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Abstract Party identification (PID) has been increasingly conceptualized and empirically studied as a social identity (Green, Palmquist & Schickler, 2002; Greene, 1999, 2000, 2004; Huddy, Mason & Aaroe, 2010), but a great deal remains to be learned about the ways in which it functions as such. By bringing new data from embedded survey experiments to bear, this paper presents new evidence regarding the implications of an identity based PID for the incorporation of new political information. I begin by assessing, in the case of political party, the presence of the kind of “rooting interest” often associated with social identities. Subjects were asked to read a “news report” (intentionally devoid of issue content) describing a relatively minor instance of campaign misconduct by an elected official, the party of whom was experimentally manipulated. Subjects were then asked about the impartiality of the report and whether the politician’s actions were important, excusable and typical. Consistent evidence suggestive of groupbased bias emerges. These findings establish a new benchmark in this research program by demonstrating, at a micro level, the extent to which partisans are asymmetrically susceptible to a set of standard mechanisms for rationalization, information dismissal and motivated processing. Party favorability ratings provided by subjects after this experiment also show limited evidence of updating in response to new information. A prior manipulation was used to explore the extent to which variations in the perceiver’s context may increase or decrease susceptibility to these mechanisms of group-based bias. Specifically, a manipulation is used to vary the relative salience of an individual’s personal and collective self-concepts (Ambady, Paik, Steele, Owen-Smith & Mitchell, 2004), the interplay between which is at the heart of psychological conceptualizations of identity. Furthermore, the two studies presented here were designed to differ in the extent of political saturation at the time of administration, offering another source of variation. The effects of these manipulations on the level of asymmetry observed in reactions to the “news report” suggest that the strength of rooting interest may vary somewhat, but that the nature of the variation depends upon the political saturation of the context and differs between Republicans and Democrats in the current political environment. This paper presents perhaps the most compelling evidence to date in favor of a biased assimilation model of PID, and the first examination of the role a perceiver’s variable active self-concept may play in the processing of new information.
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Introduction



Despite the long-standing and prominent place of partisanship and partisan identification (PID) in many aggregate- and individual-level models of voting behavior and political cognition, several basic features of this attachment remain poorly understood and significant controversies persist. In particular, the micro-level implications of PID on political cognition have yet to be fully explained. In fact, given the centrality of PID, we know remarkably little about how it is specifically operationalized in political behavior and cognition. Some debate remains regarding the overall stability and importance of partisan identification, but especially compelling questions center on the nature of and mechanisms behind the stability that does exist. Along these lines, PID has been increasingly conceptualized and empirically studied as a social identity. The work of Green, Palmquist and Schickler describes PID as a “social identification” that can change, but one that does so very infrequently because it is based upon persistent social identities (Green & Palmquist, 1990, 1994; Green et al., 2002; Green & Schickler, 1993; Schickler & Green, 1997). This rooting of PID in social identity and other work in this vein (Greene, 1999, 2000, 2004; Huddy et al., 2010) make up the central theoretical advancements upon which the research in this paper is founded. While the conceptualization of PID as a social identity is frequently evoked in the political behavior literature, there is still progress to be made in unpacking the details and implications of this categorization. Calling PID a social identity invokes a decades long (and still very active) literature in social psychology. This suggests questions we might ask and also offers theories, concepts and approaches that may, perhaps, be called upon to help improve our understanding of this central feature of American political behavior and psychology.
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In the process of adding more clarity to our understanding of the ways in which PID operates, this paper addresses one of the more vibrant debates in American political behavior: the one surrounding the effect of partisan attachments on the processing or assimilation of political information. The effort to adjudicate between a model of PID that features a “perceptual screen” and one in which stability emerges without biased processing has been somewhat limited by the fact that our primary evidence has come in the form of outcomes measured in cross-sectional and longitudinal surveys. The research presented here moves toward a more complete understanding of the role of partisanship in political cognition by examining one set of implications of PID and the degree to which they can be impacted by the relative activation of the personal self-concept as opposed to the collective or partisan self-concept. A social identity based PID would be expected to go hand in hand with a rooting interest on the part of partisan identifiers. This is in stark contrast to a model of information processing in which partisans on both sides update, in a relatively disinterested fashion, when presented with new information, regardless of the charge and partisan content of the information. In the case of the former, the partisan has an interest in preserving the good name or status of the group because of her own membership in that group. In the latter case, she describes herself as a partisan when asked primarily because her experience and previously compiled information has demonstrated to her that representatives of that group are a better fit with her views or the characteristics she desires in candidates. The studies presented here use an experimental manipulation to examine the extent to which subjects appear susceptible to a series of mechanisms consistent with the first account, but not the second. Our evidence of this sort of bias remains limited enough that plausible arguments have been made for the more disinterested updating model. The most compelling evidence of bias, much of which has emerged from experimental work, tends to blend prior party affiliation with 4



previously held issue positions or prior evaluations. This makes it difficult to establish with certainty the extent to which we are seeing the kind of party based rooting interest one expects when PID becomes a social identity. The studies described here were explicitly designed to more narrowly isolate the role of party, improving upon the prior evidence of biased processing where existing issue position or views of specific political actors confound that isolation. These experiments are designed to explore the following questions: 1) Can experimental data add clear evidence of group-based bias or rooting interest in processing of political information? And, 2) can the magnitude of any such asymmetries be altered by manipulating the extent to which a subject’s personal or collective self-concept is activated? Or, put another way, item 2 asks if we can induce partisans to show more or less bias in favor of their group by making them think of themselves more as individuals or group members. This work calls upon prior research on social identity, self categorization, attribution error, minimal group effects and motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990; Lord, Ross & Lepper, 1979; Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Pettigrew, 1979; Robinson, Keltner, Ward & Ross, 1995; Ross, 1977a,b; Tajfel, 1969, 1982a,b; Tajfel, Billig, Bundy & Flament, 1971; Tajfel & Turner, 2004; Tetlock, 1985), as well as experimental work in political science that has shed light on the biasing effects of PID (Lodge & Hamill, 1986; MacCoun & Paletz, 2009; Malhotra & Kuo, 2008; Van Houweling & Sniderman, 2007). The term “bias” now comes preloaded with a great deal of normative and measurement based baggage. It has been associated with assertions of “correctness” in perception. This paper does not seek to weigh in on how citizens ought to process information. “Bias” has also become linked to the notion of adherence to or deviation from a Bayesian updating framework. This is a specification that makes a great deal of sense in many ways for modeling political updating, but does not seem intuitively 5



