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Perceiving Affective Polarization
in the United States: How Social
Media Shape Meta-Perceptions
and Affective Polarization

Christian Staal Bruun Overgaard

Abstract

Affective polarization is on the rise, not least in the United States. Recent scholarship has identified meta-perceptions,
concerning how much opposing partisans think they dislike each other, as a potential driver of actual interparty animosity. |
theorize that social media content shapes people’s political meta-perceptions, which in turn influence affective polarization.
| integrate prior work on meta-perceptions with research on intergroup conflict and social norms to distinguish perceptions
about people’s ingroup from perceptions about their outgroup. A probability sample (n=825) shows outgroup meta-
perceptions (i.e., perceptions about the outparty’s feelings toward the inparty) are linked to actual affective polarization.
Ingroup meta-perceptions do not predict affective polarization above and beyond outgroup meta-perceptions. An original
experiment (n=541) then examines the proposed causal pathway by exposing subjects to politically unifying, divisive, or
neutral media content. In line with the proposed model, unifying content reduces affective polarization, and this effect
is mediated by political meta-perceptions. Surprisingly, divisive content has no effects on meta-perceptions or affective
polarization. These findings have theoretical implications for research on social media, perceptions, and intergroup relations.
These, as well as practical implications, are discussed in light of mounting concerns about increasing affective polarization and
the role social media may play in exacerbating it.
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Political polarization is increasing in the United States.
Researchers distinguish between issue polarization, or atti-
tudes toward specific political issues (Pew Research Center,
2014, 2021), and affective polarization, or negative feelings
and attitudes toward one’s outparty (Iyengar et al., 2019,
2012). Research has also examined perceived polarization,
showing that Americans tend to perceive greater political
disagreement than exists (Westfall et al., 2015), which may
fuel issue polarization (Ahler, 2014). Whereas this line of
research originally focused on perceptions of political dis-
agreement (i.e., issue polarization), recent work has focused
on perceptions of interparty hostility (i.e., affective polariza-
tion). Typically referring to these as “meta-perceptions”
(perceptions about perceptions), this research has convinc-
ingly demonstrated that Americans think their outparty
members are more prejudiced against them than is the case
(Moore-Berg et al., 2020), which might intensify affective
polarization (Lees & Cikara, 2020). Yet little is known about
how meta-perceptions arise in the first place. The current

research addresses this gap by posing that social media expo-
sure influences people’s meta-perceptions, which then shape
affective polarization. This research advances scholarship on
political meta-perceptions, affective polarization, and social
media’s influence on politics and intergroup relations.

Prior research on political meta-perceptions has focused on
how people think their outparty members feel toward them
(here referred to as perceived outparty animosity), mostly
overlooking people’s perceptions of their inparty’s feelings
toward outparty members (perceived inparty animosity),
even though such perceptions are also likely to drive behav-
iors and attitudes (e.g., Cialdini, 2007; Turner et al., 2008).
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Leveraging a representative probability sample (n=825), I
examine the American public’s political meta-perceptions
and how these perceptions relate to affective polarization.

Existing scholarship on political meta-perceptions is also
limited by relying mostly on correlational evidence and by
yielding little knowledge about how meta-perceptions arise
in the first place. This reflects a trend in research on misper-
ceptions, which is generally limited by a lack of focus on the
origins of misperceptions and how they can be re-calibrated
(for a recent meta-analysis, see Bursztyn & Yang, 2021). The
current research addresses these limitations. I theorize a con-
ceptual model contextualizing the role of political meta-per-
ceptions in contemporary media ecologies. Research shows
that news and social media exposure is a likely driver of
affective polarization (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016; Levy,
2021; Settle, 2018). Since media messages affect perceptions
(Tai, 2016) and meta-perceptions drive affective polarization
(e.g., Lees & Cikara, 2020; Moore-Berg et al., 2020), I pro-
pose political meta-perceptions as an underlying mechanism
that explains how news and social media shapes affective
polarization. This pathway is tested in an original experiment
(n=541). The findings from these two studies (along with
some surprising null results) have important implications for
scholarship on social media, meta-perceptions, and affective
polarization.

Theoretical Framework: Affective
Polarization and How It Is Perceived

Affective polarization has been rising for decades in the
United States (Iyengar et al., 2012). Americans increas-
ingly dislike their outparty members, spawning social
cleavages even in non-political domains (Iyengar et al.,
2019). While affective polarization likely has many roots,
political meta-perceptions are emerging as a particularly
compelling explanation.

