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Abstract 

The COVID-19 pandemic constitutes an unprecedented threat for individuals and societies, 

revealing stark inequalities in preparedness, exposure, and consequences. The present 

systematic literature review complements extant knowledge on disasters and pandemic 

diseases with programmatic research on the COVID-19 pandemic. Building upon an 

integrative definition of threat, we merge intra-personal threat regulation with group 

dynamics and inter-group relations. Via streamlined methods of knowledge synthesis, we 

first map out a broad taxonomy of threats, as appraised by the majority population and ethno-

racial and immigrant minorities. Second, we delve into research linking threat appraisals with 

either conflict or prosociality within and across group boundaries. To conclude, we propose 

some guidelines for researchers to actively involve ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, 

and for societies to cope cohesively with the impact of COVID-19.   
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Outbreaks of diseases are an inevitable aspect of human history, yet the COVID-19 

outbreak constitutes an unprecedented global threat (ECDC, 2020). During this pandemic, 

ethno-racial and immigrant minorities disproportionately bore the brunt of the infection, 

experiencing cumulative stressors that were piled upon preexisting disadvantages and social 

exclusions (e.g., Abedi et al., 2020; see also WHO, 2020). Some of these stressors may 

stemm from integration challenges and restricted resources among newly arrived immigrants 

(Martiniello & Rea, 2014), whereas other stressors arise from long lasting experiences of 

structural racism (Sears et al., 2000).  

To establish the psychological impact of this global pandemic and to design inclusive 

recovery plans, it is crucial to consider different social ecologies in which individuals are 

embedded. In the present work we develop an integrative approach, contextualizing the 

unequal psychological impact of the pandemic on ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, as 

compared to the majority population. We conceptualize this impact at multiple levels of 

threat and discuss how these threats may impact intra- and inter-group outcomes.  

Social psychological research on threat experiences is largely fragmented and 

comprises disconnected theoretical frameworks. Researchers have studied threat from an 

intrapersonal perspective as an outcome of basic cognitive and affective processes that 

catalyze threat cues into avoidance and approach-based reactions (e.g., Jonas et al., 2014). 

From an alternate social identity approach of the self, researchers have focused on how 

individual threat perceptions emerge from feelings of belonging to social categories or groups 

(e.g., Branscombe et al., 1999). Finally, researchers have examined how ‘realistic’ and 

‘symbolic’ conflict are rooted in socio-structural power asymmetries between groups, thus 

engendering perceived threats to group cohesion and survival (Stephan et al., 2009). 

Our systematic literature review incorporates these different levels of analysis and 

defines threat as external or internal stressors that are appraised as a potential danger to 
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physical or psychological goals relevant to the personal or social self, group cohesion, and 

survival. We deem imperative to operationalize “threat” at different levels to provide a more 

contextual and comprehensive understanding of how people navigate the COVID-19 

outbreak (see Doise, 1986 for an exhaustive introduction on the levels of analysis in social 

psychology). Our systematic review thus expands the knowledge on COVID-19 related 

threats and is organized in three parts: First, we tease apart different levels and sources of 

threat as it is appraised by members of the majority population. Second, we identify common 

and distinct sources and appraisals of threat among ethno-racial and immigrant minority 

groups. Third, we outline the social-psychological processes connecting different threat 

appraisals with either conflict or prosociality within and across group boundaries.  

Method 

We conducted a systematic literature search to identify published peer-reviewed and 

unpublished (i.e., pre-prints) records presenting data with content-specific information on 

threat appraisals related to previous disasters, pandemic diseases, and the current COVID-19 

outbreak. We based our search on the Cochrane methodology and presented methods and 

findings following the PRISMA standard for Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (Moher et al., 2009); To ensure we collected such data at (a) the 

individual level of threat (i.e., personal and social self), (b) the collective level of threat (i.e., 

group cohesion and survival), and (c) intra- and inter-group outcomes (i.e., prosociality and 

conflict), we designed and implemented the three search strategies presented in Table 1. Each 

strategy comprised a common threat context and a unique concept relevant to the search, and 

these were combined using the Boolean operator AND. The concepts themselves comprised a 

series of search terms which were combined using the Boolean operator OR. Main database 
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searching was conducted on November-December 2020 (PsyINFO),1 and additional 

unpublished literature on COVID-19 was screened on April-May 2021 (PsyArXiv). 

(TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

Study Selection and Inclusion Criteria 

Records identified by the search strategy were subjected to the first phase of screening 

via Abstracker (Rathbone et al., 2015), using an automated, streamlined method of 

knowledge synthesis (Tricco et al., 2017). In the second phase, eligibility was further 

assessed based on the full text of each record. We excluded records that did not focus on 

threat contexts relevant to this review, as well as short commentaries and editorial notes. We 

also excluded records that did not asses specific threat appraisal contents. For instance, 

generalized measures of trait anxiety, wellbeing, and stress inventories were not retained. 

Similarly, we excluded records measuring perceptions, opinions, and attitudes (e.g., trust in 

institutions, perceived personal risk) that were not explicitly and directly linked with threat 

appraisals (e.g., worries about freedom loss or fear of infection). The search was restricted to 

peer-reviewed journal articles written in English and published from the year 2000 onwards.  

Data Synthesis 

Data were extracted onto a spreadsheet and organized based on the following 

columns: (i)The national context of the threat, (ii) a focus on ethno-racial or immigrant 

minorities (iii), publication status (iv), specific subdimensions of threat assessment (v), 

relevance to intra- and inter-group outcomes (see Table S.1 in the Electronic Supplementary 

Materials, ESM). We used the principles of thematic analysis to code specific threat 

appraisals into eight distinct types of threat. The first four threat types were reported by both 

majority and ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, namely 1) life threat, 2) basic 

 
1 A second screening on PsycINFO was repeated on April-May 2021 to include additional references and update 

the literature search. 
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psychological needs frustration, 3) livelihood and financial concerns, and 4) social 

disintegration and political dysregulation. The last four threat types were uniquely reported 

by ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, namely 5) stigma and discrimination, 6) stress 

sensitization, 7) legal vulnerability, and 8) marginalization.  

Results 

Our search for data based on our broad conceptualization of threat identified 5,064 

relevant records. After excluding 4,595 non-relevant articles, we retained 468 studies: 167 

directly relevant empirical studies on past disasters and pandemics, 292 directly relevant 

empirical studies on the current COVID-19 outbreak, and 8 systematic reviews and one meta-

analysis that linked past pandemics and the current COVID-19 outbreak (see Figure 1). 

Systematic reviews or meta-analyses were screened first, followed by the thematic grouping 

of empirical studies based on shared content or similarities in findings. 

Findings were organized by theoretical account wherein we reviewed evidence from 

previous disasters and infectious diseases for each account before introducing research 

assessing threat in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. The literature presented below is 

summarized in prose. However, Supplementary Table S1 in ESM presents the full collated 

and synthesized data from this systematic review.  

(FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE) 

Threat Appraisals by the Majority Population  

Among the total records selected, 392 out of 468 empirical papers (83.8%), eight 

systematic reviews, and one meta-analysis focused on perspectives from the majority 

population. Both the systematic reviews and the meta-analysis reviewed prior evidence about 

the negative consequences of social isolation (e.g., Hossain et al., 2020) and more general 

“Coronaphobia” for individual distress and mental health (e.g., Şimşir et al., 2021). The 

empirical papers were organized around four main threat types on the basis of the specific 
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contents of threat appraisals, from personal and social self to group cohesion and survival as 

operationally defined earlier (Figure 2). 

Life threat. Extremely adverse events, such as natural disasters and pandemic 

outbreaks, trigger immediate fears and long-term anxieties about the health ramifications of 

disaster exposure (Coelho et al., 2020). Relatedly, life threat triggers severe anxiety due to 

awareness by individuals that their death is inevitable (Jonas et al., 2014).  

