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Abstract

What drives citizens’ support for violence against domestic political actors? Despite its potentially devastating
consequences, there is surprisingly little research on the antecedents of this unique form of political violence.
Building upon recent insights on the psychological implications of exposure to conflict on support for political
violence, we examined the motivations underlying public support for violence against politicians in the context of
protracted conflict. Using a two-wave panel design among Jewish-Israelis, we examined the interactive effects of
conflict-induced perceived threat, psychological distress, and political orientation on support for violence against
politicians. Consistent with previous findings on the psychological implications of conflict, our findings suggest that
conflict-induced threat perceptions play an important role in predicting support for violence against politicians.
Nevertheless, our findings point to important boundary conditions to these effects: the strength of the relationship
between perceived threat and attitudes towards political violence is qualified by the level of chronic conflict-related
psychological distress, and the direction of the effects of perceived threat is qualified by individuals’ self-placement on
the left-right continuum. More specifically, we found that perceived threat increased rightists’ support and decreases
leftists’ support for violence against politicians, only under high, but not low, conflict-related psychological distress.
The main conclusion of this study is that support for violence against politicians can be seen as an ideology-driven
protective strategy against the negative psychological implications of exposure to violent conflict. By pointing to the
importance of understanding the interactive role of psychological and political factors in determining public support
for such acts, our findings therefore contribute to the understanding of a relatively understudied phenomenon with
potentially catastrophic effects on political stability.
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Throughout history, the deliberate use or threat of vio-
lence against politicians by citizens of the nations they
represent has been a persistent feature of the political
landscape, often bearing substantial and even long-
lasting effects on political and societal realities. Numer-
ous historian accounts argue that the assassination of
Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria in 1914 eventually
lead to the eruption of World War I (Keegan, 2014).
Similar associations were made between the assassination

of John F Kennedy and the subsequent escalation of the
Vietnam War (Jones, 2003), and between the assassina-
tion of Israeli Prime Minister Itzhak Rabin in 1995 and
the consequent collapse of the peace process between
Israel and the Palestinians (Rapoport & Weinberg,

Corresponding author:
eladstj@biu.ac.il

Journal of Peace Research
2021, Vol. 58(3) 417–432
ª The Author(s) 2020
Article reuse guidelines:
sagepub.com/journals-permissions
DOI: 10.1177/0022343320905355
journals.sagepub.com/home/jpr

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8906-0039
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-8906-0039
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0794-4090
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0794-4090
mailto:eladstj@biu.ac.il
https://sagepub.com/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022343320905355
http://journals.sagepub.com/home/jpr
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0022343320905355&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-06-15


2013). Although the direct consequences of such assaults
against political figures on specific historical turning
points are largely hypothetical, their effects on the soci-
eties involved, particularly their morale and sense of
political stability, are undeniable (Iqbal & Zorn, 2008).

To this day, verbal threats and physical assaults
against politicians are considered legitimate pathways
of political expression and goal-attainment for some
citizens, even in highly stable Western democracies
(Kalmoe, 2010). Despite its potentially devastating
effects, this phenomenon has received relatively little
scientific attention, particularly compared to other forms
of political violence such as direct and indirect aggression
towards out-groups (see Ben Shitrit, Elad-Strenger &
Hirsch-Hoefler, 2017) and terrorism against ordinary
civilians. Although considered a form of political vio-
lence, citizens’ aggression towards politicians has several
unique features. First, it targets individuals rather than
groups. Second, it is carried out against domestic targets
rather than national out-group members. Finally, it tar-
gets official representatives of the national in-group
rather than ordinary civilians. This form of political vio-
lence can therefore be considered a subtype of domestic
terrorism (Berkebile, 2017; Griset & Mahan, 2003)
which, unlike other forms of political violence and vio-
lent protest, specifically targets individuals who hold
official political positions (even if the perpetrator’s objec-
tive is to intimidate a large audience beyond that of the
immediate victim).

Rather than focusing on the factors that mobilize
citizens to engage in these forms of domestic terrorism
as a means to achieve political goals, this study focuses on
the factors underlying justification and legitimization for
such acts in the context of ongoing conflict. Clearly, the
magnitude of support for violence against formal repre-
sentatives of one’s nation may not match the magnitude
of support for violence against national out-groups. Nev-
ertheless, public legitimization of such acts may have
dramatic effects on society, as support for violence
against public figures reflects delegitimization and mis-
trust of the nation’s institutions (Pedahzur, Hasisi &
Brichta, 2000), and lack of faith in the rules of democ-
racy (Yuchtman-Yaar & Hermann, 1998). Furthermore,
even when most citizens refrain from violence, citizens
with less restraint may be encouraged to act in an atmo-
sphere that accepts such violence (Kalmoe, 2014). The
justification of such acts may thus in itself threaten polit-
ical stability. The present research integrates contextual,
psychological, and political variables to examine the
motivations underlying citizens’ support for violence

against politicians as a specific form of political violence
during ongoing violent conflict.

Past political-psychological research has identified
threat perceptions as one of the strongest predictors
of public support for political violence, particularly
against national out-groups and ethnic minorities, in
the context of ongoing conflict (e.g. Canetti et al.,
2015, 2018; Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009; Huddy, Feld-
man & Weber, 2007). Although much is known about
the effects of threat perception on support for violence
against national outsiders, much less is known about
the conditions in which such threat perceptions trigger
support for violence against formal representatives of
the national in-group.

We identify two factors which may play a key role in
determining the extent to which citizens support (or
reject) violence against politicians to defend the social
order against threat. The first is citizens’ core values,
motivations, and orientations, as they are reflected in
their self-identification as leftists or rightists. We build
on previous research on the association between political
orientation and responses to perceived threat on the one
hand (e.g. Feldman & Stenner, 1997; Greenberg, Solo-
mon & Pyszczynski, 1997), and between political orien-
tation and relation to in-group authorities on the other
(Kugler, Jost & Noorbaloochi, 2014), to examine the
effects of perceived threat on support for this unique
form of political violence.