People generally perceive greater hostility from their out-
groups than exists, which might exacerbate actual intergroup
animosity (Kteily et al., 2016). Moore-Berg et al. (2020)
found that Americans tend to perceive greater affective prej-
udice, or propensity for people to favor inparty members
over outparty members than exists. Such meta-prejudice
was, in turn, linked to being prejudiced against the outparty
in return. Similarly, Lees and Cikara (2020) found that
Democrats and Republicans overestimate how negatively
outparty members will react to unfavorable political actions
taken by their inparty. If, for example, the Democratic Party
introduces legislation unfavorable to the Republican Party,
Republicans will, of course, react negatively to it. Democrats
will be aware of this but will tend to overestimate how nega-
tive these reactions will be. Lees and Cikara found that nega-
tive meta-perceptions were associated with believing that the
other party deliberatively obstructs democratic processes.
Further, correcting these misperceptions made participants
less likely to impute such obstructionism to the opposition.

Large-scale replications have found similar effects (e.g.,
Ruggeri et al., 2021; see also: Broockman et al., 2023;
Voelkel, Chu, et al., 2022). These findings inform the current
research, despite a key difference; whereas Lees and Cikara
dealt with meta-perceptions about political actions, the cur-
rent research concentrates on meta-perceptions about people.
The literature reviewed above leads to the expectation that
perceived outparty animosity (toward the inparty) will be
associated with affective polarization (H1). In other words,
the more Democrats and Republicans believe they are dis-
liked by the opposition, the more they will, in turn, dislike
the opposition.

Perceived inparty animosity (toward the outparty), which
has largely been overlooked, might also matter. Lees and
Cikara (2020) found that partisans exaggerate in their minds
how negatively their inparty members will react to unfavor-
able policy initiatives from the outparty (but see Lees &
Cikara, 2021). There is reason to believe that such ingroup
perceptions may also drive outparty animosity. People’s peer
groups are integral to how they see themselves (Smith &
Henry, 1996), and tend to shape their attitudes, especially
when group identification is strong (Haslam et al., 1996;
Terry & Hogg, 1996). Research on social norms also indi-
cates that people’s behavior is influenced by their percep-
tions of their ingroup (Cialdini, 2007). Such perceptions can
also have ramifications for people’s attitudes toward mem-
bers of other social groups. Turner et al. (2008) found that
people’s ingroup perceptions (of how their fellow ingroup
members felt toward outgroup members) mediated the ben-
eficial impact of extended intergroup contact on prejudice.
There are also other instances of perceptions about one’s
ingroup shaping issues related to political polarization.
Recent work, for example, suggests that issue polarization
may be driven by a false impression that one’s inparty mem-
bers oppose the “other side” more than is the case (van Boven
et al., 2018). In the context of US politics, I expect that per-
ceived inparty animosity (toward the outparty) will be asso-
ciated with affective polarization (H2).

Existing research on political meta-perceptions is limited
by relying mostly on correlational evidence, thereby making
it difficult to discern causality. Similarly, little is known
about how negative meta-perceptions arise. In the next sec-
tion, I propose a model in which media-induced meta-per-
ceptions shape affective polarization.

The Impact of News and Social Media on
Affective Polarization

Research suggests that social media usage can intensify
affective polarization (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021), espe-
cially in established democracies (Lorenz-Spreen et al.,
2023). Some of the most compelling evidence comes from
Settle (2018), who conducted multiple surveys and experi-
ments and found that social media platforms like Facebook
can exacerbate affective polarization, even among users who
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are not interested in politics. One contributing factor is that
most Facebook users encounter political content on the plat-
form even if they do not seek out it deliberatively and are not
particularly interested in politics. Similarly, in a recent large-
scale field experiment, Allcott et al. (2020) found that deac-
tivating Facebook for 4 weeks reduced users’ levels of issue
polarization. The intervention also reduced affective polar-
ization but only among users who got news from Facebook
fairly often or often (but see Asimovic et al., 2021). News
exposure, it seems, is important to consider to understand
social media’s implications for affective polarization. In par-
ticular, Allcott et al.’s (2020) findings suggest that exposure
to divisive news content might contribute to the polarizing
effects of social media.

Further, extremist content spreads more easily on these
platforms than more moderate content. US politicians with
extreme ideologies tend to have more Twitter followers
than their more moderate colleagues (Hong & Kim, 2016).
Research also shows that talking negatively about “the other
side” (Rathje et al., 2021) or expressing moral outrage (Brady
et al., 2017) increases attention on social media. This might
incentivize politicians and other influencers to share divisive
content. Other work, however, suggests that exposure to dif-
fering points of view, facilitated by social media, may curb
polarization (Beam et al., 2018). Social media exposure,
it seems, can either polarize or depolarize the public. The
model below allows for these differences by offering politi-
cal meta-perceptions, shaped by exposure to divisive or
unifying content, as an underlying mechanism.

