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Abstract: This article explores the relationship between authoritarianism, Social Darwinism, and exclusivist attitudes toward individuals
with disabilities in the context of inclusive education. Using the method of structural equation modeling, we test whether authoritarian-
ism and Social Darwinism pose a barrier to inclusive education (understood as segregated placement, transmissive learning and teaching
beliefs, and a medical model of disability). The sample consists of N = 215 student teachers and psychology students from a southwestern
German university. The hypothesis that Social Darwinism plays a mediating role between authoritarian attitudes and exclusivist attitudes
toward inclusion was tested for the first time. Findings confirm the assumed predictive relationship between right-wing authoritarianism
and opposition to inclusive education. While right-wing authoritarianism and Social Darwinism are indeed significantly related, we do not
observe, however, a significant relationship between Social Darwinism and exclusionary attitudes—a finding we discuss particularly in
light of our sample. The results indicate that the opposition to inclusive education is based on a coherent attitude that is in compliance with
authoritarianism. Practical implications are discussed.
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1. Introduction

Since the Authoritarian Personality [1], authoritarianism has
been considered a central predictor of prejudice. The researchers of
this classic study perceived authoritarianism as a pivotal cause of
the devaluation and aggression toward out-groups, which are per-
ceived as deviant from the social norm—but above all as “weak.”
While previous research has already been able to highlight that
modern operationalizations like Altemeyer’s scale on right-wing
authoritarianism (RWA) [2] are related to prejudice [3], discrimi-
nation against people with disabilities [4], opposition to rights for
personswith physical and intellectual disabilities [5], and opposition
toward inclusion by preservice teachers [6], we more specifically
assume an impact on attitudes toward inclusive education as it is
postulated by the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with
Disabilities [7]. The attitudes of (student) teachers toward inclu-
sive education is a widely researched field [8–10]. The possibility
that certain far-right attitudes that distinguish between valuable and
unvaluable lives, such as Social Darwinism [3], may play a mediat-
ing role between RWA and attitudes toward inclusive education has
not, to our knowledge, been explored in detail before.
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To this end, we first outline the state of the research and
our theoretical considerations: in the following section, we first
set out our understanding of exclusive attitudes (exclusive place-
ment, transmissive beliefs in learning and teaching, and a medical
model of disability). We then discuss the relationship between RWA
and exclusive attitudes, considering in particular the possibility
of a mediating role of Social Darwinism. We then describe our
data andmethodological approach—structural equationmodeling—
followed by a presentation of the results of our analyses. Finally, we
discuss possible directions for future research as well as limitations
and implications for future efforts toward inclusion.

2. Theoretical Framework

2.1. Exclusive and inclusive attitudes toward
education

Inclusion is still a much-debated topic in society generally
and education specifically. Since the UN Convention on the Rights
of Persons with Disabilities [7], an increasing number of articles
regarding inclusive education have been published [11]. Many of
these articles are principally concerned with the definition of inclu-
sive education [12–16]. Depending on context (region, political
background, perspective on inclusion, implications associated with
inclusive education), definitions differ considerably [17–19].
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Two streams can be traced within the scientific discourse
on inclusive education: first, a predominantly technical-functional
approach, which is concerned with the joint education of chil-
dren with and without disabilities (e.g. support for children with
special needs, social, emotional, educational, and pedagogical out-
comes in joined settings), and second, a (radical) constructivist
approach, which is mainly concerned with the reduction of barriers
and provision of inclusive environments and methods.

Widely recognized in terms of a constructivist approach is the
Index for Inclusion by Booth and Ainscow [20]. The list of aspects
of what inclusion in education involves within the Index for Inclu-
sion is explicitly not absolute, and an integral part is stated to be
permanent change and the “unending process of increasing learn-
ing and participation for all students” [20]. Further aspects are the
reduction of barriers, the perception of heterogeneity as a resource,
the overall improvement of school, and the recognition of inclusive
education as one aspect of inclusion in society [20].

From a functionalist standpoint, these indicators are not suit-
able for studying the progress of inclusive education. Meta-analyses
and reviews on inclusive education therefore do not apply detailed
definitions and limit their research to the common ground of some
sort of joint education of children with and without disabilities or
special educational needs [21–24].

