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Abstract
Political elites often employ propaganda to affect the behavior of a particular social group by altering its
members’ social identities. The empirical literature has demonstrated that this kind of ‘identity propa-
ganda’ is generally effective at mobilizing citizens. However, while the consequences of being exposed
to propaganda depend on its content, we know little about which factors shape propaganda content.
To gain insight into the determinants of propaganda content, I analyze a game-theoretic model where
a political elite proposes a new identity norm, and citizens affirm or reject it. I demonstrate that, in equi-
librium, the propagandist exploits his agenda-setting power to design effective identity norms. I also show
that more demanding identity norms can emerge when citizens’ mobilization costs are higher, or the
propagandist can cheaply allocate material incentives. By contrast, the nature of strategic interaction
among citizens has an ambiguous effect on identity norms.
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Political elites frequently make propagandistic statements about the content of citizens’ social
identities; for example, that a given social identity implies particular loyalties to the leader or spe-
cial enmity against an out-group (Brass 1997; Eifert, Miguel, and Posner 2010; Horowitz 1985).
Empirical studies on several countries and political contexts have shown that such identity propa-
ganda can powerfully affect citizens’ attitudes and behaviors. For example, exposure to ISIS social
media propaganda broadly increases support for the group, but violent messages are less persua-
sive (Mitts, Phillips, and Walter 2022).1 Similarly, exposure to Nazi radio broadcasts increased
membership in the Nazi party, anti-Semitic acts, and denunciations shortly after the Nazi dicta-
torship began (Adena et al. 2015), as well as fighting efforts by German soldiers later on (Barber
and Miller 2019). Finally, exposure to radio stations in Rwanda seems to have aided in the com-
mission of genocide (Yanagizawa-Drott 2014) and the improvements in ethnic relations after that
(Blouin and Mukand 2019).

From these examples, it is clear that identity propaganda’s extremeness – in terms of content
or practical exhortations – can vary widely across places and times, from calls for solidarity with
the leader or the in-group to the encouragement of discrimination to the implementation of
genocide.2 The apparent effectiveness of extreme propaganda implies that it is important to
understand the conditions under which leaders choose to air it. Unfortunately, our knowledge
of the determinants of propaganda’s content is limited.

© The Author(s), 2023. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction,
provided the original article is properly cited.

1In general, ISIS and other Islamic terrorist groups argue that fighting against Western powers is every Muslim’s duty,
while more moderate groups define Jihad without invoking fighting at all (Askew and Helbardt 2012), which underscores
the importance of content.

2For a case study on these themes, see Kershaw (2001) and Welch (2014).
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Empirically, studying the determinants of propaganda content requires measuring it compar-
ably across cases. Most empirical studies of identity propaganda focus on a specific source of
propaganda in a particular country and event. A few scholars have attempted to compare propa-
ganda aspects across countries and times, but they are not directly concerned with identity pro-
paganda’s content. Carter and Carter (2021) introduce a cross-national measure of propaganda
based on newspaper data, focusing on leader valence, not citizens’ identities. DellaVigna and
Gentzkow (2010) compute the ‘persuasion rate’ for a number of studies, but this is a measure
of effectiveness, not content.3

Theoretically, formal theories of propaganda and social identities usually focus on other quan-
tities of interest. First, current formal-theoretic models of propaganda almost exclusively focus on
propaganda concerning facts, such as a regime’s economic performance, popularity, or military
capacity (see, for example, Callander and Wilkie 2007; Chen and Xu 2017; Edmond 2013;
Gehlbach and Sonin 2014; Huang 2015; Little 2017). These contributions (by design) cannot
address propaganda about social identities – parameters for which no exogenous truth exists –
such as what it means to be a social group member in a particular situation.4 Second, the bulk
of the theoretical work on endogenous social identities focuses either on the incentives of citizens
to choose particular identities (Bénabou and Tirole 2011; Penn 2008; Sambanis and Shayo 2013;
Schnakenberg 2014; Shayo 2009) or they assume propaganda is effective to study how propaganda
affects leaders’ other choices (for example, Dickson and Scheve 2006; Lehmann and Tyson 2022;
Mukand and Rodrik 2018).

In this paper, I construct a behavioral game-theoretic model of identity propaganda to under-
stand how the extremeness of identity propaganda might vary, taking into account both the
incentives of elites to design effective propaganda and the incentives of citizens to affirm particu-
lar identities.5 I focus on identity norms, which I define as behavior commonly understood to be
prescribed by social identity; that is, it is an ‘injunctive norm’ (Reno, Cialdini, and Kallgren 1993).

I begin by analyzing a baseline model that provides a parsimonious account of endogenous
identity propaganda content. The players of the game are a propagandist (‘she’) and a citizen
(‘he’). They belong to the same social group, and I assume the propagandist has the authority
to propose a new identity norm. In the model, the propagandist’s message is equal to the follow-
ing exhortation: as a member of this social group, it is your duty to behave in this way; that is, to
exert a particular amount of effort. Following the propagandist’s exhortation, the citizen decides
whether to affirm or reject this new norm. If he affirms it, the propagandist’s proposed norm
becomes the citizen’s active norm; if he rejects it, the citizen’s active norm remains the existing
identity norm, which is an exogenous parameter. Next, the citizen chooses how much effort to
exert to increase the probability of some (binary) political outcome; for example, a regime change,
winning an election, defeating another group in a conflict, or providing a community good. I
assume that the citizen derives some material benefit from bringing about an outcome, which
incentivizes him to invest in effort, but effort is costly. I refer to the parameter indexing the
costs of effort as mobilization costs. In addition, the citizen also cares about behaving in accord-
ance with his active social identity; in particular, he faces an additional loss function around the
level of effort prescribed by the identity norm.6 The propagandist, by contrast, cares only about
maximizing the probability of a certain political outcome.

3The persuasion rate estimates ‘the percentage of receivers that changed their behavior among those that receive a message
and are not already persuaded’ (DellaVigna and Gentzkow 2010, 645). For a critique of this measure, see Jun and Lee (2018).

4Some formal-theoretic work incorporates identity propaganda by treating it as fact-based (Baliga and Sjöström 2012;
Glaeser 2005).

5Following existing work (for example, Jowett and O’Donnell 2015), I define identity propaganda as communication about
social identity that aims to change the audience’s perceptions and improve the sender’s welfare.

6As I explain in detail below, this specification is consistent with Akerlof and Kranton’s (2000) conceptualization of iden-
tity. In addition, Akerlof and Kranton (2005) consider a linear loss function in their treatment of the effects of identity in
principal-agent contracting environments. Below, I provide a more detailed comparison with Akerlof and Kranton (2005).
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In equilibrium, the citizen’s level of effort depends on the material stakes (the difference in
utility between the preferred and the undesired outcome), his mobilization costs, and the active
identity norm. I demonstrate that the more demanding the citizen’s identity norm, the higher the
effort exerted. Thus, the propagandist wishes to design the most demanding norm possible but
has to consider the citizen’s incentives to affirm a particular proposed identity norm.
Specifically, for some proposed identity norms, there is a tension between the citizen’s material
and identity concerns – satisfying material concerns is not the same as satisfying identity con-
cerns. I show that citizens are willing to accept new identity content if the tension between
these concerns is reduced. Formally, I demonstrate that there is a unique identity norm that elim-
inates the tension between material and identity concerns, and identity norms are accepted if they
are close to this ‘optimal’ norm. The propagandist anticipates these considerations by the citizen
and chooses the most demanding identity norm that the citizen still accepts.

While deliberately sparse, the baseline model delivers several important insights. First, in equi-
librium, using identity propaganda is an effective strategy; relative to a world without leader com-
munication, the citizen’s level of effort is higher. This is consistent with the recent quantitative
literature on propaganda (discussed above) that documents positive causal effects on citizens’
choices (Adena et al. 2015; Barber and Miller 2019; Bleck and Michelitch 2017; Blouin and
Mukand 2019; DellaVigna et al. 2014; Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 2011; Mitts,
Phillips, and Walter 2022; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018; Yanagizawa-Drott 2014).7

Second, propaganda’s content is more demanding or extreme when the citizen’s stakes are
higher, when mobilization costs are lower, or when existing norms are relatively less demanding.
These predictions support existing studies that, while not directly concerned with propaganda
content, feature findings consistent with the model. In particular, I discuss the baseline model’s
implications concerning communication and behavior during the COVID-19 pandemic, inter-
group conflicts, and national crises. My model points out that norms were inconsistent with
many new public health guidelines at the beginning of the pandemic, which may have enabled
effective, norm-based leader communication. My model also provides insights into the dynamics
of inter-group conflicts, explaining why citizens’ material incentives (that is, their stakes) play a
crucial role in explaining effective identity propaganda in ethnic conflicts. Finally, I explain why
threat perception can increase leader support in ‘rally-’round-the-flag’ studies (Kobayashi and
Katagiri 2018).