Second, we hypothesize that the extent to which per-
ceived threat affects citizens’ support for such an extreme
form of political violence is influenced by the more
‘chronic’ psychological implications of conflict exposure.
Indeed, research suggests that chronic psychological dis-
tress resulting from exposure to prolonged conflict facil-
itates and exacerbates the experience of acute threat
perceptions and the extent to which they trigger aggres-
sive responses (e.g. Canetti et al., 2015; Canetti-Nissim
et al., 2009). Based on this literature, this study examines
whether (and how) the acute and chronic psychological
implications of exposure to prolonged conflict interact
with citizens’ ideological self-identification to predict
support for violence against politicians, as a unique form
of political violence.

Political orientation and the nature
of responses to threat perceptions

Research on threat perceptions in the context of pro-
longed conflict suggests that supporting violence against
the source of threat is seen by many citizens as the most
effective way to minimize current and potential risks and
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to restore their personal sense of safety (Browne & Hoyt,
2000; Canetti-Nissim et al., 2009; Huddy et al., 2002).
Although such confrontational defense strategies against
perceived threat can further compromise citizens’ safety
and contribute to the escalation of violent conflict (Bar-
Tal, 2013), they are often seen as effective means to
weaken or eliminate the threatening agent, and thus offer
hope for a durable resolution of the threat-inducing con-
flict (Hirschberger & Pyszczynski, 2011). Indeed, at
times when social order and public security are under
threat, policies that infringe on civil liberties in pursuit of
enhanced security become more attractive to policy-
makers and ordinary citizens alike (Jenkins-Smith &
Herron, 2009).

Research suggests, however, that individuals’ sensitiv-
ity to threatening situations, and the extent to which
they resort to violent defenses against them, depends at
least in part on their left–right political orientation (e.g.
Adorno, 1950; Jost et al., 2003). Although some scholar-
ship questions the strength of this argument (e.g. Elad-
Strenger, Proch & Kessler, 2019; Feldman & Huddy,
2014; Proch, Elad-Strenger & Kessler, 2018), research
has provided empirical evidence for consistent differ-
ences between political leftists and rightists in threat
sensitivity, threat regulation, and threat responses.

Threat perceptions and the ‘conservative shift’ hypothesis
According to the view of conservatism as ‘motivated
social cognition’, which is akin to what Tetlock (1989)
has referred to as the rigidity-of-the-right hypothesis,
political rightists (who also typically demonstrate stron-
ger authoritarian tendencies; e.g. Jost et al., 2003)
demonstrate relatively greater ‘chronic’ intolerance for
ambiguity, uncertainty, and threat (e.g. Jost et al.,
2003; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996), whereas leftists
typically demonstrate greater cognitive flexibility and
tolerance for ambiguous and threatening situations
(Carney et al., 2008; Hibbing, Smith & Alford, 2014).

According to this line of research, rightists’ higher
threat-sensitivity is reflected in their desire to reinforce
existing moral boundaries created by traditions, hierar-
chies, and social structures. Indeed, studies suggest that
rightists tend to place higher value than leftists on order,
security, group cohesiveness, and social stability, all of
which are aimed at reinforcing socio-moral boundaries
and reducing uncertainty (e.g. Graham, Haidt & Nosek,
2009). This is also reflected in rightists’ tendency to
prefer the normative balance to be weighted toward secu-
rity rather than toward individual liberties and freedoms
(Jenkins-Smith & Herron, 2009). Leftists, on the other

hand, tend to prioritize values associated with the pro-
tection and fair treatment of individuals over those that
emphasize the welfare and survival of larger groups and
institutions (Graham, Haidt & Nosek, 2009; Shamir &
Arian, 1994). Insofar as rightists are ‘chronically’ more
motivated to reduce and eliminate threats to the social
order, and insofar as violence against the threat-inducing
agent offers the hope of eliminating threat-induced
uncertainly, rightists are more likely than leftists to jus-
tify harming individuals to preserve and protect the col-
lective from threat (e.g. Federico & Schneider, 2007).

According to this line of research, however, the asso-
ciation between conservatism and threat sensitivity is
both ‘chronic’ and temporarily activated. Therefore, to
the extent that political conservatism or right-wing ideol-
ogy is motivated by the avoidance of threat and uncer-
tainty, threat-inducing situations will induce a
conservative shift also among citizens who under non-
threatening conditions identify with values associated
with the political left (or with non-authoritarians).
According to this ‘conservative shift’ hypothesis (Jost
et al., 2003), citizens tend to undergo a shift towards
political conservatism under conditions of uncertainty
and threat, since the core conservative values of author-
ity, stability, and order naturally provide a comforting
anchor. Importantly, however, most of the studies sup-
porting this hypothesis suggest that the increase in sup-
port for aggressive defenses of the social order is more
pronounced among leftists, supposedly because rightists
already support such policies (e.g. Bonanno & Jost,
2006; Hetherington & Suhay, 2011). To summarize,
findings consistent with the conservative shift hypothesis
suggest that perceived threat increases, rather than
decreases, support for violent means to protect the social
order, and that this increase is more pronounced among
political leftists. If extended to support for violence
against politicians, left-leaning citizens should increase
their support for violence against politicians under
threat, more than rightists.

Threat perceptions and the ‘value reinforcement’
hypothesis
Contrary to the view of conservatism as ‘motivated social
cognition’, another line of research claims that leftist and
rightist ideologies are equally suited to fulfill needs asso-
ciated with threat and uncertainty. Rather than shifting
citizens’ views to the political right, or making them
more violent defenders of their values, threat perceptions
reinforce their adherence to their ideological beliefs and
in-group norms, since increased conviction in one’s
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pre-existing worldview reduces existential anxiety
(Greenberg, Solomon & Pyszczynski, 1997; see also
Elad-Strenger, 2013, 2016; Elad-Strenger & Shahar,
2017), helps restore a sense of personal control (Fritsche,
Jonas & Fankhänel, 2008), and distracts individuals
from the threatening state (McGregor et al., 2010). This
framework therefore suggests that perceived threat
increases citizens’ adherence to the norms, values, and
ideals prescribed by their political in-group.

