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Abstract: In the last few decades, the classical concept of national security as related predominantly to
military aspects has given way to new elements of analysis. New sectors and actors in the framework of
national security took the stage. Starting from the evolution of the concept of national security, this article
presents the modalities through which citizens’ perceptions of security issues have been studied to date.
Moreover, it proposes a new approach for the exploration of this subject, which could take into account
dimensions such as emotional responses to national security threats, which have been rarely systematically

investigated.
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1. Introduction

Security is a dimension inherent to human beings [1]. It
involves the protection of an asset, which could be personal
safety, belongings, wealth or more immaterial elements
such as sets of values, identity and traditions.

The perception of security implicates personal con-
structs and beliefs [2] associated with the protection or
with the undermining of such elements. It has been mostly
studied at the individual level, but there are important con-
sequences even on the social sphere [3]. This article is built
upon the concept that individual experiences are largely
dependent on—and, in turn, influence—social constructs
and dynamics. Oftentimes, personal experiences are fused
into group practices, and the boundaries between the self
and the other are frequently blurred. In a context such as a
nation, the dual nature of security, individual and collectivis-
tic, is even more pronounced and complex. Indeed, we can
understand the preservation of national assets as guaran-
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teeing the welfare of its constituents, the citizens. In turn,
citizens are called upon to contribute whenever possible to
the maintenance of a condition of national security.
Starting with a historical overview of how the political
sector has taken into consideration citizens’ perceptions
and attitudes, the article will focus on how security studies
have addressed this subject over the last decades. It will
highlight how the academic sector and policymakers have
increasingly taken into consideration the public dimension
of measures and decisions aimed at protecting national se-
curity. Indeed, in the last twenty years, both the academic
and political sectors redefined the importance of citizens’
perceptions and attitudes in the matter of national secu-
rity. On the one hand, there has been a change of focus
in security studies, which, at their birth, sought to tackle
the analysis of security issues from a perspective almost
uniquely centred around military aspects. More recently,
they have started to account for the societal dimension. On
the other hand, there has been a growing interest of the
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political sector in understanding what citizens perceive and
think of issues related to national security, particularly since
the Cold War and even more since the terrorist attacks
occurred on 11/09/2001 in the US.

2. A Change of Paradigm: From Military Security to
Multidimensional Security

2.1. Citizens and National Security: An Overview

We can trace the concept of citizenry as it is understood
nowadays in Western society back to the Ancient Greece
period. At that time, citizens actively contributed to the life
of the “polis” (city), and politics (the affairs of the city) con-
sisted of making decisions for the good of it. The mixture
of the individual and political sphere was indissoluble, and
since the debate about security was and still is one of the
priorities of politics [4], citizens’ voices are crucial in this
matter.

Overall, national security consists of the laws, decisions
and behaviours aimed at protecting the fundamental assets
of a nation. It is a concept which has been debated in the
academic, security and political sectors for a long time and
for which scholars have provided different definitions [5-7].
Although most of them rely on the protection of the state
against external invasions, success in war and defence of
borders, others include the human security of citizens [8].

For different reasons, over the centuries, the involve-
ment of citizens in national security strategies was scarce.
Nevertheless, history has presented cases when citizens
actively participated in decision-making processes for the
good of the security of the political government in force. For
example, in Ancient Rome, young citizens were enrolled in
the military to defend the Empire [9] and earning trust from
the populations of lands just conquered was considered
an asset to protect the security of the borders [10]. Other
activities carried out by Roman citizens would now be re-
ferred to as “human intelligence” (HUMINT): they acquired
information on potential security threats and reported them
to the authorities [11]. The city-states in the ltalian penin-
sula make another historical example of the role of citizens
for security during the late Middle Ages. All citizens were
entitled to participate in the so-called assembly [12], the
primary institution where political decisions were taken. In
modern times, only a few cases of direct democracy of this
kind exist; more often, citizens exercise their right to par-
ticipate in decisions regarding national security vicariously
through voting in elections. The effective representation of
citizens’ will in representative democracies is debated [13],
but formally citizenry still has decision-making power via its
political representatives. The role of citizens in national se-
curity has historically also taken other forms. For instance,
during the dictatorships of the 20" century, citizens have
been literally used by political leaders to reinforce the idea
of the strength of the nation’s security apparatuses. Indeed,
oftentimes, citizens were shown in the regime propaganda
as cheerfully supporting military parades and displays of

military equipment [14], and were particularly keen in lis-
tening to political leaders while they were showing off new
measures to defend national security.

