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Abstract
Biased memory of the past is often a starting point for intergroup conflicts. In three correlational studies, we examined the
relationship between need for closure (NFC) and historical ethnocentric bias, a tendency to overestimate the role of one’s ethnic
group in the multicultural history of the city of residence. In addition, we checked whether this relationship would bemediated by
an individual preference for essentialist places. We found that higher NFC was related to increased historical ethnocentric bias.
Moreover, this relationwas mediated by preference for an essentialist type of a place. Our results may contribute to understanding
the role of individual differences and preferred type of place in shaping a biased representation of the past. Furthermore, our
research findings point to the importance of raising awareness of the multicultural past among high NFC individuals.

Keywords Need for closure . Representation of history . Essentialist place . Collective memory . Ethnocentrism . Biased
perception . Place memory

Introduction

The tendency to overestimate personal contribution to joint
efforts is a well-known cognitive bias (Gilovich et al. 2000;
Ross and Sicoly 1979). Numerous studies have shown that
individuals’ estimations of their own responsibility for an
ingroup’s output sums up to more than 100%, which is logi-
cally impossible (e.g., Schroeder et al. 2016; Thompson and
Kelley 1981). Similar biases can apply to collective entities
such as ethnic groups or nations, influencing the assessment of
the group’s role in shaping the history of the community of

which they are part: villages, cities, countries, or even the
world (Putnam et al. 2018).

Studies by Lewicka (2008, 2011) showed that residents of
currently monoethnic cities with a multicultural past tend to
overestimate the role of their own ethnic group in the place’s
history, while neglecting the role of other groups of previous
residents. Lewicka refers to this biased perception of place’s
past as Bhistorical ethnocentric bias^. Recent research has
shown that e.g., Americans tend to overestimate the signifi-
cance of their home state in the U.S. history (Putnam et al.
2018), and a similar phenomenon was shown in a study on the
perceived contribution of one’s home country to world history
(Zaromb et al. 2018).

There are several functions of such a biased representation
of the past. First, overestimating the role of one’s ethnic group
legitimizes its dominance in the given territory and preserves
collective self-esteem and identity (see e.g., Liu and Hilton
2005). Second, biased historical narratives are often deliber-
ately used in the national discourse to legitimize one’s ethnic
or national group as the only rightful owner of the place, and
to justify the denial of the outgroup’s rights to that place. As
research shows, biased place memory is often a flashpoint for
intergroup conflicts (e.g., Conflict in Cities Research Group
2012; Dumper 2014). Overestimating the importance of one’s
group may be a potential cause of hostile behaviours towards
outgroup members (Golec de Zavala et al. 2016; Putnam et al.
2018) and support for populist movements, which is
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increasing in the modern world (Marchlewska et al. 2018).
Therefore, it is crucial to study the psychological mechanisms
underlying such a biased representation of the place’s past.

In this paper, we analyse data from three studies– two con-
ducted in Poland and one in Israel – to investigate the individ-
ual, cognitive dispositions that may contribute to historical
ethnocentric bias. Specifically, we analyse Need for
Cognitive Closure (NFC) as a predictor of historical ethnocen-
tric bias. We also try to identify a mediating factor of this
relationship, which encompasses individual preferences re-
garding the type of place that people value and would like to
live in. Individual preference of an essentialist place is a con-
struct that we developed elsewhere (Wnuk et al. 2019), based
on a concept of place as a meaningful location developed
within human geography – an essentialist place understood
as a stable, unchangeable and bounded space (Relph 1976;
Tuan 1974, 1977).

Need for Cognitive Closure and Historical
Ethnocentric Bias

In many recent inter-group disputes over the territory, we have
seen recourse to history (Conflict in Cities Research Group
2012). What is remembered and what is forgotten from inter-
group history very often legitimizes the group’s reasoning in
the conflict over a city, region or country. The celebration of
major events, maintaining social rituals, emphasizing the im-
portance of certain commemorations very often become key
hotspots in the conflict over place (Páez and Liu 2011;
Zerubavel 2003). The Bpolicy of remembrance^ is often the
basis for current attitudes and claims, justifies the current so-
cial order and influences how the groups see and interpret
various contemporary events (Figueiredo et al. 2017; Licata
and Mercy 2015; Liu and Hilton 2005; Zerubavel 2003). In
the territory of the former Yugoslavia, monuments commem-
orating the civil war have emphasized Croatian victimhood,
and are used to remind the Serbian community its guilt; in
Cyprus the political narrative on the Greek/Turkish victimiza-
tion fuels the current Greek-Turkish conflict (Conflict in
Cities Research Group 2012). The same process is also true
in places that are nowadays monoethnic, but had been multi-
cultural. This is particularly the case in the countries of Central
and Eastern Europe, where national borders changed several
times in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and as a result,
cities would change their national composition. For this rea-
son, there are often parallel or contradictory visions of the past
in the public debate, which makes it impossible to come to an
agreement on common content of collective memory (see
Lewicka 2012).