According to this ‘value reinforcement’ hypothesis,
the differences in value priorities between leftists and
rightists are further intensified under threatening con-
ditions, such that rightists become even more con-
cerned about maintaining the collective’s well-being
under threat, whereas leftists become even more con-
cerned about protecting the freedoms and well-being of
individuals within the collective (e.g. Feldman & Sten-
ner, 1997; Stenner, 2005). These predictions therefore
diverge from the predictions put forth by the view of
conservatism as ‘motivated social cognition’ and the
conservative shift hypothesis, in that they consider the
possibility that threat perceptions may decrease, rather
than increase, violent defenses of the social order.
Importantly, this line of research suggests that the
direction of change in support for aggressive responses
to threat depend on citizens’ political orientation: inso-
far as threat perceptions make individuals more rigid
defenders of their own value systems, it predicts that
rightists will increase their support for the use of violent
means to restore their sense of safety under threat,
whereas leftists will reject them ever more strongly
under threat. If extended to support for violence against
politicians, citizens who identify with the political right
will increase, whereas those identified with the political
left will decrease, support for violence against politi-
cians under threat.

Perceptions of in-group authority and support for violence
against politicians
According to the political-psychological research
reviewed above, considering the motivations and value-
orientations prescribed by citizens’ ideological disposi-
tions can shed light on the extent to which citizens will
support, or reject, the use of political violence to restore
their sense of safety under conflict-induced threat. This
body of research has thus far, however, focused primarily
on violence against ethnic minorities and national
out-groups. To explore the interactive effects of
conflict-induced threat perceptions and ideology on the
justification of aggression towards domestic targets, and

particularly authority figures, more specific motivations
and orientations should be considered, taking into
account the unique characteristics of this specific form
of political violence. In particular, we should consider
citizens’ attitudes and orientations towards cultural and
political authorities and hierarchies, as well as their
attitudes towards authorities’ role in preserving the
social order and their legitimacy in times of threat, as
support for violence against them may leave some cit-
izens torn between their deference to authority and
their in-group loyalties.

According to past research, rightists’ relative tendency
to perceive the world as dangerous and threatening, and
their emphasis on protecting the social order from such
threats, also reflect in their tendency to be more respect-
ful and protective of national in-group authorities than
leftists (Braithwaite, 1998; Graham, Haidt & Nosek,
2009; Jost et al., 2003). According to this reasoning,
rightists’ respect for authority should prevent them from
turning their aggression towards official representatives
of their national in-group under threat, consistent with
numerous studies supporting the conservative shift
hypothesis. If the value reinforcement hypothesis is cor-
rect, however, and perceived threat increases adherence
to existing values, rightists may in fact decrease their
support for violence against politicians under threat,
since threat reinforces their respect and protectiveness
of in-group authorities, and since violence against them
may further compromise the stability of the social order
they ‘chronically’ tend to protect.

The assumption that rightists hold authorities in high
esteem and are highly concerned with the preservation of
the social order may also lead, however, to the opposite
hypothesis: they may in fact become more likely to pun-
ish political leaders for violations against the national in-
group, as these leaders are the very entities who are
entrusted with the protection of the nation against threat
and with the role of maintaining the stability of the social
order. For authoritarians, citizens’ obedience to author-
ities should be met with the authorities’ absolute com-
mitment to guard the social order (e.g. Henderson,
1991). Once authority figures are believed to have vio-
lated this mutual contract by endangering or failing to
protect the social order, authoritarians no longer perceive
them as legitimate authorities that deserve citizens’ obe-
dience (e.g. Kelman & Hamilton, 1989). This may par-
ticularly be true when these authority figures are national
in-group members. Although authoritarians are more
likely to hold out-groups, rather than in-group members,
responsible for instability and threat (Skitka, McMurray
& Burroughs, 1991), they also value in-group loyalty
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more than non-authoritarians (Kugler, Jost & Noorba-
loochi, 2014), and may therefore render such ‘betrayal’
of an in-group leader particularly unacceptable. Accord-
ing to this logic, rightists will increase their support for
violence against politicians under threat.

Integrating the foregoing discussion, we will examine
two sets of alternative hypotheses:

H1: Citizens who identify with the political right:

(H1a) will increase their support for violence
against politicians under threat.

(H1b) will decrease their support for violence
against politicians under threat.

H2: Citizens who identify with the political left:

(H2a) will increase their support for violence
against politicians under threat.

(H2b) will decrease their support for violence
against politicians under threat.

These hypotheses, which have thus far not been exam-
ined empirically, offer an intriguing explanation of how
citizens’ chronic psychological implications of exposure
to violent conflict interact with temporarily activated
threat perceptions and citizens’ political orientation to
shape public support for violence against politicians, as a
means to protect the social order from threat.

Psychological distress and threat responses

Exposure to threat-inducing events as part of prolonged,
violent conflict was found to contribute to the develop-
ment of chronic psychological distress among citizens
involved, whether they are directly (e.g. Elad-Strenger
et al., 2013; Hirsch-Hoefler et al., 2014) or indirectly
(Canetti-Nissim et al., 2009) exposed to conflict-related
events. At the same time, psychological distress was
found to play a significant role in citizens’ ability to
regulate perceptions of threat. Citizens who suffer from
conflict-induced psychological distress demonstrate cog-
nitive preoccupation with conflict-related stimuli, heigh-
tened perception of vulnerability to conflict-related
threats and difficulties in disengagement from conflict-
related threatening stimuli (American Psychiatric Asso-
ciation, 2000; Ehlers & Clark, 2000; but see Shahar,
Elad-Strenger & Henrich, 2012 for the resilience-
related factors in exposure to emotionally distressing
events). Citizens who suffer from chronic psychological
distress respond to conflict-related threats with increased
arousal and are more likely to activate defensive strategies

aimed at minimizing immediate and future victimization
in response to perceived threats (e.g. Vythilingam et al.,
2007).

