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Correcting Misperceptions of Fundamental
Differences Between U.S. Republicans and
Democrats: Some Hope-Inspiring Effects

Lukas J. Wolf'® and Paul H. P. Hanel?

Abstract

Perceived polarization between U.S. Democratic and Republican voters has grown over past decades, and this polarization
underpins a dwindling sense of hope about the future. Contrary to this trend, the present three experiments (one pre-regis-
tered) with 2,529 U.S. participants found substantial similarities between the groups in their fundamental values. We tested
whether depicting these real value similarities in overlapping distributions can correct misperceptions of group differences and
increase hope. Republicans and Democrats who saw overlapping distributions perceived the groups as more similar and
expressed more hope in open-ended comments, compared with seeing commonly used barplots or receiving no information.
The effect on qualitative hope was partially explained by a sense of shared reality and potential for compromise between groups.
We call on the social sciences to report the amount of group overlap when communicating research findings on group compari-

sons to the media and public to help reduce harmful perceptions of polarization.
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U.S. Republican and Democratic voters are typically per-
ceived as deeply divided. In fact, more than 80% of
Americans express concern about this division, and sup-
porters of both parties perceive the divide as growing (Pew
Research Center, 2019a). Recent research, however, sug-
gests that this divide is more perceived than real, with
Republicans and Democrats overestimating their differ-
ences in terms of policy preferences (Enders & Armaly,
2019), political engagement (Druckman et al., 2021), and
support for partisan violence (Mernyk et al., 2022). This
perceived polarization has grown dramatically between the
1970s and the 2010s (Enders & Armaly, 2019; Westfall
et al., 2015), and it underpins partisan animosity and a lack
of hope about the future (Druckman et al.,, 2022; Pew
Research Center, 2019b; PRRI, 2019).

The social sciences may play a harmful role in fueling
these misperceptions. Although actual polarization
between the groups is well-documented (e.g., Jost et al.,
2008), this evidence is typically based on testing mean dif-
ferences and glossing over intragroup variabilities. For
instance, a medium effect size (Cohen’s d = 0.50) is consid-
ered a sizable difference but actually reflects an 80% over-
lap between groups (Hanel et al., 2019; Inman & Bradley,
1989). Despite this, conclusions in social sciences and
media usually focus on the extreme 10% of Republicans

and Democrats on either end, obscuring that the majority
of responses are overlapping. In a re-analysis of data from
over 2,000 U.S. American voters (Ponizovskiy, 2022), we
found that despite significant differences between
Republicans’ and Democrats’ human values, their median
overlap was 90.9% (Figure 1 and Supplement Table S1).
Conclusions that focus on the differences and ignore the
overlap can be misleading when communicating research
findings to the public, particularly in light of recent evi-
dence that perceiving opposing partisans to be extreme
causes individuals to adopt more extreme views themselves
(Hartman et al., 2022). The present research examines
whether presenting overlapping distributions (Figure 1,
left-side panels), which accurately display group similarities
alongside differences, can correct Republicans’ and
Democrats’ misperceptions of polarization, with potential
downstream effects on partisan animosity and hope.

'University of Bath, UK
ZUniversity of Essex, Colchester, UK

Corresponding Author:

Lukas J. Wolf, Department of Psychology, University of Bath, Bath BA2 7AY,
UK.

Email: L. Wolf@bath.ac.uk


us.sagepub.com/en-us/journals-permissions
https://doi.org/10.1177/19485506241263887
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/spp
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F19485506241263887&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-07-29

Social Psychological and Personality Science 00(0)

Benevolence

7.75
B Democrats
Republicans 75 750
ey &
0 5 57.25
5.0
6 A) 3 3
@ ?7.00
2.5
25 5.0 75 6.75
Security Republicans Democrats Republicans Democrats
| Remog:l_rats 8.1
epublicans 8 75 8
5 580
0 o o
1.7% §5°
& 8"
2.5
25 5.0 7.5 7.8

Republicans Democrats

Republicans Democrats

Figure 1. Graphs Were Produced From Real Data (Ponizovskiy, 2022)

Note. The left-side panels show overlapping distributions that reveal similarities alongside differences between Republicans (light gray/yellow)
and Democrats (dark gray/green). The right-side panels show barplots emphasizing mean differences in benevolence and security values
between the groups. The panels in the middle show barplots with untruncated y-axes.

There is growing literature seeking to correct partisan
misperceptions. For instance, past work has presented
information on outpartisans’ policy preferences (Ahler,
2014), political engagement (Druckman et al., 2021),
desire for violence (Mernyk et al., 2022), or outgroup ani-
mosity (Lees & Cikara, 2020; Ruggeri et al., 2021;
Voelkel, Chu, et al., 2023), generally finding that these
interventions help to reduce perceptions of polarization.
However, this work has presented outgroup averages
(e.g., mean policy preferences), which as mentioned
above, paint a simplified picture of the outgroup that
may still perpetuate misperceptions of polarization. The
present research goes beyond past work by presenting
graphical information of ingroup and outgroup variabil-
ity in overlapping distributions.

