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Resumen

La agresión autoritaria, la sumisión autoritaria y el convencionalismo son creencias sociales o actitudes que forman parte 
del llamado autoritarismo. El presente estudio da cuenta de la construcción y análisis de las propiedades psicométricas 
de una escala abreviada para evaluar tendencias autoritarias, la Escala de Actitudes frente al Autoritarismo (ESCAUT). 
En total, participaron 786 brasileños adultos con edades entre los 18 y 75 años, el 70.7 % eran militares. Inicialmente, se 
elaboraron 42 ítems para captar los principales tipos de creencias autoritarias, y los resultados de los análisis factoriales 
ordinales permitieron retener 20 ítems de moderados a altamente discriminatorios (cargas > .50) de dos factores latentes: 
autoritarismo moral y punitivo (α = .88) y autoritarismo sumiso (α = .89). Las curvas de información revelaron una amplia 
cobertura de la variable latente para ambas subescalas. Incluso, el instrumento fue capaz de discriminar participantes 
militares de no militares, con grandes efectos para las diferencias entre los grupos. En conclusión, la ESCAUT consiste 
en una escala abreviada de autoinforme que puede ser utilizada en la investigación de las principales actitudes autoritarias 
presentes en la población general. Al final se discuten las limitaciones del estudio.
Palabras clave: actitudes, prejuicio, grupos sociales.

Construction and validity evidence of a brief self-report scale 
to assess authoritarianism

Abstract

Authoritarian aggression, authoritarian submission, and conventionalism comprise beliefs or attitudes know as authoritarianism. 
In the present study, we report on the development and the test of the psychometric properties of a brief scale for the assessment 
of authoritarian tendencies, the Attitudes toward Authoritarianism Scale (ESCAUT). Participants in the study were 786 adults 
with ages ranging from 18 to 75 years, 70.7 % military. An initial pool of 42 items written to capture the core features of 
authoritarianism was evaluated by specialists, and then answered by the participants. Results from ordinal factor analysis 
indicated 20 items with moderately to highly discriminative (factor loadings > .50) of two latent factors: Moral and punitive 
authoritarianism (α = .88), and submissive authoritarianism (α = .89). Test information curves revealed a broad coverage of 
the latent trait in both subscales. Moreover, the instrument could discriminate military from non-military participants, with 
large size differences. The ESCAUT is a brief self-report scale recommended for the assessment of the main features of 
authoritarianism in the general Latin American population. Limitations of the study are addressed.
Keywords: attitudes, prejudice, social groups.

Acta Colombiana de Psicología 22 (1): 42-51, 2019 / ISSN:1909-9711-E http://www.dx.doi.org/10.14718/ACP.2019.22.1.3



ÁVILA-BATISTA, A.C., RUEDA, F.J.M. & HAUCK FILHO, N.

43

Introduction

Authoritarianism has piqued psychologists’ interest as 
an important field of study since the late nineteenth century, 
gaining greater prominence from the mid-twentieth century 
(From Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 
1950, Fromm, 1942). The phenomenon has been approached 
both from the perspective of interaction between social 
groups and from the 

individual differences approach, including constituent 
personality traits, beliefs and situational influences (Brussino 
& Etchezahar, 2013). The evaluation of authoritarianism 
in individuals starts from the premise that there is a cons-
tellation of characteristics that make up something of an 
"authoritarian personality" (Adorno et al., 1950). Altemeyer 
(1981), in investigating what these central characteristics 
were, found three groups of correlated traits: authoritarian 
submission (a high degree of connivance with the authori-
ties, which are perceived by the individual as legitimized 
by the society in which they live); authoritarian aggression 
(aggressiveness directed at people perceived as targets for 
sanctions by the established authorities); and conventionalism 
(a high degree of adherence, acceptance and commitment 
to conventions and traditional social norms endorsed by 
established authorities). The author proposed that the-
se variables define something that he called right-wing 
authoritarianism. This study presents the construction of 
a brief self-report evaluation scale of these central aspects 
of authoritarianism, considering aspects of Brazilian and 
Latin American culture.