Although the association between exposure to violent
conflict and symptoms of psychological distress is well
established in the literature (e.g. Di Grande et al., 2011),
the effects of psychological distress on political attitudes
have only recently been systematically examined. Recent
research indicates that chronic psychological distress
plays a central role in inducing elevated threat percep-
tions in response to conflict-related events, ultimately
leading to increased support for violent political action,
particularly towards the threatening agents (Canetti-
Nissim et al., 2009; Canetti et al., 2015; Hirsch-Hoefler
et al., 2014). Considering the chronic psychological effects
of exposure to conflict thus sheds more light on the con-
ditions under which individuals respond to threat percep-
tions with heightened reactivity and protectiveness. More
specifically, the personal experience of conflict-related
threats and the ability to cope with such experiences con-
structively strongly depends on the psychological
resources available to the individual. Chronic psychologi-
cal distress not only depletes self-regulatory resources and
makes one more alert to acute threat perceptions (Di
Grande et al., 2011), but also increases the extremity and
even riskiness of one’s reactions to such threats (Ben-Zur
& Zeidner, 2009).

We hypothesize that chronic psychological distress is a
particularly important factor to consider when predicting
such extreme forms of political incivility as violence
against political figures, especially in a conflict zone.
Although previous research reveals a relation between
acute threat perceptions and support for violence against
out-groups and minorities independent of psychological
distress levels, coping with acute threat perceptions by
supporting violence against in-group authority figures,
an action with potentially severe ramifications for the
future and stability of the in-group itself may be exacer-
bated by more profound and continuous psychological
effects of conflict exposure. We therefore hypothesize the
following:

H3: Perceived threat will affect citizens’ levels of sup-
port for violence against politicians when psychologi-
cal distress levels are high, but not when they are low.

The present study

Over the course of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, both
societies involved have been exposed to numerous mili-
tary operations and violent uprisings, resulting in
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heightened levels of psychological distress and threat
perceptions among members of both societies
(Al-Krenawi, Graham & Kanat-Maymon, 2009; Canetti
et al., 2015).

Attitudes regarding the Israeli–Palestinian conflict
constitute a key issue dimension in political discourse
and a central domain of dispute between political left-
ists and rightists in the Jewish-Israeli society, with left-
ists representing more ‘dovish’ conflict-related attitudes
and rightists more ‘hawkish’ positions. Nevertheless,
the left–right divide in Israel also extends to differences
in value priorities regarding the character of the state of
Israel: whereas leftists tend to prioritize civil rights,
individual freedoms, and democratic values, rightists
tend to prioritize values associated with the preservation
of established cultural and religious traditions and hier-
archies, and to endorse enhanced security measures
designed to protect the social order from threat (e.g.
Shamir & Arian, 1994). Typically, Israeli rightists also
score significantly higher than leftists on authoritarian-
ism measures (Rubinstein, 1997).

The assassination of Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in
1995 by a right-wing activist, which is thus far the only
assassination of an Israeli politician by a domestic perpe-
trator, sent a huge shock wave through Israeli society
(Yuchtman-Yaar & Hermann, 1998). Despite the sur-
prise, however, the murder was preceded by a harsh
atmosphere of criticism against Rabin that prevailed in
the months before the murder, including an extreme
rhetoric of in-group betrayal employed by his opponents
that encouraged the public to think of him as a traitor
who endangered the Jewish people by signing a peace
agreement with the Palestinians earlier that year. Such
rhetoric of incitement against political officials has
remained an often-endorsed vehicle to express political
dissatisfaction for at least some Israelis. Although expli-
cit support for violence against politicians currently
originates predominantly from the right end of the
political spectrum, even against politicians who identify
with the political right (Berl Katznelson Foundation,
2016), politicians from both ends of the political spec-
trum have in the past decades been subjected to threats
and straightforward attacks for their political decisions,
beliefs, and ideas (e.g. Sterman, 2015; Times of Israel,
2015). Taken together, Israel’s historical background
and sociopolitical characteristics make it an ideal con-
text to examine the associations between the psycholo-
gical implications and conflict exposure and support for
violence against politicians.

The present study employs a longitudinal design,
using an original two-wave panel among a large

nationally representative sample of Jewish-Israelis. The
use of a longitudinal design enables cautious inference of
causal relations, as well as an investigation of the long-
term implications of ongoing threat perceptions and psy-
chological distress and the persistence of their effects.
Although scholars of conflicts tend to study conflict at
one particular time point, due to the rapidly changing
nature of conflicts, such studies are limited in terms of
their long-term external validity.

This study was conducted between mid-2007 (T1)
and the beginning of 2008 (T2). This period marked a
sharp escalation in the Israeli–Palestinian conflict:
between 2007 and 2008, Palestinian militants from the
Gaza strip launched more rocket and mortar attacks on
Israel than in any other year that decade,1 leading to a
particularly high prevalence of psychological distress and
threat perceptions in the Jewish-Israeli population (e.g.
Neria, Bravova & Halper, 2010). This period was also
characterized by a dramatic decrease in Jewish-Israelis’
opposition to political violence compared to previous
years (Arian et al., 2008). Importantly, the Israeli gov-
ernment at the time was led by the centrist ‘Kadima’
party, and the coalition consisted of representatives from
both rightist and leftist parties (Hazan, 2006). The pol-
icies led by prime minister Ehud Olmert had thus both
hawkish and dovish elements: on the one hand, he led
the war on Lebanon in 2006 and two large-scale military
operations in Syria (2007) and Gaza (2008), and on the
other hand he participated in the Annapolis peace con-
ference in November 2007, in which he declared Israel’s
intention to negotiate with the Palestinians about all
issues (Cooper, 2007). Given the centrist agenda and
structure of the government, and considering that we
examined general support for violence against politicians
without specifying their ideological affiliation, we were
able to conduct a relatively less biased examination of
rightists’ and leftists’ support for this specific form of
political violence.2

Method

Participants were initially (T1) recruited between 30
May and 18 July 2007, using a random telephone survey