We focus on comparing the groups’ human values. This
focus is important for several reasons. First, values are life-
guiding principles that are central to what we believe makes
us human, they carry great personal meaning, and they pre-
dict a wide range of attitudes and behaviors (Maio, 2016;
Verplanken & Holland, 2002). Discovering similarities in
values should hence be particularly meaningful and elicit
robust effects. In line with this reasoning, classic theories of
prejudice assume that perceiving value differences between
groups is a major driving force behind prejudice (Rokeach
et al., 1960; Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Similarly, from a
political perspective, Finkel et al. (2020) suggested that
political sectarianism, a superordinate term to political
polarization, includes the tendency to view others as

fundamentally different (i.e., othering), untrustworthy (i.e.,
aversion), and immoral (i.e., moralization). The fundamen-
tal and moral nature of values (Feldman, 2021), and the
recognition that opposing partisans share these values, may
hence provide a direct antidote to othering and moraliza-
tion. Second, because we cannot observe values, we may
often infer them from salient snippets of other people’s atti-
tudes and behaviors, and this inference process is con-
strained by an overwhelming emphasis in the social
sciences and media on reporting differences. A value-based
intervention may hence be particularly beneficial by
addressing the latent root of the issue. Third, we rely on
Schwartz’s well-established model which has been tested
across more than 80 countries (Bilsky et al., 2011; Schwartz
et al., 2012) and has shown relevance across a wide range
of contexts (Maio, 2016). We hence expect that a shared
values approach will provide a powerful intervention that
could be applied to various contexts and variables of
interest.

There is abundant evidence that people possess highly
similar values (Schwartz & Bardi, 2001). For instance, data
from over 70 countries show that people’s values are far
more similar than different across diverse characteristics
(e.g., nation and gender; Hanel et al., 2019). And despite
the highly divisive nature of the Brexit referendum, U.K.
Leave and Remain-voters share around 90% of their values
(Hanel & Wolf, 2020). Such value similarities are typically
larger than similarities in other variables such as attitudes
or policy preferences (Garcia-Rada & Norton, 2020;
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Syropoulos & Leidner, 2023). However, people substan-
tially underestimate value similarities (Hanel, Wolfradt,
Coclho, et al., 2018; Sanderson et al., 2019), and those who
underestimate them more report greater prejudice toward
immigrant groups (Wolf et al., 2019) and lower well-being
(Wolf et al., 2021). Showing people their true level of value
similarities may therefore bring important benefits.

In fact, prior work has found that presenting Leave and
Remain-voters with overlapping value distributions can
help reduce perceptions of polarization compared with
truncated barplots (Hanel & Wolf, 2020). However,
although truncated barplots are still a common way to
visualize group differences and hence serve as a useful com-
parison (Hanel et al., 2019; Zhuang et al., 2021), they exag-
gerate differences and hence might actively increase
perceived differences. The present three experiments go
beyond past work by testing two additional conditions.
Experiments 1 and 2 included an empty baseline condition,
allowing us to determine whether the observed effects are
in fact driven by displaying between-group overlap rather
than emphasizing differences in truncated barplots. The
pre-registered Experiment 3 also included untruncated bar-
plots; a recommended method for visualizing group com-
parisons (e.g., Yang et al., 2021).

We compare these conditions on novel outcomes,
including potential for compromise, partisan animosity,
and hope about the future. Beyond our aim to reduce
perceived polarization (i.e., higher perceived similarities),
we examine the perceived potential for compromise given
recent evidence that U.S. Republicans and Democrats
actually enjoy cross-party conversations but avoid them
because they expect disagreement (Wald et al., 2024).
Reducing such perceived hurdles around cross-party
interactions could hence bring downstream benefits in
light of the well-documented benefits of intergroup con-
tact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Furthermore, the focus
on hope is important given widespread pessimism about
the future of the United States (Najle & Jones, 2019; Pew
Research Center, 2019a). Hope is an emotion that moti-
vates individuals to find solutions to a problem, and it is
linked with physical and mental well-being, as well as bet-
ter coping with and taking action against societal chal-
lenges such as climate change (Frumkin, 2022; Stevenson
& Peterson, 2015). These benefits on people’s health and
societal engagement make it important to identify ways
to increase hope.

We expected that overlapping distributions comparing
Democratic and Republican voters would increase per-
ceived similarities and potential for compromise, reduce
partisan animosity, and increase hope about the future. We
expected the baseline condition and the untruncated bar-
plot conditions to fall between the overlapping distribu-
tions and truncated barplots’ conditions. The data
(including explanations and syntax) and study materials
are openly available at https://osf.io/tkjuv/?view_only =
798d921d42045a7804bd7d53f3edd64.