In more recent times, not only the way citizens actively
participate in matters related to national security has been
studied. More than that, the modalities through which they
perceive security issues have come into play in the politi-
cal realm and in academic investigation [15]. The present
research is positioned in this thematic area. One of its
objectives is demonstrating how the analysis of citizens’
perceptions of security issues can modulate the drafting,
implementation or termination of national security programs.
In this regard, one of the most emblematic examples is the
Total Information Awareness (TIA) program in the US, aimed
at preventing terrorist attacks by collecting and analysing
information from US citizens. In 2003 the US Congress cut
the funding of this program because of US citizens’ negative
perceptions of it. Another emblematic example is the Israeli
National Security and Public Opinion Project, which aims
at studying the public opinion concerning security issues
involving Israel and, most importantly, their implications for
Israeli national security.

2.2. The Copenhagen School and New Security Threats

Many of the works in the current literature on perceptions
of security issues investigate how people perceive security
threats [16,17]. This occurrence is interesting for different
reasons: why are most of the researchers particularly keen
in studying the perceptions of security threats and not, for
example, citizens’ attitudes towards security services or citi-
zens’ perceptions of security programs in times of peace?
Why did such a significant number of studies on the per-
ceptions of threats to national security flourish after terrorist
attacks in the last two decades? The perception of the
imminence of a security issue might have played a role,
but | here advance another hypothesis. Although security
threats have always been a significant topic in security stud-
ies, there was a period when the concept of threat started to
be extended to domains other than the military and possibly
closer to every citizen’s life. We can identify this period
with the emergence of critical security studies, and, more
specifically, with the Copenhagen School of security studies.
By highlighting the relevance of threats undermining social
dynamics, the economy and the environment, | hypothesize
that the Copenhagen School influenced subsequent re-
search, which not only aimed to study how people perceive
national security issues per se but also the implications for
their lives. Therefore, the Copenhagen School might have
had the merit of initiating the process of democratization
of security studies by putting citizens’ experiences at the
centre of the investigation.

With the birth of critical security studies and, in partic-
ular, with the contribution of the Copenhagen School, the
definition of national security has grown to encompass di-
mensions other than the military and has highlighted the
concept of multidimensional threats. Security was referred
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to as the situation in which a referent object survives when
a threat undermines its existence [18]. A referent object
was conceptualized as an entity which could take various
forms depending on the sector which has been chosen
as the subject of the investigation (e.g., economic security,
environmental security, political security, etc.). Even the
United Nations (UN) proposed a new concept of security,
which shifted from exclusive stress to territorial security to
greater attention put on the people’s security. The idea of
security introduced by the UN encompassed seven main
categories, namely economic, food, health, environmental,
personal, community and political security [19].

This new definition of security is revolutionary in itself:
it does not make explicit reference to military security, the
state or external aggressors. However, it does not remove it
from the discussion either: the classical concept of security
could still be implemented in this theoretical approach. It is
now not the only one but one of many sectors which could
be analysed. Moreover, independence and sovereignty
are only two of the many referent objects that should be
defended to preserve national security.

The Copenhagen School redefined the objective of se-
curity studies, whose novel aim was to analyse the origins
and consequences of threats to referent objects. Another
dimension brought into the discourse of security was secu-
ritization, which might be considered an extreme version
of politicization [18]. It is the process according to which
an event is transformed into the object of political debate.
Securitization can be thought of as a step forward, not only
an alternative version of politicization. It encompasses the
political discussion of potential security threats but also
transforms the debate into practical actions to protect na-
tional security.

The Copenhagen School’s analysis can be considered
ground-breaking even from another angle: it not only pro-
posed the exploration of sectors relevant for security differ-
ent from the military but also introduced different levels of
investigation—that is, global, national, regional, etc. [20].
Moreover, it stressed the dual nature of the investigation,
which could be top-down or bottom-up. In particular, the
latter explores the influence of human nature and individual
differences on the functioning of collective entities such as
regions, nations and states. The crucial aspect is under-
standing the characteristics of each level and identifying the
best-suited methods of analysis to investigate them. In light
of a bottom-up process of investigation, this theorization
is justified: smaller entities constitute the founding pillars
of more prominent structures (e.g., nations). Nevertheless,
in a top-down process, the analysis of the dynamics at dif-
ferent levels might be perceived as unnecessary. Since
the measures taken to preserve security are imposed on
citizens, behaviours are constrained by these impositions,
and their analysis is likely to produce distorted results.