These contradicting definitions, as well as their application,
led to the synthesis of definitions by Göransson and Nilholm [25],
who inductively developed categories from a literature review and
concluded a hierarchical relationship between qualitatively different
categories of definitions. These definitions follow the same ratio-
nale as previous categorizations in narrow (category A: placement
and category B: meeting the needs of children with disabilities) and
wide (category C: meeting the needs of all pupils and D: creation of
inclusive communities) [26, 27].

Contrary to most contributions, which are concerned with
inclusive education, we are specifically concerned with attitudes
and beliefs that hinder inclusive education. We draw from the the-
oretical framework by Selisko et al. [28], which states three central
perspectives regarding the education of children with and without
disabilities (see Figure 1): the model of disability, attitudes toward
placement, and beliefs regarding learning and teaching.

To the left of the Objectivity-Rubicon, the education of chil-
dren with disabilities is seen as functional. The aspects within the
triads have a reciprocal effect. For example, regarding the exclusion
triad (left), the medical model lies the basis to identify children with
disabilities, which allows for grouping children, which is necessary
to provide the adequate stimulus for learning. On the other hand,
it is evident that behaviorist/transmissive beliefs rely on learners as
homogeneous as possible, which calls for the grouping (exclusion)
of children who need to be identified [11].

Although cognitivist beliefs attribute an active part to the
learner, the objectivity of learning outcomes is upheld. After
consideration of the most favorable environment, successful or
unsuccessful learning is ascribed to the learner. For example, a lack
of participation can be attributed to a person with disability within
a relational model. Participation in regular learning is conditionally
attached to the objective of learning, both of which are determined
by the environment.

Only to the right of the Objectivity-Rubicon, there is a coherent
argument for full inclusion. (Radical) Constructivist learning beliefs
determine learning as an individual process and therefore have
subjective outcomes. The social model of disability ascribes any
barrier to participation in the environment and dissolves the causal
relationship with impairments—which in turn makes grouping
impossible.

2.1.1. Exclusive paradigm
Within the discourse on inclusive education, we take a unique

approach by looking at aspects that hinder more joint education. To
understand the reasoning behind the continued exclusion of chil-
dren with disabilities into special education institutions, we combine
aspects of the exclusion triad of the framework by Selisko et al. [28]
and the constructs of authoritarianism and Social Darwinism. The
relationship can potentially inform future efforts for inclusion.

2.1.2. Medical model of disability
Inclusive education is inherently informed by the education

of children with disabilities, although the discourse has advanced
considerably in recent years to include all children. Disability is

Figure 1
Framework of inclusive education
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generally considered a legitimate cause for segregation [29]. How
the education of children with disabilities can be organized depends
on the model of disability. A medical model states an objective
deviation from the norm [30]. Under the premise that everybody is
entitled to adequate education, this deviation can be used as a legit-
imate cause for segregation. Furthermore, a medical model is the
precondition to categorization because it postulates an objective ref-
erence in terms of the form and severity of disability [31]. It is also
a solely individualizing model, which locates the matter of concern
within the person, without any regard for environmental factors of
disability.

2.1.3. Transmissive beliefs
In conjunction with the conviction that the best outcomes can

be realized with a group as homogeneous as possible, a medical
model of disability contradicts the call for joint education [32, 33].
Early endeavors in special education targeted the general exclusion
from education altogether and proved the educability of persons
with various impairments [34]. This led to the establishment of spe-
cial education institutions without changing the medical perception
of disability. The segregation from general education was later crit-
icized by concepts of stigma and normalization [35, 36]. Within a
classroom with a teacher that views learning as mainly transmis-
sive, the increase in heterogeneity that goes along with inclusion is
necessarily regarded as an obstructive factor [37].

2.1.4. Teachers’ attitudes toward inclusive education
Attitudes have initially been defined as “a mental and neural

state of readiness, organized through experience, exerting a directive
and dynamic influence upon the individual’s response to all objects
and situations with which it is related” [38]. Whether attitudes are
a stable construct or in fact depend on various contextual factors is
still a much-debated issue [39].

Research on attitudes toward inclusive education has grown
significantly over the years, yet findings remain sparse and occa-
sionally contradictory [40–42]. Notably, teachers’ attitudes to
inclusive education are frequently highlighted as a crucial factor in
promoting its implementation [43].

