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Social identities, such as identification with the nation, are regarded as core variables in explanations of political attitudes and behaviors. In these accounts, increases in the importance of an identity such as “Englishness” are often seen to be accompanied by decreases in the importance of other, more inclusive, identities such as “British” or “European.” At the same time, increases in exclusive national identities like “Englishness” present challenges to democratic states because they are associated with preferences such as support for Brexit and intolerance of outgroups. Yet we know comparatively little about the relative importance to individuals of different social identities, the extent of changes in the strength of those social identities with contextual shifts, the interrelationships between different social identities, and the influences on different social identities. In this paper, we address each of these questions using a five-wave online panel study administered over two years of the COVID-19 pandemic in England from 2020 to 2022, in which we asked about the importance of eight identities—Europeanness, Britishness, Englishness, the local area, gender, age, race/ethnicity, and social class. We show that national identity is consistently less important to individuals than the social identities of gender and age, though more important than race/ethnicity and social class. We also show that there were general increases in identification with almost all these groups during COVID. We consider why and discuss the implications for our understanding of increases in the strength of national identity as a challenge to democratic states.
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Introduction

The importance of social identities to political attitudes and behaviors is uncontested (Huddy, 2013). They predict in-group preferences and can also foster hostility and discrimination toward outgroups, for example. This begs the question of when and why social identities become salient. Sherif's Robber's Cave experiment provided an initial answer by demonstrating the speed and intensity with which identities can form around competition for resources (Sherif, 1954), while Tajfel and Turner's (1979) self-categorization theory showed the ease with which groups are formed and in-group members favored, even when they are not known and when there is no expectation of future interactions. Tajfel and Turner also provided an explanation for why group identifications develop: they bolster members' distinctiveness—group identification is positive—and self-esteem.1

Social identities and associated ideas such as linked fate now inform a range of theories of attitudes and behaviors, from altruism (Monroe, 1996), to prejudice (Reynolds et al., 2016), polarization (Hetherington and Weiler, 2018; Mason, 2018), and support for nationalist politicians and politics such as Brexit (Chan et al., 2020). More recently, the prevalence and threat of infectious diseases from outside the group, such as COVID-19, have been associated with preferences for authoritarian governance (Zmigrod et al., 2021), favoring restrictions on the civil liberties of minorities (Hinckley, forthcoming), and strengthened national identity (Sibley et al., 2020). Given that “emerging infectious diseases have been increasing in frequency over the past five decades” (Daszak et al., 2021, p. 204)—with avian flu, swine flu, Ebola, and COVID-19 examples from just the last 15 years—and considering other leading challenges to democracy affected by social identities, such as the threat from authoritarianism, understanding salience and change in social identities is more important now than ever.

How are the social identities that are influences on political attitudes and preferences affected by threats like COVID-19? Do individuals seek safety in objects of identity such as the nation, rallying around the flag and tightening the boundaries of membership of national in-groups? Or are social identities more closely linked to specific aspects of the context such as its impact on subgroups of social class or race/ethnicity? Despite the longevity of social identity theory, there are three aspects of identities about which we know comparatively little with respect to these questions: the relative importance of different social identities to individuals, e.g., national identity vs. class identity, the extent to which identities change together over time, and comparative influences of variables such as age, social class and race/ethnicity on different identities.

This paper uses online panel survey data, gathered in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic in England, to address these questions. Drawing on the themes of this issue, we ask how place-based identities, such as national identity, changed during the pandemic. But we also put these changes into context by comparing them to changes in other social identities such as those based on class and race/ethnicity. In so doing, we show that while identities such as Britishness and Englishness strengthened over the course of the pandemic, so too did other identities including class, race/ethnicity, and gender. This provides new evidence about the dynamics of different social identities, suggesting the possibility of a general “groupiness,” as opposed to alternatives, such as negative relationships in which when a social identity such as Britishness comes into the foreground others such as Englishness recede into the background. We discuss the implications for our understanding of national and other social identities in the context of the social, political and economic challenges in democratic states presented by contemporary threats such as COVID-19. We suggest that it implies a more nuanced meaning to increases in the strength of national identity if they are accompanied by increases in other cross-cutting identities such as class and race/ethnicity. However, most research designs heretofore have not allowed examination of these questions.



Previous research


The salience of national and other place-based identities

While individuals may have objective attributes that make them members of groups, e.g., female, young, ethnic minority, such attributes alone are not enough for identification with these groups. For gender, age or ethnicity to be an important social identity the individual needs to be conscious of the group and to identify other members of the group as sharing interests based on membership. Thus, according to Tajfel (1981, p. 255), a social identity involves an individual's “knowledge of his membership in a social group (or groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to the membership.”

This means that while processes such as childhood socialization are important to the development of identities, so too is context in shifting the significance of social or group-based identities over individual identity, as well as in shifts in the importance of different social identities for the same individual (Turner, 1987). For example, movements such as #MeToo and Black Lives Matter may prime greater consciousness of gender and ethnic identity, the Brexit debate in the United Kingdom (UK) is likely to have strengthened national identities such as Britishness and Englishness for Leave supporters and European identity for Remain supporters, and increases in immigration may increase the strength and salience of national identity.