The differentiation of levels, and implicitly the legitimiza-
tion of studying the individual-level dynamics, is justified
for another reason. According to Buzan and colleagues, a
securitizing move is accomplished only when the audience

accepts it as such [18]. An essential aspect to note is that
the success of a securitizing move is decided not by the
securitizing actor but by the audience of the securitizing
move. Therefore, as proposed by Waever [21], security ex-
ists not within the object of security itself but rather among
the subjects which contributed to make an issue a security
issue.

In a nutshell, one of the most significant contributions
of the Copenhagen School was moving from the classical
conception of security studies as military security studies
and including new sectors and security actors. They will be
presented in the next section.

2.3. Security is Multifaceted: Different Threats, Different
Actors

An innovative aspect brought by critical security studies is
the introduction of sectors not strictly related to the classi-
cal conception of security studies, and therefore not exclu-
sively linked to the military sector. Indeed, the Copenhagen
School identified new sectors vital for a nation’s life; it spec-
ified their assets, the securitizing moves to protect them
and the actors involved. These dimensions will be further
analysed in this section. The process of “democratization”
of security studies, mentioned earlier, finds application in
the theorization of the Copenhagen School. Indeed, most of
the recent studies which analysed people’s perceptions of
threats to national security had their focus on threats to the
economy [22], social dynamics [23] and everyday life [24],
and rarely on military threats not directly involving citizens.

The introduction of different sectors into the analysis
of security studies puts forward the necessity to investi-
gate the dimensions which, in their totality, define security:
these are the referent objects, the securitizing actors and
the functional actors. The referent objects are those en-
tities that are threatened and whose survival justifies the
securitizing move. The securitizing actors are those actors
who define an entity as a referent object and who propose
its securitization. The functional actors are those actors
who, without being securitizing actors, influence the pro-
cess by affecting its dynamics. The referent objects are
specific to each sector. Traditionally, the securitizing actors
are stakeholders and often politicians. This concept has
been implemented even by the Copenhagen School, and
it is in line with the classical theorization of critical security
studies. Nevertheless, if we consider the claim about citi-
zens as security stakeholders valid [25], we cannot help but
include citizens in the group of securitizing actors. Indeed,
through the exercise of their voting right, through the partic-
ipation in governmental initiatives such as those organised
by Denmark to inform people on radicalisation issues [26]
and through protests against security policies that they do
not endorse, citizens actively contribute to the securitizing
process of an issue. The functional actors are nonetheless
important since they influence the decisions in the field of
security [27]. Traditionally, citizens have been included in
this group, but the studies mentioned earlier demonstrated

20



that they can be legitimately considered as both securitizing
and functional actors.

The analysis of the sectors identified by Buzan and col-
leagues reflects the innovative theorization provided by the
Copenhagen School. Interestingly, in each sector, citizens
play important roles since they are actors or even referent
objects of national security programs. All of the sectors will
be touched upon in the next sub-sections. Particular em-
phasis will be put on the component of the citizenry, which
is central to this work.

2.3.1. The military sector

The military sector has been, for a long time, the only sector
present in national security strategies [28]. Although critical
security studies transformed the view on national security,
the military sector, given its nature, is the sector most insti-
tutionalized and with a traditionally more rigid sectorization
of roles and functions. The referent object has convention-
ally been the state, although it is not the only one. In other
terms, the state’s diverse constituents, such as sovereignty,
independence and wealth, represent referent objects per se.

The threats posed to the referent objects in the military
sectors might be internal or external military threats. They
might be even non-military [18], such as immigration, ideolo-
gies and values. In this sense, individuals may be involved
not only in the securitizing process but may also constitute
the source of a threat. With regard to the securitizing actors,
politicians and military officials are often considered the
only responsible for a securitizing move. Moreover, intelli-
gence services often consider themselves as the guardians
of national security [18]. Nevertheless, if we consider the
intricate process of acquisition of information from human
intelligence, the military sector cannot ignore the involve-
ment of citizens in this process. Moreover, in some states,
the influence of tribes and ethnic groups are so influential
in national security issues that they cannot be disregarded
as securitizing actors. For example, as Cordesman pointed
out, the tribal—or Fouji forces—in Saudi Arabia conduct op-
erations vital to national security, such as border patrols [29].
On the other hand, ethnic militant groups may be responsi-
ble for escalating national security crises, as it happened in
Nigeria since the mid-2000s [30].