In line with historical literature (Baumeister and Hastings
1997; Connerton 2008), psychological research on the percep-
tion of the group’s past has shown that people’s memories

generally tend to be biased: while some events and historical
facts are remembered, some are absent, and some are deliber-
ately Bforgotten^ to follow existing policy objectives (Leach
et al. 2013; Lewicka 2008; Liu and Hilton 2005). One source
of such distortions lies in social-psychological processes re-
lated to group favouritism, namely the egocentric tendency to
favour one’s own group over others (e.g., Molenberghs 2013;
Verkuyten 2007). Based on data from Poland and Ukraine,
Lewicka (2012) revealed that an overestimation of the role
played by one’s own ethnic group in the city’s multicultural
history (i.e. historical ethnocentric bias) was positively corre-
lated with the strength of national identity and might be seen
as a defensive reaction to preserve the national, homogeneous
character of the given place. Therefore, people who strongly
identify with their national group show stronger distortion of
collective memory about their city of residence to legitimize
that group’s right to the city. Moreover, stronger endorsement
of historical ethnocentric bias may be present when the na-
tional character of the residence place is perceived as threat-
ened and needs to be secured. Partial support for this claim is
offered by Smeekes et al. (2017), who showed that when
group identity is threatened, group members are more likely
to endorse a historical narrative that emphasizes their point of
view in order to maintain a sense of collective continuity.

Historical ethnocentric bias may also result from cognitive
processes like stereotyping and heuristic thinking, which
avoid contradictory information and are focused on simple,
one-sided representations (Lewicka 2011, 2012).
Overestimation of the group’s contribution to the place’s his-
tory can be caused by the availability heuristic (Tversky and
Kahneman 1973), because people generally have better access
to information about the history of their own group than that of
other groups, even if they had inhabited the given place in the
past. They visit museums, learn history and celebrate national
holidays whichmost often focus on the commemoration of the
ingroup’s role. According to the heuristic-systematic model of
information processing (Chaiken and Ledgerwood 2011), in
the heuristic mode of thinking people minimize their use of
cognitive resources and are more apt to rely on easily noticed
and understandable cues. In case of places with a multicultural
past, it means overestimating the role of one’s ethnic or na-
tional group in this past at the cost of other groups, and ap-
pears as consistent with the representation of the current situ-
ation, in which there is one dominant ethnic group.
Meanwhile, openness to inconsistent information should be
related to a complex mode of social representations (i.e. sys-
tematic mode of thinking), in which various features of the
place are acknowledged (Lewicka 2011).

In this paper we argue that as an individual disposition
connected with a need for stability and predictability, Need
for Closure (NFC) can account for some of the variability in
historical ethnocentric bias. NFC is a preference for clarity and
certainty, and thus may be treated as a motivation to maintain
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epistemic security. Individuals with a strong NFC prefer cer-
tain information about the surrounding world with the aim to
reduce cognitive efforts intrinsically related to dealing with
ambiguity. In contrast, individuals low in NFC are more com-
fortable with ambiguity, and need more time to validate the
information before arriving at a certain conclusion (Webster
and Kruglanski 1994).

NFC influences the creation and use of cognitive schemas
and stereotypes, determining the way people think and act in
the real environment (Kossowska et al. 2015; Kossowska
et al. 2018). Reliance on acquired mental schemas causes
biases in search and use for information, leading high NFC
individuals to omit facts that contradict established knowl-
edge. This process, known as Bcognitive gating^ (Roets
et al. 2015) prevents from feeling discomfort when
confronting unexpected or ambiguous situations. According
to Kruglanski andWebster (1996), cognitive gating consists of
two subsequent steps: 1) seizing, crucial for determining
which piece of information from the environment will be ac-
quired, and 2) freezing, the stopping mechanism of the vali-
dation process. Individuals high in NFC tend to seize and
freeze on information faster than these low in NFC
(Kossowska 2006; Roets et al. 2015). High NFC is connect-
ed with a heuristic and top-down processing style, and
may encourage an individual to overuse his or her biases,
easily-accessible stereotypes and pre-existing attitudes,
what leads to ignoring the case-specific or individuating
information in forming a judgment (Kruglanski and
Webster 1996; Perry and Sibley 2013).

As research has shown, NFC has important implications
for real-life situations. According to numerous studies, NFC
is related to political judgements and social beliefs, such as
authoritarianism and conservatism (De Keersmaecker et al.
2016; Kossowska and Van Hiel 2003), as well as prejudice
towards minority groups (Roets and Van Hiel 2011a), the
degree of ingroup favouritism and outgroup derogation, and
a desire for a homogeneous social environment (Roets et al.
2015). In addition, people high in NFC perceive their ingroup
as more homogeneous than do those low in NFC (Dijksterhuis
et al. 1996; Kruglanski and Mayseless 1988). Moreover, NFC
has important implications for cultural formation, norm trans-
mission and – in consequence – the development of shared
reality (e.g., Dugas and Kruglanski 2018; Livi et al. 2015b).
Research has shown that high NFC is related to maintenance
of cultural norms via e.g., increasing conformity to norms and
beliefs of older generations and this process can potentially
lead to different forms of ingroup biases (Livi et al. 2015a).

