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Abstract 

Affective polarization, a phenomenon characterized by animosity between opposing 

political parties, has emerged as a growing and intractable problem in the United States. 

Affective polarization threatens American democracy, as polarized citizens become 

increasingly unwilling to trust cross-partisans, hold their political leaders accountable, or 

support the results of free and fair elections. While prior research has investigated the 

mitigating effect of intellectual humility and perspective-taking on affective polarization, 

researchers have yet to investigate whether intellectual humility and perspective-taking 

work synergistically to mitigate affective polarization. Informed by social identity theory, 

this quantitative study determined if intellectual humility mediated the relationship 

between perspective-taking and affective polarization among English-speaking U.S. 

citizens aged 18 years and older. Using a cross-sectional correlation design, data were 

collected via SurveyMonkey from 167 participants. Contrary to predictions, a mediation 

analysis found that the mediated effect of perspective-taking on affective polarization via 

intellectual humility was significant and positive, leading to greater polarization. The 

results can contribute to positive social change by revealing that intellectual humility may 

not lessen polarization if outparty members are viewed as intellectually arrogant, an 

insight that clarifies the benefits and drawbacks of intellectual humility. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Introduction 

Polarization is an ever-present phenomenon in American democracy; however, 

whereas intellectual disagreement on policy issues is a normal and healthy part of 

democracy (Overgaard et al., 2022), another form of polarization, where Democrats and 

Republicans increasingly dislike each other, has emerged as a growing problem (Iyengar 

et al., 2019). Animus between the political parties and its members is referred to by 

scholars as affective polarization. Affective polarization was at an all-time high as of 

2020 (American National Election Studies, n.d.), and numerous scholars contend that it 

poses a threat to democracy, as polarized politicians engage in increasingly undemocratic 

behavior expressed as ad hominem attacks (e.g., referring to Democrats, Trump said, “we 

will root out. . . the radical left thugs that live like vermin within the confines of our 

country” and Democrats casting Trump “as a cartoon villain hellbent on bringing about 

the end of democracy itself;” Nesi, 2024) and outright lies about policies advanced by 

their political opponents (e.g., Trump said, Kamala Harris “wants abortions in the eighth 

and ninth month of pregnancy, that’s fine with her, right up until birth, and even after 

birth – the execution of a baby,” and Vice President Kamala Harris falsely claimed that, 

if elected, Donald Trump “would enact a nationwide abortion ban, with or without 

Congress;” Putterman, 2024).  

Nor is the damage caused by affective polarization restricted to the political 

domain; instead, researchers find that the animosity between political parties spills over 

into everyday life (Iyengar et al., 2019; Rudolph & Hetherington, 2021). Polarized 
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Americans increasingly do not want to marry cross partisans, buy their products, or live 

near them, leading to a toxicity that ripples throughout American life. Polarized citizens 

are also more likely to support or engage in political violence (Piazza, 2023), as reflected 

in the events of January 6, 2021, and the Black Lives Matter riots in the summer of 2020. 

Affective polarization even leads to worsened health outcomes due to the stress that it 

causes (Nelson, 2022).  

Researchers have made progress in identifying factors that mitigate affective 

polarization; among these factors are intellectual humility (e.g., Bowes et al., 2020) and 

perspective-taking (e.g., Warner et al., 2020). However, researchers have not yet 

identified the precise mechanism through which intellectual humility and perspective-

taking exert their beneficial effects on affective polarization. Without identifying such a 

mechanism, researchers are limited in their ability to design interventions that most 

effectively mitigate affective polarization. The current study aimed to determine if 

intellectual humility mediates the influence of perspective-taking on affective 

polarization; insight from this study can promote positive social change by reducing the 

interparty hostility necessary to govern productively and encourage U.S. citizens to come 

together in the interest of progress.  

Chapter 1 presents the study’s topic, research problem, purpose, research 

questions, and hypotheses. This is followed by the theoretical framework for the study, 

the nature of the study, definitions of key variables and terms, assumptions underlying 

the study, and the scope and delimitations. The chapter concludes with the limitations and 

significance of the study.  
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Background 

Affective polarization has emerged as a growing problem in American politics. 

When the American National Election Studies (n.d.) started measuring it in 1978, levels 

of affective polarization were relatively stable. However, after 1990, members of both 

parties exhibited a dramatic increase in their negative feelings toward the outparty that 

has persisted up to the present. These data are powerfully reflected in current events; both 

Democrats and Republicans feel that democracy will be at risk if the opposing party wins 

the White House in 2024 (Fields & Sanders, 2023). Rising affective polarization 

threatens American democracy, as partisans become more likely to endorse political 

violence (Piazza, 2023), deny the legitimacy of election results, and fail to support 

democratic norms (Kinzette et al., 2021). Thus, determining how to mitigate this 

emotional divide has become a priority among social science researchers.  

Variables with the potential to mitigate affective polarization have been 

examined. One such factor is perspective-taking. Defined as an intentional effort to 

envision someone else’s perspective (Sassenrath et al., 2016), perspective-taking has 

been found to reduce prejudice toward outgroup members (Shih et al., 2009), lessen 

ingroup favoritism (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000), and decrease affective polarization 

(Warner et al., 2020). Another factor that has shown great promise for reducing affective 

polarization is intellectual humility (Bowes et al., 2020). Although researchers do not 

fully agree on how to define intellectual humility, a central feature common to all 

definitions is an awareness of one’s intellectual fallibility (Sgambati & Ayduk, 2022). 

Various studies have shown a significant negative relationship between intellectual 
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humility and affective polarization (Bowes et al., 2020; Stanley et al., 2020); furthermore, 

priming intellectual humility has been found to decrease affective polarization (Smith, 

2023), suggesting the potential for a causal link between intellectual humility and 

affective polarization.  

Although research has strongly implicated both intellectual humility and 

perspective-taking as a means for reducing affective polarization, the precise mechanism 

through which these variables operate to address the problem has yet to be identified. 

Given what studies have found, one may conjecture that perspective-taking leads to 

reduced affective polarization by increasing intellectual humility. In other words, when 

entertaining someone else’s point of view, one is more likely to consider its merit, even 

when holding firm to one’s own position. This openness to considering a different point 

of view may include an openness to relinquishing any animosity toward the person whose 

views are different, as there is no longer a reason to begrudge them for holding a different 

viewpoint. Testing this hypothesis addresses an important gap in the literature by 

shedding light on a means by which to reduce affective polarization, needed to devise 

interventions with the potential to mitigate it.  

Problem Statement 

Affective polarization is at a record high (American National Election Studies, 

n.d.). In addition to disagreeing on policy issues, Americans increasingly dislike each 

other as well (Iyengar et al., 2019). Not only does this animosity adversely affect the 

political domain, but researchers have found that interparty animus spills over into the 

non-political domain, such that partisans increasingly do not want to buy from each other, 
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marry each other, or live near each other (Iyengar et al., 2019; Rudolph & Hetherington, 

2021). Some scholars also contend that such polarization threatens democracy itself, as 

polarized citizens and politicians ignore democratic norms that are essential to a stable 

democracy (Kingzette et al., 2021; Orhan, 2022). Affective polarization is also associated 

with higher levels of political violence, and polarized Americans are more likely to 

endorse political violence (Piazza, 2023). Partisans are also more likely to question 

election results, threatening the foundations of American democracy (Iyengar et al., 

2019). The most blatant example of this took place on January 6, 2021, when former 

President Trump, claiming that the election was stolen from him, encouraged his 

supporters to march to the Capitol, resulting in a failed attempt to stop the Congressional 

certification of the election (Shivaram, 2022). Earlier elections also saw polarized actors 

denying the legitimacy of election outcomes, such as when Hillary Clinton repeatedly 

claimed that Donald Trump was an illegitimate President (e.g., Itkowitz, 2019), a false 

claim that has been echoed by several prominent Democrats including Joe Biden 

(Einbinder, 2019) and Kamala Harris (Breakfast Club Power 105.1 FM, 2019). While not 

as extreme as the attempt to overturn the 2020 election, these instances reflect an 

increasingly polarized landscape wherein the legitimacy of election results is frequently 

called into question, eroding the public’s trust in democracy’s most fundamental 

institution.  

While studies have identified variables with the potential to mitigate affective 

polarization (e.g., intellectual humility and perspective-taking), none to date have 

examined the extent to which intellectual humility mediates the relationship between 
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perspective-taking and affective polarization. The current study aimed to address this 

gap. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine the extent to which 

intellectual humility (M) mediates the relationship between perspective-taking (IV) and 

affective polarization (DV). 

Research Questions and Hypotheses 

RQ1: To what extent does intellectual humility, as measured by the 

Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale, relate to affective polarization, as measured 

by the Affective Polarization Scales, among English-speaking U.S. citizens aged 18 years 

and older? 

Ho1: Intellectual humility does not predict affective polarization. 

H1: Intellectual humility does predict affective polarization. 

RQ2: To what extent does perspective taking, as measured by the Perspective-

Taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index, relate to affective polarization, as 

measured by the Affective Polarization Scales, among English-speaking U.S. citizens 

aged 18 years and older? 

Ho2: Perspective taking does not predict affective polarization. 

H2: Perspective taking does predict affective polarization. 

RQ 3: To what extent does intellectual humility, as measured by the 

Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale, mediate the relationship between perspective 

taking, as measured by the Perspective-Taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity 
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Index, and affective polarization, as measured by the Affective Polarization Scales, 

among English-speaking U.S. citizens aged 18 years and older? 

Ho3: Intellectual humility does not mediate the relationship between perspective 

taking and affective polarization. 

H3: Intellectual humility does mediate the relationship between perspective taking 

and affective polarization. 

Theoretical Foundation 

The current study was informed by the social identity approach (Hornsey, 2008), 

an overarching framework that incorporates insights from both social identity theory 

(Tajfel & Turner, 1979) and self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1994), which holds 

that people derive a sense of identity from their group memberships. First introduced by 

Tajfel and Turner (1979), social identity theory holds that one’s social identity affects 

one’s self-esteem, such that different groups compete to be the best in order to raise the 

self-esteem of group members; this is how the us-versus-them mentality develops, where 

each group jockeys for dominance. Early research found that just arbitrarily dividing 

people into separate groups led to those groups discriminating against each other in a 

money allocation game (Tajfel et al., 1971). Self-categorization theory was later 

introduced by Turner et al. (1987) to further refine social identity theory by describing 

the cognitive processes underlying social identity formation, such that groups emphasize 

similarities while minimizing differences (Reicher et al., 2010). The social identity 

approach guides how academics understand affective polarization, viewed as an 
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outgrowth of social identity and its tendency to produce animosity between opposing 

groups (Iyengar et al., 2019).  

The social identity approach guided the proposed study by explaining how 

affective polarization develops and how to prevent it. Because affective polarization 

results from antagonistic social identities (e.g., Democrats vs Republicans), cultivating a 

sense of shared humanity has the potential to reduce affective polarization; humanizing 

the outgroup and acknowledging the potential limitations of the ingroup’s shared beliefs 

may begin to erode the boundary between “us” and “them.” To that end, the current study 

examined the extent to which intellectual humility mediated the relationship between 

perspective-taking and affective polarization. A more thorough discussion of the social 

identity approach and how it relates to the study is presented in Chapter 2.  

Nature of the Study 

The proposed study employed a cross-sectional quantitative survey design to 

examine the extent to which intellectual humility mediated the relationship between 

perspective-taking and affective polarization. This design is appropriate for determining 

the relationship between two or more variables (Cox, 2020), without seeking to establish 

the causal nature of these relationships. A mediation analysis examined whether 

perspective-taking reduced affective polarization by increasing intellectual humility.  

The population of the study was United States citizens over the age of 18. Those 

under the age of 18 and those who are not United States citizens were excluded from the 

study. Participants were recruited through SurveyMonkey Audience, an online survey 

administration tool. Convenience sampling was employed for the study, as I lacked the 
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resources necessary to carry out random sampling. Data analysis was conducted using the 

Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) version 28.0. Using version 4.2 of the 

PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2022), a mediation analysis was conducted that 

parsed the direct and indirect effects of perspective-taking on affective polarization, 

thereby examining the extent to which perspective-taking affected affective polarization 

via its effects on intellectual humility.  

Definitions 

Affective polarization: The tendency for Democrats and Republicans to like those 

from their own party and to dislike those from the opposing party (Iyengar et al., 2019). 

Intellectual humility: Scholars have different views about how to define 

intellectual humility; however, most definitions center around an awareness of one’s 

intellectual fallibility (Porter et al., 2022).  

Perspective-taking: An intentional effort to adopt someone else’s perspective 

(Sassenraath, 2016). 

Ideological Polarization: Democrats and Republicans moving further away from 

the center in their stances on political issues and in their ideologies (Jost et al., 2022).  

Assumptions 

I made several assumptions in the study. First, I assumed that participants would 

correctly follow the instructions for completing the survey and that the participants would 

answer the survey questions honestly. In particular, social desirability bias becomes a 

concern for self-report surveys, where participants are inclined to respond in ways that 

put them in the best light. To mitigate this, participants were reminded that all responses 
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would be anonymous and that no identifying information would be collected. Finally, it 

was assumed that participants met all inclusion criteria, given that there is no way to 

verify that information.  

Scope and Delimitations 

The purpose of the proposed study was to determine the mediating influence of 

intellectual humility on the relationship between perspective-taking and affective 

polarization. The study used intellectual humility and perspective-taking, specifically, as 

both have shown promise for reducing affective polarization (Bowes et al., 2020; Warner 

et al., 2020), yet researchers had yet to investigate whether these variables play a shared 

role in mitigating affective polarization. The study excluded investigation of individuals 

who were not U. S. citizens, as they do not have a direct stake in United States elections 

and therefore political polarization does not affect them to the same degree. Furthermore, 

although intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) has the potential to explain the process 

by which affective polarization develops, as an explanatory device, the social identity 

approach was a better fit. While affective polarization is not unique to the United States, 

the study was concerned only with its deleterious impact in the U.S.  

Limitations 

Using convenience sampling for this study limited the representativeness of the 

sample, which, in turn, limited the generalizability of the findings to the broader 

population. However, the cost-prohibitive and time-consuming nature of probability 

sampling precluded its use for this study. As a correlational study, this study was limited 

by its inability to make causal inferences. As is common with self-report surveys, social 
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desirability bias was a limitation of the study design, as participants may have been 

disinclined to answer questions truthfully. However, the effects of social desirability bias 

were mitigated by the fact that the survey was conducted online and anonymously, 

limiting the motive for participants to inflate their answers in order to impress an external 

audience.  

Significance 

Affective polarization is at an all-time high in the United States (American 

National Election Studies, n.d.), resulting in democratic dysfunction (Kingzette et al., 

2021; Orhan, 2022), interpersonal strife, and political violence (Piazza, 2023). 

Consequently, the topic of affective polarization has aroused the interest of social 

psychologists, leading to an abundance of literature on the subject. Despite these efforts, 

the mechanisms underlying affective polarization have yet to be identified (Jost et al., 

2022), prompting researchers to continue their search. With no less than U.S. democracy 

at risk, studies have identified factors with the potential to mitigate affective polarization, 

including intellectual humility and perspective-taking, but the mechanism that may 

explain how these factors influence affective polarization is still unknown. To that end, 

investigating the mediating influence of intellectual humility on the relationship between 

perspective taking and affective polarization may provide much-needed insight with 

implications for positive social change. Findings may be used to develop interventions 

that leverage this knowledge to mitigate the deleterious effects of affective polarization.  
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Summary 

The continuing rise of affective polarization has become a major concern to 

researchers in the social sciences, who are keenly aware of its detrimental effects. The 

study examined two variables that have shown promise for reducing affective 

polarization (e.g., Bowes et al., 2020; Warner et al., 2020); however, no study had yet 

determined whether, if examined together, the impact of intellectual humility and 

perspective-taking on affective polarization would be greater than when examined 

independently. 

The study was conducted within the theoretical framework of the social identity 

approach. Using data collected through SurveyMonkey, a quantitative cross-sectional 

survey design was used to conduct a mediation analysis on the key variables. The 

findings will help researchers better understand the mechanism through which 

perspective-taking and intellectual humility can reduce affective polarization, allowing 

researchers to devise more precise and effective interventions to mitigate it.  

Chapter 2 describes the literature search strategy, an overview of the theoretical 

framework and how it relates to the study, and an exhaustive review of the literature 

related to the key variables (affective polarization, intellectual humility, perspective-

taking), followed by a conclusion that summarizes the key points of the chapter.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

Affective polarization, a phenomenon characterized by extreme hostility toward 

members of opposing political parties, has given rise to political violence that threatens 

the very foundation of American democracy (Iyengar et al., 2019). Not only is there 

unprecedented animosity between Democrats and Republicans, but such partisanship has 

already led to societal strife, distrust of democratic institutions, political deadlock, and 

failure to support democratic norms when such norms limit the power of one’s ingroup 

(Kingzette et al., 2021; Orhan, 2022). Affective polarization has increased cynicism 

among American citizens, affecting our collective well-being. An examination of its 

underlying mechanisms has the potential to mitigate the Democracy-threatening effects 

of affective polarization (Choma et al., 2019). The purpose of this quantitative study was 

to determine the mediating influence of intellectual humility on the relationship between 

perspective-taking and affective polarization. 