I then enrich the baseline model to scrutinize the effect of more realistic features of the
political environment on identity propaganda’s content. I focus on three factors that previous
work has shown to be relevant for leader communication and citizen behavior: the extent to
which there is preference heterogeneity among citizens, the nature of strategic interaction
when mobilizing to achieve a political objective, and the presence of material incentives
(Alonso and Câmara 2016; Dickson 2010; Landa and Tyson 2017). These features are difficult
to measure; hence, conducting an empirical test that directly measures their effect on propaganda
content is challenging. However, these important features vary across study contexts. By analyz-
ing their effect on equilibrium choices, I help explain existing empirical results and point to
sources of variation in the design of propaganda. I also discuss empirical findings that resonate
with the theoretical predictions.

I first consider the effect of preference heterogeneity across citizens, analyzing a situation
where there are two (groups of) citizens – one of which cares more about the political outcome.
I show that the citizen with more at stake in the outcome is more ready to affirm new identity
norms than the citizen with less at stake. As a consequence, the propagandist faces the following
choices, (1) she can propose a more moderate identity norm that is accepted by both group

7The analysis is also consistent with the evidence presented in the literature on injunctive norms (for example, Hallsworth
et al. 2017; Reno, Cialdini, and Kallgren 1993) and the experimental literature on social identities (for example, Chen and Li
2009; Landa and Duell 2015).
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members (‘universal norm’) or (2) she can propose a more demanding identity norm that is only
accepted by one member (‘divisive norm’). I find that proposing a more demanding identity
norm is more attractive the larger the size of the faction that has more at stake in the outcome,
the greater the mobilization costs, and the more demanding the pre-existing identity norm. These
results have two important implications. First, while the size of the faction that has more at stake
has a positive effect on the emergence of divisive norms, depending on parameter values, choos-
ing a divisive norm can be optimal even if most members are moderates. Second, an increase in
mobilization costs (or the existing identity norm) has a non-monotone (hence: ambiguous) effect
on the emergence of demanding identity norms. On the one hand, an increase in either makes
citizens less likely to affirm demanding identity norms. On the other hand, an increase in either
incentivizes the propagandist to choose the divisive, partially affirmed identity norm. Focusing on
the latter effect, existing scholarship finds some support for it; populist candidates’ rhetoric seems
more extreme when attempting to mobilize relatively marginalized voters (Anduiza, Guinjoan,
and Rico 2019; Cheeseman and Larmer 2015; de la Torre 2017; McCoy and Somer 2019),
often encouraging them to ‘fight like hell’ in the face of high obstacles (NPR 2021). In general,
however, my analysis implies that future empirical scholarship scrutinizing the effect of mobiliza-
tion costs on identity norms can find a positive or negative relationship, depending on the exact
comparison.

I next analyze the effect of strategic interaction among citizens with identical preferences. In
some situations, citizens’ effort choices are strategic complements, i.e., citizens’ incentives to
choose high levels of effort are higher when other citizens also choose a high level of effort. In
other situations, citizens’ effort choices are strategic substitutes, i.e., citizens’ incentives to choose
high levels of effort are higher when other citizens choose a low level of effort. I adapt the baseline
model to take such incentives into account, showing that for some proposed identity
norms, strategic interaction induces multiple equilibria when the citizens choose to affirm
newly proposed identity norms. Moreover, the nature of strategic interaction determines the
nature of multiplicity. When effort levels are strategic complements, there are multiple symmetric
equilibria, i.e., there is an equilibrium in which both citizens affirm but also an equilibrium in
which neither citizen affirms. By contrast, when effort levels are strategic substitutes, there are
multiple asymmetric equilibria, i.e., there are two equilibria in which exactly one citizen affirms
while the other rejects the proposed identity norm. However, in both cases, citizens’ expectations
about identity change have a causal effect on identity norms. This finding speaks to two pieces of
evidence. First, scholars have documented that seemingly similar organizations can have very dif-
ferent organizational norms (Carrillo and Gromb 1999; Gibbons 2010). Second, partly as a conse-
quence, seemingly similar organizations can have very different success rates (Amenta et al. 2010).
My finding explains why groups or organizations that initially look very similar in terms of material
conditions can end up with very different identity norms – and, hence, long-run outcomes.

Finally, I study the effect of carrot-and-stick tactics (repression or cooptation). Suppose the
propagandist can punish the citizen for bringing about a bad outcome or reward him for achiev-
ing a good outcome. I show that employing these material incentives increases citizens’ proclivity
to affirm more demanding identity norms. This, in turn, increases the propagandist’s return from
using such carrot-and-stick tactics; in equilibrium, this means that a higher level of such tactics is
used than in a model without identity propaganda. Thus, there is a novel source of complemen-
tarity between material incentives and propaganda. This result provides one possible rationale for
why regimes that invest heavily in propaganda are often the most repressive; for example, Nazi
Germany and the Soviet Union (Gehlbach 2018). This model variation can also explain effective
identity propaganda in cases where the citizen’s material incentives seem completely opposed to
the leader’s; using material incentives can help align material interests, enabling effective identity
propaganda.

Besides contributing to the theoretical and empirical literature on propaganda, my paper also
adds to the literature on leadership (Ahlquist and Levi 2011) and authoritarian politics
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(Gehlbach, Sonin, and Svolik 2016). In each literature, scholarship has shown that leaders employ
communication to influence followers and that features such as the audience’s heterogeneity (for
example, Alonso and Câmara 2016), strategic interaction among citizens (for example, Dickson
2010; Torun and Myatt 2007), or the availability of material incentives (for example, Landa and
Tyson 2017; Tyson and Smith 2018) are important factors for explaining variation in the efficacy
and content of leader communication. My contribution is to extend existing analyses to a differ-
ent kind of communication: identity propaganda.

The Baseline Model
Setup

The players of the game are a propagandist (an ‘identity entrepreneur’) denoted by P (‘she’) and a
citizen (‘he’). I assume the propagandist and the citizen belong to the same social group, for
example, a nation, class, or religious group. Given the citizen’s membership in the group, I some-
times refer to the citizen as a ‘group member.’ In the Appendix, I examine the cases in which
several (identical) citizens form the audience for propaganda and in which the citizen is a mem-
ber of several social groups.

The players’ interests are built around a binary political outcome denoted by y [ {0, 1}. For
example, y = 1 can be interpreted as winning a (civil or interstate) conflict, providing a good for
the community, achieving regime change, or winning an election. For now, I assume the prob-
ability of outcome y = 1 is equal to the citizen’s level of effort, denoted by e [ [0, 1]:

Pr (y = 1|e) ; g (e) = e. (1)

For example, the citizen can supply a fighting effort to win a conflict, contribute by working to
provide a good community, protest to topple a dictator, mobilize voters to win an election, or
engage in social distancing to avoid a major outbreak of a disease.

The propagandist wishes to obtain the outcome y = 1 so her utility function is:

UP = y.

The group member’s utility function is more complex; I assume that citizens are concerned about
material well-being while also having identity concerns. Thus, their utility function is given by:

U(e) = UM(e)+ UI(e),

where UM represents material concerns while UI represents identity concerns. I assume that iden-
tity propaganda affects the shape of the identity function UI. In principle, a propagandist could
attempt to choose the entire function UI. However, for tractability, in the main text, I focus on the
following identity utility function:

UI = −a

2
(e− ê)2. (2)

where, α is a measure of salience, and the term ê represents that identity norm, which I interpret
as the level of effort prescribed by the citizen’s identity. Given the political situation, this prescrip-
tion states how the citizen should behave as a social group member. The term ê can either be
equal to êE which is the existing identity norm (before the situation unfolds) or equal to êP
which is the identity norm championed by the propagandist. I describe the process by which
the existing or the proposed norm is ‘active’ in the citizen’s utility function below.

The functional form of UI in expression 2 is convenient for several reasons: first, any behavior
(e [ [0, 1]) can be advocated as being appropriate for a group member at a given time. Second, it
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is also very tractable. Note, however, that the functional form implies that both ‘too little’ (e , ê)
and ‘too much’ (e . ê) effort is costly.8 I discuss this important assumption in more detail below.

Moreover, in principle, identity propaganda could affect both salience α and content ê. In the
main text, I focus on endogenizing the identity norm ê. This makes sense when focusing on appli-
cations such as shaping citizens’ behavior in a public health crisis or in inter-group conflicts when
leaders directly communicate about appropriate behavior. However, in the Appendix, I consider
variations in the identity portion of the citizen’s utility function, the possibility of identity propa-
ganda altering the citizen’s social preferences, and the possibility that propaganda changes identity
salience.9 Finally, while it is important to emphasize that UI is a pure loss function, this is incon-
sequential for the analysis, and adding a positive constant would yield identical results.10

Since the norm ê prescribes a particular level of effort, I refer to norms that demand higher
levels of effort as more demanding and norms that demand smaller levels of effort as less
demanding. Given this definition of the identity norm, we can think of UI as the psychological
costs associated with deviating from the prescribed behavior ê (Akerlof and Kranton 2000).

