
European Journal of International Security (2025), page 1 of 24
doi:10.1017/eis.2025.10035

RESEARCH ARTICLE

From crisis to commitment: How empowerment and
threat perceptions influence individuals’ defence
willingness
Hanna Bäck1, Amanda Remsö2, Emma Renström2 and Roxanna Sjöstedt1

1Department of Political Science, Lund University, Lund, Sweden and 2Department of Psychology, Kristianstad University,
Kristianstad, Sweden
Corresponding author: Roxanna Sjöstedt; Email: roxanna.sjostedt@svet.lu.se

(Received 2 July 2025; revised 22 October 2025; accepted 1 December 2025)

In times of new geopolitical challenges, many states have revived the concept of total defence, in which all
citizens contribute to national defence efforts. How authorities communicate the need of this new defence
strategy and when such crisis communication leads to an increased defence willingness is an important
research question. We hypothesise that individuals who feel a sense of empowerment or an increased
risk of war when exposed to crisis communication are more willing to engage in the defence. To evalu-
ate our hypotheses, we collected representative survey data from 2,068 Swedish respondents, at the same
time as the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency was distributing a new brochure on expectations on and
advice for citizens in case of war. By analysing the responses of individuals who had read or not read the
brochure, we gauge the impact of the crisis communication on defence willingness. The results show that
individuals experiencing a higher sense of empowerment and perceiving a higher risk of war when having
read the booklet were more willing to engage in total defence activities. This has important implications
for our understanding of how specific types of crisis communication influence commitment and defence
willingness in the population.

Keywords: crisis communication; defence willingness; political psychology; threat; total defence

Introduction
Military threat levels are increasing. We must be prepared for the worst-case scenario – an
armed attack on Sweden … Our courage and will to defend our open society are vital, even
though it may require us to make certain sacrifices. If Sweden is attacked, we will never
surrender. Any suggestion to the contrary is false.1

In times of increased military threats and new geopolitical challenges, national defence has rapidly
become a top priority on political agendas, even in countries with little or no recent experience of
armed conflict. Additionally, many states have revived the Cold War-era concept of civil defence,
reintroducing it as part of a broader national security strategy. This shift of strategy views citizens
as active participants in a so-called total defence approach, in which every individual contributes
to the protection of the nation against antagonistic actors. Given the magnitude of this shift, how
political leaders and authorities communicate these expectations, and how individual citizens and
residents perceive, understand, and internalise them, becomes an important component of the

1Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency/Myndigheten för samhällsskydd och beredskap, In Case of Crisis or War. Publication
number MSB2400 (2024), p. 5.
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national defence effort. This development also constitutes an important question in terms of what
role such communication, here referred to as crisis communication, plays in shaping individuals’
defence willingness and how this context of new security challenges is perceived at the population
level.

Recently, there has been a development in research on individual threat perceptions and will-
ingness to participate in national defence. One important study, combining global data with focus
groups,2 challenges the sometimes-claimed notion that defence willingness is in decline,3 instead
demonstrating that conflict proximity plays an important role. Another relevant study, comparing
survey data before and after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, shows that threat perceptions have lim-
ited explanatory value,4 while yet others find that alliance support5 or identity6 play pivotal roles.
However, albeit of clear relevance to our study, much of this research focuses on willingness to
engage in military defence as the measured outcome, while overlooking other components of a
comprehensive total defence strategy. Moreover, with some notable exceptions,7 the role of crisis
communication by authorities in affecting public defence willingness is rarely addressed.

Webelieve this is an oversight in need of exploration.Given the limited interest amongst security
and defence studies regarding the effects of authority crisis communication on individual defence
willingness, insights from adjacent research areas different areas of crisis and communication can
be of value. The field of crisis management studies, for instance, has prompted a dynamic research
field that spans across academic disciplines. However, the crises examined mainly concern societal
threats like hurricanes, pandemics, and earthquakes. Strategic communication often connects to
national security and defence but mainly focuses on different aspects of the sender of communica-
tion. How individual citizens react to and perceive this communication has often been overlooked
in these analyses.

Thus, while engaging with the different fields of defence studies, crisis management, and strate-
gic communication studies, a gap nevertheless exists in terms of pinpointing the relationship
between authorities’ communication and framing, and individual defence willingness. This paper
attempts to contribute to the understanding of the complex phenomenon of how crisis communi-
cation from government authorities is perceived and internalised by individuals, asking: How does
crisis communication influence individuals’ willingness to engage in total defence?

To answer this question and theorise on the logics behind individuals’ information internalisa-
tion and agency, we draw on research in social and political psychology, as this field has developed
theoretical arguments about mechanisms explaining different forms of political behaviour by
focusing on emotional reactions and threat perceptions.8 We hypothesise that individuals might

2Alexander Sorg, Wolfgang Wagner, and Michal Onderco, ‘Fighting for their country: How proximate conflict shapes
citizens’ attitudes’, European Journal of International Security (2025), pp. 1–19. https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.12.

3E.g., Ronald F. Inglehart, Bi Puranen, andChristianWelzel, ‘Decliningwillingness to fight for one’s country:The individual-
level basis of the long peace’, Journal of Peace Research, 52:4 (2015), pp. 418–34; James J. Sheehan, Where Have All the Soldiers
Gone?: The Transformation of Modern Europe (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2009).

4Thomas Persson and Sten Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO: Explaining defence willingness among Swedes’, European
Security, 33:4 (2024), pp. 690–710.

5Toms Rostoks and Inta Mierin̦a, ‘NATO’s reassurance and the willingness to defend one’s country: Survey evidence from
Latvia’, European Security, 34:3 (2025), pp. 386–406.

6Ralph Sundberg and Gina Gustavsson, ‘Defending the national identity: Exploring the links between a multidimensional
national identity concept and the willingness to defend one’s country’, European Security (2025), pp. 1–21. https://doi.org/10.
1080/09662839.2025.2540091.

7E.g., Oscar L. Larsson, ‘The connections between crisis and war preparedness in Sweden’, Security Dialogue, 52:4
(2020), pp. 306–24; Mathias Ericson, Maja Svenbro, and Misse Wester, ‘Total defense as a happy object: Gendering mobi-
lization of civil defense in Sweden’, Critical Military Studies, 9:4 (2022), pp. 497–512; Evangelia Petridou, Erna Danielsson,
Anna Olofsson, Minna Lundgren, and Christine Große, ‘If crisis or war comes: A study of risk communication of eight
European Union Member States’, Journal of International Crisis and Risk Communication Research, 2:2 (2019), pp. 207–32;
Chu-Ling Tseng, Ding-Yi Lai, Wen-Cheng Fu, and Wen-Chin Wu, ‘Lost in words: Framing effects on measures of willingness
to fight’, Working Paper (2024), available at {https://wapor.org/wp-content/uploads/Tsenq-Lost-in-Words_-Framing-Effects-
on-Measures-of-Willingness-to-Fight.pdf}, accessed 15 August 2025.

8E.g., Brian L. Burke, Andy Martens, and Erik H. Faucher, ‘Two decades of terror management theory: A meta-analysis
of mortality salience research’, Personality and Social Psychology Review, 14:2 (2010), pp. 155–95; Emma A. Renström and
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respond to crisis communication in different ways, and that the emotions and perceptions that
arise when exposed to such communicationmatter for whether the individual will respondwith an
increased willingness to defend the country. More specifically, we hypothesise that when exposed
to crisis communication, individuals will feel a sense of empowerment and become more willing
to engage in the national defence. We also hypothesise that crisis communication will increase the
perceived risk of war, which in turn may increase an individual’s willingness to defend the country.

To evaluate our hypotheses, we collected representative survey data among 2,068 Swedish
respondents during the period when the brochure In Case of Crisis or War was distributed to every
household in Sweden by the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (Myndigheten för samhällsskydd
och beredskap/MSB) during November 2024. Our research design implies that some respondents
responded to our questionnaire before they had received and read the crisis communication
brochure, and others answered the questionnaire after they had read the brochure, allowing us
to evaluate the effects of communication on individuals’ defence willingness in a form of quasi-
experimental setting. The results support our hypotheses, showing that individuals experience a
higher sense of empowerment and perceive a higher risk of war after having read the brochure,
which was associated with a higher defence willingness.

