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Resumen

El objetivo de la presente investigacion fue realizar una revision sistematica de los estudios empiricos que han reportado el
uso de la teoria de fusion de identidad. Para esto, la revision sigui6 los lineamientos y recomendaciones de la declaracion
PRISMA. Las bases de datos consultadas fueron Web of Science, Scopus, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Willey Online Library,
EBSCO y JSTORE. En total, se revisaron 52 estudios empiricos, en espaflol y en inglés, publicados entre los afios 2009 y
2018, que cumplian con los criterios de seleccion. La mayoria de los estudios dan evidencia de que la fusion de identidad
es un fuerte predictor de conductas extremas de sacrificio por el grupo, y también, se ha asociado generalmente a variables
como la identificacion con el grupo, el compromiso grupal, el apoyo social percibido, la lealtad incluso en condiciones de
ostracismo, los sentimientos, afectos y emociones hacia el grupo, y la percepcion de parentesco, entre otras. Al final se
discuten sus implicaciones y limitaciones.
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Identity fusion: A systematic review
Abstract

The objective of the present investigation was to conduct a systematic review of empirical studies that have reported the use
of identity fusion theory. The review followed guidelines and recommendations of the PRISMA statement. The following
databases were used Web of Science, Scopus, ProQuest, ScienceDirect, Willey Online Library, EBSCO and JSTORE data-
bases. Empirical studies were selected, in Spanish and English that were published between 2009 and 2018. 52 articles were
found that met the selection criteria. Most studies give evidence that identity fusion is a strong predictor of extreme sacrifice
behaviors by the group. Likewise, identity fusion has generally been associated with variables such as: identification with
the group, group commitment, perceived social support, loyalty even in ostracized conditions, feelings, affects and emotions
towards the group, perception of kinship, among other. Its implications and limitations are discussed.
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The theory of identity fusion has completed a decade
since the first article introducing it to the field of psychology
was published (Swann, Gomez, Seyle, Morales, & Huici,
2009). This theory was born with the intention of explaining
a particular phenomenon: why are some people capable
of making extreme sacrifices, to the point of giving their
lives for their group? The authors propose that this dispo-
sition to extreme sacrifice would be motivated by a highly
salient personal and group identity between individuals,
with a visceral feeling of deep union between the personal
self and the social self, so that the delimitation between
both identities becomes indistinguishable (e.g., Gomez
& Vazquez, 2015; Swann, Jetten, Gomez, Whitehouse, &
Bastian 2012).

As a construct, identity fusion is associated with relational
ties (i.e., feelings toward individual group members) and
collective ties (i.e., feelings toward the group as a whole;
e.g., Gomez et al., 2019; Gomez, Brooks et al., 2011),
which create the perception of connection and reciprocal
strength between personal identity and group identity
(Besta, 2018; Gomez, Brooks et al., 2011). Because of
this strong unity with the group, the merged individuals
represent the other group members as if they were their own
relatives (Robert, Virpi, & John, 2019; Swann, Buhrmester
et al., 2014; Whitehouse et al., 2014), motivating them
to perform extreme behaviors in favor of the group (e.g.,
Buhrmester & Swann, 2015; Fredman et al., 2015; Swann
& Buhrmester, 2015).

Identity fusion has been founded on four fundamental
principles that conceptually capture its nature. Multiple in-
vestigations have demonstrated consistent evidence of these
principles, supporting the theoretical basis of identity fusion
(e.g., Besta, Mattingly, & Blazek, 2015; Gémez, Morales,
Hart, Vazquez, & Swann, 2011; Heger & Gaertner, 2018;
Vazquez, Gomez, & Swann, 2017): the personal agent self,
identity synergy, relational ties, and irrevocability (Gémez
& Vazquez, 2015; Swann et al., 2012).

The principle of the personal agent self suggests that
the merged person maintains intentional actions that be-
nefit the group (Fredman et al., 2015). These actions are
outstanding even in group contexts, where the personal
selfis activated along with the social self (Swann, Gomez,
Huici, Morales, & Hixon, 2010). In this way, the merged
person feels capable of performing behaviours that in his
or her opinion will have consequences for the whole group
(Gémez & Vazquez, 2015).

