable threat, as we observed no such associations with the control target.
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Although the results support our model of the relations between conservatism and
assessments of potential enemies, the U.S. has accepted few Syrian refugees. To test the model
with a sample for whom the Syrian refugee crisis is closer to home, we next conducted a
replication in Spain. At the time of research, the Spanish government had agreed to accept
approximately 15,000 refugees, and the public was anxiously watching as Spain’s neighbors
struggled to accommodate large influxes of refugees. Notably, immediately before we launched
Study 2, a major terrorist attack took place in Brussels (approximately 800 miles from the
Spanish border). Thus, these data are drawn from a sample of participants for whom the dual
prospects of large-scale refugee resettlement and domestic terrorism were particularly salient.
We also extended the design of Study 1 by adding a measure of confidence in domestic
police interventions to prevent terrorists posing as refugees from successfully carrying out
attacks, as this method of thwarting terrorism at home has more direct relevance to the Syrian
refugee described in the vignette as attempting to enter Spain than does military intervention
against terrorists in the Middle East. We predicted that confidence in domestic police
interventions would operate similarly to confidence in military interventions, inasmuch as both
reflect perceptions that terrorist groups can be stymied through the use of force. Finally, we
added a face-valid question probing the extent to which participants were conscious of assessing
whether the refugee target was a terrorist while evaluating him.
Study 2
Methods
Five hundred and eleven Spanish participants were recruited via Spanish online social
media for an unpaid study and pre-screened as in Study 1. Data were collected between March
24th and April 3rd, in the immediate aftermath of the March 22nd, 2016 terrorist attack in Brussels.
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The final sample consisted of 468 adults (60.9% female; age range 18-72 [M = 37.05, SD =
12.40]). Materials were presented in Spanish.
As in Study 1, participants were asked to estimate the bodily attributes of a Syrian
refugee (α = .73) and a Spanish citizen (α = .69), presented in counterbalanced order. Next,
conservatism was assessed as previously, with slight modifications to apply to Spain (see SOM;
α = .63), followed by a measure of the threat posed by terrorists and an expanded measure of
confidence in the ability to stop ISIS, presented in random order. The perceived threat posed by
refugees was assessed using Spanish translations of the items employed in Study 1, substituting
“Spain” for “the United States”, and adding a measure directly assessing the extent to which
participants felt subjective concern about terrorists getting into Spain by posing as refugees (1 =
Not at all Worried; 100 = Extremely Worried; see SOM; [α = .71]).
The expanded measure of confidence in the ability to stop ISIS (α = .83) was comprised
of subscales specific, respectively, to military interventions and domestic police measures.
Confidence in the efficacy of military intervention against ISIS in the Middle East was assessed
using three of the questions from Study 1 (excluding the inapplicable item involving nuclear
weapons), slightly modified to better apply to Spain (α = .78; see SOM). Confidence in domestic
intervention was measured using four items (α = .86; see SOM), e.g., “Do you agree that Spain
should closely monitor Syrian refugees who are already in the country, including tracking their
emails, phone calls, and physical movements?” (1 = Totally disagree; 100 = Totally agree) (see
SOM for details).
Finally, participants answered demographic items, including a question probing the
extent to which they had consciously speculated that the refugee might be a terrorist while
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mentally picturing him (1 = Not at all certain; 100 = Completely certain), and were then
debriefed.2
Results
Conservatism, the perceived threat posed by refugees, intervention confidence, and
certainty that refugee is a terrorist. Consistent with predictions, conservatism, the perceived
threat posed by refugees, confidence in the efficacy of military or domestic interventions, and
self-reported certainty that the refugee was a terrorist were all positively correlated (see Table 2).
(See SOM Table S3 for descriptive statistics.)

