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“Tegelijkertijd zijn in de maalstroom van alledag onrust en onbehagen kenmerken van deze tijd.” 

(Koning Willem-Alexander, 2016, Troonrede)

“Het gevoel van onbehagen zit hem in “blijft Nederland wel Nederland”? […] We zitten wel met 

dertig jaar mislukt integratiebeleid.”

(Mark Rutte, 2016)

“Nederland is een ziek land geworden.”

(Geert Wilders, 2016)

“Politicians prospered – but the jobs left, and the factories closed. […] Mothers and children 

trapped in poverty in our inner cities; rusted-out factories scattered like tombstones across the 

landscape of our nation; an education system, flush with cash, but which leaves our young and 

beautiful students deprived of all knowledge; and the crime and gangs and drugs that have stolen 

too many lives and robbed our country of so much unrealized potential. This American carnage 

stops right here and stops right now.” 

(Donald Trump, 2017, Inaugural address)

“De vernedering en verarming die ons land heeft ondergaan kan je niet alleen verklaren door de 

slechte mensen en misdadigers die ons regeerden. Het probleem is het model zelf van het land, 

een model waarin de staat tegen de belangen van de samenleving ingaat, waarbij een minder-

heid zijn bankrekeningen vult, terwijl de meerderheid moet toekijken op de corruptie die onze 

instellingen leegrooft.”

(Pablo Iglesias, 2015)
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Unrest and discontent are the defining features of our age. In recent years, a sense of doom 

and gloom about the state of society has loomed large in many countries around the world. 

People express grave concerns about the state of their nation: There are problems with the 

economy, immigration, the quality of health care systems, with political elites being corrupt or 

neglectful of the interests of “common people”. And underlying these many specific perceived 

problems and impending catastrophes, there seems to be a tacit discontent with society as a 

whole. At the heart of a broad spectrum of woes, there appears to be a collective belief that 

society is in an advanced state of decline. The quotes at the beginning of this introduction 

illustrate this: They describe a country that is ill, or rotten to its core. Moreover, they present 

these maladies as if they are facts, things we all know to be true.

In 2016, this collective sense of discontent with the state of society appears to have influ-

enced major political developments. In the United States (US), the presidential election cam-

paign of Donald Trump embraced the idea that American society is in decline. In the United 

Kingdom (UK), the vote for Britain to leave the European Union appears to have been influ-

enced not just by antipathies against EU membership, but also by a deep discontent with the 

state of the UK itself (Swales, 2016). Populist parties Partij voor de Vrijheid (Freedom Party; 

PVV) in the Netherlands and Alternative für Deutschland (Alternative for Germany; AfD) in 

Germany have seen high and rising levels of electoral support for their messages that their re-

spective countries are “ill” and facing grave problems. Thus, it seems that many people think 

that their country is doing badly – and that this collective discontent with society might have 

important consequences. 

This PhD thesis attempts to enhance our understanding of the phenomenon of societal 

discontent. When I1 began thinking about this in 2010 (already before my PhD, as a master’s 

student), the phenomenon of societal discontent was very visible in the Netherlands, but less 

so in other countries. Research at that time showed that the Dutch were very content about 

their personal lives, but at the same time very pessimistic about the state of their country (Bijl, 

Boelhouwer, Cloïn, & Pommer, 2011). The discrepancy was so puzzling that the then director 

of the Netherlands Institute for Social Research (Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, SCP), Paul 

Schnabel, called the Dutch population “resistant to reality” (Schnabel, 2012, p.17). Many com-

mentators, then and since, gave their personal interpretations of societal discontent. Howev-

er, we felt (and feel) that they are missing something important in their analyses. The primary 

concern of most commentators and scholars seems to be to explain why people expressed 

high levels of discontent with society. While this question is understandable and important, 
1 Since the research in this dissertation is the product of my collaboration with my advisors and other co-authors, the personal pronoun 

“we” will be used throughout the rest of this dissertation. 
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we argue that one should first ask: what is societal discontent? It appears to be a vague, tac-

it, collective phenomenon; one that was ill-captured by existing concepts and measurement 

instruments in the social psychological literature and in other social sciences. In this disserta-

tion, we propose that societal discontent has characteristics that make it seem to be something 

like a Zeitgeist. 

Zeitgeist is, of course, a quite vague and nebulous concept. In this case we feel that that is 

entirely appropriate, since societal discontent too has something intangible: Citizens in society 

seem to share a tacit understanding that society is in a bad state. The discussions about vari-

ous specific problems that are supposed to plague society appear to be grounded in a general 

understanding that society is in a bad state. This underlying assumption is not often explicitly 

discussed and therefore cannot easily be questioned. Moreover, when we began our research 

we did not find any research instruments in the literature that captured it satisfactorily. We 

therefore decided that in order to gain insight in this phenomenon (its incidence, antecedents, 

and consequences), we first needed to develop a method to study it. 

The aim of this dissertation is thus twofold. First, we aim to develop a conceptualization 

and operationalization of societal discontent, and a scale we can use to measure it. As ex-

plained below, we conceptualized societal discontent as an aspect of the Zeitgeist. The oper-

ationalization we developed on the basis of this is a general factor we call Z. We developed a 

Z-scale, which can be used to measure societal discontent within and across countries. Second, 

we aim to use our theory and method to study societal discontent itself: to gain insight in what 

it is as a social psychological phenomenon, and explore its antecedents and consequences.  

In the present Chapter, we will introduce our conceptualization of societal discontent as 

an aspect of Zeitgeist and provide context to the research presented in the empirical chapters 

(Chapters 2-5). First, we will present an analysis of the phenomenon of societal discontent, in 

which we identify the aspects that we think are important for understanding and conceptual-

izing this phenomenon. We propose that Zeitgeist is a useful concept in this matter; therefore, 

we will provide some context on the origins and current use of the concept of Zeitgeist itself. 

As a prelude to Chapter 2, we will subsequently introduce our conceptualization of societal 

discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist. In addition, we will discuss alternative ways in which 

societal discontent has been studied since the start of this research project. This Chapter ends 

with an overview of the research that will be presented in the empirical chapters (Chapters 

2-5) of this dissertation. 
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Societal Discontent in the Netherlands

At the time of writing, concerns with collective societal discontent have become wide-

spread and receive international attention. The 2016 World Economic Outlook report of the 

International Monetary Fund for example identified “economic anxiety”, “resentment of 

cross-border migration” and a “nationalist sentiment” as major concerns for worldwide eco-

nomic development (International Monetary Fund, 2016). In countries such as the US, the 

UK, the Netherlands, Germany, France, Spain, and Italy, but also for example Brazil and Chile, 

this collective societal discontent seems to be expressed in people’s votes in elections and ref-

erendums, through public discussion and opinion, or in protest movements. Chapter 4 will 

provide a more detailed discussion of societal discontent across different countries. But as 

noted before, this was not the case when we started thinking about societal discontent in 2010 

or at the start of this PhD research in 2012. At that time, societal discontent was a phenome-

non that puzzled us and other researchers in the Netherlands. Despite high levels of personal 

well-being and a high objective quality of life, a majority of the Dutch population appeared to 

have become convinced that society was in a sorry state (see e.g. Bijl et al., 2011). A broadly 

shared sense of doom and gloom about society dominated Dutch public opinion for years. 

This paradoxical situation inspired the current research and informed our thinking about the 

phenomenon of societal discontent; we will therefore discuss it in more detail below. 

One could speculate that societal discontent in the Netherlands might have started around 

the turn of the century. Its core elements are exemplified by the controversial politician Pim 

Fortuyn, whose discourse centered around the discontents of “the man in the street” with 

“the mess created by the purple governments” (several governments led by the Labour party 

(PVDA), who were in power from 1994-2002, see e.g., Fortuyn, 2002). Fortuyn’s analysis of 

Dutch society was that of a country in deep peril, either besieged on all fronts by dangers and 

decline, or already corrupted and rotten. He proclaimed to identify deep problems in security 

and justice, healthcare, the education system, the incredibility of public administration, and 

above all immigration and a purported Islamization of society. Fortuyn’s concerns appear to 

reflect the concerns of many Dutch people a decade later: People feared immigration, support-

ed protectionist policies, were concerned about individualism and anticipated future societal 

decline (Dekker, den Ridder, & Schnabel, 2012). From 2008 onwards, when the Netherlands 

Institute for Social Research for the first time included this question in their national surveys, 

a surprisingly stable amount of approximately two-thirds of Dutch citizens continued to think 

that things in society are moving in the wrong direction (Bijl et al., 2011; Dekker, de Blok, & 

de Hart, 2016; Dekker et al., 2012). Societal discontent appears to manifest itself in many im-
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portant parts of Dutch society: in politics and by politicians, in public debates, in mass media. 

It therefore seems appropriate to characterize contemporary Dutch society as pessimistic or 

discontented.

While this sense of pessimism or discontent about society was relatively stable over the 

past decade, the issues that appeared most central or pivotal to this discontent seem to have 

fluctuated considerably. A few examples of such dominant issues in the Dutch public debate 

are, in chronological order with rough time estimates: 

• The integration of immigrants in Dutch society, also referred to as the “multicultural dra-

ma” or “the collapse of the multicultural society” (dominant approximately 2000 – 2008: 

see e.g. Scheffer, 2000); 

• Concern about the general coarsening of manners, the apparent lack of respect for others 

and the corruption of our norms and values (approximately 2002-2004/6, during the gov-

ernments of prime minister Balkenende, e.g. Van der Brink, 2004); 

• Dutch economy, the impact of the global financial crisis, the recession, and unemployment 

(2008 – 2015/2016, from the start of the global financial crisis until full economic recovery); 

• Crime and safety, with a call for more police presence (“more blue in the streets”; e.g., im-

portant in the time around election campaigns in 2012); 

• The perceived loss of Dutch values and traditions, and discrimination and racism in society 

(“Zwarte Piet”-discussion, 2013 onwards, when United Nations-advisor Verene Shepherd 

sparked discussion by directly linking this cultural tradition to discrimination, racism, and 

slavery); 

• Immigration and refugees, with the arrival of refugees fleeing Syria (among other coun-

tries) during the European refugee crisis (e.g., September 2015 onwards, when a photo of a 

three-year-old Syrian boy who drowned of the Turkish coast caused collective awareness 

of the issues, and many (Syrian) refugees started to reach the Netherlands). 

From 2008 onwards, the SCP asked people in a quarterly survey what they thought were 

the most important problems in the Netherlands (Dekker et al., 2016). Their results confirm 

these trends: For example, of the five categories of issues the SCP identified, immigration is in 

fourth or fifth position of the “national sense of problems” from 2008 onwards, until in 2015 

people start identifying it as the most important problem in society (first position). Similarly, 

between 2009-2011 problems with the health- and elderly care systems are in fifth position, 

while in 2014 and 2015 they are on the top of the list. In sum, it seems that a large part of 

the Dutch population was consistently dissatisfied with the state of society, but the reasons 

why appeared to have fluctuated wildly. We suggest that societal discontent appears not to be 

strongly connected to just one particular issue, or set of issues, but to be a more general notion 
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about society as a whole. 

Paradoxically, this societal discontent did not correspond to the objective state of the 

country as can be inferred from international comparisons. Pim Fortuyn’s book about “the 

ravages” of the reigning government appeared in 2002 after a period of an economic boom 

(Fortuyn, 2002). Before and during the global financial crisis, the per-capita GDP of the Dutch 

was among the highest in the world, poverty rates were among the lowest, unemployment 

was low compared to other countries, wealth was divided relatively equally, crime levels were 

low, education quality was high, etcetera (see e.g. Bijl et al., 2011). The SCP’s objective quali-

ty-of-life-index (a composite of objective indicators of health, housing, participation in society, 

etc.) has shown a 6% increase between 1999 and 2010, indicating high and rising quality of life 

in Dutch society (Bijl et al., 2011). Even more paradoxically, the discontent that Dutch people 

feel with society is not reflected in their personal lives. People report high levels of personal 

well-being: For example, in 2011, 82% of Dutch people state to be happy, and 80% are positive 

about their own financial situation (Bijl et al., 2011). The Dutch rewarded their satisfaction 

with life on average a 7.8 out of 10: one of the highest levels in Europe (Schnabel, 2012). These 

high levels of personal well-being have been very stable too: In 2015, 87% of Dutch people 

reported to be happy with their lives (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2016). There seems 

to be a paradox: A high and increasing level of personal contentment coincides with growing 

collective discontent (Dekker et al., 2012).

An interesting observation here is that in the Netherlands, as well as in for example Bel-

gium, the onset of societal discontent occurred well before the global final crisis and economic 

recession that started in 2008. It seems to exist relatively independently from the country’s ob-

jective (economic) circumstances. Another interesting observation is that this sense of doom 

and gloom is not universal, and can change over time. In 2012, Denmark was an example 

of a country that in social and economic respect was very similar to the Netherlands, yet its 

citizens were very positively disposed towards their society (Schnabel, 2012). And despite the 

current feeling of gloom, the Netherlands has known times of optimism about society: the 

(early) 1990s are often characterized as such (e.g., in a documentary by Andere Tijden, 2014), 

or the years post World War II (e.g., in (historical) analyses of post-war optimism; Van Asselt, 

Faas, Van der Molen, & Veenman, 2010). Collective discontent with society does not even seem 

to be constrained to modern-day society. For example, a historical study of the Dutch Golden 

Age (Schama, 1987) suggests that in those times of relatively high levels of prosperity, there 

were periodic bouts of collective discontent, too. These were fueled, according to Schama, 

by the sinfulness of wealth itself: pamphlets, sermons and discourse converged on a shared 

assumption that the new-found riches would eventually incur the wrath of God. At the time, 
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the signs that God would unleash plagues on the Dutch were not worldly everyday indicators 

of trade, crime or the war effort. Instead, the foreboding was the beaching of large numbers 

of whales on the Dutch shores (an event that happened rarely enough for it to be seen as an 

exceptionally strong signal). 

In sum, when we started this research, we sought to study the sense of doom and gloom 

that many people in the Netherlands felt about society and that had been recognized as soci-

etal discontent. This societal discontent appeared to manifest itself as a tacit assumption that 

society was doing badly. Although the issues that were most pivotal to this sense of discon-

tent varied, this tacit assumption behind it seemed to remain relatively stable over the last 

15 years. However, we speculated that it could change, because the Netherlands has known 

more optimistic times as well.

We also observed that societal discontent seemed to be collectively shared rather than a 

personal opinion, and in fact quite independent from how Dutch people perceived their per-

sonal life. It also seemed to be rather disconnected from the objective state of the country, as 

inferred from for example international comparisons or long-term trends. At the same time 

though, the fears and discontents in Dutch society are very real to people, and may have real 

consequences for public policy, or voting behavior (e.g., see Chapter 3). Thus, we propose that 

societal discontent is a collectively shared, tacit, generalized perception of the state of society. 

To us it seems a Zeitgeist-like phenomenon: A discourse all members of society have access to, 

because it is an aspect of our shared understanding of how things are. We therefore set out 

to explore whether the concept of Zeitgeist could be useful in developing a conceptualization 

and operationalization of societal discontent. 

Zeitgeist

The Philosophical Origin of the Concept
The first question then is: What exactly is Zeitgeist? According to the Oxford Dictionary, 

Zeitgeist is the defining spirit or mood of a particular period of history as shown by the ideas 

and beliefs of the time. We suggest that societal discontent could be seen as part of the Zeitgeist 

in the Netherlands in the past decade: The defining mood of these times with respect to the 

state of society as a whole could be said to be pessimistic. Although this definition of Zeitgeist 

caries elements of a psychological experience of people (“mood”, “ideas and beliefs”), it is not 

clear how this would translate to a psychological phenomenon. In this section, we will give an 

overview of the origin and meaning of the concept of Zeitgeist and discuss its relationship to 

social psychology. 
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The concept of Zeitgeist has its origins in philosophy: It has been pioneered by the late 

18th century German philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder. With the word ‘Zeitgeist’, Herder 

referred to the spirit or temper of an age. In the context of his thoughts on the philosophy of 

history, Herder argued that in order for historians to correctly evaluate an event in the past, 

they must try to think and feel as was thought and felt in that past event; in other words, 

historians had to “enter” that Zeitgeist. Furthermore, he regarded time as a progressive force 

defining history, and the spirit of a time as a crucial factor in determining the chances of an 

idea to progress in a certain age. For example, Luther’s Reformation succeeded because the 

time was ripe for it, not because of Luther’s words or actions. If the time had not been ripe for 

it, it would not have succeeded (Barnard, 2003).

It would appear that in contemporary social psychological terms, Herder’s initial notion of 

Zeitgeist has some vague resonance with the notion of culture and the influence that it has on 

those people within a certain culture who have never been exposed to another one: a socially 

shared way of thinking that one is unaware of, yet continually influenced by in an ill-definable 

sense. But at the same time, it appears that in its first formulation by Herder, Zeitgeist was 

conceived of so broadly that it is hard to pin down its meaning; let alone begin defining it in a 

way that would lend itself to some form of useful operationalization.

In the context of his thoughts on humanity, Herder began to define the concept of Zeitgeist 

more specifically as “the dominant opinion of manners, customs, thought, and tendency of an 

age” (Schmidt, 1956, p. 409). Furthermore, Zeitgeist was specified as a concept of which the 

content could differ between nations and situations, as it adapts to “their needs, inclinations, 

and insights” (Schmidt, 1956, p. 410). Moreover, Herder thought a single idea or event was able 

to change the way of thinking of a society (Schmidt, 1956). This reflects a view of the concept 

of Zeitgeist which has considerable overlap with the contemporary and popular idea of what 

Zeitgeist is. It suggests that Zeitgeist is the collectively held view of the collective, in a certain 

identifiable group of people (i.e., a nation) at a given time; although in Herder’s definition it 

remains unclear whether Zeitgeist is a descriptive concept or can also be seen as a psycholog-

ical process.

Another prominent philosopher who used and expanded the concept of Zeitgeist was 

Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. In the early 19th century, Hegel adapted Zeitgeist as a concept 

in his philosophy of history. Hegel argued that history should be seen as the progressive devel-

opment of the Geist (translated as mind or spirit, which is a form of a rational higher being) 

towards a desired end state (i.e., completed development). During this development through 

time, the Geist changes ‘shape’; by looking back in time and identifying the ‘shape’ of a certain 

age, one can identify the Geist (spirit) of that time, that is, the Zeitgeist. Hegel envisioned the 
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Geist (and therefore the Zeitgeist) as metaphysical and as directing history, not merely as a 

description of humanity or a society at a certain time (Laan, 1988).

Hegel’s conceptualization of Zeitgeist differs remarkably from Herder’s initial definition 

and from the contemporary concept. Regarding Zeitgeist as part of his concept “Geist” gives 

Zeitgeist in accordance with “Geist” a metaphysical connotation: Here, Zeitgeist is the “Geist”, 

in the sense of rational higher being, identified in a certain time. Hegel’s concept of Zeitgeist 

therefore lacks the sense of a collective cognition that we find in Herder’s work: a collective’s 

view of the dominant tendency and opinions of that collective in a period of time. What does 

remain of Hegel’s conceptualization of Zeitgeist in contemporary lay understandings is the 

directive force that people acknowledge, mostly in hindsight, can be exerted by the spirit of 

the times (e.g. the Zeitgeist of the 1960s). 

Indeed, this appears to be one of the most common contemporary popular usages of Zeit-

geist: to talk about the main characteristics or dominant mood of a bygone era, such as the 

Roaring 1920s or the Flower Power 1960s. Alternatively, in present-day society sometimes 

people, books, films, or television series are said to capture or represent the current Zeitgeist. 

For example, the first seasons of the acclaimed television series “Girls” by Lena Dunham (2012 

– 2017) were often described as “Zeitgeist-capturing” or “Zeitgeist-seizing” in the media. An-

other example is writer Dave Eggers, whose books such as “The Circle” got similar acclaim in 

critiques. However within social psychology, or the social sciences more generally, the con-

cept of Zeitgeist has received little attention. There are a few exceptions: Zeitgeist has been 

studied in the context of political science research on populism in Western Europe, social psy-

chological research on minority influence, and social psychological research on parent-child 

value similarity and transmission. Examining how Zeitgeist was defined and operationalized 

in these studies will be informative in developing a social psychological conceptualization of 

Zeitgeist. Therefore, we will now critically reflect on the use of the concept of Zeitgeist in these 

three lines of research. 

Zeitgeist in the Social Sciences
Zeitgeist and populism in Western Europe. Within political science research on popu-

lism, Mudde (2004) made an analysis of contemporary populism and argued that previous ex-

planations of and reactions to populism are seriously flawed. He argued that populism should 

not be considered a feature of particular parties or subgroups any more: In Western European 

politics, populist discourse has become mainstream. Thus, Mudde (2004) argued, the current 

populist trends should not be particularized or isolated, but should instead be seen as general 

characteristics of the Zeitgeist itself.
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In some sense, this proposition is compatible with our own suggestion that something 

might be gained by studying this notion of Zeitgeist more closely. But beyond this overarching 

agreement, the particulars of Mudde’s (2004) approach are quite different. Mudde’s primary 

assertion is that populism has two components: (a) an ideology that society is separated into 

‘the pure people’ versus ‘the corrupt elite’, and (b) the idea that politics should be an expres-

sion of the will of the people. The secondary assertion is that populism has become “main-

stream”. By equating Zeitgeist with the mainstream embrace of these notions, he seems to use 

the concept of Zeitgeist as a broadly defined “spirit of the times”, in line with popular usage of 

the term. But beyond this generic assumption, the concept of Zeitgeist plays no role in Mudde’s 

(2004) analysis: He does not define the concept of Zeitgeist explicitly, nor does he provide any 

pointers to what would be indicators of this Zeitgeist in public discourse, nor does he give any 

suggestions what its psychological underpinnings could be. 

Rooduijn (2013) made it the aim of his PhD thesis to empirically examine Mudde’s (2004) 

claim. Rooduijn (2013) argued that in order to speak of a populist Zeitgeist, populism must also 

have become mainstream in other realms than political parties, which is why he also stud-

ies mass media and public opinion (which is defined as political satisfaction, operationalized 

as satisfaction with the way democracy works). Rooduijn proposed that a populist Zeitgeist 

would be the result of a “spiral of populism”: Populist parties increase the degree of populism 

within mainstream parties, and increase the degree of populism in public debates in mass me-

dia, which in turn both increase political dissatisfaction, which increases the electoral success 

of populist parties. Thus, if populism would have permeated the whole electoral process this 

way, one could speak of a populist Zeitgeist. The research in his PhD thesis showed only partial 

support for these relationships. For example, the success of populist parties did not increase 

the degree of populism in the messages of mainstream parties (Rooduijn, 2013; Rooduijn, de 

Lange, & van der Brug, 2014). Rooduijn (2013) concludes that although the success of populist 

parties has impacted upon various important parts of the electoral process, given that there is 

no uninterrupted spiral of populism, Western Europe is not witnessing a populist Zeitgeist in 

the sense of “spirit of the times”. 

Our interpretation of Rooduijn’s (2013) argument is that one could speak of a populist Zeit-

geist if populism is expressed in the same way across multiple domains of politics or the elec-

toral process, or society. This hints at the possibility that these multiple expressions originate 

in some sort of collectively shared awareness of a set of shared ideas or opinions. But Roodui-

jn’s (2013) primary concern (like that of Mudde, 2004) lies in the understanding of populist 

expressions and its relation to satisfaction with democracy. The Zeitgeist itself, which these 

different expressions of populism are supposed to stem from, does not really come into focus 
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in this research. In sum, although this work shares our starting assumption that Zeitgeist may 

be relevant to explaining current political developments, a clear conceptualization of Zeitgeist 

is missing.

Zeitgeist and minority influence. The first line of research in social psychology that (to 

our knowledge) did to some extent aim to study, define, and measure (the impact of) Zeitgeist 

was research on the influence a minority could have in changing attitudes or judgments of 

a majority of people. Following Asch’s (1951) influential work on conformity and the social 

influence of a majority on a minority, Moscovici and colleagues (Moscovici, Lage, & Naffre-

choux, 1969) reversed the paradigm and showed that a consistent minority can exert sub-

stantial influence on a majority as well. In this research, Moscovici and colleagues showed 

that when a minority (two confederates on four naïve participants) consistently judged blue 

screens (only varying in luminance) in a visual perception task as green, 32% of the naïve 

participants stated at least once to have seen a green screen. Moscovici and colleagues (Mos-

covici, 1976; Moscovici & Faucheux, 1972) subsequently developed a two-step model of mi-

nority influence, in which minority members first have to challenge the majority norm before 

providing a consistent alternative norm, while adopting a behavioral style indicating consis-

tency. Moscovici’s theory of minority influence inspired various researchers to investigate the 

validity of this framework, especially the importance of consistency, and qualify it in several 

different ways (Maass & Clark, 1984). 

Paicheler (1976, 1977) extended the research on minority influence with studies investi-

gating the effect of the normative climate in society on attitude change in group situations. 

Maass, Clark, and Haberkorn (1982) referred in subsequent research to this normative climate 

as Zeitgeist. Paicheler (1976) argued that the degree of influence of a minority is determined 

by the ‘fit’ of the minority position with the norms evolving in the normative context of society. 

This research showed that a consistent minority arguing for a position in line with the Zeit-

geist (feminist) effectively influenced a majority, while a consistent minority arguing against 

the Zeitgeist (anti-feminist) caused the negotiation to fail or a bipolarization of majority atti-

tudes. Similarly, Maass and colleagues (1982) found that minorities exerted more influence 

over majorities when arguing for attitudes in line with the evolving Zeitgeist (pro-abortion) 

than against it (anti-death penalty). This Zeitgeist explanation of minority influence has later 

been critiqued by Perez, Papastamou, and Mugny (1995). Perez and colleagues argued that the 

causal relationship between minority influence and Zeitgeist might well be reversed, and that 

a favorable Zeitgeist only affects overt minority influence, without being able to account for 

indirect or unconscious effects of minority influence.

Interestingly, in this line of research the concept of Zeitgeist has hardly been defined for-
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mally. In the studies by Paicheler (1976, 1977) and Maass and colleagues (1982) described 

above, Zeitgeist is seen as the normative context of society in which the study is held, and the 

focus lies on the evolution of those norms in a certain direction (for example, pro-feminism). 

Perez and colleagues defined Zeitgeist simply as “mood of the time” (Perez et al., 1995, p. 703). 

However, in these studies Zeitgeist seems to be conceptualized as a ‘given’, a social fact, with-

out being operationalized or measured. Clark and Maass (1988) also attempted to measure 

the perception of the liberal Zeitgeist, focusing very specifically on the issue of gay rights, by 

assessing whether participants thought that “the attitudes toward gay rights were becoming 

more favorable in contemporary American society […], or more unfavorable […], or whether 

they were undecided” (R. D. Clark & Maass, 1988, p. 351). Although Clark and Maass (1988) 

found no influence of the perception of Zeitgeist in their studies and although there are no 

indications that this kind of measure validly taps into the underlying construct, the measure 

they developed illustrates concretely how one could begin to assess this nebulous concept. 

Zeitgeist and parent-child value similarity. Lastly, in a very different literature touching 

on both social psychology and sociology, the concept of Zeitgeist has been more clearly defined 

and operationalized in a line of research on intrafamilial value transmission and value sim-

ilarity. Boehnke, Hadjar, and Baier (2007) described Zeitgeist as one of three sources of value 

similarity between children and their parents. Besides transmission of parents’ attitudes and 

values on their children, and vice versa the adaptation of parents to their children’s values, 

value similarity between parents and their children can also originate from them being simi-

larly influenced by the social context of their lives. Therefore, Boehnke (2001; 2007) proposed 

Zeitgeist as an important context variable for value similarity, defining Zeitgeist as “the modal 

current value climate of a society” (Boehnke et al., 2007, p. 779). Boehnke and colleagues (2007) 

suggested that Zeitgeist could be a valuable concept in research on value similarity, because 

through its measurable influence on individual value preferences, it could affect parent-child 

value similarity. According to Boehnke and colleagues, Zeitgeist or the perceived modal val-

ue preferences of a certain society at a certain time can empirically be assumed a constant. 

However, individuals may perceive the Zeitgeist to be dynamic and may accept the Zeitgeist 

to various degrees (Boehnke et al., 2007). 

Boehnke (2001) investigated the influence of Zeitgeist (that is, the modal current value 

climate) on value transmission processes of values as defined by Schwartz (1992). This study 

showed that the general influence of Zeitgeist on parent-child value transmission was as 

strong as the influence of the mother on value transmission, and stronger than the influence 

of the father. Moreover, Boehnke and colleagues (2007) found in their study concerning par-

ent-child value similarity of hierarchical self-interest values a weak direct general influence 
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of Zeitgeist on the children’s values. Additionally, they found that the relative position of a 

family in reference to the Zeitgeist strongly affected intergenerational similarity on hierarchi-

cal self-interest. The Zeitgeist or (modal) societal context in which people live can therefore be 

seen as a source of influence on the transmission and the similarity of values of parents and 

their children (Boehnke, 2001; Boehnke et al., 2007).

Boehnke and colleagues succeeded in clearly defining and operationalizing the concept 

of Zeitgeist in their studies. However, we argue that this definition ignores important knowl-

edge about people’s perceptions and beliefs from social psychological and social cognition 

research: People are not very good at accurately perceiving the average personal belief of 

a large group of individuals (an aggregate attitude); rather, they have a perception of what 

the group thinks (a collective attitude). This is demonstrated by for example research on the 

Better-Than-Average and comparative optimism effects (see Chapter 2) and the phenomenon 

of pluralistic ignorance, which we will discuss next. We argue that a social psychological defi-

nition of Zeitgeist should take this distinction between the collective (what we think) and the 

aggregate (what many I’s think) into account. Boehnke and colleagues’ definition of the Zeit-

geist as the modal or aggregate value in a given society at a given time ignores this distinction, 

and we would argue is therefore less suitable.

The Collective, the Aggregate, and the Personal

We propose that Zeitgeist, the spirit of the times for a loosely connected group of people 

in a specific place and time, can be seen as a jointly perceived social reality. The content of 

this social reality is based on cultural or historic aspects of a group or society. We propose that 

this Zeitgeist or shared social reality contains tacit assumptions and perceptions of who we 

are and want to be as a group or society, and how we are doing. Thus, Zeitgeist can be seen as 

more apparent in social reality than in individual cognition; it reflects what we think about us. 

Societal discontent seems to similarly exist as a collective phenomenon: a shared perception 

within Dutch society that society is doing badly. We argue that for a social psychological con-

ceptualization of Zeitgeist, such collective perceptions are important.

So, what do we know about collective perceptions? In psychology, we can differentiate 

between four types of social judgements that people make. Psychological research tends to 

devote most attention to studying what I think about myself, some attention to what I think 

about us, only little to what we think about me (e.g. Hofstee, 1994), and only very little atten-

tion to what we think about us. The first kind of judgement, what I think about myself, is a 

personal-level judgement: it concerns both the individual as the perceiver and the individual 
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or his/her life as the object. The last kind of judgment, what we think about us, is a true col-

lective-level judgment: it reflects what members of a group consensually perceive their group 

or their group’s life to be. This is psychologically different from the aggregate perception in a 

group: the average of what many I’s think about themselves. In Chapter 2, we will reflect on 

the relationship between personal and collective (or aggregate)-level judgments by reviewing 

literature on the Better-Than-Average and comparative optimism effects. A phenomenon that 

can provide insight in the distinction between collective and aggregate judgements is plural-

istic ignorance.

First described by Allport (1924; D. Katz & Allport, 1931), pluralistic ignorance refers to in-

stances in which individual group members publicly display behavior that is not in line with 

their private attitudes, because of systematic errors that they make in their perceptions and 

judgments of the social norms of other group members, and of their relation to those group 

members (Miller & Prentice, 1994). The typical example of a situation in which pluralistic ig-

norance occurs concerns college students and alcohol use (Prentice & Miller, 1993). As Pren-

tice and Miller (1993) found, college students on Princeton campus thought that the average 

other student was more comfortable with the social norms about drinking alcohol on campus 

than they themselves were. Thus, while the students publicly did not reject these norms, they 

privately had doubts about them, and they misperceived others as not having these doubts. 

Furthermore, the individual students distorted their relation to the average other student as 

well: they believed themselves to be a deviant. Thus, pluralistic ignorance reflects what I think 

about us, and how I can (mis)perceive our social norms and my relation to them.

Pluralistic ignorance has important consequences; not only for how individuals perceive 

themselves, but also for how individuals perceive the group or collective. In cases of pluralistic 

ignorance, individuals misperceive the social or collective norm as representing the private 

attitudes of their fellow group members. Therefore, Miller and Prentice (1994) argued that the 

phenomenon of pluralistic ignorance validates and necessitates the psychological distinction 

between the collective and the aggregate. To be able to speak of pluralistic ignorance, one has 

to distinguish between the attitude of a group, reflecting a social norm or social identity, and 

the average attitude of the members of a group, reflecting personal norms or identities. 

An important side note, however, is that neither the collective-aggregate discrepancy per 

se, nor an individual perceiving only the collective attitude instead of the aggregate should 

be classified as an “error”. While Miller and Prentice (1994) recognized that a collective-ag-

gregate distinction complicates what is defined as “misperceiving” social norms, they never-

theless characterize pluralistic ignorance as an error in individual cognition. One could argue 

however that individuals seem to be able to accurately perceive the collective attitude of a 
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group; but that in certain situations it seems complicated to perceive the aggregate attitude of 

the group members, or for the collective attitude to reflect the aggregate attitude. 

From this research on pluralistic ignorance, we can conclude that individuals are capable 

of perceiving a collective social attitude, which does not necessarily reflect the aggregate so-

cial attitude. This distinction is important when considering the concept of Zeitgeist: we argue 

that Zeitgeist, defined historically as “the dominant opinion of manners, customs, thought, 

and tendency of an age” (Herder as described in Schmidt, 1956, p. 409), is about the perceived 

collective opinion and tendency, not about the aggregate. Zeitgeist is thus represented in 

minds of individual group members as our thoughts about us.

A Social Psychological Conceptualization of Zeitgeist

Thus, based on the philosophical background of the concept Zeitgeist, the way it has been 

conceptualized before in research within the social sciences, and based on prior social psy-

chological research about collective perceptions, we propose a social psychological concep-

tualization of Zeitgeist. Taking as a starting point Herder’s original definition of Zeitgeist as 

“the dominant opinion of manners, customs, thought, and tendency of an age”, we propose 

that the concept of Zeitgeist indeed encompasses the collective values, attitudes, norms, man-

ners, ideas, and thoughts of a society at a certain time. This also could be broadly described 

as the general tendency of the times in a society. This general tendency, or accumulation of 

collective cognitions, can be considered a jointly perceived social reality: Zeitgeist is a social 

reality shared by a collective group of people (that is, a society), of which the content is based 

on cultural aspects of that society. 

Another way of framing this is that Zeitgeist encompasses the collective cognitions that 

are part of the “common ground” of a community or society: the common knowledge, beliefs, 

and assumptions that people assume exists between themselves and other ingroup members 

(H. H. Clark & Marshall, 1981; H. H. Clark, Schreuder, & Buttrick, 1983). This common ground 

forms the basis for social interactions among members of the group, yet often remains implic-

it within these interactions. For example, when people talk about men and women, the ste-

reotypes attached to these categories (e.g., the idea that “men are from mars and women are 

from venus”) are assumed to be common knowledge, even for those who do not personally 

subscribe to these stereotypes.

Thus, Zeitgeist involves the shared common knowledge and collective cognitions that exist 

as a tacit collective tendency. From research on pluralistic ignorance, we know that people 

are reasonably accurate in perceiving the collective tendency; although the collective and ag-
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gregate tendency (norm, value, etc.) are not necessarily similar. For the concept of Zeitgeist, 

the discrepancy between the collective and the aggregate could generally be conceived as a 

means to assessing the valence of the Zeitgeist: whether the collective tendency or view of the 

state of society is more optimistic, or more pessimistic.

Prior research in social psychology using the concept of Zeitgeist has been scarce. How-

ever, the three lines of research in which Zeitgeist has been adopted as an empirical concept 

have used remarkably different conceptualizations of Zeitgeist than what we are inclined to 

propose after this review of philosophical and (cognitive) psychological literature. On the one 

hand, Zeitgeist has been used as a variable reflecting the normative context in which the stud-

ies were held; but the content and meaning of the Zeitgeist were imposed by the researchers 

themselves (Maass et al., 1982; Mudde, 2004; Paicheler, 1976, 1977; Rooduijn, 2013). On the 

other, Zeitgeist was clearly defined (and measured) as “the modal current value climate of a 

society” (Boehnke et al., 2007, p. 779); but therefore lacking the distinction between the aggre-

gate and the collective, which we argue is very important in the conceptualization of Zeitgeist.

Conceptualizing Societal Discontent as an Aspect of Zeitgeist

Having developed a social psychological conceptualization of Zeitgeist, the question is 

how this should be related to societal discontent. Following our line of reasoning thus far, 

we propose that societal discontent should be conceptualized as an aspect of Zeitgeist: 

a collectively shared, tacit, generalized, negative perception of the state of society. It re-

flects a part of what people perceive to be the social reality in a society: The general tendency 

among the people about society is pessimistic. In other words, our common knowledge about 

the state of society is that it is in a sorry state. Societal discontent then is a collective perception 

that we, our society as a whole, are doing badly. 

Following this conceptualization of societal discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist, we pro-

pose that we can develop an operationalization of societal discontent for use in social psycho-

logical research. Developing this operationalization and accompanying measures is the main 

aim of Chapter 2. As explained in more detail in that chapter, we believe that the Zeitgeist of 

societal discontent can be operationalized as a general factor Z. The idea is that individuals 

have impressions about the extent to which people, in general, are positive or negative about 

society. These tacit and general perceptions of how society as a whole is doing (in some sense 

a “thumbs up” or “thumbs down” to society as a whole) influence or color the specific percep-

tions that people have of individual societal issues. So, when judging how often the average 

Dutch person encounters problems concerning crime and safety, one relevant source of infor-
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mation is this general factor Z: If one’s impression is that across the board, the Netherlands as 

a whole is doing badly, then one would infer that on this particular issue (as well as a range of 

other issues) the average Dutch person must encounter a lot of problems.

Statistically, this approach can be compared with the G-factor in intelligence research. 

Here, G is an underlying “general intelligence” factor that predicts performance on particu-

lar cognitive ability or intelligence tests (Jensen, 1986; Spearman, 1904). Important in this re-

search is the assumption that there is such a latent concept as general intelligence or IQ, which 

predicts or influences people’s performance on various different tests of cognitive ability – 

and that intelligence is not just the score on the few tests used to measure it. Similarly in our 

approach, further outlined and tested in Chapter 2, Z is an underlying “general societal (dis)

content” factor that predicts particular collective-level societal discontents and satisfactions. 

We further hypothesize that in contrast, personal judgements about societal issues in one’s 

personal life would not be predicted by a general factor but would cluster together in clusters 

according to different domains of life (e.g., work, social relations, etc.). 

Relevant Alternative Concepts

While at the start of this research in 2010 there were no concepts or measurement instru-

ments available in the literature that seemed to apply directly to the phenomenon of societal 

discontent, since then several other conceptualizations have been developed alongside our 

work that intend to capture societal discontent or similar phenomena. We will now discuss 

two important alternative concepts and their relationship to our work.

Societal pessimism and societal unease
In 2016, Steenvoorden published her PhD dissertation on the study of societal pessimism 

and societal unease, conducted in part at the Netherlands Institute for Social Research. Steen-

voorden (2016) introduced these two concepts in order to study societal discontent in the 

Netherlands and other Western countries. The starting point of this research was to develop a 

conceptualization of societal unease, which Steenvoorden defined as “a latent concern among 

citizens about the precarious state of society, which is composed of the perceived unmanage-

able deterioration of five fundamental aspects of society: distrust in human capability, loss of 

ideology, decline of political power, decline of community and increasing socioeconomic vul-

nerability” (2016, p. 35). These five concerns are seen as characteristics of contemporary West-

ern liberal democracies, which is why societal unease is proposed to apply mainly to Western 

countries at present. Steenvoorden recognized that it is possible for people to be concerned 
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about society in other times or places; therefore, she introduced a universal concept: societal 

pessimism, defined as “a concern among citizens that their society is in decline” (2016, p. 39). 

Societal unease is then defined as a subtype of societal pessimism in the specific situation of 

contemporary Western countries.

Steenvoorden’s (2016) research has developed in parallel to our research and shares the 

same focus: to develop a way to understand the societal phenomenon of discontent, pessi-

mism, or unease that is apparent in countries such as the Netherlands at the moment. While 

Steenvoorden’s (2016) approach is similar to ours, there are also several important differenc-

es. First, the primary concept in her approach is societal unease, which is clearly defined (see 

above) and grounded in a theoretical basis. However, this definition contains both elements 

of what kind of concept it is (“a latent concern among citizens”) as well as a detailed account 

of what this concept is about, that is its content (the “five fundamental aspects of society”). On 

the one hand, an advantage of this approach is that defining the content of the concept societal 

unease provides clear directions for answers to the question why people might experience 

societal unease (e.g., it might be because they experience a loss of ideology). On the other hand, 

a disadvantage is that it restricts to concept to a very specific situation, to which all of those 

concerns apply (i.e., the Netherlands at present, and possibly other Western liberal democra-

cies). This invites questions about the generalizability of the concept, both in terms of place 

and time. For example, in the US one of the primary discontents among people who voted for 

Trump appeared to be a different type of concern: outrage at and disgust with a corrupt politi-

cal and financial elite that had “stolen our country”. It seems not so much a decline of political 

power that people are concerned with, but the fact that powerful politicians seem to have 

neglected the common people. In addition, Trump’s supporters seem to fully trust his capa-

bility to solve the country’s problems and make America great again; which does not seem to 

fit easily with a supposed distrust of human capability. The implication is that Steenvoorden’s 

(2016) list of five fundamental concerns might fit the contemporary Dutch situation well, but 

might not exactly fit with concerns elsewhere.  

Steenvoorden (2016) proposed to solve this issue by introducing a second concept: societal 

pessimism. Societal pessimism is a more broadly defined concept (see above), and argued 

to be therefore applicable across situations and times. Yet within this definition, the focus is 

specifically on a sense of decline, or a concern about the future of society; which to us is still 

restrictive. While we would argue that this sense of (future) decline is indeed important, we 

would at the same time argue that the core concern of people who express societal pessimism 

is (also) with the present state of society: with the acute problems of a bankrupt and rotten 

society. To illustrate this with an example, Pim Fortuyn (2002) did not entitle his book about 
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societal woes in the Netherlands “The future ravages of the purple government”. As the focus 

of Steenvoorden’s (2016) research appears to be on societal unease, societal pessimism is less 

clearly conceptualized; it is unclear to what kind of content (or concerns) it would apply and 

relate for example.

Similarly, societal pessimism is operationalized through a selection of items that already 

existed in (inter)national survey studies (European Social Survey and Eurobarometer): three 

items that concern a) whether the country is heading in the right or wrong direction; b) that 

considering the state of things, it is difficult to be hopeful about the future of the world; and 

c) whether for most people, life is getting worse instead of better (see Steenvoorden, 2016). 

While these items appear related to the concept of societal pessimism, it is less clear to what 

extent they would (as single items, or in combination) fully capture this concept. For example, 

we would argue that hope about the future of the world is not the same as societal discontent 

(a general negative perception of the state of one’s society). The election of Donald Trump and 

the uncertainty about his stance and future actions regarding, for example, climate change 

seem to influence some people’s hope for the future of the world, regardless of their percep-

tions about their own countries. The advantage of existing measures in international longitu-

dinal survey studies is that one has access to data from various countries and across time to 

answer important research questions. Nonetheless, we argue that as long as the conceptual-

ization and operationalization of such a vague concept as societal discontent are not clear, we 

cannot be certain whether we have actually measured it with these existing items. 

Of these two concepts, societal pessimism seems to be most closely related to our concep-

tualization of societal discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist. Steenvoorden (2016) seems to have 

focused in her conceptualization of societal unease and societal pessimism on determining 

which components or elements are crucial to the phenomenon of societal unease/pessimism 

in contemporary Western societies such as the Netherlands. Our approach differs in the sense 

that we focus on the general, latent factor behind these specific elements: we aimed to con-

ceptualize precisely this vague and fuzzy latent concept. We aimed to develop our conceptu-

alization and operationalization in a way that transcends the current situation in one specific 

country, such as the Netherlands. However, that does not diminish the importance of the anal-

ysis of which elements might feed into a general discontent or pessimism about the state of 

Dutch society at present. 

 One last difference to discuss between these approaches concerns the conceptualization 

of what kind of concept it is, in Steenvoorden’s (2016) work “a latent concern among citizens”. 

Important to note here is that she conceptualizes societal unease and societal pessimism as 

about individual (i.e. personal) perceptions of society. Steenvoorden recognizes that there are 



General Introduction

1

27

also aggregate-level perceptions that might influence societal pessimism, but focuses on in-

dividual-level perceptions in her work. Steenvoorden (2016) does argue that societal unease/

pessimism regards sociotropic issues (societal issues, e.g. levels of unemployment in society) 

and not egotropic issues (personal-level issues, e.g. whether I am unemployed) as the object 

of concerns. However, as we argued above, we regard the psychological distinction between 

personal, aggregate, and collective perceptions as an important foundation for the conceptu-

alization of societal discontent and pessimism – in our view, societal discontent regards collec-

tively shared perceptions, not private opinions.

Anomie
Another concept that is relevant to our present work is anomie. The sociological concept 

of anomie has been used to describe the state of societies that undergo various kinds of cri-

ses (economic, political, social) or major structural changes; for example, Bulgaria in 1989 

when the economy had collapsed and the political system had trouble to cope (e.g. Genov, 

1998). Recently, Teymoori and colleagues (2016) have proposed a new conceptualization and 

operationalization of anomie. Previously, anomie has been conceptualized either as a state of 

society, for example characterized by the breakdown of social regulation (Durkheim, 1897), 

or as a state of mind, for example characterized by feelings of distance or isolation from so-

ciety (C. S. Fischer, 1973) or as a tendency to reject social norms (Bjarnason, 2009). Teymoori 

and colleagues (2016) suggest that this conceptualization and its operationalization have as 

a disadvantage that they confounded the state of anomie with the consequences of this state 

(e.g., they measure suicide rates in a society or an individuals’ self-reported loneliness, see 

Teymoori et al., 2016 for a review). In their research, Teymoori and colleagues propose to 

conceptualize anomie as a perception of the state of society, specifically the perception that a 

society has become disintegrated (i.e., there is a breakdown of social fabric) and dis-regulated 

(i.e., there is a breakdown of political leadership). 

Teymoori and colleagues (2016) share a similar approach to ours in conceptualizing ano-

mie: They too conceptualize it as a collective perception of the state of society, which is shared 

and constructed within a community of individuals. They also argue that it is these collective 

perceptions that are important for anomie to arise, rather than the objective triggers for ano-

mie themselves (e.g. rapid societal changes, economic crisis, war or civil conflict, etc.). This is 

similar to our analysis that societal discontent seems to exist relatively independently of the 

objective circumstances in a country. However, as a concept anomie is different from societal 

discontent: It appears to capture a different type of societal phenomenon. Whereas societal 

discontent aims to capture a vague sense of negativity of the state of the country, anomie aims 
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to describe a more intense negative situation of a perceived crisis or breakdown of society. 

In addition, whereas societal discontent concerns a tacit understanding that society as a 

whole is doing badly (but not necessarily more specific), anomie is conceptualized and oper-

ationalized as a construct with two central dimensions: the breakdown of social fabric and 

the breakdown of political leadership. Again, we argue that restricting the conceptualization 

of a phenomenon that concerns society as a whole to a predetermined set of dimensions (in 

this case two) has disadvantages. For example, take a recent case of a country in crisis: Greece. 

From 2010 onwards, Greece faced a major economic and financial crisis that had a large im-

pact on Greek society. The financial crisis led to political turmoil, as well as rising levels of 

unemployment and changes in many policies that directly affected the daily life of many peo-

ple. The origin of this crisis was not so much a breakdown of political leadership or social 

fabric (while both could be seen as consequences), but the financial and economic situation of 

the country in combination with international developments. A conceptualization of anomie 

along just two dimensions would not be able to sufficiently capture this economic aspect of the 

crisis perceptions. We argue that our approach, in which we focus on the general latent factor 

underlying various aspects of society, is at an advantage when the interest is to conceptualize 

phenomena that concern society as a whole. 

