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Collective Rituals in Times of the COVID-19 Quarantine:
The Relationship between Collective Applause and Identity Fusion
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Several initiatives are arising to counterbalance the consequences of psychical distance, motivated by
COVID-19, by reinforcing social ties. In this project, we focus on analyzing the relationships between par-
ticipating in collective applause (i.e., a collective ritual), reinforcement of collective/relational ties, identity
fusion, and compliance with quarantine norms. We carried out a study during the COVID-19 quarantine
(N = 568) with people who were legally obliged to stay home. Our results indicate that participating in
collective rituals relates to collective and relational ties with in-group members. This, in turn, is associated
with the strength of identity fusion and the perception that other in-group members comply with quar-
antine norms. Thus, under the influence of a common fate that invariably threatens the lives of a large
part of the population, participating in collective rituals positively relates to an increase in the sense of
belonging and common identity.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically af-
fected the world population, as the number
of infected people and deaths is rapidly in-
creasing (World Health Organization, 2020).
Several countries, such as Spain and ltaly, ad-
vocated legally forcing citizens to stay at home
to slow the spread of the virus (EFE, 2020).
These lockdown measures have transformed
the social life of many individuals. However,
several initiatives appear to counterbalance
the consequences of psychical distance by

promoting activities that reinforce social ties.
This is the case of collective applause, a prac-
tice carried out in Spain that brings people
together at windows or balconies each day at
8:00 pm to acknowledge the collective effort
in slowing down the spread of the virus. In the
present research, we aimed to analyze the
extent to which this collective ritual is linked
to the psychosocial impact on people’s sense
of identification and compliance with social
norms during the quarantine.
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Social Identity during Collective Threats

Critical situations usually tend to generate so-
cial cohesion and strengthen social identity
through reinforcing the presence of a com-
mon fate among affected people (e.g., Drury,
2018). The common fate operates as a form
of comparative fit, enhancing perceptions of
within-group similarity and clarifying group
boundaries (Turner, 1981), which could moti-
vate different forms of solidarity (Gaertner &
Dovidio, 2012). In this vein, an extreme form of
identification that promotes the performance
of in-group altruistic actions is identity fusion.

Identity fusion is described as a viscer-
al feeling of oneness with a group in which
the personal and social self-merge and the
boundaries between both identities become
more permeable (Gémez & Vazquez, 2015b;
Swann & Buhrmester, 2015; Swann, Jetten,
Gomez, Whitehouse, & Bastian, 2012). One of
the identity fusion principles that makes it dif-
ferent from other forms of identification is the
relational ties principle (Gomez & Vazquez,
2015a; Swann et al., 2012). According to this
principle, people with fused identities have
strong personal and social identities and tend
to believe that other group members also
have them. This ability to recognize personal
identities as unique, as well as social, allows
people to develop an attraction based on
both uniqueness and group membership. This
combination of attraction can produce excep-
tionally strong relational ties. Thus, fusion is
marked by a strong allegiance to the group
category (collective ties) and, at the same
time, to the fellow group members (relation-
al ties); in other words, fused individuals feel
strong ties to a category (collective ties: iden-
tification with the group category) and to the
group members (relational ties: identification
with the group members; Gémez et al., 2019;
Vazquez, Gémez, & Swann, 2017).

Collective Rituals Reinforce Identity Fusion

Collective rituals enhance a sense of belonging
to the group and reinforce social identity (Dru-
ry & Reicher, 2009; Khan et al., 2016). In the
same way, identity fusion is closely related to
engagement in rituals. Some researchers sug-
gest that fusion results from shared ritualistic
activities that are emotional, causally opaque,
and symbolically charged (Jong, Whitehouse,
Kavanagh, & Lane, 2015; Whitehouse, 2018).
Others point out that it is the shared essence
(e.g., values) that causes the fusion (Swann
et al., 2014). Beyond this debate, there is ev-
idence that participating in collective gather-
ings increases fusion. For example, it has been
proven that involvement in folkloric marches
(Paez, Rimé, Basabe, Wlodarczyk, & Zumeta,
2015; Zumeta, Basabe, Wlodarczyk, Bobowik,
& Pdez, 2016), pilgrimages (Lobato & Sainz,
2019), presidential inaugurations (Kapitany,
Kavanagha, Buhrmester, Newson, & White-
house, 2019), martial arts ceremonies (Kava-
nagh, Jong, McKay, & Whitehouse, 2018), or
even artificial performances (Reddish, Tong,
Jong, Lanman, & Whitehouse, 2016) is related
to an increase in identity fusion among those
who share the same identity markers.