The news media may also drive affective polarization. As
Fiorina et al. (2005) have argued, the US news media tends
to exaggerate how polarized the nation is. Further, the past
few decades have seen the rise of partisan media outlets that
capitalize on producing divisive content (Berry & Sobieraj,
2013). This may, in turn, make the public more affectively
polarized. Further, recent experiments show that media con-
tent can shape affective polarization, such that positive
examples of intergroup contact may curb affective polariza-
tion, whereas negative examples may exacerbate it (Huddy
& Yair, 2021; Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020).

Using an original experiment, [ explore these tendencies
in a novel context: exposure to news content on social media.
In doing so, I randomly assign participants to view unifying
content (i.e., content portraying relations between opposing
partisans positively), divisive content (i.e., content portray-
ing relations between opposing partisans negatively), or apo-
litical content (the control condition). Given the rationale
and literature reviewed above, I expect divisive and unifying
content to have opposite effects on common measures of
affective polarization such as outparty feelings and trait
perceptions. Specifically, I expect divisive content to (a)
increase negative outparty feelings, (b) increase negative
trait perceptions, and (c) decrease positive trait perceptions
(H3). Contrarily, I expect unifying content to (a) increase

positive outparty feelings, (b) decrease negative trait percep-
tions, and (c) increase positive trait perceptions (H4).

Underlying Mechanism: Media-Induced
Meta-Perceptions

This section lays out a theoretical explanation of the polar-
izing (and yet sometimes depolarizing) impact of news and
social media content. In the proposed model, media-
induced meta-perceptions, concerning how Democrats and
Republicans feel toward each other, shape how the two
sides actually feel toward each other. This pathway depends
on two assumptions: (a) that news and social media con-
tent influence political meta-perceptions, and (b) that
changes in political meta-perceptions lead to changes in
affective polarization.

As for the first assumption, research demonstrates that
media messages shape people’s perceptions of many aspects
of public life, for example, concerning the government
(Tai, 2016), social outgroup members (Overgaard, 2021), and
public opinion (Mutz & Soss, 1997). Research also suggests
that social media can shape Americans’ perceptions of the
two parties; one study, for example, found that social media
exposure to political content increased the perceived ideo-
logical distance between the two parties (Banks et al., 2021).

As for the second assumption, concerning the potential
for political meta-perceptions (i.e., perceptions of interparty
animosity) to change actual interparty animosity, this is sup-
ported by research showing that other kinds of political per-
ceptions can drive polarization (Ahler, 2014; Ahler & Sood,
2018). More specific to the current project, the causal effect
of meta-perceptions on affective polarization is implied in
recent scholarship (Moore-Berg et al., 2020) and also has
some experimental evidence to support it. Lees and Cikara
(2020) tested an intervention in which they informed partici-
pants about the inaccuracy of their (overly negative) meta-
perceptions (about how negatively one’s outparty members
would react to certain unfavorable actions taken by one’s
inparty). Upon learning that outparty members were unlikely
to react as negatively as assumed, people came to feel less
hostile toward the other side. Although that experiment
focused on meta-perceptions about how partisans will react
to political actions—whereas the current research focuses on
meta-perceptions about how partisans feel toward their polit-
ical opponents—it does support the idea that changes in
political meta-perceptions can lead to changes in affective
polarization. Further, a recent study of various interventions
(Voelkel, Stagnaro, et al., 2022) showed that interventions
centered on correcting misperceptions consistently reduced
affective polarization.

Although existing scholarship on political meta-percep-
tions has overwhelmingly focused on perceived outparty
animosity (toward the inparty), there is reason to believe that
perceived inparty animosity (toward the outparty) will also
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shape affective polarization, given that people’s attitudes and
behaviors are often guided by perceived ingroup norms
(Cialdini, 2007; Smith & Henry, 1996; Turner et al., 2008).
In sum, I expect the causal effects hypothesized above to be
indirect through perceived outparty animosity toward the
inparty and perceived inparty animosity toward the outparty
(HS). Specifically, I expect that divisive content will increase
perceived animosity (both kinds), leading to greater affective
polarization. Conversely, I expect that unifying content will
decrease perceived animosity (both kinds), leading to lower
affective polarization.

Study |
Method

Study 1 examined whether two types of political meta-
perceptions (perceived outparty animosity toward the inparty
and perceived inparty animosity toward the outparty) are
associated with affective polarization. Institutional review
board (IRB) approval for this and the following study was
granted from the author’s university. A survey was fielded in
August 2020, by NORC to their AmeriSpeak panel, yielding
a probability sample of 1,010 US adults. Address-based
sampling and area probability were used. Recruitment was
done using telephone, mail, as well as in-person interviews.
Respondents completed this study online (#=978) or via
phone (n=32). For hypothesis testing, the sample was
weighted based on demographic variables,' although using
the unweighted sample yields the same conclusions. For a
demographic breakdown of the sample, see the Supplemental
Material (Al). This sample’s margin of error (95%), when

adjusted for the design effect, was +4.09%. The weighted
cumulative response rate (AAPOR? RR3) was 5.5%.