Building on the above, we assume that NFC may also play
a role in the perception of the place’s past. Specifically, indi-
viduals high in NFC who tend to rely on heuristic thinking,
simplified beliefs and preference for social homogeneity, can
be expected to perceive the place’s past based on the current
version of the place. In cities and towns with a clear ethnic

majority population, this would mean that ethnic majority
members high in NFC should overestimate the role of their
(currently dominant) ethnic group in the city’s history, i.e.
show greater historical ethnocentric bias than people low in
NFC.

Need for Cognitive Closure and Preference
for Type of Place

In this research, we propose that one possible mediator be-
tween NFC and historical ethnic bias is the preference for
essentialist type of places, understood as stable, calm, coher-
ent sites. Places are attributed with different meanings
encompassing personal experience, an individual and emo-
tional relation, a social sense of place, and historical and cul-
tural significance (see e.g., Lewicka 2012). Research has dem-
onstrated that places fulfil personal needs and facilitate self-
development (Scannell and Gifford 2010; Searles 1960;
Twigger-Ross and Uzzell 1996). As Wallenius (1999)
showed, perceived supportiveness of the environment is asso-
ciated with life satisfaction, and people consciously choose
places that help them meet their everyday goals (see also
Manzo 2003). Places provide people with safety or challenge,
stability or excitement and have other functions that support
individual needs or desired activities. By fulfilling homeostat-
ic or heterostatic needs (Lewicka 2012) places may be used
for self-regulatory purposes (Korpela and Hartig 1996) and
thus preference for a certain type of place could differ accord-
ing to individual traits and desires.

This paper assumes that people may differ in their prefer-
ences for places in terms of the place’s stability, constancy,
homogeneity and historical continuity. Some people prefer
essentialist places: stable, static, unchangeable, defined
through its uniqueness and historical continuity (Relph
1976; Tuan 1974, 1977; for an overview see Cresswell
2014; Malpas 2018), while others might prefer anti-
essentialist ones whose identity is not historically established:
dynamic, diverse, constantly created through interaction, new
arrivals, and strangers in the city (Massey 1991, 1994).

We want to emphasize that essentialist theories of place to
which we refer in this paper are mostly based on the work of
geographers and architects with a phenomenological back-
ground (Buttimer 1980; Relph 1976; Tuan 1977), and repre-
sent a slightly different approach to essentialism than that
represented in social and developmental psychology
(Davoodi et al. 2019; Gelman 2013; Haslam et al. 2004). In
the geographical literature, place is defined as a set of features
such as authenticity (Relph 1976), uniqueness (Casey 1997;
Norberg-Schulz 1980), enclosure (Norberg-Schulz 1980;
Tuan 1977), meaningfulness (Tuan 1977) and, to a lesser ex-
tent, Bnaturalness^ (see e.g., Cresswell 2014). However, these
theories are in many aspects consistent with the understanding
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of essentialism proposed by researchers in the field of social
psychology, where essentialism is understood as the belief that
members of certain categories share an innate, immutable and
unobservable Bessence^ (Gelman 2003; Haslam et al. 2000;
Medin and Ortony 1989; Rothbart and Taylor 1992).
Essentialist categories differ from other categories in their sta-
bility over time, clear boundaries and high inductive potential,
which enables inferring further qualities of the given category.

We expect that as an individual disposition relating to safe-
ty and potential changes in the place’s character, preference
for the type of place could mediate the relation between NFC
and historical ethnocentric bias. We argue that, on the one
hand, high NFC understood as a need for stability, non-
ambiguous and predictable situations, is related to preference
for essentialist places, which are perceived as cohesive, stable
and unchangeable entities. This argument is partially support-
ed by the results of Roets and Van Hiel (2011b), who have
shown that the degree to which people have essentialist beliefs
could be explained by a more general motivation to have
certain knowledge about the surrounding reality. They provid-
ed experimental evidence for the impact of NFC on essential-
ist beliefs and the effect of essentialist beliefs, in turn, on racial
prejudice.We expect that highNFC could have a similar effect
on the preference for an essentialist type of place, character-
ized by a strong sense of homogeneity and low level of
complexity.

