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Abstract 

Three studies assessed the relationship between need for closure (NFC) and evaluations of 

political ideology conversions as a function of mortality salience (MS).  Following an 

experimental (vs. control) manipulation, 156 participants evaluated politicians who switched 

political ideologies.  Results indicate that MS induced people high in NFC to express greater 

support for politicians seeking consensus in the political centre, an effect consistent with research 

linking NFC to desires for group centrism and collective closure.  A second study (N = 170) 

clarified this issue further with participants evaluating political parties moving from their 

traditional left/right positions to the political centre.  Participants high in NFC exposed to MS 

expressed significantly higher levels of support for parties moving from the right to the centre.  

A third study (N = 276) explored how the activation of specific needs for consensus via MS 

increased support for a centrist political party described as uniform in thought and enjoying an 

internal (vs. split) mandate.  Results further indicate that mortality reminders amplify demands 

for consensus and clarity more than a demand for ideological clarity. 

 

Keywords: Need for Cognitive Closure; Terror Management Theory; Political Behaviour; Party 

Identification; Emotion; Voting 
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A Terrifying Journey to the Centre of Politics: Political Centrism as an Effect of 

Mortality Salience and a Need for Closure 

Political polarisation and extremism has attracted attention from both traditional media 

(Drezner, 2018; Noack, 2017) and scholars (e.g., Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Fiorina & 

Abraham, 2008; Hetherington, 2009; Layman, Carsey, & Horowitz, 2006) trying to understand 

who the polarisers are (Rosenfeld, 2017) and which are the origins of their radicalism (e.g., 

Fernbach, Rogers, Fox, & Sloman, 2013; Klandermans & Mayer, 2006). 

Classic research (Adorno et al., 1950) linked personality traits and cognitive styles to 

extreme political ideologies.  More recently, motivated rigidity has been associated with 

extremism (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Tetlock, 1983).  Likewise, it has been 

suggested that threats and fears can increase agreement with extreme ideologies (Iqbal et al., 

2016; Rokeach, 1960), intolerance (Wilson, 1973), and authoritarianism (Sales, 1973).  

However, less attention has been given to the psychological underpinnings of political 

moderation and the possibility that cognitive rigidity can encourage support for political centrism 

under certain circumstances. 

In these studies I explore the effect that reminders of mortality (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, 

& Solomon, 1986) have on individuals with an elevated need for cognitive closure (NFC; 

Kruglanski & Webster, 1996) and predict that existential threats should activate the group-

centrism and collective closure components of NFC thus making participants with a high NFC 

are more willing to support politicians, and political parties, that switched ideologies and came 

closer to the political centre. 

Context Theory 
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Context Model (Sidanius, 1978) suggests that there is a connection between cognitive 

functioning and socio-political ideology, such that cognitive differentiation can increase—rather 

than decrease—as a function of socio-political extremism, regardless of the direction of said 

extremism.  This model theorises that considering certain values, attitudes, and beliefs as 

extreme, deviate, and moderate is a function of the specific cultural-historical context in which 

one is embedded.  Although this conjecture might seem obvious, its implications are important 

for the understanding of the nature of the ideology-personality interface because “the relation 

between political attitude and political sophistication looks quite different depending on the 

psychological function being served” (Sidanius, 1988, p. 38). 

Terror Management Theory 

Humans share with every other living species an instinct for survival.  However, given a 

high intelligence, humans are distinctively aware of our own mortality; we know that we are 

destined to die and that our death is imminent.  This unique awareness of our impending end 

generates an overwhelming anxiety that needs to be dealt with.  The adoption of “cultural 

worldviews”—assigning relative degrees of value, order and permanence to one’s culture—

alleviates the anxiety produced by human mortality by providing a sense of belonging and self-

esteem (Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991).  Experimentally, mortality awareness can 

be activated using two open-ended questions asking participants to describe the emotions that the 

thought of their own death stimulates in them. 

Need for Closure and Centrism 

Need for Cognitive Closure (NFC) is the desire to attain a definitive answer to a given 

question and avoid ambiguity (Kruglanski, 1989).  A central characteristic of NFC is the desire 

for consensual validation that leads to cultural conformity (Fu et al., 2007).  It can predict group-
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centrism, collective closure, and shared reality (Kruglanski, Pierro, Mannetti, & De Grada, 

2006); that is, the allure of homogeneous and self-resembling groups, and valuing the in-group as 

a way to attain social validation and reach consensus.  Therefore, it would follow that an 

environment where agreement is not clear nor easy to achieve—like the political fringes—would 

motivate people with an elevated need for cognitive closure to increase their approval of 

politicians who ought to reach consensus by offering these high-NFC’s an alternative of 

cognitive certainty and homogeneity. 

Taken together, NFC (Kruglanski, 1980), Terror Management Theory (TMT; Greenberg 

et al., 1986), and Context Model (Sidanius, 1978) would suggest that it is possible to activate a 

general cognitive schema which would result in a preference for politicians offer a strong 

leadership in times of threat.  However, to date, those studies do not directly investigate the 

possibility that, in times of threat, individuals with an elevated need for cognitive closure might 

incur in a consensus-seeking strategy somewhat independent of its ideological content.  

Therefore,  I expect that abstract reminders of mortality activate support for a) centrist 

politicians, b) moderate political party, and c) party homogeneity. 

Hypotheses 

I hypothesise that, under MS, need for cognitive closure would elicit political centrism 

because centrism can be perceived as a “safe” ideological position, one that does not require its 

members to deviate from the societal central tendency while, at the same time, offering them a 

more measured ideological space in which to be protected from the cognitive demands than 

would arise from trying to justify an adherence to a more extremist ideological position.  In 

short, if an elevated need for cognitive closure involves a heightened need to reach consensus, to 

belong to, and to be “protected” by the majority, then, political centrism will be perceived by 
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people with a high NFC, and under MS, as a “safe” position regardless of its ideological content.  