Authoritarianism positively correlates with a wide 
range of negative variables and events in the interperso-
nal and social realms. In particular, it is associated with 
various forms of prejudice, including intergroup (Dáz-
Lázaro, Castañeras, Ledesma, S., & Rand, 2014), racial 
and homophobic (Laythe, Finkel, & Kirkpatrick, Alacón, 
Moreno-Jiménez, & Moral-Toranzo, 2011), prejudice 
against refugees and immigrants (Gregurović, Kuti, & 
Župarić-Iljić, 2016), among others. These manifestations 
of prejudice seem to be especially elicited in situations of 
anger and sadness (Kossowska, Bukowski, & Hiel, 2008). 
In addition, authoritarian individuals tend to adopt rigid and 
extremely traditional attitudes, being more likely to advocate 
traditional roles for genders (Duncan, Peterson, & Winter, 
1997), adopt fundamentalist religious beliefs (Johnson, 
Labouff, Rowatt, Patock-Peckham, And Carlisle, 2012), 
possess materialistic values ​​(Barros, Torres, & Pereira, 
2009), show less support for human rights and civil liberties 
(Moghaddam & Vuksanovic, 1990) and more tolerance 
of abusive behavior and use of torture by the authorities 
(Larsson, Björklund, & Bäckström, 2012). It is worth men-
tioning that authoritarian men are more inclined to blame 
women rape victims (Manoussaki & Veitch, 2015) and to 
commit sexual assault (Walker, Rowe, & Quinsey, 1993). 
This associative pattern emphasizes authoritarianism as a 
variable of social impact in several spheres.

At the individual level, there is controversy as to whether 
authoritarianism is a risk factor for psychological problems 
or whether it is a protective factor. One hypothesis raised 
in the literature is that individuals with an authoritarian 

Construção e evidências de validade de uma escala abreviada de 
autorrelato para avaliar o autoritarismo

Resumo

A agressão autoritária, a submissão autoritária e o convencionalismo são crenças sociais ou atitudes que fazem parte do 
chamado “autoritarismo”. Este estudo apresenta a construção e análise das propriedades psicométricas de uma escala 
abreviada para avaliar tendências autoritárias, a Escala de Atitudes ante o Autoritarismo (Escaut). No total, participaram 786 
brasileiros adultos, entre os 18 e 75 anos, 70.7 % militares. Inicialmente, foram elaborados 42 itens para captar os principais 
tipos de crenças autoritárias, e os resultados das análises fatoriais ordinais permitiram reter 20 itens de moderados a altamente 
discriminatórios (cargas > .50) de dois fatores latentes: autoritarismo moral e punitivo (α = .88) e autoritarismo submisso  
(α = .89). As curvas de informação revelaram uma ampla cobertura da variável latente para ambas as subescalas. Inclusive, o 
instrumento foi capaz de discriminar participantes militares de não militares, com grandes efeitos para as diferenças entre os 
grupos. Em conclusão, a Escaut consiste numa escala abreviada de autorrelato que pode ser utilizada na pesquisa das principais 
atitudes autoritárias presentes na população em geral. Ao final do artigo, são discutidas as limitações deste estudo.
Palavras-chave: atitudes, preconceito, grupos sociais.
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personality would be resilient and less prone to being im-
pacted by stressful events (Onraet & van Hiel, 2014). If this 
hypothesis were correct, authoritarian people would be able 
to negatively affect other people's lives, but without being 
impacted by it. However, results are mixed in supporting 
this view. There is evidence that authoritarianism may work 
by buffering life events (Van Hiel & De Clercq, 2009), but 
also that, in the long run, it is associated with symptoms of 
depression (Duriez, Klimstra, Luyckx, Beyers, & Soenens, 
2012). A literature review addressing this controversy 
pointed out that although authoritarian individuals interpret 
the world as a hostile place, the evidence does not reveal 
particularly high scores on anxiety, depression, or other 
variables of the internalizing spectrum (Onraet & van Hiel, 
2014). Although the question is unresolved, both possibilities 
point to authoritarianism as a psychological phenomenon 
that deserves attention in the area of ​​clinical evaluation.

