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Abstract

Scholars often recognize public opinion as a valuable metric of the collective will
to compare against decisions of political leaders, but the value of public opinion also lies
in its ability to serve as a ‘collective mirror.” Measuring public opinion provides us the
ability to examine our collective attitudes and beliefs; assess whether they are blemished
by misinformation; and examine whether our divisions are rooted in deep-seated
principles or simply superficial efforts to maintain a partisan appearance. This image that
is reflected back at us can have deep implications for the conclusions we draw and the
subsequent actions that we take. However, that image of public opinion will never be
completely accurate.

Respondents motivations and considerations, our measurement strategy, as well
as the broader social and political context will influence the beliefs and attitudes
expressed in survey responses. This dissertation presents a series of studies that examine
how each of these challenges can present themselves and impact our understanding of
public opinion. Presented together these results serve as a reminder that researchers,
policy-makers, and the public themselves need to exercise caution and make sure to keep

these factors in mind when interpreting findings from surveys and polls.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Scholars frequently evoke platitudes about public opinion being central to the
essence of democracy, recognizing it as a critical test of whether laws remain a “product
of the collective will” (Piaget 1965). However, equally as common, are findings that the
American public display a jarring lack of political sophistication, interest, and
knowledge. Research often finds a public with views that are ideologically inconsistent
(Treir and Hillygus 2009); at odds with their self-described ideology (Ellis and Stimson
2012, Kinder and Kalmoe 2017); and unstable over time (Converse 1964). This coupled
with the public’s low levels of political knowledge (Delli-Carpini and Keeter 1996), and
apparent willingness to adjust their opinions and factual beliefs to better reflect their
party leaders (Lenz, 2012), has called into question the role of the “collective will” in
democratic politics (Achen and Bartels, 2017).

Such conclusions, however, have done little to diminish efforts to gauge the
attitudes and beliefs of the American public. Journalists and pollsters scramble to
evaluate which falsehoods have contaminated the beliefs of Americans; and scholars
continue to investigate what underpins the views expressed by the masses. Indeed, recent
research has examined whether the public’s political differences reflect a culture war
rooted in principles and values (Koleva et al. 2012), or simply present another
manifestation of blind loyalty to party elites (Schaffner 2018). Nonetheless, the
importance of public opinion goes beyond its use as a metric of the collective will, and

instead lies in its ability to serve as a collective mirror.



Measuring public opinion allows us to assess whether we are a public blemished
by misinformed or irrational views, as well as to reflect on whether our differences are a
matter of deep-seated principles, superficial efforts to appear loyal to party elites, or
something else entirely. Accurately measuring the views of the public is no less important
to this conception of public opinion, as the image of the public that is reflected back at us
can have wide-ranging consequences. For instance, if public opinion wrongly appears
riddled with misinformed beliefs, the government and private companies (e.g. Facebook,
Twitter, etc.) alike may spend an unwarranted amount of money and time attempting to
mitigate this issue. Moreover, if public opinion mistakenly appears rooted in matters of
principle and values, researchers may falsely conclude that disagreements are intractable.

Unfortunately, measuring the views and attitudes of the public entails a multitude
of measurement challenges. As V.O. Key noted, “to speak with precision of public
opinion is a task not unlike coming to grips with the Holy Ghost” (1961, p. 8). When
leveraging surveys to measure public opinion, researchers must consider the fact that
survey responses may not be a direct reflection of an individual’s attitudes and beliefs.
Survey responses are a product of an individual’s internal motivations and considerations,
the researcher’s measurement strategy, and the context in which a question is asked. This
dissertation is grounded in that foundational perspective about survey responses and
includes three chapters that each grapple with a distinct challenge to measuring and
understanding public opinion.

The first empirical chapter confronts the issue of respondent insincerity by

presenting a novel metric of online survey data quality, “survey trolling.” This chapter
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builds on my previous work exploring how expressions of conspiratorial beliefs on
surveys are often uniquely driven by a respondent’s desire to provide responses that they
find humorous rather than sincere expressions. This chapter tests a method for reducing
such insincerity by reintroducing norms into the online survey experience through an
honesty commitment. Unfortunately, these honesty commitments did little to curb
expression of conspiratorial beliefs, and only slightly reduced self-reported survey
trolling. The results highlight a need to better understand respondent insincerity, its
implications, and potential strategies for mitigating such behaviors. Moreover, this
chapter underscores the importance of considering respondent motivations when
measuring beliefs and interpreting survey findings or poll results, and introduces a
motivation that hasn’t been previously considered in the literature.

The second empirical chapter considers how a researcher’s measurement strategy
shapes our understanding of public opinion. The research in this chapter challenges the
use and interpretation of the moral foundations questionnaire, which has been basis for
claiming there is a sharp moral divide separating the left and right in America. This
chapter outlines the significant measurement limitation of this standard approach and
proposes an alternative measurement approach, a forced choice task. The analysis finds
moral conflict between the left and the right to be much smaller than previous research
suggests. That is, the moral differences between liberals and conservatives appear to be
driven more by the measurement approach than any substantive differences. This chapter

highlights the importance of acknowledging not only the limitations of one’s



measurement strategy, but how the chosen measurement approach can shape the
substantive conclusions drawn.

The third empirical chapter considers another fundamental concern about the
measurement and interpretation of public opinion — the extent to which it can be shaped
by social pressures and the importance of interpreting it within that context. Past work
typically conceives of party cue taking as either reflecting a bias rooted in psychological
identification with the parties, or heuristic decision making aimed at choosing the policy
or candidate that maximizes utility. This chapter, in contrast, presents a novel finding that
elite cues also shift our second order beliefs, our beliefs about what others believe about
politics, and contends that the public leverages elite cues in order to navigate one’s social
environment. In doing so, this chapter highlights that survey responses are not necessarily
a pure expression of individual opinion. Moreover, it suggests that in a political
environment in which expressing attitudes and behaviors close to various peer groups are
of great concern (Sinclair 2012; White and Laird 2020), one’s beliefs about the
preferences of these groups are critical to making sense of public opinion.

In the concluding chapter I reflect on these distinct contributions, and offer
comments on how they connect to the view that the importance of public opinion lies in
its capacity to serve as a collective mirror. Briefly, the empirical chapters provide
evidence of the extent to which respondent motivation, measurement approaches, and
social context can work to distort the image of the public reflected in the mirror of public

opinion. As such, my dissertation is a reminder to researchers of the need to not take



survey responses at face value, without consideration of the data generating process and

context.



Chapter 2: Public Opinion & Insincerity

Survey research has long struggled with the question of whether self-reports are
reflective of genuine beliefs and attitudes. Early investigations into the sincerity of survey
responses often assessed the extent to which respondents opted for socially desirable
responses during interviews. Now, with the prevalence of self-administered online
surveys, concerns about whether socially deviant respondent behaviors—such as cheating
on political knowledge questions or rushing through the questionnaire—might be driving
response insincerity have emerged (Clifford and Jerit 2016).

Questions about the accuracy of survey responses have been especially prominent
given recent concerns about the extent of misinformation and conspiratorial thinking in
the American public. Recent research suggests that a range of psychological
predispositions and biases make the public inherently susceptible to belief in some
conspiratorial theories (Miller et al. 2016; Oliver and Wood 2018). Indeed, journalistic
and scholarly polls consistently find that conspiratorial beliefs are far more commonplace
in the American public than originally thought (Oliver and Wood 2014; Tingley and
Wagner 2017). Far from being perceived as innocuous, there is widespread concern that
belief in conspiracy theories can threaten democratic society by altering an individual’s
engagement with politics, society, and the scientific community (Hoschild and Einstein
2015; Douglas et al. 2015). Given the ease with which various forms of misinformation,
including conspiracy theories, can be spread, a widespread vulnerability to such beliefs,
and the negative consequences they have for society, it is crucial that researchers

accurately measure belief in conspiracy theories.



Critically, for those studying belief in conspiracies, recent work finds that self-
reporting a belief in political rumors or conspiracy theories can in part be attributable to a
tendency to respond humorously, or “troll” surveys (Lopez and Hillygus 2018). Thus, it
is difficult to discern whether survey respondents are expressing genuine conspiratorial
beliefs, or just having a laugh at the expense of scholars.

In this chapter, | attempt to separate genuine beliefs from humorous or
mischievous responding on surveys. Drawing upon the literature on computer-mediated
communication, deviant online behaviors, and survey methodology, | argue that
humorous responding, or ‘trolling,” on surveys is partially driven by the reduced
adherence to social and conversational norms in online surveys. Thus, | adapt a method
shown to prime norms and successfully reduce dishonest behaviors (e.g. lying and
cheating) in past work (Mazar et al 2008). Specifically, | randomly assigned nearly 2000
survey respondents to conditions in which they pre-commit to take the survey seriously
by either signing or checking a box to indicate that they agree, or they make no such
commitment at all.

However, while past work has found signatures to be extremely effective in
inducing compliance and reducing deviant behavior (Shu et al. 2012), | find no such
effects. My analysis suggests that while having respondents “check” that they agree to
take the survey seriously significantly reduced self-reported humorous responding, it did
not significantly reduce self-reported belief in a most conspiracy theories. Though such
findings might imply that most conspiratorial beliefs are in fact genuine, there are reasons
to remain skeptical. | conclude by considering potential shortcomings of these honesty

commitments, acknowledging the persistent influence of satisficing, and acknowledging



a need to take both survey trolling and conspiratorial beliefs seriously as they may be

interrelated features of the era of “alternative facts.”

2.1 Background
2.1.1 Conspiracy Theories & Public Opinion

Conspiratorial thinking involves making sense of the world in a manner that,
although failing to meet widely agreed upon standards of evidence, cites secretive actions
by certain groups as an explanation for events (Uscinski et al. 2016; Flynn, Nyhan, and
Reifler 2017). Recent scholarship suggests that this thinking isn’t reserved to a handful of
paranoid individuals (Miller and Saunders 2016), but perceiving a conspiracy theory as
true can be common as it satisfies a variety of psychological needs and motivations
(Douglas, Sutton, and Cichoka 2017). For example, the assessment of a conspiracy
theory’s veracity offers an opportunity for individuals to either feel unique (Imhoff and
Lamberty 2017; Lantian et al. 2017), reaffirm their in-group identity, or denigrate out-
groups (de Zavala and Frederico 2018). There is indeed an ever-growing body of work in
political science focused on these latter two motivations, and how partisanship often
motivates belief in conspiracy theories and other forms of misinformation (Berinsky
2017, 2018; Pasek et al. 2015; Saunders 2017; Uscinski et al. 2016).

Studies also suggest that belief in conspiracies fulfill more fundamental
psychological needs, highlighting how individuals who desire certainty, meaning, or
structure appear to find not only truth, but solace, in the explanations conspiracy theories
can offer (Whitson and Galinsky 2008; Swami and Coles 2010; Swami and Furnham
2012). Further, belief in conspiracy theories has also been linked to stable forms of

cognition such as magical thinking, and a reliance on one’s intuition or gut feelings



(Oliver and Wood 2018). As such, even though most argue that they are unpersuaded
when exposed to conspiracy theories (Douglas and Sutton 2008), there appear to be
variety of ways in which individuals might find themselves genuinely espousing
conspiratorial beliefs.

The widespread susceptibility to conspiratorial thinking and the apparent
prevalence of such beliefs among Americans (Oliver and Wood 2014, 2018) have raised
basic concerns about the functioning of American democracy. In fact, studies frequently
offer evidence that the spread of conspiracy theories can have negative consequences for
other attitudes such as trust in government (Einstein and Glick 2015), and acceptance of
scientific findings (Lewandowsky, Oberauer and Gignac 2013; van der Linden 2015).
The negative effect of exposure to conspiracy theories extends beyond attitudes though,
and appears to reduce engagement with the political system (Jolley and Douglas 2014a),
pro-social behaviors (van der Linden 2015), and adherence to health-related
recommendations such as vaccination intent (Jolley and Douglas 2014b). Thus, many
scholars justifiably express concerns that the spread of such beliefs might pose a major
threat to democratic societies (Hoschild and Einstein 2015).

This literature suggests that not only do most people appear capable of falling
victim to conspiratorial beliefs, but these views have been shown to have negative
consequences for society. Additionally, some scholars argue that the increasing ease in
which conspiracy theories can be spread using technology, only serves to further what
they refer to as the “mainstreaming of the fringe” (Barkun 2016). It seems critical then
for scholars to be able to accurately measure the extent of belief in conspiracy theories

among the general public. However, there is a longstanding literature examining the



sincerity of self-reported attitudes and beliefs on surveys that, when combined with more

recent findings, suggests researchers will face difficulties pursuing such an endeavor.

2.1.2 Sincerity, Social Norms, Surveys, Oh My!

Early concerns about the sincerity of survey responses often centered on the
extent to which respondents misrepresented themselves, their views, and behaviors, in an
effort to appear compliant with social norms during an interview. In particular, these
early studies often leveraged the characteristics of interviewers, and the norms made
salient by these characteristics, to assess whether respondents adjust responses in socially
desirable directions. Such studies find respondents report less anti-Semitic sentiments
when interviewers appeared Jewish (Robinson and Rhode 1947), and express more pro-
labor views when interviewed by someone of working-class (Katz 1942). Additionally,
there is a long line of research demonstrating that whether or not people report their
genuine racial attitudes often depends on the race of the interviewer (Weeks and Moore
1981; Reese et al. 1986, Laird et al. 2018).

For example, scholars have long suggested that the mere presence of an
interviewer appears to be enough to induce respondents to misreport behaviors (Smith
1992), and attitudes (Berinsky 1999). Empirically, these concerns are supported by
studies examining mode differences that find respondents appear more comfortable
reporting perceived socially undesirable activities (Toerangeau and Smith 1996;
Tourangeau and Yan 2007), and attitudes when completing self-administered survey
formats (Krysan 1998; Finkel, Guterback, and Borg 1991). As such, insincere responses
have frequently been conceptualized as attempts to appear compliant with social norms--

made more salient by the presence of an interviewer.
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Another widely-recognized reason survey responses might not reflect a
respondent’s true beliefs has to do with respondent inattention or satisficing. Many
survey researchers conceptualize the survey response as a cognitive process that requires
comprehension, retrieval, judgement, and response selection. (Tourangeau and Rasinski
1988; Tourangeau et al., 2000). However, respondents can employ a satisficing strategy
when responding to surveys, which entails putting forth little to no cognitive effort and
skipping aspects of the cognitive process entirely (Krosnick, 1991, 1999). Thus
satisficing often results in quicker response times, excessive ‘don’t know’ responses,
random response selection, acquiescence, and straight-lining (Herzog and Bachman
1981; Baker et al., 2010). These response patterns can lead to the selection of
implausible, or potentially outlandish responses that do not reflect genuine beliefs.

Although driven by a variety of factors such as cost and efficiency, the most
common form of data collection for scholars of public opinion are now self-administered
in the form of web surveys. It may be the case then that researchers are now on firmer
ground when measuring beliefs and behaviors that might be considered stigmatized or
socially undesirable. This perspective does find some level of support from studies of
computer-mediated communication. Scholars in this area suggest that, when
communicating through this medium, individuals perceive their identities as being
obscured, and feel shielded from the costs and criticisms associated with violating social
norms (Sproull and Kiesler 1986). Thus, when people engage in computer-mediated
communication they appear willing to share their socially objectionable views and
behaviors that they otherwise would not express (Diener 1979; Suler 2004; Vinagre

2008). This is the exact context which researchers studying sensitive topics are
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encouraged to seek — a context in which social norms do not inhibit sincere survey
responses.

