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Understanding how preferences are formed is a key question in the social sciences. The ability of
agents to interact with each other is a prerequisite for well-functioning societies. Nevertheless,
the process whereby the preferences of agents in conflict are formed have often been black
boxed, and the literature on the effects of armed conflict on individuals reveals a great variation
in terms of outcomes. Sometimes, individuals are willing to cooperate and interact even with
former enemies, while sometimes, we see outright refusal to cooperate or interact at all. In
this dissertation, I look at the role of threat in driving some of these divergent results. Armed
conflict is rife with physical threats to life, limb and property, and there has been much
research pointing to the impact of threat on preferences, attitudes and behavior. Research in
the field of evolutionary psychology has revealed that threat is not a singular category, but
a nuanced phenomenon, where different types of threat may lead to different responses. I
argue that by taking a more nuanced approach to threat, drawing on theories from the field
of evolutionary psychology, some of the variance in outcomes can be explained. In particular,
some commonly observed features of protracted conflicts, such as seemingly indivisible issues
and parochialism may be moderated by threat. In the four essays, I address this from both a
theoretical and empirical point of view. In Essay I, I illustrate in a formal bargaining setting how
threats can lead actors to prefer risky all-or-nothing gambles to division schemes, preventing
bargaining solutions to be found. In the second essay (Essay II), I show that willingness to
make compromises with members of other groups are not contingent on group affiliation alone,
but rather on the expected reciprocity of that group. Furthermore, characteristics of others
beyond group can also affect pro-sociality. Based on a threat management perspective, me
and my coauthors in Essay III show that non-threatening social categories, such as women
or the elderly, are shown higher levels of altruism, also when there individuals are outgroup
members. Exposure to violence can even increase altruism across group lines, but only to these
non-threatening groups. Finally, in Essay IV, I show that those who experience post-traumatic
growth as a result of traumatic events reverse the standard loss aversion people generally
display, even showing gain-seeking preferences. Together, these results point to the importance
of bringing in a more nuanced conceptualization of the role of threat in the study of peace and
conflict. Even in the most brutal and destructive conflicts, humans are able to cooperate, also
across group lines. However, for this cooperation to function, managing the threats in conflict
is of central importance.
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Introduction 

Understanding how preferences are formed is a key question in the social sci-
ences. Agents’ preferences decide what actions they will take, how they eval-
uate the outcomes of these actions, and how the social contexts in which they 
operate are factored into these decisions. The importance of preferences holds 
the same weight on the level of interpersonal and intergroup interactions as on 
the macro level of interactions between states and empires. The ability of 
agents to associate with each other, interact in economic tradeoffs, and make 
compromises over contested issues is a prerequisite for efficient market allo-
cations, political processes, intergroup interactions, and the interpersonal re-
lations central to well-functioning societies. Indeed, the willingness of indi-
viduals, groups and nations to interact with one another and find means of 
mutually acceptable exchanges is a central tenet of human cooperation at any 
level. This has particularly profound implications in the context of conflict, 
and in conflict-afflicted societies. For instance, failure to find compromises 
over contested issues may lead to escalatory contentious spirals, ultimately 
resulting in violence and war (Pruitt and Kim 2004). Furthermore, in the af-
termath of armed conflict, the ability of former enemies to cooperate and have 
functional social, political and economic interactions, even when they have 
divergences of interest, is necessary for reconstruction, reconciliation and 
avoiding the recurrence of violence. It is evident that the preferences actors 
have will greatly impact what decision they chose to make in these situations, 
yet much remains to be learned about how conflict impacts preferences in the 
first place. 

Since Fearon (1995), the discussion on bargaining in conflict has relied 
heavily on rational choice theory. This approach rests on the assumptions of 
neoclassical economics (e.g. von Neumann and Morgenstern 1944). Under 
these assumptions, rational utility maximizers with stable preferences interact 
to solve coordination problems. In classic bargaining models, failure to reach 
solutions result from factors such as imperfect information (e.g. Fearon 1995; 
Skaperdas 2006) and commitment problems (Fearon 1995; R. Powell 2006)1. 
Preferences and preference formation, on the other hand, have often been con-
sidered either fixed or black-box. However, preferences are central in deter-
mining the bargaining space, and changes in the preferences of actors could 

                               
1 Interestingly, even within more cognitive approaches, the focus has often been primarily on 
information processing (Stein 2013). 
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substantially alter the possible bargaining space and thereby influence whether 
parties are able to find a mutually acceptable solution to a conflict of interest, 
or if they prefer to engage in contentious behaviors (Pruitt and Kim 2004). 
Likewise, preference changes that impact social interactions in post-conflict 
settings will in turn substantially impact actors’ ability to build the social cap-
ital necessary to reconstruct war-torn countries and turn them into functional 
societies (Knack and Keefer 1997; Knack and Zak 2003). This reconstruction 
hinges on actors being willing to interact, trust, and make tradeoffs with one 
another. Hence, investigating preference formation in conflict settings is of 
relevance from a bargaining perspective, as well as a peacebuilding perspec-
tive. 

A growing literature within psychology, economics, sociology, and politi-
cal science has started to investigate how circumstances matter for preference 
formation. Importantly, this literature has pointed out that preferences are not 
fixed, but are functions of context and motivations (Gintis et al. 2005; Kenrick 
et al. 2009; Voors et al. 2012). If this is the case, then it is of great relevance 
to explore the underlying mechanisms of preference formation and change 
(Druckman and Lupia 2000). In this dissertation, I will address one such 
mechanism, which I argue is very important in conflict settings, namely threat 
and threat perceptions. Threat is a central component of any conflict, and the 
psychology of threat has been studied thoroughly, indicating that it can affect 
attitudes and behaviors, such as willingness to compromise and the ability to 
see mutually beneficial solutions to conflicts of interest (Canetti-Nisim, 
Ariely, and Halperin 2008; Canetti et al. 2015; Maoz and McCauley 2005). 

In the four papers of this dissertation, I look at the role played by threat in 
shaping social preferences, that is preferences that take into consideration so-
cial interactions and relationships, in a conflict setting. I argue that by taking 
a more nuanced approach to threat, drawing on theories from the field of evo-
lutionary psychology, we can gain a better understanding of how social pref-
erences are formed. Based on this approach, I investigate how factors relating 
to managing affordances, i.e. the costs and benefits of associating with others 
(Brown, Neel, and Sherman 2015; Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011), im-
pact preferences relevant for the willingness to interact and engage in ex-
changes with others. Associating with others may provide potential benefits 
such as cooperative opportunities or trade-offs, but also costs such as the risk 
of free-riding or hostility. From this perspective, threats are essentially signals 
of potential costs. Thus, the presence of a threat can change the cost-benefit 
analyses of various outcomes, thereby in practice altering preferences over 
them. 

The psychological research on threat has developed substantially in recent 
years (Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011; Neuberg and Schaller 2016; 
Stroessner et al. 2015). Recent developments within the field of evolutionary 
psychology have strongly impacted how psychologists think of social interac-
tions regarding conflict and cooperation, including threats (Barkow 2006; 
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Cosmides and Tooby 2013; Tooby and Cosmides 2010). However, these de-
velopments have, with a few notable exceptions (see for instance Hall et al. 
2018; Landau-Wells 2018; McDermott and Davenport 2017) remained on the 
fringe of peace and conflict research. In this dissertation, I argue that a more 
nuanced approach to threat, drawing upon the theories of threat management 
and fundamental motivations from evolutionary psychology, may explain 
some of the variability in the willingness to associate and interact with others 
that we observe in conflict situations, through its effect on social preference 
formation. In particular, while I argue that the role of threat in shaping prefer-
ences has broad implications for the study of conflict, within this dissertation 
I will focus on preferences relevant for a number of social outcomes that are 
particularly important in the conflict setting, namely willingness to compro-
mise and pro-sociality. Willingness to compromise here means the ability to 
find mutually acceptable solutions to divergences of interest. Pro-sociality de-
notes the willingness to cooperate with, and benefit, others, even when this is 
personally costly. These are social preferences relevant for economic interac-
tions, i.e. interactions that concern the allocation of goods and values. Inability 
to engage in successful economic interactions with others will have profound 
implications, not only for the individuals concerned, but also for society as a 
whole. In societies where social trust is low and market functions are not op-
erating properly, impediments to economic efficiency will result in reduced 
growth, lower standards of living, and also in an increased probability of the 
occurrence (or recurrence) of social strife and conflict (Braithwaite, Dasandi, 
and Hudson 2016; Collier, Hoeffler, and Söderbom 2008). 

This dissertation makes a theoretical contribution by bringing the nuanced 
conceptualization of threat from evolutionary psychology, and insights from 
behavioural economics, into the field of peace and conflict research. It also 
makes empirical contributions by studying the role of these more nuanced 
threat categories in actual intergroup conflict settings. The empirical parts of 
the dissertation rely on data from a number of unique large-N survey experi-
ments, carried out in populations of refugees from ongoing2 conflicts in the 
Middle East. By having large samples of individuals hailing from these con-
flict settings, the empirical material addresses some of the issues brought up 
by the recent replication crisis in the social sciences (Camerer et al. 2018). By 
taking the theories developed in the lab into the field, in a non-WEIRD3 setting 
(Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan 2010a, 2010b) where the threat of conflict 
is actually present in the environment, this dissertation provides a unique in-
vestigation of the actual effects of threat on preferences. This makes the find-

                               
2 The latest UCDP data (Pettersson, Högbladh, and Öberg 2019) reports active conflicts in both 
Syria and Iraq in 2018, and the violence was ongoing in 2019 (UCDP Bulletin 2019). 
3 That is a setting that is Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic, as is common 
in many economic and psychological experiments. 
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ings more valuable both from a scientific point of view through increased ex-
ternal validity, as well as from a policy perspective with relevance for the rec-
onciliation and reconstruction processes in conflict-affected societies. A more 
in-depth discussion of the field context and the samples is provided later in 
the methods section. 

In the four essays of this dissertation, I address the effects of threat on social 
and economic preferences at the group and individual level, employing a va-
riety of approaches. Essays I through to III address willingness to compromise 
and pro-sociality as outcomes directly. Essay IV does not look directly at these 
outcomes, but rather at a preference which will have a big impact on willing-
ness to compromise and pro-sociality, namely valuation. In Essay I, I present 
a theoretical argument for the role of threat in causing bargaining failure, ar-
guing that certain threats make agents act as though issues are indivisible. Es-
says II and III investigate how the types of threats posed by others impact the 
willingness to interact and make compromises with them. Using unique data 
from a survey experiment among refugees in Turkey, Essay II looks at the role 
of previous actions as signals for future reciprocity when making tradeoffs. 
Using similar data, Essay III looks at how characteristics of others which may 
be cues of threat affects pro-sociality, and how these effects are moderated by 
exposure to violence. Finally, using data from another survey experiment with 
refugees in Turkey, Essay IV looks at how the pro-social threat and trauma 
coping mechanism of post-traumatic growth (PTG) (Tedeschi and Calhoun 
2004) impacts the valuation of resources. 

This introduction proceeds as follows. First, I will outline some of the cen-
tral concepts that I use in this dissertation, in particular social preferences, 
threat, and the conflict context. I then provide a review of, and situate the dis-
sertation within, existing literature of peace and conflict research and related 
fields. The subsequent sections give a brief background on theory and meth-
odology, including research ethics, while the final section concludes the dis-
sertation, pointing to the policy relevance of the findings and future avenues 
of research. 

Definitions of the central concepts 
The main concepts of interest in this dissertation are preferences and threat 
perceptions. It is generally difficult to directly observe an individual’s prefer-
ences. Instead, what we can observe are behaviors, attitudes and outcomes 
indicative of a preference. Thus social outcomes, behaviors and attitudes are 
indicative of an individual’s underlying preference. Through actions, the indi-
vidual shows his or her revealed preference (Samuelson 1938, 1948), which 
gives us information about the underlying utility function. Thus, while all the 
essays of this dissertation are concerned, in one way or another, with the role 
of conflict-induced threat on the formation of social preferences, the observed 



 17 

outcomes and operationalization vary between essays. The definitions here are 
kept at a general level, while the specific details of each operationalization 
will be found in the respective essay. Furthermore, as the studies all relate to 
the context of conflict, I will elaborate briefly on the particular role of conflict 
in the dissertation.  

Preferences, pro-sociality and compromise 
The concept of preferences is by its very nature broad, and there are multiple 
existing definitions, as well as similar and overlapping concepts (interests, 
tastes, values, etc.) that are often used as alternatives, or even interchangeably. 
Druckman and Lupia (2000, 2) define a preference as “a comparative evalua-
tion (i.e. a ranking over) a set of objects”. That is, a preference entails a valu-
ation of a set of objects of interest, in relation to the valuation of other sets of 
objects (including the empty set). This neither stipulates where these prefer-
ences come from, nor identifies the nature of the objects of interest and the 
factors of comparison. In this dissertation, I will primarily look at preferences 
in the economic sense, distinguishable from other types of preferences (such 
as political preferences, religious preferences etc.) in that they generally con-
cern more tangible values. However, most of the theoretical rationale is appli-
cable to any type of preferences, and I will thus use this more general term. 
The nature of preferences, and their role in utility calculations, has been thor-
oughly formalized and described by consumer choice theory, based on the ne-
oclassical assumptions (see for instance Jehle and Reny 2001)4. However, in 
this dissertation, I particularly consider preferences related to social outcomes, 
that is, social preferences. 

