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Nationalism and Ethnic Politics

Identity Conformity in Taiwan and South Korea: Why 
Citizens in Divided Societies Are Pressured to Overstate 
National Pride

Steven Denneya , H. Christoph Steinhardtb  and Lisa Bhowmicka 
aLeiden University; bUniversity of Vienna

ABSTRACT
To what extent do social and political pressures in divided societies compel individuals to exag-
gerate allegiance to a dominant national identity? This study examines how conformity pres-
sures shape expressions of national pride in Taiwan and South Korea, two structurally similar 
democracies whose national identity norms diverged during democratization. Using list exper-
iments to mitigate social desirability bias, we compare direct and indirect measures of national 
pride across subgroups defined by identity strength, identity content, and background. We find 
evidence of pride inflation in both societies, with larger and more pervasive effects in South 
Korea. In Taiwan, individuals who weakly identify as Taiwanese or hold dual Taiwanese and 
Chinese identities modestly overstate Taiwanese pride, while those of native-origin majority 
background also inflate pride and Mainland-origin minorities do not. We find no evidence that 
Chinese identity is suppressed. In South Korea, weak identifiers substantially overstate national 
pride, and migrants from North Korea markedly exaggerate pride in being South Korean while 
concealing pride in their origin. We argue that these patterns reflect more pluralistic identity 
norms in Taiwan and more stringent, state-reinforced norms in South Korea.

Societies marked by territorial or political division often confront citizens with com-
peting narratives of national identity. A large body of research has considered the 
processes of identity formation and competition, particularly in contexts marked by 
elite contestation, regime change, and external threat.1 Yet, how contested settings 
generate identity conformity—the individual inclination to adjust the expressed identity 
relative to the truly held identity to conform with social norms—has received less 
attention.2 As Mylonas and Tudor3 note, much of the existing literature focuses on the 
origins and content of national identity and less on how dominant identity narratives 
are reproduced among populations. This leaves open a theoretical and empirical gap 
about how identity norms are maintained, enforced, and negotiated by citizens.

Here, we examine Taiwan and South Korea—two structurally similar but identity-divergent 
societies that offer a comparative vantage on how identity norms operate under demo-
cratic conditions. Both share colonial legacies and histories of civil conflict, and face 
ongoing geopolitical tension tied to unresolved questions of sovereignty and national 
identity. Yet, they differ significantly in the trajectories of identity formation and the 
resulting norms surrounding national identity.4 These environments provide an ideal 
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setting to investigate how individuals navigate identity expression under social pressure, 
and how dominant identity norms play out. Prior work has shown that when individuals 
expect negative repercussions for holding particular views due to prevailing social norms, 
they may overstate or suppress those views.5 This phenomenon, often termed preference 
falsification, has implications for understanding and measuring national identity, partic-
ularly in contexts where identity is contested.

To investigate how social expectations shape identity expression, we conduct a 
comparative analysis of national pride in both societies. National pride is a powerful 
affirmation of national identity, which may pressure individuals to conform to dom-
inant narratives. We leverage Taiwan and South Korea’s shared historical and institu-
tional features to better understand how variations in state-society relations and identity 
norms condition conformity pressures. We pose two primary research questions: First, 
do individuals in Taiwan and South Korea exaggerate their expressions of national 
pride? Second, do subpopulations who weakly identify with the dominant identity or 
have contested identity backgrounds overstate their pride more? Additionally, we explore 
a third question: Between Taiwan and South Korea, which context exhibits stronger 
identity conformity? To address these questions, we employ list experiments, an indirect 
measurement approach designed explicitly to mitigate social desirability biases inherent 
in self-reported attitudes. These experimental measures are complemented by obser-
vational indicators used to delineate subpopulations within each society.

Our findings indicate notable differences in the magnitude and distribution of 
conformity pressures between the two contexts, with South Korea exhibiting substan-
tially greater pressures toward conformity than Taiwan. In Taiwan, individuals who 
weakly identify as Taiwanese—the dominant national identity—and those with a dual 
Taiwanese-Chinese identity overstate their national pride somewhat. However, the 
objective group marker of family origin reveals a different picture. Mainland-origin 
respondents do not inflate their pride, but native-origin individuals do. We find no 
evidence that pride in being Chinese is over- or understated. This indicates relatively 
pluralistic identity norms, where in-group dynamics and individual processes may be 
more important than social pressure from the majority on minority groups. In South 
Korea, conformity pressures are considerably more pronounced and pervasive, affecting 
segments of the majority population and minority groups. Native-born South Koreans 
with comparatively weaker attachments to the dominant national identity feel compelled 
to exaggerate their national pride, substantially more so than their Taiwanese equiva-
lents. Questions about dual identity in South Korea were not asked because they would 
appear bizarre to native respondents. However, migrants from North Korea face intense 
social desirability pressures, leading them to dramatically inflate expressions of pride 
in South Korean identity while significantly understating their pride in North Korean 
heritage. This points to more demanding identity norms with strong pressure from 
the majority on the minority.

These comparative insights highlight how social desirability biases significantly shape 
self-reported identities, complicating traditional understandings of national identity 
expression,6 particularly in divided societies. We interpret these dynamics as a form 
of nation-building through social conformity. In line with studies on social identity 
theory,7 this illustrates how identity expression is not solely driven by personal con-
viction but also regulated by societal norms. South Korea’s cohesive national identity, 
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reinforced during democratization and perpetuated through close state-society linkages, 
generates strong social expectations for conformity.8 Consequently, both North Korean 
migrants and less strongly identifying native South Koreans are pressured to conform. 
Conversely, Taiwanese national identity remains more fluid and contingent. 
Democratization destabilized the previously dominant pan-Chinese identity norms and 
provided incentives to emphasize a pluralistic identity narrative.9 Although Taiwanese 
national identity has become dominant,10 a cultural attachment to Chineseness remains 
historically embedded and widespread.11 Hence, pressures to conform with expectation 
on Taiwanese pride remain weaker and pride in being Chinese is not suppressed.

This article underscores how different historical and political trajectories shape 
contemporary norms surrounding national pride and identity expression, emphasizing 
that patriotism as a socially desirable attitude varies considerably even between oth-
erwise comparable democracies.12 As both South Korea and Taiwan experience ultra-low 
fertility and increasing migration,13 understanding how national identity norms impact 
identity expression becomes increasingly important.14

The remainder of the article proceeds as follows. The next section reviews the 
identity norms and their evolution in our cases of choice. Next, we detail our data 
and methods, focusing on direct and list-based national pride measurements. We then 
present findings, first in direct comparison, then with a sub-case focus on different 
groups, before we summarize the key insights and conduct robustness on issues related 
to identity. Finally, we discuss our findings’ broader implications for national identity 
in divided societies and beyond.