Affective polarization was measured with a feeling ther-
mometer (Iyengar et al., 2012), ranging from 0 (extremely
negative) to 10 (extremely positive), asking how respondents
felt toward Democrats and Republicans. Following recent
research (e.g., Huddy & Yair, 2021; Overgaard et al., 2022;
Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020), affective polarization was
operationalized as negative feelings toward the outparty
(M=7.95, SD=2.05). Using the same scale, respondents
were also asked how they thought Democrats felt toward
Republicans and vice versa. These responses were reversed
to denote the two forms of perceived affective polarization,
perceived outparty animosity toward the inparty (M=8.60,
SD=1.99) and perceived inparty animosity toward the out-
party (M=7.52, SD=2.25). These two types of perceptions
were moderately correlated (#r=.51) but are theoretically
distinct (Turner et al., 2008). These variables could not be
calculated for true independents® (n=178), who do not have
an outparty, leaving only partisans (n=825), including
those who did not identify as Democrats or Republicans but
leaned toward one of the parties (for a similar approach, see
Druckman & Levendusky, 2019).

Results

As a prelude, it is worth noting that partisans on both sides
had overly pessimistic meta-perceptions about their outpar-
ty’s feelings toward them (Figure 1). Democrats thought
Republicans felt less warmly toward them (M=1.43, SE=
0.09) than was the case (M=2.01, SE=0.11), #763.01)=4.02,
p<.000, Cohen’s d=0.28. Similarly, Republicans thought

Reps’
feelings
toward
Dems

Dems’
feelings
toward
Reps

B Actual feelings
I Outparty’s perception
Inparty’s perception

Figure 1. Perceived versus actual affective polarization (Study ).

Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. The X-axis represents feelings of warmth/positivity toward the opposing party.
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Democrats felt less warmly toward them (M=1.36, SE=
0.10)thanwas the case (M =2.09,SE=0.09),#780.54)=5.20,
p<.000, d=0.36. For inparty perceptions, however, the
respondents were more optimistic. Republicans thought that
other Republicans felt more positive toward Democrats
(M=2.66, SE=0.13) than was the case (M=2.01, SE=0.11),
#(709.35)=-3.90, p<.000, d=0.29. Democrats’ beliefs about
other Democrats’ view of Republicans (M=2.33, SE=0.10)
were more accurate (M=2.09, SE=0.09), #914.59)=-1.77,
p=.077,d=0.12. There was no significant difference between
the two parties’ feelings toward each other, #766.09)=-0.60,
p=.550,d=0.04.

To test if the two forms of meta-perceptions were associ-
ated with affective polarization (H1-2), affective polarization
was regressed on each type of meta-perception (Table 1).
Affective polarization was linked to perceived outparty
animosity toward the inparty (b=0.34, SE=0.03, p<.001)
as well as perceived inparty animosity toward the outparty
(b=0.16, SE=0.03, p<.001). When regressing affective
polarization on both types of meta-perceptions simultane-
ously, a significant association was found for perceived out-
party animosity toward the inparty (b=0.35, SE=0.04,
p<.001) but not perceived inparty animosity toward the out-
party (b=—0.02, SE=0.03, p=.493). (There was no evidence
of high multicollinearity among these two predictors;
Tolerance=0.74; Variance Inflation Factor=1.35). Models
with control variables (demographics, ideology) are pre-
sented in Table 1.

Discussion

Study 1 confirms that perceived outparty animosity (i.c.,
believing that outparty members dislike inparty members) is
associated with affective polarization. Perceived inparty ani-
mosity (i.e., believing that inparty members dislike outparty
members), however, did not predict affective polarization
above and beyond perceived outparty animosity. This null
finding is surprising in light of research on intergroup con-
tact (Turner et al., 2008) and social norms (Cialdini, 2007),
which would suggest such ingroup perceptions have impor-
tant implications. Study 1 also shows, consistent with Lees
and Cikara (2020, 2021), that members of both parties have
overly negative outparty perceptions, but that this pattern
differs when it comes to inparty meta-perceptions. In this
study, Republicans believed other Republicans felt more
positive toward Democrats than was the case, whereas
Democrats had accurate perceptions of other Democrats’
feelings toward Republicans. Against this backdrop, Study 2
examines how news and social media content might shape
affective polarization through meta-perceptions.

Study 2
Method

Study 2 examined the causal pathway in the conceptual
model laid out above, using a between-subjects experiment,

varying whether participants saw divisive, unifying, or neu-
tral media content. The data were collected in September and
October 2020 via the Qualtrics platform. The subjects were
randomly assigned to one of the three conditions, exposing
each subject to a series of three simulated Facebook updates
from a fictitious news organization. Afterward, they answered
a questionnaire.