One of the main tools for evaluating authoritarianism is 
the Right-Wing Authoritarianism Scale (RWA; Altemeyer, 
1981). The RWA consists of a 24 items on a self-report 
inventory that evaluate the three traits of authoritarianism 
considered central by Altemeyer (authoritarian submission, 
authoritarian aggression and conventionalism). The ins-
trument permits a total score, whose internal consistency 
found by Altemeyer (1981) was 0.88 according to the alpha 
coefficient. This instrument currently has adapted versions 
in several countries, such as Chile (Cárdenas & Parra, 2011), 
Spain (Seoane & Garzón, 1991), Sweden (Zakrisson, 2005), 
Russia (McFarland, Ageyev, & Abalakina-Paap, 1992) and 
South Africa (Duckitt, 1993), to name but a few. RWA 
has the distinction of being "the first modern technique of 
psychological measurement applied to the concept" (Dusso, 
2017, 244), being perhaps the most employed in studies 
in the area (Dunwoody & Funke, 2016). The instrument 
has been especially successful in predicting, in social and 
political studies, restrictive attitudes to certain groups and 
minorities and the acceptance of government tyrannies 
(Gray & Durrheim, 2013).

Despite these qualities, RWA also presents some incon-
sistencies, especially with regard to its factorial structure. 
Although it was constructed to evaluate three sets of traits, 
Altemeyer (1996) often found one-and two-factor solutions 
as more fit to the data. The author attributed this divergence 
to the difficulty of finding items that are pure indicators of 
only one dimension of authoritarianism, given the multi-
dimensionality of authoritarian behavior. In fact, studies 
that attempted to replicate Altemeyer's proposal found quite 
different solutions (for example, six factors in the study by 
Seoane & Garzón, 1992). In addition to the complexity 
and multidimensionality of the items, Mavor, Louis, and 
Sibley (2010) have suggested that this controversy may 

be due to response styles, which have not been taken into 
account in studies in the area. After controlling for the 
acquiescence bias, Mavor et al. (2010) found support for 
a three-factor structure. Funke (2005) also recommended 
a three-factor solution, as opposed to a total recurring 
practice score in the area. The author has demonstrated 
that the instrument's overall score may be unrelated to an 
outcome, even though the three factor scores are predicti-
ve of this outcome. Limitations related to dimensionality 
have even inspired revisions of the instrument, such as 
the proposal of reduced versions, after the elimination of 
more problematic items (Manganelli Rattazzi, Bobbio, & 
Canova, 2007; Zakrisson, 2005).

Another issue to consider is the item content on the 
RWA scale, constructed in view of the Canadian context. 
Countries in Latin America, such as Brazil and Colombia, 
have a history of military dictatorship that has left a very 
specific cultural heritage. It is possible that authoritarian 
attitudes acquire a particular form of expression in these 
contexts, differing from other countries in the northern 
hemisphere. Although the use of evaluation tools already 
consolidated in other countries is valuable in providing 
cross-cultural comparisons, a scale elaborated to capture the 
nuances of authoritarianism as it occurs in Latin America 
would be useful. Like other Latin American countries, 
Brazil has experienced moments of ideological polarization, 
a fusion between religious and political fundamentalism, 
and rejection of social minorities (Silva, 2016). The choi-
ce of indicators more appropriate for this context could 
provide a more refined and informative assessment of the 
latent traits that explain the endorsement of authoritarian 
attitudes. Moreover, even if the three central themes of 
authoritarianism are contemplated, the factorial structure 
of an authoritarian attitudes scale could present a number 
of factors other than three in the Latin American context. 
Besides the benefits of a new measure, it would be interes-
ting to study the factorial structure of an attitudes inventory 
composed of items written to capture typical aspects of 
Brazil and Latin America more broadly.