Theoretical foundations

National identity, patriotism, and identity norms in divided societies

National identity varies in content and salience. An important dimension of national 
identity is patriotism. It is both an individually held attitude and a social norm. 
Non-adherence to the norm can lead to social stigma. Norm compliance is strongly 
enforced by states in authoritarian regimes. Although enforcement is often more subtle 
in democracies, there are reasons to believe that identity norms are stricter and more 
actively enforced in divided societies.

National identity is constructed through shared narratives, institutional frameworks, 
and historical experiences.15 Contemporary scholarship treats national identity as a 
socially constructed and historically contingent phenomenon, shaped by elite narratives, 
mass incorporation, and state-led nation-building efforts.16 National identity varies in 
its content and salience across time and place, depending on institutional transmission, 
strategic elite framing, and individual-level experiences of inclusion or exclusion within 
the national community.

Closely related is patriotism, a positive affective attachment or pride in one’s country, 
distinguished from nationalism, which implies exclusionary attitudes or perceptions of 
national superiority.17 National pride can also be specified by separating patriotism—
positive sentiment toward a nation due to its economic or political accomplishments—
from feelings of superiority over other nations, often labeled as chauvinism.18
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National identity and patriotism function not only as individually held attitudes, 
but also as social norms that individuals feel compelled to uphold. Social identity 
theories emphasize that group memberships shape personal self-esteem and attitudes 
through the internalization of group values.19 Yet, individuals may also publicly embrace 
or perform certain identities to comply with societal expectations rather than out of 
deep personal attachment.20 Abdelal et  al.21 describe such identities as governed by 
“constitutive norms,” informal rules prescribing appropriate group behavior, making 
identity expression a form of norm compliance rather than personal conviction.

The enforcement of identity norms is captured in Noelle-Neumann’s22 “spiral of 
silence” theory, which posits that individuals often suppress minority identities or 
opinions in public to avoid social isolation. This self-censorship reinforces dominant 
norms, generating a feedback loop in which socially desirable identities come to dom-
inate public discourse, regardless of private beliefs. These dynamics are especially 
pronounced when minority identities carry social stigma, prompting individuals to 
conceal aspects of the self that are perceived as discrediting.23 As Kuran24 argues, such 
concealment can lead to preference falsification, where private beliefs are deliberately 
misrepresented in public to conform to prevailing norms. In these contexts, expressions 
of national identity may reflect strategic adaptations to social pressure rather than 
sincere self-identification.

Empirical work in social psychology further supports this dynamic. Crandall et  al.,25 
using their “justification-suppression model,” illustrate that individuals regularly suppress 
genuine attitudes that conflict with prevailing social norms unless an acceptable jus-
tification for expressing these views is present. Extending this to identity, individuals 
privately ambivalent or weakly attached to dominant national identities might publicly 
display great national pride when social contexts demand it. Conversely, when cos-
mopolitan or subnational identities become normatively valued, individuals may publicly 
downplay nationalist sentiments to maintain social acceptance.26 Thus, national identity 
and patriotism often reflect a tension between internal attitudes and external normative 
pressures, leading individuals to strategically calibrate their public identity performances 
based on perceptions of social desirability.

The enforcement of national identity norms takes different forms depending on 
regime type. In authoritarian regimes, state power directly dictates which identities 
are acceptable, compelling individuals to display loyalty.27 National pride is not just 
encouraged but mandatory, with severe consequences for noncompliance. In China, 
for instance, the government actively uses patriotic propaganda to promote the dom-
inant mode of national identity and loyalty to the regime.28 Scott’s29 concept of “hidden 
transcripts” highlights how individuals in such settings maintain private dissent while 
publicly conforming.

Democratic societies enforce national identity through subtler social mechanisms. 
Fox and Miller-Idriss30 argue that nationalism in democracies is reproduced through 
daily practices, such as standing for the national anthem, expressing pride in national 
history, and adhering to civic rituals. This kind of banal nationalism,31 while also 
relevant in autocratic regimes, is particularly important in democracies since the 
availability of political competition enables the boundaries of national identity to be 
continuously renegotiated through these daily practices.32 Although individuals in 
democracies are not formally obligated or overtly expected to express national pride, 
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they may, nonetheless, incur reputational costs for failing to do so. Vlachová,33 exam-
ining survey responses in Czechia, finds that national pride can be so deeply embedded 
in social expectations that individuals overstate their patriotic sentiments to avoid 
appearing disloyal. By contrast, West Germans understate their desire to leave behind 
a “perpetrator-focused narrative” of German history for fear of ostracism.34

The enforcement of national identity norms is especially salient in divided societies, 
which we understand as contexts where national belonging is contested through mutu-
ally exclusive and politically irreconcilable identity narratives. These divisions go beyond 
routine pluralism or identity diversity; they involve rival claims to legitimate nation-
hood, often rooted in unresolved conflicts over territory, sovereignty, or statehood.35 
In such environments, the act of self-identification becomes not only politically charged 
but socially consequential, as individuals may face reputational costs or even exclusion 
for expressing identities that diverge from dominant narratives.36 These pressures should 
be most pronounced in societies where identity conflict is linked to civil war, secession, 
or militarized confrontation, as in the cases of South Korea and Taiwan. Given these 
considerations, Taiwan and South Korea are “most likely” cases for identity-based 
preference falsification under democracy.

The distinction between privately held and socially ascribed identities points to two 
analytically separable channels through which conformity pressures operate. A subjective 
channel concerns individuals’ self-identification: when national attachment is weak, 
ambivalent, or pluralistic, individuals may strategically inflate expressions of patriotism 
to align with dominant norms. Separately, an objective channel operates through ascribed 
origins. Individuals marked by contested or minority backgrounds may face stronger 
social scrutiny and therefore overstate their national pride to conform.

Democratization and national identity norms in Taiwan and South Korea

In line with the logic of a most similar systems design (MSSD),37 Taiwan and South Korea 
share key significant historical and structural similarities yet differ on a crucial dimen-
sion: the historical evolution of identity norms and the degree to which national identity 
is contested and internally coherent today.38 This may have important consequences for 
the strength and operation of identity norms and resulting identity conformity.

Taiwan and South Korea are high-income societies of comparable size, with export-led 
economies and a Confucian cultural background. Both are characterized by ultra-low 
fertility and an increasing dependence on immigration.39 They share historical expe-
riences of Japanese colonial rule and Cold War authoritarianism, and both transitioned 
to democracy during the third wave of democratization in the 1980s.40 Today, both 
face geopolitical pressure and irreconcilable concepts of national identity from their 
authoritarian neighbors (Mainland China and North Korea), making them divided 
societies. However, their national identity formation has diverged considerably.