Dissertation Overview

Based on our analysis outlined above, we propose to conceptualize the phenomenon of so-

cietal discontent as an aspect of the Zeitgeist: a collectively shared, tacit, generalized, negative 

perception of the state of society. Since this is quite a complex definition, we have summarized 

our reasoning in Table 1. This table provides an overview of the characteristics of the phe-

nomenon of societal discontent that we have observed and inferred, the characteristics of the 

Zeitgeist based on the theoretical analysis, and the characteristics of our measure of societal 

discontent, Z.

The aim of the research presented in this dissertation is twofold. First, we aim to develop 

an operationalization of our conceptualization of societal discontent as a general factor Z, and 

a scale we can use to measure it (Chapter 2). We aim to assess the validity of this Z-scale in dif-

ferent countries, and develop a Z-scale that can be used to compare societal discontent across 

countries (Chapters 2 & 4). Second, we aim to gain insight into the phenomenon of societal 

discontent itself: its incidence, antecedents, and consequences (Chapters 2-5).2 
2 Note that the empirical chapters (Chapters 2-5) have been written as individual papers, of which two have been accepted for 

publication (Chapter 2: Van der Bles, Postmes, & Meijer, 2015; and Chapter 3: Van der Bles, Postmes, LeKander-Kanis, & Otjes, 2017), 
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one paper is under review (Chapter 5) and one is in preparation (Chapter 4). Therefore, these chapters contain some overlap in terms 

of theoretical reasoning and explanation of methodology. 

Table 1.1 
Important Characteristics of the Phenomenon Societal Discontent, the Concept Zeitgeist, and 
the Operationalization Z 
  
Characteristics of 
societal discontent  
(observed and inferred) Zeitgeist (theory) Z (as measured) 

Very loosely based on 
personal discontents, 
focused on characteristics 
of society at large 

Collective sentiment 
(instead of aggregate or 
personal) 

Collective (instead of 
personal) 

Encompassing many 
societal issues, not just 
one concrete problem 

General tendency General factor Z, 
underlying/predicting 
answers to specific societal 
issues  

Tacit, in the sense that 
discussions about 
discontent tend to focus 
on specific issues and 
incidents, not on the 
underlying assumption 

Social reality Latent construct 

Manifests across societal 
domains, e.g. politics, 
media, norms, 
conversations 

Manifests through values, 
attitudes, norms, 
manners, ideas, and 
thought 

Broad range of societal 
topics and issues 

Can change over time and 
place, in long cycles 

Specific to time and place 
(= a loosely connected 
group of people, e.g. a 
society) 

Specific to time and place 
(= a connected group of 
people) 
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Chapter 2
In Chapter 2, we further outline and develop our conceptualization and operationaliza-

tion of societal discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist. In this chapter, we aim to develop a Z-scale 

and seek to validate our approach. We designed two types of scales to measure societal dis-

content as general factor Z: a prevalence-estimates measure and an evaluative-statements 

measure. Three survey studies assessed the validity of this operationalization and the utility 

of these scales. 

Chapter 2 is the foundation of the research in this dissertation: it establishes the con-

ceptualization and operationalization of societal discontent as Z, and presents a method to 

measure it. The results first of all showed that personal and collective judgments of societal 

issues differed strongly: Both in the Netherlands and the US, people were more negative about 

collective life in society than about their personal lives, indicating the presence of societal 

discontent. Across these three studies we found support that our hypothesized latent factor Z 

predicted collective perceptions of society. In addition, Study 2.2 and Study 2.3 provided first 

evidence of the potential consequences of a Zeitgeist of societal discontent: Z influenced the 

impromptu interpretation of information about society. A more negative Z increased the like-

lihood of perceiving (false) pessimistic news headlines about the country as true, and predict-

ed whether responsibility for negative events in sensationalist news stories (e.g. “ambulance 

personnel attacked by bystanders”) was attributed to society in general. 

Based on the results of Chapter 2, we concluded that the prevalence estimates measure 

would be our preferred method to assess Z. In this measure, which we further refer to as the 

Z-scale, people are asked to estimate how many out of the last 30 days the average person in 

their country (“the average Joe”) would have encountered problems with or was concerned 

about each of the societal issues provided in a list, for example crime, unemployment, dis-

crimination, or corruption. Having established how we could study and measure societal dis-

content as Z, we continued our research to explore antecedents and consequences of societal 

discontent.

Chapter 3
In Chapter 3, we studied a potential consequence of a Zeitgeist of societal discontent: an 

increase in votes for extreme political parties. Voting for extreme right-wing or left-wing par-

ties can be a form of protest to express discontent (for example, with the political elite) and a 

way to potentially achieve drastic change in society. We therefore hypothesized that Z would 

predict voting for extreme political parties. To test this prediction, we conducted a field study 

during the Dutch Provincial Council elections that were held in March 2015. In the Nether-
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lands, there are both an extreme right-wing and an extreme left-wing party with political 

and historical significance in society: the Partij voor de Vrijheid or Freedom Party (PVV) and 

Socialistische Partij or Socialist Party (SP) respectively. In support of our prediction, the re-

sults showed people with more pessimistic Z-perceptions were more likely to have voted for 

either the PVV or SP, compared to the other mainstream political parties. In contrast, personal 

discontent did not predict voting for these extreme parties. A Zeitgeist of societal discontent 

thus seems to have important consequences for societies: it influences the electoral success of 

political parties. 

In addition, we also explored two factors that we thought would influence variation in 

societal discontent within a country: media use and education level. We noticed in our find-

ings of the research presented in Chapter 2, that there was considerable variation in people’s 

responses on our Z measures. While the majority of people in our samples were more neg-

ative about collective life than about their personal lives, some people were slightly more 

negative and others were very much more negative. We speculated that this variation might 

be associated with various subgroups in society: that within a society, there might be various 

“interpretative communities” that have slightly different views of what society is and how it 

is doing, or who share a slightly different social reality. We proposed that education level and 

media use could be proxies for such interpretative communities, and set out to investigate 

whether these factors were associated with variation in Z. In line with predictions, our results 

showed that people with lower education levels and people who used more tabloid-style me-

dia had more pessimistic Z-perceptions. These findings are consistent with the hypothesis that 

membership of specific subcultural groups and communication processes may play a role in 

shaping collective discontent. Thus, Chapter 3 provides further validation of the Z scale, shows 

that a Zeitgeist of societal discontent has consequences for voting behaviour, and presents an 

indication of its origins.

Chapter 4
At the start of this project, our focus was mostly on societal discontent in the Netherlands 

and the phenomenon did not seem to receive much attention in other countries; but global 

developments soon caught up. It became apparent to us that in order to gain a better under-

standing of societal discontent, it would be important to be able to measure and compare it 

in other countries as well. After the initial successful generalization of our operationalization 

and measure from the Netherland to the US in Chapter 2, we set out to develop an interna-

tional Z scale and assess its validity and reliability for use in cross-national research. Chapter 

4 describes this effort. 
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We conducted a survey study among university students in 28 countries across the world 

(although not all samples were large enough to use in all of the analyses we conducted; see 

Chapter 4). The prevalence estimates Z scale was included in this survey, and contained 25 

societal issues at the start of scale development. The results of our analyses showed that in 

order to best measure societal discontent in one specific country, we could select a subset of 

approximately 10 items of this original list to create a nation-specific scale. These nation-spe-

cific scales contained a unique subset of items for different nations, although there was also a 

lot of overlap between the items that featured in these scales between nations. Subsequently, 

we aimed to develop a scale that we could use to measure societal discontent validly across 

all countries in our study: that is, a scale that measures the same construct in the same way 

across countries. We developed a six-item international Z-scale and established that it was 

measurement invariant; therefore, we could compare societal discontent/Z across the coun-

tries in our sample. 

Because we could validly compare Z across countries, we could investigate and estab-

lish divergent and convergent validity of Z by examining correlations between Z and other 

relevant psychological constructs in our study. Furthermore, we provide some preliminary 

analyses of the relationship between Z and indicators of country-level welfare as examples of 

questions that could be addressed in future research. Thus, although further validation of the 

scale is important, we conclude based on the research presented in Chapter 4 that the inter-

national Z-scale can be used to study the incidence, antecedents, and consequences of societal 

discontent in international comparisons in future research. 

Chapter 5
In Chapter 5, we aimed to study the micro-dynamics of collective discontent. In order to do 

this however, we changed context: In this research, we did not investigate a collective sense 

of doom and gloom with the state of a country, but a collective sense of doom and gloom with 

the state of a scientific community. Since 2011, a series of incidents (cases of scientific fraud, the 

non-replication of landmark studies) have triggered a collective discussion about whether the 

discipline of social psychology is in crisis. Concerns about our research methods and results 

were and are widely debated. And although these incidents and debates gave rise to many 

positive developments, the Zeitgeist of our discipline seemed to be decidedly pessimistic. 

In order to explore the effect that debates and discussions could have on changing the 

Zeitgeist of collective pessimism over time, we conducted a field study during the 2014 Sum-

mer School of the European Association of Social Psychology (EASP). One of the five work-

shop-streams in this two-week programme was specifically dedicated to discussing episte-
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mology and methods in social psychology, while the other four workshops were focused on 

specific subfields of social psychology. We therefore expected that there would be variation 

in the extent to which summer school participants would discuss the state of the discipline 

during the summer school.

Thus, this study investigated the effects of more formal and collective communication 

within workshops and of informal interpersonal communication on the development col-

lective pessimism. We conducted a longitudinal field study with three waves, in which we 

measured the perceived level of discussion about the state of the field in each workshop. We 

also collected information on people’s social and discussion networks to use in social network 

analyses. Although we expected that both types of social interaction would influence people’s 

perceptions o the Zeitgeist of collective pessimism, the results showed that only formal dis-

cussions in workshops influenced Zeitgeist. In workshops in which the state of the field was 

perceived to have been discussed frequently, Zeitgeist-perceptions became more optimistic. 

The findings in this study provide a first indication of the micro-level mechanism underlying a 

collective-level perception: our interpretation is that social interaction with a clear “collective” 

component is most influential to change beliefs about what “we” think.
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Abstract
Over the last decade, several countries around the world developed a collective sense of 

doom and gloom: Their Zeitgeist could be characterized as one of decline. Paradoxically, in 

some countries such as the Netherlands this collective discontent with society seems to exist 

despite high levels of individual well-being. Current psychological research informs us about 

why individuals would feel unduly optimistic, but does not account for a collective sense of 

decline. The present research develops a novel operationalization of Zeitgeist, referred to as a 

general factor Z. We conceptualize Zeitgeist as a collective global-level evaluation of the state 

(and future) of society. Three studies confirm that perceptions of the same societal problems 

at the personal and collective level differed strongly. Across these studies we found support 

for a hypothesized latent factor Z, underlying collective-level perceptions of society. This Z-fac-

tor predicted people’s interpretation of new information about society that was presented 

through news stories. These results provide a first step in operationalizing and (ultimately) 

understanding the concept of Zeitgeist: collectively shared ideas about society. Implications 

for policy are discussed.
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Notwithstanding high levels of individual well-being, in several Western countries the 

general outlook on the state of society is decidedly pessimistic. People indicate that they are 

troubled by several discontents with the collective welfare in society: there are nation-wide 

problems with poor security, a lack of social cohesion, bad economic prospects, and so forth. 

However, judgments made at this collective level can be markedly different and independent 

from personal level judgments: the majority of individuals who believe that we are unhappy 

can, at the same time, claim that I am happy. Thus, the aggregate of personal perceptions may 

bear little resemblance to collective perceptions. The present research seeks to develop a bet-

ter operationalization of such collective societal discontents. 

We hypothesize that judgments about specific societal issues (e.g., safety, education, immi-

gration) are guided by a more global affective evaluation of the state of society. These global 

affective evaluations are abstract, collective level judgments (i.e., a sense that “we” are doing 

well or are doing badly). These global affective evaluations, we suggest, are strongly guided 

by the perceived social consensus. In this way, a climate of (dis)content can emerge, an aspect 

of what is sometimes referred to in popular terms as Zeitgeist. The purpose of the present 

research was to attempt to develop an operationalization of this Zeitgeist. The utility of such 

an instrument is that, in future, it would allow us to gain a better understanding of collective 

societal discontents. The paper proposes and tests two related measures of Zeitgeist, opera-

tionalized as a latent factor Z. The research shows that Z can predict several outcomes, in-

cluding what news stories people are inclined to believe and what inferences they draw from 

particular incidents about society and people in general. 

Societal Discontents
For the past decade or more, many Western societies have experienced a sense of doom 

and gloom. The situation in the Netherlands provides an extreme example: Approximately 

since 2001, public intellectuals, commentators and politicians have presented the country as 

“rotten to the core”. In public debate and the media, the image portrayed has been one of 

a deeply divided country suffering endemic problems with the welfare state, state services, 

and democracy itself (Bijl et al., 2011; Dekker & Posthumus, 2013). Indeed, approximately 

three-quarters of Dutch citizens appear to be convinced that “society” is moving in the wrong 

direction (Bijl et al., 2011; Dekker & Posthumus, 2013). The same phenomenon, although less 

extreme, can be witnessed in many other Western societies. In 2013, 65% of US citizens and 

68% of UK citizens were dissatisfied with the way things are going in their country; figures 

that have been relatively stable since 2007 (Pew Research Center, 2014). In Australia, pessi-

mism about society is a more recent phenomenon: Since 2010, trust in the federal government 



38

fell sharply and a sense of pessimism about the future has increased (Markus, 2014). Appar-

ently, across various countries a consensus has emerged that society is doing badly. 

This phenomenon is particularly puzzling when contrasted to statistics that suggest that 

private well-being is high. In case of the Netherlands, 82% of Dutch people state that they are 

happy with their personal life (Bijl et al., 2011). And 67% of US and 65% of UK citizens describe 

their personal economic situation as good (Pew Research Center, 2014). In Australia between 

2010 and 2014, 87-89% of people indicated being happy in their personal life (Markus, 2014). 

Thus, while a large majority of individuals is of the opinion that society is in decline, at the 

same time there is a large majority of individuals who report to be happy with their personal 

life. How can such deeply felt societal discontents be reconciled with a happy citizenship and 

(relatively) good living-conditions, within the same societies and (to some extent) within the 

same individuals? 

In understanding this phenomenon, it is important to note that the sense of gloom focus-

es on the abstract collective level (society, the country, the people, “us”) whereas the sense 

of well-being focuses on more concrete personal outcomes (my personal circumstances, my 

life, “I”). These different levels of abstraction, we suggest, are linked to distinct social realities. 

Through (inter)national surveys, we can construct relatively well how people view their per-

sonal lives, based on the information about themselves which they are willing to share with 

interviewers or survey agencies. International organizations such as the Organisation for Eco-

nomic Co-operation and Development (OECD) provide information on various indicators of 

personal-level well-being, which is then aggregated to infer OECD countries’ (economic) state. 

But we argue that the collective level of well-being is only partially captured by aggregating 

personal-level statistics: personal well-being can be quite independent of discontents with 

society as a whole. This is because collective-level discontents express dissatisfaction about 

us, about our society: Collective discontents (with education, immigration, individualism, the 

welfare state, etc.) are about the perceived collective problems that the group as a whole is 

supposed to suffer from. These discontents may be completely independent of people’s per-

sonal problems or the well-being of individuals. 

Judgments About Others and Judgments About Society
How can we start to conceptualize collective societal discontents? One literature that is 

important here focuses on why people on average tend to be more positive about themselves 

in comparison to others. Such social comparative judgments are studied extensively in social 

psychology, as for example the Better-than-Average and comparative optimism effects (see e.g. 

Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Brown, 2012; Chambers & Windschitl, 2004; Moore & Small, 2007). 
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This research has specifically focused on explaining why people on average perceive them-

selves to be better than others on a range of personal characteristics (e.g. better drivers (Sven-

son, 1981) or more polite than others (Alicke, Klotz, Breitenbecher, & Yurak, 1995)) and less 

at risk of a negative life event happening to them (Fiedler, 2014). This discrepancy between 

judgments about the self and others is explained by motivated as well as non-motivated pro-

cesses (for reviews see e.g. Alicke & Govorun, 2005; Chambers & Windschitl, 2004). Motivated 

explanations focus on desires for self-enhancement: people have unreasonably rosy views of 

their personal life (Brown, 2012). Non-motivated explanations have mainly focused on cog-

nitive biases caused by the fact that people often have more information about themselves 

than they do about others or see the self as more central in the jugdment process (Chambers 

& Windschitl, 2004).

The most common method used to investigate the effects in this literature is through di-

rect comparison. Participants are asked to judge: how sociable am I, compared to the average 

student (Chambers & Windschitl, 2004). This method has been developed because the indirect 

method, asking seperately how sociable I am and how sociable I think the average student is, 

has several disadvantages. The direct method is important because it allows researchers to 

optimally answer the dominant question in this field: why are personal judgments relatively 

rosy? Could this be because of motivational factors (self-enhancement), because of cognitive 

biases, or both?

As a result of methodological choices as well as of these guiding questions, the field has fo-

cused less on the question how judgments about others are made. The underlying assumption 

tends to be that we have less knowledge about others than about ourselves (Fiedler, 2014). But 

whilst it is true that people tend to know less about concrete others than they do about them-

selves, it is also true that in many cases people believe they can form very good judgments of 

others in a more global sense. The prime example is when people judge members of an out-

group: here, socially shared stereotypes are likely to inform judgments in a systematic fashion 

(Postmes, Branscombe, Spears, & Young, 1999). In this sense, judgments about a collective object 

or generalized other can differ starkly from judgments of concrete others. Therefore, we suggest 

that judgments at this collective level are qualitatively different from personal-level judgments 

about the self or about concrete others. A discrepancy between these levels of judgments is thus 

intriguing but not necessarily informative for understanding why or how people judge collec-

tive-level objects: Both levels of judgments are influenced by distinct types of information. So, to 

understand the pervasive gloominess about the state of society apparent in various countries, 

we propose it is important to study people’s collective judgments about issues or characteristics 

of their society, independently of the parallel personal judgments they might make. 
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Prior Research into Collective-Level Judgments
If we want to study collective judgments or perceptions it is important to know how to 

operationalize them. From the literature, we were unable to distill a consensus about the best 

operationalization of collective-level judgments or perceptions. In much research, operation-

alizations of collective-level judgments simply aggregate personal-level judgments in a variety 

of different ways. For example, sociological research on the transmission of values between 

parents and their children has attempted to operationalize Zeitgeist (Boehnke, 2001; Boehnke 

et al., 2007). In this research Zeitgeist was operationalized as the most frequently existing (i.e. 

modal) individual value in the population. Similarly, in communication research investigating 

public opinion climate from the perspective of the Spiral of Silence theory (Noelle-Neumann, 

1974), public opinion polls of people’s personal judgments are described as the straightfor-

ward way to make inferences about the public opinion climate (A. F. Hayes, Matthes, & Eve-

land, 2011). In both cases a general collective concept (Zeitgeist or public opinion climate) is 

inferred from personal-level judgments.

But as reviewed above, the psychological literature already shows that personal and ag-

gregate-level judgments tend to be very different. Accordingly, we argue that it would be erro-

neous to make inferences about, for example, the (perceived) safety of society from aggregate 

personal judgments of safety. The perception of society as unsafe is likely to be determined by 

very different factors than personal safety perceptions. Indeed, research on risk perceptions 

has shown that societal-level and personal-level risk judgments are distinct types of judgments 

with different psychological antecedents (e.g., Tyler & Cook, 1984; Van der Linden, 2014). For 

example in research on climate change risk perceptions, Van der Linden (2014) showed that 

knowledge about the causes and consequences of climate change and response-behavior re-

ducing climate change uniquely predicted societal-level but not personal-level risk percep-

tions. In contrast, personal experience with extreme weather events predicted personal-level, 

but not societal-level risk perceptions.

Recent studies of cross-national and cross-cultural comparisons have also distinguished 

more systematically between levels of judgment of the kind which we explore in the current 

research. This research shows that perceived collective-level characteristics in a nation or cul-

ture can be independent from personal-level prevalence of these characteristics or values. 

Research on personality and stereotypes of national character, for example, showed that col-

lective-level perceptions of national personality characteristics are largely unrelated to aggre-

gated personal characteristics (McCrae & Terracciano, 2006; Terracciano et al., 2005). More in-

terestingly, personality and national stereotypes both predict behaviors, albeit different kinds 

(Heine, Buchtel, & Norenzayan, 2008).
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Similar conclusions can be drawn from the cross-cultural literature. Chiu and colleagues 

(Chiu, Gelfand, Yamagishi, Shteynberg, & Wan, 2010) have attempted to measure collective- 

level perceptions of cultural values, which they refer to as intersubjective judgments. Inter-

subjective perceptions are conceptualized as shared perceptions: Respondents are asked to 

what extent a representative member of the group would endorse certain values (intersubjec-

tive judgment) and this is contrasted to respondents’ personal endorsement. Studies of inter-

subjective values found that they are quite distinct from individual-level values (e.g., R. Fisch-

er, 2006; Shteynberg, Gelfand, & Kim, 2009; Wan et al., 2007; Zou et al., 2009). For example, 

American participants perceived other Americans to be more individualistic (vs. collectivis-

tic) and Polish participants perceived other Poles to be more collectivistic (vs. individualistic), 

while actual (personal) levels of endorsement of these values did not differ between American 

and Polish participants (Zou et al., 2009).

In sum, both cross-national and cross-cultural research confirms the possibility of mean-

ingfully operationalizing judgments at the collective level. The present research applies these 

insights not to national stereotypes or cultural values, but rather to judgments about society as 

a whole. Specifically, we will distinguish personal-level and collective-level judgments about 

important public issues that could affect respondents’ life directly, but that could also charac-

terize the state of society as a whole.

Operationalizing Zeitgeist
The common perceptions of the problems that exist in many Western countries are not 

just very negative, they also seem to generalize across a very broad range of outcomes: the 

sense of decline extends to society as a whole, not just one concrete part of it. How can one 

account for the relatively abrupt emergence of such a broad spectrum of societal discontents 

within a broad segment of society? Societal discontents (as well as societal satisfactions) ap-

pear to flourish in a particular societal climate or Zeitgeist: a pervasive, consensual perception 

of society. Society as a whole appears to be rotten, and this taints every concrete judgment 

about society. How can this be operationalized from a social psychological perspective?

In the present research, we propose that specific societal discontents (e.g., with education, 

crime, etc.) stem from a global feeling of discontent with society—something which one could 

term negative Zeitgeist. Our reasoning is that this negative Zeitgeist functions as some form of 

collective prejudice against one’s own society: A shared preconceived opinion that things in 

society are bad (or good, as the case may be). We propose that this Zeitgeist colors particular 

societal (dis)contents; since these (collective) judgments are not necessarily based on concrete 

facts or actual personal experiences. In other words, when the Zeitgeist concerning the state 
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of society is very negative, this taints judgments of particular societal issues ranging from, say, 

crime levels to satisfaction with service levels. Thus, Zeitgeist should affect collective percep-

tions of any component of society. Abstract societal topics should be especially strongly affect-

ed by the Zeitgeist, since for these topics (for example “individualism”) other more concrete 

sources of information on society’s state are less readily available (Trope & Liberman, 2010).

Putting both these elements together, one could operationalize Zeitgeist as a general factor 

(or “Z”) that predicts a range of distinct collective judgments (cf. the top half of Figure 2.1). 

Statistically, this approach can be compared with the g-factor in intelligence research where G 

is an underlying “general intelligence” factor that predicts performance on particular IQ tests 

(Jensen, 1986). In our approach, Z is an underlying “general (dis)content” factor that predicts 

particular societal discontents and satisfactions.

Furthermore, since we are interested in the influence of Zeitgeist on perceptions of society 

as a whole, one needs to ask individuals about their perceptions of collective societal discon-

tents and satisfactions. Following the literature on social comparative judgments reviewed 

above, we argue that the state of society can be inferred if one asks questions about the condi-

tions faced by the average or modal citizen (i.e. the “generalized” other). Such perceptions of 

the challenges faced by us, collectively (e.g., the average person in my society feels unsafe), can 

be markedly different from one’s personal-level experiences (e.g., I feel unsafe). 

In the present research, we therefore contrast collective judgments with personal judg-

ments of societal issues (e.g., “crime is a problem in the life of the average citizen” vs. “crime 

is a problem in my life”). Since personal judgments are influenced by concrete personal ex-

periences and (direct) social comparisons in the many different areas of everyday life, we 

expect that personal-level judgments of various societal issues would have strong interrela-

tions when issues concern the same area of life, but lower interrelations when issues concern 

different areas of life (and therefore, for a range of topics as a whole, see Figure 2.1’s bottom 

half). This contrasts with collective societal judgments, which we assume to be more strongly 

influenced by the Zeitgeist.

Overview of the Present Research
In this paper, we develop and test a new method to measure Zeitgeist regarding the state 

of society. Specifically, we designed two complementary measures of personal and collec-

tive perceptions of the same societal issues. These two measures were tested in three stud-

ies, across two different societal contexts: the Netherlands (Study 2.1 and 2.2) and the United 

States (Study 2.3). 

The first measure was created to assess the perceived prevalence of relatively concrete 
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Crime Immigration Employment Recession Inequality Etc. 

Z 

Safety Economy Etc. 

Collective level 

Personal level 

Crime Immigration Employment Recession Inequality Etc. 

personal and collective experiences on a scale that would allow us to make direct comparisons 

between personal and collective perceptions: Participants were asked to estimate how many 

out of the last 30 days they (personal level) or the average person in their country (collective 

level) encountered specific societal problems (e.g. crime, the recession). We reasoned that this 

method of measuring the prevalence of problems would echo the personal level questions 

asked in (inter)national surveys (e.g., Eurobarometer, World Value Survey) to gather informa-

tion on the prevalence of societal problems. In addition, it would offer a framework within 

which one could make “direct” comparisons between the personal and collective perceptions: 

While my personal problems with crime in my neighborhood are relatively rare, most other 

people have (or the average person has) these problems more frequently. This measure is 

used in Study 2.1 and 2.3.

A limitation of this type of measure, however, is that it is less suitable to measure ab-

stract concerns that people might have (e.g., with individualism). We therefore developed a 

measure using a more conventional format in social psychological research: statements on 

a 7-point Likert scale. These evaluative statements concerned abstract concepts and issues 

that are important for a well-functioning society (e.g. corruption, inequality). They resembled 

statements about the state of society which are frequently encountered in daily life, as voiced 

by politicians or through the media: for example, “Corruption is a problem in our society”. 

These collective-level statements were contrasted with personal-level statements about the 

same issues, but more concretely formulated (e.g., Many people I know act corruptly). This 

Figure 2.1 Conceptual model of Zeitgeist.
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measure is tested in Study 2.2 and 2.3.

We used these measures to address three central questions. First, we investigate aggre-

gated personal- and collective-level perceptions (Study 2.1-2.3). Based on the presumed prev-

alence of a negative Zeitgeist in both the Netherlands and the US, we expect these perceptions 

to differ to the extent that people will be more negative about collective life than about their 

personal life. Finding these differences would not only highlight the presence of this negative 

Zeitgeist, but also show that aggregated personal and collective perceptions of the same social 

issues are qualitatively different.

Second, we explore the factor structures of personal and collective perceptions (Study 2.1-

2.3). We expect to find evidence for a latent general factor Z that underlies collective-level 

perceptions of society, in line with our conceptualization of Zeitgeist. For personal-level per-

ceptions we predict that these will show less general coherence and form clusters according 

to various areas of personal life (e.g., safety, economy). But we have no specific predictions for 

the number of factors at this personal level (not least because our measures constitute a broad 

range of issues: We did not anticipate any specific factor structure a priori). By contrast, at the 

collective level we expect to find one single factor or dimension that explains substantial vari-

ance in particular judgments. This would be consistent with the idea that there is a coherent 

Zeitgeist at the heart of negativity about issues as diverse as crime, immigration, individual-

ism, lack of respect, etcetera.

Third, we investigate the predictive validity of Z (Study 2.2 and 2.3). We expect that col-

lective self-prejudices would influence how people interpret and attribute new information 

they receive about their society: Any “news” about the state of society should, to some extent, 

be colored by such prejudices. This is examined by having participants indicate whether they 

think several pessimistic news headlines could be true (Study 2.2 and 2.3), and to examine 

how responsibility for negative events is attributed to society (Study 2.2).

Study 2.1

Method
Participants and procedure. Fifty male and 126 female Dutch university students (Mage = 

21.13; age range: 17-50 years) were approached in canteens or after participation in another 

study to fill in a short paper-and-pencil questionnaire. During informed consent, they were 

informed that the research explored experiences of people who live in the Netherlands. 

Ethics statement. This research was approved by the Ethical Committee Psychology of 

the University of Groningen. Study 2.1, written informed consent was obtained. In accor-
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dance with local ethical standards, people aged 16 and over are considered capable to decide 

whether or not to participate in research, so local ethical guidelines do not require consent by 

parents or guardians. In Study 2.2 and 2.3, which were conducted as online surveys, written 

informed consent was obtained (and included a statement which stated that by starting the 

questionnaire respondents agreed to participate, as is in line with local standards).

Prevalence estimates. Participants estimated the prevalence of societal problems in the 

past 30 days on two different dimensions: for themselves (personal) vs. for the average Dutch 

person (collective). The 12 problems were: Criminality; Alcohol abuse; Immigrants; Loitering 

teens; The recession; Personal enrichment or fraud; The government; The police; Foreigners; 

Money shortage; Offensive behavior by people they know; and Offensive behavior by strang-

ers. We selected these specific problems because they reflected societal problems that at the 

time were discussed in politics and media in the Netherlands. 

First, we instructed participants to think about their personal lives: “Think for example 

about the conversations you have, the things you do, and the people and situations you en-

counter in your daily life”. Subsequently, they estimated the number of days they encountered 

the 12 problems (ranging from 0 to 30) for the past 30 days in their personal lives (personal 

dimension; α = .74). Next, participants were instructed to think about the average Dutch per-

son: “What does the life of a Dutch person look like during 30 days? Think about the conver-

sations Dutch people have, the things they do, and the people and situations they encounter.” 

Following this introduction, participants estimated the number of days that the average Dutch 

person encountered the 12 problems during the last 30 days (collective dimension; α = .92). 

This prevalence estimates measure is reported in full in the Appendix. In addition, age and 

sex were assessed. Finally, participants were debriefed and thanked for participating in this 

research.

Additional methodological detail. We originally attempted to manipulate participants’ 

perceptions of the possible (future) state of Dutch society (positive vs. negative vs. both posi-

tive and negative). On a separate page before the prevalence estimates measures, participants 

read a short text that framed the state of the country as either an upward trend (positive), a 

downward trend (negative), or not a clear trend (both positive and negative) since the 1980s, 

e.g. “The following questions concern the situation in the Netherlands. We are interested in 

this topic because Dutch people have lived in adversity for the past few years (vs. prosper-

ity for the past few years vs. have lived in prosperity for too long).” However the manipu-

lation check was non-significant and no systematic effects of the manipulation on the DV’s 

approached significance; we concluded that the manipulations were ineffective and these will 

not be discussed further. Furthermore, in addition to judgments about the past 30 days, we 
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also asked participants to estimate the prevalence of societal problems during a period of 30 

days some years in the future (in the month of their graduation). These future judgments were 

largely the same as those for the present. Because they add so little insight into the process, 

future judgments are ignored in this paper. 

Before the prevalence estimates measure, we exploratively included potential predictors 

of Z: belief in a just treatment (14 items, adapted from Stroebe, Postmes, Täuber, Stegeman, & 

John, 2015), satisfaction with life (5 items, adapted from Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffin, 

1985), and optimism (10 items, adapted from Scheier, Carver, & Bridges, 1994). Because the 

emphasis in this paper is on the factor structure, these variables are not taken into account 

here. Correlations between these variables and collective- and personal-level prevalence esti-

mates are presented in Table A in the Supplementary Materials, for interested readers.

Results
Analytic strategy. Upon data screening, two participants were excluded from analyses 

for not completing the questionnaire. Furthermore, multivariate outlier analysis with Ma-

halanobis distance (see e.g. Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012) identified eight multivariate outliers 

(participants with inconsistent patterns of scores on items constituting key variables, e.g., scor-

ing 7 on both normal and reversed-scored items) which were excluded from further analyses. 

All subsequent analyses were based on N=166 participants. First, mean differences were ex-

plored. Second, exploratory factor analyses (EFAs) examined how many factors could be ex-

tracted on the basis of conventional criteria in EFA (i.e., parallel analysis (Horn, 1965) in R 3.0.2 

with the nFactors package and (theoretical) coherence of the extracted factors). We chose EFA 

rather than confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) because we did not have a priori predictions 

for a specific factor structure of personal-level prevalence estimates.

Inspection of differences in means. We examined differences in mean prevalence esti-

mates between personal and collective judgments using repeated measures analyses of vari-

ance (ANOVA). This ANOVA showed a strong significant main effect of the personal-collective 

dimension, F(1,165) = 261.47, p < .001, ηp
2 = .62. While participants on average estimated to 

have encountered the societal problems in their life on 1.98 days (95% CI [1.62, 2.33]), they 

estimated the average Dutch person to have encountered these problems on 6.45 days (95% 

CI [5.78, 7.12]). Thus as expected, people were more negative about collective life than about 

their personal lives. 

Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFAs). We conducted EFAs to explore whether estimates of 

societal problems would cluster into one (collective level) or multiple (personal level) factors. 

Principal Axis Factoring with oblique Promax rotation (assuming that factors could be cor-
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related, Russell, 2002) was performed with IBM SPSS Statistics 20 on the prevalence estimates 

per dimension (personal vs. collective). Initial screening indicated that the items referring to 

problems with the recession and money shortage were very highly correlated, pointing to 

redundancy issues. We therefore chose to exclude the item “Money shortage” from the EFAs, 

thereby enhancing interpretation of the factor solutions. Thus, two EFAs were performed on 

11 problem-items per dimension. For the purpose of the research question and limitations of 

space, it is sufficient to summarize the key findings. 

For personal estimates, the best fitting factor solution extracted four factors (see Table 2.1; 

note that parallel analysis was not entirely conclusive on whether the best fitting factor struc-

ture had four or three factors. We choose to report the four-factor solution because of relative-

ly better interpretability of the extracted factors). Eigenvalues of these factors were 3.33, 1.51, 

1.35, and 1.15 and the total explained variance was 66.79%. Factor loadings ranged between 

.41 and .97. However, several communality coefficients (i.e., the percentage of variance in a 

given variable explained by all the factors together) were below .40 and therefore considered 

poor (see e.g., Costello & Osborne, 2005). In sum, the personal-level four-factor solutions had a 

Table 2.1 
EFA Pattern and Structure Coefficients of Prevalence Estimates (Promax; Study 1) 
 

  Personal   Collective 
Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 h2 Factor 1 h2 

Foreigners  .72 (.70)             (.25)       (.28) .49 .80 .65 
Immigrants .70 (.57)                  .37 .84 .70 
Loitering Teens .53 (.64)       (.31)       (.46)       (.27) .45 .79 .63 
The police .41 (.56)       (.35)       (.34)       (.40) .38 .78 .61 
The recession  .75 (.67)            .49 .64 .41 
The government       (.39) .71 (.74)        .56 .68 .47 
Fraud  .56 (.58)       (.37)  .40 .59 .35 
Criminality       (.44)       (.29) .97 (.98)  .96 .77 .59 
Alcohol abuse    .48 (.44)  .24 .66 .43 
Indecency – known       (.31)        (.31) .97 (.95) .92 .72 .52 
Indecency – strangers        (.41)       (.30)  .49 (.56) .39 .69 .48 
Eigenvalue 3.33 1.51 1.35 1.15  6.27  
Percentage of variance 30.31 13.69 12.30 10.48  56.97  
Correlations: Factor 1 – .41 .42 .37    
Correlations: Factor 2  – .29 .27    
Correlations: Factor 3   – .26    
Note. Structure coefficients are in parentheses. Coefficients in bold load on factor (> .32). 
Coefficients smaller than .25 are not displayed. h2 = communality coefficient. 
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reasonably good fit to the data. 

In contrast, for collective judgments a single factor was extracted. This single factor had 

an eigenvalue of 6.27 and explained 56.97% of the variance (see Table 2.1). The factor load-

ings were good to excellent, ranging between .59 and .84. Most communality coefficients were 

sufficiently high as well; only the item “fraud” had a communality value below .40. Thus, for 

the collective-level dimension, the single-factor solution seemed to be a good fit to the data. In 

line with our expectations, the EFAs suggested that multiple factors underlie estimates of the 

prevalence of societal problems at the personal level, while one factor underlies estimates of 

the same societal problems at the collective level (for the average Dutch person). 

Variance explained by Z. In order to examine the hypothesis that collective-level judg-

ments would be accounted for by a single underlying dimension of Z, we examined the pro-

portion of variance in the items explained by a single factor solution at both personal and 

collective level. For personal-level judgments, results showed that on average 23% of the vari-

ance in the items was accounted for by single-factor Z. For collective-level items, on average 

54% of the variance was accounted for by Z. Hence, collective-level estimates bear evidence 

of a strong latent factor Z, whereas at the personal level, there is only weak evidence of such 

a latent factor.  

Discussion 
The results of Study 2.1 showed that as predicted, participants estimated the prevalence 

of societal problems in the life of the average Dutch person to be higher than in their person-

al lives. Moreover, in contrast to personal-level estimates, collective-level estimates clustered 

together in one factor in EFA. This single latent factor in turn accounted for a higher amount 

of variance in the variables. Together, these results are consistent with our prediction that 

Zeitgeist as represented by a latent factor Z underlies specific collective-level judgments about 

society.

A measure based on prevalence estimates of societal problems has specific advantages: 

its unit of measurement (days) has the same meaning across dimensions, which enhances 

comparability across measures (see e.g., Postmes et al., 1999). Additionally, this measure fo-

cuses on relatively concrete problems that people encounter both in their daily life and in the 

abstract (e.g., crime as a concrete experience vs. as a social construct). However, a limitation 

of this methodology is that it ignores a second class of societal discontents: abstract notions 

that cannot be expressed in absolute numbers, such as “trust in government”. In Study 2.2, 

we therefore tested an alternative method to measure this second aspect of Z, which captures 

these abstract societal discontents.
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Study 2.2

In Study 2.2 we investigated abstract-level judgments about ideas, values and institutions 

in society. Such discontents may crop up in public debate as blanket assertions about society: 

“we” have lost trust in the government, society has problems with immigrants or solidarity 

among citizens is declining. Again, we suggest that at the collective level, these abstract judg-

ments are influenced by one underlying evaluation of the state of society: a Zeitgeist. In con-

trast, personal and more concrete judgments should be predicted more strongly by personal 

experiences, which may cluster together in various factors reflecting various domains of life. 

In order to assess these predictions, we developed a measure of collective perceptions of so-

ciety that asks participants to judge the same issues on different dimensions: that is, on a 

personal and collective level, and with these same issues framed in more abstract and more 

concrete terms. For theoretical reasons, we are most interested in examining the personal-lev-

el concrete judgments and collective-level abstract judgments. Exploratively, we also included 

personal-abstract and collective-concrete judgments. These additional analyses (which also 

examined the differences in means between all dimensions and the influence of abstract vs. 

concrete wording in the items) are presented in the Supplementary Materials.

Furthermore, Study 2.2 explores the predictive validity of Z. We expect that Zeitgeist 

would affect people’s spontaneous interpretation of new events and new information about 

their society: Any new incidents and stories would have to be interpreted in such a way that 

they become aligned with the current Zeitgeist. Thus, we predict that Z will influence this 

impromptu interpretation. If the Zeitgeist is negative, pessimistic news headlines would be 

more likely to be perceived as true than optimistic ones. Furthermore, when confronted with 

individual examples of negative behavior, Z should predict whether these negative events are 

attributed to general characteristics of society and human nature.  

Method
Participants and design. Participants were 255 members of a representative panel of 

the Dutch population. They completed an online questionnaire distributed by a commercial 

agency in return for a monetary reward (the equivalent of approx. $2,-). The sample consisted 

of 146 men and 109 women, who ranged in age from 18 to 80 years old (M = 49.5, Med = 54). 

Procedure and materials. Participants received a link to an online survey about life in 

the Netherlands. The introduction page of the questionnaire provided participants with infor-

mation about the research purposes and an informed consent agreement. Before the main 

measures, several constructs were included for explorative reasons and to aid assessment of 
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convergent and discriminant validity in future studies. These constructs were (all measured 

on 7-point scales): Optimism (10 items; adapted from Scheier et al., 1994); general social trust 

(3 items, adapted from European Social Survey, 2012); social trust in other groups (4 items, 

adapted from World Value Survey, 2012); political trust (4 items; adapted from European So-

cial Survey, 2012); neighborhood safety (4 items, adapted from European Social Survey, 2012); 

identification with the Netherlands (4 items; Postmes, Haslam, & Jans, 2013); and state of the 

country (2 items: “In general, would you expect life for most people in the Netherlands to be-

come better or worse?” and “To what extent is life for most people in the Netherlands better 

or worse than in the year 2000?”). Correlations between these variables and collective- and 

personal-level evaluative statements are presented in Table B in the Supplementary Mate-

rials, for interested readers. The main measures were presented to participants in the same 

order as described below. After completion, participants were given a brief explanation of the 

purpose of the study and were thanked for their cooperation.

Personal and collective perceptions of (dis)content. We measured participants’ judg-

ments of 14 societal topics on a personal (concrete) and a collective (abstract) judgment di-

mension. The societal topics were selected to reflect a broad range of issues considered im-

portant in contemporary (Dutch) society, both for the functioning of society in general and as 

perceived challenges to society today. The topic selection of topics generally important for so-

ciety was inspired by Haidt and colleagues’ moral foundations theory, which reflects domains 

that are important in collective (moral) life: Harm/Care, Fairness/Reciprocity, Ingroup/Loyalty, 

Authority/Respect, and Purity/Sanctity (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009; Haidt & Graham, 2007). 

A further set of issues was derived from current public debates on the state of Dutch society 

(e.g., trust in government, immigration). We aimed to balance the valence of the evaluative 

statements, by including positively (+) as well as negatively framed topics. Thus, the 14 societal 

topics included in our measure were: Violence, Care (+), Honesty (+), Corruption, Injustice by 

others, Injustice by governmental agencies, Inequality, Trust (+), Social cohesion (+), Egotism, 

Immigration, Loyalty (+), Lack of respect, and Lack of decency. Each topic was assessed with 

two items. For example, the resulting items for the societal topic “egotism” were (translated 

into English): “In my personal life, my experience is that people act mostly out of self-interest” 

(personal-concrete) and “Egotism is a problem in society” (collective-abstract). The person-

al-concrete wording reflects concrete experiences with selfishness that people might encoun-

ter in their day to day life. The collective-abstract wording is of the form in which it enters the 

public debate. 

All evaluative statements were measured on a scale from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly 

agree, with 4 neither agree, nor disagree. Personal and collective items were measured in two 
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separate blocks. Within these blocks, all items were randomized. First, participants received 

instructions to think about themselves and their personal lives: “think for example about the 

conversations you have, the things you do, and the people and situations you encounter in 

your daily life”. Participants subsequently indicated agreement with items at the personal 

level. Next, participants received instructions to think about Dutch society and indicate agree-

ment with collective-level items: “think for example about topics Dutch people tend to talk 

about, the things that Dutch people do, and the situations and individuals that Dutch people 

encounter in society”. All items are reported in full in the Appendix.

Predictive validity: newspaper headlines and news reports. In order to explore wheth-

er Z predicted participants’ impromptu interpretation of new information about society, par-

ticipants were first asked to indicate the extent to which they thought 14 newspaper headlines 

could be true. These headlines consisted of seven pairs, providing the opposite claim on the 

same topic: for example, “Criminality in the Netherlands strongly increased in 2011” (a neg-

ative headline) and “Criminality in the Netherlands strongly decreased in 2011” (positive). 

Two subscales were computed: negative headlines (α = .71) and positive headlines (α = .76). The 

headlines were rated on a scale from 1 very untrue to 7 very true, with 4 neutral.

Participants then read three short news reports, “such as one could encounter daily in the 

newspapers, on the internet, or on television”. These were inspired by news stories which 

had made headlines in the regional or national media a few years ago, about a man who laid 

dead in his house for two years before he was found by the police, about a man who had beat-

en a dog to death, and about ambulance personnel who were attacked by bystanders. After 

reading each report, participants indicated to what extent the cause of this event lay with (i) 

those involved in the situation, (ii) current society, and (iii) humanity, on a scale from -3 not at 

all true to 3 very true, with 0 neutral. Three subscales were computed across the three news 

reports (three items each): situational attribution (low reliability, α = .27), societal attribution 

(α = .56), and attribution to humankind (α = .72). Finally, demographic variables were assessed: 

age, sex, nationality, education level, and employment status.

Results
Analytic strategy. During preliminary screening for outliers, seven participants were ex-

cluded. Five participants were excluded because they took less than 5 minutes to complete the 

study, which on average took participants approximately 19 minutes (5% trimmed mean). One 

participant was excluded for completing only the first part of the questionnaire (i.e. not the 

main variables). Furthermore, one outlier was detected after screening for multivariate outli-

ers by computing Mahalanobis distance (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2012). All further analyses were 
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thus conducted on responses of N = 248 participants. First, EFAs examined the factor structure 

underlying personal(-concrete) and collective(-abstract) perceptions of society. Given that we 

did not have predictions for the specific factor structure of personal-level judgments, we again 

chose to examine factor structure using EFA. Second, regression analyses examined whether 

interpretation of news headlines and incidents could be predicted by Z. Analyses examining 

mean differences between personal and collective judgments are reported in the Supplemen-

tary Materials. The mean differences were in line with the results of Study 2.1 and showed 

that participants were more negative (and less positive) about collective life compared to their 

personal lives.

Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFAs). As in Study 2.1, Principal Axis Factoring with Pro-

max rotation was used. For personal-concrete judgments, three factors were extracted with 

eigenvalues of 5.56, 1.66, and 1.13 (see Table 2). The total amount of variance explained by this 

factor structure was 59.63%. Communality coefficients tended to be quite low, with several 

values below .40. The variables seemed not well-defined by this factor solution, with two vari-

ables not loading on any factor (loadings < .32; other factor loadings ranged from .35 to .99). 

Thus, we concluded that for personal-concrete judgments, the factor solution was suboptimal.

In contrast, for collective-abstract judgments, two factors were extracted with eigenvalues 

of 5.77 and 1.95, explaining 55.19% of the variance in the data (see Table 2.2). Item-valence 

seemed to have influenced the factor structure to create a “method factor”: Negative variables 

loaded on one factor, positive variables on another. The factors were highly correlated with 

each other at -.54. Factor loadings were all excellent, ranging between .60 and .80, except for 

the item Immigration (.42). This item stands out due to its relatively low communality coeffi-

cient (.19), suggesting that it might not be a close fit to the factor. In all, we concluded that this 

two-factor solution has good fit for collective-abstract judgments. 

The fact that negatively and positively framed variables formed a method factor can be 

due to characteristics (i.e., valence) on item-level, but could also indicate that judgments about 

positive characteristics of society are to some extent independent of judgments about negative 

characteristics. For now, we will take this valence distinction into account in our further anal-

yses, and assess the amount of variance in the items that is accounted for by this two-factor 

representation of Z.

Variance explained by Z. Again, we investigated the influence of Z on the judgments of 

specific issues by calculating the amount of variance in the items that was accounted for by 

Z (i.e., in this model Z-negative and Z-positive). Results show that on average, 42% of the vari-

ance in negative collective judgments was accounted for by Z, compared to 36% for negative 

personal judgments. For positive collective judgments, on average 59% of the variance was 
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accounted for by Z, compared to 54% for positive personal judgments. Thus, in line with Study 

2.1 these results suggest the strongest influence of a latent factor Z on collective(-abstract) 

judgments.