As a result, the objective of the present study was to 
construct and test the psychometric properties of a brief 
new authoritarian attitudes evaluation scale—the Attitudes 
Toward Authoritarianism Scale (ATAS). The instrument 
was designed to capture the main conceptual aspects of 
authoritarianism, as described by Altemeyer (1981, 1988, 
1996) and by more recent authors (Duckitt, Bizumic, Krauss, 
& Heled, 2010), including authoritarian aggression and 
submission, and conventionalism. The scale’s items were 
elaborated considering particularities of the Latin American 
context, especially in Brazil, seeking to maximize latent 
coverage of authoritarianism in studies with such samples. 
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Another advantage is that ATAS had its items chosen ba-
sed on factorial analyses appropriate to items of ordinal 
nature, following recommendations in recent literature 
(Asún, Rdz-Navarro, & Alvarado, 2015; Holgado-Tello, 
Chacón-Moscoso, Barbero-García , & Vila-Abad, 2010). 
Furthermore, the purpose was to construct an instrument 
whose number of items did not represent a burden when 
considering its inclusion in research protocols with multiple 
measures. In addition to performing the psychometric analy-
sis of ATAS through factor analysis, internal consistency 
estimates and information curve inspection, scores on the 
instrument were compared between a group of military 
personnel and another group of non-military personnel. 
The hypothesis was that military personnel would score 
higher on the instrument’s factors given that the military 
environment tends to encourage the adoption of authoritarian 
attitudes (Gatto, Dambrun, Kerbrat, & De Oliveira, 2009).

Method

Participants
The sample was non-probabilistic, composed of 786 

Brazilian adults with ages ranging from 18 to 75 years (M 
= 33.04 years; SD = 10.48), of which 58% were male. In 
terms of schooling, the majority had a postgraduate degree 
(32.6%), followed by a 4-year university degree (25.3%), 
some university study (24.2%) and high school diploma 
(17.9%). As for the professional area, the majority were 
civil servants, mainly state soldiers, comprising 70.7% of 
the sample, followed by service providers (12.3%), com-
mercial, industrial and third sector workers (7, 3%) and 
9.7% did not specify. The predominant salary range was 
three to six times the minimum wage (42.1%), followed 
by one to three times (21%), six to nine times (16%), over 
twelve times (10.6%), and between nine and twelve times 
the minimum wage (10.3%). In terms of residence status, 
81% of the sample resided in Minas Gerais, 7.3% in São 
Paulo, 1.7% in Rio de Janeiro, and 10% in other states.

Instrument
The items of ATAS were created from the definitions of 

the three trait groups described by Altemeyer (1981, 1988, 
1996): authoritarian aggression, authoritarian submission 
and conventionalism. Just one theoretical difference should 
be mentioned: while Altemeyer considered authoritarianism 
to be a set of personality traits, this instrument’s items were 
created to evaluate authoritarian attitudes. In other words, in 
writing the items, less focus was placed on stable patterns 
of intra-individual functioning, and beliefs about objects or 

social situations were emphasized, which are more consis-
tent with the classical concept of attitude (for a review, see 
Kruglanski et al. , 2015). In addition, modern conceptions 
of authoritarianism have criticized Altemeyer's notion of 
"authoritarian personality," and have rather considered the 
dimensions described as authoritarian ideological attitudes 
(Duckitt et al., 2010). Taking into account these conceptual 
differences, items were written to evaluate the three main 
themes of authoritarianism, conservatism, and traditiona-
lism, common to Altemeyer's writings (1981), and to the 
more recent literature (Duckit et al., 2010).