Taiwan’s identity norms have undergone dramatic change. Under Kuomintang (KMT) 
rule via martial law (1949–1987), a pan-Chinese national identity was imposed through 
top-down mechanisms, including Mandarin language imposition, historical education, 
and the suppression of dissent.41 Adherence to Chinese nationalism was quite success-
fully entrenched.42 However, the Taiwanese language and identity remained rooted 
among the lower classes. A clandestine Taiwanese identity movement became a driving 
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force of democratization.43 Public expressions of Taiwanese identity became, first, 
politically permissible and, later, dominant. Longitudinal data show that the proportion 
of citizens identifying as exclusively Taiwanese rose from under 20% in the early 1990s 
to over 60% by the 2010s.44

Although identity politics figures prominently in Taiwan,45 democratization also 
created incentives for a more inclusive identity narrative. Politicians sought to replace 
the sub-ethnic division between native Taiwanese and Mainlanders with an inclusive 
narrative to maximize votes.46 A new school curriculum emphasized not only Taiwan’s 
distinctiveness from China, but also its multiethnic heritage.47 Whether one identifies 
as Taiwanese or Chinese increasingly functions as a political identifier rather than a 
primarily ethnic or cultural one.48 Majorities did not relinquish their ethnic and cul-
tural Chineseness,49 and significant minorities maintain China-friendly attitudes.50 In 
such settings, the expectation to perform national pride could be somewhat alleviated.

How far this relative pluralism translates into social desirability pressures remains 
to be seen. Even as elite narratives de-emphasized sub-ethnic cleavages, long-standing 
distinctions between native Taiwanese (Benshengren) and Mainland-descent groups 
(Waishengren) continue to orient social expectations about belonging.51 Research shows 
that public attitudes toward immigrants in Taiwan vary systematically with racialized 
appearance and local linguistic proficiency, underscoring how identity boundaries are 
policed in everyday life.52 Recent evidence indicates that some pressure is tangible, as 
Taiwanese understate China-friendly opinions to align with prevailing norms.53

South Korea, by contrast, has maintained a comparatively stable and cohesive set 
of national identity norms rooted in ethnic nationalism and anti-communism. These 
norms were forged during the period of military rule through mass education, com-
pulsory conscription, and state-centered historical narratives that emphasized ethnic 
homogeneity, sacrifice, and vigilance against internal and external threats.54 The South 
Korean state remains constitutionally committed to national unity despite long-standing 
political, administrative, and social separation from North Korea. The Korean nation 
has thus been understood as extending across regimes, with division interpreted as a 
political and historical condition rather than the basis for competing national com-
munities. This understanding is reflected in South Korean law, under which North 
Koreans who resettle in the South are recognized as citizens.55

Democratization did not unsettle South Korea’s national foundations. Instead, the 
transition to democracy reframed established identity norms in civic and democratic 
terms while leaving their core premise intact. Political contestation centered on competing 
pathways to national unity rather than on the meaning of the nation itself.56 Competitive 
elections and mass participation further reinforced appeals to loyalty and patriotic duty, 
embedding national pride as a marker of good citizenship rather than an optional cultural 
sentiment.57 Unlike Taiwan, where democratization rendered the nation itself contested 
and encouraged the emergence of alternative identity narratives, South Korea’s 
post-democratization trajectory reinforced a unitary conception of the nation.

One might ask whether South Korea qualifies as a divided society, given that North 
Korea’s competing national identity project has largely been treated as external and illegit-
imate, never enjoying substantial support in the South. Yet the unresolved military con-
frontation on the peninsula has profoundly shaped how national identity norms are 
institutionalized and enforced. Loyalty, unity, and public expressions of national pride have 
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been framed as civic duties tied to state legitimacy, reinforced through educational institu-
tions, legal frameworks, and national security discourse.58 Even limited domestic challenges 
to dominant identity narratives have historically been treated as security threats, contributing 
to the securitization of national belonging and the normalization of legal and social enforce-
ment mechanisms.59 Together, these dynamics suggest a distinctive mode of national identity 
enforcement in South Korea, combining democratically legitimated securitized institutions 
with everyday norms that reward public displays of loyalty.

These norms and institutions continue to shape behavior today. Marginalized pop-
ulations, such as North Korean migrants, must publicly affirm loyalty to South Korea 
to access full membership, which is a dynamic that Hough and Bell60 describe as 
conditional inclusion. Kim and Oh61 find that defectors often display a disconnect 
between their implicit and explicit identities. Denney et  al.62 and Kim and Lee63 show 
that native South Koreans themselves exhibit social desirability bias in their attitudes 
toward these migrants.

The contrasting trajectories of identity formation in Taiwan and South Korea allow 
us to examine how identity conformity patterns vary with the configuration of national 
identity norms.

Hypotheses

Our theoretical framework yields two general expectations. First, we posit a common 
within-case mechanism operating through subjective identity strength. Individuals who 
are less strongly attached to the dominant national identity should be more prone to 
inflate direct reports of national pride. Second, leveraging our MSSD, we anticipate 
that the magnitude and distribution of this mechanism will differ across cases in ways 
that reflect their identity norms.

H1 within-case variation
In both societies, individuals with weaker identification with the dominant national 
identity will exhibit wider conformity gaps between pride in self-reports compared to 
less obtrusive measures than individuals with stronger identification: (Weak identifiers 
> Strong identifiers).

H2 cross-case magnitude
For comparable groups (all respondents, weak identifiers, strong identifiers), the con-
formity gaps will be wider in South Korea than in Taiwan: (South Korea > Taiwan).

We then explore who bears conformity pressure in each case, distinguishing between a 
subjective channel, defined by the self-identification with the dominant identity, and an 
objective channel, defined by origin group membership. We acknowledge that North Korean 
migrants in South Korea and Mainland-origin Taiwanese are not directly comparable.

H3 sub-case focus Taiwan

Subjective channel.  Dual Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers are expected to overstate 
Taiwanese pride more than Taiwanese-only identifiers do. Dual identifiers occupy a 
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legitimate yet ambiguous position that makes them subject to conformity pressures and 
provides an incentive to overstate pride. Taiwanese-only respondents already align with 
the dominant norm and, thus, have less scope or reason to inflate their pride. (Dual 
identifiers > Taiwanese-only identifiers).

Objective channel.  The greater objective visibility of family origin should invite social 
scrutiny on Mainland-origin Waishengren to conform with the now-dominant Taiwanese 
identity more than for the native-origin Benshengren. (Mainland-origin > Native-
origin).

H4 sub-case focus South Korea

Subjective channel.  Consistent with the general mechanism in H
1
, among native South 

Koreans, those with weaker identification with the dominant national identity are 
expected to display wider conformity gaps than those with stronger identification (Weak 
identifiers > Strong identifiers).