However, work in this area also makes a careful distinction between what they
call benign disinhibition, in which people simply become comfortable sharing personal
views, and toxic disinhibition which prompts people to act on impulse and behave in
deviant ways during interactions via computer-mediated communication (Suler 2004;
Vinagre 2008). Many studies argue that the ineffectiveness of social norms when using
computer-mediated communication reduces one’s sense of liability and makes flaming,
harassment, and general incivility all the more common in online discussions (Hardaker
2010). Additionally, scholars that study various forms of online deception (Donath 1999;
Utz 2005), which range from simply misrepresenting one’s personal traits to malicious
trolling, recognize that key features of computer-mediated communication make
deception more difficult to detect and prevent. For example, computer-mediated
communication offers greater control over self-presentation, and lacks the non-verbal
cues typically indicative of insincerity or deceit (Ekman and Friesen 1969). These
qualities of computer-mediated communication are often abused by those who wish to
misrepresent themselves, or outrage others with insincere, yet provocative, statements
(Hardaker 2010).

Though self-administered web surveys may isolate respondents from social
norms, and offer a space where they feel comfortable communicating their genuine
views, this medium has also been shown to reduce perceived accountability to such a

degree that it can increase deviant behaviors and facilitate insincerity.
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Indeed, researchers have recognized that online surveys seem more prone to
suffer from satisficing. These studies show online respondents are more likely to speed
through surveys, less likely to differentiate between response options, and report higher
levels of “don’t know” responses (Chang and Krosnick 2009; Heerwegh and Loosveldt
2008). This seems to suggest that the absence of social norms in this mode of data
collection actually makes it easier for individuals to shirk their responsibilities as
respondents and provide responses that do not reflect their genuine views. However,
more recent work suggests that this mode of data collection also suffers from more
effortful forms of insincerity.

For example, scholars have recently recognized that online respondents appear to
be cheating on political knowledge questions by looking up the answers (Clifford and
Jerit 2016). Studies on this behavior demonstrate that this can threaten the validity of the
measure and significantly alter the relationship between political knowledge and other
variables of substantive interest such as attitude constraint and political engagement
(Smith, Clifford, Jerit, 2020.).

Similar to instances in which individuals misrepresent their personal
characteristics such as age, gender, or social status in other online settings (Whitty 2002),
online surveys appear to serve as an opportunity to engage in a form of effortful
impression management. Whether cheating on political knowledge questions is driven by
a desire to deceive others or one’s self is not the focus of this chapter. What matters is
that it demonstrates that the shift to online surveys should not alleviate concerns about
whether responses genuinely reflect a respondent’s knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors.

Instead, it should raise further questions about whether the absence of social norms,
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characteristic of this mode of data collection, might facilitate other deviant respondent

behaviors that decrease the sincerity of responses.

2.3 Theory & Expectations

Survey trolling clearly complicates the interpretations of past public opinion
findings, making it difficult to discern whether survey respondents have been expressing
genuine conspiratorial beliefs, or simply capitalizing on an opportunity offer a response
they find humorous. As a result, the mitigation of such respondent behavior would
certainly benefit researchers concerned with the dangers that conspiracy theories present,
but also public opinion scholars and survey methodologists more broadly. Studies of
computer-mediated communication suggest that while individuals may leverage the
medium’s lack of non-verbal cues and greater control over self-presentation when
trolling, it is the buffer that computer-mediated communication places between
individuals and social norms that facilitates this deviant behavior. If survey trolling stems
from this as well, then one possible solution would be to employ a form of data collection
that increases the salience of social norms.

Giving careful consideration to the distinction between benign disinhibition,
which promotes greater disclosure of personal views, and toxic disinhibition, which
promotes deviant behavior, I intend to test a subtle intervention shown to reduce deviant
behavior in past work and promote greater honesty. While computer-mediated
communication certainly reduces one’s concern for standards of behavior and social
norms, researchers recognize a variety of ways that people can psychologically suppress
attention to norms in order to engage in dishonest behavior offline (Mazer et al. 2008;

Shu et al. 2011). As such, studies have explored a variety of ways to increase “attention-
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to-standards," essentially making the relationship between the self and norms more
salient. One such way is to “remind” people of this by having them sign a statement in
which they commit to being honest before a task (McCabe and Trevino 1992; 1997). In
doing so, researchers find that they are able to reduce fraudulent reporting to insurance
companies, and cheating for financial gain in a lab-setting (Shu et al. 2012).

In short, signing at the beginning of a task is said to increase awareness of one’s
self, and their relationship with norms. Additionally, when people pay attention-to-
standards they often aim to be consistent with their prior commitments. Given that past
work finds signing an honesty statement decreases social deviance, and increases honest
reporting of information, | evaluate whether it might also work to reduce survey trolling.
H*: Specifically, respondents who commit to taking a survey seriously by signing a
statement at the beginning of the survey should decrease self-reported humorous
responding, as well as self-reported beliefs in conspiracies.

Scholars have attempted something similar in an effort to reduce the prevalence of
cheating on political knowledge questions in online surveys (Clifford and Jerit 2016;
Smith, Clifford, and Jerit 2020). Specifically, they had respondents agree to not look up
the answers to knowledge questions, but asked them to express their commitment to such
a statement by simply marking “Yes” or “No.” While they found this significantly
reduced cheating, there is work that suggests that more expressive forms of commitment
(Kettle and Haubl 2011), such as offering a signature, are more effective in inducing
compliance. Given the purpose of the current study is to explore practical ways of
curtailing humorous responding in online surveys, | intend to also test the effectiveness of
having respondents simply check a box that reads “I agree” when expressing their

commitment to take the survey seriously.
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H?2: Specifically, having respondents commit to taking a survey seriously by checking a
box that indicates they agree with a statement at the beginning of the survey should
decrease self-reported humorous responding, as well as self-reported beliefs in
conspiracies.

H3: However, | expect that relative to the condition in which people have to sign to
express their commitment to taking the survey seriously, the “check-agree” condition will

be less effective.

2.4 Data & Methods

To test the effectiveness of such precommitments, | conducted a survey
experiment using a non-probability sample of 1,987 respondents recruited using Lucid
Panels.! Respondents in this survey were restricted to mobile-users as recent research
suggests that certain e-signatures do not have the same effect as regular signatures when
inducing honesty (Chou 2015). These researchers recommend e-signatures that require
the use of a stylus, or one’s finger, rather than cursor. As a result, I limited to mobile
respondents so that the e-signature was as expressive

In an effort to distinguish between ill-intentioned trolls, and simple satisficing,
potential respondents were excluded if they failed an attention-check screener. Thus, this
sample of respondents might be thought of as sample of attentive respondents.

Additionally, prior to treatment, respondents completed a short series of “warm up”

! While quotas were put in place so that the demographics of the sample would approximate that of the
general population, the current sample is still younger, with fewer males and whites than the U.S.
population.
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questions that included demographic items, as well as brief personality measures, and
grids that could be used to construct pre-treatment measures of satisficing.

After completing these questions, respondents were randomly assigned to one
three conditions. Respondents in the control condition were able to continue to the next
portion of the survey uninterrupted, making no commitment to take the survey seriously.
However, those in the Signed-Agree condition first read a statement that asked them to
commit to taking the remainder of the survey seriously by signing a single initial, while
those in the Check-Agree condition were asked to simply check “I Agree”.?

The statement that respondents read was as follows?:

We want to remind you that the researchers running this survey are real people working
to improve our understanding of society and politics.

You can help achieve this goal, but you will need to take the questions that follow
seriously.
Please mark the box below to indicate that you agree with the following statement:

1 will follow all instructions carefully, and respond to the remaining survey questions with
complete honesty so that my responses reflect my genuine beliefs and attitudes.

Figure 1 Honesty Commitment

Following this, all respondents were asked a subset of items drawn from the
Marlowe-Crown social desirability scale, before responding to a series of 11 questions

asking them their belief in a variety of conspiracy theories.* Conspiratorial beliefs are

2] limited the signature to a single initial in an effort to minimize concerns over privacy, and not deter
respondents from participating in the survey by collecting full signatures.

3 The first line of the statement emphasizing that the researchers running the survey “are real people” was
language borrowed from Kevin Munger’s work on reducing flaming and uncivil behavior on Twitter (2018).
While the rest of the statement is language adapted from the commitment conditions used by Clifford &
Jerit (2016) and Shu et al. (2012)

+ A table displaying which conspiracies, the wording of each conspiracy statement, and where it has been
used in past work can be found in the appendix.
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measured using a 4-point scale ranging from “Definitely Not True” to “Definitely True.”
Given my intention is to help scholars differentiate between the true believers and the
trolls, for most analyses these response categories are collapsed into a binary indicator of
whether respondents report “Definitely True” or not. After completing the conspiracy
items, respondents continued answering questions that measured various attitudes and
assessed political knowledge, before turning to a self-reported measure of humorous
responding.

Again, theoretically respondents are thought to engage in deviant behaviors such
as humorous responding in online surveys because computer-mediated communication
helps facilitate the shirking of social norms. Building on past work that shows such an
intervention decreases deviant behavior, and increases honesty, | expect that having
respondents pre-commit to a certain behavior, taking the survey seriously, will increase
attention to standards and norms of behavior. In turn, this should reduce self-reported
humorous responding, and to some extent the prevalence of self-reported conspiratorial

beliefs.

2.4 Results

| start by looking for any potential issues with data quality in the collected data.
An examination of compliance in the treatment conditions find 99% of respondents in the
“Check-Agree” condition checked “I Agree” as instructed, while 98% in the “Signed-

Agree” condition were recorded by Qualtrics as providing a signature.® With respect to

5 To be clear, the raw data offered by Qualtrics only indicates whether a respondent input something in the
area provided for signatures. It is entirely possible that respondents may have not “complied” with
instructions to provide a single initial, and offered a full-signature. Worst, much like when respondents take
advantage of open-text boxes to provide humorous responses, it’s also possible that some respondents
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randomization, respondent demographics appear sufficiently balanced across conditions,
with no significant differences on any pre-treatment demographic items. However, the
raw number of respondents in each condition does appear imbalanced with the “Check-
Agree” condition having relatively more respondents (n=700), than the “Signed-Agree”
(n=623) or “Control” condition (n=658). This does raise concerns that the condition
asking for some form of signature might have led respondents who prefer to shirk norms
to drop-out of the survey, leaving respondents in this condition already less deviant.

While I discuss differences in means in this chapter, | attempt to assess this
concern in a number of ways. | compared pretreatment measures of data quality,
constructed using a count of non-differentiation on multiple reverse coded items, across
conditions. If respondents who completed the survey in the “Signed-Agree” condition are
already less deviant due to drop-off, we might expect this condition to have higher levels
of pre-treatment data quality. However, this is not the case, as | found respondents in the
“Signed-Agree” exhibited significantly lower quality pre-treatment responses than the
“Control” condition. Furthermore, I interpret these results cautiously with this concern in
mind, while also including tables of full models that control for these pre-treatment
measures of data quality & respondent satisficing in the appendix.

With that said, |1 examine the effect that having respondents commit to taking the
survey seriously had on levels of survey trolling by first assessing the mean differences in

responses to the self-reported humorous responding item across conditions.® To offer a

provided something other than there initial. While Qualtrics provides links to an image of each recorded
response, a closer examination of these responses is still required.

¢ The significance of differences reported in this chapter were determined using two-tailed independent
samples t-tests
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clearer interpretation of these results, 1 also present the proportions of respondents who
report that they “Never” responded humorously on the survey. As can be seen in Figure
2, at least one of the interventions had the intended effect, as the propensity to respond
humorously in the Check-Agree condition was significantly lower than in the Control
condition (p<.06). Additionally, Figure 3 demonstrates that these differences are in large
part due to a greater proportion of respondents reporting that they “Never” responded
humorously on the survey. However, contrary to expectations, the signature condition
had no significant impact on whether respondents report that they engaged in humorous
responding. It is possible that the issue of respondent drop-off discussed earlier could be
partially driving this result, but if respondents left in this condition were already less
deviant we might expect this condition to exhibit significantly lower levels of reported
survey mischief.’

Differences in Self-Reported Humorous Responding
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Figure 2 Effect of Treatment on Self-Reported Humorous Responding (Average)
Note: The figure above presents the estimated mean level of humorous responding in across conditions with 95%
confidence intervals, and shows significantly lower levels of humorous responding on average in the Check-Agree
condition (p<.06)

7 This of course does not rule out the possibility that these respondents who chose to remain in the “Signed-
Agree” condition might differ in other ways that influence the effectiveness of the treatment.
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Figure 3 Effect of Treatment On Self-Reported Humorous Responding (Never)

Note: The above figure displays the estimated proportion of respondents in each condition that reported that they
“Never” responded humorously on the survey.

Given that one of the treatments, the “Check-Agree” condition, did significantly
reduce self-reports of humorous responding, I next examine to what extent this also
reduced self-reported beliefs in various conspiracy theories. Again, respondents were
asked about 11 conspiracy theories, and in line with my past work on the relationship
between trolling and conspiracy belief—I focus specifically on differences in the
proportion of respondents reporting “Definitely True” to a conspiracy across conditions.
Consistent with the finding that the “Signed-Agree” condition was ineffective, I find that
this intervention had no significant effect on respondents reporting any of the conspiracy

theories to be “Definitely True.” However, examining the effect that the “Check-Agree”
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condition had on respondents self-reported belief in conspiracies across, | find more

mixed results.

Proportions Reporting 'Definitely True' By Condition
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Figure 4 Significant Treatment Effect on 3 Self-Reported Conspiracy Beliefs
Note: Bar length in the figure above represent the proportion of respondents in each condition reporting “Definitely
True” to each of the three conspiracies (listed at the top). The figure illustrates that for these 3 conspiracies, having
respondents “Check” that they agree to take the survey seriously significantly reduced self-reported belief.
However, having respondents sign the same commitment had no such effect.

Specifically, I find that having respondents commit to taking the survey seriously
by checking “I Agree” significantly reduces self-reported belief in three conspiracy
theories to varying degrees. The proportion reporting “Definitely True” to these three
conspiracy theories across conditions can be seen in Figure 4, with each of the
differences between the Control and “Check-Agree” condition being significant at least at
the .06 level. For example, nearly 10% of respondents reported that Clinton’s
involvement with a satanic child-sex ring was “Definitely True” in the control condition,

while this shrinks to 6% in the “Check-Agree” condition (p <.05). Again, contrary to my
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expectation that having respondents sign would have a larger effect than having them
simply check a box, I again find the “Signed-Agree” condition appears to have no
significant effect.

Proportions Reporting 'Definitely True' By Condition
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Figure 5 No Significant Effect on Most Self-Reported Conspiracy Beliefs:
Note: Bar lengths in the figure above represent the proportion of respondents in each condition reporting
“Definitely True” to each of the conspiracies listed. The figure illustrates that while there may appear to be
minimal differences across conditions, none are significant at the .10 level.

However, Figure 5 shows that for the majority of conspiracy theories, the “Check-
Agree” condition also had no effect on respondents claiming a conspiracy theory is
“Definitely True.” Across 8 different conspiracy theories, ranging from the claim that
Obama’s birth certificate was a fake to the idea that there is a New World Order planning
to consolidate power and rule the world, I find that having respondents commit to taking
the survey seriously has no significant effect the proportion reporting “Definitely True.”

In short, while the “Check-Agree” condition seemingly reduces survey mischief
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measured by self-report, it only seems to have an effect on self-reported belief in certain
conspiracy theories. This raises the question of whether there may be something unique
about these conspiracy theories that make them more appealing to survey-trolls which I

consider in the discussion section.