The principle of identity synergy refers to the synchrony
that develops the personal self with the social self forming
a reciprocal combination between both identities (Gomez,
Brooks et al., 2011; Swann et al., 2009), which causes that
when one is activated, the other is also activated, amplifying
the behavior of the merged person (Heger & Gaertner, 2018;
Swann et al., 2012).

The principle of relational ties refers to the fact that the
merged subjects recognize the members of the group both by
their personal identities and by their social identities (Swann,
Gomez, Dovidio, Hart, & Jetten, 2010). The combination
of both identities through this type of recognition develops
in the merged individuals a strong bond with the group
members (e.g., Besta, 2014; Gomez, Brooks et al., 2011).

Finally, the principle of irreversibility refers to the fact that
merged persons tend to remain merged over time (Vazquez
etal.,2017; Swannetal.,2012; Swann et al., 2015). This is
because fused people build the relational and collective ties
that bind them emotionally intensely to the group (Gomez
et al., 2019), thus reinforcing the sense of their social and
personal selves (Gomez, Morales et al., 2011).

While there have been some theoretical studies that
account for the fundamental properties of identity fusion
theory (e.g., Buhrmester & Swann, 2015; Fredman et al,
2012; Swann & Buhrmester, 2015; Whitehouse & Lanman,
2014; Yuan, Tao, & Lu, 2014), to date no article has con-
ducted a review that systematically synthesizes and groups
all the empirical studies that have involved identity fusion.
Therefore, the objective of the present theoretical study
(Montero & Leon, 2007), is to perform a systematic review
of the empirical studies (Ato, Lopez, & Benavente, 2013)
that have reported the use of the identity fusion construct
between the years 2009 to 2018.

Method

Procedure and search strategies

A systematic review of the literature was conducted
following the guidelines and recommendations of the
PRISMA statement, complying with items 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8,
9,10, 11, 14, 17, 18, 23, 24, 25, 26 and 28 of its checklist
(Liberati et al., 2009; Urratia & Bonfill, 2010). The search
for articles published between 2009 and 2018 was configured
by consulting seven databases (n = 351; Web of Science
= 87, Scopus = 55, ProQuest = 65, ScienceDirect = 46,
Willey Online Library = 35, EBSCO =38 and JSTORE =
25). Article research was limited to studies conducted in

411



412

Identity fusion: A systematic review

English and Spanish using the keywords "identity fusion"
and "fusion de identidad". The search was limited to the
following areas of research: social psychology; social
identity; identity; behavior; group dynamics; psychology;
group identity; social sciences; social behavior. Only articles
with empirical data were included, discarding theoretical
and instrumental works on identity fusion.

Selection of studies

The studies were selected in stages (see Figure 1). First,
all the articles collected in the databases mentioned above
were compiled (n = 351). Second, the titles were read
and all duplicate articles were removed (n = 142). Third,
the titles, abstracts, keywords and instruments used were

read, eliminating articles that did not meet the inclusion
criteria (n = 129). Finally, a full-text reading was carried
out by eliminating articles on theoretical, instrumental or
non-centric studies on identity fusion (n = 28).

Summary of results

Once the selection was completed (n = 52), the results
were synthesized in order to compare the different studies.
This procedure was carried out by extracting the following
data: 1) author(s), 2) year of publication, 3) sample(s), 4)
research design, 5) fusion measuring instrument(s), 6)
reference group(s), 7) variables/manipulations included
in the studies and 8) main results.

Results identified through other
resources (n = 3)

Items excluded through inspection
of titles, abstracts, keywords and

for not including identity merger
measurement instruments
(n=129)

Excluded items:

Theoretical identity fusion
studies (n = 10)
Instrumental studies of fusion and

=
]
% Results identified through databases
= (n=351)
g
=
v v
Results after exclusion of duplicates (n = 209)
g
k=
5
5
9]
A
2
% Selected articles (n = 80)
8
=)
5t \ 4
<
=
2 Articles included in the
summary (n = 52)

identity (n = 3)
Studies that did not focus their
results on identity fusion (n = 15)

Figure 1. PRISMA flowchart: Literature identification and selection process.
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Results