1 See: https://www.terrorism-info.org.il/Data/pdf/PDF_07_177_1.
pdf
2 To rule out the possibility that leftists’ or rightists’ support for
violence against politicians was affected by their satisfaction with
the functioning of this specific government, we controlled for this
variable as part of our robustness check analyses (see Online
appendix, section 3F).
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based on stratified samples to ensure that the sample
would be representative of Israeli-Jews. Of eligible candi-
dates contacted at T1, 1,365 agreed to participate in the
study (68% response rate3). Six months later (18 Novem-
ber 2007–31 January 2008) 81% of T1 participants agreed
to be surveyed again (T2), resulting in a final sample of
1,103 participants (516 male and 587 female; Mage ¼
46.70, SD ¼ 15.89; 46% rightists, 37% centrists, 17%
leftists), which is largely representative of the adult Jewish-
Israeli population in terms of age, gender, and political
orientation (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2007).4

Participants rated their political orientation, conflict-
related threat perceptions, psychological distress, and support
for violence against politicians in both waves of measure-
ment.5 To eliminate the potential confounding effects of
prior exposure to terrorism (see Canetti et al., 2009) and
degree of religiosity (see Zaidise, Canetti-Nisim & Pedahzur,
2007), we included these variables in our study as potential
controls, along with standard demographic covariates (age,
gender, income, education), all measured at T1.

Variables6

Support for violence against politicians, the dependent
variable, was measured using three items adapted from
Pedahzur, Hasisi & Brichta (2000), assessing the extent
to which participants legitimize violence against politi-
cians to eliminate political threat, without specifying
their ideological affiliation (high-ranking ministers vs.
members of the parliament (Knesset) or membership
in the coalition or opposition). Items were rated on a
six-point scale, where higher scores represent stronger
support for violence (a ¼ .72 in T1; .71 in T2).

Perceived threat, the main independent variable of
interest, was measured using one item rated on a four-
point scale, adapted from Huddy et al. (2002) to include
current threats to the Israeli population by missiles, ter-
ror, and unconventional weapons attacks.

Psychological distress was measured using the 17-item
posttraumatic stress disorder symptom scale (PSS-I; Foa
et al., 1993). Participants reported symptoms occurring
for at least one month, relating to their direct or indirect
exposure to violent conflict, based on the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000) criteria. Items
were rated on a four-point scale (0–3) and a distress
symptoms total score was calculated by summing these
items (a ¼ .91 in T1; .89 in T2).

Political orientation was assessed using the standard
self-definition item: 1 ¼ extreme right, 2 ¼ rightist,
3 ¼ moderate rightist, 4 ¼ centrist, 5 ¼ moderate left-
ists, 6¼ leftist, 7¼ extreme leftist. Since our hypotheses
concerned self-identified leftists and rightists, and given
that our sample was slightly skewed to the right (reflect-
ing the distribution of ideological self-placement in
Israel), we divided participants into two ideological
groups, based on their responses: ‘rightists’ (rated 1–3
on the political ideology scale; coded as 1) and ‘leftists’
(rated 5–7 on the political ideology scale; coded as 2).
‘Centrists’ (rated 4 on the political ideology scale)
received a missing value on this variable.7

Results

Descriptive statistics
Table I presents bivariate correlations between the main
study variables. As the table indicates, leftist political ideol-
ogy was negatively associated with psychological distress,
weakly negatively associated with support for violence
against politicians, and only marginally negatively associ-
ated with perceived threat. Perceived threat was positively
associated with psychological distress, and psychological
distress was positively associated with support for violence
against politicians. Perceived threat was not, however,
directly correlated with support for violence against poli-
ticians. As shown in Table I, the mean support for vio-
lence against politicians was relatively low in both time
points, with 6.4% of participants reporting some support
for such violence in T1, and 4.4% in T2.8

3 This response rate compares favorably with other phone surveys in
Israel and the USA (Galea et al., 2002).
4 Independent t-tests were conducted to examine the differences
between participants who took part in both waves and those who
dropped out across all study variables (see Online appendix,
section 2).
5 Only T1 ratings of conflict-related threat perceptions and
psychological distress were used for the purpose of our analyses. T2
ratings were used in a cross-lagged structural equation modeling
analysis, as part of our robustness checks (see Online appendix,
section 3A).
6 Full item lists are provided in the Online appendix, section 1.

7 We also examined our hypotheses controlling for ideological
extremity and with centrists included in the data (see Online
appendix, section 3C).
8 Percentages were calculated based on the number of participants
whose ratings of support for violence were above the scale midpoint
(3.5) in each measurement wave.
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Interactive effects
First, we centered the continuous variables (perceived
threat, psychological distress), and dummy coded the
political orientation variable (0 ¼ rightists, 1 ¼ leftists).

To examine the interactive longitudinal effects of
T1 perceived threat, political ideology, and psycholo-
gical distress (independent variables) on T2 support
for violence against politicians (dependent variable),
we ran a moderated moderation analysis employing
Hayes’s (2013) PROCESS regression procedure
(Model 3), controlling for baseline (T1) support for
violence. This analysis enabled us to examine the
longitudinal effects of T1 perceived threat on T2 sup-
port for violence against politicians, at different levels
of psychological distress (low/high) among different
ideological groups (leftists/rightists). The research
model, presented in Figure 1, can be expressed in the
following equation, where Y stands for T2 support for
violence against politicians, X for T1 perceived threat,
M for T1 psychological distress, and W for T1 polit-
ical ideology:

Y ¼ iY þ b1X þ b2Mþ b3W þ b4XMþ b5XW

þ b6MW þ b7XMW þ eY
ð1Þ

Figure 1. Hypothesized longitudinal model
This model explains changes in support for violence against politicians as a result of interactive effects of perceived threat, psychological distress,
and political ideology.

Table I. Bivariate correlations between the study variables

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Leftist political ideology .27 .44 1
T1 Perceived threat 3.01 .94 –.07 1
T1 Psychological distress 6.76 8.05 –.17*** .24*** 1
T1 Violence against politicians 1.78 .98 –.15*** .03 .23*** 1
T2 Perceived threat 2.83 .93 –.12** .42*** .31*** .08 1
T2 Psychological distress 5.54 6.91 –.13** .27*** .55*** .14** .31*** 1
T2 Violence against politicians 1.61 .77 –.19*** .09* .22*** .35*** .02 .32*** 1

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p < .05 (two-tailed significance).

