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Believing in the potential for progressive social change is an important pre-condition for mo-

bilization within minoritized groups – yet periods of democratic decline are a powerful re-

minder that “it gets better” is not guaranteed. As social conditions get worse, pessimism 

might be expected to disrupt faith in the ongoing power of the collective to achieve its goals. 

However, drawing on the notion of collective identity as a resource especially in bad times, 

we argue that minority group members might respond to periods of decline through affirm-

ative displays of identity vigilance. To explore this possibility, we analyzed data from sexual 

minority participants (total N = 3627) collected in five distinct waves between 2017 and 2025. 

During this period marked by substantial global social change, we observed declining per-

ceptions of the possibility of progressive social change accompanied by minoritized identity 

consolidation. Path analyses suggest that growing identification with the minority protected 

minority respondents against the otherwise negative consequences of perceiving social de-

cline. In addition to contributing further insight into the theorised value of minority identity, 

this unusual dataset bears witness to the thoughts and feelings of LGBTQ+ people as these 

evolved across a period marked by political uncertainty. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The joy that some Americans felt in response to 

Barack Obama’s election as president in 2008 

set off a phase of cautious optimism about the 

state of society. This optimism was marked by 

assertions that remaining politicized identity 

challenges were temporary – a claim made 

most concisely in the title of Dan Savage’s book 

with his husband Terry Miller, It Gets Better 

(2012) – and that the path of human history had 

shifted away from collective bloodshed and to-

wards reason, empathy, and more enlightened 

forms of human engagement, as argued in 

Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Na-

ture (2011). In optimistic times, it can be easy to 

imagine human history as ultimately “bending 

toward justice,” in the words of preacher Theo-

dore Parker (1853), words later echoed and 

made famous by U.S. civil rights leader Martin 

Luther King, Jr.   

But the idea that any individual will be guaran-

teed to observe overall positive social change 

in their lifetime is an ahistorical illusion: upward 

trajectories are not inevitable. The many exam-

ples of democratic decline currently occurring 

worldwide – the topic of this special issue – re-

mind us of this possibility. The consequences of 

democratic decline, and the political chaos 

that typically ensues, often target minoritized 

groups most acutely (see, e.g., Glick, 2010). Here 

we focus on perceptions of societal decline 

among one historically minoritized group: sex-

ual minorities. This group (including lesbian, 

gay, bisexual, transgender, and queer individu-

als; sometimes abbreviated LGBTQ+) has been 

very successful in effecting social change in 

Western liberal democracies, moving from 

criminalisation to public celebration within a 

relatively short period of time. These successes, 

however, seem to be giving way to a more re-

cent period characterised by pushback (e.g., 

Ayoub & Stoeckl, 2024). Concretely reflecting 

this new situation, in June 2023 the US-based 

Human Rights Campaign (HRC, 2023) declared 

a “state of emergency” following the introduc-

tion of anti-LGBTQ+ bills in numerous state 

legislatures. 

As minority group members contemplate the 

implications of democratic decline and the in-

creasingly hostile societal contexts these cre-

ate, some perspectives might expect them to 

“lean out” – that is, to psychologically disengage 

(e.g., Major & Schmader, 1998), to conceal iden-

tity (Goffman, 1963; Yoshino, 2007), or to mi-

grate from prejudicial contexts in search of 

more supportive environments (e.g., Esposito & 

Calanchini, 2022). In contrast to these (under-

standable) responses, we consider when mem-

bers of the minority might “lean into” collective 

identity, displaying identity vigilance in difficult 

times. In using the term “identity vigilance,” we 

allude to the concept of consolidating aware-

ness around a potentially threatened identity 

(see the use of the term ‘vigilance’ in Steele et 

al., 2002) and mobilizing psychological re-

sources for its protection. To investigate this hy-

pothesized phenomenon, we analyzed data 

collected from multiple waves of LGBTQ+ par-

ticipants that we gathered over an eight-year 

period marked by substantial global social 

change – including discourse about democratic 

decline in the United States and globally. These 

data provide a window through which to ob-

serve psychological responses to an unfolding 

situation in light of minority identity status. 

1.1 Reactions to Social Decline  

Within social psychology, social transfor-

mations are often understood as the product of 

collective action, which in turn is understood as 

being grounded in a perception that change is 

possible. From the perspective of social identity 

theory (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), membership 

in a socially subordinated or devalued group 

imposes negative identity on the individual. Ex-

actly how individuals negotiate this situation to 

restore a positive self-concept is theorised to 

depend on appraisals of the social structure 

and the opportunities for change this implies. 

SIT specifies that when social structures are 

perceived to be fixed (i.e., stable and legitimate) 

but group boundaries permeable, individualis-

tic identity management strategies are likely to 
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prevail – for example, through attempts to dis-

tance the self from group membership and af-

filiate with more socially valued groups (i.e., ‘in-

dividual mobility’ in SIT terms). If fixed social 

structures instead involve group boundaries 

that are perceived to be impermeable, nega-

tive identity can only be managed through at-

tempts to reimagine the value of the group de-

spite its societal devaluation (i.e., ‘social creativ-

ity’). However, when social structures instead 

signal the possibility of change (e.g., when hier-

archies are perceived to be unstable and/ or il-

legitimate), members of devalued groups are 

likely to become motivated to engage collec-

tively in actions that seek to challenge and 

change the status quo (i.e., ‘social competi-

tion’). According to the theory, instability in the 

social structure opens up the capacity to imag-

ine ‘cognitive alternatives’ to current social ar-

rangements, supplying members of devalued 

groups with a vision of what to work toward. 

Empirical work confirms these theoretical pre-

dictions: perceptions of likely and desirable so-

cial changes have been found to crystallise 

identification within socially disadvantaged 

groups (e.g., Bettencourt et al., 2001; Ellemers, 

1993; Mummendey et al., 1999), especially 

among those previously uncommitted (Doosje 

et al., 2002); increased identification, in turn, 

prompts support for group-based collective ac-

tion to ensure that anticipated changes are re-

alised (Kelly, 1993; van Zomeren et al., 2008; 

Wright et al., 2022).  

Although supported by a large body of re-

search – for a summary, see Reicher and Has-

lam (2012) – much of this evidence is based on 

cross-sectional surveys or short-term experi-

ments that induce momentary shifts in per-

ceptions of the (in)security of structural rela-

tions between groups. The unfolding dynamics 

of social perceptions, identification and group-

based responses are rarely studied over longer 

time periods (see Bleh et al., 2025, for a similar 

argument), perhaps not only because the arc of 

history is long but also because of the logistical 

challenges inherent in such initiatives (see Jo-

hal et al., 2023). One recent study, however, did 

capture this unfolding dynamic in the context 

of environmental activist groups (Bleh et al., 

2025). Here, improving perceptions of cognitive 

alternatives to the status quo (i.e., perceptions 

that desired social changes were a plausible 

possibility; see also Wright et al., 2020) were re-

lated to across-time increases in group identifi-

cation and to strengthened feelings of collec-

tive efficacy, and through these to increased 

support for actions intended to reinforce com-

mitment to group-based action. This suggests 

an upward spiral from growing optimism about 

possible futures, through identification, to fur-

ther action in the service of social change. 