Background and theory
The revival of total defence and individuals’ defence willingness: An overview
To examine the impact of crisis communication on individuals’ defence willingness in times of
military threat, it is crucial to understand the concept of total defence and its security and societal
implications. Total defence encompasses both military and civil defence and represents a ‘whole of
society approach to national security’,9 meaning that national security is not solely a matter for the
political ormilitary spheres of a state. Instead, security is a ‘shared task of the entire society – itmust
be based on a people’s defense’.10 The comprehensive aspect makes it an effective security strategy
for small states, aiming to deter a potential enemy by increasing the cost of military aggression
and reducing the chances of success.11 Traditionally, the total defence approach was employed by
the militarily small and non-aligned, as this was regarded as the only way to withstand more pow-
erful adversaries. Switzerland, Sweden, and Finland are examples where non-alignment and total
defence served as guiding principles throughout the Cold War. Given the current international
security situation, mid-sized states have also indicated an interest in this security arrangement,
thus making it relevant to a wide array of actors.12

While researchers and practitioners agree on the importance of bothmilitary and civilian actors
in a society under threat of armed conflict,13 most prior total defence research has studied the
role of government agencies and the civil servants therein.14 Although attempts of problematising
the individual citizen in a total defence context indeed exist, for instance by examining changing

Hanna Bäck, ‘Political psychology and political participation’, in Marco Giugni and Maria Grasso (eds), The Oxford Handbook
of Political Participation (Oxford University Press, 2022), pp. 152–66.

9James Kenneth Wither, ‘Back to the future? Nordic total defence concepts’, Defence Studies, 20:1 (2020), pp. 61–81 (p. 62).
10Jan Ångström and Kristin Ljungkvist, ‘Unpacking the varying strategic logics of total defence’, Journal of Strategic Studies,

47:4 (2024), pp. 498–522 (p. 500).
11Wither, ‘Back to the future?’
12Government Offices of Sweden, ‘Statement of Intent between the Ministry of Defence of the Kingdom of Sweden and the

Ministry of the Interior and Administration of the Republic of Poland’, 2025–02-19, available at {https://www.regeringen.se/
contentassets/a7443d5aff9649f885e7985545936d72/letter-of-intent-sweden.pdf}, accessed 15 August 2025.

13E.g., Mark Rhinard and Sebastian Larsson (eds), Nordic Societal Security: Convergence and Divergence (Taylor & Francis,
2021); Myndigheten för Psykologiskt Försvar, Opinioner 2024. Allmänhetens syn på samhällsskydd, beredskap, säkerhetspoli-
tik och försvar (2024), available at {https://mpf.se/publikationer/publikationer/2025-01-15-undersokningen-opinioner-2024},
accessed 17 October 2025; Myndigheten för Samhällsskydd och Beredskap, Framåtanda – en prioritering av åtgärder för att
stärka det civila försvaret, Publikationsnummer MSB2263 (2023).

14Cf. Jana Wrange, ‘Outsider socialization: Sweden’s interactions with NATO in civil defence prior to membership’, Defence
Studies, 24:2 (2024), pp. 299–319.
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perceptions of the individual in Swedish civil defence planning,15 or how constructed identity pred-
ications shape discourses regarding the role of individuals in total defence efforts,16 most previous
studies have focused on different aspects of military participation.17

Willingness to defend is a complex concept. It can be applied to both the individual, societal,
or national level of analysis and has a myriad of meanings and definitions. In an ambitious review
of the concept’s various synonyms, semantics, and meaning-making from a historical perspective,
Wedebrand and Jonsson arrive at the fairly open-ended definition of being ‘inclined to act or think
in certain ways for defence-related purposes’.18 They argue that such a definition allows the usage of
the concept towards both ‘contributing to the actual defense of one’s own country against an aggres-
sor, or more generally, of contributing to the country’s overall defense capability’. Such a definition
can also be ‘applied to different types of subjects (individuals or groups, military or civilian, and so
on), situations (such as peace, gray zone, or war), and types of antagonism (armed or unarmed)’.19

Adhering to this definition, and to the broad concept of total defence, we focus on three aspects
of individuals’ willingness to defend, which ranges from low-cost efforts to having actual combative
roles in case of war. Thereby we can capture a general effect on willingness to defend that can add
to the study on defence willingness that goes beyond the often-asked questions of being willing to
contribute to the military defence.20

This focus on the military aspect of individual engagement also becomes apparent when sur-
veying the field of other academic contributions. One strand of research focuses on willingness to
fight in professional military forces such as the Canadian or the US armed forces.21 Other studies
focus on individuals’ willingness to defend, either in relation to conscription22 or, as with most
recent research, with the Ukraine invasion as a case in point.23 Yet another set of studies analyse
willingness to fight or to defend in global analyses, paying particular attention to the role of ter-
ritorial proximity.24 In relation to the Swedish setting there exist both some academic work and
several survey reports on defence willingness. As mentioned above, Persson and Widmalm exam-
ine Swedish defence willingness in relation to threat perceptions,25 and in a recent study Sundberg
and Gustavsson analyse the effects of identity on defence willingness.26

15Fredrik Bertilsson, ‘Från fä till folk: Införandet av en empiriskt bestämd människosyn i den svenska civilförsvar-
splaneringen’, in Linus Salö (ed.), Humanvetenskapernas verkningar: Kunskap, samverkan, genomslag (Dialogos Förlag,
2021), pp. 120–44.

16Elin Montelius and Linda Kvarnlöf, ‘A challenged society: Constructions of vulnerable and resilient subjects in Swedish
total defence policies’, Critical Studies on Security (2025), pp. 1–24, https://doi.org/10.1080/21624887.2025.2509037.

17E.g., Sorg, Wagner, and Onderco, ‘Fighting for their country’; Inglehart, Puranen, and Welzel, ‘Declining willingness to
fight for one’s country’.

18Christoffer Wedebrand and Daniel Jonsson, Försvarsvilja i teori och praktik. Om försvarsviljans betydelse FOI-R-5155-SE
(Totalförsvarets forskningsinstitut, 2021), pp. 1–52 (p. 43); authors’ translation.

19Wedebrand and Jonsson, Försvarsvilja i teori och praktik.
20Cf. Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’.
21David R. Mandel and Amrit Litt, ‘The ultimate sacrifice: Perceived peer honor predicts troops’ willingness to risk their

lives’, Group Processes & Intergroup Relations, 16:3 (2013), pp. 375–88; Jo Jakobsen and Tor G. Jakobsen, ‘Tripwires and
free-riders: Do forward-deployed U.S. troops reduce the willingness of host-country citizens to fight for their country?’,
Contemporary Security Policy, 40:2 (2019), pp. 135–64; Christopher A. Simon, Nicholas P. Lovrich, Kenneth G. Verboncoeur,
and Michael C. Moltz, ‘Re-examining willingness to fight for one’s country: Exploring nature of conflict and citizenship status
effects in the United States and Canada’, Armed Forces & Society (2024). https://doi.org/10.1177/0095327X241269905.

22Orit Taubman-Ben-Ari and Liora Findler, ‘Motivation for military service: A terror management perspective’, Military
Psychology, 18:2 (2006), pp. 149–59; Maya Hadar and Teemu Häkkinen, ‘Conscription and willingness to defend as corner-
stones of national defense in Israel and Finland’, Journal of Political & Military Sociology, 47:2 (2020), pp. 188–218.

23Oleksandr Reznik, ‘The willingness of Ukrainians to fight for their own country on the eve of the 2022 Russian invasion’,
Post-Soviet Affairs, 39:5 (2023), pp. 329–46; Rostoks and Mierin̦a, ‘NATO’s reassurance and the willingness to defend one’s
country’.

24Nam Kyu Kim, ‘Territorial disputes and individual willingness to fight’, Journal of Peace Research, 57:3 (2020), pp. 406–21;
Sorg, Wagner, and Onderco, ‘Fighting for their country’.

25Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’.
26Sundberg and Gustavsson, ‘Defending the national identity’.
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Several surveys have been conducted on this topic, for example the degree of crisis and defence
willingness amongst individuals with a non-Swedish background,27 and in annual opinion polls
on matters relating to total defence and defence willingness.28 As found in these different studies,
and as summarised in a 2025 report: ‘the defense willingness in Sweden is high’.29

Crisis communication and defence willingness
Although these prior works provide important insights regarding the mechanisms as to why peo-
ple are willing to go to war or defend their country, they fail to capture and explain the broader
dynamics of individual agency and what role communication by authorities play in the context of
externalmilitary threats.When surveying the field exploring this relation, it becomes apparent that
the research on this topic is scant. However, there are a few notable exceptions. Some prior works
examine the role of framing on people’s resilience or willingness to defend ranging from studying
framing effects and social desirability bias in survey questions30 to cross-national comparisons of
authorities’ framing strategies in their risk communication to citizens.31

In a study focusing on Sweden, Larsson analyses a large corpus of material in relation to author-
ities’ information campaigns and communication to demonstrate that a specific genealogy, linking
together societal and national security strategies, has unfolded since the end of the Cold War.32
Similarly, but with an explicit focus on gender, another article finds that gender-based power and
norms dominate total defence communication.33

While these studies constitute an important point of departure for the current study, theymostly
focus on the sender of crisis information rather than what mechanisms or emotions are triggered
at the receiving end of such information. Turning to adjacent research fields studying, for exam-
ple, crisis information regarding non-military issues, it is found that information originating from
organisations relevant to the issue at hand, along with traditional media, tends to affect individual
responses and trigger certain emotions.34 Additionally, studies on crisis management in relation
to the Covid-19 pandemic show that information from authorities can induce emotions such as
outrage,35 but also feelings of national pride and trust.36

Studies of strategic communication, another proximate area of study, also study individual
responses with the explicit focus on psychological operations, so-called PSYOPs, as part of warfare.
Here, scholars have found different psychological mechanisms at play when explaining individu-
als’ reactions to PSYOPs and that PSYOP communication measures were facilitated by ingroup
identification and outgroup generalisations.37

Taken together, this prior research demonstrates that the framing by authorities plays an impor-
tant role in raising the public’s attention to problem areas and shaping the responses to them. It has

27Magnus Karlsson, Försvars-och krisinsatsvilja hos personer med utländsk bakgrund: En inledande deskription.
Arbetsrapportserie Nr. 110 (Marie Cederschiöld högskola, 2024).