Indeed, national identity is often paramount in efforts to understand responses to contextual changes of increased threat. For example, Kam and Ramos (2008) show that national identity among Americans was particularly salient in the context of the aftermath of 9/11—then fading over time relative to partisan identity as partisan disagreement returned. National identity also tends to be associated with increased prejudice toward immigrants and other minorities, who are perceived as threats (Blank and Schmidt, 2003; De Figueiredo and Elkins, 2003; Weiss, 2003; Pehrson et al., 2009; Green et al., 2011). In the British context, Henderson and Wyn-Jones show both how English identity has changed over time—English identity has grown in importance in the context of Scottish and Welsh devolution and the perceived threats to national identity posed by the European Union—and how British identity, which is more inclusive than identity as English and indicative of more support for the European Union, has declined somewhat relative to English identity.

Although national identity tends to dominate, other place-based identities, such as with the local area or region, have also been considered. Previous research in several different countries tells us that trust in local government is not simply a reflection of trust in national government, for example (e.g., Rahn and Rudolph, 2002; McKay, 2019). Indeed, trust in local government tends to be higher than trust in national government (Denters, 2002) due to distinct local identities as well as a closer relationship between local government and its constituents.2

Rarely, however, do these studies examine the salience of place-based identities relative to other social identities, as opposed to relative to each other, e.g., national vs. local identity. In other words, the tendency of previous research is to analyze the salience of national and other place-based identities in a vacuum, without putting them into context next to other social identities. We know little about the strength of place-based identities such as national identity compared to other social identities such as race and class, and thus about the full meaning of changes in the importance of national identity to individuals. This leads us to our first research question:

RQ1: Are place-based identities such as national identity more important to individuals than other social identities such as those based on race/ethnicity or social class?



Changes in place-based and other social identities

There are two distinct aspects to questions of changes in social identities: first, the stability of specific social identities such as national identity, and second, how changes in social identities such as with the nation are related to changes in other social identities, such as with the local area, or with social identities beyond those based on place, such as race/ethnicity and class. With respect to the first question, the original theories of social identity and social categorization emphasized fluidity in the importance of different social identities, as the salience of groups to which individuals belong fluctuates with changing contexts. In this vein, authors such as Hogg et al. (1995, p. 261) describe social identity as, “highly dynamic: it is responsive, in both type and content, to intergroup dimensions of immediate social comparative contexts.” On the other hand, Huddy claims “considerable stability evinced by diverse political identities” that is at odds with notions of social identities as highly changeable (Huddy, 2001, p. 131).

With respect to the second question of the relationships between changes in different social identities, previous research tells us that individuals possess multiple social identities and that these may come to the foreground or fade to the background depending on situational primes. Some of that research suggests trade-offs, or a negative relationship between different social identities. Huddy's discussion of change in the salience of social identities refers to authors who “record an increase in the intensity of ethnic identity and a decline in occupational and class identities closer to elections, especially competitive elections” (Huddy, 2013, p. 758, our italics), for example. Similarly, the identities of Britishness and Englishness are often presented as alternatives—as Britishness goes down Englishness goes up (though see Henderson and Wyn Jones, 2022, p. 56).

These findings may be partly a function of how social identities are measured. If, as in Eifert et al.'s (2010) analysis using the Afrobarometer, described by Huddy, respondents are asked “the group you feel you belong to first and foremost,” the naming of one group inevitably displaces another. Similarly, if the salience of group identities is based on rankings of importance, increases in the rankings of some groups will be accompanied by decreases in the rankings of others. In neither example can we tell whether the absolute strength of different identities has increased or decreased, however.

But the idea that as the strength of one identity comes to the foreground others inevitably fade to the background appears not be merely a function of measurement. For example, Inglehart (1977) predicted a negative relationship in strength of identity between identifying strongly with a local area or region and identifying as European because he saw local identity as impinging on the possibility of European identity (see Medrano and Gutiérrez, 2001, p. 756–757 for a discussion of this claim by Inglehart and others). Similarly, Brewer and Brown argue that, “As contexts change, the importance of superordinate category membership may diminish while subgroup identities remain available as a primary basis for group loyalties and attachment” (Brewer and Brown, 1998, p. 582), implying a likely negative relationship between the salience of superordinate and subgroup identities.

An alternative perspective on the relationships between different social identities is the notion of dual (Moreno, 2006) or nested identities (Medrano and Gutiérrez, 2001). Residency in a local area or region, for example, may be “nested” in residency in England, which is part of Great Britain, which is in turn nested in Europe. Not only could an individual strongly identify with all four places, but the implication for change is that an increase in identity as, for example, British could be accompanied by an increase in the strength of a nested identity such as English if both became more salient and neither impinges on the other. Thus, as one identity comes to the foreground it may not be the case that others fade to the background.

While suggesting the possibility of positive relationships, the idea of nested identities pertains to place-based social identities. Tensions remain surrounding expectations for changes in broader social identities that are neither nested nor incompatible, but multiple and potentially overlapping with each other, e.g., national and class identity or local and race/ethnic identity. There is a need to examine this question with measures that allow us to assess both absolute and relative changes in the salience of different social identities if we are to understand social identities and the opportunities and challenges they present in democratic states.

RQ2: What are the relationships between increases and decreases in the salience of different social identities?