This hypothesis goes in line with Sidanius’ early research findings (1976, 1978, 1988; Sidanius 

& Ekehammar, 1976, 1977) on Context Theory. 

The first study focuses on the assertion that preferences for the political centre, portrayed 

as a place where consensus can be reached, will increase for people with an elevated need for 

cognitive closure once they are reminded about their own mortality.  This study is not merely 

concerned with individual political identification with the political right or left—whose 

philosophies are assumed to have particular value and ideological attractiveness in their own 

right; instead, I anticipate that awareness of mortality will make the consensus component of the 

political centre (described as an ideological position where consensus and unanimity can be 

reached) become more attractive. 

Method 

Participants 

A total of 156 participants from the University of Essex, UK (98 women, 56 men, 2 not 

reported) aged 18 to 48 (M = 21.93, SD = 5.25) volunteered to complete the study in exchange 

for course credits or payment. All participants were English speakers. Participants were 

randomly assigned to either an experimental or control condition. 

Materials 

Political attitude preference 

A single item assessing the participant’s political attitude preference, and Bartle’s (2003), 

single item evaluating pre-existent political ideology. 

Need for cognitive closure 
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The 42 items of the NFCS (Kruglanski, Webster, & Klem, 1993) using a 6-point scale (a 

= .826; M = 4.32; SD = 0.560). 

Political knowledge 

It has been suggested that political sophisticates have a tendency to gravitate towards 

more extreme positions (Jost et al., 2007; Sidanius, 1988).  Therefore, in the context of this 

research, it was very important to explore if this assertion was holding true for those with a high 

political knowledge.  Consequently, I included political knowledge as a measure of control. 

Political knowledge (a = .737; M = 0.377; SD = 0.262) was measured as the sum of the 

correct answers a participant gave to the U.K. version of a political expertise scale used 

previously by Hunt, Ergun, & Federico (2008).  In this questionnaire, respondents are asked ten 

factual-knowledge items to define their possession of information about political institutions and 

actors.  The assessment asked participants to indicate, among other questions: “‘What job or 

political office does [Prime Minister] currently hold?’; ‘What job or political office does [US 

Vice-President] currently hold?’ and, ‘Which political party currently has the most members in 

the House of Commons?’”. 

Experimental Manipulation 

The respondents were presented with the traditional materials used in TMT, either the 

Mortality Salience (MS) condition, or Control Condition (CN). 

The Four Political Biographies 

All participants were then presented with the same four fictional biographies of 

individual politicians who switched political parties.  These biographies were adapted from 

current and past Members of Parliament (M.P.) in the United Kingdom who actually changed 

political alliances. In the biographies, the politicians moved (a) from the Right to the Centre, (b) 
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from the Left to the Centre, (c) from the Centre to the Right, and (d), from the Centre to the Left.  

The Centre of the political spectrum was described as a place where the emphasis was on the 

creation of ideological coalitions, a space where compromises had to be achieved.  Participants 

responded a series of questions about their approval and support for each politician (i.e., “I 

respect this politician”, “I would likely vote for this politician if I had the opportunity”) using a 

scale ranging from 1 (very untrue for me) to 7 (very true for me).  The questions were designed 

to tap into both the affective (4 questions) and behavioural (4 questions) intentions about each of 

the four politicians.  The eight items were recoded and then averaged such that higher mean 

scores indicated higher levels of political approval (a: a = .871, M = 3.48, SD = 1.10; b: a = 

.891, M = 4.13, SD = 1.12; c: a = .892, M = 3.66, SD = 1.17; d: a = .881, M = 4.20, SD = 1.13).  

Affectively, the questions intended to capture the emotional attachment that each politician 

elicited in the participants once they had adopted their new political ideology, and the distinct 

effects of emotions on political thinking indicative of deep emotional attachments and a sense of 

belonging; behaviourally, these four questions looked at possible political attitudes while, at the 

same time, explored how a politician can produce a set of political attitudes and behaviours in an 

individual (Bizer, Krosnick, Petty, Rucker, & Wheeler, 2000).  The four biographies are 

presented in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 

Biographies 
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Procedure 

Participants were randomly assigned to either the MS or the CN condition, then they 

were shown into a testing room where there was a packet containing the consent form and a 

payment slip.  These last two were completed in the presence of the experimenter. 

Inside the packet were the questionnaires that were to be performed in the order in which 

they are detailed in the Materials section, and the assignment associated with the experimental 
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manipulation.  Those assigned to the mortality condition performed the Mortality reminder task; 

those assigned to the Control condition answered questions associated with dental pain.  

Participants responded with a free text narrative to each question and could take as long as they 

wished to complete the task. 

Upon completion of the questionnaires and experimental manipulation, the experimenter 

examined the narratives of the participants to ensure that they had engaged in the task as required 

for the priming manipulation.  After the participants answered the manipulations they were asked 

to complete a word search puzzle that acted as a delay for the manipulations; previous research 

(Greenberg et al., 1986) has shown that the accessibility of death-related thoughts becomes 

higher after a delay and distraction. 

Finally, all participants were presented with the same four biographies that were 

presented in one of four randomly allocated orders: (i) abcd, (ii) bdac, (iii) cadb, and (iv) dcba, 

where each of the letters “a” to “d”, represent one of the four biographies in Figure 1, 

respectively.  After reading each biography, participants rated their approval and support for 

each of the politicians by answering the 7 associated questions. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Means of measures 

The mean and standard deviations of the mean ratings of each politician were computed for 

participants with Need for Cognitive Closure split at the median in Mortality Salience or Control; 

the results are displayed in Table 1. 

Table 1 
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Mean and standard deviations of the mean ratings of each politician for each of the high 

and low NFC participants in each of the MS and Control groups. 