The main results of each study are described in Table
1. Within the 52 articles included in the synthesis, 117
empirical studies covering identity fusion were detected
as part of their results. Regarding the research designs, of
the 117 studies, 69 (59%) were correlational, 45 (38.5%)
experimental, 2 (1.7%) exploratory and 1 (0.9%) descrip-
tive. In terms of the origin of the participants, more than
23 countries were identified, the main ones being Spain
with 38% (n = 49), the United States with 20.2% (n =
26), Poland with 18.6% (n = 24) and other countries (e.g.,
Germany, Australia, Brazil, Chile, China, England, India,
Indonesia, Israel, Japan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, New
Zealand, Norway, Singapore, South Africa, South Korea)
with 23.3% (n = 30).

As for the participants, 45% (n = 58) were university
students, 38.8% (n = 50) general population and 16.3% (n
=21) other types of population (e.g., activists, soccer fans,
twins, couples, guerrillas, military, transsexuals, children
and adolescents).

Regarding fusion measurement instruments, 34.2% (n
= 41) of the studies used the pictorial measure of identity

fusion (Swann et al., 2009), 63.3% (n = 76) the verbal
measure of identity fusion (Gémez, Brooks etal.,2011) and
2.5% (n = 3) the dynamic index of identity fusion (DIFI,
Jiménez et al., 2016).

Regarding reference groups or targets, 64.1% (n="75) of
the studies used the country as a reference group, 14.5% (n=
17) family and friends, 29.1% (n = 34) specific groups (e.g.,
political parties, guerrillas, military, sports groups, online
groups, educational institutions, intentional communities,
cities of residence) and 10.3 (n = 12) other reference targets
(e.g., candidates, trademarks, public figures).

Regarding the variables that have been most studied
along with identity fusion, those related to identity (n = 64;
54.7%), motivation to sacrifice (n=60; 51.3%), relationship
with the group (n = 41; 35.3%), individual psychological
variables (n = 30; 25.6%), bonds (n =24; 20.5%) and other
variables (n = 41; 35.3%) have been studied. While the
least studied variables along with identity fusion have been
feelings and emotions (n =20; 17.1%), personal agency (n
=14; 12%), well-being (n = 7; 6%) and affections (n = 5;
4.3%). The grouping of the variables studied in relation to
identity fusion can be seen in Table 2.

Table 2
Grouping of variables studied in relation to identity fusion
Categories Variables

Group Identity

Collective Identity

Identity

Essentialism

Related to Identity tarianism; communality)

Nationalism
Certainty of identity
Activist Identity

Values (individualism - collectivism; value homogeneity; fundamentalism; conservatism; utili-

Attribution of the leader's charisma

Willingness to sacrifice for the group

Willingness to sacrifice

Motivation Sacrifice Selfsacrifice

Support for expensive sacrifices

Positive effects
Negative effects
Affects

Emotional commitment

Affects

Emotions

Group Emotions

Recalling negative experiences
Emotion and emotional
experience Emotional Synchrony
Passionate love
Anger
Dysphoria

Negative emotions (feeling excluded, feeling ignored)
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Categories Variables

Willingness to give - donate to the group

Commitment to the group; loyalty

Group support - duration of support

Concern for group members

Behaviors that help group members

Willingness to deny group irregularities, accept violence as a method of social change or ex-
treme behaviour.

Negative perception of a group; Racist prejudice - androgyny
Desire to leave or join the group

Perception of closeness or distance to the group

Perception of the group as sacred

Collective action

Hostility towards a group

Perception of group superiority

Perception of threat to the group

Perception of being a prototypical member of the group

Relationship with the group

Self-concept

Locus of control

Social Desirability
Self-esteem
Authoritarianism
Self-Efficacy

Personality

Sense of life

Control over the future
Reflection capacity
Ostracism

Uncertainty

Competitive attitude
Need for uniqueness - independence - inclusion with the other
Decision-making process

Individual psychological
variables

Quality of Life

Life satisfaction
Well-being Happiness

Well-being

Community Satisfaction

Agency staff

Agential Autostereotype
Agency and personal growth ~ Empowerment

Self-expansion

Flow
Family ties (kinship - identification - trust - behaviors - prioritization - coping styles)
Social ties Collective ties (social support; participation; desire for contact; social integration; collective
effectiveness; norms; social disruption
Morality
Pressure to make a moral decision
Religiosity

