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Public support and resistance in authoritarian contexts are often attributed to (in)effective-

ness of propaganda – yet whether the state interpretations of events are actually internalised 

is rarely examined. We surveyed 973 Russian citizens in August 2022 to assess how they con-

strued the war in Ukraine in terms of its consequences for their core values, such as security, 

benevolence, and achievement. We first show that individuals systematically vary in the 

meanings they assign to the war: consumption of state (vs. independent) media was associ-

ated with seeing it as more protective of conservation values – security, conformity, and tra-

dition – and less beneficial for self-enhancement and stimulation values. Latent profile analy-

sis identified two patterns of construals: one interpreting the war as preserving the social or-

der (representing 31% of participants) and another as undermining it (representing 69% of 

participants). The former was associated with more positive attitudes towards the war and 

stronger intentions to take part in political action in support of the war, even after accounting 

for authoritarianism, social dominance orientation, and national identity. Our findings identify 

value-based construals as a novel psychological dimension that connects propaganda re-

search with the motivational psychology of values. Because the sample was collected in a 

wartime repressive context, we also discuss the possibility of sampling and response biases. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

What role does propaganda play in decisions to 

resist or comply in an authoritarian society? 

Beyond its practical relevance, the question 

also provides a test case for theories of political 

influence. Existing approaches focus on per-

suasion, domination, and misinformation 

(Rosenfeld & Wallace, 2024), yet less attention 

is given to how propaganda structures and an-

chors the moral interpretation of events. This 

study advances this frontier by introducing a 

new theoretical framework for capturing how 

citizens construe events in value-laden terms 

and examining how these construals relate to 

exposure to state media and behavioural in-

tentions, using the Russian invasion of Ukraine 

as a case study. 

The role of propaganda in political action is 

widely debated, particularly in the case of Rus-

sia. The polls relay high levels of support for Vla-

dimir Putin and the invasion, but opinions vary 

on the trustworthiness of the polls and 

whether propaganda is an important factor (Al-

yukov, 2022; Frye et al., 2023; Snegovaya, 2024).  

The invasion of Ukraine, launched on February 

24, 2022, was a deeply consequential event for 

Russian society. As the largest land war in Eu-

rope since 1945, it has resulted in substantial 

casualties and widespread societal involve-

ment, with hundreds of thousands of Russians 

directly participating in the fighting and many 

more affected through family members or 

close acquaintances (Jones & McCabe, 2025).  

Despite its scale, public reaction within Russian 

society has been relatively muted. While pro-

tests did occur, with over 20,000 arrests be-

tween 2022 and 2025 (OVD-Info, 2025), they did 

not reach the magnitude of protests against 

unfair elections in 2012 (Robertson, 2013) or 

against the arrest of an opposition politician 

Alexey Navalny. Why? 

Along with fear and feelings of inefficacy, prop-

aganda is one of the go-to explanations: people 

do not protest because they accept the inter-

pretation of the war provided by state-

controlled media. Authoritarian governments 

themselves seem to share this view, investing 

heavily in propaganda. In Russia, federal spend-

ing on state media rose despite fiscal strain, 

reaching $1.7 billion in 2025, up from $1.1 billion 

the year prior (Kommersant, 2024).  

Authoritarian information ecosystems do not 

consist of monolithic propaganda. In Russia, 

the state controls national television, but citi-

zens still access alternative outlets, especially 

online. The television, online news, and social 

media create interacting systems where the 

repetition of official narratives may boost their 

credibility – or, alternatively, challenge them 

(Alyukov, 2024). Distinguishing between pro-

state and independent media sources is essen-

tial, as they differ in content, tone, and audience 

self-selection.  

Russian state media closely follow the propa-

ganda model of journalism and adopt an une-

quivocally pro-state perspective (Nordenstreng 

et al., 2023). Within this environment, the war is 

portrayed as a defensive necessity in response 

to NATO expansion, as a collective national ef-

fort, continuation of a historical struggle with 

the ‘collective West’, and a rerun of the Great 

Patriotic War of 1941-1945 (Brusylovska & 

Maksymenko, 2023; Khlevniuk et al., 2025).  

Existing research conceptualises propaganda 

in several ways. One line of work treats it as ex-

posure, showing that access to propaganda 

alone can influence behaviour (e.g., the Rwan-

dan radio effect; Yanagizawa-Drott, 2014). An-

other views it as a type of political persuasion 

that shapes attitudes and disparages opposing 

opinions (Guess & Lyons, 2020; Horz, 2024; 

Hyzen, 2021; Jowett & O’Donnell, 2015). A third 

perspective emphasizes that regimes use 

“hard” or even absurd propaganda to signal 

strength, demobilize, and create expectations, 

even when the messages are not fully believed 

(Huang, 2015; Rosenfeld & Wallace, 2024).  

Although conceptually values are placed at the 

core of persuasion effects of propaganda 

(Hyzen, 2021, p. 3483: “values + beliefs = 
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opinion”), empirical work on the role of values 

in persuasion has been limited. One notable 

exception is research on value and moral fram-

ing, which shows that messages resonate par-

ticularly well when they match the recipients’ 

values and moral foundations (Dennison, 2020; 

Feinberg & Willer, 2019).  

Prior work addresses values at the message de-

sign side (what the elites say) or receiver side 

(what does the audience value) (DeMora et al., 

2021; Dennison, 2020; Schultz & Zelezny, 2003). 

We argue that the missing link is in how prop-

aganda shapes the perceived meaning of con-

crete actions and events. Rather than simply 

aligning messages with pre-existing moral 

concerns, authoritarian persuasion redefines 

how these concerns can be addressed by por-

traying the same act (such as supporting the 

war) as an act of self-defence, expression of sol-

idarity with fellow citizens, or continuity with 

historic tradition. In this sense, propaganda op-

erates not only through exposure or alignment, 

but it also provides audiences with interpreta-

tions that make state-sanctioned actions con-

sistent with their own value priorities, offering 

people answers to the question “What is the 

war good for?”  

This perspective contributes to both persua-

sion and domination accounts of propaganda. 

From the persuasion side, it specifies which 

specific motives are engaged by propaganda 

rather than assuming a uniform belief change. 