Among the 392 empirical studies with the majority population, 260 (66.3%) focused 

on life threats following disasters and disease outbreaks. Terrorism-related threats like the 

2011 Oslo bombing were observed in 30 papers (e.g., Heir et al., 2016). Threats of natural 

disasters, like among adolescents exposed to the 2010 earthquake in Chile, were seen in 16 

papers (e.g., Guerra et al., 2014). Seventeen papers explored threats of infectious diseases, 

like Ugandan midwives endangered by HIV (Salyer et al., 2008). Life threat experienced in 

response to the COVD-19 outbreak received extensive attention (n = 197), as reflected by a 

multitude of scales measuring fear and distress of getting seek and dying because of the 

coronavirus (e.g., Ahorsu et al., 2020; Feng et al., 2020; Taylor et al., 2020). 

Basic psychological needs frustration. The COVID-19 pandemic and the enforced 

countermeasures may hamper psychological well-being by preventing individuals from 

pursuing specific goals related to basic psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and 

social relatedness (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Consequently, people may experience goal blockage 

or personal goal frustration, which may increase their psychological vulnerabilities 

(Vansteenkiste & Ryan, 2013).  

Among the 392 empirical studies with the majority population, 74 (18.9%) focused on 

basic psychological needs frustration following disasters and disease outbreaks. These threats 

were observed in four papers on terrorism, like among Israeli settlers in Palestinian territories 

(Shalev, 2006); four papers on natural disasters, like among young adults affected by the 
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Canterbury earthquakes in New Zealand (Fergusson et al., 2015); and two papers on 

infectious diseases, like among veterans with HIV in the US (Greysen et al., 2013). In 

comparison to previous literature on this topic, basic psychological need frustration received 

more attention in response to the COVID-19 outbreak (n = 59), with studies focusing 

specifically on fear of uncertainty (e.g., Arpaci et al., 2020), lack of control (e.g., Irshad et al., 

2020), and social isolation (e.g., Kira, Shuwiekh, Rice et al., 2020).  

Livelihood and financial concerns. Dealing with an actual or perceived scarcity of 

resources is demanding and may impede optimal cognitive functioning (e.g., Mani et al., 

2013). Empirical research demonstrates that resource scarcity impairs decision-making, and 

depletes executive control functions (Mullainathan & Shafir, 2014). Hence, there is a clear 

need for humans to have a livelihood, earn an income, and to support themselves and their 

family.  

Among the 392 empirical studies with the majority population, 65 (16.6%) focused on 

livelihood and financial concerns following disasters and disease outbreaks. These threats 

were observed in three papers on terrorism, such as in the aftermath of the 9/11 attack in the 

US (Brown et al., 2019); and six papers on natural disasters, e.g., among survivors of the 

2008 Kosi River flooding in India (Crabtree, 2013). Livelihood and financial concerns 

received considerable attention in response to the COVID-19 outbreak (n = 56), not only at 

the individual level, like impaired socio-economic conditions (e.g., Mertens et al., 2021) and 

job loss (e.g., Rogers et al., 2021), but also at the collective level, related to supply shortages 

(e.g., Arpaci et al., 2020) and global financial crisis (e.g., Kachanoff et al., 2020).  

 Social disintegration and political dysregulation. Durkheim (1897/1987) first 

conceptualized anomie as a societal situation in which both the political and the moral norm 

systems lose power to regulate society. Based on his seminal work, Teymoori et al. (2017) 

proposed a psychological approach to understanding anomie, which was closer to the concept 
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of threat and included the perception of an irreparable breakdown of social cohesion (i.e., 

social disintegration) and delegitimation of political leadership (i.e., political dysregulation). 