Relevance of the Problem 

Affective polarization has recently emerged as a growing problem in the United 

States (Iyengar et al., 2019). Democrats and Republicans no longer merely disagree on 

policy issues; they also dislike or hate those from the opposing political party. The main 

tool social scientists use to measure affective polarization is the feeling thermometer, 

whereby people rate their feelings towards Democrats and Republicans on a scale of 0 to 

100; affective polarization is then computed by subtracting the out-party feeling 

thermometer score from the in-party score, thereby gauging how much people like their 
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co-partisans compared to cross-partisans (Iyengar et al., 2019). The feeling thermometer 

ratings from the past few decades indicate that differences in feelings for in-party vs. out-

party members have been steadily increasing and are now at an all-time high, differences 

driven primarily by increased animosity toward outgroup members rather than increased 

liking of ingroup members (American National Election Studies, n.d.). Americans have 

become so polarized that they identify more strongly with their political party than with 

their American identity (Brown & Hohman, 2022). 

Affective polarization threatens U.S. democracy as citizens increasingly fail to 

hold their elected officials accountable for failing to uphold democratic norms when 

politicians are on their side (Dias & Lelkes, 2022). Orhan (2022) found that affectively 

polarized individuals were more likely to support politicians who engaged in 

undemocratic behavior. For example, Marjorie Taylor Greene, a Republican U.S. 

representative from Georgia, was captured on video screaming “liar” at President Biden 

during his State of the Union address on February 7, 2023. Examples of undemocratic 

behavior on both sides were on national display during the February 2020 State of the 

Union when, first, President Trump rejected Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s handshake and 

ended with Pelosi dramatically ripping up a copy of Trump’s speech. Such divisive 

conduct among elected officials has been escalating over the past few election cycles. For 

instance, Barack Obama referred to small-town citizens who chose not to vote for 

Democrats as bitterly clinging to guns and religion, while Hillary Clinton labeled half of 

Trump supporters as belonging to a “basket of deplorables.” On the other side of the 

aisle, Republican presidential candidate Mitt Romney asserted that “47% of Americans 
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would vote for Obama no matter what, because they believe they are victims entitled to 

healthcare, to food, to housing, to you-name-it…these are people who pay no income 

tax” (News, 2012). Donald Trump’s presidency was replete with insults toward his 

political opponents. Partisans are also more likely to challenge, even deny, the legitimacy 

of election results. For example, the House GOP just elected a Speaker, second in line to 

succeed the President after the Vice President, who denies that Joe Biden won the 2020 

presidential election. Former Secretary of State and presidential candidate Hillary Clinton 

has repeatedly maintained that Trump’s 2016 victory was illegitimate, though she did 

immediately concede his win. 

Political violence is another manifestation of affective polarization (Iyengar et al., 

2019; Piazza, 2023). On January 6, 2021, Trump supporters stormed the Capitol, 

intending to overturn his election defeat. Throughout the summer of 2020, Black Lives 

Matter riots led to the destruction of billions of dollars’ worth of property and the injury 

of over 2000 police officers. On October 28, 2022, Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s husband was 

attacked with a hammer by an assailant who broke into their home, aiming to take Nancy 

hostage, question her, and break her kneecaps if she lied. A desire to dismantle 

democratic institutions also threatens democracy. For example, extremist House 

Republicans threatened to shut down the U.S. Government in an attempt to deny Special 

Counsel Jack Smith the funding needed to prosecute former President Trump for 

attempting to overturn the 2020 election. On the other hand, President Biden instituted an 

eviction moratorium to stop the spread of COVID-19 despite the fact that doing so was 

unconstitutional, both according to the Supreme Court and Biden himself. Affectively 
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polarized individuals are more likely to ignore such undemocratic behavior if the one 

engaging in it aligns with them politically (Kingzette et al., 2021). 

While these expressions of animus have been directed toward each other most 

publicly by congressional Republicans and Democrats, studies show no shortage of 

hostility expressed by ordinary citizens toward members of the opposing party. 

Americans increasingly dislike out-party members (American National Election Studies, 

n.d.) and are less likely to trust cross-partisans in political settings (Rudolph & 

Hetherington, 2021). This cross-party animus also affects how Americans treat each other 

outside the political sphere. It affects who partisans want to date, who they want to buy 

from, and who they want to be friends with (Iyengar et al., 2019). Partisans increasingly 

report they would be unhappy with their child marrying an out-party member, and they 

avoid conversations with out-party family members. Rudolph and Hetherington (2021) 

similarly found evidence of affective polarization even in non-political settings as 

measured by differences in trust between ingroup and outgroup members (although this 

was driven by in-party love rather than out-party hate). Thus, even outside the political 

sphere, affective polarization is leading to everyday hostility among Americans and an 

increasingly self-segregated society. 

Affective polarization also leads to the spread of misinformation, disinformation, 

and extremist viewpoints. Polarized citizens are more likely to consume partisan media 

rife with misinformation, leading to inaccurate beliefs about the opposing party (Garrett 

et al., 2019). Media, and particularly social media, have also played a role in creating 

echo chambers that lead to runaway polarization, ultimately facilitating the events of 
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January 6 by exposing average Republicans to extremist rhetoric who then mobilized 

themselves to protest the 2020 election (Van Swol et al., 2022). The existence of these 

partisan echo chambers makes it ever harder for Democrats and Republicans to get along, 

as they increasingly live in isolated information bubbles that promote conflicting 

narratives about reality.  

Additionally, affectively polarized citizens display a lack of concern for 

democratic norms. Kingzette et al. (2021) found that polarized Democratic and 

Republican voters were more likely to support: (a) the President legislating by executive 

fiat rather than following the usual congressional processes; (b) limiting checks and 

balances; and (c) allowing a politician to “get things done” (p. 668) even by 

undemocratic means, but only when the politician was from their own political side. This 

phenomenon threatens democracy by incentivizing undemocratic behavior from 

politicians who increasingly abuse their power by doing whatever they can to achieve 

their political goals, while disregarding the checks and balances enumerated in the 

Constitution. Thus, affective polarization leads to democratic dysfunction, as politicians 

engage in divisive behavior and polarized citizens fail to hold them accountable.  

Although much research has been conducted on affective polarization, researchers 

have yet to fully understand the mechanisms that underlie it (Jost et al., 2022). To date, 

studies have found that both intellectual humility (Bowes et al., 2020) and perspective 

taking (Warner et al., 2020) decrease affective polarization in some contexts (e.g., when a 

sense of commonality between in- and outgroups is primed; Warner et al., 2020).  
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Chapter 2 describes the literature search strategy, the theoretical foundation (i.e., 

social identity theory) that informs the study, and provides an exhaustive literature review 

related to key variables (i.e., intellectual humility, perspective-taking, affective 

polarization). The chapter ends with a summary and conclusions.  

Literature Search Strategy 

Both the Walden University library and Google Scholar were used to search for 

relevant peer-reviewed articles. Within the Walden library, databases searched included 

APA PsycArticles, APA PsycInfo, ScienceDirect, SAGE Journals, Taylor and Francis 

Online, EBSCOHost and ProQuest. The following keywords and combinations thereof 

were used to conduct the search: affective polarization, intellectual humility, perspective 

taking, perspective-taking, mediators, moderators, and political polarization. The 

literature reviewed was primarily from the past five years, with the exception of 

foundational theoretical works. 

Theoretical Foundation 

Social Identity Approach 

The social identity approach is a theoretical framework within social psychology 

that incorporates both social identity theory and self-categorization theory (Hornsey, 

2008; Reicher et al., 2010). The approach originated with Tajfel and Turner (1979), 

whose experiments found that assigning people arbitrarily to two opposing groups led to 

discriminatory behavior in a money allocation game. This finding refuted the realistic 

group conflict theory claim that intergroup conflict occurs because groups fight over 

limited resources; instead, it appeared that the mere assignment to opposing groups was 
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sufficient to trigger a divisive “us vs them” mentality (Hornsey, 2008). Based on these 

experiments, Tajfel and Turner’s social identity theory, which holds that people 

categorize themselves into social groups and derive a sense of identity based on their 

group membership, which functions to increase self-esteem based on favorable 

comparisons between their ingroup and relevant outgroups. However, social identity 

theory focused primarily on intergroup dynamics, while neglecting to explain the 

intragroup processes that also play a role in social identity (Brown, 2020). To rectify this 

omission, Turner and his colleagues formulated self-categorization theory to address the 

intragroup processes of social identity (Hornsey, 2008). 

Self-categorization theory addresses the cognitive process associated with self-

categorization that underlies social identity, i.e., the spectrum from personal to group to 

human identity, and how different levels of identity are activated in different situations. It 

also addresses depersonalization, a social phenomenon whereby individuals can lose their 

sense of personal identity and see themselves as interchangeable with and identical to 

other group members. Social identity theory and self-categorization theory comprise the 

social identity approach, a framework that has become exceedingly popular in social 

psychology and many other fields (Brown, 2020).  

The social identity approach posits that people derive a sense of identity from 

their group memberships, political affiliation in this case (Reicher et al., 2010). Because 

group membership affects the individual’s sense of identity, it also affects their self-

esteem. Furthermore, since one’s group identity is defined in contrast to other groups, 

comparing one’s group with other groups becomes a significant factor in how one 
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construes one’s sense of social identity. People compare their own group to other groups 

on dimensions they care about, seeking to positively distinguish their group by 

comparison. This feature of the social identity approach explains how intergroup 

discrimination comes about: perceiving one’s group as superior to relevant outgroups 

boosts self-esteem both for the individual and the group to which he or she belongs.  

This dynamic has tremendous relevance in the political context. Political groups 

form based on shared values, such as life, liberty, autonomy, and respect for tradition or 

religion. These values then determine the group’s positions on issues they care about 

deeply, such as abortion, healthcare, gay marriage, and immigration. Seeking to maintain 

a positive sense of identity, these groups then compare themselves to other groups whose 

values, by comparison, are perceived as subordinate to their own. This process readily 

translates to intergroup animosity, whereby people extol the virtues of their ingroup and 

denigrate the outgroup for being wrong on essential issues; for instance, liberals 

disparage conservatives on abortion for denying the woman her bodily autonomy, 

whereas conservatives vilify liberals for not protecting the life of the fetus. 

Integral to self-categorization are the principles of depersonalization and 

stereotyping, both of which help explain political group behavior (Reicher et al., 2010). 

When one adopts a group identity, one tends to become depersonalized, losing one’s 

sense of individual identity by merging with the group. That individual no longer thinks 

of themselves in terms of their individuating characteristics but instead as an 

interchangeable prototype of the group. In addition to depersonalization, people also 

stereotype group members, including themselves, by attributing the prototypical group 
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characteristics to its individual members. These group stereotypes then inform how group 

members act.  

For example, Dias and Lelkes (2022) cite evidence showing that one’s political 

party determines their political positions more strongly than their political positions 

determine their party affiliation, indicating that people are conforming to the norms of 

their ingroup by adopting their ingroup’s policy positions. The process of 

depersonalization and self-stereotyping can lead group members to behave in ways far 

removed from how they would typically behave as individuals apart from the group; 

indeed, Van Swol et al. (2022) explain how these group dynamics led to the events of 

January 6, where otherwise ordinary self-identified conservatives engaged in radical 

group behavior informed by a group identity that was now salient. Social identity theory 

and self-categorization theory combine to explain the inter- and intra-group processes 

that underlie affective polarization, allowing for the testing of hypotheses with the 

potential to mitigate its negative outcomes. 

From the theoretical lens of the social identity approach, researchers have 

explained the formation of ingroups who pit themselves against an outgroup and how this 

dynamic affects their subsequent behavior. For instance, Shayegh et al. (2022) conducted 

a qualitative study exploring how nativist populist leaders such as Donald Trump and 

Nigel Farage employ rhetoric that pits establishment elitists as an outgroup that works at 

cross-purposes to the general population. The authors analyzed the narrative employed by 

nativist populist leaders, in particular how they labeled the elites as a monolithic outgroup 

who collude with one another, dominate the media, and seek to suppress and undermine 
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the consensus of the populace. These narratives were culled from the 2016 speeches of 

anti-elite and anti-immigration leaders from the United States (Donald Trump), United 

Kingdom (Nigel Farage), and Australia (Pauline Hanson) and from the op-eds of media 

outlets that also expressed anti-elite and anti-immigration views (Daily Mail, Daily 

Telegraph, Washington Times). Emergent themes from the narrative analysis revealed 

that anti-elitist rhetoric referred to “colluding elites” and “the suppression of consensus 

by elitists.” Shayegh et al. demonstrated how nativist populist leaders cultivate a sense of 

“us” versus “the elites” among their followers by playing on people’s strong sense of 

social identity. These findings underscore the affective polarization that characterizes 

U.S. politics since 2016, and with it, the urgent need for research bent on cultivating a 

sense of intellectual humility and openness to the perspectives of others rather than an 

insular ingroup mentality.  

Schulz et al. (2020) also looked at populism through the lens of the social identity 

approach. They determined if populist citizens’ claims that their views aligned with the 

general public (i.e., the ingroup) and that the mainstream media disparage those views, 

putting the media (i.e., the outgroup) at odds with public opinion. To test this, the authors 

examined the relationship between the strength of participants’ populist attitudes and 

perceived alignment with public opinion, perception of the media’s hostility toward their 

own views, and the perceived gap between the public and the media’s views. Data were 

collected from a survey administered to 640 participants from Germany, 640 from 

France, 1250 from Switzerland, and 824 from the United Kingdom; recruitment for the 

study used a quota that ensured equal representation among sex and age groups. To 
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measure the perception of the public’s views and perception of the media’s views, the 

researchers used 3- and 4-item Likert scales, respectively, both of which showed high 

reliability as measured by Cronbach’s alpha. The perceived gap between public and 

media views was calculated by subtracting the media perception scores from the public 

perception scores. Populist attitudes were measured using a 12-point Likert scale that had 

been used and validated in previous research. Results confirmed the researchers’ 

hypotheses: populist attitudes were related to perceived alignment with public opinion 

and with hostility in mainstream media reporting. The study shows the power of the 

social identity approach to predict how perceived adversarial social groups leads to an us-

versus-them mentality, further emphasizing the need for researchers to fully understand 

the mechanisms through which this divisive process can be reversed. 

Shin et al. (2022) examined the potential for the social identity approach to 

explain how mask-wearing during COVID-19 became an adversarial partisan issue. To 

this end, the authors investigated members of the U.S. Congress use of social media to 

communicate norms about mask-wearing during the COVID-19 pandemic. The study 

determined if Democratic congress members were more likely to support mask-wearing 

than Republican members and if this effect would be more pronounced among the more 

polarized members of Congress. To test their hypotheses, the authors examined the 

relationship between strength of partisanship, retweets of President Trump’s’ messages, 

retweets of official party messages, retweets of Republican or Democratic members of 

Congress and number of tweets promoting masks. The authors hypothesized that 

Democrats would promote mask-wearing on Twitter more frequently than Republicans, 
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Republicans who retweeted other Republicans more frequently would promote masks 

less frequently, Democrats who retweeted other Democrats more frequently would 

promote masks more frequently, and that those who retweeted outgroup members more 

frequently would show the opposite pattern.  

The results supported most of these hypotheses: Democrats tweeted in favor of 

mask use significantly more than Republicans, and Democrats and Republicans who 

retweeted outgroup members more frequently were less likely to follow this pattern. 

However, the researchers did not find that those who retweeted ingroup members more 

frequently were more likely to follow the stereotypical pattern of their ingroups (that is, 

more pro-mask tweets among Democrats and fewer among Republicans). This study 

underscores how openness to other perspectives may make people less likely to mimic 

stereotypical ingroup behavior; those engaging with outgroup tweets were less polarized 

in how they related to mask wearing, thereby defying the partisan-specific mask 

supporting and anti-mask positions of Democrats and Republicans, respectively. Indeed, 

whether masks are recommended, in what circumstances they are to be used, and what 

type of mask should be used are questions that should be based on rigorous scientific 

research rather than partisan allegiance. The same principle can be applied to politics, 

where promoting intellectual humility and openness to other perspectives has the 

potential to mitigate the polarizing effects of echo chambers wherein dissenting views are 

not encountered.  

Researchers have also looked at how social identity dynamics lead to affective 

polarization in the political realm. Dias and Lelkes (2022) determined the source of 
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affective polarization by disentangling policy preference (i.e., policy over party) from 

party identity (i.e., party over policy) as its driving force. To that end, Dias and Lelkes 

conducted five studies. Study 1 determined if five policy issues were related to perceived 

partisan identity; if so, prior research suggesting that policy disagreement is the source of 

affective polarization might instead be explained by the fact that policy preferences may 

merely signal partisan identity. To test this, 499 American adults recruited from an online 

panel were asked to rate whether most Republicans or most Democrats would agree with 

various policy positions or whether they did not know. They found that many policy 

positions strongly signaled partisan identity and identified some policies that did not. 

Referring to these as partisan-branded (i.e., immigration, welfare, guns, abortion, 

adoption by same-sex couples) and unbranded (i.e., eminent domain, occupational 

licensing) policy positions, these results informed the subsequent studies.  