Proportion Reporting 'Definitely True' To At Least One
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Figure 6. No Significant Differences in Prevalence of Conspiracy Beliefs
Note: Bar lengths in the figure above represent the proportion of respondents in each condition reporting “Definitely
True” to at least one of the 11 conspiracies asked about. While I do not find conspiracy belief to be as prevalent as past
work, | also find that neither treatment condition differs significantly from the control

While the results at the level of the individual conspiracy theory suggest that few
are overly influenced by humorous responding, one finding that often raises concerns
among scholars is that a majority of Americans seem willing to endorse at least one
conspiracy theory (Oliver and Wood 2014; 2018). As such, | also assess whether having
respondents commit to taking the survey seriously reduces the proportion of people who

endorse at least one conspiracy. However, here again I find that neither the “Check-

Agree” nor the “Signed-Agree” condition significantly differed from the control in this
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regard. Figure 6 presents the proportion willing to endorse at least one conspiracy as
“Definitely True” across condition with 95% confidence intervals. As can be seen, the
differences are minimal with 39% of respondents in the Control condition reporting a
belief in at least one conspiracy, and 38% in the “Signed-Agree” condition and 36% in
the “Check-Agree” condition. While I do not find that a majority of respondents in any
condition hold a conspiratorial belief, it also does not seem to be the case that humorous

responding is driving up estimates of this to a significant degree.

2.5 Discussion

With respect to whether honesty commitments can reduce survey trolling, the
above analyses offer mixed results. For instance, while | found that having respondents
commit to taking the survey seriously reduced self-reported humorous responding, it was
only in the condition where respondents did so by checking a box that read “I Agree”
(H?). This was contrary to the expectation that not only would having respondents sign
such an agreement also reduce humorous responding (H?), but that this more expressive
form of commitment would have a significantly larger effect than simply asking
respondents to check a box (H®). Additionally, even expectations for the “Check-Agree”
condition were only partially supported because while it reduced self-reports of
humorous responding, it only reduced self-reported belief in a few conspiracy theories
(H?).

The above analysis contributes to recent efforts to curb deviant respondent
behaviors in online surveys (Clifford and Jerit 2016; Berinsky et al. 2014) by
demonstrating that it is possible to reduce survey-trolling. Additionally, the ease in which

one can implement the method shown to reduce reports of survey mischief should appeal
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to survey methodologists, and public opinion scholars. On the substantive side, it seems
that despite the relationship between self-reported humorous responding and self-reported
beliefs in conspiracy theories found in past work, reducing trolling only influences the
measurement of a few individual conspiracy theories. Further, it does not seem to
drastically alter the prevalence of conspiratorial beliefs in general.

One possibility is that the honesty commitments reduce only self-reported
humorous responding, but fall short in reducing actual humorous responding on surveys.
It seems possible that the approach could successfully increase attention to “standards of
behaviors,” but not successfully change behaviors. That is, the commitment may have
made salient that the appropriate behavior is to not respond humorously, but did not shift
the respondent’s propensity to respond humorously. This might in turn lead people to be
more deviant by not only failing to reduce humorous responding, but also reducing their
willingness to admit that they engaged in an inappropriate behavior. Moreover, recent
research has not only failed to replicate the effect of signed honesty commitments on
dishonest behaviors (Kettle et al. 2017; Koning et al. 2020; Kristal et al. 2020), but found
anomalies in the data presented by Shu and colleagues that originally put forth these
honesty commitments as an effective method for reducing dishonesty (Simonsohn et al.
2021).8

Alternatively, it is possible that most conspiratorial beliefs are indeed genuine,
while a few are primarily propped up by humorous responding. Studies of Twitter trolls

in Turkey suggest that these trolls enjoy stoking public fears by insincerely tweeting false

8 It is worth noting that a number of other honesty commitments put forth by Dan Ariely have failed to
replicate including exposure to honor codes and the ten commandments (Corrigan-Gibbs et al. 2015;
Verschuere et al. 2018).
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claims about the government (Ozsoy 2015), while more recent work suggests there are
people out there with psychological need for chaos—who knowingly pedal false
conspiracy theories as a result (Peterson et al. 2018). Understanding why, and when,
trolls are insincerely endorsing some conspiracy theories over others might help deter the
spread of misinformation early on. Future work might consider various features of a
conspiracy theory, and assess what prompts a troll to insincerely espouse one conspiracy
and not another.

Some features of interest could be the recency, or popularity, of a given
conspiracy theory. Online trolls express an aversion to trolling tactics that have gone too
“mainstream” (Ozsoy 2015). This might offer insight into why reducing humorous
responding in this study failed to reduce self-reported belief in conspiracy theories about
9-11 or Obama’s birthplace. It could be that these have become too old or mainstream,
that trolls seek new material. Yet, if trolls are among the few to espouse belief in new,
unpopular, or abnormal conspiracy theories, this raises questions about the origins of
conspiracy theories. Scholars have documented a fluency effect (Schwarz 2004), and
demonstrated that political rumors that are initially dismissed appear more plausible after
repeated exposure (Berinsky 2017). If trolls insincerely espouse fringe beliefs for fun
until they become mainstream, they may be at the heart of the misinformation crisis. As
such, a possible future study could employ a multi-wave design that continuously
assesses belief in new or made-up conspiracy theories, of various types, in an effort to
better assess the dynamics between humorous responding and individual conspiratorial

beliefs.
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2.6 Conclusion

In all, researchers that are concerned about the growing prevalence of
conspiratorial beliefs should also remain diligent in assessing the sincerity of these
response. While respondents who troll are significantly more likely to report belief in
conspiracy theories and rumors (Lopez and Hillygus 2018), this study fails to provide a
viable method for mitigating such behaviors. While one of the honesty commitments
reduced self-reported humorous responding, it failed to have an influence on most self-
reported beliefs in conspiracy theories. While it seems researchers of conspiratorial
beliefs may be on firmer ground, concerns about trolling should not be set aside as
reducing humorous responding did significantly alter belief in some conspiracies.
Research on online trolling suggests that trolls prefer to insincerely espouse specific
conspiratorial claims, and abandon them once they have gone mainstream or gotten old.
If this is the case, then scholars and journalists scrambling to assess belief in any
emerging conspiracy theory may only be feeding the trolls, while simultaneously
exposing a susceptible public to yet another conspiracy theory.

Ironically, the findings suggest that there is reason to take both survey trolling and
conspiratorial beliefs seriously. It is certainly not the case that survey trolling is wholly
responsible for the prevalence of such beliefs. Real world instances of people taking
extreme actions on the basis of such belief provide evidence of that. However, scholars
who study these beliefs should not assume that every belief espoused is genuine. There
are also many real-world examples of 4chan users taking responsibility for the spread of

false claims and misinformation.
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In short, I conclude that these two things should not be looked at as competing
explanations, but rather should be explored as potentially providing insight into different
stages of single process—the mainstreaming of fringe beliefs in the era of “alternative

facts.”
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Chapter 3: Public Opinion & Issues of Measurement®

Ideology and partisanship have long been core concepts in American politics, and
yet issues of measurement have long shaped our conclusions about how they shape public
opinion (e.g., Converse 1964; Treier and Hillygus 2009). In recent years, an influential
line of research on moral foundations theory (Graham et al. 2013, Haidt 2012) suggests
ideological divisions in American politics are rooted in fundamental disagreements about
the nature of morality. According to moral foundations theory, there are at least five
distinct concerns that form the bases for human moral judgment and decision making:
care, fairness, authority, loyalty, and sanctity. Care and fairness are “individualizing”
foundations because they promote individual welfare and rights. The latter three are
“binding” foundations because they maintain group cohesiveness and social order.
Researchers have argued that while the left primarily uses care and fairness in moral
judgment, the right also considers loyalty, authority, and sanctity to be legitimate moral
concerns (see Graham et al. 2013 for a review, e.g., Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009,
Haidt and Graham 2007). Such disagreement creates predictable divisions between the
left and right over political values (Federico et al. 2013), policy preferences (Kertzer et
al. 2014, Weber and Federico 2013), and candidate evaluation (Weinschenk and Dawes
2019).

This chapter makes the case that the existing evidence for a sharp moral divide
between the left and right rests largely on a survey measure with significant limitations—

the moral foundations questionnaire. This chapter outlines the shortcomings of the

9 An earlier version of this paper, co-authored with Christopher Johnston and David Cuik, has been submitted for
publication in Journal of Politics.
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methodological approach associated with this measure, and then employs a novel strategy
for testing the relationship between moral foundations and political orientation.
Leveraging a forced choice design, the findings suggest that moral differences between
the American left and right are much smaller than suggested by previous research once
the measurement issues are addressed.

This work makes an important contribution to an emerging literature which
questions the role of moral conflict in American politics. For example, Smith et al. (2017)
analyze panel data and find that changes in moral foundations fail to predict changes in
ideology. Along similar lines, Hatemi, Crabtree, and Smith (2019) suggest that
ideological identity is a causal antecedent to moral foundations. Similarly, Ciuk (2018)
finds that political group cues influence citizens’ moral priorities. This line of work
suggests that moral disagreements in the mass public may be endogenous to political
identification rather than a primary cause of political sorting. This chapter goes further to
demonstrate that moral conflict between the left and right—of whatever origin—is far
weaker than previously thought.

This has important implications for understanding the nature of contemporary
politics. Some argue that there is a “moral empathy gap” between the left and right, such
that people find it difficult to see the world from the perspective of their political
opponents (Ditto and Koleva 2011). This creates both intolerance and political gridlock.
As Graham et al. (2013) argue,

Moral foundations theory could help to explain many aspects of the

culture war, including the specific issues that become battlefields, the

intractability of the debates, and the inability of the two sides to even

understand each other (because their moral visions were based on deep
differences—differences in the very foundations upon which moral

31



arguments could rest)...attitudes about specific issues are based on deep
intuitions, not on the specific reasons put forth during a debate. (p. 75-76)

It matters a great deal if political conflict is rooted in disagreement over the
principles that define right and wrong rather than disagreement about how to apply
common moral concerns within a given context. The former suggests pessimism about
the prospects for reasoned debate on many issues in American politics, because the two
decides cannot even agree on the terms upon which such a discussion would be based.
The latter perspective suggests the possibility for reasoned persuasion and the uncovering
of common ground between opposing sides. At a minimum, this chapter suggests the
need to look to other sources to understand the seeming intractability of contemporary

American politics.

3.1 Background
3.1.1 Moral Foundations Theory and the Moral Foundations Questionnaire

Moral foundations theory argues that moral systems are “interlocking sets of
values, practices, institutions, and evolved psychological mechanisms that work together
to . . . regulate selfishness and make social life possible” (Haidt 2008, 70). Due to
recurring challenges faced by our evolutionary predecessors, human cognition is
“organized in advance of experience” to learn certain types of values rather than others.
Just as its easier to teach a child to be afraid of a spider than a flower, it is easier to teach
group-centrism than cosmopolitanism. Further, because there were diverse adaptive
challenges associated with social life for human ancestors, there are multiple concerns
that guide human moral judgment and decision making.

While moral foundations theory is explicitly open to the possibility of additional
(or perhaps even different) moral concerns, the current theory proposes five foundations,
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defined by both a positive and negative concept, and associated with five recurring
selection pressures (described in parentheses): care/harm (caring for children),
fairness/cheating (reaping benefits of dyadic interactions), loyalty/betrayal (forming
cohesive coalitions), authority/subversion (navigating social hierarchies), and
sanctity/degradation (avoiding communicable diseases). These five are (often) further
grouped according to locus of concern. Care and fairness are referred to as
“individualizing” foundations, because they concern the rights and well-being of
individuals. Loyalty, authority, and sanctity, by contrast, are concerned with social
obligations, roles, and duties and because they entail constraints on individual behavior in
the service of the group, they are referred to as “binding” foundations.

This framework has spurred innovative and influential research across a variety of
domains, including consumer choice (Watkins, Aitken, and Mather 2016), charitable
donations (Winterich, Zhang, and Mittal 2012), impression formation (Clifford and Jerit
2013, Clifford 2019, Smith et al. 2019), political belief systems (Federico et al. 2013,
Weber and Federico 2013), and political participation (Johnson et al. 2014). Most
importantly for the purposes of this study, research suggests that the five foundations are
among the strongest predictors of political ideology (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009)
and are important to policy-relevant beliefs on issues such as foreign affairs (Kertzer et
al. 2014), stem-cell research (Clifford, Jerit, et al. 2015, Clifford and Jerit 2013), the
environment (Feinberg and Willer 2013), and the culture wars (Koleva et al. 2012). In
this sense, moral foundations theory has demonstrated its “pragmatic validity” by
providing novel insights into important topics, including contemporary political conflict

(Graham et al. 2013, 71). Indeed, in The Righteous Mind, Haidt (2012) suggests that
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moral foundations theory provides a coherent framework for understanding the nature
and roots of left-right division in contemporary American politics.

Importantly, however, empirical evidence for these claims rests largely on a
single research strategy—the moral foundations questionnaire (hereafter, MFQ).° The
MFQ asks respondents to rate the relevance of different moral concerns to their
judgments of right and wrong (Form A) and also about their agreement with statements
that reflect the importance of such concerns (Form B). For example, one item asks about
the relevance of “Whether or not someone suffered emotionally” (harm, Form A), while
another asks for strength of agreement or disagreement with the statement, “Chastity is an
important and valuable virtue” (sanctity, Form B). All 30 MFQ items and their associated
foundations are listed in the appendix, along with short labels that will be used to
reference them when necessary.

While the MFQ has inarguably made a valuable contribution to the literature on

mass politics, it has significant limitations.

3.1.2 Limitations of the MFQ

The MFQ has at least two significant measurement limitations. First, respondents
consider each moral concern in isolation, rating their importance using Likert scales that
are independent of the others. However, moral decision making can be expected to touch
on a variety of moral values, and typically requires tradeoffs among conflicting

considerations, such as aggregate welfare versus individual rights or obedience to

10 70 be sure, some research uses other methods (see Graham et al. 2013 for a review). Studies that employ
psychophysiological measures, as well those that analyze political discourse, both find support for some of these claims
(Neiman et al. 2016, Smith et al. 2011, Sterling and Jost 2018, but see Frimer 2020). But the bulk of empirical support
is from studies using the MFQ.
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authority versus preventing harm. It is thus possible that a rating of each foundation’s
importance that occurs independently of the others may not reflect how each foundation
factors into actual judgments.

Second, left-right differences in binding foundation importance may be partly
“baked-in” to the MFQ. Specifically, many of the items used to measure the binding
foundations evoke stereotypically right-wing concerns. For example, sanctity is measured
with items tapping attitudes toward religion and chastity; loyalty is measured with
attitudes toward patriotism; and authority is measured with attitudes toward gender roles
and societal traditions. Yet, as Schein and Gray (2018, 55) argue, on some issues it is the
left that emphasizes collectivistic and purity-related concerns (e.g., on the environment).
The lack of items allowing for such left-wing interpretations of the binding foundations
makes it “unclear whether measures such as the MFQ reveal new knowledge about
individual differences in morality or simply repackage a subset of well-known political
differences with pithy names.”

Taken together, these methodological issues suggest that research using the MFQ
has important limitations and alternative research designs are needed to confirm
conclusions based on this methodology. This chapter will reconsider the relationship
between moral priorities and political orientations in American politics using an
alternative measurement strategy, specifically a forced choice design. This strategy
differs from the MFQ in that it requires respondents to prioritize some moral concerns at
the expense of others. It also limits the extent of political “contamination” in the survey

task to isolate morality from political identity. Finally, this strategy avoids problems
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associated with self-report altogether by inferring moral priorities from actual moral

judgments.