Second, there is a portion of the utility function based on material considerations:

UM = yu(1)+ (1− y)u(0)− c
2
e2,

where u( y) is the utility of achieving outcome y. I assume the citizen is better off when the out-
come is y = 1 relative to the situation in which the outcome is y = 0; that is, u(1) > u(0).
Furthermore, the costs of effort are quadratic, so the citizen faces the loss function c

2 e
2. I refer

to the parameter c as the citizen’s mobilization costs. For example, these mobilization costs
may be higher if the citizen attempts to overthrow an authoritarian regime and the regime is
highly repressive. It may also represent opportunity costs, so in a turnout application, a higher
level of c may refer to voters or activists who face relatively large opportunity costs and are, there-
fore, relatively ‘marginalized’ in the political system.

The following sequence of moves gives the process by which identity norm change may come
about:

(1) The propagandist proposes êP [ [0, 1].
(2) The group member chooses to affirm the norm êP, denoted by t = 1, or to keep his

pre-existing identity norm êE, denoted by t = 0. Affirmation changes the citizen’s identity
payoff function to UI = − a

2 (e− êP)
2 while not affirming it implies the existing loss func-

tion UI = − a
2 (e− êE)

2.

(3) The group member chooses effort e [ [0, 1], taking the identity norm as given.
(4) Nature chooses the outcome y = 1 or the outcome y = 0 according to expression 1.

It is important to emphasize that the model is not a cheap talk or a Bayesian Persuasion model. In
contrast to those models, there is no uncertainty over a state of the world or a type here. Using the
terminology introduced in DellaVigna and Gentzkow (2010), such models are belief-based,
whereas my model is an instance of a preference-based persuasion model. Given this setup, I
look for an equilibrium of the following form:

8The term ê may be interpreted as the effort level corresponding to the group’s prototype; hence, the norm ‘may both
encourage effort by some group members (those below the prototypical effort) and discourage effort among those above
the norm’ (Shayo 2020, 359).

9I consider both the case in which there is an increase in identity salience relative to the citizen’s material interests and
relative to the citizen’s other social identities.

10As I explain below and in more detail in the Appendix, given the equilibrium concept employed here, what matters is the
interaction of effort e and identity norm ê, not the ‘scale’ of the identity utility function UI.
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Definition 1. An equilibrium is a tuple (e∗, t∗, ê∗P) such that:

(1) Optimal effort: e∗(ê) [ arg max UM(e)+ UI(e, ê).
(2) Optimal affirmation:

t∗(eP) = 1 if UM(e∗(êP))+ UI(e∗(êP), êP) ≥ UM(e∗(êE))+ UI(e∗(êE), êE).
(3) Optimal propaganda: ê∗P [ arg max t∗(êP)y(e∗(êP))+ (1− t∗(êP))y(e∗(êE)).

This is simply a subgame perfect Nash equilibrium in which one choice affects one player’s
future payoff function. A similar definition (for simultaneous move games) is employed by
Shayo (2009) and Sambanis and Shayo (2013). These assumptions imply that two conditions
have to be satisfied for identity change. First, the propagandist must decide to propose an identity
norm that differs from the existing identity norm; that is, êP = êE. Second, the citizen has to
affirm this proposed identity norm êP rather than sticking with the existing identity norm êE.

Discussion of Assumptions

Before proceeding to the analysis, I discuss the model’s key assumptions. The existing literature
on social identities has conceptualized identity concerns in various ways, ranging from social pre-
ferences such as spite, altruism, or group status concerns (Chen and Li 2009) to perceived dis-
tance to group ideal types (Shayo 2009) and prescribed actions (Akerlof and Kranton 2000).
My conceptualization of identity draws heavily on the Akerlof-Kranton framework of identity
(Akerlof and Kranton 2000; Akerlof and Kranton 2005; see also Dickson and Scheve 2006 and
Dickson and Scheve 2010), which treats identities as social categories that are associated with par-
ticular (exogenous) behavioral prescriptions, which are denoted here by the identity norm ê.

Following prescribed identity norms can require materially costly behavior, but not following
them is also costly and is associated with negative emotions such as anxiety, dread, or
depression.11 In Akerlof and Kranton (2005), this is modeled as a linear loss function.
However, I employ a quadratic loss function, which improves tractability because it is differenti-
able everywhere. Note that either specification implies that effort levels lower than the prescribed
action (e , ê) and effort levels that are higher than the prescribed action (e . ê) are (equally)
psychologically costly. This is a helpful simplification in the present context, but it may not always
be realistic. For example, the propagandist may air a norm such as ‘You must do at least ê, but
doing more is fine.’ I briefly consider such possibilities in the Appendix and provide an analysis
that relies on different functional forms UI. I discuss the results below in the conclusion section.

As mentioned, Akerlof and Kranton (2005) also feature an effort choice and a loss function
around a prescribed identity action. However, their substantive focus, and hence their analysis,
is very different. Akerlof and Kranton (2005) focus on a contracting environment in which a
principal offers a contract (that is, a wage payment contingent on an observed outcome) to
influence the agent’s effort. They focus on the contracting literature and the relationship between
the optimal contract and exogenous identity prescriptions. By contrast, my focus is on the
literature on propaganda and on endogenizing the ideal level of effort prescribed by the agent’s
identity. Finally, they do not scrutinize the role of citizens’ preference heterogeneity, strategic
interaction among agents, or repression.

In general, unlike existing applications of the Akerlof and Kranton (2000) framework
(for example, Dickson and Scheve 2006; Dickson and Scheve 2010), I endogenize the identity
norm to which the citizen subscribes through a hierarchical process that can be interpreted as
communication. On a formal level, it is essentially a complete information bargaining game in
which the propagandist (the ‘agenda setter’) has all the bargaining power and the citizen’s

11In a broader interpretation of this portion of the model, these psychological costs interact with material costs because of
peer punishment and ostracism (see Kalin and Sambanis 2018, 242).
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‘outside option’ is to stick to the existing identity norm (the citizen has ‘veto rights’). This setup
requires two important assumptions: first, I assume that the citizen can choose to change his
identity norm if a different norm is offered; second, I assume that the citizen cannot propose
a new norm to himself and then affirm it.

With regard to the first assumption, substantial research in the ethnic politics literature
supports the claim that individuals can choose to alter the content of their social identities
(for reviews of the evidence, see Akerlof and Kranton 2000; Shayo 2009). The model’s insights
are also robust, allowing the citizen to only alter his identity with a certain probability. In this
case, all choices must be adjusted by the probability with which this occurs. Finally, to ensure
that the model is consistent with existing behavioral game-theoretic work on endogenous identity
formation, I assume that, while the citizen’s psychological payoff is affected by his choice of a new
social identity – he feels ‘bad’ if he does not live up to his identity prescriptions – his material
payoff is not.

I make the second assumption for several related reasons. First, it is clear that in the real world,
changing individual identity norms is a complex process in which many actors influence the out-
come. The exact role each plays in determining the new norm is difficult to determine. While
individuals have some degree of choice in their identity, other actors (members of the same
group and members of other groups) and the extent to which immutable characteristics define
identities also play a role (see Huddy 2001, 140–1, for a discussion). Second, I consider the sim-
plest possible setup incorporating such an agreement – in the form of elite- and mass-influence –
which the propagandist proposes and the citizen affirms or rejects. This conceptualization is also
consistent with extensive empirical evidence on elites’ agenda-setting power (see, for example,
Fearon and Laitin 2000). Third, proposing new identity norms is also costly since a group’s his-
tory, myths, and values have to be linked with a specific action in a convincing way. In the
Appendix, I demonstrate that my analysis can be interpreted as applying to those citizens for
whom proposing their identity norms is too costly.

Analysis
Equilibrium

Consistent with the equilibrium concept outlined above, I consider first the citizen’s choice of
effort, taking the active identity norm as given. Then, the group member solves the following
optimization problem:

max
e[[0,1]

eD− c
2
e2 − a

2
(e− ê)2

where Δ≡ u(1)− u(0) is defined as the citizen’s stakes in the political situation. This yields the
following optimal effort choice:

e∗(ê) =
D+ aê
a+ c

if
D+ aê
a+ c

, 1

1 otherwise.

⎧⎨
⎩ (3)

Intuitively, when the effort choice is interior, then the optimal effort choice is higher the larger
the citizen’s stakes in the situation and the lower the mobilization costs are. The effect of the sali-
ence term α on effort is ambiguous: it depends on the relative sizes of the current identity norm,
the stakes, and the mobilization costs.12 Most importantly, the optimal effort is higher the larger
the citizen’s identity norm because the citizen wishes to avoid the psychological loss associated

12Formally, ∂e
∗

∂a = cê−D
(a+c)2

which can be positive or negative.
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with deviating from an identity norm that demands higher effort. To keep matters simple,
I assume throughout that effort is interior for all possible identity norms, which is implied by
c > Δ.