Influences on different social identities

Previous research is clear that individual-level attributes such as race, age, and education, in contexts of situational changes from terrorist attacks to pandemics and increased immigration, affect identities and changes in identities. They influence group membership, how it is defined, and how group interests are perceived. There is also evidence that direct experience, with crime (Bateson, 2012), unemployment (Rosenstone, 1982) and climate change (Akerlof et al., 2013), for example, influences political identities and behavior. But are direct experiences such as competing with immigrants for jobs or living in an area with rapid changes in population (Goodwin and Milazzo, 2017; Chan et al., 2021), the principal contributors to the salience of particular social identities or are individual attributes such as age or gender more influential, implying that indirect experiences that combine with group membership and interests may be more critical? For example, is gender particularly influential on changes in the strength of gender identity?

Previous research has not provided clear answers to these questions because interest is often on the impact of context on a single identity—or type of identity in the case of place-based nested identities—and its consequences, more than on the individual-level influences. Without both gauging the relative influence of individual-level attributes and direct experiences on the salience of identity, and doing so for multiple social identities, we lack understanding of the implications of contexts such as newly emergent threats for democratic states.

RQ3: What are the relative contributions of individual-level attributes such as race/ethnicity, age, gender and education as opposed to direct experiences, e.g., economic hardship, to the importance of identities?



Social identities in the context of COVID-19

Previous research has also examined social identities during COVID-19; indeed, social identities are argued to have played a large role in attitudinal and behavioral responses. Our interest is in COVID's impact on social identities themselves, however. Previous research suggests that the context of the threat of COVID-19 would be identity-affirming. Threats from outside a group such as COVID-19 typically increase the strength and salience of group identity, partly because prosocial behavior reduces threat perceptions (Ho et al., 2020).3 But which group identities does it strengthen? Different arguments and evidence are somewhat in tension.

On the one hand, some authors suggest a strengthening of more inclusive, shared, superordinate identities, e.g., to the nation, in the face of the threat. For example, Vignoles et al. argue that, “shared identities may function as a social cure, helping people cope with the uncertainty and strains of a pandemic” and that political leaders in particular, “establish[ing] the collective social subject … and the desired collective responses” (819). Haslam (2021, p. 36) also argues that, “leaders need to represent us, and in a crisis ‘us' becomes more inclusive.” With specific reference to the UK, Butler noted early in the pandemic that:

There has … been a remarkable flowering of more formal forms of solidarity. In the U.K. alone, some one million people volunteered to help the NHS and over four thousand mutual aid groups have been formed, involving over three million people. There have been so many offers of solidarity that there has sometimes not been enough for people to do (Butler, 2020).

Indeed, using survey panel data, Sibley et al. (2020) show a strengthening of national identity over time in New Zealand. However, Chan et al. (2021) do not find a similar increase in China or the United States, where national identity decreased somewhat. They suggest that national identity may decrease when a country's response to COVID is perceived to be ineffective. Going beyond national identity, Stevenson et al. find a strengthening of identity with the local community in the 6 months from November 2019 in the UK, perhaps because of a focus on the local level due to regional variations in lockdowns, and thus an increased local stake in the effectiveness of responses (Stevenson et al., 2021; see also Lalot et al., 2020). Indeed, Donnelly (2021) contends that COVID provided contexts of group-based “linked fate” that included regional linked fate.

On the other hand, there are arguments that COVID-19 primed subgroup rather than superordinate identities as a result of uncertainty, isolation, divisive rhetoric and media coverage of effects that were identifiably different for some groups than others in Britain and elsewhere (Hanson et al., 2022; Ittefaq et al., 2022).4 In line with these arguments, Jetten (2021) discusses various group inequalities of COVID, including by social class and race—poorer and minority individuals were more likely to be key workers and to live in densely populated housing in which it was harder to stop the spread of the disease—Huo (2021) refers to the “activation of longstanding foreigner stereotypes” (see also, Tong et al., 2022; Desmarais et al., 2023) and Kahn and Money (2022) to race-based social identity threat. In terms of media coverage, Lalot et al. (2020, p. 9) point to blame attributed to young people, minorities, and a focus on the North-South divide in England and also to increased public perceptions of divisions between young and old, wealthy and poor, and the UK and Europe between May and October 2020.

There may also be a time dimension to these different perspectives on social identities during the COVID-19 pandemic. National and other place-based identities appear to have been salient at the beginning of the pandemic, which is typical of crises in which group identities strengthen, but evidence of discrimination and division as the pandemic unfolded could have primed subgroup identities. Indeed, Abrams et al. describe the waning of perceptions of a national linked fate in these terms: “as the pandemic progressed, and comparisons between subordinate groups or cross-cutting categories have become increasingly salient (e.g., growing awareness of national, regional, ethnic, and age differences in infection rates) … people have started questioning the superordinate identity, leadership, rules, and restrictions” (Abrams et al., 2021, p. 202). This suggests that an increase in importance of national identity early in the pandemic was followed by an increase in the salience of other identities such as age, race/ethnicity and region rather than additional strengthening of national identity.