Although their role might be perceived as not strictly
relevant to the military sector, some functional actors can
influence the decisions made by the military apparatuses.
For example, the governments are those entities which
could massively influence the securitizing process despite,
in many cases, having interests different from national se-
curity, such as the retention of power [31]. The population
can be considered a functional actor in the sense that it
can oppose security measures in the name of the lack of
respect for human rights. Some characteristics may play
an essential role in influencing the dynamics of a securi-
tizing move and thus can be considered functional actors.
For instance, geographic factors are crucial in altering the
perception of a threat which could be close or far in space,
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imminent or distant in time. More specifically, distance and
terrain may change how a threat perpetrated by an external
agent is perceived. Another element highly relevant for per-
ception of threats in the military sector is history: a recent
history of wars and clashes makes it easier to trigger the
perception of an imminent threat in the population as well
as in the political and military representatives.

In a nutshell, the military sector, while being traditionally
conceived as rigid and with fixed roles, is subject to the fluid
dynamics highlighted by the critical security studies.

2.3.2. The political sector

Major differences exist for what concerns the conception
of security for the political and the military sector. The only
shared referent object between these two sectors is state
sovereignty, but its securitization follows a different pathway
in the political realm.

Security could be considered political since all security
threats and security responses could be the object of a
politicizing discourse. Nevertheless, political security has
a distinctive feature from politics as it is commonly under-
stood: it deals with threats to the internal legitimacy of
political units and with the external recognition of the state.

By definition, the referent object of political security is the
territorial state [32]. However, other entities might acquire
the status of referent objects, such as groups of people
established on the basis of religious or ethnic reasons [33].
This aspect is crucially important because the objective
of the political security discourse is not only the defence
of the territorial state, as it might appear in the classical
conception of national security, but it includes the citizens
who form the nation in their totality.

Concerning the actors involved in political security, the
government is the securitizing actor par excellence. In
democracies, the government has its legitimacy based on
the vote received by citizens, who are therefore vicariously
crucial.

The functional actors are all those actors, such as firms,
companies and individuals, who influence the definition of
referent objects and the securitizing of modalities in the
political sector.

2.3.3. The societal sector

The societal sector is central to the present investigation.
Counter intuitively, when talking about national security,
the nation has often received less attention than its politi-
cal counterpart—the state. Consequently, its constitutive
elements—the people—have been repeatedly excluded
from national security discourses. With the emergence of
critical security studies, the social dimension acquired a
new interest in academic research.

In the societal sector, identity is a crucial element: it
defines the expectations and rights of the individuals in rela-
tion to society [34]. When a group of individuals recognizes
a common identity and shared values, a societal group
exists. Although societies can be discovered at regional,



national and international levels, my focus here is on the
national level. When a threat undermines group identity, the
entire societal group is threatened. For this reason, some
scholars in international relations use the concept of iden-
tity when referring to this type of security [35]. Therefore,
group identity can be considered the main referent object
of societal security. At the same time, we can consider
the nation as the referent object of societal security [36].
This concept is relevant for this study if we consider that
what keeps nations together is national identity, which is
characterized by religious or ethnic factors. Generally, the
nation corresponds to its political counterpart, the state. For
this reason, the object of societal security is often the state.

Some threats could undermine group identity and, con-
sequently, the nation. For example, migration may lead to a
shift in the composition of the population. This may happen
by altering the cultural and linguistic identity of a nation. It
can also happen that a superordinate program aims to inte-
grate different national groups (e.g., the European Union) or
separate one national group (e.g., secessionist movements).
It is worth noting that all of these issues have implications,
even at the individual level, and the sum of personal experi-
ences makes them issues for societal security.

According to Buzan and colleagues, society can re-
spond to threats in two ways: via activities conducted by the
community itself or by shifting the problem to the political
and military sector [18]. The latter option, which has often
occurred, explains why the societal, political and military
sectors are so interdependent and why society and, conse-
quently, citizens, although overlooked in classical security
studies, are a determinant of national security.

Where nations and states coincide, generally, the state
is the main securitizing actor. Where they do not, sub-
national groups may define an object to securitize.

Among the many functional actors in the societal sector,
a special mention is due to the media. They influence how a
situation related to national security is defined; they shape
the way through which citizens perceive a security issue,
and they direct the focus of attention on specific aspects of
the national response to a security threat [37].

In conclusion, the societal sector is the one in which the
highest interdependency exists among different actors who
could take the form of political institutions, military institu-
tions and the citizens.

2.3.4. The economic sector

The economic sector is highly dependent on the political
model followed by a nation. Therefore, there would be
very different assumptions for a liberal-capitalistic society
compared to a nation where the control of the economy is
centralized. While for the liberals the economy comes first
and the societal dynamics are its direct consequences, for
socialists and communists the control of the economy is a
precursor of social transformation [18].