Now consider the citizen’s decision to affirm or not affirm a new identity norm. To make this deci-
sion, he must determine the consequences of each action – and then evaluate which identity norms are
‘acceptable.’ Consider the equilibrium utility, or value, of an arbitrary identity norm ê:

V(ê) ; U(e∗(ê), ê) = e∗(ê)D− c
2
e∗(ê)2 − a

2
(e∗(ê)− ê)2 + u(0)

I can now formally define what it means for an identity norm to be ‘optimal:’

Definition 2. The citizen’s optimal identity norm is the identity norm that maximizes the equi-
librium utility V(ê):

êopt [ arg max
ê[[0,1]

V(ê)

An important goal of the analysis is to contrast the citizen’s optimal norm with the norm
emerging in equilibrium. In order to make progress on characterizing the equilibrium identity
norm, consider the change in the citizen’s equilibrium utility as the identity norm ê becomes
more demanding:

∂V
∂ê

= ∂e∗

∂ê
[D− ce∗(ê)− a(e∗(ê)− ê)]︸����������������︷︷����������������︸

Effect on behavior

+ a(e∗(ê)− ê)︸������︷︷������︸
Effect on preferences

Consider the expression labelled ‘Effect on behavior.’ Plugging in the optimal action e* derived in
expression 3 yields:

D− ce∗(ê)− a(e∗(ê)− ê) = D− c
D+ aê
a+ c

( )
− a

D+ aê
a+ c

− ê

( )
= 0.

The result follows because a marginal change in the identity norm ê is fully internalized: effort
changes in such a way that it exactly ‘offsets’ the change in the identity norm. By contrast, the
direct effect on preferences of an increase in identity norm ê can be positive or negative, depend-
ing on parameter values. The following result describes the sign of the effect on preferences:

Lemma 1. The marginal effect of a more demanding identity norm on the member’s equilibrium
utility is positive if ê , D

c , negative if ê .
D
c , and equal to 0 if ê = D

c .

Several observations follow from this result. First, there is only scope for identity change that
moves the identity norm upward if the pre-existing norm is relatively less demanding; that is,
êE , D

c . Otherwise, the citizen will demand norms that are less demanding than the pre-existing
norm. Second, the norm D

c maximizes the equilibrium utility of the citizen, and his combined
material and psychological utility is symmetrically decreasing around this point.13 This is for-
mally stated in the next result, which shows the connection between material and identity
concerns:

13More precisely, the function V is a polynomial of degree 2 with respect to ê. Consequently, it is first increasing and then
decreasing in ê.
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Corollary 1. The citizen’s optimal identity norm is equal to the optimal choice when there are no
identity concerns, that is:

êopt = e∗(a = 0) = D

c

As a consequence:

e∗(êopt) =
D+ a(

D

c
)

a+ c
= D

c

Proof. Follows directly from Lemma 1.

The intuition for these results is as follows. The citizen’s total utility function U consists of a
combination of material (UM) and identity concerns (UI). For some norms, there might be ten-
sion between those, requiring effort to be an uneasy compromise between material and identity
interests. The optimal norm is that such tension is eliminated so that the resulting effort choice
maximizes both material and identity interests.

Instead of looking at an arbitrary identity norm, now consider the pre-existing norm êE and
the proposed norm êP. When considering whether or not to affirm, the citizen considers the equi-
librium utility of each norm and affirms if, and only if, the equilibrium utility of the proposed
norm is weakly higher than the equilibrium utility of the existing norm; that is:

V(êP) ≥ V(êE).

The following result outlines the conditions under which this inequality is satisfied.14

Lemma 2. If êP ≥ êE, then the group member affirms êP if

êP ≤ 2D
c
− êE

The reverse inequality determines if êP is affirmed when êP ≤ êE.

Lemma 2 describes the citizen’s affirmation constraint. It says that if a pre-existing identity
norm is sufficiently low (êE , êopt), then the citizen affirms new identity norms whenever it is
closer to the optimal identity norm. This is the case if the norm is sufficiently low (êP ≤ 2 D

c − êE).
Now consider the identity norm the propagandist wishes to propose, given the range of accept-

able identities. Since the propagandist is only interested in obtaining the outcome y = 1, she
wishes to instill the highest level of effort possible. By expression 3, the effort is higher when
the identity norm is more demanding. This means that the propagandist propagates the most
demanding identity possible that is still affirmed; that is, ê∗P = 2 D

c − êE if there is scope for iden-
tity change that results in more demanding norms (êE , êopt). If the pre-existing norm is already
relatively demanding (êE . êopt), more demanding norms will not be affirmed. Then the propa-
gandist proposes either the pre-existing norm or an identity norm that will not be affirmed.
Summarizing this discussion:

14Rearranging, the inequality could also be written as V(êP)− V(êE) ≥ 0. Because the citizen considers the difference in
equilibrium utilities, parameters that do not interact with effort or the identity norm do not affect the affirmation choice. In
particular, adding a positive constant to the function UI does not affect the analysis.
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Proposition 1. In the equilibrium of the game, if existing identity content is relatively less
demanding (êE ≤ êopt), the propagandist proposes ê∗P = 2 D

c − êE , which is affirmed by the

citizen. Optimal propaganda becomes more demanding as the citizen’s stakes increase ∂ê∗P
∂D

. 0
( )

,

less demanding as mobilization costs increase ∂ê∗P
∂c , 0

( )
, and less demanding as the pre-existing

identity norm increase ∂ê∗P
∂êE

, 0
( )

.

The analysis so far is illustrated in Fig. 1, which displays, for two different levels of mobiliza-
tion costs, c, the range of identity norms that the citizen affirms, the optimal identity norm, and
the equilibrium identity norm.

Before proceeding, it is worth discussing two variations of the baseline model. First, consider
the case in which the citizen’s material interests are strictly the opposite of the leaders; that is, the
citizen is better off when the outcome is y = 0 instead of y = 1 (so that u(0) > u(0) and Δ < 0). The
analysis goes through as before with e∗ = D+aê

a+c or 0 if Δ is smaller than aê. The derivative of the

function V(ê) is positive if D
c . ê, as before. However, this inequality can never be satisfied

because the left-hand side is negative. Thus, the citizen will never affirm more demanding identity
norms. Hence, the partial alignment of propagandists’ and citizens’ material preferences is an
important scope condition. I show below that this requirement can be relaxed when the propa-
gandist can allocate additional material resources.

Second, it is straightforward to generalize the analysis to include more than one citizen as long
as the citizens are identical and there is no interaction of effort levels at the mobilization stage.
Specifically, in the Appendix, I solve for the equilibrium of the game in which there are n citizens,

indexed by i, and the technology is given by Pr (y = 1|e1, . . . , en) =
∑n

i=1
ei

n . The analysis goes
through as before, slightly adjusting all terms to take into account the reduced effectiveness of
effort, which is now 1

n , 1.

Empirical Implications

The model can provide insights into a range of phenomena. In this subsection, I discuss several
examples and how the model can explain empirical findings that the quantitative literature on
propaganda has accumulated.15

Covid-19: An important application concerns the emergence of COVID-19 in early 2020.
Following the initial outbreak, some leaders, especially those in China, urged citizens to change
their habits, to start social distancing, wear masks, and adhere to lockdowns. In terms of the
model, these behaviors could be interpreted as exerting high effort to avoid a large-scale outbreak
(where an outbreak is the outcome y = 0), which many citizens plausibly preferred; hence, the
assumption that u(1) > u(0) is satisfied here. However, existing norms (êE) were mostly inconsist-
ent with these novel public health measures. Some leaders tried to tie new norms to identities,
which can be interpreted as proposing a high level of êP. Empirical research finds patterns con-
sistent with the model. In particular, norm-based masking messages can be effective (Bokemper
et al. 2022; Raymond, Kelly, and Hennes 2021) and are more effective for citizens that plausibly
have a higher stake in the outcome (Grossman et al. 2020). Interestingly, the model points out
that relatively less demanding existing norms (êE small) are a necessary condition for effective
communication. Thus, the fact that existing norms were relatively inconsistent with this new pub-
lic health guidance may have enabled (more) effective leader communication.

Inter-group conflict: Another implication of the analysis concerns the social construction of
identities during times of conflict (Fearon and Laitin 2000). Scholars have extensively

15It is important to note that the analysis above relied on a symmetric loss function; doing too much is as costly as doing
too little. This is plausible for some, but not all, empirical applications. See the conclusion section for further discussion.
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documented that elites can often manipulate citizens’ identities in their favor (for example, Brass
1997), the outcome of which is that citizens take costly actions that ultimately keep elites in
power. For Fearon and Laitin (2000), this pattern constitutes a puzzle because citizens seem to
be willing to follow elites down paths that primarily benefit elites. Building on their review of
related work, they conjecture that citizens follow elites because they have their own agendas,
which may have ‘little to do with communal antipathies per se’ (Fearon and Laitin 2000, 855).
In terms of my model, effective identity propaganda requires that citizens’ material incentives
are aligned with the leader; that is, u(1) > u(0). This can be interpreted as the citizen having
an ‘agenda’ but the terms need not correspond to any kind of ethnicity-based motivations. For
example, Woodward (1995) emphasizes that the inter-group conflict in Bosnia became a rare
opportunity for enrichment in a period of serious economic hardship.