Exploring predictive validity. Finally, we examined whether participants’ interpretation 

of news headlines and news reports could be predicted by Zeitgeist, as represented by their 

scores on the latent factor Z. For this we focused only on the negative items, because we were 

specifically interested in the relation between discontent and negative news and events in 

this Dutch context. Following the factor structure extracted from EFA, aggregated scores were 

computed for two negative personal judgment factors (Factor 1: Injustice by others, Inequali-

ty, Corruption, Egoism, Injustice by Government (α = .72) and Factor 2: Violence, Immigration 

(α = .77)) and one collective judgment factor (Factor 1: Injustice by others, Inequality, Lack 

of respect, Corruption, Egoism, Injustice by government, Violence, Immigration, and Lack of 

decency (α = .86)). Regression analyses were used to determine the influence of personal and 

collective judgments on the interpretation of news headlines and attributions. We expected 

Table 2.2 
EFA Pattern and Structure Coefficients of Personal-Concrete and Collective-Abstract Judgments 
(Promax; Study 2) 
 

 Personal-Concrete  Collective-Abstract 
Variable Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 h2  Factor 1 Factor 2 h2 

Loyalty  .88 (.81)       (.41)       (.31) .67        (.43) .78 (.78) .61 
Care .75 (.70)       (.32)       (.32) .49        (.41) .72 (.73) .53 
Trust .74 (.76)       (.46)       (.37) .58        (.48) .76 (.79) .63 
Honesty .73 (.75)       (.44)       (.38) .56        (.45) .80 (.81) .65 
Social cohesion .71 (.64)       (.26)       (.30) .42        (.33) .77 (.72) .53 
Lack of respect .35 (.57)       (.50) .29 (.54) .43  .71 (.72)       (.41) .52 
Injustice by others .29 (.54)       (.53)       (.51) .40  .62 (.70)       (.48) .50 
Inequality       (.34) .99 (.84)       (.38) .74  .64 (.63)       (.32) .39 
Corruption       (.30) .61 (.61)       (.40) .39  .60 (.64)       (.40) .41 
Egoism .29 (.49) .43 (.55)       (.30) .36  .77 (.70)       (.29) .50 
Injustice by government .30 (.50) .35 (.53)       (.37) .34  .60 (.63)       (.38) .40 
Violence       (.29)       (.41) .99 (.88) .78  .65 (.60)       (.27) .37 
Immigration       (.44)       (.44) .67 (.72) .53  .42 (.44)       (.26) .19 
Lack of decency       (.42) .31 (.54) .31 (.53) .37  .71 (.73)       (.42) .53 
Eigenvalue 5.56 1.66 1.13   5.77 1.95  
Percentage of variance 39.73 11.85 8.06   41.24 13.95  
Correlations: Factor 1 – -.56 -.49   – -.54  
Correlations: Factor 2  – .56      

Note. Structure coefficients are in parentheses. Coefficients in bold load on factor (> .32). 
Coefficients smaller than .25 are not displayed. h2 = communality coefficient. 
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the collective level to be the best predictor in line with hypotheses concerning Z. Table 2.3 

presents the results.

We first examined the influence of the judgment dimensions on negative news headlines. 

Only collective judgments were a significant predictor, β = .64, t(244) = 11.10, p < .001, while 

personal judgments did not predict participants’ interpretation of negative news headlines. 

So, people with higher collective-level reports of societal problems were more likely to inter-

pret negative news headlines as truthful, while personal-level perceptions of problems were 

unrelated. Collective judgments explained 41% of the variance in scores on negative news 

headlines (F(3, 244) = 56.17, p < .001). Similar results were found for positive news headlines, 

although there was less variance explained (R2 = .23, F(3, 244) = 24.53, p < .001). Again, collec-

tive judgments significantly (and negatively) predicted participants’ interpretation of positive 

news headlines, β = -.54, t(244) = -8.21, p < .001. The second personal-level judgment factor 

was a significant (positive) predictor as well, β = .14, t(244) = 2.28, p = .02, but had a quite small 

unique contribution to the explained variance compared to collective-level judgments (sr2 = 

.02 vs. sr2 = .21 respectively). 

The influence of Z on the attribution of causality in news reports was examined using the 

same approach (see Table 2.3). The items for attribution of causality to the persons involved in 

the news reports combined to an unreliable scale (α = .27), and will therefore be left out of sub-

sequent analyses. With respect to societal attributions, only collective judgments were a signif-

icant predictor, β = .44, t(244) = 6.41, p < .001, (R2 = .17, F(3, 244) = 16.12, p < .001). Thus, higher 

reports of societal problems predicted people’s attribution of causality in these sensational 

news reports to society. The results for attributions to humankind were again broadly similar 

(see Table 2.3). Only collective judgments significantly predicted attributions to humankind (β 

= .31, t(231) = 4.27, p < .001 and R2 = .14, F(3, 231) = 11.98, p < .001). In sum, these results suggest 

that collective(-abstract) judgments representing Z are the best predictors of interpretations 

and attributions of new information about society.

Discussion 
The results of Study 2.2 replicated the patterns we found in Study 2.1. These results pro-

vide further evidence for a general factor Z, reflecting Zeitgeist in collective-abstract judg-

ments about society. EFA showed that for collective-abstract judgments, a well-fitting two-fac-

tor structure could be defined; this reflected not only our hypothesized general factor Z, but 

also a “method factor” constructed through the influence of item valence (positive vs. nega-

tive). In contrast, EFA did not reveal a well-fitting factor solution for personal-concrete judg-

ments. Furthermore, a two-factor representation of Z (a positive and a negative factor) ac-
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counted for most variance in collective-abstract items, compared to personal-concrete items. 

Further evidence for the conceptualization of Zeitgeist is provided through the exploration 

of its predictive validity. We found that participants’ judgments of collective-abstract issues, 

representing Z, were the strongest or only predictor of their impromptu interpretation and 

attribution of new information about society. While the measures we used in Study 2.1 and 2.2 

have important differences, both seem to be able to reflect the gloom about society that is felt 

in the Netherlands. In order to gain understanding of the relation between these measures, 

we directly compared them by including both in Study 2.3. 

Study 2.3

Study 2.3 has two main aims: first, it explores the relation between the prevalence esti-

mates of concrete societal problems and the (more conventional) judgments of societal issues 

applied to (concrete) personal life versus (abstract) collective life. By combining both mea-

sures in one study, we aim to learn more about how these judgments of societal issues are 

connected to each other and we can directly compare their utility. 

Second, Study 2.3 transfers these methods of measuring perceptions of society from the 

context of Dutch society to American society. By changing the societal context of our research, 

we hope to explore the generalizability of our conceptualization of Zeitgeist and our newly de-

signed methods for measuring it. Since in the US the general perception of the state of society 

Table 2.3 
Regression Analysis for Predictors of Negative and Positive Headlines and Attribution of Causality 
to Society and Humanity in Reports (Study 2) 

 
 Negative 

headlines 
Positive 

headlines 
Reports – 

Society 
Reports – 
Humanity 

 B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β B (SE) β 
Constant 2.47 (.20)*** 4.78 (.25)*** 2.68 (.37)** 1.86 (.47)*** 
Personal 1 -.02 (.04) -.03  .05 (.05)  .08 -.07 (.07) -.07  .04 (.09) .03 

Personal 2  .02 (.03) .05  .08 (.04)  .14*  .00 (.05)  .00  .09 (.07) .10 
Collective  .55 (.05) .64*** -.50 (.06) -.54***  .58 (.09) .44***  .49 (.12) .31*** 
R2 .41***  .23***  .17***  .14***  

Note. Personal 1 = mean personal-concrete judgments of Injustice by others, Inequality, 
Corruption, Egoism, Injustice by Government; Personal 2 = mean personal-concrete judgments 
of Violence, Immigration; Collective = mean collective-abstract judgments of Injustice by others, 
Inequality, Lack of respect, Corruption, Egoism, Injustice by government, Violence, Immigration, 
Lack of decency. 
 * p ≤ .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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also seemed to be gloomy (e.g. Pew Research Center, 2014), we believed this to be an interest-

ing comparison country for the results we obtained in the Netherlands. 

Method
Participants and design. Participants were 287 (167 female, 120 male) members of the 

American general public, who ranged in age from 18 to 82 years old (M = 34.7, Med = 31, SD 

= 12.5). The sample was predominantly White (81.9%), with a minority of African Americans 

(5.6%), Hispanics (5.9%), and Asians (4.9%). The data was collected shortly before the US 2012 

presidential election; 56.1% (161) of participants intended to vote for Obama/Biden (Demo-

cratic Party), 27.2% (78) for Romney/Ryan (Republican Party), and 16.7% (48) participants ei-

ther intended to vote for a third party candidate, were undecided, or indicated not to care 

about the elections. 

Procedure and materials. Participants were invited through Amazon MTurk to complete 

an online questionnaire. They received $0.50 for participation. The study started with infor-

mation about the research purposes and an informed consent agreement. The questionnaire 

generally replicated the design of Study 2.2; the constructs were measured in order as de-

scribed below. As in Study 2.2, we included the variables that may help to inform us about 

convergent and divergent validity in later research: optimism (Scheier et al., 1994), neigh-

bourhood safety (4 items, adapted from European Social Survey, 2012), general social trust 

(European Social Survey, 2012), social trust in other groups (World Value Survey, 2012), and 

political trust (European Social Survey, 2012). Correlations between these variables and collec-

tive- and personal-level judgments are presented in Table C in the Supplementary Materials, 

for interested readers. After completion, participants were given a brief description of the 

study and thanked.

Collective perceptions of society. Collective perceptions of society were assessed by com-

bining the methods of Study 2.1 and 2.2: prevalence estimates of specific societal problems 

and (dis)agreement with evaluative statements about general societal topics. Both measures 

are reported in full in the Appendix. 

Prevalence estimates: Prevalence of 18 societal problems was judged in one’s own life (per-

sonal level) and for the average American (collective level), using the method described in 

Study 2.1. The problems that were included were partly based on Study 2.1 but adjusted to 

include societal issues that were discussed in the period prior to the US presidential election: 

Crime, Personal safety, Loitering teens, Immigration, Health care provision, Global warming, 

The economy, The recession, Money shortage, Unemployment, The government, The police, 

Corruption or fraud, Discrimination, Obesity, Alcohol or drugs abuse, Offensive behavior by 
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strangers, and Offensive behavior by friends/acquaintances. 

Evaluative statements: Participants were asked to judge statements about 12 general soci-

etal topics. Based on Study 2.2, we included the following topics: Violence, Care (+), Honesty 

(+), Corruption, Injustice, Inequality, Trust (+), Social cohesion (+), Egoism, Loyalty (+), Lack 

of respect, and Lack of decency. Each topic was measured on a personal-concrete and a col-

lective-abstract judgment-dimension. We also exploratively included personal-abstract and 

collective-concrete judgments. These results are generally in line with those of Study 2.2 and 

not reported here. The topics were measured on a scale from 1 strongly disagree to 7 strongly 

agree, with 4 neither agree, nor disagree.

Items at the personal and collective level were measured in two separate blocks, which 

were counterbalanced. At the personal level, participants first received instructions to think 

about their personal day-to-day experiences: “Think for example about the conversations that 

you have, the things that you do, and the people and situations you encounter in your daily 

life”. Participants then were asked to indicate their (dis)agreement with the personal-concrete 

evaluative statements. After this, participants completed the prevalence estimates at personal 

level.

At the collective level, participants were instructed to think about experiences in pres-

ent-day society: “Think about the issues that other Americans talk about, the things that other 

Americans do and the people and situations that other Americans encounter in society”. Sub-

sequently, participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with the collective-abstract 

evaluative statements, and after this, they completed the prevalence estimates at collective 

level.       

Predictive validity: newspaper headlines. We measured participants’ interpretation of 

newspaper headlines to explore the predictive validity of Z. This measure was based on the 

measure we used in Study 2.2, but adapted to the American context and altered in the sense 

that we used 10 positive and negative single statements (as opposed to paired statements in 

Study 2.2). Participants indicated the extent to which they thought these headlines could be 

true on a scale from 1 = completely untrue to 7 = completely true, with 4 = neither true, nor 

untrue. Examples of the headlines were: “U.S. crime rates increase in 2012” and “Increasing 

number of Americans in debt”. The full scale (six items reflecting negative developments in 

society and four items reflecting positive developments in society) had low reliability and 

inspection of means, standard deviations, and correlations suggested that several items were 

understood differently then we intended. We therefore decided to leave aside one negative 

item (designed to resemble a form of symbolic threat, “Fewer Americans celebrate Thanksgiv-

ing”) and the four positive items (e.g., “Trust in government is growing”) and instead use five 
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negative items to form a negative headlines scale (α = .61). Finally, demographic variables were 

assessed: age, sex, ethnicity, level of education, voting intentions, and political views.   

Results
On the basis of preliminary screening for outliers with Mahalanobis distance (see e.g. Ta-

bachnick & Fidell, 2012) 12 participants with incoherent response patterns on key variables 

(e.g., consistently answering 7 on both normal and reversed items) were excluded. All further 

analyses were conducted on N = 275 participants. The analytic strategy followed that of Stud-

ies 2.1 and 2.2. However, for analyzing the results of Study 2.3 we used CFA to test the one fac-

tor Z model and the amount of variance explained by Z in collective-level (vs. personal-level) 

judgments. 

Inspection of differences in means. We conducted one-way repeated measures ANOVAs 

separately for the prevalence estimates and the negatively- and positively-framed evaluative 

statements. Results of Study 2.1 and 2.2 were globally replicated. For the prevalence estimates, 

participants estimated to have personally encountered societal problems on 5.28 [4.72, 5.83] 

out of the last 30 days (a score much higher than that in Study 2.1, also on individual items 

concerning crime, a.o.). However, the average American was estimated to have encountered 

the same problems about twice as much: 10.45 [9.67, 11.24] out of the last 30 days, F(1,273) = 

228.33, p < .001, ηp
2 = .46.

For negatively-framed evaluative statements, participants disagreed that negative topics af-

fected their personal life, (M = 3.20 [3.08; 3.32]), but on average agreed that these topics affect-

ed collective life, (M = 4.49 [4.37, 4.60]), F(1,274) = 384.15, p < .001, ηp
2 = .58. For positively-framed 

statements, participants agreed that these topics affected their personal life (M = 5.12 [5.00, 

5.24]) more than they affected the life of Americans in general (M = 4.20 [4.09, 4.31]), F(1,274) = 

263.86, p < .001, ηp
2 = .49. Thus as expected, participants were more negative and less positive 

about societal issues in collective life than in their personal lives, both when responding to 

statements and when estimating concrete numbers.

Relations between dimensions. The correlations between factors in all studies (2.1-3) 

are reported in full in Table D in the Supplementary Materials. Here we focus only on the 

correlation between the different Z estimates based on prevalence estimates and evaluative 

statements. This correlation was moderate to strong (r = .41), suggesting that there was (limit-

ed) overlap. The difference between these two estimates could either be due to them tapping 

into different kinds of judgments or information about what society is, but it is also likely that 

the different measurement scales reduced the overlap.
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Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs): Assessing variance explained by Z. We used a 

structural equation modelling technique (CFA) to test the Z-model and the amount of variance 

explained by Z in the prevalence estimates and collective(-abstract) and personal(-concrete) 

statement-judgments. The variance R2 accounted for by Z indicates the extent to which a gen-

eral factor influences perceptions of particular societal problems, and is our main outcome 

variable. We predicted that this R2 would be higher for collective- than for personal-level judg-

ments. Estimates of model fit also indicate to what extent a single dimension could be identi-

fied. Thus, we inspected the standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR; value < .08 indi-

cates reasonable fit; Hu & Bentler, 1999), the comparative fit index (CFI; value > .90 indicates 

reasonable fit; Bentler, 1990), and the root-mean-square-error-of-approximation (RMSEA; val-

ue < .08 indicates reasonable fit; Browne & Cudeck, 1993). The analyses were conducted with 

R 3.0.2 and the Lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012). 

Prevalence estimates. For the prevalence estimates, we tested a model with one latent 

factor Z predicting the prevalence of Crime, Loitering teens, Immigrants, Health care provi-

sion, Global warming, The recession, The government, The police, Corruption, Discrimination, 

Obesity, and Offensive behavior by strangers, on the personal versus collective level (note that 

the variables Personal safety, The economy, Money shortages, Unemployment, and Offensive 

behavior by friends were dropped from the analyses because preliminary analyses suggest-

ed item redundancies: Personal safety was correlated .78 with Crime; The economy, Money 

shortages, and Unemployment were correlated .89, .77 and .55 with The recession respective-

ly; and Offensive behavior by friends was correlated .78 with Offensive behavior by strang-

ers.) Two modification indices in preliminary analyses indicated above-average covariances. 

The models took this into account by including the covariance between the error terms of the 

variables Recession and The government, and The police and Obesity in the model. Finally, the 

analyses of univariate skewness and kurtosis suggested possible violations of the assumption 

of multivariate normality. We therefore conducted analyses using maximum likelihood esti-

mation with robust standard errors and a Satorra-Bentler scaled test statistic (Russell, 2002; 

Satorra & Bentler, 1994).

The fit indices indicated a good fit of the Z-model for collective-level estimates (CFI = .95; 

SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI [.05; .08]), and poor to acceptable fit for personal-level esti-

mates (CFI = .88; SRMR = .06; RMSEA = .05, 90% CI [.03; .06]). The amount of variance in the 

variables accounted for by Z was assessed by inspecting the R2-values for all variables and cal-

culating R2-means (R2-means were calculated by calculating the mean of Fisher Z transformed 

R-values, which were subsequently back-transformed and squared). As predicted, the mean 

R2-value for the collective prevalence estimates was higher (R2-mean = .45) than for personal 
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prevalence estimates (R2-mean = .29). Thus, results confirm that the one factor Z-model ex-

plained the largest amount of variance at the collective level.

Evaluative statements. Preliminary analyses of the statement-judgments indicated that 

positive and negative variables loaded onto separate factors, similar to Study 2.2. According-

ly we specified a bifactor model in CFA which modelled a positive and negative factor and 

(concurrently) the general factor Z. In such a bifactor model, all factors are independent (as 

opposed to a hierarchical model, is which the positive and negative factor would be correlated 

with the general factor) and this means that method variance can be partialled out. Moreover, 

in a bifactor approach the strength of the general factor (relative to the positive and negative 

factors) can be assessed (e.g., Brouwer, Meijer, & Zevalkink, 2013). 

First, model fit was briefly inspected. The fit indices suggested good fit of the bifactor mod-

el for personal judgments (CFI = .96; SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [.05; .09]) as well as for 

collective judgments (CFI = .94; SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .08, 90% CI [.06; .10]). Next, we inspected 

R2-values for all items and calculated R2-means accounted for by the models. Similar to results 

of Studies 2.1 and 2.2, somewhat less variance was accounted for by the model of personal 

judgments (R2-mean = .45), than by the model of collective judgments (R2 = .53). Within this 

overall variance explained, the positive and negative factors explained less variance (ranging 

from 19% to 21%) compared with the general factor: 59% for collective and 59% for person-

al, respectively. Putting things together, the results are consistent with those of Study 2.2: al-

though there are differences between personally- and negatively worded items, there is also 

evidence for a general factor Z at the collective level in particular. But, it should be noted that 

compared with Study 2.2, the differences between the personal and collective level are small-

er. The implications of this are considered in the discussion.

Predictive validity: the interpretation of news headlines. In a final set of analyses, we 

tested whether Z could predict the interpretation of negative news headlines. Similar to Study 

2.2, we conducted a regression analysis with predictor Z represented by the average scores on 

the collective judgment dimensions. Hence, two scales were constructed by averaging scores 

on the prevalence estimates (as were used in CFA) on personal and collective level (P30: α = 

.78 and C30: α = .90). Furthermore, the two scales were constructed by averaging participants’ 

scores on the variables Violence, Egotism, Lack of decency, Injustice, Lack of respect and Cor-

ruption for personal-concrete and collective-abstract judgments (PC: α = .76 and CA: α = .81). 

We expected CA and C30 to be the best predictors in the model, both contributing to the inter-

pretation of news headlines. The results are presented in Table 2.4. 

Both collective-level judgment dimensions were significant predictors of people’s inter-

pretation of negative news headlines, CA: β = .31, t(269) = 4.89, p < .001 and C30: β = .26, t(269) 
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Table 2.4  
Regression Analysis for Predictors of Negative News Headlines (Study 3)  
 

 B (SE)  β 

Constant  3.85 (.22)*** 

PC -0.03 (.05) -.04 

P30 -0.02 (.01) -.11 

CA  0.27 (.06)  .31*** 

C30  0.03 (.01)  .26*** 

R2  .19***  
Note. PC = personal-concrete judgments; P30 = personal prevalence estimates; CA= 
collective-abstract; C30 = collective prevalence estimates.  
* p ≤ .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
 

= 3.88, p < .001, while personal-level judgments were not. Thus, higher collective-level reports 

of problems in society again predicted higher likelihood of interpreting news headlines as 

truthful. The model significantly explained 19% of the variance in participants’ interpretation 

of news headlines (F(4, 269) = 15.28, p < .001). In line with the results of Study 2.2, this suggest 

that Z as represented by these collective constructs has predictive validity. 

Discussion 
The results of Study 2.3 show that similar to what we found in Dutch society, our Amer-

ican participants were more negative and less positive about collective life than about their 

personal lives. In all, we again found evidence for our hypothesized conceptualization of Zeit-

geist: For both types of collective-level judgments stronger evidence was found for a latent 

factor Z than for both types of personal-level judgments. Moreover, both collective-level mea-

sures predicted participants’ interpretation of news headlines.

One potential limitation of this study is the societal context at the time the data were col-

lected: the US 2012 presidential elections. The salience of societal issues in discussion between 

politicians and in mass media during election time might have influenced people’s collec-

tive-level judgments of societal issues in our measures, potentially inflating the discrepancy 

between personal- and collective-level judgments that we found. However, given that discrep-

ancy is very large and in line with the results of Study 2.1 and 2.2, we suspect that the interpre-

tation of these findings, that participants were more negative about collective life than about 

their personal lives, remains valid. 
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Second, important to note is that this study showed that CFA procedures are extremely 

sensitive to item-overlap in the covariance matrix, that is to pairs or groups of items which 

correlated much higher with each other than with the other items. For example, high correla-

tions between pairs of items in the prevalence-estimates measure (crime and personal safety, 

for example) prevented our initial CFAs from fitting acceptably and necessitated modifica-

tions to the CFA models (effectively reducing the influence of item redundancy). The sensitiv-

ity of these analyses to redundancy within the data demands careful item selection in future 

research. 

Furthermore, while the results showed most evidence for a latent factor Z in collective- 

level statement judgments, the difference with personal-level judgments was relatively small. 

This difference was more pronounced between personal- and collective-level prevalence esti-

mates: The Z-model had a good fit for collective estimates and accounted for a higher amount 

of the variance in the items, suggesting a greater influence of Z on people’s estimates of collec-

tive problems. Given the pattern of results that Study 2.3 provides, we recommend using the 

prevalence estimates method for measuring Zeitgeist in future research. 

General Discussion

In the present research, we aimed to develop a new method of measuring Zeitgeist in 

order to better understand the current state of societal discontent in many Western countries. 

The results are consistent with the assumption that Zeitgeist is a collective global-level evalua-

tion of the state (and future) of society that affects particular collective judgments concerning 

society. Across all three studies, we demonstrated that aggregated perceptions at the person-

al and collective level were very different (Study 2.1-2.3). Moreover, our theoretical model 

was supported by the present research: We consistently found evidence for a latent factor Z, 

underlying collective-level perceptions of the state of society (Study 2.1-2.3). In addition, the 

results showed that this Z predicted how new information about society is interpreted and 

attributed (Study 2.2 and 2.3). 

The results confirm the apparent societal discontent that seems to characterize the Zeit-

geist in both the Netherlands and the US: Our research showed a large significant difference 

between personal and collective perceptions of the same societal issues. On the more concrete 

prevalence estimates, Dutch and Americans alike believed that “the average person” in their 

country encountered societal problems many more times in the last 30 days than they did 

themselves. Moreover, the evaluative statement-judgments showed that while participants on 

average disagreed that societal issues pose a problem in their personal lives, they on average 
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agreed that the same issues were a problem in society. The magnitude of these differences is 

unrealistically large, yet in line with what we anticipated to find about the Zeitgeist in those 

countries. Our findings suggest that to the respondents in our samples, both types of percep-

tions are “real” in the sense that these are the social realities they perceive in their personal 

life and in society in general. But it would be hard to ignore that collective-level perceptions 

both in the Netherlands and in the US are very different from realities that are grounded 

in concrete personal experience. While one might point out that personal-level perceptions 

are equally subjective and unlikely to correspond to “the truth” (and indeed we know they 

are distorted by various cognitive and motivational biases, see e.g. Alicke & Govorun, 2005; 

Brown, 2012; Chambers & Windschitl, 2004), it is nevertheless important to note that person-

al-level perceptions are much more in line with official records of problems such as crime 

levels. These results are also consistent with the findings in the risk perception literature and 

cross-national and cross-cultural literature that point to the utility of measuring collective-lev-

el beliefs and values (Chiu et al., 2010; R. Fischer, 2006; Terracciano et al., 2005; Tyler & Cook, 

1984; Van der Linden, 2014). Even though such collective-level (or intersubjective) constructs 

do not necessarily bear any relation to their personal-level counterpart, they can uniquely 

predict variance in important outcomes. This stresses the importance of investigating and 

understanding collective-level perceptions.

Furthermore, the present research tested our hypothesized model of general factor Z 

underlying and predicting collective judgments about societal issues. The results indicated 

support for our approach: For collective-level judgments, we found one general latent factor 

Z (note that in the evaluative statement-measure in Study 2.2 and 2.3 a “method” factor re-

flected semantic differences between positively and negatively framed items). Noteworthy 

is that this latent Z factor predicts collective-level judgements across a broad range of topics, 

both currently important (e.g., the recession) and generally important in society (covering 

different moral foundations such as care, lack of respect, etc. Graham et al., 2009; Haidt & Gra-

ham, 2007). In contrast, for personal-level judgments multiple factors were found, reflecting 

clusters of topics in various areas of life (e.g., safety, social bonds, economy, etc.). In addition, 

general factor Z explained the highest amount of variance in collective-level items in compar-

ison to personal-level items, suggesting the strongest influence of Z on the various collective 

perceptions of society. 

One unanticipated finding was the so-called “method factor” that appeared in the EFA for 

evaluative statements in Study 2.2 (and the preliminary analyses of Study 2.3). The valence of 

the items in these studies (positive vs. negative) created a second factor, because positive items 

were correlated slightly stronger with each other than with negative items and vice versa. 
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Nevertheless, positive and negative items are also correlated strongly with each other and 

thus are anchored in a single dimension (see Supplementary Materials), and most variance in 

the bifactor model in Study 2.3 was explained by general factor Z, as compared to either the 

positive or the negative factors. This suggests that the differences between positively- and neg-

atively worded items are due mainly to the semantic differences between them. Nevertheless, 

it is also clear that positive and negative perceptions of societal issues are more independent 

than we initially assumed. A combination of focus group and survey based research shows 

that while people are mostly negative and easily identify problems in society, when pressed 

to think about things in society they can be proud of, they are able to come up with examples 

of topics that actually have considerable overlap with the identified problems (e.g. the way 

people live together in society, Bijl et al., 2011). This indicates a possibly more complex relation 

between positive and negative perceptions of society, which could be an interesting topic for 

future research. But in view of the substantial and predicted correlation between the positive 

and negative judgments and the explained variance in the bifactor model in Study 2.3, our 

conclusion nevertheless is that the present results provide strong evidence for a general latent 

factor Z, underlying collective-level perceptions of society.  

Importantly, Studies 2.2 and 2.3 demonstrated that Z can predict participants’ interpre-

tation of new information about society. When collective perceptions were combined into a 

scale representing Z, this Z predicted participants’ interpretation of news headlines (Study 2.2 

and 2.3) and the attribution of cause to society and humanity (Study 2.2). Not only do these 

results suggest that Z has predictive validity, they are also a first step towards investigating 

the possible influence of Zeitgeist on individual-level outcomes. At least, these results clearly 

indicate that collective perceptions are good predictors of individual responses to social infor-

mation – better than personal perceptions in fact. 

Summarizing these results, we suggest that this explorative research points to a new op-

erationalization of societal discontents, conceived as Zeitgeist. Because the current climate of 

societal discontents was the starting point for this research, we have been focusing mostly 

on people’s negative views of what society is and on the problems they see in their country. 

However, theoretically we assume that Zeitgeist can be (overly) positive as well as (overly) 

negative, or somewhere in between. For example, until recently Australian citizens appear to 

have been quite optimistic about their country: In 2009, 49% of Australians were optimistic 

about the future (12% were pessimistic), and 48% reported to trust the federal government to 

“do the right thing for Australian people” (Markus, 2014). Only recently this strongly changed: 

between 2010 and 2014, pessimism about the future has risen to 19% (optimism fell to 43%) 

and trust in government sharply declined to 26-31% (Markus, 2014). While these statistics are 
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hardly conclusive, they do point towards the possibility of (unrealistically high) optimism, 

in contrast to the unrealistically deep pessimism that we have seen some evidence of in the 

present research. 

This assumption of relative independence between personal experiences and collective 

perceptions has important theoretical consequences. If personal experiences are (at least at 

certain historical junctures, and in relation to particular kinds of judgments) only tenuous-

ly relevant to collective perceptions, then how do these collective perceptions develop and 

change? Thus far, we can only make some educated guesses. First, people’s perceptions of 

society need to be shared for them to develop into collective evaluations, or ultimately Zeit-

geist. Previous research has examined how collective perceptions such as stereotypes are in-

fluenced by consensualization in group interaction (e.g., Echterhoff, Higgins, & Levine, 2009; 

Hardin & Higgins, 1996; Lyons & Kashima, 2003; Postmes, Haslam, & Swaab, 2005; Smith & 

Postmes, 2011). Based on this research, we propose that the perceived consensus within soci-

ety or some of its strata strongly affects the content and development of Zeitgeist. If perceived 

consensus is high, the Zeitgeist should be more pronounced, relatively stable and independent 

of personal perceptions. In the absence of perceived consensus about what “we” as society 

are, the Zeitgeist should be less pronounced, relatively unstable, and more open to the projec-

tion of personal perceptions. 

Of course, it is often suggested that these shared perceptions are also strongly influenced 

by the media. But this mass communication effect is not as independent of consensualization 

effects as it may first appear: In many cases the influence of mass communication is filtered 

through personal communication (E. Katz & Lazarsfeld, 1955; McLeod, Scheufele, & Moy, 

1999; Morton & Duck, 2001). Thus, people’s personal networks are likely to play a key role in 

shaping Zeitgeist, alongside mass media. The present data complicate this image somewhat 

further: respondents’ interpretation of news stories was strongly biased by their beliefs about 

society. Apparently, Zeitgeist also shapes our interpretations of news stories. 

Finally, we suggest that in order to understand the factors shaping collective perceptions 

of the state of society, we need to devote some attention to people’s hopes and fears for their 

society’s (near) future. For example, a historical study of the Dutch Golden Age (Schama, 1987) 

suggests that periodic bouts of collective discontent during that time of great prosperity were 

fueled by anticipated societal decline (i.e., a popular consensus, established and maintained 

in pamphlets, sermons and discourse, that sustained riches will eventually incur the wrath 

of God). In modern-day society, this implies that anticipation of societal change could predict 

the relative optimism or pessimism of Zeitgeist: Concerns that current standards might not be 

sustainable or are under threat in the near future could lead to a more pessimistic Zeitgeist, 
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that is the perception that society is in trouble today. In contrast, expectations of rising stan-

dards could lead to a more optimistic Zeitgeist. Both ideas, the perceived consensus and the 

perceived future state of society, open up interesting pathways for future research. 

Implications
Zooming in on the practical implications of this research, we believe that this work has 

relevance for public opinion research as well as for policy makers. Firstly, this research sug-

gests that although the aggregation of people’s personal perceptions of societal issues provides 

information that is valuable and important in its own right, these statistics provide only part 

of the picture. Collective-level information is crucial to understanding interesting and com-

plex societal phenomena. We provide some evidence for this in the domain of the discrepan-

cy between personal well-being and collective discontent. This discrepancy currently can be 

observed in several countries around the world. But we see no reason why this measurement 

logic can not equally be applied to other phenomena (including those underlying collective 

euphoria prior to economic bubbles, the measurement of cultural difference, etc.). The reason 

for the importance of this approach is that while the content of the Zeitgeist might turn out 

to be not very “realistic”, the consequences of collective gloom about society are likely to be 

very real.

The present research showed that collective judgments of society (representing Zeitgeist) 

affect the interpretation of new information about society. If we extrapolate from this, we can 

be pretty sure that these perceptions shape and possibly distort “news” content, creating the 

specter of a social reality devoid of any resonance with real life. Ironically, this pessimistic 

Zeitgeist then would strongly affect politicians and policy makers to tackle societal problems 

which on closer inspection might exist mainly as figments of public imagination. Anyone (pol-

itician, policy maker, scientist or journalist) who advocates that policy should be based on 

crime statistics and hard evidence, is likely to encounter the charge of being out of touch with 

the “reality” of crime and safety perceptions. Our social psychological approach could help 

to understand and disentangle such societal pressures. If for example people demand more 

crime fighting because they feel unsafe, while actual crime rates have been consistently drop-

ping over the years (as is the case in the Netherlands and was the case in the USA during the 

1990s), we suggest the “problem” to exist mainly as a collective perception of society being 

unsafe; to be effective, solutions should then address these collective perceptions, not (only) 

personal experiences. And in debates surrounding these issues, it may help to steer discus-

sions away from the general collective level, and towards the concrete personal level: After all, 

the same people who believe that collective problems abound are likely to be quite content in 
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their personal life, in their neighborhood, at work, etcetera. It is at this concrete local level that 

perceptions and policy choices may best coincide.

To conclude, this research is an important first step towards the development of a social 

psychological approach of Zeitgeist, as a collective global-level affective evaluation of the state 

of society. We found evidence in our studies for a large discrepancy between personal and 

collective perceptions of the same societal issues, confirming gloominess about the state of 

society that appears to exist in the Netherlands and the US. Furthermore, we have developed 

two new methods of measuring Zeitgeist as general factor Z, which underlies and colors col-

lective judgments of specific societal issues. Finally, we demonstrated that Z can predict peo-

ple’s interpretation of new information about society. While the present work cannot answer 

all important questions that it raises, we believe it to be of great value to both researchers 

and policy makers as it helps to disentangle this puzzling societal discontent and keeping two 

levels of discontent (personal and collective) separate. The present work may be considered a 

first contribution to a new research agenda, aiming to understand the importance of Zeitgeist 

to society. 
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Appendix

Prevalence estimates – English (Study 3)

Personal-level instructions:

Please think about your daily life in the last 30 days.

Think about the conversations you had, the things you did, the people and situations you en-

countered during the last 30 days. What problems did you encounter in your personal life during 

these last 30 days?

How many of the last 30 days did you encounter problems with… 

Collective-level instructions:

Next, please think about the life of the average American. 

How does the life of an American person look during 30 days? Think about the conversations 

that Americans have, the things they do, the people and situations they encounter. What kind of 

problems does an average American person encounter during the last 30 days?

How many out of the last 30 days did the average American encounter problems with…

Please, fill in a number between 0 and 30 (days): 

Items:

Crime

Personal safety

Loitering teens

Immigrants

Health care provision

Global warming

The economy

The recession

Money shortages or budget cuts

Unemployment

The government

The police

Corruption or fraud

Discrimination

Obesity or being overweight
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Alcohol or drugs abuse in your immediate environment

Indecent or antisocial behavior by strangers

Indecent or antisocial behavior by friends/acquaintances 

Evaluative statements – English (Study 3)

Personal-level items

Instructions:

Personal day to day experiences.

The following questions concern you and your personal life. Think about the conversations you 

have, the things you do, the people and situations you encounter in your daily life.

Please indicate to what extent you agree with each of the following statements, by selecting a 

number from 1 (completely disagree) to 7 (completely agree), with 4 indicating that you neither 

agree nor disagree. 

Theme

    Personal-concrete item.

    Personal-abstract item.

Violence

    I regularly encounter violent behavior in the streets.

    Violence is a problem in my life. 

Egotism

    In my experience, people act mainly out of self-interest.

    Egotism is a problem in my personal life.

Honesty

    In general, I am treated honestly.

    In my personal life, people are generally honest. 

Trust

    I trust the people I know. 

    In my personal life, people are generally trustworthy.

Inequality

    Inequality is a problem in my personal life. 

    I personally know people who get more than they deserve.
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Care

    In my personal life it is the case that when something happens to me, I will be looked after.

    In my personal life, people look after each other.

Injustice

    I am often treated unjustly by others.

    Injustice is a problem in my personal life. 

Lack of respect

    In my personal life, people treat me without respect. 

    Lack of respect is a problem in my personal life. 

Social cohesion

    In my immediate environment, I see strong social cohesion.

    In my immediate environment, many people have strong bonds with each other. 

Corruption

    Many people I know act corruptly. 

    In my personal life, I see a lot of corruption. 

Loyalty

    In my personal life, people I know are loyal to each other.

    In my personal life, people are loyal.

Lack of decency

    I regularly encounter indecent behavior of others. 

    I experience the indecency of others as a personal problem.

Collective-level items

Instructions:

Experiences in society.

The following questions concern present-day society. Think about the issues that other Ameri-

cans talk about, the things other Americans do and the people and situations that other Ameri-

cans encounter in American society. 

Please indicate... [same text as above] 

Theme

    Collective-concrete item.

    Collective-abstract item.
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Violence

    Americans regularly encounter violent behavior in the streets.

    Violence is a national problem in the U.S. 

Egotism

    Egotism is a national problem in the U.S. 

    Many Americans act mostly out of self-interest. 

Honesty

    In general, Americans treat each other honestly.

    Americans are honest. 

Trust

    Americans generally trust each other. 

    Americans are generally trustworthy. 

Inequality

    In American society, some people get more than they deserve. 

    Inequality is a national problem in American society. 

Care

    In the U.S., it is the case that when something happens to you, you will be looked after. 

    In the U.S., people are well looked after.

Injustice

    Americans often treat each other unjustly.

    Injustice is a national problem in the U.S. 

Lack of respect

    In American society, people treat each other without respect.

    American society is characterized by a lack of respect. 

Social cohesion

    In American society, many people have strong bonds with each other. 

    In American society, there is strong social cohesion. 

Corruption

    Many Americans act corruptly. 

    In American society, there is a lot of corruption.

Loyalty

    Americans are generally loyal to each other.

    In American society, people are loyal. 

Lack of decency

    Americans regularly encounter indecent behavior of others.
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    Indecency is a national problem in the U.S.

Prevalence estimates – Dutch (Study 1)

Personal-level instructions:

De volgende vragen gaan over jouw persoonlijke leven gedurende de afgelopen 30 dagen. Denk 

aan de gesprekken die je voerde, de dingen die je deed, de mensen en situaties die je tegenkwam. 

Hoeveel van de afgelopen 30 dagen heb jij last gehad van... 

Collective-level instructions:

De volgende vragen gaan over de gemiddelde Nederlander. Hoe ziet het leven van een Nederland-

er er gedurende 30 dagen uit? Denk aan de gesprekken die Nederlanders voeren, de dingen die ze 

doen, de mensen en situaties die ze tegenkomen. 

Hoeveel van de afgelopen 30 dagen heeft een Nederlander last van... 

Items:

Criminaliteit

Alcoholmisbruik in de directe omgeving

Immigranten

Hangjongeren

De recessie

Zelfverrijking of fraude

De overheid

De politie

Allochtonen

Bezuinigingen of geldtekort

Onfatsoenlijk of asociaal gedrag van bekenden

Onfatsoenlijk of asociaal gedrag van onbekenden

Evaluative statements – Dutch (Study 2)

Personal-level items - Dutch

Instructions:

De volgende vragen gaan over u en uw persoonlijke leven. 
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Denk bijvoorbeeld aan de gesprekken die u voert, de dingen die u doet, de mensen en situaties die 

u tegenkomt in uw dagelijks leven. 

Geef aan in hoeverre u het eens bent met de volgende stellingen door een cijfer te kiezen op een 

schaal van 1 (helemaal oneens) tot 7 (helemaal eens), waarbij 4 staat voor niet eens/niet oneens. 

Wanneer u een antwoord niet weet of een vraag liever niet wilt beantwoorden, kunt u de vraag 

openlaten.

Gewelddadigheid [Violence]

    Ik heb last van geweld op straat.

    Gewelddadigheid is een probleem in mijn leven.

Zorgen voor/bekommeren om elkaar [Care]

    In mijn persoonlijke leven is het zo dat als je iets overkomt, er voor je wordt gezorgd.

    In mijn persoonlijke leven wordt goed voor mensen gezorgd. 

Eerlijkheid [Honesty]

    Ik word over het algemeen eerlijk behandeld.

    In mijn persoonlijke leven zijn mensen eerlijk.

Corruptie [Corruption]

    Ik ken mensen die corrupt handelen.

    Ik zie in mijn persoonlijke leven veel corruptie.

Onrechtvaardigheid (anderen/algemeen) [Injustice by others]

    Ik word vaak onrechtvaardig behandeld door andere mensen.

    Onrechtvaardigheid is een probleem in mijn persoonlijke leven.

Onrechtvaardigheid (instanties) [Injustice by governmental agencies]

    Overheidsinstanties behandelen mij vaak op een onrechtvaardige manier.

    Onrechtvaardigheid door overheidsinstanties is een probleem in mijn persoonlijke leven.

Ongelijkheid [Inequality]

    Ik ken persoonlijk mensen die op een oneerlijke manier meer krijgen dan anderen. 

    Ongelijkheid is een probleem in mijn persoonlijke leven.

Vertrouwen [Trust]

    Mensen in mijn persoonlijke leven gedragen zich betrouwbaar jegens elkaar.

    In mijn persoonlijke leven zijn mensen betrouwbaar.

Sociale cohesie [Social cohesion]

    In mijn omgeving hebben veel mensen een sterke band met elkaar.

    In mijn omgeving zie ik een sterke sociale verbondenheid.

Egoïsme [Egotism]
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    In mijn persoonlijke leven ervaar ik dat mensen vooral uit eigenbelang handelen.

    Egoïsme is een probleem in mijn persoonlijke leven.

Immigratie [Immigration]

    In mijn directe omgeving heb ik last van allochtonen.

    Immigratie is een probleem in mijn directe omgeving.

Loyaliteit [Loyalty]   

    In mijn omgeving zijn mensen trouw aan elkaar. 

    In mijn omgeving zijn mensen loyaal.

Gebrek aan respect [Lack of respect]

    In mijn directe omgeving behandelen mensen elkaar zonder respect.

    In mijn directe omgeving zie ik een gebrek aan respect.

Gebrek aan fatsoen [Lack of decency]   

    In mijn persoonlijke leven heb ik last van onfatsoenlijk gedrag van anderen.

    In mijn persoonlijke leven is gebrek aan fatsoen een probleem.

Collective-level items - Dutch 

Instructions:

De volgende vragen gaan over de Nederlandse samenleving. 

Denk bijvoorbeeld aan de gespreksonderwerpen waar Nederlanders veel over praten, de dingen 

die Nederlanders doen en de mensen en situaties die Nederlanders tegenkomen in de Neder-

landse samenleving. 

Geef aan… [dezelfde tekst als hierboven]

Gewelddadigheid [Violence]

    Nederlanders hebben last van geweld op straat.

    Gewelddadigheid is een probleem in Nederland.

Zorgen voor/bekommeren om elkaar [Care]

    In de samenleving is het zo dat als je iets overkomt, dan wordt er voor je gezorgd.

    In de samenleving wordt goed voor mensen gezorgd. 

Eerlijkheid [Honesty]

    Nederlanders worden over het algemeen eerlijk behandeld.

    In Nederland zijn mensen eerlijk. 

Corruptie [Corruption]

    In de Nederlandse samenleving zijn mensen die corrupt handelen.
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    In de Nederlandse samenleving is veel corruptie.

Onrechtvaardigheid (anderen/algemeen) [Injustice by others]

    Nederlanders worden vaak onrechtvaardig behandeld door andere mensen.

    Onrechtvaardigheid is een probleem in Nederland.

Onrechtvaardigheid (instanties) [Injustice by governmental agencies]

    Overheidsinstanties behandelen Nederlanders vaak op een onrechtvaardige manier.

    Onrechtvaardigheid door overheidsinstanties is een probleem in Nederland.

Ongelijkheid [Inequality]

    In de samenleving krijgen sommige mensen meer dan gelijke anderen.

    Ongelijkheid is een probleem in de samenleving.

Vertrouwen [Trust]

    Nederlanders gedragen zich betrouwbaar jegens elkaar.

    In de Nederlandse samenleving zijn mensen betrouwbaar.

Sociale cohesie [Social cohesion]

    In de Nederlandse samenleving hebben veel mensen een sterke band met elkaar. 

    In de Nederlandse samenleving is een sterke sociale verbondenheid.

Egoïsme [Egotism]

    In de samenleving is de ervaring dat mensen vooral uit eigenbelang handelen. 

    Egoïsme is een probleem in de samenleving.

Immigratie [Immigration]

    Nederlanders hebben last van allochtonen.

    Immigratie is een probleem in Nederland.

Loyaliteit [Loyalty]

    In de Nederlandse samenleving zijn mensen trouw aan elkaar. 

    In de Nederlandse samenleving zijn mensen loyaal. 

Gebrek aan respect [Lack of respect]

    In de samenleving behandelen mensen elkaar zonder respect.

    De samenleving wordt gekenmerkt door een gebrek aan respect. 

Gebrek aan fatsoen [Lack of decency]

    Nederlanders hebben last van onfatsoenlijk gedrag van anderen.

    Gebrek aan fatsoen is een probleem in Nederland.
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Abstract
In recent years, extreme right-wing and left-wing political parties and actors have gained 

popularity in many Western countries. What motivates people to vote for extreme right- or 

left-wing parties? In previous research, we showed that a collectively shared sense of doom 

and gloom about society can exist among citizens who, individually, experience high well-be-

ing. Previous research developed an operationalization of this collective societal discontent as 

an aspect of Zeitgeist, which can be compared to personal experiences (Van der Bles, Postmes, 

& Meijer, 2015). In the present research, we investigated whether this Zeitgeist of societal dis-

content predicts voting for extreme parties. We conducted a field study during the 2015 Dutch 

provincial elections (N = 407). Results showed that collective societal discontent (Zeitgeist) pre-

dicted voting for extreme parties but that personal discontent did not. Results also showed 

that pessimistic Zeitgeist was associated with lower education levels and tabloid-style media 

consumption. These findings advance our understanding of the discontents that fuel extreme 

voting outcomes: Global and abstract (negative) beliefs about society are more consequential 

than concrete personal experiences.
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In recent years, countries across Europe have experienced a surge of popularity of ex-

treme political parties. Extreme right-wing parties, with anti-Islamic, anti-immigration, an-

ti-establishment, and/or anti-EU views, have gained strong support in the United Kingdom, 

France, the Netherlands, Sweden, Hungary, and Poland, for example. Meanwhile, extreme 

left-wing parties have gained popularity in Greece, Spain, and Portugal, while more social-

ist-leaning factions and parties have increased their support in the Netherlands and the 

United Kingdom. In the United States, Donald Trump’s views and policies are extreme by 

Republican standards and Bernie Sanders’s are extreme by liberal standards: Both were un-

expectedly successful with voters. In the referendum on whether Britain should remain in 

or leave the European Union, the successful Leave campaign was led in part by Nigel Farage, 

leader of the right-wing populist UK Independence Party. In all, a broad range of parties and 

politicians at the extremes of the political spectrum have had a major influence on recent 

political developments in various countries. An important question therefore is: What moti-

vates people to vote for these extreme right- and left-wing parties?

Although there are already many answers to this question in the psychological and po-

litical sciences, we argue that an important factor has been missing so far. Specifically, we 

propose that a Zeitgeist of collective discontent with the state of society could lead people to 

vote for extreme political parties. In many Western countries, there is a sense that society is 

in decline: a global discontent with the way things are going today and where the country is 

headed. Previous research has developed a way to operationalize this pessimistic Zeitgeist 

and showed that it can be relatively independent from people’s perceptions of their personal 

state of affairs (Van der Bles, Postmes, & Meijer, 2015). In the present research, we conducted 

a field study during the Dutch provincial elections in 2015. We tested the hypothesis that a 

pessimistic Zeitgeist would predict voting for extreme right- and left-wing parties. In addition, 

we were interested in exploring the relationship between education level and media use and 

a pessimistic Zeitgeist.

Zeitgeist and Voting
Voting behavior has been extensively studied in psychology, sociology, and political sci-

ence. Much research has been devoted to examining aggregate-level factors (for a review, see 

Geys, 2006) and individual-level factors (for a review, see Smets & Van Ham, 2013) that ex-

plain voting behavior. While we do not dismiss the importance of these factors, we argue that 

meso-level factors are also important in understanding voting behavior. Voting is an action 

that aims to directly influence collective life in society, often on behalf of a group (e.g., on the 

basis of social identification with a particular subgroup, segment of society, or ideology) or an 
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idea of society as a whole (cf. Klandermans, 2016; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Van Zomeren, 

Saguy, Mazzoni, & Cicognani, 2017). Accordingly, when voting people often act on the basis of 

a shared identity anchored in their perceptions about group memberships and society as a 

whole, rather than in interpersonal comparisons (Tajfel, 1978). Consequently, we propose that 

people’s collectively shared perceptions of the state of society as citizens of a country should 

influence their voting behavior. 