well suited to capturing or excluding types of asymmetric processing that are clearly material to political cognition. To be clear, the issue dealt with here is a rather straightforward one: to what extent is the way political information is processed (including both perception and evaluation) a function of the features of the stimulus interacting with the pre-existing characteristics of the consumer (including previous beliefs or group affiliation)? This is what Zaller (1992, 241) referred to as the tendency among voters “to accept what is congenial to their partisan values and to reject what is not.” This is also especially relevant in terms of shaping public opinion in a polarized political environment. “Bias” is used here to refer to a judgement not rooted in a situation’s objective evidence Hewstone, Rubin & Willis (2002). This is more inclusive than a definition that requires irrationality, but it is also far more relevant to the issue of overall stability and change in opinion. From a practical perspective, what matters is the extent to which Democrats and Republicans are inclined to see the world through blue and red colored glasses, respectively. Of course, asymmetry (as it is measured here) on one side or the other does not necessarily reveal bias, so the research presented here only examines bias indirectly. Democrats could be unbiased in taking certain transgressions by Republicans more seriously. And, Republicans could be unbiased in concluding that certain behaviors are more typical of Democrats. But, the presence of mirror-image asymmetric reactions from Democrats and Republicans to the same information is certainly evidence of bias somewhere. It is also worth noting that the studies presented here do not purport to directly show the extent to which partisans actually engage political information in different ways based upon group affiliation. Rather, they are designed to demonstrate susceptibility to common motivated processes. It is entirely possible that, without prompting, these subjects would not have gone through this process of favoring one side versus 6



the other. However, I would argue that, in a polarized media environment, the rationalization mechanisms presented to subjects here are likely to be readily available to consumers of political information. Thus, when it comes to considering external validity, susceptibility may become tantamount to pursuit. This paper presents results from studies fielded through the Empirical Implications of Theoretical Models (Gerber, 2011) and University of California, Berkeley (Van Houweling, 2011) modules of the 2010 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) (Ansolabehere, 2011), as well as a follow-up survey conducted independently through YouGov/Polimetrix. The initial study (Study 1) uses a 3 x 2 factorial design and the follow-up study (Study 2) features a 2 x 3 design. Study 2 adds another source of variation in that subjects were not exposed to any political questions prior to participating in the study. The paper begins by discussing the results from the second experimental factor, which was used to assess the presence of group-based asymmetries in the processing of information related to allegations of campaign wrongdoing. Subjects were asked to read a “news report” describing an admission of campaign misconduct by an elected official. The party of the official was experimentally manipulated. Subjects were then asked about the impartiality of the report and whether the politician’s actions were important, and typical, as well as whether the official deserved credit for admitting to the misconduct. These items were designed to assess susceptibility to common mechanisms through which bias can emerge. Partisan subjects of all intensities show substantial susceptibility to several stages of asymmetric processing in this setting. When hearing something negative about an in-group representative they are more likely to dismiss the report as unfair and its author as biased. If the subject is from the in-group, they are less likely to deem this kind of thing important in deciding which candidate to support. They are more likely to afford exculpatory credit to the 7



in-group transgressor for admitting to the misdeed. If the candidate is from their side, they are less likely to find his actions “typical”, suggesting less inclination to assign negative assessments to the groups with which they are associated. So, if the other side does it, it is assigned to that group’s “tally”, but perhaps not as much so when the transgression comes from one’s own side. Lastly, further evidence of the overall effect of this asymmetric processing may emerge in the fact that the experimental condition had almost no discernible effect on favorability ratings for “Democrats” and “Republicans” provided by subjects after Study 2. This type of processing has clear implications for perpetuating polarization, especially since it is related to a type of divergence that may be a particularly central feature of modern polarization: the tendency to question the fundamental character and fairness of representatives from the other side. These effects are, perhaps, also more relevant in a polarized world where individuals become increasingly accustomed to news reports that either favor of one side or another or simply offer balance by juxtaposing the two poles. The variety of sources provides more free rein for some of the asymmetries shown here to operate. From a theoretical perspective, this portion of my findings establishes a new benchmark in this vibrant research program (e.g. Bartels, 2002; Fiorina, 1981; Gerber & Green, 1998, 1999) by demonstrating, at a micro level, the extent to which partisans are susceptible to assimilating political information in an asymmetric fashion based upon their prior allegiance and the partisan content of the information. Another portion of these studies looks at ways in which changes in the perceiver’s context can impact the level of asymmetry shown. Specifically, the studies presented here feature variation in the level of politicization at the time of administration, and the extent to which the personal versus collective self-concept are made salient. These attempts at manipulation offer some sense regarding the extent to which rooting inter8



est and bias may vary from one moment to the next. This is especially important to explore given that most of our data at this level of analysis will, by necessity, emerge from artificial lab or survey research settings. It is useful to know how a perceiver’s processing may differ in various contexts. Can we exploit the identity component of PID to make respondents bring less pronounced rooting interest to an interaction with political information? Or, is it the case that, as soon as they face information with political content, they reflexively retract into a partisan shell? To this end, a prior manipulation was used to vary the salience of an individual’s personal or collective self-concept (Ambady et al., 2004; Arbuckle, 2010). The effects of this manipulation on the level of asymmetry observed in reactions to the “news report” suggest that the level of asymmetry can be altered. Furthermore, it seems the effect may differ by party. Both parties are clearly very susceptible to the various modes of asymmetric processing, but the baseline level of asymmetry appears to be greater among Republicans in these studies. That is, the sum total of their favoritism for the in-group and punishment of the out-group is larger than that for Democrats. This is true in both studies (CCES and follow-up). Because of this higher starting point, we see that Republicans are able to have their level of asymmetry decreased (from baseline) by the individuation process, especially in an already politicized context. Democrats, on the other hand, appear to have a baseline (control) level that is most similar to their individuated condition and is lower than that for Republicans. As a result, the effect we see is an increase from the individuated condition to the partisan condition in the less politicized setting. Bias persists under all conditions. But, as discussed above, there appears to be movement, although it is not consistent across the two parties. In total, this paper presents perhaps the most compelling evidence to date in favor of a biased assimilation model of PID. And, it represents the first examination of the 9