Objective channel.  North Korean-origin migrants should exhibit the largest inflation of 
pride in being South Korean, yielding a graded ordering of conformity pressure that is 
largest for North Korean migrants, weaker for weak-identifying natives, and weakest for 
strong-identifying natives. (North Korea-origin > Weak-identifying natives > Strong-
identifying natives).

Finally, we also examine pride in being Chinese among all Taiwanese respondents 
and pride in being North Korean among North Korean-origin migrants in South Korea 
as an additional exploration of differences.

We now turn to the data and methods used to evaluate these hypotheses. To assess 
such hidden conformity pressures, we turn to indirect measurement techniques designed 
to mitigate social desirability bias.

Data and methods

When asked about national pride, respondents frequently adjust their answers to align 
with perceived social expectations, a phenomenon known as social desirability bias.64 
Particularly in politically sensitive or stigmatized contexts, such as national identity in 
divided societies, this bias can result in significant misrepresentation or preference 
falsification of an individual’s true sentiments.65

Indirect survey methods, such as list experiments (also known as item-count tech-
niques), are useful for accurately measuring national pride and identity in contexts 
prone to such biases. List experiments enable respondents to anonymously express 
sensitive views by embedding controversial items among innocuous ones, thereby 
significantly reducing social desirability bias.66 These techniques help identify concealed 
attitudes across various sensitive contexts, including nativism and racial prejudice, as 
well as authoritarian support and fraudulent election practices.67

Our study employs list experiments to obtain accurate measures of national pride 
and identity, minimizing biases associated with direct questioning. Recognizing the 
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pronounced susceptibility of national pride and identity expressions to social desirability 
pressures, particularly in politically polarized and divided societies, we adopt this 
indirect approach for our study of Taiwan and South Korea.

We examine national pride across three groups: Taiwanese respondents, native South 
Koreans, and South Korean citizens of North Korean origin.68 By employing both 
direct questioning and list experiments, we compare responses to test for preference 
falsification and to better understand how individuals align their expressed national 
identities with perceived social expectations.

We conducted surveys with a total of 2,050 respondents in Taiwan, 1,994 native 
respondents in South Korea, and 301 respondents of North Korean origin currently 
living in South Korea between December 2023 and January 2024. We recruited respon-
dents for the Taiwanese and native South Korean samples via Qualtrics online panels, 
using quotas for age, sex, and region to approximate representativeness. We collected 
data from migrants of North Korean origin who had spent no fewer than 12 years in 
North Korea through Woorion, a South Korea-based non-governmental organization 
(NGO) specializing in services for North Korean resettlers. Appendix A of the 
Supplementary Information (SI) contains additional details on recruitment, sampling 
strategies, and the composition of each sample.

In all surveys, respondents completed the list-experiment blocks first, followed by 
the direct pride questions. This ordering minimizes demand/priming from explicit 
identity items before the indirect measures.

We then posed direct questions about national pride. Taiwanese respondents indi-
cated their agreement with statements such as “I am proud to be Taiwanese” and “I 
am proud to be Chinese” (using zhongguo ren to specify Chinese identity).69 South 
Koreans and migrants of North Korean origin responded to a similar format, focusing 
on pride in being “South Korean.” We did not ask South Koreans about their pride 
in being North Korean as that would be regarded as wholly unrealistic, if not outright 
bizarre, in the South Korean context. This is a testament to the stability of the national 
identity we described above. We did, however, query North Korean migrants about 
their pride in being “from North Korea.”70 These direct items allowed us to compare 
self-reported pride with estimates derived from an indirect approach.

Our primary outcomes for hypothesis testing are pride in being Taiwanese (Taiwan) 
and pride in being South Korean (South Korea), corresponding with the hypotheses 
H

1
–H

4
. The alternative identity items for pride in being Chinese (Taiwan) and, for 

North Korea-origin migrants, pride in being from North Korea are used as auxiliary 
explorations of difference.

List experiments were used to detect social desirability bias, or indicator of identity 
conformity, in responses. Each participant received a set of mundane, non-sensitive 
statements (e.g., “I believe hard work is important to success” or “I like teamwork”), 
which served as baseline items to mask individual endorsements of the sensitive item. 
We added one sensitive item, such as “I am proud to be Taiwanese,” “I am proud to 
be Chinese,” “I am proud to be South Korean,” or “I am proud to be from North 
Korea,” randomly assigned as a treatment statement. The participants indicated only 
how many statements they endorsed in total, without specifying which ones. By com-
paring the average endorsement count between the treatment group (which received 
the sensitive item) and the control group (which did not), we were able to estimate 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13537113.2026.2616954
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the proportion of respondents genuinely endorsing the sensitive item while reducing 
social desirability bias.

The list-experiment approach reduces bias because individuals need not admit or 
deny the sensitive attitude directly. We tailored the items for Taiwan and South Korea 
to capture pride in being Taiwanese or Chinese and pride in being South Korean, 
respectively, while ensuring consistency in structure. In both surveys, the list blocks 
preceded the direct blocks by design. This preserved comparability across the two 
national settings. In Appendix B of SI, we provide the full text of the direct questions 
and lists and describe how we distributed sensitive items across subgroups. Appendix 
C reports the balance test output to confirm successful and balanced randomization.

We structured our analysis first to examine how the strength of individuals’ iden-
tification with the dominant national identity shapes their likelihood to overstate pride, 
before focusing specifically on subgroups, where we expected pronounced pressures 
for conformity or concealment. This ordering allowed us to initially establish baseline 
differences in how social desirability bias operates across groups distinguished by 
identity strength. Subsequently, we investigated particular subgroups that theoretically 
embody contested or stigmatized identities, where social pressures to conform or 
conceal were expected to be especially acute.

For the analysis that supports direct comparison between the two cases (H
1
–H

2
), 

we dichotomized identity strength on the 0–10 scale such that “strong” identifiers were 
those who selected 10 (the top-box category) and “weak” identifiers were those who 
selected any value below 10. This measurement strategy aligned with our theoretical 
expectations that respondents with prior strong national identities should experience 
less pressure to artificially inflate their pride, whereas those with weaker identification 
might be particularly susceptible to conformity pressures and, thus, more prone to 
overstating their national pride. Importantly, our interest here was not primarily in 
absolute differences in pride across these groups as greater reported pride among 
strong identifiers was anticipated; rather, it was in how the magnitude of social desir-
ability pressures varied based on preexisting identity commitments in and between the 
two cases.

After establishing these baseline patterns, we turned to examine specific subnational 
groups in each country (H

3
-H

4
). Specifically, we analyzed the distinct experiences of 

“Taiwanese-only” identifiers and dual “Taiwanese-Chinese” identifiers in Taiwan, and 
South Koreans of North Korean origin in South Korea. It is important to emphasize 
that these groups are not directly comparable. For instance, due to their marginalized 
position in society, North Korean migrants should be more prone to social pressure 
than dual identifiers in Taiwan. Nonetheless, the groups represented theoretically 
meaningful cases for testing how social conformity pressures operate under conditions 
of contested identity, particularly in contexts where identity boundaries are actively 
negotiated and often politically charged. By investigating these specific subgroups, we 
deepened our understanding of how identity conformity varies within societies that 
face differing historical legacies and contemporary political contexts.