The term social preferences comes from the field of behavioral economics, 
and refers to preferences that diverge from the standard selfish and strictly 
materialistic, utility maximizing preferences of Homo Economicus, in that 
they take into consideration social contexts and relations (Camerer and 
Loewenstein 2004). They are thus social preferences in the sense that they are 
dependent upon social relations to other individuals and groups. People not 
only care about their own outcomes, but also about the outcomes of other ac-
tors (Loewenstein, Thompson, and Bazerman 1989). This does not necessarily 
mean that such preferences are normatively good. Some are often perceived 
as such, for instance altruism and trustworthiness. However, phenomena like 
spite and envy are also social preferences, in that they are formed in relation 

                               
4 The main assumptions are that preferences are complete (i.e. the actor can compare and eval-
uate any pair of object sets), transitive (i.e. the actor can consistently rank any finite number of 
object sets) and continuous (i.e. that the preference sets are closed). In addition, assumptions of 
strict monotonicity (i.e. that more valuable object sets are preferred to less valuable sets) and 
finally convexity (i.e. that indifference curves are convex) are often added, although the first 
three are generally sufficient to formulate a continuous utility function (Jehle and Reny 2001). 
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to the outcomes of another actor. Thus, a social preference has the same char-
acteristics as a standard preference, but also includes evaluation of the social 
context and other individuals’ outcomes in addition to their own. While the 
dependent variables vary between the essays of this dissertation, they are gen-
erally operationalizations that pertain to two outcomes of particular interest 
for the study of social preferences in conflict situations, namely pro-sociality 
and willingness to compromise. 

The term pro-sociality here relates to the types of social preferences that 
favor positive interactions with others, i.e. the antithesis of anti-social prefer-
ences. Acting pro-socially is essentially behaving in a non-selfish way, such 
as acting in an altruistic, trusting and trustworthy manner and contributing to 
public goods (e.g. civil society engagement). That is, actions that benefit oth-
ers while being personally costly to the performer (Gintis 2003). For example, 
in Essay III the outcome variable is the Welfare Trade-off Ratio (WTR), 
which is a measure of how individuals trade off their own welfare against 
other individuals’ welfare. By willingness to compromise, I here refer broadly 
to the ability to make decisions in social interactions with others about the 
allocation of scarce resources5. In some cases, compromises have been defined 
more narrowly as a solution to a divergence of interest, where parties concede 
to some middle ground solution, in order to differentiate it from what is often 
called integrative solutions, which seeks to integrate the interests of the parties 
rather than make a split (Pruitt and Kim 2004). While this is a relevant dis-
tinction, I will here use the more broad definition of compromises as tradeoffs 
over contested resources that are mutually acceptable to the concerned parties. 
For example, in Essay II the outcome is acceptance of a trade-off over a con-
tested resource. 

These concepts are closely linked to one another, as the willingness to com-
promise with others can be contingent on pro-sociality (such as willingness to 
associate with others), but also on other less pro-social (or even anti-social) 
preferences such as spite, as well as valuations and risk preferences over the 
issue(s) at stake. Thus, even though the essays have different outcome varia-
bles, they all relate to each other, and the overarching question of how threats 
affect social preferences in a conflict setting. 

Threat, threat perception, and threat cues 
Threat is another broad concept. In general terms, a threat in this dissertation 
relates to someone or something which is likely to be a source of danger (phys-
ical or symbolic) to an actor, or the group to which it belongs. Threat percep-
tions are the beliefs of an actor that someone or something poses a threat (real 
or imagined). The perception of threat, of course, does not necessarily corre-

                               
5 In some of the Essays, I also use the term trade-off to refer to the same concept. 
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spond to factual conditions, and an entity perceived as threatening could po-
tentially in reality pose no threat at all (and vice versa). However, as decision 
making is generally based on the perceptions and beliefs of the decision 
maker, rather than the potentially unobservable state of the factual situation, 
it is the threat perceptions that are of interest in studying the effects of threat 
on behavior. While threat perceptions are argued to be important factors in the 
formation of attitudes and behaviors, there is still much we do not know, in 
particular about how more nuanced categories of threats impact preferences 
in conflict situations (Canetti-Nisim, Ariely, and Halperin 2008). In the essays 
of the dissertation, I will mainly focus on a more specific contribution of in-
troducing a threat management approach (Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 
2011; Neuberg and Schaller 2016; Schaller and Neuberg 2012) to the effect 
of threat on social preferences in conflict. However, there is a substantial lit-
erature on threat in other related fields, for which the results of the dissertation 
may also be relevant, and which I will briefly touch upon in the section on 
previous literature.  

The conceptualization of threat used in this dissertation draws heavily upon 
research from psychology, and in particular, evolutionary psychology 
(Cottrell and Neuberg 2005; Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011; Neuberg 
and Schaller 2016). According to this perspective, threat perceptions and the 
responses to them will vary depending on the type, source and context of the 
threat. There are of course innumerable factors in our environments that may 
be the source of danger. However, for the purposes of delimiting the scope of 
this dissertation, I will focus on the types of threats that are most likely to 
occur in social situations such as conflicts, i.e. threats posed by other humans 
(Duntley 2015). The more detailed nuances of the conceptualizations of threat 
arising from this literature will be developed further in the later theory section. 
In brief, the fundamental takeaway from this literature is that threat percep-
tions, and the reactions thereto (including preference formations) are func-
tional. That is, they are aimed at solving reoccurring adaptive problems. As a 
result, the human psychology will have a number of heuristics, or rules of 
thumb, which shape preferences and behaviors differently, depending on what 
type of adaptive problem they are trying to solve (Kenrick, Griskevicius, et al. 
2010; Kenrick, Neuberg, et al. 2010). 

It is worth noting that while threat is the main proposed mechanism, what 
I am actually measuring in the essays is not the threat perception per se, but 
rather the cues that are theoretically predicted to elicit threat perceptions and 
motivations of self-protection according to evolutionary theory. This is partly 
because threat perceptions can be difficult to measure in a survey in the field 
(but see Cottrell and Neuberg 2005 for a useful methodology), and also be-
cause the theoretical predictions do not necessarily hinge on there being actual 
physical threats present in the current situation. Rather, they depend on situa-
tions and cues that in ancestral environments would have been likely to pose 
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threats, and which as a result would elicit the adaptive responses and motiva-
tions.  

Intergroup armed conflict: 
While threat would reasonably impact preferences under any circumstances, 
the essays in this dissertation focus on threats that are associated with conflict. 
In armed conflict, there are many different types of threats present, but perhaps 
the most important is the threat of violent action by others. Conflict has been 
defined as a social situation where two parties have a perceived divergence of 
interest (Pruitt and Kim 2004), where the social aspect comes from the fact 
that conflict involves two parties that interact with each other. My arguments 
generally extend to all such social situations, but I will primarily look at armed 
intergroup conflict. As such, the armed intergroup conflict setting is in essence 
a scope condition for all the essays of the dissertation (especially Essays II and 
III).  

Since group affiliation, and the threats associated with ingroups and out-
groups, is one of the main factors I investigate in this dissertation, the inter-
group dynamic is an important component. Of course, on some level, basically 
all conflicts except strictly interpersonal conflicts are intergroup. However, I 
here focus on conflict where the group identity (whether ethnic, religious or 
ideological) is a central component of the incompatibility itself. This is im-
portant since, as we will see in the literature review, much of the previous 
literature has focused on group identity as a central factor driving threat 
(Canetti-Nisim, Ariely, and Halperin 2008; Schaub 2017; Tajfel and Turner 
2001). If, as I hypothesize, other threat-related factors may actually moderate 
the effects of group identity, then the intergroup armed conflict context is a 
relevant scope condition for testing these hypotheses. 

The empirical material for this dissertation was collected among refugees 
that had fled the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. These are both intrastate armed 
conflicts of an internationalized nature (Pettersson, Högbladh, and Öberg 
2019). While the governments of various countries are involved, they are not 
interstate conflicts between governments, but the main cleavages are rather 
based on group identities. In these cases, the identities are often ethic and re-
ligious in nature, making the group dynamic important for both these conflicts. 
As such, they are relevant cases for studying the role of threat in intergroup 
conflict. 

Furthermore, since preference changes can impact the ability to compro-
mise and find mutually acceptable exchanges, conflict is also to some degree 
an outcome. This is primarily investigated in the first essay of the dissertation. 
That said, while this focus further emphasizes the relevance of the research in 
general, I do not explicitly look at this in any of the empirical essays.  
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Previous literature 
While the four essays focus on threats and preferences underlying the willing-
ness to compromise, this dissertation speaks to a broader literature, both con-
cerning the onset of conflict through its effect on the available bargaining 
space, but also concerning the effects of violence and threat on societies in 
general, and individual attitudes and preferences in particular. While the find-
ings of this dissertation are of importance for both bodies of literature, the 
literature review will primarily focus on the latter, as this is where the main 
empirical contributions of the dissertation lie. However, as noted above, these 
factors – individual preferences and bargained outcomes – are related and will 
impact one another. I will here briefly outline the general literature on the so-
cietal effects of conflict, before zooming into the more specific literature on 
the effects of intergroup conflict on attitudes and behavior, and particularly, 
social preferences. I will focus primarily on large-N field studies (surveys and 
experiments), but will also discuss some lab and standard observational stud-
ies where relevant. 

Conflict and its effects on society 
Armed conflict has many detrimental effects on societies (Blattman and 
Miguel 2010; Gates et al. 2012; Grosjean 2014). They stymies development 
(Blattman and Annan 2010; Gates et al. 2012) and international trade 
(Anderton and Carter 2001; Bayer and Rupert 2004), negatively affects public 
health and well-being (Ghobarah, Huth, and Russett 2003; Iqbal 2010) and 
reduces social trust while increasing polarization (Wood 2008) and crime 
(Deglow 2016) in the societies that it ravages. That said, this literature has also 
revealed that, somewhat counterintuitively, not all the effects of armed con-
flict are negative. Under some circumstances, the aftermath of civil war may 
lead to more normatively positive outcomes as well. As an example, studies 
have shown that there is a tendency towards fast economic recovery once con-
flicts end (Chen, Loayza, and Reynal-Querol 2008; Collier 1999). In principle, 
even though conflict itself damages the economy, many societies experience 
a high rate of economic growth in the post-conflict period, sometimes bringing 
them back to their pre-war “steady state”.6 
                               
6 One oft-proposed explanation for this rapid economic growth, observed for instance in post-
war West Germany and Japan, is that while the war destroyed productive capital, it also de-
stroyed much of the existing rigidity and red tape imposed by pre-war institutions and interest 
groups. Thereby, wars may remove many of the distortions in the market place hindering 
growth (Blomqvist and Lundahl 2002; M. Olson 1983). This gives these post-war economies 
an advantage over those economies burdened by the agendas of interest groups, allowing 
them to out-perform the latter in the short run. Likewise, the destructiveness of conflict may 
change the ratios of the production factors in the economy, increasing relative productivity in 
the less exposed factors which drive increased growth (Barro and Sala-i-Martin 1995; Chen, 
Loayza, and Reynal-Querol 2008). 
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That a complex social phenomenon such as warfare can have divergent ef-
fects is not puzzling in and of itself. However, identifying the circumstances 
under which these less negative effects materialize is a much more challenging 
question. In an attempt to address the causes of the contradictory and divergent 
effects of war, and the more nuanced effects of armed conflict on social out-
comes, a growing literature has turned from the macro-level to the individual 
level, looking at the effects of wartime violence on individuals (Blattman and 
Miguel 2010)7. War does not only affect societies as a whole; individuals who 
have experienced war also suffer its consequences, both psychologically and 
materially. That conflict affects social behavior has been well established for 
a long time. The classic “Robber’s Cave” experiment (Sherif et al. 2010) 
showed with some clarity that the mere presence of other groups, but in par-
ticular the existence of groups with competing goals, can cause behavioral 
shifts both on an individual and group level. 

These behavioral and attitudinal shifts are important to study, as they may 
substantially impact people’s ability to interact or find mutually acceptable 
solutions to divergences of interest, which is also important for the reconstruc-
tion, reconciliation and avoiding the recurrence of violence after conflicts 
have ended. Psychological responses to conflict may hinder conflict resolution 
and peacemaking efforts through a number of varying mechanisms, such as 
values, beliefs and ideological convictions, as well as through emotional and 
motivational states (Bar-Tal and Halperin 2011). In their model, Bar-Tal and 
Halperin (2011) integrate these factors to show how contextual, emotional and 
cognitive factors come together to create barriers to successful conflict reso-
lution efforts. In addition, they point out that threatening contexts have been 
suggested to make these barriers to conflict resolution more rigid. That such 
factors do indeed reduce openness to compromises, thereby precluding mutu-
ally acceptable solutions, has also been empirically supported in a study in 
Israel (Halperin and Bar-tal 2015).  