Experiment |
Method

Participants. Experiment 1 was conducted on Prolific in
September 2021. We recruited approximately equal num-
bers of Democratic and Republican voters, who were U.S.
nationals, 18 + years, with English as first language. The
sample size was determined by funding availability. We
excluded six participants with identical responses on the
open-ended question. Based on a sensitivity analysis with
G*Power 3.1.9.6 (Faul et al., 2009), our remaining sample
of 409 participants provided 95% power to detect effect
sizes of at least d = 0.44 in independent samples ¢-tests.
Participants (M, = 37.94, SD=11.18; 183 women, 222
men, 3 other; 200 Republicans, 209 Democrats) received
approximately $11/h for the 10-min experiment.

Following the manipulation, participants completed
measures in the following order: thoughts on the manipu-
lation (these responses were coded for hope), perceived
similarity and potential for compromise, and source attri-
bution bias, intergroup attitudes, inclusion of other in
the self, meta-perceptions, social distance, group efficacy,
and group identification.

Procedure and Materials. See Supplement A for detail on all
measures.

Human Values. The experiment started with a 21-item
Schwartz (1992) values measure to familiarize participants
with their nature. All present experiments showed substan-
tial similarities between Republicans and Democrats (see
Supplement Tables S2—-S4).

Manipulations. Participants were randomly allocated to
one of the three conditions: the overlapping distribution
condition, the truncated barplot condition, or a baseline
condition. To create the graphs, we used Ponizovskiy’s
(2022) data from 1,016 liberal and 1,022 conservative U.S.
Americans on the refined Portrait Value Questionnaire
(Schwartz et al., 2012; Table S1). We re-labeled liberals as
Democrats and conservatives as Republicans in all graphs,
given evidence of high correlations between these political
identities, » = .92 (Hanel, Wolfradt, Maio, & Manstead,
2018). To reduce participant fatigue, the experimental con-
ditions showed a random set of three of Schwartz’s 10 value
types.

The two experimental conditions informed participants
that they were going to see real data. In one condition, par-
ticipants saw overlapping normal distributions (e.g.,
Figure 1, left-side panels). The other condition showed bar-
plots with the y-axis truncated so that it ended .10 units
above and below the higher and lower score, respectively
(e.g., Figure 1, left-side panels). Participants were asked to
spend approximately 3 min on the task. In the control
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Table |. Experiment I: Impact of Intervention: One-Way Between-Subject ANOVAs

Truncated Baseline Distributions Pairwise comparisons Omnibus test
DT DB B 2
p Mp

Outcomes N M SD M SD M Sb p d p d p d
Perceived similarity
Perceived value similarities 409 3.0l 128 3.00 133 459 141 <.00l 1.17 <00l 1.16 999 0.0l <.00l .24
Perceived similarities 409 312 120 295 123 432 133 <.00l 095 <00l 1.07 487 0.14 <.00l .I9
Perceived potential for compromise
Getting along 409 360 145 346 155 42| .60 .003 040 <.001 048 .732 009 <.00l .04
Perceived political divide 409 584 121 579 131 567 140 517 —-0.13 .709 -0.09 .946 0.04 530 0
Potential for agreement 409 401 1.51 415 1.70 44l .78 115 025 388 0.15 .760 -0.09 .130 .0l
Partisan animosity
Motivation to engage 409 397 163 382 182 424 171 405 0.16 .104 024 .739 0.09 21 .0l
Ingroup favoritism 408 35.11 2832 4207 2744 318 2568 .580 -0.12 .005 -0.39 .086 -0.25 006 .02
Social distance 409 491 124 473 1.16 496 123 946 004 263 0.19 426 O0.I15 254 .0l
Hope
Hope (qualitative) 250 273 0.79 340 095 <.001 0.76 <.00l .13

Note. p_xx: Tukey’s HSD-corrected p-values for the pairwise comparisons following each one-way between-subjects ANOVA. d = Cohen’s d; T = truncated

barplot condition; B = baseline; D = distribution condition.

condition, participants proceeded directly to the dependent
variables.

Experiment 1 included a fourth condition where partici-
pants saw overlapping distributions of the values of chil-
dren of Democrats and Republicans (n = 131; Study N:
540). This condition was based on past evidence that think-
ing about children increases pro-social motivation (Wolf
et al., 2022; results reported in Supplement C).