Furthermore, in the equilibrium analyzed here, the propagandist’s agenda-setting power allows
her to propose identity prescriptions that are too demanding relative to the citizen’s most-
preferred identity norm. The equilibrium proposal keeps the citizen exactly indifferent between
the existing identity norm and the new norm while motivating substantially higher equilibrium
effort by the citizen – and generating a substantially higher payoff for the propagandist. Thus,
while citizens ‘follow,’ that is, exert high effort due to propaganda, elites leverage their strategic
position to manipulate the citizen’s behavior in their favor.

Finally, the model also emphasizes the mobilization costs, c, as an important determinant of
propaganda; the lower it is, the more demanding the (affirmed) equilibrium identity norm.
Consistent with this result, the case studies in Fearon and Laitin (2000) mention the availability
of young men, presumably endowed with low mobilization costs, for the importance of effective
identity propaganda and, ultimately, conflict. For example, Kapferer (2011) mentions that the
prevalence of gangs – whose members were often impoverished and unemployed youth – is
an important determinant of propaganda and conflict. In sum, my model provides a micro-
foundation for the conjectures and empirical findings mentioned in Fearon and Laitin (2000).

National crises and the rally-’round-the-flag effect: The model can also shed light on
instances of national crises and rapidly rising incumbent support, which is known as the
‘rally-’round-the-flag’ phenomenon (Baker and Oneal 2001). In terms of the model, the effort
term e could be interpreted as any costly action that supports the incumbent. Many studies

Figure 1. The citizen’s equilibrium utility as a function of different identity norms for low mobilization costs (left panel) and
high mobilization costs (right panel). Parameter values: Δ = 1, α = 0.3,, and êE = 0.25. Left panel: c = 1.5. Right panel: c = 2.
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interested in understanding the rally-’round-the-flag phenomenon manipulate the severity of the
threat (Kobayashi and Katagiri 2018), which can be understood as changing the stakes parameter
Δ. The model shows that the proclivity to affirm more demanding identity norms increases as this
parameter increases. Anticipating this effect, the incumbent airs more demanding identity norms,
which increases efforts. Thus, the model explains the finding documented in the literature that
the severity of threat perceptions can cause more extreme rhetoric by incumbents and, eventually,
support for incumbents.

Quantitative literature on propaganda: The baseline model demonstrates that under some con-
ditions – for example, if the citizen has a positive stake in the outcome and existing identity content
is relatively less demanding – identity propaganda effectively influences a citizen’s effort choice.
This is consistent with the recent empirical literature that uses identification strategies to demon-
strate that exposure to propaganda has a causal effect on citizens’ behavior (Adena et al. 2015;
Barber and Miller 2019; Bleck and Michelitch 2017; Blouin and Mukand 2019; DellaVigna et al.
2014; Enikolopov, Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 2011; Mitts, Phillips, and Walter 2022; Peisakhin
and Rozenas 2018; Yanagizawa-Drott 2014). As discussed above, this literature takes the design
of propaganda as given and studies the consequences of being exposed to it. However,
Proposition 1 reveals that leaders design propaganda differently depending on the context. It is
more demanding the higher the citizen’s stakes in the outcome (Δ) are, but less demanding when
mobilization costs are high (c), or when existing norms are already relatively demanding (êE).
Thus, while all studies are concerned with identifying the causal effect of propaganda, and identity
messages are presumably part of every broadcast, the exact content varies across studies. Hence, it is
difficult to compare their persuasive effects. In the following sections, I continue to probe the
relationship between propaganda design and important features of the environment. I consider
preference heterogeneity, strategic interaction, and the presence of material incentives in turn.

Applications
Heterogeneity of Citizens’ Preferences

In the real world, propagandists often face a heterogeneous audience. In this section, I incorpor-
ate this fact by introducing a second citizen who is also a member of the same social group,
but whose stakes regarding the outcome differ. I demonstrate that for the propagandist, hetero-
geneity across citizens induces a novel tradeoff between proposing moderate, universally affirmed
identity norms and more demanding, partially affirmed ones, i.e., ‘divisive norms.’ Perhaps sur-
prisingly, I find that the latter option is optimal for the propagandist if existing norms are suffi-
ciently demanding and mobilization costs are high, which can potentially explain the behavior of
populist politicians attempting to mobilize relatively marginalized groups (Anduiza, Guinjoan,
and Rico 2019; de la Torre 2017). However, since both citizens are less likely to affirm demanding
identity norms under these conditions, the overall effect of either an increase in mobilization
costs or more demanding pre-existing norms on equilibrium identity norms is non-monotone.

I denote the two citizens by a and b, and refer to an arbitrary citizen by i. Each citizen
can exert effort ei [ [0, 1] to bring about the desired political outcome. Their effort choices
are pure substitutes, as in a public good game. In particular, the probability that the outcome
y = 1 occurs is:

Pr (y = 1|ea, eb) ; g (ea, eb) = ea + eb
2

. (4)

Turning to the equilibrium at the mobilization stage, each group member i∈ {a, b} solves the
following maximization problem:

max
ei[[0,1]

gDi − c
2
e2i −

a

2
(ei − êi)

2
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I assume that initially, the two group members hold identical identity norms: êaE = êbE = êE.
Thus, heterogeneity across group members is limited to the stakes, Δi. Without loss of generality,
I assume that group member a is the one with the higher stakes; that is, Δa > Δb. I interpret this to
mean that citizen a is an ‘extremist,’ and citizen b a ‘moderate.’ Finally, I assume pre-existing con-
tent is relatively less demanding: êE , 2 Db

c , which implies that there is scope for identity change
for both citizens.16

Similar to the above, each group member’s optimal effort choice is given by:

e∗i (êi) =
Di

2
+ aêi

a+ c
.

Again, each citizen’s level of effort is higher when his internalized identity norm is more
demanding.

If citizen i affirms new identity content, his effort changes while the other citizen’s effort
remains the same (i’s effort is independent of the identity norm of citizen −i). The expected util-
ity of affirming the content proposed by the propagandist, êiP, is:

e∗i (êiP)+ e∗−i

2
Di − c

2
(e∗i (êiP))

2 − a

2
(e∗i (êiP)− êiP)

2 ; Vi(êiP)

While the expected utility of not affirming new content is:

e∗i (êE)+ e∗−i

2
Di − c

2
(e∗i (êE))

2 − a

2
(e∗i (êE)− êE)

2 ; Vi(êE)

Examining the inequality Vi(êiP) ≥ Vi(êE) yields the following result:

Lemma 3. If êiP ≥ êE, citizen i accepts a new identity norm if

êiP ≤ Di

c
− êE

If êiP ≤ êE , the reverse inequality describes the affirmation constraint.

Note that citizen i’s affirmation rule is independent of the choice of the other group member
and qualitatively unchanged from the baseline case. Moreover, given that the affirmation con-
straint is a function of each citizen’s stakes, it is ‘looser’ for citizen a than for citizen b. In
other words, citizen a is more willing to affirm more demanding norms than citizen b. This is
illustrated in Fig. 2, left panel.

Given citizens’ differing affirmation constraints and the fact that citizen a’s stakes are larger,
Δa > Δb, the propagandist faces a tradeoff. She can propose Db

c − êE ; ê∗, in which case both group
members will accept the new identity norm. Alternatively, she can propose Da

c − êE ; ê∗∗, in
which case only citizen a will accept the new norm: citizen b will view the norm as unacceptable
and keep his existing identity content êE. The propagandist chooses the more demanding (or ‘div-
isive’) content ê∗∗ if the probability of obtaining the outcome y = 1 given this norm is larger than
the corresponding probability given the more moderate norm ê∗, that is:

e∗a(ê∗∗)+ e∗b(êE)
2

≥ e∗a(ê∗)+ e∗b(ê∗)
2

.

16As mentioned above, when there is more than one citizen, the condition for effective communication has to be adapted
to consider the effort’s reduced effectiveness.
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Plugging in the relevant quantities and re-arranging yields:

Da ≥ 2[Db − cêE] (5)

This decision rule is illustrated in Fig. 2, right panel. Examining the preceding inequality yields
the following result:

Proposition 2. An increase in mobilization costs c or in the pre-existing identity norm êE increases
the likelihood that the divisive norm will be aired.