As a result, there is a vast literature discussing the impact of war on indi-
vidual attitudes and behavior, far too expansive to be thoroughly covered here. 
I will thus primarily focus on those studies that deal with economic and polit-
ical outcomes that are relevant from a social preference point of view. Meth-
odologically, these studies have often directly imported methods and out-
comes from behavioral economics such as trust games (Bauer, Fiala, and 
Levely 2017; Cassar, Grosjean, and Whitt 2013; Gilligan, Pasquale, and Samii 
2014; Gneezy and Fessler 2012), public goods games (Gilligan, Pasquale, and 
Samii 2014; Hopfensitz and Miquel-Florensa 2015; Mironova and Whitt 

                               
7 This development has gone hand-in hand with similar developments within the field of eco-
nomics, where for instance Gintis (2009) has argued for the inclusion of findings from other 
behavioral sciences in the study of economics and strategic decision making. 
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2016a) and dictator games (Gilligan, Pasquale, and Samii 2014; Mironova and 
Whitt 2016a; Whitt and Wilson 2007).8  

Individual level effects of conflict exposure 
Individuals’ attitudes and behaviors are evidently affected by the experiences 
of conflict. However, also on the micro-level, there are contradictory findings 
on how conflict actually impacts people. Some of the research in this vein has 
painted a somewhat more optimistic picture than expected, suggesting that 
experience of conflict may lead to an increase in pro-sociality, civil society 
engagement and trust as a result of conflict (Bauer, Fiala, and Levely 2017; 
Gneezy and Fessler 2012; Voors et al. 2012). For instance, in an experimental 
study with heads of households in rural Burundi, a country afflicted by ethnic 
conflict, Voors et al. (2012) found that individuals with greater exposure to 
wartime violence displayed more altruistic tendencies towards neighbors. 
Similarly, Bauer, Fiala and Levely (2017) found that individuals who had been 
forcefully recruited by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) in Uganda were 
more trustworthy and more likely to engage themselves in civil society. Due 
to the LRA’s indiscriminate forceful recruitment, individuals did not self-se-
lect into the experience of soldiering, making assignment of this treatment “as-
if random”. The results thus suggest that soldiering, and especially soldiering 
at an early age, had a causal and positive effect on trustworthiness and civil 
society engagement. Bellows and Miguel (2009) likewise found a positive ef-
fect of wartime exposure to violence on participation in civil society organi-
zations in Sierra Leone.  

These findings are in line with the idea of “altruism born of suffering” 
(Staub and Vollhardt 2008; Vollhardt and Staub 2011), which suggests that 
the experience of trauma makes individuals more empathic to others who have 
been through similar events. As a result of this empathetic reaction, individu-
als are argued to become more altruistic and open towards others in the same 
situation, even including members of other groups. Warfare may also help 
strengthen social cohesion and trust, which may also help post-conflict recon-
struction by building social capital. Exposure to wartime violence was found 
to be positively related with pro-social attitudes such as trust and altruism in 
Nepal (Gilligan, Pasquale, and Samii 2014), willingness to host refugees in 
Liberia (Hartman and Morse 2018), and participation in religious activities 

                               
8 Some of the political effects, such as community engagement and civil society participation, 
are in a sense also pro-social (it is the real-world equivalent of contributing in a public goods 
game) and hence such outcomes will also be discussed where relevant. For instance, there are 
discussions on effects of wartime violence, such as tendencies towards increased religiosity 
(Henrich et al. 2019) and voting in democratic elections (Blattman 2009), which both can be 
seen as pro-social tendencies, indicative of changes in social preferences. However, as these are 
somewhat beside the main theoretical argument of this dissertation, I will generally not delve 
deeper into that literature. 
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and groups in Uganda, Sierra Leone and Tajikistan (Henrich et al. 2019). This 
is in line with findings from psychology pointing to not only negative, but also 
positive effects of trauma and distress, where individuals grow as a result of 
their life experiences (S. Powell et al. 2003; Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004). 

All of the aforementioned tendencies seem to indicate the accumulation of 
social capital; the resource necessary for functional societies (Knack and 
Keefer 1997; Knack and Zak 2003). On the other hand, further studies have 
pointed out that under most conditions, violence has a detrimental rather than 
positive impact (Cassar, Grosjean, and Whitt 2013; De Juan and Pierskalla 
2016; Kijewski and Freitag 2018). In a study with over 17,000 observations 
from Central and Eastern Europe, it was found that when controlling for ob-
jective measures of wartime victimization during World War II, the effects of 
reported victimization on pro-social attitudes such as political participation, 
civil society engagement and trust were negative (Child and Nikolova 2018). 
Individual war exposure was also found to be negatively related to social trust 
in a study in Kosovo (Kijewski and Freitag 2018), suggesting that the positive 
effects of warfare on pro-social attitudes are highly conditional. A similar pat-
tern was observed in another study by Grosjean (2014) using a large nationally 
representative survey from 35 countries. Exposure to conflict-related violence 
was associated with a reduction in the perceived legitimacy and effectiveness 
of state institutions and political trust across all nations. However, the study 
also observed an increase in participation in civil society associations among 
exposed individuals. While this might seem in line with the more positive 
strands of literature, Grosjean (2014) observes that although conflict exposure 
did increase the ability for local collective action, this may not indicate that 
conflict fosters social capital, as there was a simultaneous decrease in trust. 
Instead, the interpretation is that conflict exposure makes people associate 
more closely with their respective groups, whether ethnic, geographic, reli-
gious or otherwise. A similar pattern with a simultaneous increase in ingroup 
social capital, and decrease in general societal trust, was found in a study of 
conflict-exposed populations in rural Burundi (Voors and Bulte 2014). After 
conflict, the social capital that is built is of the “bonding” type, with people 
retreating into the identity groups that they feel can protect them. Meanwhile, 
the “bridging” social capital is eroded, with people losing faith in society and 
other people in general. For instance, individuals victimized by crime in Latin 
America displayed lower levels of trust in institutions, but this did not neces-
sarily, or at least not as strongly, translate into decreased trust in others as 
friends or business partners (Corbacho, Philipp, and Ruiz-vega 2015). This is 
also in line with the findings by De Luca and Verpoorten (2015). They noted 
that following conflict in Uganda, in areas where conflict had been particularly 
intense, there seemed to be an increase in certain social activities, such as en-
gaging in political discussion and attending community meetings. However, 
this did not translate into for instance increased voter turnout. The authors 
argue that this may in part be because while violence makes people engage 
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with their local community to solve pressing issues, they at the same time lose 
faith in the social institutions. While exposure to violence creates bonds be-
tween individuals in the local environment, it burns bridges at a broader soci-
etal level. 

Parochialism in conflict 
In particular, the increased pro-sociality, trust and societal engagement ob-
served in the literature outlined above seems to mainly be directed at members 
of one’s own group, something often termed parochial altruism (Bauer et al. 
2014, 2016; Rusch 2014). That is, when conflicts are fought along group lines, 
the increased pro-sociality is not of a general nature, but focused on one’s own 
ethnic, social, religious or political group. The concept of parochial altruism 
stems from evolutionary theories regarding the co-evolution of group conflict 
and ingroup altruism and pro-sociality (Bowles 2008, 2009; Choi and Bowles 
2007; Gintis et al. 2008; Rusch 2014). According to this theory, ingroup fa-
voritism and ingroup bias evolved as a response to competition between 
groups of humans in the ancestral environment. In this environment, multiple 
bands of humans would have competed for scarce resources in the form of 
water, foraging patches, and game for hunting. As individual survival would 
have been very contingent on the performance of the group or band, so the 
argument goes, members of more efficient groups would have substantial fit-
ness9 benefits (Bowles 2008, 2009; Choi and Bowles 2007). Cooperative 
groups that could better utilize the synergies and economies of scale of work-
ing in concert outperformed less cooperative groups, leading to a selection 
pressure on traits favorable for cooperating with ingroup members. As a result, 
humans have a tendency towards favoring ingroup members, which is trig-
gered by intergroup conflict, just as observed in the Robber’s Cave example 
(Sherif et al. 2010). While there may be other underlying mechanisms that 
drive parochial altruism in addition to this (Rand and Nowak 2013), the co-
evolutionary (multi-level selection) argument has been among the most prev-
alent in the literature. 

These parochial tendencies have received ample support from studies both 
in the lab and field (Bauer et al. 2014, 2016; Bernhard, Fischbacher, and Fehr 
2006; Fehr and Fischbacher 2003; Romano et al. 2017). Individuals are more 
likely to be altruistic towards ingroup members (Bernhard, Fischbacher, and 
Fehr 2006; Whitt 2007), trust them more (de Dreu 2010; Fershtman and 
Gneezy 2001), and share information with them (Lyall, Shiraito, and Imai 
2015). The most important component of this parochialism is the favorable 
treatment and primacy of the ingroup (de Dreu 2010; de Dreu, Aaldering, and 
Saygi 2014). While this type of positive ingroup bias does not necessarily lead 

                               
9 I here use the word ”fitness” in the Darwinian sense, i.e. the ability of a gene to survive and 
reproduce. 
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to outgroup hostility (Brewer 1999), empirical evidence suggests that implicit 
in this tendency towards “groupishness” is also a potential for discriminatory 
or hostile behavior towards outgroups. As an example, in an experimental 
study in eastern Europe, it was found that hostile attitudes and behaviors to-
wards an ethnic outgroup (the Roma) were much more contagious than hostile 
behavior towards co-ethnics (Bauer et al. 2018)10. The tendency of outgroup 
hostility can be particularly exacerbated by experiences of conflict, as follows 
from the co-evolutionary argument of altruism and war. For instance, in a 
study among youths competing in a football tournament in Sierra Leone, those 
more exposed to violence were not only more generous towards ingroup mem-
bers in a classic dictator game. They also exhibited much stronger preferences 
for competition against outgroup members, and were more likely to accrue 
foul cards in the football matches (Cecchi, Leuveld, and Voors 2016). In an-
other study, it was shown that when northern Sudanese individuals were ex-
posed to violent riots enacted by southerners, this increased support for south-
ern secession, but also made northerners more negative to southerners remain-
ing as citizens in the north (Beber, Roessler, and Scacco 2014). That is, expo-
sure to violence from the outgroup made group distinctions more important, 
and increased preferences for separation and avoidance. Intensity of conflict 
can also decrease social trust and increase ethnic fractionalization (Rohner, 
Thoenig, and Zilibotti 2013). Hence, parochialism may become a self-ful-
filling prophecy, whereby conflict leads to distrust and hostility, which leads 
to less functional social relations and unwillingness to find mutually accepta-
ble solutions to divergences of interest, which in turn can lead to escalation or 
resurgence of conflict in a vicious cycle. 

This suggests that under some circumstances, violence leads to much more 
negative outcomes than under others (Grosjean 2014), and the effects can even 
vary depending on what measures we use (Child and Nikolova 2018). As 
Grosjean (2014) points out, it seems as though war, and in particular civil war, 
is more likely to build bonding social capital, than bridging social capital. 
When this occurs on the nation level, it can increase national social cohesion, 
which may have contributed to the development of strong and functional na-
tion states (e.g. Tilly 1992). However, at the same time, this tendency is of a 
strongly parochial nature, essentially focused on strengthening the ingroup at 
the outgroup’s expense. For instance, civil society organizations, it is claimed, 
played an important role in the growth of the Nazi Party (NSDAP) in Germany 
in the interwar period (Satyanath, Voigtländer, and Voth 2017). Thus, in that 
case the overtly pro-social activity of civil society engagement proved to build 
bonding social capital and increase investment in a clearly parochial endeavor 
(the Nazi party). After interstate conflict ends, the negative effects on social 

                               
10 However, as suggested by the study by Whitt and Wilson (2007), the negative attitudes to-
wards outgroups following war sometimes might revert towards normal levels as time goes by, 
and norms of fairness may persist even in the face of parochialism (Whitt 2014). 
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trust and legitimacy of state institutions are not present in the same way as 
after intrastate conflict. This is because in interstate conflict the ingroup/out-
group distinction clearly follows national boundaries. Therefore, the nation 
becomes the relevant ingroup with which individuals identify. In intrastate 
conflict, on the other hand, the ingroup is the relevant ethnic, religious or po-
litical group with which the individual identifies, and towards which parochial 
altruism will be directed (Grosjean 2014). 

While substantial support for the parochial argument in this corpus of re-
search is growing, there are still many gaps in our knowledge (Bauer et al. 
2016; Blattman and Miguel 2010). Under what circumstances the pro-social 
effects of war are able to cross group boundaries remains an open question 
(Bauer et al. 2016). In much of the literature, group identities are assumed 
fixed, with conflict resulting in individuals grouping together with ingroups 
to protect themselves against threatening outgroups. Essentially, the concep-
tualizations of group are drawn from social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 
2001), where intergroup hostility is driven by the group identities per se, with 
individuals basing their self-esteem on the value of the group identity.  