role a perceiver’s variable active self-concept may play in coloring the processing of new information. I first present a brief review of related literature on PID in political science to establish the broader theoretical context in which this study was undertaken. I then discuss the design of the experiment and present findings. I go on to assess a few theoretical and practical implications of these findings.
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Literature Review



Since at least the publication of The American Voter (Campbell, Converse, Miller & Stokes, 1960) political science has focused heavily on PID as a potential source of stability in voting behavior. In the Campbell et al. (1960) “funnel of causality”, PID is seen as a lasting attitude that mediates between long-term characteristics and the vote choice.1 It is their strongest predictor of individual vote choice. This view has not gone uncontested. Nie, Verba & Petrocik (1980) advanced the claim that Campbell et al had conducted their studies at a high point for PID and that issues had grown to matter more in ensuing decades. Wattenberg (1998) argued that the U.S. had moved into an era of media driven, candidate centered elections, and that PID was no longer as central a determinant of voting behavior. Others, though, have found the key role of PID to be persistent over time (Miller & Shanks, 1996). Bartels, 1



Campbell et al further concluded that PID was not just stable within an individual lifetime, but that it appeared to be passed from parent to child with great reliability. Both contentions would be subjected to review over the years. As it turns out, the authors of The American Voter may have overestimated the strength of the link between parental PID and the adult PID of their offspring. This may be because they, and others later, used second-hand reports of parental PID, and some respondents may have resolved cognitive dissonance by assuming that their parents held the same partisan attachments as they did. Niemi & Jennings (1991), using long-term panel data (with surveys of both parents and children), showed that the lasting transmission of PID from parents to children was less significant than Campbell et al might have led us to expect, but analysis of the same data by Beck & Jennings (1991) showed that PID was still significantly transmitted from parents to children. And, these long-term panel data showed that, after the mid twenties, PID remained quite stable for most individuals. Recent evidence from studies of twins locates roots of PID even earlier in the development process, showing that there may be a genetic component to partisan predispositions (Alford, Funk & Hibbing, 2005).
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for instance, systematically shows that PID remained and is still quite strong among the American electorate (Bartels, 2000). A great deal of observational work has attempted (with mixed results) to disentangle the causal link between PID and the other determinants of vote choice and other elements of political cognition. These relationships are central to understanding the ways in which PID may serve as a biasing force in political cognition. The fundamental question motivating that line of inquiry is: does PID shape things like issue orientation, candidate evaluation and even core values or is the causal arrow pointing in the opposite direction? Responding to the critiques (mentioned above) of Wattenberg (1998) and Nie et al. (1980), and taking the advice of Page & Jones (1979) that models must account for effects both on and of PID, Markus & Converse (1979) developed a recursive model that allowed for such effects. Their findings suggest that issue positions, and especially candidate evaluations were important. However, those things were themselves fundamentally shaped by PID, so partisanship is said to influence cognition at a number of levels. Some research has found that, in the context of a campaign, when ideology conflicted with PID, the latter usually won out. Under certain conditions, PID has also been shown to shape core values (Goren, 2005). Analysis of campaign events and their impact also suggests an important role for PID in shaping cognition. Debate viewers, for instance, are less likely to be independents, and the individual’s assessment of debate performance is highly influenced by PID (Kenski & Stroud, 2005; Kraus, 1962; Sigelman & Sigelman, 1984). The same is true of other media outputs. The Zaller (1992) “Receive-Accept-Sample” model, for example, leaves room for the influence of PID on all new information. And, the findings of Ansolabehere and Iyengar about the turnout depressing effects of negative advertising are also partly shaped by PID (Ansolabehere & Iyengar, 1997; Ansolabehere, Iyengar, Simon & Valentino, 1994). 11



