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Whoever Is Not With Me Is Against Me: The “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect
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Common intuition suggests that expressing moderate views would allow people to appeal to the broadest
audience possible. But is that really the case? Do moderates please all sides or please no side? Across five
preregistered studies (N = 3,272), we show that people holding a partisan view on a sociopolitical issue
perceive moderates (i.e., people disclosing a genuinely nonextreme position) as belonging to the out-group
ideology. We find that the “moderate as out-group” effect occurs when sociopolitical issues are moralized
and, at the same time, the opposing side is perceived to be a threat to oneself, close ones, or society at large.
We also present evidence that the effect is due to partisans’ perception that moderates lack out-group hate,
rather than lack in-group love. In other words, partisans perceive that moderates agree with—or simply do
not condemn—the opposing (immoral and threatening) ideology, rather than disagree with their own.
Consistent with this, the “moderate as out-group” effect occurs when the moderate view is framed as pro-
both sides, but it is attenuated when it is framed as pro-neither side.

Public Significance Statement

A wealth of research has investigated how people on opposite sides of the heavily polarized political
spectrum judge one another. However, how partisans judge and categorize moderates remains
unanswered. Understanding when and why expressing moderate views pleases all sides versus no side is
essential to navigating the complex and increasingly hostile sociopolitical world. We present a novel
experimental paradigm for studying interpersonal categorization, showing that partisans tend to cat-
egorize moderates as out-group members, especially when sociopolitical issues are moralized and the
opposing side is perceived as threatening. Finally, we show that the effect is driven by the perception that
moderates fail to repudiate the (immoral and threatening) out-group. This work speaks to research in
decision making, social cognition, and political theory.
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In recent years, political polarization in the United States has reached
unprecedented levels (Finkel et al., 2020). A wealth of research has
examined how people on opposite sides of the political spectrum
perceive one another (e.g., Hartman et al., 2023; Iyengar et al., 2019;
Schwalbe et al., 2020; Tappin & McKay, 2019), as well as strategies to

reduce the psychological distance between opposing partisans (e.g.,
Finkel et al., 2020; Lees & Cikara, 2020; Minson & Chen, 2022;
Pennycook et al., 2020). Substantially less attention has been devoted
to understanding how partisans perceive and judge those who do not
align with either ideological camp.
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In this article, we investigate how partisans' categorize moderates—
that is, individuals who disclose genuinely intermediate, ambivalent,
or nonextreme positions (Fowler et al., 2023).2 Under this definition,
moderates are nonpartisan, as they do express a position (unlike
neutral individuals; Silver & Shaw, 2022; Zlatev, 2019), yet do not
explicitly endorse either side (unlike ambivalent partisans; Siev et al.,
2024). Because moderates occupy an intermediate ideological space,
their categorization represents a nontrivial judgment problem. Partisan
perceivers may recognize them as moderates, assimilate them into the
in-group, or categorize them as out-group members.

Intuition suggests that moderate positions should broaden appeal.
Political science research has documented electoral advantages for
moderate candidates in general elections (Hall, 2015), and extensive
work in psychology has found reputational benefits for those who
are receptive to opposing views (e.g., Chen et al., 2010; Heltzel &
Laurin, 2021; Hussein & Tormala, 2021). These findings suggest
that moderates may be recognized as moderates or even assimilated
into the in-group. Contrary to this expectation, we find that partisans
systematically categorize moderates as members of the opposing
ideological camp. Across five preregistered studies, individuals
holding partisan views on a sociopolitical issue—regardless of
which side they are on—tend to classify moderate positions, and the
individuals expressing them, as belonging to the out-group. For
example, in the context of abortion, pro-life individuals categorize
moderate positions on abortion as pro-choice, whereas pro-choice
individuals categorize the same targets as pro-life. We term this
phenomenon the “moderate as out-group” effect.

Extensive research has demonstrated that social perceptions rely
on categorization processes that are essential to navigate the social
world (e.g., Allport, 1954; Fiske, 1998; Hamilton, 1981; Macrae &
Bodenhausen, 2000; Markman & Gentner, 2001; Tajfel, 1969).
Categorization processes are shaped by a combination of assimi-
lation and contrast effects (Sherif & Hovland, 1961) and by implicit
thresholds that determine whether a target falls within or outside a
category. In highly polarized contexts—where extreme out-group
members are salient (Finkel et al., 2020)—moderates might be ex-
pected to benefit from contrast and thus be evaluated relatively
positively (Wilder & Thompson, 1988). However, contemporary
political polarization is marked not only by ideological divergence but
also by intense intergroup hostility, with Democrats and Republicans
deeming each other biased (e.g., Hartman et al., 2023), detestable and
untrustworthy (e.g., Iyengar et al., 2019), and even immoral (e.g.,
Tappin & McKay, 2019). The mutual feelings of disliking and ani-
mosity between opposing partisans are known as affective polarization
and are described as the gap between positive feelings for the in-group
(“in-group love”) and negative feelings for the out-group (“‘out-group
hate”; Iyengar et al., 2012). This suggests that category boundaries
may be drawn in ways that exclude intermediate positions rather than
assimilate them.