All these gatherings have something in com-
mon: the interaction among individuals. During
the mentioned gatherings, individuals involved
can interact with each other. In this vein, Lo-
bato and Sainz (2019) found that once a ritual
is over, personal contact reinforces identity fu-
sion. They concluded that intragroup contact
(Dovidio, Love, Schellhaas, & Hewstone, 2017)
should be related to the maintenance of iden-
tity fusion. In fact, as previously mentioned, re-
lational ties (i.e., identification with the group
members) are one of the characteristics that
distinguish identity fusion from other forms of
identification as social identity (Gomez et al.,
2019; Vazquez et al., 2017). That is, identity
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fusion and social identity theories differ in the
importance given to relational ties (involving
attachment to fellow group members) and col-
lective ties (involving allegiance to the group
identity). Whereas social identity theory em-
phasizes the importance of collective ties to
the group category (Hogg, 2009), in the iden-
tity fusion perspective, both collective and
relational ties can be salient and motivating
at the same time (Vazquez et al., 2017). This
raises the question of whether it is possible to
fuse when intragroup contact is limited. In this
research, we argue that it is possible through
ritual engagement. Thus, we expected that
engagement in collective applause and its un-
derlying motivation would strengthen identity
fusion through the reinforcement of collective
and relational ties.

Finally, there is empirical evidence that in-
dividuals with a fused identity tend to engage
more frequently in several kinds of actions to
protect or defend the entity with which they are
fused (e.g., engage in costly sacrifices: Swann
et al., 2014; Swann, Gémez, Huici, Morales, &
Hixon, 2010; Swann, GOmez, Seyle, Morales,
& Huici, 2009; or donate money: Buhrmester,
Fraser, Lanman, Whitehouse, & Swann, 2014;
Gomez, Morales, Hart, Vazquez, & Swann, 2011;
Swann et al., 2010). Therefore, we also expect-
ed that strongly fused individuals would comply
with quarantine norms more than weakly fused
individuals would. Moreover, strongly fused in-
dividuals tend to perceive that other members
of the group are also extraordinarily committed
to the group; that is, they perceive similarity
of their own attitudes to those of other group
members (Swann et al., 2009, 2012). Hence,
we also expected them to perceive compliance
with the norms by in-group members.

The Present Research

Based on previous insights, in the present re-
search, we sought to answer some questions

related to the motivations to engage in collec-
tive applause when intragroup contact is lim-
ited and its relationships with identity fusion
and compliance with the quarantine norms
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The lockdown measures imposed to slow the
spread of the virus that restricted intragroup
contact offered a perfect context to analyze
these insights. Specifically, we hypothesized
that the practice of collective applause during
the quarantine would be related to more so-
cial motivations (an exploratory hypothesis;
H1) and would promote the increase of col-
lective and relational ties (H2), which in turn
would favor the appearance of identity fusion
(H3) and, lastly, compliance with personal
and societal norms (H4). Thus, we explored
the mediational role of identity fusion in the
relationship between collective applause and
compliance with norms (H5). The data and
materials of this project can be found online:
https://osf.io/gri5f/.