Participants were recruited using the CloudResearch
(2020) platform which gives access to workers from
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk), using screening proce-
dures to ensure high-quality responses. MTurk samples pro-
vide relatively good approximations of the US population, as
compared to other frequently used convenience samples
(Berinsky et al., 2012), and often yield answers similar to
nationally representative surveys (Coppock, 2019).

A power analysis showed that, given alpha=.05 and
power=.80, about 500 participants would be sufficient to
detect the small- and medium-sized effects commonly found
in the literature (e.g., Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). To ensure
sufficient power while accounting for attrition, 549 parti-
cipants were recruited. Subjects who failed an attention
check (n=8) were excluded,* although the findings remain
consistent if they are included. It is worth noting that, because
the current experiment only included three experimental
conditions, this study had more participants per condition
(unifying condition=179; divisive condition=182; neutral
condition=180), than recent experiments using similar
designs (e.g., Huddy & Yair, 2021; Tong & DeAndrea,
2023). A post hoc analysis showed that the study was pow-
ered to detect a condition contrast of Cohen’s d=0.26, given
alpha=.05 and power=80.

The remaining sample (n=541) was 59.7% male, varied
from 18 to 81years of age (M=38.33, SD=11.68), and rep-
resented different races (78.5% White; 9.8% Black; 6.9%
Asian or Pacific Islander; 4.8% Others) as well as the full
political spectrum (35.5% Democrats; 36.6% Republicans;
25.7% independents [including leaners]; 2.2% Others).
Participants were paid 75 cents (average duration=4.36 min),
which translates to an hourly wage of over US$10.

Published news articles were adapted to create realistic
simulated social media posts, each of which consisted of a
headline along with a featured photo. The headlines con-
strued affective polarization in America as either high (divi-
sive) or low (unifying). As an example, one divisive headline
read “Study: Most Republicans and Democrats have ‘just a
few’ or no friends in the opposing party,” whereas the unify-
ing version read “Study: Most Republicans and Democrats
have friends in the opposing party.” Although seemingly
contradictory, each version stems from Pew Research Center
(2017), and both are correct because having “just a few
friends” (a category that is included in the statistics presented
in both headlines) is quite common. A similar breakdown of
each pair of headlines is provided in the Supplemental
Material (Table B3). The photos looked similar across condi-
tions but were tweaked to reflect the sentiment of the titles.
An apolitical control condition was also included. The full
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Table 2. Total Effects of Treatments on Affective Polarization (Study 2).

Media content Outparty feeling

Positive traits

Negative traits

b B d b B d b B d
Intercept (control)  2.64 (.19)%¥* 3.52 (1 1)y 3.98 (.12)
Divisive content -0.01 (.27) -0.00 0.14 -0.07 (.16) -0.02 0.15 0.26 (.18) 0.07 0.22
Unifying content 0.64 (27)* 013 027  032(I6)* 0.10 023 -022(.I8) -006 02

F=3.87* F=3.35% F=3.85*%

R?=.016 R?2=.012 R?=.014

Adjusted R?=.018 Adjusted R?=.009 Adjusted R2=.010

N=483 N=54] N=54]

OLS: ordinary least squares; d: Cohen’s d.
Results are based on OLS regressions. Standard errors are in parentheses.
#kp <.001. *p<.05.

stimuli materials are provided in the Supplemental Material
(Table B1).

The same items were used as in Study 1 to measure
outparty feelings® (M=2.85, SD=2.41), perceived outparty
animosity toward the inparty (M =8.12, SD=2.26), and
perceived inparty animosity toward the outparty (M=17.33,
SD=2.30).% Following recent research (Overgaard et al.,
2022; Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020), trait evaluations were
measured by asking respondents how well, on a seven-point
scale, a series of words described their political opponents.
The items selfish, hateful, mean, and misguided were com-
bined into an index for negative traits evaluation, M =3.99,
SD=1.67, Cronbach’s a.=.89; reasonable, honest, caring,
and informed, which were combined into an index for
positive traits evaluation, M=3.60, SD=1.52, Cronbach’s
a=.91.

Results

Study 2 examined the effects of unifying and divisive news
content on affective polarization, and the mediating role of
political meta-perceptions. The total effects were tested by
regressing each dependent variable on the experimental con-
ditions.” Contrary to H3a—c, exposure to divisive content did
not influence outparty feelings (b=-0.01, SE=0.27, p=.985,
Cohen’s d=0.14) or positive traits evaluations (b=-0.07,
SE=0.16, p=.678,d=0.15) and only trended in the expected
direction for negative traits evaluations (»=0.26, SE=0.18,
p=.140, d=0.22). Exposure to unifying content increased
positive outparty feelings (b=0.64, SE=0.27, p=.012,
d=0.27) and positive traits evaluations (»=0.32, SE=0.16,
p=.046, d=0.23), supporting H4a and H4c, but only trended
in the expected direction for negative traits evaluations
(b=-0.22, SE=0.18, p=.196, d=0.21), contrary to H4b (see
Table 2).