To see the intuition of this result, consider a more demanding existing norm first. When the
propagandist chooses the divisive norm, citizen a’s norm is ê∗∗ = Da

c − êE and citizen b’s norm is
êE. As a result of the linearity (both of the technology γ and the optimal effort e∗i choices with
respect to i’s norm), the existing norm cancels out. By contrast, when the propagandist chooses
the universal norm, ê∗= Db

c − êE, a more demanding existing norm decreases the newly proposed
norm, which decreases effort. Hence, airing the divisive norm ê∗∗ is optimal. Substantively, a
more demanding existing norm makes it less bad that citizen b does not affirm but, instead, sim-
ply chooses effort in accordance with the existing norm.

Now consider an increase in mobilization cost c. This negatively affects both candidate’s
choices, ê∗ and ê∗∗, but does not affect citizen b’s identity norm when the divisive norm is
aired (because b rejects ê∗∗ and keeps êE). Moreover, due to the functional forms employed,
mobilization costs, c, affect both candidate norms in a similar fashion, which ultimately means
that the effect is stronger on the moderate, universally-affirmed norm ê∗. As a consequence,
the propagandist is better off choosing the divisive, partially-affirmed norm ê∗∗.17

Figure 2. Left panel: Difference in equilibrium utility Vi(êP)− Vi(êE) for a moderate (i = b; black line) and an extremist group
member (i = a, gray line). Parameter values: Δa = 1.05, Δb = 0.85, c = 1.5, α = 0.3, and êE = 0.1. Right panel: decision rule of
the propagandist as a function of group members stakes Δa and Δb. Parameter values: c = 1.5 and ê = 0.2. The area shaded
in gray is ruled out by the assumption that Δa > Δb.

17It is clear that linearity plays an important part in this result – both in terms of the technology and how norms matter for
optimal effort. An alternative specification for γ would feature (strict) concavity. This could affect the propagandist’s incen-
tives to air the divisive norm. In particular, choosing the divisive norm could have a smaller effect on the probability of
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The literature on populism has found some support for the prediction documented in
Proposition 2. In particular, populist leaders in a range of polities – Venezuela, Turkey, and
the US – have mobilized previously marginalized voters; that is, faced relatively high mobilization
costs using divisive rhetoric (Anduiza, Guinjoan, and Rico 2019; Cheeseman and Larmer 2015; de
la Torre 2017; McCoy and Somer 2019).18 For example, former US President, Donald Trump,
implored his supporters to ‘fight like hell’ even in the face of increasingly high costs when trying
to overturn the results of the 2020 presidential election (NPR, 2021). Research has shown that
such divisive rhetoric can substantially change political outcomes (Newman et al. 2021).

In general, however, Lemma 3 and Proposition 2 imply that mobilization costs (and pre-
existing norms) have a non-monotone effect on equilibrium norms. This is illustrated in Fig. 3.

The intuition is as follows. As can be seen from Lemma 3, an increase in either factor decreases
the norms that citizens find acceptable; everything as being equal, this effect decreases the equi-
librium norm. However, after a certain point (as described in expression 5), the propagandist stra-
tegically refrains from airing universal norms and switches to divisive norms, rendering
equilibrium norms more demanding. Both mobilization costs (and existing identity norms) are
difficult to measure. However, even assuming that they could be accurately measured, as a con-
sequence of this non-monotone relationship, future empirical scholarship attempting to measure
the effect of mobilization costs on identity norms (or pre-existing identity norms) may find a
positive or negative effect – depending on the cost levels that form the bases of the comparisons.

I conclude this section with a brief discussion on how one can use the model to investigate the
effect of the sizes of different factions. In the Appendix, I generalize the analysis so that there are
n citizens, divided into factions of potentially unequal sizes. Specifically, out of the n citizens, k
are assumed to be members of the faction a whereas n− k citizens are members of the more mod-
erate faction b. The propagandist still decides between the moderate, universally affirmed norm
and the more demanding, divisive norm. The generalization of expression 5 is:

Da ≥ n
k
[Db − (n− k)êEc].

Clearly, the left-hand side is decreasing in k: the higher the number of extremists, the more
attractive the divisive norm ê∗∗ becomes. However, depending on parameter values, choosing
the divisive norm can be optimal even though moderate material interests characterize
most group members. In particular, I show in the Appendix that when the difference in stakes
Δa− Δb is large, the divisive norm can emerge in equilibrium even though the extremists are
in the minority. Thus, a relatively small, extreme minority can drive the emergence of harsh iden-
tity norms and behavior.

Strategic Interaction among Citizens
Existing empirical work suggests that strategic interaction among citizens – and especially coord-
ination incentives – is often crucial for upholding norms (Invernizzi et al. 2021). In this section, I
adapt the mobilization stage to include richer strategic incentives for citizens. I show that strategic
interaction at the mobilization stage induces multiple equilibria at the affirmation stage. This has
two important implications. First, it complicates the propagandist’s calculus, having to take into
account not only each citizen’s affirmation constraint but also their expectations about other citi-
zen’s affirmation constraints. Second, multiple equilibria can explain why actors, organizations, or
polities that seem similar in terms of observable attributes can end up with very different identity

obtaining the outcome y = 1, and hence on the propagandist’s utility. Everything else being equal, this should decrease the
attractiveness of pushing for the more demanding, divisive identity norm.

18That this rhetorical strategy is not inherent to populism is exemplified by research on populist politicians in Asia
(Pepinsky 2020). Because of the different political environments, populists do not choose divisive rhetoric.
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norms (Carrillo and Gromb 1999; Gibbons 2010) and, ultimately, success rates (Amenta et al.
2010).

As before, there are two citizens, indexed by i = a, b. In contrast to the model variation
analyzed in the previous subsection, I assume here that the citizens’ stakes are equal, that is,
Δa = Δb≡ Δ. However, the technology is now given by:

Pr (y = 1|ea, eb) ; g (ea, eb) = gn(ea + eb)+ gseaeb.

The term γn > 0 scales non-strategic incentives whereas the term γs represents strategic incentives.
If γs > 0, the mobilization stage features strategic complements, whereas if γs < 0, the game features
strategic substitutes. I assume that γn > |γs| to ensure citizens choose positive levels of effort in
equilibrium. As before, I assume that the group members choose to affirm or not simultaneously.
Let t = (ta, tb) be the vector of affirmation choices.

Consider first the equilibrium at the effort stage. Each group member i solves:

max
ei[[0,1]

g (ei, e−i)D− c
2
e2i −

a

2
(ei − êi)

2

This maximization problem implies the following best response function:

ei(e−i) = gn + gse−i

a+ c
D+ a

a+ c
êi.

Note that citizen i’s best response is increasing in e−i if γs > 0 and decreasing in e−i if γs < 0, as
expected. Moreover, i’s best response is a function of i’s identity norm only.

Solving the pair of best response functions yields the equilibrium effort levels:

e∗i =E0 + E1êi + E2ê−i, (6)

where the constants E0, E1, and E2 are defined in the Appendix. Intuitively, citizen i’s equilibrium
effort is a linear function of both i’s and −i’s (actual, affirmed) identity norm. The sign of E2 is

Figure 3. Effect of Mobilization Costs (left panel) and pre-existing norms (right panel) on identity norms. Parameter values:
Δa = 1.25, Δb = 1. Left panel: êE = 0.2 and c∈ [Δb, Δb + 1]. Right panel: c = 1.3, and êE [ [0, (Db/c)].
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equal to the sign of γs, so that when citizen −i’s identity norm becomes more demanding, i’s
effort increases (decreases) if the game features strategic complements (substitutes).

The next step is to solve for the equilibrium at the affirmation stage. It is again useful to con-
sider the value of i’s identity norm, holding −i’s identity norm fixed:

Vi(êi, ê−i) = g(e∗i , e
∗
−i)D− c

2
(e∗i )

2 − a

2
(e∗i −êi)

2

where all equilibrium actions are a function of both i’s and −i’s respective identity norms, as out-
lined in expression 6. Consider the derivative of Vi with respect to i’s identity norm:

∂Vi

∂êi
= ∂g

∂ei

∂e∗i
∂êi

+ ∂g

∂e−i

∂e∗−i

∂êi

( )
D− ce∗i

∂e∗i
∂êi

− a(e∗i −êi)
∂e∗i
∂êi

− 1

( )

= ∂e∗i
∂êi

∂g

∂ei
D− ce∗i −a(e∗i −êi)

[ ]
︸����������������︷︷����������������︸

Effect on own behavior

+ ∂g

∂e−i

∂e∗−i

∂êi
D︸�����︷︷�����︸

Effect on other behavior

+ a(e∗i −êi)︸���︷︷���︸
Effect on preferences

There are three effects detailed in the preceding expression. As before, when looking at the mar-
ginal effect of a more demanding identity norm, the ‘Effect on own behavior’ is 0 while the effect
on preferences can be positive or negative. In addition, there is now a third effect: affirming a
more demanding identity norm has positive or negative implications for −i’s behavior because
depending on the sign of γs, a more demanding identity norm can increase or decrease the
other citizen’s effort level. This effect stems from the presence of richer strategic incentives at
the mobilization stage.