From the domination side, it clarifies how coer-

cive or absurd messages can succeed by break-

ing down value-behaviour ties to make action 

meaningless – or by offering emotionally co-

herent motivations for compliance, rather than 

by simply instilling fear. Understanding propa-

ganda in this way requires measuring not only 

what people hear and whether they agree, but 

how they come to understand the moral signif-

icance of events.  

We test this meaning-making account by (a) 

distinguishing pro-state and independent me-

dia consumption and measuring use and trust 

for each; (b) measuring how people construe 

the war in terms of its perceived consequences 

for basic human values; and (c) relating these 

construals to media use, attitudes, and inten-

tions to resist or support the war. To operation-

alise construals of the war, we rely on the theory 

of basic human values (Schwartz, 1992, 2017) 

and value instantiation approach (Hanel et al., 

2017; Maio, 2010; Ponizovskiy et al., 2019) for a 

conceptual framework of the study.  

1.1 Values and Value-Instantiating Beliefs 

Basic values (e.g., security, benevolence, 

achievement; Table 1) are abstract goals that 

guide evaluation and selection of behaviour 

(Schwartz & Bilsky, 1990). People universally 

agree that these goals are important (Davidov, 

2010; Sagiv & Schwartz, 2022) but disagree on 

which actions reflect them in practice (Hanel et 

al., 2018; Ponizovskiy, 2022).  

Value-Instantiating Beliefs (VIBs; Ponizovskiy et 

al., 2019) capture these act-by-value links: be-

liefs about whether a particular event or action 

benefits or threatens a particular value, for ex-

ample, “the war protects me and my country” 

(a positive link to Security) or “the war harms 

the weak and vulnerable” (a negative link to 

Universalism). Each VIB therefore integrates a 

target (action or event), a value, and a direction 

(benefit vs. threat). Measuring VIBs across the 

ten basic value types produces a snapshot of 

the motivational meaning of the event: does 

the person see the war as primarily protective 

of their security, thwarting pro-social motives, 

or an invigorating challenge?  

Importantly, prior work has shown that VIBs ex-

plain how values affect behaviour: people act 

on a value (e.g., universalism) only if they be-

lieve the action has consequences for that 

value (Ponizovskiy, 2022; Ponizovskiy et al., 

2019). VIBs also systematically covary with par-

tisan media exposure, supporting the view that 

media preferences are reflected, either causally 

or through self-selection, in how events are 

construed and not simply in whether they are 

supported (Ponizovskiy et al., 2023). 
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Table 1  

Basic Human Values, their Definitions, and corresponding VIB items 

Value Type Definition Value-Instantiating Belief Items 

(Negative anchor–Positive anchor) 

Security Safety, harmony, and stability of soci-

ety, of relationships, and of self 

1 Be an unsafe thing to do, for me personally – Be a safe thing to do, for me 

personally 

2 Make the country less stable and secure – Make the country more stable 

and secure 

Conformity Restraint of actions, inclinations, and 

impulses likely to upset or harm oth-

ers and violate social expectations or 

norms 

3 Violate the rules and expectations of others – Be in line with the rules and 

expectations of others  

4 Make others upset or annoyed with me – Help me avoid upsetting or an-

noying others 

Tradition Respect, commitment, and ac-

ceptance of the customs and ideas 

that one's culture or religion provides 

5 Conflict with the customs handed down to me by previous generations – 

Be in line with the customs handed down to me by previous generations 

6 Conflict with traditional values and beliefs – Express traditional values 

and beliefs 

Benevolence Preserving and enhancing the welfare 

of those with whom one is in frequent 

personal contact (the ‘in-group’) 

7 Disregard the needs of people who are dear to me – Satisfy the needs of 

people who are dear to me 

8 Call into question whether my family and friends can trust and rely on 

me – Demonstrate that my family and friends can trust and rely on me 

Universalism Understanding, appreciation, toler-

ance, and protection for the welfare of 

all people and for nature 

9 Harm the weak and vulnerable in society – Help the weak and vulnerable 

in society 
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10 Harm nature and the environment – Help protect nature and the envi-

ronment  

11 Show my opposition towards people with different morals, culture, or 

views of the world – Show my appreciation of people with different mor-

als, culture, or views of the world 

Self-Direction Independent thought and action – 

choosing, creating, exploring 

12 Help me avoid thinking – Make me think 

13 Make me dependent on the decisions of others – Allow me to make my 

own choices 

Stimulation Excitement, novelty, and challenge in 

life 

14 Be a familiar, unstimulating experience – Be a new, stimulating experi-

ence 

15 Be boring – Be exciting 

Hedonism Pleasure or sensuous gratification for 

oneself 

16 Be unpleasant to my senses, such as taste, smell, vision, and touch – Be 

pleasant to my senses, such as taste, smell, vision, and touch 

17 Deny me fun and pleasure – Be a way to indulge myself 

Achievement Personal success through demon-

strating competence according to so-

cial standards 

18 Make me look like a failure and elicit disapproval from others – Make me 

look successful and elicit approval and recognition from others 

19 Prevent me from achieving success in life – Help me achieve success in 

life 

Power Social status and prestige, control or 

dominance over people and resources 

20 Prevent me from gaining money and status – Allow me to gain money 

and status 

21 Diminish my influence and prestige – Increase my influence and prestige 

 

Note. Value definitions adapted from Schwartz (2012) with permission. The value instantiating beliefs questionnaire reproduced from 

Ponizovskiy (2022). 
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1.2 Current Study  

In this study, we apply the value instantiation 

framework to the Russian context. We ask the 

following exploratory research questions: 

RQ1: Are there coherent construals of the war 

which emerge from the patterns of reported 

VIBs?  

RQ2: If so, are these construals associated with 

intentions to resist or support the war effort?  

RQ3: Do these construals merely reflect 

broader ideology, or do they account for addi-

tional variance in support for government-

sanctioned violence?  

Please note that we, given the inherent limita-

tions of correlational mediation and in re-

sponse to the reviews, tested preregistered hy-

potheses regarding mediations and other pro-

cesses in the Supplementary Information. We 

provide a brief summary of these results in the 

Results section. 