Table 2
Bivariate Correlations Between the Estimated Physical Formidability of the Syrian Refugee,
Conservatism, Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees, Confidence in the Efficacy of Military
Intervention, Confidence in the Efficacy of Domestic Intervention, and Certainty that Target
Refugee was Terrorist (Study 2)

1. Refugee Physical Formidability
2. Conservatism

1

2

3

4

5

6

--

-.13

-.11*

-.16

-.20

-.08†

--

.44

.39

.48

.29

--

.32

.63

.48

--

.43

.24

--

.58

3. Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees
4. Confidence in Military Intervention
5. Confidence in Domestic Intervention
6. Certainty Target Refugee was Terrorist

--

Note. N = 468. † p = .098; * p = .017; all other ps < .01.
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Correlations with envisioned physical formidability. The envisioned physical
formidability of the Refugee was significantly negatively correlated with conservatism,
perceptions of refugees as terrorists, and confidence in military or domestic interventions, with a
negative but nonsignificant correlation with self-reported certainty that the refugee was a terrorist
(see Table 2). In contrast, there were no such correlations between any of these measures and the
envisioned physical formidability of the Citizen, nor was there a correlation with the perceived
threat posed by refugees, ps > .25. (See SOM Table S4 for descriptive statistics.)
As in Study 1, using multilevel modeling we once again confirmed that target type
moderated the association between conservatism and envisioned physical formidability, coef = .117, SE = .039, t = -3.05, p = .002, 95% CI = [-.193, -.042], (see SOM for code syntax).
Military or domestic confidence negate the link between the perceived threat posed by
refugees and envisioned physical formidability. We next conducted partial correlations to
remove shared variance between the perceived threat posed by refugees and confidence in the
efficacy of military or domestic intervention. As in Study 1, the perceived threat posed by
refugees no longer significantly correlates with the envisioned physical formidability of the
Refugee when controlling for covarying confidence in the efficacy of military (p = .16), or
domestic intervention (p = .59). Conversely, when controlling for the perceived threat posed by
refugees, the envisioned physical formidability of the Refugee remains negatively correlated
with confidence in the efficacy of military intervention, r(465) = -.13, p = .006, or domestic
intervention, r(465) = -.18, p < .001.
Mediation analyses. We tested the extent to which confidence in the efficacy of military
intervention (as observed in Study 1) versus confidence in the efficacy of domestic intervention
(newly measured in Study 2) mediated the negative correlation between conservatism and the
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envisioned physical formidability of the Refugee. We initially tested these potential mediators in
separate models, followed by a model including both simultaneously. In each model, we entered
conservatism as the independent variable and estimated physical formidability of the Refugee as
the dependent variable. As in Study 1, we utilized the bias-corrected bootstrapping procedure
(5,000 samples) in the INDIRECT macro for SPSS (Preacher & Hayes, 2008). (None of the
results are changed if the perceived threat posed by refugees is included as a covariate.)
Model 1: Confidence in military intervention. Confidence in military intervention again
mediated the effect of conservatism on envisioned physical formidability. The direct effect of
conservatism (β = -.13, p = .005) was no longer significant in the model (β = -.08, p = .099),
whereas the indirect effect of confidence in military intervention remained significant (β = -.12, p
= .014), and the confidence intervals did not overlap with zero (95% CI = [-.018, -.002]).
Model 2: Confidence in domestic intervention. Confidence in domestic intervention also
mediated the effect of conservatism on envisioned physical formidability. The direct effect of
conservatism was no longer significant in the model (β = -.04, p = .409), whereas the indirect
effect of confidence in domestic intervention remained significant (β = -.18, p < .001), and the
confidence intervals did not overlap with zero (95% CI = [-.028, -.007]).
Model 3: Confidence in military versus domestic intervention. In a model including
both confidence in military intervention and confidence in domestic intervention, confidence in
domestic intervention mediated the effect of conservatism on envisioned physical formidability
(see Figure 3). The direct effect of conservatism was no longer significant in the model, nor was
the indirect effect of confidence in military intervention, whereas the indirect effect of
confidence in domestic intervention remained significant, and the confidence intervals with
regard to domestic intervention did not overlap with zero (95% CI = [-.025, -.004]).
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Robusticity checks. As in Study 1, the issues index used to measure political orientation
included four items overtly related to militarism. We therefore recalculated the measure of
conservatism omitting those items and reran the analyses, yielding patterns of correlation and
mediation comparable to those reported above. Another potential concern in Study 2 was that the
reliability of the issues index, originally developed for use in the U.S., was lower in the Spanish
sample (α= .63). We therefore conducted follow-up tests replacing the issues index with a singleitem politics probe included in the demographics (1 = Extremely liberal; 7 = Extremely
conservative; M = 3.02, SD = 1.32). These tests produced a comparable pattern of results to those
observed using the issues index, the only difference being that confidence in military
intervention partially rather than fully mediates the effect of conservatism on the envisioned
physical formidability of the Refugee. Given these confirmations of the robustness of the overall
results, we chose to retain the findings derived using the issues index to permit greater
comparability with the findings of Study 1.
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Figure 3. Standardized regression coefficients for the relationship between conservatism and the
envisioned physical formidability of the Syrian refugee as mediated by confidence in the efficacy
of military and domestic interventions (Study 2). The standardized regression coefficient
between conservatism and estimated physical formidability, with the two mediators included in