Yet other work within the same theoretical tra-

dition suggests an alternative role for identifica-

tion in response to social perceptions. The re-

jection-identification model (see Branscombe 

et al., 1999) argues that collective identification 

is a psychological resource that can be mobi-

lized to protect members of disadvantaged 

groups from the negative effects of their deval-

ued status. Drawing on the logic of SIT, this pro-

tective role of minority identification is argued 

to emerge when group devaluation is con-

strued as a pervasive rather than isolated expe-

rience (e.g., through repeated discrimination). 

Pervasive devaluation indicates stability in the 

social system – stability that spurs minority 

group members to locate their sense of self and 

belonging away from the dominant group. 

Within this model, achieving a sense of belong-

ing within the minority community offsets the 

otherwise negative effects of pervasive devalu-

ation on individual well-being.  

There are many differences between the two 

accounts outlined above and these need not be 

seen as oppositional. Indeed, it is perfectly plau-

sible that different pathways to identification 

operate in parallel. In the context of unstable 

social systems, in which desired social changes 

are perceived as possible, identification within 

devalued groups anticipates improvements in 

group status (e.g., Doosje et al., 2002) and be-

comes the psychological mechanism for 

achieving these improvements collectively. In 
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the context of pervasive discrimination, in 

which social structures seem less open to 

change, identification reflects the salience of 

group boundaries conveyed through differen-

tial treatment and invokes solidarity with oth-

ers who are similarly disadvantaged.  

And yet, there is also some conceptual fuzzi-

ness between accounts. For example, the re-

jection-identification model explicitly draws on 

SIT’s concept of stability to reason why perva-

sive discrimination would sharpen identity 

within minority groups, despite other SIT re-

search arguing and showing that instability, 

and the capacity for instability to open up de-

sirable cognitive alternatives, catalyses identifi-

cation and collective action toward social 

change. Empirically, some studies find that ac-

tivating perceptions of social change reduces 

perceptions of discrimination, resulting in 

lower levels of identification among minori-

tized groups (e.g., Schmitt et al., 2009; Spoor & 

Schmitt, 2011), but other studies find that acti-

vating the possibility of social change en-

hances minority identification and well-being 

(e.g., Zhang et al., 2013). Further complicating 

this picture, higher levels of identification have 

also been argued to feed into societal percep-

tions, not just reflect them – for example, by 

sensitizing minorities to possible discrimina-

tion (e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999), contributing 

to scepticism about the rate and extent of so-

cial change (cf. Eibach & Ehrlinger, 2006). 

Across various literatures linked to SIT, core 

constructs of identification and perceptions of 

(actual and possible) social change align with 

each other in multiple ways and thus deserve 

further attention. 

1.2 The Current Research 

Despite strong theory in this domain, the exist-

ence of complex and nuanced relationships 

among constructs leaves open questions 

about whether – and how – identification oper-

ates in response to societal arrangements that 

are promising versus worrying from the per-

spective of devalued minority groups. It is un-

clear whether stability or instability in a 

currently devaluing social system should be 

most likely to activate minority identity. In the 

more specific context of theorising and re-

search about instability, it is further unclear 

whether minority identity activation is limited 

to the typically studied versions of this that sup-

port optimism and hope rather than instability 

in the form of erosion or decline. These ques-

tions remain open partly because the trajectory 

of social change is often assumed to be slow, 

but ultimately positive (i.e., things are always 

getting better); yet the scope of assessment 

within psychological research is typically (very) 

short term. Where research has considered tra-

jectories of social change, these have been 

more rapid, often signalled by sudden disrup-

tions to the social order triggered by natural 

disasters, organizational change, or dramatic 

political events (e.g., see de la Sablonnière & 

Tougas, 2008; de la Sablonnière et al., 2009; 

Smith, Livingstone, & Thomas, 2019) or within 

the context of relatively short-term movement-

building activities (e.g., a climate camp: Bleh et 

al., 2025). To our knowledge, there are very few 

projects tracking minority responses to devel-

oping societal trajectories over a longer period 

of time.  

To address this issue, we present data that doc-

ument evolving perceptions of the possibilities 

for progressive social change, and the corre-

lates of this, among (largely US-based) LGBTQ+ 

individuals over a wider time frame spanning 

eight years. Our successive waves of sampling 

were originally conceived as repeated replica-

tions of an experiment testing the effects of 

progressive social change on the meaning and 

value of minority identity (see Salvatore & Mor-

ton, 2017). As elaborated in our pre-registered 

experimental predictions, this interest was 

grounded in assumptions that social change 

was becoming so positive that it might be un-

dermining the ongoing value and relevance of 

the group – raising theoretically interesting 

questions about how different individuals 

within the group position their identity in rela-

tion to this “new reality.” As we describe below, 

this starting assumption was violated by the 
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actual trajectory of social change we observed 

over iterations of our experiment. This guided 

our decision to engage with the across-time 

changes instead of the originally focal experi-

mental effects. This paper reports those across-

time changes, the context of which we briefly 

outline below. 

Prior to the period of sampling, the direction of 

social change reflected a clear ascendancy of 

liberal values (e.g., under the Obama admin-

istration) and policies and practices perceived 

to be supportive of sexual/gender minorities. At 

this juncture, social conditions were perceived 

as being so good that some within the LGBTQ+ 

community were asking whether this identity 

should continue to be relevant for self-defini-

tion (see, e.g., Savin-Williams, 2009). Even dur-

ing the first Trump administration, one com-

mentator – perhaps an outlier in the commu-

nity – declared that “the struggle for gay rights 

is over” (Kirchick, 2019). But others at that time 

(e.g., Finn, 2019) saw the trajectory of social 

change as shifting in a markedly different di-

rection. The newly unfolding social reality – es-

pecially in the US where most of our research 

participants were located – was instead charac-

terised by increasingly prominent administra-

tive opposition to previously gained social and 

legal protections for sexual/gender minorities 

(especially trans individuals). Capturing that 

shift in both rhetoric and policy, the first three 

samples in our sequence cover the beginning, 

middle, and end of the first Trump presidency 

(i.e., 2017, 2019 & 2020, respectively). Our fourth 

sample was collected at the end of 2021, a year 

after the office of president had returned to a 

liberal candidate (Biden); but by the fifth and fi-

nal sample, in early 2025, the presidency had 

returned to Trump (see Footnote 1). As noted 

above, the situation for sexual/gender minori-

ties toward the end of this sampling period was 

sufficiently concerning that the US-based Hu-

man Rights Campaign declared a “state of 

emergency” (HRC, 2023).    