Table II. Full model output of the moderated moderation
analysis: T1 Psychological distress and Political ideology as mod-
erating the effects of T1 Perceived threat on T2 Support for
violence against politicians

T2 support for
violence against

politicians

Model summary b SE

T1 Perceived threat .01 .03
T1 Psychological distress .01 .00
T1 Political ideology –.22** .08
T1 Perceived threat � T1 Psychological

distress
.00 .00

T1 Perceived threat � T1 Political
ideology

–.17* .07

T1 Psychological distress � T1 Political
ideology

.01 .01

T1 Perceived threat � T1 Psychological
distress � T1 Political ideology

–.03* .01

T1 Support for violence .28*** .03

Model R2 .18***
(8,646) ¼ 17.84F (df)

SE ¼ Standard error; unstandardized coefficients are reported, bias
corrected 95% CIs. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.

424 journal of PEACE RESEARCH 58(3)



The full output of this three-way interaction analysis
is presented in Table II. As shown in Table II, the T1
perceived threat � T1 political ideology interaction sig-
nificantly predicted T2 support for violence against pol-
iticians (b ¼ –.17, SE ¼ .07, t ¼ –2.25, p ¼ .025, [CI]
¼ [–.32, –.02]). Nevertheless, as hypothesized, this
interaction was qualified by a significant three-way inter-
action of T1 perceived threat� T1 psychological distress
� T1 political ideology interaction on T2 support
for violence against politicians (b ¼ –.03, SE ¼ .01,
t ¼ –2.21, p ¼ .027, [CI] ¼ [–.05, –.01]), such that
the T1 perceived threat � T1 political ideology interac-
tion was only significant when psychological distress
was high (1SD above average; b ¼ –.52, SE ¼ .16,
t¼ –3.29, p¼ .001, [CI]¼ [–.83, –.21]), but not when
it was low (1SD below average; b ¼ –.01, SE ¼ .09,
t ¼ –.16, p ¼ .871, [CI] ¼ [–.20, .17]), consistent with
Hypothesis H3. An examination of the conditional
effects of T1 perceived threat at different values of the
political ideology moderator (rightists ¼ 1SD below
average; leftists ¼ 1SD above average) under high psy-
chological distress (1SD above average) revealed that,
consistent with hypothesis H1a, T1 perceived threat was
associated with increased support for violence in T2
among rightists (b ¼ .19, SE ¼ .06, t ¼ 2.99,
p ¼ .003, [CI] ¼ [.07, .32]). Among leftists, also as
hypothesized (H2b), T1 perceived threat was associated
with decreased support for violence in T2 (b ¼ –.33,
SE ¼ .14, t ¼ –2.26, p ¼ .024, [CI] ¼ [–.61, –.04])
(see Figure 2). Importantly, the differences between left-
ists’ and rightists’ support for violence against politicians
was only significant under high distress and high threat
(b¼ –.58, SE¼ .17, t¼ –3.34, p¼ .001, [CI]¼ [–.92,
–.24]), but not under high distress and low threat
(b ¼ .40, SE ¼ .23, t ¼ 1.77, p ¼ .077, [CI] ¼
[–.04, .85]), low distress and high threat (b ¼ –.25,
SE ¼ .14, t ¼ –1.83, p ¼ .067, [CI] ¼ [–.52, .02]),
and low distress and low threat (b ¼ –.22, SE ¼ .13,
t ¼ –1.81, p ¼ .070, [CI] ¼ [–.47, .02]).9,10

Robustness checks
To provide a more rigorous examination of our modera-
tion hypothesis, we tested the hypothesized three-way
interaction in a full multigroup cross-lagged structural
equation model, where all directional effects between the
study variables were estimated simultaneously, that is,
controlling for one another. The results, shown in the
Online appendix (section 3A), confirm our original
hypothesis and rule out reverse effects of T1 support for
violence on either of our T1 predictors. In Section 3B,
we examine two alternative hypotheses to our three-way
moderation hypothesis: (1) T1 psychological distress
mediates (rather than moderates) the effects of T1 per-
ceived threat on T2 support for violence; (2) T1 per-
ceived threat mediates (rather than moderates) the
effects of T1 psychological distress on T2 support for
violence. Our data do not provide support for either of
these hypotheses. We also undertake a number of addi-
tional robustness checks related to the construction of
the moderators, to ensure that the findings are not
sensitive to alternative model specifications of political
ideology (including separate analyses among centrists,
leftists, and rightists) and psychological distress.
Detailed results of these robustness checks are available
in the Online appendix (sections 3C–D). We also
examine exposure to terrorism as a potential moderator
in the relationship between perceived threat and sup-
port for violence against politicians among self-
identified leftists and rightists, instead of psychological
distress (section 3E). Finally, we examine the role of
satisfaction with the functioning of the current govern-
ment as a predictor and as a covariate in our model
(section 3F). Overall, the interactive longitudinal
effects of perceived threat, psychological distress, and
political ideology on violence against politicians remain
in all model specifications, thus increasing our confi-
dence in the validity of the findings.