Aspects of the framework of inclusive education are considered
beliefs, which together form an attitude [44]. Beliefs are conceptu-
alized to represent “[. . . ] an individual’s representation of reality or
what an individual holds to be true, whether or not there is evidence
to support that representation. Beliefs have enough personal validity
and credibility to guide behavior and thought” [45]. Therefore, the
present study considers the vertical triads of the framework of inclu-
sive education as separate entities that can and should be evaluated
separately.

It is crucial for the discourse to differentiate attitudes toward
inclusion and attitudes toward exclusion. Although they appear to
be mutually exclusive, recent studies indicate that the assessment
of inclusive education is more complex [28]. Based on the work
by Eagly and Chaiken [46], we focus on the cognitive aspects of
attitude in terms of the medical model of disability and transmissive
beliefs, as well as the affective aspects in terms of the evaluation of
exclusive placement.

The present study contributes to the understanding of attitudes
toward inclusive education by including central beliefs about dis-
ability (the medical model of disability) and learning (transmissive
beliefs). Previous studies concerned with the cognitive dimension of
attitudes toward inclusive education predominantly examined teach-
ing experience and the degree or type of disability [24, 47]. By
application of the medical model, we take a more general approach

to the reasoning for exclusion. Within the context of inclusive
education, attitudes may differ regarding the inclusion of children
with physical compared to cognitive impairments. The medical
model suggests a fixed relationship between an objectively mea-
surable impairment and the potential for participation and learning.
Making this connection between impairment and disability states
a causal relationship, which inhibits the consideration of environ-
mental factors. An aspect of inclusive education is reflected within
the discourse of labeling and stereotypes of certain disabilities and
special educational needs [48].

Attitudes toward inclusive education of teachers and other
professionals in the field are not solely informed by their stance
on pro or anti-inclusive education. Through the application of the
framework of inclusive education by Selisko et al. [11], the model of
disability and learning theory appear as core principles in determin-
ing the feasibility and aspiration of inclusion. It is evident, though,
that attitudes regarding inclusive education are not only informed by
rational assessments of the situation but necessarily by ideological
convictions and their underlying (authoritarian) dispositions.

2.2. Authoritarianism, Social Darwinism, and the
deviation from the norm

Authoritarianism is still considered central to understanding
right-wing extremism and group-based prejudice, especially in Ger-
many [3]. The concept goes back to Adorno et al. [1], who, at
the end of World War II, asked how the rise of fascism and
anti-Semitism was possible. They assumed the irrationality of eth-
nocentric attitudes and described authoritarianism as a socially
shaped disposition representing, in the words of psychoanalysis,
ego weakness compensated for by identification with authority and
aggressive devaluation, especially of those fantasized as “weak”
or “deviant.” As a causal factor, the authors assumed authoritarian
parenting styles (in the context of their studies, this was primarily
understood to mean the 19th century patriarchal father dominating
his own family), which lead to the fact that the children could not
give free rein to their aggression toward their parents out of fear and
therefore need substitute objects. From the perspective of classic and
modern authoritarianism research, minorities who deviate from the
social norm, such as people with disabilities, can take on this role
for people with authoritarian dispositions [49, 50].

Their California F(ascism) Scale was an influential, albeit
highly criticized [51]measure that captured authoritarianism in orig-
inally nine psychoanalytically based facets. In an attempt to improve
the measurability of authoritarianism, Altemeyer [2] removed the
concept of its psychoanalytic background and conceptualized it
using only three dimensions: authoritarian submissiveness, which,
as defined by Adorno et al. [1], is not a realistic or balanced respect
toward authority but an individual’s tendency and emotional need
to submit and uncritically follow the lead of a strong ruler; authori-
tarian aggression, which captures the extent to which an individual
seeks to punish (socially) deviant behavior, and conventionalism,
which measures the willingness to abide by the established rules of
conduct and maintain the status quo [2, 52, 53].