H5 predicted that there would be indirect effects of the
news content on the outcome variables through perceived
outparty animosity toward the inparty and perceived inparty
animosity toward the outparty. This was tested in R using the
Mediation package (Tingley et al., 2014).® Bootstrapping

procedures with 10,000 bootstrapped samples were used.
The pathways are summarized in Figure 2. For the divisive
content, there were no significant indirect effects through
either of the two mediators. For the unifying content, how-
ever, there were significant indirect effects through perceived
outparty animosity toward the inparty on outparty feeling
(.41, p=.019, 95% confidence interval [CI]=[0.07, 0.72]),
positive traits evaluations (.25, p=.017, 95% CI=[0.05,
0.46]), and negative traits evaluations (—.08, p=.017, 95%
CI=[—0.17, —0.01]). The unifying content also had signifi-
cant indirect effects through perceived inparty animosity
toward the outparty on outparty feeling (.28, p=.020, 95%
CI=[0.05, 0.51]) and positive traits evaluations (.20, p=.015,
95% CI=[0.04, 0.37]) but only trended in the expected direc-
tion for negative traits evaluations (—.04, p=.052, 95%
CI=[-0.12, 0.00]). A robustness check indicated that the
results are robust to potential assumption violations (see
Supplemental Table B2).

Discussion

Study 2 reveals that brief exposure to snippets of political
content can help recalibrate partisans’ negative meta-per-
ceptions, which, in turn, can curb affective polarization.
Surprisingly, divisive news content produced no effects,
whereas unifying content decreased affective polarization.
This pattern could be due to pre-treatment effects (Druckman
& Leeper, 2012); specifically, the unifying content might
have been seen as more novel, given the predominance of
negative political content in American news (Fiorina et al.,
2005). Nevertheless, this finding implies that it may not be
effective to make news consumers see fewer divisive sto-
ries—it appears that a more substantial effect would come
from seeing more unifying stories. Although both types
of meta-perceptions emerged as significant mediators,
perceived outparty animosity toward the inparty was most
influential and consistent, yielding significant indirect
effects in the expected directions on each of the three forms
of affective polarization. Taken together, these results sug-
gest that subtle differences in news content on social media
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Outparty feeling

Positive trait evaluation

Divisive -
S— Pc.ercelyed outparty
animosity toward the
inparty
Perceived inparty
animosity toward the
outparty
Unifying
content

Negative trait evaluation

Figure 2. Indirect effects through perceived affective polarization (Study 2).
Standard errors are in parentheses. The figure is based on a series of mediation analyses, with unifying and divisive content denoted as dummy variables

with the control group as the baseline.
kD <.001. *p<.05.

can influence people’s meta-perceptions and animosity
toward their outparty.

General Discussion

The current research integrates two adjacent lines of work
on (a) the impact of news and social media on affective
polarization (e.g., Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016; Levy,
2021; Settle, 2018) and (b) political meta-perceptions (Lees
& Cikara, 2020; Moore-Berg et al., 2020) into a conceptual
model. In this model, exposure to news and social media
content shapes people’s political meta-perceptions, which,
in turn, influence their attitudes toward their outparty. The
proposed model distinguishes between two types of meta-
perceptions. The first type, perceived outparty animosity
toward the inparty, was drawn from recent work on meta-
perceptions, which suggest such perceptions may drive
actual interparty animosity (e.g., Lees & Cikara, 2020;
Moore-Berg et al., 2020). The second type, perceived
inparty animosity toward the outparty, came from research
on intergroup contact (Turner et al., 2008) and social norms
(Cialdini, 2007), which suggests that such perceptions can
also intergroup hostility. The association between these
types of meta-perceptions and affective polarization was
first examined using a probability sample (Study 1); the pro-
posed theoretical pathway was then examined in an original
experiment (Study 2).

The finding that both Democrats and Republicans believe
they are disliked more by their outparty members than is the
case (Study 1), echoes the idea that people have overly

negative meta-perceptions about their political adversaries
(Moore-Berg et al., 2020) and outgroup members more
broadly (Kteily et al., 2016).

Surprisingly, however, Study 1 found that partisans did
not have overly negative meta-perceptions of their inparty, as
has been found in other research (Lees & Cikara, 2020);
Democrats had accurate perceptions about their ingroup
members, and Republicans perceived other Republicans to
like their outparty more than is the case. This discrepancy
might occur because this study used a more representative
sample. The discrepancy could also stem from differences in
operationalization; Lees and Cikara (2020) focused on how
participants thought people would react to political actions
taken by their outparty, whereas the current research focused
on how participants thought people felt toward their outparty
more generally. The discrepancy points to a need for caution
in assuming that different types of political meta-perceptions
(e.g., perceptions about reactions to political actions and per-
ceptions about feelings) will necessarily trend in a similar
direction.