This conceptual heterogeneity is reflected in the hetero-
geneity of referent objects, which range from individuals

and firms, crucial for liberal societies, to social classes and
the state itself for nations with centralized power.

Accordingly, the securitizing actors may be firms who
declare the presence of an existential threat to their assets
as a consequence of national security issues. For example,
a country’s restrictiveness in exports for the sake of national
security may lead to the erosion of competitiveness of such
firms in the long term [38].

More than in other sectors citizens can be considered
functional actors in the economic sector since they can be
actively involved as workers or they can be part of organi-
zations such as trade unions, which can have a significant
influence on the economy [39].

2.3.5. The environmental sector

Even if the environmental sector has a relatively short his-
tory in the security domain [18], since its inception in 1972,
the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) has
addressed issues that have consequences on national and
global security. For example, one of the thematic areas ex-
plored by the UNEP deals with disasters and conflicts [40].
In particular, the UNEP works to diminish the environmen-
tal causes and consequences of national and international
crises. Furthermore, the UNEP highlights that the environ-
mental crises pose severe threats to human security [41].
Other key issues addressed by the UNEP include climate
change, environmental governance and resource efficiency.

One of its distinguishing features is the overlap and
sometimes conflict between the scientific and political agen-
das [42]: while from the scientific perspective the preser-
vation of the environment is the ultimate objective, in the
political agenda that is sometimes functional to the pursuit
of other objectives.

While in both the scientific and political domain the envi-
ronment is the referent object, significant differences exist
in terms of the securitizing actors: the scientific agenda
generally follows academic studies and scientific findings,
while the political agenda can be dictated by the govern-
ment, the public, the media, etc. However, in both cases,
the media and the population play a vital role as functional
actors: the first in making scientific findings understandable
by the laymen and in elucidating political programs; the
latter in supporting or opposing decisions on the matter of
environmental security, via more or less organized move-
ments (e.g., environmentalist groups). Note that the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) referred to envi-
ronmental threats as a mixture of the ruin of local ecosys-
tems and degradation of the global system [19]. Therefore,
the decisions regarding environmental security have effects
on both the local and international contexts.

The citizens, who are so central in many sectors, might
influence national security programs by endorsing or oppos-
ing security policies, by collaborating or not with security
services and by other ways. Their attitudes and behaviours
are in large part determined by a fundamental first step,
that is, how security issues are perceived.
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2.4. The Evolution of Security Studies throughout the
Decades: From Military Security to the Analysis of
Public Perceptions of Security Issues

The early years of the 215 century saw another change
of focus in security studies. Along with classical theories
and the new concepts introduced by critical security stud-
ies, greater attention was paid to the consequences that
security issues have on individuals’ lives. Even this theo-
retical leap might have had its roots in the historical events
that took place in those years. The terrorist events that
disrupted the lives of thousands of people highlighted the
necessity to investigate the consequences of national se-
curity events in citizens’ lives. This necessity triggered the
flourishing of studies on how citizens felt during security
incidents and how those events would affect their future
behaviours. This section explores how security studies
evolved from being a discipline almost entirely focused on
military security aspects to comprise, in more recent times,
the study of citizens’ perceptions of security issues.

Security studies were born as a sub-field of International
Relations discipline, after World War 1l [43]. The subject
of investigation of classical security studies as they were
conceived in the Cold War era was the state’s security
and military security. At the same time, the space given
to citizens was minimal: researchers and politicians saw
national security as the defence of national borders [44]
and military preparedness in the case of an external attack.
Consequently, citizens’ experiences were not at the centre
of academic investigation. However, if we consider a na-
tion as a group of citizens who share the same feeling of
identity [45], limiting the investigative horizon only to mili-
tary aspects might constitute an oversimplification of the
elaborate matrix of variables at stake. Only with the advent
of academic works that we now identify as “critical security
studies” [46], dimensions other than the military began to
be taken into consideration and analysed in the context of
national security.