Importantly, we do not explicitly measure the individual
tendency to treat a given place as an essential category but
we focus on preference for essentialist places, which we de-
fine as having distinctive essentialist features such as stability,
security and enclosure. We assume that such a preference,
although related to places in general, may lead to the
essentialisation of the place of residence – a process aimed
at maintaining a stable, coherent image of that place. Indirect
evidence for this claim comes from numerous studies on mo-
tivated information processing, which suggest that pre-
existing preferences affect the selection and perception of in-
formation (e.g., Baumeister and Newman 1994; Meffert et al.
2006; Van Bavel and Pereira 2018). This line of research
showed that people tend to adjust the surrounding reality to
their preferences, for instance through selection of information
that confirms their opinions. High NFC individuals can be
expected to have a preference for essentialist, unchangeable
places, since living in such places would give protection from
feeling discomfort of ambiguity and confrontation with a com-
plex context. People who prefer an Bessentialist^ version of
their area of residence, in turn, can be expected to be less likely
to recognize its multicultural past than those without such a
preference. This can be attributed to the perception of the
place history in terms of its essentialist continuity: a vi-
sion of a stable, immutable city implies its stable and
immutable past. Specifically, stronger endorsement of an
essentialist view of an ideal place is likely to modify the

representation of the residence place’s past, i.e. to adjust
the view of this past to an essentialist vision of an ideal
place. In other words, we argue that the multicultural past
of a current residence place may be essentialized in order
to be compatible with one’s preferred type of place and
therefore it is perceived as more homogenous than it ac-
tually was. This relationship between the preferred type of
place and historical ethnocentric bias was already con-
firmed in three studies (Wnuk et al. 2019).

The Current Studies

This paper expands the research on people-place relations by
including Need for Cognitive Closure as a predictor of the
representation of place’s past and preference for type of place.
We believe that this may provide a new approach to research
on individual mechanisms underlying people-place
relationships.

We tested our hypotheses in two different contexts: 1)
selected Polish cities and towns that had previously been
multicultural and are now relatively homogenous and 2) a
city which has been multicultural for decades and is
experiencing an ongoing intergroup conflict (Jerusalem).
Most Polish cities, towns and villages have a rich and
ethnically diverse history, but became ethnically homoge-
nous in the aftermaths of World War II. In case of such
places, acknowledging a multicultural past of a currently
homogenous city may be threatening to epistemic securi-
ty, because it means that the current worldview is subject
to change (see also De Keersmaecker et al. 2016).
Jerusalem, on the other hand, is a historically diverse city
(Montefiore 2011), which at the same is polarized by the
Jewish-Palestinian conflict about ethno-national identity
and sovereignty (Calame and Charlesworth 2009;
Gaffikin et al. 2010; Silver 2010). In such a contested
city, acknowledging that the conflicted outgroup has con-
tributed to the city’s past may be ambiguous and confus-
ing given the present situation. Thus, it contradicts sim-
plistic, heuristic thinking which is typical for high NFC
individuals. We therefore expected that in both Polish and
Israeli contexts, NFC would be positively related to his-
torical ethnocentric bias. In Study 3 we additionally check
whether NFC is a unique predictor of historical ethnocen-
tric bias independent from national identity, which is a
known predictor of biased representation of place’s past
and may be particularly significant in the context of inter-
group conflict.

In all studies, participants were from the ethnic ma-
jority group. Although the research samples were not
representative, they covered persons of different ages
and education levels.
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Method

Participants

Study 1 was conducted among young Polish residents of
Cracow. We chose this place because Cracow, the former
capital of Poland, is a traditional city with a fully preserved
renaissance old town and unique medieval atmosphere,
which, at the same time, is one of the largest academic
centres in Poland – full of students, tourists and cultural
events. Therefore, it is a place that fulfils different psycho-
logical place-related needs. Two hundred and eighty-eight
persons (74.7% women, 25.3% men, Mage = 26.78,
SDage = 7.70) participated in an online study, of which
55% completed university education, 40% graduated from
high school, and 5% completed vocational training.

In Study 2, we examined the robustness of our results in a
broader context of different cities and towns in Poland. The
sample consisted of 206 persons (45.6% women, 54.4% men)
of different age (Mage = 38.79, SDage = 17.55) and levels of
education (57% had a university degree, 43% completed ei-
ther high school or vocational training). The mean length of
residence in the city/town was 24.3 years (SD = 17.34).
Participants were inhabitants of different regions in Poland
(altogether 59 different villages, towns and cities).

Study 3 was conducted in Jerusalem via an Israeli internet
panel. Quota sampling was used with quotas based on the
gender and age composition of the general Jerusalem popula-
tion. The study was conducted in Hebrew. One hundred
Jewish-Israeli residents of Jerusalem (51 women, 49 men,
Mage = 44, SDage = 9.53) participated in the study. The mean
length of residence in Jerusalem was 31.13 (SD = 15.53). On
average, the participants had completed 15.2 years of educa-
tion (SD = 2.69).

Procedure

In Study 1, the online questionnaire was distributed
through different websites and web-groups. Participants
were offered a possibility of compensation (participation
in a drawing of five vouchers worth c.a. 10$). In Study 2,
participants were recruited by trained students of psychol-
ogy during their holiday visits to their home towns. Each
participant completed a paper questionnaire on their own,
and had been assured that their responses would be treat-
ed confidentially and used for research purposes only.
Study 3 was conducted by a professional research compa-
ny, which maintains a database of people who can be
approached for a survey. Participants completed an online
questionnaire for a small compensation. In each study,
participants were informed about the general topic of the
research and were provided with all information required

by the faculty ethics review panel. All participants gave
their permission to be part of the study. The research
procedures were also accepted by the faculty’s scientific
research ethics committee.