2.2.1. Authoritarianism, prejudice against people with
disabilities, and inclusive attitudes

Duckitt’s [54] dual-process motivational model (DPM) con-
ceptualizes Altermeyer’s RWA as one of two complementary
worldviews. From the perspective of social dominance orientation
(SDO) [55], the world appears as a “competitive-jungle” character-
ized by striving for dominance and superiority. The world from the
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authoritarian perspective, on the other hand, is perceived as danger-
ous and threatening [54]. In another study, Duckitt and Sibley [56]
as well as Duckitt [57] derive that different motivations for SDO and
RWA are associated with different patterns of devaluation of out-
groups. Within the framework of DPM, authoritarianism tends to be
associated with the devaluation of “dangerous” and “threatening”
groups, whereas SDO should be empirically strongly associated
with “derogated”—that is, groups of people toward whom domi-
nance must be maintained—such as people with disabilities. Both
SDO and RWA are associated with groups that are perceived as
“dissident.” Brandes and Crowson [6] come to similar conclusions:
while both SDO and RWAwere positively correlated with prejudice
against students with disabilities, SDO seemed to be the stronger
predictor within their regression models, and the effect of SDO was
partially mediated by these prejudices, which also led to a rejec-
tion of inclusion. Additionally, Asbrock and Kauff [58] are able
to demonstrate that authoritarian aggression in particular plays a
central role in the evaluation of (ethnic) diversity, as diversity repre-
sents a nonconformist threat to group conformity. This points to the
rejection of pro-diversity beliefs, but we would like to add that it is
possibly also related to a relationship between authoritarianism and
the rejection of inclusive attitudes toward people with disabilities.

However, consistent with the assumptions of the DPM, Crow-
son et al.’s [5] findings show that when it comes to changing the
social order to be more inclusive and empowering for people with
physical and intellectual disabilities, authoritarianism does have a
strong influence: they come to the conclusion that changing the
social order and the status quo is a “threat” that authoritarian-minded
individuals reject. Slavchova [4] supports this assumption: she was
able to show that both RWA and SDO act as inclusion-inhibiting
factors—they have significant influence on personnel decisions in
favor of applicants without disabilities but with equal qualifications.

Thus, the literature suggests that authoritarian-minded individ-
uals should favor adherence to the status quo with respect to the
school system, for example, segregation of students with and with-
out disabilities as the medical model of disabilities and transmissive
beliefs would suggest [11]. Beyond mere conventionalism and the
associated preservation of the status quo, however, this connection
is already made plausible by classic studies on authoritarianism.
People with disabilities may be perceived as socially deviant by
authoritarian individuals, which is why they lend themselves as a
possible substitute object for authoritarian aggression.

H1: The higher the authoritarian attitudes, the more pro-
nounced the exclusivist attitudes toward people with disabilities.

2.2.2. Authoritarianism and right-wing extremist attitudes
Since 2002, the Leipzig Studies on Authoritarianism (most

recently) [59] have traced the close empirical relationship between
far-right attitudes [60] and authoritarianism in Germany. One
dimension in particular of this six-dimensional attitudinal construct
is expected to be closely related to the devaluation of people with
disabilities as well as—this is what we want to test here—opposition
to the inclusion of people with disabilities: that is Social Darwinism.
It is the view of society in biologistic categories—a distinction is
made between “valuable” and “unvaluable” life—which goes hand
in hand with the idea that the supposedly “strongest” must prevail so
that the “species” can survive. While the devaluation of people with
disabilities is not the focus of this paper, we suspect that such an atti-
tude is, as stated above, also associated with the tendency to exclude
people with disabilities from society. For this reason, we hypothe-
size a partial mediation of the effect of authoritarianism via Social
Darwinism on exclusive attitudes toward people with disabilities.

H2: The higher the authoritarian attitudes, the more pro-
nounced the Social Darwinist attitudes.

H3: The higher the Social Darwinist attitudes, the more
pronounced the exclusivist attitudes toward people with disabilities.

H4: The effect of authoritarianism on exclusive attitudes
toward people with disabilities is partially mediated by Social
Darwinism.

3. Sample and Methods

3.1. Sample

We recruited participants at Saarland University, Germany,
from December 2022 to February 2023. Due to the necessary
knowledge to assess learning theory, the targeted participants were
student teachers and psychology students who were awarded study
credentials for participation. Information regarding the study was
distributed in classes, lectures, and the local learning management
system. The recruiting process resulted in a convenient sample. The
initial sample consisted of N = 215 participants, of whom (n=) 24
showed missing values and were therefore excluded. The final sam-
ple consisted of N = 191 students, (n=) 132 teacher students, and
(n=) 59 psychology students. The mean age is M = 21.7 (SD =
3.7), with (n=) 159 females, (n=) 42 males, and (n=) 2 diverse. The
gender distribution reflects the common distribution in the fields of
education and psychology in Germany.