28Myndigheten för Psykologiskt Försvar, Opinioner 2024.
29Viktoria Asp, Vi har det i oss. Människors incitament till försvarsvilja och motståndskraft (Centrum för totalförsvar

och samhällets säkerhet, 2025), p. 5, available at {https://www.fhs.se/arkiv/nyhetsarkiv/2025/2025-03-18-samhallsgemenskap-
bidrar-till-forsvarsvilja-och-motstandskraft.html}, accessed 15 October 2025.

30Tseng, Lai, Fu, and Wu, ‘Lost in words’.
31Petridou, Danielsson, Olofsson, Lundgren, and Große, ‘If crisis or war comes’.
32Larsson, ‘The connections between crisis and war preparedness’.
33Ericson, Svenbro, and Wester, ‘Total defense as a happy object’.
34Brooke Fisher Liu, Lucinda Austin, and Yan Jin, ‘How publics respond to crisis communication strategies: The interplay

of information form and source’, Public Relations Review, 37:4 (2011), pp. 345–53.
35Kristen M. C. Malecki, Julie A. Keating, and Nasia Safdar, ‘Crisis communication and public perception of COVID-19

risk in the era of social media’, Clinical Infectious Diseases, 72:4 (2021), pp. 697–702.
36RuthWodak, ‘Crisis communication and crisismanagement duringCOVID-19’,GlobalDiscourse, 11:3 (2021), pp. 329–53.
37ClaesWallenius and SofiaNilsson, ‘A lack of effect studies and of effects:The use of strategic communication in themilitary

domain’, International Journal of Strategic Communication, 13:5 (2019), pp. 404–17.
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also been shown that this crisis communication can elicit responses and emotions in individu-
als, something that points to the relevance of engaging with political and social psychology when
explaining individuals’ reactions to the framing by authorities.

Expectations about crisis communication and the defence willingness of individuals
Although situating our study in relation to earlier works on total defence and defence willing-
ness, as well as crisis management and strategic communication, when specifying our hypotheses
we draw from the fields of social and political psychology. In particular, we build on research on
empowerment,38 and studies on the role of perceived threat in explaining political behaviour.39

Psychological empowerment40 is a motivational construct described as a subjective, cogni-
tive, and attitudinal process that helps individuals feel effective, competent, and as though they
have agency.41 Hence, psychological empowerment increases self-determination,42 that is, the feel-
ing that one has choice and freedom. While the concepts of psychological empowerment and
self-determination originate in organisational psychology, these concepts are fruitful to apply to
political psychology, and in relation to motivation to engage in total defence. In this context,
empowerment would be associated with feelings of efficacy and agency and the potential that one’s
efforts have effects.

We believe that when individuals read crisis communication, their level of self-determination
and empowerment may increase and spur action. More specifically, we argue that feelings of
empowerment evoke positive emotions that play an important role in determining individu-
als’ willingness to engage in total defence. Some specific positive emotions seem significant for
empowerment, such as pride, determination and honour, which we focus on here.43

Determination can be viewed as one key aspect of empowerment,44 and determination in the
form of sensing the need to perform one’s civic duty has been found to be an important factor
in, for example, studies on national conscription. Safeguarding the nation is viewed as a greater
good promoted by narratives on ‘patriotism, collective responsibility, and camaraderie’, thereby
consolidating a perception of obligation and determination ‘to serve one’s country as an undisputed
value that sustains society’.45 Determination can also be linked to the sense of power a person gets
from engaging in a collective effort such as defence.46

Pride, or the positive feeling towards one’s community, group, or nation in terms of which values
they represent, is another emotion that contributes to empowerment.47 Feelings of pride can posi-
tively relate to emphasis on ingroup membership. Thus, if such feelings are evoked, for instance in
crisis communication, it is reasonable to believe that when key values one supports or feels pride
in are claimed to be threatened, a sense of empowerment regarding the need to manage the threat
is activated.

38Gretchen M. Spreitzer, ‘Psychological empowerment in the workplace: Dimensions, measurement, and validation’,
Academy of Management Journal, 38 (1995), pp. 1442–65.

39Burke, Martens, and Faucher, ‘Two decades of terror management theory’.
40Spreitzer, ‘Psychological empowerment in the workplace’.
41Marta Llorente-Alonso, Cristina García-Ael, and Gabriela Topa, ‘A meta-analysis of psychological empowerment:

Antecedents, organizational outcomes, and moderating variables’, Current Psychology, 43 (2024), pp. 1759–84.
42Edvard L. Deci, and Richard M. Ryan, Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination in Human Behavior (Springer Science

& Business Media, 1985).
43Spreitzer, ‘Psychological empowerment in theworkplace’; Tommy Svensson,UlrikaMüssener, andKristinaAlexanderson,

‘Pride, empowerment, and return to work: On the significance of promoting positive social emotions among sickness
absentees’, WORK: A Journal of Prevention, Assessment & Rehabilitation, 27:1 (2006), pp. 57–65.

44Spreitzer, ‘Psychological empowerment in the workplace’.
45Hadar and TeemuHäkkinen, ‘Conscription and willingness to defend’, p. 194; also, Johanna Rainio-Niemi, The Ideological

Cold War: The Politics of Neutrality in Austria and Finland (Routledge, 2014).
46Benno Torgler, ‘Why do people go to war?’, Defence and Peace Economics, 14:4 (2003), pp. 261–80.
47Wen-Chin Wu, ‘Distributive unfairness, national pride, and willingness to fight: Evidence from Taiwan’, Journal of Asian

and African Studies, 60:1 (2023), pp. 137–56.
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In psychological research, honour is deemed to be an important emotion that affects both
intrapersonal, interpersonal, and intergroup processes in the context of external threats. Honour is
often conceptualised as a form of cultural logic that serves to structure beliefs, values, and practices
within a particular context.48 Studies have found that perceived threats to an individual’s honour
can result in altered behaviour, for example resulting in people being more likely to take risks.49
Threats towards honour have been shown to result in different types of aggressive behaviours; for
example, leaders from so-called honour cultures are more likely to engage in interstate conflict.50
Importantly for our study is the finding that professional or peer honour in professional militaries
affects the willingness to fight.51

Taken together, we argue that determination, pride, and honour constitute positive emotions
related to empowerment, focusing on when an individual senses a need to act to handle a situ-
ation but also the power to contribute to such an endeavour. Drawing on the literature on the
consequences of such positive emotions, we hypothesise that,

H1. Being exposed to crisis communication increases a sense of empowerment, which increases an
individual’s willingness to engage in the defence.

Besides such positive emotions that may arise when individuals are exposed to crisis communi-
cation, we hypothesise that the perception of whether there is a risk of conflict should matter for
the individual’s defence willingness. Here we can draw on the extensive literature within the field
of political psychology focusing on how threats affect political behaviour. Much of the research
that has examined the relationship between perceived threat and political behaviour draws on
intergroup threat theory.52

An important aspect of intergroup threat theory is that the threats may be perceived and not
actual threats and still evoke the same negative responses. For instance, believing that immigrants
threaten one’s job leads to prejudice against immigrants regardless of whether one’s job security is
in fact threatened by immigrants or not.53 Thus, the extent to which individuals perceive that there
is a risk of war is an individual-level, psychological feature. Recent research on threat perceptions
indicates that this may motivate political action.54

Research that focuses on other types of threats, such as existential threat, has foundmixed effects
on political attitudes and behaviour.55 This type of research shows that the existential threat elicited
by the thought of an unavoidable and imminent death, so-called mortality salience, elicits existen-
tial anxiety.56 Mortality salience has been linked to political conservatism, increased nationalism,

48Angela Ka-yee Leung and Dov Cohen, ‘Within- and between-culture variation: Individual differences and the cultural
logics of honor, face, and dignity cultures’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 100:3 (2011), pp. 507–26.