To address these questions, we first conduct 

variable-based analyses: (1) examine the rela-

tionships between individual VIBs towards the 

war and consumption of independent/state 

media; (2) examine the relationships between 

VIBs and intentions for political action. We 

then proceed to profile-based analyses: (3) ex-

amine the structure of construals by conduct-

ing a latent profile analysis (LPA) on VIB varia-

bles; and (4) test the resulting profiles as statis-

tical predictors of attitudes towards the war, in-

tentions to act in support of the war, and inten-

tions to act in opposition while controlling for 

ideological covariates. 

The study extends the current literature by pro-

posing and testing a new covariate of propa-

ganda exposure and political (de)mobilisation: 

the motivational meaning of events. Instead of 

viewing propaganda solely as persuasive or co-

ercive, we conceptualise it as a part of the sys-

tem that provides interpretative frames for 

events and actions. This approach builds a new 

link between theories of propaganda, collec-

tive action, and the psychology of values. 

Empirically, we introduce an approach to 

measuring the motivational meaning of a polit-

ical event for individuals that can be applied to 

other socially significant events beyond the war 

in Ukraine. 

1.3 Deviations from Preregistration 

The study was preregistered prior to data col-

lection (see Data Availability and Preregistra-

tion). While the preregistration specified a se-

ries of regression and path-analytic models, 

several deviations were introduced. First, in-

stead of selecting a subset of VIBs as mediators, 

we included all VIBs in the mediation model to 

avoid selection effects. Second, the preregis-

tered exploratory clustering approach (k-

means clustering) was complemented with la-

tent profile analysis, following the reviewers’ 

suggestions. Although profile-based analyses 

were preregistered as exploratory, they are em-

phasised in the main text because they provide 

a more concise and interpretable summary of 

associations between VIBs, media use, and be-

havioural intentions; the preregistered variable-

based analyses are reported in the Supplemen-

tary Materials. Third, additional analyses such as 

confirmatory factor analyses and regression 

models with covariates were conducted to 

strengthen measurement and provide clearer 

tests of associations. Full details of all deviations 

and the outcomes of hypothesis tests are re-

ported in Table S0 in the Supplementary Mate-

rials.  

2. METHODS 

The data were collected in August 2022, five 

months after the invasion of Ukraine but before 

the first round of military mobilisation in Russia. 

Participants were invited to a study entitled 

“Research on attitudes and political behaviour 

in Russia” via the Yandex Toloka crowdsourcing 

platform. The study description and the partici-

pant information explained that the study will 

assess attitudes towards “the special military 

operation in Ukraine” and political behaviour, 

and that it is conducted by a group of research-

ers from the Higher School of Economics (Mos-

cow) and Ruhr University Bochum. In all 
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materials, the Russian invasion of Ukraine was 

referred to as “The special military operation”, 

as at that time the use of the word “war” was 

criminally prosecuted. We used quota sam-

pling to match the sample to the age and gen-

der distributions of the Russian population. Af-

ter agreeing to participate in the study, partici-

pants were taken to an online questionnaire 

that assessed media consumption, trust to-

wards the media, value-instantiating beliefs 

about the war with Ukraine, attitudes towards 

political action, and behavioural intentions. The 

questionnaire included additional variables 

that are not used in the present study but are 

detailed in the data repository and study regis-

tration materials. The study took on average 26 

minutes to complete. Participants were reim-

bursed $0.50 for their time. The study received 

ethical approval from the Ethics Committee of 

Ruhr University Bochum. Demographic varia-

bles were removed from the publicly shared 

dataset to make reidentification of participants 

less likely.  

2.1 Participants 

The target sample size for the study of 1,000 

was determined for the following multiple re-

gression: G*Power 3.1 (Erdfelder et al., 1996; 

multiple linear regression, fixed model, devia-

tion from zero), assuming 12 predictors (VIBs 

and covariates), 80% power, α = .05, directional 

tests and a small partial effect of  f² = 0.015 (cor-

responding approximately to partial R2 of 0.015) 

indicated a required sample of 963. A total of 

1011 people gave informed consent to partici-

pate in the study, 981 completed the study, and 

973 did so while successfully passing both at-

tention checks. The gender distribution (49.9% 

women, 49.6% men, and 0.4% non-binary) un-

derrepresented women compared to the na-

tional population (53.5% women, UN DESA, 

2024). On other demographic variables, the 

sample moderately deviated from population 

parameters. The median age was 37 years (vs. 

39.1 nationally; UN DESA, 2024). Ninety-one per-

cent identified as ethnically Russian (vs. 81% in 

the 2021 Census; Federal State Statistics 

Service, 2022), and 51% had a university degree 

(vs. 57% nationally; OECD, 2021). In psychologi-

cal terms, participants expressed strong attach-

ment to their country (M = 3.94 on a five-point 

scale). For comparison, the analogous ISSP 

item produced means of 3.18 (1995), 2.83 (2003), 

and 2.77 (2013) on a four-point scale (ISSP, 1998; 

2012; 2015). While ISSP data showed a decline in 

attachment to the country over that period 

alongside increases in nationalism and political 

patriotism (Grigoryan & Ponizovskiy, 2018), the 

present wartime data show stronger affective 

identification. Since the quota sampling by age 

and gender resulted in a sample composition 

that, despite some deviations, is broadly com-

parable to population averages on other demo-

graphic variables and shows plausible affective 

identification levels, we consider the sample 

suitable for the present analyses. Prior work on 

survey research in Russia after the 2022 inva-

sion has not identified major change in sam-

pling composition, response rate to the polls, 

length of interviews, and rate of interview inter-

ruptions after the 2022 invasion of Ukraine 

(Rosenfeld, 2022; Snegovaya, 2024; Zvonovskii & 

Khodykin, 2024). At the same time, the possibil-

ity of self-selection and response bias in the 

present data cannot be ruled out. 

2.2 Measures 

2.2.1 Media Consumption 

We measured the frequency of use of pro-state 

and independent media sources using a scale 

from 1 (“almost never”) to 5 (“every day”). The 

media sources were selected in consultation 

with Russian media experts. Pro-state media 

sources included state television channels (e.g., 

Channel One, NTV), federal news agencies (e.g., 

RIA, TASS), Russia-based online newspapers 

(e.g., Kommersant, Gazeta.ru), and Russia-

based social networks (e.g., Vkontakte, Od-

noklassniki). Although particular forms of state 

control over these media channels vary, the 

high degree of control is broadly acknowl-

edged (Pleines et al., 2020). Independent news 

sources included foreign-based Russophone 

online newspapers (e.g., Medusa, Radio Liberty), 
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foreign social media (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), 

and Youtube. 