The idea that voters are motivated by societal-level assessments is not new, nor is it re-

stricted to social identity approaches. Kinder and Kiewiet (1981) proposed the term “socio-

tropic voting” to describe situations in which voting is mainly influenced by concerns about 

the state of the country’s economy, as opposed to concerns about people’s personal economic 

conditions (egotropic concerns). Research has shown that sociotropic concerns influence both 

voter turnout and vote choice for the incumbent versus opposing parties (e.g., Killian, Schoen, 

& Dusso, 2008; Singer & Carlin, 2013). In the case of vote choice, the consensus in this economic 

voting literature seems to be that sociotropic evaluations are generally more influential than 

egotropic evaluations (Duch, 2009). 

Importantly though, this sociotropic voting research only examines economic perceptions: 

The main question is whether voting is influenced by people’s personal financial situation 

or their perceptions of the national economy. Economic perceptions may be important, but 

in view of the present political situation in many countries the economic dimension is, we 

believe, too narrow a point of view. If we look at the issues that politicians of extreme parties 

appeal to, these include noneconomic issues such as the importance and preservation of the 

country’s culture and religion, and the desire to stem immigration. More importantly, there 

were several countries in which the rise of extreme right-wing parties preceded economic 

downturn (e.g., the Netherlands and Belgium) and several countries where economic upturn 

coincides with shifts to the extreme (e.g., the United Kingdom, France, Germany). It seems that 

in many counties economic concerns are part of a more generalized concern for the welfare 

of society: a Zeitgeist of global discontent.

In many Western countries at present, there appears to be a vocal minority (and some-

times majority) that expresses a general dissatisfaction with the state of society. People are 

worried about the consequences of immigrants coming to their countries, the state of health 

care or education systems, and levels of crime and safety. Interestingly, this pervasive dis-

content is not necessarily connected to people’s satisfaction with their personal lives. For 

example, 57% of Dutch people reported in 2015 that their country was heading in the wrong 

direction, even though 88% were very satisfied with their personal lives (Bijl, Boelhouwer, 

Pommer, & Andriessen, 2015). Similarly, 77% of French and 91% of Spanish people were dis-
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satisfied with the way things were going in their country (Pew Research Center, 2014). Prior 

research has confirmed that perceptions at the interpersonal level (how am I doing) may be 

discrepant from perceptions at the collective level (how are we doing): The latter tend to be 

more stereotyped (Postmes, Branscombe, Spears, & Young, 1999).

Previous research proposed conceptualizing this perceived discontent at the general so-

cietal level of “us” as a form of Zeitgeist: a collective-level global evaluation of the state of 

society (Van der Bles et al., 2015). Central to this conceptualization is the idea that people have 

the sense that the nation or the people are doing badly—people are pessimistic about their 

collective welfare. This previous research has shown that such collective-level perceptions of 

specific societal issues (e.g., the economy, immigration, crime) are highly correlated among 

each other. This suggests that there is a strong tendency for societal woes to be connected at 

the collective level. Even though one issue, for example the state of the economy, might be 

focal at a certain time, people’s judgments about other aspects of the state of society are highly 

related to this one issue because all seem to be predicted by an underlying evaluative Zeitgeist. 

Negative Zeitgeist is thus a global, all-encompassing, tendency to perceive society as being in 

peril. In the context of voting behavior, we thus aim to extend the idea of sociotropic voting 

beyond the domain of economy and propose to look at the influence of evaluations of the state 

of society more broadly. 

Voting for Extreme Parties
In the present research, we are specifically interested in examining the role of a Zeitgeist 

of global discontent in voting for extreme parties, both at the left- and right wing of the polit-

ical spectrum. Although one can distinguish between several kinds of extreme parties (e.g., 

populist, extreme right, Eurosceptic, radical left) and these distinctions are important, we are 

interested in the fact that most extreme parties also seem to share characteristics: They like to 

position themselves as antagonists of the political mainstream. They represent the idea that 

society is broken in some sense, and they put the blame for this on specific groups—the coun-

try’s elite, immigrants, bankers, or “Europe.” As a vote choice, they represent a form of protest 

against mainstream political parties that are usually seen as having caused or being complicit 

to the problems that the extreme party identifies. 

Previous research seems to have mainly focused on the influence of psychological factors 

on voting for a particular type of extreme party (e.g., extreme right). For example, there is 

a growing literature showing that anti-immigrant attitudes are an important attitudinal ex-

planation for extreme right-wing voting (Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2015; Cutts, Ford, & Goodwin, 

2011; Ford & Goodwin, 2010; Green, Sarrasin, Baur, & Fasel, 2016; Ivarsflaten, 2008; Lubbers, 
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Gijsberts, & Scheepers, 2002; Oesch, 2008; Rydgren, 2008). Green and colleagues (2016) for 

instance showed that the presence of stigmatized immigrants via heightened threat percep-

tions increased the self-reported probability to vote for a Swiss radical-right party. Ivarsflaten 

(2008) showed that grievances over immigration issues consistently predicted voting for pop-

ulist right-wing parties in Western Europe, whereas grievances over economic changes or 

political elitism were important in some countries. Cornelis and Van Hiel (2015) studied the 

relative importance of antiegalitarian (e.g., social dominance orientation) and sociocultural 

attitudes (e.g., right-wing authoritarianism) as predictors of voting for extreme-right parties 

in Western Europe. Their research showed that antiegalitarian attitudes were more strongly 

associated with and a better predictor of extreme-right voting and that this effect was partly 

mediated through ethnic prejudice and anti-immigration attitudes.

Recent research has started to investigate support for extreme parties more broadly, but 

this is still quite rare. For example, Van Prooijen, Krouwel, Boiten, and Eendebak (2015) pro-

posed and showed that psychological variables and processes previously associated with the 

political right/conservatives were more strongly related to the extremity of people’s ideology 

than to one side of the spectrum specifically. People at both the right and left extremes re-

ported more socioeconomic fear and were more likely to derogate outgroups than political 

moderates. In line with this work, we argue that investigating more global psychological fac-

tors underlying support for both right- and left-wing extreme parties could yield valuable in-

sights that would help to explain important recent political developments, such as the strong 

support for extreme candidates Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders in the primaries for the 

2016 US presidential election or the Brexit referendum vote to leave the EU. It seems that the 

growing support for candidates or parties with extreme positions cannot be fully explained 

by more proximal attitudinal explanations, even though they are important factors (e.g., an-

ti-immigrant attitudes predict voting for parties with anti-immigration stances). We propose 

that a Zeitgeist of generalized discontent with society could be an important factor in voting 

for extreme parties or candidates. 

As discussed above, collective judgments about aspects of society (e.g., immigration, the 

economy, crime) are highly interrelated, and we argue that such judgments are influenced by 

generalized discontent. In addition, there is likely to be considerable within-country variation 

in such perceptions of societal ill-being. A Zeitgeist of general discontent with the state of so-

ciety could therefore influence voting for extreme parties. Having a pessimistic view should 

motivate people to seek drastic changes to the way society is being run. Extreme right- and 

left-wing parties not only differ from mainstream political parties on ideological stances (or 

the extremity of such ideological stances), but they usually distinguish themselves as anties-
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tablishment and criticize mainstream politics. As such, voting for extreme parties (either to 

the right or left) can be a form of protest to express discontent and one way to achieve drastic 

change (see e.g., Lubbers & Scheepers, 2001 for right-wing parties). We propose that a Zeit-

geist of collective societal discontent could therefore be an important predictor of voting for 

extreme parties.

So far, we continued to stress that we expect collective discontent to influence voting for 

both extreme-right and extreme-left parties. Even though most research has focused on vot-

ing for extreme right-wing parties, we expect that perceiving a pessimistic Zeitgeist influences 

people to vote for more extreme positions and not necessarily influence their ideology per 

se. Recent research showed that in terms of the antiestablishment positions of parties, radi-

cal-right populist parties and socialist and green parties were much closer to each other than 

to center parties, suggesting they draw on comparable political styles to attract voters (Im-

merzeel, Lubbers, & Coffé, 2016). This strengthens our hypothesis that a Zeitgeist of collective 

discontent would impact voting for extreme-right as well as extreme-left parties.

The Influence of Media Use and Education Level on Zeitgeist
In addition, we are interested in examining factors that could influence a Zeitgeist of col-

lective discontent. Previous research showed clear mean-level tendencies but also consider-

able variation in Zeitgeist perceptions (Van der Bles et al., 2015). What contributes to variation 

in people’s perceptions of the state of the society in which they live? The present research 

examines two factors: education level and media use.

We assume that the concept of “society” is an abstract representation of a country that is 

shared by its people; for example, for Dutch people this would be “the Netherlands.” The (most 

salient) content of this representation, what “the Netherlands” is and means, might differ be-

tween different subgroups in society: For one, this might be tulips and bikes; for another, this 

might be tolerance and individual freedom. One way to conceptualize these different sub-

groups is as “interpretative communities” within society (Elchardus, 2011). Education level is 

considered a good proxy for such interpretative communities, especially in the Netherlands 

where the present research has been conducted. Previous research showed that people with 

different education levels indicate they worry about different societal problems: They have 

different perceptions about which issues are most important for society and their placement 

on the public agenda (Bovens & Wille, 2010). This suggests that people with different educa-

tion levels indeed might have a different perception of what society is in terms of its most 

important issues and challenges. The present research therefore aims to examine the relation-

ship between educational level and Zeitgeist perceptions.
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Furthermore, much of the information that people receive about the current state of so-

ciety and its predicaments, they receive through the media. One theoretical perspective that 

addresses the influence of mass media on people’s perceptions of social issues and attitudes is 

cultivation analysis (Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Morgan & Shanahan, 2010). Originally developed 

to study the effects of television, the cultivation hypothesis states that “those who spend more 

time watching television are more likely to perceive the real world in ways that reflect the 

most common and recurrent messages of the world of fictional television” (Morgan & Shanah-

an, 2010, p. 337). The main focus is on the effect of people’s overall experience of a certain mes-

sage system on their perceptions of the world around them and their subsequent behavior. 

Romer, Jamieson, and Aday (2003) showed that watching (local US) television news is related 

to an increased fear of crime, both at a personal and societal level. Cultivation analysis had 

been applied to newspapers as well: Arendt (2010) showed that people in Austria who spend 

more time reading a newspaper of which content analysis showed that it had a negative view 

of the EU had more negative attitudes toward the EU. In the present research, we propose that 

audiences of different news media that communicate different worldviews will have (slightly) 

different perceptions of the state of society. We expected that in the Dutch context, people who 

more frequently use commercial and tabloid-style media sources (i.e., including sensationalist 

[crime] stories) would be more likely to have pessimistic Zeitgeist perceptions.

The Present Research
The present research aimed to study the influence of people’s Zeitgeist perceptions on 

voting for extreme right- and left-wing parties and the relationship of media use and educa-

tion level with these Zeitgeist perceptions. We predicted that people with a more pessimistic 

Zeitgeist would be more likely to vote for extreme parties. We also explored the influence of 

media use and educational level on Zeitgeist perceptions, expecting that people who more 

frequently used more commercial and tabloid-style media sources and had lower education 

levels would have more pessimistic Zeitgeist perceptions. As a final step, we aimed to test 

these relationships in one model: examining the influence of media use and education level 

on Zeitgeist, and in turn the influence of Zeitgeist on voting for extreme parties. 

To these aims, we conducted a field study in the Netherlands during the Dutch Provincial 

Council elections that were held on March 18, 2015. We propose that this is an ideal setting 

in which to conduct this research: A measure of Zeitgeist has been tested and validated in 

the Netherlands (Van der Bles et al., 2015), and importantly, the Netherlands is one of the few 

Western countries that has both an extreme right-wing and an extreme left-wing party with 

political and historical significance in society (cf. Van Prooijen et al., 2015). The party at the 
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extreme right of the political spectrum is the Partij voor de Vrijheid or Freedom Party (PVV), 

which is characterized as right-wing populist, Eurosceptic, and has a radical anti-immigration 

and anti-Islam stance. The party at the extreme left of the political spectrum is the Socialis-

tische Partij or Socialist Party (SP), which has its origins in a Maoist movement and Marxist 

principles. Both parties had an approximately equal share of votes in the last general elections 

in 2012, 10.08% and 9.65% respectively, which made them the third and fourth largest parties 

in the Netherlands. The present research was conducted during the 2015 Provincial Council 

elections, in which citizens elect the members of the Provincial Council. These members are 

affiliated with either a provincial division of a national political party or a political party spe-

cific to the province. Members of the provincial parliament subsequently elect the members 

of the Senate, thereby directly influencing national-level politics (which is an important part 

of public discourse surrounding these elections). Both the Freedom Party and the Social Party 

participated in all provinces in these elections. This context allowed us to investigate both 

extreme-right and extreme-left voting behavior.  

Method

Participants and Procedure
Participants were 407 Dutch people who voted in the Dutch Provincial elections on March 

18, 2015. Half of our sample was male (50.6%), and ages ranged from 18 to 87 years, with a 

mean of 37.94 years (SD = 17.97). We recruited participants in three cities in the Netherlands: 

Groningen (N = 246, a city that had a relatively high percentage of extreme-left voters in pre-

vious elections), Almere (N = 62, a city that had a relatively high percentage of extreme-right 

voters in previous elections), and Oldebroek (N = 99, a smaller rural town). Research assis-

tants approached participants just after they left a polling station and asked them to fill in a 

paper-and-pencil questionnaire. Written informed consent was obtained before filling in the 

questionnaire, and afterwards participants were thanked and debriefed. This research re-

ceived ethical approval from the Ethics Committee Psychology of the University of Groningen. 

Measures
Zeitgeist: Collective discontent. The questionnaire started with a Zeitgeist-measure that 

has been developed in previous research: collective-level prevalence estimates of societal 

problems (Van der Bles et al., 2015). Participants were instructed to think about the life of 

the average person: “What did the life of the average Dutch person look like the last 30 days 

according to you? Think about the conversations that Dutch people had, the things they did, 
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the people and situations that they encountered.” Subsequently, participants indicated their 

estimates of the number of days over the last 30 days the average Dutch person encountered 

problems with the following 14 societal issues: violence, problems with the health care sys-

tem, financial problems, violation of privacy, terror threat, discrimination, alcohol abuse, 

crime, immigrants, loitering teens, the government, indecent/antisocial behavior of others, 

personal enrichment/fraud, and earthquakes caused by gas extraction1 (α = .92). These societal 

issues were adapted from Van der Bles et al. (2015) and selected to represent a range of issues 

that were salient in society at the time.  

Personal discontent. We also measured personal discontent: personal-level perceptions 

of the prevalence of the same societal issues in their own lives. The order of these measures 

was counterbalanced.2 Participants were instructed to think about their personal life and 

asked to indicate how many days out of the last 30 they themselves had encountered the same 

societal issues in their personal life as above (α = .87).

Media use. Frequency of media use was measured in three different categories: newspa-

pers, electronic news media (such as websites and mobile applications), and television news 

broadcasts. We asked participants how frequently they used various media sources on a scale 

from 1 ([almost] daily), 2 (a couple of times per week), 3 (a couple of times per month), and 4 

(hardly ever or never) (we reversed the scale so that higher scores reflect higher media use). 

The media sources within the categories reflected the main sources in Dutch media (cf. Van 

der Kolk, Tillie, Van Erkel, Van der Velden, & Damstra, 2013). In the analyses presented in 

this Chapter, we focused on the use of three media sources that represent more commercial 

and tabloid-style journalism in the Netherlands: first, the online version (website and mobile 

application) of the newspaper “De Telegraaf,” which is the largest Dutch daily morning news-

paper. This is a tabloid-style newspaper with a relatively large focus on entertainment and 

sensation, and a conservative and populist style. Prior research has confirmed the distinct 

negativity of this newspaper (Kleinnijenhuis, Van Hoof, & Oegema, 2006). We chose to focus 

on the online version because in general our participants reported higher use of the website 

and mobile application than the newspaper itself. Second, we included the free daily news-

paper “Metro,” which is distributed in public transport, has a large focus on entertainment 

and sensation, and is published by the same publishing group as “De Telegraaf.” Third, we 
1 This item reflects an important issue in Dutch society and politics at present: The Province of Groningen suffers from earthquakes 

caused by gas extraction. It was included mainly for explorative reasons and local relevance, but because it correlated highly with all 

other variables and had a reasonably high factor loading (.62 in CFA), we decided to keep it.

2 We tested for an order effect on these measures, and found no difference in personal- and collective perceptions of societal issues 

between different order-conditions.
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included the use of the “RTL nieuws,” which is the daily television news broadcast of the main 

commercial television channel in the Netherlands. A complete list of the media sources that 

were included in the questionnaire is presented in the Supplementary Materials.

Political and social attitudes. We included single-item measures of several relevant con-

structs: satisfaction with the government, voting efficacy, self-reported political orientation 

(left-right), policy attitudes (agreement with two social and two economic statements), trust in 

politicians (two items), and trust in the current government.  These scales attest to the conver-

gent and divergent validity of our Zeitgeist measure, but they are not reported in depth in this 

Chapter. A correlation table is presented in the Supplementary Materials.3

Education level and other demographics. To measure education level, we asked partic-

ipants to indicate the education level of their current or highest obtained degree. Participants 

were subsequently divided into three categories. People who were educated up to primary 

school, lower secondary-education level, and/or had junior vocational training (primary 

school, VMBO, MBO1−4; N = 99) were categorized as having a lower education level. People 

with a higher secondary education or higher vocational college degree (HAVO, HBO; N = 128) 

were categorized as middle education level. People with the highest secondary education or 

university degree (VWO, WO; N = 138) were categorized as higher education level. Further-

more, we asked participants to indicate their gender, age, nationality, and perceived social 

class.

Voting. Finally, we asked participants to indicate which party they just had voted for in the 

Provincial elections. At each sampling location, all options (per province) were listed, and par-

ticipants were asked to select their choice (see Supplementary Materials for a complete list). 

In the present Chapter, we focused on voting for one of two extreme parties (PVV at the right 

extreme of the political spectrum, SP at the left) versus voting for one of the national political 

parties (CDA/Christian democratic appeal, Christenunie/Christian Union, D66/Democrats 66, 

GroenLinks/Green-Left, PVDA/Labour party, SGP/Reformed Political Party, VVD/People’s Party 

for Freedom and Democracy). 

Results

Preliminary Analyses
 Upon data screening, 30 participants were excluded from further analyses for not com-

pleting the questionnaire or not following instructions; one participant was excluded because 

of knowing the aims of this research (a colleague). All subsequent analyses are based on 376 
3 We also measured identification with the province versus Netherlands, but because of a printing error this measure was invalid.
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participants. Our main variable of interest, Zeitgeist, was measured with 14 items. These items 

had in total 16 missing values, which were substituted with the respective item means (to re-

tain participants and therefore power in the analyses). 

As predicted in previous research (Van der Bles et al., 2015), we expected that one latent 

factor Z would underlie participants’ responses to all 14 collective-level perceptions of societal 

issues, thus representing Zeitgeist. We conducted a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) in R 

3.2.3 with the Lavaan package to test this single-factor model. Because univariate analyses of 

skewness and kurtosis suggested potential violations of the assumption of multivariate nor-

mality, CFA was conducted using maximum-likelihood estimation with robust standard errors 

and a Satorra-Bentler scaled test statistic. We inspected the following indices to examine mod-

el fit, which is considered acceptable if: Comparative Fit Index [CFI] > .90; Standardized Root 

Mean Square Residual [SRMR] < .08; Root Mean Square Error of Approximation [RMSEA] < .08 

(Kline, 2011; Van de Schoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012). 

Results provided support for our prediction: A single-factor model was a good fit to the 

data (CFI = .93; SRMR = .05; RMSEA = .06, 90% CI [.05; .06]). This single factor Z explained on 

average 47.5% of the variance in the individual items, a broad range of perceptions of societal 

issues. In addition, we used parallel analysis to examine the number of factors Exploratory 

Factor Analysis [EFA] would extract, which also returned one factor. Thus, we find support 

for our operationalization of Zeitgeist as latent factor Z. In the subsequent analyses we took 

participants’ average score on the collective-level perceptions of societal issues as represent-

ing Zeitgeist. On average, participants indicated that the average Dutch person encountered 

societal problems on 5.71 days out of the last 30 (SD = 4.58). This is significantly more than the 

average number of days people themselves indicated they had encountered problems in their 

personal life, which was 1.68 days (SD = 3.22; repeated measures ANOVA: F(1, 363) = 281.56, p 

< .001, ηp
2 = .44). 

Zeitgeist Predicts Voting
To investigate the influence of a Zeitgeist of collective discontent on voting for extreme 

political parties, we conducted a sequential binary logistical regression analysis with Zeitgeist, 

personal discontent, and political orientation as independent variables and voting for both 

the extreme right- and left-wing political parties (PVV and SP) versus voting for one of the 

other seven mainstream parties as dependent variable.4 We were interested in the influence 

of Zeitgeist (Step 3) over and above people’s personal-level perceptions of societal problems 
4  Given that logistic regression does not assume variables to be normally (or otherwise) distributed, these analyses were conducted 

with the original variables.
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Table 3.1  
Sequential Binary Logistic Regression Analysis of Voting for Extrem
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and political orientation (Step 2), while controlling for sampling location (Step 1). Table 3.1 

presents the results. 

The results showed that when added at Step 2, personal discontent did not predict voting 

for extreme parties (Wald χ2 (1, N = 351) = 0.22, p = .643). Political orientation did predict voting 

at Step 2 (Wald χ2 (1, N = 351) = 5.56, p = .018), and model fit significantly improved compared 

to Step 1 (χ2 (2, N = 351) = 6.22, p = .045). One scale-point change towards a right-wing politi-

cal orientation decreased chances of voting for extreme parties with 25% (odds ratio = 0.75, 

95%CI[0.59; 0.95]. When added at Step 3, Zeitgeist significantly predicted voting for extreme 

parties over and above personal discontent and political orientation (Wald χ2 (1, N = 351) = 

5.59, p = .018). Model fit was significantly improved compared to Step 2 (χ2 (1, N = 351) = 5.39, p 

= .020). More negative Zeitgeist-perceptions increased the likelihood to vote for extreme polit-

ical parties, such that a one-day increase in perceived societal problems is associated with an 

8.7% higher likelihood of voting for either an extreme left-wing or extreme right-wing party 

(odds ratio = 1.09, 95%CI[1.01; 1.16]). 

Predictors of Zeitgeist
To examine whether education level and media use were associated with variation in Z, 

we conducted a sequential regression analysis.5 Starting with control variables (sample, age, 

and gender6) at Step 1, at Step 2 education level was added (two dummy variables to repre-

sent three education levels: lower, middle, and high, with the last being the reference cate-

gory). At Step 3, we added three variables reflecting the use of the following media sources: 

Telegraaf online, Metro newspaper, and RTL television news broadcast. Preliminary analyses 

exploring the effects of all media sources on Zeitgeist-perceptions revealed that as expected, 

these commercial and tabloid-style media sources were associated with more pessimistic Zeit-

geist-perceptions, while the use of other media sources did not have significant effects. Table 

3.2 presents the results.

The results showed that when all variables were included in the model, education level 

and media use both independently affected people’s Zeitgeist-perceptions, R2 = .16, F(9, 315) = 

6.71, p < .001. Compared to high education levels, low education levels (β = .30, t(1, 315) = 4.15, 

p < .001) and middle education levels (β = .13, t(1, 315) = 2.20, p = .029) were significantly asso-
5 Since univariate skewness and kurtosis analyses for Zeitgeist revealed potential problems with the assumption of normality, we also 

performed this sequential regression analysis with a transformed (squared) Zeitgeist DV. Results of this analysis are similar (generally 

stronger); we chose to report the analysis with the original DV to ease interpretation of the effects.

6 We also conducted this analysis with self-reported social class added as a control variable, which produces similar results. This variable 

contained many missing values, however, so we chose to exclude it from the final analyses to retain more power.
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ciated with more negative Zeitgeist-perceptions. In addition, readers of the Telegraaf online (β 

= .13, t(1, 315) = 2.37, p = .018), of the Metro newspaper (β = .17, t(1, 315) = 3.08, p = .002), and 

viewers of the RTL television news broadcast (β = .14, t(1, 315) = 2.67, p = .008) had more neg-

ative Zeitgeist-perceptions. These results suggest that variation in Zeitgeist was systematically 

associated with differences in education level and the use of particular media sources. This is 

in line with our conceptualization of society as consisting of various interpretative communi-

ties that vary in how they perceive society and it problems. 

We also performed this same sequential regression analysis for personal discontent to test 

whether education level and media use were associated with people’s perceptions of discon-

tent with their personal life. Because the distribution of personal discontent was positively 

skewed, we used a transformed (squared) variable in this analysis. Results showed that with 

all variables included, 9% of the variance in personal discontent was explained by this model 

(R2 = .09, F(9, 308) = 3.22, p = .001). Personal discontent was significantly predicted by age (β 

= -.19, t(1, 308) = -3.06, p = .002), and by reading the Metro newspaper (β = .15, t(1, 308) = 2.61, 

p = .009), but not by education level or other media. Thus, having a lower education level is 

associated with more negative views of the Zeitgeist in society, but not with more negative 

views of one’s own life. 

Table 3.2   
Sequential Regression Analysis of Education Level and Use of Tabloid-style and Commercial Media 
Predicting Zeitgeist 

 
 Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 
 B SE B β B SE B β B SE B β 
Constant 3.97*** 0.95  3.42***  0.94  -0.05 1.15 
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Sample - A 1.57*  0.71 .13 0.76  0.71 .06 0.16 0.70 .01 
Sample - O 0.69  0.64 .07 -1.11  0.73 -.11 -0.64 0.71 -.06 
Lower education    3.52*** 0.75 .35 3.02*** 0.73 .30 
Middle education    1.36*  0.56 .15 1.20* 0.55 .13 
Telegraaf (online)       0.64* 0.27 .13 
Metro (newspaper)       1.06** 0.35 .17 
RTL News (tv)       0.53** 0.20 .14 

R2  .03   .09*** 
.06*** 

 .16*** 
 .07*** 

 
R2Δ       

Note. * p ≤ 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Figure 3.1 Results of a path analysis of education level and use of tabloid-style and commercial media predicting 

Zeitgeist of collective discontent, and Zeitgeist predicting voting for extreme political parties. The coefficients 

displayed are standardized coefficients.  * p ≤ 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

Figure 3.2 Results of a path analysis of education level and use of tabloid-style and commercial media predicting 

personal discontent, and personal discontent predicting voting for extreme political parties. The coefficients 

displayed are standardized coefficients. 
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Path Analyses
Finally, we combined these relationships within one model: whether educational level 

and media use predicted Zeitgeist, and Zeitgeist subsequently predicted voting for extreme 

versus mainstream political parties. We performed a path analysis with the Lavaan package 

in R 3.2.3 (with weighted least squares means and variance adjusted (WLSMV) estimation and 

robust standard errors to account for both the dichotomous dependent variable voting and 

the potential violations of multivariate normality). This model had an excellent fit to the data: 

CFI = 0.98, RMSEA = 0.02 (90%CI[.00; .08]), Weighted Root Mean Square Residual [WRMR] = 

0.64 (WRMR < 1 indicates acceptable fit). Figure 3.1 presents the results. In line with previous 

results, education level and media use significantly predicted Z, and Z predicted voting.

As an alternative model, we tested whether education level and media use predicted per-

sonal discontent and personal discontent predicted voting for extreme parties. Arguably, per-

ceptions of others’ problems should be of less immediate personal concern than perceptions 

of one’s own problems (e.g., financial difficulties, lack of safety, etc.) The model fit was poor on 

some indicators and acceptable on others: CFI = 0.25, RMSEA = 0.04 (90%CI[.00; .09]), WRMR 

= 0.71. Figure 3.2 presents the results. Neither education level nor media use were significant 

predictors of personal discontent. Most importantly, personal discontent did not predict vot-

ing for extreme parties. This provides direct evidence that voting is not associated with per-

sonal discontent but is associated with perceived collective discontent.

Mediation
The results of the path analysis suggested that Zeitgeist might mediate the relationship 

between each of its predictors (media use and education level) and voting for extreme par-

ties. We formally tested for mediation effects for each of the predictors separately using the 

PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2013) with 10.000 bootstrap samples. In the analysis for ed-

ucation level, we used one variable with three levels (lower, middle, and high) as a predictor. 

Only the total effect of RTL news on voting was significant (.2702, 95%CI[.0245; .5160]); for all 

other predictors, the total effect was not. However, the indirect effects of all predictors via 

Zeitgeist on voting indicated evidence for partial mediation. The indirect effect of education 

level via Zeitgeist on voting was -.1038, Bias Corrected 95% Confidence Interval (CI)[-.2190; 

-.0166]. The indirect effect of reading the Telegraaf online was .0486, BC 95%CI [.0019; .1298]. 

The indirect effect of reading the Metro newspaper was .0733, BC 95%CI [.0068; .1889]. The 

indirect effect of watching RTL news was just outside boundaries, at .0563, BC 95%CI [-.0016; 

.1313]. Together, these results indicate that Zeitgeist partially mediates the effects of media use 

and education level on voting for extreme parties.
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Discussion

The results of this field study showed that a Zeitgeist of collective discontent predicted 

voting for extreme parties during the 2015 Dutch Provincial Council elections: People with 

more negative general perceptions of the state of society were more likely to vote for an ex-

treme right-wing (PVV) or left-wing (SP) party compared to mainstream parties. In addition, 

we examined the relationship between Zeitgeist, education level, and media use. The results 

showed that lower education levels and using more tabloid-style media were associated with 

a pessimistic Zeitgeist. When the relationships between education level, media use, Zeitgeist, 

and voting for extreme parties were tested in one model, we found that education level and 

media use were associated with Zeitgeist, which in turn predicted the likelihood of voting for 

extreme parties.

Together, these results suggest that a Zeitgeist of collective discontent has important so-

cietal consequences: It influences voting behavior and motivates people to vote for extreme 

right-wing as well as left-wing parties. Moreover, the fact that tabloid-style media use and edu-

cation levels predicted levels of discontent suggests that perceptions of the state of society are 

specific to subgroups or “interpretative communities” within society. This points to potential 

between-group differences in perceptions and/or experiences of societal problems in society, 

which has important consequences in terms of understanding public discourse and debates 

about what societal issues should be prioritized or tackled. 

A Zeitgeist of Societal Discontent vs. Issue-Specific Discontents 
The present research suggests that voting for extreme parties is influenced by a collec-

tive-level, globalized evaluation of the state of society: a Zeitgeist of societal discontent. This is 

a different approach from most previous research, which tends to focus on attitudes or psy-

chological variables related to specific societal issues (for example, immigration; e.g., Cornelis 

& Van Hiel, 2015). We argue that studying collective, global discontent can provide valuable 

new understandings. Our research shows that people’s collective-level perceptions of societal 

issues are highly interrelated and that a large proportion (47.5%) of the variance in these per-

ceptions can be explained by a single underlying factor Z. This suggests that it is important to 

not only take into account issue-specific discontents, but also the shared evaluation of society 

underlying these discontents. Even if at a certain time one or a few issues are focal (as is the 

case with immigration in several Western countries at present), our research shows that this 

one issue is closely tied up with a broad range of other issues. People who worry that the 

country has a problem with immigration, also worry about the economy, crime, corruption, 
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and faltering social cohesion.

We propose that Z is a way to conceptualize this underlying general discontent: Gen-

eral discontent may be the origin of issue-specific discontents. If we focus on the gen-

eral factor Z, we can gain insight into the diffuse sense of pessimism about society that 

appears so prevalent in many countries today. Thus, according to the present research, 

the voting for extreme parties cannot simply be accounted for by specific issues such as 

immigration (e.g., Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2015) or socioeconomic fear (Van Prooijen et al., 

2015). Our suggestion is that this Zeitgeist of global collective discontent with society can 

motivate people to vote for parties that represent a form of protest against the political 

mainstream. Zeitgeist thus influences a movement toward the extreme ends of the polit-

ical spectrum; more specific attitudes or beliefs are more likely to influence which end 

people will choose. 

The Difference Between Personal Discontent and Societal Discontent
Another important finding is that whereas collective-level discontent (Zeitgeist) predicted 

voting for extreme parties, personal-level discontent did not. This finding is consistent with 

research on sociotropic versus egotropic concerns in voting (Duch, 2009; Kinder & Kiewiet, 

1981). The implication is that people without any personal experiences with problems such as 

immigration or crime can nevertheless perceive society to have major problems with these 

issues. It is these societal perceptions that predict extreme voting outcomes.

There is a remarkable discrepancy between the average of personal experiences and 

perceptions of this average. Respondents reported that they encountered problems in their 

daily life, on average, during 1.68 days a month. But the same respondents thought that the 

average Dutch person encountered these problems during 5.71 days a month: more than 

3.3 times as often as their personal experience. There are a number of possible explana-

tions for this large discrepancy. It is unlikely that it is caused simply because highly edu-

cated people were overrepresented in our sample: The discrepancy is large among highly 

educated as well as less educated people (even though it is larger among the latter). Anoth-

er known concern in the literature is with how participants answer questions about “the 

average Dutch person”—again, we do not believe this makes a huge difference because of 

the high correlations with (for example) perceptions of the country as a whole (see also 

Van der Bles et al., 2015). We also do not think these effects could be explained by response 

biases caused by focusing on negative issues only (cf. Van der Bles et al., 2015, who showed 

comparable results for negatively worded and positively worded items).

So what can account for this large discrepancy between personal and collective judg-
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ments? We suggest it could be related to the phenomenon of pluralistic ignorance, in which 

perceptions of “us” at the collective level do not correspond to the aggregate of group mem-

bers’ personal characteristics (Miller & Prentice, 1994). In research on pluralistic ignorance, 

it is often the perceived group average that is biased (e.g., the average student drinks moder-

ately, but students themselves tend to believe they drink a lot). In case of the current research, 

what is biased or not cannot easily be determined. Our impression is that personal experienc-

es reported in this research are broadly consistent with national statistics, where these exist 

(e.g., the levels of crime people reported for themselves are credible; the levels reported for 

the average Dutch person were high). But ultimately, the present research is not well suited to 

determining which of these is more or less “real” or realistic: Both personal and collective per-

ceptions may be biased, for different reasons. In some sense, what is real or not real is irrele-

vant: Both perceptions may describe important aspects of people’s social reality, grounded in 

different social facts. The nature of the discrepancy is consistent with the reasoning that these 

two levels of perception, personal and collective, are anchored in two qualitatively different 

but equally relevant sources of information: personal experiences and concrete events that 

happened to “me” versus shared constructions and abstract images of “us” (see also Postmes 

et al., 1999). 

A further observation about the discrepancy is that personal perceptions and perceptions 

of the collective are not always closely related: Many respondents who had negative Zeit-

geist-perceptions encountered very few societal problems in their daily lives. Indeed, educa-

tion level was associated with Z-scores, but not with personal experiences with societal prob-

lems. We believe that it would be important for future research to further study the types of 

knowledge and information upon which personal- and collective-level discontent are based.

Interpretative Communities, Separate Worlds?
As noted, education level and media use are associated with the level of collective discon-

tent. We interpret this as support for the idea that society consists of multiple “interpretative 

communities”: subgroups of people who live in the same societal context because they have 

most contact with people similar to them (for which education level is a proxy) and because 

they consume the same media. Therefore, they are subjected to the same frames and narra-

tives about society; a type of echo chamber, within which people share a common view of 

what “society” (e.g., “the Netherlands”) is and what Dutch people tend to experience. 

Even though this “echo chamber phenomenon” may explain how these beliefs may 

emerge and be maintained, it cannot explain the rise and fall of collective discontent itself. 

After all, if collective discontent is restricted to specific subgroups in society, then voting for 
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extreme parties should be a relatively constant societal phenomenon that is ultimately pre-

dicted by the size of these groups. So why does general discontent appear, in recent years, to 

have risen and spread?

One reason is that the discontent within one group is bound to affect other groups, as 

soon as people begin to communicate about it across group boundaries. After all, as soon as 

a discontented minority begins airing its views, this itself is evidence of disunity (especially if 

polarized debates ensue). The polarization that is evidenced by such debates demonstrates 

that society is divided and therefore validates perceptions of global pessimism about society. 

Accordingly, global discontent will only remain restricted to particular societal subgroups as 

long as this subgroup does not interact extensively with other subgroups.

Another reason why it would be erroneous to believe that the echo chamber phenome-

non can explain the emergence of general discontent on its own is that, at its origin, there may 

well be important factors that fuel collective discontent, such as (fraternal) relative depriva-

tion or a perceived lack of group status. It would be wrong to infer from relatively low levels 

of personal discontent that there are no legitimate grievances at the collective level. Again, 

to make progress on some of these issues we anticipate that future research should further 

study what knowledge and information underpins both personal and collective discontents.  

Zeitgeist and the International Political Climate
Do these results generalize to other countries? While we have no direct evidence for this 

yet, numerous anecdotal arguments support this. A global collective discontent with the state 

of society appears to be present in many Western countries besides the Netherlands, and this 

coincides with rising support for extreme political movements on the left, the right, or both. 

Across many countries, the idea that the present system is not working appears to have be-

come mainstream (even in countries where objective markers of well-being are positive). In 

the United States, the central plank of Donald Trump’s candidacy and presidency is the idea 

that America is no longer great because it suffers deep-seated problems (e.g., crime, econom-

ics, politics, and immigration). The same shared sentiments that “we” are doing badly, and 

“they” (the elite, or political establishment) are to blame can be found in numerous European 

countries: In Germany, the United Kingdom, Poland, Sweden, Denmark, France, and many 

other nations, we see high levels of support for parties on the right which express distrust 

of, and disgust with, (political) elites and institutions. The same distrust of (political) elites 

appears to be fuelling support for extreme-left political parties in Greece, Spain, and Portugal. 

In each of these many cases, a Zeitgeist of collective discontent with the state of society 

may help explain why support for extreme parties is on the rise. If the perception is that “the 
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people” face insurmountable day-to-day problems across a broad range of issues, there is a 

clear need for an alternative arrangement in society. So far, international studies of discontent 

have not operationalized global societal discontent, focusing instead on concrete personal ex-

periences, specific issues, and/or concrete optimism for the future (cf. Bijl et al., 2015). While 

all of these measures may shed light on the success of populist movements and extreme par-

ties from nation to nation, we believe that they are not well equipped to explain the broad 

phenomenon of a changing zeitgeist across the board.

Implications for Measurement and Policy
As noted above, existing measures of discontent tend to be precise and accurate, targeted, 

for example, at people’s expectations for the future of their country. But we believe that dis-

content is not best captured with such concrete questions: Discontent is a vague, global senti-

ment. This conceptual analysis of discontent is markedly different from other approaches (cf. 

Steenvoorden, 2015). To our knowledge, we are the first research team that has developed a 

clear strategy for measuring a vague concept. We suggest that future research should embrace 

our operationalization of collective discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist, in order to be able to 

better understand current developments across different countries. 

One implication of this research for society, and perhaps especially for policy makers, is 

that it pays off to make clear-cut and consistent distinctions between personal and collective 

discontent and between general discontent and particular societal issues (e.g., immigration or 

crime). Making these distinctions clearly and consistently can help solve two potential prob-

lems. First, there is the risk that collective-level general discontent is “hijacked” for specific 

political agendas (e.g., when global discontent is attributed to a single issue, such as immigra-

tion concerns). Second, there is the equally thorny risk that politicians might use general dis-

content to “explain away” legitimate concerns that people may have about society. According 

to our perspective, these risks are minimized by differentiating (in research, policy analysis as 

well as discourse) more consistently between general discontent and specific discontents, as 

well as between collective- and personal-level issues.

In the same way that one’s analysis should not be confusing these different levels, we 

recommend that policy is targeted either at personal-level experiences or the collective level 

(we recommend never mixing the two). In all situations, it becomes more important to design 

policy as much as possible on the basis of concrete evidence, such as actual crime statistics. 

This may not be easy in an era of “alternative facts,” but it is certainly worth trying. 

To conclude, this research indicates that a Zeitgeist of collective discontent may play a 

key role in increasing the popularity of extreme-right and extreme-left parties in Western 
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countries. Collective discontent about the state of society, not discontent with one’s personal 

life, motivated Dutch people to vote for both an extreme-right and an extreme-left party in 

the 2015 provincial council elections. Within society, different interpretative communities can 

form global opinions that the nation as a whole has a problem: This influences voting behav-

ior more than concrete personal problems do. Combined, these findings suggest that if one 

wants to understand the rise in support for extreme right-wing and left-wing parties across 

many Western countries, vague notions such as a Zeitgeist of collective discontent may be 

useful. Our main contribution is to have taken this vague notion of Zeitgeist seriously, to offer 

a concrete operationalization and to show it predicts concrete consequences.





A Zeitgeist of 

Societal Discontent: 

Development of

the International 

Z-scale

Van der Bles, A. M.,  Postmes, T., Meijer, R. R., Jetten, J., Ariyanto, A., 
Autin, F., Ayub, N., Badea, C., Besta, T., Butera, F., Costa-Lopes., R., Cui, L., 
Fantini, C., Finchilescu, G., Gaertner, L., Gollwitzer, M., Gómez, A., González, 
R., Hong, Y., Jensen, D. H., Karasawa, M., Kessler, T., Klein, O., Lima, M., 
Mähönen, T. A., Megevand, L., Morton, T., Paladino, P., Polya, T., Ruza, A., 
Shahrazad, W., Sharma, S., Teymoori, A., Torres, A. R., & Wohl, M. (2017). A 
Zeitgeist of Societal Discontent: Development of the International Z-scale. 
Manuscript in preparation. 

4



102

Abstract
In recent years, various countries around the world seem to be in the grip of a collective 

sense of doom and gloom about the state of society. Anecdotal evidence suggests that socie-

tal discontent influences election and referendum outcomes. To gain insight in this apparent 

global trend, the present research develops an international measure of societal discontent to 

enable cross-national comparisons. Prior research suggests that societal discontent is an as-

pect of the Zeitgeist, which can be operationalized as a general factor Z (Van der Bles, Postmes, 

& Meijer, 2015). In the present research, a survey was conducted among university students in 

28 countries (N = 6112; e.g., Brazil, Canada, Indonesia, Spain). We developed an international 

Z-scale and established its measurement invariance. Therefore, we could compare societal 

discontent (Z) across the countries in our sample. The divergent and convergent validity of 

Z was assessed. Furthermore, we explored the relations between societal discontent (Z) and 

country-level indicators of (economic) welfare and inequality. Results showed that countries 

with objectively good living conditions had highly variant levels of discontent. Although fur-

ther validation of the international Z-scale is recommended, we conclude that the internation-

al Z-scale is sufficiently valid. We recommend Z to the field as a new instrument with which 

social science can empirically dissect the global trend of societal discontent.  
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In recent years, a sense of doom and gloom has emerged in many countries around the 

world. People appear worried about immigration, the economy, the quality of health care or 

education systems, and the political elite not caring for the interests of “common people”. In 

2016, this collective discontent with the state of society appears to have played an important 

role in major political developments. In the United Kingdom (UK), the vote for Brexit (to leave 

the European Union) appears to have stemmed not just from concerns about the EU, but also 

from a deep discontent with the current state of the U.K. more generally (e.g., Swales, 2016). 

In Germany, the populist AfD party (Alternative für Deutschland) explained their success of in 

state elections as stemming from the fact that they dare to name the big problems Germany is 

facing (e.g., Eijsvoogel, 2016). In the United States (US), the presidential election campaigns of 

both Donald Trump and Bernie Sanders embraced the idea that American society is no longer 

great. In sum, we appear to be witnessing a cross-national phenomenon that people believe 

their society to be in decline.

But this analysis, of collective discontent with society riding high and causing political 

upheaval, is largely based on anecdotal evidence. A scientific analysis of collective societal 

discontent is difficult to make because research tends to rely on indicators that are, at best, 

indirectly related to discontent (e.g., political trust, hope, satisfaction, angst). To improve this, 

we developed a research program for a new measure of collective societal discontent itself. In 

previous research, we suggested that collective discontent can be conceptualized as an aspect 

of the current Zeitgeist. This discontent appears to be anchored not in concrete personal expe-

riences or in objective facts about the state of society, but in a tacit consensus about “the things 

we all know to be true about our country/the system”. To use a metaphor: the discontent we 

seek to capture is the person’s belief that their country gets a collective “thumbs down” or 

“thumbs up” from its citizens. We proposed that this sense of collective societal discontent 

could be operationalized as a general factor (Z) that predicts how people express specific dis-

contents with concrete issues (Van der Bles et al., 2015). In past research, we have provid-

ed evidence for the validity and reliability of the Z scale (Van der Bles et al., 2015). We also 

showed that Z predicted voting for extreme parties in the Netherlands (Van der Bles, Postmes, 

LeKander-Kanis, & Otjes, 2017).

In the present research, we want to make the next step: to demonstrate the cross-national 

validity and utility of our Z-scale. The aim of the present research is to develop an internation-

al Z-scale and test its validity and reliability across different countries. With such a measure, 

we will be able to investigate the incidence, antecedents, and consequences of societal discon-

tent cross-nationally. In order to illustrate the utility of this new scale, the present research 

offers some preliminary explorations of international differences in Z. 
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A Zeitgeist of Discontent With Society?
In many countries at present, there is a vocal minority (and sometimes majority) that ex-

presses a deep discontent with the state of society. People have the feeling that society is facing 

major problems with issues such as crime and safety, immigration, the economy, corruption, 

the state of education or health care. In some countries, there is distrust of and disgust with 

the political elite. But even though this sense that society is in decline can be quite pervasive, 

it remains elusive on closer inspection. Firstly, societal discontent appears to be unrelated to 

people’s personal quality of life. The Netherlands offer an interesting example: even though 

the Dutch people consistently rank among the happiest in the world, a few years ago 57% 

of Dutch people thought the country as a whole was heading in the wrong direction (Bijl et 

al., 2015). Moreover, the issues at the heart of societal discontent are changeable: during the 

economic crisis, economic woes were seen as core concerns, but as the economy picked up 

the level of discontent remained high, with other issues moving into the foreground (e.g. im-

migration, crime, health care, fears about the loss of national identity; Dekker, de Blok, & de 

Hart, 2016; Dekker, den Ridder, & Schnabel, 2012). In our previous research, we proposed that 

societal discontent should be considered a phenomenon of its own, more or less independent 

of specific societal ills (e.g., immigration, the economy). We proposed that it would be more 

appropriate to consider this discontent as an aspect of the current Zeitgeist. Accordingly, we 

defined it as a collective-level general evaluation of the state and future of society: A general 

negative or positive evaluation of society that “we” as citizens in this society hold (Van der Bles 

et al., 2015). We operationalized it as a general factor, Z, that underlies collective-level evalua-

tions of specific societal problems or issues. Z influences these evaluations of specific societal 

issues such as immigration, or crime: if there is a negative Z (i.e., a Zeitgeist of discontent) the 

evaluation of whether crime is a problem in society will be more negative too. 

Our previous research showed support for this conceptualization and operationalization 

of collective societal discontent as a general factor Z. Our results showed that perceptions of a 

wide range of specific societal problems such as immigration, crime, or corruption were high-

ly correlated with each other. A general factor Z strongly predicted how people responded to 

each individual item. Furthermore, we investigated the influence of Z on people’s interpreta-

tion of information about society, as they would receive through the media. We found that Z 

influenced people’s interpretation of newspaper headlines: People with more negative Z-per-

ceptions thought negative newspaper headlines were more likely to be true, even though they 

presented factually incorrect information. When reading sensationalist news stories, for ex-

ample of a man who laid dead in his apartment for two years before he was found, a more 

negative Z increased the amount of responsibility that people attributed in these negative 
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incidents to society as a whole (Van der Bles et al., 2015). Importantly, these media reports 

were only influenced by Z (the woes of society), not by the equivalent personal discontents 

(the woes of one’s personal life).

Furthermore, we have examined the consequences of societal discontent for voting for 

extreme political parties (Van der Bles et al., 2017). This previous research showed that in the 

context of the 2015 Dutch provincial elections, Z predicted voting for both extreme left-wing 

and right-wing parties. People with a more negative Z were more likely to vote for an extreme 

political party, compared to mainstream political parties. Personal discontents did not predict 

voting for extreme parties. In addition, we examined two factors that we thought might con-

tribute to within-country variation in Z: education level and media use. We found that lower 

education levels and more frequent use tabloid-style media were associated with a more neg-

ative Z. This suggests that there are multiple subgroups in society that can vary in their view of 

how society is doing: Within these  “interpretative communities” created along societal fault 

lines such as education or media use, people’s perceptions of collective discontent are shaped 

(Van der Bles et al., 2017).