Method
Participants, Procedure, and Measures

The final sample was composed of 568 Span-
ish participants (376 women, M,. = 34.18,
SD =13.93). An Internet survey was distribut-
ed through snowball sampling and a univer-
sity mailing list. Data collection started one
week after the beginning of the collective ap-
plause (22 March, 2020), and it was open for
two weeks. Once participants agreed to vol-
unteer in an online study about the quaran-
tine, they were presented with the questions.
A post-hoc sensitivity analysis was conducted
using Monte Carlo power analysis for indirect
effects (Schoemann, Boulton, & Short, 2017).
Considering the sample size (N =568) and a =
.05, the power reached was .88. This implies
that our sample was enough to detect a small
effect size.
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Participation in the Collective Applause

We included one single item indicator to mea-
sure the extent to which people participated
in the collective ritual (i.e., an opaque causal
action). Participants were asked on how many
days during the first week of the quarantine
they participated in the collective applause
(from 1 to 7).

Motivations for Participation in the Collec-
tive Applause

Open questions were included to assess the
reasons for applauding, whom the applause
was for, and the reasons for not applauding.
Participants who applauded during the seven
days (23.7%) answered questions about their
reasons for applauding and the object of the
applause; participants who applauded on
only a few days (53.8%) answered the same
questions and also described their reasons for
not applauding. Those who did not applaud
on any day responded with their reasons for
not applauding (22.5%).

Identity Fusion, Collective and Relational
Ties

Identity fusion was evaluated with the sev-
en-item identity fusion verbal scale devel-
oped by Gomez, Brooks, et al. (2011; e.g.,
“I am strong because of my country”; o =.90).
All responses were measured on a seven-point
Likert scale ranging from O (Fully disagree) to
6 (Fully agree). We also evaluated collective
(two items; e.g., “I feel strong ties to my coun-
try”; I spearman-Brown = .95) and relational ties (two
items; e.g., “I feel strong ties to the members
of my country”; [ spcarman-srown = .95) with the
items taken from Vazquez et al. (2017). Given
the strong relationship between the three con-
structs, we carried out a confirmatory factor

analysis (CFA) that provided evidence of their
independence. The three-factor solution pro-
duced acceptable fit (xz(m = 487.73, p < .001,
CFl = 0.91, TLI = 0.88, RMSEA = 0.16, SRMR =
0.06, AIC = 17820.44) and fit the data better
than the two-factor solutions (fusion and col-
lective ties as one factor and relational ties as
another factor: Ax? = 405.18, p < .001; relation-
al and collective ties as one factor and fusion
as another factor: Ax> = 349.49, p < .001) or
the one-factor solution (Ax* = 730.65, p <.001).

Compliance with Norms

Personal (“To what extent have you followed
the quarantine rules?”) and perceived societal
compliance with the norms (“To what extent
do you think most Spaniards have followed
the quarantine rules?”) were measured with
single indicators. Answers ranged from 0 (Not
at all) to 100 (Strictly).

Finally, participants provided sociodemo-
graphic information such as gender, age, na-
tionality, country of residence, number of
household members (M = 2.89, SD = 1.30),
and political orientation (1-Left-wing to 7—
Right-wing; M = 3.03, SD = 1.65).

Results

Motivations to Participate in the Collective
Ritual

First, we categorized the motivations to par-
ticipate in the collective ritual using inductive
content analysis (Elo & Kyngas, 2008). We dis-
tinguished three themes, each with different
categories, which showed high inter-rater re-
liability: the reasons for applauding (i« = .90),
the target audience of the applause (k =.95),
and the reasons for not applauding (x = .90).
Categories were not mutually exclusive, so
that each participant could select more than
one category in each system; frequencies and
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percentages of each category are presented
in Table 1.

Second, we used Student’s t-test to explore
differences in identity fusion as a function of
the different motivations to participate in the
collective applause. As can be seen in Table
2, within the reasons to participate, those
participants who engaged in the applause to
socialize with their neighbors presented high-
er fusion. When their applause was meant
for security personnel, they presented high-
er identity fusion than those who did not di-
rect their applause to such personnel. Finally,
within the reasons for not applauding, partici-
pants who did not participate in the collective
ritual as a type of consequence of dissenting
or claiming pragmatism were more weak-
ly fused than those who did not participate
for other reasons, while those with temporal
barriers presented higher identity fusion than
those who did not claim this reason.