Among the 392 empirical studies with the majority population, political disintegration 

was never appraised as a threat, but was approached indirectly, by measuring political and 

institutional distrust. However, 25 papers (6.4%) focused explicitly on threats of social 

disintegration. This threat was observed in five papers on terrorism, like among residents of 

the small Finnish community of Jokela after the 2008 shootings (Vuori, 2016); and three 

papers on natural disasters, e.g., among fisherman villagers after the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil 

spill in Alaska (Ritchie, 2012). Social disintegration threat was not observed in relation to 

other infectious diseases. Yet, a number of studies focused on social disintegration in 

response to the COVID-19 outbreak (n = 17), in particular fears of people’s irresponsibility 

(e.g., Arpaci et al., 2020) and loss of national values (e.g., Kachanoff et al., 2020).  

(FIGURE 2 ABOUT HERE)  

Threats Appraised by Ethno-racial and Immigrant Minorities 

 Among the total records selected, 66 out of 468 empirical papers (14.1%) examined 

threat types experienced by ethno-racial and immigrant minority members. No systematic 

literature reviews or meta-analyses were found instead. The review by Zeppegno et al., 

(2020) was an exception wherein they provided an exhaustive overview of the burden the 

pandemic poses on vulnerable “outgroups”, like international migrant workers and homeless 

people. 

A closer look at the empirical papers including ethno-racial or immigrant minorities 

revealed that, 36 empirical papers compared the experiences of majority White with distinct 

experiences of African Americans (n = 5), other ethno-racial minorities (e.g., Latinos, Asians, 

and Arab Muslims, n = 21), or immigrants without host national citizenship (n = 10). Results 

generally converged on showing that ethno-racial and immigrant minorities are at high risk of 
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experiencing all general types of threats (e.g., Anderson-Carpenter & Neal, 2021), like life 

threat (n = 14), basic psychological needs frustration (n = 7), and livelihood and financial 

concerns (n = 6). The remaining 30 empirical papers focused on ethno-racial or immigrant 

minorities, such as African Americans (n = 4), other ethno-racial minorities (n = 12), and 

immigrants (n = 14). Results showed that these groups experience additional specific threats 

that are not reported by the national/White majority population. We grouped these additional 

threats among ethno-racial and immigrant minorities around four main threat types, ranging 

from most to least commonly reported threat appraisals (Figure 2). 

  Stigmatization and discrimination. Stigmatization and discrimination against 

ethno-racial and immigrant minorities convey social identity threats leading to a range of 

negative psychological outcomes (e.g., Major & O’Brien, 2005). As a result, emergencies and 

their aftermath give rise to conditions under which stigmatization and discrimination against 

ethno-racial and immigrant minorities are heightened (e.g., Demirtaş-Madran, 2020).  

Among the 67 empirical studies focusing on ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, 

50.7% (n = 34) assessed stigmatization and discrimination. These threats were observed in 13 

papers on terrorism, e.g., among recent immigrants in Canada after the 9/11 attacks 

(Rousseau et al., 2011); three papers on natural disasters, e.g., among Black American 

Katrina survivors in New Orleans (Chen et al., 2007); and five papers on previous infectious 

diseases, e.g., among people of Caribbean descent in the Netherlands (Stutterheim et al., 

2011). Similarly, stigma and discrimination were observed in 13 papers about the COVID-19 

outbreak, e.g., among Asian Americans and Asian immigrants in the US (Wu et al., 2021).  

Stress sensitization. Prior exposure to traumatic life events involves regulatory 

feedback mechanisms that can negatively impact stress reactivity system functioning; a 

process that has been termed stress sensitization (McFarlane, 2010). Stress sensitization 
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enhances perceptions of threat and reinforces negative interpretations of new stressful 

situations (e.g., Dougall et al., 2000).   