3.2 Force-Choice Design

This study relies on a non-probability sample of respondents collected using
Lucid’s Fulcrum Marketplace (Coppock and McClellan 2019).1! While the initial target
was 1,000 completes, there were ultimately 1,409 entrants. Of these, 990 were completes
and 1,050 responded to at least one moral decision task. Partial data is used from entrants
who failed to complete the entire survey.

Respondents first completed a set of demographic items along with questions
assessing political attitudes and identities. Following the initial survey, each respondent
was presented with a series of binary choice tasks. Each option in each task consisted of a
one-sentence scenario describing an act. Respondents were asked to “choose the action
that you believe is more morally wrong for a person to perform.” All scenarios were
chosen from the set of Moral Foundations Vignettes (MFV) developed and validated by
Clifford and colleagues (Clifford, lyengar, et al. 2015), with each scenario designed to
depict a behavior that violates only a single moral foundation.*? Five scenarios were
selected from each moral foundations category in the MFV database, which makes a
distinction between physical and emotional harm, and includes “liberty/oppression” as a

sixth foundation. Five scenarios were also selected from the MFV database that are

11 Additional information about Lucid and the sample is provided in the supplemental appendix.

12 Each scenario in the MFV database was validated by Clifford and colleagues as roughly equivalent in syntax
structure and complexity through multiple waves of respondent ratings. They also establish internal validity through
factor analysis and criterion validity. We selected scenarios that received roughly equivalent average wrongness ratings
from past respondents.
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categorized as non-moral violations of social norms or matters of taste and personal
preference. All scenarios used in this experiment are listed in the supplemental appendix.

Each respondent made 20 choices between two randomly generated scenarios
with the only restriction on randomization being that the two scenarios presented in each
task come from different MFV categories. Following the general recommendations of
Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto (2014), each respondent is represented in the data
once for each scenario in each choice task, for a total of forty observations per person.
The dependent variable is coded one if the respondent chose that scenario as more
morally wrong and zero otherwise. This indicator is regressed on dummy indicators for
the eight scenario groups (seven moral foundations—two for care with the additional
liberty foundation—along with the non-moral category). For ease of interpretation the
non-moral dummy is included as a predictor and the intercept is fixed to zero, thus
estimating the marginal means for each group of scenarios. All models are estimated
using ordinary least squares with clustered standard errors by respondent.

This model is run separately for self-identified Republicans, Independents,
Democrats, liberals, moderates, and conservatives. Additionally, three issue-based
measures of political orientation are constructed from responses to policy items regarding
abortion, immigration, gay marriage, affirmative action, military spending, minimum
wage, health insurance, and tax policy (exact wording is in the supplemental appendix).
Factor scores are extracted from a principal factor model with a single latent dimension
and divide these into tertiles. Finally, two additive scales are constructed tapping

economic (minimum wage, health insurance, and taxes) and social (abortion,
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immigration, gay marriage, and affirmative action) issue preferences and divide these
into tertiles.

Figure 7 displays the estimated marginal means associated with each of the moral
foundations along with 95% confidence bounds. The points represent the probability that
a respondent in the respective group chooses a scenario associated with a given
foundation, averaging over all scenarios within that foundation, as well as over all
possible comparison scenarios. For instance, a marginal mean of 0.70 for a given
category implies that respondents choose the act in that foundation as more morally
wrong 70% of the time the category appears in a choice task.

Two types of patterns are examined in these results. First, for each political group,
the marginal mean for each foundation are compared to the mean for the non-moral
category. If they are similar, this suggests that respondents treat acts associated with that
foundation as matters of convention or personal taste. Second, marginal means for a
given foundation are compared across political groups. If right-wing citizens moralize
acts associated with loyalty, authority, and sanctity to a greater degree than left-wing
citizens, the marginal means for the binding foundations should be larger for the right
than left, while the means for the individualizing foundations should be smaller. Further,
the gap between the means for the binding foundations and the non-moral category
should be large for right-wing citizens but small for left-wing citizens. Similarly, the
means for the binding foundations should be closer to those of the individualizing

foundations for right-wing citizens than left-wing citizens.
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The results suggest only small differences in moral judgment across political
groups, regardless of how political orientation is operationalized. For all groups, the
seven moral foundations are sharply distinguished from the non-moral category. The
smallest marginal mean for any of the moral foundations is 0.40, which is over thirty
points larger than the mean for the non-moral category. This deserves emphasis: all
political groups distinguish all seven moral categories from matters of social convention
and personal taste. Indeed, violations of the sanctity foundation—often considered
prototypical instances of “harmless wrongs”—are among the scenarios that are most
sharply distinguished from the non-moral scenarios, even for left-wing citizens.

Second, while differences in marginal means comparing the left to the right are
consistent with the patterns uncovered using the MFQ, they are generally quite small in
magnitude. For example, in every case the marginal mean for care-physical is larger for
the left than the right, but this difference never exceeds 10 percentage points. Similarly,
the mean for the sanctity foundation is always larger for the right than the left, but again,
it never exceeds 10 points. A few other findings are worthy of note. The marginal means
for authority are consistently higher for right-wing citizens, while those for liberty are
generally higher for left-wing citizens; but again, these differences are small in
magnitude. There are no reliable differences in marginal means across groups for care-
emotional, fairness, or loyalty.

In sum, citizens of the left and right distinguish binding moral concerns from

social convention and matters of personal taste and exhibit only small differences in
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patterns of judgment regarding the moral wrongness of acts. An important strength of this
study is that the results do not rest on self-reported importance ratings. Rather, the

moralization of acts is elicited indirectly through actual judgments.

3.3 Discussion

This chapter shows that differences in moral priorities between the American left
and right are smaller than suggested by previous research using the moral foundations
questionnaire. It is important to reiterate that there are differences in some instances, and
they are consistent with expectations from previous work: the left places relatively less
importance on binding foundations than the right (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009). But
these gaps seem too small to sustain the argument that the sharp divisions of
contemporary politics are built upon the five foundations of care, fairness, loyalty,
authority, and sanctity (Haidt and Graham 2007).

The primary difference in methodology between the study in this chapter and
previous work using the MFQ is that the latter uses rating and Likert scales that are
independent across moral considerations, while the current study forces respondents to
prioritize moral principles with actual judgments. One might argue that even if the left
and right appear to prioritize moral concerns in similar fashion, there are some moral
concerns that the right considers legitimate, but the left tends to reject altogether. This
may be an important source of political conflict. The results, however, suggest that the
left treats the binding foundations as legitimate moral concerns, consistently
distinguishing these from the domain of personal preference and convention. But even if

we accept this argument, these results still represent an important qualification of
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previous work. Moral judgment often involves conflict among moral principles, and it is
critical to understand how citizens make tradeoffs. For example, conservatives may
believe that, all else equal, the “disgustingness” of an act is an important moral
consideration. At the same time, they may prioritize harm done to persons such that
considerations of disgust never trump considerations of harm when both are relevant.
Thus, it would only be in rare circumstances—where disgust is relevant, but harm is
not—that the left and right would disagree due to differences in moral priorities. For
example, disagreements about the immorality of unusual behaviors—such as having sex
with a chicken carcass (Haidt 2012)—may be based on fundamental moral
disagreements, while those concerning more common behaviors—such as casual sex or
showing respect for one’s country—may be rooted in conflicting beliefs about the
implications of such behaviors for the well-being of the self and others.

Importantly, however, there are reasons to be skeptical about the estimates of
absolute importance implied by the MFQ. First, independent relevance or Likert scales
may be unreliable methods for eliciting the personal importance of considerations for
decision making. In the domain of voting behavior, for example, research suggests that
ratings of the personal importance of political issues are largely unrelated to the weight
that citizens implicitly place on these issues when choosing between hypothetical
candidates (Bartle and Laycock 2012, Leeper and Robison 2018). Clifford, lyengar, et al.
(2015, 1179) make this point explicit with respect to the MFQ: “As Graham et al. argue
(2009, p.1031), moral relevance ‘does not necessarily measure how people actually make

moral judgments,’ but these ratings are ‘best understood as self-theories about moral
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judgment.’ Yet, individuals’ theories of morality (i.e., endorsement of moral principles)
might diverge from their specific moral judgments (Haidt, 2011).” One reason may be
that respondents are reluctant to admit that considerations highlighted by the researcher,
or that are salient in some broader context (e.g., the national media, one’s group), are
unimportant to them. Another reason may be that respondents fail to consider the
possibility of conflict among considerations unless forced by the structure of the survey
item. The research design in this chapter requires that respondents consider conflicts
among moral principles, and elicits relative importance through a choice task rather than
through introspection. Thus, the conflict between the results in this chapter and those
using the MFQ may be due to respondents’ misperceptions, with left-wing individuals
underestimating—and/or right-wing individuals overestimating—the importance they
place on authority, loyalty, and sanctity in moral judgment.

As noted in the introduction, left-right conflict may also be “baked-in” to the
MFQ. That is, the items measuring the importance of the binding foundations are biased
toward right-wing concerns, such as sexual behavior, religion, and patriotism (Schein and
Gray 2018). It is possible that a revised MFQ that was politically neutral with respect to
content—or which balanced right-wing concerns with left-wing concerns in the binding
domain—would produce less disagreement. Related work provides evidence that
responses to the MFQ may be partly endogenous to political identity (Ciuk 2018, Hatemi,
Crabtree, and Smith 2019). This chapter provides additional reasons to be skeptical that

moral disagreement is at the root of contemporary political conflict by showing that—
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regardless of the origin of moral priorities—citizens of the left and right are simply not
sharply divided by morality.

Yet, if there is moral agreement in American politics, we are left with a puzzle.
Contemporary American politics exhibits several features, such as intense feelings and
unwillingness to compromise, that suggest political attitudes are rooted in core moral
principles (i.e., “moral conviction”; Ryan 2017, Skitka and Morgan 2014). How can we
reconcile moral agreement with what appears to be intense moral conflict? One answer is
that moral conviction and moral disagreement are separable constructs: it is possible for
the left and right to largely agree on the relative importance of the five foundations but
disagree on the implications of these for political issues. This can happen in at least two
ways.

First, citizens may disagree about the applicability of a principle to an issue.
People who are “pro-life” on abortion may believe it is an issue that revolves around
considerations of care and harm, while “pro-choice” folks may see it as issue of gender
equality and fairness. In both cases, people report high levels of moral conviction on
abortion, and thus have intense feelings and exhibit an unwillingness to compromise. But
this is not due to fundamentally different moral worldviews; it is due to conflicting
judgments about what moral principles are “in play.” Second, even if citizens agree on
both the importance of moral principles and their relevance to a given issue, they may
nonetheless apply the same moral principle in different ways. For example, people who
wish to restrict immigration may believe that the harm to Americans would outweigh the

benefits to immigrants, while pro-immigrant individuals may believe the opposite. And
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as with the work of Schein and Gray (2015) and Stanley, Yin, and Sinnott-Armstrong
(2019), there may be disagreement over what kinds of actions cause harm. Regardless of
who is right or wrong, this would constitute a difference in beliefs about relevant facts,
not a fundamental conflict over the importance of moral principles. The upshot is that
politics can be intensely moralized even if the left and right largely agree on the relative
importance of different moral principles. Indeed, Jacoby (2014) finds that the American
left and right are sharply divided on core political values, such as patriotism and
individualism. In this view, political divisions in American politics are rooted in
differences of belief about the implications of basic moral principles for political values
and ideology, not fundamental disagreement about morality itself.

Finally, the literature suggests other possible explanations for the intensity and
vitriol of contemporary American politics that do not require sharp moral divisions
between the left and right, such as racial and ethnic change (Jardina 2019), economic
change (Autor et al. 2016), and the increasing social distance between political groups as
a result of partisan sorting on personality, culture, and identity (Hetherington and Weiler

2018, Mason 2018).

3.4 Conclusion

The analysis presented in this chapter is not primarily a test of moral foundations
theory, but rather of a hypothesis emerging from an application of the theory to American
politics. Moral foundations theory is a framework for understanding human morality—
individual differences in the importance of the proposed foundations are only one aspect

of this framework. Moreover, investigations of American political conflict are only one
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application of this aspect, and the MFQ is only one operationalization of these individual
differences. While other recent work confronts moral foundations theory itself (Curry
2016, Schein and Gray 2018), this chapter examines the theory as it is the primary
vehicle for documenting the extent of moral conflict in the United States. Thus, an
important limitation of this chapter is that it cannot speak to the possibility that
alternative frameworks for understanding human morality would reveal larger gaps

between the left and right. This remains an important topic for future work.
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Chapter 4: Public Opinion, Social Motives, & Second Order
Beliefs

Recent research emphasizes the social motives that underlie political behavior.
Whether focused on the influence of social networks, social identity, or social norms and
constraint (e.g., Klar 2014; Sinclair 2012; White and Laird 2020.; Mason 2015; Shayo
2009), a common theme is that individuals avoid psychological or social costs by
expressing attitudes and behaviors close to those of peer groups. Given this, second order
beliefs, citizens’ beliefs about what others think about politics, should be a critical
component of understanding political attitudes and behaviors.

Yet, political scientists typically focus on an individuals’ own beliefs and
preferences, rather than exploring the antecedents and implications of their second order
beliefs. For instance, scholars frequently assess the influence that party elites exert on an
individual’s political preferences, but have yet to examine the extent to which they shift
an individual’s beliefs about the preferences of others.

If political views are indeed socially-motivated, what role do cues from distant
political elites play in guiding public opinion? Might elite cues also shift our beliefs about
the preferences held by people we might have to interact with? If so, do such shifts occur
only with respect to second order beliefs about generalized social groups, or do they
extend to second order beliefs about one’s specific social network as well? This chapter’s
goal is twofold: 1.) it aims to situate cues from distant partisan elites within the

accumulating literature on the social motives that drive political behavior, and 2.) in
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doing so highlight how elite cues can shift our perceptions of the broader social context
we find ourselves in.

Specifically, I test whether partisan elite cues shift our beliefs about the
preferences held by social groups at large, as well as people within our social network
specifically. To do so, | employ a survey experiment in which respondents are randomly
assigned to receive cues about which party elites support or oppose a particular policy.
Respondents are then presented a number of social groups, and asked to estimate the
percentage of each group that supports the cued policy. Respondent also complete a
conjoint decision task in which they pick which of two profiles is more likely to support
the cued policy, while varying a number of demographic traits. Finally, respondents
report whether specific social ties they described prior to randomization would support or
oppose the cued policy.

The results presented in this chapter suggest that cues from party elites do indeed
influence an individual’s perceived social context. Cues from party elites not only
influenced people’s beliefs about the prevalence of policy support among certain
generalized social groups (e.g. Evangelicals), but also shifted people’s beliefs about the
extent to which people within their social network supported a policy. For example,
Republican elites supporting a policy caused respondents to believe their Democratic
friends were less supportive of that policy. I discuss how this finding, coupled with the
research on social desirability bias in surveys and the increasing social costs of political
attitudes, have deep implications for how we interpret responses to survey questions

about politics.
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4. 1 Background

4. 1.1 Social Motives to Second Order Beliefs

Scholars have long argued that individuals are social beings, motivated to seek
positive appraisals from others, and willing to put on a ‘face’ in pursuit of such goals
(Goffman 1967; Cosmides and Tooby 1992). These motives are reflected in social
identity theory, which suggests individuals with a psychological attachment to a group
will conform in order to avoid the loss of self-esteem that results from being at odds with
a valued group (Tajfel and Turner 2005). However, even when individuals lack a
psychological attachment to a group, the threat of being isolated, attacked, or in a
disagreeable interaction remain salient concerns (Mutz 2006; Nebaum and Kramer 2018).
People appear to maneuver through social interactions, refraining from expressing
opinions (Mathhes et al. 2018), changing their opinions and behavior (Gerber et al. 2008;
Klar 2014; Sinclair 2012), or even outright falsifying their views (Kuran 1997), in an
attempt to avoid social sanctions and elicit positive social appraisals. Further, studies find
that individuals do not only seek to elicit such reactions from close others, but also from
casual acquaintances and impersonal others as well.