The shifting direction of social change pro-

vided a unique opportunity for insight into 

what happens within minority groups when 

things don’t just get better. These data also al-

lowed us to explore competing theoretical 

ideas about whether optimistic or pessimistic 

perceptions of the possibilities for progressive 

social change are more activating of minority 

identity. Work within SIT generally highlights 

the value of positive perceptions of social 

change in catalysing identity by, for example, 

positioning improving cognitive alternatives to 

the status quo as a mechanism for collective 

mobilization toward a desired future. Instead, 

drawing on the notion of collective identity as a 

coping resource, articulated by the rejection-

identification model, we tested the idea that 

minority individuals might ‘brace’ themselves 

collectively in the face of social decline and 

draw strength from shared identity exactly 

when things are going from bad to worse, ra-

ther than when they are getting better. This 

bracing response implies an oppositional rela-

tionship between unfolding pessimism over 

the possibilities of progressive social change on 

the one hand, and re-investment in shared 

identity on the other. It also implies that alt-

hough pessimistic appraisals of the opportuni-

ties for social change should have negative con-

sequences – for emotional reactions to the 

state of society (Badaan et al., 2020; Greenaway 

et al., 2016) and feelings about the efficacy of 

minoritized groups to create change (Bleh et 

al., 2025; Greenaway et al., 2016) – these conse-

quences should be offset by re-investment in 

the group itself.  

Our eventual dataset was not longitudinal at 

the level of the individual (i.e., it does not in-

clude repeated measurement from the same 

participants). Instead, it was longitudinal at the 

level of the sample: it involves cross-sectional 

surveys collected from distinct samples of 

LGBTQ+ respondents at five time points over an 

eight-year period. The time period of sampling 

spans significant shifts in the social-political 

landscape, especially from a minority perspec-

tive, thereby offering insight into how this situ-

ation was being metabolized psychologically 

within the target population. We used 
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structural equation modelling to test a path 

model in which (1) the perceived possibilities 

for progressive social change and (2) identifica-

tion with the minority group were positioned 

as mediators of emotional and psychological 

responses to the unfolding state of society and 

evolving status of the minority group itself, and 

of vigilant desires to protect minority identity.   

2. METHOD 

We pre-screened potential respondents on 

Prolific to restrict participation to those at least 

18 years of age who did not identify as hetero-

sexual. Respondents were compensated be-

tween 0.90 and 1.25 GBP. All but the first sam-

ple were restricted to US residents to constrain 

the focal political context. The full datafile in-

cludes full or partial entries from 3828 individ-

uals. In the first sample, we retained for analysis 

only those respondents who resided in West-

ern cultural contexts (i.e., North America, West-

ern Europe, Australia), reasoning that relevant 

rights and protections were broadly similar (9 

indicated residing in non-Western contexts; 117 

did not provide this information and were also 

excluded). From the full sample, we also ex-

cluded a small percentage of participants in 

each sample who – despite the pre-screen – de-

scribed themselves as heterosexual in a free-re-

sponse item (n = 48) or who did not provide a 

meaningful response to this question (n = 33). 

The final sample after exclusions included 3627 

individuals. Respondents’ age, (US) residence, 

((cis) male) gender identity, and (White) ethnic-

ity were controlled in all analyses. Table 1 pro-

vides more detail about the samples, available 

demographics, and the context for data collec-

tions.  

The design and procedure of all data collections 

were identical. A brief introductory text ex-

plained the survey’s focus on non-heterosexual 

people’s perceptions of “social changes that are 

happening in many western nations today.” Af-

ter giving informed consent, participants were 

asked how they would describe their own sex-

ual identity (open-ended). 

Table 1 
 
Summary Information About, and Context For, Five Waves of Data Collection 
Sample size Age US resi-

dent 
White (Cis) male 

(see SOM #1) 
Timeframe of data collection 

& US presidential context  

2017 wave: 

n = 179 

 

Range: 18-60 

Mdn = 27 

95% CI:  

28.1-30.8  

32% 87% 36% late June 2017 (early months of 
the first Trump term) 

2019 wave:  

n = 489 

 

Range: 20-75 

Mdn = 29 

95% CI: 

30.4-32.1 

100% 71% 24%  early December 2019 (midway 
through the first Trump term) 

2020 wave:  

n = 997 

 

Range: 18-78 

Mdn = 26  

95% CI:  

29.9-31.1 

100% 70% 24%  early December 2020 (just after 
election in which Trump lost to 
Biden) 

2021 wave:  

n = 990 

 

Range: 18-71 

Mdn = 26 

95% CI:  

28.3-29.4 

100% 73% 15%  early December 2021 (nearly one 
year into Biden’s term as presi-
dent) 

2025 wave:  

n = 970 

 

Range: 18-80 

Mdn = 35 

95% CI:  

37.6-39.2 

100% 63%  32% late April 2025 (end of the first 
100 days of the second Trump 
term) 
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Next, they indicated their agreement with six 

items assessing identification with the LGBTQ+ 

community. With the one exception noted be-

low, these and all other items were responded 

to on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 

= strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. This 

scale comprised two sub-scales from Leach et 

al.’s (2008) multidimensional measure of social 

identification: solidarity (example item: I feel 

committed to the LGBTQ+ community) and 

centrality (example item: I often think about 

the fact that I am a member of the LGBTQ+ 

community). Details of all individual items and 

all scale reliabilities at each wave are given in 

SOM #2; Cronbach’s alpha for the identification 

composite scale ranged from .92 to .94 across 

waves.  

At this point, participants within each sample 

were randomly assigned to one of three exper-

imental conditions and experienced stimuli re-

lated to their condition. Because identification 

was measured prior to random assignment, 

note that it cannot be affected by condition. 

For information about the experimental ma-

nipulation and tests relating to its potential im-

pact on the measures that followed, see SOM 

#3.  

Following this, all waves included a core set of 

common measures, with different additional 

measures (not mentioned further in this man-

uscript) in each iteration of the study. These 

common measures included the following. 

First, we measured perceptions of the possibil-

ity of progressive change, or participants’ be-

liefs that progressive social change was occur-

ring and would plausibly continue into the fu-

ture, with 4 items that we developed (example 

item: Full equality for sexual minorities within 

broader society is achievable within the not too 

distant future). Cronbach’s alpha for the com-

posite scale ranged from .65 to .79 across 

waves.  

We measured participants’ emotions using six 

positive items (e.g., Hope) and six negative 

items (e.g., Concern). The order of the twelve 

items was randomised. The prompt for these 

items referenced how participants felt about 

the current social changes they perceived 

around sexual identities. Unlike the other items, 

the response format for the emotion items was 

1 = not at all to 5 = a lot.  Across the five waves, 

Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .81 to .90 (posi-

tive emotions composite) and .83 to .87 (nega-

tive emotions composite). 