49Ayse K. Uskul, Susan E. Cross, and Ceren Günsoy, ‘The role of honour in interpersonal, intrapersonal and intergroup
processes’, Social and Personality Psychology Compass, 17:1 (2023), e12719.

50AllanDafoe andDevin Caughey, ‘Honor andwar: SouthernUS presidents and the effects of concern for reputation’,World
Politics, 68:2 (2016), pp. 341–81.

51Mandel and Litt, ‘The ultimate sacrifice’.
52Walter G., Stephan, Oscar Ybarra, and Kimberly Rios, ‘Intergroup threat theory’, in Todd D. Nelson (ed.) Handbook of

Prejudice, Stereotyping, and Discrimination (Psychology Press, 2015), pp. 255–78.
53Victoria Esses, John Dovidio, Lynne Jackson, and Tamara Armstrong, ‘The immigration dilemma: The role of perceived

group competition, ethnic prejudice, and national identity’, Journal of Social Issues, 57 (2001), pp. 389–412.
54Emma A. Renström and Hanna Bäck, ‘A threatened masculinity? The role of status threats and anger in misogynistic

engagement’ (Unpublished manuscript, 2025).
55Burke, Martens, and Faucher, ‘Two decades of terror management theory’.
56Jeff Greenberg, Tom Pyszczynski, Sheldon Salomon, Abram Rosenblatt, Mitchell Veeder, Shari Kirkland, Deborah Lyon,

‘Evidence for terror management theory II: The effects of mortality salience on reactions to those who threaten or bolster the
cultural worldview’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 58:2 (1990), pp. 308–18;

Tom Pyszczynski, Abdolhossein Abdollahi, Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, Florette Cohen, and David Weise, ‘Mortality
salience, martyrdom, and military might: The great satan vs. the axis of evil’, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 32:4
(2006), pp. 525–37.
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Figure 1. A framework on crisis communication and willingness to defend.

and increased Republican voting.57 Focusing on political participation, Denny found that exper-
imentally induced financial anxiety increased political participation when participation was easy
and immediate, such as signing an online petition. Hence, there is some evidence suggesting that
risk perceptions may increase an individual’s willingness to take action,58 even though the results
in the previous literature on defence willingness are mixed.59

Similarly, we argue that crisis communication that creates a sense of urgency, stressing the
immediate risk of war, should influence whether people are willing to engage in the national
defence or not. When people perceive that there is an imminent risk of war, they should be more
willing to defend the country, and we thus hypothesise that,

H2. Being exposed to crisis communication increases the perceived risk of war, which increases an
individual’s willingness to engage in the defence.

In sum, as our two proposed hypotheses suggest, and as illustrated by Figure 1, we argue that
there are two possible pathways to understanding the linkage between the crisis communication
by authorities and the defence willingness of the individual citizen, focusing on the role of a sense
of empowerment and the perceived risk of war.

Research design and data
Case of crisis or war: Total defence and crisis communication in Sweden
To understand the effects of crisis communication from government authorities on individual
defence willingness, the Swedish revival of its total defence doctrine, along with the distribution of
the brochure In Case of Crisis or War, provides a particularly illuminating case.

The brochure In Case of Crisis or War has since the Cold War played an important role in
Swedish civil defence. First published in 1943 and titled Om kriget kommer, or, In Case of War, the
brochure was ‘guidance for the citizens in case of war’.60 It spelt out the different functions of citi-
zens in wartime, ranging from conscripted soldiers to civil volunteer troops, civil non-combatants,
and the civil authorities. The brochure was published in four additional editions until its termina-
tion in 1987, although the last two issues were only published as part of the telephone directory.

57John T. Jost, Jack Glaser, Arie W. Kruglanski, and Frank J. Sulloway, ‘Political conservatism as motivated social cognition’,
Psychological Bulletin, 129:3 (2003), pp. 339–75; Jamie Arndt, Jeff Greenberg, and Alison Cook, ‘Mortality salience and the
spreading activation of worldview-relevant constructs: Exploring the cognitive architecture of terror management’, Journal of
Experimental Psychology General, 131:3 (2002), pp. 307–24;

Mark J. Landau, Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, Florette Cohen, Tom Pyszczynski, Jamie Arndt, Claude H.Miller, Daniel
M. Ogilvie, and Alison Cook, ‘Deliver us from evil: The effects of mortality salience and reminders of 9/11 on support for
President George W. Bush’, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 30:9 (2004), pp. 1136–50.

58Elaine Denny, ‘The good intention gap: Poverty, anxiety, and implications for political action’, SSRN paper (16 September
2016), available at {https://ssrn.com/abstract=2839926}, accessed 20 October 2025.

59Cf. Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’.
60Statens informationsstyrelse, Om kriget kommer. Vägledning för rikets medborgare i händelse av krig (Nordisk Rotagravyr,

1943); authors’ translation.
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All printed versions of the brochure had the same overarching theme but with increasingly more
detailed conceptualisations on the meaning of total defence and resilience, as well as practical tips
on what to pack in the case of evacuation, what to do during an attack or when you hear an air raid
siren, and radioactive protection.61

As the Cold War ended so did the idea of total defence, and Swedish authorities saw no contin-
ued need for the brochure. Based on broad political consensus, the SwedishArmed Forces’ wartime
strength was reduced by 95 per cent andmost of themilitary bases in Sweden were closed.Military
conscription in peace time was inactivated 2010–17 on behalf of a professional all-volunteer force,
and the Swedish Armed Forces changed its focus from invasion defence to operational defence.62
Sweden’s civil defencewas replaced by crisismanagement, focusing on crises such as forest fires and
flooding rather than war. Thus, the concepts of total defence, civil defence, and defence willingness
did not play any significant role in Swedish society for thirty years.

Russia’s annexation of Crimea and the proxy wars in eastern Ukraine became a wake-up call,
and in 2015 the Swedish government once again decided to reinstate a total defence. To activate
the civilian population, the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB) decided in 2018 to issue
a new version of the brochure, now including ‘crisis’ in the title. Although containing information
on total defence, warning systems, and one page on what the effects of an armed attack could be,
the 2018 version of the brochure mainly focused on societal preparedness should a crisis happen,
including checklists of foodstuffs to keep in the house.63

After some years of increased geopolitical tensions and a deteriorating security situation, not
least epitomised by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the authorities saw the need for another,
updated brochure, and in November 2024 it was distributed to every household in Sweden.64 After
the initial distribution round, the brochure could also be accessed at the website of the Swedish
Civil Contingencies Agency in easy-to-read Swedish, sign language, audio format, braille, Arabic,
English, Farsi, Finnish, Meänkieli, Polish, Romani Chib, Somali, Ukrainian, and northern and
southern Sámi. In other words, the Swedish authorities took every available measure to ensure
that their crisis communication reached everyone residing in Sweden.

Despite sharing the same title, the 2024 edition of In Case of Crisis or War is a very different
publication compared to both its Cold War counterparts and to the 2018 edition. Combining
the wartime narratives of the Cold War editions with the views on societal and non-military
threats of the twenty-first century, the brochure constitutes an interesting mixture of simulta-
neously installing fear and promoting resolve, all in the setting of a modern, gender equal, and
multicultural society.

In Case of Crisis or War provides a wide array of crisis communication messaging. A substan-
tial part of this reflects our theoretical constructs of empowerment and perceived risk of war. On
the cover of the brochure, there is an illustration of a woman in combat uniform (see Image 1),
holding an Automatic Carbine 5, looking determined. Behind her, another soldier aims his gun, a
navy ship speeds through the water, a JAS Gripen fighter jet flies through the sky, and a man in a
striped sweater sits on the floor, reading stories to children. The brochure then continues to cover
topics such as ‘In uncertain times, it is important to be prepared’65 and ‘Together we make Sweden
stronger’.66 These themes are followed by topics such as total defence duty, warning systems, how

61For an analysis of the different discursive themes of the brochures, see Marie Cronqvist, ‘Det befästa folkhemmet: Kallt
krig och varm välfärd i svensk civilförsvarskultur’, in Magnus Jerneck (ed.), Fred i realpolitikens skugga (Studentlitteratur,
2009), pp. 169–97.

62Ångström and Ljungkvist, ‘Unpacking the varying strategic logics of total defence’.
63Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency/ Myndigheten för samhällsskydd och beredskap, In Case of Crisis or War (2018).
64Myndigheten för Samhällsskydd och Beredskap, Snart landar broschyren Om krisen eller kriget kommer hos drygt

femmiljoner hushåll i Sverige 2024–11-18, available at {https://www.msb.se/sv/aktuellt/nyheter/2024/november/snart-landar-
broschyren-om-krisen-eller-kriget-kommer-hos-drygt-fem-miljoner-hushall-i-sverige/}, accessed 17 October 2025.

65Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 5.
66Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 6.
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Image 1. Front page of the brochure from the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency 2024.67

to seek shelter during air raids, how to stop bleeding, and how to take care of your pets in the event
of crisis or war.