Studies find that such social motives play an important role in explaining political
behavior and attitudes in particular. Party affiliation, conceptualized by many as a social
identity, is often thought to promote ‘cheerleading’ and expressive behaviors in pursuit of
some psychological or social benefit related to group standing (Mason 2015; Huddy,
Mason, and Aaroe 2015; Lelkes, Malka, and Bakker N.D.). However, even weak, or non-
partisans must navigate an environment in which social costs stemming from partisan
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animus are widespread (lyengar and Westwood 2015; lyengar, Konitzer, and Tedin 2018;
McConnell et al. 2018), and even bipartisan views can result in a loss of status in one’s
network (Garimella et al. 2018). As such, while individuals report having political views
that are strikingly similar to those in their network (Sinclair 2014), they also appear
malleable in how they describe their political views and identities in response to the
social setting (Klar and Krupnikov 2016). Further, beyond adjusting one’s political stance
in order to avoid sanctions, scholars argue that individuals also engage in certain political
behaviors in order to attain positive social recognition from others (Griskevicius, et al.
2010).

This suggests individuals effortfully attempt to express political opinions that
approximate the beliefs of others in order to both minimize negative social interactions,
and stimulate positive social outcomes. The implications of the studies above are that
most individuals, even strong partisans, are mindful and responsive to the political views
of those around them. However, individuals cannot know for sure what others believe
about politics, and are relying instead on what they believe others believe about politics.
While there are a number of studies that address these second order beliefs to some
extent, they are disparate in topic and intent. Such work can range from having
respondents report their beliefs about the ideology of a minority candidate to estimating
the degree of polarization in the public (Jacobsmeir 2015; Ahler 2014). Further, other
studies attempt to manipulate a respondent’s second order beliefs about expert opinions
(Mildenberger and Tingley 2017; Johnston and Ballard 2016), or the electorate generally

(Levendusky and Malhotra 2015), and assess their influence over a respondent’s own
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opinion. Despite these cursory assessments of second order beliefs, there has yet to be a
research program dedicated to understanding the nature and influence over these second

order beliefs in a nuanced manner.

4. 1.2 Party Cues & Bounded Rationality View

One perspective on party cues has traditionally concentrated on their role as an
informational crutch for the politically aloof to arrive at decisions that reflect their
individual self-interest or values (Lupia 1994; Popkin 1994). This perspective on party
cues tends to conceive of parties as coalitions of individuals with broadly similar
interests, values, or ideologies (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Noel, 2014). Thus, many
argue that party cues offer quick information about how self-interest maps onto political
preferences, and individuals can sidestep the demands of acquiring political knowledge
by simply relying on the opinions of trusted sources, or leaders with shared values—e.g.
these party elites. However, this perspective offers little insight into what cues offer
those in a political environment driven by largely social motives. For example, while an
individual’s political preferences and decisions have a low probability of influencing a
political outcome (Downs, 1957), there is accumulating evidence that one’s positions
have a direct impact on social outcomes (Huber and Malhotra 2017; lyenger et al. 2018).
Viewing cues from partisan elites as a tool for aligning individual self-interest or values
with political preferences tells us little about how such cues are leveraged in an

environment riddled with such social concerns.
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4. 1.2 Party Cues & Expressive Politics

Another perspective views partisanship as a social identity, rooted primarily in a
psychological attachment to the party, and suggests the public’s use of cues from party
elites has little to do with the information they provide about how policies relate to needs
or values. In fact, many scholars offer evidence that such a strategy is ineffective at
aligning self-interest and political preferences, with some interpreting elite-cue taking as
the blind adoption of a party leader’s position without any knowledge of their broader
ideological outlook (Lenz 2012). However, recent work suggests that even if partisanship
reflects little more than a social identity, cues from partisan elites are not passively
received nor devoid of information. For instance, Johnston et al. (2017) argue that the
politically engaged infer the cultural implications of economic positions from various
cues, including party elites, and adopt the economic stances that best express their
cultural identity. Separately, Lelkes and colleagues (N.D.) put forth an ‘expressive utility’
model of cue-taking and find that those with the strongest partisan-social identities, and
greatest cognitive resources, were most responsive to cues from partisan elites. In both
cases, it is suggested that cues from partisan elites offer information about which political
positions are “identity-consistent.”

However, a perspective focused largely on how those with a psychological
commitment to a party use elite cues to adopt identity-consistent positions also feels
limited. For one, this offers a vague understanding of what information these individuals
believe they’ve acquired from elite cues. Do individuals believe cues from party elites
communicate information about what a partisan should believe, or what they do believe?
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Second, it seems to focus on what elite cues can offer those with a psychological affinity
for the parties. Studies show that a number of individuals exhibit somewhat fluid political
beliefs in response to their environment in an effort to avoid uncomfortable instances of
disagreement (Klar 2014; Klar and Krupnikov 2016). If this is the case, then those who
lack a psychological commitment to a party may not shift their own opinions in response
to elite cues, but nonetheless leverage such cues to better navigate their social

environment by updating their second order beliefs about others.

4. 2 Theory & Expectations

In a political environment in which expressing attitudes and behaviors close to
various peer groups are of great concern (Sinclair 2012; White and Laird 2020), one’s
beliefs about the preferences of these groups are critical to making sense of public
opinion. While individuals might derive beliefs about the preferences of others from
political discussions, individuals are often reluctant to engage in overtly partisan or
political discussions (Eliasoph 1998; Klar et al 2018). Thus, cues from distant party elites
could play an important role in shaping our beliefs about the preferences of others. Yet,
while political scientists often assess whether cues from party elites influence an
individual’s own view, rarely do we assess whether elite cues influence an individual’s
belief about the views held by others.

There are a number of reasons to expect that cues from party elites might have a
influence over our second order beliefs about the political views of others. For instance,
Green, Palmquist, and Schickler (2004) offer a view of partisanship as a social identity

that is not driven by a raw psychological connection to the party label specifically, but
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rather one’s affinity for the groups that the parties are believed to represent. Individuals
may not have an understanding of the broader worldview of the parties, or a
psychological connection to party label, but they do have a tight association in their head
between the parties and various social groups (Ahler and Sood 2018). For instance,
Democrats are largely associated with racial minorities, while Republicans are often
associated with Whites and Evangelical Christians. As such, cues from distant party elites
could be used to make inferences about the preferences of these groups to be leveraged in
later interactions.

Given these associations, it is possible that cues from Democratic and Republican
elites will shift second order beliefs about the preferences of a variety of social groups.
When given a party elite cue on a policy, second order beliefs about the preferences of
groups associated with that party likely shift in the direction of the elite cue. For
example, those who receive a cue that Democratic politicians support a policy will
perceive racial minorities as more likely to be supportive of the policy than those who
receive no cue. Moreover, because people do perceive the public to be polarized, a cue
from party elites could shift second order beliefs about groups associated with the other
party as well, albeit in the opposite direction. That is, a cue about Democratic support for
a policy, should result in a perception that Evangelical Christians are less supportive of

the policy.
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4.3 Data & Methods

To test these expectations, | conducted a national survey experiment using a non-
probability sample of 1,995 respondents recruited using Lucid Panels.! Prior to treatment,
respondents completed a short series of questions that included basic demographic items,
as well as a series of questions asking them to list and describe two people in their
personal life. Specifically, they were asked to list the initials/nickname of someone with
whom they discuss important matters, as well as someone else that they enjoy socializing
with.2 They were then asked to describe the race, age, gender, and party affiliation of
these social ties.

After completing these questions, respondents were presented with a policy and
randomly assigned to one of three elite cue conditions.® Respondents in the control
condition were told that Congress was divided on the policy, and presented a graphic
depicting 53% of Congress in support and 47% in opposition. Those in the Democratic
and Republican cue condition were also told that Congress was divided, but they were

informed that the divide was partisan. For instance, respondents in the Democratic cue

! While quotas were put in place so that the demographics of the sample would approximate that of the
general population, the current sample has somewhat smaller proportions of whites and people between the
ages of 18-24. A table offering a more thorough breakdown of demographics in this sample can be found in
the appendix.

2 Marin & Hampton (2007) find these name generators offer a sufficient alternative to a more burdensome
method.

3 The policy presented was also randomized so that respondents were presented with one of three possible
policy proposals. The three possible policies were as follows: 1.) to expand U.S. military presence in the
Asia-Pacific region, 2.) to more carefully regulate cryptocurrencies, 3.) to limit the personal data that
companies can obtain without permission. In my analysis, I do not look at the effect that being in one policy
condition relative to another might have had, but leverage fixed effects to average over the effects. I used
multiple policies to be sure that whatever effects the elite cues had were not merely driven by respondents
being presented a policy particularly susceptible to such influence.
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condition saw a graphic describing 76% of Democratic members of Congress in support
of the policy (24% opposed), and 78% of Republicans opposed to the policy (22% in
support). Those in the Republican cue condition saw the same numbers, but with
Republicans appearing mostly supportive of the policy and Democrats mostly opposed.

Following this, respondents were presented with a series of social groups, listed in
Table 1, and asked to report the percent of each group that they thought supported the
policy just described. These responses were designed to be incentive-compatible
according to the binarized scoring rule in order to increase honest, accurate, and engaged
responses. This scoring method rewards accuracy, as those who minimize the squared
difference between their estimates and the actual percentage have a greater chance of
being below the randomly selected number.* Respondents also participated in 5 conjoint-
style decision tasks, choosing which of two profiles they believed were more likely to
support that same policy. The profiles varied on a number of features, each listed in Table
1, but the conjoint was designed so that the features were closely related to the social
groups being asked about.

The percentage estimates provide insight into whether elite cues are shifting

respondent’s beliefs about the prevalence of policy support among a generalized group of

4 Specifically, respondents were told prior to giving their estimates that 25 respondents would be randomly
selected, and, for each of those respondents, one percentage estimate would be randomly selected. I would
then compare their estimates to the actual percentages of support for this policy among these groups, and
determine winners according to the binarized scoring rule. The actual percentages of support for this policy
were determined by collecting respondents opinions about the policies at the end of the survey, and looking
specifically at those in the control condition. The full description of the binarized scoring rule shown to
respondents can be found in the appendix.
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people. However, it is important to know whether such shifts extend to a respondents
second order beliefs about the individuals that one might encounter. Thus, the conjoint
task sheds light on whether elite cues shift the demographic characteristics associated
with support for the policy enough that it alters respondents’ views of which individuals
out of a pair support the policy.

Table 1. Question Wording & Conjoint Feature Levels
Percentage-Question Conjoint Traits
What percentage of women in the Sex: [Man/Woman]
United States do you think support...
What percentage of Whites/African | Race: [White/African
Americans/Latinos in the United American/Latino]
States do you think support...
What percentage of people ages 18- | Age: Varies 18-70
29/30-54/55+ in the United States do
you think support...

What percentage of Religion:
Evangelicals/Non-Religious people | [Evangelical/Mainline
in the United States do you think Protestant/Catholic/No
support... Religious Affiliation]

What percentage of people living in | Lives in: [Rural Area/Urban
rural areas in the United States do Area]

you think support...
What percentage of people who have | Military: [Has served in the
served in the military in the United military/Has not served in the
States do you think support... military]

What percentage of people with at Education: /Bachelor’s
least a Bachelor’s degree in the Degree/No Bachelor’s
United States do you think support... | Degree]

Theoretically there should be a tight association between some of these groups
and the political parties in the minds of respondents. If that is the case, elite cues could
shift beliefs about support for a policy among these groups, and lead certain demographic

characteristics to be more or less associated with supporting a policy. For example, we
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might expect that respondents in the Republican cue condition report higher estimates of
support among Evangelicals, and lower levels for African Americans relative to the
control. With respect to the conjoint experiment, | expect that respondents are more likely
to choose profiles listed as Evangelical when they receive a Republican cue than when in
the control condition. This would suggest that simply learning Republicans support a
policy consequently creates an association between Evangelicals and support for that
particular policy.

However, beyond exploring the influence that elite cues can exert over beliefs
about generalized social groups, | aim to assess their impact on our beliefs about people
close to us. As such, following these items, respondents were presented with the
initials/nicknames of the people they listed prior to treatment. They were then asked to
report their belief about whether each of these people would support or oppose the policy
on a 7-point scale. Given the role that partisanship can play as a social norm, and as a
social identity, as well as the homogenous social networks people maintain, | expected
that partisans would believe their close friends to follow the party cues. That is, |
expected Democrats/Republicans in the Democratic condition to believe their friends to
be more/less supportive relative to the control, while Democrats/Republicans in the
Republican condition would believe their friends to be less/more supportive. In all, this
would suggest that cues from party elites can influence not only an individual’s own

preferences, but their beliefs about the preferences of those around them.
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4. 4 Results
4. 4.1 Percentage Estimates - Generalized Social Groups

With respect to randomization, there was imbalance across conditions with
significantly more self-reported liberals in the Democratic Cue condition than in the
Republican Cue condition. To avoid the issues that might arise from this imbalance, |
control for potential confounders and present the average marginal effect (AME) of
treatment on the dependent variable, which is respondents’ beliefs about the percentage
of each group that supports the cued policy.®

As seen in Figure 8, the results are far less striking than expected. While

cues from party elites did shift respondents’ beliefs about the prevalence of policy
support among some groups, there are some surprising null findings. For instance, while
those who received the Democratic cue reported estimates of Evangelical support that
were about 5% lower than those in the control, there were no significant differences with
respect to estimates of Black or Latino support. Moreover, those who received the
Republican cue estimated support among women to be roughly 2% lower than those in
the control, but there was no significant shift in beliefs about support among rural

residents.

5 The full models can be found in the appendix.
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AME of Cues on Beliefs about % of Group Supporting Policy
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Figure 8 AME of Cues on % Estimates:
Note: Figure 8 presents the average marginal effect of treatment on respondent % estimates of policy support among
each of these groups. Each point estimate represents the difference in percentage points between the given party cue
condition and the control, along with 95% confidence intervals.

It is important to highlight one of the more consistent findings from these
results: the only significant effects are negative. That is, cues from party elites appear to
result in the belief that groups associated with the other party will be less supportive. For
example, those in the Democratic cue condition believed support among Evangelicals,
Military Veterans, and Whites to be significantly less prevalent than those in the control
condition, while those in the Republican condition believed women to be less supportive.
However, it’s also worth noting that these differences, while significant, are substantively
small, amounting to no more than a 5% difference in estimates between the treatment

conditions and control.
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4.4.2 Conjoint Experiment

Turning to the results of the conjoint experiment, respondents made 5 choices
between two randomly generated profiles. | follow the general recommendations of
Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto (2014) regarding the analysis of conjoint studies.
Specifically, each respondent is represented in the data once for each profile in each
choice task, for a total of 10 observations per person. The dependent variable is coded
one if the respondent chose that profile as more likely to support the policy they were
presented in the treatment and zero otherwise. | then regress this indicator on dummy
indicators for the seven demographic features. Rather than estimate the average marginal
component effects (AMCEs), which can be sensitive to the reference category, | instead
fix the intercept to zero and estimate the marginal means for each level. All models are
estimated by ordinary least squares with clustered standard errors by respondent and run
separately for each of the three conditions.®

Figure 9 displays the difference in the estimated marginal means associated with
each of the traits between the partisan cue conditions and the control along with 95%
confidence bounds. The points represent the change in the probability that a respondent
chooses a profile with a given trait as being more likely to support the policy in the
partisan cue conditions relative to the control condition, averaging over all other features
of the profile. For instance, the point estimate for “No Religious Affiliation” is .04 in the

Democratic cue condition. This means that profiles with no religious affiliation were 4

¢ Republicans and Democrats include “leaning” partisans.
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percentage points more likely to be viewed as more supportive of the cued policy in the
Democratic cue condition relative to the control condition. Relatedly, profiles listed as
Evangelical were 4 percent more likely to be chosen in the Republican Cue condition

than in the control.