When group lines are vague and group distinctions are unclear, as exem-
plified by the conflict in Tajikistan, parochial effects are less evident. In the 
Tajik conflict, the group dimensions relevant for the conflict crosscut villages 
and ethnicities, making the relevant ingroup and outgroup boundaries less ev-
ident. As a result of this, pro-social effects of exposure to violence are less 
evident in the Tajik setting (Cassar, Grosjean, and Whitt 2013, 2014). Simi-
larly, exposure to wartime violence in Bosnia in general leads to more retrib-
utive justice preferences, however more interdependence with perpetrators 
leads to more restorative justice preferences (Hall et al. 2018). Hence, it seems 
as though the parochial tendencies do not neatly follow pre-determined group 
lines, but rather, that the parochial pro-sociality follows from threats posed. 
When everyone is potentially threatening, there is no pro-sociality, but when 
there is interdependence and potential coalition building, pro-sociality may 
extend across group lines, even towards members of “enemy” groups. 

The role of threat in parochial attitudes 
The parochialism argument rests on an assumption that intergroup hostility is 
the result of intergroup threat. Armed conflict is rife with physical threats to 
life, limb and property, and there has been a lot of research pointing to the 
impact of threat on preferences, attitudes and behavior. Going back to Al-
temeyer (1988), threat, or as it was then termed “belief in a dangerous world”, 
has been connected to exclusionary attitudes, authoritarianism and fascism. 
This connection between threat and authoritarian and group-based values has 
received further scrutiny, implying that authoritarian values are an essentially 
functional response to specific types of threats (Feldman and Stenner 1997; 
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Stenner 2005). When there are threats to one’s group, society and values, feel-
ings of sameness and unity will help people get together and fight off the threat 
to their group. As a result, individuals who feel threatened may support poli-
cies that focus on more authoritarian values or strengthening the ingroup 
(Getmansky and Zeitzoff 2014). This, of course, is exactly the rationale ech-
oed by the coevolution of parochial altruism and war argument (Bowles 2008, 
2009; Choi and Bowles 2007). 

Beyond authoritarianism, however, threat has been shown to have many 
more nuanced effects on individual attitudes and preferences. A literature 
more specifically addressing threats and preferences has developed, drawing 
to a large extent upon data from surveys following the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 
New York City in 2001, but also further field experimental research. These 
studies have revealed that emotional responses to threats, such as the threat of 
terrorism, alter the evaluations of risk, as well as preferences over public pol-
icy (Lerner et al. 2003). In particular, different emotional responses, such as 
fear or anger, can lead to divergent preferences and behaviors (Lerner and 
Keltner 2001; Lerner, Small, and Loewenstein 2004; Zeitzoff 2018). Like-
wise, in an experiment among Israelis exposed to Palestinian rocket attacks, 
Zeitzoff (2014) shows how anger aroused by threats in intergroup conflict 
leads to an increased willingness to engage in negative reciprocity and to pun-
ish non-cooperative ingroup members. However, this effect was conditional 
on whether the individuals were heavily exposed to the threat or not in reality. 
Among individuals who had experienced the threat of rocket attacks, anger 
instead led to more ingroup cohesion, and a reduced willingness to punish. 
Meanwhile, among those who did not experience the threat of rocket attacks, 
anger lead to higher degrees of punishment. This, Zeitzoff argues, is because 
the effect of the anger emotion is different under these two circumstances. 
Whereas individuals in the highly exposed area responded to anger with a fo-
cus on ingroup cohesion and a strengthening of local bonding capital (some-
thing also shown by a stronger reaction to non-cooperative play by the other 
individual in the experiment), the individuals in the non-exposed area only 
responded with a reduction of bridging capital.  It has also been argued that 
the threat posed by territorial civil wars results in more severe social intoler-
ance between groups (Tir and Singh 2015). While not directly testing the 
threat perceptions, the authors show that the effect is strongest among individ-
uals who are more likely to be sensitive to threat cues (in this case operation-
alized as individuals on the political right, holding more authoritarian values, 
cf. Altemeyer (1988)). This all points to threat and the responses thereto being 
a central factor in forming social preferences.  

As a result, what type of threat is present in a situation may impact willing-
ness to interact with others due to its impact on social preferences. That the 
presence and legacy of intergroup threats can lead to a rejection of potentially 
mutually acceptable compromises has been shown by several studies (Canetti-
Nisim et al. 2009; Canetti-Nisim, Ariely, and Halperin 2008). Much of this 
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research regarding threat has been based on the standard models of intergroup 
threat going back to realistic conflict theory (Sherif et al. 2010) and social 
identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 2001), with some more recent developments 
from integrated threat theory (Stephan and Stephan 2000). 

However, as evidenced by the varying effects described above, the role of 
threat seems to be more nuanced and conditional than simply relating to in-
group/outgroup distinctions. Depending on how the groups are distinguished 
(Cassar, Grosjean, and Whitt 2014) or whether the threat is direct or not 
(Zeitzoff 2014), the resulting responses may differ greatly. Perhaps, then, the 
variation in outcomes that we observe is a result of variations in the type and 
perceptions of threats present in the conflict context. I argue that in order to 
better understand under what conditions the parochial tendencies resulting 
from armed conflict are likely to appear or not, thereby helping or hindering 
the ability to interact and find mutually acceptable exchanges, we need to use 
a more nuanced conceptualization of threat. By doing so, it may be possible 
to disentangle some of the diverging effects observed, as suggested by for in-
stance Zeitzoff (2014). Thereby, we may gain a better understanding of the 
conditions under which individuals may be more or less prone to suffer those 
“barriers to conflict resolution” suggested by the literature (Bar-Tal and 
Halperin 2011).  

The concept of threat has received a lot of attention within the field of social 
psychology, and it has been shown that threat is not a singular category, but 
rather a nuanced phenomenon where different types of threat may lead to very 
different responses (Cottrell and Neuberg 2005; Neuberg and DeScioli 2015; 
Neuberg and Schaller 2016). Much of this new understanding of threat has 
developed out of the field of Evolutionary Psychology. In this dissertation, I 
draw upon these theories to show how a more nuanced conceptualization of 
threat based on evolutionary theories can help our understanding of when, and 
with whom, we cooperate and compromise in conflict situations. In the fol-
lowing section, I will outline my theoretical argument for why these more nu-
anced threat concepts may matter for preferences, and the willingness to in-
teract with others. 
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Theoretical framework 

 
Figure 1. Outline of the dissertation. The observed independent variables (observa-
ble cues), dependent variables (social preferences) and the proposed mechanism 
(threat perception). Social preferences are of central importance for willingness to 
accept compromises and reach bargained outcomes, as well as for pro-sociality and 
costly cooperation. 

Threat perceptions are the main theoretical mechanism in the dissertation. 
However, I do not directly observe the threat perceptions in any of the empir-
ical essays. Rather, the main independent variables in the empirical tests are 
cues that would elicit threat perception, such as previous actions signaling in-
tent to hurt (Essay II), or individual characteristics that may be cues of such 
intentions (Essay III), as well as mechanisms for coping with threat such as 
Post Traumatic Growth (Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004) (Essay IV). Figure 1 
illustrates the proposed relationship between observable cues (i.e. character-
istics of others, characteristics of the environment etc.), threat perceptions, so-
cial preferences, and their impact on social outcomes. While the theoretical 
arguments and operationalizations vary between the four essays of this disser-
tation, they all draw upon some common theoretical underpinnings regarding 
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the nature and function of threat. These theories hark from the field known as 
Evolutionary Psychology.  

One central difference of an evolutionary approach from a rationalist ap-
proach is that whereas the agent in a rationalist model seeks to maximize util-
ity, agents in evolutionary models seek to maximize fitness, which denotes the 
ability of a gene to survive and reproduce and thus make its way into subse-
quent generations. An adaptive fitness maximizing behavior is thus a behavior 
causing the genes driving it to increase in the population over generations 
(Tooby and Cosmides 2015), whether carried there by the individual display-
ing the behavior, or by their genetic kin (Hamilton 1964). Natural selection 
will therefore have given our human psychology adaptations that regulate be-
haviors, emotions and responses in the way that would best serve to maximize 
fitness, given the circumstances (Tooby and Cosmides 2008)11. While one 
component of fitness is of course reproductive efforts, this is far from the only, 
or even the most important component thereof. For a slow life history strategy 
animal such as humans (Kaplan and Gangestad 2005), survival is at least as 
important a factor as reproduction. As such, humans should have many adap-
tions for dealing with the recurrent problems relating to the successful survival 
and reproduction of themselves and their genetic kin that would have been 
encountered in ancestral environments12. This includes navigating the com-
plex and challenging social world of an eusocial species such as Homo Sapi-
ens (Wilson 1975, 2012). As the social animals that we are, a non-negligible 
share of these adaptations would therefore be directed at managing the af-
fordances (Gibson 1979; Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011), i.e. the op-
portunities and threats – benefits and costs – posed by other humans. 

The affordance management perspective suggests that there are potential 
benefits as well as costs of associating with others (Brown, Neel, and Sherman 
2015; Gibson 1979; Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011). For instance, as-
sociating with others may provide potential fitness benefits such as being co-
alition partners and allies against hostile groups, exploiting economies of scale 
in accruing resources, or as being potential mating partners. However, there 
may also be costs associated with engaging with others. An adaptive af-
fordance management system would need to take both into account, making a 
cost-benefit analysis of interacting with other individuals. In this dissertation, 
I look primarily at the cost side of this equation, and the management of threats 
(Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011; Neuberg and Schaller 2016). 

                               
11 An example of this is what is referred to as internal regulatory variables (Tooby and 
Cosmides 2008). That is, something that adjusts emotions, preferences or attitudes of an indi-
vidual in a way that would serve to maximize fitness. Anger is one clear example of this (Sell 
2011). 
12 This environment is often known as the Environment of Evolutionary Adaptation (EEA), i.e. 
the environment of the Pleistocene era in which humans and their ancestors lived for the ma-
jority of their evolutionary history (and which some hunter-gatherer societies, to all intents and 
purposes, still inhabit today).  
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Evolutionary theories of threat perception 
Over the evolutionary history of the human species, other conspecifics have 
posed many different types of dangers. They may be competitors for scarce 
resources (such as food, social status, and mates) (Duntley 2005), they may 
carry dangerous and unknown pathogens (Schaller 2011), and they may also 
be the perpetrators of various cost-inducing hostile actions such as violence 
(Pinker 2011), rape (Thornhill and Palmer 2000) and homicide (Daly and 
Wilson 1988). As a result, we have a lot of psychological adaptations for deal-
ing with the threat of danger posed by other humans (Duntley 2015). For these 
systems to be adaptive, they would need to be attuned to the different types of 
threats other individuals might pose. This is the fundamental realization of 
threat management theory (Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011; Neuberg 
and Schaller 2016), i.e. focusing on the cost side of affordance management. 

The implications of such a perspective are that different threat types are 
inferred from different cues and the psychological responses to these cues are 
different, depending on the type of threat inferred (Gibson 1979; Neuberg and 
DeScioli 2015). Thus, the systems would need to consider who is likely to 
pose a threat, and under what circumstances. While it is not generally possible 
to directly observe the types of threats posed by other individuals, a functional 
mechanism must use whatever cues are available. As suggested by Neuberg 
and DeScioli (2015, 706): “One cannot directly perceive another’s pathogens 
or intentions to harm. Rather, people must rely on cues – features of morphol-
ogy, behavior, or reputation – that correlate (even if only weakly) with 
threats.” For instance, certain characteristics that in ancestral environments 
would have been correlated with threat, such as outgroup identity, being 
young, male, and physically formidable, would be more likely to act as cues 
for physical threat, than being old or female (Neuberg and DeScioli 2015; 
Neuberg and Sng 2013). Environmental factors, such as being in a dark area 
(Schaller, Park, and Mueller 2003), or the relative size of one’s coalition rela-
tive a potentially hostile coalition (Schaller and Abeysinghe 2006), can like-
wise impact threat perceptions. Since failing to perceive a threat in the pres-
ence of an actual danger is generally – in fitness terms – a much more costly 
error than the alternative (perceiving a threat when there is actually none), an 
adaptive system would also be geared towards being oversensitive to threat 
cues. Just like a smoke detector (Nesse 2005), threat perception programs are 
thus likely to be biased to make the least costly error and react even to weak 
cues (Haselton, Nettle, and Andrews 2005; Johnson et al. 2013). 

Furthermore, the best response to a threat of physical harm might not be 
the same as to a pathogen threat or economic threat. An adaptive threat man-
agement system would result in behavioral and attitudinal responses that best 
served to maximize the individual’s fitness in response to the specific threat. 
Hence, depending on what type of threat is posed in the situation, or by the 
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particular individual or group, different psychological mechanisms will be en-
gaged (Cottrell and Neuberg 2005; Neuberg and Cottrell 2006). Research has 
further shown that depending on what goals and motivations are salient, dif-
ferent behavioral responses are engaged (Kenrick, Griskevicius, et al. 2010; 
Kenrick, Neuberg, et al. 2010; Schaller et al. 2017). This includes both 
changes in information processing and the formation of cognitive biases 
(Haselton et al. 2009; Haselton, Nettle, and Andrews 2005), as well as prefer-
ence changes, and even preference reversals (Kenrick et al. 2009, 2012; Li et 
al. 2012). One central motivation is self-protection from threats (Kenrick, 
Griskevicius, et al. 2010). Threats to survival and cues of resource scarcity 
have also been argued to affect risk preferences in both humans as well as non-
human species (McDermott, Fowler, and Smirnov 2008; Stephens 1981; 
Stephens and Krebs 1987). All of this points to preferences being highly sus-
ceptible to the cues and contexts in which individuals find themselves, and in 
particular to the threats present in those contexts. 