the model, is given in parentheses. In a model containing both potential mediators, confidence in
domestic intervention — but not military intervention — mediated the negative correlation
between conservatism and the envisioned physical formidability of the Syrian refugee. (See text
for tests of confidence in military intervention and domestic intervention when entered as
potential mediators in separate models.)
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General Discussion
In two studies, conducted in the U.S. and Spain, political conservatism predicted
envisioning Syrian refugees as more threatening, yet less physically formidable. The negative
association between conservatism and envisioned physical formidability was mediated by
confidence in interventions against terrorist groups associated with Syrian refugees. In Study 2,
we also compared support for military interventions with support for domestic police
interventions (e.g., closing the border, state surveillance of refugee activities). We found that,
although confidence in military intervention mediated the influence of conservatism on
perceived physical formidability when evaluated separately, only support for domestic
intervention emerged as a significant mediator in a model including both forms of intervention.
This pattern suggests that confidence in the ability to preserve domestic safety via restrictive
policies drove the tendency for conservative participants to envision the refugee as physically
smaller, rather than a motive to act violently against terrorists. However, as these two modes of
intervention also differed in geographic proximity to the participants and degree of relevance to
refugees in particular, future measures controlling for such confounding differences are required
to ascertain the extent to which motives to preserve safety or destroy enemies better explain the
link between conservatism and envisioning ambiguously threatening targets as smaller/weaker.
Future research is also required to confirm whether conservatives outside Spain would
comparably prioritize domestic interventions over military interventions.
We have framed representations of size/strength as reflecting appraisals of relative
formidability. However, prior research shows that social prestige is similarly conceptualized in
terms of bodily size/strength (e.g., Duguid & Goncalo, 2012; Yap, Mason, & Ames, 2013).
Although we agree that, via neural co-optation, size/strength can also represent relative prestige
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(see Holbrook et al., 2016), there are multiple grounds for interpreting the associations observed
in the present studies as primarily concerning threat. First, formidability representation takes
precedence over prestige representation when membership in a threatening group is made salient
(Holbrook et al., 2016), and Study 2 confirmed that conservatism tracked consciously
considering the Syrian refugee to be a potential terrorist. Second, we observed no correlations
between conservatism and the envisioned size/strength of the control targets. Had conservatism
prompted envisioning the refugees as small by dint of their low social standing, similar patterns
might be expected to obtain for the control targets, who were also framed as being of relatively
low prestige (as cued by their difficulties finding employment). Third, and most compellingly,
the negative association between conservatism and the refugee target’s envisioned size/strength
was fully mediated in both studies by confidence in anti-terror interventions, policies having no
direct relevance to prestige attributions.
The present studies employed measures involving real-world groups and policy
preferences, generating replicable results in two societies—one of which was sampled in the
immediate aftermath of a severe terrorist attack in a neighboring nation. The robustness of these
findings invites follow-up research utilizing comparably valid measures pertaining to alternate
groups and/or social contexts. For example, the formidability representation hypothesis posits
that similar patterns should obtain for conservatives’ assessments of ambiguously threatening ingroup targets, but, given the valuation of group identity characteristic of conservative
psychology, it may be the case that out-group membership interacts with potential threat in a
manner that engenders greater bias in formidability assessments. In particular, whereas the
present studies built on prior work indicating that conservatives are prone to categorizing
ambiguous targets as threatening (Vigil, 2010), future work should explore relationships between
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conservatism and assessments of unambiguously threatening individuals (e.g., explicitly avowed
terrorists), particularly in light of the documented links between conservatism and aversion to
ambiguity (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Jost et al., 2007).
Although a large corpus of research documents threat-sensitivity in conservatives, the
present findings provide the first evidence that conservatives tend to envision ambiguous targets
not only as more likely to be enemies, but as more readily vanquished and hence physically
small. Prior researchers have construed conservatives’ negativity-bias and inclinations toward
intergroup hostility as rooted in motivations to minimize uncertainty, feel secure, or justify social
inequality (e.g., Jost & Amodio, 2012). Our perspective complements such accounts by
highlighting size/strength representation as a mechanism that undergirds inclinations toward
intergroup hostility. We have approached this from a theoretical framework concerned with
decision-making in the world (i.e., whether to aggressively intervene), rather than with further
intrapsychic functions; however, our emphasis need not conflict with interpretations of the latter
variety (e.g., glossing conservatives’ confidence in aggression, and related tendency to view
ambiguously threatening targets as small, as providing a sense of security in a dangerous world).
On any level of analysis, the present findings attest that conservatives’ sensitivity to potential
threats should not be mistaken for fear of aggressively confronting them. Characterizing this
psychology is vital if we are to avert tragic and devastating consequences when those perceived
to be menacing are not only innocent, but potentially valuable allies or future in-group
members—as appears to be the case for the overwhelming majority of Syrian refugees.
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Footnotes
1