The work of Green, Palmquist and Schickler, which describes PID as a “social identification,” makes the case for its underlying stability (Green & Palmquist, 1990, 1994; Green et al., 2002; Green & Schickler, 1993; Schickler & Green, 1997) by presenting it as an attachment that can change, but one that does so very infrequently because it is based upon persistent social identities and can remain separate from evaluation.
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An especially notable amount of ink has been spilled discussing the potential biasing effect of PID in political cognition. Campbell et al. (1960) saw it as a “perceptual screen.” Zaller (1992, 241) argues that “people tend to accept what is congenial to their partisan values and to reject what is not.” Others, though, have taken issue with such characterizations. Zechman, Achen, and Fiorina have presented PID as a running tally or as the product of a Bayesian updating process (Achen, 2002; Fiorina, 1981; Zechman, 1979). Proponents of this “revisionist” view, as it has been called, suggest that, over time, stability can be achieved without bias. The arguments of these authors differ substantially in some ways. Achen treats parental transmission as a young person’s initial attempt at a Bayesian prior and, unlike Fiorina, bases the voter’s calculations on prospective, not retrospective, evaluations (Achen, 2002). The general “revisionist” take on PID as the product of a more disinterested updating process became, it could be argued, the dominant view of the way in which partisans incorporate new information. Gerber and Green highlight weaknesses of both the “perceptual screen” and “revisionist” views and point out that the evidence for biased processing has been rather limited and subject to critique. They view Republican and Democratic PID essentially as different starting points, but suggest that the movement with new information does not appear to be especially biased (Gerber & Green, 1998, 1999; Green et al., 2002). Bartels (2002), takes issue with both the “revisionist” view 2 Green et al are very clear that their conceptualization of social identity is distinct from that put forward in classical social identity theory.
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and Gerber and Green’s take. He presents evidence suggesting that a true understanding of the nature of PID must account for bias. He shows that voters interpret new information and objective sociotropic conditions (which Kinder and Kiewiet (1979) identify as central to voting decisions) very differently depending upon their PID. The vibrant debate that has raged for years, and which is very briefly described above, regarding the extent to which PID could be described as a Bayesian updating process may have been something of a distraction in terms of developing a richer conceptual understanding of partisanship and a stronger empirical grasp on its role in political cognition. Quoting Gerber and Green, Bartels (2002) puts it this way: “At some point...it seems very hard to think of Bayesian consistency as a sufficient condition for rationality in the sense of plain reasonableness. Opinion change in accordance with Bayes’ rule may often be biased, and in extreme cases it may approach delusion, as long as it does not manifest internal contradictions. The more interesting issue, from the perspective of politics, is whether and how ‘observers with different preconceptions interpret the same piece of evidence in ways that conform to their initial views’ (Gerber & Green, 1999, 197).” I could not agree more. Some evidence has built up regarding the potential biasing effects of PID. Much of this has emerged from panel or aggregate data. As was mentioned earlier, Bartels (2002) looks at both panel performance evaluation data and aggregate factual recall data in concluding that strong evidence exists for partisan bias. Lebo & Cassino (2007) show that aggregate presidential approval numbers appear consistent with motivated processing by partisans. Fischle (2000) presents public reaction to Clinton before and after the Lewinsky scandal as evidence of motivated reasoning on the part of voters. Haider-Markel & Joslyn (2009) find evidence for the dominance of partisan motivation over accuracy motivation in respondent answers to factual questions regarding current events, showing that education often served to heighten inaccuracy. 13



Gaines, Kuklinski, Quirk, Peyton & Verkuilen (2007) use panel data to show that more informed voters were better able to interpret facts to reinforce prior partisan assessments. Shani (2006) shows that greater knowledge is correlated with greater partisan bias in responses to factual items, and Jerit & Barabas (2010) show that people build up knowledge that supports prior political views. Blais, Gidengil, Fournier, Nevitte, Everitt & Kim (2010), on the other hand, do not find that higher levels of information are correlated with more bias in their analysis of response to scandal among Canadian voters. Other important experimental work has been done on motivated reasoning processes in political cognition (Redlawsk, 2002; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Some limited evidence of motivated reasoning in political cognition has even emerged, indirectly, from social neuroscience. Westen, Blagov, Harenski, Kilts & Hamann (2006), in the process of studying the “Neural Bases of Motivated Reasoning,” employ political stimuli. As part of a functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging study, 30 strong partisans are walked through a motivated reasoning process with statements about the 2004 presidential candidates. The focus here is on establishing neural correlates, but some evidence of bias appears in responses to survey items used for validation. The minute sample size and selection bias make it difficult to conclude a great deal from that portion of this study. Taken together, these studies have not firmly established the presence of party based rooting interest in the processing of new political information. An important challenge in this regard is the elimination of confounding factors, such as prior issue positions and evaluations of specific political actors. In the case of the observational work, these issues are inherent and largely unavoidable. The experimental work, upon which the present studies hope to build, has not tended to focus exclusively on party based bias.3 3



MacCoun & Paletz (2009) present some initial evidence to suggest that group-based rooting interest shows through even when in conflict with prior beliefs. Subjects whose opinions on particular issues contradicted their ideological side’s view on that issue reacted to new information in ways
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The second portion of this paper explores the extent to which perceiver context may impact the level of susceptibility to asymmetry. Much of the work mentioned above related to the biasing effects of PID has focused on variation based upon individual perceiver characteristics, or differences in the type of information provided, but none has examined the extent to which variation may exist in the same perceiver from one moment to another, holding the content of the new information constant. This portion of the studies is theoretically rooted in vast literatures in social psychology dealing with conceptions and implications of social identity. In particular, self-categorization theory (e.g. Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher & Wetherell, 1987; Turner, 1999; Turner, Oakes, Haslam & McGarty, 1994), which remains the dominant theory of group identity, highlights the interplay between an individual’s personal self-concept and her various collective self-concepts. The activation of one version of the self-concept in a certain context tends to be associated with the deactivation of the others in most cases.4 Work in recent decades has focused on mechanisms for reducing intergroup bias. Most of the methods employed to this end relate to altering the information being presented or altering the perceiver’s view of the perceived.5 Methods have focused on reducing bias and encouraging empathy by highlighting the individual characteristics of the perceived or focusing attention on cross-cutting or superordinate identities. Such approaches do not suit the goals of the current study, as they do not hold the content of the information provided constant. More recently, scholars have begun to explore manipulations that alter the way in which the perceiver conceptualizes herself (Ambady et al., 2004; Arbuckle, 2010; typical of their overall ideology and not their specific issue position. This study focuses on ideology and not party, but leads one to expect similar results in that case, as well, especially given the likely overlap between the two associations. 4 For a possible exception, see Ambady et al. (2004); Swann Jr, Gómez, Huici, Morales & Hixon (2010); Swann Jr, Gómez, Seyle, Morales & Huici (2009). 5 For a thorough review, see Hewstone et al. (2002).
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Haslam, Oakes, Reynolds & Turner, 1999; Ybarra & Trafimow, 1998). One such process that has shown effects is self affirmation (e.g. Sherman & Cohen, 2002). Boosting a subject’s self-esteem is thought to decrease the extent to which that subject relies upon group identities to derive self-esteem, thus making those memberships temporarily less central to her self-concept. Another approach exposes subjects to an individuation, or personalizat ion, process designed to make the personal self-concept relatively more salient (Ambady et al., 2004; Arbuckle, 2010). This is the method used in the studies presented here.
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Studies and Design



Study 1 was fielded via the Empirical Implications of Theoretical Models (Gerber, 2011) and University of California, Berkeley (Van Houweling, 2011) modules of the 2010 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES) (Ansolabehere, 2011). The respondents from these two modules are pooled (N = 2065) in the analysis presented here. Study 2 was conducted as a follow-up survey through YouGov/Polimetrix. The initial study uses a 3 x 2 factorial design and the follow-up study features a 2 x 3 design. Subjects were randomly assigned to answer either 1) a series of “individuation” or “personalization” questions or 2) a series of control questions (Ambady et al., 2004). In the follow-up study an additional condition was added in which subjects answered questions about their own political party.