In sum, in our research to date we have developed a Z-scale to measure collective societal 

discontent as an aspect of Zeitgeist and we have tested this in the Netherlands and in the Unit-

ed States. We know that Z predicts important outcomes such as voting for extreme political 

parties and attribution of responsibility for sensational news stories. Z is related to education 

level and media use. But ultimately, we also want Z to be useful to make international compar-

isons in order to learn about the antecedents, correlates, and consequences of societal discon-

tent across the globe: What factors have contributed to the development of a widely shared 

discontent with society in so many different countries? To answer this question, we need a 

Z-scale that is suitable for research across countries. 

Societal Discontent Across the Globe
In order to develop a Z-scale that is suitable for research across countries, we first need 

to establish to what extent societal discontent across different countries is comparable, and 

how we can compare it. At first glance, in many (Western) countries there seem to be similar 

discontents with the state of the country and distrust of the “political elite” among subgroups 

in society. If one delves deeper, particular discontents also seem to be influenced by factors 

that are unique to each country, for example because of its political system, recent economic 

developments, history, or cultural norms around various types of diversity. In the following 

section, we will discuss examples of societal discontent in various countries to highlight these 

similarities and differences.
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Concerns with collective societal discontent have become widespread in 2016. The Inter-

national Monetary Fund (IMF; 2016) identified “economic anxiety”, “resentment of cross-bor-

der migration” and a “nationalist sentiment” as major concerns for worldwide economic de-

velopment in their World Economic Outlook report and declining rates of economic growth 

as a contributor to political tensions in many countries. But if we zoom in on specific countries 

and developments, we also see that issues of concern may vary from place to place. In June 

2016, a majority of British people voted for the U.K. to leave the EU in what is now called the 

“Brexit” vote. Survey research reported that for many people not only concerns about the EU, 

but also discontent with national politics, the national healthcare system, and worries about 

immigration were important reasons for people to vote for Brexit (Swales, 2016). In Novem-

ber 2016, Donald Trump was elected President of the U.S. based on a campaign in which his 

famous campaign slogan “Make America Great Again” implied the decline of America. In his 

campaign speeches, he repeatedly painted a dark picture of the major issues American soci-

ety is facing. Whilst a consensus appears to be emerging among commentators (such as the 

IMF) that such expressions of collective societal discontent are becoming worldwide concerns, 

and whilst there are numerous similarities in the kinds of issues that people appear to be 

concerned with, there also appear to be considerable differences between countries that are 

worth taking a closer look at.

In some countries, expressions of collective societal discontent can be clearly linked to 

the effects that the 2008 global financial crisis had on the country’s economy and living con-

ditions. In for example Spain, Portugal, Greece, and Italy, countries that were hit hard by the 

economic crisis, anti-austerity movements organized mass demonstrations to protest against 

a wide range of problems in society: from unemployment, the political systems, the banks and 

financial elite, to welfare cuts and growing inequality. In Spain, this led to the establishment of 

a left-wing populist political party, Podemos, which was successful in 2014 and 2015 elections. 

In Greece, it led to a rise in support for both left-wing (The Coalition of the Radical Left/SYRIZA) 

and an extreme right-wing (Golden Dawn) political parties. In Italy, the Five Star Movement 

(M5S) political party was established, which considers itself to transcend the traditional left-

right continuum and described as populist, anti-establishment and Eurosceptic. 

However, in other countries comparable sentiments of collective discontent have occurred 

without being connected to economic issues. In some countries, such as the Netherlands and 

Belgium, a rise in support for extreme right-wing parties and general sense of discontent pre-

ceded the economic crisis. In other countries, such as France or Germany, a shift towards 

more extreme political ideas co-occurred with an economic upturn. In these four countries, 

immigration has been an important issue that people have expressed discontent about, both 
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in terms of economic and symbolic threats to society. Germany, which has been one of the best 

performing economies in the Eurozone in recent years, has also seen the rise of the PEGIDA 

movement and support for the extreme right-wing political party AfD. Fast-growing econo-

mies such as Chile or Brazil also had their share of protests movements expressing societal dis-

content. In 2013, public demonstrations in cities all over Brazil started off as protests against 

increases in public transport fares, but soon included discontentment with public health and 

education services, high cost of living, widespread corruption and national politics. 

In sum, across countries it appears we are witnessing two trends at the same time. On the 

one hand, each country faces a unique mix of economic, political, cultural, and/or historic con-

cerns. Looking in detail at each country individually would thus appear to be important in the 

analysis of societal discontent. But on the other hand, from a more abstract point of view there 

seem to be remarkable similarities across countries. In particular, societal discontent in every 

country appears to embrace the general sense that the country is not well. This general sense 

of national malaise appears to fuel the specific issues that are debated in different locations 

across the globe. Thus, it is clear that in order to operationalize Z, a broad range of issues will 

need to be sampled in order to be able to acknowledge differences between countries. At the 

same time, it seems worthwhile to operationalize the global sense of societal discontent that is 

reported to exist in many different countries. 

Measuring Z Across Countries 
Within fields such as cross-cultural psychology, it is widely recognized that measuring and 

comparing a psychological concept across countries is challenging. The core issue is that a 

concept that one measures across different cultures should have the same meaning (e.g., “an-

ger” should have the same meaning in country A and B). Moreover, the scale on which it is 

measured should be used in the same way across cultures (e.g., “slightly agree” should have 

the same meaning in country A and B). If the concept does not have the same meaning, or 

the scale on which it is measured is interpreted differently across cultures, the comparison is 

flawed and drawing valid conclusions difficult. 

With regard to the second issue of scale usage, we have developed the Z-scale in such a way 

that we can avoid the Likert-type scales typically used in psychological research (which use 

anchors such as “disagree” or “agree”). Instead we ask people to estimate how many out of the 

last 30 days the average person encountered a problem with specific issues (e.g., crime). We 

reasoned that making this estimate between 0 and 30 days has a higher likelihood of meaning 

the same thing across different nations, because the 24-hour “day” as a unit of measurement 

should have a similar meaning across cultures. 
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With regard to the first issue of the meaning of concepts across cultures, the Z-scale con-

sists of a range of societal issues, which may or may not carry the same connotations across 

countries. Specific issues might be more or less relevant in a specific country, which might 

lead to difficulties in cross-national testing. In order to test how comparable scale usage is 

across cultures, a specific Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) technique can be used: mea-

surement invariance testing. This technique tests for differences in both meaning of the con-

cept and interpretation of the scale across different countries. The present research will use 

measurement invariance testing to gain insight in whether and how we can validly measure 

societal discontent as a Zeitgeist cross-nationally. 

The Present Research
In the present research, we develop an international measure of societal discontent and 

test its validity and reliability across different countries. First, we develop an international 

Z-scale and test it for measurement invariance to establish its validity for cross-national com-

parison. The international Z-scale is based on previous research (Van der Bles et al., 2015), in 

which we ask people to estimate how many out of the last 30 days the average person in their 

country has encountered a range of societal issues. As a starting point for scale development, 

we included 25 societal issues. We expected that the best fitting scale for each individual coun-

try would consist of a subset of these 25 items, which would be unique to each country. At the 

same time, we expected that we could construct an international scale with a subset of items 

that would fit reasonably well in most countries in our sample and obtain measurement in-

variance across these countries.

Subsequently, we investigate the convergent and divergent validity of the international 

Z-scale by examining its relationships with other relevant psychological constructs. Further-

more, we aim to measure Z internationally in order to be able to study the influence of coun-

try-level factors on the incidence and development of societal discontent. We will therefore 

also present preliminary analyses and results of questions that could be addressed with our 

international Z-scale. 

Method

Participants and Procedure 
A total of 6112 undergraduate university students participated in this research. They were 

recruited in 28 countries across the world: North America (Canada and the United States; two 

samples, from Tennessee and California); South America (Brazil and Chile); Europe (Belgium, 
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Denmark, Finland, France, Germany – there were two samples: one from former East-Germa-

ny and one from former West-Germany, Hungary, Italy, Latvia, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 

Spain, Switzerland, and United Kingdom); Africa (South Africa); Middle East (Iran); Asia (Chi-

na, India, Indonesia, Japan, Malaysia, and Singapore); and Oceania (Australia). The sample 

size per country ranged from 74 for the United Kingdom to 557 for Indonesia. In total, 64% of 

the people in the sample were women (31% men; 5% missing) and the mean age was 22.53 

years (SD = 6.35). Table 4.2 presents additional information for each sample and descriptive 

statistics of the data: the sample size, mean age of the participants, the percentage of female 

participants in the sample, and the language in which the questionnaire was administered. 

Participants filled in a questionnaire about perceptions of their society, either via an on-

line survey platform or via a hard copy version. The original questionnaire was prepared in 

English and translated into the native languages of the respective countries, if necessary using 

either back-translation or panel methods. The questionnaire consisted of a range of different 

measures; the findings for some of these have been published elsewhere (i.e., the Perceptions 

of Anomie Scale; Teymoori et al., 2016). The measures relevant for the present research are 

presented below. Data was collected between January 2014 and February 2015. 

Measures
Zeitgeist of societal discontent: Z-scale. To measure the Zeitgeist of societal discontent 

as Z, we adapted a measure that has been developed in previous research, which assessed 

collective-level prevalence estimates of societal problems (Van der Bles et al., 2015). We in-

structed participants to think about the life of the average person in their country: “What did 

the life of an [country] person look like during the last 30 days? Think about the conversations 

that [citizens of country] may have had, the things that they did, the people and situations that 

they encountered. What kind of problems could an average [country] person have encoun-

tered during the last 30 days?” We then asked participants to estimate how many out of the 

last 30 days the average person in their country encountered problems with, or was bothered 

by, 25 societal issues (by listing a number from 0 to 30). These issues were selected to represent 

a broad range of issues that societies could face. The selection was made based on previous 

research (Van der Bles et al., 2015) and adapted to account for variation between countries in 

the types of issues that were salient or important at the time. The 25 societal issues are pre-

sented in Table 4.1.1 

The score on this scale was calculated by averaging participants’ estimates across the items 
1 In Singapore and one US sample, the items “lack of democracy” and “lack of freedom” were excluded from the questionnaire, leaving 

23 items for the full scale.
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(societal issues). The international Z-scale (of which the development is described below) con-

sisted of six items: unemployment, corruption or fraud, discrimination, income inequality, 

injustice, and lack of respect.  Thus, participants’ score on this scale is the average of their 

estimates on these items (i.e., the number of days that the average person is perceived to have 

societal problems). A higher score means that the average citizen is perceived to have more 

problems and thus indicates a more pessimistic perception of the state of society (Z). Table 4.2 

presents Cronbach’s alpha per country for the international Z-scale; Cronbach’s alpha for this 

scale in all countries taken together was .89. 

Personal discontent. Personal discontent with societal issues was measured with a scale 

that we adapted from previous research (Van der Bles et al., 2015). Participants were asked to 

think about their daily life: “Think about the conversations that you had, the things that you 

did, the people and situations that you encountered during the last 30 days. What problems 

did you encounter in your personal life during these last 30 days?” We then asked participants 

to estimate how many out of the last 30 days they themselves encountered problems with, or 

were bothered by, the same 25 societal issues as listed for the Z-scale (by listing a number from 

0 to 30). For the purpose of the present research, we constructed a scale using the same six 

items as the international Z-scale described above (α = .89)2. Participants’ score on this scale 

was calculated by averaging participants’ responses to these six items. This Personal discon-

tent scale can be used as a comparison to the Z-scale: It describes people’s reported experienc-

es with the same societal problems in their daily life. 

Other relevant psychological constructs. We included measure of psychological con-

structs relevant for testing the convergent and divergent validity of Z. If not mentioned oth-

erwise, measures were assessed using 7-point scales ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = 

strongly agree. These measures are reported in full the Supplementary Materials (Table 4A). 

Cronbach’s alphas reported below have been calculated on the overall dataset.

Satisfaction with the state of society. We included a single-item measure of satisfaction 

with the state of society: “Overall, to what extent are you dissatisfied or satisfied with the way 

things are going in [country] today?” (1 = very dissatisfied to 7 = very satisfied; Pew Research 

Center, 2017).

Perceptions of the country’s economic situation. Three items were constructed to 

measure perceptions of the present, future, and past economic situation of the country. These 

items were adapted items from Pew Research Center (2017): “How would you describe the 

current economic situation in [country]?” (1 = very bad, 7 = very good); “To what extent do you 

expect [country]’s economic situation to be worse, the same, or better in the next 3 years?” (1 
2 This Cronbach’s alpha is calculated over the total dataset, thus data from all countries taken together. 
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= a lot worse, 7 = a lot better); and “To what extent would you describe [country]’s economic 

situation three years ago to be worse, the same, or better than it is now?” (1 = a lot worse, 7 = 

a lot better).  

Perceived threat of immigrants: economic and symbolic. Three items were formulat-

ed to measure perceptions of immigrants as an economic threat, for example: “Immigrants 

take resources and employment opportunities away from [citizens of country]” (α = .80). Per-

ceptions of immigrants as a symbolic threat were also measured with three items, for exam-

ple: “[country’s] norms and values are being threatened by the presence of immigrants” (α = 

.92). 

Anomie. Perceptions of anomie, the breakdown of social fabric and of leadership in so-

ciety, were measured using the Perceptions of Anomie Scale (PAS, Teymoori et al., 2016). This 

scale consisted of 12 items such as “People think that there are no clear moral standards to 

follow” and “The government uses its power legitimately” (α = .83). 

Collective Angst. Angst for the future of society was measured with 7 items (item 1-3 

adapted from Jetten & Wohl, 2012; and item 4-7 developed for this research), such as: “I am 

worried about the future vitality of [country]” and “People in [country] have the feeling that 

the country is heading in the wrong direction” (α = .84). 

National nostalgia was measured with 4 items such as “I get nostalgic when I think back 

of [country] in past times” (Smeekes, Verkuyten, & Martinovic, 2015; α = .86). 

National identification was measured with the four-item measure of social identifica-

tion (Postmes et al., 2013), for example “I identify with [country]” (α = .86). 

Social and political trust was measured with respectively three and five items adapted 

from the European Social Survey (European Social Survey, 2012). An example item for social 

trust was “Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or that you 

can’t be too careful in dealing with people?” (-3 = you can’t be too careful via 0 = neutral to 3 = 

most people can be trusted; α = .80). An example item for political trust was “I trust the govern-

ment of [country]” (α = .91). 

Satisfaction with life was measured with the 5-item Satisfaction with Life scale (Diener 

et al., 1985), for example, “I am satisfied with my life” (α = .85). 

Indicators of country-level welfare.

The Human Development Index (HDI) was used as an indicator of the social and eco-

nomic development of a country (United Nations Development Programme, 2015). It is a com-

posite of three dimensions: health (life expectancy at birth), education (mean years of school-

ing and expected years of schooling), and standard of living (gross national income per capita 

(PPP)). Countries receive a value between 0 and 1, with a higher value reflecting higher levels 
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of human development. We used the HDI for the year 2014.     

Inequality: Gini Index. We used the Gini Index as an indicator of inequality in a country. 

The Gini index measures the extent to which the distribution of income among people in a 

country deviates from a perfectly equal distribution (World Bank, 2017). Countries receive 

a value between 0, representing perfect equality, and 1, representing perfect inequality. We 

used the most recently available Gini index (World Bank estimate) for each country, which 

varied between 2008 (Japan) and 2013 (Brazil, Chile, Iran, and US); for Singapore, there was 

no recent index available.  

Economy: Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita. The GDP per capita is a monetary 

measure of the value of all goods and services produced in a country divided by the midyear 

population (in current USD; World Bank, 2017). It is an indicator of a country’s (economic) 

standard of living, with higher scores indicating a higher standard of living. We used the GDP 

per capita for 2014, the year in which (most of) our data was collected. GDP per capita is pos-

itively related to HDI, since one of the dimensions of HDI is gross national income per capita 

(PPP). 

Economy: percentage annual growth of GDP per capita (average 2010-2013). In ad-

dition, we included the average percentage of annual growth of the GDP per capita over the 

four years before our data was collected (2010-2013; World Bank, 2017). This is an indicator 

of economic performance within a country’s recent historic context: Whether the economy/

standard of living have objectively increased or decreased in recent years. There was no esti-

mate available for Iran.

 

Results

Testing the Z-model 
As the first step of scale development, we wanted to test our operationalization of the 

Zeitgeist of societal discontent as a general latent factor Z across all 28 countries in our data-

set. On the basis of our theory (see Van der Bles et al., 2015) we predicted that in each of these 

countries, one latent factor Z would underlie people’s responses on all 25 items representing 

a diverse range of societal issues. However, this full Z-model (25 items predicted by one latent 

factor) has relatively high complexity. The size of our samples for most countries was too 

small to reliably estimate a model with this number of parameters. This means that results 

are not very reliable and should be interpreted with caution. We will provide a short overview 

below; for interested readers, more details are provided in the Supplementary Materials. 

We conducted a series of Confirmatory Factor Analyses (CFAs) to test our Z-model (with 
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maximum-likelihood estimation with robust standard errors and a robust Satorra-Bentler 

scaled test statistic, to account for multivariate non-normality) in R 3.3.1 with the Lavaan pack-

age (Rosseel, 2012). We inspected the following indices of model fit: the comparative fit index 

(CFI; value > .90 indicates acceptable fit) and the root-mean-square-error-of-approximation 

(RMSEA; value < .08 indicates acceptable fit; Van de Schoot, Lugtig, & Hox, 2012). The results 

showed that the initial model generally did not fit well (e.g., CFI ranged between .59 for Portu-

gal and .94 for India. RMSEA ranged between acceptable fit of .08 for the Netherlands, Canada, 

Germany, Finland, Japan, Singapore, India, and Belgium and poor fit of .12 for Portugal).

In addition to providing information about model fit, CFA allows us to test how much of 

the variance in each item is explained by latent factor Z (R2). We can average the explained 

variance across all items to obtain an indicator of the average amount of variance that the 

latent factor explains in the items (i.e., the average R2). In other words, we can estimate how 

much of the variance in people’s responses to societal issues on average is explained by a 

general factor Z. The average R2 values for the initial model ranged from .27 for Portugal and 

.29 for Latvia to .55 of Malaysia and .58 for India. However, as discussed above, we have to 

be careful interpreting these values for the initial model due to the high model complexity. 

Estimated reliability (Cronbach’s alpha) was high and ranged from α = .89 for Portugal to α = 

.97 for India. 

National Z Scales. The next step was to investigate the Z-model for countries separately 

in order to gain a better understanding of overlap or differences in the relationships between 

the general factor Z and the items representing societal issues. As an example, we present 

the results of four countries in more detail: the Netherlands, Germany, the United States, and 

Spain. For each country, we will discuss the CFA results of the full scale and present CFA results 

for a better fitting national Z-scale. We will also examine the average R2, as an indicator of the 

amount of variance in people’s responses that is explained by general factor Z. 

To illustrate the scale development process for national Z-scales, we selected four coun-

tries with sufficiently large sample sizes for CFA. We chose to start with the Netherlands, since 

the scale and theoretical framework were first developed in this context (Van der Bles et al., 

2015). Germany is often seen as having a similar culture as the Netherlands, and, therefore, 

it is an interesting to validate the results obtained in the Dutch sample with the results from 

the German sample. We already tested our model using data from the U.S. (Van der Bles et 

al., 2015) and although these are all Western countries, there are many societal and cultural 

differences between the U.S., the Netherlands, and Germany. To further generalize our results, 

we used data from Spain; this is a European country that aside from cultural differences also 

was more strongly affected by the global financial crisis in 2008, which may have had an effect 
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on the Zeitgeist. The results of these analyses will provide insight in the best way to measure 

the Z in every country separately; comparing them will provide insight in how comparable 

these measures (and Z) are across countries.

The Netherlands. As Table 4.1 shows, the full Z model had a poor to marginal fit to the 

data in the Dutch sample (CFI = .74; RMSEA = .08). Inspection of the factor loadings showed 

that although all factor loadings are significantly different from zero, for several items factor 

loadings were relatively low. The variation in factor loadings may suggest that Z is less predic-

tive of people’s responses to some items, or that these items are less important in determining 

the content of Z. For example, global warming was related to Z with a factor loading of .36, 

while the economy was more strongly related to Z with a factor loading of .68. This suggests 

that the Z is more closely associated with economic issues than with issues of global warning.  

We developed a better fitting scale specifically for the Dutch context, based on both empirical 

and theoretical considerations. We selected items that were strongly related to Z (i.e., high fac-

tor loadings and R2s), and based on our theoretical considerations we aimed for the selection 

of a wide range of issues that represent various ways in which society can do well or badly 

(e.g., ranging from representing stable social relation and adherence to norms, how society 

functions economically, to effective and legitimate politics). The Dutch Z-scale consisted of 11 

items that are presented in Table 4.1. The factor loadings ranged between .54 and .72 and the 

model fit of this scale was good, CFI = .93, RSMEA = .06, 90% Confidence Interval (CI)[.04; .08]. 

On average, the general factor Z explained 41% of the variance in responses to these societal 

issues. 

Germany. Next, we examined the CFA results in the German sample and constructed a 

better fitting scale for the German context. Table 4.1 presents the CFA results. The CFA results 

for the full scale showed that the Z-model had a poor to marginal model fit (CFI = .72; RMSEA 

= .08). Based on the same empirical and theoretical considerations as before, we developed a 

better fitting scale for the German sample. This scale consisted of 10 items, presented in Table 

4.1. The model fit of this scale was good, CFI = .95, RSMEA = .06, 90% CI[.04; .08]. Factor load-

ings ranged from .51 to .75. On average, the latent factor Z explained 41% of the variance in 

people’s responses to these items. 

When comparing the scales developed for the Dutch and German samples, it is interesting 

that there is considerable overlap in terms of items that create the best scale for each country, 

although the loadings differed slightly between the countries. For example, while in the Dutch 

context the item “the economy” was strongly related to the Z and therefore considered by us 

as an important item (factor loading in the full model = .68), it was marginally less important 

in the German context (.54, respectively). Vice versa, in the German sample “corruption or 
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fraud” was an important item (.61) while being somewhat less important in the Dutch sample 

(.49). 

United States. Next, we examined the CFA results and constructed a better fitting scale 

for the United States sample. The CFA results of the full Z-scale in the U.S. sample were slightly 

better than in the Dutch or German sample, but still indicated poor to marginal model fit: CFI 

= .83, RMSEA = .09. The new U.S. scale consisted of 12 items, presented in Table 4.1, with CFI = 

.92, and RMSEA = .09, 90% CI[.07;.10]. Factor loadings ranged between .53 and .78. On average, 

the general Z factor explained 47% of the variance in people’s responses to these items. Again, 

there was substantial overlap in items with the scales for the German and Dutch samples. 

An interesting difference was that in the United States, the item “lack of respect” had one of 

the highest factor loadings at .77, whereas it was not incorporated in the Dutch and German 

scales.  

Spain. Lastly, we examined the CFA results and constructed a better fitting scale for the 

Spanish sample. The model fit indices of the CFA for the full scale indicated poor model fit (CFI 

= .76; RMSEA = .10). The better fitting scale for the Spanish sample consisted of 10 items, pre-

sented in Table 4.1. Modification indices indicated a strong association between items “lack 

of democracy” and “discrimination”, so the residuals of these items were allowed to covary. 

Again, the model fit of this scale was good, with CFI = .95, and RMSEA = .08, 90% CI[.07;.10]. 

Factor loadings ranged between .51 and .87. On average, the general factor Z explained 55% of 

the variance in people’s responses to these items. Interesting is that in the Spanish sample the 

item “crime” was not very strongly related to factor Z (.37 in the full model) compared to other 

items in the Spanish sample but also not compared to the other countries; this suggests that 

the Zeitgeist of discontent is less closely related to issues of crime and safety in this country. 

In short, in the best fitting scale for each example country, there were respectively two, 

zero, three, and one item(s) that were unique to the scales for the Dutch, German, U.S., and 

Spanish sample. All other items in the best fitting scales occurred in the scale of at least one 

other example country as well. This indicates that there are subtle differences between coun-

tries in which issues are more or less salient or central to their Zeitgeist of societal discontent. 

If one wants to measure Z in one particular country, it is important to take this into account. 

However, in order to compare Z across countries, it is important to have a scale that is able to 

measure the same construct in the same way across these countries. So far, we have shown 

that the content of the scales may differ somewhat across countries, but that there is also 

substantial overlap in the issues that are affected by Z. Next, we examine the possibility to 

construct a scale that intends to measure Z across all 28 countries in our sample and test it for 

measurement invariance.
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International Z-Scale and Testing Measurement Invariance
Selecting items and refining the international Z scale. In order to create a Z-scale that 

was internationally applicable, we selected a subset of the initial 25 items. The aim of this se-

lection was to create a scale that measured Z in the same way across different countries; that 

is, we tried to obtain measurement equivalence (Chen, 2008; Owe et al., 2013; Van de Schoot 

et al., 2012). In selecting items for this scale, we took into account empirical considerations, 

eliminating items that failed to perform comparably across our national samples, as well as 

theoretical considerations, ensuring variation in the range of societal issues represented in 

our items. Based on the CFA results for separate countries (as reported above), we made a first 

selection of items that seemed to perform relatively comparably across all national samples. 

We tested and refined this selection through multiple iterations of CFAs in various national 

samples as well as in the total sample. As an illustration of this process, one example of an 

item that failed to perform comparably across national samples was immigration (e.g., factor 

loadings ranged from .11 in Pakistan to .75 in Denmark). Given that there are large differences 

between the countries in our sample in terms of the amount of and type of immigration that 

they receive, we were not surprised to find this reflected in large variations between people’s 

perceptions of immigration as a societal problem in different countries. This item was there-

fore excluded from the final international scale. 

Thus, we selected items for the final scale for which we could establish both empirically 

and theoretically that they had similar meanings across the various national samples, and to-

gether represented a range of societal issues in order to capture the Zeitgeist of societal discon-

tent. Accordingly, the international Z-scale consisted of the following 6 items: unemployment, 

corruption or fraud, discrimination, income inequality, injustice, and lack of respect. Modifi-

cation indices in preliminary CFAs suggested strong associations in most groups between the 

items unemployment and corruption, and the items discrimination and lack of respect. We 

therefore allowed residuals of these two pairs of items to covary in the final measurement 

model.

Testing for measurement invariance. Next, we investigated the measurement invari-

ance of this international scale across the different national samples in our study. That is, we 

tested whether this scale measured the same construct (Z) in the same way in all our national 

samples. To test for measurement invariance, often the following different types or levels of 

measurement invariance are discussed (e.g., Chen, 2008; Van de Schoot et al., 2012): configur-

al invariance, metric invariance, and scalar invariance. These levels represent an ascending 

order of strictness of the assumptions of equivalence. The first step is to test for configural 

invariance, that is, it is investigated whether the factor structure of the items is the same in 
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each group (in our case: the national sample), and whether the same item is associated with 

the same factor (that is whether the same number of factors underlie the response behaviour 

across different groups), with all items relating to the latent factor(s) in the expected way. 

Metric or factor invariance establishes whether participants across groups attribute the same 

meaning to the latent construct under study, by testing whether the factor loadings are equal 

across groups. Scalar invariance establishes whether the meaning of the construct and the 

absolute levels (or origin) of the underlying items are comparable across groups, by testing 

whether the factor loadings and intercepts are equal across groups. Configural invariance is 

necessary in order to test for metric or scalar invariance. When metric invariance is estab-

lished, one can validly compare correlational patterns across groups. When scalar invariance 

is established, group means can be validly compared because the origins or absolute levels of 

the underlying items are the same (Chen, 2008; Van de Schoot et al., 2012). 

Establishing configural invariance. We aimed to test whether the six-item international 

scale measured Zeitgeist in the same way in all countries in our study. First, we tested for 

configural invariance by conducting CFAs to test our measurement model in each national 

sample separately. Our measurement model included one latent factor (Z) underlying all six 

items (unemployment, corruption or fraud, discrimination, income inequality, injustice, and 

lack of respect) and covariances between the items unemployment and corruption, and the 

items discrimination and lack of respect (because modification indices in preliminary analy-

ses suggested strong associations in most groups). The results of these CFAs are presented in 

Table 4.2. 

The results showed that the model had a good to excellent fit in 20 national samples (CFI 

= .96 - 1.00; RMSEA = .08 - .00): Australia, the Netherlands, the U.S., Spain, Italy, Iran, Canada, 

Germany, Denmark, Finland, Japan, India, Pakistan, Chile, Switzerland, Indonesia, Belgium, 

Poland, Brazil, and South Africa. In the other eight samples, the CFI indicated good fit of the 

model (CFI = .93 - .98), but the RMSEA indicated marginal or poor fit (RMSEA = .09 - .12): China, 

U.K., France, Malaysia, Singapore, Latvia, Portugal, and Hungary. For these samples, model fit 

(especially RMSEA) could be improved substantially if one or both residual covariances were 

not included in the measurement model. Note that for 18 countries, sample size is small for 

these types of analyses (i.e. below N = 200; see Table 4.2) and that we should interpret these 

results with care. Cronbach’s alphas were acceptable or good in all nations given that these 

scales were used for research purposes and not for high-stakes individual decision-making 

(alphas ranged from .72 in Denmark to .92 in Malaysia). Thus, we found support for configural 

invariance of our scale across the national samples. 
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Testing metric and scalar invariance. Next, we tested our six-item scale for more strin-

gent levels of measurement invariance. We tested for metric invariance by restricting the 

factor loadings of the model to be equal across groups, in order to establish whether people 

across national samples attribute the same meaning to Zeitgeist. Scalar invariance was tested 

by restricting both factor loadings and intercepts to be equal across groups, in order to estab-

lish whether the meaning and the levels of the underlying items of latent factor Z were equal 

across the national samples. 

First, we conducted a multiple-group CFA for the six-item measurement model (as speci-

fied before) for all countries simultaneously, as a baseline multiple-group model without re-

Table 4.2 
Descriptive Information and Confirmatory Factor Analysis Results per Country  

 
    Age      CFA international Z-scale 

Country N Mean SD % F Language χ2 df CFI RMSEA 90% CI R2 α 
Indonesia 557 21.42 4.87 77 Indonesian 30.84 7 .98 .08 .05; .11 .49 .85 
South Africa 451 21.10 5.67 81 English 11.69 7 1.00 .04 .00; .07 .48 .85 
Switzerland 448 24.13 5.13 64 French 24.00 7 .96 .08 .05; .10 .50 .84 
Japan 382 18.81 0.99 57 Japanese 20.32 7 .96 .07 .05; .10 .44 .82 
Germany 322 22.05 3.21 70 German 17.25 7 .97 .07 .03; .11 .45 .83 
US 319 21.06 5.08 59 English 17.46 7 .99 .07 .03; .11 .52 .87 
Spain 277 35.66 10.72 73 Spanish 17.25 7 .98 .07 .03; .12 .52 .86 
Belgium 242 20.37 4.43 22 French 7.09 7 1.00 .01 .00; .07 .48 .85 
Canada 233 20.35 4.25 77 English 7.93 7 1.00 .02 .00; .07 .50 .86 
Netherlands 208 19.40 1.86 79 Dutch 11.62 7 .98 .06 .00; .10 .42 .81 
Singapore 193 21.66 1.74 66 English 18.37 7 .93 .09 .05; .13 .45 .82 
Poland 180 27.72 9.78 72 Polish 11.60 7 .99 .06 .00; .11 .46 .84 
Iran 170 22.49 2.85 54 Persian 10.28 7 1.00 .05 .00; .11 .60 .90 
Denmark 164 22.68 3.62 71 Danish 3.31 7 1.00 .00 .00; .00 .37 .72 
Portugal 160 22.24 5.58 71 Portuguese 18.46 7 .96 .10 .05; .15 .42 .80 
Hungary 160 24.75 7.32 18 Hungarian 23.25 7 .96 .12 .07; .17 .51 .85 
Italy 156 25.87 9.12 65 Italian 11.47 7 .98 .06 .00; .11 .48 .83 
China 151 21.62 2.51 79 Mandarin 15.13 7 .97 .09 .03; .14 .46 .84 
Chile 151 20.64 2.92 33 Spanish 5.33 7 1.00 .00 .00; .07 .57 .87 
France 150 19.53 2.56 83 French 21.61 7 .94 .12 .07; .18 .43 .81 
Pakistan 150 19.29 1.64  Urdu 1.11 7 1.00 .00 .00; .00 .43 .82 
Australia 149 22.17 5.10 72 English 6.96 7 1.00 .00 .00; .08 .40 .78 
Latvia 149 23.44 5.68 53 Latvian 15.81 7 .95 .09 .04; .15 .38 .77 
Brazil 146 23.99 7.08 62 Portuguese 11.43 7 .98 .07 .00; .12 .50 .84 
India 145 20.47 1.30 66 Hindi/English 8.55 7 1.00 .04 .00; .11 .62 .91 
Finland 113 25.58 7.04 77 Finnish 8.67 7 .98 .05 .00; .11 .43 .77 
Malaysia 112 23.20 5.70 85 Malay 19.01 7 .98 .12 .07; .18 .67 .92 
UK 74 21.22 5.64 76 English 10.77 7 .96 .09 .00; .15 .51 .86 
Overall 6112 22.53 6.35 64  73.79 7 1.00 .04 .03; .05 .56 .89 
Note. Table is sorted based on sample size. % F = percentage female participants in the sample. CFI 
= comparative fit index (value > .90 indicates acceptable fit); RMSEA = root-mean-square-error-of-
approximation (value < .08 indicates acceptable fit); 90% CI = 90% confidence interval of the 
RMSEA; R2 = the average R2. 
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strictions on factor loadings or intercepts. As seen in Table 4.3, the results of this analysis 

(Model 1) indicated good model fit: CFI = .98, and RMSEA = .06, 90% CI[.06;.07]. Second, we 

tested for metric invariance by examining the impact on model fit of constraining the factor 

loadings to be equal across all groups (Model 2). Third, we tested for scalar invariance by 

examining the impact on model fit of constraining both factor loadings and intercepts to be 

equal across all groups (Model 3). Following Owe et al. (2013, p. 31), we determined that “if the 

fit of the constrained model remains acceptable, it is preferred to the unconstrained model 

because it is more parsimonious, and the hypothesis of invariance can be considered tenable” 

(Davidov, Schmidt, & Schwartz, 2008; Little, Card, Slegers, & Ledford, 2007). Table 4.3 presents 

the results. 

The results supported the hypothesis of metric invariance: Model 2 had good to acceptable 

model fit: CFI = .95, and RMSEA = .08, 90% CI[.07;.09]. It is therefore preferred over the less 

parsimonious baseline model. This suggests that across national samples, people attribute the 

same meaning to our latent construct Zeitgeist. Thus, we can validly compare correlational 

and predictive patterns across these national samples. 

However Model 3, testing scalar invariance, had a poor fit to the data: CFI = .59, and RM-

SEA = .20, 90% CI[.19;.20]. This suggests the full scalar invariance could not be established. 

Therefore, we continued to aim to establish partial scalar invariance: testing whether a model 

with factor loadings and part of the intercepts constrained to be equal across groups (allowing 

some intercepts to vary) would provide good fit. Previous research suggests that in order to 

validly compare means across countries, at least two intercepts should be constrained to be 

equal across countries (Baumgartner & Steenkamp, 1998; Byrne, Shavelson, & Muthén, 1989; 

Van de Schoot et al., 2012). Based on the modification indices, we chose to constrain the inter-

Table 4.3 
Results of the Measurement Invariance Analyses of the International Z-Scale 

 

     
RMSEA 
90% CI 

Model χ2 df CFI RMSEA LL UL 

Model 1, configural invariance 367.74*** 196 .98 .06 .06 .07 

Model 2, factor loadings constrained 791.29*** 331 .95 .08 .07 .09 

Model 3, all loadings and intercepts constrained 4348.66*** 466 .59 .20 .19 .20 

Model 4, loadings and 2 intercepts constrained 966.82*** 358 .94 .09 .08 .10 

Note. Loadings refer to factor loadings. CFI = comparative fit index (value > .90 indicates acceptable 
fit); RMSEA = root-mean-square-error-of-approximation (value < .08 indicates acceptable fit); 90% 
CI = 90% confidence interval, with LL = lower limit and UL = upper limit.  

 



Developing the International Z-scale

121

4

cepts of the items “discrimination” and “lack of respect”, and release the intercepts of the oth-

er items (unemployment, corruption, income inequality, and injustice; Model 4). The results 

suggest some support for partial scalar invariance, with good to marginally acceptable model 

fit: CFI = .94, and RMSEA = .09, 90% CI[.08;.10]. This suggests that mean-level comparisons 

across national samples can be made, although with caution.

Means of the international Z-scale. Now we have established measurement invariance 

of our international Z-scale, we compared correlations and means across the countries in our 

sample. Table 4.4 presents the means and standard deviations of the international Z-scale per 

country. A high Z-score means that on average, people perceived more collective-level societal 

problems (on a scale of 0 to 30 days), thus indicating higher levels of societal discontent. 

Societal discontent, measured as Z, was highest in Brazil (M = 21.02, SD = 7.33) and lowest 

in Denmark (M = 5.49, SD = 3.86). Thus, in Brazil, participants indicated that the average per-

son in their country encountered societal problems on average on 21.02 out of the last 30 days, 

while in Denmark this was 5.49 out of the last 30 days. The ranking of the countries in our 

sample on Z presented interesting patterns: Countries such as Indonesia, Pakistan, and Italy 

have comparably high mean scores on Z, as do Iran, France, Portugal, and Malaysia. This sug-

gests that people in these countries indicate similar levels of collective discontent with society. 

Table 4.4 also presents the mean scores on the 6-item personal discontent measure, which was 

highest in Brazil (M = 17.65, SD = 8.35) and lowest in Japan (M = 2.85, SD = 4.36).

Investigating the Convergent and Divergent Validity of Z 
Furthermore, a measurement invariant international Z-scale offers opportunities for in-

vestigating the relationship of Z with other constructs. In the following sections, we illustrate 

this by examining the relationships of Z with related psychological constructs, and with indi-

cators of country-level welfare. The associations between Z and other relevant psychological 

constructs can inform us about the convergent and divergent validity of Z. The present re-

search included constructs that we propose to be part of or influenced by Zeitgeist (percep-

tions the country’s economic situation and of immigration), and measures of constructs that 

we expected to be related to Zeitgeist but to be (psychologically) distinct concepts (personal 

discontent with societal issues, perceptions of anomie, collective angst for the future of society, 

national nostalgia, and political trust). In addition, we included perceptions of people’s own 

life (satisfaction with life, identification with their country). We expected these to be weakly 

related to Zeitgeist at the individual level, because Zeitgeist reflects a collective-level percep-

tion of society and should therefore not be strongly influenced by people’s personal beliefs 

about their personal life or only reflect beliefs of people that feel distanced from society. 
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Table 4.4 
Mean Scores of the International Z-scale and Personal Discontent and Indices of Country-
Level Welfare 
 

  Int. Z  Personal Disc.     
Country N Mean SD Mean SD HDI Gini % gr 

GDP GDP 

Brazil 146 21.02 7.33 17.65 8.35 0.755 52.9 3.13 11729 
Pakistan 150 19.72 6.58 12.85 8.02 0.538 29.6 0.90 1315 
Indonesia  557 19.19 6.90 15.00 8.15 0.684 35.6 4.60 3500 
Italy 156 18.02 6.20 15.71 7.48 0.873 35.2 -1.05 35180 
Hungary 160 17.91 7.10 15.53 7.95 0.828 30.6 1.00 14022 
South Africa 451 17.47 7.74 12.82 8.35 0.666 63.4 1.10 6472 
Spain 277 17.09 6.77 15.49 7.45 0.876 35.9 -1.45 29719 
Malaysia 112 16.89 9.15 12.85 9.29 0.779 46.3 4.05 11307 
Portugal 160 16.80 5.98 13.69 7.29 0.830 36.0 -1.00 22124 
France 150 16.07 6.86 11.09 7.87 0.888 33.1 0.73 42547 
Iran 170 16.04 9.14 13.60 9.53 0.766 37.4  5443 
India 145 14.69 8.73 17.53 7.16 0.609 33.9 5.90 1577 
Latvia 149 14.52 6.24 8.99 6.80 0.819 35.5 3.95 15692 
Belgium 242 13.88 7.14 8.59 6.62 0.890 27.6 0.28 47300 
Poland 180 13.57 7.19 9.39 7.28 0.843 32.4 2.98 14337 
US 319 12.33 7.48 6.83 6.64 0.915 41.1 1.15 54399 
Chile 151 11.51 7.57 8.81 6.66 0.832 50.5 4.13 14566 
China 151 11.33 6.44 4.84 5.79 0.728 42.1 8.38 7587 
Germany 322 8.98 5.37 5.80 5.12 0.916 30.1 2.03 47767 
UK 74 8.92 5.78 4.98 5.74 0.907 32.6 0.98 46279 
Australia 149 8.45 5.38 6.24 5.47 0.935 34.9 1.00 61996 
Singapore 193 7.63 5.21 5.09 4.99 0.912  5.35 56007 
Switzerland 448 7.11 5.87 4.55 5.08 0.930 31.6 0.83 85611 
Netherlands 208 6.98 4.51 3.50 3.47 0.922 28.0 -0.03 52139 
Canada 233 6.62 6.02 3.40 4.55 0.913 33.7 1.38 50186 
Finland 113 6.16 4.40 3.69 3.99 0.883 27.1 0.38 49865 
Japan 382 5.80 5.35 2.85 4.36 0.891 32.1 1.95 36153 
Denmark 164 5.49 3.86 3.88 3.74 0.923 29.1 0.20 61331 
Overall 6112 12.84 8.25 9.37 8.26     
Note. Int. Z = International Z-scale; Personal Disc. = Personal discontent; HDI = Human 
Development Index; Gini = Gini Index; GDP = Gross Domestic Product per capita in current 
US$; % gr GDP = percentage annual growth of the GDP per capita (average over 2010-2013).  
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Table 4.5 presents the individual-level (in the lower-left hand panel) and country-level (in 

the upper-right hand panel) correlations between scores on the international Z-scale and the 

relevant psychological constructs. At country-level, these results provide support for the con-

vergent validity of Z: countries with higher Z-scores (more societal discontent) also had higher 

levels of perceptions of anomie or societal breakdown (r = .86, p < .001), collective angst for 

the future of society (r = .77, p < .001), and national nostalgia for the past (r = .50, p = .008). In 

addition, countries with a higher Z (more societal discontent) had lower levels of social trust 

(r = -.86, p < .001), political trust (r = -.71, p < .001), satisfaction with society (r = -.78, p < .001), 

and more negative perceptions of the current state of the economy (r = -.68, p < .001) and more 

negative expectations for the future economy (r = -.42, p = .026). At country-level, Z was not 

related to perceptions of the past economic state, perceived threat of immigration, or national 

identification. Countries with a higher Z (more societal discontent) had lower levels of life 

satisfaction (r = -.42, p = .011). 

At the individual level (i.e. across all countries) results provided support for Z as a distinct 

psychological construct. People’s Z-scores (perceived societal discontent) were moderately re-

lated to perceptions of collective angst (r = .35, p < .001), anomie (r = .43, p < .001), or national 

nostalgia (r = .21, p < .001), indicating that Z forms a related but distinct psychological con-

struct. Z was also moderately related to people’s satisfaction with the state of society (r = -.39, p 

< .001), perceptions of the state of the economy (r = -.36, p < .001), social trust (r = -.34, p < .001), 

and political trust (r = -.33, p < .001). Across all countries, Z was weakly related to individuals’ 

perceptions of immigrants as an economic (r = .07, p < .001) or symbolic threat (r = .09, p < .001), 

and perceptions of the past (r = .07, p < .001) and future (r = -.13, p < .001) state of the economy. 

It was also weakly related to national identification (r = -.09, p < .001), and satisfaction with 

life (r = -.15, p < .001). Thus, these findings provide further evidence for the convergent and 

divergent validity of Z, representing societal discontent. 

Zeitgeist and Country-Level Indicators of Nations’ Welfare 
The associations between Z and indicators of country-level welfare can shed some light on 

the relationship between the objective living conditions in a society and people’s generalized 

perception of their society’s wellbeing. We included three different kinds of indicators of ob-

jective living conditions to explore how these related to people’s perceptions of the condition 

their country is in: the Human Development Index (HDI), Gini Index of income inequality, and 

the GDP per capita and percentage annual growth of the GDP per capita. Table 4.4 provides an 

overview of these indices per country. We chose these indicators because they reflect (lay) the-

ories about factors contributing to societal discontent: difficult living conditions, high and ris-
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ing income inequality, and a worsening economy. The aim of these analyses is not to provide 

definitive answers to these questions, but to show examples of what we can do with an inter-

national measure of Zeitgeist in order to gain a better understanding of societal discontent.

Economy: percentage growth of GDP per capita (average 2010-2013). We were inter-

ested in growth in GDP per capita as an indicator of recent economic developments in a coun-

try. Many (lay) explanations point at economic explanations as a cause for societal discontent, 

for example because (large) parts of society have not experienced the benefits of the economic 

growth in the past 30 years or because there has been little economic growth in some coun-

tries since the 2008 global financial crisis (e.g., IMF, 2016). We were interested in exploring the 

relation of Z with growth in GDP per capita to gain some first insights in the relationship be-

tween economic performance and societal discontent. Figure 4.1 presents a scatterplot of the 

relationship between Z and percentage of annual growth in GDP per capita (average of 2010-

2013). As Figure 4.1 clearly shows, economic growth and Z were not significantly related to 

each other (r = .02, p = .923). This suggests that collective societal discontent in a country is not 

simply a reflection of whether a country recently experienced economic upturn or downturn.

Economy: GDP per capita. We were interested in GDP per capita as a (relatively stable) 

indicator of the economic standard of living of a country. We would expect that a country’s 

economic standard of living would be related to societal discontent, as it relates more general-

ly to quality of life. Figure 4.2 presents a scatterplot of the relationship between Z and GDP per 

capita in 2014. Results showed that GDP per capita and Z were strongly related to each other 

(r = -.74, B = -0.00016, p = < .001). But the pattern in Figure 4.2 also shows that there is consid-

erable variance especially at the wealthier end of the spectrum. Countries with very simi-

lar levels of GDP per capita have highly variant levels of collective discontent: Italy, France, 

Spain and Belgium have high discontent, while Japan, Finland, and Canada have low levels 

of discontent (see Figure 4.2). These results indicate that on the one hand, objective econom-

ic conditions and societal discontent are strongly related: Poorer countries such as Pakistan 

or India had high scores on Z and wealthier countries such as Switzerland or Denmark had 

lower scores on Z. On the other hand, economic conditions cannot account for the substantial 

variations in the levels of societal discontent across affluent countries. 
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Figure 4.1 Relationship between percentage growth of GPD per capita (average 2010-2013) and Z (societal 

discontent); a linear regression line with a 95% confidence interval. 
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Figure 4.2 Relationship between GPD per capita (in current US$) and Z (societal discontent); linear regression line 

with a 95% confidence interval.
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Figure 4.3 Relationship between the Gini Index and Z (societal discontent); linear regression line with a 95% 

confidence interval.
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Figure 4.4 Relationship between HDI and Z (societal discontent); linear regression line with a 95% confidence interval.
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Inequality: GINI. Next, we explored the relationship between income inequality and Z. 

Another (speculative) explanation of societal discontent is that it is related to widening di-

visions in society, for example between the “haves” and the “have-nots”. The Gini index of 

income inequality is one way to quantify such societal divisions, and it is related to important 

social problems (R. D. Wilkinson & Pickett, 2009). Figure 4.3 presents a scatterplot of the rela-

tionship between Z and the Gini Index. The Pearson correlation between Z and Gini was sig-

nificant: r = .41, p  = .033. Although linear regression indicated Gini was a significant predictor 

of Zeitgeist (B = 0.236, p = .033), the pattern in Figure 4.3 suggests that for countries with rela-

tively low levels of inequality, Gini was not a meaningful predictor of the level of a country’s 

Zeitgeist of collective discontent. Countries with similar Gini-scores had very different scores 

on Z: Compare for example Italy (Gini = 35.2, Z = 18.02) and Australia (Gini = 34.9, Z = 8.45).   