The participants completed an online questionnaire in German,
created and organized using the online survey tool TRIVIAN.

3.1.1. Measures
To adequately depict the assumed constructs of exclusivist

beliefs, an instrument regarding exclusive placement of children
with disabilities, transmissive beliefs toward learning and teach-
ing, and the medical model of disability have been used. Two items
within the exclusive category were adopted from the Teacher’s Atti-
tude Toward Inclusion Scale [61]. Transmissive beliefs have been
assessed with instruments by Kunter et al. [62] and supplemented
by three newly developed items, making a total of eight items for
transmissive beliefs. The model of disability has been assessed
based on the instrument by Gebhardt et al. [63]. An exploratory
factor analysis was conducted beforehand to check for internal con-
sistency of the instruments. A total of 13 items were removed,
nine of which were newly developed, as well as four items from
Gebhardt et al. [63].

To measure authoritarianism, we used one item per subdimen-
sion of the Brief Scale of Authoritarianism (KSA-3) [52]. This
three-item screening instrument (Authoritarianism—Ultra Short;
A-US) has shown reliable psychometric properties across mul-
tiple large-scale applications [64]. Social Darwinism has been
assessed with three items from the Leipzig Questionnaire on
Extreme Right-Wing Attitudes (Fragebogen zur rechtsextremen
Einstellung—Leipziger Form, FR-LF) [59, 60].

All items are consistently scaled on a 6-point rating scale (“I
don’t agree at all” to “I fully agree”).

The newly developed placement scale (Exclusive Paradigm)
shows a Cronbach’s alpha of 𝛼 = 0.80 and a McDonald’s Omega
of 𝜔 = 0.81, while the medical disability model scale shows a
Cronbach’s alpha of 𝛼 = 0.65 (𝜔 = 0.66). The learning theory
scale (transmissive beliefs) yields a Cronbach’s alpha of 𝛼 = 0.80
(𝜔 = 0.81). Additionally, Cronbach’s 𝛼 for authoritarianism is𝛼 = 0.62 (𝜔 = 0.64), and for Social Darwinism, it’s 𝛼 = 0.71
(𝜔 = 0.73). Reliability is (still) in an acceptable range; the relatively
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics and translated English wording of the items used

Scale Mean interpretation Level
1.00–2.49 Strongly Disagree, Disagree Low
2.50–3.49 Neutral Medium
3.50–5.00 Agree, Strongly Agree High
Constructs
Indicator variables at the individual level

M SD Skew Kurtosis

Transmissive beliefs (TRAN) 3.98 0.77 –0.06 3.06
Students learn best when they follow the instructions of the teacher. (tran1) 3.46 0.98 –0.26 2.71
Students learn best when presented with an example. (tran2) 4.2 1.08 –0.36 3.02
Most students need a number of examples to understand a task. (tran3) 4.31 1.02 –0.33 2.86
Students learn the most from demonstrations of exemplary tasks. (tran4) 4.32 0.95 –0.3 2.98
Students learn best from presentations and explanations of their teacher. (tran5) 3.69 1.05 –0.08 2.91
Medical Model of Disability (MED) 4.47 0.67 –0.25 3.45
Disability is caused by an inherent or acquired impairment. (med3) 4.57 0.92 –0.82 4.68
Disability manifests in long-term physical, mental, cognitive, or sensory
impairment. (med4)

4.55 0.95 –0.89 5.28

Disability is caused by lacking or altered bodily structures or functions, as well
as chronic and psychological diseases. (med5)

4.62 0.81 –1.03 5.49

Disability and illness mainly differ in duration of the impairment. (med7) 4.14 1.12 –0.78 3.48
Exclusive Paradigm (EX) 4 0.91 –0.0.27 2.89
Children with special educational needs learn best with children who have
similar needs. (ex2)

3.65 1.13 –0.31 2.82

Children with special educational needs need the safe space of a special needs
school. (ex3)

3.89 1.11 –0.2 3.14

We need special education schools to ensure the education of all children. (ex5) 4.57 1.12 –0.64 2.97
Special needs schools are the best placement for children with special
educational needs. (ex6)