The measurement model was tested using 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). Base 

model with all pro-state sources and all inde-

pendent sources loading on corresponding 

factors showed unsatisfactory fit to the data 

(χ²(13) = 236.58, p < .001, CFI = .870, TLI = .790, 

RMSEA = .133, SRMR = .100). Model fit improved 

after allowing the residuals of the use of Russia-

based and independent online newspapers to 

correlate and setting a small negative variance 

for state news agencies to zero (χ²(13) = 138.56, 

p < .001, CFI = .928, TLI = .884, RMSEA = .099, 

SRMR = .069). The frequencies of use for pro-

state and independent use scores were aver-

aged to produce media use scores by type 

(pro-state: α = .73 and independent: α = .66, re-

spectively).  

2.2.2 Media Trust 

To assess media trust, we asked participants to 

indicate how much they trust the aforemen-

tioned sources, with responses ranging from 1 

(“Distrust completely”) to 5 (“Trust completely”). 

A CFA with the same two adjustments (corre-

lation for online newspapers and zero variance 

for state news agencies) showed acceptable fit 

(χ²(13) = 120.63, p < .001, CFI = .916, TLI = .864, 

RMSEA = .092, SRMR = .079). As with consump-

tion, the trust towards media was averaged by 

type (pro-state: α = .87 and independent: α = .79, 

respectively).  

2.2.3 Value-Instantiating Beliefs 

VIBs towards the war were assessed using the 

value instantiating beliefs questionnaire 

(Ponizovskiy, 2022). The scale parallels the 

structure of the PVQ-21 (Schwartz, 2003): it in-

cludes two items for each value type, except for 

universalism, which was measured with three 

items capturing its Concern, Nature, and Toler-

ance facets. The prompt presented the target 

event (“The special military operation will…”) 

followed by 21 semantic differential items de-

scribing positive and negative value conse-

quences. Participants indicated their 

agreement on a seven-point scale ranging 

from −3 to +3. For example, a Security item 

asked participants to rate whether the “special 

military operation” will “make the country less 

stable and secure” (−3) or “more stable and se-

cure” (+3). The items are presented in Table 1. In-

ternal consistency estimates (Person’s correla-

tions for two-item scales and Cronbach’s α for 

multi-item scales) were: Security (r = .49, p < 

.001), Conformity (r = .62, p < .001), Tradition (r = 

.88, p < .001), Benevolence (r = .49, p < .001), Uni-

versalism (α = .74), Self-Direction (r = .63, p < 

.001), Stimulation (r = .66, p < .001), Hedonism (r 

= .57, p < .001), and Achievement-Power (α = .85). 

Due to high overlap between Achievement and 

Power VIBs, they were combined into a single 

scale (see Measurement Model).  

Measurement Model. The expected ten-factor 

model could not be estimated due to a non-

positive definite covariance matrix caused by 

near-perfect correlation of Achievement and 

Power VIBs. These two were merged into a sin-

gle Achievement-Power factor. The resulting 

nine-VIB model showed acceptable fit, χ²(153) = 

701.61, p < .001, CFI = .940, TLI = .918, RMSEA = 

.061, SRMR = .045 (See Tables S1–S2 for model 

selection and loadings).  

Ipsatisation and Interpretation. VIB scores 

can be analysed either raw or person-centred, 

and the two versions have distinct meanings.  

Raw VIB Scores reflect absolute agreement 

with each belief statement. For example, a Se-

curity score of +2 indicates moderate agree-

ment that “the war will be safe for me person-

ally” and “will make the country more stable 

and secure”. As shown in Ponizovskiy (2022), re-

spondents rarely treat values as competing 

when evaluating a single target. Instead of say-

ing “the war is good for Security but bad for Uni-

versalism”, people tend to say that it is good for 

both values, though for Security more than for 

Universalism. This “positive across the board” 

pattern suggests that raw VIBs combine the 

general evaluative stance towards the object 

with the differentiated motivational meaning. 

In raw form, VIBs can be thought of as 
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attitudinal beliefs, or a cognitive component of 

the attitude (Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). 

Ipsatised VIB scores remove the overall evalu-

ative tendency by centring each participant’s 

VIB on their personal mean. What remains is 

the relative evaluation of consequences: given 

that the event is generally good (or bad), which 

value consequences make it especially good? 

And which contribute the least? Ipsatised VIB 

scores therefore, capture the motivational 

meaning of the event – the specific value-

based interpretation of what the war is good 

for. Since the present analysis focuses on value-

based meaning, all subsequent models use 

person-centred (ipsatised) VIB scores.  

2.2.4 Attitudes Towards the War  

Attitudes were assessed using a three-item Os-

good-type five-point semantic differential 

scale with anchors “good-bad”, “harmful-ben-

eficial”, and “useless-useful” (α = .90).  

2.2.5 Behavioural Intentions 

Intentions for political action were measured 

separately for action in support of the war and 

anti-war action using three items: “I want to / I 

intend to / I plan to take part in political action 

against the war in Ukraine” and “…in support of 

the war in Ukraine”, with response options 

ranging from 1 (“Absolutely disagree”) to 5 (“Ab-

solutely agree”) (support of the war: α = .97 and 

against the war: α = .95, respectively).  

2.2.6 National Identity  

Identification with the nation was measured 

using a four-item Likert-type scale adapted 

from Becker and Wagner’s (2009) gender iden-

tity measure. An example item is “Being Rus-

sian is important to me”, with response options 

ranging from 1 (“Absolutely disagree”) to 5 (“Ab-

solutely agree”) (α = .92).  

2.2.7 Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA)  

We used the Authoritarianism short scale 

(KSA-3; Nießen et al., 2019). The nine items as-

sess aggression, submissiveness, and conven-

tionalism, e.g., “We should take strong action 

against misfits and slackers in society”, with 

response options ranging from 1 (“Absolutely 

disagree”) to 5 (“Absolutely agree”) (α = .90).  