Experimental 
Condition 

NFC Condition Left to Centre Centre to Right Right to 
Centre 

Centre to 
Left 

Mortality 
Salience 

High NFC 4.90 (0.95) 4.41 (1.24) 4.14 (1.37) 4.65 (1.06) 
 

Low NFC 4.61 (0.97) 4.27 (1.04) 3.99 (1.04) 4.82 (0.90) 
Control Group High NFC 4.93 (1.42) 4.62 (0.94) 4.00 (1.11) 5.01 (1.13)  

Low NFC 4.79 (1.20) 4.23 (1.34) 4.09 (1.49) 4.52 (1.13) 
 
Mortality Salience and Need for Closure Analysis 

To test the hypothesis that abstract reminders of death will activate the facet of NFC that 

seeks group consensus and stability such that people high in NFC will express greater support for 

politicians seeking consensus in the political centre, I started the analysis by setting up a within 

subjects factor based on the two dependent variables, respect for politicians either moving left to 

right or right to left (direction of movement), and respect for politicians moving outside-in or 

inside-out (eccentricity of shift) with the between-subjects factors of Need for Closure —low 

need for cognitive closure (those who score below the median on the NFC measure) and high 

need for cognitive closure (those who score above the median on the NFC measure)—, and 

Condition (MS/Control), while controlling for age, ideology and political knowledge (as 

covariates) because we were not interested in evaluating the interaction with the main factors. 

The analysis consisted of a 4-way mixed ANCOVA with between-subjects’ variables 

NFC (median split: high NFC/low NFC) and the experimental condition consisting of two levels: 

MS (mortality salience) or CN (control).  The within-subjects’ variables were the ideological 

direction of politicians who came outside-in/inside-out of the political spectrum, and the 

ideological position of the ideological move in the political spectrum (i.e. left-right or right-left). 



POLITICAL CENTRISM AS AN EFFECT OF MORTALITY 12 

Again, it is theorised that the MS manipulation would increase approval of politicians 

who moved from the poles to the Centre of the political spectrum. (i.e. the extent to which the 

participants would respect, have a “high opinion” about the depicted politician, or consider 

her/him worthy of the participant's volunteer help in her/his campaign) among those high in 

NFC. 

Centring variables 

To avoid multicollinearity, the NFC variable was centred (Aiken, West, & Reno, 1991; 

Cohen, Cohen, West, & Aiken, 2003; Preacher, Curran, & Bauer, 2005) thus creating a “new” 

NFC variable representing a deviation score; additionally, an interaction term was formed by 

multiplying the centred predictor by the MS/CN condition (coded -1 for MS and 1 for Control).  

Control variables for the ideology, age, and political knowledge of the participants were also 

created.  Simple slopes for the relationship between the condition and support for politicians who 

moved from the poles to the political centre were computed at NFC one standard deviation above 

and below the latter variable’s mean. 

Analyses 

To understand where the effects of the three-way interaction [F (1,145) = 5. 127, p = 0.025] 

between condition (MS/CN), NFC (High/Low NFC) and eccentricity of shift were occurring –

either for the politicians who moved from the centre to the poles, or for the ones who moved 

from the poles to the centre–, the interaction model was decomposed into two moderated 

regressions.  Said analyses revealed a significant interaction between the experimental condition 

(MS/CN) and NFC (High/Low) as the split on those politicians who moved into the centre [F 

(1,145) = 806.21, p = 0.001], but not on those who moved away from the centre to the poles [F 

(1,145) = 0.348, p = 0.91]. 
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The first regression was performed on the support for politicians who abandoned the 

ideological centre to go to the poles, with the independent variables: (i) centred NFC, (ii) MS/CN 

condition, and (iii) their interaction, while controlling for the participant’s age, ideology, and 

level of political knowledge.  The second regression was performed on their opposite, that is, 

support for politicians who moved from the political poles to the centre, while controlling for 

age, ideology and political knowledge. 

The results of the first moderated regression on politicians who changed their position from 

the Centre to Poles (either right or left; Fig. 2) showed that the interaction between epistemic 

need for closure and mortality awareness was not significant (b = -.02, SE b = .117, b = -.014, t = 

-.170, p < .86).  There were no other main effects occurring neither for NFC nor for the 

experimental condition. 

Figure 2 

Support for Politicians who moved from the Political Centre to the Poles 
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The second analysis regressed the support for politicians who moved from the ideological 

Poles to the Centre, while controlling for age, ideology, and political knowledge; this analysis 

revealed a significant interaction between cognitive need for closure and mortality reminders (b 

= .324, SE b = .114, b = .227, t = 2.841, p < .005) such that participants with a high NFC who 

were reminded about their own mortality, significantly approved of politicians who moved from 

the extremes to the centre of the ideological spectrum.  The simple slopes of the significant 

interaction between cognitive need for closure and mortality reminders can be seen in Figure 3.  

Analysis of the slopes revealed that in the experimental (MS) condition the relationship between 

NFC and support for politicians who moved from the extremes to the political centre was both 

positive and significant (t = 2.8128, p = 0.0056)  Conversely, in the control condition support for 

politicians abandoning the political poles to move to the centre declined (t = -2.2097, p = 0.0287) 

as participant’s NFC increased.  These analyses suggest that participants with a high NFC who, 

in turn, were reminded about their own mortality were more supportive of a centrist politician. 
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Figure 3 

Support for Politicians who moved from the Poles to the Political Centre 
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Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine the interaction between epistemic and 

existential motives and the activation of adherences to certain political ideologies.  Previous 

theorizing (e.g. Kruglanski et al., 2006; Kruglanski, Shah, Pierro, & Mannetti, 2002) has 

suggested that certain elements in the cognitive need for closure can predict group centrism and 

enhance a desire to attain collective closure. 