To facilitate the additional subgroup analysis in Taiwan, we measured Taiwanese 
and Chinese identity separately, using two distinct 0–10 scales rather than a single 
categorical measure. This approach allowed us to capture nuanced gradations in identity 
strength.71 Respondents rated their level of identification with each identity. We defined 
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those strongly identifying as Taiwanese as respondents scoring at the 75th percentile 
or higher (a rating of 10), reflecting a clear and intense identification. Similarly, we 
identified respondents as strong Chinese identifiers if they rated their Chinese identity 
at six or above (also the 75th percentile). Using these thresholds, we created two 
subgroups: “Taiwanese-only” identifiers, who reported strong Taiwanese identity but 
weak Chinese identity (below the specified threshold), and “Taiwanese-Chinese” iden-
tifiers, who simultaneously expressed meaningful identification with both identities. 
Given the negligible presence of respondents holding exclusively strong Chinese iden-
tification, this dual categorization effectively captured the identity dimensions relevant 
for our analysis. Appendix D of the SI provides more detail on the coding procedures 
and thresholds for each subgroup.

In addition to these main subgroups, we also considered an additional subgroup 
measure in Taiwan. We distinguished Benshengren (local Hokkien or Hakka paternal 
origin) from Waishengren (Mainland paternal origin), following standard practice in 
Taiwan surveys. This subgroup split captured historically salient identity backgrounds 
and allowed us to assess whether conformity pressures were stronger for the modal 
group (Benshengren) than for the minority-origin groups (Waishengren). We coded 
paternal origin as the basis for classification: Benshengren included respondents of 
local Hokkien or Hakka descent, while Waishengren included respondents of Mainland 
descent who arrived with or after the Kuomintang in the late 1940s. These categories 
reflect enduring historical cleavages and are widely used in Taiwanese social science, 
though their salience has diminished over time. Appendix D in the SI reviews Taiwanese 
subgroup distributions.

For North Korean migrants in South Korea, we measured identity and pride sepa-
rately, using the same 0–10 scale method described previously. Migrants rated how 
strongly they identified as South Korean and how strongly they identified as North 
Korean. To facilitate subgroup comparisons, we also applied a 75th percentile cutoff 
to distinguish between stronger and weaker identifiers, consistent with the approach 
used in Taiwan. Given this group’s unique status, originating from a stigmatized and 
contested identity in South Korean society, we directly compared their pride in each 
identity. By evaluating both direct responses and list-experiment estimates, we captured 
the extent to which North Korean migrants felt compelled to overstate pride in the 
South Korean identity or understate pride in their North Korean heritage. This mea-
surement strategy enabled us to assess the strength and direction of social desirability 
pressures specific to this subgroup.

Beyond the pride outcomes used for H
1
–H

4
, we fielded additional list-experiment 

items to test the scope of enforcement beyond identity performance (pride) and to 
locate where social monitoring was most active. In Taiwan, we looked at support for 
a formal declaration of independence.72 In South Korea, we considered support for 
the National Security Act (NSA) and views on unification. The independence item 
probed whether selective enforcement targeted signaling of Taiwanese identity rather 
than a sovereignty-related declaration. In South Korea, the NSA item captured 
loyalty-inflected security norms in a more identity-consolidated regime, and the uni-
fication item gauged whether a once-central symbol was still being enforced. The 
Taiwan items were fielded in the same instrument as the pride measures (within-sample 
comparability). The South Korea items came from a separate 2021 online panel with 
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Rakuten Insight, providing an out-of-sample robustness probe of norm-sensitive items. 
Estimation mirrors the main analyses (list = linear; direct = logistic; gap = List−Direct).

Across all models, we used regression models to estimate indirect endorsements of 
sensitive items, employing the ictreg package in R, which supports a linear approach 
for estimating underlying endorsement rates. Each list-experiment model included 
covariates for statistical controls, including age, sex, university education, and part-
nership, to adjust for potential confounding. For the South Korean citizens of North 
Korean origin models, we included controls for the length of time spent in North 
Korea before leaving and the number of years spent in South Korea instead of an age 
variable. Educational attainment was measured by whether respondents had completed 
a university-level education in North Korea. For the corresponding direct measures, 
we used logistic regression (glm with a binomial family) to predict the likelihood of 
openly endorsing national pride, including the same control variables. We then com-
bined each indirect (list) model with its corresponding direct model to compute average 
predicted endorsement rates for each group. We defined the conformity gap as List−
Direct (percentage points). Separate models were estimated for different subgroups—
high versus low national identification groups; Taiwanese-only and Taiwanese-Chinese 
identifiers in Taiwan; native South Koreans and North Korean migrants in South 
Korea—enabling subgroup-specific analyses of preference falsification. We reported 
average predicted percentages with 90% and 95% confidence intervals.

A final data note concerns Taiwan’s “New Residents” (xin zhumin), a population of 
foreign-born immigrants (primarily from Mainland China and Southeast Asia) whose 
presence has grown in recent decades and who could, in some respects, be considered 
analogous to North Korean migrants in South Korea. According to official statistics, 
foreign residents made up about 4% of Taiwan’s population in late 2024,73 but in our 
survey, they constituted only around 1% of respondents. This small sample size pre-
cludes reliable list-experiment estimation, given the variance-intensive nature of the 
method.74

Findings

Our list-experiment results provide evidence of differences in how identity norms 
shape the expression of identity pride in Taiwan and South Korea. We first present 
directly comparable results. We then dive into a separate analysis of groups at the 
sub-case level in Taiwan and South Korea, before we summarize key findings and 
conduct robustness tests on related issues.

Identity strength and national pride

Figure 1 presents a comparative analysis of national pride based on identity strength 
among the Taiwanese and South Korean respondents. It compares direct (self-reported) 
estimates with list-experiment measures and provides the most directly comparable 
analysis across the two populations. In the aggregate (all respondents), both Taiwanese 
and South Koreans expressed similarly high levels of national pride in direct ques-
tioning (79–80%). However, the indirect (list-experiment) measures show lower levels 
of pride (i.e., the “true” preference): approximately 67% for Taiwanese and about 59% 
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for South Koreans. This yields significant differences of 12.4 percentage points (pp) 
for Taiwanese and 20.7pp for South Koreans, suggesting that both groups inflate 
expressions of pride, albeit more substantially in South Korea.