We measured group-based self-definition and 

group-based satisfaction with items again 

drawn from Leach et al.’s (2008) measure of in-

group identification. The former scale com-

prised the four items that together measure in-

dividual self-stereotyping (i.e., self-group simi-

larity) and ingroup homogeneity (example 

item: I am similar to the average LGBTQ+ per-

son). Cronbach’s alpha for this composite 

ranged from .79 to .89 across waves. The latter 

scale comprised the four satisfaction items (ex-

ample item: It is pleasant to be a member of the 

LGBTQ+ community; see Footnote 2). 

Cronbach’s alpha for this composite ranged 

from .91 to .92 across waves. 

We measured collective efficacy with five items 

(example: the LGBTQ+ community can usually 

handle whatever comes our way) adapted from 

Reicher and Haslam (2006). Cronbach’s alpha 

for this composite ranged from .92 to .93 across 

waves. 

Lastly, we measured desires to preserve (2 

items) versus relinquish (3 items) collective 

identity as part of the process of social change. 

Although these five items were intended to 

measure a single identity maintenance con-

struct, factor analysis indicated two weakly 

(negatively) correlated sub-dimensions (r = -.13). 

As indicated in SOM #1, the interitem reliability 

of the ‘relinquish’ subscale did not reach con-

ventional standards, so we report only the ‘pre-

serve’ subscale here (example item: In addition 

to pursuing social change, it is important that 

the LGBTQ+ community protects the unique 

spaces that it has inhabited in the past). Across 

the entire sample, the two items in that sub-

scale were correlated at r = .59, p < .001, and 
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across waves, Cronbach’s alpha ranged from 

.67 to .78. 

 The common set of measures also included 

two items assessing the desired speed of social 

change, which we do not analyze here as it is 

unrelated to identity or identity vigilance (con-

tact authors for details). The pooled data and 

an example of the full survey text can be found 

at https://osf.io/tzu6j.  

3. RESULTS 

3.1 Preliminary Checks and Analytic Strategy 

Data were analysed using IBM SPSS version 

30.0.0.0 and jamovi version 2.6.45.0 (The jamovi 

project, 2025). Prior to analysis, we merged the 

datasets to create an analysis file containing 

the common measures. As already noted, all 

datasets included an experimental manipula-

tion directing participants to contemplate so-

cial change as it was manifest in the ingroup, 

the outgroup, or in an unspecified way in a con-

trol condition. Here we instead focus on the 

non-experimental aspects of these data – 

namely, the patterns of across-time change on 

key variables and the structure of correlations 

among them. Nonetheless, we checked for ef-

fects of condition prior to testing time-related 

patterns.  

Analysis testing the originally predicted inter-

action between condition and identification 

across the pooled data (via multi-level model-

ling with a random intercept for wave; using 

the GAMLj3 module) revealed sporadic and 

sometimes contradictory effects (see SOM #3 

for detail). Similarly, analyses testing interac-

tions between study wave and the experi-

mental manipulation (via a series of general lin-

ear models; using the GAMLj3 module) re-

vealed sporadic and sometimes contradictory 

effects (also SOM #3). Furthermore, a robust-

ness check using only data from the control 

condition showed the same broad findings we 

report in Table 2 below (see Table SOM 3-4). Be-

cause the effects of condition do not appear to 

be systematic, we felt comfortable collapsing 

across conditions for the purpose of the 

current analyses – however, given the existence 

of some effects of experimental condition on 

specific measures at specific times, we control 

for these when reporting across time effects 

below. 

To understand how the unfolding political con-

text was metabolized psychologically, we first 

examined mean levels of all constructs as a 

function of sample wave (which we conceptu-

alise as representing the passage of time) via 

analysis of variance across all measures (con-

ducted via a MANCOVA in SPSS). Then, we ex-

amined correlational relationships among indi-

vidual variables (controlling for time; partial cor-

relations via jamovi’s default jmv package) be-

fore connecting across-time shifts to their con-

sequences for group identity via a path model 

(run via the pathj module). Code for the main 

analyses is provided in the supplementary file 

(see SOM #4). 

3.2 Across-Time Social Decline 

Because individual datasets varied in terms of 

the proportion identifying as a gender or ethnic 

majority (i.e., (cis) male, white), age and exclu-

sively US residence (explained above), we con-

trol for these demographic factors (along with 

experimental condition effects) when analysing 

between-wave differences. Across-time trends 

are depicted in Figure 1; variable means, stand-

ard deviations, and significance tests for com-

parisons are presented in Table 2. 

Across the 8-year period of sampling, we ob-

served declining perceptions of the possibilities 

for progressive social change. That downward 

trajectory is accompanied by a consolidation of 

identity, evidenced by increases across all iden-

tity-related measures – identification, group-

based self-definition, group-based satisfaction, 

and collective efficacy – and was also evident in 

increases in expressed desires to preserve the 

historical symbols and spaces of identity. Over 

time emotional reactions to the state of social 

change were more complex: positive emotions 

fluctuated somewhat but there was no discern-

ible pattern; negative emotions remained low 

and stable until the final timepoint (at the 

https://osf.io/tzu6j


9 advances.in/psychology 

 

 

Leaning into minoritized identity Morton & Salvatore (2026) 

 

 

Table 2 

Variable Descriptives as a Function of Sample 

 2017  2019  2020  2021  2025  F(4,3597) p hp
2 

PPPC 4.81a (.12) 4.56a (.04) 4.40b (.03) 4.47ab (.03) 4.27c (.03) 10.65 <.001 .012 

ID 4.38a (.17) 4.63a (.06) 4.76a (.04) 4.82a (.05) 5.40b (.05)  37.11 <.001 .040 

PE 3.13ab (.11) 3.20a (.04) 3.03ab (.03) 3.12ab (.03) 3.09ab (.03) 3.86 .004 .004 

NE 2.41ab (.10) 2.25a (.04) 2.20a (.03) 2.17a (.03) 2.55ab (03) 29.32 <.001 .032 

GBSD 3.96ab (.15) 4.08a (.05) 4.13a (.04) 4.32b (.04) 4.99c (.04) 76.04 <.001 .078 

GBS 4.94a (.14) 5.17a (.05) 5.31a (.04) 5.46b (.04) 5.68c (.04) 21.90 <.001 .024 

CE 4.92ab (.14) 5.02a (.05) 5.07ab (.04) 5.19ab (.04) 5.43c (.04) 16.18 <.001 .018 

PrID 5.17a (.13) 5.69bc (.05) 5.69b (.03) 5.79bc (.03) 5.83c (.04) 7.80 <.001 .009 

Note. Estimated mean (adjusting for demographics & experimental condition) and standard er-

ror. Means with different subscripts differ significantly p =< .05; Omnibus effects survive Bonfer-

roni corrections reducing alpha to .00625, post-hoc comparisons probing across-time patterns 

are corrected within each variable.  