Open-Ended Question. Next, participants in the experi-
mental conditions noted their thoughts, reactions, and any-
thing they found interesting, surprising, or thought-
provoking. The responses were coded by four raters, blind
to conditions. They were asked to judge how hopeful the
person who wrote the comment is about the future of the
United States using a 5-point scale (1 = pessimistic; 5 =
hopeful). The codings were averaged across raters (intra-
class correlation coefficient [ICC] = .81, a = .85).

Perceived Value Similarity. Participants answered two items:
“How similar [different] do you think Republicans and
Democrats are in terms of their values?” (r = .71).

Perceived Similarity. Participants answered two items
“How similar [different] do you think Republicans and
Democrats are overall?” The third item was the Inclusion
of the Other in the Self-item (IOS-scale; Aron et al.,
1992).

Perceived Potential for Compromise. Participants answered
three items: “How easily do you think Republicans and
Democrats can get along with each other?” (Hanel & Wolf,
2020), “In your opinion, how politically divided is the coun-
try?” (Rutchick et al., 2009), and “In your opinion, is there

potential for agreement or compromise on political issues
in the US?” These three items did not intercorrelate highly
(rs = .29-.36) and were analyzed separately.

Partisan Animosity. Participants answered “How moti-
vated are you to engage in a discussion with someone who
supports the Democratic [Republican] party?” (Hanel &
Wolf, 2020). Ingroup favoritism was measured with four
items asking how much participants liked or felt favorable
toward typical Democrats (« = .94) and Republicans («
= .96). We subtracted the attitudes toward outgroup from
the ingroup, with higher scores expressing more favorable
views toward the ingroup. We also used the 13-item social
distance scale (Bogardus, 1933; a = .93).

Identification. We measured identification with the
ingroup using four items from Leach et al.’s (2008) identifi-
cation scale (a = .91).

Results

Following a significant multivariate effect in a one-way
between-subject multivariate analysis of  variance
(MANOVA) (F(13, 236) = 9.18, p < .001), we examined a
series of analyses of variance (ANOVAs) (Table 1).
Perceived value similarities and perceived similarities
showed strong effects, with those in the distributions condi-
tion perceiving the other group as more similar than those
in both other conditions. The truncated barplots and con-
trol conditions did not differ from each other.

The effects on perceived potential for compromise and
partisan animosity were mixed. Those who saw distribu-
tions perceived the groups to get along more easily than
those in the other two conditions, and they showed greater
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Figure 2. Effects on Hope

Note. Participants’ comments in the distribution condition were coded as more hopeful than comments in the truncated barplot condition in

Experiment |.

ingroup favoritism compared with baseline. No effects
emerged on perceived political divide, potential for agree-
ment, motivation to engage, and social distance.

The experimental conditions differed in qualitative
expressions of hope. Responses in the distributions condi-
tion were rated as more hopeful than responses in the trun-
cated barplots’ condition (Figure 2), with a large effect size
(see Supplement Table S13 for example comments). We
found no effects on source attribution bias, meta-percep-
tions, or group efficacy beliefs (see Supplement Table S7).

Discussion

The findings in Experiment 1 suggest that comparing
groups in overlapping distributions can help correct com-
mon misperceptions of differences between Republicans
and Democrats, relative to presenting the data in com-
monly used truncated barplots. Interestingly, there was no
difference between the truncated barplot condition and
baseline, suggesting that people assume exaggerated group
differences at baseline. Experiment 1 also provided provo-
cative evidence that showing overlapping distributions eli-
cits hope. Experiment 2 sought to replicate these findings
with a larger sample.

Experiment 2
Method

Participants. Experiment 2 was conducted on Prolific in
summer 2022 and used the same inclusion criteria as

Experiment 1. A power analysis showed that detecting an
effect size of d = 0.30 (based on Experiment 1) with 95%
power requires a sample size of 870 participants for inde-
pendent samples z-tests with three groups. To ensure this
sample size after exclusions, we recruited 997 participants.
Twenty-four participants were excluded because they did
not support either party. Participants (M,,. = 48.08, SD
= 15.50; 506 women, 460 men, 5 other, 2 declined to
answer; 480 Republicans, 493 Democrats) received similar
compensation as in Experiment 1.

Materials and Procedure. The overall procedure was similar
to Experiment 1 with changes described below. Supplement
A gives more information on the materials.

Perceived Similarity. We measured perceived value similar-
ity (¢ = .85) and perceived similarity (¢« = .89) as in
Experiment 1.