Overall, the literature within evolutionary psychology has convincingly 
made the case that preferences are not fixed or a black box, but are instead 
functions of social contexts. Observable cues in the social environment in-
crease or decrease threat perceptions, which in turn changes the preference 
rankings of observers in predictable ways. Thus, threat perceptions act as a 
kind of internal regulatory variable, which adjusts preference formation 
(Tooby and Cosmides 2008). For instance, cues of physical threats posed by 
outgroup members may decrease willingness to associate or interact with 
them, as well as decrease altruism and increase spitefulness. As preference 
rankings are central for defining the possible bargaining space in conflicts, 
what bargaining outcomes are considered acceptable or not will also vary de-
pending on the threat-relevant cues in the environment. By exploring how the 
threat cues suggested by evolutionary theory impact social preferences, this 
dissertation seeks to explore the role they play in the observed variability in 
the willingness and ability of actors to interact and find mutually acceptable 
exchanges and compromises to conflicts of interest. 

Evolutionary psychology and criticisms of biological 
explanations of human behavior 
Peace and conflict research is by nature an interdisciplinary field. Since its 
origins, the field sought to combine a multiplicity of theoretical and method-
ological approaches to understand the nature of human conflict and coopera-
tion. Indeed, much of the seminal work within the field has come out of the 
application of new approaches to understanding the causes and resolution of 
conflict. In his groundbreaking “Why Men Rebel”, Ted Robert Gurr (1970) 
drew upon the contributions from group psychology, and Fearon’s seminal 
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bargaining theory of war is based upon rational choice theory and the assump-
tions of neoclassical economics (Fearon 1995). Tying on to this tradition, I 
seek to bring some of the recent developments from evolutionary psychology 
into peace and conflict research. 

Evolutionary psychology, although originating already in the writings of 
Darwin (1859, 1871), has gained a lot of traction in the last few decades. Pre-
vious research on the social-psychological foundations of human social be-
havior has often relied on “minitheories” (Kenrick 2011). That is, theories are 
often developed to address a certain empirical phenomenon, but say little 
about other, sometimes even closely related, phenomena. In its quest to look 
at the ultimate reasons, rather than proximate reasons, for behaviors and atti-
tudes, evolutionary psychology endeavors to create a unified theory of the 
mind based on an evolutionary reasoning (Cosmides and Tooby 2013; Tooby 
and Cosmides 2015). This approach has shown its appeal also to researchers 
in other fields of social science, such as economics and political science 
(Sidanius and Kurzban 2003).  

This development has been encouraged by the evolutionary psychology 
community, even going so far as to state that “…scientifically psychology 
(along with the other social and behavioral sciences) is a subbranch of evolu-
tionary biology and can no longer be defensibly divorced from it” (Tooby and 
Cosmides 2015, 11). Nonetheless, with a few notable exceptions (Johnson 
2015; Johnson and Toft 2014; Landau-Wells 2018; Little and Zeitzoff 2017; 
McDermott and Davenport 2017), its introduction into the fields of interna-
tional relations and peace and conflict research has so far been slow. One po-
tential reason for this is that, despite its growing appeal to scholars from nu-
merous scientific fields, the evolutionary approach has over the years experi-
enced a substantial amount of criticism. Much of this has been addressed thor-
oughly by numerous authors (see for instance Barkow 2006; Hagen 2015; 
Kurzban and Haselton 2006; Pinker 2002; Segerstråle 2006). Indeed, it has 
become standard for books focusing on evolutionary or biological explana-
tions of human behavior to come with a chapter addressing some of these cri-
tiques (e.g. Hatemi and McDermott 2011; von Hippel, Haselton, and Forgas 
2013; Pinker 2002; Thornhill and Palmer 2000). While these authors do a 
thorough job of addressing them, I will briefly address three of the most com-
mon criticisms of the evolutionary approach in the social sciences. The first 
two are scientific objections (see Hagen 2015 for a more thorough review), 
whereas the third is of a more philosophical, or even moralistic, nature (see 
Barkow 2006 for an in-depth discussion).  

The first, and perhaps most substantial, critique against an evolutionary ad-
aptationist view is what is often called “hyperadaptationism”, or in a more 
colloquial language, “just-so stories”. This critique, raised perhaps most elo-
quently by biologists Stephen J. Gould and Richard C. Lewontin in their paper 
The spandrels of San Marco and the Panglossian paradigm (Gould and 
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Lewontin 1979), point out that it is always possible to create a functional ex-
planation for any feature of an organism. The spandrels (the triangular spaces 
between cross-arched vaults) of the cathedral of San Marco in Venice look 
like they were intended design features due to their exquisite decorations, but 
are in fact a by-product of a vaulted architectural design. So too, behaviors 
and traits that may seem functional may in fact be a by-product of some other 
factor or constraint. Adaptationists, Gould and Lewontin (1979) argue, look 
at the spandrels and come up with a post-hoc functional explanation, instead 
of looking at the underlying factors – the arched vault design of which they 
are an unintended by-product. This argument can be made for essentially any 
evolutionary explanation. A classical example is physical sexual dimor-
phism13. While females are larger than males in many animal species, which 
can be explained by a selection pressure on females to have larger bodies to 
be able to produce eggs, something already noted by Darwin (1871), the op-
posite is true among most mammals. Despite mammalian females often also 
having to bear the extra energetic demands of nurturing their young after birth 
(Lindenfors, Gittleman, and Jones 2007), males are nevertheless on average 
bigger. This has been explained by a selection pressure on males in species 
with lower male parental investment to instead invest in competition with 
other males, which requires strength and size. That is, two completely oppo-
site outcomes can both be explained with the same paradigm. As a result, the 
critics argue, the theory becomes non-falsifiable. Every trait or feature of an 
organism must be an adaptation resulting from selection pressures, and a log-
ically consistent just-so story that explains its functionality can always be cre-
ated post-hoc. This is the Panglossian paradigm14 that Gould and Lewontin 
point out (1979). 

While this critique is indeed valid, and it can be argued that the spandrels 
paper has forced evolutionary psychologists to be more thorough in their ap-
plication of adaptational arguments, to characterize the field of evolutionary 
psychology as hyperadaptationist is in many cases a misnomer. Evolutionary 
psychologists rarely assume that everything is necessarily an adaptation 
(Kurzban and Haselton 2006). The adherents of evolutionary psychology 
would instead point out that an adaptationist approach is mainly a theoretical 
reasoning to generate hypotheses which can be tested against data (Andrews, 
Gangestad, and Matthews 2002; Segerstråle 2006), rather than a post-hoc ra-
tionalization of empirical observations. What most evolutionary psychologists 
do, as well as any scientist employing an adaptationist approach, is look at 
psychological features that are potential functional adaptations, try to discover 
the function they might serve and implications thereof, and finally generate 

                               
13 That is, differences in physical appearance and size between males and females of the same 
species.  
14 So named after the character Professor Pangloss in Voltaire’s Candide, who argues that eve-
rything is the way it is because we live in the best possible world. 
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testable hypotheses based on this (Andrews, Gangestad, and Matthews 2002). 
In the case of sexual dimorphism, the adaptationist explanation would be that 
given certain circumstances, selection would favor larger females than males, 
whereas other circumstances would favor the opposite outcome. Based on this 
reasoning, we can set up and test specific hypotheses, e.g. species with lower 
parental investment for males also have more competition among males for 
mates, which favors a male-biased sexual size dimorphism (Lindenfors, 
Gittleman, and Jones 2007). 

Thus, evolutionary theories are not able to explain everything, and neither 
are they meant to. However, rather than in a Panglossian manner suggesting 
just-so stories for every possible phenomenon, the approach actually allows 
us to generate hypotheses based on ultimate, as opposed to proximate, reasons. 
As argued by Hagen (2015), Gould and Lewontin (1979) have it the wrong 
way around. The adaptationist program is about identifying potential func-
tional traits from other, non-adapted traits. Given that support for such a hy-
pothesis is found, it is the supposition that something is not an adaptation, or 
a “spandrel”, which needs to be proven (Andrews, Gangestad, and Matthews 
2002). 

Besides just-so stories, critics also point out that it may be difficult to for-
mulate hypotheses about why a specific trait is a functional adaptation, if we 
do not know the environment in which it developed. It should be evident that 
the modern society in which most humans today live is far removed from the 
environment in which our ancestors evolved over millennia (Giphart and Van 
Vugt 2016). This environment, often termed the Environment of Evolutionary 
Adaptation (EEA), is often equated with the environment of the Pleistocene 
era (Hagen 2015). This was the environment in which early hominids, includ-
ing the first modern humans, spent most of their evolutionary history, and so 
any adaptations are likely to be functional responses to reoccurring adaptive 
problems in this environment (Tooby and Cosmides 2015). The criticism often 
raised is that there is obviously no written record of the Pleistocene era. Fur-
thermore, since the archaeological evidence, while substantial, is insufficient 
to make a definitive case of what the EEA would have actually looked like, 
any argument based on adaptation to this environment is hypothetical at best 
(see Hagen 2015 for a summary and rebuttal of this critique). 

Just like the critique against the use of just-so stories, the above critique is 
warranted, and has forced evolutionary psychologists to be more careful in 
specifying the particulars of the contexts in which the functional mechanisms 
that they propose would have evolved. However, such an argument would 
then apply even more so to the environments of other species, such as various 
extinct species, for which the archaeological record is more scant. Indeed, we 
know substantially more about the environment of the ancestors of modern 
humans than we know about the environment of the ancestors of many other 
animals, for which evolutionary theories are nevertheless seen as appropriate 
(Daly and Wilson 1999). In addition, anthropological research from modern 
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hunter gatherer societies ,which exist in an environment reminiscent of that 
which our ancestors inhabited in the Pleistocene, can provide us with further 
clues to the environment and the adaptive problems that early humans faced 
(Giphart and Van Vugt 2016; Tooby and Cosmides 2015). Even when there is 
less than 100 per cent certainty, we do in fact know a lot about the EEA, and 
thus it can still help us derive better hypotheses about functional behavior than 
no assumptions at all (Tooby and Cosmides 2015). 

The final critique differs from the former in that it is not based on question-
ing the scientific assumptions of evolutionary psychology, but instead ques-
tions it at a more philosophical level. In particular, it relates to an issue called 
the naturalistic fallacy, or the “is-ought” conflation, i.e. the belief that if some-
thing is natural, that means that it must also be good or justified. If something 
is a certain way, that is because it ought to be that way. The fallacy comes 
from applying almost Rousseauian ideals of “the noble savage” on the natural 
state of humanity (Pinker 2002). In the natural state, the argument goes, man-
kind was happier, but societal factors (e.g. patriarchal, colonial or authoritar-
ian structures) alone are to blame for the iniquities we now suffer. If morally 
reproachable behaviors have a basis in biology, rather than in changeable so-
cial structures, these critics argue, this means not only that social engineering 
projects are doomed to fail, but also that individuals engaging in these im-
moral behaviors cannot be blamed for their actions. Individuals who have 
committed criminal acts can say “it’s not me, it’s in my genes!”, and thereby 
shift culpability to a factor outside their control.  

Much of this critique has been based on moralistic arguments (Segerstråle 
2006), stating that by trying to find the “natural” causes of various behaviors 
and phenomena that are generally not socially acceptable, evolutionary psy-
chology is essentially justifying or legitimizing them. This is far from the 
truth, and often indeed quite contrary to the stated intentions of evolutionary 
psychologists, who much like other social scientists have an interest in their 
findings being able to influence policy for the better (e.g. Campbell 2006; 
Thornhill and Palmer 2000). Evolutionary psychology makes no normative 
assumptions about the morality of the natural state. Natural selection does not 
care about morals, only fitness. Hence, some behaviors may have been se-
lected for because of their fitness enhancing effects, which are morally repre-
hensible, e.g. rape (Thornhill and Palmer 2000), homicide (Daly and Wilson 
1988), and racism (Kenrick 2011). In no way does the fact that evolutionary 
psychologists study the biological origins of these social phenomena mean 
that they endorse them or consider them desirable, any more than a physician 
studying the biological origins of cancer considers cancer desirable. Rather, 
by studying the ultimate reasons for these behaviors, it may in fact be possible 
to find ways of mitigating them, by using the same evolved human psychology 
to appeal to what Pinker (2011) has aptly termed “the better angels of our 
nature”. 
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Methodology and empirical strategy 
In this dissertation, I address the role of threat in affecting preferences in con-
flict, both from a theoretical and empirical perspective. For this purpose, the 
essays herein utilize somewhat different methodologies. While the first essay 
relies on a game theoretic analysis of bargaining theory, the other three essays 
are based on survey experiments carried out in a field setting among refugees 
in Turkey. In this section, I will discuss the main benefits and drawbacks of 
using an experimental method, as opposed to a more standard observational 
data approach. The data collection, including several large-scale survey ex-
perimental rounds that form the basis of the empirical material of this disser-
tation, will also be described thoroughly below. 