The composite measure of the Citizen’s physical formidability was unexpectedly low in

Study 1. However, although a score of at least .7 is generally considered necessary to establish
reliability, lower scores can be acceptable if, as here, the measure is theoretically cogent and
composed of few and nonredundant items (Robinson, Wrightsman, & Andrews, 1991). Further,
although the dynamic formidability measure has not previously been combined with the height
and size silhouette measures to create a composite measure of physical formidability, closely
comparable ratings of a static array of figures varying in muscularity have been combined with
height and silhouette ratings to form reliable composites in many prior studies (e.g., Holbrook &
Fessler, 2013; Holbrook et al., 2016; Fessler, Holbrook, & Dashoff, 2016; Fessler & Holbrook,
in press). Finally, the Refugee character is the target of central theoretical relevance.
2

At the end of the protocol, we also measured emotional reactions to the Brussels attack.

These measures and results pertain to distinct research questions and are currently being
prepared for separate publication.
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FA9550-15-1-0137. The second author was supported by a postdoctoral grant funded by the
Spanish Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness (FJCI-2014-22993).

27

Supplementary Online Materials
to accompany
Gulliver’s politics: Conservatives envision potential enemies as readily vanquished and
physically small

Table of Contents
Tables:
-

Table S1. Descriptive statistics for conservativism, perceived threat posed by
refugees, and confidence in military intervention (Study 1).

-

Table S2. Descriptive statistics for the estimated height, overall size/muscularity, and
size of the two targets (Study 1).

-

Table S3. Descriptive statistics for conservativism, perceived threat posed by
refugees, confidence in military intervention, and confidence in domestic intervention
(Study 2).

-

Table S4. Descriptive statistics for the estimated height, overall size/muscularity, and
size of the two targets (Study 2).

Complete survey instrument:
-

Introduction Page
Estimated Physical Formidability
Modified version of Dodd et al.’s (2012) Wilson-Patterson Issues Index
Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees
Confidence in Military (Studies 1 and 2) or Domestic Intervention (Study 2)
Demographics

The complete datasets, as well as the SPSS syntax files used to test moderation, are
archived at:
http://escholarship.org/uc/item/50q9s2df

Table S1
Descriptive Statistics for Conservativism, Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees, and Confidence
in Military Intervention (Study 1).
Mean (SD)
Conservatism

-5.42 (9.47)

Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees

42.29 (28.19)

Confidence in Military Intervention

11.21 (23.89)

N = 406.

Table S2
Descriptive Statistics for the Estimated Height, Overall Size/Muscularity, and Size of the Targets
(Study 1).

Height (inches)
Overall Size/Muscularity
Size
N = 406.