HDI. Lastly, we explored the relationship between Z and a more global indicator of coun-

try-level welfare: the Human Development Index (HDI). We were interested in the HDI as an 

index of social and economic conditions in a country, that is, an objective indicator of (the 

average) living conditions of people in a country. Figure 4.4 shows the relationship between 

Z and the HDI for all 28 countries. The Pearson correlation showed that HDI was strongly 

related to a country’s Zeitgeist of collective discontent: r (26) = -.65, p  < .001. The scatter plot 

in Figure 4.4 qualifies this relationship: linear regression indicated that HDI was a signifi-

cant predictor of Z (B = -30.46, p < .001). On the one hand, a Zeitgeist of collective discontent 

was related to the objective living conditions of a country: Countries with high levels of social 

and economic development, such as Denmark or Canada, have a relatively low Z score, while 

countries with lower levels of social and economic development, such as Pakistan or South 

Africa, have high Z scores. However on the other hand, Figure 4.4 shows that some countries 

were outside the 95% confidence interval of the regression line, for example the U.S., Belgium, 

France, Spain, Italy, and Hungary. They had high levels of social and economic development, 

but also a high Z. This suggests that even though objective living conditions in a country might 

be good, it is nevertheless possible for a country to have relatively high collective discontent 

with the state of society.

Discussion

The present research aimed to develop an international Z-scale, which could be used to 

study and compare societal discontent across countries. When we first tested the Z-scale in 

each country separately, results showed that the best fitting scale for each country only dif-
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fered slightly. In countries such as the U.S., Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain, the best 

fitting scales consisted largely of items that were the same in each country, but also contained 

items that were specific to each country. The item “crime” for instance was retained in the U.S. 

scale but not in the other countries, while items such as “unemployment” or “discrimination” 

were part of the best fitting scales in all four countries. This suggests that across countries, the 

same themes were recurring: In all countries, issues that are related to the economy, to politics 

and governance, and to social relations between people or groups in society were important. 

We propose that the differences in items from country to country reflect differences in issues 

that were regionally and temporally central to the Zeitgeist of societal discontent. In some 

countries these were economic issues, in others corruption, or immigration. These differences 

can be explained by differences in the current material and political realities between coun-

tries. For example, in the U.S. crime was much more important than in many European coun-

tries. This may be related to the fact that the rate of deaths by assault is below 1 per 100,000 

people in Germany, the Netherlands, and Spain, while it is 5.2 in the U.S. (OECD, 2017). It may 

also be related to the fact that murder rates are a current political issue in the U.S. (e.g., in cities 

such as Chicago in which this problem is perceived to be out of hand). This could explain why 

Z is more strongly related to the issue of crime in the U.S. than elsewhere. On the basis of the 

small differences between countries, the great similarity in the underlying themes, and the 

fact that in each of these countries one general factor Z explained a large proportion of the 

variance in people’s scores on these issues, we concluded that we could continue to develop 

an international Z-scale.

It proved to be possible to develop a six-item international Z-scale by selecting and test-

ing the items that were equally important for the general factor Z across countries. The six 

items were: unemployment, corruption or fraud, discrimination, income inequality, injustice, 

and lack of respect. We tested this scale for measurement invariance in order to establish its 

suitability for cross-national research. Results showed that our scale met the criteria for con-

figural invariance and metric invariance. With regard to scalar invariance, the Z-scale did not 

meet the criteria when the model was specified according to the most stringent criteria for full 

scalar invariance. However, when we applied less stringent (and we would argue more real-

istic) criteria for partial scalar invariance that are more commonly used in cross-cultural re-

search, the Z-scale did meet the criteria. Although it is always important to proceed cautiously 

in making such international comparisons, our first results showed that Z can be compared 

across countries. 

When we subsequently examined correlations between Z and other relevant psychologi-

cal constructs across countries, we found further evidence for the convergent and divergent 
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validity of Z. Between countries, Z was correlated with other relevant psychological constructs 

that are connected to ideas about society or people in society, such as general social trust, po-

litical trust, or anomie. At country-level, there was evidence of convergent validity of Z. At the 

individual level of analysis, results showed evidence of divergent validity: Z was only moder-

ately related to these same relevant psychological constructs. It was weakly related to national 

identification or life satisfaction, indicating that societal discontent it is not just expressed by 

people who feel distanced from society or unhappy with their own lives. We conclude that 

these results indicate that Z (as indicator of a Zeitgeist of societal discontent) is a valuable psy-

chological construct, which is distinct from other relevant psychological constructs that reflect 

perceptions of (life in) society. 

Recommendations for Measuring Societal Discontent as a Form of Zeitgeist
We conclude that these first results suggest that the six-item international Z-scale can be 

used to measure societal discontent as a form of Zeitgeist in future research across countries. 

Future research may apply this scale in different samples and in different countries to further 

assess its generalizability and validity. The Z-scale represents, as far as we know, the only 

purposefully developed scale available to measure societal discontent across countries. This 

Z scale may be a good alternative to scales that used only used one or two items, which are 

incorporated in large international surveys such as the European Social Survey or the Euro-

barometer: “At the present time, would you say that, in general, things are going in the right 

or in the wrong direction, in [your country]?”, or the summary score of “For most people in 

[country], life is getting worse” and “Hard to be hopeful about the future of the world”. Al-

though such items may be well suited to tap into global perceptions that things are going up or 

down, it is also clear that these items do not capture the sense that the country, at the present 

time, in a good or a bad shape. These single items are more about optimism/pessimism than 

about discontent. One additional disadvantage of these items is that it is unclear what “things” 

people are thinking of when they answer it. We believe that our operationalization of societal 

discontent as a latent factor Z is more suitable to capture such a diffuse and elusive concept 

as societal discontent, and better grounded in a theoretical and empirical rationale regarding 

the operationalization of it. One additional advantage of our approach is that one can gain 

additional insight into the relation between global societal discontents and personal levels 

of discontent with societal issues. Furthermore, the scale provides insight into the relation 

between the global sense of discontent and the specific issues that people worry about (e.g., 

the immigration or the economy). In sum, we recommend to use our international Z-scale 

in future research that aims to investigate and compare societal discontent across multiple 
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countries. 

If one aims to measure societal discontent as a form of Zeitgeist within one country, one 

may use the theory and methodology discussed in this paper to construct a version of the 

Z-scale that is most suited to that country at that time. The international Z-scale may function 

as a good basis for a national Z-scale, supplemented with items that reflect specific societal 

issues that are currently important in this national context. For example, in some countries 

immigration is an important issue, so including this issue as an additional item might be im-

portant to verify if discontent about issues of immigration is informed strongly by the more 

global sense of discontent with society, or not. We recommend selecting up to ten or twelve 

items for a national Z-scale, six of which can be derived from the international Z-scale and the 

remainder of which is topical and relevant in the country in which the research is conducted.   

Limitations and Future Research
Future research may elaborate our research with respect to the relationships between 

Z and several indicators of country-level welfare. In the present study, we were specifically 

interested in indicators of the objective social and economic welfare of a country. Our results 

of preliminary analyses showed that economic performance, income inequality, and objec-

tive social and economic living conditions did not provide definitive answers as antecedents 

of societal discontent. Recent economic growth was not related to Z across countries. While 

GDP per capita, income inequality, and HDI were moderately related to Z, there was still a lot 

of interesting unexplained variance. These results suggest that while objective economic and 

social living conditions are in general related to a Zeitgeist of societal discontent, they do not 

help much in trying to explain societal discontent in countries in which people are on aver-

age very well off. Future research may focus on the complex relationship between objective 

conditions and subjective perceptions in a country in order to gain a better understanding 

of societal discontent, especially in countries in which living conditions are objectively good. 

In the present research, our participants were university students. The advantage of this 

choice was that all participants had a comparable position within society and were compa-

rable on important demographic characteristics, such as age and education level. However, 

a drawback was the generalization of the results to a broader population. Our previous re-

search on within-country variation suggests that these students might provide a relatively 

positive estimation of societal discontent in their country – in the Netherlands, people with 

lower education levels were more negative about society than people with higher education 

levels (Van der Bles et al., 2017). Yet in other countries, generalization remains a topic for 

future research. 
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In sum, we believe the international Z-scale has many advantages. The Z-scale is a precise 

way to operationalize a vague and elusive concept: the collective discontent with the state of 

society. It will help to gain insight in the discontents that characterize our era, and how these 

discontents are connected to each other. The Z-scale can be used to measure collective socie-

tal discontent within as well as between countries, which offers opportunities for exploring 

antecedents of societal discontent. It can also shed light on the discrepancies and similarities 

between people’s experiences in their personal lives and their impressions of collective life, 

which is important if one wants to provide solutions for societal problems. For all these rea-

sons, we recommend using the Z-scale if one aims to study the complex but important phe-

nomenon of societal discontent. 
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Abstract
The discipline of social psychology is currently engaged is a collective debate about wheth-

er we are facing a crisis, with cases of scientific fraud, questionable research practices, and 

non-replication as prominent concerns. Interestingly, this is not the first time our discipline 

has been perceived to face a crisis. Collective confidence appears to wax and wane, even when 

actual research practices change little. Such periods of perceived crisis (as well as confidence) 

reflect a Zeitgeist: they are collective and abstract perceptions of the state of the field. This re-

search investigates the influence of formal (within workshops) and informal (interpersonal) 

communication among junior social psychologists during a summer school in shaping peo-

ple’s Zeitgeist-like perceptions of pessimism/optimism about the state of the field. A longitu-

dinal field study and social network analysis showed that only formal discussions influenced 

these perceptions. Importantly, abstract perceptions of optimism about the discipline had no 

relation to concrete intentions to adopt better research practices. The findings imply that the 

best way to face the perceived crisis in our field is to collectively discuss it.    
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Since 2011, a series of unfortunate incidents (cases of scientific fraud, the non-replication 

of landmark studies) have triggered a collective discussion about whether the discipline of so-

cial psychology is in crisis. Although concerns about the prevalence of questionable research 

practices, p-hacking and non-replicability are a matter for debate, it is clear that across the 

board confidence in the reliability of social psychological research is in question to a degree 

that it has not been for a long time (e.g. Open Science Collaboration, 2015). The Zeitgeist within 

our discipline appears to be pessimistic: concerns about our research are widely debated (e.g. 

Earp & Trafimow, 2015; Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012b).

As is fitting for a field facing these questions, there have been numerous initiatives to 

restore and repair trust since 2011. We have seen concrete improvements (e.g., open science 

practices, replication projects, more stringent journal requirements) and much discussion 

and debate about further possibilities for improving research quality. Through formal sym-

posia and high profile talks (e.g., the presidential address at SPSP 2015) as well as special is-

sues and journal articles (e.g. Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012a; Spellman, 2012) and through 

numerous informal conversations, social psychologists across the world are reflecting on the 

alleged crisis and possible changes to our practices. The present research aimed to investi-

gate the influence of such discussions on the collective perception of the state of the field: the 

Zeitgeist within social psychology. The context of the 2014 European Association of Social Psy-

chology (EASP) Summer School provided us with a unique opportunity to study how this Zeit-

geist evolved in a setting where both types of discussion occurred naturally: more formalized 

within workshops and plenty of informal interpersonal conversations outside work-hours. 

We conducted a longitudinal field study to examine the influence of both types of discussion 

on collective optimism (or pessimism) about the state of the field. Moreover, we used social 

network analysis to specifically study the influence of informal interpersonal discussions on 

junior social psychologists’ sense of crisis.

The Latest Crisis in Social Psychology
It would be an understatement to say that the scientific fraud of Diederik Stapel came as a 

shock to our discipline. The committee examining the case, as well as the international press, 

were keen to point out that Stapel’s fraud had been facilitated by the way social psychology 

works as a science: Our research practices were the reason why his misconduct could go un-

detected for such a long time. Stapel’s fraud (closely followed by Smeesters and Sanna) fanned 

the flames of concerns that were already smouldering: Questionable research practices such 

as p-hacking and tendencies to report only positive results could seriously undermine the re-

liability of claims to knowledge (e.g. Bakker, van Dijk, & Wicherts, 2012; John, Loewenstein, & 
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Prelec, 2012; Simmons, Nelson, & Simonsohn, 2011). In addition, there were growing concerns 

about the replicability of some well-known studies, in particular in social priming research 

(Kahneman, 2012; Nosek & Lakens, 2014; Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012b; Yong, 2012). Some 

have gone as far to claim that social psychology is in crisis (Earp & Trafimow, 2015).

However, this is not the first crisis social psychology has faced. In the 1970s, the field was 

perceived to be in a crisis that has many similarities to the current situation: A similar pessi-

mism about the state of the field and about the quality of research prevailed (Gergen, 1973; 

Moscovici, 1972; Ring, 1967). Major concerns at the time were the disconnect between social 

psychology and other social sciences and society more generally (Moscovici, 1972), the rel-

evance of knowledge derived from laboratory experiments to “real world” social problems 

(Ring, 1967; Tajfel, 1972), and the validity of the experimental method itself (Parker, 1989). 

Interestingly, several of the core concerns fuelling these criticisms are very similar to 

concerns that underlie more explicit criticisms in the current perceived crisis (Giner-Sorol-

la, 2012). Principally, they are doubts concerning the robustness of social psychological re-

search and the relevance of “fun” and “sexy” experimental effects for real life processes and 

behaviour. Moreover, none of the criticisms that dominate the current debate are particularly 

new. The flawed use of statistics, the over-reliance on small samples when drawing big con-

clusions, the need for more replication: All these have been voiced by very senior figures in 

the discipline for decades (e.g. Cohen, 1994; Meehl, 1978; Rozeboom, 1960; L. Wilkinson & Task 

Force on Statistical Inference, 1999). Thus, the central concerns about social psychological re-

search have changed little over the past four decades and only few of the criticisms are new. It 

is therefore pertinent to ask why the sense of crisis of the early 70s waned, to the point where 

social psychology’s self-perception was very positive from the late 80s onwards (e.g. Rijsman & 

Stroebe, 1989). Why did social psychology experience these collective mood-shifts from appar-

ent confidence in the 50s and 90s, to critically self-reflective in the 70s and 10s?

Conceptualising the Perceived Crisis as Zeitgeist
One answer might be that the perception of “crisis” is not just about the awareness of prob-

lems. The crisis rather seems to be based on the perceived consensus among social psychologists 

that the field is in a bad way. According to this analysis, the crisis as well as the previous exu-

berance is the product of shared perceptions of how “we” are doing. In recent research, such 

perceptions of the collective state of a society have been labelled a form of “Zeitgeist” (Van der 

Bles et al., 2015). A series of studies showed that despite positive objective indices of the state of 

the country (e.g., good GDP) and positive individual evaluations of their own lives, people can 

still be pessimistic about the state of their society and collectively display a negative Zeitgeist. 
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Based on this conceptualization of Zeitgeist, we would argue that the current negative 

perceptions of the state of the field could be relatively independent from its actual state, and 

from what individuals might think about their own research practices. Moreover, the fact that 

until recently the perceptions of social psychology were quite optimistic suggests that such 

perceptions can shift very quickly from positive to negative, as happened around 2011. Such 

rapid changes of Zeitgeist are not that rare. For example, sudden bouts of collective panic are 

familiar reoccurrences across contexts such as stock market crashes (in the same way that 

collective euphoria may cause economic bubbles). 

This phenomenon of collective panic seems elusive and hard to predict; more so because 

most explanations for it are unsatisfactory. The superficial analysis suggests that in such sit-

uations, everyone is possessed by the same kinds of fears or beliefs (cf. Le Bon, 1895). But we 

know from past research that this superficial analysis is wrong on closer inspection. Detailed 

research of the micro-dynamics of disasters and emergency situations has demonstrated that 

collective panic is extremely rare (Auf der Heide, 2004; Drury & Cocking, 2007; Mawson, 2005). 

When confronted with extreme events, most people will continue to behave in an orderly and 

meaningful way. Similarly, research taking a close look at the micro-dynamics of crowds has 

shown that contrary to popular belief, crowd behaviour is far from homogenous (McPhail, 

1991; Reicher, 1984; Turner & Kilian, 1972). The implication is that if we genuinely want to 

understand the processes by which collective perceptions and Zeitgeist exist and change, it is 

necessary to conduct a detailed study of individual beliefs and their change over time. Also in 

the case of the perceived crisis in social psychology, it is clear that there is a lot of debate about 

the issue of whether our field is indeed in a bad way and, if yes, what the most important prob-

lems are. Therefore we argue this is an ideal context to study how perceptions of the crisis and 

Zeitgeist are affected by conversations among scientists.    

In sum, we propose that in order to understand why perceptions that social psycholo-

gy would be in crisis have emerged in recent years, it is important to examine micro-level 

processes that shape people’s global perception of the state (and future) of the discipline. We 

propose that one of the important antecedents of such global perceptions is the perceived 

consensus among group members about what “we” are and what the state of our field is. Con-

sensus develops through communication: By talking with each other we are able to construct 

and validate shared cognitions (collective judgments and perceptions, such as stereotypes) 

and emotions (see e.g. Lyons & Kashima, 2003; Postmes et al., 2005; Swaab, Postmes, van Beest, 

& Spears, 2007). Thus, we propose that studying people’s perceptions of the state of the field 

and their communication about this within a group could help us gain understanding about 

how such forms of Zeitgeist develop (see Van der Bles et al., 2015).
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The Present Research
In the present research we explore how perceptions of the state of social psychology as a 

discipline were influenced by formal and informal communications at a collective gathering 

of junior social psychologists. Fortunately, we were able to study this at the 2014 EASP Sum-

mer School in Lisbon, Portugal. The summer school gathered 76 PhD students and 10 senior 

academics for two weeks to discuss research in social psychology and develop new research 

ideas. In this context, a collective sense of crisis about the state of the field could easily have 

spread: The intense summer school programme meant that participants formed a (closed) 

social network and were communicating intensely with other participants during these two 

weeks. Moreover, the crisis in social psychology was much discussed during the summer 

school. One of the five workshops specifically focused on epistemology and methods in social 

psychology, therefore discussing research practices and the discipline of social psychology 

in more detail. The other four workshops focused more generally on research in subfields 

of social psychology and discussed research practices and controversies to various degrees 

(topics were: socially situated cognition; implicit prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination; 

social identity, influence, and deviance in groups; and the social psychology of justice). In this 

context, we studied the effects of communication on the Zeitgeist of crisis in social psychology 

both by looking at the differences between workshops in which the crisis was (more formally) 

discussed (or not) and by looking at the (more informal) communications between partici-

pants in the discussion networks that developed during the summer school. 

We conducted a longitudinal field study with three waves: just before the start of the sum-

mer school, half-way through, and just after the summer school ended. We measured the per-

ceived level of discussion about the state of the field in each workshop in order to investigate 

in influence of more formal discussion on (change in) Zeitgeist. Furthermore, we collected in-

formation on people’s social and discussion networks at each wave in order to investigate the 

influence of more informal discussion on (change in) Zeitgeist using a social network analysis. 

Social network analysis allows us to investigate whether people’s beliefs influenced who they 

talked to and whether who people talked to changed what people believed. People’s collective 

pessimism/optimism about the state of the field was measured as an indicator of Zeitgeist. We 

expected that both more formal and informal discussions about the state of the field would 

influence Zeitgeist; yet given the exploratory character of this research, we were unsure about 

whether people’s collective perception of the state of the field would become more optimistic 

or pessimistic. 
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Method

Participants and Procedure
The population were 76 PhD students (including two of the authors), who were split into 

five workshops of approximately 15 people. Most were from universities across Europe, as 

well as 10 from Australia and the US. In total 46 respondents completed all three waves (31 

female, Mage = 28.13, SD = 2.54). 

The study consisted of online questionnaires distributed in three waves. Wave 1 was ini-

tiated two days before the summer school; the last response came in on Day 2 (N = 59). Wave 

2 was conducted half-way, in the weekend after the first week (N = 53). Wave 3 was initiated 

directly after the summer school (N = 51). The study complied with local ethical procedures 

of the Summer School host institutions (Institute of Social Sciences of the University of Lisbon 

and University Institute of Lisbon). Informed consent was obtained at the start of Wave 1, in 

which we stressed that participation was voluntary and explained how we secured partic-

ipants’ anonymity. Participants were debriefed after completion of the final questionnaire.

Measures
In all questionnaires, participants first completed network measures before answering all 

other questions. All measures were included in all three waves.1

Social and discussion networks. At Wave 1, baseline measures of parti cipants’ networks 

were completed. For the social network, participants indicated whether they knew every oth-

er Summer School attendee (we defined “knowing” as recognizing this person by sight or 

name and having met in person at least once; 0 = did not know prior to summer school, 1 = did 

know, 2 = unsure). For the discussion network, participants indicated for very other attendee 

whether they had talked about the state of social psychology as a discipline prior to summer 

school (1 = never, 2 = once, 3 = a few times, 4 = almost every day, 5 = multiple times a day). 

At Wave 2, social networks were operationalized by asking participants to indicate how 

close they felt to every other attendee (on a scale from 1 = not at all close to 5 = very close). The 

discussion network was operationalized as in Wave 1, only now for the first week of summer 

school. At Wave 3, participants answered these same questions for the second week. 

Perceived level of workshop discussion. In order to assess the level of formal discus-

sions about the state of the field, participants indicated the extent of discussion within each 
1 Also included, but not reported here for reasons of brevity, were measures of perceptions of ways to improve research quality (6 

items, developed for this study); stereotype content of social psychologists (5 items: friendly, warm, competent, capable, honest); 

identification with social psychology; efficacy beliefs to change the state of the field; and self-reported sociability (all 1 item). 
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workshop (“The state of the field is discussed … in my workshop”, on a scale from 1 = very little 

to 7 = a lot). This measure was included in Waves 2 and 3. 

Quality of research perceptions. We measured participants’ personal- and collective-lev-

el views of the quality of social psychological research. We asked them to indicate “based on 

the research that you [s/he would] have personally encountered, read about, witnessed being 

conducted or conducted yourself [themselves], what percentage of social psychological re-

search do you [does the average social psychologist] believe is”: Valuable, High quality, Valid, 

Important for science, Replicable, Important for society, Untrustworthy (R), Flawed (R), Mean-

ingless (R), Atheoretical (R), Sloppy (R), and Irrelevant (R) (on a scale from 0 to 100 percent; 

Wave 1-3: αcollective = .91-.92; αpersonal = .86-.93).

Personal- and collective optimism about the field (Zeitgeist). We asked participants 

to indicate perceived collective pessimism/optimism about the state of the field as a measure 

of the current Zeitgeist, with one item: “Researchers in social psychology are generally … 

about the state of social psychology as a discipline”. We also asked people about their personal 

views: “I am generally … about the state of social psychology as a discipline” (scales from -3 

very pessimistic to +3 very optimistic, which were later recoded to 1-7 scales).2 

Behavioral change intentions. We measured participants’ intentions change their be-

havior towards better research practices with six items: Use the “21-word solution” in a paper; 

Publish in an open access journal; Confront a colleague who is considering engaging in ques-

tionable research practices; Sign a petition for better research practices; Join an international 

direct replication initiative (such as “Many Labs Replication Project”); Organize a workshop 

or symposium addressing better research practices (W1-3 α = .69-.72). In addition, we included 

three items to measure intentions to stay in science (Stay in science, Leave science (R), Move to 

a different field of research (R); W1-3 α = .71-.86). All items were measured on a scale from 1 = 

very unlikely to 7 = very likely.3 

Demographics and control variables. Lastly, we asked participants to indicate their age, 

gender, which year of their PhD program they were at, and the country in which they were 

conducting their PhD. In Wave 2 and 3, we included measures of enjoyment (“I enjoy[ed] par-

ticipating in the EASP Summer School” and “I enjoy[ed] participating in my workshop”, on a 

scale from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). 
2 Also included but not reported here were one collective- and one personal-level item about the future of social psychology. The results 

for these future perceptions are similar to the optimism about the current state of the field. In Wave 2 and 3, we also added two items 

asking about the perceived optimism of “Participants in the Summer School”  

3 We also included two more generic academic actions (Want to serve on an Ethics Board/Committee, Act as a reviewer), which are not 

reported here.
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Results

We first examined the extent to which the crisis was discussed in various workshops. A 

mixed 2 (within-subjects: time) x 5 (between-subjects: workshop) repeated measures analysis 

of variance (RM ANOVA) showed only a significant between-workshop difference (F(4, 41) = 

10.57, p < .001, ηp
2 = .51). Participants in three workshops consistently reported above-midpoint 

levels of discussion (MW2-W3 of 4.35, 4.71, and 6.464), while participants in the two remaining 

workshops consistently reported the level of discussion below scale midpoint (MW2-W3 of 3.00 

and 3.60). In the subsequent analyses, we have collapsed the participants of these respective 

workshops together in two groups: workshops with a lot of discussion (N = 31) and work-

shops with little discussion (N = 14). The comparison between these workshops is facilitated by 

the fact that overall levels of summer school as well as workshop enjoyment were very high 

and significantly increased over time, and there were no significant differences in enjoyment 

between workshops (see Table 5.1).5 Table 5.2 presents correlations between the dependent 

variables.

Quality of research perceptions. A mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed 

a significant positive increase of collective perceptions of the quality of social psychological 

research over time (Greenhouse-Geisser F(1.57, 66.03) = 5.86, p = .008, ηp
2 = .12), and no signifi-

cant differences between workshops with more or less discussion. Across workshops at Wave 

1, participants indicated that on average 67.11% of research that the average social psycholo-

gist encountered was valuable, which increased to 72.12% at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1).

Participants’ personal perceptions of the quality of social psychological research showed a 

similar pattern: again, we found a significant positive increase over time (Greenhouse-Geisser 

F(1.71, 73.43) = 9.15, p = .001, ηp
2 = .18) and no differences between workshops. At Wave 1, 

participants indicated on average that they perceived 65.41% of the research they encoun-

tered as valuable, which increased to 70.53% at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1). This seems to indicate 

that during the course of the summer school, while people were actively engaged in learning 

about research in various subfields of social psychology and therefore encountered a lot of 

research, participants personally became more positive about the quality of research and also 
4 The higher mean belongs (unsurprisingly) to the workshop on epistemology and methods in social psychology. We verified whether 

effects reported below were powered specifically by this workshop, but analyses in which this workshop was excluded (i.e., comparing 

workshops with M=3.00 & 3.60 with M=4.35 & 4.71) showed similar results.     

5 We thought that another major difference between participants could stem from their nationality (e.g., European vs. Non-European, 

Dutch vs. other nationalities). Checks revealed however that nationality of the participants did not influence the results. These effects 

are not reported here in detail.
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perceived the field collectively to become more positive, regardless of whether the state of the 

field was discussed a lot in their workshop. 

Collective optimism about the field. We investigated the difference in change over time 

between workshops with more or less discussion for collective optimism about the state of 

the field, as an indicator of Zeitgeist. A mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed a 

significant effect of time (F(2, 86) = 4.37, p = .016, ηp
2 = .09), qualified by a significant interaction 

between time and workshop, F(2, 86) = 5.81, p = .004, ηp
2 = .12. Participants’ perceived collective 

optimism remained relatively stable over time in workshops with little discussion. In contrast, 

in workshops with discussions about the state of the field participants’ perceived collective 

optimism increased over time (see Table 5.1; linear contrast of this interaction F(1, 43) = 9.68, 

p = .003, ηp
2 = .18). The between-subjects effect of workshop was not significant. Thus, these 

results suggest that frequent discussions about the state of the field within workshops led to 

an increase in collective optimism about the state of the field. 

Personal optimism about the field. The 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) mixed RM ANOVA 

showed no significant effects, although there was a marginally significant effect in line with 

prior results. Over time, people became personally more optimistic about the state of the field, 

from a mean of 4.24 at Wave 1, to 4.78 at Wave 3 (see Table 5.1). 

Behavioral change intentions. For behavioral change intentions towards better research 

practices, a mixed 3 (time) x 2 (workshop) RM ANOVA showed a significant effect of time (F(2, 

86) = 4.07, p = .021, ηp
2 = .09) and marginally significant effect of workshop (F(1, 43) = 3.195, 

p = .081, ηp
2 = .07), but no significant interaction (F(2, 86) < 1, p = ns). At Wave 1, participants 

across all workshops indicated an average intention to change their research practices of 4.87, 

which decreased slightly at Wave 2 and increased again at Wave 3 to 4.73 (quadratic contrast 

of time F(1, 43) = 8.09, p = .007, ηp
2 = .16; see Table 5.1). On average, people in workshops with 

little discussions had lower change intentions (EMM = 4.41, 95% CI[3.97; 4.84]) than people 

in workshops with a lot of discussion (EMM = 4.87, 95% CI[4.58; 5.17]). These results seem to 

suggest that even though people become more optimistic about the state of the field, this does 

not lower their intentions to engage in better research practices.

The workshops or summer school also did not change participants’ intentions to stay or 

leave science: There were no significant differences on this measure (see Table 5.1). Partici-

pants reported on average that it was somewhat likely they would stay in social psychology.
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Table 5.1 
M

eans, Standard Deviations, and F-tests for all variables.  
  

M
eans (Standard D

eviations) 
 

Variable 
W

ave 1 
W

ave 2 
W

ave 3 
F 

df 
p 

η
p 2 

Sum
m

er School enjoym
ent 

 
6.30 (0.78) 

6.55 (0.80) 
12.05 

1,42 
.001 

.22 

W
orkshop enjoym

ent 
 

6.09 (0.78) 
6.40 (0.71) 

4.23 
1,42 

.046 
.09 

Collective quality perceptions 
67.11 (16.46) 

70.87 (12.14) 
72.12 (11.81) 

5.86
G

G
 

1.57, 66.03 
.008 

.12 

Personal quality perceptions 
65.41 (12.55) 

66.90 (13.08) 
70.53 (13.78) 

9.15
G

G
 

1.71, 73.43 
.001 

.18 

Collective optim
ism

 
W

orkshops w
ith discussion 

W
orkshops w

ith little discussion 

 3.81 (1.11) 
4.07 (1.54) 

 4.61 (1.23) 
4.21 (1.31) 

 5.00 (1.00) 
3.93 (1.33) 

 5.81* 
 2,86 

 .004 
 .12 

Personal optim
ism

 
4.24 (1.46) 

4.73 (1.36) 
4.78 (1.31) 

2.82
G

G
 

1.71, 73.64 
.074 

.06 

Behavioral change intentions 
4.87 (0.93) 

4.59 (0.88) 
4.73 (0.84) 

4.07 
2,86 

.021 
.09 

Staying in science 
4.68 (1.11) 

4.64 (1.12) 
4.65 (1.10) 

< 1 
2,86 

ns 
 

N
ote. This Table presents the follow

ing F-tests: (a) for sum
m

er school and w
orkshop enjoym

ent, 2 (tim
e) x 5 (w

orkshop) m
ixed 

RM
 AN

O
VA m

ain effects of tim
e; (b) for Collective optim

ism
 a 3 (tim

e) x 2 (w
orkshop) m

ixed RM
 AN

O
VA interaction effect 

betw
een tim

e and w
orkshop (also denoted by *); and (c) for all other variables 3 (tim

e) x 2 (w
orkshop) m

ixed RM
 AN

O
VA m

ain 
effects of tim

e. G
G

 = G
reenhouse-G

eisser F-test.  
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Table 5.2 
Correlations betw

een dependent variables. 
 

Variable 
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 

10 
11 

12 
13 

14 
15 

16 
17 

W
ave 1 

1. C optim
ism

 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

2. P optim
ism

 
.33* 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

3. C quality 
.18 

.11  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4. P quality 
.19 

.59*** 
.55*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5. Change  
.22 

.11 
-.03 

-.07 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6. Staying 
.05 

.42** 
-.05 

.29* 
.07 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

W
ave 2 

7. C optim
ism

 
 .44** 

.18 
.24 

.25 
.05 

-.05 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

8. P optim
ism

 
-.30* 

.51*** 
.04 

.44** 
-.05 

.36** 
.17 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

9. C quality 
.42** 

.18  
.65*** 

.52** 
.04 

.06 
.41** 

-.03  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

10. P quality 
.03 

.57*** 
.48*** 

.87*** 
-.14 

.30* 
.16 

.41** 
.48*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

11. Change 
.36* 

.08 
.23 

.08 
.81*** 

.16 
.29* 

-.05 
.17 

.05 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

12. Staying 
-.10 

.38** 
-.18 

.18 
.10 

.88*** 
-.02 

.51*** 
-.06 

.18 
.03 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

W
ave 3 

13. C optim
ism

 
.33* 

.16 
.08 

.12 
.14 

.28 
.63*** 

.21 
.26 

.09 
.19 

.21 
 -- 

 
 

 
 

14. P optim
ism

 
-.13 

.59*** 
-.03 

.41** 
.02 

.56*** 
.16 

.78*** 
.05 

.33* 
-.02 

.51*** 
.48*** 

-- 
 

 
 

15. C quality 
.19 

.24 
.61*** 

.60*** 
.07 

.23 
.28 

.19 
.80*** 

.61*** 
.11 

.12 
.31* 

.20 
-- 

 
 

16. P quality 
-.13 

.50*** 
.44** 

.80*** 
-.02 

.34* 
.10 

.47** 
.52*** 

.81*** 
-.07 

.25 
.21 

.49*** 
.75*** 

-- 
 

17. Change 
.21 

.16 
.22 

.10 
.79*** 

.18 
.23 

.07 
.05 

.08 
.84*** 

.05 
.16 

.13 
.04 

-.03 
-- 

18. Staying 
.04 

.48** 
.05 

.36* 
.09 

.89*** 
.15 

.61*** 
.18 

.29* 
.11 

.92*** 
.31* 

.60*** 
.26 

.35* 
.05 

N
ote. C optim

ism
 = collective pessim

ism
/optim

ism
 about the state of the field (Zeitgeist); P optim

ism
 = personal pessim

ism
/optim

ism
 about the state of the 

field; C quality = collective quality of research perceptions; P quality = personal quality of research perceptions; Change = Behavioural change intentions; 
Staying = intentions to stay in science. 

* p < 0.05, ** p < .0.01, *** p < 0.001  
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Results – Network Analyses
In order to explore the consequences of more informal discussions between summer 

school participants about the state of the field on the development of Zeitgeist in more de-

tail, we analyzed the longitudinal co-evolution of scientific discussion networks and collective 

optimism about the field, using Rsiena (Ripley, Snijders, Boda, Vörös, & Preciado, 2015). This 

method can test two key mechanisms potentially influencing Zeitgeist: First, the consequences 

of different levels of collective optimism for who participants engage in discussion with (i.e., 

selection effects); and second, the consequence of who people engage in discussion with for 

their levels of collective optimism (i.e., social influence effects).

Two discussion networks were constructed (see Figure 5.1a and Figure 5.1b): Network 1 

(N1) consisted of 53 summer school participants (22 = missing, 1 = excluded as an extreme 

outlier for volume of discussion) reporting discussions between T1 and T2; and Network 2 

(N2) consisted of 50 participants (25 = missing, 1 = excluded) reporting discussion between 

T2 and T3.6 Participants became nodes in the network. Ties between participants represent 

the dichotomized presence or absence of interpersonal discussions about the state of the field 

between pairs of participants: Unidirectional (i.e., one participant’s report of) discussion ties 

were coded as 0 (little or no discussion, 1 and 2) or 1 (discussed a few times to multiple times a 

day, 3-5). Such dichotomization is a standard network analysis requirement. Control variables 

of gender, age, workshop group, personal optimism, and affiliation with participants were 

modelled, while collective optimism was the dependent variable. 

Descriptives
An initial investigation of networks shows that informal discussions grew in intensity, 

with overall connectedness of the networks (densityN1 = 0.08; densityN2 = 0.12) and the number 

of discussion ties (degreeN1 = 0.18; degreeN2 = 0.21) increasing over time. Although there is 

some suggested segregation at N2, with the shortest distance between participants increasing 

(closenessN1 =0.43; closenessN1 =0.36), information flow becomes more egalitarian, with the 

number of gatekeepers dropping (betweenness N1 = 0.07; betweenness N2 = 0.05).

To get an insight into the relation between discussion and collective optimism we explored 

selection effects (Figure 5.2), and influence effects (Figure 5.3). Figure 5.2 presents the con-

sequences of similarity in collective optimism among discussion partners at N1 for wheth-

er discussions are started, maintained, ceased or non-occurring across N1–N2. Interestingly, 
6 Because network growth between the control Network (measured at T1) and N1 was so substantial (Jaccard index = 0.09, below the 0.2 

threshold; change relative to proportion of ties = 0.1, below the 0.3 threshold), it is not possible to model longitudinal change between 

these time points, so the network at T1 cannot be included in our analyses.
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Figure 5.1a. The discussion network N1; coded for collective optimism (black = high, scale points 5-7; grey = low, 

scale points 2-4), and workshop group (circles = workshops with little discussion; diamond = workshops with a lot 

of discussion).

Figure 5.1b. The discussion network N2; coded for collective optimism (black = high, scale points 5-7; grey = low, 

scale points 2-4), and workshop group (circles = workshops with little discussion; diamond = workshops with a lot 

of discussion).
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individuals with relatively high (-1; Msimilarity T2 = 1.39, SD = 1.18) as well as low (-3) optimism 

similarity engaged in the most frequent discussions. Figure 5.3 presents the amount of change 

in collective optimism in N2 based on conversation partners in N1. Although mean similarity 

increases slightly over time (Msimilarity N1 = 1.39, SD = 1.18; Msimilarity N2 = 1.29, SD = 1.14), there is 

little evidence of social influence: Whether or not participant pairs had discussion ties was 

not associated with change in their later collective optimism; if anything, individuals with ties 

seem to be slightly more likely to stay different. 

Longitudinal Network Analysis
To test these selection and influence effects, we ran longitudinal analyses in Rsiena. Im-

portantly, there was enough change between N1 and N2 to model effectively (J = 0.42; exceed-

ing the minimum 0.2 level). 

The first (network dynamics) part of the Model models the structure of discussions, and 

included the following variables in the baseline model: (1) N1-N2 change in ties (rate). (2) Fol-

lowing recommendations of Ripley et al. (2015), controls for endogenous network structure 

effects of general network connectedness (density); tendency for participants to reciprocate 

discussion ties they receive (reciprocity); tendencies for three participants to have discussions 

(transitive triplets); and tendencies for people to send (squared outdegree activity effect) and 

receive (squared indegree popularity effect) many ties. (3) Exogenous individual-based attri-

butes of gender (male = 0, female =1), workshop (1-5 in which 1, 2 = workshops with little dis-

cussion; 3, 4, 5 = workshops with a lot of discussion, both in ascending order; thus reflected the 

coding used in main analysis), personal optimism and social affiliation were also controlled 

for. Gender, workshop, and personal optimism effects were modelled with ego, alter and ho-

mophily effects. These control for differential tendencies of, for example, men/women to start 

discussions, receive (be target by) discussions, and for discussions to occur for (dis)similarly 

gendered partners. A dyadic covariate modelled the social affiliation between two partici-

pants. The final model adds the crucial effect of interest testing homophily effect of collective 

optimism, testing if people of (dis)similar optimism levels are likely to engage in discussion. 

Ego and alter effects of collective optimism were controlled for. 

The second (behavioral) part of the model, models collective optimism. The baseline mod-

el includes the effects: (1) collective optimism change (rate); (2) the shape function of optimism 

change – both linear and quadratic effects; (3) we control for the exogenous effects of age, 

workshop, and personal optimism on optimism, and tendencies for actors have (dis)similar 

personal optimism to their discussion partners (total similarity). The final model adds the cru-

cial effect of interest, testing effect of social influence – expressing if there is a preference 
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Figure 5.2. Whether pairs of participants start new discussions, cease discussions, 
maintain discussions or consistently have no discussions across N1-N2 according to 
similarity of initial collective optimism between pairs of participants in N1. 
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Figure 5.3. Change in patterns of collective optimism at N2 according to whether 
participants have discussion in N1 or not. 
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of actors have (dis)similar collective optimism to their discussion partners (total similarity, 

where the total influence of the partner is proportional to the number of partners). Results 

are presented in Table 5.3.

The network dynamics part of the model fitted the number of discussion ties received 

(indegree; p > 0.56) and sent (outdegree; p > 0.11) in the original data well. However, the fit of 

the behavior dynamics part of the model was not very good (p < 0.005). Despite further testing, 

this fit could not be improved, so interpretation of this part of the model should be made with 

some caution.  

The network dynamics part of the final Model shows substantive, positive selection effects 

based on collective optimism. Results show that there was a significant homophily effect, in-

dicating that individuals select discussion partners on the basis of their collective optimism 

level. Interestingly, however, this effect was negative: Individuals tended to discuss the state 

of science with others with different levels of collective optimism (i.e., participants with high 

collective optimism entered discussions with those with low optimism, and vice versa). This 

suggests either a desire to hear ‘the other side of the story’ or to persuade others to change 

opposing opinions about the collective. This effect is all the more interesting, because we do 

not see a homophily effect emerge for personal optimism. Thus, individuals select discussion 

partners (consciously or unconsciously) more strongly based on collective- rather than per-

sonal-optimism. 

This effect emerges controlling for other important determinants of discussion ties. Firstly, 

endogenous effects showed negative density (reflecting the tendency of individuals to have a 

discussion with less than 50% of the network) and strong tendencies for transitive conversa-

tional ties emerging. Additionally, some asymmetry in reporting discussion emerged, in that 

the reciprocity effect is positive but non-significant, and there are strong tendencies in the 

network for some individuals to report many discussions (i.e., strong positive activity effect) 

and a marginal negative tendency to be nominated as a discussion partner (i.e., a popularity 

effect; reflecting that discussion receivers have a self-stabilizing tendency to regress toward 

the mean). Secondly, exogenous effects showed other collective optimism effects: Individuals 

with a higher level of optimism showed tendencies to report engaging in more discussion 

(i.e., a positive and significant ego effect). Although there was a tendency for individuals with 

lower levels of collective optimism to receive more discussion ties (i.e., the negative alter ef-

fect), this effect was not substantive. There were no substantial tendencies for men/women or 

people with differing personal optimism to discuss the state of the field differentially, but in 

line with prior analyses, tendencies did differ according to workshop: Individuals in the same 

workshop were more likely to talk to one another, and individuals in workshops with less 
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perceived discussion had a tendency to report more interpersonal conversations than those 

in workshops with more perceived discussion (although there is no difference in the tendency 

to receive conversational ties between workshops). Notably, these effects emerged controlling 

for the strong tendency for individuals to talk more about the state of the field with people 

they are relationally close to (i.e., affiliation effect).

Next, we look at the evolution of collective optimism. The final model shows that there are 

no substantive effects of one’s discussion partners on the development of one’s opinion about 

the collective optimism about the state of the field. Thus, there is no detectable social influence 

from one’s direct conversational partners on the development of collective optimism. There 

is, however, a marginally significant positive effect of workshop: Workshops with more per-

ceived discussion promoted the development of higher levels of collective optimism. Crucially, 

this finding replicated the main analysis, meaning that the effects of workshop discussions 

remain, even when thoroughly controlling for complex interpersonal discussion dynamics. 

This may suggest that workshop leaders or general group levels of optimism had stronger con-

sequences for the development of one’s collective optimism over time than the informational 

influence of interpersonal discussions. No other substantive effects emerged.

Discussion

The present research investigated the influence of formal and informal discussions among 

Summer School participants on perceptions of the state of the field. First, the results showed 

that the Summer School in general increased confidence in the quality of social psychological 

research, both in people’s personal opinion and the perceived collective opinion, regardless 

of what workshop participants attended. Moreover, perceived collective optimism about the 

field increased over time, but only for people in workshops in which the state of the field 

was discussed frequently. So it seems that having formal discussions within workshop groups 

does influence Zeitgeist: The perception that the discipline is in a state of crisis is affected by 

the amount of discussion devoted to it within the workshop. The more discussion, the more 

optimistic “we” are.

Interestingly, the amount of discussion about this topic within workshops did not influ-

ence people’s personal beliefs about whether the discipline is in a crisis or not, nor did it in-

fluence people’s own intentions to change their behavior as researchers and improve their 

own research practices. Thus, the discussion informs people’s inferences about whether “we” 

perceive the field to be in crisis, not necessarily what “I” think is wrong (or good) about re-

search and how it should be done. Moreover, it appears that collective optimism does not 
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Table 5.3 
Estimates of model for co-evolution of scientific discussion and collective optimism with 
standard errors and two-sided p-values. 
 

Base model Final model 
      B SE t-value B SE t-value 

Network Dynamics 
Rate 15.58 1.86 15.09 2.15 7.03*** 
Density -2.39 0.72 -3.32** -1.99 0.74 -2.68** 
Reciprocity 0.36 0.23 1.58 0.27 0.25 1.07 
Transitive triplets 0.21 0.05 4.68*** 0.24 0.05 4.78*** 
Indegree popularity (sqrt) -0.29 0.24 -1.21 -0.44 0.25 -1.79 
Outdegree activity (sqrt) 0.23 0.06 3.80*** 0.21 0.07 3.19** 

Affiliation 0.84 0.06 14.72*** 0.89 0.10 9.18*** 
Gender: Ego  0.05 0.16 0.33 0.01 0.18 0.05 

Alter -0.04 0.16 -0.24 -0.10 0.18 -0.57 
Homophily 0.26 0.14 1.84 0.24 0.15 1.56 

Workshop: Ego  -0.23 0.06 -3.89*** -0.26 0.07 
-
3.63*** 

Alter 0.02 0.07 0.22 0.01 0.08 0.12 
Homophily 0.61 0.21 2.99** 0.68 0.26 2.61* 

Personal Optimism: Ego  0.10 0.06 1.61 0.11 0.07 1.57 
Alter 0.06 0.06 0.91 0.04 0.07 0.62 
Homophily 0.15 0.34 0.44 0.28 0.38 0.74 

Collective Optimism: Ego  0.25 0.09 2.95** 0.36 0.15 2.44* 
Alter -0.30 0.12 -2.501** -0.18 0.16 -1.09 
Homophily -2.06 0.97 -2.13* 

Behaviour Dynamics 
Rate 1.80 0.50 1.79 0.49 
Linear shape 0.16 0.26 0.62 0.17 0.26 0.66 
Quadratic shape -0.40 0.19 -2.08 -0.38 0.26 -1.44 
Workshop 0.51 0.27 1.88 0.51 0.26 1.92 
Age -0.05 0.09 -0.51 -0.05 0.10 -0.56 
Personal Optimism 0.10 0.19 0.51 0.09 0.19 0.46 
Personal Optimism total similarity 0.12 0.18 0.68 0.11 0.18 0.63 

  Collective Optimism total similarity       0.05 0.48 0.09 
Note. * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001 



156

change merely due to regression to the mean or other artifacts. It is worth noting that overall, 

there is a slight tendency towards collective optimism about the crisis. And in the workshops 

in which the most change occurs, the trend is for opinions to shift away from the mean (i.e., a 

form of polarization). 

The social network analysis of the informal discussions between students that developed 

during the summer school sheds some additional light on the processes involved in this effect. 

When they had informal discussions about the state of the field, people with strong views 

tended to especially seek out conversation partners who had different beliefs to their own. The 

fact that people’s choice of conversation partner was not random and that levels of collective 

optimism nonetheless increased suggests that the increased levels of collective optimism are 

not due to “informational influence” in informal discussions among students (e.g. Burnstein & 

Vinokur, 1977; Kaplan & Miller, 1987). Instead, what we may be witnessing here is that people 

are searching out others who have an opposing perception in order to engage in lively (and 

quite frequent) discussions about the crisis. But what gets said in these lively discussions does 

not change people’s views much on either side: There was no evidence of influence effects of 

informal discussions occurring within the networks. Even though due to lack of good model fit 

we need to interpret the influence effects with caution, it is interesting that the network anal-

yses again show the influence of workshop discussion on collective optimism. Participating in 

a workshop with higher levels of perceived discussion about the state of the field increased 

people’s collective optimism when controlling for the actual discussions that people reported.

Taken together, these results show that the increase in collective optimism is mainly due to 

workshop-level discussions. This suggests that perceptions of the state of the field as a whole 

(i.e., whether the field as a whole is in a state of crisis or not) are most strongly influenced by 

discussions that carry a “collective” element in them. Discussions within a group setting or as 

part of group process are more influential in changing perceptions of the collective, than are 

interpersonal discussions (notwithstanding the vivid character of the latter). Also, the more 

formal character of group discussions in this field study (and possibly also the presence of 

senior academics within the workshop) could have had an influence. Of course, these expla-

nations remain speculative and post-hoc: We are making inferences from a lack of influence 

effects in the network analyses. 