Brand Consumption

Survival instinct

Meeting goals - social mobility - life change
Social beliefs - political orientation

System Acceptance

Entitativity

Desire for experience

Group and individual physical exercise
Heart rate

Others

Note: Some variables may belong to more than one category.
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Finally, the main results of the articles analyzed indicate
that identity fusion is a strong predictor of extreme sacrificial
behaviors by the group (e.g., Besta et al., 2013; Gomez,
Morales et al., 2011; Heger & Gaertner, 2018; Kunst et al.,
2018; Paredes etal., 2018; Sheikh et al., 2016; Swann et al,
2009; Swann et al., 2010; Swann, Buhrmester et al, 2014;
Swann, Gomez et al, 2014; Vazquez, Gomez, & Swann,
2017) and behaviours that involve giving (e.g., Gomez,
Morales et al, 2011; Segal et al, 2018; Semnani-Azad et
al, 2012) and asking for help from the group (e.g., Reddish
et al, 2016; Semnani-Azad et al, 2012). In commercial
contexts, identity fusion has been successful in predicting
consumer preferences for domestic products (Yoo et al.,
2014), and consumers fused with their brands were predis-
posed to follow their relationship with their marks despite
being aware of some of their ethical transgressions (Lin
& Sung, 2014).

Also, identity fusion has been mainly related to extreme
culling behaviors by the group (e.g., Besta, 2014; Besta
et al., 2014; Besta, Mattingly et al., 2015; Besta, Szulc
et al., 2015; Buhrmester et al., 2015; Carnes & Lickel,
2018; Fredman et al., 2017; Kossakowski & Besta, 2018;
Newson et al, 2018; Sheikh et al, 2016; Swann et al, 2009;
Swann et al, 2015; Swann, Buhrmester et al, 2014; Swann,
Gomez, Dovidio et al, 2010; Swann, Gomez, Huici et al,
2010; Vazquez et al, 2015; Vazquez et al, 2017) or by in-
dividuals (Joo & Park, 2017; Vazquez, Gomez, Ordofiana
etal, 2017; Walsh & Neff, 2018). In addition, in numerous
studies identity fusion has been related to group identity
(e.g., Bestaetal.,2014; Besta, Mattingly etal., 2015; Besta,
Szulc et al., 2015; Buhrmester et al., 2012; Swann et al.,
2009; Swann, Gémez, Huici et al., 2010), group support and
commitment (e.g., Besta & Kossakowski, 2018; Besta et
al, 2018; Besta, 2018; Buhrmester et al., 2015; Buhrmester,
Newson et al., 2018; Carnes & Lickel, 2018; Dahling &
Gutworth, 2017; Howard & Magee, 2013; Misch et al,
2018; Sheikh et al., 2014; Swann, Gomez et al., 2014;
Vazquez, Gomez, & Swann, 2017; Zumeta, Basabe et al.,
2016), perceived social support (e.g., Grinde et al, 2018;
Howard & Magee, 2013), loyalty (Newson et al., 2016)
even under conditions of ostracism (Gémez, Morales et al.,
2011), feelings, affections and emotions towards the group
(Buhrmester, Burnham et al, 2018; Carnes & Lickel, 2018;
Dahling & Gutworth, 2017; Grinde et al., 2018; Howard
& Magee, 2013; Jong et al., 2015; Joo & Park, 2017; Paez
etal, 2015; Segal et al., 2018; Swann, Gomez et al., 2014;
Zumeta, Basabe et al., 2016; Zumeta, Oriol et al., 2016)
and values: morals (Kunst et al., 2018; Sheikh et al, 2014;
Swann, Gomez et al., 2014), sacred (Carnes & Lickel, 2018;
Sheikh et al., 2016), democratic (Sheikh et al., 2016), and
cultural (Kossakowski & Besta, 2018).