To determine if policy disagreement would more strongly relate to affective 

polarization for branded vs unbranded policy positions, participants in Study 2 read 

vignettes about either Democrats or Republicans who endorsed branded or unbranded 

policy positions. On a 4-point scale, participants (N = 3,025 U.S. adults) then indicated 

how positively or negatively they felt about individuals featured in the vignettes. Results 

revealed that the association between policy disagreement and affective polarization was 

significantly decreased when the policy issues were unbranded, suggesting that policy 

disagreement primarily drives affective polarization by signaling the social identity of the 

policy-position holder.  
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Using the same vignettes, this time featuring Democrats and Republicans 

endorsing unbranded policy preferences only, Study 3 determined if eliminating the 

potential for partisan-branded policies to signal partisan identity would still produce 

affective polarization. To test this, participants (N =2,004) completed feeling 

thermometer ratings to determine if feelings toward the Democrat or Republican featured 

in the vignette were affected by expressing views that were not party-aligned. Results 

again revealed that associating an unbranded policy preference with a political party (i.e., 

the Democrat or Republican featured in the vignette) led to increased affective 

polarization, indicating that policy disagreement exerts its polarizing effect partly by 

signaling partisan identity. Dias and Lelkes (2022) replicated this result in Study 4 with 

2506 US adults recruited through MTurk. Finally, Study 5 (N = 2580) replicated the 

results of studies 3 and 4 this time controlling for participants’ ability to infer vignette 

subjects’ policy preferences on other issues. Results revealed that the effect of partisan-

branded policy preferences on affective polarization was due exclusively to the 

perception that policy positions are party-specific. These studies addressed the debate 

over whether policy positions or party identity is the driving force behind affective 

polarization. The results revealed that polarization is precipitated by adversarial social 

identities and not merely by intellectual disagreement about political issues, affirming the 

value of the SIA in explaining how self-categorization generates partisan identity and 

with it an adversarial relationship sustained by the zealous valuing of one’s ingroup at the 

expense of the outgroup. 
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Literature Review Related to Key Variables 

Affective Polarization 

The primary variable related to the present study is affective polarization, which 

in the American political context is the tendency for Republicans and Democrats to 

dislike each other and to like only those from their own party (Iyengar et al., 2019). 

Recent research on affective polarization helps shed light on the nature of the 

phenomenon in terms of its causes, consequences, and potential ways to mitigate it.  

There is an ongoing debate in the scholarly literature concerning the primary 

cause of affective polarization: some argue that it is due to differences of opinion related 

to ideology and public policy (Lelkes, 2021; Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016; Webster & 

Abramowitz, 2017), but the predominance of the more recent literature finds that 

partisanship and social identity (i.e., the “us versus them” mentality as a function of 

belonging to opposing social groups) uniquely contribute to affective polarization over 

and above the effects of intellectual disagreement. Thus, although it is well established 

that differences of political opinion contribute to feelings of cross-party animus, affective 

polarization stems significantly from the animus that typically emerges when ingroups 

and outgroups form in opposition to one another.  

One study capitalized on the unique circumstances afforded by the novel 

coronavirus pandemic to test this hypothesis. Druckman et al. (2021) realized that since 

the coronavirus was not an inherently political issue, nor one about which Democrats and 

Republicans had preexisting opinions, any divergence in opinions between Democrats 

and Republicans about the coronavirus would presumably be due to partisanship, not 
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intellectual disagreement. The authors hypothesized that as levels of affective 

polarization increased, Democrats and Republicans would also display more polarized 

opinions about coronavirus and its mitigation, with Democrats expressing more support 

for COVID mitigation practices and Republicans showing less support. To test this 

hypothesis, they contacted 2,484 respondents who had previously completed a survey 

measuring their partisan animosity and interviewed them about their COVID-19-related 

feelings and their support for government policies to stop the spread. Results confirmed 

that more affectively polarized individuals expressed more polarized views about 

COVID-19 and its mitigation, despite the non-political nature of COVID-19. Thus, 

although disagreement on political issues undoubtedly contributes to affective 

polarization, Druckman et al. showed that people will become polarized even over non-

political issues, implicating the power of partisanship to drive polarization.  

         Huddy and Yair (2021) further supported the crucial role of partisanship in 

contributing to affective polarization. By having participants read mock interactions 

between then-Democratic Senate minority leader Chuck Schumer and Republican Senate 

majority leader Mitch McConnell, they tested whether positive interpersonal interactions 

between Democratic and Republican leaders would play a role larger than policy 

compromise in reducing affective polarization among those who read the vignettes. The 

authors hypothesized that both positive interparty interactions and policy compromise 

would lead to reductions in affective polarization. They tested these hypotheses in two 

studies. Study 1 employed a non-random sample from MTurk of 307 participants who 

were assigned to 9 experimental groups to read different vignettes, using a 3-by-3 design 
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(warm relations, hostile relations, control group; policy compromise, no policy 

compromise, control group). Results revealed that warm relations between Schumer and 

McConnell led to significant increases in positive feelings for out-party members, 

whereas compromise between the party leaders had no such effect. Results further 

supported the hypothesis that affective polarization is primarily a problem related to 

partisanship rather than intellectual disagreement and, as such, can be resolved by 

improving interparty relations. 

Another factor that contributes to affective polarization is social sorting, a 

phenomenon whereby different races, religions, and political groups increasingly align 

themselves with one of the political parties (Mason, 2016). On the political level, sorting 

means that liberals increasingly identify as Democrats and conservatives increasingly 

identify as Republicans. Furthermore, non-political social groups also increasingly align 

with one party or the other; for instance, White evangelicals are overwhelmingly 

Republican, and Blacks are overwhelmingly Democratic (Iyengar et al., 2019). To better 

understand how social sorting contributes to affective polarization, Mason (2016) tested 

the effects of social sorting on emotional reactivity to fabricated political blog posts. 

Independent variables were social sorting, strength of partisan identity, and polarization 

over political issues; dependent variables were levels of anger and enthusiasm reported 

by participants in response to fabricated blog posts with messages related to either policy 

issues (issue-based messages) or the likelihood that one’s party would win or lose (party-

based messages). Mason hypothesized that highly sorted individuals would experience 
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stronger emotional volatility (i.e., stronger anger and enthusiasm toward the blog posts) 

in response to both issue- and party-based messages.  

Participants were 1,100 Americans who conducted a web survey on Polimetrix, a 

company that conducts survey research. The sample was matched to be as representative 

of the United States population as possible. Social sorting was measured by assessing 

alignment or misalignment between participants’ various social identities and their 

political party; aligned identities are assigned one point, while misaligned identities 

subtract a point, and the total score determines the extent of social sorting for each 

participant. Liberal, secular, and Black identities were considered aligned with the 

Democratic party, while conservative, evangelical, and Tea Party identities aligned with 

the Republican Party. To measure issue polarization, Mason participants were asked 

about their positions on various political issues and how strongly they felt about those 

issues. To assess strength of partisan identity, participants were asked how they identified 

politically and how strongly they identified with their political party. Results confirmed 

Mason’s hypothesis, such that social sorting played a more decisive role in causing 

emotionally polarized reactions to the blog posts than either issue- or party-based 

polarization. Mason’s findings point to social sorting as an essential driver of affective 

polarization, indicating the importance of intellectual humility and perspective-taking to 

help partisans break out of their echo chambers and expose themselves to opposing points 

of view. 

Modern social media accelerates social sorting, allowing rapid exposure to 

various political beliefs. Using a computer model that ran thousands of simulations of 
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political social media interactions, Törnberg (2022) found that interaction with various 

political opinions on social media allows people to quickly find and align with those with 

whom they disagree, thereby accelerating social sorting. This finding conflicts with the 

idea that affective polarization is driven by “echo chambers” in which people never 

discuss politics with those whose politics differ from their own; instead, it suggests that 

encountering conflicting opinions may accelerate the pace at which people align with 

like-minded individuals. Thus, mere exposure to opposing viewpoints does not alleviate 

polarization and may even exacerbate it. 

Some research also indicates that the high-choice media environment and social 

media both contribute to affective polarization. For instance, Lau et al. (2017) determined 

the extent to which high-choice media that allows exposure to various ideological 

viewpoints and negative political advertising increases affective polarization. To test their 

hypothesis, they exposed participants to either mainstream or diverse media 

environments and examined the effects of high-choice media and negative ads on three 

dependent variables: (1) the quantity of news articles examined, (2) the extent to which 

participants selectively engaged with articles that supported their political side (selective 

exposure), and (3) participants’ levels of affective polarization after reading the articles. 

Participants exposed to mainstream media had access to articles from non-partisan news 

outlets such as the Associated Press and CBS News. By contrast, participants in the 

diverse media environment condition had access to mainstream news as well as more 

partisan news sources such as Fox News and MSNBC.  
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Four hundred eighty-nine participants were recruited using a convenience sample 

from an election poll conducted by the Center for Public Interest Polling at the Eagleton 

Institute of Politics at Rutgers University and from MTurk. Quantity of news articles 

examined was calculated by measuring the number of news stories opened by participants 

on their computers; selective exposure was measured by subtracting the number of 

articles participants opened about the political opponent of their preferred candidate from 

the number of articles opened about their preferred candidate; and affective polarization 

was measured by administering feeling thermometer ratings of Obama and Romney. 

Results revealed the expected pattern: both high-choice media exposure and exposure to 

negative political ads were significantly positively related to all dependent variables, 

most notably affective polarization. The study points to modern media’s role in allowing 

consumers of political news to selectively expose themselves to information biased 

toward their political point of view, which in turn increases affective polarization. Thus, 

openness to opposing points of view is more necessary than ever to combat this modern 

tendency to engage only with media that reinforces preexisting biases. 

         More recently, Lee et al. (2022) explored the effects of social media and 

messaging apps on affective polarization in the United States and Japan. They 

hypothesized that the use of both social media (e.g., Facebook and Twitter) and 

messaging apps (e.g., WhatsApp and Snapchat) would lead to increases in affective 

polarization. Participants were recruited via non-random sampling through the survey 

company Qualtrics, choosing participants demographically representative of the United 

States and Japanese populations. News consumption through messaging apps was 
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measured with three questions that were answered on a 6-point scale ranging from 0 

(never) to 5 (frequently): participants were asked how frequently they consume news on a 

messaging app, how often they consume conservative news through a messaging app, and 

how often they consume liberal news on a messaging app. News consumption via social 

media was measured with one question asking participants how frequently they 

consumed news through social media, using the same 6-point scale. Affective 

polarization was measured using a feeling thermometer. Results confirmed that social 

media use was positively correlated with affective polarization, but contrary to the 

authors’ expectations, the use of messaging apps was associated with decreased affective 

polarization. Lee et al. speculated that users of messaging apps are sharing news content 

with friends and family members who are not necessarily politically aligned, whereas 

news consumption on social media is characterized by the tendency to seek out news that 

confirms one’s preexisting biases. The study further emphasizes the importance of 

discussing politics with those who disagree to cultivate open-mindedness, thereby 

decreasing affective polarization. 

Zhu et al. (2024) further support the idea that digital media contributes to 

affective polarization. The authors determined the effects of selectively consuming online 

news content with which one agrees and the effects of incidentally being exposed to 

viewpoints with which one disagrees. They hypothesized that selective news 

consumption would increase affective polarization, whereas exposure to opposing 

viewpoints would decrease it. Data were collected from two 2-wave surveys that YouGov 

conducted during the 2016 and 2020 elections; participants were matched to achieve a 
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sample representative of the US general population. To measure exposure to congruent 

and incongruent viewpoints, participants were asked how frequently they encountered 

news with which they agreed and disagreed. Results confirmed that exposure to news that 

confirmed their priors led to increased affective polarization among participants. 

However, contrary to expectations, exposure to incongruent news did not decrease 

affective polarization. The study provides further support for digital media’s role in 

stoking affective polarization, emphasizing that exposure to counter-attitudinal news does 

not decrease affective polarization unless people read such news with an open mind.  

The literature reviewed thus far outlines the causes of affective polarization, 

ranging from the animus that stems from an us-versus-them mentality to social sorting 

and the modern media environment. In addition to identifying its causes, the literature has 

also looked closely at the negative consequences of affective polarization, identifying it 

as a serious threat to American democracy. For instance, Kingzette et al. (2021) 

determined if affective polarization eroded Americans’ support for the norms that keep 

US democracy intact. They hypothesized that more polarized individuals would oppose 

norms that limit their own party’s power and support norms that limit the opposing 

party’s power. They also hypothesized that polarized citizens from both parties would 

oppose norms that call for the equal treatment of all points of view. To test their 

hypotheses, the researchers recruited a representative sample of 2,815 Americans from a 

panel conducted by the market research company Bovitz.  

To measure support for democratic norms, Kingzette et al. measured participants’ 

level of agreement with a variety of statements related to support for democratic norms 
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on a 5-point scale (e.g., “the executive, legislative, and judicial branches of government 

should keep one another from having too much power”). Affective polarization was 

measured using feeling thermometer scores, trait ratings of in-party and out-party 

members, a measure of interparty trust, and social distance measures (e.g., how 

comfortable the participant would be having an out-party member as a friend). These 

measures of affective polarization (i.e., trait ratings, interparty trust, feeling 

thermometers, and social distance measures) are the most commonly used measures of 

affective polarization in the literature and show strong convergent validity (Druckman & 

Levendusky, 2019). Feeling thermometer ratings are calculated by having participants 

rate how warm or cold they feel toward ingroup and outgroup members and then 

subtracting the outgroup score from the ingroup score (Lelkes & Westwood, 2017).  

Results supported the first hypothesis, such that participants favored norms that 

limit the government’s power when the out-party was in power but opposed such norms 

when their own party was in charge. The second hypothesis was not supported; affective 

polarization was not negatively related to support for norms that promote equal treatment 

of all points of view. Nonetheless, the results have important implications for addressing 

affective polarization. American democracy is built on the importance of checks and 

balances that allow Democrats and Republicans to resolve their differences through 

reasoned dialogue, rather than allowing the government to use its power to impose its 

whims on an unwilling populace. The rise of affective polarization threatens this dynamic 

as citizens increasingly oppose the checks and balances that might keep their party from 

acting dictatorially. It is more urgent than ever for researchers to determine how to 
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increase citizens’ willingness to be open to and respectful of opposing points of view by 

cultivating intellectual humility and perspective-taking.  

Orhan (2022) also found troubling evidence regarding affective polarization’s 

capacity to undermine democracy. He examined the motivations of citizens of 

democracies to vote for undemocratic politicians. He hypothesized that affective 

polarization would be correlated with democratic backsliding (i.e., decreases in a 

country’s Liberal Democracy Index score over five years) and that this correlation would 

be stronger for affective polarization than for ideological polarization. A country’s level 

of affective polarization was measured by calculating each party’s level of affective 

polarization and then averaging the results. Orhan found a strong relationship between 

affective polarization and democratic backsliding; no such relationship was found for 

ideological polarization. These findings provide further evidence that affective 

polarization threatens democracy and points to the need for interventions and strategies 

that can begin to remedy the situation by helping citizens consider opposing points of 

view.  

Affective polarization is also implicated in partisans’ belief in misinformation. 

Jenke (2023) determined if affective polarization made citizens more likely to believe 

misinformation supportive of their in-party and/or critical of the out-party. Jenke 

hypothesized that more polarized individuals would be more likely to believe 

misinformation favorable toward the in-party and less likely to believe misinformation 

favorable to the out-party and that this bias would occur among both Democrats and 

Republicans. She further hypothesized that this bias would be even more pronounced 
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among those with greater political sophistication. Data for Study 1 were derived from two 

studies conducted by the American National Election Studies in 2020, the Social Media 

Study (N = 646) and the Time Series Study (N = 814). In both of these studies, 

misinformation belief was measured by asking participants if they believed in 

misinformation favoring either Democrats or Republicans. For instance, to measure 

support for Republican-favoring misinformation, respondents were asked whether they 

thought Russia tried to interfere in the 2016 election; to measure Democrat-favoring 

misinformation, they were asked whether they thought more deportations occurred during 

Trump’s or Obama’s administrations. Affective polarization was measured using feeling 

thermometer scores. Political sophistication was measured by asking respondents a 

variety of questions that tested their political knowledge (e.g., “Do you happen to know 

which party currently has the most members in the US Senate?”). Study 1 supported the 

hypotheses: bias for in-party-congruent misinformation was found among both 

Democrats and Republicans, and those with greater political sophistication showed this 

bias even more strongly.  

While the results of Study 1 provided support for the hypotheses, Jenke (2023) 

also tested the possible causal link between affective polarization and misinformation. 

Study 2 had participants play a trust game where they had to decide how much money to 

allocate to each other. However, unbeknownst to the participants, the players allocating 

money to them were actually computers giving them predetermined amounts. Players 

were randomized to two conditions: a positive experience condition in which they 

received 5, 7, and 8 dollars from the computer in the three rounds, and a negative 
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experience condition in which they received 0 dollars in all three rounds. In the negative 

experience condition, participants were told that the other player had given them zero 

dollars due to their political party affiliation. Participants were then asked misinformation 

questions similar to the ones administered in Study 1. Participants (N = 869) were 

recruited for the study via MTurk. Consistent with expectations, those in the negative 

experience condition, who believed that the other player had discriminated against them 

due to their political orientation, were more affectively polarized and more likely to 

believe party-congruent misinformation. Thus, Study 2 further supported Jenke’s 

hypothesis by demonstrating a causal link between affective polarization and 

misinformation belief. These results demonstrated how affective polarization undermines 

American democracy, creating a world where people no longer believe in the same facts 

and instead inhabit alternate political realities.  