Table 1 Frequencies and percentages of the

applause

The Interplay between Collective Ritual,
Identity Fusion, and Compliance with Norms

Descriptive statistics and correlations for all
measures are presented in Table 3. Path anal-
yses were conducted to investigate the rela-
tionship of collective applause with personal
and societal compliance with norms through
identity ties and identity fusion (Hypotheses
2-4). We tested the model with the lavaan
package for R using maximum likelihood es-
timation procedures (Rosseel, 2012). Because
of the high correlation between collective
and relational ties, a covariance between the
standard errors was added. Results revealed
that the hypothesized model fit the data well:
sz = 33.50, p < .001, CFlI = 0.98, TLI = 0.95,
RMSEA = 0.08, SRMR = 0.05, AIC = 14481.25.
As shown in Figure 1, participating in the col-
lective applause predicted collective and re-

motivations to participate in the collective

Frequency (Percentage)

Reasons to participate
Efforts recognition
Socialization with neighbors
Entertainment

Audience target of the applause
Individuals in quarantine
Affected people and families

Yes: 380 (85.8%) No: 63 (14.2%)
Yes: 324 (73.1%) No: 119 (26.9%)
Yes: 86 (19.4%) No: 357 (80.6%)

Yes: 132 (29.9%)  No: 310 (70.1)
Yes: 74 (16.7%)  No: 368 (83.3%)

Vulnerable people (elderly and children) Yes: 24 (5.4%) No: 418 (94.6%)

Health personnel (doctor, nurses, etc.)

Workers providing basic services

Security forces (police, military, etc.)

Reasons to not participate

Yes: 385 (87.1%)  No: 57 (12.9%)
Yes: 293 (66.3%)  No: 149 (33.7%)
Yes: 218 (49.3%)  No: 224 (50.7%)

Temporal barriers (e.g., not having time) Yes: 142 (32.5%) No: 295 (67.5%
Physical barriers (e.g., now having windows)  Yes: 105 (24.1%)  No: 330 (75.9%

Dissent with the meaning
Pragmatism (not finding it useful)
Isolation

Yes: 53 (12.2%)  No: 382 (87.8%

( )
( )
Yes: 111 (25.5%)  No: 324 (74.5%)
( )
Yes: 42 (9.6%) No: 394 (90.4%)
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Table 2 Student’s t-analysis between motivations to participate in the collective applause and

identity fusion

Yes No
M SD M SD t p d

Reasons to participate
Efforts recognition
Socialization with neighbors
Entertainment

Audience target of the applause
Individuals in quarantine
Affected people and families
Vulnerable people (elderly and children)
Health personnel (doctor, nurses, etc.)
Workers providing basic services
Security forces (police, military, etc.)

Reasons to not participate
Temporal barriers (e.g., not having time)
Physical barriers (e.g., now having windows)
Dissent with the meaning
Pragmatism (not finding it useful)
Isolation

3.78 151 3.78 171 0.02 .984 -

3.88 1.49 352 167 213 .034 .23
3.81 156 3.78 154 0.16 .876 .02
3.89 156 3.74 154 091 .365 .10
3.89 1.48 3.76 156 0.68 .498 .09
3.80 1.46 3.78 155 0.07 .946 .01
3.78 151 382 179 0.21 .833 .02
3.77 153 381 158 0.22 .827 .03
415 143 342 157 5.07 .000 .49
3.81 152 340 152 257 .010 .27
3.75 151 347 153 1.63 .105 .18
289 136 3.76 152 531 .000 .60
3.05 137 3.60 154 248 .014 .38
375 170 351 151 096 .337 .15

lational ties, which predicted identity fusion,
which, in turn, predicted societal compliance
with norms, but not personal compliance
with norms. In addition, we tested three dif-
ferent models. The first was the same mod-
el without personal compliance with norms
()(2(4) =29.09, p <.001, CFl = 0.98, TLI = 0.94,
RMSEA =0.11, SRMR = 0.05, AIC = 10098.80),
which presented a similar fit (Ax?> = 4.41, p =
.220). The second was the same model with
the variables inverted (i.e., collective/relation-
al ties-identity fusion-collective applause-per-
sonal/societal compliance with norms;
)(2(8) = 51.6, p < .001, CFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.92,
RMSEA = 0.10, SRMR = 0.08, AIC = 17194.99)
with a worse fit (Ax? = 18.16, p < .001). In this
model, collective applause did not predict
personal (b =-0.21, p = .529) or societal com-
pliance (b =0.21, p =.403) with norms. Finally,
in the third model, societal compliance with
norms predicted personal compliance ()(2(8) =