Perceived Potential for Compromise. We again used the item
“How easily do you think Republicans and Democrats can
get along with each other?” However, a second item asked
“In your opinion, is there potential for agreement or com-
promise between Republican and Democratic voters?,” as
opposed to asking about the potential on political issues
(cf. Experiment 1). Third, we assessed attitude polarization
around specific policies. This measure presented six scenar-
ios, adapted from Westfall et al. (2015), including “Some
people believe that we should spend much less money for
defense. Others feel that defense spending should be greatly
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Table 2. Experiment 2: Impact of Intervention: One-Way Between-Subject ANOVA

Truncated Baseline  Distributions Pairwise comparisons Omnibus test
DT DB TB 2
p Np

Outcomes N M SD M SD M SD p d p d p d
Perceived similarity
Perceived value similarities 973 286 132 289 138 421 156 <00l 093 <.00l 090 .952 -0.02 <.00l .16
Perceived similarities 973 276 121 284 123 399 143 <00l 093 <.00l 0.86 .658 —0.07 <.00l .16
Perceived potential for compromise
Getting along 973 341 148 347 152 386 1.52 <00l 030 .003 0.25 .86 —0.04 <.00l .02
Potential for agreement 973 341 161 338 160 378 156 .010 023 .004 026 951 0.02 .002 .0l
Perceived attitudinal polarization 973 347 076 335 095 321 094 <00l -030 .l146 —0.14 .179 0.14 .002 .0l
Partisan animosity
Discussion with outgroup 973 361 189 338 181 381 193 360 O.11 .010 023 269 0.12 .014 .0l
Ingroup favoritism 973 4557 30.33 47.73 31.00 44.12 28.63 813 -0.05 275 -0.12 .628 -0.07 .303 <.0l
Hope
Hope (qualitative) 612 240 08l 3.10 085 <.001 0.84 <.001 .I5
Hope (quantitative) 972 459 124 454 126 462 124 975 002 .726 006 .848 0.04 .733 <.0l

Note. p_xx: Tukey’s HSD-corrected p-values for the pairwise comparisons following each one-way between-subjects ANOVA. d = Cohen’s d; T = truncated

barplot condition; B = baseline; D = distribution condition.

increased.” Participants answered two questions per sce-
nario: “Where do you think typical Democratic
[Republican] voters stand on this issue?” Responses were
averaged and the outgroup average was subtracted from
the ingroup average to reflect greater perceptions of atti-
tude polarization (o = .63).

Partisan Animosity. We assessed ingroup favoritism as in
Experiment 1 (as .97). We also asked participants:
“How motivated are you to engage in a discussion with a
Democratic [Republican] voter?” which was a small devia-
tion in wording from Experiment 1 to refer to voters rather
than party members.

Hope. Quantitative hope was measured with an 8-item
scale based on Stevenson and Peterson’s (2015) climate
change hope scale. Example items include “I believe people
will eventually be able to tackle societal crises” (o = .91).

Ingroup identification was measured as in Experiment 1
( = .93).

Results

A one-way between-subject MANOVA showed a signifi-
cant multivariate condition effect (F(11, 590) = 23.42,
p < .001). The distribution condition again elicited higher
perceived value similarities and perceived similarities than
the other conditions with a large effect size, and the barplot
and baseline conditions did not differ from each other
(Table 2).

The distribution condition elicited higher perceived
potential for compromise between the groups compared
with the other conditions, with small-to-medium effect
sizes. Seeing overlapping distributions also reduced attitude

polarization compared with the barplot condition. Effects
on partisan animosity were mixed as in Experiment 1.

The distribution and barplot conditions again differed
in qualitative expressions of hope. Three raters (a« = .79)
coded responses in the distribution condition more fre-
quently as expressing hope than responses in the truncated
barplot condition (Figure 3), with a large effect size. We
found no effects on a quantitative hope measure.

Discussion

Experiment 2 replicated the findings from Experiment 1 in
a larger sample. Overlapping distributions helped correct
misperceptions of differences between Republicans and
Democrats, and these effects extended to greater perceived
potential for compromise. As in Experiment 1, people
appear to perceive substantial polarization at baseline. The
overlapping distributions again elicited expressions of hope,
but this effect was not found on a quantitative measure.

Experiment 3

Experiment 3 further extended these findings by testing an
untruncated barplots’ condition: a recommended method
for reporting group differences (e.g., Yang et al., 2021). We
expected this condition to fall between the distribution and
truncated barplot conditions, because although group dif-
ferences will appear smaller in untruncated barplots,
untruncated barplots still obscure the extent of overlap
between groups. We pre-registered the experiment (https://
osf.io/vmnhx/?view_only = a3bb76a5adaf47538dde-

ca055a139f5f). The pre-registered hypotheses state that,
compared with the truncated barplot condition, the distri-
bution condition will elicit greater perceptions of similarity
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Figure 3. Effects on Hope

Note: Participants’ Comments in the Distribution Condition Were Coded as More Hopeful Than Comments in the Truncated Barplot

Condition in Experiment 2

and potential for compromise and more expressions of
hope. We explored whether the untruncated barplot condi-
tion would fall between the other conditions on these and
other outcomes.