Measures

The measures used in three studies were the same, except for
the measure of national identification (included only in Study
3). In the two online studies the measures were presented in a
random order.

Need for Closure (NFC)Need for closure was measured with
three subscales of a shortened version of the Need for
Closure Scale (Kossowska et al. 2012) chosen due to their
theoretical relevance to the study. The chosen subscales
were: preference for order, preference for predictability
and intolerance of ambiguity. Since the closed-
mindedness and decisiveness subscales were seen as re-
lated to a different underlying process and tap into the
ability construct as well (Roets and Van Hiel 2007), they
were not included in our analyses (see also Kossowska
et al. 2002; Roets et al. 2006). The external validity of
the shortened scale was supported by its positive correla-
tions with Right-wing Authoritarianism, or Social
Dominance Orientation (Kossowska et al. 2012). Several
studies proved high reliability of the scale (Kossowska
et al. 2015; Kossowska et al. 2012), and this was the case
also in our samples, α = .86, α = .88 and α = .89 in
Studies 1, 2 and 3, respectively.

Preference for an essentialist type of place was measured
by six items designed by Wnuk and colleagues (Wnuk et al.
2019). The respondents were asked to think of their ideal
version of the city of residence, and answer whether or not
they agreed with statements such as B[My ideal city] is a quiet
and secluded place^, B... allows to isolate from the world^, B...
is a traditional place^. In Studies 1 and 2 the response scale
was changed to a 5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to
5 = strongly agree). In the third study participants marked
whether each statement applied to their preferred meaning of
place on a nominal scale (1 = Yes, 0 = No and 9 = Don’t
know). In our analyses, we treated Bdon’t know^ answers as
missing values (however, we performed additional analysis
with this variable treated as a continuous one, with the
responses coded as follows: 1 = No, 2 = Don’t know,
3 = Yes, see the Appendix). he measure used in the anal-
yses was the mean of the six items (in Studies 1 and 2)
and the ratio of Byes^ responses to all six items, with
the missing values excluded in a pairwise manner
(Study 3). The reliability of the scale was α = .60 in
Study 1, .58 in Study 2, and .64 in Study 3.
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Historical ethnocentric bias was measured with a subscale
of the Perceived Ethnic Continuity Scale – Ethnocentrism
(Lewicka 2012), which consists of three items relating to the
role of representatives of other nationalities in a given place’s
past, in this case this was the city/town of residence (e.g.,
BPoles were always the most important national group in
Cracow^). The subscale was suitable for our study, since a high
score indicates a stronger historical ethnocentric bias in the
representation of the place’s past. The items were rated on a
5-point scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).
Previous studies proved good reliability of the scale (Lewicka
2012). The external validity of the shortened scale was support-
ed by its positive correlations with suchmeasures as the BPolish
meaning of the residence place^ and the estimation of pre-war
Polish population in the residence place (higher historical eth-
nocentric bias was associated with a higher overestimation of
the number of Poles beforeWorldWar II). The reliability of the
scale in our studies was α = .71, α = .59 and α = .81 in Studies
1, 2 and 3, respectively. In the Appendix we present additional
analyses of the reliabilities of the Historical ethnocentric bias
and Preference for an essentialist type of place scales for Study .

National identification was measured with six items of the
Social Identity Scale (Cameron 2004), e.g., BGenerally, I feel
good when I think about myself as an Israeli^. This scale has
been shown to have good psychometric properties in previous
studies (e.g., Cameron 2004; Obst and White 2005).
Participants answered on a scale from 1 = strongly disagree
to 7 = strongly agree. The reliability of the scale in the present
study was α = .89.

In addition to the variables mentioned above, we collected
information on socio-demographic characteristics such as age,
gender, education level and length of residence in the
city/town. In each study, participants provided these at the
end of the questionnaire.

All analyses were done with SPSS 24. To test whether the
relation between NFC and historical ethnic bias would be
mediated by preference for an essentialist type of a city/town,
we used bootstrapping in PROCESS v. 3.1 (Hayes 2017) with
10,000 bootstrap samples (model 4). In all studies we con-
trolled for age and level of education. The means and standard
deviations of the key variables in each study are presented in
Table 1.

Results

Because we test the same relationships in all three studies, we
present our analyses including the results from all studies.

Zero-order correlations between the studied variables are
presented in Table 2. In all three studies, NFC was significant-
ly and positively related to preference for an essentialist place
and to historical ethnocentric bias. Preference for an essential-
ist place was, in all studies, significantly and positively related
to ethnocentrism.