PPPC = Perceived possibility of progressive (social) change, ID = Identification, PE = Positive 

emotion, NE = Negative emotion, GBSD = group-based self-definition, GBS = group-based satis-

faction, CE = collective efficacy, PrID = preserve identity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                    

                 

                        

                   

              

                           

                        
                  

                

                

Figure 1 

Trends in Key Variables Across the Eight-Year Period of Data Collection 
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beginning of the second Trump presidency) 

when there was a sharp increase. The portrait 

that emerges from these across-time compar-

isons is one that implies not a divestment from 

collective identification in response to negative 

social change, but a vigilant (re-)investment.  

3.3 Individual Differences and their Corre-
lates  

Having identified the across-time trajectory, 

we next explored the correlates of perceiving 

increased or reduced possibilities for progres-

sive change at the individual level (i.e., inde-

pendent of across-time changes). Bivariate cor-

relations controlling for sample/time, age, (cis) 

male gender, white ethnicity, and US residence 

are presented in Table 3. (See SOM #5 for corre-

lations broken out by wave.)  

Respondents who perceived more potential for 

progressive social change reported more posi-

tive emotion and less negative emotion, as well 

as greater feelings of collective efficacy, than 

respondents who perceived less potential. Crit-

ically, reflecting the across-time pattern, per-

ceiving progressive change as more possible 

was negatively correlated with identification. 

In other words, those who thought things were 

getting better reported more psychological 

distance from the group (i.e., lower identifica-

tion) than those who were sceptical that im-

provement was happening. Furthermore, they 

were relatively less desirous of preserving col-

lective identity. As would be expected, individ-

ual identification was correlated with all other 

identity-related outcomes: those who identi-

fied more strongly with the minority group also 

defined themselves more strongly in these 

terms, reported more satisfaction with their 

group membership, and experienced stronger 

collective efficacy; they also reported stronger 

desires to maintain identity. It is interesting to 

note that while identification was associated 

with more positive emotions about social 

change, it was also associated with more neg-

ative emotions, suggesting a certain degree of 

ambivalence about social change among 

highly identified minority group members.  

3.4 Indirect Consequences of Across-Time 
Pessimism about the Potential for Pro-
gressive Social Change 

The analyses reported above identify an inter-

esting hydraulic relationship between the per-

ceived possibility of progressive change and 

identity maintenance: minorities report less 

vigilance about the conservation of identity to 

the extent that full equality is (or appears) ever 

closer; and conversely, to the extent that social 

change is (or appears to be) moving in a nega-

tive direction this is associated with higher de-

grees of vigilance and consolidation around 

identity. Although reporting reduced possibili-

ties for progressive change was associated with 

negative emotions and with lower group-based 

self-definitions and lower feelings of collective 

efficacy, reporting higher identification was as-

sociated positively with these outcomes, as well 

as with vigilance (which was also correlated 

with perceptions of declining possibilities).    

To more formally test the roles of changing so-

cial perceptions and levels of identification with 

the minority group in explaining across-time 

patterns on the other variables, we specified a 

path model. This model included emotions, 

group-based self-definition, group satisfaction, 

collective efficacy and desires to preserve iden-

tity as parallel outcomes. Following the logic we 

have been developing above, perceived possi-

bilities for progressive change and identifica-

tion were positioned as sequential mediators – 

that is, we assumed that across-time changes 

in the actual political context were first re-

flected in perceptions of the possibilities for 

progressive change and that these perceptions 

subsequently shaped identification with the 

minority group.  

In this model, Time was the exogenous variable 

and was treated as categorical – that is, each 

time point was compared to the previous one 

(using the ‘repeated’ contrast for the exoge-

nous factor in jamovi) to model change be-

tween timepoints. The default coding of this 

variable produces positive coefficients when 

the prior time point is higher than the  
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subsequent one (i.e., decline over time), and-

negative coefficients when the prior timepoint 

is lower than the subsequent one (i.e., increases 

over time). To avoid confusion between the 

coding produced by jamovi and the meaning 

of these effects, in Figures 2 and 3, and Tables 

4 and 5 below, we have adjusted the sign of all 

coefficients (and associated confidence inter-

vals, b & z) involving time so that positive coef-

ficients indicate increases over time, and nega-

tive coefficients declines. As for the previous 

analyses, we included demographics and ex-

perimental conditions as covariates for all 

paths in the model. To evaluate model fit we 

examined the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the 

Tucker-Lewis index (TLI), root mean squared 

error of approximation (RMSEA) and standard-

ized root mean square residual (SRMR), apply-

ing the thresholds recommended by Hu and 

Bentler (1998): CFI > 0.90, TLI > 0.90, SRMR < 

0.10, RMSEA < 0.08.  

As a precursor to testing our theoretical model, 

we first fitted a model with only direct effects 

of time on outcomes with no mediators in-

cluded. This model was near saturated, did not 

produce a χ2 test for the model, and fit indices 

are not sensible to interpret: CFI = 1.00, TLI = 

1.00, SRMR = .000, RMSEA = .000. For this 

model, illustrated graphically in Figure 2, we 

instead focus on the significance of pathways 

and their coefficients. The patterns of direct ef-

fects observed in this model mostly reproduce 

the patterns reported in Table 2.                

The theoretical model, including sequential 

mediators, was first fitted without covariates. 

This showed acceptable fit to the data; χ2(24) = 

472, p <.001; CFI = 0.961, TLI = 0.902, SRMR = .032, 

RMSEA = .072. With inclusion of covariates, the 

model showed improved fit on most indicators, 

but impaired fit on the TLI: χ2 (24) = 350, p <.001; 

CFI = 0.972, TLI = 0.874, SRMR = .019, RMSEA = 

.061. Since the TLI punishes model complexity, 

and multiple covariates were included in all 

path estimations, we conclude that the speci-

fied model shows acceptable fit to the data, 

even with covariates. We report the results of 

the model including all covariates. Figure 3 il-

lustrates the theoretical model graphically, in-

cluding standardised beta weights for each di-

rect path. Table 4 reports tests of the two-step 

sequential indirect paths from time to per-

ceived possibility of progressive changes to 

identification to different outcomes. Table 5 re-

ports the component single-step indirect paths 

connecting time and outcomes via perceived 

possibility of progressive change and identifica-

tion separately. For detail of all coefficients in 

this model see SOM#6. 