Based on this model and the Brazilian context, 49 
items were written, aiming to maintain balance in the 
number of items for each theoretical aspect, with 17 items 
being created for authoritarian aggression (e.g. For some 
crimes, the only solution is the penalty), 17 items created 
for authoritarian submission (e.g. Authorities know what 
is best for people), and 15 items for conventionalism (e.g. 
People who think differently than authorities should not 
be encouraged to voice their opinions). The pertinence 
of these items was then evaluated by six professors with 
doctorates in psychology or areas related to the subject, and 
with experience in instrument construction. The material 
containing the definitions of each theoretical dimension 
was sent to each of them, to assess the extent to which 
each item represented its target aspect. The evaluators 
were also asked to perform semantic analysis of the items. 
After receiving the evaluator’s responses, items with less 
than 80% agreement between  evaluators were withdrawn, 
according to the recommendations of Pasquali (2010). 
Some items were reformulated in light of the suggestions 
received. After this step, the 42 items comprising the first 
version of the scale were obtained. A four-point Likert type 
response format was chosen, where 1 = totally disagree, 2 
= disagree, 3 = agree, and 4 = totally agree. Next the ATAS 
items were inserted into an online questionnaire and posted 
on a social network, and people were asked to share it on 
their pages. Email requests were also sent to the primary 
author’s contact list with the access link. Given the nature 
of the instrument, several participation invitations were sent 
to individuals connected to Brazilian military institutions.

Procedure
First, the project was submitted to and approved by 

the Research Ethics Committee of a Brazilian university. 
Subsequently, authorization was granted for disclosure 
of the research in a public security agency in the state of 
Minas Gerais, as it was the primary author's workplace. 
ATAS was also disclosed on a social network as an online 
questionnaire, as well as through emails sent to the authors’ 
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contact lists, with a hyperlink to the online questionnaires. 
In the military institutions the invitation was made perso-
nally. All participants gave their consent to participate after 
reading the Free and Informed Consent Form. The mean 
response time was 15 minutes.

Data Analysis
First, the factorability data were evaluated through the 

Keizer-Meyer-Olkin coefficient (KMO), which provides a 
measure of correlations between items. The Mardia test was 
used to test the multivariate normality of the data. Next, the 
data dimensionality was investigated using three distinct tech-
niques: parallel analysis with permutation values ​​(Timmerman 
& Lorenzo-Seva, 2011), minimum partial correlations (Velicer, 
1976) and Hull (Lorenzo-Seva Urban, Timmerman, & Kiers, 
2011). The parameters of the most interpretable solution 
were then estimated using weighted least squares (Weighted 
Least Squares Means and Variance-adjusted—WLSMV) 
from the matrix of correlations between polychoric varia-
bles. This estimator is robust and especially recommended 
for the analysis of items of ordinal categorical nature, such 
as the four-point Likert scale (Asún et al., 2015). In view of 
the proposal that the instrument was brief, only items with 
moderate to high discrimination (i.e., factor loadings above 
0.50 in at least one of the factors), were retained for the final 
version of ATAS. The selection also sought to avoid items with 
redundant content, seeking to maximize latent trace coverage. 
The reliability of the scales composed by the items of each 
factor was estimated by the traditional internal consistency 
coefficients as well as by the information curve of the items 
and the test. These information curves are more specific than 
the traditional estimates of internal consistency because they 
reveal the reliability of the expected instrument for each latent 
trace range. Finally, mean comparison tests were conducted to 
investigate the instrument's ability to discern between military 
and non-military individuals. The analyses were performed 
using R software, Factor (Lorenzo-Seva & Ferrando, 2013) 
and Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2014).

Results

In assessing the results, first the data quality was verified, 
and then factorial analysis, internal consistency calculation 
and information curves were carried out. Finally, the means 
comparisons between military and non-military groups 
were performed.