Refugee

In-Group

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

69.37 (2.22)

70.96 (1.60)

.43 (.17)

.51 (.16)

3.28 (.92)

3.96 (.80)

Table S3
Descriptive Statistics for Conservativism, Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees, Confidence in
Military Intervention, and Confidence in Domestic Intervention (Study 2).
Mean (SD)
Conservatism

-12.84 (4.14)

Perceived Threat Posed by Refugees

39.60 (22.50)

Confidence in Military Intervention

28.23 (24.11)

Confidence in Domestic Intervention

37.24 (25.26)

Note. N = 468.

Table S4
Descriptive Statistics for the Estimated Height, Overall Size/Muscularity, and Size of the Targets
(Study 2).

Height (centimeters)
Overall Size/Muscularity
Size
N = 468.

Refugee

In-Group

Mean (SD)

Mean (SD)

175.14 (5.90)

176.07 (5.40)

.51 (.17)

.51 (.15)

3.91 (.97)

4.05 (.87)

[Introduction Page]

Beginning on the next page, you will be asked to answer questions about how
you picture individuals. Then, you will be asked questions about your feelings
and attitudes.
Please do not rush -- at a moderate pace, the entire study will take about 10
minutes.
(This estimate includes time you may spend waiting while one of the
questions loads. The best browser to use is Chrome.)
Thank you!

[Envisioned Physical Formidability Measures. Syrian Refugee and In-Group Citizen
targets presented in counterbalanced order; measures of height, overall size/muscularity,
and size according to the silhouette array presented in random order.]

[Syrian Refugee]
Please read the description below about a fictional individual. Please read it slowly and carefully.
The idea is to try to form a mental image of the person as fully as possible. Based on the
information, try to imagine what he is probably like. Afterwards, you will be asked about your
impressions of the person.

Hassan is a Syrian seeking refuge in the United
States. Hassan woke up Saturday morning and began his
day by brushing his teeth. Afterwards, Hassan spent the
day trying to find a way across the border. That night,
Hassan talked about ways to get in with other refugees
that he knows.

How tall would you estimate Hassan to be, to the nearest inch?
(Dropdown menu [options given using the metric system in Study 2]):
4 feet 11 inches
5 feet 0 inches
5 feet 1 inch
5 feet 2 inches
5 feet 3 inches
5 feet 4 inches
5 feet 5 inches
5 feet 6 inches
5 feet 7 inches
5 feet 8 inches
5 feet 9 inches
5 feet 10 inches
5 feet 11 inches
6 feet 0 inches
6 feet 1 inch
6 feet 2 inches
6 feet 3 inches
6 feet 4 inches
6 feet 5 inches
6 feet 6 inches
6 feet 7 inches
6 feet 8 inches
6 feet 9 inches
6 feet 10 inches
6 feet 11 inches
7 feet 0 inches
7 feet 1 inch
7 feet 2 inches
7 feet 3 inches
7 feet 4 inches
7 feet 5 inches
7 feet 6 inches
7 feet 7 inches
7 feet 8 inches
7 feet 9 inches
7 feet 10 inches
7 feet 11 inches

Try to keep your mental image of Hassan as vivid as possible while this question
loads.
(In rare cases, the interface may take as long as 60 seconds to load.)
Once the image loads, scroll down and adjust the slider to select the image that best
matches the way you picture Hassan.

[Dynamic Interface Here]

Select the image that best matches the way you picture Hassan:

[Distracter Item (only used in Study 1)]
Please read the description below about a fictional individual. Based on the information
and the accompanying photo, try to imagine what she is probably like.

Angela is a college student taking classes in her home
state of Seattle.

How many years old do you estimate Angela to be? (Please type your answer in
the box, using numerals):

[In-group Control; the target was named “James” and described as “an American” in
Study 1, and was named “Javier” and described as “a Spaniard” in Study 2; height was
reported in feet and inches in Study 1, and in meters and centimeters in Study 2.]
Please read the description below about a fictional individual. Please read it slowly and carefully.
The idea is to try to form a mental image of the person as fully as possible. Based on the
information, try to imagine what he is probably like. Afterwards, you will be asked about your
impressions of the person.

James is an American seeking work in his home
town. James woke up Tuesday morning and began his
day by taking a shower. Later, James spent the day
looking for a job. That night, James talked about ways of
finding work with other job-seekers that he knows.