33.95, p<.001, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.96, RMSEA
= 0.08, SRMR = 0.05, AIC = 14479.70), which
also presented a similar fit (Ax> = 0.45, p =
.502). In this case, societal compliance signifi-
cantly predicted personal compliance with
norms (b =0.17, p <.001).

Consequently, we calculate the boot-
strapped confidence interval estimates of the
indirect effects to test the indirect effect hy-
pothesis (95% Cl; 10,000 bootstraps; Hayes,
2018; H5). As predicted, the effect of collec-
tive applause on societal compliance with
norms was mediated by identity fusion (b =
.17, SE = .07; 95% CI = [.05, .31]). This effect
was also mediated by collective (b = .36,
SE = .11; 95% Cl = [.17, .59]) and relational
ties (b = .41, SE = .12; 95% Cl = [.21, .67]).
Nevertheless, when we considered the ties
and identity fusion as sequential mediators,
we did not find significant indirect effects
through collective ties and identity fusion (b =
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Collective ties

Participation in the
collective applause

Relational ties

Figure 1 Results from path analysis

Personal compliance
with norms

Identity fusion

A3 Societal compliance

with norms

Note. Covariance paths and error terms are not shown for clarity; standardized coefficients

are presented in the figure; ""p <.01; ""p <.001.

-.06, SE=.06;95% Cl = [-.19, .05]), nor through
relational ties or identity fusion (b =-.05, SE =
.06; 95% ClI = [-.17, .05]). These last results
could be determined by multicollinearity.
Likewise, the effect of collective applause on
personal compliance with norms was mediat-
ed sequentially by identity fusion and socie-
tal compliance with norms (b = .27, SE = .09;
95% CI = [.10, .44]). The inclusion of gender,
age, household members, and political orien-
tation did not change the main results.

Discussion

In the present research, we analyzed the re-
lationship among participating in collective
rituals, strength of collective/relational ties,
reinforcement of identity fusion, and compli-
ance with norms during the quarantine, in a
lockdown context. Accordingly, we hypothe-
sized that engagement in collective applause
would be related to more social motivations
and would predict identity fusion through
strengthening collective and relational ties.
Identity fusion would predict personal and
perceived societal compliance with norms, and

it would mediate the relationship between col-
lective applause and compliance with norms.
The hypotheses were partially supported.

First, we found that only the motivation to
socialize was related to identity fusion. These
results are in line with the results of Lobato
and Sainz (2019), who found that engaging
in opaque actions during a ritual and main-
taining contact reinforces identity fusion. On
the opposite side, we found that those who
dissented the applause meaning and found
it unnecessary presented weak fusion. Thus,
identity fusion might only be reinforced by rit-
uals when motivations are more social-orient-
ed. Further research is needed to prove this
hypothesis.

Second, participation in collective applause
predicted identity fusion through collective
and relational ties. Engaging in rituals also
seems to strengthen relational ties, promot-
ing identity fusion and not just collective ties.
Therefore, identity fusion is more likely to be
strong through rituals than just social identity
(Gomez et al., 2019; Vazquez et al., 2017).

Third, identity fusion did not predict per-
sonal compliance with norms, but it predicted
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societal compliance with norms; additionally,
identity fusion predicted personal compli-
ance through societal compliance. On the one
hand, social desirability could alter the results
of personal compliance with norms given the
high scores and lack of variability in the par-
ticipants’ responses (ceiling effect). However,
it is possible that non-fused members also
comply with norms due to other factors such
as fear of contagion, sense of responsibility,
or the legal obligation to follow the quaran-
tine rules. On the other hand, identity fusion
seems to be related to the perception that
fused individuals have of other members.
Identity fusion might distort the perceptions
of the other members in the sense that they
are perceived as more willing to sacrifice
and follow the in-group norms (Vazquez,
Lopez-Rodriguez, Martinez, Atran, & Gémez,
2020), which could promote trust in fellow
members and, at the same time, indicate to
the fused individuals the norm that they must
follow.