What of direct experiences of COVID-19? What kinds of experiences of COVID-19 may be salient to social identities? Direct experiences of COVID-19, including economic hardship such as loss of income (Collins et al., 2021), suffering mental health challenges, getting the disease or losing a family member or friend to the disease, could be suggestive of perceptions of failures to address the pandemic adequately that Chan et al. argue contributed to decreases in national identity (Chan et al., 2021). But such direct experiences of COVID-19 could also prime other group identities associated with these outcomes, such as social class as a result of financial challenges5, gender because of additional domestic responsibilities borne by women6, or race/ethnic identity among minorities as a result of losing a family member or friend to the disease7, serving as a reminder of the disease's disproportionate impact on ethnic minorities.

While previous studies have examined the relationships between experiences with COVID such as personal exposure to the virus, reduced working hours or being furloughed (Dryhurst et al., 2020; Devine et al., 2021; Rump and Zwiener-Collins, 2021), to our knowledge the impact of other effects of the virus, such as home schooling or feelings of loneliness and isolation, have either been ignored in research on the politics of COVID or gauged indirectly, e.g., by whether or not an individual has children at home (Rump and Zwiener-Collins, 2021). Moreover, the relationships between direct experiences of COVID-19 and social identities have not been explored: for example, Collins et al. (2021) compare the impact of direct experiences of COVID relative to social identities on emotional responses to COVID rather than their influence on identities themselves.

In sum, the COVID-19 pandemic presents an ideal context in which to test our three research questions about changes and relationships between different social identities. As a result of its uneven impact, as well as the rhetoric of leaders, other elites and the media, COVID-19 simultaneously primed a number of identities, including nation, community, age, race/ethnicity and social class (Keys et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2022). As well as general questions about social identities, it allows us to address some of the tensions in previous research on whether, how and why multiple social identities varied over time during the pandemic.




Data

To answer the three research questions, we analyze data from a five-wave online panel survey of individuals residing in England.8 The first four waves of the survey were roughly 3 months apart, starting in July 2020—the UK recorded its first official death from COVID-19 on March 5, 2020. Wave 1 surveyed a sample of 5,000 respondents in July 2020, when England was just emerging from its first national lockdown (total deaths officially due to COVID at the beginning of fieldwork: 40,952). Wave 2 of the panel re-interviewed 3,662 respondents in October/November 2020, a period of varying regional restrictions, with deaths having slowed since July but cases increasing (total deaths due to COVID at beginning of fieldwork: 45,729). Wave 3 took place at the end of the second peak of COVID infections and deaths in March 2021, and re-interviewed 2,500 respondents toward the conclusion of a second national lockdown that began in January 2021 (total deaths due to COVID at beginning of fieldwork: 123,468). Wave 4 was fielded in May 2021 and re-interviewed 1,803 panel respondents (total deaths due to COVID at beginning of fieldwork: 153,782), by which point daily deaths had slowed to near zero, the most severe lockdown restrictions had been removed (the last would be removed in July 2021, although some were reinstated at the end of 2021 with the spread of the Omicron variant), and the vaccination programme was in full swing. Finally, Wave 5 of the survey was administered a year later, in June 2022, at which point there were no restrictions and there had been no resurgence of cases comparable to April 2020 or January 2021. Eight hundred six respondents were interviewed for a fifth time (total deaths due to COVID at beginning of fieldwork: 199,936).

Supplementary Table A1 shows the profile of respondents in each wave of the survey on key demographics. It indicates that attrition meant the sample became increasingly skewed toward older respondents, but Supplementary Table A1 also shows that beyond age the sample remained representative of the population on key demographics such as gender, region and party identification. We also examined whether attrition was associated with strength of identity and include some discussion below Supplementary Table A1: the analysis does not suggest that attrition between waves was systematically skewed toward respondents with weaker (or stronger) social identities.

The key dependent variables in the estimates that follow pertain to social identities. According to Huddy (2013, p. 746), four measures of social identity have dominated the field: “the subjective importance of an identity, a subjective sense of belonging, feeling one's status is interdependent with that of other group members, and positive feelings for members of the in-group.” While there is some disagreement about whether all of these are indicators of social identity (Postmes et al., 2013), there is consensus that the subjective importance or centrality of a social identity is fundamental. In addition, Postmes et al. argue that it can be captured with a single survey question, while Sinnott demonstrates that questions asking for a “rating [of a group] in terms of identification,” such as “How important is it to you that you are European?” have the greatest construct validity relative to alternatives such as ranking or proximity to the group (Sinnott, 2006). Our surveys asked the question, “How important is the following to your sense of who you are?”9 on a 4-point scale from “Not important at all” to “Very important” (respondents could also choose “don't know”).

Our surveys referred to eight identities (in random order): Britishness, Englishness, Europeanness, the area where you live, your racial or ethnic background, your gender, your age/generation, and your class. This question gets most directly at the importance of the group. Alternative question formats like the Moreno measure of national identity force respondents to choose between options such as “identify as English (or European) more than British” and “identify as English (or European) and British equally,” which does not allow us to examine the dynamics of separate identities. For example, for a respondent saying “identify as English and British equally” in consecutive surveys, both identities could have stayed the same, both could have increased, or both could have decreased: the same answer encompasses all three possibilities. By contrast, the question we used gets at the gradations of the salience of an identity that are critical to being able to gauge absolute as well as relative social identity change (see also Medrano and Gutiérrez, 2001; Huddy and Del Ponte, 2019 use a 10-point scale), not just whether or not an individual identifies with a group.