3.1



Study 1



Subjects were asked to read a “news” report designed to look roughly like a clipping from a newspaper and answer a series of Agree/Disagree questions about it. Figure 1 shows the content of this report. Reports were identical except that the party of the 16



Figure 1: The Democratic version of the report seen by respondents prior to filling out the Agree/Disagree grid. politician was randomly assigned, with a third of respondents reading a report that did not specify a party. Respondents were then presented with a series of statements with which they could agree or disagree:



1. This report seems fair. 2. The person who wrote this is probably biased. 3. This sort of thing is important to me when deciding which candidate to support. 4. The Senator deserves credit for admitting this. 5. The behavior that got the Senator in trouble is typical. Responses were registered on a 9-point scale, with alternating points labeled “Agree Strongly,” “Agree,” “Neither Agree nor Disagree,” “Disagree,” and “Disagree Strongly.” The items and report were scripted such that they would measure susceptibility to processing asymmetries of various types, thus providing a window into a potential 17



bias generating process at the micro level. The report was drafted such that it would provide evidence of both balance and bias in the coverage. The transgression was chosen such that it would not 1) consistently interact with the issue stands or reputation of one party or the other, 2) bring to mind specific prominent cases, and 3) feature a subject on which respondents would have well established, strongly held beliefs. An admission of adultery, for example, would not satisfy these requirements: A Republican transgressor might be accused of greater hypocrisy because of that Party’s focus on family values; Respondents might readily think of a recent well-known revelation and bring the details of that case into their considerations; And, subjects may have long ago decided that marital infidelity is or is not acceptable or relevant among elected officials. The first two response items provide a straightforward measure of perceptions of fairness and bias. The third item was designed to discern asymmetry with regard to the weight placed on a category of transgression. This is of special importance; As Green et al. (2002, 126) point out in their discussion of Bayesian learning models: “Biased learning, by contrast, means that the weight assigned to new information (K) is a function of whether new information conforms to prior beliefs.” Item four measures how readily subjects asymmetrically incorporate exculpatory information. The final item addresses the issue of typicality and is somewhat less straightforward than the others. Given that there exists a true distribution for such behavior for each party and for the pertinent overall categories (e.g. Senator or politician), inconsistent asymmetry on the part of both Democrats and Republicans is evidence that one group or the other (or both) is processing new information in a biased fashion. There is more than one possible mechanism. It could be that subjects arrive with incorrect perceptions of the true distributions for each party. That could lead to both sides assigning more typicality in the case of the out-group transgressor. But, this result is not possible if both 18



sides correctly perceive the true distribution. Another possibility is that the category for which typicality is assessed changes depending upon the party of the transgressor. A Democrat faced with a Democratic transgressor might think in terms of politicians generally. Both mechanisms, though, lead to the same result: when the same action is systematically viewed as more typical for the out-group, the transgression is more likely to be noted on that group’s “tally”. If subjects deem the behavior more typical when presented with an out-group transgressor, this could suggest a greater tendency to attribute negative out-group information to the dispositional rather than the situational. Thus, this item may provide an indirect measure of susceptibility to the ultimate attribution error (Pettigrew, 1979). The next portion of the study is designed to explore the extent to which the perceiver’s context may increase or decrease susceptibility to these mechanisms of group-based bias. Specifically, the goal was to examine whether partisans are able to be encouraged to interact with political information in a less partisan manner through manipulation of their active self-concept. To this end, I sought a manipulation that would focus on the level of identification with the partisan group on the part of the perceiver. The approach used here exposes subjects to an individuation, or personalization, process designed to make the personal self-concept relatively more salient (Ambady et al., 2004; Arbuckle, 2010). Subjects in the treatment condition respond to a series of questions designed to make them think of themselves more in terms of their personal self-concept. The treatment and control conditions, which directly preceded the asymmetry study discussed above for all subjects, appear below. These are the precise items developed by Ambady et al. (2004). The control condition is included for comparability, and the negative items at the end are intended to exclude self-affirmation effects.
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• Treatment: – Your favorite food – Your favorite movie – Your favorite book – Your favorite hobby – What are three positive and three negative characteristics/traits that describe you? • Control: – What do lions eat? – What is the name for a group of lions? – Where can lions be found? – What kind of animal is a lion? – What are THREE positive and THREE negative characteristics/traits that describe lions? Study 1 can also be said to have occurred in a relatively politicized context in both timing and design. It hit the field in the wake of the 2010 mid-term elections, so respondents had just been subjected to a campaign season and the post-election coverage. Furthermore, respondents participated in this experiment after answering several minutes of politically oriented questions.



3.2



Study 2



The follow-up study (N = 1061) was explicitly designed to reduce the baseline politicization. For starters, it was fielded in the summer of 2011, an electoral off-year. And, it was designed so that subjects were not exposed to any political items prior to participating in the study. YouGov/Polimetrix maintains basic data for members of their subject pool. This meant that a pre-treatment seven-point PID measure was available
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without exposing subjects to even the standard two-item measure prior to the experiment.6 To improve statistical power for key subgroup analyses, the “no-party report” condition was dropped. A third condition was added to the self-concept manipulation. In addition to the “self/individuated” and “control” condition, a third of subjects were exposed to the following items, for which their pre-treatment PID (with leaners included as partisans) was used to assign the target party.