Difference in Marginal Means Relative to Control

Religion Race Sex
No Religious | - . H H
Affiliation : 1R White - —_ He—i
i i Woman - =
Protestant - e H 1
. Latino 4 -
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. i African | —— Man - '_ :
Catholic - a——=F American i :
-0.08-0.04 0.00 0.04 0.08 -0.08-0.04 0.00 0.04 0.08 ~0.08-0.04 0.00 0.04 0.08
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Area == Service - :
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Area i Service e 18 to 29 —r—
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Figure 9 Conjoint Analysis:
Note: Figure 9 presents the difference in marginal means for each trait by treatment condition relative to the control.
Each point estimate represents the difference in marginal means between the given party cue condition and the control,
along with 95% confidence intervals.

However, the results from the conjoint are not as striking as expected, with the
only significant differences emerging for religious traits. These results suggest that cues
from party elites can shift the individual demographic characteristics that respondents
believe are more or less associated with supporting a policy, but that this largely occurs

with regards to religious affiliation. That is, Democratic cues shift people’s beliefs about
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the likelihood that a non-religious individual supports a policy, while Republican cues
shift people’s beliefs about the likelihood that an individual who is Evangelical will
support a policy. While the Latino point estimates suggest that profiles listed as Latino
were more likely to be chosen as supportive of the policy in both of the party cue
conditions, these results are only marginally significant. Moreover, it’s unclear how to
interpret these results, as it suggests that any party cue increases people’s beliefs that

Latinos would support a particular policy.

4.4.3 Social Networks

After treatment, respondents were also asked to place two social ties, listed prior
to treatment, on a 7-point scale ranging from Strongly Oppose to Strongly Support.” |
once again acknowledge the imbalance in ideology across condition and control for pre-
treatment demographics when estimating the effect of partisan cues, and run separate
models for ties listed as Democrats and Republicans.® Figure 10 presents the AME of the
partisan cues on respondents’ beliefs about the preferences of their social ties when it

comes to the given policy.

7 Values are rescaled to range between 0 and 1 with 1 indicating respondents reporting their social tie would
strongly support the policy.

8 There is a large degree of overlap with the respondent’s party, and the party they reported for their social
ties. For instance, 72% of Democrats and 73% of Republicans described the person they discuss important
matters with as having the same party affiliation. Surprisingly, these numbers drop when respondents
describe the person they enjoy socializing with—only 58% of Democrats and 58% of Republicans describe
the person listed as having the same party affiliation. However, another possible way to run these models
would be to run separate ones based on the party affiliation of the respondents. When doing so, the results
presented in Figure 8. remain the same, cues of Democratic support lead to beliefs among Republicans that
support is lower among their social ties (social and important matters), while a Republican cue only reduces
Democrat’s beliefs about support for social ties with whom they discuss important matters.
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As seen in the figure, partisan cues exert a significant effect on second order
beliefs about one’s social network that depends on the party sending the cue, the
partisanship of the social tie, and the type of relationship one has with their social tie. For
instance, respondents in the Democratic cue condition believe social ties described as
Republican, both those they discuss important matters with and those they just enjoy
socializing with, are significantly less supportive of the policy relative to those in the
control. However, respondent’s beliefs about the preferences of their Republican social
ties did not significantly change in response to what would be considered an in-party cue
from Republican elites. For respondents reporting Demaocratic ties, only the Republican
cue condition had any effect. Respondents in the Republican cue condition believed that
Democrats they discuss important matters are significantly less supportive than

respondents in the control condition.
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AME of Cues on Beliefs About Policy Support of Social Ties
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Figure 10 AME on Social Network Policy Support
Note: Figure 10 presents the AME of the party cue conditions on second order beliefs about preferences within one’s
social network. The panel on the left presents the effects on respondent’s beliefs about their Democratic social ties,
while the panel on the right displays the effects on respondent’s beliefs about their Republican social ties. Moreover,
the AME of treatment is shown for second order beliefs about both of the social ties that respondents reported—those
they discuss important matters with and those who they just enjoy socializing with. Each point estimate represents the
difference in respondents’ beliefs about support for that particular social tie.

4.5 Discussion

In all, the results presented above suggest that elite cues do indeed shift beliefs
about the political preferences of others, but in a manner that warrants further
investigation. With respect to the conjoint tasks and percentage estimates, party cues had
the most consistent effect on people’s second order beliefs about individuals from
particular (a)religious groups. Respondents in the Democratic cue condition believed
support for the policy was less prevalent among Evangelicals (in terms of percentages)

and chose profiles listed as non-religious as more supportive at higher rates than those in
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the control. Additionally, those who had received the Republican cue chose profiles listed
as being Evangelical at higher rates than those in the control. This suggests that people
leverage cues from party elites to draw inferences about the beliefs of individuals from
particular religious groups.

However, it’s also clear that party cues did not have an overwhelming effect on
people’s decisions in the conjoint task nor people’s estimates about the prevalence of
support among social groups. Not only are most of the effects found substantively small,
but respondents’ second order beliefs about a large number of groups appear surprisingly
uninfluenced by party cues. For example, beliefs about the prevalence of support for a
policy among African Americans does not significantly change regardless of the party
cue a respondent received. This is striking given the association between this racial group
and the Democratic party in the literature.

One possible explanation for these minimal effects could be that respondents lack
beliefs about the prevalence of partisanship within these groups. It may be that
respondents feel they have a clearer understanding of how partisanship factors into the
beliefs of particular (a)religious groups. If this were the case, we might expect to see
larger effects among respondents who pay the most attention to politics—those most
familiar with the party coalitions and voting patterns of these groups.® It may also be a

matter of measurement as past work suggests percentage estimates suffer from a number

° However, in a supplemental analysis I restricted the sample to those who are most attentive to politics. The
results presented in Figure 1. of the Appendix do not suggest this is the case as the effect of party cues on
percentage estimates of support among most groups are actually further reduced.
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of biases (Landy et al. 2018). Respondents may simply struggle to translate information
offered by cues from party elites into percentages of support among groups associated
with the party. However, this line of reasoning does not explain why the effects weren’t
larger and more pervasive in the conjoint experiment. Future work could explore the
reasons why elite cues did not influence people’s beliefs about support among a wider
range of social groups by investigating whether it is a matter of measurement, or merely a
vague understanding of the partisan composition of these groups.

Alternatively, it may be that individuals primarily leverage cues from party elites
to update the second order beliefs they find most pertinent---beliefs about the preferences
of those in their social network. If people are leveraging elite cues for social purposes,
extracting information about which beliefs might have social costs in their networks, then
drawing inferences about the preference within one’s network matters more than drawing
inferences about the preferences of social groups generally. The results presented suggest
that party cues do shift people’s beliefs about the preference of people in their social
network. Interestingly, it is only cues from the respondent’s out-party that shifted
people’s beliefs about their social tie’s preferences. For Democratic and Republican
respondents, cues from the opposite party led them to believe the people with whom they
discuss important matters were less supportive of the policy than they otherwise would.
For Republican respondents, this effect extended to their beliefs about the preferences
held by people they just enjoy socializing with.

This asymmetrical effect of party cues fits with the literature on negative

partisanship (Abramowitz and Webster 2018), which suggests that disdain for the out-
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party is more influential than loyalty to one’s own party. This pattern also emerges in
respondents estimates of support for groups more broadly. For instance, the party cues
only ever had an effect on second order beliefs about groups associated with the other
party, and the effects were always negative. Respondents in the Democratic cue condition
believed support among Evangelicals, military veterans, and Whites—groups that are
arguably associated with Republicans---was significantly less prevalent than those in the
control. These findings suggest that the public may have, at the very least, an intuition
that other people are likely to have the strongest reactions to the actions of the opposite
party.

Respondent’s made genuine inferences about the preferences of real people within
their network on the basis of a cue that the out-party supported a policy. Based on the
results in this chapter, individuals appear to have an intuitive model of other people’s
political behavior in their head --- one that is most responsive to the out-party’s actions.
Understanding the ways in which people perceive the political behaviors of others has
proven in critical to one’s own behavior in past work, and might also alter an individual’s
perceptions of the social costs of taking a particular policy position. This would have
deep implications for not only how we understand cue-taking, and interpersonal
interactions, but also how we understand an individual’s responses to survey questions
about their own political attitudes.

While researchers frequently acknowledge the potential for social desirability bias
when respondents are answering sensitive or controversial questions in the presence of an

interviewer (Smith 1992), social desirability can be conceptualized in a more nuanced
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manner. Previous work, has argued that social desirability has two components:
impression management and self-deceptive enhancement (Paulhus 1984). In the context
of survey responses, impression management involves deliberately giving responses in
order to leave a favorable impression on others (e.g., an interviewer), while self-
deception entails an unconscious bias in responses aimed at protecting self-esteem. The
latter is viewed as being independent of situational demands, such as the presence of an
interviewer.

Given the overlap between political identity and other deeply held social
identities, responses to political survey questions could indeed function as a manner of
maintaining one’s self-esteem. Research suggests that those who identify with a
particular group will do what they can to resemble the group’s prototypical member
(Turner et al. 1967). As such, the extent to which one’s responses to a question align with
our perception of what most others in our group would say could be critical to a
respondents sense of self. Therefore, the ability of elite cues to shift our perceptions of
what others think about politics, could also influence the degree to which respondents

give responses that are less reflective of their true beliefs.

4.6 Conclusion

This chapter provides evidence that cues from party elites can do more than
simply influence an individual’s own preferences. While past work finds that individuals
sometimes use these cues to guide their own opinions, the results presented here suggest
that individuals also use these cues to infer the opinions of others. Cues from party elites

not only influenced people’s beliefs about the prevalence of policy support among certain
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generalized social groups (e.g., Evangelicals), but also shifted people’s beliefs about the
extent to which people within their social network supported a policy. In doing so, this
chapter helps situate cues from distant party elites within the growing literature on the
importance of social networks for political behavior. It also raises further questions about
the influence that the political and social context may have on the accuracy of survey

results and political polls.
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Chapter S: Conclusion

While scholars frequently recognize public opinion as a valuable metric of the collective
will to compare against decisions of political leaders, the value of public opinion also lies
in its ability to serve as a ‘collective mirror.” Measuring public opinion provides us the
ability to assess whether the public is blemished with misinformed views, as well as
examine whether divisions are rooted in deep-seated principles or simply superficial
efforts to maintain a partisan appearance. This image that is reflected back at us can have
deep implications for the conclusions we draw and the subsequent actions that we take.

This dissertation has outlined the multitude of challenges to constructing an
accurate image of public opinion. Survey responses are not a direct reflection of an
individual’s attitudes and beliefs, but rather a product of an individual’s internal
motivations, the researcher’s measurement strategy, and the context in which that
question is asked.

The first empirical chapter goes beyond traditional conceptions of respondent
motivation, such as satisficing, to confront and attempt to mitigate the desire of
respondents to provide humorous responses. While previous research has documented a
relationship between this survey behavior and self-reported beliefs in conspiracy theories,
this chapter highlights the inherent difficulty of teasing out and ensuring the sincerity of
self-reported beliefs. In brief, this chapter attempted to reintroduce a norm of honesty into
a web survey through honesty commitments. Though one approach successfully reduced
self-reported humorous responding, it failed to reduce a belief in most conspiracy

theories.
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These findings in themselves underscore the challenge of interpreting responses to
survey questions by taking into account respondent motivations and the possibility of
insincerity. While they might be interpreted as evidence that conspiratorial beliefs are
genuine, they might also be indicative of honesty commitments reducing a willingness to
admit to ‘survey trolling,” but failing to reduce actual humorous responding. As such,
researchers should continue to explore this aspect of respondent insincerity, examining
when it is most relevant, and exploring other means of mitigating the survey behavior.
More importantly, this chapter serves as a reminder to consider a variety of respondent
motivations when interpreting the results of polls and surveys. An image of a public
riddled with conspiratorial or misinformed beliefs might prompt costly efforts to correct
these beliefs. Thus, failing to consider the possibility that this image of public is distorted
by insincere responses may lead to misallocated time and money.

The second empirical chapter demonstrates the impact that our measurement
strategy can have on our understanding of public opinion dynamics. The findings
showcase how empirical evidence for a sharp moral divide in America, which appears
when using the Moral Foundations Questionnaire, fails to materialize when applying an
alternative measurement approach. Specifically, when using a forced choice task that
elicits actual judgments, rather than a set of importance ratings based on Likert scales,
moral conflict between the left and the right appears much smaller than previous research
suggests. That is, the moral differences between liberals and conservatives seem driven

by the measurement approach rather than any substantive differences.
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This chapter drives home the point that researchers need to consider how various
aspects of their measurement strategy can impact their findings when interpreting results.
If the moral divide between the left and the right runs as deeply as indicated by the MFQ,
prior research suggests that political conflict in America might be intractable. However,
relative to the Likert scales used by the MFQ, the forced choice task prevents respondents
from directly rating each foundation’s importance, curbing their ability to present self-
theories of morality that may be influenced by their desire to appear consistent with their
affiliations. Moreover, the forced choice task requires them to make trade-offs through
actual judgments. Taking this measurement approach presents the image of a public that
is much less divided on the basis of moral concerns, and potentially provides more
avenues for compromise and resolution.