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin index was 0.95, suggesting a 
sufficient level of commonality among the variables for fac-
torial analysis. The Mardia test revealed significant deviations 
(p < 0.001) from multivariate normality in the initial set of 

42 items, which provided another reason to use the robust 
estimator chosen for the factorial analyses. Data dimensio-
nality was investigated next. The retention methods were 
not unanimous, with a two-factor recommendation when 
considering the parallel analysis with data permutation and 
the minimum mean partial method, and only one factor when 
considering the Hull method. In addition, many items had low 
commonalities or a tendency to cross loads when considering 
solutions of more than one factor. Bearing in mind that the 
purpose of the instrument was to be brief, these items were 
excluded, leaving only the 20 best items. The next decision 
was to test the fit of one- and two-factor exploratory factor 
solutions using the RMSEA, CFI and TLI indices. While the 
one-factor model presented a poor fit to the data (RMSEA = 
0.091, CFI = 0.890 and TLI = 0.877), the two-factor model 
presented good fit (RMSEA = 0.062, CFI = 0.954 and TLI 
= 0.942). It is worth noting that a three-factor solution was 
also evaluated. However, this possibility was immediately 
ruled out due to lack of pattern interpretability of the factorial 
loads produced. Results, then, favored the two-factor model, 
whose items, respective factor loads and internal consistency 
estimates are presented in Table 1.

As shown in Table 1, the factorial solution was found to 
be simple and with cross loads of low magnitude (<|0.27|), 
with each explanatory factor being 10 items, predominantly. 
Factor 1 explained items related to authoritarian aggression 
and to conventionalism described by Altemeyer (1981), and is 
therefore termed "Moral and Punitive Authoritarianism." Factor 
2, in turn, explained items with specific content on submission 
to authority, thus being called "Submissive Authoritarianism." 
The two factors were almost orthogonal, correlated in only r 
= 0.05. As seen in Table 1, the internal consistency estimates 
(Cronbach’s Alpha standard), calculated taking into account 
the ordinal nature of the variables, were high for the scales 
formed by both factors. An internal consistency analysis with 
all items resulted in an even higher alpha of 0.92.

The next step was to explore, in greater depth, the 
reliability of the instrument constructed from the infor-
mation curves of the two scales. These analyses revealed 
differences in the functioning of each scale. The Moral 
and Punitive Authoritarianism scale presented a higher 
accuracy level for the interval between -1.50 and +1.50 of 
the theta scale, evidencing that it provides information on 
a broad latent spectrum above and below the population 
mean (standardized as 0,00). Meanwhile, the Submissive 
Authoritarianism scale showed a better functioning in lower 
latent regions, between -3.00 and 0.00, but nonetheless with 
ample coverage. These analyzes have suggested that items 
in the Moral and Punitive Authoritarianism scale evaluate 
more severe aspects of authoritarian attitudes compared to 
the Submissive Authoritarianism scale.
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Table 1.
Results of Factorial Analysis with WLSMV Estimator

F1 F2
1. Today's society is characterized by the immorality and decadence of traditional values. 0.78 -0.05
2. For certain crimes, the only solution is the death penalty. 0.70 -0.23
3. Children who do not obey their parents or teachers should be punished. 0.69 -0.04
4. Modern education is making teenagers rebellious, which undermines good values. 0.65 0.02
5. Drug users should be punished, not treated. 0.64 0.04
6. Society will become chaotic if morality and good manners are not followed. 0.64 0.15
7. People only learn what is right if they are rigorously punished. 0.58 0.11
8. Traditional family values ​​should be maintained at all costs. 0.57 0.27
9. Society should severely punish those who commit any type of crime. 0.53 0.00
10. People who deviate from standards should be punished to serve as examples and to ensure their actions 
do not recur. 0.52 0.17
11. Leaders should be followed, not questioned. -0.15 0.93
12. What the religious say must be followed by all. -0.01 0.75
13. Religious teachings were meant to be followed, not questioned. 0.01 0.74
14. Established standards should not be questioned. 0.04 0.70
15. The authorities know what is best for the people. -0.01 0.68
16. Society needs submissive people who do not question what is established. 0.02 0.66
17. People who think differently from authorities should not be encouraged to express their opinions. 0.00 0.65
18. People should follow the moral principles dictated by the authorities. 0.07 0.56
19. People must comply with what the authorities require. 0.07 0.53
20. Only God-fearing people can be considered good. 0.13 0.53
Alpha coefficient 0.88 0.89
Reliability of rotated factors 0.90 0.91
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Figure 1. Scale information curves and Moral and Punitive Authoritarianism items.
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An additional test of the instrument's discriminative 