Breaking respondents down by identity strength, strong national identifiers in both 
countries report high direct levels of national pride (86.1% for Taiwanese and 88.5% 
for South Koreans), as expected. Indirect measures remain high but somewhat lower 
(77.1% Taiwanese and 76.6% South Koreans), with statistically insignificant differences 
(9 to 12pp). This suggests that individuals with strong identification, already deeply 
rooted in their national identity, feel less pressured to exaggerate their pride.

However, respondents with weak national identity demonstrated pronounced social 
desirability bias. Weak national identifiers in Taiwan reported pride at 70.4%, but this 
dropped significantly to less than 54% when using indirect measures, constituting a 
difference of 16.6pp. South Korean weak identifiers exhibited an even larger disparity: 
70.4% for the direct measure versus 43.9% via the list, representing a substantial dif-
ference of 27pp. These findings support H

1
 and H

2
, underscoring that individuals with 

weaker national attachments experience stronger pressures to publicly conform to 
national pride norms, especially in South Korea.

Sub-case group focus: Taiwan

Figure 2 examines Taiwanese pride among three subgroups of the subjective channel: 
all respondents, Taiwanese-only identifiers, and Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers. For all 
respondents, the direct measure of Taiwanese pride stands at approximately 79%, 
whereas the list-experiment estimate is 67%. The difference of −12pp (the list estimate 

Figure 1.  National pride by identity strength in Taiwan and South Korea.
Note: The figure shows estimated proportions of respondents in Taiwan and South Korea who express pride in their 
national identity, based on both direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures. Results are presented for all respon-
dents as well as for subgroups defined by strong versus weak identification with the national identity. List estimates are 
obtained using linear probability models, while direct responses are modeled with logistic regression. Estimates control 
for age, sex, education, and political identification. Error bars represent 90% and 95% confidence intervals. The “differ-
ence” column captures the gap between list and direct responses, reflecting potential social desirability pressures. Results 
suggest broader and stronger inflation in South Korea across both weak and strong identifiers, whereas in Taiwan, infla-
tion is more selective and concentrated among weak identifiers.
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subtracted from the direct question estimate), significant at the 95% confidence level, 
suggests that a portion of the broader Taiwanese population may feel some social 
expectation to emphasize national pride when asked directly.

Looking specifically at Taiwanese-only identifiers, their direct (89%) and list (82%) 
measures show a discrepancy of approximately −6.5pp. The small difference is statis-
tically insignificant at the 95% and 90% confidence level, indicating that these indi-
viduals hold considerable pride in being Taiwanese, absent social desirability bias. 
Their comfort in asserting this identity implies that expressing Taiwanese pride is 
socially accepted for this subgroup, leaving less reason to falsify their attitudes.

By contrast, Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers present a relatively large disparity between 
direct (70%) and list (49%) measures. The difference in direct point estimates between 
the two groups is as expected – those with mixed identities are less likely to show 
pride in being Taiwanese. However, the focus here is on social desirability bias.75 The 
difference of –21pp is substantial. The indirect results suggest that individuals with a 
partial Chinese identity experience strong social pressures to conform to prevailing 
norms that emphasize a Taiwanese national identity, as we expected in H

3
. Consequently, 

they are more likely to overstate Taiwanese pride when asked directly.
We next examine Taiwanese pride by paternal origin background, the objective 

channel. Figure 3 reports estimates for Benshengren (native-origin) and Waishengren 
(Mainlander-origin). As expected, Waishengren report lower direct Taiwanese pride 
overall (67.6%) than Benshengren (81.3%). The pattern in conformity gaps is surprising: 

Figure 2.  Pride in being Taiwanese by identity subgroups I.
Note: The figure shows estimated proportions of respondents in Taiwan who express pride in being Taiwanese, using 
both direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures. The respondents are grouped into three identity categories: all 
respondents, Taiwanese-only identifiers, and Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers. List estimates are based on linear probability 
models; direct responses are modeled using logistic regression. Estimates control for age, sex, education, and political 
identification. Error bars represent 90% and 95% confidence intervals. The “difference” column reflects the gap between 
list and direct responses and captures potential social desirability bias. Results suggest that while Taiwanese-only identi-
fiers express pride consistently across measures, Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers show substantial inflation in direct 
responses, indicating stronger conformity pressures within this subgroup.
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Benshengren show a sizable, statistically significant gap between direct and list estimates, 
whereas Waishengren show a smaller, statistically nonsignificant gap.

This contradicts the pattern for the subjective channel and our expectation in H
3
. 

If majority-to-minority pressure were the main mechanism producing the conformity 
gap, we would expect it to be most evident for the objective channel, where group 
membership is visible. Instead, we find the opposite: the majority native-origin 
Benshengren inflate their Taiwanese pride, while the Mainland-origin Waishengren do 
not. Two alternative mechanisms are plausible: First, intra-group enforcement might 
compel native-origin group members to apply pressure to perform Taiwanese identity 
on each other. Second, cognitive dissonance could exert internal pressure on members 
of the native-origin group to feel pride in Taiwanese identity that is ascribed to them 
through their family background. In any case, the mechanism is not majority pressure 
on minority-origin respondents, reinforcing the relatively pluralistic character of Taiwan’s 
identity norms identified in the previous section.76

Figure 4 explores the same three subjective groups in Taiwan—all respondents, 
Taiwanese-only identifiers, and Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers—but focuses on pride in 
being Chinese (zhongguo ren). As before, the chart includes direct (self-reported) 
values, list-experiment estimates, and a difference score.

For all respondents, the direct measure of Chinese pride is 25%, whereas the 
list-experiment estimate is 32%. This yields a difference of about seven percentage 
points, suggesting that although Chinese identity does not dominate public discourse, 
some Taiwanese still acknowledge it via direct questions. The moderate gap indicates 
that some respondents may feel only mild social pressures discouraging expressions 
of Chinese identity, although the direct-list difference is statistically insignificant.

Figure 3.  Pride in being Taiwanese by identity subgroups II.
Note: The figure shows estimated proportions of respondents in Taiwan who express pride in being Taiwanese, using 
both direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures. The respondents are grouped by paternal origin background: 
Benshengren (Hokkien/Hakka) and Waishengren (Mainland descent). List estimates are based on linear probability mod-
els; direct responses are modeled using logistic regression. Models include age, sex, education, and political identification 
as covariates. Error bars represent 90% and 95% confidence intervals. The “difference” column is List−Direct (pp) and 
summarizes conformity pressure. Results indicate a sizable, statistically significant gap for Benshengren and a smaller, 
nonsignificant gap for Waishengren, consistent with selective enforcement concentrated on the modal-origin group.
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Among Taiwanese-only identifiers, both the direct (7%) and list (16%) measures 
remain low, reflecting a clear reluctance or disinterest in identifying as Chinese. The 
difference is not substantially large or statistically significant, reinforcing the notion 
that this subgroup’s minimal Chinese pride is consistent across both types of questions. 
Finally, the Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers exhibit substantially higher levels of pride 
in being Chinese, with nearly identical direct and list-based measures (56–57%). 
Although elsewhere this group readily expresses Taiwanese identity—potentially over-
stating it under social expectations—their consistent and open acknowledgment of 
Chinese pride strongly indicates that, for this subgroup, the Chinese dimension of 
their identity is not subject to meaningful social desirability bias.