Finally, the research on affective polarization shows that its deleterious effects are 

not limited to the political sphere; instead, they spill over into everyday life. Rudolph and 

Hetherington (2021) assessed the extent to which in-party love or out-party hate 

constitute the dominant partisan bias in political and non-political settings. They 

hypothesized that affective polarization would be greater in the political than the non-

political sphere and that out-party hate would be the dominant driver of polarization in 

the political sphere, while in-party love would be the dominant driver in the non-political 

sphere. Participants (N = 283) from a University in the Midwestern United States were 

divided into three groups: group 1 completed questionnaires that assessed trust among 

intraparty members, group 2 was asked how much they trusted the opposing party, and 
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group 3 was asked how much they trusted members of an unspecified party. Trust 

questions were either political in nature (e.g., “I trust Democratic journalists to report 

political news fairly”) or in non-political settings (e.g., “I trust Republican business 

owners to pay their workers a fair wage”). In this way, the authors could measure 

affective polarization in political and non-political contexts to determine if it was driven 

by in-party love or out-party hate. The results supported the first hypothesis, such that 

levels of affective polarization were nearly double in political compared to non-political 

settings. The second hypothesis was also supported, i.e., polarization in political settings 

was driven predominantly by out-party hate, whereas polarization in non-political 

settings was driven by in-party love. As the authors note, although affective polarization 

is stronger in the political sphere, it is troubling that it is also ubiquitous in the non-

political sphere. The results underscore the pervasiveness of the problem of affective 

polarization, which not only contaminates the political realm but also poisons the 

everyday lives of American citizens.  

Intellectual Humility 

The literature identifies affective polarization as a threat to American democracy, 

given that, researchers have been trying to identify factors that can help mitigate it. One 

variable that has shown great promise for reducing affective polarization is intellectual 

humility (Bowes et al., 2020; Sgambati & Ayduk, 2022). There is disagreement among 

researchers about how to define intellectual humility (Porter et al., 2022); however, a 

central feature across all definitions is a willingness to acknowledge that one might be 

wrong in one’s beliefs. The Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale, an oft-used 
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measure of intellectual humility, identifies four aspects of intellectual humility: 

Independence of intellect and ego (e.g., “When someone contradicts my most important 

beliefs, it feels like a personal attack”), openness to revising one’s viewpoint, respect for 

others’ viewpoints, and lack of intellectual overconfidence (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 

2016).  

To explore the effects of intellectual humility on political polarization, Stanley et 

al. (2020) determined how intellectual humility affects how people perceive their political 

opponents. They hypothesized that those low in intellectual humility would disparage the 

intellect and moral character of those who disagree with them politically and would be 

less likely to befriend their political opponents. They tested these hypotheses in four 

studies: the first two (1a and 1b) tested the first hypothesis, and the second two (2a and 

2b) tested the second hypothesis. For study 1a, participants (N = 443) were American 

residents recruited through MTurk who were paid to participate. Participants completed 

two scales measuring intellectual humility: a 6-item scale developed by Leary et al. 

(2017) and the Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 

2016). Participants were then asked to take a “for or against” stance on one of three 

controversial issues: immigration, abortion, and concealed carry of firearms. Participants 

were then asked the extent to which they thought people who chose the stance opposite 

from themselves were unintelligent and immoral using 5-point scales. They were also 

asked to indicate their overall impression of those who chose the opposite stance on a 5-

point scale from 1 (very negative) to 5 (very positive). Results revealed that participants 

rated their political opponents as unintelligent and immoral. However, negative overall 
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perception ratings of political opponents only reached statistical significance for the issue 

of abortion.  

In their second study (study 1b), Stanley et al. (2020) performed the same 

procedure as the first study, but this time the political issues presented to participants 

were less controversial. This allowed them to determine how the controversiality of 

issues affects the extent to which people denigrate their political opponents. Participants 

(N = 443) were American residents recruited through MTurk who were paid to participate 

in the study. For this study, the intellectual humility of participants was measured using 

only the 6-item intellectual humility scale (Leary et al., 2017). Participants were asked for 

their political positions on drone strikes, fracking, and standardized testing in schools. 

Participants were again asked for their perceptions of intelligence, morality, and overall 

perception of political opponents. Results revealed a significant negative relationship 

between intellectual humility and perceptions of political opponents as unintelligent and 

immoral for drone strikes and standardized testing, but not for fracking. Overall 

perception of political opponents showed no significant relationship with intellectual 

humility.  

For their third study (study 2a), Stanley et al. (2020) replicated their procedure for 

study 1a, except this time they asked participants about their willingness to befriend 

political opponents. Studies 2a and 2b tested the second hypothesis, that intellectual 

humility and willingness to befriend political opponents would be positively related. 

Participants (N = 441) were American residents recruited through MTurk who were paid 

to participate in the study. Only the 6-item intellectual humility scale (Leary et al., 2017) 
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was used to measure the intellectual humility of participants. Participants were then asked 

to state whether they agreed or disagreed with one of the policy issues used in study 1a 

(gun control, abortion, and immigration). They were then asked how strongly they agreed 

with the following statement on a scale from 1 to 5: “I could still be friends with someone 

who chose the position that I did not choose.” For all three controversial policy issues, 

intellectual humility was a strong and significant predictor of willingness to befriend 

political opponents. Finally, study 2b replicated study 2a, but instead of using the 

controversial policy issues, the non-controversial policy issues from study 1b were used. 

Participants (N = 599) were American residents recruited through MTurk who were paid 

to participate in the study. Only the 6-item intellectual humility scale (Leary et al., 2017) 

was used to measure the intellectual humility of participants. Results revealed a 

significant relationship between intellectual humility and willingness to befriend political 

opponents, though the effects were smaller than for the controversial issues. These 

findings have important implications for mitigating affective polarization; they point to a 

lack of intellectual humility as a key driver of affective polarization and suggest that 

finding ways to cultivate intellectual humility will be a vital tool in decreasing 

polarization.  

Although Stanley et al. (2020) supported the idea that intellectual humility 

protects against affective polarization, other confounds (e.g., personality traits and 

strength of political belief) might account for the protective potential of intellectual 

humility. To that end, Bowes et al. (2020) hypothesized that intellectual humility would 

predict decreases in affective polarization even after controlling for personality traits and 
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political belief strength. They also hypothesized that intellectual humility would protect 

against affective polarization for those with strong political beliefs. Two samples (N = 

440, N = 405) of American adults were recruited using MTurk. Participants completed 

three measures of intellectual humility: the Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale 

(Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016), the Leary Intellectual Humility Scale (Leary et al., 

2017), and the Specific Intellectual Humility Scale (Hoyle et al., 2016). Whereas the 

comprehensive and Leary intellectual humility scales measure general intellectual 

humility, the Specific Intellectual Humility Scale measures intellectual humility in a 

specific domain (politics in this case) with nine questions that participants answer with a 

5-point Likert scale. To measure political identification, participants were asked which 

political party they identified with and how strongly they identified with it.  

For sample 1, affective polarization was measured by asking participants how 

much anger, disgust, distress, and contempt they experienced on a scale from 0 to 100 

when imagining an individual from the opposing party; for sample 2, fear was also 

measured. This is the same feeling thermometer typically used to measure affective 

polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019) but adapted to measure specific negative emotions 

toward outgroup members. To measure social distance, participants from both samples 

were asked how “upset, angry, and disgusted” they would be if a close family member 

married someone from the opposing party. The second sample was also asked how much 

contempt and fear they would experience if a close family member married someone 

from the opposing party. Sample 2 completed two additional measures of affective 

polarization: a 10-item scale measuring how immoral and threatening they found 



44 

 

members of the opposing party to be (Kalmoe & Mason, 2019) and a scale measuring 

how strongly they agreed with political adjectives describing outgroup members (Sonnad, 

2014). Political belief strength was measured by asking participants how confident they 

were about their political beliefs on a scale from 0 to 100. Personality traits (i.e., honesty-

humility, emotionality, extraversion, agreeableness, conscientiousness, and openness to 

experience) were measured using the HEXACO personality inventory (Lee & Ashton, 

2018).  

Results revealed that intellectual humility was negatively related to affective 

polarization even after controlling for the HEXACO personality traits and political belief 

strength, and there was some evidence that intellectual humility protects against affective 

polarization for those with strong political beliefs. This study provides evidence in the 

search for factors that may mitigate against affective polarization, as it indicates that not 

only does intellectual humility correlate with lower affective polarization, but it may also 

help prevent those with strong political beliefs from allowing those beliefs to turn into 

animus for the opposing party. It thereby points to intellectual humility as a potentially 

crucial mitigating factor against affective polarization.  

One concern related to intellectual humility in the political domain is that 

intellectually humble people might also be politically indifferent. Perhaps they are open 

to opposing views because they do not have strong convictions, or perhaps they lack 

political literacy. Krumrei-Mancuso and Newman (2020) explored this question in a 

study examining the relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization 

while also evaluating whether intellectual humility was associated with political apathy. 



45 

 

The authors hypothesized that (a) sociopolitical intellectual humility would be distinct 

from political indifference and disengagement and that it would not relate to belief in 

misinformation, (b) that it would negatively relate to affective polarization, and (c) that 

sociopolitical intellectual humility would enhance people’s motivations to receive 

accurate political information. Participants (N = 587) completed the Comprehensive 

Intellectual Humility Scale (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016) and the Specific 

Intellectual Humility Scale (Hoyle et al., 2016) to assess their intellectual humility on 

specific sociopolitical beliefs. Various measures were used to measure political 

engagement: Political interest was measured with a single item (i.e., “How often do you 

follow what’s going on in government and public affairs”?), dislike of political 

discussion was measured with a 3-item scale with questions (e.g., “I dislike talking about 

political topics”; (Krumrei-Mancuso & Newman, 2021). An 8-item scale developed by 

the authors measured involvement in civic and political activities; to measure belief in 

political misinformation, participants were asked “if they agreed that millions of 

immigrants voted illegally in the 2016 election” and “if Russia interfered in the 2016 

election in a manner that changed the total number of votes.” Finally, affective 

polarization was measured using the feeling thermometer.  

Results confirmed that sociopolitical intellectual humility is distinct from political 

indifference; in fact, people higher in sociopolitical intellectual humility were slightly 

more politically engaged. Furthermore, results supported prior research by showing a 

negative relationship between sociopolitical intellectual humility and affective 

polarization and sociopolitical intellectual humility did not correlate with belief in 
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misinformation, supporting the notion that the open-mindedness characteristic of 

intellectual humility does not lead people to believe false claims. The study provided a 

significant step forward in providing further support for the beneficial effects of 

intellectual humility in buffering against polarization, while also providing evidence that 

intellectual humility in the political domain is not merely an outgrowth of political 

indifference or disengagement. 

More recently, Smith (2023) investigated the relationship between intellectual 

humility and political hostility. Whereas other studies on this topic often look at general 

intellectual humility or intellectual humility in the political realm, this study also looked 

at how intellectual humility on specific issues related to political hostility toward 

dissenters on those same issues. Smith pointed out that focusing on intellectual humility 

for specific topics rather than general intellectual humility has two advantages: (1) 

general intellectual humility may not provide the most accurate results on self-reports, as 

people desire to see themselves as intellectually humble in general, whereas in specific 

instances such humility may be lacking and (2) devising interventions to raise people’s 

general intellectual humility seems unlikely to work, as it would involve altering deep-

seated personality traits, whereas enhancing people’s intellectual humility on specific 

topics is more feasible.  

The study by Smith (2023) involved two surveys; a subset of those who took the 

second survey also participated in an experiment. Participants were 1000 and 753 U.S. 

adults recruited for surveys one and two, respectively; 306 of those who completed 

survey two participated in the experiment. Specific Intellectual Humility (SIH) was 
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measured using the 3-item scale from Hoyle et al. (2016) and general intellectual 

humility was measured using the 6-item scale from Leary et al. (2017). Specific 

intellectual humility was measured separately in relation to four specific political topics: 

the death penalty, legalization of marijuana, free college, and tariffs. The first survey 

measured political hostility by asking participants people to rate how warm or cold they 

felt toward those who held opposite opinions on these topics. For the second survey, 

participants rated those who opposed the policy on a scale from 1 (extremely negative) to 

7 (extremely positive). To determine the causal relationship between intellectual humility 

and political hostility, intellectual humility was primed.  

Results revealed a significant negative relationship between specific intellectual 

humility and political hostility on specific topics and between general intellectual 

humility and political hostility. The experimental condition also showed a significant 

decrease in political hostility among those primed to be intellectually humble. These 

findings contribute to the literature on intellectual humility by showing an issue-by-issue 

relationship between intellectual humility and political hostility, whereby even the same 

person will show less political hostility on issues for which they are more intellectually 

humble. The causal finding between intellectual humility and political hostility is 

noteworthy, with implications for positively addressing affective polarization.  

Perspective-Taking 

Another variable that has emerged in the literature as a potential buffer against 

affective polarization is perspective-taking. Defined as an intentional effort to envision 

someone else’s perspective (Sassenrath et al., 2016), research indicates that perspective-
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taking decreases stereotyping (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000), reduces intergroup bias 

(Hutchings et al., 2021), and increases inclusionary behavior toward outgroup members 

(Adidaa et al., 2018), findings that point to perspective-taking as a potent tool for 

overcoming the ingroup-outgroup divide that drives affective polarization. However, 

some findings also indicate that perspective-taking can backfire (Sassenrath et al., 2016), 

reducing openness to opposing viewpoints (Catapano et al., 2019). Moreover, although 

some research has found that perspective-taking can reduce affective polarization 

(Warner et al., 2020), other researchers have failed to replicate these findings (Simas et 

al., 2020). Therefore, a careful look at the literature on perspective-taking may help 

clarify its role in mitigating affective polarization.  

In three experiments, Galinsky and Moskowitz (2000) examined the effects of 

perspective-taking on stereotypes and ingroup favoritism. Experiment 1 compared 

perspective-taking to stereotype suppression, a strategy where the individual tries not to 

think about the stereotype. Participants were assigned to three groups: perspective-takers, 

suppressors, and a control group. Each group was shown a photograph of an older man 

and was told to write an essay about him for five minutes. The perspective-takers were 

prompted to imagine themselves as the older man and to take his perspective, whereas the 

suppressors were told to avoid stereotyping the older man; the control group was given 

no further instructions. After completing the essay, each participant completed a lexical 

decision task in which they were exposed to strings of letters and had to determine as 

quickly as possible whether the string of letters formed a word or not. Some of the words 

were consistent with stereotypes related to older men and some were inconsistent, 
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allowing the researchers to determine how accessible the stereotypes were in participants’ 

minds. Specifically, increased accessibility to the stereotype would lead participants to 

recognize stereotype words faster than non-stereotype words. Afterward, participants 

were shown a photograph of another older man and asked to write an essay about him. 

Then, they were shown a picture of an African American man and asked to write yet a 

third essay to determine if the experimental instructions would transfer to a different 

social group. The authors hypothesized that the suppressors and the perspective-takers 

would avoid stereotypes in their essays, but only the perspective-takers would show 

reduced implicit bias on the lexical decision task. Participants (N=37) were undergraduate 

students who received course credit for participating. Results confirmed the hypothesis: 

although both the perspective-takers and the suppressors avoided stereotypes in their 

essays, only the perspective-takers showed reduced stereotyping on the lexical decision 

task. Furthermore, the perspective-takers’ essays were more favorable toward the target 

individual than the suppressors or the control group.  

In experiment 2, Galinsky and Moskowitz (2000) hypothesized that perspective-

taking would induce a sense of overlap between one’s self-representation and 

representation of the stereotyped individual. To test this, they first had participants 

examine a list of 90 traits and rate how well each trait described them on a scale from 1 to 

7. Assigned to the same three groups (suppressors, perspective-takers, and control), 

participants repeated the procedure from experiment 1, where they were shown a 

photograph of an older man and told to write an essay about him for five minutes. After 

writing the essay, they were asked how well each of the 90 trait words described the older 
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man. Participants (N = 85) were undergraduate students who were paid to participate. 

Results confirmed that the perspective-takers showed greater overlap in the traits they 

ascribed to themselves and the older man, as well as ascribing fewer stereotyped traits to 

the older man.  

In their final experiment, Galinsky and Moskowitz (2000) gauged how 

perspective-takers compared to controls in their evaluations of ingroup and outgroup 

members. They hypothesized that the perspective-takers would have more positive 

evaluations of outgroup members than the control groups without decreasing their 

evaluations of ingroup members. To test this hypothesis, participants completed an 

exercise where they estimated how many dots showed up on a computer screen. 