Other studies have shown that identity fusion is related to
the perception of kinship (Buhrmester et al., 2015), quality
of life (e.g., Buhrmester et al., 2012; Jaskiewicz & Besta,
2014), life satisfaction (Grinde et al., 2018), perception of
a leader's charisma (Steffens et al, 2017; van Dick et al.,
2018), religiousness (Besta etal., 2014; Fredman et al., 2017;
Sheikh et al., 2014), nationalism (Besta, 2014), political
extremism (Besta, Szulc et al., 2015), political orientation
(Kunst et al., 2018) and support for group irregularities
(Besta et al., 2014).

On the other hand, the mediation models within the
studies analyzed, have shown that the fusion of identity
mediates the relationship between: the accessibility of the
neighborhood and the quality of life in the neighborhood
(Jaskiewicz & Besta, 2014), moral convictions and the
disposition to extreme sacrifice behaviors (Carnes & Lickel,
2018), the memory of a traumatic event and pro-social be-
havior (Segal et al, 2018), self-conformation and loyalty to
the group (Newson et al., 2016), and, the death of a leader
and the perception of his or her charisma (Steffens et al.,
2017). Likewise, in three studies, the fusion of identity
with the twin measured the effect that zygosity had on
the desire for contact and the experience with the twin
(Vazquez, Gomez, Ordofiana et al., 2017). Finally, fusion
with a recently dead iconic (or famous) animal mediated
the relationship between the state of dysphoria and fusion
with an animalist organization (Buhrmester, Burnham et
al., 2018).

In other models of mediation that have involved identity
fusion, it has been identified that: personal agency mediates
the relationship between identity fusion (in the condition
of excitement) and the action of donating money to the
group (Swann, Gomez, Huici et al, 2010); both personal
agency and invulnerability mediate the relationship bet-
ween identity fusion and the willingness to fight and die
for the group (Gomez, Brooks et al., 2011); emotional
engagement mediates the relationship between identity
fusion and extreme sacrifice (Swann, Gomez et al., 2014);
clarity of self-concept mediates the relationship between
identity fusion and personal agency (Besta, Mattingly et al,
2015); right-wing and left-wing authoritarianism mediates
the relationship between identity fusion and the inclination
towards violence for the change of the social system (Besta,
Szulc et al., 2015); right-wing authoritarianism mediates the
relationship between identity fusion and the willingness to
fight and die for the country (Besta, Szulc et al, 2015); the
psychological kinship, mediates the effect of the identity
fusion on the support actions, the empathic preoccupation
and the self-sacrifice (Buhrmester et al., 2015); the time of
reflection on negative events, mediates the relation between
a shared negative experience and the identity fusion (Jong
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etal, 2015); emotional synchrony, mediates the relationship
between the level of collective participation and identity
fusion (Paez et al., 2015); emotional synchrony, mediates
the relationship between identity fusion and collective
effectiveness (Zumeta, Oriol et al., 2016); the experience
of shared flow, mediates the relationship between the level
of involvement in a collective activity and identity fusion
(Zumeta, Basabe et al, 2016); collective, but not relational,
bonds mediate the identity fusion before and after three
historical events negative for the stability of the group
(Vazquez, Gémez, & Swann, 2017); the identity fusion
(with an external group), mediates the relation between the
political orientation of the left and the extreme protest (Kunst
et al, 2018); self-expansion and self-efficacy mediate the
relationship between identity fusion and collective action
(Bestaetal., 2018); self-expansion and group self-efficacy
mediate the relationship between identity fusion and collec-
tive action (Besta & Kossakowski, 2018); leadership identity
and identity fusion mediate the relationship between the
death of a leader and the perception of his or her charisma
(van Dick et al., 2018).

With regard to models of moderation that have included
identity fusion, it has been noted that: the status of a group
evaluator moderates the relationship between identity fu-
sion and radical support for the group (Besta et al., 2013);
values moderate the relationship between identity fusion
and making costly sacrifices (Sheikh et al., 2014); negative
affects moderate the relationship between memory of a
negative experience and identity fusion (Jong etal., 2015);
impulsivity moderates the relationship between identity
fusion (with partner) and self-sacrifice by partner (Joo &
Park, 2017); independent self-moderates the relationship
between interdependent self and identity fusion (Besta,
2018); self-verification moderates the relationship between
group verification and identity fusion (Besta, 2018); self-
description as an agent moderates the relationship between
self-description as a community being and identity fusion
(Besta, 2018); and, police perception and acceptance of the
system moderates the relationship between identity fusion
and collective action (Besta & Kossakowski, 2018).