The brochure seems to instil both a sense of urgency in the individual reader as it stresses the
gravity of the current situation as well as a sense of resolve as it emphasises the role of the individ-
ual in the management of this endeavour. The threat is presented in a straightforward manner, as
illustrated by the following quote:

We live in uncertain times. Armed conflicts are currently being waged in our corner of the
world. Terrorism, cyber attacks, and disinformation campaigns are being used to undermine
and influence us.68

This troublesome context is further stressed by declaring that military threat levels are increasing
and that an armed attack can be launched against Sweden. The different threat images are also
visualised by drawings illustrating how people seek shelter in a ditch and under a bridge during air
strikes, how people are running into a bomb shelter, and how a worried woman attempts to stop
bleeding by pressing her hands to the wound of an unconscious person.

However, the brochure also provides a remedy for these threatening situations. Under the head-
ing ‘Together we make Sweden stronger!’69 the whole-of-society approach is declared, requiring

67Image 1, MSB: Photo.
68Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 3.
69Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 6.
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that ‘we unite against an aggressor’.70 Total defence duties apply to everyone aged between 16 and
70, and to citizens and foreign nationals residing in Sweden alike. At a heightened state of alert, one
will either be part of the military defence protecting Sweden’s borders, the civil defence supporting
the military and society at large, or the general national service in which one carries out work or
other tasks that contribute to the total defence generally. This means that defence is not merely
an activity for the military; instead, there is a role for every resident, and everyone can and must
prepare and contribute:

To resist these threats, we must stand united. If Sweden is attacked, everyone must do their
part to defend Sweden’s independence – and our democracy. We build resilience every day,
together with our loved ones, colleagues, friends, and neighbours. In this brochure, you learn
how to prepare for, and act, in case of crisis or war. You are part of Sweden’s overall emergency
preparedness.71

A representative survey on defence willingness in Sweden
To evaluate our hypotheses, we performed a large-scale survey study among the Swedish pop-
ulation during the weeks in November 2024 when the new brochure from the Swedish Civil
Contingencies Agency was distributed among Swedish citizens.72 The brochure was sent by post
to every Swedish household from 18 November to 29 November, while our survey was distributed
between 11 November and 6 December. This setup provides for a unique design since it ensured
that some respondents would respond to our questionnaire before they had received and read
the brochure, and others would answer the questionnaire after they had read the brochure. Even
though this does not mean that we have a fully randomised experimental treatment, the timing
of our study implies that we can analyse the impact of the crisis communication in a form of
‘quasi-experimental’ setting, allowing us to evaluate the effect of this type of communication.

The survey study was performed in collaboration with the survey company Lysio, who dis-
tributed the survey among a representative sample of the Swedish population. The total sample
(N = 2068) included 1019 (49.3 per cent) women and 1049 (50.7 per cent) men. Age ranged from
18 to 88 (M = 47.91, SD = 17.80). As for participants’ education level, 12 (0.6 per cent) had not
completed primary school, 156 (7.5 per cent) had finished primary school or its equivalent, 973
(47.1 per cent) had completed upper secondary school or an equivalent level, 868 (42.0 per cent)
held a higher education qualification such as a university or college degree, and 59 (2.9 per cent)
had earned doctoral degrees. The average political ideology score was 5.39 (SD = 2.60), ranging
from 1 (clearly to the left) to 10 (clearly to the right). In our sample, 380 individuals (18.4 per cent)
reported having either own experience, and/or experience by someone close to them, of living in
a war zone or of armed conflict. Finally, 1448 (70.3 per cent) reported Sweden as their country of
birth, 293 (14.2 per cent) reported being born abroad, and 319 (15.5 per cent) had at least on parent
born abroad.

Defence willingness: The dependent variable
The dependent variable in our analyses is willingness to defend, which was measured with three
items that were collapsed into an additive (mean) index (α = .72). Participants were asked ‘To
what extent would you be willing to do the following things in the event of war or crisis?’, and
rated their responses on a scale from 1 (‘to a very small extent’) to 7 (‘to a very large extent’); ‘Have
a combative role in an armed defence of Sweden’, ‘Join a civilian organisation that supports the
military defence and maintains essential societal functions’, and ‘Perform my usual work or other
tasks if they are important for total defence’.

70Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 8.
71Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 3.
72The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority, Dnr 2024-06844-02.
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Figure 2. Histogramwillingness to defend index.
Note: The black line represents the normal curve.

First, we present some descriptive statistics for the dependent variable willingness to defend (see
also Table A2). On a scale from 1 to 7, where higher values reflect a greater willingness to defend,
the average score was 4.23 (SD = 1.49). This suggests that the general defence willingness among
Swedes is relatively high, something that mirrors the findings of previous studies.73 Figure 2 shows
the distribution of values across the entire sample.

In Figure 3, we present the mean values for the three individual items measuring willingness
to defend. To test whether the mean differences between items were significant, we conducted a
repeated measures ANOVA. The results showed significant differences between all items, F(1.71,
3525.74) = 874.41, p< .001, η2 = .33.That is, themean for the willingness to have a combative role
in an armed defence in Sweden was the lowest (M = 3.24, SD = 0.05), followed by the willingness
to join a civilian organisation (M = 4.46, SD = 0.04), and the willingness to perform one’s usual
work/other tasks was the highest (M = 4.98, SD = 0.04).

Independent variables
The main independent variable measuring if the respondents had been exposed to crisis com-
munication was a question asking whether they had read the MSB brochure: ‘During the month
of November, the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency sends out a new edition of its brochure
Om krisen eller kriget kommer (In Case of Crisis or War). Have you reviewed the information in
it?’ The response options were ‘Yes’, ‘No, I have not received it’, ‘No, I have not had the oppor-
tunity to read it yet’, and ‘No, and I do not intend to read it’. The distribution of responses on
this variable is described in Figure 4. As shown, the largest proportion of the sample has read the

73Asp, Vi har det i oss; Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’; Karlsson, Försvars-och krisinsatsvilja hos personer
med utländsk bakgrund; Myndigheten för Psykologiskt Försvar, Opinioner 2024.
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Figure 3. Mean values for each itemmeasuring willingness to defend.
Note: Error bars represent 95 per cent confidence intervals. The y-axis is truncated for clarity.

Figure 4. The percentage of the sample that has or has not read the brochure.

brochure. However, when combining all three groups of non-readers, the total percentage sur-
passes the proportion of readers. In the following analyses, we use a dichotomous independent
variable describing if the respondents had read the brochure (1) or not (0).74

74In the Appendix, we present a model that predicts whether participants have read the brochure based on relevant pre-
dictors. This model also supports the inclusion of our control variables. We also present the same analyses in the Appendix
as in the manuscript, but we only include those who have reviewed the information in the brochure and those who have not
received the brochure. That is, participants who responded that they did not have the opportunity to read it or did not intend
to read it were excluded. As can be seen, those results largely mirror the results presented in the manuscript.
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Our hypotheses propose two mechanisms that may lead to an increased willingness to defend
when being exposed to crisis communication, focusing on either the sense of empowerment when
getting such information, or the perceived risk of crisis or war when getting such information.
Hence, empowerment and perceived risk of war constitute mediating variables.

The question measuring empowerment reads: ‘It is often stated that the global situation has
become more unstable and that the risks of hostile military actions against Sweden have increased.
When you think about the risk ofwar against Sweden– towhat extent do you experience the follow-
ing feelings?’ [determination, pride, honour]. Participants rated their experience of the emotions
from 1 (‘to a very small extent’) to 7 (‘to a very large extent’).We created an index taking the average
of these emotion items (α = .81). The mean was 3.62 (SD = 1.43).

The perceived risk of war wasmeasured with two items collapsed into an additive index (r = .51,
p < .001). The items were the following: ‘The likelihood of an armed conflict in Sweden has
increased over the past year’, and ‘I have become more worried in the past month that a serious
crisis will occur in Sweden’. Participants were asked how much they agreed with each item on a
scale from 1 (‘do not agree at all’) to 5 (‘completely agree’). The mean was 4.23 (SD = 1.48).

We also include several control variables in our analyses, drawing on the previous literature.75
Gender (man and woman) and age (in years) were obtained from the survey company. Education
wasmeasured on a scale from 1 (‘not completed basic schooling’) to 5 (‘doctorate degree’). Ideology
was measured on a scale from 0 (‘clearly to the left’) to 10 (‘clearly to the right’). Trust in MSB was
measured with the item: How much trust do you have in the way the following institutions and
groups carry out their work? The Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (MSB), rated on a scale
from 1 (‘very little trust’) to 5 (‘very high trust’). Swedish identity was measured with the question
‘How important would you say being Swedish is to your identity?’ with response options from 1
(‘not at all important’) to 7 (‘very important’). Previous experience of war was assessed with the
item: Have you or someone close to you experienced living in a war zone or an armed conflict?
The response options were yes and no. Finally, country of birth was measured with the item: Were
you or any of your parents born abroad? (response options were ‘Yes, I was’, ‘Yes, at least one of my
parents’, and ‘No’).