capacity was made by comparing military and non-military 
means included in the present study sample. All comparisons 
revealed a large magnitude effect size for mean differences. 
More specifically, in comparison to non-military, military 
scored significantly higher on the Moral and Punitive 
Authoritarianism: Mnon-military = 2.21 (DPnon-military = 0.55), 
Mmilitary = 2.86 (DPmilitary = 0.62),  F(1, 786) = 241.30, p < 
0.001, d = 1.11; and in the factor Submissive Authoritarianism 
Mnon-military = 3.19 (DPnon-military = 0.46), Mmilitary = 3.57 (DPmilitary 
= 0.38),  F(1, 786) = 160.50, p < 0.001, d = 0.90. Military 
personnel also scored significantly higher on the total ins-
trument score: Mnon-military = 2.70 (DPnon-military = 0.42), Mmilitary 
= 3.21 (DPmilitary = 0.45),  F(1, 786) = 275.30, p < 0.001, d 
= 1.17. A complementary comparison of means with the 
robust Mann-Whitney-Wilcoxon test also showed statisti-
cally significant differences favoring the military in Moral 
and Punitive Authoritarianism (W = 120,750, p <0.001) and 
Submissive Authoritarianism (W = 116,320, p <0.001), as 
well as in the ATAS total score (W = 123,850, p <0.001).

Discussion

The objective of this article was to present the construc-
tion and testing of the psychometric properties of a brief 
self-report scale to evaluate the central components of 
authoritarian attitudes (Altemeyer, 1981, 1988, 1996). The 
ordinal factorial analysis of the elaborated items allowed 
us to arrive at an interpretable solution of two almost or-
thogonal factors, containing 10 items for each factor. The 
first factor, called Moral and Punitive Authoritarianism, 
explained items more characteristic of aspects of authori-
tarian aggression and, partially, of conventionalism, such 
as those described by Altemeyer (1981). This means that 
individuals who score highly on this factor tend to mani-
fest excessive adherence to traditional norms and values, 
combined with hostility directed at groups or individuals 
perceived as deviant from these norms. It is possible that 
the factor is predictive of prejudice, xenophobia and sym-
pathy for the use of violence by the authorities, and may 
also be related to high scores in emotional instability and 
low scores in kindness. Nevertheless, these possible asso-
ciations still need new empirical tests. In turn, the second 
factor, called Submissive Authoritarianism, proved to be 
interpretable as a combination of Altemeyer's authoritarian 
submission and conventionalism. People with high scores 
in the factor tend to manifest an inflexible obedience to the 
authorities, who are seen as having morally correct conduct 
in all circumstances. This factor may be related to religious 

fundamentalism and, in terms of personality, to traits such 
as conscientiousness and emotional instability.

The final set of 20 items presented excellent psycho-
metric properties. Both factors had internal consistency 
close to 0.90, with the alpha of the total scale being 0.92. 
These values ​​are higher than those found for RWA, which 
was 0.88 in Altemeyer (1981) and 0.72 in Cárdenas and 
Parra (2010), for example. It is worth mentioning that the 
internal consistency of the ATAS was also superior to that 
found for the reduced versions of the RWA, elaborated from 
the best items of the scale (for example, from 0.72 to 0.80 
in Zakrisson, 2005, and 0.85 in Rattazzi et al., 2007). The 
analysis of the information curves conducted in the present 
study revealed that this high internal consistency was not 
obtained at the cost of including redundant items. Rather, 
the maintenance of items was prioritized to cover a wide 
range of authoritarian attitudes. Although this is considered 
more satisfactory for factor 1 (whose peak of information 
is more adjusted to the population mean, see Figure 1), the 
instrument can be regarded as a tool capable of providing 
a rapid and highly informative evaluation of authoritarian 
attitudes in the general population. For this reason, ATAS 
is considered useful for research in various social groups, 
from less authoritarian individuals to people with more 
authoritarian characteristics.