Regardless of how well they estimated, the computer told participants that they had 

overestimated the number of dots and that some people tend to be overestimators while 

others are underestimators. This manipulation artificially placed participants in an 

“ingroup” of overestimators vs an “outgroup” of underestimators. After this feedback, a 

quarter of the participants were told to write a short essay from the perspective of a day in 

the life of an underestimator; this was the perspective-taking group. A second group of 

participants was asked to recall a time they had underestimated something and how they 

felt about it; the third group wrote a short essay on ways that overestimators and 

underestimators are similar. The fourth group were not asked to write an essay. 

Participants (N = 40) were undergraduate students who received course credit to 

participate. To measure feelings toward the ingroup and the outgroup, participants rated 

them on a scale from 1 to 7 on 10 positive traits: “considerate, cooperative, friendly, 
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generous, honest, kind, loyal, sincere, trustworthy, [and] understanding” (p. 718). 

Participants were also asked to rate the degree of positivity or negativity of each trait in 

both the ingroup and outgroup contexts, controlling for the finding that sometimes 

positive words can take on negative connotations when ascribed to outgroup members. 

Finally, participants were asked what percentage of ingroup and outgroup members to 

which each adjective applied. The results revealed that only in the perspective-taking 

group did all participants rate ingroup and outgroup members equally positively, rather 

than rating ingroup members more positively than outgroup members. 

The results of these three experiments by Galinksy and Moskowitz (2000) have 

important implications for potential effects perspective-taking has on affective 

polarization. Perspective-takers engage in less stereotyping (experiment 1) and perceive 

more commonality between themselves and those whose perspectives they take 

(experiment 2). This latter finding has crucial implications for affective polarization, as it 

suggests that perspective-taking can erode the boundary between ingroup and outgroup 

members by instilling a sense of commonality between the two. The results of experiment 

3 have the most direct implications for affective polarization by showing that perspective-

takers do not denigrate outgroup members. 

Although Galinsky and Moskowitz (2000) demonstrated that, compared to 

controls, perspective-takers were less disparaging toward outgroups, it is unclear whether 

these feelings apply to individual outgroup members. Shih et al. (2009) conducted three 

experiments to explore this question. In experiment 1, participants watched a clip from 

the movie The Joy Luck Club, which depicts experiences of Asian Americans. 
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Participants were assigned to two conditions: while watching the clip, the perspective-

takers were told to try to imagine what it would feel like to be the main character, 

whereas the control group was told to watch the clip from the perspective of a newspaper 

reviewer. The authors hypothesized that the perspective-takers would show more positive 

feelings toward an Asian American college applicant. Participants (N = 84) were non-

Asian undergraduate students from the University of Michigan who received course 

credit to participate. To measure the extent to which watching the movie led to improved 

evaluations of the college applicant, participants completed a questionnaire asking them 

“how much they liked the student, how well they thought they knew the student, and how 

likely they would be to admit the student” to the college on 7-point scales. Results 

revealed that the perspective-takers liked the Asian college applicant significantly more 

than those in the control group. There was no effect for perspective-taking on how well 

the participants reported knowing the student or how likely they were to admit the student 

to college; the authors reasoned that this was because the student already had a strong 

enough academic record to be admitted to the college even without the perspective-taking 

intervention. 

The procedure for study 2 was nearly identical to study 1, except that this time, 

participants were further divided into three groups to look at college applications for an 

Asian American applicant, a White applicant, and an African American applicant, 

allowing the authors to determine if perspective-taking generalized to members of other 

outgroups. Furthermore, in this experiment, the control group watched the video clip 

without receiving any instructions on how to construe it. Participants (N = 88) were 
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undergraduate students from the University of Michigan who received course credit to 

participate. Results revealed that the perspective-taking exercise increased liking for the 

Asian American applicant but not for the African American and White applicants, 

suggesting that perspective-taking towards one outgroup does not generalize to other 

outgroups. 

Shih et al. (2009) conducted a third and final experiment to determine the extent 

to which the perspective-taking intervention increased helping behaviors toward an 

outgroup member. The first part of the procedure was identical to experiments 1 and 2, 

except that it was conducted one participant at a time. Subsequently, participants were 

told that getting out of the building was complicated and were given instructions on 

which way to go. As the participants walked along the path as instructed, a confederate of 

the experimenter walked alongside them and pretended to accidentally drop their keys, 

noting if the participant helped the confederate by picking up the keys. For half the 

participants, the confederate was Caucasian, whereas for the other half the confederate 

was Asian. Participants (N = 49) were non-Asian undergraduate students from the 

University of Michigan who received course credit for their participation. Results 

revealed that participants in the control condition helped the Caucasian confederate more 

frequently than the Asian confederate, whereas in the perspective-taking condition 

participants helped both confederates equally. The results of the three experiments have 

important implications for affective polarization, indicating that not only does 

perspective-taking reduce negative feelings toward outgroup members, but that these 

results also generalize to specific members of the outgroup. This is important because the 
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goal in reducing affective polarization includes improved attitudes towards individual 

members of the opposing political party, not just a generalized positive attitude toward 

the outgroup as a whole.  

Although much research supports the positive effects of perspective-taking, some 

research also points to its limitations. Catapano et al. (2019) conducted two experiments 

to determine if perspective-taking might sometimes lead to a decreased openness to 

opposing views. For the first experiment, the authors asked participants to take the 

perspective of someone with an opposing point of view, hypothesizing that doing so 

would lead to decreased openness to that point of view. They further predicted that this 

effect be due to the incongruence between the values of the perspective they were 

considering and their own values. Participants (N = 484) were Reddit users assigned to 

either a perspective-taking condition or control group. All participants were told they 

would interact with another Reddit user who disagreed with them on universal healthcare 

(the interaction never occurred). Those in the control condition were then asked to 

generate arguments for the opposing point of view to prepare for the interaction. The 

perspective takers were also asked to generate counter-attitudinal arguments, but they 

were first asked to engage in this perspective-taking exercise: “Before you write an 

argument, please take a moment to consider the perspective of this individual, reflecting 

on their intentions and interests. Try to visualize clearly and vividly what this individual’s 

life and experiences may be like, and how they may feel”. Participants’ receptiveness to 

the opposing view was measured with a 4-item scale developed by the authors, and the 

congruence between the argument participants wrote and their values was measured with 
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a 3-item scale developed by the researchers; both scales demonstrated good reliability. 

Participants also rated their level of support for universal healthcare on a scale from 0 to 

100 both before and after the intervention. As predicted, results indicated that the 

perspective-takers were less receptive to the opposing view than the control group. 

Furthermore, the control group reported some degree of attitude change regarding 

universal healthcare after the intervention, whereas the perspective-taking group did not. 

Results also revealed that value congruence mediated the relationship between the 

condition (control or experimental) and receptiveness, indicating that the reduced 

receptiveness of the perspective-takers was due to the value incongruence induced by the 

perspective-taking exercise. 

For their second experiment, Catapano et al. (2019) wanted to further test the idea 

that value congruence is the driving factor underpinning the backfire effect of 

perspective-taking. To do so, they replicated experiment 1, including an additional 

condition where participants took the perspective of someone who disagreed with them 

on healthcare yet was from the same political party. The authors hypothesized that when 

the person whose perspective was being taken shared their values (despite disagreeing on 

this particular issue), participants’ receptiveness to the opposing view would not 

decrease. Participants (N = 1252) were recruited for the experiment through MTurk. 

Participants’ political ideology was measured on a scale ranging from 1 (extremely 

liberal) to 7 (extremely conservative); those who self-identified as neither liberal nor 

conservative were excluded from the experiment. Participants were told about the idea of 

universal basic income (i.e., the suggestion that all citizens should receive a monthly 
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stipend from the government) and had to report how strongly they agreed with it on a 

scale from 0 to 100.  

Participants were assigned to three conditions. In the first condition (perspective-

taking/different-ideology), participants were told to write an argument for the opposite 

viewpoint on universal basic income from the perspective of someone with the opposite 

political ideology; for instance, a conservative who opposed universal basic income had 

to write an argument from the perspective of a liberal who supported universal basic 

income. Before writing their argument, they were told to engage in the perspective-taking 

exercise outlined in experiment 1. Participants in the second condition (perspective-

taking/same-ideology) also had to write an argument for the opposing viewpoint on 

universal basic income, but this time from the perspective of someone who shared their 

political ideology; for instance, a liberal who supported universal basic income had to 

write an argument from the perspective of a liberal who opposed universal basic income. 

Participants in this condition also completed the perspective-taking exercise before 

writing their arguments. Finally, participants in the control condition wrote arguments for 

the opposing viewpoint without engaging in perspective-taking. After completing the 

writing exercise, the same measures were used as in experiment 1 (i.e., receptiveness to 

opposing viewpoints, value congruence, and attitudes toward universal basic income).  

Results revealed that those in the control group and the perspective-taking/same-

ideology group were significantly more receptive to opposing viewpoints than those in 

the perspective-taking/different-ideology group; the perspective-taking/same-ideology 

group also scored higher in receptiveness than the control group, but to a lesser degree. 
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Additionally, those in the perspective-taking/same-ideology group experienced 

significantly more attitude change than those in the control group, and those in the 

control group experienced significantly more attitude change than those in the 

perspective-taking/different-ideology group. Value congruence mediated the negative 

relationship between the perspective-taking/different-ideology condition and 

receptiveness but not the positive relationship between the perspective-taking/same-

ideology condition and receptiveness. 

The results of the experiments of Catapano et al. (2019) have important 

implications for the relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization, 

revealing that despite research showing that perspective-taking can improve ingroup 

attitudes toward outgroups, there are conditions in which perspective-taking can backfire, 

specifically when taking the perspective of someone whose values conflict with their 

own. Taking the perspective of a conflicting worldview can threaten our confidence in 

our own worldview, leading to a defensive stance that makes us shrink away from 

openness to outgroup members. This finding suggests a potential relationship between 

intellectual humility and perspective-taking, indicating that perspective-taking works 

when it accompanies an openness to the perspective of others and a willingness to accept 

the fallibility of one’s own perspective. Intellectually humble people are therefore more 

likely to benefit from the positive effects of perspective-taking, as they are less likely to 

feel threatened after considering the perspective of someone with a different ideological 

stance. 
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More recently, Warner et al. (2020) determined how a narrative writing exercise 

that induced perspective-taking would reduce affective polarization, hypothesizing that 

writing a story from the perspective of an outgroup member would increase their feeling 

of similarity and improve evaluations of them; they also hypothesized that writing about 

a cooperative interaction with an outgroup member would have the same effect and, 

further, that the increased sense of similarity and improved attitudes toward the outgroup 

member would lead to more positive evaluations and less malevolence toward the 

outparty. Participants (N = 179) were recruited for the study via an online link embedded 

within a survey they completed through Qualtrics. Participants were asked whether they 

were Democrats, Republicans, or Independents; those who identified as Independents 

were asked whether they were more likely to vote for a Democrat or a Republican and 

were then instructed to imagine that they had a classmate from the opposite party and had 

encountered this classmate’s Twitter page. Participants read six mock tweets from the 

classmate meant to arouse anger due to their partisan nature, allowing for the creation of 

a disliked outgroup member among the participants.  

Participants rated the classmate on a feeling thermometer ranging from 0 to 100 

after which they were assigned to three conditions: first-person narrative writing, writing 

about a cooperative interaction, and a control group. In the first-person narrative writing 

condition, participants were asked to write a story from the classmate’s perspective where 

the classmate had to deliver a presentation on an issue they cared about for their favorite 

class. For the cooperative interaction condition, participants wrote about a scenario where 

they were teamed up with the classmate to work together on a class project. Members of 



59 

 

the control group had to write the same story as those in the first-person writing group, 

except they wrote the story about themselves rather than from the perspective of an 

outgroup member. After completing the writing exercise, participants again rated the 

outgroup classmate on the feeling thermometer. They also completed a measure of 

interpersonal closeness (Aron et al., 1992) where they were shown Venn diagrams with 

varying degrees of overlap and had to identify the degree of overlap they felt between 

themselves and the classmate; this measure has been shown to have strong reliability and 

validity (Tropp & Wright, 2001). To see if evaluations toward the outgroup member 

generalized to the outgroup as a whole participants also completed the feeling 

thermometer and the Venn diagram measure toward the opposing political party as a 

whole. Finally, a 3-item scale developed by the authors was used to measure attributions 

of malevolence toward the opposing party (e.g., “I worry that the [Democratic/ 

Republican] Party is deliberately trying to hurt America”).  

Results confirmed most of the hypotheses: First-person narrative writing 

significantly increased both perceived similarity with and positive affect toward the 

outgroup member compared to the control group. The imagined cooperative contact 

group also experienced significant improvements in affect toward outgroup members but 

not a statistically significant increase in perceived similarity. Furthermore, the perceived 

similarity with and positive affect toward the outgroup member generalized to the 

outgroup as a whole, resulting in reduced attributions of malevolence toward the 

opposing party. These results further demonstrate the power of perspective-taking to 

reduce affective polarization. Furthermore, whereas Shih et al. (2009) showed that 



60 

 

improved attitudes toward the outgroup can lead to improved feelings toward individual 

outgroup members, Warner et al. (2020) demonstrated that the reverse is also true: 

improved feelings toward an outgroup member generated through perspective-taking can 

lead to improved feelings toward the whole outgroup.  

Summary and Conclusions 

The findings from the literature reviewed here show evidence that intellectual 

humility mitigates affective polarization. While the literature also demonstrates that 

perspective-taking has the potential to mitigate affective polarization, the findings have 

been mixed (Sassenrath et al., 2016; Simas et al., 2020). These findings reveal that 

although researchers have identified that perspective-taking and intellectual humility 

have the potential to reduce affective polarization, they have not yet discovered why 

perspective-taking backfires at times, nor have they determined if perspective-taking and 

intellectual humility work synergistically to reduce affective polarization. The proposed 

study will fill this gap by determining if intellectual humility mediates the influence of 

perspective-taking on affective polarization. The study will help clarify the mechanism 

through which perspective-taking and intellectual humility mitigate affective 

polarization. It will also shed light on the possibility for perspective-taking to backfire 

effect: if intellectual humility mediates the relationship between perspective-taking and 

affective polarization, then perhaps perspective-taking backfires when it fails to induce 

intellectual humility.  

Chapter 3 will delineate the methodology that will be used to test the hypotheses 

of the proposed study. It will present the research design, the study population and 
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sampling procedures, participant recruitment and data collection, instrumentation and 

operationalization of constructs, and data analysis plan. The chapter will conclude with a 

discussion of threats to validity, ethical procedures, and a summary.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

Introduction 

The present study examined the mediating role of intellectual humility on the 

relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization. This chapter presents 

the research design, target population, sampling strategy, and data collection procedures. 

It also presents the instruments that were used to measure the key variables while 

providing sources for their reliability and validity. Finally, the data analysis plan is 

presented, as well as potential threats to the validity and ethical procedures.  

Research Design and Rationale 

The proposed study used a cross-sectional quantitative survey design to determine 

the extent to which intellectual humility (M) mediated the relationship between 

perspective-taking (IV) and affective polarization (DV). This design is appropriate for 

examining the relationship between two or more variables (Cox, 2020). Participants 

completed surveys administered online by SurveyMonkey, a cost-effective, time-saving 

data collection method (Groves et al., 2009; Rice et al., 2017). 

Methodology 

Population 

The target population for this study was English-speaking U.S. citizens aged 18 

years and older. This population was chosen as they are eligible to vote in the United 

States and, therefore, have a stake in U.S. elections. According to the 2020 Census 

Bureau, there were 259,219,518 U.S. citizens 18+ years (Census.gov, n.d.). 
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Sampling and Sampling Procedures 

A convenience sampling strategy was used, with participants recruited through 

SurveyMonkey, an internet-based survey platform that recruits participants from their 

SurveyMonkey Audience. To qualify for the study, participants had to be English-

speaking U.S. citizens over the age of 18. Individuals under the age of 18 were excluded, 

as they were not yet old enough to vote; anyone not eligible to vote in the United States 

was excluded for the same reason. Those who do not speak English were excluded to 

ensure that all participants fully understood the questions they were answering. 

To determine the appropriate sample size for a multiple regression analysis with 

mediation, Warner (2013) refers readers to Fritz and McKinnon (2007), who calculated 

the sample size necessary for different expected effects sizes of the a and b paths of the 

mediation to achieve an alpha level of 0.05 and a power of 0.8 (the a path is the effect of 

the independent variable on the mediator, and the b path is the effect of the mediator on 

the dependent variable). Based on past research, the a path (i.e., effect of perspective-

taking on intellectual humility) is expected to be large (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017); the b 

path (i.e., effect of intellectual humility on affective polarization) is expected to have a 

correlation of at least 0.26 (Bowes et al., 2020), which in Fritz and McKinnon is 

designated as H for halfway between a small and medium effect size. Based on these 

expected effect sizes and using the bias-corrected bootstrap method for the mediation 

analysis, Fritz and McKinnon suggest a minimum sample size of 115. However, Warner 

(2013) warns that smaller sample sizes can lead to sampling error and advises using a 
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sample of at least 150 to 200 participants if possible. Therefore, the present study 

employed a sample size of 150. 