The third empirical chapter considers the extent to which one’s political and
social context might exert an influence on respondent considerations when responding to
surveys. This chapter presents evidence that elite cues can shift our beliefs about the
political attitudes of others, including those within our social networks. These findings
have deep implications for our understanding of both political behavior and the survey
response process. If elite cues alter perceptions of our social context, they may also shift
our understanding of the social costs that exist for expressing certain attitudes, and the
perceived norm of behavior for individuals with our political leanings. Thus, respondents
may opt to simply report the attitudes necessary to shore up their commitment to a given

group. As discussed in this chapter, this may occur in surveys that involve an interviewer
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(due to the impression management component of social desirability), as well as those
that are self-administered (due to the self-deceptive component of social desirability).
Presented together these three chapters serve as a reminder that researchers do not
have direct access to the thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes of the public. While there is great
value in public opinion’s ability to serve as a ‘collective mirror,” allowing us to assess our
shortcomings and divisions, it is critical to remember that the image of the public
reflected back at us will never be completely accurate. Respondents motivations and
considerations, our measurement strategy, well as the broader social and political context
will influence the beliefs and attitudes expressed in survey responses. Therefore
researchers, policy-makers, and the public themselves need to exercise caution and make

sure to keep these factors in mind when interpreting the findings from surveys and polls.
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Appendix

A.1 Chapter 2 Appendix:
A.1.1 Study Information

For this study, I collected a non-probability sample of 1,987 respondents recruited
using Lucid Marketplace between October 22" and October 28" 2017. Lucid is a
platform which links researchers with over 250 sample providers. Providers direct their
panelists to Lucid’s Marketplace and Lucid directs these panelists to available surveys for
which they qualify. In the United States, there were approximately 17.5 million unique
visitors to Marketplace during the sixth-month period preceding January 2019 (Lucid
2019). Lucid determines unigue respondents within each survey through a combination of
IP address, a unique Lucid identification number, and a unique panel identification
number (Lucid, private correspondence). In a recent study, Coppock and McClellan
(2019) find (with one exception) that samples drawn from Lucid replicate previously
published experimental findings and show effect sizes comparable to both the original
studies and samples drawn from MTurk.

| employed quotas to obtain distributions of age, gender, race, ethnicity, and
region that approximate that of the general U.S adult population (based on adults in the
2016 American Community Survey). For example, | aimed to have 75% of respondents
in our sample identify as White, around 11% between the ages of 18 to 24, and 49%
identifying as Male. However, the sample is slightly less White than the U.S. population,
slightly younger, and contains slightly fewer males. Additionally, respondents in this
survey were restricted to mobile-users as recent research suggests that certain e-
signatures do not have the same effect as regular signatures when inducing honesty
(Chou 2015). These researchers recommend e-signatures that require the use of a stylus,
or one’s finger, rather than cursor. As a result, I limited to mobile respondents so that the
e-signature was as expressive

Additionally, I included an attention check screener at the start of the survey to
terminate inattentive respondents who may impact data quality (Alvarez et al. 2019).
potentially inattentive respondents. Specifically, | provided respondents with a set of
images, and asked them to identify each image that contained a stop-sign (this item also
served as a “bot-check”). Thus, this sample of respondents might be thought of as sample
of attentive respondents. Additionally, prior to treatment, respondents completed a short
series of “warm up” questions that included demographic items, as well as brief
personality measures, and grids that could be used to construct pre-treatment measures of
satisficing.

After completing these questions, respondents were randomly assigned to one
three conditions, and proceeded to respond to the outcomes of interest.
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A.1.2 Study Demographics

Table A.1 Appendix: Demographics — Chapter 2
| (n=1987)

18t024 | 13.6%
24t044 | 33.4%
45 to 64 37%
65 Above | 16.8%
Missing 0.2%
Female 56.4%
Male | 43.6%

Democrat | 42.4%
Independent | 21.9%
Republican | 34.9%
Liberal 27.9%
Moderate | 39.8%
Conservative | 31.6%
Asian 3.0%

Black 12.9%
Latino | 10.5%
Native 1.7%
Other 2.9%

Asian 3.0%
White | 68.7%
Missing 0.3%

Note: This table presents the demographic breakdown of the sample collected through Lucid Panels between October
22" and October 28t 2017.
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A.1.3 Balance Test of Covariates

Table A.2 Appendix: Balance Table — Chapter 2
Control Checked-Agree Signed-Agree

(n=700) (n=658) (n=629)
Partisanship (7=Republican) 3.84 3.77 3.90
Ideology 4.08 4.02 4.15
Education 3.30 3.35 3.33
Attention To Politics 3.09 3.12 3.14
Male 0.44 0.43 0.44
White 0.67 0.70 0.69
Age 45.36 45.85 45.03

Note: This table presents the number of respondents and their average demographics across conditions. The data was
collected through Lucid panels between October 22" and October 28™. As seen, there seems to be a slight imbalance
with respect to the number of respondents in each condition.
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A.1.4 Self-Report Humorous Responding Models

Table A.3 Appendix: Regression Models —-Humorous Responding

Dependent variable:

Humorous Responding Never Respond Humorously
OLS logistic
1) (2)
Check-Agree -0.102" 0.223"
(0.058) (0.127)
Signed-Agree -0.065 0.086
(0.060) (0.129)
Age -1.156™ 2,527
(0.141) (0.313)
Education -0.286™ 0.915™
(0.115) (0.256)
Party-1D (R) 0.001 0.027
(0.014) (0.031)
Ideology -0.179 0.072
(0.114) (0.247)
White -0.497" 1.038™
(0.059) (0.122)
Male 0.173™ -0.315™
(0.050) (0.111)
Pre-Treatment Straightlining 0.195™ -0.373""
(0.025) (0.053)
Constant 2.442° -0.915™
(0.086) (0.187)
Observations 1,944 1,944
R? 0.158
Adjusted R? 0.154
Log Likelihood -1,086.357
Akaike Inf. Crit. 2,192.714
Residual Std. Error 1.054 (df = 1934)
F Statistic 40.284™" (df = 9; 1934)
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.1.5 Conspiracy Theories Belief Models #1

Table A.4 Appendix: Regression Models — Conspiracy Beliefs #1

Dependent variable:

Monsanto GMO Pizzagate Kégﬁs
(1) () 3)
Check-Agree -0.480™ -0.398"  -0.364
(0.230) (0.209)  (0.224)
Signed-Agree -0.066 -0.247 0.027
(0.216) (0.208)  (0.213)
Age -2.339™" -2.0777"  -1.405™
(0.589) (0.534)  (0.549)
Education -0.839" -0.665 -0.399
(0.463) (0.431) (0.431)
Party-ID (R) 0.126™ 0.334™" 0.187™
(0.054) (0.053)  (0.053)
Ideology -0.968™ -0.583  -0.982™
(0.411) (0.395)  (0.408)
White -1.049™ -0.552"  -0.777"
(0.211) (0.206)  (0.211)
Male 0.467™ 0.452  0.777"
(0.194) (0.180)  (0.190)
Pre-Treatment Straightlining 0.170™ 0.101 0.116
(0.081) (0.081)  (0.082)
Constant -1.302" -2.495™"  -2.165™"
(0.314) (0.308)  (0.312)
Observations 1,933 1,922 1,925
Log Likelihood -445.739 -495.104 -469.560
Akaike Inf. Crit. 911.477 1,010.207 959.119
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01

79



A.1.6 Conspiracy Theories Belief Models #2

Table A.5 Appendix: Regression Models — Conspiracy Beliefs #2

Dependent variable:

Chem Obama- At Least
911  Area-51 Trails FDA Birth QAnon  Vaccines 1
Check-Agree -0.028 0.005 -0.065  0.072 -0.210 0317 0210 -0.111
(0.205) (0.168) (0.222)  (0.143)  (0.196)  (0.227)  (0.185) (0.121)
Signed- 0221 0108 0.018 0.121 -0.056 0175 0129 -0.067
Agree
(0218) (0.170) (0.223)  (0.146)  (0.195)  (0.225)  (0.187) (0.125)
Age 34227 16107 -1.943"  -1.222" 0741  -2.020™" -1.562"" -1.770""
(0.576) (0.415) (0.567) (0.350)  (0.480)  (0.591)  (0.470) (0.303)
Education 0157 -0.894™ -0.859"°  -0.441  -0.892™ 0243 0561 -0.855"
(0.410) (0.350) (0.461) (0.287)  (0.401)  (0.432) (0.383) (0.247)
Party-ID (R) 0.094° 0112 0050  0.081™  0.402™" 0.063  0.104™ 0.142™"
(0.051) (0.041) (0.053) (0.035)  (0.052)  (0.055)  (0.045) (0.030)
Ideology -0.892" -0.487 -0583  -0.252 0.070 0584  -0.326 0.097
(0.393) (0.323) (0.413) (0.274)  (0.374)  (0.420)  (0.350) (0.240)
White 0.733™ -0.194 -0.545 -0.345" 0223  -0.849™" -0.676"" -0.618""
(0.197) (0.164) (0.210)  (0.140)  (0.207)  (0.214)  (0.177) (0.123)
Male 0.604™ 0199 0.415"  0.220" 0399  0.601™ -0.024 0.236™
(0.183) (0.144) (0.191) (0.122)  (0.166)  (0.197) (0.163) (0.106)
Pre-Treal 413 L0001 0225™  0.016 0216™ 0237 0.169” -0.045
Straightlining
(0.079) (0.068) (0.079)  (0.059)  (0.074)  (0.081) (0.070) (0.052)
Constant  -1.410™ -1.353™ -1.727"* -1.062""  -3.712™  -1.950™ -1.390™" 0.109
(0297) (0.243) (0.316) (0.207)  (0.313)  (0.319) (0.264) (0.179)
Observations 1,923 1927 1,929 1,926 1,935 1930 1929 1815
Log -
Likelinood  ~489-128 -722.806 -461.287 026051 ~ 650.722  -439.830 -609.425 | ;o0 o
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.1.7 AME of Treatment

Table A.6 Appendix: AME Figure 2

Check-Agree Condition

Signed-Agree Condition

Conspiracies AME p AME p

Crisis-Actors -0.02 0.09 0.00 0.90
Pizzagate -0.03 0.05 -0.02 0.22
Monsanto -0.03 0.03 -0.00 0.76

Note: This table presents the AME of treatment displayed graphically in Figure 2.

Table A.7 Appendix: AME Figure 3 & 4

Check-Agree Condition Signed-Agree Condition

Conspiracies AME P AME p
Trutherism -0.00 0.89 -0.01 0.29
Area-51 0.00 0.98 0.01 0.53
ChemTrails -0.00 0.77 0.00 0.93
FDA 0.01 0.61 0.02 0.41
Birtherism -0.02 0.27 -0.00 0.77
QAnon -0.02 0.15 -0.01 0.43
Vaccines -0.02 0.24 -0.01 0.48

At Least One -0.02 0.36 -0.01 0.59

Note: This table presents the AME of treatment displayed graphically in Fivure 3 & 4.
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A.1.8 Question Wording-Conspiracy Statements

Table A.8 Appendix: Conspiratorial Statements Wording

Storm”, that aims to expose a “deep state”-led pedophile ring, and send
many prominent political leaders to Guantanamo Bay.

Topic Conspiratorial explanation Citations

FDA The Food and Drug Administration is deliberately withholding approval for | (Oliver and
natural cures for cancer because of secret pressure of the pharmaceutical Wood 2014)
industry.

Obama Barack Obama was not really born in the United States and his official (Miller et al.

Birth Hawaiian birth certificate is really a fake. 2016; Pasek et

al. 2015;
Oliver and
Wood 2018)

Vaccines Public health officials are hiding data which show that vaccines and many (Oliver and

other medications contain toxins that can cause autism and other diseases. Wood 2014;
Jolley and
Douglas 2014)
Bush-9/11 The U.S. government secretly helped plan the attacks of 9/11 in order to (Miller et al.
justify going to war in the Middle East. 2016; Oliver
and Wood
2014)
Vapor Vapor trails left by aircraft are actually chemical agents deliberately (Oliver and
Trails sprayed in a clandestine program directed by government officials. Wood 2014;
Tingley and
Wagner 2017)

NWO A powerful and secretive group known as the New World Order is (Swami et al.
planning to eventually rule the world through an autonomous world 2010, Swami et
government that would replace sovereign governments. al. 2014)

Area-51 Area 51 in Nevada is a secretive military base that contains hidden alien (Swami et al.
spacecraft and/or alien bodies. 2010, Swami et

al. 2014)

Monsanto- The dissemination of genetically modified foods by Monsanto Inc. is part (Oliver and

GMO of a secret program, called Agenda 21, launched by the Rockerfeller and Wood 2014)
Ford Foundations to shrink the world's population.

PizzaGate Leaked email from some of Hillary Clinton’s campaign staffers contained (Lopez and
code words for pedophilia, human trafficking and satanic ritual abuse - Hillygus 2018)
what some people refer to as ’Pizza-Gate’

Crisis- Many of the survivors interviewed following the recent deadly shootings N.A

Actors are paid actors, also known as crisis actors, with a past of pushing for
additional restrictions on guns.

QAnon President Trump is secretly leading an operation some refer to as “The N.A
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A19Q

uestion Wording-Humorous Responding Item

We sometimes find people don't always take surveys seriously, instead providing humorous, or
insincere responses to questions. Thinking back on the current survey, how often did you do this?

(This wil

I not influence your compensation at all).
Always
Mostly
Some of the time
Rarely
Never

A.1.10 Treatment Commitment Statements

We want to remind you that the researchers running this survey are real people working to improve our
understanding of society and politics.

You can help achieve this goal, but you will need to take the questions that follow seriously.
Please mark the box below to indicate that you agree with the following statement:

1 will follow all instructions carefully, and respond to the remaining survey questions with complete
honesty so that my responses reflect my genuine beliefs and attitudes.

| Agree

Figure A.1 Check-Agree Experimental Condition Statement

We want to remind you that the researchers running this survey are real peaple working to improve our
understanding of society and politics.

You can help achieve this goal, but you will need to take the questions that follow seriously.
Please sign just one of your initials below to indicate that you agree with the following statement:

1 will follow all instructions carefully, and respond to the remaining survey questions with complete
honesty so that my responses reflect my genuine beliefs and attitudes.

clear

Figure A.2 Signed-Agree Experimental Condition Statement
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A.2 Chapter 3 Appendix:
A.2.1 Study Information

For our study, we collected a non-probability sample of 1,409 respondents using
Lucid Marketplace. Of these, 990 were completes 1,050 made at least one choice in the
moral decision task. Lucid is a platform which links researchers with over 250 sample
providers. Providers direct their panelists to Lucid’s Marketplace and Lucid directs these
panelists to available surveys for which they qualify. In the United States, there were
approximately 17.5 million unique visitors to Marketplace during the sixth-month period
preceding January 2019 (Lucid 2019). Lucid determines unique respondents within each
survey through a combination of IP address, a unique Lucid identification number, and a
unique panel identification number (Lucid, private correspondence). In a recent study,
Coppock and McClellan (2019) find (with one exception) that samples drawn from Lucid
replicate previously published experimental findings and show effect sizes comparable to
both the original studies and samples drawn from MTurk.

The survey was fielded between August 14" and August 17th, 2018. We
employed quotas throughout our recruitment process to obtain distributions of age,
gender, race, ethnicity, and region that approximate that of the general U.S adult
population (based on adults in the 2016 American Community Survey). For example, we
aimed to have 75% of respondents in our sample identify as White, around 11% between
the ages of 18 to 24, and 49% identifying as Male. While we were able to meet quotas on
race and gender, our sample does tend to be older. More information on our analytical
sample’s demographic characteristics can be found below in Table SA1 (this includes all
respondents who made at least one choice in the moral decision task).

Prior to the moral decision task, we employed two attention-check screeners that
terminated those respondents who failed to answer either item correctly. We employed
these attention check screeners to account for low-effort respondents who are likely to
provide low-quality data that can bias results (Alvarez et al. 2019). Specifically, we
provided respondents with a set of images, and asked them to identify each image that
contained a stop-sign (this item also served as a “bot-check”). The other attention-check
item simply required respondents to correctly identify the current President of the United
States. Respondents who failed either of these items were immediately terminated from
the survey and did not participate in the forced-choice task.
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A.2.3 Demographics

Table A.9 Appendix: Demographics — Chapter 3

(N=1050)

18 to 24 9%

24 to 44 27%

45 to 64 39%

65 Above 25%
High School or Less 30%
Some College to 4 59%

Year

Post-Grad 10%
Female 51%

Male 48%
$29,999 or less 37%
$30,000-$59,999 31%
$60,000-$99,999 21%
$100,000 or more 12%
Great Deal 25%

A lot 19%
Moderate Amount 27%
A Little 21%
None 8%
Democrat 44%
Ind 17%
Republican 38%
Conservative 34%
Moderate 35%
Liberal 31%
Non-White 25%
Non-Hispanic White 75%

Note: This table presents the demographic breakdown of the sample collected through Lucid panels between August
14th and August 17t 2018.