How tall would you estimate James to be, to the nearest inch?
(Dropdown menu [options given using the metric system in Study 2]):
4 feet 11 inches
5 feet 0 inches
5 feet 1 inch
5 feet 2 inches
5 feet 3 inches
5 feet 4 inches
5 feet 5 inches
5 feet 6 inches
5 feet 7 inches
5 feet 8 inches
5 feet 9 inches
5 feet 10 inches
5 feet 11 inches
6 feet 0 inches
6 feet 1 inch
6 feet 2 inches
6 feet 3 inches
6 feet 4 inches
6 feet 5 inches
6 feet 6 inches
6 feet 7 inches
6 feet 8 inches
6 feet 9 inches
6 feet 10 inches
6 feet 11 inches
7 feet 0 inches
7 feet 1 inch
7 feet 2 inches
7 feet 3 inches
7 feet 4 inches
7 feet 5 inches
7 feet 6 inches
7 feet 7 inches
7 feet 8 inches
7 feet 9 inches
7 feet 10 inches
7 feet 11 inches

Try to keep your mental image of James as vivid as possible while this question loads.
(In rare cases, the interface may take as long as 60 seconds to load.)
Once the image loads, scroll down and adjust the slider to select the image that best
matches the way you picture James.

[Dynamic Interface Here]

Select the image that best matches the way you picture James:

[Wilson-Patterson Issues Index – modified from Dodd et al. [2012]. All items were
presented in random order.]
Please indicate whether you agree or disagree, or are uncertain, with regard to each topic
listed below:
1. school prayer:
2. pacifism:
3. socialism:
4. pornography:
5. illegal immigration:
6. women's equality:
7. premarital sex:
8. gay marriage:
9. abortion rights:
10. evolution:
11. patriotism:
12. Biblical truth:
13. 2003 Iraq invasion1:
14. welfare spending:
15. tax cuts:
16. gun control:
17. military spending:
18. warrantless searches:
19. globalization:
20. pollution control:
21. small government2:
22. foreign aid:
23. free trade:
24. obedience to authorities3:
25. compromise with enemies4:

__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree
__ agree

__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree
__disagree

__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain
__uncertain

1

In Study 1, this item was modified from Dodd et al.’s original “Iraq”. In Study 2, this item was
changed to “military attack on foreign enemies” for greater clarity in our Spanish sample.
2

In Study 2, this item was changed to “government laws and regulations should be kept to a bare
minimum” for greater clarity in our Spanish sample.
3

This item was modified from Dodd et al’s original “obedience”.

4

This item was modified from Dodd et al.’s original “compromise”.

[Perceived Threat posed by Refugees;
nation given as “the United States” in Study 1, “Spain” in Study 2]
How many terrorists do you feel are currently trying to get into the United States by
posing as refugees?
None
Hundreds
Thousands
.

What do you feel the chances are that a terrorist attack will occur within the United
States during the next 12 months?
Not at all
Likely

Extremely
Likely

.

How concerned are you about terrorists getting into Spain by posing as refugees?
[Study 2]
Not at all
Worried

Extremely
Worried

.

[Confidence in Military Intervention (Study 1 version); items presented in random order]

Do you agree that the United States should send large-scale ground forces to attack
ISIS in Iraq and Syria?
Totally
Totally
Disagree
Agree

If the United States were to send large-scale ground forces to attack ISIS in Iraq and
Syria, to what extent do you feel that ISIS would ultimately be destroyed?
Not at All
Completely
.

If the United States were to send large-scale ground forces to attack ISIS in Iraq and
Syria, how long do you feel it would take to destroy them? [Reverse-scored]
A Few
Months

About Five
Years

Decades
or Never

.

How would you feel about the United States potentially using nuclear weapons to
destroy ISIS strongholds in Iraq and Syria?
Totally
Totally
Disagree
Agree

.
[Confidence in Military Intervention (Study 2 version); items presented in random order]

Do you agree that Spain should join an international coalition to send large-scale
ground forces to attack ISIS in Iraq and Syria?

Totally
Disagree

Totally
Agree

If Spain does join an international coalition to send large-scale ground forces to attack
ISIS in Iraq and Syria, to what extent do you feel that ISIS will ultimately be destroyed?
Not at All
Completely
.