2.2.8 Social Dominance Orientation (SDO)  

SDO was measured with a Russian adaptation 

of Pratto et al. (1994) by Gulevich et al. (2018). 

The ten-item scale includes items such as “Low 

status groups should know their place”, with re-

sponse options from 1 (“Absolutely disagree”) to 

7 (“Absolutely agree”) (α = .80). 

Other variables (e.g., conspiracy beliefs, political 

cynicism) were included but are outside the 

scope of the present analysis. Full details are 

available in the OSF materials. 

All analyses were conducted in R (Version 4.4.1; 

R Core Team, 2024). Data management and vis-

ualisation used packages from the tidyverse 

(Wickham et al., 2019), including dplyr 1.1.4, tidyr 

1.3.1, scales 1.4.0, and ggplot2 3.5.2.  Confirmatory 

factor analysis was performed with lavaan 0.6-

19 (Rosseel, 2012). Regressions were estimated 

using the base R function lm, with robust con-

fidence intervals estimated using lmtest 0.9-40 

and sandwich 3.1-1 (Zeileis & Hothorn, 2002; 

Zeileis et al., 2020). Latent profile analysis was 

conducted using mclust 6.1.1 (Scrucca et al., 

2023). 

3. RESULTS 

The means, standard deviations, and correla-

tions among key variables are presented in Ta-

ble 2. The intercorrelations between the VIB 

variables are presented in Tables S3–S5. State 

media were both used more than independent 

media, t(972) = 6.05, p < .001, d = 0.19, and trusted 

more, t(972) = 7.65, p < .001, d = 0.25. However, 

mean trust for both types of sources fell below 

the scale’s midpoint, indicating broad scepti-

cism. Attitudes towards the war centred 

slightly below the midpoint of the scale. Inten-

tions for political action were low, with the in-

tention to act in support of the war higher than 

to act in opposition. The raw value-instantiating 

beliefs towards the war were broadly negative 

(Figure 1), with the only positive mean for Stim-

ulation (“be a new, stimulating experience”, “be 

exciting”). The most negative means were
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Table 2 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations Among Key Variables  

   Media Use Individual Characteristics Outcomes 

Variable M SD State Independent SDO RWA 
National 

Identity 

Attitude  

Toward War 

Intention to 

Support 

Intention to 

Oppose 

Media Use (from 1 = “almost never” to 5 

“every day”) 
       

 
  

      State 3.00 1.28         

 Independent 2.67 1.07 -.08*        

Individual Characteristics           

 Social Dominance Orientation 2.71 1.03 .05 -.11***       

 Right-Wing Authoritarianism 3.15 0.85 .48*** -.34*** .17***      

 National Identification 4.04 1.08 .39*** -.24*** -.01 .59***     

Attitude towards the War (1 to 5) 2.88 1.29 .41*** -.37*** .14*** .67*** .55***    

Behavioural Intentions (1 to 5)           

 To support the war 1.89 1.21 .31*** -.12*** .05 .45*** .36*** .41***   

 To oppose the war 1.53 1.00 -.30*** .37*** -.14*** -.50*** -.41*** -.37*** -.22***  

Value-Instantiating Beliefs (-3 to +3)           

 Security -0.18 1.73 .23*** -.23*** .03 .45*** .37*** .58*** .37*** -.34*** 

 Conformity -0.27 1.77 .29*** -.25*** .09 .50*** .42*** .64*** .44*** -.37*** 

 Tradition -0.04 1.88 .31*** -.23*** .11* .49*** .37*** .65*** .46*** -.38*** 

 Benevolence -0.08 1.36 .27*** -.19*** .07 .46*** .37*** .58*** .42*** -.31*** 

 Universalism -0.78 1.43 .23*** -.19*** .07 .39*** .35*** .50*** .36*** -.29*** 

 Self-Direction -0.10 1.51 .27*** -.20*** .05 .45*** .34*** .55*** .42*** -.30*** 

 Stimulation 0.08 1.28 .21*** -.13** .07 .33*** .22*** .46*** .35*** -.25*** 

 Hedonism -0.61 1.25 .24*** -.23*** .10* .41*** .32*** .53*** .37*** -.34*** 

  Achievement-Power -0.45 1.07 .26*** -.22*** .08 .41*** .33*** .53*** .38*** -.35*** 

Note. *p <.05, **p <.01, ***p <.001. 



 

 

War, what is it good for?          Ponizovskiy et al., 2026 

 

Figure 1  

Distributions of Raw Value-Instantiating Beliefs Scores. 

 

Note. The violin plots show the distribution of responses (from -3 = strongly negative consequences to +3 = strongly positive consequences) for 

the ten value types. Boxes represent the interquartile range, horizontal lines represent the median, and dots with vertical lines represent the 

mean and its 95% confidence interval.  
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 observed for Universalism (e.g., “help the weak 

and vulnerable in the society”), Hedonism (e.g., 

“be pleasant to my senses…”), and Power (e.g., 

“allow me to gain money and status”).  

3.1 Correlational Analyses 

First, we estimated the associations between 

VIBs and media consumption. Because ip-

satised VIBs are linearly dependent (sum to 

zero within individuals), we estimated separate 

regression models for each value type, regress-

ing pro-state and independent media con-

sumption on VIB for each value type, control-

ling for sociodemographic covariates: age, 

gender, and level of education. The resulting 

models, corrected for False Discovery Rate 

(FDR), reflect the relative positivity of conse-

quences for that value compared with other 

values (Tables S6).  

As shown in Figure 2, consumers of independ-

ent media perceived the war as having less 

positive consequences for Conservation values 

(Security, Conformity, and Tradition), and as 

having more positive consequences for Self-

Enhancement values (Achievement-Power) 

and Stimulation. This pattern was mostly mir-

rored for consumers of pro-state media, apart 

from Security VIB: people who consumed more 

state-affiliated media did not perceive the war 

as more safe.  

Next, we evaluated the associations between 

VIBs and attitude towards the war as well as 

behavioural intention to act in support and op-

position to the war (Figure 3). The models were 

controlled for sociodemographic as well as ide-

ological covariates (RWA, SDO, and National 

Identity), and p-values were FDR corrected (Ta-

bles S7 and S8).  