We asked about the eight identities in each of the five survey waves. The answers allow us to examine RQ1 and RQ2. We assume that respondents attach the same meaning to these identities, which they may not, but it is not obvious that any such heterogeneity of meaning will bias our results in a particular direction.10 With regard to RQ3, in line with previous research we examine the influence of the demographics of age, gender, race, class and education (Bechhofer and McCrone, 2014; Bond, 2017; Huddy and Del Ponte, 2019; Henderson and Wyn Jones, 2022). We also control for party identification (partisanship) (Van Bavel et al., 2022) and for political knowledge (political sophistication) as a distinct measure from education: if the importance of identities such as with the nation are in part contingent on perceptions of government performance (Chan et al., 2021), knowledge of what government is doing could be an influence. We measure political knowledge with a combination of questions about Brexit and COVID-19 asked in the first four waves of the panel (see Supplementary Appendix for details). All variables, including age,11 are recoded from 0 to 1 to ease comparison of the strength of relationships.

To gauge the relative influence of direct experiences on social identities, we examine the effects of four different types of experience of COVID-19: financial difficulties such as more difficulty paying the rent or mortgage (maximum = 9); additional domestic responsibilities such as childcare and housekeeping (maximum = 3); mental health issues, including feeling isolated (maximum = 2); and experiences of the virus itself such as a friend or member of the family having the virus or dying from it (maximum = 3). These variables were also recoded from 0 to 1 and were asked in the first four waves of the panel.



Analysis

RQ1: Are place-based identities such as national identity more important to individuals than other social identities such as those based on race/ethnicity or social class?

We begin by comparing the self-reported importance of the eight identities across the five survey waves, spanning almost 2 years, without any control variables. We order the answers from most to least average importance in each wave in Figure 1.12 The scale of importance runs from 0, or not at all important, through not very important (0.33) and important (0.67), to 1, or very important. Thus, importance above 0.5 indicates that the identity is closer to important on average than to not very important, while averages closer to 0.67 indicate more widespread perceptions that an identity is important or very important to respondents.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Importance of social identities over time (0 = not at all important, 1 = very important). Wave 1 n = 5,000, Wave 2 n = 3,662, Wave 3 n = 2,500, Wave 4 n = 1,803, Wave 5 n = 806. Source: ORB online panel survey.


Figure 1 shows a hierarchy of identities in which European identity clearly comes last, and ethnic and particularly class identity are somewhat more important but rated below the other five. The place-based identities of Britishness, Englishness, and the local area therefore rate highly, but their importance to respondents is superseded in every wave by gender and age. These differences should not be exaggerated, although they are not negligible either—about one-third of a standard deviation—and the mean importance of gender identity is statistically significantly larger than place-based identities in every wave (at p < 0.05). The pattern is the same for age identity in all but the final wave when the differences with place-based identities are no longer all statistically significant (gender and age differ from each other in average importance only in the first and last waves).

Thus, when we ask about a number of different identities, while national and other place-based identities are important they do not outweigh other identities such as gender and age. This is not an artifact of panel bias from attrition: in Supplementary Figure A1 we show the same patterns if we focus only on the roughly 800 respondents who took all five waves of the survey.

It is also striking how stable the ordering of the importance of identities is in Figure 1. Gender and age are always first and second, and ethnicity, class and Europeanness are always sixth, seventh, and last in importance. The only change in order is among British, English and local area identity, as the increase in the importance of local area identity between the July (Wave 1) and October/November 2020 (Wave 2) surveys, perhaps as a consequence of the regional lockdowns that were a feature of the UK's early response to COVID, ended while the strength of British and English identities continued to increase in subsequent waves. This leads us to the second research question.

RQ2: What are the relationships between increases and decreases in the salience of different social identities?

Figure 1 indicates that, with the exception of Europeanness, all identities increased in importance over the 2 years of the panel, some quite substantially. Figure 2i makes this clearer by showing the mean scores for the eight different identities over the five waves of the survey. With the exception of European identity, there were significant increases (at p < 0.05) in the importance of all identities between the first and second waves of the survey. These increases in importance then either continued over subsequent waves—gender, age, Britishness, Englishness—or stabilized at this higher level—local area and class.


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Change in importance of identities, July 2020–June 2022. Wave 1 n = 5,000, Wave 2 n = 3,662, Wave 3 n = 2,500, Wave 4 n = 1,803, Wave 5 n = 806. (i) All respondents in each wave. (ii) Respondents who completed all five waves. n = 806. Source: ORB online panel survey.


As a further robustness check for the effects of panel attrition, Figure 2ii presents the mean scores in identities among the subset of the sample who completed all five waves of the survey. The patterns look very similar for these respondents, indicating genuine increases in the importance of most identities rather than an increasingly skewed sample over time. It is apparent from Figure 2ii, however, that respondents who stayed in the panel tended to have stronger British and English identities to begin with than respondents who dropped out, and weaker European identities. Nevertheless, focusing only on these respondents also shows that there were significant increases (at p < 0.05) in the importance of all identities between the first and second waves of the survey (including European identity). The main difference for respondents who stayed in the panel is that those increases in importance stabilized for Britishness and Englishness after the second wave (remaining statistically significantly higher at Wave 5 than at Wave 1).