The results of the analyses of Study 1 indicate that the
indirect effect of NFC on ethnic bias via the preference for
essentialist place was statistically significant with a 95% boot-
strap confidence interval (CI) ranging from 0.01 to 0.09, β =
0.04, SE = 0.02. In Study 2, the 95% CI ranged from 0.01 to
0.10; β = 0.05, SE = 0.02. In Study 3 we additionally con-
trolled for national identity. The indirect effect of preference
for essentialist place was significant with a 95% CI from 0.01
to 0.26; β = 0.08, SE = 0.04. The standardized coefficients of
the model are presented in Fig. 1.

The results of alternative analyses, which tested mediation
models with different ordering of the three variables are in-
cluded in the Appendix.

Table 1 Means, range, and
standard deviations of the key
variables

Study 1 Study 2 Study 3

M SD M SD M SD

Preference for an essentialist place 2.98 (1–5) 0.67 3.12 (1–5) 0.64 0.32 (0/1) 0.20

Historical ethnocentric bias 3.71 (1–5) 0.95 3.65 (1–5) 0.85 4.79 (1–7) 1.67

Need for closure 3.71 (1–6) 0.98 4.31 (1–6) 0.92 5.01 (1–7) 1.18

Table 2 Zero-order Correlations
(Study 1/ Study 2/ Study 3) NFC Preference for an essentialist place

Preference for an essentialist place .15**/.23**/.27* –

Historical ethnocentric bias .15**/.16*/.32** .25** /.26**/.36**

Notes: * p < .05, ** p < .01
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Discussion

The main aim of our paper was to examine the relationship
between individual need for cognitive closure and historical
ethnocentric bias, the latter referring to an overestimation of
one’s ethnic group in the place’s multicultural past. We hy-
pothesized that NFC would be positively related to ethnocen-
tric bias, and that this relation would be partially explained by
a preference for an essentialist type of place. To increase the
generalizability of our results, we conducted studies in differ-
ent contexts: Study 1 was done in a large Polish city with a
renowned multicultural past which now is homogenous,
Study 2 – in a diverse sample of residents from Polish cities
and towns of different sizes, with different educational levels
and ages, and Study 3 – in a heterogeneous and conflicted city,
namely Jerusalem.

All three studies confirmed that NFC was positively linked
with historical ethnocentric bias. This is consistent with the
proposed mechanism underlying ethnocentric bias, based on
the processes of stereotyping and heuristic thinking (Lewicka
2011). Previous research has shown that people high in NFC
tend to avoid contradictory information and instead rely on
heuristic thinking (Roets et al. 2015). To our knowledge, ours
is the first study to show that people high in NFC may be
especially prone to be biased in their representation of a
place’s past. Thus, our results may help understand individual
differences that shape a biased perception of the past, which is
often the root of severe intergroup conflicts. In our view, our
Studies 1 and 2 could suggest that residents of currently
mono-ethnic cities and towns who are high in NFC may tend
to rely on easily accessible information from the present, and
are thus more prone to underestimate the significance of other
ethnic groups in the history of their city or town. Study 3,
conducted in a multiethnic city, suggests in turn that historical
ethnocentric bias may be based on a motivational mechanism
and tendency to avoid ambiguity of the heterogeneous past.
We showed that the relation between NFC and historical eth-
nocentric bias holds true while controlling for national identity

– therefore NFC is a unique predictor and explains ethnocen-
tric bias over and above national identification.

Our studies also demonstrated that the relationship between
NFC and historical ethnocentric bias was mediated by a pref-
erence for an essentialist type of a place. Specifically, people
high in NFC had a stronger preference for an essentialist place,
which in turn was related to their biased view of the role of
other ethnic groups in the place’s history.We argue that people
high in NFC are more likely to prefer essentialist places be-
cause these places fulfil the needs for a stable and less com-
plex living environment. These needs in turn translate into an
essentialist interpretation of that place’s history, leading to a
biased perception of the role of other ethnic groups in its past.
Thus, NFC could be satisfied by reducing the complexity of
the place’s representation to a homogenous space, which
throughout history has been inhabited by the ingroup. These
findings correspond with modern concepts of place, which
assume that essentialist places evoke boundaries between peo-
ple and reduce openness towards residents from other ethnic
groups (Harvey 1996). As our research shows, this applies not
only to attitudes towards the present situation, but also to the
past one.