Table 3 

Correlations between Focal Variables 

 ID PE NE GBSD GBS CE PrID 

PPPC -.09 .42 -.37 .10 .01† .12 -.12 

ID  .25 .15 .59 .74 .49 .44 

PE   -.24 .31 .34 .35 .11 

NE    .00† .00† -.07 .12 

GBSD     .58 .48 .25 

GBS       .66 .47 

CE       .40 

Note. Partial correlations controlling for time, age, (cis) male gender identity, white ethnicity, US 
residence, and experimental conditions; † not significant; all other associations significant at p < 
.001. PPPC = Perceived possibility of progressive (social) change, ID = Identification, PE = Positive 
emotion, NE = Negative emotion, GBSD = group-based self-definition, GBS = group-based satis-
faction, CE = collective efficacy, PrID = preserve identity. 
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As Figure 3 and Table 4 show, the negative con-

sequences of across-time downward shifts in 

the perceived possibility of progressive change 

were offset by countervailing increases in iden-

tification with the minority community. As 

such, although perceiving decline could have 

been associated with less positive affect (and 

more negative affect), and less positive feelings 

about the group (i.e., group-based self-defini-

tion and satisfaction) and its capacities (i.e., col-

lective efficacy), the association between per-

ceived decline and increased identification 

rendered across-time shifts on all outcomes 

positive, not negative. The different conse-

quences of perceiving reduced possibilities for 

progressive change over time on each of our 

outcomes alone versus indirectly via identifica-

tion is revealed in the contrasting coefficients 

of the single-step versus two-step indirect 

pathways (reported in Tables 5 and 4, respec-

tively). Ultimately, then, perceiving reduced 

possibilities for progressive change over time 

were associated with greater consolidation of 

identity and more vigilant desires to preserve 

this. The only exception to this pattern was the 

third temporal transition, between 2020 and 

2021 – that is, the period spanning Biden’s pres-

idency. Here the coefficients of all indirect 

paths via perceived possibilities for progressive 

change reversed, suggesting that time this pe-

riod was registered as a reprieve from the 

downward trajectory that then continued with 

the return of Trump’s second presidency at the 

final timepoint.    

4. DISCUSSION 

Across a large and diverse set of samples col-

lected during a period of significant political 

uncertainty and instability, we find evidence of 

across-time shifts, patterns of association, and 

mediated relationships that are all consistent 

with a vigilant investment in minoritized (sex-

ual) identity in opposition to perceived social 

decline. As the possibility for progressive social 

change was perceived as more and more dis-

tant, minority identification shifted upward – 

both across-time and at the level of individual 

correlations. The hydraulic relationship be-

tween perceiving social change as less possible 

and greater investment in collective identity 

seemed to protect minority individuals against 

the otherwise deleterious consequences of per-

ceiving across-time social decline. For example, 

although perceptions of progressive social 

change were associated with stronger self-def-

inition in collective terms and stronger feelings 

of collective efficacy, in step with identification, 

these variables also developed in an upward di-

rection over time, in spite of the downward tra-

jectory of social change perceptions.  

The progressive strengthening of minority 

identification and collective efficacy observed 

in our data could lead to an expectation that 

collective action (e.g., protest) might increase 

among US-based LGBTQ+ individuals (e.g., van 

Zomeren et al., 2008). Instead, after an uptick in 

2022 and 2023, there has been a more recent 

reduction in both pro- and anti-LGBTQ+ ‘mobi-

lization’ (ACLED, 2024). Clearly, there are further 

nuances to the patterns we document here, 

and future theory and research could produc-

tively consider potential moderators of the rela-

tionships among social change perceptions, 

identification and action-related outcomes.  

In our data, it is especially striking that faith in 

collective efficacy remained strong even when 

perceptions of the possibilities for desired 

change materialising were low. In our view, the 

contrast between these two observations un-

derscores our analytic point about the value of 

vigilant re-investment in minority identity and 

aligns with the idea of identification as a coping 

resource (e.g., in Branscombe et al., 1999). Yet, 

the observed patterns contrast with other re-

search – for example work showing that grow-

ing optimism about future prospects within so-

ciety reinforces both identification and feelings 

of collective efficacy (Bleh et al., 2025).   The dif-

ferent contexts seem relevant to understand-

ing this divergence: the positive implications of 

growing optimism observed by Bleh and  col-

leagues emerged in the context of environ-

mental movements; our observation of 
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Figure 2 

Direct Effects of Time on Outcome Variables 

 

 

 

Note. Solid lines represent significant direct paths; dashed lines represent non-significant paths. 

Path coefficients are standardised beta weights. All paths estimated with age, (cis) male gender 

identity, white ethnicity, US residence and experimental conditions entered as covariates. Positive 

time-related coefficients represent increases and negative time-related coefficients represent de-

clines. Model R2 [with 95% CI] follow each endogenous variable. 

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p = .05. 
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Figure 3 

Path Model of Theorised Sequential Mediation Among Variables  

 

Note. Solid lines represent significant direct paths; dashed lines represent non-significant paths. 

Path coefficients are standardised beta weights. All paths estimated with age, (cis) male gender 

identity, white ethnicity, US residence and experimental conditions entered as covariates. Positive 

time-related coefficients represent increases and negative time-related coefficients represent de-

clines. Model R2 [with 95% CI] follows or appears directly below each endogenous variable. 

***p < .001, **p < .01, *p = .05 
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Table 4 

Tests of Sequential Indirect Paths Between Timepoint and Different Outcomes.  

   Time -> PPPC -> ID -> Outcome  

Time  Outcome Est. SE Lower Upper β z p 

2017-2019 PE 0.006 0.003 0.012 -0.000 0.001 1.829 0.067 

 NE 0.002 0.001 0.005 -0.000 0.001 1.793 0.073 

 GBSD 0.017 0.010 0.036 -0.001 0.003 1.835 0.067 

 GBS 0.020 0.011 0.042 -0.001 0.004 1.836 0.066 

 CE 0.014 0.007 0.028 -0.001 0.003 1.834 0.067 

 PrID 0.010 0.005 0.021 -0.001 0.002 1.833 0.067 

2019-2020 PE 0.004 0.001 0.006 0.001 0.002 2.576 0.010 

  NE 0.001 0.001 0.003 0.000 0.001 2.478 0.013 

  GBSD 0.011 0.004 0.019 0.003 0.003 2.592 0.010 

  GBS 0.013 0.005 0.022 0.003 0.004 2.594 0.009 

  CE 0.008 0.003 0.015 0.002 0.003 2.589 0.010 

  PrID 0.006 0.002 0.011 0.002 0.002 2.585 0.010 

2020-2021 PE -0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.003 -0.001 -1.439 0.150 

  NE -0.001 0.000 0.000 -0.001 -0.000 -1.421 0.155 

  GBSD -0.004 0.003 0.002 -0.010 -0.002 -1.442 0.149 

  GBS -0.005 0.004 0.002 -0.012 -0.002 -1.442 0.149 

  CE -0.003 0.002 0.001 -0.008 -0.002 -1.441 0.149 

  PrID -0.003 0.002 0.001 -0.006 -0.001 -1.441 0.150 

2021-2025 PE 0.004 0.001 0.007 0.002 0.002 3.266 0.001 

  NE 0.002 0.001 0.003 0.001 0.001 3.073 0.002 

  GBSD 0.013 0.004 0.021 0.005 0.005 3.299 <.001 

  GBS 0.016 0.005 0.025 0.006 0.006 3.303 <.001 

  CE 0.010 0.003 0.017 0.004 0.004 3.293 <.001 

 Note. All paths estimated with age, (cis) male gender identity, white ethnicity, US residence and 

experimental conditions entered as covariates; Positive time-related coefficients represent in-

creases and negative time-related coefficients represent declines.  