The patterns of increases in identities in Figure 2 do not appear to support negative relationships between identities, in which an increase in one identity such as Britishness is accompanied by a decrease in other identities such as Englishness, local area identity, or race/ethnicity.

Nor do they support the idea of change over time in which British or English identity surged at the beginning of the pandemic and subgroup identities came to the fore later. But it is still possible that we see something different at the individual-level, such as a positive change in British identity accompanied by a negative change in local area identity. This is not the case, however.

Figure 3 presents the correlations in changes in the importance of identities between waves—with deeper color showing stronger correlations. It shows that while the strength of the relationships varies from moderate, e.g., changes in the importance of British and English identity, to weak, e.g., changes in the importance of Europeanness and most of the other seven identities, none of the 112 correlations between changes in identities from wave to wave of the surveys is negative (we show these correlations for respondents who took all five waves in Supplementary Figure A1, all of which are also positive). Positive changes in the importance of one identity are always accompanied by positive changes in other identities in our surveys (and negative changes with negative changes).


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Correlations between changes in identities, July 2020–June 2022.


Thus, even though it ranked as the least important identity among the eight, an increase in the importance of any of the other seven identities was also associated with an increase in the importance of European identity to respondents. There seems to be a general tendency for group identities to move together—even if, as Figures 1, 2 demonstrate, some move more than others.13

It is possible that the context of COVID-19 was unique in the way it primed multiple identities, with leaders such as UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson invoking national identity, while other leaders such as Nicola Sturgeon in Scotland may have reminded English respondents of their Englishness, and at the same time news of the impact of COVID referred to differences by age, race and class. But even if the COVID context was unique in these respects—and we are skeptical that it was—our analysis raises the possibility of broad increases in seemingly disparate identities, not just place-based, nested, identities—or what Karen Stenner describes in a different context as “groupiness” (Stenner, 2005, p. 18).14 We shed more light on this question as we explore the causes of variation in the importance of identities over time in our third research question.

RQ3: What are the relative contributions of individual-level attributes such as race, age, gender and education, as opposed to direct experiences, e.g., economic hardship, to the importance of identities?

To answer RQ3, we use four of the five waves of panel data—further direct experiences with COVID-19 were not gauged in the June 2022 survey—to examine variation in the importance of individual-level social identities. We look at explanations for the importance of the eight identities as a function of variation in individual-level characteristics such as social class and gender, and respondent's experiences of COVID-19, such as financial hardship and additional domestic responsibilities. In these models the data are stacked, such that a respondent interviewed in four waves is treated as four observations, clustered by waves.15

Because most of the observed individual-level variables are either invariant or limited in variance, we began by estimating models with interactions between each of these variables and the survey wave to capture any changes in their effects over time. These indicated an overall impact of the survey wave, i.e., the increases in the importance of identities we see in Figures 1, 2, but not that the slope of relationships between the explanatory variables and the importance of identities changed over time. The estimates we present in Table 1 are therefore random effects multilevel models grouped by individuals within wave.


TABLE 1 Influences on variation in importance of eight identities.

[image: Table 1]

Table 1 presents the estimates for variation in place-based identities in the first four columns of results and those for gender, age, ethnicity and social class in the next four columns. We examine their relationships with the individual-level characteristics of age, sex (a dummy variable for women), education, social class (a dummy variable for respondents who reported belonging to the working class), party identification (dummy variables for identifiers with the Labor, Conservative, or third parties, with identification with no party or don't know the excluded category) and political knowledge, and the four types of COVID experience. Figure 4 presents the estimates in coefficient plots.
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FIGURE 4
 Comparing influences on the importance of the eight identities.


Table 1 and Figure 4 show that we generally see more robust associations of identity with individual-level characteristics such as age, class and party identification than with direct experiences of COVID-19. Indeed, age, race, education, class, party identification and political knowledge are consistently associated with positive variation in the importance of identities. Older respondents are more likely to say that most of these identities are important to them, with the exception of Europeanness where they are more likely to say it is less important, and social class, for which age makes no difference. Perceiving oneself as working class and identifying with any party is also largely associated with greater importance of most identities, the exceptions again being national and European identities where we see a positive association of Labor identification and Europeanness and a negative association of Labor identification with Englishness, and the opposite for Conservative identification. Education and greater political knowledge, on the other hand, are consistently associated with lower importance attached to these group identities, with the exception of Europeanness for which they are associated with higher importance. The positive association of education and political knowledge with Europeanness, and their negative association with Britishness and Englishness, is consistent with the idea of an emerging division between well-educated cosmopolitans and less well educated particularists (Beramendi et al., 2015; Bornschier et al., 2021).

It is striking that Conservative party identification is associated with greater importance of most identities than Labor or third party identification. This may reflect a tendency for in-group norms to be particularly important for right-wing individuals, as shown in research on authoritarianism (Altemeyer, 1996; Jost et al., 2017). It also seems to reflect variation in the meanings attached to different identities. When we analyze gender identity separately among women and men, we find no differences for women in the influence of Labor and Conservative identification but large differences among men. For men, Labor identification has no association with the importance of gender identity, but Conservative identification is associated with enhanced importance, i.e., Conservative-identifying males are far more likely to say that being a man is important to their sense of who they are. We see similar kinds of patterns for class and ethnicity. Labor identification is more predictive of the importance of class identity among the working class and ethnic minority respondents, but Conservative identification is far more predictive than Labor identification of the importance of class identity among middle, upper class and white respondents. In other words, the influence of Conservative identity on non-place based identities in Table 1 appears due to the relative importance to Conservative partisans of male and majority group identities compared to other party identifiers.