• Party Condition: – What animal is the Democratic/Republican Party symbol, an elephant or a donkey? – Are Democrats/Republicans generally more conservative or liberal? – Would most Democrats/Republicans prefer Ronald Reagan or John F. Kennedy? – Name a place where many Democrats/Republicans live. – What are three positive and three negative characteristics/traits that describe Democrats/Republicans? Study 2 also improved upon Study 1 by asking respondents to rate their feelings of favorability regarding Democrats and Republicans at the end of the pair of experiments. This was intentionally designed as a general assessment of the extent to which each group (not necessarily the party organization or specific slate of candidates) is viewed favorably. It is precisely this type of overall view that we expect to incorporate new information such as that presented here. And, it is with this assimilation process that we would expect partisan rooting interest to interfere. 6



Subjects were also asked their PID after the study was completed. The 49 subjects who switched from one party to the other in the two measures were removed from the analysis, as some of the content assigned to them was based upon their earlier identification and, thus, would not function according to the study’s design.
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Study:



1



2



N



2065



1061



Subjects exposed to prior political content



Yes



No



Experimental Manipulation of Report



Democrat, No Party, Republican



Democrat, Republican



Experimental Manipulation of Self-Concept



Self, Control



Self, Control, Party



Agree-Disagree Battery



Yes



Yes



Party Favorability Rating



No



Yes



Table 1: Comparison of Studies 1 and 2.
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Results



As the histograms in Figure 2 illustrate, the responses to the items do not appear to suffer from any overall floor or ceiling effects, nor did they produce too great a central tendency. Any of these limitations would have significantly constrained the ability of these data to measure asymmetry. All outcome variables are recoded such that zero indicates “neither agree nor disagree,” and so that bias against the out-group would predict a higher score. The “Overall” variable is a simple summation of the five Agree/Disagree items. The summation is used despite the fact that the items do not seem to move consistently (α = .52), because the summary variable is not designed to group measures of a single underlying construct, but rather to capture overall susceptibility to these group-based differences. While there may be heterogeneity in terms of the degree to which subjects respond to each item, the goal is to measure the overall asymmetry.



4.1



Asymmetry and Bias



There are a variety of possible results one might imagine emerging from this portion of these studies. One might observe respondents processing in an asymmetric manner
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Figure 2: These histograms present the distribution of responses to each of the Agree/Disagree items for all respondents in both studies. The histogram on the bottom right displays the distribution for the sum of each respondent’s selections.
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that reflected greater harshness to the in-group transgressor. In other words, they may be particularly troubled by information about a senator from their own party, making the information more important and the exculpatory statement less appealing. On the other hand, one might expect to observe responses that favor the in-group, matching with findings on cognitive dissonance, motivated reasoning and attribution error. One might also hypothesize heterogeneous effects, observed either across respondents within a particular item or between items. In particular, we might expect to observe that respondents are able to satisfy their motivations via a subset of the items, thus reducing the inclination to pursue that motivation on subsequent items. For example, a respondent may successfully dismiss threatening new information by concluding that the report was unfair or biased and then no longer need to dismiss the importance of this kind of transgression or assign the senator any exculpatory credit for admitting to the lie. And, lastly, the potential existed for no significant asymmetries to emerge. As Figures 3 and 4 show, the results of both studies strongly, and consistently support the hypothesized asymmetry in favor of the in-group and/or at the expense of the out-group. The focus here is on the partisans, although the independents are included for reference, and the key difference is that observed between the two experimental conditions in which partisan information was provided. Figures 3(a), 4(a), 3(b) and 4(e) show strong evidence of asymmetric perception of fairness and, to a lesser extent, bias. Information, thus, appears to be discounted asymmetrically. There is strong evidence of asymmetry with regard to weight placed on the issue in Figures 3(c) and 4(b). So, respondents appear to be momentarily discounting the overall category of offense. Strong evidence of asymmetric assignment of exculpation appears in Figures 3(d), and 4(c), as subjects are more likely to give an in-group transgressor credit for admitting his misdeed. The results in Figures 3(e) and 4(d) suggest that respondents are more likely to see the out-group senator’s behavior 24



as typical, which could contribute to the tendency to assign negative impressions to the group/dispositional rather than the individual/situational. d d The estimands of interest here are: Asymmetry D = xDr −xDd and AsymmetryR =



xRd −xRr where D and R indicate the party of the respondents and d and r indicate the party of the senator in the news report. This measures the total asymmetry shown by partisans on any given measure. In each case, the asymmetry is measured by subtracting the mean under the out-group report from that under the in-group report. These estimands are strongly statistically significant in all cases under both studies. The findings here amount to evidence of susceptibility to several stages of asymmetry by partisans in a setting like this one. When hearing something negative about an in-group representative they are more likely to dismiss the report as unfair and its author as biased. If the subject is from the in-group, they are less likely to find this kind of thing important. They are more likely to afford exculpatory credit to the ingroup transgressor. They are less likely to assign negative assessments to the groups with which they are associated. So, if the other side does it, it is assigned to that group’s “tally”, but perhaps not as much so when the transgression comes from one’s own side. There is no evidence of motivations being satisfied. If anything, greater evidence of asymmetry emerges in the later items. Both parties are clearly very susceptible to the various modes of asymmetric processing, but the baseline level of asymmetry appears to be greater among Republicans in these studies. That is, the sum total of their favoritism for the in-group and punishment of the out-group is larger than that for Democrats. This is true in both studies (CCES and follow-up). Figure 5 illustrates a bootstrapped statistical test for this difference in means. The point here is not to compare Democrats and Republicans in any broad sense and declare one more biased than the other. After all, this is by no means an exhaustive list of the methods by which partisans could interpret the 25
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Figure 3: Study 1: Asymmetry These figures show mean values for the various Agree/Disagree items by respondent 3point PID (indicated along the horizontal axis) and experimental condition (indicated by bar color). Leaners are included as partisans. Bars show .95 confidence intervals.
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Figure 4: Study 2: Asymmetry These figures show mean values for the various Agree/Disagree items by respondent 3point PID (indicated along the horizontal axis) and experimental condition (indicated by bar color). Leaners are included as partisans. Bars show .95 confidence intervals.
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Figure 5: Difference in Overall Asymmetry, Democrats − Republicans: These histograms show the distribution of bootstrapped samples of the difference in total asymmetry on the Agree/Disagree items between Democrats and Republicans. The solid lines indicate the thresholds for statistical significance at the .05 level, two-tailed, and the broken lines indicate the threshold for statistical significance at the .1 level, also two-tailed. Ten thousand bootstrapped resamples were drawn. The means and standard deviations of the estimands are noted. world differently. But, the overall amount of asymmetric processing shown on these measures is a relevant comparison, especially given the individuation manipulation mentioned earlier. In terms of that, the greater the magnitude of the asymmetry, the more room to manipulate. In terms of overall significance of this observed difference, it is suggestive that Republicans, at this particular moment in political time, may come to the table with significantly more rooting interest than do Democrats.