PPPC = Perceived possibility of progressive (social) change, ID = Identification, PE = Positive emotion, 

NE = Negative emotion, GBSD = group-based self-definition, GBS = group-based satisfaction, CE = 

collective efficacy, PrID = preserve identity 
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Table 5 

Tests of Component Indirect Paths Between Time Point and Different Outcomes.  

   Time -> PPPC -> Outcome  

Time  Outcome Est. SE Lower Upper β z p 

2017-2019 PE -0.102 0.052 0.000 -0.204 -0.026 -1.953 0.051 

 NE 0.079 0.040 0.158 -0.000 0.021 1.950 0.051 

 GBSD -0.046 0.024 0.001 -0.093 -0.008 -1.925 0.054 

 GBS -0.024 0.013 0.001 -0.048 -0.004 -1.885 0.059 

 CE -0.049 0.025 0.001 -0.098 -0.009 -1.928 0.054 

 PrID 0.022 0.012 0.045 -0.001 0.005 1.839 0.066 

2019-2020 PE -0.063 0.021 -0.021 -0.105 -0.029 -2.962 0.003 

  NE 0.049 0.017 0.081 0.016 0.023 2.952 0.003 

  GBSD -0.028 0.010 -0.009 -0.048 -0.009 -2.868 0.004 

  GBS -0.015 0.005 -0.004 -0.025 -0.005 -2.739 0.006 

  CE -0.030 0.010 -0.010 -0.051 -0.010 -2.876 0.004 

  PrID 0.013 0.005 0.023 0.003 0.005 2.603 0.009 

2020-2021 PE 0.026 0.017 0.060 -0.008 0.015 1.497 0.134 

  NE -0.020 0.013 0.006 -0.046 -0.012 -1.496 0.135 

  GBSD 0.012 0.008 0.027 -0.004 0.005 1.485 0.138 

  GBS 0.006 0.004 0.014 -0.002 0.003 1.466 0.143 

  CE 0.012 0.008 0.029 -0.004 0.005 1.486 0.137 

  PrID -0.005 0.004 0.002 -0.013 -0.003 -1.444 0.149 

2021-2025 PE -0.078 0.019 -0.042 -0.115 -0.041 -4.188 <.001 

  NE 0.061 0.015 0.089 0.032 0.033 4.160 <.001 

  GBSD -0.035 0.009 -0.018 -0.053 -0.013 -3.934 <.001 

  GBS -0.018 0.005 -0.008 -0.028 -0.007 -3.620 <.001 

  CE -0.037 0.009 -0.019 -0.056 -0.014 -3.956 <.001 

  PrID 0.017 0.005 0.026 0.007 0.007 3.322 <.001 

    Time -> ID -> Outcome  

  Est. SE Lower Upper β z p 

2017-2019 PE 0.039 0.033 0.104 -0.026 0.010 1.165 0.244 

 NE 0.016 0.014 0.044 -0.011 0.004 1.156 0.248 

 GBSD 0.118 0.101 0.316 -0.080 0.021 1.167 0.243 

 GBS 0.137 0.117 0.367 -0.093 0.025 1.167 0.243 

 CE 0.092 0.079 0.247 -0.063 0.017 1.167 0.243 

 PrID 0.068 0.058 0.182 -0.046 0.014 1.166 0.244 

2019-2020 PE 0.021 0.014 0.047 -0.006 0.009 1.514 0.130 

  NE 0.009 0.006 0.020 -0.003 0.004 1.494 0.135 

  GBSD 0.062 0.041 0.143 -0.018 0.020 1.518 0.129 

  GBS 0.072 0.048 0.166 -0.021 0.024 1.518 0.129 

  CE 0.049 0.032 0.112 -0.014 0.016 1.517 0.129 

  PrID 0.036 0.024 0.082 -0.011 0.014 1.516 0.129 

2020-2021 PE 0.012 0.011 0.034 -0.010 0.007 1.074 0.283 
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  NE 0.005 0.005 0.014 -0.004 0.003 1.066 0.286 

  GBSD 0.036 0.034 0.102 -0.030 0.015 1.075 0.282 

  GBS 0.042 0.039 0.118 -0.034 0.018 1.075 0.282 

  CE 0.028 0.026 0.080 -0.023 0.012 1.075 0.283 

  PrID 0.021 0.019 0.059 -0.017 0.010 1.074 0.283 

2021-2025 PE 0.099 0.013 0.124 0.074 0.052 7.760 <.001 

  NE 0.041 0.007 0.055 0.028 0.022 5.896 <.001 

  GBSD 0.302 0.037 0.373 0.230 0.108 8.238 <.001 

  GBS 0.350 0.042 0.433 0.267 0.131 8.305 <.001 

  CE 0.236 0.029 0.292 0.179 0.090 8.153 <.001 

  PrID 0.174 0.022 0.216 0.131 0.075 8.034 <.001 

    PPPC -> ID -> Outcome  

  Est. SE Lower Upper β z p 

 PE -0.023 0.004 -0.031 -0.014 -0.026 -5.148 <.001 

 NE -0.009 0.002 -0.014 -0.005 -0.011 -4.477 <.001 

 GBSD -0.069 0.013 -0.095 -0.044 -0.054 -5.280 <.001 

 GBS -0.081 0.015 -0.110 -0.051 -0.066 -5.298 <.001 

 CE -0.054 0.010 -0.074 -0.034 -0.045 -5.258 <.001 

 PrID -0.040 0.008 -0.055 -0.025 -0.037 -5.226 <.001 

Note. All paths estimated with age, (cis) male gender identity, white ethnicity, US residence and 

experimental conditions entered as covariates. Positive time-related coefficients represent in-

creases and negative time-related coefficients represent declines. 

PPPC = Perceived possibility of progressive (social) change, ID = Identification, PE = Positive emotion, 

NE = Negative emotion, GBSD = group-based self-definition, GBS = group-based satisfaction, CE = 

collective efficacy, PrID = preserve identity.
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protective identity vigilance in the face of 

growing pessimism refers to a historically stig-

matized group. In line with this, we would sug-

gest that any further unpacking of exactly 

when, how, and why optimistic versus pessi-

mistic perceptions of society mobilize identity 

and action should involve close attention to the 

specifics of the groups being investigated (see 

Borghi et al., 2025, for a similar argument in re-

lation to anxiety about the future). We would 

also suggest that this unpacking could incor-

porate a more dynamic understanding of how 

narratives of both social progress and social de-

cline can be used in rhetoric to mobilise groups 

towards action (e.g., see Coenen et al., 2024).  