Of the two types of meta-perceptions measured in Study 1,
perceived outparty animosity toward the inparty was most
strongly linked with affective polarization. In line with prior
research (e.g., Moore-Berg et al., 2020), partisans who
thought they were disliked by their outparty disliked the out-
party in return. The other kind of meta-perception, perceived
inparty animosity, toward the outparty did not predict affec-
tive polarization above and beyond perceived outparty ani-
mosity. This is surprising in light of research on intergroup
contact and social norms, which suggests that people’s



Overgaard

attitudes are often strongly influenced by what they perceive
as normative in their social groups (Cialdini, 2007; Turner
et al., 2008). These findings suggest that meta-perceptions
about one’s outparty are particularly important in driving
affective polarization. Yet it is worth noting that Study 1 did
not address causality.

An original experiment (Study 2) then examined the
potential for news and social media content to drive these
meta-perceptions, and the downstream consequences for
affective polarization. Exposure to divisive content had no
effects on meta-perceptions or affective polarization, which
is striking, given that polarization is often attributed to news
or social media (e.g., Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016; Levy,
2021; Settle, 2018). Unifying media content (i.e., content
that casts affective polarization as relatively low) led to vari-
ous forms of depolarization, and these effects were indirect
through both types of political meta-perceptions. Perceived
outparty animosity toward the inparty emerged as a particu-
larly powerful mediator, although perceived inparty animos-
ity toward the outparty also yielded significant indirect
effects on some forms of affective polarization. These find-
ings support the idea that changing meta-perceptions can
lead partisans to feel warmer toward their political adversar-
ies (Lees & Cikara, 2020; Moore-Berg et al., 2020). Further,
these findings address a gap in this literature, which has thus
far yielded little knowledge about how political meta-per-
ceptions arise. In particular, news and social media content is
offered as a potential driver of political meta-perceptions in
the United States. Whereas the current research focused on
US politics, future research could test if the proposed model
generalizes to other contexts, for example, racial or religious
conflicts, where meta-perceptions also play a central role
(Kteily et al., 2016).

The present results indicate that news and social media
content can shape affective polarization, and also provide a
theoretical explanation: news and social media can shape
affective polarization indirectly by changing the public’s
perceptions of how the two parties feel toward one another.
Further, adding to recent advances on mediated intergroup
contact theory (Huddy & Yair, 2021; Wojcieszak & Warner,
2020), the current results demonstrate that social media
exposure to unifying news content can reduce affective
polarization by changing people’s meta-perceptions. This is
particularly noteworthy in light of a recent review that found
that “[n]o experiments provided insights into ways social
media can decrease (or have a null effect) on affective polar-
ization” (Kubin & von Sikorski, 2021, p. 9).

The current findings have scholarly implications as well
as practical implications for news organizations, social media
platforms, and those interested in curbing affective polariza-
tion. A rich literature has investigated social media’s poten-
tial role in exacerbating polarization (e.g., Allcott et al.,
2020; Settle, 2018), in part because of their algorithms (Levy,
2021; Sunstein, 2018; Van Bavel et al., 2021; but see Guess
et al., 2023), which may accelerate the spread of inflamma-
tory content (Rathje et al., 2021) and foster ideological echo

chambers (Sunstein, 2018; but see Barbera, 2020). The cur-
rent experiment contributes by shedding light on how spe-
cific changes in content exposure might affect individual
social media users’ animosity toward their outparty mem-
bers. The results show that exposing social media users to
unifying media content can be an effective way to mitigate
the growing problem of partisan discord in America. In the
current experiment, even brief exposure to a few unifying
posts altered people’s perceptions of polarization as well as
their actual feelings toward the “other side.” There is, there-
fore, some reason to suspect that sustained intervention of
this kind could help reduce affective polarization.

Polarization should, however, not be seen as the only out-
come of interest for those seeking to help democracies flour-
ish; some democratic pursuits (e.g., fighting for equality) can,
at times, inflame polarization but are nevertheless vital, as
Kreiss and McGregor (2023) have pointed out. Further, recent
large-scale studies, which induced affective polarization
experimentally, did not find much of an impact on key out-
comes such as electoral accountability, support for democratic
norms, support for political violence, or perceptual biases
(Broockman et al., 2023; Voelkel, Chu, et al., 2022). Yet affec-
tive polarization might indirectly influence democratic pro-
cesses in other ways, for example, if it prevents partisans from
talking to those they disagree with or if it exacerbates their
tendencies to believe what they want to believe about certain
matters of fact (Overgaard & Collier, 2023; Overgaard et al.,
2022). Further research should investigate the potential demo-
cratic implications of affective polarization.