Procedures for Recruitment, Participation, and Data Collection 

With IRB approval, the current study used SurveyMonkey to recruit participants 

and administer the survey. Participants who wished to participate in the study received a 

link that provided them with an informed consent form, a demographic questionnaire, and 

the survey instruments. Participation was anonymous and included only U.S. citizens 

over the age of 18. All prospective participants were required to confirm their informed 

consent before participating in the study. The informed consent form detailed the purpose 

of the study, the procedures they were required to complete, the risks and benefits of 

participating, the voluntary nature of the study, and privacy protections for participants. 

To maximize data reliability, the consent form used passive deception, informing 

participants that the study was intended to explore the dynamics of political polarization; 

this allowed participants to make informed decisions about participation while 

withholding the true purpose that may bias their responses. My contact information was 

provided in case the participants had any questions, and the contact information for a 

Walden University Research Participant Advocate was provided in case participants had 

questions about their rights as participants. Participants who provided their consent then 

completed the survey, which was designed to take approximately 16 to 26 minutes, after 

which they were redirected to a page thanking them for their participation; the debriefing 

detailed the precise nature of the study.  
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Instrumentation and Operationalization of Constructs 

Demographic Questionnaire 

Participants completed a demographic questionnaire regarding their age, gender, 

education level, political affiliation, and how strongly the participant identifies as a 

Democrat or Republican, which was measured with one question answered on a 5-point 

scale (“importance of being a [Democrat/Republican] to the survey participant”) on a 

scale from “not at all important” to “extremely important” (Druckman et al., 2021). The 

questionnaire takes less than one minute to complete.  

Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale 

The Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale (CIHS; Krumrei-Mancuso & 

Rouse, 2016) is a 22-item Likert-type scale that measures intellectual humility using four 

subscales: independence of intellect and ego, openness to revising one’s viewpoint, 

respect for others’ viewpoints, and lack of intellectual overconfidence. Participants 

answered the questions by indicating the extent to which they felt each statement was true 

about them on 5-point Likert scales that range from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree) The following are examples: “When someone disagrees with ideas that are 

important to me, it feels as though I’m being attacked” (reverse coded); “I have at times 

changed opinions that were important to me, when someone showed me I was wrong;” “I 

respect that there are ways of making important decisions that are different from the way 

I make decisions;” and “My ideas are usually better than other people’s ideas” (reverse 

coded). The CIHS is scored by summing the answers to each question, yielding scores for 

the subscales and for the full scale; higher total scores indicate greater intellectual 
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humility. Scores for the subscales can be used independently or can be summed for a total 

score. For the purposes of the proposed study, the total score was used. The CIHS takes 

about five to ten minutes to complete. The scale is freely available for use by researchers.  

Reliability and validity. The CIHS showed good internal consistency for the full 

scale and the subscales across four independent samples. For the full scale, Cronbach’s 

alpha scores ranged from .82 to .88; for the subscales, alphas ranged from .7 to .89 across 

the four samples (Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016). These results indicate good internal 

consistency reliability for the CIHS and its subscales. In study 5, Krumrei-Mancuso and 

Rouse examined the test-retest reliability of the CIHS with a sample of college students 

(N = 137) and a sample of adults recruited through MTurk (N = 40). The college students 

completed the CIHS and then completed it again one month later; the adults completed 

the CIHS and then completed it again 3 months later. Pearson correlations revealed a test-

retest reliability of  r = .75 after one month and r = .70 after 3 months (p < .001 for both 

values), indicating adequate test-retest reliability. 

To investigate the validity of the CIHS, Krumrei-Mancuso and Rouse (2016) 

conducted studies 3 and 4. In study 3, the researchers recruited U.S. participants (N = 

509) through MTurk to investigate the convergent and discriminant validity of the scale. 

The authors examined the extent to which the CIHS correlated with a variety of 

measures: the Humility subscale of the HEXACO Personality Inventory (Ashton & Lee, 

2008), the Humility subscale of the Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (Goldberg et 

al., 2006), the Dispositional Humility Scale (Landrum, 2011), the Intellectual Humility 

Scale (McElroy et al., 2014), the Composite Actively Open-Minded Thinking Scale 
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(Stanovich & West, 2007), the Narcissistic Personality Inventory-13 (Gentile et al., 

2013), the Psychological Entitlement Scale (Campbell et al., 2004), and the Social 

Desirability Scale (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). The CIHS showed moderate correlations 

with the two factors of McElroy’s Intellectual Humility Scale (r = .52 for the intellectual 

openness factor, p < .001; r = -.53 for the intellectual arrogance factor, p < .001). It also 

showed small to moderate correlations with measures of general humility: the Humility 

subscale of the HEXACO Personality Inventory (r = .23, p < .001); the Humility subscale 

of the Values in Action Scales (r = .21, p < .001); Landrum’s Self-Correction Humility 

subscale (r = .42, p < .001); and Landrum’s Accurate Self-Perspective Humility subscale 

(r = .3, p < .001). The CIHS also showed a significant correlation with the Composite 

Actively Open-Minded Thinking scale (r = .56, p < .001). These results indicate strong 

convergent validity between the CIHS and related constructs. The CIHS also showed 

good discriminant validity, finding a small correlation with the Social Desirability scale 

(r = .22, p < .001), no significant relationship with Landrum’s Low Self-Regard subscale 

(r = -.04, p = .32), and a small positive relationship with Landrum’s Self-Confidence 

subscale (r = .13, p = .01). These results indicate that intellectual humility is not merely 

an expression of social desirability, low self-regard, or low self-confidence.  

Study 4 was a replication of study 3, this time with college students (N = 179; 

Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse, 2016). The study used two of the scales from study 3 (the 

Composite Actively Open-Minded Thinking Scale and the Social Desirability Scale) as 

well as various subscales that were not used in study 3. These included one factor and 

two facets of the Six Factor Personality Questionnaire (Goldberg et al., 2006): the 
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intellectual openness/openness to experience factor, the comprehension/understanding 

facet, and the unpretentiousness/individualism facet. The authors also used three 

subscales of the Jackson Personality Inventory: The Conformity/Cooperativeness scale, 

the Social Confidence scale, and the Tolerance scale. The CIHS showed significant 

correlations with open-mindedness (r = .57, p < .001), tolerance toward people and ideas 

(r = .28, p < .001), and openness to experience (r = .4, p < .001), indicating strong 

convergent validity. By contrast, the CIHS showed small or no correlations with social 

desirability (r = .15, p < .05), conformity (r = -.14, p = .07), and social confidence (r = 

.04, p = .6), supporting the discriminant validity of the scale. Thus, Krumrei-Mancuso 

and Rouse’s five studies comprehensively confirmed the reliability and validity of the 

CIHS.  

Perspective-Taking Subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

The perspective-taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI) is a 7-

item subscale developed by Davis (1980) that measures one’s propensity to adopt 

another’s point of view. These examples follow: “When I’m upset at someone, I usually 

try to ‘put myself in his shoes’ for a while,” and “I sometimes find it difficult to see 

things from the ‘other guy’s’ point of view” (reverse coded). Items are answered using a 

5-point scale ranging from 0 (“does not describe me well”) to 4 (“describes me very 

well”); the total score is obtained by summing across all responses. The perspective-

taking subscale takes less than five minutes to complete. The IRI is freely available for 

non-commercial use without requesting permission from the authors.   
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Reliability and validity. Davis (1980) reported acceptable internal consistency 

for the perspective taking subscale, with alpha coefficients ranging from r = .71 to. r = 75 

for males and r =.75 to  r = .78 for females across two independent samples. Davis also 

assessed the test-retest reliability of the IRI and its subscales using a sample of 

undergraduate students from the University of Texas (N = 109) with a time lapse of 60 to 

75 days between test administrations; the perspective-taking subscale had a test-retest 

reliability coefficient of .61 for males and .62 for females.  

Davis (1983) examined the convergent validity of the IRI with a sample of 

undergraduate students (N = 429) from the University of Texas. The other measures were 

administered to see how the IRI correlates with related constructs. These measures were 

as follows: eight measures of interpersonal functioning, two measures of self-esteem, two 

measures of emotionality, three scales measuring sensitivity to others, three measures of 

intelligence, and two measures of empathy. Results revealed a modest positive 

relationship between perspective-taking and the social functioning measures (r = .15) and 

a modest positive relationship between perspective-taking and self-esteem (r = .23, p < 

.05). Perspective-taking showed the expected positive relationship with a measure of 

other-oriented sensitivity (r = .35, p < .05) and a medium-to-large correlation (r = .40, p < 

.05) with the Hogan Empathy Scale. Finally, perspective-taking was significantly and 

positively related to empathic concern (r = .33, p < .05). These results confirmed the 

convergent validity of the Perspective-Taking subscale by demonstrating that the measure 

correlated with related constructs.  
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Davis (1983) tested the discriminant validity of the Perspective-Taking subscale 

by comparing it with conceptually unrelated measures, i.e., measures of emotionality (the 

M-F scale from the Personal Attributes Questionnaire (Spence et al., 1974), the 

Fearfulness Scale from the Emotionality, Activity, Sociability, Impulsivity temperament 

measure (Buss & Plomin, 1975), and the personal distress factor of the IRI. Results 

indicated that perspective-taking was not significantly related to the M-F scale from the 

Personal Attributes Questionnaire but did reveal a modest significant negative 

relationship with fearfulness (r = -.22, p < .05) and personal distress (r = -.25, p < .05). 

Thus, for most of the measures, the Perspective-Taking subscale showed sufficient 

discriminant validity.  

Composite Affective Polarization Measure 

To measure affective polarization, I used the affective polarization measure from 

Druckman et al. (2021), which employs a battery composed of four types of affective 

polarization questions: a feeling thermometer (1 item), trait ratings of members of the 

opposing party (8 items), one question gauging how much people trust members of the 

opposing party, and 3 social distance items. These survey items are the most frequently 

used to measure affective polarization in the scholarly literature (Druckman & 

Levendusky, 2019; Iyengar et al., 2019). The feeling thermometer is scored by asking 

participants how warm or cold they feel toward members of the opposing party on a scale 

from 0 (coldest) to 100 (warmest). For the trait ratings, participants are asked how well 

certain adjectives (e.g., intelligent, honest, hypocritical, selfish) describe outparty 

members on a scale from 1 (not at all well) to 5 (extremely well); negative adjectives are 
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reverse-coded. For the trust question, participants are asked “How much of the time do 

you think you can trust [Democrats/Republicans] to do what is right for the country?”); 

the question is answered on a scale from 1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always). The 

social distance items (e.g., “How comfortable are you having close personal friends who 

are [Democrats/Republicans]?” are answered on a scale from 1 (not at all comfortable) to 

4 (extremely comfortable). All items are rescaled on a scale from 0 to 1; the final 

affective polarization score is the mean of all responses, with a total score ranging from 0 

(highest affective polarization) to 1 (lowest affective polarization). The scale takes 

approximately 5 to 10 minutes to complete. The scale is publicly available, requiring no 

permission from the authors for its use.  

Reliability and validity. The Composite Affective Polarization Measure showed 

good internal consistency reliability (α = .88; Druckman et al., 2021). Convergent 

validity was established by determining how well the affective polarization measures 

predicted four conceptually similar constructs: partisan importance (how strongly people 

rate the importance of their partisan identity; Klar, 2014), partisan social identity (how 

strongly people identify as a Democrat or Republican; Huddy et al., 2015), lack of 

partisan ambivalence (having both positive and negative feelings toward their party; Klar, 

2014), and negative partisanship (having negative feelings toward out-party members; 

Pew Research Center, 2016). All measures of affective polarization were significant and 

positive predictors of the four constructs (p < .001), indicating strong convergent validity.  
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Data Analysis Plan 

Data was input into IBM SPSS Statistics version 28 for data analysis. Mediation 

analysis was conducted using version 4.2 of the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 

2022), which employs bootstrapping to run mediation models that parse out the direct and 

indirect effects of the variables in the model. A simple mediation model was run, using 

5000 bootstrapped samples and a 95% confidence interval, to determine the direct and 

indirect effects of perspective-taking on affective polarization. To the extent that the 

effect of perspective-taking on affective polarization is indirect (i.e., transmitted through 

the mediating variable of intellectual humility), it can be said that intellectual humility 

mediates the effect of perspective-taking on affective polarization.  

PROCESS calculates regression coefficients and 95% confidence intervals for the 

total effect, the direct effect, and the indirect effect of the IV on the DV; when the 95% 

confident intervals do not include zero, it means that the effect is statistically significant 

at the p < .05 level. When the mediated (indirect) effect of the IV on the DV is 

statistically significantly different from zero, it is said that the effect is mediated by M 

(Warner, 2013). If the direct effect is not statistically significant, then the effect on the 

DV is fully mediated by M; if the direct effect is statistically significant, then the effect is 

only partially mediated by M. To screen the data to confirm that necessary assumptions 

for mediation are met, histograms were used to ensure that all variables have reasonably 

normal distributions, and boxplots were examined to ensure there were no extreme 

outliers. Scatter plots were used to ensure that relationships between all pairs of variables 

were linear without extreme bivariate outliers (Warner, 2013). To ensure independence of 
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error, a Durbin-Watson test was performed. A scatter plot of the residuals by the 

predicted values was examined to verify that the homoscedasticity assumption was 

satisfied. A histogram of the residuals was examined to ensure the distribution of the data 

was multivariate normal. Cook’s distance was measured to ensure that there was no 

undue influence on the data from multivariate outliers. Finally, the Variance Inflation 

Factor was calculated to ensure that there was not excessive multicollinearity between the 

variables.  

Research Questions 

RQ1: To what extent does intellectual humility, as measured by the 

Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale, relate to affective polarization, as measured 

by the Affective Polarization Scales, among English-speaking U.S. citizens aged 18 years 

and older? 

Ho1: Intellectual humility does not predict affective polarization. 

H1: Intellectual humility does predict affective polarization. 

RQ 2: To what extent does perspective taking, as measured by the Perspective-

Taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity Index, relate to affective polarization, as 

measured by the Affective Polarization Scales, among English-speaking U.S. citizens 

aged 18 years and older? 

Ho2: Perspective taking does not predict affective polarization. 

H2: Perspective taking does predict affective polarization. 

RQ 3: To what extent does intellectual humility, as measured by the 

Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale, mediate the relationship between perspective 
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taking, as measured by the Perspective-Taking subscale of the Interpersonal Reactivity 

Index, and affective polarization, as measured by the Affective Polarization Scales, 

among English-speaking U.S. citizens aged 18 years and older? 

Ho3: Intellectual humility does not mediate the relationship between perspective 

taking and affective polarization. 

H3: Intellectual humility does mediate the relationship between perspective taking 

and affective polarization. 

Threats to Validity 

There were several potential threats to the validity of the proposed study. First, 

although there was extensive literature confirming the reliability and validity of the 

perspective-taking and intellectual humility scales, there was little research on the 

reliability and validity of existing measures of affective polarization. Second, self-report 

surveys rely on the honesty and accurate self-awareness of participants, and as such they 

can be susceptible to social desirability bias. To reduce this possibility, participants were 

notified that the survey was fully online and anonymous; this should have reduced the 

desire to produce socially desirable answers, as no identifying information was be 

collected. Third, convenience sampling was a potential threat to validity, as it limited 

both the representativeness of the sample and the generalizability of the results; those 

who chose to participate may have differed demographically and dispositionally from 

those who did not (Copas et al., 2020). Fourth, nonresponse bias, where participants do 

not answer certain questions or fail to complete the survey, also posed a potential threat 

to validity. However, to eliminate this threat, SurveyMonkey has a feature that notifies 
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participants when they have left questions unanswered.  Finally, the correlational design 

cannot identify the causal relationship between variables; although the proposed study 

could provide preliminary support for the hypothesis that intellectual humility mediates 

perspective-taking’s effects on affective polarization, future research would be necessary 

to confirm the causal direction of this relationship.  

Ethical Procedures 

Before recruiting participants and collecting data, this study and its procedures 

were approved by the Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB) to ensure that 

all ethical guidelines were followed. Furthermore, the informed consent form explained 

the purpose of the study, the procedures to complete the survey, risks and benefits of 

participating, the voluntary nature of the study, privacy protections, and ensured that 

participants provided their informed consent before participating. Participants were be 

informed that participation in the study was strictly voluntary and if they chose to 

participate in the study, they had the right to stop participating at any time without 

penalty. Participants were also informed of their rights to privacy, that the information 

they provided would not contain any identifying information, and that the data would be 

stored for at least five years on a password-protected computer accessible only by me. 

Participants were also be provided the phone number to Mental Health America’s free 

crisis lifeline, where they could find free support in the unlikely event that they 

experienced an adverse event.  
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Summary 

The purpose of the proposed study was to test the extent to which intellectual 

humility mediates the relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization. 

The study employed a quantitative, cross-sectional, non-experimental, correlational 

survey design. Target participants were be English-speaking, U.S. citizens over the age of 

18. Non-English-speakers, minors, and those who were not United States citizens were 

excluded from the study. The data were collected through SurveyMonkey. 

Instrumentation, threats to validity, and the ethical procedures have been detailed. 

Chapter 4 will present a description of the data collection procedures and the results of 

the study.  
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Chapter 4: Results 

Introduction 

The purpose of this quantitative study was to determine the extent to which 

intellectual humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and affective 

polarization. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected from SurveyMonkey on December 16 and 17, 2024. 