3.93 1.18 –0.36 2.70

Authoritarianism (AUT) 2 0.67 0.21 2.47
Established conducts should not be questioned. (CONV) 1.97 0.92 0.48 2.30
Troublemakers should clearly feel the effects of the fact that they are unwanted
in the society. (AGR)

2.05 0.94 0.79 3.60

People should leave important decisions to those in charge/the leaders. (SUB) 2.01 0.78 0.17 2.10
Social Darwinism (SD) 1.33 0.54 2.62 10.90
As in nature, the strongest should always prevail in society. (SD1) 1.6 0.82 1.41 5.01
Actually, Germans are inherently superior to other people. (SD2) 1.18 0.51 3.04 12.10
There is valuable and unvaluable life. (SD3) 1.22 0.69 3.5 15.53

low alpha of authoritarianism should be noted at this point [65].1
The mean scores of authoritarianism (M = 2.00) and Social Darwin-
ism (M = 1.33) are extremely low in this sample. The wording and
descriptive statistics of the items used as well as their theoretical
constructs can be seen in Table 1.

3.2. Method

Since the relationship and mediation of effects of multidimen-
sional constructs are to be investigated, the procedure of structural

1The rather low Cronbach’s alpha of the A-US may be questionable—but as
Ziegler et al. [66] point out, the mathematics of Cronbach’s alpha is rather prob-
lematic for short scales such as the A-US, which focus on efficiency rather than
reliability [65]. Since we are not focused on individual assessment here, we
consider this to be acceptable.

equation modeling [67] with mediator effects is used [68]. For
this purpose, the assumed dimensionality of the constructs is first
examined confirmatory with a measurement model. Based on the
theoretical considerations, the measured indicator items are then
assigned to different factors and transferred into a structural model.
Since the indirect effect of the mediator effect is the product of two
regression coefficients, the assumption of the normal distribution of
these effects in the population may be violated [68]. Additionally,
the Doornik–Hansen [69] omnibus test rejects the null hypothesis
of multivariate normality (chi² (14) = 363.074; p < 0.000). Since
Nevitt and Hancock [70] suggest a sample size of at least 500 in
order to get reasonable bootstrap results, we do not use bootstrap
resampling to cope with nonnormality. Instead, we make use of
the Satorra and Bentler [71] adjustment, which is robust to non-
normality and provides scaled goodness-of-fit indices to assess the
model fit.
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4. Results

In this model, we assume three superordinate first-order fac-
tors: for RWA, we use three indicators—one for each subdimension
of the stereotypical “hunching over and kicking down.” Three items
were also assigned to the Social Darwinism factor, and three scales
formed in advance (transmissive beliefs, medical model, exclu-
sive paradigm) to the exclusion factor. To identify the model, the
first factor loading of each of the items intended to measure the
respective construct was fixed to 1.

The result of our structural equation model can be seen in
Table 2 and is displayed as a path diagram in Figure 2.

All factor loadings are significant at p < 0.001, with the lowest
factor loading being 𝜆 = 0.34, observed between the medical model
of disability and the exclusion factor. The p-value (Satorra-Bentler
scaled chi²) = 0.33 is not significant. The likelihood ratio chi² test
compares the present model with a saturated model, which has no
restrictions (df = 0) and thus always fits the data perfectly. The
present measurement model does not differ significantly from a
saturated model [67]. In addition, the so-called scaled goodness-
of-fit indices are used instead to test the goal of an approximate
model fit [67]. The fit indices suggest a very good model fit:
the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) compares a restrictive baseline
model—which assumes that there is no relationship between the
indicator variables (covariance = 0)—with the measurement model
presented here. The scaled CFI for the measurement model is 0.99,
meaning that the measurement model fits the data 99% better than
the more restrictive baseline model. The cutoff criterion of the
CFI is generally 0.95, in rarer cases 0.90, with values close to 1
corresponding to a good model fit [67]. In contrast, the scaled Root
Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA), which is based
on the population discrepancy function, adjusts for unnecessary
complexity, that is, for redundant paths that consume degrees of
freedom without reducing discrepancy [67]. The scaled RMSEA
for the measurement model is 0.024, which resembles a close fit
to our model [67]. Whether the covariances are overestimated or

underestimated can be checked by means of the root mean squared
residual (RMR)—but since the size of these residuals depends on
the respective scaling of the indicator items or their variance range,
the standardized variant of the RMR, the SRMR, is used in the
following [67]. The scaled SRMR of 0.042 presented here also
corresponds to a good model fit [67].