Given the migration perils, discrimination, and post-traumatic stress experienced by 

certain ethno-racial and immigrant minorities, these groups may be particularly sensitive to 

catastrophic events. Among the 67 papers that included ethno-racial and immigrant minority 

perspectives, 4 (6%) focused on stress sensitization. This threat was observed in one paper on 

terrorism, namely among refugees in the US exposed to the extensive media coverage of the 

9/11 attacks (Kinzie, 2008); and in two papers on natural disasters, e.g., for non-EU 

immigrants in the aftermath of the Enschede Firework Disaster in the Netherlands (Smid et 

al., 2018). Stress sensitization threat was not observed in relation to other infectious diseases. 

Yet, one empirical paper on COVID-19 reported that collective identity trauma among Arab 

Muslims from many Middle Eastern countries reinforced the effect of COVID-19 traumatic 

stress on death anxieties and lowered well-being (Kira, Shuwiekh, Alhuwailah et al., 2020).  

Legal vulnerability. Ethno-racial minorities with national citizenship and immigrants 

with stable residence permit are secured from legal vulnerability. Yet, uncertain legal status is 

a threat that migrants with temporary, expiring, or irregular residence status are often faced 

with (Elisabeth et al., 2020). Legal vulnerability has been known to be associated with fear, 

anxiety, and guilt, related to a lack of access to resources and service providers, including 

health services (e.g., Gonzales et al., 2013).  

 Among the 67 retained empirical studies that focused on ethno-racial and immigrant 

minorities, three analyzed legal vulnerability as a specific threat (4.5%). This threat was 

observed in two papers on terrorism, e.g., asylum seekers and refugees in the US fearing 

arrest, detention, and deportation after the 9/11 attacks (Piwowarczyk & Keane, 2007); and 

one paper on infectious diseases, namely Swedish legal immigrants being reluctant to seek 

medical attention and HIV-screening (Kalengayi et al., 2012). We could not find any record 
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investigating legal vulnerability as a potential stressor for migrants facing the COVID-19 

outbreak. Yet, fear of being reported to the immigration authorities and deported if they 

sought assistance may have reduced willingness among undocumented migrants to come 

forward for screening, contact tracing, or treatment (WHO, 2020). 

Marginalization. The rift of social relations with close relatives and support networks 

in their home country, cultural conflicts, and perceived incompatibilities, combined with 

challenges to establish new relations in the receiving society, may result in isolation and 

acculturative stress among ethno-racial and immigrant minorities (e.g., Yako & Biswas, 

2014). By threatening social connectedness, self-worth, and identity continuity, 

marginalization translates into psychological strains (e.g., Marinucci & Riva, 2020).  

Limited work focused on the risks of marginalization among ethno-racial and 

immigrant minorities during disasters and pandemics. This threat was assessed in 2 out of 67 

papers (2.3%), in relation to terrorism and identity conflict, like among Muslim-American 

youth in the wake of the 9/11 attacks (Sirin & Fine, 2007). We could not find any record 

investigating rupture of transnational support networks during the COVID-19 outbreak, 

particularly among newcomers and transit migrants. Yet, due to border closures, interruption 

of family reunification procedures, and travel bans, these vulnerable groups may have been 

cut off from all sources of social support (Politi & Roblain, 2021).  

From Threat Appraisals to Intra- and inter-group Outcomes 

 Disasters and pandemic threats have far-reaching societal implications. In total, we 

found 123 empirical papers (26.8%) that included outcomes relating to intra- and inter-group 

processes. These outcomes were either conflictual or prosocial. In particular, 44 empirical 

papers focused on terrorism, 26 investigated the role of natural disasters, 6 were conducted in 

the context of past infectious diseases, and 47 were conducted in light of the COVID-19 

epidemic. First, we will discuss the overall pattern of results of these studies, starting from 
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conflictual and moving to prosocial intra- and inter-group outcomes. Secondly, we will 

highlight some additional gaps in the current state of the literature. 