There are a few limitations worth noting. One is that two weeks is a relatively short 

amount of time to expect much attitude change. However, it should be taken into account that 

the summer school is a very dynamic pressure cooker of ideas and emotions: people learn 

a lot and make a lot of new acquaintances. Notwithstanding the short time span, there was 

evidence in our data that a lot of change occurred. The network analyses shows that people 
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were forming many new connections and were having many new discussions during these 

two weeks. And people’s attitudes did change. Another consideration is that the sample was 

relatively small (though, we should note, not for the kinds of social network analyses con-

ducted; especially since we managed to include about two-thirds of the “population”). It is 

worth pointing out that the participants of this study were PhD students of mostly European 

institutions, who mostly started their PhD around or after the start of the crisis, which limits 

the representativeness of this sample for the discipline as a whole. Also, participants were not 

distributed randomly into the workshops (although many had to be assigned to workshops 

that were not their initial first preference). Finally, two of the authors were themselves par-

ticipants in this Summer School. Nevertheless, we think the current study offers some unique 

insights from a unique setting: The development of a close social and discussion network 

during the summer school allowed us to investigate the micro-level dynamics of the crisis and 

the workshop results allow us to draw important conclusions about developing the ethical 

awareness of young scholars. 

Turning to the implications of this research, first, it suggests that Zeitgeist-like collective 

perceptions are influenced by more “formal” discussions about the state of the field: The 

content of the workshop has a major influence on how people feel about the discipline. As a 

consequence of such discussions, in this case, people’s Zeitgeist perceptions became more op-

timistic. This is interesting, given that the setting of the Summer School could also have easily 

facilitated a heightened sense of crisis or even collective panic. But if anything, the opposite 

was found: The highest level of pessimism was found in the workshops in which “the crisis” 

was discussed only little.

What is more, informal personal discussions did not influence people’s collective opti-

mism about the state of the field either: Again we conclude that communication in itself does 

not cause the spread of a perception of crisis, let alone cause collective panic. Taken together, 

this seems to imply that a perception of crisis might be caused (or sustained) by the knowledge 

that some things are going horribly wrong, in combination with a lack of thorough discus-

sion and information about the situation. It is not through contact and communication that 

a perception of crisis can spread and fester, it is the absence of communication we should be 

concerned about. This conclusion resonates with the literature on rumor. This shows that ru-

mor tends to thrive in situations where there is little concrete information available to people 

(high ambiguity) as well as a lack of predictability about the future (uncertainty, e.g. DiFonzo 

& Bordia, 2007). Our interpretation of the beneficial effects of the formal discussions in those 

Summer School workshops that devoted special attention to the crisis is that they may have 

succeeded in reducing ambiguity and increasing the sense that, in the future, the discipline 
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will be able to improve its game. 

This brings us to what is perhaps the most important implication of this research: It is 

clear that thorough discussions about the crisis are important and beneficial for graduate 

training at venues such as the EASP Summer School. The lively informal debates at the Sum-

mer School about the crisis highlight the importance of this topic from the perspective of PhD 

students. The fact that these debates were beneficial is far from obvious: Developing into a 

competent and independent researcher in a climate in which the norms about what “good” 

and “bad” research is are shifting induces a lot of anxiety and concern. It is for good reason 

that these new norms (and the old practices they intend to remedy) are fiercely debated. But 

for PhD students who are in the process of learning the trade, being exposed to these debates 

could easily have fuelled anxieties and concerns. It is good to know that, instead, these discus-

sions if anything reassured the students involved.

Importantly, this growing sense of optimism did not make summer school participants 

complacent about their responsibilities. Overall, participants showed a high willingness to 

change their behavior and adopt better research practices. Being optimistic about the future 

made no difference to these intentions. The final conclusion of this research is therefore a 

rather straightforward one: The best way to combat the perceived crisis in social psychology is 

by having a serious collective debate about it. If our discipline ever reaches a peak of apparent 

confidence about its own virtues as it did in the 90s, it might be good to repeat this study to see 

if this method can similarly be used to sober the collective mood.
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This dissertation examines a phenomenon that has become increasingly common in many 

countries in recent years: a deep-seated collective discontent with the state of society. When 

we started this research, there were no concepts or measurement instruments available in 

the social psychological literature that we believed fully captured this vague yet consequen-

tial phenomenon. We proposed a new conceptualization of societal discontent, based on the 

assumption that it is an aspect of the Zeitgeist: a collectively shared, tacit, generalized negative 

perception of the state of society. The aim of this dissertation was twofold. First, based on 

our proposed conceptualization, we developed an operationalization of societal discontent 

as a latent general factor Z. This method also led to the development of a scale to measure Z 

(Chapter 2). We assessed the validity of this Z-scale for use in research in various countries and 

developed an international Z-scale that could be used to compare societal discontent across 

countries (Chapters 2 and 4). 

Second, we aimed to gain insight into the phenomenon of societal discontent itself. Specif-

ically, we studied its consequences for people’s interpretation and attribution of news about 

society (Chapter 2) and for voting for extreme right- and left-wing political parties (Chapter 3). 

We investigated education level and media use as potential antecedents of societal discontent 

(Chapter 3) as well as the influence of micro-level communication processes on the develop-

ment of collective discontent over time, albeit discontent with a different kind of society (a 

scientific discipline; Chapter 5). We also studied the incidence of societal discontent across 

countries and conducted preliminary analyses of the relationship of societal discontent with 

indicators of country-level welfare (Chapter 4).

The present chapter will first provide an overview of the main findings of this disserta-

tion. Subsequently, we will discuss the theoretical implications of this work and its practical 

implications for society. We will also address several limitations of the present research and 

provide suggestions for future research. 

Overview of Findings and Conclusions

Across all studies1, we found support for our operationalization of a Zeitgeist of societal 

discontent as a latent general factor Z. Results from both exploratory and confirmatory factor 

analyses (EFA and CFA) consistently provided evidence for one latent factor Z, underlying and 

predicting people’s scores on collective-level judgments. Furthermore, CFA results consistent-

ly showed that this latent factor Z explained a substantial amount of variance (on average) in 

people’s responses to societal issues. Together, these results validate our approach of societal 
1  Specifically, all studies in Chapters 2, 3, and 4; Chapter 5 used a different measure to assess collective discontent. 
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discontent as a latent, generalized negative perception of the state of society and our opera-

tionalization as general factor Z.  

Moreover, we consistently found high correlations between collective-level judgments of 

very different societal issues and the general factor Z. This implies that when we make col-

lective-level judgments about us and how our society is doing, these are not just judgments 

of specific issues made independently of each other. People collectively might have specific 

discontents about certain issues, such as immigration or the economy, but these are likely to 

be tied up with other issues as well as an underlying generalized discontent with society as a 

whole. It is not just the economy people worry about; it is the economy, immigration, crime, 

and faltering social norms and values all rolled into one. 

Furthermore, we found a consistent discrepancy between levels of collective societal dis-

content and personal discontent across these studies. In our research conducted in the Neth-

erlands, for example, this discrepancy was quite stable across different years and samples. 

On average, people estimated that the average Dutch person had encountered societal prob-

lems on 6.45 days (Study 2.1), 5.71 days (Chapter 3), and 6.98 days (Chapter 4) out of the last 

30 days. At the same time, people indicated that they themselves had encountered societal 

problems on average on 1.98 days (Study 2.1), 1.68 days (Chapter 3), and 3.50 days (Chapter 

4). We interpret this as confirmation of the existence of societal discontent and as support for 

our approach: These results demonstrated that people on average were more negative about 

collective life in society than about their personal lives, which is in line with what we expected 

to find in the Dutch situation.  

Chapter 2
The key finding in Chapter 2 is that we found support for our proposed conceptual-

ization and operationalization of societal discontent. In addition, this research presented 

several other interesting findings. In this Chapter, we also investigated personal-level judg-

ments in detail, in order to validate the qualitative difference between collective-level and 

personal-level perceptions. As expected, factor analyses showed that there were multiple 

factors underlying personal-level judgments of the societal issues. This supports our hy-

pothesis that there is no general factor explaining people’s perceptions of their personal 

life in society, but rather that these perceptions might be clustered according to various 

domains of life. 

We developed two types of scales in this research to measure a Zeitgeist of societal discon-

tent: a relatively conventional evaluative-statements measure (statements such as “Corrup-

tion is a problem in society” on a 7-point Likert scale) and a prevalence-estimates measure. 
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In this measure, which we further refer to as the Z-scale, people were asked to estimate how 

many out of the last 30 days the average person in their country (“the average Joe”) would 

have encountered problems with or was concerned about each of the societal issues provid-

ed in a list, for example crime, unemployment, discrimination, or corruption. Based on our 

findings in Chapter 2, we concluded that this prevalence-estimates measure or Z-scale is the 

method we prefer to use to measure societal discontent as Z. 

In Chapter 2, the consequences of a Zeitgeist of societal discontent were also investigated: 

We found that societal discontent measured as Z influenced the impromptu interpretation 

of news headlines and stories about society. A more pessimistic Z-score increased the likeli-

hood of perceiving (false) pessimistic news headlines about the country as true, and predict-

ed whether responsibility for negative events in sensationalist news stories (e.g. “ambulance 

personnel attacked by bystanders”) was attributed to society in general. This suggests that a 

Zeitgeist of societal discontent can influence individual-level outcomes: It biases how people 

respond to news and new information about society.

Chapter 3
In Chapter 3, we report a field study during the 2015 Dutch Provincial Council elections to 

study consequences of collective discontent with society for voting behavior. We expected and 

showed that a Zeitgeist of societal discontent predicted voting for extreme right- and left-wing 

political parties, compared to mainstream political parties. In contrast, personal discontent did 

not predict voting for extreme parties. Thus, we argue that we offer a complementary approach 

to existing (attitudinal) explanations of voting for extreme parties: Our research suggests that it 

is important to not only take into account issue-specific explanation, but also the generalized, 

latent, collective discontent with society as a predictor of voting for extreme parties. 

In addition, we examined two factors that we expected to be associated with within-coun-

try variation in pessimism of Zeitgeist-perceptions: education level and media use. We found 

that people who more frequently used tabloid-style media and people with lower education 

levels had more negative Zeitgeist-perceptions. Personal discontent was not associated with 

media use or education level. These results suggest that there are subgroups in society (for 

which education level and media use serve as proxies in the Netherlands) that have slight-

ly different shared perceptions of the state of society. In line with for example cultivation 

analysis (Arendt, 2010; Gerbner & Gross, 1976; Morgan & Shanahan, 2010), we propose that 

within such “echo chambers” or “filter bubbles”, people are exposed to common and recur-

rent (frames of) messages about the world that influence their (collective-level) perceptions of 

their society and the world around them.
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Chapter 4
In Chapter 4, we broadened the horizon of our research and examined societal discon-

tent as an international phenomenon. The main focus of this research was to develop an in-

ternational Z-scale and establish measurement invariance, in order to validly measure and 

compare Zeitgeist across different countries. We conducted a survey study among university 

students in 28 countries around the world (although sometimes sample size was small, see 

Chapter 4). The (prevalence estimates) Z-scale was included in this survey and contained 25 

societal issues at the start of scale development. First, we showed that in order to best mea-

sure societal discontent in one specific country, we should select a subset of approximate-

ly 10 items of this original list to create a nation-specific scale that was slightly different for 

each country. Subsequently, we developed an international Z-scale and tested whether this 

scale was measurement invariant and thus measured the same construct in the same way 

across different countries. The international Z-scale consisted of six items (unemployment, 

corruption or fraud, discrimination, income inequality, injustice, and lack of respect) and was 

measurement invariant across countries; therefore, we could compare societal discontent (Z) 

across the countries in our sample. 

Because we could compare Z across countries, we investigated and established divergent 

and convergent validity of Z by examining correlations between Z and other relevant psy-

chological constructs in our study. Furthermore, we conducted preliminary analyses of the 

relationship between Z and indicators of country-level welfare that serve as examples of ques-

tions that could be addressed in future research. In these preliminary analyses, we found that 

although there was an association between objective country-level welfare (economic perfor-

mance, income inequality, and objective social and economic living conditions) and societal 

discontent, it was not very strong. Notably, countries with objectively good living conditions 

had highly variant levels of societal discontent. Although further validation of the internation-

al Z-scale is important, we conclude based that the international Z-scale can be used to study 

the incidence, antecedents, and consequences of societal discontent in international compar-

isons in future research.

Chapter 5
In Chapter 5, we aimed to study the micro-dynamic processes underlying the existence 

and change of collective discontent, as another form of exploring its antecedents. We conduct-

ed a longitudinal field study in the context of collective discontent with the state of a scientific 

community, that is the perceived crisis in the discipline social psychology. Over the course of 

a two-week summer school, we investigated the effects of both informal interpersonal com-
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munications between the participating PhD-students (using social network analyses) and of 

more formal and collective communications within the five workshop-streams. Although we 

expected that both types of social interaction would influence people’s collective-level pessi-

mism about the field, the results showed that only formal discussions in workshops influenced 

Zeitgeist. In workshops in which the state of the field was perceived to have been discussed 

frequently, Zeitgeist-perceptions became more optimistic. The findings in this study provide 

a first indication of the micro-level mechanism underlying a collective-level perception: Our 

interpretation is that social interaction with a clear “collective” component is most influential 

to change beliefs about what “we” think.

Theoretical Implications

The Emergent Literature on Societal Discontent
First and foremost, our research contributes to a better understanding of the phenome-

non of societal discontent. When we started this research, a clear conceptualization and op-

erationalization of societal discontent were missing from the social psychological literature 

and other social sciences. The main theoretical contribution of this research was thus to have 

developed a conceptualization and operationalization of societal discontent. Our conceptu-

alization is based on the insight that societal discontent could be an aspect of Zeitgeist. This 

means that societal discontent is a negative evaluation of the state of society that is collective, 

generalized, and tacit:

• Collective discontent means that the source of dissatisfaction is not one’s personal life 

or personal problems. Rather, the source of dissatisfaction lies in the belief that cit-

izens in general (or the average person) experience problems or issues. In addition, 

it means that the dissatisfaction with society shared among citizens: it concerns the 

problems that we perceive society to have. 

• Generalized discontent means that the object of dissatisfaction is the society as a whole. 

Dissatisfaction with particular aspects of society and with particular societal issues is 

(at least in part) inferred from this general discontent.

• Tacit discontent means that this dissatisfaction with society as a whole is an implicit 

sense of dissatisfaction underlying other perceptions or judgments about society. It 

is assumed to be shared knowledge or common ground in communication; and not 

necessarily feature much explicitly in people’s conversations.

In addition, we made a methodological contribution to the emergent literature about so-

cietal discontent and other collective-level perceptions: We proposed and validated a novel 
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operationalization and measure of collective societal discontent that fits our conceptualiza-

tion. The innovation of our operationalization lies in two aspects of our approach. First, we 

operationalize societal discontent as a latent general factor Z: We focus on the shared underly-

ing discontent, instead of dissatisfactions with specific issues. This way we propose to capture 

collective discontent with society as the generalized and tacit belief about society as a whole. 

Second, we assess beliefs about perceptions of the average person in society, the “average Joe”, 

instead of self-reported experiences or personal beliefs. By asking people to think about the 

experiences of a generalized average citizen in society, we aim to capture their (collective-lev-

el) beliefs about how society is doing in general, for people on average, which we assume to be 

collectively shared. Putting these two aspects together, this approach gives us an approxima-

tion of what “the people” think about “society as a whole” (albeit by relying on an aggregation 

of personal beliefs about what the people think about society). Although this approximation 

is not to be confused with the reality of what the people think about society as a whole, it is 

certainly a major improvement over earlier approaches that tended to rely on aggregation of 

individual opinions about particular issues. The demonstration that this operationalization is 

reliable and valid leads us to conclude that we have contributed a new understanding of the 

phenomenon societal discontent itself.

While the concept of Zeitgeist is inherently vague, the Z-scale that we designed to measure 

it was concrete: We asked people about the experiences of average person on a scale from 

0 to 30 days, representing the amount of days out of the last month. We see this scale as an 

innovative approach because it allows for a direct comparison between personal-level judg-

ments and collective-level judgments of the same items. Since personal- and collective-level 

judgments are qualitatively different judgments that are based on different types of infor-

mation and comparison standards (see Chapter 2, and Postmes et al., 1999), it is possible that 

a “5” or “somewhat agree” on a 1-7 likert-scale means something different for personal-level 

judgments than for collective-level judgments, particularly in the context of societal issues 

or problems. However, a day is the same unit of time for me as for the average person (at 

least within the same culture), which means that the scale will be interpreted in the same 

way when an individual indicates their own experiences or the perceived experiences of the 

average person. Therefore, we can be (reasonably) confident that the differences we found in 

our research between personal and collective perceptions of societal issues are due to actual 

differences between the perceived collective experience in society and the average of person-

al experiences, and cannot be attributed to different interpretations of the scale.

Since we started our research, other researchers have also developed conceptualizations 

that are relevant to the study of societal discontent (see Chapter 1 for a review; Steenvoorden, 
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2016; Teymoori et al., 2016). Our approach differs from these other conceptualizations in two 

key respects, which have been outlined above. First, we approach societal discontent as a 

collective-level phenomenon, instead of a personal opinion (cf. Steenvoorden, 2016). Second, 

we focus on the shared underlying discontent (operationalized as general factor Z), instead of 

dissatisfactions with specific societal issues or dimensions (cf. Steenvoorden, 2016; Teymoori 

et al., 2016). These specific dimensions may be useful to understanding the sources of societal 

discontent at a specific place and at specific time (e.g., the Netherlands at present; Steenvoor-

den, 2016). By focusing on the general factor, instead of the specific dimensions or issues that 

are predicted by this general factor at a certain place and time, we argue that we have devel-

oped a versatile and generalizable method of measuring collective discontent with society 

that should be able to be adapted to other places and times. As Chapter 4 showed, we have 

established that we could develop an international Z-scale with this methodology that can be 

used to assess societal discontent across different countries.

The Psychology of the Collective
In addition to contributing directly to knowledge about societal discontent, this research 

extends the social psychological literature on collective perceptions and judgments. Through 

our findings, we have gained more insight in the psychology of the collective. One of the foun-

dations of the present work is social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978), which describes the col-

lective or the group not as just an external situational variable, but also as a psychological 

experience. It introduces the interpersonal-intergroup continuum: people sometimes think, 

act, and feel in terms of their personal identity, and sometimes they think, act, and feel in 

terms of a social identity, as member of a group. Research comparing judgments of personal 

circumstances with judgments of the group, the person-group discrepancy, has shown that 

these judgments are based in different levels of self (personal vs. social identities) and likewise 

influenced by different motivations (Postmes et al., 1999). Even though the general notion 

that there is a distinction between personal-level and collective (or group)-level perceptions is 

well established in social psychology, it appears that most research attention has been focused 

on studying personal-level perceptions and relatively little on studying collective-level per-

ceptions. In other words, we know more about the factors that influence what I think about 

myself, than about those that influence what we think about us.  

The present research shows, however, that collective-level perceptions deserve more 

attention. They can have an important influence on people’s thinking and behavior: They 

predict voting for extreme political parties (Chapter 3) and influence people’s interpretation 

of new information about society (Chapter 2). Our findings and arguments are in line with 
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Miller and Prentice’s (1994) argument based on a review of the literature on pluralistic igno-

rance: The psychology of the individual and the psychology of the collective are distinct and 

both crucial in order to fully understand the self and human behavior. The phenomenon of 

pluralistic ignorance, wherein individuals misjudge the collective norm as representing the 

private attitudes of group members and misperceive their own relationship to the group (e.g., 

as themselves being deviant when in fact they are not), demonstrates that people are per-

fectly capable of perceiving a collective norm. This collective norm influences how they feel, 

think and behave in a situation. The collective norm may not correspond to the aggregate or 

common personal belief or norm in a group however; this is why, for example, the perceived 

collective norm of students can be more pro-alcohol than the average private opinion of those 

students (Prentice & Miller, 1993). As Miller and Prentice (1994) argued, pluralistic ignorance 

shows that a distinction between a collective norm and the aggregate of personal beliefs is 

valid and necessary. Based on the present research, we likewise argue that in order to fully 

understand current developments in society, we need to distinguish a collective-level global 

perception of society from personal-level evaluations of society, and that it is necessary to 

study this collective level in its own right.

While this research is still quite rare compared to research on the personal level, in recent 

years several researchers have started studying collective-level perceptions in different do-

mains within (social) psychology. For example, as discussed in Chapter 2, in cross-national and 

cross-cultural research there has been a systematic investigation of perceived collective-level 

characteristics of a culture or nation (e.g., national personality characteristics, cultural values 

such as perceived collectivism), which showed that these can be independent from aggregate 

personal-level characteristics (actual aggregate levels of collectivism; McCrae & Terracciano, 

2006; Wan et al., 2007; Zou et al., 2009). Chiu and colleagues (2010) refer to these collective-lev-

el perceptions of cultural values as intersubjective judgments. In research on climate change 

risk perceptions, Van der Linden (2015) proposed and showed that perceptions of person-

al-level risks and societal-level risks are distinct types of perceptions, with different psycholog-

ical antecedents. Teymoori and colleagues (2016) developed a scale to measure collective-level 

perceptions of anomie, which refers to a situation of societal crisis in which there is a break-

down of social fabric and/or of leadership. Our research extends this literature to the domain 

of collective perceptions of society as a whole and the issues or problems that society might 

face; specifically, a collective perception of societal discontent. 

Behavioral and attitudinal domains for which these collective perceptions are likely to 

be particularly important are political psychology or political science. The reason is that pol-

itics is a domain that principally focuses on the collective, as it concerns society as a whole 
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or groups of people in society. As discussed in Chapter 3, within political science and psy-

chology the idea that societal- or collective-level perceptions are important is not necessarily 

new: Research has demonstrated the importance of sociotropic concerns (about the state of 

the country’s economy) compared to egotropic concerns (about one’s personal economic sit-

uation) for voting behavior (Kinder & Kiewiet, 1981; Killian, Schoen, & Dusso, 2008; Singer & 

Carlin, 2013; Duch, 2009). Our research (Chapter 3) showed that collective perceptions of the 

state of society as a whole predicted voting for extreme political parties. We complement the 

existing literature on voting for extreme parties: This literature has mainly examined the im-

portance of individual attitudes, showing for example that anti-immigrant attitudes explain 

voting for extreme right-wing parties (Cornelis & Van Hiel, 2015; Cutts, Ford, & Goodwin, 2011; 

Ford & Goodwin, 2010; Green, Sarrasin, Baur, & Fasel, 2016; Ivarsflaten, 2008; Lubbers, Gijs-

berts, & Scheepers, 2002; Oesch, 2008; Rydgren, 2008). We propose that the understanding of 

political behavior such as voting or policy support may benefit from including collective-level 

perceptions, such as a Zeitgeist of societal discontent, in future research. Likewise, we specu-

late that research studying perceptions and behaviors connected to climate change, which is 

a collective problem, may benefit from taking collective-level perceptions into account. Van 

der Linden (2015) already showed that in case of risk perceptions, personal and societal risk 

perceptions are distinct. We propose that future research might examine the extent to which 

whether we think climate change is a serious problem might motivate individual perceptions 

and behavior. 

Some people might ask: Why does this matter? Mostly, we believe that this is important 

because the global international developments in this age force us to reconsider our stance 

on collective phenomena. It has often been said that the late 19th and early 20th century were 

“the age of the crowd” (e.g. Moscovici, 1985). Until quite recently, it appeared that the late 20th 

century heralded the age of the liberal and rational individual (Fukuyama, 1989). This global 

political development was neatly reflected in psychology, where a cognitive revolution has 

increasingly embraced the idea that human behavior is the product of individual minds or 

even individual brains. But if, in international political developments, we see the recurrence 

of mass movements and political ideologies that had been considered long gone, it is time to 

reconsider this stance: We believe that a better understanding of psychology of the collective 

is required in order to understand current political events, such as the election of Donald 

Trump as President of U.S., the Brexit vote for the U.K. to leave the EU, and the rise of extreme 

parties in many countries in Europe. At present, psychology (and, we would suggest, sociology, 

political science and economics) is poorly equipped to understand the social psychological un-

derpinnings of these phenomena. We argue that we need to better understand the psychology 
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of the collective in order to fully understand the psychology and behavior of individuals, as 

well as the major political developments of this age. 

The Discrepancy between Personal- and Collective Discontent
In the present research, we found a consistent discrepancy between levels of personal 

discontent and levels of collective discontent. An important question then is: Why do we find 

this discrepancy, how can we explain it? In Chapter 2, we reviewed the social psychological 

literature on self-other comparative judgments. There are several well-known effects that can 

happen when people compare themselves to others: People generally think they are better 

than the average other person in terms of skill or characteristics such as driving (i.e., bet-

ter-than-average effect; Alicke & Govorun, 2005) and they are generally more optimistic about 

their risk of something bad happening to them compared to others, such as a car accident 

(comparative optimism effect, Weinstein, 1980). Research has also shown that people may 

think they are worse than others when the behavior is difficult (Moore & Small, 2007). These 

effects are generally explained as cognitive biases and/or motivational biases focused on judg-

ments about the self: For example, we have more information about positive behavior of our-

selves than about others and we are motivated to have a positive view of ourselves (Brown, 

2012; Chambers & Windschitl, 2004). 

In this literature, it is less clear how judgments about others are formed. The focus tends 

to be on explaining biased judgments about the self. The methodological choices made in this 

literature consequently are geared to answering questions about bias in the direct compari-

son between the person and the average, in particular focusing on the biased perceptions of 

self (e.g., “How honest are you, compared to the average student?”; Chambers & Windschitl, 

2004). This methodological choice, which is understandable if one is interested in biases in 

self-perception, ultimately means that this literature is relatively silent about the processes 

by which people make judgments about others or about the collective (“How honest is the 

average student?”). One underlying assumption in this field seems to be that we have more 

knowledge about ourselves than about others (Fiedler, 2014). However, while people tend to 

know less about concrete others than they do about themselves, at the same time there are 

many examples of situations in which people believe they can form good judgments of others 

in a more global sense. Socially shared stereotypes about people belonging to different (out)

groups are a prime example. Research on a different type of self-other comparison, that is the 

personal-group discrepancy, might provide more insight about these judgments of others in a 

more global sense. Postmes and colleagues (1999) showed that judgments of the self are qual-

itatively different from judgments about the group: they are based in different levels of self 
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(personal vs. social identities) and likewise influenced by different motivations. 

In line with this research (Postmes et al., 1999), we argue that the differences we found 

between levels of personal discontent and collective discontent reflect two qualitatively dif-

ferent psychological constructs, that we can compare because of the way we designed our 

measure. The present findings show that personal- and collective discontent predict different 

outcomes. For example, Chapter 3 demonstrated that whereas collective discontent predicted 

voting for extreme parties, personal discontent did not. Although results were not conclusive 

across all studies, in some studies we found that personal- and collective discontent were re-

lated to different psychological constructs: Chapter 3 found that whereas collective discontent 

was associated with use of tabloid-style and commercial media and education level, personal 

discontent was not. Whereas cognitive and motivational processes undoubtedly have some 

influence on the way people construct their answers to our questions (about their person-

al life), we believe these processes are not sufficient to explain the consistent discrepancy 

between personal and collective discontent in our research. Instead of seeing them as some 

kind of error or bias, we propose that this discrepancy shows that collective discontent and 

collective perceptions of society are interesting and important in their own right, and should 

be an object of further study in themselves. 

So, if we treat both personal- and collective discontent as distinct and qualitatively differ-

ent psychological constructs, how should we interpret the discrepancy between them? We 

suggest that this discrepancy conveys information: It shows that the collective perception of 

the state of society is more negative or pessimistic than one would expect based on the aggre-

gate of people’s personal experiences with problems in society. This qualifies the societal dis-

content itself: In Chapter 3, which presents the most recently collected data in a general pop-

ulation sample, people estimated that the average person would encounter societal problems 

more than 3.3 times as often as they themselves reported to encounter problems on average 

(5.71 vs. 1.68 days per month, respectively).

Implications for Society

Reality in “Post-Truth” Times
Aside from theoretical implications, our findings may also have wider implications for 

society. We believe this research provides some clarification of what reality is for people in 

times of “fact-free” or more recently “post-truth” politics, fake news and alternative facts. Our 

research demonstrates that people do not necessarily anchor their views about the state of 

affairs in society in the factual experiences of their daily lives. This means that it is possible for 
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people who suffer from societal problems such as unemployment or discrimination to have a 

rosy view of society as a whole as essentially benevolent and fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994; Lerner, 

1980); but it is equally possible for people who are objectively well off to believe that society 

as a whole is in dire straits. Reality can thus be seen as comprised of different layers: There is 

the reality of well-being in people’s daily life (the quality of life that is inferred from concrete 

experiences within one’s personal life and neighborhood) and there is the shared social real-

ity of well-being of “the people” in society as a whole (the quality of life that is inferred from 

what “we” all know to be true about society). This second social reality is one we collectively 

construct as a group of people through various forms of communication (e.g., through con-

versations, public debates, the media). Regardless of whether collective perceptions within 

this shared social reality are based on personal-level experiences and “facts” or not, they are 

real in their consequences. For example, when newspapers reported that there was a large 

demonstration in a small rural village in the North-East of the Netherlands against the refu-

gees in the local asylum seeker center, the newspaper reports about this event seemed to take 

it as confirmation of the collective perception that “the Dutch people”, especially in smaller 

rural towns, do not want refugees to enter and stay in the country (Thijssen, 2016). However, 

this reporting seemed to have been based on misperceptions and misconceptions of the local 

situation: Most demonstrators were from a far-right movement and did not live in the town 

itself, and many people who do live in the town in fact think that helping refugees is a good 

thing and organized pro-asylum protests and actions which did not get covered in national 

media (Kuper, 2017). 

 So in the case of societal discontent, what is the relationship between these two levels of 

reality, and which one is more “real” or realistic? The current research is not well suited to 

give a definitive answer to this question, since this was not its focus. Future research should 

investigate in more detail psychological processes (that could be cognitive or motivational) 

and sources of information that inform and potentially bias perceptions and judgments of 

societal problems at personal and collective level. We can speculate, however. In the Neth-

erlands, it seems that the collective perceptions of the state of society have been “unrealisti-

cally” pessimistic: In our findings the aggregates of personal-level scores were more in line 

with national statistics where they exist (e.g., for crime levels) than collective perceptions, 

which were unrealistically high. In addition, both subjective and objective quality of life for 

a large majority of people in the Netherlands was and remains high (Bijl et al., 2011, 2015), 

which translates to the average person in the Netherlands having a high quality of life. For 

our Z-scale, this means that we would expect that the average estimate of people’s personal 

experiences with or concerns about societal problems in their daily lives would be low, which 
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is also what we found (e.g., Chapter 3: 1.68 days out of the last 30). If collective perceptions of 

the state of society were a direct translation of the average of personal experiences, than we 

would expect to find a similar estimate for the average person is society; instead we found 

estimates that were a lot higher (i.e., more than 3.3 times the personal-level estimate: 5.71 

days). Yet it would be too simplistic to assume that this societal discontent is not real: First, as 

we have shown in Chapter 3 and by the famous Thomas Dictum, when a subset of society has 

high levels of societal discontent, this can be real in its consequences. Second, there can be real 

collective-level problems that fuel collective discontent with society. It seems that rather than 

societal discontent being a “fact free” perception of society, the perceptions we have of society 

might drive the facts we want to see. 

Within a collectively shared social reality, certain things can become unquestionable 

truths that drive or influence other views and the interpretation of information. For example, 

for the past few years many politicians of extreme parties have advocated strongly against 

“the elite”, as the elite allegedly ignored the concerns of “the people”. With this message now 

being an established view in many societies, people can talk about the elite without explaining 

who the elite actually is/are – as it does not need further explanation in most conversations to 

be understood. Yet as a concrete group of people one could hold accountable for something, 

who “the elite” are has become increasingly unclear: Are they the established politicians of 

mainstream parties, the (ultra)-rich in society, all people with university degrees, people who 

identify with the political left, and/or people who enjoy high culture? And what about leaders 

of extreme parties that campaign against the elite, who are themselves (ultra-)rich (e.g., Don-

ald Trump, Nigel Farage) or established politicians (e.g., Geert Wilders)? In the Netherlands, 

for a while the elite was usually qualified as “the left-wing elite of the Amsterdam canals” 

(linkse grachtengordel elite), but that qualification has gradually disappeared. With “the elite” 

(as opposed to “the people”) being more representative of an idea than of a concrete group of 

people, “the elite” seems to become more of a stereotype. This collectively shared stereotype 

might be influenced by collective societal discontent, as an entity to put blame on. Collective 

discontent, not personal discontent, could then be the engine of alternative facts: It could fuel 

believe in abstract “truths” that have become disconnected from any concrete personal-level 

reality.

Societal Subgroups in Times of Polarization
The present research, specifically Chapter 3, suggests that society consists of different 

interpretative communities: Subgroups that have (slightly) different views about what so-

ciety is and how it is doing. In other words, these subgroups might differ in the content of 
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their collectively shared social reality. Our findings showed that the use of particular types 

of media, the more commercial and tabloid-style media sources, and lower education lev-

els were associated with more pessimistic collective perceptions about society. We propose 

that media use and education level are both indicators of interpretative communities in so-

ciety, because media use represents a recurrent type of frame and messages about society 

that people are exposed to and education level represents the group of people one is most 

likely to be in contact with in Dutch society. Recognizing the existence of such subgroups 

is important in light of the perceived increase in polarization of views in society: It is not 

that views per se might become more extreme, but that the collective social reality in which 

people’s collective-level views are grounded might also differ. 

However, it is important to note that these interpretative communities are not neatly 

demarcated groups. “Membership” of interpretative communities might be relatively flu-

id (one could read multiple news sources for example) and might not be strongly connect-

ed to personal-level circumstances. In fact, we would caution against too much subtyping 

these groups: For example, not all people who think society is in dire straits and who 

vote for extreme parties are “angry white working-class men” (see also Bovens, Dekker, 

& Tiemijer, 2014). In the 2016 US presidential elections, 53% of white female voters voted 

for Donald Trump, while footage of him boasting of sexual harassment sparked outrage 

during his campaign (Rogers, 2016). Trying to demarcate these groups using individual 

characteristics can obscure more important factors or processes underlying the differ-

ences. Again, we stress the distinction between personal discontent and collective dis-

content: We argue and found that it is the collective-level perception, not personal-level 

experiences, that best predicts what people believe and what they vote. The implication is 

that it is the Zeitgeist of societal discontent that is largely responsible for the remarkable 

societal changes we are witnessing, not one specific social group or class. 

Implications for Policy Makers

The present research has several implications for those who are involved in organizing 

society, such as policy makers. We recommend that it is important to recognize two types of 

distinctions: First, the distinction between personal- and collective discontent with society; 

second, the distinction between general societal discontent and discontent with particular so-

cietal issues (e.g., immigration, crime, health care). According to our perspective, clearly and 

consistently distinguishing between these levels of discontent and these types of discontent 

would help to minimize two potential problems. On the one hand, there is the risk that collec-



176

tive-level general discontent is used to promote specific political agendas. This could for exam-

ple happen when general discontent is attributed to one specific issue, such as immigration 

or refugees entering one’s country. Anecdotally, we suggest that this might be one way to view 

what made the Leave-campaign successful in the Brexit-referendum (in which the UK voted 

to leave the EU): A general discontent with the state of society seems to have been “hijacked” 

and used for support to leave the EU. Similarly, we speculate that Donald Trump used a collec-

tive discontent with the state of society, which frequently featured in his campaign speeches, 

to win support in the US presidential elections; even though beyond a promise of change, it 

did not become clear what concrete (policy) plans he had to realize this change and what it 

would look like exactly. On the other hand, there is the risk that people or politicians might 

use general societal discontent to obscure legitimate concerns about society that people may 

have. This is equally problematic, since it could hinder important and positive societal change. 

Both these risky strategies could potentially further fuel societal discontent and polarization 

within society. 

We suggest that one way to counteract these problems is to differentiate clearly and con-

sistently between personal- and collective discontent and between general discontent and 

specific issues in discourse, policy analysis, and research. We recommend being particularly 

mindful of these distinctions in communication: To listen carefully to what people actually say 

and to be careful in interpreting what they might mean. When people say that they believe 

the Netherlands is doing badly, or that society is suffering massively from immigration, this 

does not (necessarily) mean that they themselves face societal problems in their lives. This 

implies that addressing or solving societal problems in people’s daily lives might not change 

their views about society as a whole. Likewise, when people have negative views about a 

refugee center planned in their neighborhood, this does not (necessarily) mean they see im-

migration as a problem for society; their negative views might have much more to do with the 

decision-making process and their voice in it, for example. We believe that there is much to 

gain in understanding and ultimately alleviating collective societal discontent by being more 

mindful of these distinctions in discussions and conversations with people about society and 

about their lives.  

In similar vein, not only discourse and analysis, but policy itself should also be careful 

not to confuse these different levels and types of discontent. We suggest that policy should 

be targeted either at the level of experiences in personal life and the neighborhood, or at 

the collective level; but not to mix these levels. Although it is arguably easier to make policy 

on specific issues, it is important to recognize the influence of general discontent in people’s 

collective-level discontent with particular issues and the ways in which collective-level issues 
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are related to each other. Our findings demonstrated that personal- and collective-level dis-

contents are influenced by or related to different psychological constructs, which suggests 

that trying to alleviate these discontents asks for different processes or approaches. Further 

research is however necessary in order to uncover more about these processes. The most 

important recommendation is to take both personal and collective discontent seriously: They 

both have important consequences for society.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The present research has several limitations, which in turn open up interesting and im-

portant questions for future research. First, we would like to point out that one aspect of our 

approach that we view as a strength, its inherent vagueness, also has a disadvantage. We 

operationalized societal discontent (Zeitgeist) as a general factor Z, predicting people’s collec-

tive-level perceptions of specific societal issues. Therefore, we measure Z with a scale that con-

sists of a number of specific societal issues. Theoretically, we assume that Z would influence 

people’s collective-level perception of any societal issue: If there is a discontent with society as 

a whole, this would lead to discontent with or a more negative perception of any of its parts. 

At the start of this research, we constructed a list of societal issues that pertained to specific 

societies (e.g., the Netherlands, the U.S.) at that moment in time. The international research 

in Chapter 4 showed that, as expected, the best way (i.e., list of societal issues) to measure Z 

within one society differed slightly from country to country. Although we believe we have 

constructed a list of societal issues of which a core is likely to fit many (Western) societies at 

present for within-country research, and we have constructed an international Z-scale for 

between-country comparative research, the Z-scale will require re-specification for different 

situations and different times in future research. This might provide challenges for conven-

tional understandings of reliability and validity of measurements instruments and for com-

paring results across research in different times and countries, but we believe advantages of 

our approach outweigh this potential disadvantage.

Furthermore, the present research has focused mainly on gaining a better understanding 

of societal discontent; yet a Zeitgeist of societal content or optimism should (at least theoreti-

cally) be able to exist as well. Because of our focus on societal discontent, we preferred to work 

with the measure that would best be able to asses this – however, the absence of discontent 

might not be the measure of societal optimism. The Z-scale cannot and does not assess vari-

ation in the extent to which people are optimistic or happy about various aspects of society; 

it can merely detect “0” or “not a problem”. In Chapter 2, we developed a second measure 
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of Zeitgeist that might be more suitable for studying societal optimism, which also included 

positively phrased items/aspects of society (e.g., social cohesion). We think collective optimism 

about society would be an interesting avenue for future research – and hope to soon be able 

to find a society (and/or time) that lends itself for studying this.

Finally, an important question for future research is: How does societal discontent arise, 

and change? In the present research, time has been a limitation to addressing this question: 

we would speculate that rising and falling societal (dis)content might be a process of years or 

decades more than months. In Chapter 5, we took a first step by exploring how micro-dynam-

ic processes of communication might change Zeitgeist over time in a small-scale setting. The 

results suggested that conversations in a collective setting could influence the Zeitgeist-beliefs 

about the state of the discipline of social psychology. The results of Chapter 3 showed that use 

of specific (tabloid-style and more commercial) media sources, a form of collective commu-

nication at societal level, was related to the negativity of people’s Zeitgeist perceptions. One 

suggestion for future research would be to investigate how these and other forms of collec-

tive-level communication, such as Twitter or Facebook, might influence collective perceptions 

of societal discontent. 

Conclusion

To conclude, our research aimed to answer the question of what societal discontent is: A 

question that we believe is crucial in order to fully understand this societal phenomenon. We 

propose that societal discontent is an aspect of the Zeitgeist: It is a collective, generalized, and 

tacit negative perception of the state of society as a whole. The main academic contribution 

of our work is that we designed a novel theoretical and methodological approach to studying 

societal discontent. Our results so far have been consistent with this approach, implying that 

we seem to have found a way to measure this vague sense of doom and gloom about the state 

of society; but also open up questions for future research. The main societal contribution that 

we hope to make is a better understanding of one of the major driving forces of this political 

era. If we ask the question how it is possible for people who have wealth, freedom, democracy, 

and happiness to nevertheless believe that their country is rotten to the core, the answer lies 

not with income inequality or immigrants or any other political fad: It is the sentiments of the 

collective that deserve our careful attention.
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Chapter 2
Supplementary Materials

Abstract versus Concrete Statements (Study 2.2)
In the evaluative statement measure in Study 2.2, we included not only personal-concrete 

and collective-abstract statements of the same societal issues, but for explorative reasons also 

personal-abstract and collective-concrete statements. In this way, we aimed to disentangle the 

influence of the personal-collective dimension from the concrete-abstract dimension. These 

results are discussed below.

Differences in means
 The full 2 (personal vs. collective) by 2 (concrete vs. abstract) repeated measures ANOVA’s 

were conducted separately on positively- and negatively-framed topics. For negative topics, 

the repeated measures ANOVA showed two significant main effects (of which the person-

al-collective main effect was the strongest, F(1,247) = 644.20, p < .001, ηp
2 = .72), qualified by a 

significant interaction, (F(1,247) = 20.78, p < .001, ηp
2  = .08). While there was no difference be-

tween collective-concrete, M = 4.60 (95% CI [4.50, 4.70]) and collective-abstract judgments, M 

= 4.60 (95% CI [4.49, 4.72]), participants disagreed somewhat more with the personal-abstract 

topics, M = 3.12 (95% CI [2.99, 3.25]), than with the personal-concrete topics, M = 3.31 (95% CI 

[3.17, 3.44]).

For positive topics, a strongly significant main effect of the personal-collective dimension 

was found, F(1,247) = 195.52, p < .001, ηp
2  = .44.  Participants on average indicated stronger 

agreement that positive topics affected their personal life, M = 4.81 (95% CI [4.68, 4.94]), than 

they did for collective life, M = 4.12 (95% CI [4.00, 4.24]). The main effect of the concrete-ab-

stract dimension and the interaction effect were non-significant (both F’s < 1). 

Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFA)
 The EFAs showed that the level of abstractness of the statements was important in deter-

mining factor structure. The factor structure of the collective-concrete judgments was more 

similar to that of the personal-concrete judgments, than that of the collective-abstract judg-

ments: three factors, with eigenvalues of 4.79, 2.11, and 1.16 and 57.55% explained variance. 

Positive topics were one separate factor. Negative topics formed two factors, one of which 

appeared to consist of more concrete problems (e.g., immigration, violence) and one of more 

abstract problems (e.g., inequality). With factor loadings ranging from .40 to .85 (only two 

factor loadings < .45), this factor structure seems to fit the data well. 
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The factor structure of the personal-abstract judgments was more similar to the collec-

tive-abstract judgments: two factors were extracted with eigenvalues of 5.38 and 1.46, resem-

bling the collective-abstract factor structure. One factor consisted of all positive items plus 

“Lack of respect”; the other of all remaining negative items. The correlation between these 

factors was .66. The total explained variance was 48.90%, and the solution was slightly less 

well-defined: factor loadings ranged from .37 to .81 and communality coefficients were some-

what lower on average (e.g., four coefficients < .40). This two-factor solution therefore seems 

a reasonable fit to the data.

Assessing variance explained by Z
The influence of Z on the judgments of societal issues was investigated by calculating the 

amount of variance in the items that was accounted for by Z (i.e., in this model Z-negative and 

Z-positive). Interestingly, for both hybrid dimensions (collective-concrete and personal-ab-

stract judgments), on average less variance in the items was explained by Z compared to both 

other dimensions: for negative items 35% for collective-concrete and 34% for personal-ab-

stract statements; and for positive items 51% and 51%, respectively.  

Discussion
These results showed that the personal-abstract and collective-concrete judgment dimen-

sions shared some characteristics of personal-concrete judgments and other characteristics of 

the collective-abstract judgments. For the pattern of the mean differences the most important 

aspect is whether the judgments were made at personal versus collective level. On the other 

hand, it appears that the abstractness of the concepts that are judged determines the degree 

to which they cohere. These findings extend insights presented in the paper in one respect: 

they confirm that personal-concrete and collective-abstract judgments are indeed two distinct 

categories of judgment, even if they appear to refer to the same topics or issues.

Relations between personal and collective judgments (Studies 2.1-2.3) 
Across all studies, we inspected correlations between the various personal- and collec-

tive-level judgments to explore the relation between them. Table D presents these correlations. 

These results show that the correlation between personal- and collective-level judgments 

(within the same measures) is consistently moderate to strong. Positive statement-judgments 

are correlated stronger with each other than negative statement-judgments. These analyses 

confirm that personal-level and collective-level judgments share a limited amount of overlap.
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Table 2A  
Correlations betw

een Personal and Collective judgm
ents and Additional M

easures, Study 1 (N
 = 166). 

 

 
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 

1. Collective  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

2. Personal Factor 1 
.42*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 

3. Personal Factor 2 
.37*** 

.26** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 

4. Personal Factor 3 
.24** 

.21** 
.08 

-- 
 

 
 

 

5. Personal Factor 4 
.48*** 

.39*** 
.24** 

.26** 
-- 

 
 

 

6. BJW
 - G

od 
-.03 

.06 
-.03 

-.13 
.00 

-- 
 

 

7. BJW
 - N

ature 
.04 

-.03 
-.07 

-.08 
-.01 

.28*** 
-- 

 

8. Life satisfaction 
-.09 

.02 
-.16* 

.15 
.09 

.01 
-.01 

-- 

9. Personal optim
ism

 
-.13 

-.13 
-.15 

.05 
-.10 

-.14 
-.12 

.30*** 

N
ote. Collective = m

ean of collective-level prevalence estim
ates (item

s as in EFA); Personal Factor 1-4 
= m

ean of personal-level prevalence estim
ates EFA Factor 1 to 4; BJT – G

od = m
ean score of Belief in 

a Just Treatm
ent scale, G

od as source of justice (7 item
s, adapted from

 Stroebe, Postm
es, Täuber, 

Stegem
an, &

 John, 2015); BJT – N
ature = m

ean score on Belief in a Just Treatm
ent scale, N

ature as 
source of justice (7 item

s, adapted from
 Stroebe et al., 2015); Life satisfaction = m

ean score on 
satisfaction w

ith life scale (5 item
s, adapted from

 D
iener, Em

m
ons, Larsen, &

 G
riffin, 1985); Personal 

optim
ism

 = m
ean score on optim

ism
 6 item

s, adapted from
 Scheier, Carver, &

 Bridges, 1994). 
* p ≤ .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Table 2B  
Correlations betw

een Personal and Collective judgm
ents and Additional M

easures, Study 2 (N
 = 248). 