Discussion

What motivates citizens’ support for violence against
politicians? Although support for violence against politi-
cians is a serious cause for concern in many political
contexts, relatively little research has been dedicated to

9 We also examined whether the results hold when covariates are
controlled for. Covariates included age, income, education, and
degree of religiosity (all of which were entered as continuous
covariates), gender (0 ¼ men; 1 ¼ women), and two items
assessing prior exposure to terrorism (coded as 1 ¼ no, 2 ¼ yes;
see Online appendix for description of the items). The T1
perceived threat � T1 psychological distress � T1 political
ideology interaction on T2 support for violence against politicians
remained significant when all covariates were controlled for (b ¼
–.03, SE ¼ .01, t ¼ –2.21, p ¼ .027, [CI] ¼ [–.05, –.003]).
Under high T1 psychological distress, T1 perceived threat was
associated with increased T2 support for violence in among

rightists (b ¼ .12, SE ¼ .06, t ¼ 2.11, p ¼ .035, [CI] ¼ [.01,
.23]), and decreased support for T2 violence among leftists (b ¼ –
.25, SE ¼ .12, t ¼ –1.99, p ¼ .047, [CI] ¼ [–.49, –.004]).
10 We also analyzed our three-way moderation model in each wave
separately, revealing similar directional trends to those evinced in the
longitudinal model, among both rightists and leftists.
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identifying the motivations underlying this phenom-
enon. Inspired by insights from political-psychological
research, this study is the first to examine the interactive
effects of psychological (threat perceptions and psycho-
logical distress) and political (political orientation) pre-
dictors of support for violence against politicians in the
context of prolonged exposure to conflict. These effects
were examined in a two-wave panel study among Jew-
ish-Israelis.

Consistent with previous findings on the effects of
perceived threat on political violence against threatening
out-groups and ethnic minorities, our findings suggest
that conflict-induced threat perceptions play an impor-
tant role in predicting support for violence against pol-
iticians. Nevertheless, our findings point to an important
boundary condition to these effects. Our findings sug-
gest that the level of chronic psychological distress deter-
mines the strength of the relationship between perceived
threat and attitudes towards political violence. First, sup-
port for violence against politicians was only weakly asso-
ciated with political ideology when psychological distress
was not controlled for. Second, and most importantly,
perceived threat only affected support for violence
against politicians when psychological distress levels were
high, but not when they were low (consistent with H3).

This finding may imply that perceived threat affects sup-
port for this extreme form of political violence only when
it is experienced in the context of more extreme and
chronic conflict-related psychological distress. This find-
ing is consistent with previous research suggesting that in
the context of prolonged violent conflict, chronic psy-
chological distress should be taken into account as an
important factor in predicting support for political vio-
lence, as it underlies and facilitates the effects of threat
perceptions on citizens’ attitudes in contexts of pro-
longed conflict (e.g. Canetti et al., 2015; Canetti-
Nisim et al., 2009).

This study, however, suggests that this factor is par-
ticularly relevant when predicting support for violence
against public officials, as a specific and highly extreme
form of political violence. The fact that the level of psy-
chological distress qualified the general finding linking
perceived threat to support for violence may also explain
why coping with conflict-related threat by endorsing
violence against public officials is a relatively rare and
extreme phenomenon, particularly compared to violence
against minorities and out-groups, which was the focus
of most previous research. Our study thus suggests that
failing to consider psychological distress as a key factor in
shaping citizens’ coping strategies with threat

Figure 2. Interactive effects on support for violence against politicians
The interactive effects of perceived threat and political ideology (rightists/leftists) on support for violence against politicians under high and low
levels of psychological distress.
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perceptions in the context of prolonged conflict, and
particularly with regard to support for this specific and
highly extreme form of political violence, will only gen-
erate a partial picture of the conditions under which
people will support such acts. Importantly, our study
focused on chronic distress due to conflict-related events,
as the psychological implications of prolonged conflict
were at the focus of our study, and consistent with pre-
vious studies on psychological distress in this context
(e.g. Canetti et al., 2015; Canetti-Nisim et al., 2009).
Future studies are encouraged to examine whether psy-
chological distress from other sources (e.g. economic
instability) play a similar role in exacerbating perceptions
of conflict-related threat perceptions.

Furthermore, the direction of the effects of perceived
threat was qualified by individuals’ self-placement on the
left-right continuum. Our findings did not support the
predictions of the conservative shift hypothesis (Jost
et al., 2003), which suggests that citizens across the
political spectrum, and particularly on the left, respond
to perceived threat with increased support for violence.
Instead, our findings suggest that under high levels of
psychological distress, conflict-induced threat percep-
tions increase rightists’ support, and decrease leftists’ sup-
port, for violence against politicians. These findings are
consistent with the value reinforcement hypothesis (H2a
and H3b), according to which individuals respond to
perceived threat by increasing their endorsement of the
values prescribed by their ideological convictions (e.g.
Stenner, 2005). Insofar as political rightists are generally
more concerned than leftists with societal threat and
uncertainty, and tend to support more confrontational
means to protect the social order from threat (e.g. Jost,
2006), and insofar as leftists prioritize values associated
with avoiding harm to individuals over protecting the
social order from threat (Graham, Haidt & Nosek,
2009; Haidt, 2012), it seems that perceived threat com-
bined with high levels of chronic psychological distress
further strengthen these preferences. Future studies are
encouraged to directly examine whether threat-induced
shifts in leftists’ and rightists’ value preferences and prio-
rities indeed underlie these patterns.

Nevertheless, the differential patterns among leftists
and rightists can also be attributed to the unique char-
acteristics of the specific form of political violence under
investigation. Although there are previous findings sup-
porting both the conservative shift hypothesis and the
value reinforcement hypothesis with regard to support
for violence against national out-groups and ethnic
minorities, public support for violence against politicians
might be a particularly polarizing issue, as it targets

authority figures who represent the national in-group.
Although rightists are generally more supportive of con-
frontational strategies to protect against threat to the
social order, they are also typically more respectful of
authorities representing it (Graham, Haidt & Nosek,
2009; Jost et al., 2003), also in Israel (Rubinstein,
1997). Our findings suggest that when formal authority
figures are perceived as the source of the threat to the
social order, rightists are more likely than leftists to legit-
imize violence against them to preserve the social order.
It thus seems that rightists not only tend to hold national
in-group authorities in high esteem, but also entrust
them with the protection of the nation against threat
and with the role of maintaining the stability of the social
order. When the social order is perceived to be under
threat, they may therefore hold them accountable for
what they see as neglect or betrayal of their commitment
to the national in-group. This result may help explain
why in Israel, where conflict-related threat perceptions
and psychological distress levels are high, support for
violence against politicians has been historically more
prominent among Israeli rightists. Local variations in the
values associated with the political right and left should
be taken into account in any future replication of these
findings in other conflict zones.