Authoritarianism as a latent variable consisting of conven-
tionalism, aggression, and submission is significantly related to
exclusivist attitudes toward people with disabilities. Our data
confirm the hypothesized relationship in H1. H2 can also be prelim-
inarily confirmed: authoritarianism is significantly related to Social
Darwinist attitudes. Hypotheses H3 and H4, on the other hand, can-
not be accepted on the basis of our data set because we cannot
observe a significant relationship between Social Darwinism and
exclusivist attitudes. We will discuss these counter-hypothesized
results in the following section.

The share of explained variance of the exclusion factor is 14%,
while that of the Social Darwinism factor is 35%.

5. Discussion

This study represents the first attempt to explore the influence
of authoritarianism, with an explicit consideration of the possible
mediating role of Social Darwinist attitudes, on a comprehensive
understanding of exclusivist attitudes toward inclusive education.
Inclusive education, in this study, was operationalized based on a
recently developed theoretical framework by Selisko et al. [11]:
a combination of segregated placement preferences, transmissive
learning and teaching beliefs, and adherence to the medical model
of disability. Our findings confirm that authoritarianism signifi-
cantly predicts these exclusivist attitudes, which is in line with
existing literature emphasizing rigidity, conformity, and adherence
to the status quo in authoritarian attitudes, as the inclusion of
people with disabilities may represent a “threat” to the societal
status quo and group conformity [3–5, 58]. The theoretical impli-
cations of these findings are noteworthy. By confirming the robust

Figure 2
Path diagram of the proposed mediation model with standardized coefficients

Fit indices :

Satorra-Bentler scaled Χ2 =26.44

df=24, p=0.33

Satorra-Bentler scaled CFI=0,989,

SRMR=0,042,

Satorra-Bentler scaled RMSEA=0,024,

PCLOSE=0,706

n=174
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relationship between authoritarianism and a comprehensive mea-
sure of exclusivist attitudes, our study extends previous research that
connects authoritarian attitudes with resistance to social change and
egalitarian principles.

Although Social Darwinism—a dimension of far-right atti-
tudes that views society through a biologistic lens and is closely
linked to the devaluation of people with disabilities—is significantly
correlated with authoritarianism, its lack of a direct significant
contribution to exclusivist attitudes in our sample warrants fur-
ther discussion. One plausible explanation lies in the demographic
characteristics of our sample—predominantly young and female
students. Prior research suggests that younger individuals and
women typically exhibit lower levels of Social Darwinist thinking
[59]. This demographic trend may explain the relatively low vari-
ance and limited explanatory power of Social Darwinism observed
here. Comparatively, population-representative surveys in Germany
have consistently reported higher agreement with Social Darwinist
attitudes, particularly among older and more diverse cohorts [59].

Practical implications also emerge from our findings. The sig-
nificant role of authoritarianism highlights the need for interventions
that challenge hierarchical and rigid belief systems among future
educators. Educational programs should incorporate components
that promote critical thinking, empathy, and openness to diversity,
which have been shown to mitigate authoritarian tendencies [72].
Additionally, while the low levels of Social Darwinist attitudes in
our sample are reassuring, continuous efforts are needed to address
and preemptively counteract such beliefs, not only in society but
particularly in teaching contexts.

5.1. Conclusion and outlook

In conclusion, our study contributes to the growing literature
on the psychological and ideological underpinnings of exclusivist
attitudes toward inclusive education. By highlighting the central
role of authoritarianism and analyzing the direct impact of Social
Darwinism within this specific sample, we offer new insights and
open pathways for further investigation. Building on these find-
ings with more diverse samples and methodological approaches will
be crucial for developing effective strategies to promote inclusive
education in diverse societal contexts.