In addition, although the rejection-identifica-

tion model has been supported in many con-

texts, there are also observed variabilities 

across studied groups and times when devalu-

ation is met with identity distancing and the 

prioritisation of individual coping over collec-

tive action (e.g., Liaquat, Balcetis, & Jost, 2025). 

As such, there is also further theoretical and 

empirical work to be done to identify more pre-

cisely when minorities draw strength from 

identity in the face of hardship and when iden-

tity might instead become a liability when 

things get really bad. In seeking to advance this 

literature, some have focused on the individual 

differences that might predispose people to 

different pathways of response to devaluing 

circumstances (e.g., Liaquat et al., 2025). In line 

with our across-time focus, we would suggest 

value in considering individual differences in a 

wider frame that includes the historical trajec-

tories within which groups, and the individuals 

that comprise these, are embedded.  

To further unfold the processes that occur 

across time and in response to social changes 

that are not what one may have hoped – or 

even previously fought – for, integration with 

additional theories may be fruitful. For exam-

ple, to better understand the dynamics be-

tween identity vigilance versus disengage-

ment and distancing, it might be helpful to 

draw on perspectives from the stress and 

coping literature. Classic theory in this domain, 

for example Selye’s (1950) physiological stress 

model, argues that responses to a stressor de-

velop and change across time. After an initial 

‘alarm’ response, in which the body rapidly ac-

tivates, the body settles into a second ‘re-

sistance’ phase that can be much more pro-

longed. In this second phase, the body seeks to 

adapt while continuing to fight the stressor. 

The energy it takes to sustain that resistance is 

substantial and prolonged periods of this can 

lead to exhaustion and burnout.  

Perceiving social decline can be conceived as a 

stressor (or a threat to well-being; see Wu et al., 

2026) and psychological resources are critical 

for effective resistance in the face of this. In the 

logic of the rejection-identification model, lean-

ing into identity is a way to mobilize the (indi-

vidual and collective) psychological resources 

necessary to fight back. Yet, prolonged re-

sistance may have drawbacks and resources 

can diminish. It is unclear whether and for how 

long identity vigilance can be (self-)sustaining, 

especially if perceived societal decline contin-

ues over a much longer period. Thus, over time, 

the same individuals may go from leaning in to 

leaning out of their identity as a function of 

whether evolving social circumstances are re-

cent versus ongoing, acute versus chronic. 

Practically speaking, for individuals who feel ex-

hausted by prolonged democratic instability 

and ongoing threats, shared energy across a 

community (or across communities with com-

mon interests; see Rogbeer & Efrén, 2026) could 

be an under-recognized resource to be har-

nessed. Especially when individual minorities 

are not aware that others are “leaning in”, com-

munity centers, community organizers, non-

profits, etc. could serve as hubs for connecting 

individuals and channelling shared energies in 

ways that build hope in otherwise dark times.  

We situated the timeline of our datasets within 

salient political events in the US. However, this 

was a period of time in which similar political 

shifts, including “anti-woke” discourses target-

ing gender and sexual minorities, were also 
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apparent in other parts of the world. Our pro-

ject is unable to disentangle perceived decline 

in the United States from more global percep-

tions of change in “society” (which could, plau-

sibly, be construed as including other nations). 

Here, we acknowledge that the status of 

LGBTQ+ rights looks very different across the 

globe, and that the vigilant and agentic re-

sponses we observe are manifest in a country 

that remains democratic and liberal – even if 

these values might be perceived by some in 

our sample to be declining. In political contexts 

that are not just negative in tone, but actively 

threatening to the safety of minority individu-

als, leaning away from identity – for example, 

through concealment, passing, or other ac-

tions that obscure the visibility of identity – can 

make very good sense. Along these lines, 

whether shared identity is embraced, how it is 

expressed collectively, and how it is experi-

enced by the individual, has to be understood 

against the backdrop of the material rights and 

protections afforded by the local context. 

It is important to recognize constraints on gen-

eralizability of our analysis (see Bauer, 2023). In 

particular, our samples of US-based LGBTQ+ in-

dividuals are based on non-panel convenience 

sources, and as such are not representative. 

Furthermore, one might argue that trans and 

gender-diverse individuals should be more 

central to our analysis, especially inasmuch as 

they were directly targeted politically during 

the 8-year time period we studied. Unfortu-

nately, only the final three samples included a 

question allowing us to differentiate cis from 

trans and non-binary participants. Readers 

may also be curious about differences between 

various sexual-identity and gender-identity 

subgroups. Our open-ended question inviting 

participants to articulate their own identity re-

sulted in a range of rich and interesting de-

scriptions, but did not provide enough contex-

tual information to create defensibly distinct 

categories on which to base sub-group anal-

yses. Another variable we did not have infor-

mation about was social class; Prolific does not 

automatically gather data on socioeconomic 

status, nor did we collect such information from 

participants. Lastly, the first sample differs from 

the later samples in including some non-US-

based participants. While this choice renders 

that sample less comparable to the others, we 

felt it was important to maximise available in-

formation from the 2017 timepoint.  

In addition to these sampling-related limita-

tions, there are also limitations relating to 

causal inference. Our path model, involving 

mediation, makes untested assumptions about 

causal direction. The sequential mediators 

could plausibly be swapped, with identification 

preceding societal perceptions, and any of the 

variables designated as outcome could have 

been situated earlier in the causal chain. The 

model we tested is theoretically plausible 

based on SIT, which positions identification as 

prior to collective appraisals and feelings, and 

as something that might be impacted by the 

perceived state of society. From an empirical 

standpoint, however, this sequence remains 

highly uncertain, and causality should not be 

inferred from the correlational data.  

All this, in combination with the lack of longitu-

dinal measurement of the same individuals, 

limits our ability to speak more closely to how 

societal changes are perceived, metabolized, 

and responded to. Although we see great value 

in the data we have collected for documenting 

unfolding perceptions of societal change and 

the psychological responses that were en-

gaged by these shifting perceptions, we are 

also aware that our data are still limited by be-

ing temporally organized snapshots. Longitudi-

nal data at the level of the individual participant 

would speak most powerfully to within-individ-

ual across-time changes and their conse-

quences for identity processes. However, da-

tasets spanning timeframes as extended as 

what we have here are rare, and where they do 

exist (e.g., in representative population surveys) 

they rarely contain the necessary granularity of 

theory-relevant measures.  

To address the kinds of questions raised by 

growing awareness of social decline, a much 
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wider view is needed than the typically severely 

time-limited cross-sectional or relatively short-

term longitudinal studies that currently popu-

late the literature in this domain. We hope our 

large-scale investigation of the societal percep-

tions of LGBTQ+ people across successive US 

presidential administrations provides some 

necessary movement in this direction. In addi-

tion to inspiring further longer-scale work in 

this area – and specifically more rigorously lon-

gitudinal time-series data collection, where 

possible – we also hope that our data serves as 

a reminder to researchers that we should not 

assume that things always just get better. 
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