Conflict within and across group boundaries. In general, threat clues can breed 

ethnocentrism and escalate violent inter-group conflict (e.g., Oswald, 2005); they can 

exacerbate prejudice, discrimination and dehumanization, and spur support for authoritarian 

governments and policies among the majority population (e.g., Green et al., 2010). People 

also tend to endorse negative stereotypes of outgroups specifically in response to perceived 

personal threat (Asbrock & Fritsche, 2013). Within group boundaries, external threats may 

result in scapegoating and ostracism of deviant ingroup members (e.g., Marques, Paez, & 

Abrams, 1998). The threat, in all of its forms, thus constitutes a potent ingredient for intra- 

and inter-group conflict (Dhanani & Franz, 2021). 

Natural disasters and pandemic diseases were often associated with increased inter-

group conflict, while evidence for intra-group conflict is lacking. Increases in prejudice and 

discrimination against Muslim and immigrant communities have been repeatedly documented 

in the aftermath of terrorist attacks (e.g., Van de Vyver et al., 2016). Yet, outgroup derogation 

and ethnic prejudice may also spread from seemingly unconnected events, such as natural 

disasters and pandemics (Kim & Chang, 2014). Negative inter-group consequences of natural 

disasters and pandemics stem from several possible underlying processes, such as outgroup 

blaming for spreading the disease (Zagefka, 2021), protection of ideological belief systems 

(Fairlamb & Cinnirella, 2021), or perceived competition for restricted resources (Vezzali et 

al., 2018). 

Applied to the COVD-19 pandemic, anti-Asian prejudice triggered stigmatization of 

Asian people and other minority groups (Tabri et al., 2020). Also, norm deviation was used to 

justify outgroup derogation more than ingroup scapegoating (Van Assche et al., 2020). 

Relatedly, increases in the desire for national cohesion and conformity during the pandemic 
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resulted in a strong rejection of sexual minorities (Golec de Zavala et al., 2020). These 

findings suggest that positive inter-group relations and the rights of minorities may be at risk 

during times of global emergences. 

Prosociality within and across group boundaries. Threat avoidance mechanisms 

that promote ingroup favoritism and outgroup derogation shed a pessimistic light on inter-

group relations. However, some 'silver lining' evidence suggests that threat appraisals may 

enhance helping behaviors. In social environments that valued prosociality and supported 

people’s basic needs for autonomy, belonging and competence, prosociality fulfilled an 

adaptive threat regulation function (e.g., Jonas et al., 2014). Along those lines, post-traumatic 

stress was found to be attenuated via increased compassion, empathy, and altruism (Tedeschi 

et al., 1998).  

Prosociality has been consistently observed in the face of natural disasters, like the 

2012 Northern Italian earthquake (Andrighetto et al., 2016) and the 2004 Tsunami in South 

Asia (Van Leeuwen, 2007). Jointly facing a disaster situation creates a sense of togetherness 

that may translate into collective selfhood (Drury et al. 2009). Although, helping behaviors in 

the aftermath of emergency situations was mostly examined in light of intra-

group prosociality, emerging social identities and empathic bonds with other survivors may 

go beyond interpersonal helping within existing social networks and thus connect people 

across social groups (Vollhardt & Staub, 2011).  

In the context of the COVID-19 outbreak, “bonding” types of prosociality within 

one’s own community (e.g., when you help your neighbor with groceries), and “bridging” 

variants of prosociality, including vulnerable populations beyond one’s immediate in-group 

(e.g., when you volunteer at a homeless shelter) were both connected with dispositional 

factors, such as fulfilment of self-transcendence goals (Politi et al., 2020). Moreover, 
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outgroup helping was positively connected with contextual clues about the global emergency, 

such as ingroup (instead of outgroup) blaming for the spreading of the virus (Zagefka, 2021).  