Method

Participants. Inclusion criteria and sample size considera-
tions are in line with Experiments 1 and 2 and are described
in the pre-registration form. We recruited 1,153 U.S.
American citizens participants (M,,. = 46.97, SD = 14.24;
579 women, 565 men, 6 other, 3 refused to answer; 576
Republicans, 577 Democrats) in March 2024.

Materials and Procedure. The procedure was similar to
Experiments 1 and 2. All materials and indices follow
directly from the pre-registration (see Supplement A for
further detail on the materials).

Manipulation. After the values measure, participants
either saw overlapping distributions, truncated barplots
(both as before), with a third condition presenting three
barplots with an untruncated y-axis showing the full scale
from 1 to 6 (Figure 1, middle panel). To create the graphs,
we computed the weighted averages of the responses from
Democrats and Republicans from Experiments 1 and 2
(Supplement Tables S2-S3). In all conditions, the subse-
quent open-ended question asked participants more
directly than in Experiments 1-2 to write about how they
feel about the future. Eight raters coded these responses

for hope (instructions as before; a =
= society very divided; 5 = society cohesive; o =

.97) and cohesion (1
.92).

Outcome Measures. Participants indicated how strongly
they feel each of eight emotions about the future. Among
these emotions were optimistic and hopeful, which were
averaged into a quantitative measure of hope (r = .85).
Perceived similarities were measured with the 10S-scale.
Perceived potential for compromise was measured with
three items (a = .91). Perceptions of shared reality were
measured with three items (Rossignac-Milon et al., 2021),
including “Democrats and Republicans see the world in a
similar way” (e = .94). Outgroup trust was assessed using
three questions based on Noor et al. (2008a; 2008b), includ-
ing “Most Republicans/Democrats can be trusted” (o =
.96). Animalistic dehumanization and mechanistic dehuma-
nization were assessed with two items each, adapted from
Bastian et al. (2013), such as “I feel like Democratic/
Republican voters are unsophisticated” (r = .44) and “I
feel like Democratic/Republican voters are mechanical and
cold” (r = 47).

Results

A one-way between-subject MANOVA showed a signifi-
cant multivariate effect of condition (F(11, 1137) = 15.72,
p < .001, 'flf, = .13) . The subsequent ANOVAs confirmed
all pre-registered hypotheses: The distribution condition
elicited greater perceived similarity, perceived potential for
compromise, and qualitative hope than the truncated



Social Psychological and Personality Science 00(0)

Table 3. Experiment 3: Impact of Intervention: One-Way Between-Subject A

NOVA

Distributions  Truncated  Untruncated Pairwise comparisons Omnibus test
DT DU TU )
b
Outcomes N M SD M SD M SD p d p d p d
Confirmatory analyses
Perceived similarity I,I53 377 173 236 128 299 159 <00l 092 <.00l 047 <.00l 044 <.001 0.12
Potential for compromise I,I53 382 |53 316 142 366 155 <00l 045 301 0.10 <00l 020 <.001 0.03
Hope (qualitative) I,I53 345 1.04 269 108 3.13 1.1 <00l 0.7 <00l 030 <.00l 040 <.00l1 0.08
Exploratory analyses
Cohesion (qualitative) I,LI53 331 092 221 08I 268 093 <00l 127 <.00l 0.69 <.00l 053 <.001 0.2l
Hope (quantitative) I,I53 5237 2656 50.08 28.08 55.16 26.83 469 0.08 331 -0.10 .026 -0.19 .035 0.0l
Shared reality I,I53 366 1.6 259 147 32 1.57 <.00l 070 <.00l 029 <.00l -0.40 <.00l 0.08
Outgroup trust I,I53 359 1.6 3.1 1.54 352 155 <00l 031 <788 0.05 <00l -0.27 <.001 0.02
Animalistic dehumanization 1,153 442 |4 477 144 445 139 .00l -0.25 .940 -0.02 .005 0.23 .001 0.0l
Mechanistic dehumanization 1,153 445 141 471 141 442 149 034 -0.18 930 003 .012 020 .008 0.01

Note. p_xx: Tukey’s HSD-corrected p-values for the pairwise comparisons followi
condition; T = truncated barplot condition; U = untruncated barplot condition.
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Figure 4. Effects on Hope

Note: Experiment 3: Comments in the Distribution Condition Were Coded as More Hopeful Than Comments in the Untruncated Barplot
Condition, Which Were in Turn Coded as More Hopeful Than Comments in the Truncated Barplot Condition

barplot condition (see Table 3 and Figure 4). Exploratory
analyses showed that the untruncated barplot condition fell
between the distribution condition and the truncated bar-
plot condition on perceived similarities and qualitative
hope, and this pattern was replicated for perceptions of
shared reality. Interestingly, compared with the truncated
barplot condition, both the distribution condition and the
untruncated barplot condition elicited higher perceived
potential for compromise, outgroup trust, and lower

dehumanization, but distribution and untruncated barplot
conditions did not differ significantly from each other. See
Supplement Table S11 for a break-down of results for the
individual perceived potential for compromise variables.
As in Experiment 2, compared with the truncated bar-
plot condition, the distribution condition did not elicit
higher hope on a quantitative measure, although the quan-
titative measure of hope correlated substantially with the
qualitative measure (r = .48, p < .001) (Supplement Table
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S10). Surprisingly, the untruncated barplot condition
showed a small but significant effect on quantitative hope
compared with the truncated barplot condition.