This study found that prompting individuals’ existential anxiety creates an interaction 

with epistemic needs for closure that triggers needs for centrism, agreement, and unanimity, thus 

lessening the support for those politicians who diverge from the political Centre, a place that was 

presented as a space of consensus and agreement.  Support for this effect is provided by the 

significant interaction between need for closure and mortality awareness.  These results support 

my main hypothesis in that participants primed with reminders of mortality exhibited a 

heightened approval rating for politicians who switched positions and came closer to the political 

centre.  A further interesting implication about these findings is that moving left or right on the 

ideological spectrum was less relevant in terms of a cognitive appeal to secure the support of 

potential voters; but what was more important for participants with a high need for cognitive 

closure primed with mortality reminders was the fact that politicians came to–or left–the hub of 

agreement and consensus. 

The results of this study suggest that reminders of mortality interact with relevant 

cognitive schemas that, in turn, activate a need to attain unambiguous cognitive closure in 

information processing thus making homogeneous in-groups–ones that share beliefs, and 

convictions–an attractive congregation because their common views provide a firm, socially 

validated reality to be protected by. 
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The present study extends previous research conducted by Jost and colleagues (2003) by 

indicating that reminders of mortality can increase expressed levels of support for politicians 

who have changed their ideological positions; but not any change, but particularly among those 

who switched from the right to the Centre of the political spectrum.  The present study shows 

that if an experimental manipulation contains reminders of mortality, a specific interaction with 

psychological needs for closure can occur as participants primed with the dentist scenario did not 

exhibit an increase in the politician’s approval rating. 

Although I hypothesised that the approval ratings for every direction of change in the 

politicians’ ideology would be related to the participant’s high NFC score and their exposure to 

the MS manipulation, no such interaction occurred for those politicians who moved from the 

political Centre out to either the left or the right pole; moving left to right, or right to left in the 

political spectrum was not implicated in the approval ratings of the politicians. 

A space which promises consensus and agreement will be more attractive for those with 

elevated cognitive needs for closure because in ideological terms, as people in the centre of the 

political spectrum would be less likely to be subjected to a constant intellectual demand to justify 

the adoption of such political positions from identifiers of the other sides of the political 

spectrum (Sidanius, 1988; Sidanius & Ekehammar, 1976). 

Results from the present study provide some preliminary evidence for a perspective 

where MS may lead to the activation of categorical worldviews. In addition, the resulting bias is 

significantly related to the dislocation and alienation of the mortality manipulation consequently 

enhancing a need for more meaningful identities. Thus, the present findings are grounded in a 

more explicit theory of epistemic processes in which the need for cognitive closure plays a 

pivotal role. 
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The results presented here suggest that it is possible to activate a specific cognitive 

closure schema related to group-centrism and that its activation reduces uncertainty, dispels 

ambiguity, and produces higher support for politicians moving to the Centre.  However, as 

people also make judgments and vote for political parties, shifting the focus from individual 

politicians to political bodies might provide additional corroborating evidence.  Perhaps the 

recent increase in support for radical political groups and parties as they present themselves as 

moving closer to the political Centre—Donald Trump famously presents his as “mainstream 

policies” (Graham, 2017)—, will show symmetrical effects to the present study.  That is, do 

people perceive the extreme left and right as the same parties once they have “moved” closer to 

the political Centre? 

Study 2 

Study 1 looked at individual politicians and saw how MS and NFC predicted higher 

support for politicians moving to the centre. However, people also make judgements about and, 

more importantly, vote for political parties.  Study 2 tries to address this issue and see if similar 

results can be found when political parties change their ideological positions from the extreme 

right/left to the centre. 

If we know that MS and NFC predict heightened support for politicians moving to the 

centre, will there be similar results when political parties are used as the judgment targets?  Can 

this relationship between existential threat and high NFC help us understand increases in support 

for political parties that were once fringe–extreme, but have now positioned themselves closer to 

the centre?  If so, is the effect symmetrical?  In other words, do people view fringe left and fringe 

right parties the same, once those parties have moved closer to the centre? 
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Study 2 attempts to replicate the relationships found in Study 1 between existential threat 

and epistemic need for cognitive closure by activating needs for centrism and consensus, among 

participants with a high (vs. low) NFC who, in turn, have been exposed to abstract reminders of 

their own mortality (vs. control). 

I hypothesized that participants with a high (vs. low) NFC who are reminded about their 

mortality through the MS manipulation will see their desires for group centrism, collective 

closure, and consensus activated and, in turn, increase their support for political parties that 

change their ideologies to come closer to the political centre. 

Method 

Participants 

One hundred and seventy participants (males = 56; females = 114) from the University of 

Essex completed the study in exchange for course credits or payment (age M = 24.25, SD = 

9.98).  No exclusion criteria were imposed. 

Materials 

To maintain consistency, participants were presented with the same configuration than in 

Study 1: (i) questionnaires (Nationalism/Patriotism Scale, Political Preference, Political 

Knowledge, Ideology, NFC), (ii) experimental manipulation, (iii) a fictional excerpt.  The 

complete set of questionnaires are described in the Appendix. 

Experimental Manipulation 

Participants were randomly assigned to either the Mortality Salience or Control conditions. 

Experimental Task 
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Participants were presented with an excerpt from the fictitious “A New Handbook of 

Political Parties” that described either (a) all political parties moving closer to the ideological 

centre, (b) parties unchanged in their original ideological positions, or (c) only two parties 

coming closer to the centre.  Each one of the three excerpts were accompanied by a graphic 

depiction of their changes (or lack thereof) in the political continuum showing their initial 

position in the ideological spectrum and their new location.  Participants only saw a single-page 

“excerpt” from the handbook. 

After reading the description, participants were asked to rate their political approval and 

support for the political party by providing ratings to six questions using a scale ranging from 1 

(very untrue for me) to 7 (very true for me). 

Design. 

The between-subjects independent variables were mortality salience, with two levels: 

Mortality Salience and Control;  Need For Closure with two levels (high and low); and the 

political movement of the political parties in the “Handbook” with participants seeing any one of 

the three conditions: either (1) all parties moving from the extremes towards the Centre, (2) all 

the political parties maintaining their original position, or (3) only two parties moving to the 

Centre. 