Participants recruited from SurveyMonkey’s participant pool who met all inclusion 

criteria were sent a link to the survey. Participants began with the consent form, detailing 

the voluntary nature of the study, its purpose, risks and benefits, privacy protections, 

expectations for participation, my contact information, and contact information for a 

Walden Participant Advocate. Agreement to participate was indicated by clicking on the 

“Agree” link. A minimum required sample of 150 participants was requested from 

SurveyMonkey and sent to a total of 177 volunteers. Of those, 94.35% (N = 167) 

consented to participate, yielding 167 completed surveys. This sample was larger than 

required to achieve a statistical power of .8 with an alpha level .05.  

Demographics 

Participants included 85 males (51.8%) and 78 females (47.6%), with one person 

in the sample identifying as nonbinary. Most participants identified their age as 30-44 (n 

= 51, 31.1%) or greater than 60 (n = 54, 32.9%). Participant income was skewed toward 

those making 25–50k (n = 37, 22.6%) and 50–75k (n = 36, 22.0%) per year. Additionally, 

a majority of participants had either a 4-year college degree (n = 61, 37.2%) or a graduate 
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degree (n = 32, 19.5%). Finally, the political breakdown of the sample was skewed 

toward Democrats (n = 59, 36.0%), and most participants rated their political identity as 

“somewhat important” (n = 48, 29.3%) or “not so important” (n = 58, 35.4%). Basic 

demographic information is displayed in Table 1, and the political demographics of 

participants are displayed in Table 2. These sample demographics overrepresent older 

adults, those with a higher level of education, those making between 25,000 and 75,000 

dollars a year, and Democrats. Thus, the generalizability of the results to the broader 

population is limited.  

Table 1 

General Demographics of the Sample 

Variable N % 

Gender 

Male 85 51.8 

Female 78 47.6 

Nonbinary 1 .6 

Age 

18-29 24 14.6 

30-44 51 31.1 

45-60 35 21.3 

61+ 54 32.9 

Household Income 

$0 - $9,999 6 3.7 

$10,000 - $24,999 20 12.2 

$25,000 - $49,999 37 22.6 

$50,000 - $74,999 36 22.0 

$75,000 - $99,999 19 11.6 

$100,000 - $124,999 11 6.7 

$125,000 - $149,999 10 6.1 

$150,000 - $174,999 4 2.4 

$175,000 - $199,999 1 .6 

$200,000+ 12 7.3 

Prefer not to answer 8 4.9 

Level of Education 

Primary School 0 0 

Some High School, but no 

diploma 

4 2.4 

High School diploma (or GED) 19 11.6 

Some college but no degree 32 19.5 

2-year college degree 16 9.8 

4-year college degree 61 37.2 

Graduate-level degree 32 19.5 
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Table 2 

Political Demographics of the Sample 

Variable N % 

Political Leaning 

Democrat 59 36 

Republican 39 23.8 

Independent leans Democrat 32 19.5 

Independent leans Republican 34 20.7 

Importance of 

Political Identity 

Not at all important 35 21.3 

Not so important 58 35.4 

Somewhat important 48 29.3 

Very important 15 9.1 

Extremely important 8 4.9 

 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Means, standard deviations, and correlation coefficients for all variables are 

displayed in Table 3. Bivariate correlations indicated a significant positive correlation 

between intellectual humility and perspective-taking (r(164) = .464, p < .001). There was 

no statistically significant relationship between perspective-taking and affective 

polarization (r(164) = -.108, p = .17). Contrary to findings from prior research, the 

sample showed a positive and significant correlation between intellectual humility and 

affective polarization (r(167) = .171, p = .027).  

Table 3 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations of Study Variables: Perspective-Taking, 

Intellectual Humility, and Affective Polarization 

 M 

5% 

Trimmed 

Mean 

SD 

Correlation Coefficients 

IH AP 

Perspective-Taking 3.55 3.55 .47 .464** -.108 

Intellectual Humility 3.45 3.44 .40  .252** 

Affective Polarization 50.84 50.67 18.85   

Note. ** p < .01 
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Normality 

Univariate outliers were detected through the use of Z-scores (Warner, 2013). 

One outlier was detected with an exceptionally low perspective-taking score, and two 

outliers were detected with extreme intellectual humility scores. The three outliers were 

removed from the dataset, leading to a new sample size of 164. To assess normality for 

all variables, histograms were visually inspected and z-scores of skewness and kurtosis 

were examined. Histograms are presented in Appendix A and z-scores for skewness and 

kurtosis are presented in Table 4. Histograms for all values appeared to be reasonably 

normal, and z-scores of skewness and kurtosis for all variables were between -1.96 and 

1.96, indicating no statistically significant deviation from normality.  

Table 4 

Normality Testing for Study Variables 

Variable Skewness Z-Score Kurtosis Z-Score 

Perspective-Taking -.28 1.56 
Intellectual Humility .93 -.49 
Affective Polarization 1.29 -.43 

 

Assumption Testing for Multiple Regression 

According to Warner (2013), the assumptions for mediation analysis are the same 

as those required for multiple regression. To test if the data met these assumptions, 

linearity, homoscedasticity, normal distribution of the residuals, independence of errors, 

undue influence, and multicollinearity were assessed. Scatterplots revealed linear 

relationships between all pairs of variables and are available in Appendix B. The Durbin-

Watson statistic was 1.637, indicating that the assumption of independence of errors was 

met. The collinearity diagnostics revealed a Variance Inflation Factor of 1.274, indicating 
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that there was not excessive multicollinearity between the variables. The maximum value 

of Cook’s distance was less than 1, indicating no undue influence in the model from 

multivariate outliers. A scatterplot of the residuals against the predicted values (Appendix 

B) did not reveal any funneling pattern, indicating that the assumption of 

homoscedasticity was satisfied. Finally, visual inspection of the histogram of the 

residuals for the dependent variable (Appendix A) revealed a normal distribution, 

indicating that the assumption of normally distributed residuals was satisfied. Thus, all 

assumptions for multiple regression were satisfied.  

Reliability of Measurements 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for all variables to determine their internal 

consistency reliability. The Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale and the 

Composite Affective Polarization Measure showed alphas of .815 and .892, respectively, 

indicating strong reliability. By contrast, the perspective-taking subscale yielded an alpha 

of .563, which is a lower alpha than has been found in previous research (Davis, 1980).  

Mediation Analysis 

First, bivariate correlations were conducted for all pairs of study variables (Table 

5). Bivariate correlations indicated a significant positive correlation between intellectual 

humility and perspective-taking (r(164) = .464, p < .001). Contrary to findings from prior 

research, however, the sample also showed a significant positive correlation between 

intellectual humility and affective polarization (r(167) = .171, p = .027). As such, the first 

null hypothesis was rejected in favor of the alternative hypothesis, despite the unexpected 

direction of the relationship. There was no statistically significant relationship between 
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perspective-taking and affective polarization (r(164) = -.108, p = .17), and thus, the 

second null hypothesis was not rejected. Although Baron and Kenny (1986) posit that a 

significant relationship between the independent and dependent variables is a necessary 

condition for mediation; however, more recent work rejects this view, as mediation can 

occur even when there is no significant relationship between X and Y (Hayes, 2009; 

Zhao et al., 2010). Therefore, the analysis proceeded with the mediation. 

To run a mediation analysis, Hayes PROCESS (Hayes, 2022) for SPSS was used, 

with perspective-taking entered as the X variable, affective polarization entered as the Y 

variable, and intellectual humility entered as the mediator. Full mediation results from 

PROCESS are displayed in Tables 6, 7, and 8. The total effect model (Table 6) revealed 

that perspective-taking had no statistically significant effect on affective polarization 

before controlling for intellectual humility (R2 = .012, F(1, 162) = 1.896, p = .171). The 

full model (Table 7), with both perspective-taking and intellectual humility as predictors 

of affective polarization, showed a statistically significant relationship between the 

predictors and affective polarization, with the predictors accounting for 12.8 percent of 

the variance in affective polarization (R2 = .128, F(2, 161) = 11.77, p < .001). 

Coefficients for the individual predictors revealed that perspective-taking had a 

significant negative relationship with affective polarization after controlling for 

intellectual humility, with an 11-point decrease in affective polarization scores for every 

unit increase in perspective-taking scores (b = -11.382, t(161) = -3.44, p < .001). 

Conversely, intellectual humility had a significant positive relationship with affective 

polarization after controlling for perspective-taking, with an 18 unit increase in affective 
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polarization for every unit increase in intellectual humility (b = 17.919, t(161) = 4.627, p 

< .001).  

The mediation analysis revealed that the indirect effect of perspective-taking on 

affective polarization via intellectual humility was positive and statistically significant (b 

= 7.099, 95% CI [3.407, 11.664]; Table 8). Although Baron and Kenny (1986) posit that 

a significant reduction in the effect of X on Y after controlling for the mediator is a 

necessary condition for mediation to have occurred, more recent approaches argue that it 

is sufficient for the indirect path to be statistically significant (e.g., Zhao et al., 2010). 

Thus, intellectual humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and 

affective polarization. However, rather than perspective-taking and intellectual humility 

both decreasing polarization, intellectual humility pushed in the opposite direction, 

leading to increased polarization, a phenomenon known as competitive mediation (Hair et 

al, 2021). Thus, the null hypothesis was rejected, and the alternative hypothesis was 

accepted.  

Table 5 

Bivariate Correlations 

Variable PT IH AP 

PT 1   

IH .464** 1  

AP -.108 .252** 1 

Note. ** p < .01 

Table 6 

Total Effect Model 

 b SE t p 
95% CI for b 

Lower Upper 

Intercept 66.031      

Perspective-Taking -4.283 3.110 -1.377 .171 -10.425 1.860 

 



84 

 

Table 7 

Full Model 

 b SE t p 
95% CI for b 

Lower Upper 

Intercept 29.431      

Perspective-Taking -11.382 3.309 -3.440 .001 -17.916 -4.848 

Intellectual Humility 17.919 3.873 4.627 <.001 10.271 25.567 

 

Table 8 

Indirect Effect 

 b SE 
95% CI for b 

Lower Upper 

Intellectual Humility 7.099 2.030 3.412 11.368 

 

Additional Statistical Tests 

Because the results of the primary analysis yielded results that were vastly 

different from what had been found in prior research, additional analyses were performed 

to better understand the patterns in the data. Firstly, when conducting the mediation 

analysis, the option was chosen in PROCESS to test for X by M interactions, and a 

statistically significant interaction was found between perspective-taking and intellectual 

humility. To explore this interaction, intellectual humility and perspective-taking were 

first centered, and an interaction term between the centered variables was created in 

SPSS. A regression was then run with centered intellectual humility, centered 

perspective-taking, and the interaction term as independent variables, and with affective 

polarization as the dependent variable (Table 8). Results revealed that after accounting 

for the interaction between intellectual humility and perspective-taking, the effect of 

intellectual humility on affective polarization was weakened, suggesting that the 
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relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization is partially explained 

by the level of perspective-taking. 

To further understand the interaction, the perspective-taking variable was divided 

into low, medium, and high levels of perspective-taking, and a regression was run using 

the split file function to compare the effects of intellectual humility on affective 

polarization at each level; results are displayed in Table 9. The low perspective-taking 

group showed no significant relationship between intellectual humility and affective 

polarization. By contrast, the medium perspective-taking group showed a statistically 

significant relationship with a small effect size (b = 16.362, p = .038, r = .289), and the 

high perspective-taking group showed a statistically significant relationship with a large 

effect size (b = 24.762, p < .001, r = .52). Results revealed that effect sizes and statistical 

significance levels were stronger in the group of participants with higher levels of 

perspective-taking, indicating that participants with higher levels of perspective-taking 

showed a positive relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization. 

These results indicate that perspective-taking moderated the relationship between 

intellectual humility and affective polarization.  

Table 9 

Multiple Regression Model with Interaction 

  b SE t p 
95% for CI b 

sr2 
Lower Upper 

Intercept 49.635       

Perspective-Taking -11.818 3.275 -3.609 <.001 -18.285 -5.351 .069 

Intellectual Humility 16.219 3.902 4.157 <.001 8.513 23.925 .091 

Interaction  13.670 6.148 2.224 .028 1.529 25.811 .026 
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Table 10 

Regression Model Results for the Relationship between Intellectual Humility and 

Affective Polarization at High, Moderate, and Low Levels of Perspective-Taking 

Level of PT b SE t p 
95% CI for b 

r 
Lower Upper 

Low PT .816 6.951 .117 .907 -13.126 14.759 .016 

Moderate PT 16.362 7.657 2.137 .038 .983 31.742 .289 

High PT 24.762 5.479 4.520 <.001 13.782 35.742 .520 

  

Additional analyses were performed by running regressions and mediation 

analyses using the subscales of intellectual humility and affective polarization. These 

analyses were purely exploratory rather than confirmatory, as running additional analyses 

that are not pre-planned inflates the risk of a Type 1 error. Nonetheless, the findings may 

provide fertile ground for future researchers. After exploring the mediating effects of 

various intellectual humility subscales on various affective polarization subscales and 

confirming that the new variables satisfied the assumptions required for mediation, it was 

found that the “respect for others’ viewpoints” subscale of intellectual humility mediated 

the relationship between perspective-taking and the “social distance” subscale of 

affective polarization; results of this mediation are displayed in Tables 10, 11, and 12. 

The total effect model (Table 10) revealed that perspective-taking had a statistically 

significant negative effect on social distance before controlling for intellectual humility 

(R2 = .066, F(1, 162) = 11.521, p < .001). The full model (Table 11), with both 

perspective-taking and respect for others’ viewpoints as predictors of social distance, 

showed a statistically significant relationship between the predictors and affective 

polarization, with the predictors accounting for 16.2 percent of the variance in affective 
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polarization (R2 = .162, F(2, 161) = 15.558, p < .001). Coefficients for the individual 

predictors revealed that perspective-taking had no significant relationship with social 

distance after controlling for respect for others’ viewpoints (p = .336). Respect for others’ 

viewpoints had a significant negative relationship with social distance after controlling 

for perspective-taking, with a 16 unit decrease in affective polarization for every unit 

increase in respect for others’ viewpoints (b = -15.955, t(161) = -4.285, p < .001).  

The mediation analysis revealed that the indirect effect of perspective-taking on 

social distance via respect for others’ viewpoints was significant and negative (b = -

9.092, 95% CI [-14.931, -4.509]; Table 12), indicating that respect for others’ viewpoints 

mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and social distance. Furthermore, 

the direct effect of perspective-taking on social distance was no longer statistically 

significant after controlling for the mediating effect of respect for others’ viewpoints (p = 

.336), indicating that this was a complete mediation rather than a partial mediation.  

Table 11 

Total Effect Model for Second Mediation 

 b SE t p 
95% CI for b 

Lower Upper 

Intercept 80.248      

Perspective-Taking -13.208 3.891 -3.394 <.001 -20.891 -5.524 

 

Table 12 

Full Model for Second Mediation 

 b SE t p 
95% CI for b 

Lower Upper 

Intercept 111.054      

Perspective-Taking -4.115 4.264 -.9652 .336 -12.535 4.304 

Respect for others’ viewpoints -15.955 3.723 -4.285 <.001 -23.308 -8.602 
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Table 13 

Indirect Effect for Second Mediation Model 

 
b SE 

95% CI for b 

 Lower Upper 

Respect for other’s 

viewpoints 
-9.092 2.660 -14.827 -4.489 

 

Summary 

Multiple regression with  mediation analysis was conducted to determine the 

effects of perspective-taking and intellectual humility on affective polarization and 

whether intellectual humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and 

affective polarization. Results revealed that perspective-taking predicted lower levels of 

affective polarization, but only after controlling for intellectual humility. By contrast, 

intellectual humility predicted higher levels of polarization, a novel finding that has not 

been found in any prior research. Intellectual humility mediated the relationship between 

perspective-taking and affective polarization, but with perspective-taking and intellectual 

humility pushing in opposite directions. Follow-up analyses revealed that the relationship 

between intellectual humility and affective polarization was moderated by perspective-

taking and that respect for others’ viewpoints mediated the relationship between 

perspective-taking and social distance. These results provide a surprising and novel 

finding in affective polarization research. Chapter 5 will discuss the interpretation of 

these findings, limitations of the study, recommendations for future research, and 

implications for positive social change.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to determine the extent to which intellectual 

humility mediates the relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization 

in a sample of American adults. Affective polarization in the United States has increased 

at an alarming rate over the last few decades, posing an increasingly grave threat to the 

American body politic (Iyengar et al., 2019). Not only does affective polarization lead to 

greater interparty animosity in the political domain, but its effects also spill over into 

everyday life, making Americans less likely to buy from out-party members, marry them, 

or live near them (Iyengar et al., 2019; Rudolph & Hetherington, 2021). Affective 

polarization also increases the risk of political violence (Piazza, 2023) and worsens health 

outcomes (Nelson, 2022). Given these consequences, researchers have been working to 

identify factors with the potential to mitigate affective polarization. Two factors that have 

been identified are perspective-taking (e.g., Warner et al., 2020) and intellectual humility 

(e.g., Bowes et al., 2020). However, despite the strong correlation between perspective-

taking and intellectual humility (Krumrei-Mancuso, 2017), no research had yet examined 

whether these two variables might have a synergistic effect in reducing polarization. 