Importantly, as previously mentioned, our findings
suggest that Jewish-Israeli rightists and leftists do not
differ in their support for violence against politicians
under low levels of perceived threat and/or of psycholo-
gical distress. Put differently, ideological differences in
support for violence against politicians only arise when
the acute and chronic psychological consequences of
conflict are experiences quite strongly. These findings
may be attributed to the specific form of political vio-
lence that is the focus of the present study. The fact that
under non-threatening or non-stressful conditions sup-
port for violence against politicians is equally endorsed
by rightists and leftists may attest to the perceived extre-
mity or uniqueness of this type of political violence (at
least in the Israeli context, in which the assassination of
Rabin has had quite dramatic effects on society). These
findings therefore call into question the general assump-
tion that rightists (or hawks) tend to show stronger sup-
port for political violence, regardless of its specific form,
and further attest to the importance of examining the
underpinnings of public support for different types of
political violence, considering their unique characteris-
tics. Future studies are encouraged to examine these
hypotheses in political contexts in which the use of this
type of political violence is considered more common or
more legitimate.
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In this study, we measured participants’ support for
violence against politicians without specifying their ideo-
logical affiliation, and without indicating whether they
serve or do not serve in the current government or par-
liament. Indeed, our robustness checks indicate that par-
ticipants’ satisfaction with the performance of the
current government was only weakly associated with
their ideological self-placement. Furthermore, our results
remained significant even when controlling for partici-
pants’ satisfaction with the performance of the current
government. Hence, we can cautiously conclude that the
chosen political context enabled us to conduct a rela-
tively less biased examination of rightists’ and leftists’
support for this specific form of political violence. Nev-
ertheless, it is likely that explicitly specifying the political
affiliation of the politicians at hand could alter the
results, such that participants’ support for violence
against a given politician will be moderated by the extent
to which they see her as a member of their political in-
group or out-group. It is important to note, however,
that once an in-group politician is perceived as betraying
the interests of the political in-group, she may no longer
be considered a member of the political in-group. As
such, her very deviance from the political in-group
norms or expectations may justify support for violence
against her, even if she is officially representing the polit-
ical in-group.

Also, the direction of the association relation
between conflict-induced perceived threat and support
for violence against politicians can be affected by the
relation of a given politician to the threatening out-
group. For example, if the politician is an inciter of
violence against the out-group, increased threat from
that out-group is less likely to increase support for
harming that politician, even among hawkish partici-
pants. The goal of our study, however, was to identify
the psychological and contextual factors generating sup-
port for violence against politicians in general, regard-
less of their specific identity, as a means to cope with
conflict-induced threat and distress.

While the findings of this study bear potentially
important implications for the understanding of the
motivations underlying support for violence against pol-
iticians in the context of prolonged conflict, two impor-
tant limitations should be taken into account. First, we
measured citizens’ attitudinal support for violence
against politicians rather than their actual participation
in such acts. Although correlations between attitudes and
behaviors are often far from absolute, research in the
social sciences has come to rely on attitudinal measures
particularly when the direct measurement of behavior is

difficult or impossible, as is the case with participation in
acts of political violence (Pedahzur, Hasisi & Brichta,
2000).

Second, the generalizability of these findings to other
contexts of protracted conflict remains to be examined.
It may well be that the polarization in support for vio-
lence against politicians under high levels of conflict-
related threat and distress are unique to the Israeli
context, rather than reflecting fundamental ideological
differences in threat responses. It may be that the specific
values associated with being a rightist or leftist in Israel
(particularly with regard to expectation from, and rela-
tion to, political authorities) underlie these observed dif-
ferences. Furthermore, Israel’s particular history and
political climate, as a relatively collectivist country which
has been involved in a protracted conflict since its estab-
lishment, might have affected the strength of the associ-
ation between perceived threat and support for political
violence. Future studies are encouraged to examine the
interactive effects of perceived threat, psychological dis-
tress, and ideological self-placement in other areas of
protracted conflict, and also in contexts in which the
implications of conflict are less salient and pervasive.

Notwithstanding these limitations, this study has
several notable strengths. The longitudinal design
tested the temporal relationships between our predic-
tors and support for violence against politicians. Scho-
lars of conflicts tend to study conflict at one particular
time point; yet, due to the rapidly changing nature of
conflicts, studies conducted during a single point in
time naturally have limitations in terms of their long-
term external validity. The longitudinal design imple-
mented in this study therefore increases its contribution
to the literature. A second methodological strength is
the use of a large nationally representative sample,
which allows for ample statistical power to examine the
moderation model reliably.

From a theoretical point of view, this study proposes a
novel perspective on support for violence against politi-
cians, by framing it as a protective strategy against per-
ceived threat from exposure to protracted conflict.
Although our findings confirm that only a minority of
Jewish-Israelis support violence against politicians, the
justification and endorsement of such acts may have
highly salient effects on society. First, the legitimization
of violence against public figures, even among relatively
small subgroups in society, may create an atmosphere
that directly or indirectly instigates such actions
(Yuchtman-Yaar & Hermann, 1998). Second, support
for such actions reflects, in itself, at least some level of
mistrust and delegitimization of the nation’s
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representatives and institutions. Citizens’ failure to
denounce such violence may undermine democratic
principles crucial for the stability of the political system,
as democracy largely depends on the peaceful resolution
of differences (Kalmoe, 2014). By pointing to the impor-
tance of understanding the interactive role of psycholo-
gical and political factors in determining public support
for such acts, our findings therefore contribute to the
understanding of a relatively understudied phenomenon
with potentially catastrophic effects on political stability.
From a practical perspective, addressing the role of polit-
ical ideology in support for such acts of political violence
is another crucial lesson arising from this study, which
should inform efforts that seek to address and prevent
the support for such acts.

Replication data
The dataset and do-files for the empirical analysis in this
article, as well as the Online appendix, can be found at
http://www.prio.org/jpr/datasets.
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