Empirical results
The effect on empowerment and perceived risk of war
To evaluate the effects of crisis communication, we start out by analysing whether having read
the brochure predicts our proposed mediators: a sense of empowerment when thinking about the
risks of war against Sweden, as well as the perceived risk of war against Sweden. To this aim, we
performed regression analyses in several steps. In Step 1, we included the main predictor variable
of whether the participant has read the brochure, and in Step 2, we added control variables, namely
age, gender, education, ideology, trust in MSB, Swedish identity, previous experience of war, and
country of birth (descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations are presented in the Appendix).

As demonstrated by Table 1, those who have read the brochure report a stronger sense of
empowerment and a higher perceived risk of war. This result aligns with the theoretical claims that
determination, pride, and honour are important sentiments that contribute to both individuals’
sense of belonging to a group and resolve to protect that group. Similarly, exposure to informa-
tion on threats can make individuals more attentive to developments in their surrounding context,
interpreting different events as elevated threat levels. Once the other relevant predictors have been
accounted for in Step 2, the effect of having read the brochure decreases for both empowerment
and the perceived risk of war. However, these effects are still significant.

Looking at the other predictors, older individuals report less empowerment, while men, those
with a stronger right-wing ideology, a stronger Swedish identity, higher trust in MSB, and previous
experience of war report more empowerment. Participants who are born in Sweden report less

75Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’.
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Table 1. Predicting empowerment and the perceived risk of war.

EmpowermentB (SE) Perceived risk of warB (SE)

Step 1 Brochure1 .48 (.06)*** .36 (.07)***

R2
adj .03*** .01***

Step 2 Brochure .29 (.06)*** .25 (.06)***

Age −.01 (.00)*** −.01 (.00)***

Gender2 .31 (.06)*** −.55 (.06)***

Education .02 (.04) .01 (.05)

Ideology .06 (.01)*** .02 (.01)

Trust MSB .20 (.02)*** .11 (.03)***

Swedish identity .20 (.02)*** .18 (.02)***

Experience war3 .33 (.08)*** .02 (.09)

Country of birth4 −.44 (.09)*** −.28 (.09)**

R2
adj .18*** .11***

Note:
1Having read the brochure is coded 1 = have read, 0 = have not read.
2Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
3Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
4Country of birth is coded 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. ** p< .01. *** p< .001

empowerment compared to participants born abroad. The results of the perceived risk of war are
similar. Older individuals report lower perceived risk, while those with a stronger Swedish identity
and higher trust in MSB report higher perceived risk. However, men report lower perceived risk,
and also participants born in Sweden.

The effect on willingness to defend
We now move on to testing the full model analysing whether empowerment in response to think-
ing about the risk of war against Sweden and the perceived risk of war mediates the relationship
between having read the brochure and one’s willingness to defend.

Before discussing the results, it is relevant to reiterate what defence actually entails in the context
of total defence as discussed In Case of Crisis or War. First, the concept of a ‘heightened state of
alert’ is clarified.76 As described above, the total defence service requires everyone from the age of
sixteen to seventy to participate. It applies to all residents in Sweden and to Swedish citizens living
abroad. Total defence duty consists of three separate strands. The first is military service, which
involves having a combat role in the territorial defence of the country. The second is civil service,
which entails the support of the military or the maintenance of other central societal functions.
Individuals who have been called into either military or civil defence service are to immediately
proceed to their wartime posting location during a heightened state of alert. The third activity is
the general national service, whichmeans that people remain at their normal forms of employment
‘or carry out other tasks in support of Sweden’s total defense system’.77

To examine how this resonated with the readers of the brochure, we present mediation anal-
yses,78 where the dependent variable is an index measuring willingness to defend, and we also
present analyses on each item of defence willingness separately. These analyses are based on 5,000

76Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 8.
77Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency, In Case of Crisis or War, p. 8.
78We perform the mediation analyses using the PROCESS macro tool for SPSS, model 4; Andrew Hayes, Introduction to

Mediation, Moderation, and Conditional Process Analysis: A Regression-Based Approach, 3rd ed. (Guildford Press, 2018).
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Figure 5. Different forms of willingness to defend sorted by having read the brochure or not.
Note: Error bars represent 95 per cent confidence intervals. The y-axis is truncated for clarity.

bootstrapped iterations to generate confidence intervals for the indirect effects. The mediators are
empowerment and perceived risk of war, and we include the same controls as in previous models.

Before presenting these mediation analyses, we analyse the relationship between willingness
to defend and our main independent variable, whether participants had read the brochure or
not. First, we conducted an independent samples t-test and found that participants who had read
the brochure reported a significantly higher willingness to defend (M = 4.43, SD = 1.49) com-
pared to participants who had not read the brochure (M = 4.05, SD = 1.46), t(2059) = 5.84,
p < .001, d = 0.26. Next, we test how the relationship appears for each individual item measur-
ing willingness to defend, by conducting a MANOVA with having read the brochure or not as a
between-participants factor (see Figure 5). All three items show significant differences between
groups, with those who read the brochure reporting higher scores across all items of defence
willingness. See Table A3 for an alternative coding of the independent variable.

In Table 2, we present the results from the regression model predicting willingness to defend
based on our main independent variable, whether participants had read the brochure or not, the
mediators, and control variables. First, having read the brochure has a significant effect only when
predicting the individual item ‘Having a combative role in an armed defence of Sweden’, whereas
the effect of the brochure on the index and the other individual items becomes non-significant
when controlling for the mediators and control variables. Second, both mediators, empowerment
and the perceived risk of war, predict a higher willingness to defend, as measured by the mean
index as well as by each individual item separately. Hence, individuals who feel empowered and
who perceive an increased risk of war are more willing to engage in the total defence.

Looking at the control variables, we can see that older people generally report lower willingness
to defend. However, there is no effect of age on willingness to join a civilian organisation, and older
individuals report greater willingness to perform their usual work or other tasks.

Furthermore, men report higher willingness to defend on all measures compared to women.
Individuals with higher education also report higher willingness to defend in general, but not when
it comes to taking on a combative role. Those with greater trust in the Civil Contingencies Agency
(MSB) report a higher general willingness to defend, but not for combative roles. Individuals with
a stronger Swedish identity, as well as those with previous experience of war, report a higher will-
ingness to take on a combative role, but not to join a civilian organisation or perform their usual
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Table 2. Predicting willingness to defend.

Index

Have a combative
role in an armed
defence of Sweden

Join a civilian
organisation
that supports the
military defence

Performmy usual
work or other
tasks if they are
important for total
defence

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Brochure1 .10 (.06) .17 (.08)* .07 (.08) .05 (.07)

Age −.01 (.00)*** −.03 (.00)*** .00 (.00) .01 (.00)**

Gender2 .56 (.06)*** .86 (.08)*** .49 (.08)*** .32 (.07)***

Education .13 (.04)** .03 (.06) .14 (.06)* .22 (.05)***

Ideology .01 (.01) .04 (.02)* .01 (.02) −.01 (.01)

Trust MSB .18 (.03)*** −.04 (.04) .23 (.04)*** .35 (.04)***

Swedish identity .04 (.02)* .08 (.03)** .03 (.02) .02 (.02)

Experience war3 .17 (.08)* .44 (.11)*** .10 (.11) −.02 (.10)

Country of birth4 .02 (.09) −.10 (.12) .00 (.11) .17 (.11)

Empowerment .29 (.02)*** .42 (.03)*** .27 (.03)*** .18 (.03)***

Perceived risk .12 (.02)*** .11 (.03)*** .15 (.03)*** .09 (.03)***

R2
adj .23*** .29*** .14*** .12***

Note:
1Having read the brochure is coded 1 = have read, 0 = have not read.
2Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
3Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
4Country of birth is coded as 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. * p< .05. ** p< .01. *** p< .001.

Table 3. Indirect effects frommediation analysis.

Index

Have a
combative
role in an
armed
defence of
Sweden

Join a
civilian
organisa-
tion that
supports
the military
defence

Perform
my usual
work or
other tasks
if they are
important
for total
defence

B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI

Empowerment .08 (.02) .05, .12 .12 (.03) .07, .18 .08 (.02) .04, .12 .05 (.01) .03, .08

Perceived risk .03 (.01) .01, .05 .03 (.01) .01, .05 .04 (.01) .02, .07 .02 (.01) .01, .04

Note: LLCI = 95 per cent lower-limit confidence interval; ULCI = 95 per cent upper-limit confidence interval. Confidence intervals that do not
include zero indicate statistically significant effects.

work or other tasks. Finally, there is no effect of country of birth onwillingness to defend, for either
the mean index or individual items.