Table 1 and Figure 4 also indicate that there was little additional influence of experiences of COVID-19 on the salience of identities. Direct experiences of increased financial strain, mental health problems and illness or deaths of family and friends show little evidence of causing individuals to rally round, or reject, group identities of nationalism, or identities with subgroups more or less affected by COVID such as those associated with ethnicity or social class. Figure 4 shows that most of the 95 percent confidence intervals of these estimates overlap zero and that even where they are statistically significant the size of the relationship is modest compared to individual-level characteristics such as age, partisanship, and education.

The exception is an increased domestic burden, which is the only variable in the entire analysis associated with an increase in the importance of all eight identities. It is worth repeating what an “increased domestic burden” from COVID-19 represents in the surveys: more responsibility for housework, childcare and home-schooling. It is not obvious why such increases would be associated with heightened importance of all eight identities. Variables with positive relationships with European identity, for example, generally have negative relationships with British and English identity, but an increased domestic burden as a result of COVID-19 is associated with greater importance of European, British, English, and local area identities. This suggests that direct experiences can also have general effects on “groupiness,” albeit they are relatively small.

Indeed, the stronger message of the analysis in Table 1 and Figure 4 is that experiences of societal challenges such as COVID-19 are less consequential for social identities than are individual-level characteristics such as age, partisanship, and education. Experiences of COVID-19 and how they were perceived were themselves, of course, likely to be affected by individual-level characteristics such as age (Risse et al., 1999). Regardless, our analysis indicates only small direct effects of such experiences once we control for individual-level characteristics. Where there is a consistent relationship for direct experiences—of an increased domestic burden—it is indicative of a broad, generally unidirectional, impact on multiple group identities rather than an alternative dynamic such as some identities coming to the foreground and others receding to the background.



Conclusion

This paper has examined social identities in the context of the challenges and contextual changes presented by the COVID-19 pandemic. We have answered three research questions using an original research design in which we asked respondents about the importance of multiple identities “to your sense of who you are” in five survey waves spread over 2 years. These identities were both place-based, e.g., European, British, and based on group characteristics such as gender and social class.

Our first question was about the relative importance of national and place-based identities vs. subgroup identities. Place-based identities such as national identity are often the focus of research on the relationships between identities and political attitudes and behavior, including during COVID-19 (Blank and Schmidt, 2003; Pehrson et al., 2009; Green et al., 2011; Chan et al., 2021; Henderson and Wyn Jones, 2022; Van Bavel et al., 2022). In addition, most research on social identity gauges one or two identities, precluding assessment of their relative importance in comparison to other group identities. We showed that British, English and local area identities were all considered important by respondents in the surveys but never as important as gender and age.

We then asked about change over time. There is some tension in previous research between notions of negative relationships between the importance of different identities, i.e., as the importance of some increase, the importance of others decrease, and notions of “nested” identities—particularly place-based—that may increase or decrease in importance together. We showed what we have described as “groupiness,” borrowing from Stenner (2005), in which contextual increases in the importance of one group identity are accompanied by increases in the importance of several others—Europeanness being the exception in the survey. In Tajfel's terms, the value and emotional significance attached to group membership appears more general than previously thought. This is not just confined to place-based identities but also to the other identities of age, gender, race/ethnicity, and social class that we gauged.

Our third question asked about the influences on social identities and the extent to which they are rooted in contextual factors—in this case direct experiences of COVID-19—rather than individual characteristics such as age and education. We found stronger and more consistent relationships between individual characteristics and the importance of identities, including of age, education, partisanship and political knowledge, than of direct experiences of COVID-19.

What are the implications of this analysis for the questions of identity in relation to the social, political and economic challenges in democratic states that are the subject of this special issue—including emerging infectious diseases, such as COVID-19, that are likely to become more common? First, it confirms arguments that social identities are changeable rather than stable under conditions of threat and uncertainty like COVID. The importance of the identities we examined increased by about a quarter to a third of a standard deviation, with the exception of Europeanness. This often represented change, e.g., age, race/ethnicity, from about the mid-point of the scale to more firmly saying the identity was “important.” These increases in importance appear to be less because group memberships change—most of the definitions of the groups we examine are fairly fixed—than because the meanings of those group memberships, which underpin the importance of social identities, change. Second, these changes among several social identities indicate that particular concerns about increases in national identity, such as increased Englishness, because they are seen to imply narrower or more exclusionary attitudes, need to be placed in a broader context. While we may discern meaning from such increases, national identity has been associated with pro-social behaviors during COVID-19. In addition, what does it mean if strengthened national identity is accompanied by increases in identity with several other groups? It could reflect a tightening of the bounds of in-group membership, signifying increased hostility toward out-group members that would be reflected in greater intolerance or prejudice. On the other hand, it could reflect a process that is more positive and less exclusive, in which increases in identities that cross-cut national identity, e.g., age, class or race/ethnicity, dilute the impact of increases in potentially exclusionary place-based identities such as Englishness. To shed further light on this aspect of social identities would require an examination of their impact on attitudes and preferences that is beyond this paper.16