4.2



Updating Overall Favorability



On the one hand, we might not expect to see a great deal of effect from these treatments on this overall evaluation of the two partisan groups. After all, the study has manipulated but one piece of political information among many likely consumed by these individuals, even in just the recent past. On the other hand, the new information might play a disproportionately prominent role given its temporal proximity and, 28



thus, availability. When evaluating Republicans, we might expect negative information about a Democrat to produce either no movement or a slight uptick in favorability, while negative information about a Republican might be expected to downgrade the evaluation. The reverse would apply to evaluations of Democrats. Figure 6 shows the mean results for these items by PID and experimental condition. Neither group appears to update substantially, a finding consistent with, but not necessarily demonstrative of, the hypothesis that partisans process new information such that it preserves their existing assessments. Only in the case of Democrats evaluating Republicans do we see a statistically significant (at the .1 level) treatment effect. In this case, Democrats are assigning a lower GOP favorability rating after having read the Republican report as compared to their evaluation after reading the Democratic report. Thus, the only evidence of updating we have suggests that Democrats may be doing so selectively when it offers them an opportunity to downgrade the out-group. Overall, the evidence suggests, but cannot prove, that the new information presented through the study is not prompting partisans to update substantially. If they are updating, they are doing so in ways that counterbalance across experimental conditions. One major shortcoming of this portion of the study is the absence of a true “control” condition. Ideally, we would compare favorability ratings for respondents who read the Democratic and Republican reports with respondents who read no report. Unfortunately, that would have been costly in terms of statistical power for the other portions of the study. This omission leaves open the possibility that respondents are relatively equally upgrading or downgrading both parties as a result of both pieces of information. This shortcoming will need to be addressed in future work.
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Figure 6: Updating: These figures show mean values for the Democratic and Republican favorability items by respondent PID (indicated along the x-axis) and experimental condition (indicated by bar color). Leaners are included as partisans. Bars show .95 confidence intervals.



4.3



Individuation



A prior manipulation was used to explore the movability of any observed asymmetries by using the relative salience of the personal and collective self-concepts. This relationship between different versions of the self-concept is a central focus of study for scholars of social identity in psychology, and defining the nature of this relationship is at the heart of any modern conceptualization of identity. Subjects were randomly assigned to answer either 1) a series of “individuation” or “personalization” questions or 2) a series of control questions, a manipulation that has been previously shown to reduce the effect of stereotype threat and group based bias (Ambady et al., 2004; Arbuckle, 2010). In the follow-up study an additional condition was added in which subjects answered questions about their own political party. These manipulations were designed to vary the salience of an individual’s personal or collective self-concept. The effects of this manipulation on the level of asymmetry observed in reactions to the “news report” 30
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Figure 7: Study 1 Individuation Effects: Red bars (to the right) indicate Republican respondents and blue bars (to the left) indicate Democratic respondents. Leaners are included as partisans. The self-concept manipulation is indicated along the horizontal axis. Error bars show bootstrapped (10,000 resamples) .95 confidence intervals.
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suggest that the level of asymmetry can be marginally altered. Furthermore, it seems the effect may differ by party. In the initial study, see Figure 7, the overall difference in asymmetric processing, between the control and “individual” conditions generally persists among Republicans, leading to a reduction in overall asymmetry (Figure 7(f)). Figure 9 illustrates a bootstrapped statistical test for this difference in means. In the follow-up study, see Figure 8, a pattern of difference between the “party” condition and the “individual” condition emerges overall. Among Democrats, the effect is a relatively consistent difference between the “party” condition and the “individual” condition, but the latter produces similar levels as those found in the control condition. Figure 10 illustrates a bootstrapped statistical test for this difference in means among Democrats. Among Republicans, the control condition seems to produce the highest total levels of asymmetry, but the differences between the conditions are not statistically significant. The starting point for Republicans (i.e. the level of bias they show under the control/lions condition) seems to be comparable to the level of bias they show under the group (partisan) condition in the follow-up. Because of this, and the overall greater magnitude of asymmetry, we see that Republicans are able to have their level of asymmetry decreased (from baseline) by the individuation process, especially in an already politicized context. Democrats, on the other hand, appear to have a baseline (control/lions) level that is most similar to their individuated condition. As a result, the effect we see is an increase from the individuated condition to the partisan condition in the less politicized setting. Bias persists under all conditions. But, as discussed above, there appears to be movement, although it is not consistent across the two parties. The results of this manipulation suggest that marginal change in group-based asymmetry may be achieved by encouraging partisans to think of themselves as either in32
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Figure 8: Study 2 Individuation Effects: Red bars (to the right) indicate Republican respondents and blue bars (to the left) indicate Democratic respondents. Leaners are included as partisans. The self-concept manipulation is indicated along the horizontal axis. Error bars show bootstrapped (10,000 resamples) .95 confidence intervals.
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Figure 9: Study 1: Individuation Effect Among Republicans This histogram shows the distribution of bootstrapped samples of the difference in total asymmetry on the Agree/Disagree items between “individuated” and “control” Republicans. The solid lines indicate the thresholds for statistical significance at the .05 level, two-tailed, and the broken lines indicate the threshold for statistical significance at the .1 level, also two-tailed. Ten thousand bootstrapped resamples were drawn. The means and standard deviations of the estimands are noted. dividuals or partisan group members. These effects, however, differ by party and are mediated by the extent of political saturation level at the time of administration. Substantial overall asymmetry persists even when the personal self-concept is activated. In other words, the level of rooting interest is relatively difficult to manipulate in the face of political information. These findings furthermore suggest that the role of identity in producing asymmetric processing may operate very differently in partisans from each party.
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Conclusions and Future Directions