In Study 1, conducted in Kraków (Poland), also the direct
effect of NFC on historical ethnocentric bias remained posi-
tive and significant, which means that NFC was still related to
historical ethnocentric bias after considering the mediating
role of preference for an essentialist type of place. One expla-
nation for this could be that NFC is known to induce the
tendency to maintain existing knowledge, and as such it pro-
motes resistance to change (Livi et al. 2015a, b). In a city that
is a symbol of Polish national culture and – to some extent – is
still a very traditional place, NFC may be related with a will-
ingness to preserve national cultural values which are present
in the city, and not only with the desire to live in a stable and
secluded place (cf. Livi et al. 2015a, b). This willingness could
thus function as another mediator of the positive relation be-
tween NFC and historical ethnocentric bias. Whether or not
this is the case could be investigated in future work, which

a1 = 0.15**

a2 = 0.23**

a3 = 0.25*

b1 = 0.24**

b2 = 0.22**

b3 = 0.28*

c1 = 0.16**

c2 = 0.15*

c3 = 0.23*

c'1 = 0.12*

c'2 = 0.10
c'3 = 0.16

Preference for 
essentialist place

Need for cognitive 
closure

Historical ethnocentric 
bias

Fig. 1 Relationships between NFC, preference for an essentialist place
and historical ethnocentric bias in the three studies. Notes: a represents
the effect of NFC on the preference for an essentialist place, b is the effect

of preference for an essentialist place on ethnocentrism, c is the total effect
and c’ is the direct effect of NFC on ethnocentrism (numbers
accompanying letters refer to Studies 1, 2 and 3 respectively)
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should also try to identify additional mechanisms underlying
the association between NFC and historical ethnocentric bias.

While the results of our studies offer initial support of
our hypotheses, they have some limitations. Since our
studies are correlational, they do not allow us to establish
causal relationships between the variables. It could be that
preference for an essentialist type of place affects histor-
ical ethnocentric bias, or that the relation between the two
is bidirectional. However, we assume that NFC as an in-
dividual disposition predicts preference for the type of
ideal place and representation of the place’s past rather
than these two affecting NFC. Research on motivated in-
formation processing in turn showed that preferences af-
fect the selection and perception of given information
(e.g., Baumeister and Newman 1994; Festinger 1957).
Based on this, we suggest that NFC affects place prefer-
ence, which in turn influences the perception of the his-
tory of one’s own residence place in order to adjust the
identity of the current place of residence to the ideal one.

Another limitation is that our studies included only mem-
bers of the ethnic majority group. Among the ethnic minori-
ties, historical ethnocentric bias would mean maintaining a
version of the past that overestimates the role of their own
ethnic group. In this sense, the explanatory role of NFC and
preference for an essentialist type of place could remain sim-
ilar for these inhabitants. However, the strength of ethnocen-
tric bias among members of ethnic minorities could be weaker
than for the majority group members, and would naturally
depend on whether these groups have actually inhabited the
given place of interest. On the other hand, in a place of con-
flict, members of the ethnic minority group may be likely to
show greater historical ethnocentric bias, since this serves as a
legitimization of the group’s right to this place. Future re-
search is needed to investigate whether the patterns found in
our studies hold in other contexts and populations, including
members of ethnic minority groups.

A third limitation of our studies is the relatively low
reliability of the scale measuring preference for an essen-
tialist place (Cronbach alphas from .58 in Study 2 to .64 in
Study 3). The lower reliability of the scale in Study 2 could
be because of the very heterogeneous sample in this study,
which included participants of different ages living in areas
of different sizes. The individual vision of an ideal place of
residence may be strongly determined by the spatial scale of
the given setting, and thus future research should include
studies conducted in different spatial contexts, including
both larger cities and smaller towns and rural areas.
Nevertheless, according to Kline (1999) in the context of
psychological constructs, reliability values below even 0.7
can be expected because of the diversity of the constructs
being measured. Lower reliability parameters may also re-
sult from using the 5-category Likert response format
(Guilford 1956).

Despite the above limitations, our study reveals that indi-
vidual differences may partially explain such social constructs
as place-related ethnic bias and it is worth addressing them in
future studies. Additionally, our results broaden the knowl-
edge on people-place relations by showing the role of individ-
ual preference for an essentialist place in shaping the percep-
tion of the places’ past. We believe that these studies provide a
new approach to research on individual mechanisms underly-
ing people-place relationships, as well as their cognitive and
social consequences.

The mechanism shown in our study is particularly impor-
tant in the context of the increasing popularity of populist
movements and opposition towards immigrants and refugees
across Europe and the U.S. Many governments successfully
conduct a policy of fear (Capelos and Katsanidou 2018;
Portice and Reicher 2018), and take advantage of the people’s
need for security by promising to make the country a Bsafe
home^ (e.g., Viktor Orban in Hungary or Sweden Democrats,
see Mitzen 2018). For many people, home means a safe and
familiar place. Thus, a sense of threat and uncertainty may
cause an increase in the preference for an essentialist type of
places and, subsequently, the motivation to perceive the home
area as a stable and homogenous one. A side-effect of this
process may result in biased perception of places’ complex
history and traces of the outgroups’ contribution. Ignoring
multicultural history may in turn translate into an even greater
vulnerability to populist slogans that claim – incorrectly – that
a country has always been a nationally homogeneous one or
that the contribution of other groups to the country’s develop-
ment has been minimal. Therefore, at a practical level, our
research findings point to the importance of raising awareness
of the multicultural past among the institutions responsible for
presenting history to the general public – city authorities, his-
torical institutes or museums.We believe that commemoration
of multicultural history in an attractive and engaging way
could hamper both the preference-based essentialization of
places and other potential mechanisms that foster the emer-
gence of historical ethnocentric bias. Showing that a familiar
place had been a multicultural one, in which various groups
were able to jointly contribute to its development, could trans-
late into a reduction of historical ethnic bias and reduce the
tendency to associate the place’s safety with its homogeneity.