Still, one major limitation has affected the literature until
recent times. This limitation has consisted in the predom-
inant analysis of group behaviour at the expense of sub-
societal and interindividual differences. At the beginning
of the 215 century, this shortcoming in security studies
was partially solved: the human component became an
essential factor in security studies [47] and individual expe-
riences were frequently put at the centre of the research
in this area. The input given by the 9/11 terrorist attacks
played a crucial role. It made people in general, and re-
searchers in particular, more aware of how individual factors
shape the experience of security issues [37]. Indeed, since
9/11, several studies emerged, investigating how people
subjectively felt during the events which undermined US
national security [48]. This shift of investigative focus can
be considered as important as the emergence of critical se-
curity studies. Within the space of a few decades, security
studies changed considerably. It started with being almost
exclusively focused on military aspects, then encompassed

new dimensions of security, such as immigration, transna-
tional crimes and societal intra-state dynamics. In the last
two decades, the literature has included extensive research
on the individual experiences of people who have been in-
volved in events related to national security. The academic
research on this topic narrowed down the breadth of the is-
sues investigated. Indeed, the individual experiences which
recently have acquired so much interest form in their total-
ity the societal dimension which the Copenhagen School
proposed in its innovative writings [18,49].

The shift of research focus from critical to contemporary
security studies went hand in hand with a greater aware-
ness of the importance of citizens within the political sector
[50]. There were examples of national security programs
halted because of the lack of public consensus [51]. More-
over, some programs aimed at investigating what people
think of security measures were introduced by governments
[52]. Additionally, calls for participation of citizens in the
definition of security strategies [53] were put in place. Pre-
viously, politicians rarely took into consideration the public
dimension of security issues; one of the few examples is the
outburst of research investigating public opinion towards
the Vietnam War [54]. Particularly in Western society, the
emergence of academic works providing evidence of dif-
ferential individual experiences associated with security
threats stimulated an interest in the political sector for better
understanding of what citizens feel and think of national
security.

The dimension of citizens’ perceptions of security issues,
which characterizes contemporary security studies, will be
further explored in the next section.

3. Investigating Public Perceptions of Security Issues:
The Contribution from Psychological Research

3.1. Research on Perception of National Threats: The
Need of Interdisciplinary Research

Citizens’ perceptions of threats to national security have
been studied in different fields [55-57]. However, a lack of
combination of research designs, methods and topics ex-
plored still affects the current literature. The fact that critical
security studies are a new discipline should, on the contrary,
stimulate a greater integration of methods and results, thus
favouring the applicability of findings.

As stated earlier, the research in this field received a
massive boost following the 9/11 terrorist attacks. In the
subsequent years, much of the literature on threat percep-
tion in security studies has been centred around threats
posed by international terrorism [22,58]. This focus on only
one type of threat is probably due to a methodological bias:
as illustrated by Lupia and Menning [59] and taken up by
Stevens and Vaughan-Williams [60], researchers have the
habit of asking about events that they think have elicited
reactions in the population. This occurrence brings a series
of consequences such as not considering that this might
not have been the case or that other factors may have had
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an influence. Moreover, most of the investigations of this
kind took place in the immediate aftermath or only a few
months after the terrorist event. This might bias the results
by making people’s responses stronger because the event
is close in time. The new stream of security studies widened
the discussion to topics and situations not directly related
to conflicts, terrorism and imminent threats, by including
actors, situations and habits that constitute the nation’s se-
curity sector. For this reason, the analysis of event-related
reactions might be only partly informative. In fact, Huddy
and colleagues [22] stated that Americans were concerned
about terrorism well before the 9/11 attacks. A study con-
ducted by the Rand Corporation in 1988 and 1989 [61]
showed that a large part of Americans considered terrorism
a severe issue in the US. In particular, this study showed
that 98% of respondents considered terrorism a serious
problem. Other survey studies conducted in the following
years showed the same type of results. Specifically, the
research carried out by Sénmez and Graefe highlighted that
57% of respondents that the possibility of terrorist events
would discourage them from travelling internationally [62].
Despite the evidence of this concern about terrorism in the
population, it took years before terrorism was recognized
as a major concern for the population [22]. For example,
Nacos and colleagues reported that in July 2005, shortly
after the terrorist attacks occurred in London, 75% of Ameri-
cans reckoned that another terrorist event was very likely or
somewhat likely to happen. This value was 4 percent more
than the percentage of Americans expressing this feeling
shortly after the 9/11 events [37].

Only in more recent years has research broadened
to include those topics not strictly connected to terrorism.
Among others, the most analysed cases have been immigra-
tion [63], ethnic issues [64], cyber-security [65] and natural
disasters [66]. A specific stream of research in the psychol-
ogy literature on perception of threats to national security
examines the psychological predispositions to certain types
of reactions. For example, people with a diagnosis of one
or more anxiety disorders tend to show stronger responses
to threats compared to controls [67]. Similarly, other vari-
ables come into play when investigating the modulation of
reactions to threats: the literature abounds with studies
about differences in threat perception based on gender [58],
age [68] and values [58]. Some other works analysed the
different behavioural outcomes of citizens in response to
threats [22]. However, it is essential to note that all effects
are at least partly mediated by innate predispositions or
contextual situations.