We conducted a series of mediation analyses using the
R-package psych, version 2.2.9 (Revelle, 2022) to test
whether the effects of the distribution versus truncated bar-
plot conditions on qualitative hope were mediated by per-
ceived similarity, perceived potential for compromise,
shared reality, trust, dehumanization, and qualitative rat-
ings of cohesion. As shown in Supplement Table S12, all
variables at least partially mediated the effect. Qualitative
ratings of cohesion fully mediated the effects, whereas the
quantitative measures of shared reality and potential for
compromise showed the strongest partial mediation effects.

Across all three experiments, we explored whether any
of the effects were moderated by political orientation
(Democrats vs. Republicans), age, gender, ingroup identifi-
cation, value endorsement, and order of value presentation.
We found no evidence for moderation. Correlation tables
between moderators, DVs, and demographics are reported
in the supplement (Tables S6, S8, and S10).

General Discussion

Three experiments tested whether overlapping distributions
that accurately depict similarities alongside differences
between Republicans’ and Democrats’ values can correct
misperceptions of differences and have positive down-
stream effects. We found consistently that participants per-
ceived the groups to be more similar when they saw
overlapping distributions, compared with seeing barplots
or receiving no information.

Our other findings show why correcting misperceptions
is important. Seeing truncated barplots performed similar
to seeing no information, suggesting that the exaggerated
depiction of group differences in truncated barplots is in
line with people’s baseline perceptions. The social sciences
and media may play a harmful role in fueling and perpetu-
ating these biased perceptions through an emphasis on
reporting group differences while ignoring the overlap. This
emphasis is particularly problematic because it might set
biased ingroup and outgroup norms that drive further
polarization (Hartman et al., 2022). Group differences are
often more newsworthy than commonalities, and although
this focus can have its use and is unlikely to change, the
overlapping distribution approach provides a method that
can simultaneously display differences and similarities
between groups for a more complete picture. Interestingly,
this approach was also more effective in correcting misper-
ceptions than untruncated barplots, which is a commonly
recommended method for reporting differences in the social
sciences (Yang et al., 2021). A reason for this greater effec-
tiveness may be that distributions directly show the propor-
tion of data points that are similar versus different, while
additionally depicting the heterogeneity of both groups.

Overlapping distributions may hence provide a more intui-
tive and comprehensive picture of group comparisons that
translates into higher perceptions of similarity.

We found robust downstream effects of reduced misper-
ceptions on qualitative expressions of hope; effects that were
pre-registered in Experiment 3 and emerged consistently
across three experiments and all 15 raters. Participants who
received information on group overlap expressed more hope
about the future of the country in open-ended comments
compared with participants who saw truncated or untrun-
cated barplots. This large effect was partially explained by a
greater sense of shared reality between the groups and
greater perceived potential for compromise. It was also fully
mediated by qualitative ratings of how cohesive participants
perceived U.S. society to be. Interestingly, these effects were
robust across sociodemographic variables and order effects,
suggesting widely applicable effects. Together, people
appear to feel a sense of hopelessness because they see the
country as deeply divided, and reducing the perceived divi-
sion can help inspire new hope. These effects are particularly
valuable in the face of growing pessimism in the United
States (Najle & Jones, 2019; Pew Research Center, 2019a),
and evidence that hope is a crucial driver for positive socie-
tal change and mental and physical health (Frumkin, 2022).
Comparing groups that are commonly perceived as deeply
polarized in overlapping distributions may hence be an opti-
mistic signal that there is a way to find compromise and
build a better future, thus eliciting greater expressions of
hope.