While we assume that it was the pandemic that led to the increases in the importance of social identities we observed—it is hard to imagine an alternative cause—the dynamics we have shown need to be examined in different contexts to further our understanding of how such exogenous shocks affect different social identities and with what consequences. This leads us to reflect on some of the weaknesses of this paper. Although we have outlined the strengths of the research design in terms of the multiple group identities we gauged over a 2-year time span, the surveys took place in the single context of the COVID-19 pandemic. First, as mentioned above, it is possible that the pandemic was unique in priming a number of different identities such as national, regional, social class and age-based identities. In other contexts likely to produce changes in the strength of national identity, such as after a terrorist attack, the impact of the contextual change may not vary systematically by social class or age cohort. On the other hand, economic crises do tend to have different subgroup impacts, perhaps producing similar patterns of changing identities to those we found here. Second, we have examined a context in which there were increases in the strength of group identities. This implies that there could be circumstances in which there will be a general decrease in the strength of group identities, or circumstances in which the nested place-based identities we gauged become incompatible and negatively related (Medrano and Gutiérrez, 2001). We need to identify those circumstances and their consequences for attitudes and preferences. Third, our measure of social identity gets at importance but not at other aspects of social identity such as definitions of the group, perceptions of its homogeneity, and the sense of belonging. We do not know whether those other dimensions change also, or whether the changes in identities we show are confined to salience. Finally, the panel survey research design we used has the advantage of tracking the importance of identities over time but the disadvantage of respondent attrition. Different research designs, such as rolling cross-sections, although having their own weaknesses, are needed to see whether they replicate the dynamics we have found.

Even acknowledging the limitations of panel data, however, our analysis runs counter to arguments that national or place-based identities are most important to individuals. It also suggests that threats such as COVID-19 may enhance a general attachment to groups rather than leading to increased attachment to particular in-groups or to in-groups that are more exclusive. This indicates a need to reconsider how and why social identities change and with what consequences if we are to understand the social, political and economic challenges faced by contemporary democratic states.
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Footnotes

1 Other motivations have since been added to the theory, including inclusiveness and the need for certainty (Hogg, 2007; Leonardelli et al., 2010).

2 The opposite tends to be true for authoritarian regimes because centralization of power gives local government little power or authority and it is often associated with corruption (Tang and Huhe, 2016).

3 In other words, features of the pandemic such as isolation and social distancing, although physically increasing the distance from other group members, are psychologically affirming because everybody else (or large majorities) are engaging in the same behaviors in order to reduce the threat.

4 Reuters reported a higher than normal 75% of the British public using television and online media as sources of information in the first months of the pandemic https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/uk-covid-19-news-indicators-page-beta.

5 e.g., Beynon and Vassilev (2021).

6 e.g., Savage (2021).

7 e.g., White and Nafilyan (2020).

8 Approximately 85% of the United Kingdom's population lives in England.

9 This is similar question wording to the UK's Understanding Society and America's General Social Survey identity questions such as, “How important is being British/American to you?” but the wording is less awkward when asking about other identities such as local area or age. Doosje et al. (1998) include a similar statement referring to “an important part of how I see myself at this moment” on a 9-point scale of importance.

10 There are, of course, some differences in these groups in terms of membership that is fixed, such as age group, and membership of groups involving more choice, e.g., living in a particular area or region. However, authors such as Nagel (1995) show that even reported membership of seemingly fixed social groups changes with context and salience.

11 For age, 0 = 18 and 1 = 88.

12 We exclude “don't know” answers, which are never more than 6%. It makes no difference to any of our substantive conclusions if we include them as midpoints on the scales.

13 As an additional robustness check, we conducted four latent class analyses of changes in identities between waves, in order to examine further the possibility of different kinds of shifts among different groups of respondents. These analyses indicated three groups of more than 5% of respondents, with varying extents of change in all identities between waves: from negative changes in all identities (about 10%of respondents), to positive or zero changes between waves of a similar pattern to Figure 2 (about 80% of respondents), to larger positive changes in all identities (about 10% of respondents). In sum, there was not a group evincing increases in the importance of some identities and decreases in the importance of others. We also examined the possibility that the increases in the importance of identities we observe over time are an artifact of being asked about these identities several times rather than representing real change. We compared panel respondents at Waves 1 and 4 with a sample of fresh respondents recruited at Wave 4 (for different purposes to the topic of this paper). In Supplementary Table A5 we present and discuss this analysis, which indicates the increases in the importance of identities we observe were not just a consequence of being surveyed several times.

14 Before Stenner, Brubaker and Cooper had referred to “groupness” (Brubaker and Cooper, 2000).

15 We show between-subjects, lagged dependent variable estimates in Supplementary Tables A2–A4. The results are similar in terms of the size and statistical significance of relationships.

16 There has been a great deal of research on the relationships between social identities and political attitudes and behaviors during the COVID pandemic (e.g., Cárdenas et al., 2021; Chan et al., 2021; Chu et al., 2021; Stevenson et al., 2021; Bowe et al., 2022; Van Bavel et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2022), but these too tend to be of a single identity, and if they gauge change at all it is generally over a shorter timespan than this paper.
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