In terms of its usefulness for the security services and
political sector, the analysis of citizens’ perceptions of se-
curity threats is essential for different reasons. Firstly,
perceived threats to national security have, as existing
research suggests [69,70], negative impact on political tol-
erance. Secondly, the perception of existential threats may
result in intergroup fairness and endorsement of pacifism
and less aggression toward outgroups (e.g., foreigners and
people of other religions) [71]. Moreover, as mentioned

earlier, a public who feels threatened is more likely to ac-
cept security measures and interventions that might not
be accepted in ordinary conditions; as such, it is crucial
to understand the time and the modalities through which
those policies should be presented. Thirdly, since by defini-
tion power pertains to citizens in democracies, the political
sector should take into account what citizens feel, what
they think and how they react to issues related to such
a crucial element as national security. Incidentally, previ-
ous studies have highlighted that the political sector is not
immune from being affected by these mechanisms [72];
instead public opinion may influence the political elites and
vice versa. This process would necessitate an analysis of
the perception of threats at the community and individual
level.

Moreover, from a methodological perspective, the im-
portance of the national context in studying the perception
of security threats has been demonstrated [73]. Most of
the current knowledge derives from studies conducted in
the US or the UK. Hence, most of the theories and in-
ferences on this topic originated from results of studies
conducted in just two countries. For this reason, the need
for less generalized and more contextualized works has
been identified [60].

The lack of integration among the disciplines involved
will hopefully be alleviated in future research. This interdis-
ciplinary approach is applied to the exploration of a crucial
topic, emotional responses to security threats, which is
undertaken below.

3.2. What Do Emotions Tell Us about Threat Perception in
National Security?

As is the case with other constructs in scientific research,
the term “perception” encompasses different dimensions
such as social [74], cognitive [75] and affective [76]. Un-
til the 1980s, the focus of research in threat perception
was on cognitive aspects, probably mirroring what has hap-
pened in the realm of experimental psychology. With the
advent of affective science and neuroscience in the 1980s,
more attention was put on emotional processes. Moreover,
previous evidence demonstrated that some emotional ex-
periences can have a great influence on future behaviour
[77-79]. Even political discourses on national security tar-
geted at citizens often aim to trigger emotional reactions in
the audience, with the hope that this could influence their
political views. Nevertheless, there is still significant uncer-
tainty regarding which emotions play a role when a threat is
perceived. Common sense would suggest that fear is the
most probable reaction to such stimuli. In fact, the picture
could be more complex and diverse emotional experiences
could take place, leading to very different consequences in
terms of future behaviour. This section’s objective is to pro-
vide a brief overview of one of the main topics of the present
research, that is, the importance of emotional responses to
national security threats.

As mentioned above, threat perception has been stud-
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ied in a wide range of disciplines, but mostly in psychology.
In the literature on threat perception, the phenomenon has
been analysed in relation to clinical conditions [80] and
threatening stimuli depicting animals [81]. Until the 1980s,
most of it was centred around cognitive biases originating
from the perception of threats. In the 1980s, the academic
world witnessed the advent of affective neuroscience, which
has the objective of studying neural correlates of emotions.
From that period onwards, research on threat perception
took the emotional dimensions of the phenomenon more
into account. The focus on cognitive aspects which char-
acterized the research until that point is understandable if
we take into account that it was commonplace in psychol-
ogy to consider cognitive processes—usually referred to
as “superior processes”™—as overriding and independent
from phenomena of different nature. In more recent years,
scientific findings highlighted the link between emotions and
cognition [82]. These findings boosted new research on the
affective correlates of psychological processes.

The investigation of threat perception in national security
has been biased to a lesser extent by this misconception
on the importance of the emotions. The relevant studies on
threat perception in national security emerged mostly in the
last two decades, and the acceptance of the role of emo-
tions within the scientific community was by then already
established. Indeed, it is not infrequent to find questions on
how a person felt during an event related to national secu-
rity, which emotions were prevalent and how that person
would behave in the future following those feelings [22].