As shown in Figure 3, seven out of nine VIBs 

were significant predictors after ideological 

controls and FDR correction. People with more 

positive attitudes towards the war perceived it 

as more aligned with conservation values (Se-

curity, Conformity, Tradition) and less strongly 

aligned with Universalism, Stimulation, Hedon-

ism, and Achievement-Power.  

Behavioural intentions to act in support of the 

war were positively associated with perceiving 

the war as more strongly aligned with Tradition 

and less strongly with Achievement-Power and 

Hedonism. Intention to oppose the war was 

weakly related to VIBs, with a small negative as-

sociation with perceived alignment with Tradi-

tion and a small positive association with per-

ceived alignment with Benevolence.  

Although our data are cross-sectional and can-

not establish causal direction, we tested 

whether the associations were consistent with 

the preregistered mediation structure linking 

media consumption, VIBs, attitudes and behav-

ioural intentions. The model fit the data well 

(Figure S4) and showed the expected pattern: 

VIBs, especially for Security, Conformity, and 

Tradition, mediated the relationship between 

pro-state media consumption and attitudes 

and then intentions. The paths stemming from 

independent media consumption showed op-

posite effects. These results are correlational 

and cannot establish a causal direction, but 

they are compatible with the theorized path-

way where VIBs connect propaganda exposure 

to attitudes and intentions.  

3.2 Person-Centred Analyses 

Ipsatisation already captures the relative evalu-

ation of value consequences by centring each 

individual’s responses on their own mean. How-

ever, this transformation makes VIB scores lin-

early interdependent, complicating their inter-

pretation. For example, negative associations of 

high Achievement-Power scores may be inter-

pretable on their own: people who see the war 

as serving their interests may be less willing to 

join in pro-war political action. Or, alternatively, 

high Achievement-Power scores might simply 

mean that the consequences for other (per-

haps more relevant) values are more negative.  

The patterns of differences between the VIBs, 

rather than the absolute scores, describe how 

people make sense of the war. To examine 

these profiles directly, we moved from variable-

centred regressions to person-centred anal-

yses. 
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Figure 2 

The Associations of Independent and Pro-State Media Consumption with Ipsatised VIBs. 

 

Note. The coefficients were derived from separate regression models that regressed media con-
sumption onto ipsatised VIB score and covariates. Points represent standardised coefficients with 
95% confidence intervals. Black dots indicate significant effects (FDR-adjusted p < .05), and white 
dots indicate non-significant effects. 
 
Figure 3 

Associations Between Value-Instantiating Beliefs and Attitudes and Behavioural Intentions  

 

Note. Points represent standardised regression coefficients from separate models predicting politi-
cal behaviour from VIBs, adjusted for age, gender, education, RWA, SDO, and national identity. 
Horizontal lines indicate 95% confidence intervals. Black dots indicate significant effects (FDR-ad-
justed p < .05), and white dots indicate non-significant effects. 
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We conducted LPA on the nine ipsatised VIBs, 

which ensured that profiles reflected differ-

ences in the content of evaluations rather than 

overall positivity. We estimated LPA models 

with one through six classes under a con-

strained covariance structure (EEI; equal vol-

ume and shape, spherical within class; Table 3). 

More flexible covariance structures (e.g. VVV, 

EEE) did not yield admissible solutions beyond 

a single profile and were not considered fur-

ther.  

Fit indices suggested improvement of fit as 

more classes were added: the Bayesian Infor-

mation Criterion monotonically decreased, and 

the bootstrap likelihood ratio test (BLRT) re-

mained significant across comparisons. How-

ever, solutions with three or more profiles 

yielded small classes (<15% of participants) and 

did not improve classification quality. To bal-

ance statistical fit with parsimony and inter-

pretability, we retained the two-profile solu-

tion. Solutions with additional classes added 

nuance but were consistent with the pre-

sented results (Figures S1–S2).   

Figure 4 shows posterior-weighted means and 

95% confidence intervals for each class; the left 

panel shows ipsatised VIBs that were used for 

profile identification, and the right panel shows 

raw participant responses. Class 1 (31% of re-

spondents) saw the most positive conse-

quences of the war for Conservation values (Se-

curity, Conformity and Tradition) and the least 

positive consequences for Self-Enhancement 

values (Achievement-Power and Hedonism). 

Class 2 (69% of respondents) showed the re-

verse pattern. When mapped onto non-ip-

satised VIB scores, it becomes clear that the 

pattern differed not because one group saw 

the war as self-serving, but because Class 1 

viewed it as securing the social order, and Class 

2 – as undermining it. In absolute terms, Class 1 

reported more positive consequences for Con-

servation values: Security, t(972) = -18.2, p < .001, 

d = 1.09, Conformity, t(972) = -27.6, p < .001, d = 

1.62, and Tradition, t(972) = -22.2, p < .001, d = 1.28. 

In contrast, perceived consequences were 

similar across groups for Hedonism, t(972) = -

.26, p = .792, d = 0.02 and Achievement-Power, 

t(972) = - 1.92, p = .055, d = 0.11  

Although the analysis used ipsatised scores to 

define profiles based on their shape, moderate 

mean-level differences remained: Class 1 was, 

on average, more positive on most values than 

Class 2. This suggests that while profiles were 

differentiated based on structural differences in 

meaning – whether the war is construed as pre-

serving the social order or disrupting it – certain 

construal “shapes” also co-occur with more 

generally positive or negative evaluations of the 

war. In the following analyses, we examined 

whether this content of construal merely re-

flects broader ideological orientation or 

uniquely explains variation in attitudes and be-

haviour.  

We regressed the attitude towards the war, in-

tentions to act in support for or in opposition to 

the war on posterior probability of belonging to 

VIB Class 1 (vs. 2) alongside RWA, SDO, and na-

tional identification: constructs proposed to ex-

plain endorsement of violence by one’s own 

group (Abou-Ismail et al., 2025; Varmann et al., 

2024). The VIB class emerged as a significant 

predictor of the attitude, contributing ex-

plained variance over and above RWA, SDO, 

and national identity (Table 4). The probability 

of belonging to VIB Class 1 was also predictive 

of intention to act in support of the war, alt-

hough not in opposition to it. Results were sub-

stantively similar using k-means clustering (see 

Supplementary Materials).  