The absence of social desirability bias among Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers regarding 
pride in being Chinese confirms the robustness check: inflation appears tied to the 
dominant Taiwanese identity rather than to identity expression in general. Chinese 
pride is expressed consistently across direct and indirect measures, while Taiwanese 
pride is subject to inflation under normative pressure. The slight tendency of 
Taiwanese-only identifiers to understate Chinese pride further underscores that pres-
sures operate asymmetrically, reinforcing alignment with the dominant identity rather 
than suppressing attachment to a non-dominant one.

Sub-case group focus: South Korea

Figure 5 illustrates pride in being South Korean among native South Koreans and 
North Korean migrants, alongside migrants’ pride in their North Korean identity. The 
native South Koreans express substantial pride directly (80%) but a notably lower 

Figure 4.  Pride in being Chinese by identity subgroups.
Note: The figure shows estimated proportions of respondents in Taiwan who express pride in being Chinese, using both 
direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures. The respondents are grouped into three identity categories: all 
respondents, Taiwanese-only identifiers, and Taiwanese-Chinese identifiers. List estimates are based on linear probability 
models; direct responses are modeled using logistic regression. Estimates control for age, sex, education, and political 
identification. Error bars represent 90% and 95% confidence intervals. The “difference” column reflects the gap between 
list and direct responses and captures potential social desirability bias. Results suggest that Chinese identity is not sup-
pressed among dual identifiers, who express pride across both measures, indicating that Chinese identity remains pri-
vately accepted within this subgroup despite shifting normative expectations.
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estimate indirectly (59%), yielding a significant difference of 21 percentage points. 
This highlights strong normative expectations to express national pride publicly, result-
ing in considerable inflation of reported pride.

Among North Korean migrants, the direct measure of South Korean pride is extraor-
dinarily high (96%), even exceeding native South Koreans. However, the indirect 
measure dramatically drops to 28%, producing an exceptionally large difference of 
nearly −70 percentage points. Conversely, the migrants report very low pride in being 
North Korean directly (17%) but significantly higher pride indirectly (52%), indicating 
substantial stigma and social desirability bias that discourages public expressions of 
North Korean identity. These patterns confirm our expectations in H

4
 and reveal the 

intense social pressures experienced by North Korean migrants to affirm South Korean 
identity, while suppressing their North Korean heritage.

Results summary

Table 1 consolidates direct and list estimates for each subgroup; gaps are defined as 
List−Direct (pp), so negative values indicate inflation in direct pride reports. The table 
summarizes the primary national identity items only: pride in being Taiwanese (Taiwan) 
and pride in being South Korean (South Korea). We read the table against H

1
–H

4
.

Consistent with H
1
 (within-case, subjective identity strength), weaker identifiers show wider 

conformity gaps than stronger identifiers in both societies. Among natives in South Korea, 
the weak–strong contrast is pronounced (−26 5.  pp vs. −11 9.  pp, the latter n.s.); in Taiwan, 
it is also clear (−16 6.  pp vs. −9 0.  pp, n.s.). This pattern underscores the common mechanism: 
weaker identifiers have more scope and incentive to overstate pride in direct answers.

Figure 5.  Pride in being South Korean by identity subgroups.
Note: The figure shows estimated proportions of respondents in South Korea who express pride in being South Korean, 
using both direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures. The respondents are grouped into three identity catego-
ries: all respondents, native-born South Koreans with weak national attachment, and North Korean-origin migrants. List 
estimates are based on linear probability models; direct responses are modeled using logistic regression. Estimates con-
trol for age, sex, education, and political identification. Error bars represent 90% and 95% confidence intervals. The “dif-
ference” column reflects the gap between list and direct responses and captures potential social desirability bias. The 
results show substantial pride inflation across both groups, particularly among North Korean-origin migrants, suggesting 
strong conformity pressures linked to dominant national identity norms in South Korea.
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For H
2
 (cross-case magnitude along the subjective channel), gaps are uniformly 

wider in South Korea than in Taiwan for matched groups: All (−20 7.  pp vs. −12 4.  pp), 
Weak (−26 5.  pp vs. −16 6.  pp), and Strong (−11 9.  pp vs. −9 0.  pp; both n.s.). This sup-
ports the MSSD-based claim that the same mechanism operates more forcefully in 
South Korea’s more consolidated identity norms.

Turning to the case-specific implications, H
3
 for Taiwan receives partial support. 

Subjective channel: Dual identifiers exhibit a wide, significant gap (−21 0.  pp), while 
Taiwanese-only respondents do not (−6 5.  pp, n.s.). Objective channel: The smaller 
Mainland-origin Waishengren gap (−7 9.  pp, n.s.), the native-origin Benshengren gap 
(−13 1.  pp) contradicted the expectation that majority pressure falls on minorities.

Our interpretation of the difference between the subjective and objective channels 
in Taiwan is that: first, individuals with attachment to both identities in an environ-
ment where Taiwanese identity has become the norm may try to resolve cognitive 
dissonance through pride inflation. Second, pressure to perform in line with one’s 
objective origin operates primarily within the majority group and is not present in 
the minority group.

For H
4
, in South Korea, the ordering is strongly graded, as we expected: North 

Korean migrants show by far the widest gap (−68 0.  pp), followed by weak natives 
(−26 5.  pp), with strong natives showing no statistically significant gap (−11 9.  pp, n.s.). 
This aligns with the expectation that consolidated identity norms generate widespread 
pressure, and this is strongest among groups for whom public scrutiny and vulnerability 
are highest.

Because H
1
–H

4
 are defined on pride in the dominant national identity, Table 1 

focuses on those outcomes. Alternative pride items—pride in being Chinese (Taiwan) 
and, for North Korean migrants, pride in being from North Korea—serve to diagnose 
the direction of enforcement. As presented above, we find little to no suppression of 
Chinese pride (including among dual identifiers and Mainland-origin respondents). 
Conformity pressure operates mainly by inflating Taiwanese pride rather than sup-
pressing Chinese pride. Among North Korean migrants in South Korea, direct reports 
markedly understate pride in being from North Korea relative to list estimates, 

Table 1. D irect vs. indirect (list) estimates of national pride in Taiwan and South Korea.
Direct (%) List (%) Gap (pp) Sig.