Discussion 

 The psychological impact of disasters and pandemic diseases has commonly been 

assessed in terms of fears, worries and concerns. Our review, however, revealed some gaps in 

the literature. Firstly, future investigations should focus more on long-lasting threats and 

move beyond the immediate fear of virus transmission (for a similar point, see Coelho et al., 

2020). Indeed, some stressors may disappear quickly when restrictions are eased and 

contamination is reduced, while other threats—such as economic and social disruptions—

may entail much longer periods of recovery. Moreover, most researched threats primarily 

focus on the individual, while collective threats to the social fabric and political arrangements 

need to be taken more into account. While some noticeable efforts to assess a broader variety 

of threats in comprehensive scales have been made (e.g., Anderson et al., 2021; Mertens et 

al., 2021), this literature review argues that measurements should be extended and refined to 

capture a broader range of possible threat appraisals. Second, the review suggests additional 

specific threats among ethno-racial and immigrant minorities as distinct from common threats 

shared with the majority population. The review thus sheds light on the unequal 

psychological impact of disasters on individuals and groups with different positions in the 

wider society and future research may unravel the processes that account for these apparent 

disparities in threat appraisals. Most likely, the intersectionality of unique and cumulative 

pre-existing and incidental stressors among ethno-racial and immigrant minorities explains 

their heightened sensitivity to common as well as distinct threats. Third, there is a need to 

differentiate more general process from specific contents of situated threats appraisals 

associated to ethno-racial and immigrant groups with and without host national citizenship 

(see Romero, 2008).   
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As for intra- and inter-group outcomes, solid evidence has linked threat appraisals to 

both conflict and prosociality, but some caution is warranted. First, only 56 out of 123 studies 

(46%) measuring intra- and inter-group outcomes directly assessed ‘threat’, and only 44 

(35.8%) specified the type of threat in their study. Though different sources of threat certainly 

lead to different outcomes, a systematic examination of these differential effects is currently 

lacking in the COVID-19 literature. As an exception, Nisa and colleagues found interactive 

effects of life threat and livelihood and economic concerns on compliance with COVID-19 

mitigation measures (Nisa et al., 2021). Second, only 12 out of 123 records on processes 

related to intra- and inter-group outcomes (10%) included samples of ethno-racial or 

immigrant minority members. As an exception, Andrighetto and colleagues found that 

disaster exposure was negatively associated with outgroup helping intentions among national 

majority members while it was positively associated with outgroup helping among immigrant 

minorities (Andrighetto et al., 2016). The gaps revealed by our review calls for more 

systematic investigation of different minority perspectives on inter-group conflict and bias 

and prosociality in the face of global emergencies. Third, the explanatory leverage of 

different sources of threats in terms of intra- and inter-group outcomes has unexplored 

heuristic potential. While most research approached the COVID-19 pandemic in terms of life 

threat, most likely different threat facets are connected to conflict and prosociality in ways 

that are so far unknown. 

Conclusion 

 Our systematic review suggests that extant knowledge falls short of covering the 

broad spectrum of threats associated with the unprecedented COVD-19 pandemic. This 

knowledge gap is only partially addressed by recent empirical advances in the study of threat 

appraisals, as evidenced by the disproportionate scholarly focus on life threat and the scant 

attention for other more long-lasting or more contextual threats to the personal and social self 
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and to group survival and social cohesion. As suggested by our review, more comprehensive 

research effort should encourage situated and contextual approaches, shedding more light on 

the vastly unequal psychological impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. Relatedly, research 

addressing intra- and inter-group outcomes in the face of pandemics or disasters should 

incorporate a broader conceptualization of threat appraisals to enhance our understanding of 

threat regulation. Rather than quantifying threat as a one-dimensional construct, it is essential 

to disentangle the dynamic configurations of multiple threats at the intra-individual, intra-

group and inter-group level for a proper understanding of their contingent consequences.  