Taken together, these findings show that peo-

ple’s answers to the question “What is war good 

for?” – whether they see it as promoting or 

thwarting a particular set of values – capture a 

psychological dimension that is distinct from 

broader ideology and helpful in explaining peo-

ple’s attitudes and actions. 
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Table 3 

Model fit of LPA models with 1 to 6 classes 

Number of 
Profiles 

AIC BIC Entropy BLRT p (BLRT) Class Proportions 

1 24699.50 –24787.22 – – – 100% 
2 23997.55 –24134.00 0.742 152.91 .001 31.5%, 68.5% 
3 23864.64 –24049.82 0.739 187.49 .001 64.7%, 12.2%, 23.1% 
4 23697.14 –23931.05 0.674 99.88 .001 29.6%, 7.9%, 45.5%, 

17.0% 
5 23617.26 –23899.90 0.712 37.35 .002 25.4%, 4.8%, 48.6%, 

16.0%, 5.3% 
6 23599.91 –23931.28 0.718 136.30 .001 14.4%, 9.6%, 16.8%, 

38.5%, 20.2%, 0.5% 
Note. BLRT = bootstrap likelihood ratio test.  

 

 

Figure 4 

Latent Profile Means of Ipsatised (Left Panel) and Raw (Right Panel) Value-Instantiating Belief 

Scores (EEI, 2-class model). 

 

Note. Points represent class means; error bars indicate 95% posterior-weighted CIs. 
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Table 4  

Multiple Regressions Predicting Attitudes and Behavioural Intention 

 Attitude towards the war  

 β  95% CI p 

Intercept .00 [-.04, .05] .910 

National Identity .23 [.06, .18] <.001 

RWA .47 [.50, .60] <.001 

SDO .06 [.00, .09] .015 

VIB Class (1) .18 [.14, .23] <.001 

    

 Intention to act in support of the war  

 β  95% CI p 

Intercept .00 [-.05, .06] .968 

National Identity .12 [.05, .19] <.001 

RWA .34 [.27, .42] <.001 

SDO -.001 [-.06, .05] .845 

VIB Class (1) .12 [.06, .18] <.001 

    

 Intention to act in opposition to the war  

 β 95% CI p 

Intercept .00 [-.06, .05] .965 

National Identity -.18 [-.25, -.11] .005 

RWA -.36 [-.43, -.29] <.001 

SDO -.08 [-.14, -.03] .004 

VIB Class (1) -.05 [-.11, .01] .096 
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4. DISCUSSION 

We found systematic differences in how Rus-

sians construed the war in value terms, and 

these construals were associated with media 

use, attitudes towards the war, and intentions 

to engage in pro/anti-war political action. 

While Right-Wing Authoritarianism was the 

closest correlate of pro-war attitudes and ac-

tions in our analyses, VIBs made a unique and 

sizeable contribution beyond RWA, SDO, and 

national identification.  

In August 2022, our Russian participants held 

varying attitudes towards the war, but largely 

agreed on some of its expected value conse-

quences: the war will harm the vulnerable and 

will limit opportunities to achieve wealth, influ-

ence, and recognition. However, some Rus-

sians (31% of participants) saw the invasion of 

Ukraine as beneficial for their own and societal 

security, as an expression of their traditional 

values, and as something that their compatri-

ots expect or approve – while others did not 

(69% of participants). These estimates are 

broadly consistent with prior research showing 

that strongly pro-Putin and pro-war attitudes 

are concentrated in the minority of respond-

ents, alongside a small but meaningful group 

that strongly opposes the war, and a larger 

group expressing ambivalence and conform-

ity-driven responses (Frye et al., 2023; Sne-

govaya, 2024). At the same time, the sensitive 

political nature of the survey could have led to 

higher rates of participation from individuals 

who are more politically engaged and more 

approving of the war.  

Beyond these distributions, the profiles cap-

ture how the war is construed in value terms. 

Notably, we did not find a profile differentiated 

by stronger perceptions of the war as violating 

universalistic values. Instead, responses were 

differentiated along conservation-related val-

ues – Security, Tradition, and Conformity – sug-

gesting that the variation in attitudes is struc-

tured less by universalistic moral concerns and 

more by perceptions of social order. Conserva-

tion values prominently feature in Russian 

wartime propaganda, and the relevant VIBs co-

varied with the consumption of pro-state and 

independent media. The difference between 

the two types of construals was related to be-

havioural intentions. Including VIB profiles in 

the same models with RWA, SDO, and national 

identity showed that the pattern of VIB re-

sponses accounted for sizeable variance over 

and above these powerful explanatory con-

structs.  

4.1 Contribution 

From a theoretical standpoint, we introduce 

value instantiations as a novel correlate of me-

dia use and political intentions and demon-

strate that they are distinct from broader polit-

ical ideology. This extends research on influ-

ence and propaganda by incorporating value-

based meaning, capturing not only how the 

events are described or evaluated, but how 

they are understood vis-à-vis fundamental life 

principles. 

Research on media effects and propaganda 

has typically focused on communication con-

tent and individuals’ attitudes towards the 

topic of the messages. While these approaches 

capture what is being said and how the topic is 

evaluated, they do not specify the structure of 

meaning underlying these evaluations. We ad-

dress this gap by examining how Russian indi-

viduals understand the same event – the inva-

sion of Ukraine – in terms of its implications for 

basic human values.  

Value instantiations capture the motivational 

meaning of actions and events: do they support 

or threaten basic human values such as secu-

rity, benevolence, or tradition. They are as-

sessed using a standardised measure 

grounded in value theory, and allow for com-

parisons across topics, individuals, and con-

texts. These beliefs are more proximal to spe-

cific situations than ideological orientations, 

but may serve as building blocks of ideology. 

Value instantiations have previously been 

shown to impact behaviour (Maio et al., 2009) 

and moderate value-intention links (Ponizov-

skiy et al., 2019; Ponizovskiy, 2022), linking to the 



18 advances.in/psychology 

 

 

War, what is it good for?          Ponizovskiy et al., 2026 

theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991) and 

the theory of basic human values (Schwartz, 

1992) and allowing for grounded predictions.  