Nevertheless, for a long time, there has not been
agreement on which emotions come into play when a per-
son perceives the existence of a security threat. Indeed,
one of the emotions which has been more frequently as-
sociated with the perception of threat is fear. Fear is
mainly present in individual experiences of threat, but
existing studies have shown that it is not the only emotion
involved. For example, in 2009 Huddy proposed what
has been one of the most detailed reviews on emotional
correlates on threat perception in the context of national
security [72]. She started from an examination of the
antecedents of threat perception before analysing the
two dimensions which she considered prevalently associ-
ated with the perception of security threats: anxiety and
anger. In doing so, she showed that diverse emotional
responses occur when different dimensions come into
play. For example, realistic and symbolic threats are likely
to induce very different reactions in the perceiver. The
same is valid for collective and individual threats. These
variables have been associated with two basic motiva-
tional systems: the approach system and the avoidance
system [83]. As Huddy noted, till the 2000s, the approach
of scholars on this topic was to combine anxiety, anger
and other emotional responses as a unique reaction to
threats. More recently, the literature has included anxiety
as a response to threats undermining individual security
or the security of people who are close in social relation-
ship. At the same time, anger has been connected to

the perception of threats towards the group to which the
perceiver belongs or threats posed by events seen as
unjust. According to recent literature, fear is generally
one of the most common responses to the perception of
threats to individual security, while anxiety characterizes
specific clinical and sub-clinical conditions. However, it
is interesting to note how fear and anxiety share some
biological underpinnings. For example, both of them have
been associated with activity in the hypothalamus and
midbrain periaqueductal regions [84]. Huddy highlighted
how anxiety and anger show different patterns of effects
on the processing of stimuli: anxiety is characterized
by higher vigilance and augmented sensitivity to threats
while anger is connoted by a more superficial analysis of
the stimuli and risk-orientated decisions and behaviours
[72]. These varied responses may partly explain the differ-
ent behavioural outcomes of threat perception mentioned
before: fear of a threat is more likely to induce people to
endorse and vote for more conservative security policies.
At the same time, anger probably encourages people to
support more aggressive policies and more authoritarian
leaders. This occurrence could have important implica-
tions for the political sector. In particular, if the objective
of politicians is to receive public support for policies which
in ordinary times might be seen as aggressive, they might
try to make citizens feel angry towards the source of the
threat the nation has to face. Otherwise, citizens could
feel afraid that their response might be in total contrast to
what politicians aim to achieve.

There could be noteworthy implications of different af-
fective responses to foreign policies. For example, anger
is likely to make people see possible aggression toward
identified enemies as more acceptable. However, a topic
that has not been fully explored and that is relevant for na-
tional security strategies is how the emotional processing
of threats modulates acceptance or opposition to home-
land security policies. Some research provided insightful
evidence of differential responses [52]. Still, from both a
scientific and practical application perspective, it would
be interesting to investigate which emotions are involved,
and to what extent they come into play when dealing with
threats towards the individual or the nation, and how they
direct behaviours as opposing or endorsing homeland
security controls. Such an investigation would be coher-
ent with the theory of securitization presented earlier,
which stresses the importance of the societal sector not
only for international relations but even within a single
nation. Another element in common with the securitiza-
tion theory concerns national identity. As explained in
previous sections, national identity can be considered a
referent object and, therefore, something that must be se-
curitized. Moreover, it seems that higher levels of anger
are perceived by those people who have a strong sense
of national identity [72]. Consequently, investigating the
level of national identity among citizens might provide
useful information on how they react to threats to national
security.
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4. Conclusions

This article presented the fundamental theoretical shift in se-
curity studies in the last fifty years: the focus of investigation
passed from an analysis encompassing almost uniquely mil-
itary aspects to a broader focus, one that comprised new
elements of security, such as new security actors, new secu-
rity sectors and new securitizing objects. This shift has ele-
vated social actors such as citizens to the status of security
actors. In this respect, the Copenhagen School of security
studies elaborated an innovative theory according to which
citizens could be identified as referent objects, securitizing
actors, and functional actors. In fact, they concurrently are
recipients of security measures, security stakeholders [25]
and part of the society capable of influencing decisions in
the field of security. More recently, citizens’ perceptions of
issues related to national security began to be systemati-
cally investigated. Since the beginning of the 21%¢ Century
this topic has been thoroughly explored in empirical stud-
ies, with a particular focus on the cognitive and emotional
dimensions.

This new stream of research put the citizens at the
centre of the investigation. As a consequence, citizens’
perceptions, attitudes, and behaviours became a focal point
of security studies.

The element of novelty of the present research resides
in the analysis of the literature on citizens’ perceptions of
issues related to national security studies over the last few
decades. The main conclusion of such an analysis is that
citizens’ perceptions of security issues have become a cru-
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