The findings also support the instrument's ability to 
discern groups of individuals with varying levels of autho-
ritarianism. For the present research, a sample of military 
personnel was chosen as the group against which the other 
adults were compared. As expected, there were very large 
differences between the groups exactly in the expected 
direction, namely with military personnel showing higher 
scores than non-military ones. Although these results 
support the validity of ATAS, they should be viewed with 
caution. The mean differences reported here should not be 
taken as evidence that military will always manifest more 
authoritarian attitudes than non-military individuals. Just 
to illustrate, comparing a group of officers classified as 
"innovative" and another so-called "traditional", Carlson, 
Thayer and Germann (1971) found that only the second 
group scored higher than a sample of students in a measure 
of authoritarianism. While, in fact, the military and police 
work environment inspires respect for authority and the 
endorsement of authoritarian attitudes (Gatto et al., 2009; 
Worden, 1995), the level of authoritarianism in military 
and police may depend on other aspects, including their 
function within the organization (Perrott & Taylor, 1995; 
Rubinstein, 2006). In short, the belief that military personnel 
and police officers are always authoritarian and aggressive 
does not necessarily hold empirically, and should not be 



ÁVILA-BATISTA, A.C., RUEDA, F.J.M. & HAUCK FILHO, N.

49
unreasonably generalized to other groups besides the sample 
employed here (Laguna, Linn, Ward, & Rupslaukyte, 2010).

Yet another observation must be made. Altemeyer's 
theoretical proposal was that there would be three theoretical 
dimensions of authoritarianism: authoritarian submission, 
authoritarian aggression, and conventionalism (Altemeyer, 
1981). However, the instrument that the author elaborated to 
evaluate these characteristics does not present a consistent 
factorial structure. To explain this limitation in factorial 
replicability, several hypotheses in the literature have been 
considered, such as that some items have poor psychometric 
properties (Manganelli Rattazzi et al., 2007; Zakrisson, 
2005) or that the instrument is contaminated by response 
styles Mavor et al., 2010). Similarly, in the present study, 
no three distinct dimensions were found, but rather two, a 
result also found by Altemeyer (1996) for his RWA scale. 
In general, these findings call into question the legitimacy 
of Altemeyer's three theoretical dimensions as distinct 
factors that act as latent causes explaining individuals' be-
haviors. It is possible that just two dimensions are enough 
to explain the most central aspects of authoritarianism: 
“Moral and Punitive Authoritarianism” and “Submissive 
Authoritarianism.” In order to shed light on the issue, future 
studies could compare the consistency and interpretability 
of the standard of external correlations of two, versus three, 
factors of authoritarianism in the context of a variety of 
measures of authoritarianism or related aspects.

Although it supports the use of ATAS for research purpo-
ses, the present study also has some limitations. One aspect 
is that there was no control of response styles in the investi-
gation of the internal structure of the instrument. Response 
tendencies such as extreme and acquiescent responses can 
impact on the correlation between items and thus skew 
the parameters of a factorial solution (Van Vaerenbergh & 
Thomas, 2013). It would be important for future studies to 
evaluate the impact of extreme and acquiescent responses 
on the factorial and reliability structure of ATAS. Another 
limitation concerns the possible differential functioning of 
the items according to the sex of the respondents. Mean 
comparisons, such as those performed to estimate differences 
between military and non-military, assume that ATAS items 
function in an equivalent way (that is, they have the same 
factor load and intercept) for men and women. It would be 
important to test this aspect in future investigations, which 
would further refine the instrument, perhaps by identifying 
items with differential functioning that should be suppressed 
when comparing groups.

The ATAS consists of a brief self-report scale that can be 
used to search for the main authoritarian attitudes present in 
the general population. The authors hope that this scale may 
contribute to the understanding of relevant individual and 

collective phenomena. In view of the historical similarities 
of the Brazilian context to other Latin American countries, 
it is  anticipated that Spanish translations of the scale may 
prove useful to many other researchers interested in the 
study of authoritarianism.
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