Empirically, using a quota sample from an au-

thoritarian country at war, we observe substan-

tial variation in construals even in a repressive 

context with a heavily funded propaganda ma-

chine. Furthermore, this variation is practically 

and predictively meaningful – accounting for it 

adds substantive power in modelling political 

behavioural intentions.  

4.2 Limitations 

Survey research in repressive contexts raises 

concerns about self-selection and response 

bias (Tannenberg, 2022). The reliability of polls 

in repressive contexts such as wartime Russia 

has been questioned (Alyukov, 2022). Partici-

pants who strongly oppose the war, distrust 

the safety of online surveys, or are especially 

sensitive to surveillance might have been less 

likely to participate and could have moderated 

their answers in the direction of greater con-

formity or ambiguity. These processes could 

have affected both the composition of the 

sample as well as reported VIB, attitudes, and 

behavioural intentions.  

The nature of repression in Russia complicates 

expectations about such biases, as the behav-

ioural consequences of repression may depend 

on its form, visibility, and patterns of enforce-

ment (Ayanian et al., 2024). Prior to 2022, the re-

gime had been described as an ‘informational 

autocracy’, relying on control of narratives and 

selective punishment of political action rather 

than control through fear and systematic pun-

ishment of privately expressed views (Guriev & 

Treisman, 2019). Following the invasion, repres-

sion intensified, including increased penalties 

for public and online dissent. At the same time, 

enforcement has remained focused primarily 

on public, visible acts of opposition. The combi-

nation of real sanctions and uncertain enforce-

ment can elicit different responses: while some 

people may withdraw from participation and 

self-censor, others may continue to express 

their views in settings perceived as private or 

low-risk.  

Consistent with this complexity, work on survey 

research in Russia has documented falsification 

of preferences (Chapkovski & Schaub, 2022) and 

reduced participation from more dissenting re-

gions prior to the war, alongside evidence that 

participation did not uniformly decline follow-

ing the invasion and may, in some contexts, 

have made surveys a channel for expressing 

disagreement (Vyrskaia et al., 2025). At the 

same time, other recent research has not iden-

tified major changes in sampling composition, 

response biases, or interview dynamics follow-

ing the invasion (Rosenfeld, 2022; Snegovaya, 

2024; Zvonovskii & Khodykin, 2024).  

In the present study, such biases cannot be 

ruled out. Demographic quota sampling, while 

ensuring approximate balance on age and gen-

der, does not guarantee representativeness on 

psychological variables such as risk tolerance or 

trust. Consequently, the results should not be 

interpreted as an unbiased population esti-

mate of opinions in Russia. At the same time, to 

the degree that the selection and response bi-

ases may be present in the data, they would be 

expected to constrain the distribution of VIBs, 

attitudes, and behavioural intentions, making 

profile differentiation more difficult and biasing 

the estimates of effects downwards.  

The present study is correlational and cannot 

test the theorised causal relationships that 

drove hypothesis development. While past ex-

perimental research has shown that message 

content impacts VIBs (Ponizovskiy et al., 2019), 

in real-world scenarios the relationship is al-

most certainly bidirectional: on the one hand, 

the media shape the meaning of events (Chong 

& Druckman, 2007) and on the other, people 

choose the media that are aligned with their 

views (Stroud, 2008). The correlational nature of 

the study did not allow us to tease the two in-

fluences apart.  

This research was possible thanks to a slow re-

action of Russian survey companies to the be-

ginning of the war – participation in foreign 
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academic surveys was not regulated before the 

war. It came under increasing scrutiny only at 

the end of 2022 when Yandex.Toloka intro-

duced pre-screening of surveys in late 2022, 

and in July 2023, the service was replaced with 

state-controlled Yandex.Tasks (Kommersant, 

2023).  This means, however, that we make in-

ferences based on a snapshot of Russian soci-

ety at an early stage of the war. While the pat-

terns that we present here are robust, they do 

not directly test the proposed causal mecha-

nism and only show that observational data is 

consistent with it.  

4.3 Future Directions 

The value instantiation framework can poten-

tially provide a fine-grained account of real-

world propaganda effects, both in its persua-

sion and domination facets. While a longitudi-

nal study in Russia is not feasible at this time, 

similar research could be undertaken in an au-

thoritarian context that is less repressive than 

today’s Russia, such as Hungary or China.  

The effects of propaganda are also not limited 

by state borders. Beyond spending on state 

media at home, Russia invests heavily in its for-

eign-facing media and disruptive politicians 

abroad (Gerber & Zavisca, 2016; Yang et al., 

2024). The VIB framework described here can 

be applied to quantify the relationship be-

tween exposure to Russian, Chinese, or Ameri-

can propaganda and the construals of im-

portant events across the world.  

Finally, further theoretical work could move us 

closer to a unified theory of ideological uptake. 

The application of VIBs to propaganda hypoth-

esises a cognitive-motivational mechanism, 

but at present it lacks boundary conditions. 

When is propaganda successful and when 

not? When is it motivating and when demoti-

vating? What situational, personality, content 

variables influence uptake? This content-first 

approach to propaganda effects could provide 

an interface between communications studies, 

political science, and moral psychology.  

 

5. CONCLUSION 

This study examined how people in Russia con-

strue the invasion of Ukraine, and how these 

construals relate to political attitudes and in-

tended action. Using a large quota sample col-

lected in Russia during the early stages of the 

war, we identified distinct profiles of under-

standing of the war’s consequences to people’s 

core values.  

Drawing on value instantiation framework, we 

showed that some Russians viewed the war as 

enhancing conservation values such as Secu-

rity, Conformity, and Tradition, and others saw 

it as undermining these and other values. These 

value-instantiating belief profiles were associ-

ated with media use and were unique statisti-

cal predictors of attitudes and intentions to act 

in support for the war, even after controlling for 

national identity, right-wing authoritarianism 

and social dominance orientation. Although 

our data are correlational and cannot establish 

causality, the findings are consistent with the 

account where citizens’ interpretations of polit-

ical events mediate between media exposure 

and intentions for action.  

By introducing a method to quantify these in-

terpretations, we contribute a new variable – 

the motivational meaning that people attach to 

actions and events – that can complement tra-

ditional predictors such as identity and ideol-

ogy. This approach helps explain variation in 

political (in)action in authoritarian contexts and 

bridges research on values, propaganda, and 

collective action.  
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