Finally, in the models of moderate mediation within
the articles analyzed, it has been found that: shared values
moderate the effect of identity fusion on family ties, while
family ties mediate the relationship between identity fu-
sion and support of extreme actions by the group (Swann,
Buhrmester et al, 2014); trust in the sacrifice of other fused
individuals mediates the relationship between identity fusion
and the willingness to fight and die for the group, while
justification of sacrifice moderates the effect of trust in the
sacrifice of other fused individuals and identity fusion on
the willingness to fight and die for the group (Paredes et al,

2018); finally, fear and personal harm caused by a natural
disaster moderates the effect of memory (of the natural
disaster) on identity fusion, while identity fusion mediates
the relationship between memory of the natural disaster
and prosocial behavior (Segal et al., 2018).

Discussion

The purpose of this paper was to review and synthesize
empirical studies using the theory of identity fusion between
2009 and 2018.

The main results of the articles analyzed indicate that
identity fusion is a strong predictor of extreme group-
slaughter behaviors. Fused people would be highly orien-
ted to group support and commitment, creating strong
relational ties through feelings, affections and emotions
towards the group, involving moral values, considered
sacred and unrenounceable. This dynamic causes the fu-
sed people to feel that the members of their group, are an
extension of their own family to which they must protect
with determination. Classical theories, by not considering
the relevance of relational ties within their constructs, fail
to generate models that can predict behaviors of extreme
sacrifice by the group, as if it does the theory of identity
fusion (Gomez et al., 2019).

The present review demonstrates that the systematic
development of evidence supporting the theory of identity
fusion is continuously progressing, being applied to diver-
se populations (e.g., hooligans, football fans, terrorists,
combatants, siblings, romantic couples, fighters, military,
activists, couples, guerrillas, transsexuals, children and
adolescents), reaching countries on five continents (e.g.,
Spain, United States, Poland, Germany, Australia, Brazil,
Chile, China, South Korea, India, Indonesia, England,
Northern Ireland, Israel, Japan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco,
Norway, New Zealand, Singapore, South Africa), targeting
various reference groups (e.g., countries, families, friends,
political parties, combat squads, sports groups, online groups,
educational institutions, intentional communities, cities
of residence, candidates, trademarks, public figures) and
predicting extreme sacrifice even through measurements
of actual behavior (e.g., donations, sex change, video game
performance, answers to tram dilemmas).

Although all the evidence presented is very valua-
ble, it does have some limitations. Most participants in
identity fusion studies are Spanish, American and Polish,
half of them university students, i.e., WEIRD population,
who are characterized as belonging to Western, educated,
industrialized, rich and democratic countries (Henrich,
Heine, & Norenzayan, 2010). This is a common problem
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in psychology research, so it is necessary to continue in-
vestigating the behavior of identity fusion theory in other
socio-cultural contexts (Henrich et al., 2010).

A second limitation is that much of the evidence relating
to identity fusion and extreme sacrifice for the group is
based on the scale of willingness to fight and die used by
Swann et al. (2009). In this regard, it would be desirable
to continue to provide evidence of the predictive power of
identity fusion using different scales (e.g., scale of self-
sacrifice: Bélanger, Caouette, Sharvit, & Dugas, 2014)
or situations that measure extreme sacrifice for the group
(e.g., implicit measure "The Boom Task": Bélanger et al.,
2014; Bélanger, Schumpe, Menon, Ng, & Nociti, 2018).

Most studies use the country of origin as the reference
group, implicitly implying that there would be no substantial
difference between the country as a nation-state (e.g., Spain)
or as a people (e.g., Spaniards). In this sense, it would be
necessary to state under pressure which is the reference
group used in each study, since in different cultural contexts
the level of identity fusion with the nation-state could be
different from the level of fusion with the people.

Finally, it seems that the theory of identity fusion could
have different guidelines that need to be further explored
(e.g., interpersonal fusion, protofusion, fusion with or-
ganizational groups), and others that have not even been
explored (e.g., in migration contexts: fusion with the country
of origin/host). This leaves multiple lines of research to be
developed and a long way to go.
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