Finally, we found that engaging in rituals
goes beyond identity fusion and has conse-
quences on perceived societal compliance
with norms. Those who engaged in the col-
lective applause presented higher identity fu-
sion and perceived that a higher percentage
of Spaniards were following the quarantine
rules. Indeed, relational ties presented a clos-
er relationship to societal compliance with
norms, which gives some insights about the
power of identity fusion to distort in-group
members’ perceptions in threat contexts
(Vazquez et al.,, 2020). Most importantly,
these gatherings have similar effects even
when intragroup contact is limited. Therefore,
this research expands the literature regarding
collective gatherings and rituals by suggesting
that intragroup physical contact and interac-
tions are not necessary for the psychosocial
benefits associated with this type of practice
to occur.

These results have some implications re-
lated to engagement in rituals. Individuals
could use rituals to alleviate the effects of iso-
lation and maintain bonds with fellow mem-
bers, improving their self-esteem (Pdez et
al., 2015) and promoting prosocial behavior
(Buhrmester et al., 2014; Gémez, Morales et
al., 2011; Swann et al., 2010). These collective
rituals could constitute a coping technique
for people in isolation. Furthermore, a wor-
rying number of Muslims become radicalized
while in prison (Bianchi, 2018; Trujillo, Jordan,
Gutiérrez, & Gonzalez- Cabrera, 2009), so the
practice of rituals could be a mechanism that
helps them fuse their identities with an imagi-
nary umma so they become ready to sacrifice.
In the same way, rituals could increase trust
in other members. Given that identity fusion
has been related to willingness to engage in
costly sacrifices, such as fighting and dying for
the in-group (Swann et al., 2009, 2010, 2014),
lone actors could become fused and realize
self-sacrifice acts, expecting others to follow
their steps given their trust (Hemmingby &
Bj@rgo, 2018). In the context of the COVID-19
pandemic, rituals seem to promote a greater
sense of coping and a lowered sense of stress
(Khan et al., 2015), as well as physical and
mental well-being (Jetten, Haslam, & Haslam,
2012; Tewari, Khan, Hopkins, Srinivasan, &
Reicher, 2012), thus alleviating the effects
of quarantine. Nonetheless, identity fusion
could also increase tension with out-group
members (e.g., prejudice and discrimination
toward individuals who do not follow quar-
antine norms; Cikara, Bruneau, & Saxe, 2011;
Kteily, Hodson, & Bruneau, 2016).

It is also important to highlight some limita-
tions to consider when interpreting the results.
Due to the rapid spread of the virus, we were
only able to collect data once the lockdown
was enforced, so we only have a transversal
correlational study that limits our conclusions.
Thus, the correlational nature of the study does
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not support causality inferences, although the
predicted model fit better than the alternative
models. Similarly, we only collected data during
the second and third weeks of the quarantine,
so we are not sure if the effects were the same
in the following weeks. Moreover, we did not
explore the effects of the collective applause
on well-being through identity fusion, so we
rely on further research related to rituals and
social identity when listing the implications.
Therefore, further research is necessary to
prove these relationships. Finally, other authors
considered different mechanisms through
which rituals produce psychological effects on
participants, such as collective effervescence
(Durkheim, 1912), perceived emotional syn-
chrony (Pdez et al., 2015), or episodic memory
(Whitehouse & Landman, 2014), among oth-
ers. Future studies should test whether these
mechanisms are also reinforced when intra-
group contact is compromised.

In brief, this research highlights that even
during periods of deep threat to our health
that forces us into psychical isolation, par-
ticipation in collective rituals could promote
strong ties among individuals and reinforce
the sense of union. Therefore, fused individu-
als could use rituals as a substitute for contact
that reinforces relational ties, strengthening
their identity and promoting trust in in-group
members.
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