The reported experiment is not without limitations. For
one, the mediation analyses are not designed to rule out
all potential confounders. Although additional analyses
(Supplemental Table B2) were conducted to alleviate con-
cerns about unmeasured pre-treatment confounders (Imai
et al., 2010), unmeasured mediators (e.g., perceived issue
polarization or perceived commonality) could potentially
explain the effect of media content on affective polarization.
Another limitation pertains to statistical power; whereas
some past meta-perceptions studies (e.g., Lees & Cikara,
2020) have found small effect sizes, the current experiment
was powered to detect small to moderate effect sizes.

Further, although the experiment breaks important ground
by including a focus on visuals, a crucial aspect of political
communication currently missing from most polarization
research (Tucker et al., 2018), it comes with an important
limitation. The experiment varied text and images simultane-
ously; it is, therefore, not clear which of the two produced the
observed effects. The purpose was to examine the effects of
social media posts with congruent text and images. Prior
work has focused on text alone (Huddy & Yair, 2021;
Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020). Future studies could examine
the effects of visuals alone or use factorial designs to study
different text-image combinations, although some of these
combinations (e.g., unifying headlines paired with divisive
images) would likely look unnaturalistic, thus threatening
ecological validity.
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The current design also does not untangle whether the
effects found for unifying content were primarily driven by
one, two, or all of the social media posts; future research
might benefit from detailing such nuances. Further, the cur-
rent experiment focused on the downstream consequences of
exposure to realistic-looking news content as it appears on
social media; future studies should take steps to manipulate
the two mediators separately (not necessarily using news or
social media content) to examine and validate their individ-
ual effects.

The causal pathway proposed here, that the press changes
people’s meta-perceptions which then shape affective polar-
ization, raises a worrisome possibility: increases in affective
polarization might lead news and social media users to
encounter more divisive content (or less unifying content).
After all, as polarization increases, it becomes more relevant
for journalists and citizens to pay attention to, and manifesta-
tions of affective polarization on social media might even
normalize the use of hateful expressions in these spaces
(Harel et al., 2020), which could then fuel polarization.
Further, increasing levels of affective polarization might also
intensify people’s tendency to selectively consume news con-
tent that fits their partisan leanings (Stroud, 2011), which is
especially pronounced among those with more extreme atti-
tudes (Brannon et al., 2007). If affective polarization indeed
makes exposure to divisive content (relative to unifying con-
tent) more likely, it could turn the theorized pathway into a
recursive feedback loop, where (a) exposure to divisive media
content (or lack of exposure to unifying content) leads to neg-
ative meta-perceptions, (b) negative meta-perceptions fuel
affective polarization, and (c) affective polarization leads to
more exposure to divisive media content relative to unifying
content (for a similar model, less focused on affect, see
Wilson et al., 2020). On a more hopeful note, the reverse is
also possible: exposure to unifying content could lead to more
positive meta-perceptions, which could reduce affective
polarization, and thereby facilitate exposure to more unifying
content. These feedback loops, however, go beyond the cur-
rent evidence, and are offered here, not as claims, but as pos-
sibilities for future research to investigate. Such endeavors
might benefit from disentangling the relative impact of per-
ceptions about political disagreement (i.e., perceived issue
polarization) versus perceptions about interparty animosity
(i.e., affective polarization) in driving affective polarization.

Future studies could also examine the proposed pathway
in the context of exposure to different kinds of news content
(e.g., whole news articles as opposed to social media snip-
pets) and social media content (e.g., posts from private users
as opposed to posts from news media). Similarly, future stud-
ies could compare the effects of divisive as well as unifying
content that conveys statistical information, as was done in
the experiment reported here, versus content that focuses on
more vivid personal examples or stories.

In sum, the current research points to political meta-per-
ceptions as a potent underlying mechanism that can help
explain how social media shapes affective polarization.

Future research can help clarify if and how social media plat-
forms influence people’s meta-perceptions, and what the
implications are for intergroup relations.
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Notes

1. This included variables such as gender, education level, race,
ethnicity, age, housing tenure, Census Division, as well as
household phone status.

2. AAPOR stands for American Association for Public Opinion
Research.

3. Those who do not identify with or lean toward either party.

4. Two attention checks were included: What is 2+2? and Who
is the current president of the United States? Subjects failing
either were removed.

5. Outparty feelings were not reverse-scored here.

6. Consistent with Study 1, these could not be calculated for true
independents (n=58).

7. The conditions were coded as two dummy variables, with the
control condition as the baseline.

8. Same dummy as above. In each model, the condition not being
tested is used as a covariate.
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