Moving on to the indirect effects presented in Table 3, as can be seen, all of the confidence
intervals for the indirect effects of empowerment and perceived risk of war do not include zero
when predicting willingness to defend, for both the index and the individual items. This indicates
statistically significant effects. In other words, empowerment and perceived risk of warmediate the
relationship between having read the brochure and a higher willingness to defend. Results from
analysing the full model are described in Figure 6.

The results from this analysis show that both empowerment and perceived risk of war signifi-
cantlymediate the effect of having read the brochure on defence willingness (index). Similar results
are found when analysing each individual item of defence willingness.That is, after having read the
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Figure 6. Results frommediation analysis using the index for the dependent variable.
Note: * p< .05. ** p< .01. *** p< .001.

brochure and experiencing empowerment, or increased risk of war, participants reported higher
willingness to have a combative role in an armed defence of Sweden, joining a civilian organisation
that supports the military defence andmaintains essential societal functions, and performing one’s
usual work or other tasks if they are important for total defence.

Taken together, these results show that experiencing a higher sense of empowerment and a
higher perceived risk of war statistically accounts for the relationship between having read the
brochure and a higher willingness to defend. All in all, the results in these analyses support
our hypotheses that individuals who respond to crisis communication with a higher sense of
empowerment, and/or a higher perceived risk of war, are more willing to engage in the total
defence.

Concluding discussion
The present article aimed to increase our understanding of how citizens internalise and react to
crisis communication by authorities in times of international tensions, conflict, andmilitary threat.
In this endeavour, we built on the findings and theoretical arguments from different literatures
such as defence studies, crisis management, strategic communication, and political psychology.
Specifically, we wanted to better understand when such information may lead citizens to become
increasingly willing to defend their country and to contribute to the growing research on total
defence efforts and defence willingness.

To this aim we utilised the fact that the Swedish Civil Contingencies Agency (Myndigheten för
Samhällsskydd och Beredskap) distributed a brochure, In Case of Crisis orWar, to all Swedish house-
holds during November 2024. This brochure is focused on preparation for crisis but also strongly
focused on war – how to engage in total defence or where to find shelter during air raids. Its con-
tents were illustrated by drawings mainly showing war-related images. By distributing a survey
among individuals that varied in relation to having read this publication, we could establish the
effects of having read the brochure.

Drawing from theories on social and political psychology, we hypothesised that having read the
brochure would make individuals feel empowered through increased knowledge of how to act in
the case of crisis or war and that this empowerment would also make them more willing to defend
their country. Further, we also hypothesised that reading the brochure would make the possibility
of crisis or war more salient and psychologically closer, evoking perceptions of threat, which in
turn also should increase willingness to defend.

These expectations are supported by our empirical analyses. Having read the brochure was
related to increased empowerment and perceptions of risk of war, which both were related to
increased willingness to defend Sweden. These results are important for several reasons. First, they
show that this kind of information about security and national threats influence citizens, making
them more willing to defend their country. Second, we also show that this effect works through
two separate mechanisms – empowerment and threat perceptions. For people to want to engage,
it is necessary to feel empowered to do so – in terms of both feeling the capacity to act as well
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as that their actions will count for something. In this study, we conceptualised empowerment as
an aggregated measure of positive emotions, specifically determination, pride, and honour. All of
these emotions have previously been shown to have effects on individuals’ willingness to fight and
defend.79

Theothermechanismwe suggest for how crisis information influences individuals’ defencewill-
ingness is perceived threat, which was measured as perceptions of the risk of war. War can be seen
as the ultimate form of intergroup threat – the perception that another group is in position to
threaten the own group.80 Such threats increase defensive actions in order to defend the ingroup,
which here is translated into people becoming more willing to defend.

Our results are not completely in line with previous research performed in a Swedish context.
In the comprehensive study performed by Persson and Widmalm there is no evidence that threat
perceptions increase individuals’ defence willingness.81 Their study focuses exclusively on military
defence willingness, but we do not believe that this is the reason for the differences in the results
found in our study compared to that study, since we find similar effects of risk perceptions when
analysing military defence willingness only (i.e., in addition to when analysing our index, which
also captures other forms of defence willingness). One potential explanation for the differences in
the results may be that we use slightly different measures of threat perceptions. Another potential
explanation is that our survey was conducted during a different time period. Their study was con-
ducted a few years before our study, and it could be the case that threat perceptions have different
consequences for behaviour during different time periods. Another potential explanation to why
we find significant effects of threat perceptions on defence willingness whereas they do not could
lie in the fact that our ‘quasi-experimental design’, where some individuals had been ‘treated’ with
being exposed to the brochure, created a temporary heightened sense of threat among some indi-
viduals, resulting in a higher variation in the threat perception variable. A higher variation may
in turn have led to stronger effects as this extra variation makes it more likely to detect significant
effects.

Although our selected research design allows us to some extent to gauge the effects of reading
certain types of crisis information, it comes with some limitations. First, the fact that we distributed
our questionnaire during the periodwhen theCivil Contingencies brochurewas circulated allowed
us to analyse the effect of having read the brochure or not, but it does not constitute a proper
experiment where individuals are randomised into a treatment and a control group. The design
is what is known as a quasi-experiment, which is an experimental design that lacks the random
distribution of participants into experimental and control groups. Yet, this design does come closer
to studying causal mechanisms compared to a pure cross-sectional study.

Some individuals may have been more attentive to receiving the brochure in their mailbox and
may have been more likely to read the information immediately, and some unmeasured features of
these individuals may also influence their defence willingness. However, it is likely that due to the
randomness of the brochure distribution (whichwas rolled out in different regions at different time
points), these features should be equally present in the group who did not receive the brochure and
thus had not read it. Further, we believe that this is less likely to be a problem since we control for
a number of features that also influence if the individuals had read the brochure or not (see the
Appendix, Table A1). However, it is a clear limitation of this study is that we cannot be completely
certain about the suggested causal effects in the present study, and we therefore suggest that future
research should perform controlled experiments analysing the effect of being exposed to different
types of information on defence willingness.

79E.g., Mandel and Litt, ‘The ultimate sacrifice’; Hadar and Häkkinen, ‘Conscription and willingness to defend’; Torgler,
‘Why do people go to war?’; Wu, ‘Distributive unfairness’.

80Stephan, Ybarra and Rios, ‘Intergroup threat theory’.
81Persson and Widmalm, ‘Upon entering NATO’.
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A related important note concerns the statistical effects. As described in the manuscript, the
direct effect of having read the brochure on willingness to defend when controlling for the medi-
ators and additional control variables was only significant when predicting the individual item
‘Having a combative role in an armed defence of Sweden’, whereas the effect of the brochure on
the index and the other individual items becomes non-significant when controlling for the media-
tors and control variables. This is important, as one might expect that the individual item ‘Perform
my usual work or other tasks if they are important for total defence’ would show the strongest
effects, since it can be interpreted as the individual being able to carry on with business as usual
and it requires less personal sacrifice. However, given that our main independent variable did not
have a significant effect on this item, we can also conclude that this item is not driving the effects.
Furthermore, the results did show that the effects of having read the brochure on the mediators
– empowerment and perceived risk of war – are significant, even when controlling for relevant
background factors. In other words, our model indicates full mediation, where empowerment and
perceived risk of war statistically account for the relationship between having read the brochure
and willingness to defend.

The effect sizes can be considered small; however, it is important to note that small statistical
effects are not necessarily less practically meaningful, as small effects in large samples are often
more reliable.82 In addition, smaller effects are also in line with what one would expect, given that
there are countless other factors that can influence the results. Therefore, we do not exclude the
possibility that other important factors, not accounted for in our study, may also contribute to a
better understanding of willingness to defend.

For future research, we suggest that experiments should be performed where specific parts of
the crisis communication are isolated, to determine what part of the texts spurred individuals’
emotions, perceptions, and defence willingness. This would allow scholars to further explore how
specific types of crisis communication increase individuals’ willingness to engage in the national
defence. Importantly, the brochure focused on different types of crisis events, like natural disasters,
in addition to crises related to war, and since previous research has shown that there is a clear
distinction between ‘crisis willingness’ and ‘willingness to defend’,83 future research should explore
whether different types of information lead to different types of engagement.

Some other findings that we have presented here are also worth commenting on. For example,
we find that individuals with previous experience of war report a higher willingness to take on a
combative role, but not to join a civilian organisation or perform their usual work or other tasks.
These results suggest that individuals with some specific experiences are more likely to engage in
the military defence. These results complement previous research that has shown that individu-
als who are born in another country than Sweden were more willing to engage in the military
defence.84 We suggest that future research focuses on how such experiences of conflict interact
with being exposed to specific types of crisis communication in influencing defence willingness,
for example through performing controlled experiments.