A psychological framework widely invoked to explain intergroup
misperception is naive realism—the belief that one’s own views are
objective and that disagreement reflects bias in others (e.g., Griffin
& Ross, 1991; Pronin et al., 2002, 2004; Robinson et al., 1995; Ross,
2013; Ross et al., 2010; Ross & Ward, 1995; Schwalbe et al., 2020).
Naive realism has been used to account for phenomena such as the
hostile media effect, in which opposing groups perceive identical
news coverage as biased against their side (e.g., Feldman, 2014;
Giner-Sorolla & Chaiken, 1994; Vallone et al., 1985), as well
as false polarization—the tendency to exaggerate the extremity of

opposing partisans (e.g., Fernbach & Van Boven, 2022; Fiorina et al.,
2008; Keltner & Robinson, 1996; Lees & Cikara, 2021). At first
glance, our finding that moderates are judged as out-group members
may appear to be in tension with false polarization research. False
polarization typically examines label-to-position inferences—decision-
makers begin with a partisan label (e.g., “conservative”) and infer the
positions that characterize that group, thereby speaking to prototype
representation. In contrast, our paradigm examines position-to-label
categorization—decision-makers begin with a specific position and
infer the partisan label it elicits, thereby speaking to category boundary
placement. Although closely related, these inferential questions are
analytically distinct. Recognizing this distinction helps clarify how
exaggerated perceptions of out-group prototypes and the categorization
of moderates as out-group members can arise within the same broader
process of partisan perception—both reflecting a tendency to interpret
political information in ways that accentuate intergroup divisions.
In this sense, our findings complement—rather than contradict—false
polarization by highlighting how partisan boundaries are drawn when
targets deviate from partisan orthodoxy. Although naive realism may
plausibly contribute to the “moderate as out-group” effect, our data
show that it is unlikely to uniquely account for the phenomenon.
Among the previously discussed tendencies—namely, viewing
opposing partisans as biased (e.g., Hartman et al., 2023), detestable
(e.g., Iyengar et al., 2019), and immoral (e.g., Tappin & McKay,
2019)—we propose that moralization plays a central role in shaping
partisan category boundaries. Moralized issues activate sacred
values central to group identity (Durkheim, 1925/1973; Graham et
al., 2011; Graham & Haidt, 2012; Haidt, 2007). Because sacred
values are experienced as absolute and inviolable (Tetlock, 2003),
moralized issues are especially polarizing (Clifford, 2019; Graham
& Haidt, 2012), casting the in-group as morally righteous and the
out-group as morally deviant (Haidt, 2012), with little room for
shades of gray in between. Under such conditions, partisans may not
classify moderate positions as moderate, but instead assimilate them
to one of the two poles (i.e., the in-group or the out-group). Sacredness
is closely tied to purity, a fundamental moral intuition (Haidt, 2001;
Haidt & Joseph, 2007), and deviations from sacred values can trigger
indignation and reputational costs. Indeed, receptiveness to immoral
others elicits condemnation (Hussein & Wheeler, 2024), and partisans
expressing ambivalent positions on highly polarizing issues are liked
less by both in-group and out-group members (Siev et al., 2024). The
moral stain resulting from failing to condemn the “evil” side can be so
aversive that partisans prefer harming their in-group over helping the
out-group (Gershon & Fridman, 2022), illustrating how the “out-group
hate” motive outweighs the “in-group love” motive in intergroup
conflicts (e.g., Halevy et al., 2008; Rathje et al., 2021). At the
same time, recent philosophical work has suggested that not all groups

! The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines the noun “partisan” as “a firm
adherent to a party, faction, cause, or person.” In political science, the noun
“partisan” is commonly used to refer to Republicans and Democrats (i.e.,
people who support a party in the U.S. political system). In this research, we
use the noun “partisan” to refer to people with partial or unilateral views on a
specific sociopolitical issue. For example, in this work, pro-life and pro-
choice individuals will be called “partisans” with respect to abortion.

2 Fowler et al. (2023) conceptualized three classes of “moderates™: (a)
having genuinely moderate views across issues, (b) not caring about politics,
and (c) not identifying along the traditional liberal-conservative dimension.
In this work, we focus on individuals’ views on a single sociopolitical issue
(rather than on their overall political identity), so we adopt only the first class
to define “moderates.”
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are equally willing to exert effort in support of a moral cause or in
opposition to an immoral one. Groups that are—or subjectively feel—
threatened by the absence or potential loss of specific rights are more
motivated and involved (Fard, 2025). Perceived threat may therefore
raise the threshold for in-group inclusion, biasing perceptions of
similarity and rendering moderate positions insufficiently aligned with
the in-group.