  
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 

10 
11 

1. Collective Factor 1 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

2. Collective Factor 2 
-.47*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

3. Personal Factor 1 
.58*** 

-.26*** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

4. Personal Factor 2 
-.41 *** 

.49*** 
-.37*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

5. Personal Factor 3 
-.15* 

.34*** 
-.25*** 

.42*** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

6. Personal optim
ism

 
.43 *** 

-.33*** 
.42*** 

-.48*** 
-.31*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

7. Identification 
.49*** 

-.23*** 
.47*** 

-.19** 
-.10 

.24*** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

8. N
eighborhood safety 

-.22 *** 
.21** 

-.27*** 
.31*** 

.55*** 
-.35*** 

-.19** 
-- 

 
 

 

9. G
eneral social trust 

.53*** 
-.35*** 

.41*** 
-.39*** 

-.26*** 
.37*** 

.26*** 
-.23*** 

-- 
 

 

10. Trust in other groups 
.42*** 

-.29*** 
.32*** 

-.36*** 
-.41*** 

.33*** 
.21** 

-.33*** 
.58*** 

-- 
 

11. Political trust 
.62 *** 

-.52*** 
.39*** 

-.33*** 
-.15* 

.36*** 
.42*** 

-.26*** 
.48*** 

.47*** 
-- 

12. State of the country 
.48*** 

-.40*** 
.22** 

-.22*** 
-.04 

.25*** 
.30*** 

-.13* 
.26*** 

.30*** 
.64*** 

N
ote. Collective Factor 1 = m

ean of collective-abstract evaluative statem
ents in EFA Factor 1; Collective Factor 2 = m

ean of collective-abstract 
evaluative statem

ents in EFA Factor 2; Personal Factor 1-3 = m
ean of personal-concrete evaluative statem

ents in EFA Factor 1 to 3; Personal 
optim

ism
 = m

ean of optim
ism

 scale (6 item
s; adapted from

 Scheier et al., 1994); Identification = m
ean identification w

ith the N
etherlands, 4 item

-
scale (FISI; Postm

es, H
aslam

, &
 Jans, 2013); N

eighbourhood safety = m
ean of 4 item

-scale (adapted from
 European Social Survey, 2012); G

eneral 
social trust = m

ean of 3 item
-scale (adapted from

 European Social Survey, 2012); Social trust in other groups = m
ean of 4 item

-scale (adapted from
 

W
orld Value Survey, 2012); Political trust = m

ean of 4 item
-scale (adapted from

 European Social Survey, 2012); State of the country = m
ean of 2 

item
s: “In general, w

ould you expect life for m
ost people in the N

etherlands to becom
e better or w

orse?” and “To w
hat extent is life for m

ost 
people in the N

etherlands better or w
orse than in the year 2000?”.  * p ≤ .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Table 2C  
Correlations betw

een Personal and Collective judgm
ents and Additional M

easures, Study 3 (N
 = 275) 

  
1 

2 
3 

4 
5 

6 
7 

8 
9 

10 

1. C30  
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

2. P30 
.54*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

3. CA neg. 
.41*** 

.28*** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

4. CA pos. 
-.27*** 

-.26*** 
-.52*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 
 

 

5. PC neg. 
.27*** 

.35*** 
.39*** 

-.43*** 
-- 

 
 

 
 

 

6. PC pos. 
-.22*** 

-.25*** 
-.24*** 

.53*** 
-.54*** 

-- 
 

 
 

 

7. Personal optim
ism

 
-.22*** 

-.21*** 
-.30*** 

.46*** 
-.37*** 

.49*** 
-- 

 
 

 

8. N
eighborhood safety 

.15* 
.25*** 

.34*** 
-.34*** 

.42*** 
-.23*** 

-.24*** 
-- 

 
 

9. G
eneral social trust 

-.23*** 
-.22*** 

-.35*** 
.60*** 

-.40*** 
.52*** 

.49*** 
-.31*** 

-- 
 

10. Trust in other groups 
-.19** 

-.18** 
-.16** 

.45*** 
-.31*** 

.44*** 
.35*** 

-.16** 
.59*** 

-- 

11. Political trust 
-.19** 

-.17** 
-.20** 

.39*** 
-.11 

.29*** 
.22*** 

-.03 
.25*** 

.26*** 

N
ote. C30 = m

ean of collective-level prevalence estim
ates; P30 = m

ean of personal-level prevalence estim
ates; CA neg. = m

ean of 
negative collective-abstract evaluative statem

ents; CA pos. = m
ean of positive collective-abstract evaluative statem

ents; PC neg. = 
m

ean of negative personal-concrete evaluative statem
ents; PC pos. = m

ean of positive personal-concrete evaluative statem
ents; 

Personal optim
ism

 = m
ean of optim

ism
 scale (6 item

s; Scheier et al., 1994); Identification = m
ean identification w

ith the 
N

etherlands, 4 item
-scale (FISI; Postm

es et al., 2013); N
eighbourhood safety = m

ean of 4 item
-scale (European Social Survey, 

2012); G
eneral social trust = m

ean of 3 item
-scale (European Social Survey, 2012); Social trust in other groups = m

ean of 4 item
-

scale (W
orld Value Survey, 2012); Political trust = m

ean of 4 item
-scale (European Social Survey, 2012).  

* p ≤ .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001. 
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Table 2D
  

Correlations betw
een Dim

ensions (Study 1-3)  
 

 
Study 1 

Study 2 
Study 3 

 
P30 

C30 
PC 

neg. 
CA 

neg. 
PC 

pos. 
CA 

pos. 
P30 

C30 
PC 

neg. 
CA 

neg. 
PC 

pos. 
CA 

pos. 
Study 1 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

P30 
– 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
C30 

.58 
– 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Study 2 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
PC neg. 

 
 

– 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

CA neg. 
 

 
.53 

– 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
PC pos. 

 
 

-.56 
-.33 

– 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

CA pos. 
 

 
-.40 

-.47 
.63 

– 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Study 3 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

P30 
 

 
 

 
 

 
– 

 
 

 
 

 
C30 

 
 

 
 

 
 

.54 
– 

 
 

 
 

PC neg. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
.35 

.27 
– 

 
 

 
CA neg. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

.28 
.41 

.39 
– 

 
 

PC pos. 
 

 
 

 
 

 
-.25 

-.22 
-.54 

-.24 
– 

 
CA pos. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

-.26 
-.27 

-.43 
-.51 

.53 
– 

N
ote. All correlations are significant p < .01. P30 = personal prevalence estim

ates;  
C30 = collective prevalence estim

ates; PC = personal-concrete statem
ent judgm

ents;  
CA = collective-abstract statem

ent judgm
ents; neg. = negative; pos. = positive. 
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Chapter 4
Supplementary Materials

These supplementary materials consist of two parts. First, Table 4A provides a full over-

view of the measures that were used to assess relevant psychological constructs for testing 

the convergent and divergent of Z. Second, Table 4B presents the results of the confirmatory 

factor analyses (CFAs) of the initial full model (containing all 25 items, predicted by one latent 

factor Z) per country. As explained in the main paper, this full Z-model has relatively high 

complexity. The sample size for most countries was too small to reliably estimate a model with 

this number of parameters. This means that results are not very reliable and should be inter-

preted with caution. In general, this model did not fit very well; yet given the type of model (25 

different societal issues predicted by one latent factor Z, i.e. societal discontent, tested with too 

small sample sizes) we were optimistic after seeing these initial results.
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Table 4A 
Overview of Measures of Relevant Psychological Constructs for Assessing Validity of Z 

 

Construct Item 
Satisfaction with the 
state of society (Pew 
Research Center, 2017) 

Overall, to what extent are you dissatisfied or satisfied with the way 
things are going in [country] today? (1 = very dissatisfied to 7 = very 
satisfied) 
 

Perceptions of the 
country’s economic 
situation (Pew 
Research Center, 2017) 

How would you describe the current economic situation in [country]? (1 
= very bad, 7 = very good) 
To what extent do you expect [country]’s economic situation to be 
worse, the same, or better in the next 3 years? (1 = a lot worse, 7 = a lot 
better) 
To what extent would you describe [country]’s economic situation three 
years ago to be worse, the same, or better than it is now? 
(1 = a lot worse, 7 = a lot better) 
 

Perceptions of 
immigrants as 
economic threat 

1. Immigrants take resources and employment opportunities away from 
[citizens of country] 
2. In schools where there are too many children of immigrants, the 
quality of education will suffer 
3. Immigrants abuse the system of social benefits 
 

Perceptions of 
immigrants as 
symbolic threat 

1. [Country’s] norms and values are being threatened by the presence 
of immigrants  
2. The cultural practices of immigrants threaten the [country’s] way of 
life 

 3. Immigrants are a threat to the [country’s] identity 
 

Perceptions of Anomie 
(Teymoori et al., 2016) 

In Australia today ........ 
1. People do not know who they can trust and rely on. 
2. Everyone thinks of him/herself and does not help others in need.  
3. People are cooperative. 
4. People think that honesty doesn’t work all the time; dishonesty is 
sometimes a better approach to get ahead. 
5. People think that there are no clear moral standards to follow. 
6. Most of the people think that if something works, it doesn’t really 
matter whether it is right or wrong 
7. Some laws are not fair. 
8. Politicians don’t care about the problems of the average person. 
9. The government laws and policy are effective. 
10. Government works towards the welfare of people 
11. The government is legitimate. 
12. The government uses its power legitimately. 
 

Collective Angst (item 
1-3 adapted from 

1. I am worried about the future vitality of [country] 
2. I feel anxious about the future wealth of [country] 
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Jetten & Wohl, 2012; 
and item 4-7 developed 
in unpublished 
research by Van der 
Bles, Postmes, & 
Meijer, 2017) 

3. I am concerned that the future vitality of [country] is in jeopardy 
4. I have the impression that things in [country] are taking a turn for the 
worse 
5. I am positive about the future of [country] (R) 
6. Around me, I notice that almost everyone seems to worry about 
[country]’s future  
7. People in [country] have the feeling that the country is heading in the 
wrong direction 
 

National Nostalgia 
(Smeekes, Verkuyten, & 
Martinovic, 2015) 

I get nostalgic when I think back of [country] in past times. 
I often think back about the good old days. 
I often long for [country] of the past. 
I experience nostalgic feelings when I hear [country’s] music from the 
past. 
 

National identification 
(Postmes, Haslam, & 
Jans, 2013) 

I feel committed to [country] 
I am glad to be [citizen of country] 
Being [citizen of country] is an important part of how I see myself 
I identify with [country] 
 

Social trust (European 
Social Survey, 2012) 

Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted, or 
that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people? (-3 you can’t be too 
careful via 0 neutral to 3 most people can be trusted). 
Do you think that most people would try to take advantage of you if they 
got the chance, or would they try to be fair? (-3 most people would try to 
take advantage of me via 0 neutral to 4 most people would try to be fair). 
Would you say that most of the time people try to be helpful or that they 
are mostly looking out for themselves? (-3 People mostly look out for 
themselves via 0 neutral to 3 People mostly try to be helpful).  
 

Political trust 
(European Social 
Survey, 2012) 

I trust the government of [country]  
I trust [country]’s parliament  
I trust the political parties in my country  
I trust the politicians in my country 
I trust the United Nations  
 

Satisfaction with Life 
(Diener et al., 1985) 

In most ways my life is close to my ideal.  
The conditions of my life are excellent.  
I am satisfied with my life.  
So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.  
If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing. 

Note. If not mentioned otherwise, measures were assessed using 7-point scales ranging from 1 = 
strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree. 
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Table 4B 
Results of Confirmatory Factor Analyses for the Full Scale and the International Z-Scale 

 
  Full model CFAs (25 items) International model CFAs (6 items) 

Country N χ2 df CFI 
RM 
SEA 

Mean 
R2 α χ2 df CFI 

RM 
SEA 

Mean 
R2 α 

Australia 149 611.12 275 .64 .09 .36 .93 6.96 7 1.00 .00 .40 .78 
Netherlands 208 619.12 275 .74 .08 .34 .92 11.62 7 .98 .06 .42 .81 
China 151 674.30 275 .75 .10 .36 .93 15.13 7 .97 .09 .46 .84 
UK 74 445.03 275 .62 .09 .42 .94 10.77 7 .96 .09 .51 .86 
US* 319 777.31 230 .83 .09 .41 .94 17.46 7 .99 .07 .52 .87 
Spain 277 1005.19 275 .76 .10 .38 .94 17.25 7 .98 .07 .52 .86 
Italy 156 720.20 275 .72 .10 .34 .93 11.47 7 .98 .06 .48 .83 
Iran 170 688.51 275 .87 .10 .49 .96 10.28 7 1.00 .05 .60 .90 
Canada 233 689.53 275 .74 .08 .43 .95 7.93 7 1.00 .02 .50 .86 
Germany 322 873.61 275 .72 .08 .34 .92 17.25 7 .97 .07 .45 .83 
France 150 662.39 275 .71 .10 .30 .91 21.61 7 .94 .12 .43 .81 
Denmark 164 679.97 275 .69 .10 .35 .93 3.31 7 1.00 .00 .37 .72 
Finland 113 459.73 275 .72 .08 .33 .92 8.67 7 .98 .05 .43 .77 
Japan 382 943.60 275 .72 .08 .39 .94 20.32 7 .96 .07 .44 .82 
Malaysia 112 657.87 275 .85 .12 .55 .97 19.01 7 .98 .12 .67 .92 
Singapore* 193 538.06 230 .78 .08 .37 .93 18.37 7 .93 .09 .45 .82 
India 145 509.23 275 .94 .08 .58 .97 8.55 7 1.00 .04 .62 .91 
Pakistan 150 608.67 275 .71 .09 .30 .91 1.11 7 1.00 .00 .43 .82 
Chile 151 661.60 275 .76 .10 .37 .93 5.33 7 1.00 .00 .57 .87 
Latvia 149 662.57 275 .70 .10 .29 .91 15.81 7 .95 .09 .38 .77 
Switzerland 448 1074.46 275 .67 .09 .33 .92 24.00 7 .96 .08 .50 .84 
Indonesia 557 1533.47 275 .79 .09 .39 .94 30.84 7 .98 .08 .49 .85 
Belgium 242 663.31 275 .80 .08 .35 .93 7.09 7 1.00 .01 .48 .85 
Portugal 160 511.03 275 .59 .12 .27 .89 18.46 7 .96 .10 .42 .80 
Poland 180 641.78 275 .76 .09 .34 .92 11.60 7 .99 .06 .46 .84 
Brazil 146 770.69 275 .74 .11 .37 .93 11.43 7 .98 .07 .50 .84 
Hungary 160 753.45 275 .77 .11 .39 .94 23.25 7 .96 .12 .51 .85 
South Africa 451 1357.50 275 .77 .10 .36 .93 11.69 7 1.00 .04 .48 .85 
Overall 6112 10253.50 230 .87 .09 .45 .95 73.79 7 1.00 .04 .56 .89 
Note. * = in one US sample and the sample from Singapore two items were excluded from the 
questionnaire (“lack of freedom” and “lack of democracy”); the full model results are therefore results 
from a full model with 23 items.  
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Maatschappelijk Ongenoegen – De Tijdgeest Ontleed

Onrust en onbehagen zijn de karakteristieke kenmerken van deze tijd. De afgelopen jaren 

is in veel landen steeds nadrukkelijker een gevoel van somberheid en naderend onheil over 

de staat van de maatschappij aanwezig. Mensen geven aan zich ernstig zorgen te maken over 

de stand van zaken in hun land: er zijn grote problemen met de economie, immigratie, de 

kwaliteit van de gezondheidszorg, met politieke elites die corrupt zijn of geen oog hebben 

voor de belangen van “gewone mensen”. En het lijkt alsof er achter deze specifieke vermeen-

de problemen en dreigende catastrofes een impliciet ongenoegen ligt met de maatschappij als 

geheel. In het hart van een breed scala aan vermeende ellende en problemen lijkt er een col-

lectieve overtuiging te zijn dat de maatschappij in een verregaande staat van verval is geraakt. 

Wij vermoeden dat dit collectieve gevoel van ongenoegen over de staat van de maatschap-

pij een belangrijke invloed heeft gehad op beeldbepalende politieke ontwikkelingen in 2016. 

Donald Trump’s succesvolle campagne voor de presidentsverkiezingen in de Verenigde Staten  

droeg het idee uit dat de Amerikaanse maatschappij in diep verval is geraakt. In het Verenigd 

Koninkrijk lijkt de stem voor het verlaten van de Europese Unie in het Brexit-referendum niet 

alleen beïnvloed te zijn geweest door afkeer jegens EU-lidmaatschap, maar ook door een diep 

ongenoegen over de stand van zaken in het Verenigd Koninkrijk zelf (Swales, 2016). Populis-

tische politieke partijen zoals de Partij voor de Vrijheid (PVV) in Nederland en Alternative für 

Deutschland (AfD) in Duitsland kregen veel en toenemende electorale steun (in peilingen en 

regionale verkiezingen) voor hun boodschap dat hun respectievelijke landen “ziek” zijn en 

met ernstige problemen kampen. In Spanje ontstond in 2014 de linkse partij Podemos uit de 

massaprotestbeweging Indignados, die in 2015 veel steun kreeg en stemmen won voor hun 

boodschap tegen het bestaande systeem in het land met bezuinigingsmaatregelen, grote so-

ciale problemen en de corrupte politieke klasse en financiële elite. Het lijkt er dus op dat veel 

mensen denken dat het slecht gaat met hun land – en dat dit collectieve maatschappelijke 

ongenoegen belangrijke consequenties zou kunnen hebben. 

Toen we begonnen over maatschappelijk ongenoegen na te denken, rond 2010, was er nog 

maar heel weinig onderzoek gedaan naar dit fenomeen. Maatschappelijk ongenoegen was in 

die tijd vooral zichtbaar in Nederland en nog niet zozeer in andere landen. Wij konden geen 

geschikte bestaande concepten of meetinstrumenten vinden in de sociaalpsychologische lite-

ratuur of in andere sociale wetenschappen die we konden gebruiken om hier onderzoek naar 

te doen. Bovendien leek het alsof de meeste onderzoekers, analisten en andere commentato-

ren die zich wel met dit thema bezig hielden, vooral gefocust waren op de vraag waarom men-

sen zoveel maatschappelijk ongenoegen uitten. Hoewel deze vraag begrijpelijk en belangrijk 
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is, stellen wij dat men eigenlijk eerst zou moeten vragen: wat is maatschappelijk ongenoegen? 

Juist op dit punt blijken deskundigen het oneens (bijv., Raad voor Maatschappelijke Ontwikke-

ling, 2013). Onbehagen lijkt een vaag, impliciet, collectief verschijnsel. De veronderstelling in 

dit proefschrift is dat dit komt omdat het fenomeen een aspect van de tijdgeest is. 

Dit proefschrift heeft als doel om meer inzicht te krijgen in het verschijnsel maatschap-

pelijk ongenoegen en de vraag te beantwoorden wat maatschappelijk ongenoegen precies is. 

Dit doel is tweeledig. Ten eerste trachten we om een conceptualisatie en operationalisatie te 

ontwikkelen van maatschappelijk ongenoegen, en een schaal die we kunnen gebruiken om 

maatschappelijk ongenoegen te meten. Zoals later beschreven zal worden, conceptualiseren 

we maatschappelijk ongenoegen als een aspect van de tijdgeest. De operationalisatie die we 

op basis hiervan ontwikkelden is een latente “general factor” die we Z noemen. We hebben 

een Z-schaal ontwikkeld, die kan worden gebruikt om maatschappelijk ongenoegen te meten 

in en tussen verschillende landen. Ten tweede trachten we om onze theorie en methode te 

gebruiken om het verschijnsel maatschappelijk ongenoegen te onderzoeken: om meer inzicht 

te krijgen in wat het is, als een sociaalpsychologisch fenomeen, en om antecedenten en con-

sequenties te verkennen.

Een Analyse van Maatschappelijk Ongenoegen in Nederland

Aan het begin van dit promotieonderzoek, in 2012, was maatschappelijk ongenoegen een 

verschijnsel wat Nederland in zijn greep hield. Onderzoek wees uit dat Nederlanders erg 

tevreden waren over hun persoonlijke leven, maar tegelijkertijd erg pessimistisch over de 

staat van het land (Bijl et al., 2011). Deze discrepantie wekte zoveel verbazing dat de toenma-

lige directeur van het Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau (SCP), Paul Schnabel, Nederlanders 

“realiteitsresistent” noemde (Schnabel, 2012, p.17). In onze analyse van maatschappelijk 

ongenoegen in Nederland waren er een aantal punten die opvielen. Het lijkt erop dat het 

maatschappelijk ongenoegen in Nederland opkwam rond de eeuwwisseling, verwoord door 

bijvoorbeeld politicus Pim Fortuyn (“De puinhopen van Paars”, 2002). Dit was na een tijd van 

economische voorspoed (en meer maatschappelijk optimisme in de jaren ‘90) en ver voor de 

wereldwijde economische crisis van 2008. Hoewel in de afgelopen 15 jaar het type zorgen van 

de Nederlanders varieerde, bijvoorbeeld over de economie, immigratie, de gezondheidszorg 

of normen en waarden, lijkt onder die zorgen een gevoel van pessimisme of ongenoegen over 

de maatschappij te liggen dat redelijk stabiel bleef gedurende die tijd. Dit wijst erop dat maat-

schappelijk ongenoegen een meer algemeen gevoel of idee is, een generalisatie, in plaats van 

iets dat afhangt van een specifiek maatschappelijk probleem. 
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Op basis van onze analyse komen we tot de volgende observaties over maatschappelijk 

ongenoegen. Maatschappelijk ongenoegen lijkt zich te manifesteren als een relatief stabiele, 

impliciete assumptie dat het slecht gaat met de maatschappij. Deze impliciete assumptie lijkt 

meer op gedeelde kennis die wij als Nederlanders hebben, dan op een persoonlijke mening. 

Het lijkt een collectief gedragen notie, die in het geval van Nederland behoorlijk losgekoppeld 

leek van de objectieve staat van het land zoals we die kennen uit internationale vergelijkingen 

of trends op lange termijn. Tegelijkertijd is het onbehagen en ongenoegen over de Nederland-

se maatschappij een realiteit voor veel mensen en kan het daardoor reële gevolgen hebben 

voor overheidsbeleid of bijvoorbeeld stemgedrag (zie Hoofdstuk 3). Wij stellen dus dat maat-

schappelijk ongenoegen een collectief gedeelde, impliciete, en gegeneraliseerde perceptie is 

van de staat van de maatschappij. In onze ogen lijkt het een tijdgeestachtig verschijnsel: een 

discours waar alle mensen in de maatschappij toegang toe hebben, omdat het een aspect is 

van ons gedeelde begrip over hoe de zaken ervoor staan in het land en hoe het ermee gaat. 

De Tijdgeest als Sociaalpsychologisch Concept

“De tijdgeest” is op zichzelf een nogal vaag en onduidelijk concept. Juist om die reden den-

ken wij dat het geschikt is als uitgangspunt voor de conceptualisatie van het maatschappelijk 

ongenoegen dat wij aan het begin van dit onderzoek waarnamen. Volgens de woordenboek-

definitie van dit van oorsprong filosofische concept is de tijdgeest de heersende wijze of trant 

van denken en handelen in een bepaalde tijd. De 18e-eeuwse filosoof Herder introduceerde 

het woord “Zeitgeist” (tijdgeest) om te refereren naar het karakter of temperament van een 

tijdsperiode. Op basis van Herders originele definitie van de tijdgeest, een analyse van de eer-

dere manieren waarop het concept tijdgeest is opgenomen in sociaalwetenschappelijk onder-

zoek en een analyse van eerder sociaalpsychologisch onderzoek naar collectieve percepties, 

hebben we een sociaalpsychologische conceptualisatie van de tijdgeest ontwikkeld. Wij stel-

len dat de tijdgeest de collectieve attitudes, waarden, normen, gebruiken, ideeën en gedachten 

van een maatschappij in een bepaalde tijd omvat. Met andere woorden, het is de algemene 

tendens in de maatschappij in een bepaalde tijd. Deze algemene tendens, oftewel verzameling 

van collectieve cognities en gedeelde kennis, kan beschouwd worden als een sociale realiteit 

die leden van een (sub)culturele groep tot op zekere hoogte samen waarnemen.

Een belangrijke opmerking hierbij is de precieze betekenis van collectief  in ons onder-

zoek. Vanuit sociaalpsychologisch onderzoek naar het verschijnsel “pluralistische onwetend-

heid” weten we dat er een verschil bestaat tussen persoonlijke overtuigingen, geaggregeerde 

overtuigingen en collectieve overtuigingen. Onderzoek naar studenten en alcoholgebruik 
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heeft bijvoorbeeld laten zien dat er een groot verschil kan bestaan tussen mijn persoonlijke 

mening als student (bijv.: ik vind alcohol drinken een beetje leuk), de gemiddelde persoonlijke 

mening van alle studenten (bijv. ook: ik vind alcohol drinken een beetje leuk) en mijn percep-

tie van studenten over het algemeen, oftewel het collectief (bijv.: studenten vinden alcohol 

drinken heel erg leuk; Prentice & Miller, 1993). Er kan dus een onderscheid bestaan tussen 

de gemiddelde of geaggregeerde persoonlijke perceptie (wat alle ik’s denken) en de collectie-

ve perceptie (wat ik denk dat wij denken). Onderzoek naar pluralistische onwetendheid laat 

zien dat mensen goed zijn in het waarnemen van een collectieve overtuiging (wat studenten 

vinden), en minder goed kunnen waarnemen wat de geaggregeerde persoonlijke overtuiging 

is (de gemiddelde persoonlijke mening van alle studenten; Miller & Prentice, 1994). In ons on-

derzoek naar maatschappelijk ongenoegen concentreren wij ons op de collectieve perceptie, 

hoe wij denken dat het met ons (en onze maatschappij) gaat, in plaats van een gemiddelde van 

persoonlijke percepties (hoe ik denk dat het met mij en mijn leven gaat). 

Maatschappelijk Ongenoegen als een Aspect van de Tijdgeest

Conceptualisatie
Nu we een sociaalpsychologische conceptualisatie van de tijdgeest hebben ontwikkeld, 

is de vraag hoe dit verband houdt met maatschappelijk ongenoegen. We stellen voor maat-

schappelijk ongenoegen te conceptualiseren als een aspect van de tijdgeest: een collectief ge-

deelde, impliciete, gegeneraliseerde negatieve perceptie van de staat van de maatschappij. 

Maatschappelijk ongenoegen is een deel van de sociale realiteit die mensen waarnemen in 

een maatschappij, als een pessimistische algemene tendens onder mensen over hoe het er-

voor staat met de maatschappij. Maatschappelijk ongenoegen is dan dus de collectieve per-

ceptie dat wij, onze maatschappij als geheel, er slecht aan toe zijn. 

Operationalisatie
Om maatschappelijk ongenoegen te kunnen onderzoeken en meten in sociaalpsycholo-

gisch onderzoek, hebben we op basis van onze conceptualisatie een operationalisatie ontwik-

keld. Wij stellen voor om de tijdgeest van maatschappelijk ongenoegen te operationaliseren 

als een latente “general factor” Z. 

Onze aanname is dat individuen een indruk hebben van de mate waarin mensen, over het 

algemeen, positief of negatief zijn over de maatschappij. Deze impliciete en gegeneraliseerde 

perceptie van hoe het met de maatschappij als geheel gaat (een soort “thumbs up” of  “thumbs 

down” naar de maatschappij als geheel), beïnvloedt of kleurt de meer specifieke percepties 
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die mensen hebben van specifieke maatschappelijke kwesties en problemen. Dus wanneer 

mensen een inschatting maken van hoe vaak de gemiddelde Nederlander te maken heeft met 

bijvoorbeeld criminaliteit, dan is één relevante bron van informatie het waargenomen collec-

tieve ongenoegen over de maatschappij, de “general factor” Z: als men de indruk heeft dat het 

over het algemeen slecht gaat met Nederland, dan zou men daaruit opmaken dat wat betreft 

deze specifieke kwestie (net zoals met een reeks andere kwesties) de gemiddelde Nederlander 

daar veel last van zou moeten hebben. 

 Onze benadering kan wat betreft het onderliggende idee vergeleken worden met de 

G-factor in onderzoek naar intelligentie. In dit onderzoek staat G voor een onderliggende “ge-

neral intelligence” (algemene intelligentie) factor, die prestaties op afzonderlijke cognitieve 

vaardighedentests of intelligentietests voorspelt (Jensen, 1986; Spearman, 1904). De scores 

van mensen op verschillende tests van cognitieve vaardigheden bleken namelijk onderling 

hoog positief gecorreleerd te zijn: een hoge score op de ene test ging vaak samen met een hoge 

score op de andere test. Er werd in dit onderzoek daarom verondersteld dat er achter deze 

onderling samenhangende scores een latente “general factor” G zou liggen, een algemene in-

telligentie factor. Belangrijk in dit onderzoek is de aanname dat dit betekent dat er een latent 

concept bestaat, zoals algemene intelligentie of IQ, dat beïnvloedt hoe mensen presteren op 

verschillende cognitieve vaardighedentests – en dat intelligentie niet alleen maar de score is 

op de paar tests die gebruikt worden om het te meten, maar een concept op zich. In onze be-

nadering gaan wij er op een vergelijkbare manier vanuit dat Z een onderliggende “gegenera-

liseerd maatschappelijk (on)genoegen” factor is die genoegen en ongenoegen over specifieke 

maatschappelijke kwesties op collectief niveau voorspelt. 

In Detail: Overzicht van Onze Bevindingen

In alle studies1 in dit proefschrift vonden we ondersteuning voor onze operationalisatie 

van de tijdgeest van maatschappelijk ongenoegen als een latente general factor Z. De resultaten 

van zowel exploratieve als confirmatieve factor analyses (EFA en CFA) leverden consequente 

aanwijzingen op voor één latente factor Z, die de scores van mensen op oordelen op collec-

tief niveau voorspelde. Bovendien lieten de CFA resultaten zien dat deze latente factor Z een 

substantieel deel van de variantie (gemiddeld genomen) kon verklaren in de antwoorden van 

mensen op maatschappelijke kwesties op collectief niveau. Samen valideren deze resultaten 

onze benadering van maatschappelijk ongenoegen als een latente, gegeneraliseerde negatieve 

perceptie van de staat van de maatschappij en onze operationalisatie als general factor Z.  
1 Dat wil zeggen, alle studies in Hoofdstuk 2, 3, en 4. In Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we collectief ongenoegen op een andere manier gemeten. 
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Bovendien hebben we consequent hoge correlaties gevonden tussen collectieve oordelen 

over zeer verschillende maatschappelijke problemen en de general factor Z. Dit duidt erop dat 

wanneer we collectieve oordelen maken over “ons” en over hoe het met onze maatschappij 

gaat, dit niet alleen maar oordelen zijn over specifieke kwesties die onafhankelijk van elkaar 

worden gemaakt. Mensen kunnen op collectief niveau specifieke ongenoegens hebben over 

bepaalde kwesties, zoals immigratie of de economie, maar deze ongenoegens zijn waarschijn-

lijk verbonden met zowel oordelen over andere kwesties, als het onderliggende gegenera-

liseerde ongenoegen met de maatschappij als geheel. Mensen maken zich niet alleen maar 

zorgen over de economie; mensen maken zich zorgen over de economie, immigratie, crimina-

liteit, en het verval van normen en waarden als één verenigd ongenoegen. 

Hoofdstuk 2
De belangrijkste bevinding in Hoofdstuk 2 is dat we ondersteuning vonden voor onze con-

ceptualisatie en operationalisatie van maatschappelijk ongenoegen. Daarnaast hebben we 

ook de consequenties van een tijdgeest van maatschappelijk ongenoegen onderzocht. Hieruit 

bleek dat maatschappelijk ongenoegen (gemeten als Z) de impromptu interpretatie van kran-

tenkoppen en nieuwsberichten over de maatschappij beïnvloedde. Een meer pessimistische 

Z-score vergrootte de kans dat mensen (foutieve) pessimistische krantenkoppen over het land 

als waar beschouwden, en voorspelde of de verantwoordelijkheid voor negatieve gebeurte-

nissen in sensationele nieuwsberichten (bijv. “ambulancebroeders aangevallen door omstan-

ders”) werd toegedicht aan de maatschappij in het algemeen. Dit suggereert dat een tijdgeest 

van maatschappelijk ongenoegen vertekent hoe mensen reageren op nieuwsberichten en in-

cidenten die toegeschreven kunnen worden aan de maatschappij als geheel.  

Hoofdstuk 3
In Hoofdstuk 3 beschrijven we een veldonderzoek dat we hebben uitgevoerd tijdens de 

Nederlandse provinciale statenverkiezingen in 2015 om te onderzoeken wat de consequen-

ties waren van maatschappelijk ongenoegen voor stemgedrag. In lijn met onze verwachting 

bleek dat een tijdgeest van maatschappelijk ongenoegen voorspelde of mensen voor extreem 

rechtse en linkse politieke partijen stemden (PVV en SP: stemmen die geïnterpreteerd kunnen 

worden als een stem “tegen” de mainstream politieke partijen): meer maatschappelijk onge-

noegen vergrootte de kans op het stemmen voor deze extreme partijen. Dit in tegenstelling tot 

persoonlijk ongenoegen: dat voorspelde niet of mensen voor extreme partijen stemden. We 

stellen dus dat we met ons onderzoek bestaande (psychologische) verklaringen van stemge-

drag voor extreme partijen kunnen aanvullen (bijv. vooroordelen over immigranten), door-
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dat we laten zien dat maatschappelijk ongenoegen dit stemgedrag voorspelt. 

Daarnaast hebben we twee factoren onderzocht waarvan we verwachtten dat ze gerela-

teerd zouden zijn aan verschillen in waargenomen maatschappelijk ongenoegen binnen het 

land: opleidingsniveau en mediagebruik. De resultaten lieten zien dat mensen die vaker meer 

sensationele en commerciële media gebruiken en mensen met lagere opleidingsniveaus veel 

negatievere percepties over de staat van de maatschappij hadden, oftewel meer maatschap-

pelijk ongenoegen. Persoonlijk ongenoegen was niet gerelateerd aan mediagebruik of oplei-

dingsniveau. Deze resultaten wekken de suggestie dat er subgroepen in de maatschappij zijn 

(waarvoor opleidingsniveau en mediagebruik als proxy dienen), die een enigszins verschil-

lend beeld hebben van staat van de maatschappij. In zulke “echo kamers” of “filter bubbels” 

worden mensen blootgesteld aan veel voorkomende en terugkerende (frames van) berichten 

over de wereld, die hun oordelen over de maatschappij en de wereld om hun heen beïnvloe-

den en die tot verschillen in maatschappelijk ongenoegen zouden kunnen leiden.

Hoofdstuk 4
Het doel van het onderzoek in Hoofdstuk 4 was om maatschappelijk ongenoegen in in-

ternationaal perspectief te plaatsen. We hebben een onderzoek uitgevoerd onder studenten 

in 28 verschillende landen (o.a. Brazilië, Canada, Indonesië, Spanje). Om een goede en valide 

vergelijking te kunnen maken van maatschappelijk ongenoegen tussen verschillende lan-

den, hebben we een internationale Z-schaal ontwikkeld en deze getest voor meet-invariantie 

(“measurement invariance”). Dit betekent dat de schaal hetzelfde construct meet op dezelfde 

manier in verschillende landen. Nadat we meet-invariantie hadden vastgesteld, hebben we 

de internationale Z-schaal gebruikt om maatschappelijk ongenoegen te vergelijken tussen de 

verschillende landen in dit onderzoek. Landen als Brazilië, Pakistan en Indonesië scoorden 

het hoogst op maatschappelijk ongenoegen, en landen als Finland, Japan en Denemarken het 

laagst.

Daarnaast hebben we een aantal (voorlopige) analyses gedaan om het verband tussen 

een tijdgeest van maatschappelijk ongenoegen en de objectieve levensomstandigheden in een 

land te onderzoeken (o.a. inkomensongelijkheid en BBP per hoofd van de bevolking). Uit deze 

analyses bleek dat landen met slechtere objectieve levensomstandigheden (zoals Pakistan of 

Zuid Afrika) over het algemeen meer maatschappelijk ongenoegen kenden dan landen met 

objectief goede levensomstandigheden (zoals Finland of Canada). Maar tegelijkertijd bleek 

dat er veel variatie was in de hoevelheid maatschappelijk ongenoegen in landen met objectief 

goede levensomstandigheden. Sommige landen met goede objectieve levensomstandigheden, 

zoals Frankrijk en Italië, hadden veel maatschappelijk ongenoegen. Toekomstig onderzoek 



Nederlandse Samenvatting

219

kan met behulp van de internationale Z-schaal dit verband nader onderzoeken.

Hoofdstuk 5
In Hoofdstuk 5 hebben we tot slot onderzoek gedaan naar de invloed van gesprekken en 

discussies op hoe collectief ongenoegen tot stand komt en veranderd. We hebben een lon-

gitudinale veldstudie opgezet in de context van een ander collectief ongenoegen dan in het 

voorgaande onderzoek, namelijk collectief ongenoegen met de staat van een wetenschap-

pelijke gemeenschap: de crisis in de sociale psychologie. Tijdens een twee weken durende 

zomerschool voor promovendi in de sociale psychologie hebben we de effecten onderzocht 

van twee soorten communicatie: zowel informele interpersoonlijke gesprekken tussen de 

deelnemende promovendi (met behulp van sociale netwerk analyses) als de meer formele en 

collectieve communicatie in de vijf verschillende workshop-groepen. Hoewel we verwachtten 

dat beide soorten sociale interactie invloed zouden hebben op het waargenomen collectie-

ve pessimisme over de staat van het onderzoeksveld, lieten de resultaten zien dat alleen de 

meer formele en collectieve gesprekken in de workshops invloed hadden op de tijdgeest-per-

cepties van collectieve pessimisme. In de workshops waarin er (volgens de deelnemers) veel 

discussies waren over de staat van het veld, werden de collectieve tijdgeest-percepties meer 

optimistisch door de tijd heen. Deze bevindingen zijn een eerste indicatie dat processen op 

micro-niveau van invloed kunnen zijn op percepties op collectief niveau. Onze interpretatie is 

dat sociale interactie en gesprekken met een duidelijk “collectief” karakter het meest invloed-

rijk zijn om overtuigingen over wat “wij” denken te veranderen.

Algemene Conclusies

Wetenschappelijke Implicaties
De belangrijkste implicatie van dit proefschrift is dat het een bijdrage levert aan een verbe-

terd begrip van het verschijnsel maatschappelijk ongenoegen. Toen we dit onderzoek begon-

nen, waren er nog geen duidelijke conceptualisatie en operationalisatie van maatschappelijk 

ongenoegen te vinden in de sociaalpsychologische literatuur. De belangrijkste wetenschappe-

lijke implicatie is dus dat we deze conceptualisatie en operationalisatie ontwikkeld hebben. 

Daarnaast zijn we meer te weten gekomen over het verschijnsel maatschappelijk onge-

noegen. Dit onderzoek heeft laten zien dat het stemgedrag voor extreme partijen voorspelt, 

de interpretatie van krantenkoppen en nieuwsverhalen beïnvloedt en dat het samenhangt 

met mediagebruik en opleidingsniveau. Met elkaar praten over hoe het gaat met een gemeen-

schap lijkt te beïnvloeden hoe pessimistisch of optimistisch men de tijdgeest waarneemt, wan-
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neer deze gesprekken een collectief karakter hebben. En hoewel het een globale trend lijkt, 

zijn er verschillen in de mate van maatschappelijk ongenoegen tussen landen. Hoewel er een 

verband is tussen objectieve levensomstandigheden en maatschappelijk ongenoegen, is er 

juist voor landen met objectief goede levensomstandigheden veel verschil in hoeveel maat-

schappelijk ongenoegen er bestaat. Vooral deze laatste bevindingen (zie Hoofdstuk 4) bieden 

perspectief voor toekomstig onderzoek, dat zich zou kunnen richten op de vraag hoe de objec-

tieve levensomstandigheden van landen of mensen in verhouding staan tot maatschappelijk 

ongenoegen.

Daarnaast levert dit onderzoek ook een bijdrage aan sociaalpsychologisch onderzoek over 

collectieve percepties en oordelen. Onze bevindingen laten zien dat de psychologie van het 

collectief meer aandacht verdient dan het op dit moment krijgt: percepties op collectieve ni-

veau kunnen een belangrijke invloed hebben op het denken en handelen van individuen, 

zoals voorspellen wat de kans is dat iemand op een extreme partij stemt (Hoofdstuk 3) en de 

interpretatie van krantenkoppen en nieuwsverhalen beïnvloeden (Hoofdstuk 2). 

Sommige mensen zouden zich af kunnen vragen waarom het belangrijk is ook percepties 

op collectief niveau te onderzoeken. Wij denken dat dit belangrijk is, omdat de belangrijkste 

internationale ontwikkelingen van deze tijd ons dwingen om onze positie ten opzichte van 

collectieve fenomenen te heroverwegen. Terwijl het einde van de 19e eeuw en het begin van 

de 20e eeuw vaak “het tijdperk van de massa” worden genoemd (bijv. Moscovici, 1985), lijkt 

de wereld zich in de tweede helft van de 20e eeuw op zo’n manier te hebben ontwikkeld dat 

het einde van de 20e eeuw ook wel gekenschetst wordt als het tijdperk van het liberale en ra-

tionele individu (Fukuyama, 1989). Deze algemene (politieke) ontwikkeling is terug te zien in 

de psychologie, waar een cognitieve revolutie steeds meer het idee omarmde dat menselijke 

gedrag het product is van individuele mensen (of zelf individuele hersenen). Maar als we in 

internationale politieke ontwikkelingen de terugkeer zien van massabewegingen en politieke 

ideologieën waarvan gedacht werd dat deze bij vergane tijden hoorden, mede geholpen door 

nieuwe (sociale) media die veel makkelijker en intensiever dan voorheen mensen in staat stelt 

zich met elkaar te verbinden, dan is het tijd om deze positie te heroverwegen. Wij menen dat 

een beter begrip van de psychologie van het collectief nodig is om de huidige politieke ontwik-

kelingen volledig te kunnen begrijpen, zoals de verkiezing van Donald Trump als president 

van de Verenigde Staten, de Brexit-stem van de Britse bevolking om de Europese Unie te ver-

laten, en de opkomst van veel extreme politieke partijen in Europa. Wij zijn ervan overtuigd 

dat alleen als we de psychologie van het collectief beter begrijpen, we de psychologie en het 

gedrag kunnen doorgronden die ten grondslag liggen aan de belangrijkste politieke ontwik-

kelingen van deze tijd. 
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Maatschappelijke Implicaties
Naast wetenschappelijke implicaties heeft dit onderzoek ook bredere maatschappelijke 

implicaties. Wij menen dat dit onderzoek enige duidelijkheid schept in wat realiteit is voor 

mensen in deze tijden van “feitenvrije” politiek, nepnieuws en alternatieve feiten. Ons on-

derzoek laat zien dat opvattingen van mensen over de stand van zaken in de maatschappij 

niet noodzakelijkerwijs verankerd zijn in hun feitelijke ervaringen in het dagelijks leven. Dit 

betekent dat het mogelijk is dat mensen die (maatschappelijke) problemen ondervinden in 

hun eigen leven, zoals werkeloosheid of discriminatie, een positief beeld hebben van de maat-

schappij als geheel, net zoals het mogelijk is dat mensen die objectief welgesteld zijn het idee 

kunnen hebben dat de maatschappij als geheel verrot is. De realiteit kan dus worden opgevat 

als bestaande uit verschillende lagen: er is de realiteit van het welzijn van mensen in hun 

dagelijks leven (de kwaliteit van leven zoals die afgeleid wordt uit concrete ervaringen in 

iemands persoonlijk leven en de buurt waarin men leeft) en er is de gedeelde sociale realiteit 

van het welzijn van “de mensen” in de maatschappij als geheel (de kwaliteit van leven zoals 

die afgeleid wordt uit wat “wij” weten over de maatschappij). Deze tweede sociale realiteit is 

er één die we gezamenlijk construeren als een groep mensen (een collectief) door middel van 

allerlei vormen van communicatie (bijv. door gesprekken, publieke opinie en debatten, de 

media). Ongeacht of collectieve percepties in deze gedeelde sociale realiteit gebaseerd zijn op 

persoonlijke ervaringen en “feiten”, of niet, worden deze collectieve percepties werkelijkheid 

door de gevolgen die ze hebben voor de samenleving.

Eén consequentie van deze ideeën over verschillende lagen van realiteit is dat aan globale 

persoonlijke kenmerken van mensen dus niet per se valt af te lezen hoe ze de maatschappij als 

geheel zien. Ons onderzoek suggereert dat er subgroepen (interpretatieve gemeenschappen) 

bestaan in de maatschappij, gebaseerd op factoren zoals mediagebruik en opleidingsniveau, 

die enigszins verschillende beelden hebben van hoe het gaat met de maatschappij. We willen 

echter waarschuwen tegen het idee dat dit duidelijk afgebakende groepen zijn. Het “lidmaat-

schap” van deze groepen zou relatief veranderlijk kunnen zijn en niet al te sterk gerelateerd 

aan iemands objectieve persoonlijke omstandigheden of kenmerken. Zoals SCP-onderzoek 

liet zien, zijn niet alle mensen die denken dat het slecht gaat met de maatschappij en op extre-

me partijen stemmen “boze witte mannen” (Bovens et al., 2014). De focus op het afbakenen 

van subgroepen op basis van persoonlijke kenmerken kan andere belangrijke factoren of pro-

cessen verhullen die verschillen in maatschappelijk ongenoegen kunnen helpen verklaren.  
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Implicaties voor beleidsmakers 
Dit onderzoek heeft verschillende implicaties voor degenen die betrokken zijn bij het or-

ganiseren van de maatschappij, zoals beleidsmakers. Onze eerste aanbeveling op basis van dit 

onderzoek is om twee soorten onderscheid te maken met betrekking tot ongenoegen. Het eer-

ste onderscheid is dat tussen persoonlijk en collectief ongenoegen met de maatschappij. Het 

tweede onderscheid is dat tussen gegeneraliseerd maatschappelijk ongenoegen en ongenoe-

gen met specifieke maatschappelijke kwesties (bijv. verpleeghuiszorg). Volgens onze benade-

ring zou het duidelijk en consistent onderscheid maken tussen deze niveaus van ongenoegen 

en deze soorten ongenoegen kunnen helpen om twee potentiele problemen te minimaliseren. 

Aan de ene kant is er het risico dat collectief gegeneraliseerd ongenoegen wordt gebruikt om 

een specifieke politieke agenda te promoten, bijvoorbeeld wanneer gegeneraliseerd ongenoe-

gen wordt toegeschreven aan één specifieke kwestie (zoals de komst van vluchtelingen). Aan 

de andere kant is er het risico dat dit gegeneraliseerde maatschappelijke ongenoegen gebruikt 

kan worden om legitieme zorgen over de maatschappij te verhullen. 

Onze suggestie om deze problemen tegen te gaan is om duidelijk en consistent onder-

scheid te maken tussen persoonlijk- en collectief ongenoegen en tussen gegeneraliseerd onge-

noegen en specifieke kwesties in gesprekken, beleidsanalyses en onderzoek. Ons advies is dat 

men zich bewust is van deze verschillen, in het bijzonder in communicatie: om zorgvuldig te 

luisteren naar wat mensen echt zeggen en voorzichtig te zijn in interpretatie van wat mensen 

bedoelen. Wanneer mensen zeggen dat ze het idee hebben dat het slecht gaat met Nederland 

betekent dat niet noodzakelijk dat ze zelf grote maatschappelijke problemen ondervinden in 

hun leven. Dit impliceert dus ook dat het aanpakken of oplossen van (maatschappelijke) pro-

blemen in het dagelijks leven van mensen niet per se hun opvattingen over de maatschappij 

als geheel hoeft te doen veranderen. 

Wij menen dus dat er veel te winnen valt in het begrijpen en uiteindelijk temperen van 

collectief maatschappelijk ongenoegen door meer bewust te zijn van deze verschillen in ni-

veaus en soorten ongenoegen in gesprekken met mensen. Volgens dezelfde gedachtegang zou 

men ook in het maken van beleid deze verschillen in het oog moeten houden. Onze suggestie 

is dat beleid gericht zou moeten zijn of op het niveau van ervaringen in het persoonlijk leven 

en in de buurt, of op collectief niveau; maar niet op deze niveaus door elkaar of tegelijkertijd. 

Hoewel het natuurlijk gemakkelijker is om beleid te maken op een specifieke kwestie, is het 

belangrijk om het effect te onderkennen dat een gegeneraliseerd maatschappelijk ongenoe-

gen kan hebben op het ongenoegen van mensen met specifieke kwesties. Het belangrijkste 

advies is om zowel persoonlijk als collectief ongenoegen serieus te nemen: beide hebben be-

langrijke consequenties voor de samenleving. 
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Conclusie
Samengevat geeft ons onderzoek een antwoord op de vraag wat maatschappelijk onge-

noegen is: een vraag waarvan wij menen dat die cruciaal is voor een volledig begrip van dit 

maatschappelijke verschijnsel. Wij stellen dat maatschappelijk ongenoegen een aspect van de 

tijdgeest is: een collectieve, gegeneraliseerde, en impliciete negatieve perceptie van de staat 

van de maatschappij als geheel. De belangrijkste wetenschappelijke bijdrage van ons werk 

is dat we een nieuwe theoretische en methodologische benadering hebben ontwikkeld om 

maatschappelijk ongenoegen te onderzoeken. Onze resultaten stroken tot nu toe met deze 

benadering, wat impliceert dat we een manier hebben gevonden om deze vage notie van 

somberheid over de staat van de maatschappij te meten; maar ze roepen ook vragen op voor 

toekomstig onderzoek. De belangrijkste maatschappelijke bijdrage die we hopen te maken is 

een beter begrip van één van de belangrijkste drijvende krachten in dit politieke tijdperk. Als 

we de vraag stellen hoe het mogelijk is dat mensen die rijkdom, vrijheid, democratie en geluk 

hebben desondanks geloven dat hun land tot op het bot verrot is, dan ligt het antwoord niet in 

de mate van inkomensongelijkheid of de aanwezigheid van immigranten of een andere poli-

tieke gril: het zijn de sentimenten van het collectief die onze zorgvuldige aandacht verdienen. 
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