The dependent variable was the mean of 6 questions assessing the approval and support for 

the political party ranging from 1 to 7.  Table 2.1 shows the correlations among dependent 

variables.  The full questionnaire can be found in the Appendix. 

Table 2.1 

Correlations Among Dependent Variables 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 
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1.- I identify with this party’s stance on political 
issues 1 .756** .754** .709** .343** .713** 

2.- I feel this political party stands for values that 
are important to me 

 1 .779** .726** .421** .762** 

3.- I would likely vote for this political party if I had 
the opportunity 

  1 .694** .382** .878** 

4.- I feel this political party would make a positive 
contribution to society. 

   1 .504** .732** 

5.- This political party makes me feel insecure.     1 .379** 
6.- Given the opportunity, I would likely support 
this political party. 

     1 

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 
Procedure 

Study 2 focused on changes of political parties’ ideology in three different scenarios: (a) all 

political parties changing their original ideological position moving closer to the political centre, 

(b) only two parties changing their original ideological positions moving closer to the centre, and 

(c) none of the political parties changing their original ideological position. 

To maintain consistency with the Study 1, participants answered the same series of pre-

measures (Nationalism/Patriotism, Political Preference, Political Knowledge, Ideology, NFC), 

then were presented with the experimental or Control manipulation, afterwards they were asked 

to read a mock passage of the fictitious “A New Handbook of Political Parties” explaining a 

supposedly recent ideological realignment of political parties.  The pretend excerpts, of which 

participants received only one copy, explained how seven political parties had either: (1) switch 

their original positions in the political spectrum (Right or Left) to move closer to the Centre, (2) 

only two political parties changing their original ideological positions (Right or Left) to move 

closer to the Centre, or (3) no political parties shifted their political ideologies.  Participants then 

rated their approval and support for the depicted political party by answering 6 questions using a 
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Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Very Untrue for Me) to 7 (Very True for Me).  Each 

participant rated only one of the three change scenarios.  The political parties that came from the 

left into the centre were dubbed the “New Left”, whereas the political parties that came from the 

Right into the centre were dubbed the “New Right”.  A full overview of the excerpts can be 

found in the Appendix. 

Results 

The design of this study was a 3-way between-subjects design with factors: Experimental 

Condition with two levels (Mortality Salience and Control), Need for Closure with two levels 

(High NFC and low NFC) × Political party movement with three levels (Move Left, No Move, 

Move Right).  For the analysis I split the sample file on the political party’s ‘movement’ (i.e., 

“all move”, “two move”, or “no move” condition), and run a three-way mixed ANOVA 

[condition, NFC, and polarity (left/right)]; once the sample was split there were not enough cases 

to analyse the “two move” condition (N = 31), therefore this condition was left out of the 

analysis.  Initial analysis revealed no effects in the ‘no move’, traditional spectrum condition.  

However, further analysis revealed a significant three-way ANOVA in the ‘movement’ condition 

(where all parties moved toward the centre).  Means and standard deviations in the answers to 

the measures are described in Table 2.2.  The Cronbach’s (1951) a’s are presented in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.2. 

Means and standard deviations of measures 
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Measure Mean Standard deviation 
Nationalism 4.31 0.93 
Patriotism 3.90 1.27 
Political Preference 3.49 1.24 
Political Knowledge 0.41 0.24 
Ideology 3.64 0.91 
NFC 4.33 0.53 
   
Left Support 4.38 1.17 
Centre Support 4.41 1.14 
Right Support 3.30 1.38 
   
N = 170   

 
Table 2.3 

Internal Consistencies of Measures 
Measure α 

Nationalism / Patriotism Scale 0.73 
(Nationalism) 0.49 
(Patriotism) 0.78 
Political Ideology (political attitude / 
political position) r = 0.42, p < 0.005 

Political Expertise 0.58 
Need for Closure 0.74 
Political Support for the Left 0.91 
Political Support for the Centre 0.90 
Political Support for the Right 0.92 
N = 170  

 

To test the hypothesis of increased centrism as a function of the interaction between NFC 

and MS, the NFC variable was centred a la Aiken and West (1991) thus creating a “new” 

variable to symbolise the deviation scores.  An interaction term was created by multiplying this 
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centred predictor variable by the MS/CN condition (-1 for MS and 1 for Control).  Ideology, 

political knowledge, and NFC were centred and included in the model.  The interaction terms 

were built from the centred variables. 

As with the preceding study, I theorised that the MS manipulation would tap into the 

consensus-seeking trait of cognitive closure thus increasing approval for political parties that 

shifted their original ideological positions (either Right or Left) to become more centrist. 

To test this hypothesis, I ran a three-way mixed model ANOVA to test the effect of MS on 

participants with an elevated NFC.  The movement of the political parties that changed their 

original ideological positions was included as the within-subjects.  The standard variables of age 

[F (1, 150) = .663, p = .417], party identification [F (1, 150) = 1.642, p = .202], and political 

knowledge [F (1, 150) = .642, p = .424] were controlled for and did not reveal any significant 

effects. 