To address this gap in the literature, this study hypothesized that perspective-

taking increases intellectual humility, which in turn decreases affective polarization. To 

test this hypothesis, a cross-sectional, correlational survey design was employed, with 

participants recruited using SurveyMonkey Audience. A mediation analysis was 

conducted using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2022), with perspective-taking 
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as the independent variable, affective polarization as the dependent variable, and 

intellectual humility as the mediator. Due to unexpected findings, additional analyses 

were performed to examine the interaction between perspective-taking and intellectual 

humility and to determine if any significant relationships existed between the subscales of 

affective polarization and intellectual humility. The study found that (a) there was no 

significant relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization; (b) 

intellectual humility was positively associated with affective polarization; (c) intellectual 

humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization, 

but in the opposite direction of the original hypothesis; (d) perspective-taking moderated 

the relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization; and (e) respect 

for others’ viewpoints mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and social 

distance. 

Interpretation of the Findings 

Intellectual Humility 

In response to the first research question, “to what extent does intellectual 

humility relate to affective polarization,” the results revealed a significant and positive 

relation between intellectual humility and affective polarization, such that participants 

who rated themselves as more intellectually humble reported experiencing more 

animosity toward outparty members. This finding is not consistent with the vast majority 

of existing research, which found that those who were more intellectually humble 

exhibited less animus toward outparty members (e.g., Bowes et al., 2020). Thus, the 

findings from the present study represented a surprising deviation from the results found 
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in prior research. Furthermore, the results from this study are surprising in light of social 

identity theory, according to which, intellectual humility should lead to a lessening of the 

us versus them mentality that stokes polarization, as intellectually humble individuals feel 

more respect toward those with differing opinions (Bowes et al., 2020).  

In the literature review found in Chapter 2, all studies reported that intellectually 

humble individuals were less polarized (Bowes et al., 2020; Krumrei-Mancuso & 

Newman, 2020; Smith, 2023; Stanley et al., 2020). However, after my results found the 

opposite, I revisited the literature to see if any precedent for this result existed. In doing 

so, I found two relevant studies. In the first of two, Welker et al. (2023) included a 

footnote in its supplementary materials indicating that, while intellectually humble 

conservatives were slightly less polarized, intellectually humble liberals were slightly 

more polarized, a result that the authors did not attempt to explain. This is the only prior 

instance in the literature of a positive relation between intellectual humility and 

polarization.  

The second relevant study was a preprint by Nadelhoffer et al. (2020), who found 

that intellectually humble individuals were only slightly less polarized. Surprised that the 

relationship was not stronger, the authors explored possible factors that might have 

dampened the strength of the relationship. They hypothesized that valuing intellectual 

humility could, paradoxically, contribute to polarization against those perceived as 

lacking it. They also developed a construct they called epistemic polarization (i.e., 

viewing one’s political opponents as intellectually arrogant, closed-minded, and 
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irrational) to see if it affected the relationship between intellectual humility and affective 

polarization.  

To test this hypothesis, Nadelhoffer et al. (2020) conducted a second study to 

determine if individuals who highly value intellectual humility might be more prone to 

affective polarization, especially when their political opponents were perceived as 

lacking humility. The results of the study indicated that both valuing humility and 

epistemic polarization were associated with greater affective polarization. In other words, 

those who placed a high value on intellectual humility tended to be more polarized 

against opposing partisans they perceived as lacking this virtue. Furthermore, intellectual 

humility predicted affective polarization only for those who scored low on epistemic 

polarization, suggesting that intellectual humility may only work to decrease polarization 

if one considers one’s political opponents to be reasonable and open-minded.   

Although prior research has overwhelmingly found a negative relation between 

intellectual humility and affective polarization, some studies have reported a small effect 

size (Nadelhoffer et al., 2020; Welker et al., 2023), no relationship (Nadelhoffer et al., 

2020), or even a positive relationship (as found in the present study). These findings 

suggest that the relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization may 

be more complex than previously assumed. The work of Nadelhoffer et al. (2020) is 

particularly relevant to understanding this complexity, as it offers a theoretical 

explanation for why intellectual humility does not always exhibit a direct negative 

association with affective polarization. While intellectual humility typically reduces 

polarization, it could also heighten polarization among those who view their political 
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opponents as intellectually arrogant and closed-minded. This explanation also supports 

social identity theory, as it suggests how intellectual humility might heighten the us 

versus them mentality if one perceives opposing partisans as lacking humility. If the 

ingroup is viewed as intellectually humble while the outgroup is viewed as intellectually 

arrogant, the sense of conflict between “us” and “them” may be heightened. In sum, the 

suggestion offered by Nadelhoffer et al. that epistemic polarization may undermine the 

benefits of intellectual humility is a plausible explanation for not finding a significant 

relation between intellectual humility and affective polarization and deserves further 

scrutiny. 

Additionally, the timing of this study may be a factor in interpreting the results. 

The survey was conducted shortly after the 2024 election period of heightened 

polarization. For example, Hernández et al. (2021) found that affective polarization 

increased near election time, likely due to an increase in the salience of political identity, 

a finding consistent with social identity theory. At the height of the 2024 presidential 

campaign, the partisan divide was magnified, perhaps undermining the depolarizing 

effect of intellectual humility.   

Perspective-Taking 

In response to the second research question, “To what extent does perspective 

taking relate to affective polarization,” results revealed no significant association with 

affective polarization. However, perspective-takers did report lower levels of social 

distance, a component of affective polarization. This finding aligns with Simas et al. 

(2020), who found a significant negative relationship between perspective-taking and 
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social distance but no significant relationship with scores on the feeling thermometer, a 

survey tool that measures participants’ feelings about a given person, group, or issue. As 

Druckman and Levendusky (2019) explain, social distance taps a unique aspect of 

affective polarization that is only moderately correlated with the feeling thermometer and 

other measures; while the feeling thermometer gauges affect toward outparty members, 

social distance measures behavioral discrimination. Thus, the findings from Simas et al. 

and from this study suggest that perspective-taking may reduce behavioral discrimination 

toward outparty members, while negative emotional attitudes remain more entrenched. 

Notably, while experimental studies consistently show that increasing 

perspective-taking reduces affective polarization (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Shih et 

al., 2009; Warner et al., 2020), correlational studies have produced mixed results 

(Gillissen et al., 2023; Simas et al., 2020). This suggests that actively engaging in 

perspective-taking has a stronger depolarizing effect than simply scoring high on a 

perspective-taking measure in a survey. This methodological distinction makes sense, as 

one’s self-perception as a perspective-taker may not necessarily align with actual 

perspective-taking behavior. Although there was no significant relationship between 

perspective-taking and affective polarization, once intellectual humility was accounted 

for by including it in the regression model, perspective-takers were less polarized. In 

other words, the increase in polarization as a function of intellectual humility cancelled 

out the perspective-taking’s effect of decreasing it.  
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Intellectual Humility as Competitive Mediator 

Although Baron and Kenny (1986) conceptualized mediation as both the 

independent variable and the mediator affecting the dependent variable in the same 

direction, more recent treatments of the topic recognize the possibility that the 

independent variable and the mediator may push in opposite directions, a phenomenon 

known as competitive mediation (Hair et al., 2021). In competitive mediation, each 

variable suppresses the effect of the other, and the effect of each on the dependent 

variable becomes stronger after controlling for the other variable. In the present study, 

intellectual humility competitively mediated the relationship between perspective-taking 

and affective polarization, such that the mediated effect of perspective-taking on affective 

polarization via intellectual humility was significant and positive, while the unmediated 

effect of perspective-taking on affective polarization was significant and negative. 

Furthermore, inclusion of both predictors in the model increased the strength of each 

effect, compared to including each variable alone. This means that the presence of 

perspective-taking mitigated the polarization-inducing effects of intellectual humility, 

and conversely, the presence of intellectual humility dampened the polarization-reducing 

effects of perspective taking. 

One possible interpretation of this finding is based on the theory advanced by 

Nadelhoffer et al. (2020), that intellectual humility leads to valuing humility, which in 

turn fosters polarization toward those perceived as lacking. By contrast, perspective-

taking does not follow the same logic, as it requires putting oneself in another’s shoes, 

even if that person lacks the virtues of intellectual humility or perspective-taking. 
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Additionally, this finding must be considered within the polarized post-election context 

during which the survey was conducted. In such an environment, individuals high in 

intellectual humility may have felt animosity toward those on the opposing side perceived 

as intellectually arrogant. By contrast, perspective-taking, which inherently involves 

making an effort to understand why others voted differently, may not have produced the 

same polarizing effect as intellectual humility.  

Respect for Others’ Viewpoints as Mediator 

Finally, in order to further understand the relationship among the variables, 

exploratory analyses were conducted to probe relations among the variable subscales. 

These exploratory analyses revealed that the respect for others’ viewpoints subscale of 

intellectual humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and the social 

distance subscale of affective polarization. This suggests that perspective-taking was 

associated with greater respect for others’ viewpoints, which in turn led to a significant 

decrease in participants’ willingness to socially distance themselves from outparty 

members. Furthermore, respect for others’ viewpoints fully mediated this effect, 

suggesting that it was fully responsible for reducing social distance as a function of 

perspective-taking. 

This novel finding has important potential implications for the study of affective 

polarization. As discussed in the Chapter 2 literature review, a particularly concerning 

aspect of affective polarization is how it spills over into the non-political sphere such that 

Democrats and Republicans do not want to marry each other, buy from each other, or be 

friends with each other– all manifestations of increased social distance (Iyengar et al., 
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2019). Furthermore, an extensive literature on intergroup contact theory supports the idea 

that cross-party affiliation reduces affective polarization (Dovidio et al., 2017; 

Levendusky & Stecula, 2021; Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). However, such cross-party 

affiliation is impossible to achieve when Democrats and Republicans want to maintain 

distance from one another. If reducing social distance is an important goal, as the 

literature suggests, then the results of the present study suggest that respect for others’ 

viewpoints may be a key factor in achieving this outcome.  

Limitations of the Study 

Using a convenience sampling strategy may have limited the representativeness of 

the sample and generalizability of the findings. In particular, the sample demographics 

were skewed toward older adults, those with a higher level of education, and Democrats. 

Furthermore, the correlational design limits the ability to make causal inferences between 

the variables. Thus, although mediation models imply a causal direction, future research 

would need to be conducted to confirm the causal nature of the findings. For instance, 

although the additional analysis revealed that respect for others’ viewpoints mediated the 

relationship between perspective-taking and social distance, additional research would 

need to confirm that perspective-taking causes respect for others’ viewpoints, which in 

turn lowers social distance. An additional limitation of the present study is the possibility 

that social desirability bias influenced the results. Participants tend to respond in ways 

that are perceived as socially appropriate or that put them in the best light, rather than 

reporting their honest attitudes and behaviors (Fisher, 1993). 
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Recommendations 

While many studies have looked separately at the effects of perspective-taking 

and intellectual humility on affective polarization, to the best of my knowledge, this is the 

first study to determine the potential for intellectual humility and perspective-taking to 

play a synergistic role in mitigating polarization. Although perspective-taking behaved 

similarly as in previous studies, the finding of a statistically significant positive 

relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization in both Republicans 

and Democrats was unprecedented. These findings have important implications for future 

research on affective polarization.  

First, building on the theoretical framework of Nadelhoffer et al. (2020), future 

research should explore the conditions under which intellectual humility increases rather 

than reduces polarization. Furthermore, the fact that the survey in this study was 

conducted soon after the 2024 election should be further scrutinized. It is already known 

that elections are a time of increased polarization (Hernández et al., 2021), but the present 

study goes further by suggesting that the increased salience of social identity during 

election season may exacerbate the epistemic polarization phenomenon observed by 

Nadelhoffer et al., whereby intellectually humble individuals carry animus toward 

opposing partisans viewed as intellectually arrogant. In other words, where intellectual 

humility typically mitigates the “us versus them” mentality theorized by social identity 

theory, it may instead actually exacerbate it. Future research might replicate the results of 

this study by examining the relationship between intellectual humility and affective 

polarization during the time immediately after an election, with valuing humility and 
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epistemic polarization as moderators. Alternatively, the same results might be achieved 

by having participants read a passage that primes the salience of political identity, 

followed by a survey that examines the relationship between intellectual humility and 

affective polarization. Such research would build on this study and the study by 

Nadelhoffer et al. by determining whether intellectual humility backfires when opposing 

partisans are viewed as intellectually arrogant.  

An additional line of future research that holds promise is the examination of the 

subscales of affective polarization and intellectual humility. In particular, the present 

study identified respect for others’ viewpoints as a factor in reducing social distance, a 

finding that should be further investigated. Reducing social distance holds particular 

importance for reducing affective polarization more broadly, as intergroup contact is an 

evidence-based intervention for reducing affective polarization (Dovidio et al., 2017; 

Levendusky & Stecula, 2021; Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). When individuals from 

opposing groups engage in social interaction, similarities can be acknowledged as 

differences diminish; the more familiar people become, reasons for disliking them are 

difficult to justify. People can be viewed less as members of an antagonistic outgroup, 

thereby lessening the animosity associated with political opposition (Dovidio et al., 

2017). However, achieving intergroup contact is impossible to achieve when opposing 

partisans avoid each other.  

Implications 

The study of affective polarization and its mitigation in the United States has 

important implications for positive social change. Much of the existing research on the 
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relation between intellectual humility and affective polarization has been shaped by the 

nearly uniform finding that intellectual humility reduces affective polarization. However, 

results of the current study contribute to the field by revealing that intellectual humility, 

like perspective-taking, can backfire in certain contexts. Just as previous research has 

occasionally found either no relationship between intellectual humility and affective 

polarization (Nadelhoffer et al., 2020) or a positive relationship among liberals (Welker 

et al., 2023), the present study adds further support to existing evidence that the 

relationship between intellectual humility and affective polarization may not be as 

straightforward as once assumed. In particular, this study supports the possibility, 

outlined by Nadelhoffer et al. (2020), that intellectual humility may backfire when 

outparty members are viewed as intellectually arrogant.   

Additionally, the current findings highlight the importance of respect for others’ 

viewpoints in reducing the social distance component of affective polarization. While all 

forms of affective polarization are harmful, social distance is particularly damaging as it 

erodes social cohesion, fostering interpersonal toxicity among everyday Americans 

outside the political sphere. Having identified respect for differing viewpoints as a key 

factor in reducing social distance, and strengthening this finding by replicating it, could 

inform the development of interventions aimed at fostering mutual respect across 

ideological divides. 

Conclusion 

Affective polarization in the United States is a growing problem whose 

deleterious effects continue to grow, especially in the wake of the 2024 presidential 
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election. Studies have found that polarization increases the likelihood of political 

violence (Piazza, 2023), leads to worsened health outcomes due to the stress it causes 

(Nelson, 2022), and spills over into the non-political sphere, leading to animosity among 

Americans in everyday life. Although prior research had identified perspective-taking 

and intellectual humility as variables with the potential to mitigate affective polarization, 

no research had yet determined if these two variables may work synergistically to 

decrease polarization. To that end, the purpose of this study was to determine the extent 

to which intellectual humility mediated the relationship between perspective-taking and 

affective polarization. Although the results for perspective-taking aligned with prior 

research that found no relationship with affective polarization, this study was the first to 

find a statistically significant positive relationship between intellectual humility and 

affective polarization. Furthermore, while intellectual humility mediated the relationship 

between perspective-taking and affective polarization, it did so in the opposite of the 

expected direction. Due to the unexpected findings, further analyses were conducted, 

leading to two additional findings: perspective-takers showed a positive relationship 

between intellectual humility and affective polarization while non-perspective-takers did 

not, and respect for others’ viewpoints was fully responsible for the relationship between 

perspective-taking and social distance.  

While significant strides have been made to identify factors with the potential to 

mitigate affective polarization, this study serves as an important reminder that 

polarization is a complex issue. Just as perspective-taking can backfire in some contexts 

(Sassenrath et al., 2016), this study suggests that intellectual humility may also backfire, 
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when it enhances a sense of animosity toward an outgroup that is viewed as lacking 

humility. The study opens avenues for future research, particularly in understanding 

whether viewing one’s political opponents as intellectually arrogant may cause 

intellectual humility to function unpredictably. Additionally, it emphasizes the 

importance of respect for others’ viewpoints as a critical factor with the potential to 

reduce social distance, which would open the door to intergroup contact that may 

mitigate affective polarization.  

Ultimately, this study advances positive social change by replicating previous 

findings on the relationship between perspective-taking and affective polarization, 

pointing to respect for others’ viewpoints as a promising factor for mitigating 

polarization, and supporting Nadelhoffer et al.’s (2020) finding that viewing one’s 

political opponents as intellectually arrogant may undermine the benefits of intellectual 

humility. These findings deepen our knowledge of the potential mechanisms through 

which affective polarization can be mitigated, thereby bringing the field closer to 

designing the most effective interventions to mend the growing rift between Democrats 

and Republicans in the United States.  
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Appendix B: Scatterplots 
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