Field experiments 
Preferences, as well as threat perceptions, are difficult concepts to successfully 
measure in observational studies of conflict (Hugh-Jones, Ron, and Zultan 
2019). Actual perceptions and preferences only exist in people’s minds, and 
cannot normally be observed. Furthermore, social interactions and compro-
mises do not occur randomly, and it seems plausible that their occurrence may 
be correlated with preferences and perceptions, meaning that any causal rela-
tionships will be impossible to isolate. For the empirical part of this disserta-
tion, I thus rely on an experimental method. Experimental methods developed 
from the practices of psychology and economics have become more frequent 
also in other fields of social science, including political science and peace and 
conflict research (McDermott 2013). The main benefit of the experimental 
approach is that it allows for more reliable causal inference. When explanatory 
factors are randomly assigned to individuals, regardless of other individual 
characteristics, this overcomes the problem of omitted variable bias that might 
otherwise contaminate results. Furthermore, it allows us to create situations 
which, although artificial, get us closer to the theoretical concepts we are in-
terested in. 

Experimental studies have often relied on WEIRD samples, mainly con-
sisting of undergraduate students at American or European universities 
(Henrich, Heine, and Norenzayan 2010b, 2010a). While these samples may 
be suitable for some research questions, and provide an easily controlled en-
vironment, they may not always be representative of how humans in general 
think or behave. In particular, when investigating the effect of threat in a con-
flict setting, the context may be difficult to credibly replicate in a purely la-
boratory setting, and the external validity of such studies would suffer as a 
result. We do not know to what degree the results from laboratory experiments 
on group conflict (e.g. de Dreu, Dussel, and Ten Velden 2015; Reimers and 
Diekhof 2015; Yuki and Yokota 2009) travel to a field setting. To remedy this, 
the experiments in this dissertation were carried out in a field setting among 
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refugees from the conflicts in Syria and Iraq. The experiments conducted in 
this dissertation are therefore of the type Harrison and List (2004) term “arte-
factual field experiments”. That is, experiments that use a standard lab meth-
odology but a nonstandard subject pool. While the types of situations that in-
dividuals are asked to evaluate in experiments (save natural experiments) are 
generally somewhat artificial by design, the field setting allows a stronger ex-
ternal validity claim than what is usually possible in laboratory settings 
(McDermott 2013). There are of course other costs, such as reduced control 
over the setting and selection issues introduced by this method, that need to 
be weighed against the benefits. I will develop some of these considerations 
later. 

A field experimental approach is appropriate given the research question 
and theory for several reasons. Firstly, micro-level data on individuals in con-
flict zones is still fairly rare, and we thus know a lot less about the attitudes 
and behaviors of individuals under such circumstances than we do under more 
“normal” settings. If, as theory and empirics suggest (Voors and Bulte 2014), 
people’s preferences, attitudes and behaviors are qualitatively different in a 
conflict setting, then we need to study these phenomena in an actual conflict 
setting. Certainly, some issues are more easily addressed in a laboratory set-
ting. For instance, the literature on minimal groups has pointed out the role 
that group affiliation plays for negative attitudes. However, while some labor-
atory experiments have attempted to incorporate a more realistic conflict con-
text (Abbink 2012), the situation still remains highly artificial. Hence, being 
able to run controlled experiments in a sample from a conflict-exposed popu-
lation, and with individuals who have experienced actual group-based con-
flict, is a major contribution of this dissertation. Secondly, an experimental 
setting allows me to randomly assign the relevant threat cues. This is espe-
cially important for the case of group affiliation. The decision to interact with 
others will not be independent of their group affiliation, and hence it would be 
impossible to disentangle the (causal) effects of group affiliation on prefer-
ences. An experimental approach allows me to do this, while still maintaining 
the relevant and realistic conflict groups. By running these experiments in the 
field, with naturally occurring and conflict relevant groups, we can thus over-
come both the difficulty of observing these kinds of interactions in natural 
data, as well as the problem of disentangling causal effects. Of course, in a 
setting like the one studied here, many of the relevant variables such as con-
flict exposure and threat coping are not reasonably possible to randomly as-
sign, both for ethical and practical reasons. This, of course, limits the possible 
internal validity claims that can be made. However, I believe that the gains in 
external validity that can be made by measuring these real factors, as opposed 
to the more artificial measures that have been used in laboratory studies to 
simulate motivations and threats, outweigh this limitation. 
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The empirical context – The conflicts in Syria and Iraq 
While the topic of threat and willingness to cooperate does not by itself have 
a geographical or regional focus, the empirical essays are based on survey 
experiments carried out in the context of ongoing15 conflict in the Middle East.  
The participants in the studies were recruited from refugees of these conflicts 
currently residing in Turkey. These conflicts are among the most complex 
conflicts of recent times, and as such an exhaustive discussion would be far 
too lengthy to be covered here. However a brief overview of the Middle East-
ern conflict complex, and the conflicts in Syria and Iraq in particular, is war-
ranted to contextualize the empirical material. 

Syria and Iraq alike have suffered from protracted armed conflict – in Syria 
since the beginning of the “Arab Spring” anti-government uprisings in 2011, 
and in Iraq since the intervention of the US-led coalition that toppled Saddam 
Hussein’s regime in 2003. In Syria, the uprising was against President Bashar 
al-Assad. Al-Assad’s support is based in the Alawi community, and primarily 
aligned with the Shia Arab communities of Syria. The opposition is divided 
between the Free Syrian Army, Jihadi insurgents (IS, the Al-Nusra front etc.), 
and other opposition groups primarily based in the Kurdish and Sunni com-
munities of Syria. In Iraq, there has been ongoing violence since the US-led 
intervention to topple the regime of Saddam Hussein in 2003. In Iraq, the gov-
ernment is mainly Shiite, with a predominantly Sunni opposition, with groups 
of both a Jihadist (IS), and more secularly secessionist (Kurdish) orientation. 

Both countries rank among the top five countries in the world in terms of 
conflict related fatalities since 1989 (Pettersson and Eck 2018). Due to the 
recent and ongoing nature of the conflict, and the relatively few experimental 
and survey studies (but see Kao and Revkin 2018 for an example) carried out 
in the setting since the resurgence of sectarian violence following the Arab 
Spring, there is a great interest in studying how the conflict has affected those 
exposed to it. This has been further heightened in light of the refugee crisis in 
both adjacent countries and in Europe, and also because these are the individ-
uals upon whom the burden of rebuilding society will fall once the conflict 
ends. In addition, and more specifically for the purposes of this dissertation, 
the conflict complex in the Middle East is a relevant case for studying threat 
and groups, as it is a context where the conflicts follow largely sectarian lines. 
It has been argued that a large part of the escalating hostilities between pri-
marily Sunni and Shia groups is because of a discourse of threat being preva-
lent among sectarian groups (Darwich and Fakhoury 2016). While the schism 
between the Sunni and Shia denominations within Islam goes back to the death 
of Ali in the year 661 AD, it has been at the center of many subsequent con-
flicts within Islam, with Umayyids, Abbasids, Seljuks, Safavids and Ottomans 

                               
15 As of the time this is written (UCDP Bulletin 2019). 
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vying for control over the fertile lands of Mesopotamia throughout the centu-
ries (Gonzales 2013). Following the resurgence of violence after the Arab 
Spring, this schism has once again come to the fore in the conflicts in both 
Syria and Iraq (Abdo 2017; Darwich and Fakhoury 2016).  

A recent study indicated that exposure to sectarian conflict in this setting 
has had an impact on political and religious preferences (Mousa 2018). How-
ever, the impact of sectarian and ethnoreligious group conflict on social pref-
erences in this high-threat environment has yet to be investigated. Further-
more, if there are in fact other threat-relevant factors that moderate this effect, 
even in this highly polarized environment, that would have very strong scien-
tific as well as policy implications. Relying on data from refugees from these 
conflicts, currently residing in Turkey, I thus investigate the effects of threat 
on social preferences in a highly relevant setting, while also making an empir-
ical contribution by providing novel data from this particular conflict setting. 
In essence, the field setting with refugees from the conflicts in the Middle East 
is a “hard case” for studying factors that may moderate group affiliation. In 
conflicts such as the Syrian and Iraqi ones where the conflict cleavages, and 
so much of the violence perpetrated, have gone along ethnoreligious lines, we 
would expect the effects of group affiliation to be substantial, and potentially 
overtake any other effects. Thus, this setting presents a particularly relevant 
and difficult test for identifying threat-relevant factors that would moderate 
the standard parochial tendencies (Bauer et al. 2016). Nevertheless, in two of 
my essays (Essay II and Essay III), I show how factors relevant for threat per-
ceptions actually moderate the effects of group affiliation. 

Data collection 
Doing research with human subjects in any field setting comes with its own 
set of challenges and considerations, and particularly so in a conflict setting. 
This relates both to the access and reliability of the data, and to the ethical 
considerations of research dealing with human subjects in highly sensitive sit-
uations. 

Practical considerations 
The data collection for this dissertation was conducted within a larger data 
collection effort using surveys and survey experiments in populations of war-
exposed and displaced individuals of the Middle East. This data collection was 
led by Jonathan Hall, and funded by the Swedish Research Council. 

As the samples are not standard convenience samples, there were a number 
of practical considerations in collecting the data that had to be considered. In 
particular, the population considered is generally difficult to access. Refugees 
living outside camps mixed with the general population are difficult to sample 
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using standard randomized methods. For this purpose, a different type of sam-
pling strategy had to be used in some cases. While the data for Essay IV was 
based on a sample representative of the Syrian Sunni Arab population of the 
Midyat refugee camp in Mardin, near the Syrian border of Turkey, the samples 
in Essays II and III were of a different nature. In this case, a purposive, com-
munity based sampling was employed (Teddlie and Yu 2007).  

To be able to effectively interact with individuals in the refugee commu-
nity, and build trust, the enumerators recruited to carry out the experiments 
were individuals who had experience working with refugees, and many of 
them had themselves a refugee background. The enumerators were trained in 
situ by the fieldwork coordinator, with assistance from the research team in 
Sweden. Since door-to-door recruitment would have been very difficult, such 
a sampling strategy instead relied on building trust with key members of the 
community. By doing so, it was possible to get in touch with individuals who 
were willing to participate in the survey experiments. The enumerators in the 
field worked through their networks to find prospective participants, and 
based on their contacts, a snowball sampling approach (Goodman 1961) was 
used, but without putting explicit restrictions on the number of referrals. Such 
an approach comes with some potential issues, particularly with regard to po-
tential bias in the sample; for instance, there may be correlations between be-
ing in a particular social network and variables of interest (Biernacki and 
Waldorf 1981). This was somewhat mitigated by the purposive approach 
where enumerators strove to get a sample as representative of the population 
as possible in terms of background variables, and the potential drawbacks 
were considered to be outweighed by the benefits of being able to access this 
unique population. 

A field setting of course also has a number of limitations. For instance, 
there may be differences between individuals who end up in camps and those 
who end up in cities. Likewise, there may be a selection bias in who chooses 
to participate in the experiments. These problems are by no means unique to 
the surveys from this dissertation, but they do to some degree limit the external 
validity of the sample. While the enumerators strove to create as balanced and 
representative sample as possible with regards to important background fac-
tors such as gender, age, and country of origin, this means that the samples are 
not standard random samples. This was a calculated tradeoff. While we were 
able to access a very relevant and non-WEIRD (Henrich, Heine, and 
Norenzayan 2010a, 2010b) sample that is otherwise difficult to sample, some 
representativeness had to be sacrificed. In particular, the samples were slightly 
biased towards younger and more highly educated participants. This may have 
been a result of the social networks of the enumerators, who were themselves 
university students. As a result, their social networks would have had a bias 
towards persons with similar characteristics as themselves, which would come 
through in the data. Of course it is also possible that younger and more highly 
educated individuals are more likely to be willing to participate in the survey. 
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Particularly since it was implemented digitally, which even though it was de-
signed to be as easy as possible to do, may exclude some digitally inexperi-
enced individuals. Nevertheless, I believe that even though this may have an 
effect on external validity in terms of the representativeness of the sample, the 
added benefit of being able to access the unique and highly relevant population 
makes the tradeoff acceptable. Hence, the sampling approach used in the stud-
ies is warranted. 

Ethical considerations 
As the subject populations in my studies are primarily civilian refugees from 
the conflicts in Syria and Iraq, they have all been through a variety of difficult 
and potentially traumatic events. Indeed, it is evident from the data that many 
of them have experienced a plethora of traumatic events, many of which are 
hard to imagine for most Western individuals born in the post-war era. In such 
a situation, it is of great importance to make sure that the research is conducted 
in such a way that it, as much as possible, does not risk posing harm (whether 
physical or emotional) to prospective participants (e.g. Wood 2006). As some 
of the questions that the subjects are asked to answer relate to sensitive topics, 
such as their experiences during the conflict, the manner in which subjects are 
approached with these questions requires special consideration. For instance, 
in a conflict-exposed population, revisiting traumatic experiences in an intense 
and too evocative way could under some circumstances lead to retraumatiza-
tion (e.g. Brounéus 2008). Such risks always have to be considered when de-
signing studies, by setting them up in such a way that these risks are mitigated 
as much as possible, and weighing any remaining risks against the potential 
social and scientific benefits of the study.  