It is surprising, however, that these robust effects on
qualitative hope were not mirrored across two quantitative
measures of hope. Experiment 2’s belief-based measure did
not significantly correlate with the qualitative hope ratings,
whereas Experiment 3’s affective measure showed a large
correlation. There is clear overlap between qualitative com-
ments that were consistently coded by raters as expressing
high hope and the items used in both quantitative measures
(e.g., “I feel very optimistic about the future”; see
Supplement Table S13 for the comments). The findings
suggest that although overlapping distributions robustly
elicit unprompted expressions of hope, the effect is muddled
when directly asking about hope, perhaps due to response
biases or because participants consider other reasons for
feeling hopeful or hopeless when prompted. Although the
difference appears to be primarily methodological at first
glance, with qualitative ratings showing the effect as
opposed to quantitative measures, it should be noted that
our measures of perceived potential for compromise may
also be considered as reflecting a sense of hope, and these
quantitative measures did show effects of the intervention.
In any case, future research could take this evidence for-
ward by testing whether expressions of hope also occur
outside of written text, for example, in cross-party conver-
sations, and whether conversations infused with hope are
experienced as more pleasant, potentially eliciting more
compromise and cooperative behavior.
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The effects on perceived potential for compromise are
further interesting because they extend to perceiving greater
agreement on commonly divisive, concrete policies such as
government spending on health and education. This find-
ing may suggest that the intervention could open up con-
versations about progress on such divisive topics, rather
than expecting deadlock and conflict that may thwart
attempts from the start (Wald et al., 2024). Moreover, on
this outcome, the overlapping distributions and untrun-
cated barplots’ conditions showed comparable effects rela-
tive to truncated barplots. The reason may be that both
methods provide a more accurate picture of the generally
small group differences, and hence both methods could
help improve people’s low expectations about cross-party
interactions (Wald et al., 2024). Partisan animosity showed
more mixed effects. There were no consistent effects on
outgroup liking, but in Experiment 2, overlapping distribu-
tions elicited greater motivations to discuss with an out-
group member, and Experiment 3 found that overlapping
distributions and untruncated barplots increased outgroup
trust and reduced dehumanization. Although past evidence
suggests that correcting misperceptions can reduce partisan
animosity, these effects are generally small (e.g., Mernyk
et al., 2022; Syropoulos & Leidner, 2023), and scattered
effects are to be expected with small effect sizes (Lakens &
Etz, 2017).

Recent evidence suggests that correcting some misper-
ceptions can be more impactful than others, with informa-
tion on outpartisans’ anti-democratic attitudes improving
outcomes whereas information on outpartisans’ policy sup-
port or opportunism showed no effects (Voelkel, Stagnaro,
et al., 2023b). As argued in the introduction, we would
expect that discovering similarities in human values is par-
ticularly impactful because values are personally meaning-
ful and relevant across a wide range of cultures and
contexts, because actual value similarities are large, and
because perceived value differences are often assumed but
rarely corrected in everyday life. Future work may benefit
from comparing or combining a value-based approach
with other approaches. For instance, interventions could
combine correcting misperceptions of ideological polariza-
tion (e.g., values) and support for anti-democratic attitudes
(e.g., support for partisan violence; Mernyk et al., 2022), in
light of evidence that improvements in ideological and
affective polarization do not necessarily translate into
effects on anti-democratic tendencies (e.g., Voelkel et al.,
2023a). Future research could also test approaches that not
only correct misperceptions of values but also of how these
values are expressed in attitudes or behaviors (i.e., value
instantiations; Maio, 2010) for a more comprehensive
approach that simultaneously targets group differences at
abstract and concrete levels.

Another important question for future research is the
longevity of the effects. Past work has found that the effects
can persist for several weeks after the intervention (Mernyk
et al., 2022; but see: Lees & Cikara, 2020; Syropoulos &

Leidner, 2023) but also that the effects are susceptible to
introducing doubt (e.g., alluding to the uncertainty of sci-
ence) or conflicting information (e.g., on differences in
other variables; Druckman, 2023). Future work could test
whether the present approach shows more enduring effects
because perceptions of value similarities should remain per-
sonally meaningful and relevant across situations, and
because the overlapping distribution method could build
resistance against conflicting information that focuses
exclusively on extremes and exaggerated group differences.
Nevertheless, it should be acknowledged that information
from a one-shot manipulation will not always be remem-
bered and brought to mind in relevant situations, and we
hence expect that repeated exposure paired with more expli-
cit guidance (e.g., how to spot and correct for exaggerated
differences) may be most effective.

The present research goes beyond past work in important
ways. It presented information comparing real responses
from U.S. Republicans and Democrats in graphical displays
of overlapping distributions rather than presenting out-
group averages. In fact, similarity conditions in past work
showing group averages to correct misperceptions of differ-
ences (Ahler, 2014) may be most comparable to our barplot
conditions, suggesting that our intervention provides bene-
fits beyond past work. Moreover, our approach not only
provides a rich and visual intervention to correct people’s
misperceptions of group differences, but this approach in
our view also demonstrates an improved way of communi-
cating group comparisons to the public. The social sciences
and media may benefit from (additionally) reporting the
extent of overlap between groups when communicating
findings on group comparisons to the public (Hanel et al.,
2019; Hyde, 2005), helping to correct overblown perceptions
of polarization with positive effects for society.
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