Several conclusions can be drawn from the study. First
and foremost, barriers to inclusive education, especially from an

attitudinal perspective, pose an important area of research. The
operationalization of exclusivist attitudes through the tripartite
model offers a nuanced framework for understanding resistance to
inclusive education. This comprehensive approach can serve as a
valuable tool for future studies aiming to investigate similar phe-
nomena across different cultural and educational contexts. Prevalent
societal attitudes toward people with disabilities and their inclu-
sion or exclusion within educational contexts cannot be disregarded
in the field of inclusive education. Large-scale studies show that
authoritarianism and the devaluation of people with disabilities
are prevalent and therefore pose a great threat to inclusive educa-
tion. Even the comparable small sample of student teachers shows
a significant influence of authoritarianism on exclusive attitudes.
This study contributes to the discourse by investigating a coher-
ent attitude that opposes inclusive education. Future research could
replicate this study with more heterogeneous samples to explore
whether Social Darwinism plays a stronger mediating role under
different conditions: in particular, measurement invariance analyses
of the relationships (not) observed here between groups of high and
low education could open up perspectives for follow-up research.

Future research should combine these considerations with fur-
ther aspects related to attitudes toward the education of childrenwith
disabilities. Previous contact/experiences and self-efficacy show
potential in adapting to the existing requirements of inclusive educa-
tion. A sample of in-service teachers and other professionals could
shed light on the effects of teaching practice [37, 73, 74]. Even if the
methods, funds, and resources for inclusive education are provided,
it cannot be implemented within a society that devalues people with
disabilities and not by teachers who hold transmissive beliefs about
learning and teaching.

5.2. Limitations

Finally, it is essential to address the limitations of our study.
The relatively homogeneous sample limits the generalizability of
our findings: because of the convenient and homogeneous sample
(female, student teachers, and psychology students), authoritarian-
ism itself is hardly prevalent (and that, although it is much less
subject to an effect of social desirability than Social Darwinism), and
subsequently, there is also no notable Social Darwinism prevalent
in this sample, as can be seen by the distribution (Table 2). This is a
good sign, considering that representative studies of the general pop-

Table 2
Structural equation model with exclusion as outcome variable

N = 181→ Outcome variable
Independent variables

ML-estimator (standardized coefficients) SD (Satorra-Bentler) z Hypothesis

Direct effects→ Exclusion

Authoritarianism 0.45** 0.17 2.65 H1
Social Darwinism –0.20 0.16 –1.26 H4→ Social Darwinism

Authoritarianism 0.60*** 0.11 5.71 H2
Indirect effects

Authoritarianism→ Social Darwinism→
Exclusion

–0.12 0.05 –1.08 H3

Overall R² 73%

Note: * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
The breakdown into total effects is omitted since the indirect effect is not significant.
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ulation show otherwise. Nonetheless, of course, our sample is not
representative of female student teachers either. While it is a good
sign that the effect of authoritarianism in our non-representative
study is not mediated by an extreme right-wing attitudinal trait such
as Social Darwinism, at the same time, it remains possible that
exclusivist attitudes toward inclusion in the general population are
more strongly influenced by authoritarianism and that a mediation
via Social Darwinism still occurs here. The latter would need to
be tested with larger and representative samples. A more diverse
sample, including participants from different age groups, educa-
tional backgrounds, and professional experiences, could provide
a richer understanding of the interplay between authoritarianism,
Social Darwinism, and exclusivist attitudes.

A general limitation of the medical model of disability is the
oversimplification of disability. In the context of inclusive educa-
tion, attitudes may differ regarding the disability in question. While
the exclusion of students with physical impairments from regular
education could be attributed to environmental factors, cognitive
impairments might be perceived as an individual precondition to
partake. This distinction and the possibility of changing models of
disability based on the type of participation should be incorporated
into future research.

Additionally, while our study relied on self-reported measures,
future research might benefit from incorporating observational,
experimental [4], or even behavioral data to capture implicit biases
that might not be evident through surveys alone. Factorial sur-
veys (e.g., vignette analyses) could be an innovative experimental
method that could further investigate the relationships observed here
and, at the same time, reduce the bias of social desirability.

The consideration of SDO, as applied to similar research on
attitudes toward inclusive education [6], in addition to further con-
structs, such as the contact hypothesis [75], would enrich the data
regarding this relatively new framework of exclusive attitudes [28].
Especially for teachers, self-efficacy or the lack thereof has been
often considered influential in regard to attitudes toward inclusive
education [76, 77].
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