The present research has important consequences for the understanding of how citizens process
crisis information from authorities and what mechanisms motivate them to engage in defensive
actions. Our study has thereby generated different contributions in relation to both theoretical
development and empirical findings. As discussed above, our engagement with the literature from
social and political psychology has brought about insights regarding the conditions of which cri-
sis communication is effective, and which emotions trigger individuals to participate in national
defence. Although aspects of our proposed mechanisms have to some extent been validated previ-
ously in studies on willingness to fight and defend, our study demonstrates that framing is essential

82David C. Funder and Daniel J. Ozer, ‘Evaluating effect size in psychological research: Sense and nonsense’, Advances in
Methods and Practices in Psychological Science, 2:2 (2019), pp. 156–68.

83Karlsson, Försvars-och krisinsatsvilja hos personer med utländsk bakgrund.
84Karlsson, Försvars-och krisinsatsvilja hos personer med utländsk bakgrund.
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in eliciting certain emotions, which in turn affects the agency of the individual. Our mediation
analysis helps to demonstrate this phenomenon.

Given the current state of international security affairs, countries are undergoing rapid changes
concerning defence matters and on how national defence should be conducted. Although most
states in Europe are continuously increasing their defence budgets, a successful national defence
requires more than powerful armed forces in terms of vast manpower or sophisticated military
technology. As the three years of Ukrainian resistance has demonstrated, military might does not
necessarily equal walkover victories. On the contrary, this example points to the importance of
comprehensive approaches that appreciate and disseminate information regarding the situation at
hand but also contribute to a shared societal understanding that fosters resilience and resolve. As
indicated by the findings presented in this paper, fairly simple measures, as epitomised by the crisis
communication by the Swedish authorities examined here, can clearly contribute to the instalment
of such sentiments and thereby contribute to the reconstruction of a total defence.

Funding Statement. The research is funded by the Swedish Research Council, research grant 2023-06114.

Data availability. The data that support the findings of this study are available on request from the corresponding author.
The data are not made publicly available due to adherence to the ethical guidelines of the Swedish Ethical Review Authority.

Appendix
Predicting having read the brochure
We conducted a binomial regression model with having read the brochure or not as the dependent variable, using relevant
predictors based on previous research. We chose to combine all the no responses so that (1 = yes, 0 = all no responses).
The predictors we included were age, gender, education, right-wing ideology, trust in MSB, Swedish identity, and experience
with war. Education, trust in MSB, Swedish identity, and having experience with conflict positively and significantly predicted
having read the brochure.

Replicating the main analyses using an alternative coding of the independent variable
In this section, we present the same main analyses as in the manuscript, but the independent variable – having read the
brochure – is instead coded as 1 = yes, having reviewed the information in the brochure, and 0 = no, not having received
the brochure. The options of not having had the opportunity to review the information or not intending to do so are coded
as missing. In Table A4, we present the regressions predicting the mediators, empowerment and perceived risk of war. In
Table A5, we present the regression predicting the outcome, willingness to depend, including all predictors and mediators.
Finally, in Table A6, we present the mediation effects of empowerment and perceived risk of war on willingness to depend. As
can be seen in the tables, the effects are similar to those presented in the manuscript.

Table A1. Binomial regression model predicting having read the brochure or not.

B (SE)

Age .00 (.00)

Gender1 .02 (.09)

Education .21 (.07)**

Ideology .02 (.02)

Trust MSB .19 (.05)***

Swedish identity .07 (.03)**

Experience war2 .79 (.13)***

Country of birth3 −.12 (.14)

Nagelkerke R2 = .07

Note:
1Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
2Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
3Country of birth is coded as 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. ** p< .01. *** p< .001.
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Table A2. Descriptive statistics and zero-order correlations.

Willingness to
defend index Empowerment

Perceived risk
of war Age Gender Education Ideology Trust MSB Swedish identity Experience war

M (SD) 4.23 (1.49) 3.62 (1.43) 4.23 (1.48) 3.41 (1.01) 5.07 (1.73)

Empowerment .40***

Perceived risk .20*** .42***

Age −.12*** −.10*** −.10***

Gender1 .19*** .13*** −.18*** .05*

Education .11*** .06* .04 −.09*** −.02

Ideology .14*** .20*** .10*** −.07** .08*** .08***

Trust MSB .19*** .17*** .12*** .03 −.07* .12*** .01

Swedish
identity

.19*** .30*** .21*** .11*** .06** −.02 .30*** .14***

Experience
war2

.13*** .16*** .06** −.28*** .02 .11*** .04 −.04 −.01

Country of
birth3

−.07*** −.14*** −.07** .13*** −.04** −.03 .01 .02 .05* −.32***

Note:
1Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
2Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
3Country of birth is coded as 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. * p< .05. ** p< .01. *** p< .001.
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Table A3. MANOVA results.

Read the
brochureM
(SD)

Not read the
brochureM
(SD) F(1, 2059) p η2

Have a combative role in an armed
defence of Sweden

3.54 (0.07) 2.98 (0.06) 39.09 <.001 .02

Join a civilian organisation that
supports the military defence
andmaintains essential societal
functions

4.64 (0.06) 4.30 (0.05) 17.77 <.001 .01

Performmy usual work or other
tasks if they are important for total
defence

5.11 (0.05) 4.87 (0.05) 10.51 .001 .01

Table A4. Predicting empowerment and the perceived risk of war.

EmpowermentB (SE) Perceived risk of warB (SE)

Step 1 Brochure1 .42 (.07)*** .30 (.07)***

R2
adj .02*** .01***

Step 2 Brochure .25 (.06)*** .20 (.06)**

Age −.01 (.00)*** −.01 (.00)***

Gender2 .33 (.06)*** −.54 (.07)***

Education .05 (.05) .02 (.05)

Ideology .06 (.01)*** .03 (.01)*

Trust MSB .19 (.03)*** .12 (.03)***

Swedish identity .21 (.02)*** .17 (.02)***

Experience war3 .29 (.09)*** −.01 (.09)

Country of birth4 −.51 (.09)*** −.28 (.10)**

R2
adj .19*** .11***

Note:
1Having read the brochure is coded 1 = have read, 0 = have not read.
2Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
3Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
4Country of birth is coded 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. ** p< .01. *** p< .001

Table A5. Predicting willingness to defend.

Index

Have a combative role
in an armed defence of
Sweden

Join a civilian organisa-
tion that supports the
military defence

Performmy usual work
or other tasks if they
are important for total
defence

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Brochure1 .06 (.07) .13 (.09) .02 (.08) .03 (.08)

Age −.01 (.00)** −.03 (.00)*** .00 (.00) .01 (.00)**

Gender2 .58 (.07)*** .86 (.09)*** .53 (.08)*** .35 (.08)***

Education .15 (.05)** .05 (.06) .18 (.06)** .23 (.06)***

Ideology .01 (.01) .04 (.02)* .01 (.02) −.01 (.02)

Trust MSB .15 (.03)*** −.05 (.04) .20 (.04)*** .30 (.04)***

Swedish identity .05 (.02)* .08 (.03)** .04 (.03) .02 (.03)

(Continued)
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Table A5. (Continued.)

Index

Have a combative role
in an armed defence of
Sweden

Join a civilian organisa-
tion that supports the
military defence

Performmy usual work
or other tasks if they
are important for total
defence

B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE)

Experience war3 .23 (.09)** .46 (.12)*** .17 (.11) .05 (.11)

Country of birth4 .02 (.10) −.11 (.13) .01 (.12) .17 (.12)

Empowerment .28 (.02)*** .41 (.03)*** .24 (.03)*** .17 (.03)***

Perceived risk .13 (.02)*** .12 (.03)*** .17 (.03)*** .11 (.02)***

R2
adj .23*** .30*** .13*** .11***

Note:
1Having read the brochure is coded 1 = have read, 0 = have not read.
2Gender is coded as 1 = Men, 0 = Women.
3Experience of war is coded as 1 = Yes, 0 = No.
4Country of birth is coded as 1 = Born in Sweden, 0 = Born abroad. * p< .05. ** p< .01. *** p< .001.

Table A6. Indirect effects frommediation analysis.

Index

Have a
combative
role in an
armed
defence of
Sweden

Join a
civilian
organisa-
tion that
supports
the military
defence

Perform
my usual
work or
other tasks
if they are
important
for total
defence

B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI B (SE) LLCI, ULCI

Empowerment .07 (.02) .03, .11 .10 (.03) .07, .19 .06 (.02) .03, .10 .01 (.01) .02, .07

Perceived risk .03 (.01) .01, .01 .03 (.01) .01, .05 .04 (.01) .01, .07 .02 (.01) .01, .04

Note: LLCI = 95 per cent lower-limit confidence interval; ULCI = 95 per cent upper-limit confidence interval. Confidence intervals that do not
include zero indicate statistically significant effects.
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