If large-scale ground forces were sent to attack ISIS in Iraq and Syria, how long do you
feel it would take for Spain and the international coalition to destroy them? [Reversescored]
A Few
About Five
Decades
Months
Years
or Never
.

[Confidence in Domestic Intervention (Study 2); items presented in random order]

Do you agree that Spain should ban Syrian refugees and guard the borders in order to
prevent ISIS or other terrorist groups from entering Spain?

Totally
Disagree

Totally
Agree

If Spain does ban Syrian refugees and guard the borders, to what extent do you feel
that ISIS would be prevented from attacking Spain?
Not at All
Completely
.

Do you agree that Spain should closely monitor Syrian refugees who are already in the
country, including tracking their emails, phone calls, and physical movements?
Totally
Totally
Disagree
Agree
.

If Spain does closely monitor and track Syrian refugees who are already in the country,
to what extent do you feel that terrorists posing as refugees can be prevented from
attacking Spain?
Not at All

Completely

.

[Demographics]
Please answer a few questions about yourself.
Did the body size slider interface load [Dropdown menu]? [Not included in Study 2]
Yes
Yes, but it took over a minute
No

What sort of browser are you using [Dropdown menu]? [Not included in Study 2]
Desktop computer
Laptop computer
Tablet computer
Smartphone

Recall the story you read earlier about the Syrian refugee who was trying to enter
Spain. When you mentally pictured him, how certain did you feel that he may have
actually been a terrorist posing as a refugee? [Study 2]
Not at all
Certain

Completely
certain

Please enter your age:

Your Sex [Dropdown menu]:
Female
Male
Transgender

How many letters are in the alphabet? [Catch]

Political Orientation [Study 1 version]:
Extremely
Liberal

.

.

Moderate

Political Orientation [Study 2 version]:

.

.

Extremely
Conservative

Strongly
Left-wing

Left-wing

Slightly
Left-wing

Neither Leftwing nor
Slightly
Strongly
Right-wing Right-wing Right-wing Right-wing

Please select the term that best describes your political affiliation [Dropdown menu]:
[Study 1:]
Republican
Democrat
Tea Party
Libertarian
Green
Other
None / not affiliated with any political party

[Study 2:]
Partido Popular (PP)
Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE)
Ciudadanos
Podemos
Izquierda Unida
Partido ecologista Los Verdes
Otros
Ninguno/ no afiliado/a con ningún partido político

Please select the presidential candidate that you currently prefer [Dropdown menu]:
[Not included in Study 2]
Hillary Clinton
Ted Cruz
Bernie Sanders
Donald Trump
Marco Rubio
John Kasich
Other
No preference

Ethnicity [Dropdown menu]? [Not included in Study 2]
White / Caucasian
Black / African American
East Asian
Hispanic / Latino
South Asian
Middle Eastern
Native American
Pacific Islander
More than One
Other

Your Height (to the nearest inch) [Dropdown menu]: [Not included in Study 2]
4 feet 11 inches
5 feet 0 inches
5 feet 1 inch
5 feet 2 inches
5 feet 3 inches
5 feet 4 inches
5 feet 5 inches
5 feet 6 inches
5 feet 7 inches
5 feet 8 inches
5 feet 9 inches
5 feet 10 inches
5 feet 11 inches

6 feet 0 inches
6 feet 1 inch
6 feet 2 inches
6 feet 3 inches
6 feet 4 inches
6 feet 5 inches
6 feet 6 inches
6 feet 7 inches
6 feet 8 inches
6 feet 9 inches
6 feet 10 inches
6 feet 11 inches
7 feet 0 inches
7 feet 1 inch
7 feet 2 inches
7 feet 3 inches
7 feet 4 inches
7 feet 5 inches
7 feet 6 inches
7 feet 7 inches
7 feet 8 inches
7 feet 9 inches
7 feet 10 inches
7 feet 11 inches

How would you feel if you saw someone use a smartphone in the afternoon? [Catch; not
included in Study 2]

Not
Surprised

.

.

.

.

.

Extremely
Surprised

Are you a citizen of the United States [Study 2: Spain] [Dropdown menu]?

Yes
No
Prefer not to disclose