85



A.2.4 Moral Foundation Vignettes

Table A.10 Appendix: Moral Foundation Vignettes

Care- "You see a woman swerving her car in order to intentionally run over a
Physical squirrel.”,
"You see a woman throwing her cat across the room for scratching the
furniture.”,
"You see a teacher hitting a student's hand with a ruler for falling asleep in
class."”,
"You see a woman throwing a stapler at her colleague who is snoring during her
talk."”,
"You see a woman slapping another woman who she is arguing with in the
parking lot."
Care- “You see a teenage boy chuckling at an amputee he passes by while on the
Emotion subway."
"You see a girl laughing at another student forgetting her lines at a school play."
"You see a woman commenting out loud about how fat another woman looks in
her jeans.”
"You see a man quickly canceling a blind date as soon as he sees the woman."
"You see a boy telling a woman that she looks just like her overweight
bulldog."
Fairness "You see a student copying a classmate's answer sheet on a makeup final
exam.",
"You see a runner taking a shortcut on the course during the marathon in order
to win.",
"You see a tenant bribing a landlord to be the first to get their apartment
repainted.”,
"You see a soccer player pretending to be seriously fouled by an opposing
player.",
"You see someone cheating in a card game while playing with a group of
strangers."
Authority "You see a girl ignoring her father's orders by taking the car after her curfew.”,
"You see a woman refusing to stand when the judge walks into the courtroom.”,
"You see a girl repeatedly interrupting her teacher as he explains a new
concept.",
"You see a woman spray painting graffiti across the steps of the local
courthouse.",
"You see an intern disobeying an order to dress professionally and comb his
hair.”
Loyalty "You see an employee joking with competitors about how bad his company did
last year."
"You see a coach celebrating with the opposing team's players who just won the
game.",
"You see a former US General saying publicly he would never buy any
American product.”,
"You see a mayor saying that the neighboring town is a much better town.",
"You see the US Ambassador joking in Great Britain about the stupidity of
Americans."
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Sanctity

"You see a man having sex with a frozen chicken before cooking it for dinner.",
"You see a very drunk woman making out with multiple strangers on the city
bus.",

"You see a family eating the carcass of their pet dog that had been run over.",
"You see a drunk elderly man offering to have oral sex with anyone in the bar.",
"You see a teenager urinating in the wave pool at a crowded amusement park."

Liberty

"You see a man telling his fiance that she has to switch to his political party.",
"You see a father requiring his son to become a commercial airline pilot like
him.",

"You see a man blocking his wife from leaving home or interacting with
others.",

"You see a manager coercing her employees into eating at her brother's diner.",
"You see a man telling his girlfriend that she must convert to his religion.”

Neutral

"You see someone using an old rotary phone and refusing to go buy a new one.
"You see a man staying inside his home with the shades drawn on a rare sunny
day. ",

"You see a woman drinking her entire cup of coffee using a stirring spoon. ",
"You see a woman eating dessert before her main entree arrives on the table. ",
"You see a woman continuing to wear a large sun hat inside her apartment
complex "
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A.3 Chapter 4 Appendix
A.3.1 Study Description

For this study, | collected a non-probability sample of 1,905 respondents using
Lucid Marketplace between February 17 and February 23'. Lucid is a platform which
links researchers with over 250 sample providers. Providers direct their panelists to
Lucid’s Marketplace and Lucid directs these panelists to available surveys for which they
qualify. In the United States, there were approximately 17.5 million unique visitors to
Marketplace during the sixth-month period preceding January 2019 (Lucid 2019). Lucid
determines unique respondents within each survey through a combination of IP address, a
unique Lucid identification number, and a unique panel identification number (Lucid,
private correspondence). In a recent study, Coppock and McClellan (2019) find (with one
exception) that samples drawn from Lucid replicate previously published experimental
findings and show effect sizes comparable to both the original studies and samples drawn
from MTurk.

| employed quotas to obtain distributions of age, gender, race, ethnicity, and
region that approximate that of the general U.S adult population (based on adults in the
2016 American Community Survey). For example, | aimed to have 75% of respondents
in our sample identify as White, around 11% between the ages of 18 to 24, and 49%
identifying as Male. However, the sample contains slightly fewer males and slightly
fewer people in the youngest age range.

Prior to treatment respondents completed a short series of “warm up” questions
that included demographic items, and questions about their closest social ties. After
completing these questions, respondents were randomly assigned to the experimental
conditions, and proceeded to respond to the outcomes of interest.
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A.3.2 Demographics

Table A.10 Appendix: Demographics — Chapter 2

(n=1987)

18 to 24 8.7%

24t044 | 31.5%

45t064 | 35.9%

65 Above | 23.8%
Missing 0%
Female 54%
Male 46%
Democrat 48%
Independent 13%
Republican 39%
Liberal 38%
Moderate 29%
Conservative 33%
Asian 4%
Black 14%
Latino 8%
Native 1%
Other 2%
White 72%

Missing | 0.01%

Note: This table presents the demographic breakdown of the sample collected through Lucid Panels between February

17" and February 23 2018.
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A.3.3 Balance Table

Table A.11 Appendix: Balance Table — Chapter 3

Control Democratic Republican
Cue Cue
Age 49.07 49.69 49.61
Education 3.72 3.72 3.80
Female 0.53 0.56 0.54
White 0.80 0.77 0.86
7 Point 3.85 3.76 3.69
Party-1D
7 Point 3.82 4.01* 3.82
Ideology
Attention 3.86 3.88 3.87
to Politics

Note: This table presents the average demographics of the sample collected through Lucid Panels between February
17t and February 23" 2018 by experimental condition. The subscript * indicates differences from other
conditions approaches .05 significance level.
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A.3.4 Experimental Condition Example - Text

Table A.12 Example of Experimental Stimuli Text

Control Condition

Democrats Support
Condition

Republican Support
Condition

In the past year,
Congress has had many
closed-door discussions
about data privacy.

As a result, Congress
has considered taking
steps to limit the
personal data that
companies obtain
without permission

A recent survey of
Members of Congress
found that support for
such action is mixed.
While some support a
policy that eliminates
limits the personal data
that companies can
acquire without
consent, others oppose
it.

In the past year, Congress
has had many closed-door
discussions about data
privacy.

As a result, Congress has
considered taking steps to
limit the personal data that
companies obtain without
permission

A recent survey of
Members of Congress
found that support for such
action is mixed. While
Democrats tend to support
a policy that limits the
personal data that
companies acquire without
consent, Republicans tend
to oppose it.

Moreover, the partisan
divide is stark as we often
find that Republicans and
Democrats are far apart,
and most members of each
party are on the same side
as the rest of their party.

In the past year, Congress
has had many closed-door
discussions about data
privacy.

As a result, Congress has
considered taking steps to
limit the personal data that
companies obtain without
permission

A recent survey of Members
of Congress found that
support for such action is
mixed. While Republicans
tend to support a policy that
limits the personal data that
companies can acquire
without consent, Democrats
tend to oppose it.

Moreover, the partisan
divide is stark as we often
find that Republicans and
Democrats are far apart, and
most members of each party
are on the same side as the
rest of their party.
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A.3.5 Experimental Condition Example — Images

Congress: Data Privacy Policies

80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

0%

Support
Oppose

Members of Congress

Figure A.3 Example of Control Condition
Stimuli Graphic

Congress: Data Privacy Policies
80% e —
70% 76% Support 78%

60% Oppose

50%

40%
30%
20% 24%
= 22%
10%
0%
Republicans in Democratsin
Congress Congress
Figure A.4 Example of Republican Support Condition
Stimuli Graphic

Congress: Data Privacy Policies

76% Support 78% |
Oppose

C24%

22%

Democrats in Republicans in
Congress Congress
Figure A.5 Example of Democratic Support
Stimuli Graphic
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A.3.6 Incentive Instructions and Explanation

The figures below are screenshots of the instructions that respondents were
provided regarding the possible additional incentive they could earn from provide
accurate estimates. Respondents were provided a general explanation, and offered the
opportunity to click and read a more detailed explanation of the scoring process. The
response randomly selected for comparison was their percentage estimates of White
support for the given policy. Their estimates were recalculated under the binarized
scoring rule and compared against the percentages of White respondents in the control
condition who reported supporting the policy. In total, 18 of the 25 respondents guessed a
percentage that qualified for the additional incentive under the binarized scoring rule.

Before we begin though, there are a few very important things to know: It is important that
you report your beliefs accurately, as accurate beliefs maximize your chances of winning a
$10.00 Amazon.com gift card. In order to be eligible for this prize, a valid email should be
provided at the end of the survey.

The rules of this game can be found | here

Otherwise, just remember you will maximize your chances of winning this prize by
reporting your true beliefs accurately. If you are unsure, it is ok to take an educated guess.

Figure A.6 General Explanation

Rules (x)

We will randomly select 25 respondents. For those chosen,
we will randomly select responses about the percentage
questions asked in the next section.

1. We will take a percentage reported for that question and
subtract it from the actual percentage of support we found
for that group in a different survey.

2. We will convert the difference to a decimal, and square
this difference.

3. We will then randomly select a number between 0 and 1.
' If the sguared difference is less than the randomly selected
number, the respondent wins the prize!

Figure 11 Detailed Explanation
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A.3.7 Full Model Results — Religious/Non Estimates

Table A.13 Appendix: Regression Models — Figure 6 (Religious Groups)
Second Order Beliefs

. Evangelicals
Non Religious Support Support
Q) @
Dem. Support Cue -0.437 -5.913""
(1.208) (1.409)
Rep. Support Cue -1.618 -1.053
(1.229) (1.435)
Age 0.068™ 0.168™"
(0.032) (0.037)
Education 0.591" 1.359™"
(0.346) (0.404)
Female -0.930 -2.536™
(1.006) (1.174)
White 1.259 2.930™
(1.196) (1.397)
7-Point Party ID (Republican) -0.249 0.276
(0.268) (0.313)
7-Point Ideo (Conservative) 0.351 -0.175
(0.352) (0.411)
Military Issue Condition -4.508"" -1.539
(1.214) (1.417)
Data Privacy Issue Condition 9.182™" 12.430™"
(1.208) (1.410)
Constant 32.723™ 24.185™
(2.411) (2.814)
Observations 1,978 1,978
R? 0.070 0.090
Adjusted R? 0.065 0.085
Residual Std. Error (df = 1967) 21.910 25.567
F Statistic (df = 10; 1967) 14.753™" 19.391™"
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.3.8 Full Model Results — Racial Group Estimates

Table A.14 Appendix: Regression Models — Figure 6 (Racial Groups)

Second Order Beliefs

Latino Support White Support Black Support
1) ) ®)

Dem. Support Cue 0.193 -2.300" 0.206

(1.233) (1.211) (1.213)
Rep. Support Cue -0.924 1.073 -1.497

(1.255) (1.232) (1.234)
Age 0.088™" 0.059" 0.047

(0.032) (0.032) (0.032)
Education 0.863™ 0.143 0.533

(0.354) (0.347) (0.347)
Female -1.272 0.857 0.078

(1.027) (1.008) (1.010)
White -1.492 0.991 -0.258

(1.222) (1.200) (1.203)
7-Point Party 1D 0.263 0.027 0.056
(Republican)

(0.274) (0.269) (0.269)
/-Point Ideo 0517 0.569 -0.452
(Conservative)

(0.360) (0.353) (0.354)
Mlllta_tr_y Issue 4348 -0.276 4285
Condition

(1.240) (1.217) (1.220)
Data I_Dflvacy Issue 17239 9,897 17.764™
Condition

(1.234) (1.212) (1.214)
Constant 26.717" 41.379"™ 30.660""

(2.464) (2.421) (2.422)
Observations 1,982 1,981 1,982
R? 0.155 0.055 0.163
Adjusted R? 0.151 0.050 0.158
Residual Std. 22.400 (df = 21.986 (df = 22.032 (df =
Error 1971) 1970) 1971)
F Statistic 36.246™" (df = 11.504™" (df = 38.301"" (df =

10; 1971) 10; 1970) 10; 1971)

Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.3.9 Full Model Results — Age Group Estimates

Table A.15 Appendix: Regression Models — Figure 6 (Age Groups)

Second Order Beliefs

18-29 Support

30-54 Support

55+ Support

1) ) @)

Dem. Support Cue 0.637 -0.981 -2.083

(1.319) (1.093) (1.340)
Rep. Support Cue -1.634 -1.209 -0.959

(1.342) (1.112) (1.363)
Age -0.164™" -0.023 0.214™"

(0.035) (0.029) (0.035)
Education 0.630" 0.035 0.215

(0.378) (0.313) (0.384)
Female -1.590 0.404 1.231

(1.098) (0.910) (1.115)
White 0.382 1.569 2.084

(1.307) (1.083) (1.327)
7-Point Party 1D -0.082 -0.087 0.418
(Republican)

(0.293) (0.243) (0.297)
/-Point Ideo -0.044 0.252 0.374
(Conservative)

(0.385) (0.319) (0.391)
Military Issue 9061 3.186™ 2.504"
Condition

(1.325) (1.098) (1.346)
Data Privacy lssue 7.072" 11.258"™ 16.467"
Condition

(1.320) (1.093) (1.340)
Constant 42.168™" 39.758™" 28.828™"

(2.634) (2.184) (2.678)
Observations 1,979 1,979 1,980
R? 0.086 0.092 0.109
Adjusted R? 0.081 0.087 0.105
Residual Std. 23.937 (df = 19.829 (df = 24.312 (df =
Error 1968) 1968) 1969)

- 18.458™ (df = 19.853™ (df = 24.118™ (df

F Statistic 10: 1968) 10; 1968) = 10; 1969)
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.3.10 Full Model Results — Gender/Region/Veteran Estimates

Table A.16 Appendix: Regression Models — Figure 6 (Gender/Rural/Veterans)

Second Order Beliefs

Veterans
Women Support Rural Support Support
@ (2 (3)
Dem. Support Cue -0.692 -0.941 -3.292™
(1.108) (1.253) (1.363)
Rep. Support Cue -2.328"™ -1.444 0.180
(1.128) (1.275) (1.387)
Age 0.121™" 0.062" 0.172™"
(0.029) (0.033) (0.036)
Education 0.460 0.604" -0.305
(0.318) (0.359) (0.390)
Female 1.633" 1.019 0.163
(0.923) (1.043) (1.135)
White -0.042 1.676 1.456
(1.097) (1.241) (1.350)
7-Point Party 1D 0.354 0113 0.422
(Republican)
(0.246) (0.278) (0.302)
7-Point ldeo -0.580" 0.455 0.626
(Conservative)
(0.323) (0.365) (0.397)
Mlllta}r_y Issue 110,994 7 464" 7 299"
Condition
(1.114) (1.260) (1.369)
Data Privacy Issue 13.983" 9.761" 16.103"
Condition
(1.109) (1.253) (1.364)
Constant 34.670™ 39.471 29.100™"
(2.213) (2.505) (2.724)
Observations 1,985 1,983 1,975
R? 0.217 0.095 0.095
Adjusted R? 0.213 0.090 0.090
. 20.141 (df = 22.760 (df = 24.706 (df =
Residual Std. Error 1974) 1972) 1964)
- 54.853™" (df = 20.713™ (df = 20.627™ (df =
F Statistic 10: 1974) 10: 1972) 10; 1964)
Note: p<0.1; p<0.05; p<0.01
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A.3.11 Supplemental Analysis — Most Attentive to Politics
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Figure A.8 AME of Elite Cues on % Estimates of Support

Notes: This figure shows the AME of treatment on respondent’s estimates about the prevalence of support among each
group when restricted to the respondents who are the most attentive to politics. Attentive is defined as those who report
always paying attention to politics.
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