Taiwan
 A ll respondents 79.4 67.0 −12 4. **
 S trong ID 86.1 77.1 −9 0. n.s.
  Weak ID 70.4 53.8 −16 6. **
 T aiwanese-only identifiers 89.0 82.5 −6 5. n.s.
 T aiwanese-Chinese identifiers 70.0 49.0 −21 0. **
  Native-origin Benshengren 81.3 68.2 −13 1. **
South Korea
 A ll respondents 79.7 59.0 −20 7. **
 S trong ID 88.5 76.6 −11 9. n.s.
  Weak ID 70.4 43.9 −26 5. **
  North Korea-origin migrants 96.0 28.0 −68 0. **

Note: The table reports estimated proportions using both direct (self-reported) and list-experiment measures for the 
primary national identity items only (Taiwan: “proud to be Taiwanese”; South Korea: “proud to be South Korean”). 
Models include age, sex, education, and political identification as covariates. Significance based on 95% confidence 
intervals.
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mirroring the very large overstatement of South Korean pride and underscoring broad, 
graded enforcement.

Robustness tests on related issues

We conducted additional tests of list experiment items to examine social norms and 
enforcement beyond identity pride, specifically regarding support for a formal decla-
ration of independence in Taiwan and for supporting the NSA and unification in 
South Korea. Figures and supporting text are provided in Online Appendix E.

For the independence declaration in Taiwan (Online Appendix, Figure E.1), we find 
no meaningful direct–list difference regarding support, including among 
Taiwanese-Chinese dual identifiers. In the same sample that shows a sizable conformity 
gap on Taiwanese pride, policy support for independence is not misreported. This 
suggests that in Taiwan’s pluralistic regime, symbolic affirmations of belonging (identity 
performance) carry higher stakes than overt policy stances on sovereignty.

In Figure E.2 (Online Appendix), we show findings for South Korea. Here, we show 
that the NSA has a large and statistically significant direct–list gap, indicating over-
stated public support consistent with conformity to security–identity norms. By contrast, 
views on (opposition to) unification display almost no direct–list difference, implying 
that unification no longer functions as an enforced identity norm. Together, the NSA/
unification results map precisely onto where social monitoring is salient in South 
Korea’s consolidated identity norms.

These issue-linked tests corroborate the main claims presented in this paper. 
Moreover, they show that in Taiwan, conformity pressures focus on identity perfor-
mance (pride), rather than sovereignty policy. In South Korea, pressures extend to 
loyalty-inflected security items (NSA) but not to legacy symbolism (unification). The 
additional analyses, therefore, clarify the scope conditions of enforcement: where norms 
are historically institutionalized, socially enforced, and symbolically charged, preference 
falsification is most likely to appear.

Discussion and conclusion

Our findings demonstrate significant variation in how identity norms shape identity 
conformity among Taiwanese, native South Korean, and North Korean migrant respon-
dents. Our analysis first established how the strength of identification with the dom-
inant national identity influences the extent of pride inflation. In both cases, the 
findings supported our assumptions and indicate that individuals with weaker national 
identification are more prone to overstating their pride, but in South Korea, the pres-
sure to conform is significantly greater. These core tests were defined on the primary 
national identity outcomes: pride in being Taiwanese and pride in being South Korean.

Subsequently, we focused on specific subgroups to explore additional layers of social 
and political pressures faced by groups with contested or stigmatized identities. Notable 
differences emerged between the two cases. In Taiwan, those who strongly identify as 
Taiwanese consistently express pride across direct and indirect measurements, indicating 
genuine and socially accepted pride. However, individuals who maintain dual identities 

https://doi.org/10.1080/13537113.2026.2616954
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as both Taiwanese and Chinese demonstrate significant pride inflation when expressing 
Taiwanese identity directly. The opposite pattern appears for objective-origin subgroups: 
Benshengren (the native-origin majority) show a detectable conformity gap for Taiwanese 
pride, whereas Waishengren (the Mainland-origin minority) do not. We did not detect 
an overstatement or understatement of pride in being Chinese in Taiwan. Together, 
these findings suggest a relatively pluralistic environment where Taiwanese nationalism 
is dominant, but social enforcement is limited.

South Korea presents a different pattern, with considerably higher overall levels of 
pride inflation. Both native South Koreans and North Korean migrants show a pronounced 
conformity to South Korean national identity expectations. Among native South Koreans, 
these pressures are especially visible among weak identifiers, whose reported pride is 
markedly inflated relative to their strong-identifying counterparts. Particularly notable is 
the case of North Korean migrants, who exhibit extreme levels of pride inflation when 
expressing allegiance to South Korean identity in direct questioning, but significantly 
lower levels when measured indirectly through list experiments. Additionally, these 
migrants substantially understate their pride in being from North Korea, indicating strong 
stigma attached to their origin77 and mirroring the broad, graded enforcement we expected. 
These patterns underscore that individuals from stigmatized minority groups often 
self-censor their national identity to avoid social rejection.78

The overstatement of pride among subgroups navigating contested or marginalized 
identities highlights mechanisms of nation-building through social conformity in divided 
societies. We thereby contribute to an ongoing debate about the maintenance and repro-
duction of national identity.79 While prior work contrasts top-down enforcement in autoc-
racies with banal nationalism in democracies,80 our results show that identity conformity 
is also present in democracies. We show which subgroups bear that pressure and highlight 
that the extent and breadth of conformity pressures differ substantially in our cases.

Our comparative findings point to the different identity norms the two societies have 
developed since their democratization in the 1980s and 90s. Taiwan’s democratization 
toppled the ethnocentric pan-Chinese identity norms under authoritarian rule. A polit-
ically connoted Taiwanese identity subsequently became dominant. Yet, national identity 
and questions of sovereignty remain contested, cultural attachments to Chineseness 
remain widespread, and electoral politics incentivized downplaying sub-ethnic cleavages 
while emphasizing Taiwan’s multiethnic history. These conditions appear to limit 
majority-to-minority pressure and create room for the expression of alternative identities. 
South Korea’s democratization, by contrast, reinforced its ethnocentric national identity. 
The state itself plays an active role in maintaining identity boundaries through legal 
instruments and national security discourse—an aspect that the literature on identity 
norms in democracies is relatively silent on. This dual enforcement of a unitary identity 
by both society and state seems to foster an environment where conformity pressures 
are intense, and the expression of alternative identities is illegitimate.

Future research should explore how such diverging legacies of democratization and 
national identity contribute to more or less open identity norms, and space for the 
inclusion of native minority groups as well as new migrants. This article also under-
scores the importance of experimental measures to capture hidden identities and real 
levels of national pride. Future work should also study pride inflation or concealment 
in a broader selection of national contexts, with different minority populations and 
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across regime types. Scholars might further probe how and when cross- and intra-group 
pressure or internal cognitive dissonance81 compel individuals to inflate or understate 
their identity.
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