I now investigate what kind of identity content is accepted; that is, under which conditions
does the inequality Vi(êiP, ê−i) ≥ Vi(êiE, ê−i) hold. Similar to the baseline model, the inequality
can be re-arranged to reveal that citizen i accepts an interval of identity norms. Specifically:

Lemma 4. Suppose that some identity content is affirmed ( ∂Vi
∂êi

|êi=ê−i=êE . 0) and that êP . êE.
There exist constants T0 and T1 such that i affirms êP if and only if:

êP ≤ T0 + T1 · ê−i(t−i),

where ê−i(t−i) is the norm by the other citizen, −i, that depends on the conjectured affirmation
choice by −i, t−i. Importantly, the sign of T1 is equal to the sign of γs.

To see the implications of Lemma 4, consider the following two cases. Consider the case of stra-
tegic complements first, that is, γs > 0, which implies T1 > 0. Substantively, this means that citizen
i is willing to accept more demanding identity content if i expects −i to do the same. This means
that the range of affirmed identity content is wider if −i also affirms the new identity content.
Now consider the case of strategic substitutes, that is, γs < 0, which implies T1 < 0. Now citizen
i is less willing to accept more demanding identity if i expects −i to affirm. In other words,
the range of affirmed content is tighter if −i affirms new identity content.

The analysis so far reveals that the mobilization stage has spillover effects on the affirmation
stage. To investigate this further, define ê′ ; T0 + T1êE and ê′′ as the solution to

ê′′ = T0 + T1ê
′′ ⇒ ê′′ ;

T0

1− T1
.

The interpretation of these two values depends on the nature of strategic interaction. Again, con-
sider the case of strategic complements first. Here, if ê′ . êE , then ê′′ . ê′ and consider the
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following cases.19 First, suppose that the proposed êP is smaller than ê′. This means that each i
will affirm even if they expect the other group member not to affirm. As a result, the affirmation
stage is dominance solvable and each player chooses to affirm: t* = (1, 1). Second, suppose that
êP . ê′′. Now, neither player affirms, even if they expect the other player to affirm: t* = (0, 0).
Third, suppose that the proposed êP is in an intermediate range; that is, in between ê′ and ê′′.
In this case, there are multiple (pure strategy) equilibria because expectations can be self-
fulfilling. If i expects −i not to affirm, neither will i and so t* = (0, 0). However, if i expects −i
to affirm, so will i and so t* = (1, 1).

Now consider the case of strategic substitutes. Here, if ê′ . êE, then ê . ê′′ and consider the fol-
lowing cases. First, suppose that the proposed êP is smaller than ê′′. The affirmation stage is again
dominance solvable and both group member affirm, so that t = (1, 1) is the unique equilibrium.
Moreover, if êP . ê′, then both citizens choose not to affirm. In the intermediate range in which
êP is between ê′′ and ê′, there are multiple asymmetric equilibria at the affirmation stage, so that
t = (1, 0) and t = (0, 1) are both equilibria. The reason is that if citizen i expects citizen −i to affirm,
they do not wish to affirm themselves. Conversely, citizen −i expects i not to affirm, so they are
willing to affirm themselves. In this range, citizens become endogenously differentiated, even though
they are ex ante identical; that is, have the same stakes, mobilization costs, and salience of identity.

This latter finding has interesting substantive implications when the model is applied to revo-
lutionary politics. In contrast to the case of strategic complements, if they are multiple equilibria,
they differ not in terms of total effort exerted but, rather, in who exerts a high effort and who
exerts a low effort. Due to self-fulfilling expectations, one citizen becomes a ‘vanguard,’ exerting
high effort, while the other becomes a ‘follower,’ exerting lower levels of effort. Most theories of
vanguards assume that vanguards display some special characteristic that makes them more
skilled revolutionaries (e.g., Bueno De Mesquita 2010).20 Here, however, citizens are ex ante iden-
tical and only become differentiated – in terms of identity norms and equilibrium effort levels –
due to the strategic interaction inherent in the game.

Finally, consider the propagandist’s choice. The propagandist wishes to maximize the effort
levels exerted. Differentiating the propagandist’s objective function, it is the case that independent
of the sign of γs, the propagandist chooses either ê′ or ê′′; that is, the endpoints of the intervals of
affirmed identity norms. When effort choices are strategic complements, the coordination prob-
lem at the affirmation stage looms especially large. If the group members are uncoordinated, that
is, t* = (0, 0) for any êP . ê′, then the best the propagandist can do is to propose ê∗P = ê′. If the
group members are coordinated so that t* = (1, 1) even for more demanding identity norms, the
propagandist proposes ê∗P = ê′′. Summarizing:

Proposition 3. Suppose that effort levels are strategic complements. There are two pure strategy
equilibria. Equilibrium identity content will be more demanding if the group members are coordi-
nated at the affirmation stage.

When effort levels are strategic substitutes, the propagandist faces a similar tradeoff to the case in
which there are heterogeneous preferences. In particular, the leader chooses between inducing a
moderate norm that is affirmed by all and a more demanding norm that is affirmed by one group
member only. However, this is not driven by intrinsic differences (in terms of preferences or
information) between citizens, but rather by the strategic incentives among symmetrically situ-
ated citizens. I show in the Appendix that for a wide range of parameter values, the propagandist
choose the former option, airing the moderate, universally accepted norm.

19For proof of this claim, see the Appendix.
20My notion is related to the ‘early risers’ definition of a vanguard (for a comparison of different vanguard definitions, see

Shadmehr and Bernhardt 2019).
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In general, the analysis demonstrates that when there are rich strategic incentives at the mobil-
ization stage, they have spillover effects for affirming proposed identity norms. Thus, otherwise
identical actors, organizations, or polities can exhibit very different identity norms. From research
in sociology, economics, and political science, there are two pieces of evidence that speak to the
results. First, research across these fields demonstrates that seemingly similar organizations can
end up with very different norms or, more generally, ‘cultures’ (Carrillo and Gromb 1999;
Gibbons 2010). For example, scholars have shown that organizations as disparate as firms and
social movements develop distinct behavioral codes (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). Second, research
also shows that seemingly similar organizations can have a very different ‘effectiveness,’ both in
terms of intermediate and ultimate policy goals (Amenta et al. 2010). For example, there is signifi-
cant variation in rebel organization to avoid civilian casualties, even among groups with similar
observable attributes (Gibilisco, Kenkel, and Rueda 2022; Humphreys and Weinstein 2006).

Interaction with Material Incentives
In many situations, leaders attempt to shape citizen action by broadcasting propaganda and by pro-
viding direct material incentives in the form of repression (‘sticks’) or cooptation (‘carrots’)
(Gehlbach, Sonin, and Svolik 2016). In this section, I consider an expanded model in which the
propagandist can simultaneously propose new identity norms and use material incentives, denoted
by r [ [0, �r], to motivate citizen effort. Choosing a higher level of material incentives is more
costly, so her cost function Ψ(r) is increasing, convex, and satisfies standard Inada conditions.21

I show that a higher level of material incentives, r, relaxes the citizen’s affirmation constraint
and enables the propagandist to choose more demanding identity norms – which also enhances
the effectiveness of material incentives. Thus, the citizen’s affirmation calculus is a source of com-
plementarity between material incentives and propaganda, which can explain why many regimes
that invest heavily in repression also air extreme propaganda claims (Gehlbach 2018).

Importantly, I assume that the citizen’s stakes, Δ, are an increasing and (weakly) concave func-
tion of material incentives is, ∂D

∂r . 0 and ∂2D
∂r2 ≤ 0. This can be justified by either assuming that the

citizen obtains a reward when achieving the more favourable outcome y = 1 (which would imply
that u(1) is an increasing function of r), or by assuming that the citizen is punished when failing
to achieve the outcome y = 1 (which would mean that u(0) is a decreasing function of r). Finally,
for consistency with the baseline model, I assume that there is scope of more demanding identity
norms even if the level of material incentive is 0; that is, êE , D(0)

c .22

Replicating the steps from above, we have that optimal citizen effort is given by
e∗(r, ê) = D(r)+aê

a+c . This term is increasing both in the level of the identity norm ê and in the
size of the material incentives r. Moreover, the citizen affirms new identity content if:

êP ≤ 2D(r)
c

− êE.

Intuitively, an increase in material incentives increases the likelihood that the proposed identity is
accepted and relaxes the affirmation constraint of the citizen.

Given the citizen’s calculus, the propagandist’s optimization problem is:

max
r,êP

1 êP ≤ 2D
c
− êE

( )
D(r)+ aêP

a+ c

[ ]
+ 1 êP .