All the field surveys had ethical approval from the regional ethics review 
board in Uppsala, (Dnr. 2016/189 for Essay III and Dnr. 2016/189/1 for Es-
says II and IV). Even though care was taken to mitigate the risks, research in 
these kinds of situations can never be made completely risk-free, and hence 
the potential risks have to be weighed against the benefits of the research. In 
this case, the questions are of importance as they pertain to how individuals 
from conflict-exposed populations can get along and potentially build a future 
together after the violence has ceased. To be able to properly address these 
issues, it is imperative to study the actual contexts where this matters, i.e. 
among individuals who have themselves experienced conflict and who are 
also the ones that will be rebuilding the war torn societies after conflict ends. 
Likewise, even for those refugees who chose to remain in the host countries, 
it is important to study how the experiences of war affect preferences, as this 
may have a great impact on their ability to carve out a new life in the host 
country. Studying these issues in an artificial lab-setting, with standard con-
venience samples can only get us so far, and to properly address these issues, 
we must go to the field setting (McDermott 2013). In addition, my research 
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also has implications for policy matters. If, as my results suggest, there are 
other factors beside group identity that drive people’s willingness to interact 
and cooperate, even after violent intergroup conflict, this is an important les-
son for anyone working to build up relations in war-torn societies. Thus, by 
better understanding how threats impact pro-sociality and willingness to com-
promise, we may be able to discover new tools which may help foster recon-
struction and reconciliation in societies that have been torn apart by war. For 
instance, if it is not the group identity per se, but the threats which it is per-
ceived as posing, that matters for willingness to interact with others, then by 
managing threat perceptions, there may be ways to get former enemies to co-
operate and interact. Thus, the risks also have to be weighed against the value 
of these findings in being able to help rebuild societies after conflict, and in 
the long run, perhaps being able to prevent conflicts from occurring in the first 
place.  

The two main risks usually associated with this type of survey research in 
conflict-exposed populations are: (i) the risk of a breach of integrity; and (ii) 
psychological discomfort. In the surveys underlying the empirical material for 
this dissertation, a number of precautions were undertaken to mitigate such 
risks. I will briefly describe some of these measures below. 

Firstly, there was a thorough development and testing period, throughout 
which the researchers worked closely with the field team to identify unclear, 
sensitive or otherwise problematic components, that would need revision. As 
many members of the field team had a refugee background, they had a good 
sense of what types of issues would be potentially sensitive to the subject pop-
ulation. For instance, some questions, such as any items relating explicitly to 
sexual violence or abuse, were removed or rephrased (using more general 
phrases such as physical abuse), as such experiences are traumatizing and stig-
matizing enough in a Western context, but could have even more severe re-
percussions for individuals in the more religiously conservative setting where 
the studies were conducted. For the same reasons, any questions relating di-
rectly to the political situation were carefully vetted and phrased in such a way 
that any risk to participating subjects as well as enumerators was minimized. 
In addition, this approach helped with clarity by making sure that questions 
were phrased in a colloquial way that all subjects would be able to understand, 
making it more accessible (while also reducing the risk of misunderstandings 
introducing noise into the data). The enumerators’ refugee background also 
helped with access to the population, as their knowledge and ability to under-
stand the experiences of the subject population helped them to build trust and 
connect with prospective participants. 

Anonymity of all answers is a further important aspect of the design. A lot 
of the negative effects of the truth telling processes noted by Brounéus (2008) 
came as a result of harassment or repercussions against those who had chosen 
to speak up. Thus, despite the abovementioned removal or revision of ques-



 45 

tions that could be of particularly sensitive nature, limiting the risk that a par-
ticipating individual’s answers can be observed is of great importance. For 
this purpose, no detailed personal information was stored that could directly 
link an individual to a specific answer. Furthermore, the implementation uti-
lized digital assistants (pads) on which the participants responded to the sur-
vey. This meant that the participants were not asked the questions face to face 
by an enumerator, but filled them in individually on the pads. The only excep-
tion to this was some individuals who were illiterate, but who still chose to 
participate. These individuals completed the survey as an interview with the 
enumerator. Just as with the normal procedure, no identifying information was 
recorded for these individuals either. The data filled in was never available to 
the enumerators, who could only see whether the participants had answered 
the survey or not (but not what they had answered, or how many or which 
questions). Only the responsible researchers in Sweden had direct access to 
the data. As a further note regarding the ethical considerations, it should be 
pointed out that none of the survey experiments included any form of decep-
tion. Neither did any of them actually manipulate the level of fear or harm by 
trying to induce these types of emotions directly. Rather, the cues were only 
identity markers of the other individual, which although potentially indicative 
of threats, are not likely to by themselves cause any significant emotional dis-
comfort.  

Of course, there are additional challenges in the modern digital environ-
ment, such as the risk of digital surveillance, or losing access to the data (van 
Baalen 2018). These risks were mitigated by using a well-known and reliable 
survey tool (in this case the online survey software Qualtrics), which has 
strong encryption and secure data storage ensuring researcher access. Thus, 
some of the main problems with field data, such as transferring the data safely 
out of the field location, can be circumvented. More details on the individual 
surveys and what they entailed can be found in the respective essays and ap-
pendices in the dissertation. 

Presenting the essays 
The dissertation consists of four essays that in various ways address the rela-
tionship between threat, social preferences and willingness to compromise. 
Each essay is a self-contained contribution, and each speaks to slightly differ-
ent literatures and topics, but all relate to the overarching theme and question 
of the dissertation, i.e. the effect of threat on social preferences relating to pro-
sociality and willingness to compromise. 
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Essay I: Divide or Conquer? Deep Rationality and Seemingly 
Indivisible Issues as a Cause of Conflict 
In Essay I, I look at the impact of preference change on willingness to com-
promise over contested issues. In particular, I show how threat may result in 
changes of preferences over valuation and risk leading to agents acting as 
though issues were indivisible, thus preventing standard bargaining outcomes 
from being reached. Unlike the three following essays, which all are empirical 
investigations, the first essay is a theoretical contribution, illustrating within 
the framework of a standard bargaining model (Hirshleifer 2001) how threat 
may impact willingness to compromise. In the essay, I argue that taking an 
evolutionary approach to economic preferences over risk and valuation can 
help resolve the puzzle of seemingly indivisible issues as a cause of conflict. 
Evolutionary models have shown that under situations of survival threat and 
strong self-protection motivations, the preferences of prospect theory (risk 
seeking and loss aversion (Kahneman and Tversky 1979)) can be adaptive (Li 
et al. 2012; McDermott, Fowler, and Smirnov 2008). If this is the case, we 
would assume that in conflicts categorized by such (real or symbolic) survival 
threat, individuals would display these preferences. In a formal bargaining 
model, I then show that prospect theory preferences can lead agents to prefer 
risky all-or-nothing gambles to equivalent divisions, and to overvalue the is-
sues to the point where any side-payment would be prohibitively large. How-
ever, I argue that these preferences will primarily come to the fore in conflicts 
where a group’s (or individual’s) survival is threatened. Hence why we are 
much more likely to see these impediments in for instance sons-of-the-soil 
conflicts (Fearon and Laitin 2011), or conflicts where the issue at stake is of 
importance to group survival, identity and cohesion. However, we would not 
expect to see this to the same degree when sovereign states disagree over land, 
even when such land has sacred connotations (Hensel and Mitchell 2005). The 
conditions will thus affect the degree of loss aversion and risk seeking, under 
some circumstances making issues appear indivisible. Based on this, I argue 
that by taking an evolutionary “deep rationality” approach (Kenrick et al. 
2009), we can gain some understanding of the puzzling observation of seem-
ingly indivisible issues causing bargaining failure. This is important as it may 
help us find ways of overcoming such impediments to conflict resolution that 
are often seen as driving conflict intractability. If issues are not really indivisi-
ble, but agents act this way as a function of threats in the environment, we 
may be able to make parties see possible solutions to their incompatibilities, 
by managing threats. 
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Essay II: Indirect reciprocity and tradeoff paradigms in the wake 
of violent intergroup conflict 
In the second essay, I focus on the individual level, and look at how threat 
cues affect the willingness to compromise with others. In a survey experiment 
carried out among Syrian and Iraqi refugees in the Central Anatolia region of 
Turkey, I show that the effect of group affiliation on willingness to compro-
mise is in fact strongly conditioned by the physical threat posed by these 
groups in the preceding conflict. I hypothesize that indirect reciprocity 
(Nowak and Sigmund 2005), i.e. an individual’s willingness to cooperate with 
others, based on their previous reputation for cooperation, may drive group 
biases after violent conflict. I argue that the previous actions of a group are 
used as a proxy for cooperative reputation, where hostile acts perpetrated by 
members of a group are used as signals of that group’s members being un-
likely reciprocal partners. In essence, the previous actions act as inputs for a 
“group cooperation heuristic” (Yamagishi and Kiyonari 2000), used to evalu-
ate the appropriate approach to interacting with others. In the experiment, sub-
jects evaluated a range of trade-offs over a contested issue at different prices, 
with an ingroup or outgroup member. The analysis uses a multilevel logistical 
regression, with decisions (tradeoffs at different prices) nested within individ-
uals. Results show that people in general are more price sensitive, and employ 
different trade-off paradigms (A. P. Fiske and Tetlock 1997; Rai and Fiske 
2011; Tetlock et al. 2000) depending on the identity of the other party. As 
expected, they employ a so called “Market Pricing” paradigm when trading 
with outgroups, but a so called “Communal Sharing” paradigm when trading 
with ingroups (Kenrick and Griskevicius 2013, 60–73). However, the effects 
are not driven mainly by the group affiliations per se, but by whether the other 
group posed a physical threat in the conflict or not. This is suggested by the 
fact that only those who reported high degrees of harm by members of the 
outgroup applied strict Market Pricing with outgroups. Conversely, those who 
had been harmed by the ingroup employed a Market Pricing paradigm also 
with ingroup members. Hence, I argue that indirect reciprocity in intergroup 
interactions hinges on the expectation of functioning reciprocal relationships 
with members of that group in the future, and wartime victimization by mem-
bers of a group is used as a cue for low likelihood of future reciprocation. The 
paper thus adds to our understanding of threat and its effects by showing that 
group biases are in fact driven by previous actions by the groups signaling 
physical threat, and not necessarily by the group identity in itself. 

Essay III: Kindness in the aftermath of cruelty? The effect of 
exposure to war-time trauma on altruism across social categories 
The third paper, coauthored with Jonathan Hall and Dogukan Cansin Karakus, 
further nuances the threat concept with regard to groups. It shows that social 
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categories beyond group affiliation, which are relevant for threat evaluations, 
have a substantial impact on social preferences and willingness to associate 
with others. Furthermore, these effects are moderated by individual level ex-
posure to violence in conflict. Primary social categories beyond group affilia-
tion are used to form beliefs about others (S. T. Fiske 2000; Neuberg and Sng 
2013). These categories can be used as more detailed signals of the types of 
threat posed than just group affiliation alone, and should therefore impact so-
cial attitudes and preferences (Neuberg and Schaller 2016). Hence, this essay 
adds further support to the notion that a more nuanced conceptualization of 
threat can explain the great variance we see in willingness to associate with 
others following violent conflict. In this experiment, we show that pro-social-
ity following wartime exposure is not only based on ingroup/outgroup distinc-
tions, but on a more nuanced set of social categories based on group, age and 
sex. Subjects conduct a so-called welfare trade-off task (WTT) (Kirkpatrick 
et al. 2015), with a hypothetical other with randomly assigned traits (group, 
age, sex). Analyses are run using ANOVAS. Results show that altruism fol-
lows the threat level of the particular social category of the target. Groups that 
are perceived as less threatening, such as ingroups, women and the elderly, 
are given higher appraisals than more threatening groups. In particular, young 
outgroup men receive the lowest appraisal of all groups. These effects are ex-
acerbated by exposure to wartime violence and trauma. Thus, the paper shows 
the need to look more specifically at the threat types posed when trying to 
predict intergroup attitudes and pro-sociality, particularly in conflict-exposed 
populations. People in conflict-affected communities do not only base their 
pro-sociality on group affiliation, and exposure to violence does not neces-
sarily lead to parochialism. Under some circumstances, it can actually increase 
altruism, also across group lines, but only when these outgroup members are 
perceived as non-threatening. 