Importantly, the commemoration of multiculturalism can be
particularly beneficial for the reduction of historical ethnocen-
tric bias among individuals with high NFC. As recent studies
have demonstrated, these individuals do not always present less
effort and commitment to information processing; conversely,
in some circumstances they are able to engage inmore complex
and demanding thinking than people with lowNFC (e.g., Jaśko
et al. 2015; Szumowska et al. 2018; Viola et al. 2015). High
NFC individuals are more open-minded and engage in more
extensive information search than usual when their knowledge
does not provide a sufficient basis for simplified thinking, or if
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the information obtained may call into question their ability to
interpret the given situation correctly (Kossowska and Bar-Tal
2013; Kruglanski et al. 1991). However, this effect of increased
openness is diminished when high NFC individuals do not
engage enough cognitive resources in information processing
(Strojny et al. 2016). Thus, commemoration of the multicultur-
al past may result in undermining their belief in the exclusive
role of their ingroup in the place’s history, but the form of this
commemoration should be engaging enough. For this reason,
actions taken by city authorities or other institutions should not
be limited to typical ways of commemorating the presence of
other ethnic and national groups through monuments or street
names, but should also include more engaging ways of restor-
ing the past, such as through the use of virtual or augmented
reality and historical walking tours (see e.g., Oleksy andWnuk
2016; Wang and Kao 2017; Zamora-Musa et al. 2018). It is
worth studying which methods of reducing historical ethnic
bias are most effective, and which of them could counterbal-
ance the effects of a preference for an essentialist type of place
among high NFC individuals.
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Appendix

Additional analyses of Study 3

In Study 3, we run additional analyses with the mediator cod-
ed as a continuous variable that included the Bdon’t know^
category as the middle one (1 = No, 2 = Don’t know, 3 = Yes).
The general pattern of the results remained the same as in our
original model. The indirect effect of preference for essential-
ist place was positive and significant, with a 95%CI from 0.04
to 0.29; β = 0.14, SE = 0.06. The direct effect remained sig-
nificant, β = 0.27, SE = 0.13, p = 0.04.

Alternative mediation models in Studies 1, 2 &3

We also estimated two alternative models, with a different
ordering of variables.

First, we examined whether preference for essentialist
place mediated the association between historical ethnocentric
bias and NFC. In Study 1, the indirect effect as tested in such

an alternative model was not significant, β = 0.03, SE = 0.02,
95% CI from −0.004 to 0.09. In Study 2, the indirect effect in
the alternative model was significant, β = 0.04, SE = 0.02,
95% CI from 0.01 to 0.09. In Study 3, the indirect effect
was not significant, β = 0.08, SE = 0.06, 95% CI from
−0.001 to 0.22.

Additionally, we estimated a model with historical ethno-
centrism as a mediator of the relation between NFC and pref-
erence for essentialist place. In all three studies, the indirect
effect was positive and significant; β = 0.04, SE = 0.02, 95%
CI from 0.005 to 0.05 in Study 1,β = 0.03, SE = 0.02, 95% CI
from 0.004 to 0.06 in Study 2, and β = 0.07, SE = 0.04, 95%
CI from 0.001 to 0.18, in Study 3.

Although we are not able to establish causality with cross-
sectional data, we believe the results of the alternative models
add additional support that NFC, which is a personal trait,
predicts the latter two rather than being an outcome variable,
making the first alternative model the least likely. The relation
between place preference and historical ethnocentric bias may
be bidirectional. However, based on theoretical reasoning, we
find it more plausible that NFC predicts a more general place
preference and this leads to a more particular bias regarding
the past of the place of residence, as suggested by our original
model (presented in Fig. 1).

Additional analyses regarding the reliability
of the scales

Given the relatively low reliabilities of the place preference
and historical ethnocentric bias scales in Study 2, we run ad-
ditional analyses for a more homogeneous sample of respon-
dents. The reliability for the place preference scale calculated
for the subsample of participants from large cities was higher,
α = .61. In case of historical ethnocentrism, the reliability of
the scale was lowered by one item (BIn school curriculum
Polish history of my city/town/village should be
emphasized^) without which the reliability was higher,
α = .71. Given the theoretical relevance of this item for the
historical ethnocentric bias construct, we decided not to ex-
clude this item from the scale. When we performed the medi-
ation analysis with the variable that excluded this item, we
found the same pattern of results, with the indirect effect pos-
itive and significant at point β = 0.06, SE = 0.02, CI from 0.02
to 0.12.
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