The survey experiments analyzed in this paper were designed to explore the following specific questions: 1) Can experimental data provide clear evidence of group-based bias in processing of political information? And, 2) can the magnitude of any such asymmetries be altered by manipulating the extent to which a subject’s personal or 34
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Figure 10: Study 2: Individuation Effect Among Democrats This histogram shows the distribution of bootstrapped samples of the difference in total asymmetry on the Agree/Disagree items between Democrats in the “individuated” and “party” conditions. The solid lines indicate the thresholds for statistical significance at the .05 level, two-tailed, and the broken lines indicate the threshold for statistical significance at the .1 level, also two-tailed. Ten thousand bootstrapped resamples were drawn. The means and standard deviations of the estimands are noted. collective self-concept is activated at different levels of background politicization? Or, put another way, can we make partisans show less bias by making them think of themselves as individuals rather than group members, and in what context? I first assess the presence of group-based asymmetries in the processing of information related to a case centered on character and procedural fairness in a campaign setting, a class of information increasingly central to the political discourse but not well covered by existing research in our discipline. It bears repeating that the stimulus here was decidedly free of issue content and did not reference (or aspire to evoke) a particular elected official. Thus, that simple experiment has isolated evidence of susceptibility to specifically party based processing asymmetries. Partisan subjects of all intensities show substantial susceptibility to several forms of asymmetric processing in this setting. It is worth noting that the baseline level of asymmetry appears to be greater among the Republicans in these studies. That is, the sum total of their
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favoritism for the in-group and/or punishment of the out-group is larger than that for Democrats. This difference, and differences in the effects observed in the other portions of these studies suggest that we might do well to pay more attention to potential differences in the ways PID operates in each of the two parties at any given time. The findings regarding asymmetry provide perhaps the strongest evidence to date in favor of the biased assimilation view of PID. The multiple layers of asymmetry observed here have clear implications for perpetuating polarization, particularly in an environment in which news reports tend to either have their own partisan or ideological slant or claim balance by simply pairing countervailing voices. The increasing variety of sources and interpretation of facts provides more space in which these asymmetries can operate. One critique of these findings might focus on the external validity of the experimental results. Respondents here are reacting to very limited information about the candidate and the transgression with nothing real at stake. Furthermore, while this study tracks how respondents react to the prompts provided them, we do not have evidence that they pursue this line of thinking when interpreting new information on their own. On the other hand, these limits in validity could actually tend to decrease the effects observed here. In real cases, such processing would take place in a context of issue stands, candidate histories and actual political consequences. All of these things, though, and especially a partisan individual’s perception of them, would presumably tend to be highly correlated with prior associations and, thus, to amplify the asymmetries observed here. Also, the polarization of media sources and adversarial nature of modern commentary likely provide most consumers of such political information with ample opportunity to pursue the processing mechanisms studied here. Another general critique might concern the extent to which survey responses are genuine or reflect “cheerleading” on the part of respondents (Palmer & Duch, 2001; 36



Sears & Lau, 1983). This is a critique that has more weight in other contexts. When scholars are attempting to evaluate economic assessments or evaluations, for instance, the genuineness of the response is important. In this case, though, even if these differences can be partially explained in this way, one can imagine little more compelling evidence of a strong rooting interest than a propensity to engage in “cheerleading”. A prior manipulation in these studies was used to explore the extent to which bias can be increased or decreased by priming subjects to think of themselves as individuals rather than partisans. The effects of these manipulations on the level of asymmetry observed in reactions to the “news report” suggest that the level of bias can be altered, but the nature of the effect may differ by party and vary by context. In a setting in which they have already been processing political information, we see that Republicans are able to have their level of bias decreased (from baseline) when they are primed to think of themselves as individuals. This effect does not appear among Democrats. Instead, in a setting featuring no prior political information, their level of in-group favoritism can be increased by priming party. The results of this manipulation suggest that marginal change in group-based asymmetry may be achieved by encouraging partisans to think of themselves as either individuals or partisan group members. These effects, however, differ by party and are mediated by the extent of political saturation level at the time of administration. Substantial overall asymmetry persists even when the personal self-concept is activated. In other words, the salience of a perceiver’s partisan identity may be relatively difficult to manipulate in the face of political information. These findings furthermore suggest that the role of identity in producing asymmetric processing may operate very differently in partisans from each party. These individuation results represent the first analysis of this type with regard to party. While the full implications of this research are not fully developed, there are 37



clear practical ramifications of such results. This provides evidence that the way in which a citizen interacts with new information at a political rally, or in the context of a political poll, may differ substantially from the way in which she interacts with it while having dinner with her family. And, the nature of these differences appear to vary between the two parties. This is information that could perhaps inform the communications strategies of political campaigns trying to relay positive and negative information to voters on both sides. Further analysis of these data, especially with regard to potential mediators, will likely reveal additional sources of heterogeneity in treatment effects and may tell us more about what types of partisans are most impacted by these manipulations. This sort of analysis might, in particular, help shed light on the ways in which the differences observed between Democrats and Republicans emerge from the different composition of the two populations. Analysis of these data is currently underway that employs matched resampling techniques to generate balance via selection on observables. In addition, another study is underway that will improve upon the party favorability updating results by including a true control group not exposed to any information at all.
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