Once these results were obtained the sample was split into the “movement” of political 

parties (“no move”, “all move”) and run the ANOVA testing for “condition”, “NFC” and 

“Support” for parties coming from the LEFT and RIGHT.  No effects were found for the “No 

Movement” condition—there where political parties did not change their ideologies.  Likewise, 

analysis of the “Movement” condition—where political parties moved to the centre—did not 

reveal a significant main effect for Condition [F (1, 78) = .207, p = .651], NFC [F (1, 78) = 778, 

p = .380], nor NFC × Condition [F (1, 78) = .100, p = .753]; basically showing that under 

mortality threat high NFCs should like parties that have moved to the centre rather than parties 

that have stayed at the extremes. 
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These results were somewhat disappointing as I was expecting to find significant 

interactions as those of Study 1.  However, further analysis reveal an interesting significant 

interaction for Support × NFC [F (1, 78) = 8.269, p = .005]; such that participants high in NFC 

expressed a lower level of support for the political party moving from the left to the centre 

(“New Left”; M = 2.87, SD = .970) as opposed to the support expressed for the political party 

moving from the right to the centre (“New Right”; M = 4.97, SD = .892).  The interaction 

Support × Condition was also significant [F (1, 78) = 7.157, p = .009] with people high in NFC 

in the MS condition expressing a lower support for the “New Left” (M = 2.87, SD = .97) than 

those with a high NFC in the MS condition, who expressed a higher support for the “New Right” 

(M = 4.97, SD = .89).  These results are interesting as they point to a differentiated approval for 

political parties coming from the right than of those coming from the left, even after controlling 

for ideology.  In other words, in a dynamic political environment, even when extreme political 

parties present themselves to be less extreme, not all centrism is the same, and high NFC’s in the 

mortality condition are more prone to support political parties coming from the extreme right to 

the centre, a result in line with previous research showing that uncertainty avoidance and 

conservatism is mediated by resistance to change. 

More importantly, this analysis revealed a significant three-way interaction between 

Movement × NFC × Condition [F (1, 78) = 6.462, p = .013] such that participants with a high 

NFC who, in turn, were reminded of their own mortality, increased their support for political 

parties coming to the centre from the Right.  Means and standard errors in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4 

Means and Standard Errors for all Conditions 

 
 

Table 2.4 shows the Means and Standard Errors for the “Movement” condition. 

Table 2.4 

Means and Standard Errors for the Movement Condition 

 
 

 
Condition “New” 

Political Party 
 

Mean Std. 
Error 

Low NFC CN “New Left” 4.46a .23 
“New Right” 3.52a .23 

MS “New Left” 4.41a .26 
“New Right” 3.52a .26 

High NFC CN “New Left” 4.28a .20 
“New Right” 3.48a .20 

MS “New Left” 3.02a .41 
“New Right” 4.42a .41 
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Table 2.5 

Means and Standard Deviations for Each ANOVA (“No Move” and “All Move”) 

Political 
Spectrum                            Movement 

NFC TMT Mean Std. 
Deviation 

No 
Movement 

Left  Low NFC CN 4.37 1.04 
MS 4.50 1.15 

High NFC CN 4.82 1.25 
MS 4.37 0.85 

Right  Low NFC CN 2.37 1.23 
MS 3.29 1.05 

High NFC CN 2.74 1.35 
MS 3.63 1.23 

All Move Left  Low NFC CN 4.47 1.13 
MS 4.48 1.05 

High NFC CN 4.27 1.33 
MS 2.87 0. 97 

Right  Low NFC CN 3.50 1.38 
MS 3.41 1.35 

High NFC CN 3.42 1.48 
MS 4.97 0. 89 

 

To further understand these results and how these interactions were occurring, Figures 5 

and 6 display the three-way ANOVA in the ‘movement’ condition (where all parties move 

towards the centre) for the “New Left” and the “New Right” respectively.  In the MS condition 

the relationship between NFC and support for the “New Left”—the party moved from the Left to 

the Centre—was negative and significant (t = -2.94, p < .01) and positive and significant for the 

“New Right” (t = 2.99, p < .01).  Such results displaying increased polarity for new right as 

opposed to a lower support for new left in the context of political party shifts to the centre—

when MS and NFC are combined—suggest that in a threatening environment not all centrism is 

equal for the electorate and that an extreme right party moving toward the centre will be more 
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appealing for those with an elevated need for cognitive closure in a threatening environment.  

These results also seem to be consistent with Jost’s (2003) model. 

Figure 5. 

Support for the “New Left” in the “Movement” Condition 
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Figure 6. 

Support for the “New Right” in the “Movement” Condition 

 

As it can be seen in Figure 2.1, in the control condition political parties that came from the 

left into the centre (dubbed the “New Left”) enjoyed a higher level of support among participants 

who had a low need for cognitive closure, that is, those participants with a lesser aversion 

towards ambiguity, a lower need to stop the cognitive processing involved in discussing and 

understanding politics.  This result is interesting in and by itself as it could be pointing at an 

assumption about the Left’s stance and ideological coherence.  By the same token, in the 

mortality condition those with a high need for cognitive exhibited a lower mean level of support 

for the “New Left”, one possible interpretation being that in times of peace and calm the Left 

should come closer to a centrist position, compromise and negotiation, but once in a dynamic 

political environment with individuals scared about symbolic reminders of death (i.e., 

unemployment, economic crisis, the ghost of immigration, etc.) the Left could be interested in 
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appearing to stay true to its ideological stances, particularly among those people who pay less 

attention to the intricacies of the political game.  This is an interesting question that exceeds the 

possibilities of the present studies but that should be explored to understand how people with 

high and low need for closure perceive the “purity” of the Left. 

Conversely, Figure 2.2 shows how the “New Right” enjoyed a higher mean level of 

support among those participants with a high need for cognitive closure.  This result goes in line 

with Study 1 showing high NFC’s, who in turn are reminded about their own mortality, show 

more support for a less radical version of an extreme right-wing political party (think BNP, 

UKIP, National Front, and the like). 

Altogether, the analyses gave support to my hypothesis: high NFC’s who were reminded 

about their mortality, were more likely to show support for political parties that moved from the 

poles of the political spectrum to come closer to the political centre.  Additionally, seems like the 

“New Right’s” clarity, unified vision and lack of variance is particularly appealing to high 

NFC’s. 

Furthermore, these results showing a lower level of support for a leftist political party 

coming to the centre might be in line with research in natural settings (e.g., Gershtenson, 2004; 

Huddy & Mason, 2008; Kiss & Hobolt, 2011; Willer & Adams, 2008) and electoral results both 

in the UK pledging a 'united' coalition (BBC, 2010) and the US. 