 The under-representation of perspectives from ethno-racial and immigrant minorities 

in the study of threat appraisals and consequences in response to the pandemic is another 

important gap evidenced by our systematic literature review. Not only does threat intensity 

seem to be quantitatively greater amongst the members of various minorities, but the scope of 

concern also seems to be qualitatively distinct in part and more diverse. Studying 

perspectives from ethno-racial and immigrant minorities is crucial to identify distinct threats 

and challenges to promote inclusive recovery plans and policies. Our call resonates with a 

more general critique of the continuing predominance of people from Western, educated, 

industrialized, rich and democratic (WEIRD) societies in psychology research (e.g., 

Muthukrishna et al., 2020). This imbalance has sustained a tendency to decontextualize 

psychological processes and to overlook perspectives from subordinate groups and cultures 

across the globe, thus hampering the potential social impact of psychological research in 

response to global societal challenges. To advance evidence-informed understandings and 

policies with a view to address stark inequalities in exposure, experience and outcomes of the 

pandemic, it seems essential to value the diversity of populations of interest, while 

considering participative approaches to actively involve underrepresented groups in the 
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research process. By better representing diversity of viewpoints, research would better 

identify ways of living and coping cohesively with unprecedented challenges. 
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Table 1.  

Concepts and Terms used in the Search Strategies. 

Constant Concept: Threat 

context 

Variable concept 1: 

Individual threats 

Variable concept 2: 

Collective threats 

Variable concept 3: Intra- 

and inter-group outcomes 

natural disaster OR  

infectious disease OR  

pandemic OR  

terrorism OR  

COVID-19 

 

uncertainty OR  

threat OR  

fear OR  

basic needs OR  

self-determination  

 

symbolic threat OR  

realistic threat OR  

collective threat OR  

intergroup threat OR  

group cohesion OR  

group survival OR  

group integrity 

 

ostracism OR  

scapegoat OR  

discrimination OR  

stigmatisation OR  

intergroup conflict OR  

outgroup derogation OR  

prosociality OR  

solidarity OR  

intergroup helping OR  

altruism OR  

empathy OR  

intergroup trust OR  

intergroup cooperation OR 

intergroup competition  

Notes: Three searches were conducted; each used the constant concept and one of the variables concepts. 

Specifically, the threat context was used with variables concepts to target individual-level threats (Search 1), 

collective-level threats (Search 2) or intra- and inter-group outcomes (Search 3).  
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Figure 1. 

Flowchart for study selection process, concepts, and terms used in the search strategies 

 
Note: Three searches were conducted, each using the constant concept and the none of the variables concepts. 

Specifically, the threat context was used with variable concepts to target individual-level threats (Search 1), 

collective-level threats (Search 2) or intra- and inter-group outcomes (Search 3). Phase 1 of screening involved 

assessing for potential suitability using an automated process (Tricco et al., 2017). Phase 2 of screening involved 

assessing eligibility for inclusion based on the full-text of the article 

Records excluded 

(n = 3,815) 

Full-text articles 

excluded (n = 780) 

Final records included in synthesis  

Empirical papers (n = 459) 

Systematic reviews & meta-analyses (n = 9) 

Published records identified through database 

searching (n = 4,349) 

Search 1: Individual threats (n = 3,337) 

Search 2: Collective threats (n = 84) 

Search 3: Intra- and inter-group outcomes (n = 928) 

Phase 1: Records 

screened (n = 5,064) 

Additional 

unpublished records   

(n = 715) 

Phase 2: Records 

screened (n = 1,249) 
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Figure 2. 

Empirical studies extracted from literature review and organized as a function of general and ethno-racial-immigrant-specific threat appraisals  

 

 
Note: Frequencies pertaining to previous disasters and pandemics are reported in black on the bottom left, whereas frequencies pertaining to the current COVID-19 outbreak 

are reported in grey on the top right of each histogram. Systematic reviews and meta-analyses were not included in the graph. Because many studies focused on several types 

of threats in parallel, the total count exceeds the number of studies retained. For the sake of readability, generic threats are not reported separately for the majority population 

and ethno-racial and immigrant minorities. For more details, see Table S1 in ESM. 
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