2D
c
− êE

( )
D(r)+ aêE

a+ c

[ ]
−C(r)

21Specifically: ∂D
∂r |r=0 . 0, ∂D

∂r |r=�r , 1, lim
r�0

C′(r) = 0, and lim
r��r

C′(r) = 1.
22This assumption requires that Δ(0)≥ 0. Besides consistency with the baseline model, the assumption is made for ana-

lytical convenience. More generally, one could imagine that this inequality only holds for levels of r above a certain threshold,
incentivizing the leader to choose levels of r above it.
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her utility is increasing in êP whenever êP ≤ 2D(r)
c − êE and independent of êP otherwise.

Consequently, it must be the case that êP = 2D(r∗)
c − êE . Plugging this expression into the

maximization problem yields that the optimal level of material incentives, r*, must be the
positive (by Inada conditions) and unique (by concavity) solution to the following first-order
condition:

(a+ c)−1 ∂D

∂r
1+ 2a

c

[ ]
− ∂C

∂r
= 0.

Examining the propagandist’s optimal choices reveals the following:

Proposition 4. When material incentives become (marginally) cheaper to impose, identity propa-
ganda becomes more demanding.

The analysis has two important implications. First, the spillover effect documented in
Proposition 4 is consistent with the empirical regularity that regimes that most heavily invest
in propaganda are often also the ones that repress their citizenry most severely (Gehlbach
2018). Examples include Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union, and North Korea today.
Interestingly, however, current game-theoretic work frequently finds the opposite; regimes, or
dictators, that rely heavily on repression (propaganda) do not use propaganda (repression). A
general intuition for this relationship of substitutability can be described as follows: a dictator
wishes to achieve some objective (for example, staying in office, successful mobilization) and
can use material incentives as well as propaganda to obtain this goal. In equilibrium, the dictator
will choose a higher level of the instrument that has the better effectiveness-cost ratio. In turn, if
the costs for either material incentives or propaganda increase, the dictator will shift resources to
the other instrument (Luo and Rozenas 2018; Tyson and Smith 2018; Wintrobe 1990). Relatedly,
Guriev and Treisman (2015) find that (factual) propaganda and repression are substitutes;
that is, the regime uses either propaganda or repression, but never both. The intuition is different,
however. In their model, there is uncertainty over the competence of the dictator, and the use of
repression reveals the dictator to be incompetent. As a result, when using repression, belief
manipulation through propagandistic communication is completely ineffective and will not be
employed by the dictator. Here, by contrast, the citizen does not learn about the leader’s
competence but, rather, affirms identity norms. This creates an endogenous source of comple-
mentarity; higher material incentives increase the citizen’s stakes, rendering him more likely to
affirm demanding identity norms to increase his expected payoff when mobilizing for political
action.23

Second, the analysis suggests a rationale for effective identity propaganda even for the case in
which citizens are initially materially opposed to exerting any effort, that is, u(0) > u(1). As dis-
cussed above, when citizens value the outcome y = 0 more than outcome y = 1, identity propa-
ganda cannot be effective. However, it might be the case that the propagandists can employ
material incentives to render the stakes positive – which also enables effective identity propa-
ganda. Thus, giving the propagandist the ability to cheaply allocate material resources may
also give the propagandist the ability to effectively use propagandistic communication to shape
behavior.

23Other scholarship also identifies sources of complementarity between material incentives and propaganda. However,
these contributions do not focus on identity statements, and the complementarity is due to very different reasons. In
Chen and Xu (2017), economic reforms and propaganda go hand in hand because material improvements increase the
regime’s credibility, which it exploits by airing more intense propaganda. In Horz (2021), repression and propagandistic com-
munication, modelled as ‘spins of events’, are complements. There, the cause is that repression reduces the incentives of the
audience to be Bayesian information processors, rendering it more willing to accept propaganda unquestioningly.
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Conclusion
In this paper, I analyzed an important subset of propaganda which I call identity propaganda.
When broadcasting identity propaganda, the propagandist attempts to change opinions about
what it means to be a member of a social group. My analysis implies that propagandists are
able to exploit their agenda-setting power to design effective identity norms, which explains a
large set of empirical findings (Bleck and Michelitch 2017; DellaVigna et al. 2014; Enikolopov,
Petrova, and Zhuravskaya 2011; Mitts, Phillips, and Walter 2022; Peisakhin and Rozenas 2018;
Yanagizawa-Drott 2014). Moreover, when the propagandist’s audience is heterogeneous in
terms of their preferences, mobilization costs and pre-existing norms can have an ambiguous
effect on identity norms because an increase in either factor causes group members to affirm
less demanding norms, but propagandists respond by strategically designing divisive norms
that are accepted by the more radical members of the group only. The fact populist leaders
seem to use especially divisive rhetoric when attempting to mobilize previously marginalized
groups (who presumably face high costs of participating in collective action) provides some sup-
port for this prediction. I also show that when the propagandists can cheaply allocate material
rewards or punishments, identity propaganda will similarly be more demanding. By contrast,
the nature of strategic interaction at the mobilization stage has an ambiguous effect on identity
norms.

My analysis shows that psychological and rational choice approaches to politics can be fruit-
fully combined. Historically, these approaches have provided competing explanations for political
phenomena. Recent work shows that they can be fruitfully combined to provide more convincing
explanations for a range of phenomena (Acharya, Blackwell, and Sen 2018; Diermeier and Li
2019). In this paper, identity matters for effort because of non-material, psychological concerns.
However, the extent to which identities can change depends on material concerns – as implied by
the citizen’s rational calculus. Thus, material and non-material considerations jointly shape pol-
itical decisions and outcomes.

This paper also suggests several avenues for future work. First, I assume that the propagandist
has the exclusive agenda-setting power to propose identity norms. By contrast, future work
should explicitly endogenize the conditions under which social group leaders have the authority
to put forward new identity norms. An empirically plausible scenario involves competition by
another elite actor because, in all but the most dictatorial regimes, propagandists usually have
to take into account communication by other elites. In the Appendix, I provide the first step
in this direction by incorporating a second propagandist into the baseline model. I assume
that the second propagandist has different material interests than the propagandist in the baseline
case, and I show that equilibrium identity norms converge to the optimal identity norm described
above. The reason is that both propagandists are incentivized to ‘undercut’ their respective claims
to induce the citizen to accept their proposed identity norm. Consequently, in a competitive
environment, identity propaganda is still effective at changing behavior but now does so in a
way that benefits the citizen. Future work may extend this analysis to consider the effects of stra-
tegic interaction at the mobilization stage when propagandists compete for attention or to con-
sider the effects of allowing one propagandist to partially censor the other.

Second, scholars could extend the model to consider the interaction between factual and iden-
tity propaganda, as well as the interaction between salience and norm identity propaganda.
However, given the scarcity of formal work involving identity propaganda, I abstract away
from these kinds of interactions in this paper and consider a special case in which the propagand-
ist solely engages in identity-based norm propaganda. In practice, of course, propagandistic state-
ments often contain aspects of both factual and non-factual (for example, identity), propaganda,
or messaging about different identity norms and about increasing the salience of identity – even a
single sentence can contain several types. Moreover, factual propaganda may be uttered with the
aim of not only shaping the audience’s perception of the state of the world but also shaping its
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identity; propagandistic claims about whether or not massacres or other atrocities ‘really hap-
pened’ is one example. Scrutinizing such communication while taking into account receivers’
incentives to affirm communication and hence change their attitudes is an important avenue
for future work.24

Finally, future work could also conceptualize identity differently. There are two ways to aug-
ment my analysis. On the one hand, I focused on identity norms and relied on a particular func-
tional form for the identity portion of the citizen’s utility function, which featured symmetric
costs for ‘too low’ and ‘too high’ effort choices. In contrast to this case, leaders sometimes com-
municate to citizens that they ought to at least make some level of effort, but if they want to do
more, that is even better. In the Appendix, I provide a first step for a more complete future ana-
lysis by considering alternative specifications of the citizen’s utility function. I briefly discuss the
case in which UI = a1(e ≥ ê), which means that the citizen receives an identity ‘bonus’ (α)
whenever his effort choice is at least equal to the active norm, ê. In this case, the conditions
for effective identity propaganda are different – the propagandist is influential if existing
norms are relatively demanding – but the comparative static results for the propagandist’s choice
are identical, increasing in the stakes Δ but decreasing in the mobilization costs c. Thus, while
some of the results here rely on the symmetry of the loss function, some comparative static results
are robust.

On the other hand, future work could also look beyond identity norms, scrutinizing the pro-
pagandist’s ability to manipulate when identity is conceptualized differently. In the Appendix, I
show how the general approach to identity propaganda – the leader makes a proposal about a
new meaning of an identity while the citizen can affirm or reject it – can be adapted to the
case in which identity matters because it implies a particular configuration of citizens’ social pre-
ferences. For example, a citizen’s identity can be more or less altruistic with respect to another
citizen. These different action spaces and identity parameters yield richer interpretations – for
example, identities can be ‘antagonistic,’ as in the ethnic politics literature – and potentially tigh-
ter connections to empirical analyses.25

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0007123423000182.
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