Study 3 

The previous studies suggest the possibility of activating specific components of the 

Motivated Social Cognition model (Jost et al., 2003), namely that existential threats interact with 

an elevated epistemic NFC (Kruglanski & Freund, 1983) by activating needs for group centrism 

and collective closure that, in turn, influence support for both individual politicians moving from 
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the fringes to the centre (Study 1), and political parties moving from the extremes to the centre in 

a dynamic context (Study 2). 

Study 3 builds upon these findings by looking at approval ratings of a new political party 

that is described as a centrist, consensus-seeking organization by adding an important element: 

political knowledge.  Political knowledge has been associated with political efficacy (Kenski & 

Stroud, 2006) and participation.  For example, the low-information rationality (Popkin & 

Dimock, 1999) thesis suggests that citizens with low levels of information are less inclined to 

follow public discussion of issues, are less accepting of the democratic policy debates, make 

judgments based on character rather than issues, and are significantly less inclined to participate 

in politics at all. 

Therefore, I hypothesise that in an environment of low political information, high NFC’s 

whose mortality had been made salient, will be more inclined to support a political party that 

enjoys a clear mandate among its constituents.  Consequently, in one condition, the party 

membership of this centrist political party is described as uniform in thought, with a clear 

mandate for the party’s manifesto.  In a second condition, the party’s membership is described as 

split in its approval of the party’s manifesto.  I expected to find support for the party among 

high- (vs. low-) NFC individuals as a function of MS and NFC when there is internal consensus, 

but not when the party is divided.  This prediction of support created by the NFC × MS 

interaction distinguishes the ideological component of right and left included in the two previous 

studies by focusing exclusively on an openly centrist political party to determine whether it is the 

political centrist ideology in particular, or a place of consensus in general that is attractive to 

high- (vs. low-) NFC’s. 
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Method 

Participants 

Two hundred and seventy-six participants at the University of Essex (age M = 23.89, SD = 

6.63; age range: 17-53; 127 male/147 female, 2 not reported) completed the study in exchange 

for course credits or payment. 

Materials 

The same series of seven questionnaires were administered to all participants, followed by 

the same text that led to the experimental manipulation, followed finally by a fictional excerpt 

from The Electoral Commission describing a survey of a centrist political party, that was the 

novel feature of this study. 

Experimental Manipulation 

Some participants were presented with materials associated with the Mortality Salience 

condition and others where assigned to the Control Condition then participants were presented 

with a cutting allegedly taken from The Electoral Commission’s Annual Report for the then-

pending general election.  In that extract, it was explained that an up-and-coming political party 

in the centre of the political spectrum—labelled “Consensus Alliance”—had released their 

manifesto to the party’s constituents and a survey had found either: a) significant approval and a 

clear “mandate among the constituents with citizens demonstrating unified support for the 

Consensus Alliance Party manifesto” (80% vs. 20% approval, condition labelled 1), or b) a clear 

divide among those people who identify themselves as Consensus Alliance voters “opposing 

views among the Consensus Alliance constituents with citizens indicating divided support for the 
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Party’s manifesto” (49% vs. 49% approval, condition labelled 2).  As was the case with the 

previous studies, this centrist political party was presented as a place where an emphasis was put 

on the creation of coalitions, a space where compromises could be achieved.  Afterwards, 

participants rated their political approval and support by answering 17 questions using a Likert-

type scale (the questionnaire in included in the appendix). 

Design 

As with the previous studies, the between-subjects independent variable was the 

experimental condition with two levels (MS/Control); the other variables were NFC (high/low).  

The political party was described as having either: a clear or divided mandate.  The dependent 

variable is the mean of 17 questions assessing the political approval and support for the centrist 

party, ranging from 1 to 7.  A complete list of variables and the full questionnaire are presented 

in the Appendix. 

Procedure 

This Study followed similar procedures to those described in Studies 1 and 2, except that 

in this study, the dependent variables reflected approval of the aforementioned centrist political 

party rather than individual politicians (Study 1) or political parties (Study 2). 

Results 

Table 3.1 

Internal Consistencies of Measures 
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Measure α 
Need for Cognitive Closure .84 
Political Knowledge .65 
Need for Closure .80 
Consensus Alliance Approval .88 
N = 276  
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Table 3.2 

Means and standard deviations of measures 
Measure Mean Standard deviation 

“Consensus Alliance” 
Support 3.48 .99 

NFC 4.25 .58 
Nationalism 3.22 1.04 
Patriotism 3.88 1.35 
Political Knowledge 2.95 1.83 
Political Preference 3.63 1.28 
  
N = 276  

 

A 2 × 2 × 2 ANOVA was performed with the MS (labelled as 1) / CN (labelled as -1) 

condition, the NFC variable as the between-subjects, and support for the “Consensus Alliance” 

(clear vs. divided mandate).  This strategy allowed me to set a threshold and divide participants 

into two groups; those who scored below the median of the NFC scale were included in the low 

NFC group, and those who scored above the NFC mean level were included in the high NFC 

group.  Additionally, a variable label “combo DV” was created as the result of computing the 

mean of the dependent variable, namely the approval for the Consensus party. An interaction 

term for the centred NFC × Condition was also created, as well as an ideology variable was 

created resulting from the mean of both political preference and political position as they address 

party identification and political identity questions , and a variable for “political knowledge”.  As 

with the previous studies, age, party identification, and political knowledge variables were 

controlled for. 

A 2 (MS and CN) × 2 NFC (High NFC and Low NFC) × 2 Support for the “Consensus 

Alliance” (clear vs. divided mandate) ANOVA was performed. Initially, the results of this 
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analysis did not reveal a significant interaction between Condition (MS/CN), NFC (High/Low 

NFC) and Support for the “Consensus Alliance” (clear vs. divided mandate) [F (1, 268) = .003, p 

= .958], nor were there any main effects for NFC [F (1, 268) = 1.581, p = .210], or Ideology [F 

(1, 268) = 2.792, p = .096].  Interestingly enough, the results revealed a significant and positive 

effect for political knowledge [F (1, 268) = 13.950, p = .001].  This prove to be a very interesting 

result as it pointed to a refinement of the original model. 