Essay IV: Valuation and vulnerability: How post-traumatic 
growth impacts loss aversion  
The final paper looks at a slightly different part of the proposed causal chain. 
I argue that different threat and trauma coping strategies represent essentially 
different fundamental motivational states (Schaller et al. 2017). These states 
have profound implications for preferences over valuation, one of the precon-
ditions for most economic interactions. Previous studies have argued that 
trauma coping mechanisms such as Post-traumatic Stress (PTS) and Post-trau-
matic Growth (PTG) affect preferences (Callen et al. 2014; Gilligan, Pasquale, 
and Samii 2014), but few have explicitly measured them in a survey. Thus, 
the paper contributes by showing how a motivational state, in this case PTG 
(Tedeschi and Calhoun 2004), aimed at dealing with threat can have a strong 
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effect on preferences, to the point of reversing the standard behavioral eco-
nomics finding of loss aversion (Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Tversky and 
Kahneman 1992). The essay uses a survey experiment in the Midyat refugee 
camp, near Mardin (in Turkey, close to the Syrian border). I use the standard 
measures for PTG and PTS to measure trauma coping. I also use a standard 
measure for emotional responses to gains and losses (Harinck et al. 2007; 
Kenrick et al. 2012). I show that while conflict-exposed individuals with low 
levels of PTG display some degree of loss aversion, increases in PTG reverse 
this tendency, whereby those with the highest PTG even have stronger emo-
tional responses to gains than to losses. Thus, the paper shows that different 
psychological mechanisms for dealing with threat and trauma can have sub-
stantial implications for preference formation. In particular, the more pro-so-
cial coping mechanism of PTG can reverse the standard tendency towards loss 
aversion, which could make people more prone to engage in potentially ben-
eficial exchanges with others. 

Conclusion 
The main puzzle that I have addressed in this dissertation is why we see such 
diverging effects of wartime exposure in different situations. Under some cir-
cumstances, individuals, groups and nations are willing to cooperate and in-
teract even with former enemies, and extend altruism and pro-sociality also 
across group lines. However, under other circumstances, we see strong group 
biases, hostility and outright refusal to cooperate or even interact at all with  
outgroups. Previous research has addressed various such empirical phenom-
ena and suggested some explanations for this divergence (Bauer et al. 2016; 
Beber, Roessler, and Scacco 2014; e.g. Cassar, Grosjean, and Whitt 2014; 
Grosjean 2014; Zeitzoff 2014). Building on this research, this dissertation 
draws upon recent developments in evolutionary psychology – a field that 
seeks to develop a unified theory of the mind (Kenrick 2011; Tooby and 
Cosmides 2015) – to help explain some of the observed divergence in out-
comes. 

It is becoming more and more evident that whether individuals, groups and 
states are willing to interact, make compromises, and find mutually acceptable 
solutions to conflicts of interest, is a function of more than just information 
sets alone, as assumed in standard bargaining models. Preferences are not 
fixed, but are malleable and fluctuating. Whether we chose to find a mutually 
acceptable compromise over a contested issue, or if we want to interact and 
cooperate with another individual or not, will depend on a number of factors, 
such as characteristics of the other individual, the context, and the issue at 
stake. 

In this dissertation, I have focused on one factor of importance, namely 
threat. From an evolutionary affordance management perspective (Brown, 
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Neel, and Sherman 2015; Gibson 1979; Neuberg, Kenrick, and Schaller 2011), 
humans will have needed systems to deal both with the potential fitness ben-
efits, but also the potential costs, of associating with others. I have argued that 
throughout our evolutionary history, threats posed by other individuals has 
been a recurring adaptive problem, to which complex responses will have been 
developed by a process of natural selection (Duntley 2005, 2015). As a result, 
perceptions of threats will impact important internal regulatory variables, 
changing the preferences in such ways that would have been fitness maximiz-
ing in the ancestral environment (Tooby and Cosmides 2008). However, these 
functions are with us still today, impacting the decisions we make, for better 
or for worse (Giphart and Van Vugt 2016). Thus, studying how the cues that 
signaled threat in these ancestral environments affect social preferences today 
is an important contribution. By drawing upon this more nuanced conceptual-
ization of threat that has developed out of evolutionary psychology (Cottrell 
and Neuberg 2005; e.g. Neuberg and Schaller 2016), I have shown in this dis-
sertation some of the ways in which threat may play a role in the divergent 
effects of conflict. Thus, including an affordance management perspective in 
the study of peace and conflict can open up new and exciting avenues of re-
search, as well as answer some of the puzzling questions that have challenged 
scholars studying human conflict and cooperation. 

Firstly, in Essay I, I have pointed to the role threats may play in preventing 
conflict resolution, or even conflict onset, by making agents act in a risk seek-
ing manner, overvaluing outcomes in the loss domain, and hence preferring 
risky all-or-nothing gambles to objectively preferable division schemes. This, 
I argue, will make actors behave as though issues were, in fact, indivisible, 
thus preventing bargained solutions to be found. Furthermore, I have shown 
that the often-emphasized parochial tendencies and the associated primacy of 
the ingroup is not necessarily as strong as is often assumed. It is not the group 
identity per se, but rather the underlying threat perceptions that matter. While 
group affiliation can be a cue of threat, this effect is moderated by other char-
acteristics such as sex or age (Essay III). And indeed, outgroups need not al-
ways cue a threat, even in a conflict context. As I show in Essay II, it is the 
actions of group members signaling threat and reciprocal potential that drives 
willingness to compromise, not the group affiliation in and of itself. This, I 
argue, has important implications for how we think about the role of group 
identity in conflict resolution and post-conflict reconstruction. Finally, I have 
shown that the way in which individuals cope with threats and trauma can 
have a strong impact on preferences. In Essay IV, I show that the more pro-
social coping mechanism of post-traumatic growth can lead to a reversal of 
the commonly observed phenomenon of loss aversion.  

Together, these results point to the importance of bringing in a more nu-
anced conceptualization of the role of threat in the study of peace and conflict. 
My dissertation shows that threats can substantially limit the possibility of 
cooperation and compromise, but also that by mitigating perceived threats, 
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other oft-suggested hurdles to cooperation, such as apparently indivisible is-
sues, or parochialism, may in fact be overcome. Thus, while this is hardly the 
last word on the debate, the dissertation sparks some light in the often oppres-
sive darkness of intergroup armed conflict. Even in the context of the most 
brutal and destructive conflicts, the ability of humans to cooperate across 
group lines – one of the main factors that have allowed humans to build com-
plex civilizations and become the dominant species on our planet (Wilson 
2012) – is still present to be called upon when needed. However, for this co-
operation to function and bridging social capital to be accumulated, rather than 
parochial bonding social capital, managing the threats and threat perceptions 
in a conflict situation is of central importance. As such, the nuanced concep-
tualizations of threat coming out of the field of evolutionary psychology 
should be of great interest for academics and policy makers alike. 

Avenues for future research 
The essays in this dissertation only scratch the surface of this rich vein of sci-
entific inquiry opened up by taking an evolutionary psychology approach to 
threat perception in conflict. I argue that in the study of peace and conflict, we 
need to improve our conceptualization of threat, and in particular, take into 
consideration the evolutionary underpinnings of threat perceptions (c.f. 
Landau-Wells 2018). By allowing for these more nuanced conceptualizations 
of threat, I have pointed to instances where differing threat perceptions lead 
to differing outcomes. When threat is present, bargaining solutions may be-
come untenable due to loss aversion and risk seeking, making actors behave 
as though issues were indivisible (Essay I). Variations in individual coping 
may also lead to great variation in subjective valuations, which will change 
preference rankings over outcomes (Essay IV). In addition, by using more nu-
anced threat cues, I have shown that group affiliation is not as important a 
predictor of willingness to compromise and associate as it may have been 
thought to be. Instead, more nuanced threat cues actually moderate the oft-
observed parochial tendencies after violent conflict (Essays II and III). 

Within the limited scope of this dissertation, many new questions arise. For 
instance, what are the scope conditions of the findings? Even though the ex-
perimental subjects are all refugees that have escaped the conflict, the violence 
is still ongoing in adjacent locales. It would be interesting to see if the legacy 
of the threats posed in the conflict remain even once the violence ceases, or if 
a process of normalization of intergroup attitudes can begin (Whitt and Wilson 
2007). Furthermore, maybe the fact that there is no direct threat in the present 
context means that individuals are more attentive to other cues beside group 
affiliation. For those who are in the midst of an intergroup conflict, perhaps 
the primacy of the group comes to the fore, crowding out more subtle cues. 
Thus, replication of these results among populations directly in the ongoing 
conflict area would provide an important contrast. Of course, the practical and 
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ethical complications in accessing that subject pool makes such an endeavor 
difficult, although not impossible, to achieve.  

Future research would also benefit from further exploring the underlying 
mechanism of how different types of threat may affect preferences in finer 
detail. Since different types of threats may have very different adaptive re-
sponses, more effort should be put into looking at exactly what type of threat 
other individuals and groups pose in a conflict setting. While I have here fo-
cused mainly on physical threats, conflicts settings are contexts where other 
types of threats may also be relevant. Members of other groups can be threats 
also to economic resources and social values (Neuberg and Cottrell 2006; 
Neuberg and Schaller 2016). Furthermore, in conflict situations with ill-func-
tioning infrastructure and health care, the potential effects of perceived path-
ogen threats should also be considered (Aarøe, Osmundsen, and Petersen 
2016; Huang et al. 2011; Schaller and Park 2011). A threat management ap-
proach to managing conflict and post-conflict reconstruction would need to 
take all such factors into consideration, and future studies will need to look 
specifically at what role these different threat types play in conflict settings. 

Most importantly, future studies should seek to incorporate measures of 
actual threat perceptions. While the essays in this dissertation have relied on 
theoretically relevant cues, some previous studies within psychology have be-
gun exploring actual threat perceptions (e.g. Cottrell and Neuberg 2005). Us-
ing similar methods, it would be possible to model and study the underlying 
mechanism, to see the pathways through which threat cues lead to preference 
shifts. 

Policy implications 
While the results in this dissertation speak to more fundamental questions 
about human psychology, conflict and cooperation, some important insights 
for policy can nevertheless be gleaned from them. Particularly, since the em-
pirical studies were carried out in a realistic field context, this gives my results 
a stronger external validity. The first, and perhaps most important takeaway, 
is that when looking at situations of intergroup conflict, while group dimen-
sions are still important, they are far from the only components driving how 
people interact. This is a very important finding, particularly in contexts such 
as the conflicts in Syria and Iraq, where many of the main cleavages in the 
conflict have followed sectarian and ethnoreligious group lines. After many 
intergroup conflicts, there is a tendency to build reconstruction efforts around 
separation or complex power sharing schemes, which may not necessarily be 
to the liking of either party. The situation in Kosovo is a case in point. After 
the end of the war in the 1990’s and early 2000’s, the system was built largely 
upon a separation of ethnic groups, with separate systems for everything. As 
has been shown, this has not been a complete success (see for instance Franks 
and Richmond 2008; Krampe 2017). Nevertheless, the assumption that the 
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history of conflict renders ethnic groups unable to successfully build a future 
together seems to be present in several other conflicts as well, such as for in-
stance the Israel-Palestine conflict (c.f. Ginges et al. 2007; Sheikh, Ginges, 
and Atran 2013). 

Nevertheless, previous research has shown that even group biases can, with 
time and effort, be overcome (Mironova and Whitt 2016b; Whitt and Wilson 
2007). Building on these findings, I show in this dissertation that it is not nec-
essarily the group identities per se that drive attitudes and behaviors, but rather 
the threats posed. In cases where there is little or no threat, group biases may 
be negligible. As shown in Essay III, other factors beside groups determine 
people’s willingness to associate, or interact pro-socially with others. Essay II 
even shows that in cases where there has been violence also within groups, 
such strategies of separation may even backfire as victims are unwilling to 
cooperate also with ingroup members. The results thus provide an important 
critique of the often argued-for primacy of the group as a factor in conflicts 
(e.g. de Dreu, Aaldering, and Saygi 2014; Tajfel and Turner 2001), and also 
support the strand of literature which suggest that basing such policies 
squarely upon the group may not be the best solution (Mironova and Whitt 
2016b; Sambanis 2000). Indeed, partition need not at all be the best solution 
to ethnic conflict (Sambanis 2000). Instead of relation management, peace 
making may be well served by looking more at threat management. If percep-
tions of threat can be overcome, people from different groups may be able to 
interact and make compromises over contested issues almost as easily as with 
members of their own group. 

By starting with the threat, and looking at how the negative effects of con-
flict legacies can be mitigated, and the potential positive effects harnessed, it 
may be possible to build better strategies for post-conflict reconstruction and 
reconciliation. Such strategies would need to be much more context specific, 
and sensitive to the potential threat legacies, and their psychological effects 
on individuals and groups. The evolutionary perspective provides a novel and 
interesting angle on questions of “nudging” (Sunstein 2014) and social engi-
neering to build functional and peaceful societies (c.f. Pinker 2011). While the 
concept of a human nature even partially determined by biological factors 
might seem at first to limit the ability of projects to reform societies, the evo-
lutionary approach actually just replacing proximate factors with ultimate fac-
tors. Thereby, it can provide policy makers with a potentially powerful new 
toolbox for conflict resolution and management. By seeking to find the root 
causes of many of the problems that plague humanity, such as intergroup 
armed conflict, this approach is also revealing to us a new set of “levers and 
controls”, which can be used to nudge individuals, groups and states towards 
the behaviors that could potentially lead to a more peaceful world. 
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