To further investigate these results, I split the file to focus solely in the individuals with 

low political knowledge and ran the analysis again on the support for the divided mandate (49% 

vs. 49% approval), and on the clear mandate (80% vs. 20% approval) for the “Consensus 

Alliance” party. 

A 2 Experimental Condition (MS and CN) × 2 NFC (High NFC and Low NFC) × 2 

Support for the “Consensus Alliance” (clear vs. divided mandate) ANOVA was ran again and 

this time it revealed that there was not a significant main effect of the Experimental Condition [F 

(1, 108) = .235, p = .629], there was a significant main effect of NFC, [F (1, 108) = 4.39, p = 

.039], and there was not a significant main effect of Support for the “Consensus Alliance” [F (1, 

108) = 0.206, p = .651].  There was not a significant two-way interaction between Experimental 

Condition and NFC, [F (1, 108) = .017, p = .896], there was not a significant two-way interaction 

between Experimental Condition and support for the “Consensus Alliance”, [F (1, 108) = .074, p 

= .786], and there was not a significant two-way interaction between NFC and Support for the 

“Consensus Alliance” [F (1, 108) = .621, p = .433]. 

Finally, there was a significant three-way interaction between Experimental Condition, 

NFC, and support for the “Consensus Alliance”, [F (1, 108) = 7.758, p = .006] (see figures 3.1 
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and 3.2) such that those with an elevated need for cognitive closure in the MS condition who saw 

a clear mandate in the Consensus Alliance (80% vs. 20% approval) increased their approval for 

the “Consensus Alliance” (see figure 3.1).  Conversely, those in the split condition (49% vs. 49% 

support for the party manifesto) with a high need for closure who were exposed to the MS 

condition did not see any changes in their support for the “Consensus Alliance” (see figure 3.2).  

Figures 3.1 and 3.2, depict results for the low-knowledge participants. 

These analyses confirmed my hypotheses: in an environment of low political information, 

among those with a high need for cognitive closure whose mortality had been made salient, 

support for a centrist political party that enjoyed a clear-cut mandate with its constituents will 

increase. 

Table 3.3 

Means and Standard Deviations for all Participants 
 Condition Constituents 

Approval 
Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Low 
NFC 

CN 80/20 4.71 .289 
50/50 4.74 .377 

MS 80/20 4.67 .280 
50/50 3.77 .381 

High 
NFC 

CN 80/20 3.84 .294 
50/50 3.65 .457 

MS 80/20 3.86 .347 
50/50 3.77 .381 
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Table 3.4 

Means and Standard Deviations for Participants Low in Political Knowledge 
 Condition Constituents 

Approval 
Mean Std. 

Deviation 
Low 
NFC 

CN 80/20 3.92 .77 
50/50 3.18 1.02 

MS 80/20 3.34 .81 
50/50 3.63 1.19 

High 
NFC 

CN 80/20 3.73 .81 
50/50 4.15 .90 

MS 80/20 4.09 .62 
50/50 3.75 .77 

 
Figure 3.1 

Support for the “Consensus Alliance” with a clear mandate
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Figure 3.2 

Support for the “Consensus Alliance” with a divided mandate 

 

 
Discussion of Study Three 

Results of this study suggest that participants with low political knowledge who are high in 

need for closure and have been primed with mortality reminders will exhibit an increased support 

for the centrist political party.  Interestingly, these results give further support to the hypotheses 

that political support could be the result not just of a careful deliberation, but at the same time the 

expression of psychological and cognitive traits.  Furthermore, these results are in line with 

previous research (e.g. Kruglanski et al., 2006) suggesting that need for closure favours group-

centrism, uniformity, rejection of deviates, and resistance to change. 
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General Discussion 

To date, most research dealing with personality traits and political preferences has focused 

on polarisation and support for extreme political options, whereas the psychological processes 

involved in moderation and adoption of political centrist attitudes have remained largely 

unexplored.  But what if the same cognitive style would encourage moderation under some 

circumstances? 

I test the hypotheses that mortality reminders activate the facet of need for closure (NFC) 

that seeks collective closure, consensus, and uniformity to influence support for centrist 

politicians (Study 1) and parties (Study 2).  These findings were replicated in a third study where 

mortality awareness increased support for a centrist political party among high NFC’s with low 

political knowledge.  Taken together, these studies help identify certain psychological processes 

through which people might develop support for political centrism. 

These findings confirm that personality traits and cognition are important elements in the 

development of political preferences, but they also suggest a differentiated effect such that 

demands for consensus, clarity, and group validation among high NFC’s become particularly 

important in a dynamic political environment in which politicians and parties move towards the 

centre.  Importantly, the interaction between MS and NFC was not implicated in the approval 

ratings of politicians who left the centre to go to the poles. 

Despite their limitations, these results have important implications.  Primarily, they address 

the notion that threats universally lead people to embrace extreme political alternatives.  And 

while these findings confirm that mortality reminders maters for political preferences, they also 

suggest a more nuanced effect. 
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It has become almost a truism to say that people cannot be mobilised by moderation; 

however, there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that politicians can mobilise people with 

moderation: Anthony Blair in the UK, Barack Obama in the US, and more recently Emmanuel 

Macron in France have mobilised people with moderation.  The studies presented here suggest 

that political centrism may have an intrinsic epistemic reward.  These findings contribute to 

understand the recent upsurge in appeal of some politicians and political parties which present 

themselves as more mainstream, and why certain individuals would find these “new” centrist 

agendas attractive to them.  In a time of extremism and contention political moderation seem to 

still have an important role to play. 
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