Building on these literatures, we hypothesize that people holding
partisan views on moralized (vs. preference-based) issues will be
more likely to categorize moderates as out-group members and
that partisans who perceive the opposing ideology as threatening
(vs. nonthreatening) will also be more likely to do so. We further
hypothesize that the “moderate as out-group” effect is driven more
by aversion to the moderate target’s perceived agreement with the
immoral out-group (reflecting the absence of out-group hate) than
by aversion to the moderate’s perceived disagreement with the
moral in-group (reflecting the absence of in-group love). Across five
preregistered studies, we find support for these hypotheses across a
variety of sociopolitical issues and manipulations of moderation.

Empirical Approach

When testing the “moderate as out-group” hypothesis, moderation
can be conceptualized in two ways: as the nonextremity of a position
or policy or as the nonextremity of an individual who endorses a
moderate position. We examine both conceptualizations. Study 1 tests
whether partisans perceive moderate policies as belonging to the out-
group ideology. Study 2 shows that the findings of Study 1 extend to
judgment of individuals supporting such moderate policies. Study 3
identifies the necessary conditions under which the “moderate as out-
group” effect emerges, and Studies 4 and 5 provide evidence regarding
its underlying psychological mechanism.

Across four of the five studies,® participants were grouped into
five nonrandomized conditions based on their own position on the
focal sociopolitical issue—specifically, two more extreme partisan
positions (opposed to each other), two less extreme partisan posi-
tions (opposed to each other), and a nonpartisan position. For
example, in the abortion studies, participants could identify as def-
initely pro-life, mostly pro-life, neither pro-life nor pro-choice, mostly
pro-choice, or definitely pro-choice. Importantly, these categories
describe participants’ own ideological stance; they do not refer to the
positions participants evaluated. All participants—regardless of their
own stance—then evaluated both moderate and nonmoderate targets.
We expected the “moderate as out-group” effect to be especially
pronounced among participants holding more extreme partisan views.
However, to test a conservative and broadly generalizable hypothesis,
our primary prediction was that the effect would be observable among
partisans overall, regardless of their level of extremity. Accordingly,
in our primary analyses, we collapsed across more- and less-extreme
partisans within each ideological camp. This yields three between-
participants groups: (a) partisans on one side of the issue, (b) partisans
on the other side, and (c) nonpartisans. After establishing the effect
at this aggregated level, we then conduct secondary analyses using
the full five-category classification of participant’s ideology. These
analyses allowed us to examine whether—and how—the effect varies
as a function of participant extremity.

Our studies differed in how moderate positions were operationalized.
In Studies 1 and 2, target positions were manipulated along a linear
policy continuum. In Studies 3 and 4, moderation was operationalized

quantitatively using a numerical scale. In Study 5, moderation was
manipulated discretely using verbal labels.

Transparency and Openness

All studies were preregistered with directional hypotheses. The
preregistrations, de-identified data, analysis code, and experimental
materials for all studies are publicly available on ResearchBox
(https://researchbox.org/3048). Across studies, we reported all manip-
ulations, measures, and data exclusions. All sample sizes and exclusion
criteria were determined in advance and specified in the preregistrations.
In addition to preregistered analyses, we report additional analyses that
are clearly labeled as exploratory. Finally, all statistical tests reported in
this article are two-tailed. See the Supplemental Materials for analyses
without exclusions.

Study 1: The “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect—
Judgment of Different Policies on Abortion

Study 1 employs a novel experimental paradigm and provides
evidence for the “moderate as out-group” effect. Specifically, it finds
that individuals holding partisan views on abortion categorized
moderate policies on abortion as belonging to the out-group
ideology.

Method
Participants

Seven hundred ninety-eight U.S.-based CloudResearch-approved
Amazon Mechanical Turk workers completed the experiment in
exchange for monetary compensation ($0.30 for an estimated 2-min
completion time). As preregistered, participants who failed an
attention-check question were not allowed to start the study.
Additionally, participants who provided inconsistent ratings of the
policies (e.g., reporting the policy “Abortion never allowed” was
pro-choice, “Abortion always allowed” was pro-life, or rating
“Abortion allowed up to 4 weeks” as more pro-life than “Abortion
never allowed,” “Abortion allowed up to 8 weeks” as more pro-life
than “Abortion allowed up to 4 weeks,” and so on for all policies)
were excluded from analyses. Our final sample consisted of 579
participants (251 identified as female, 324 identified as male, and
four identified as nonbinary; M,,. = 40.4 years, SD,,. = 11.8 years).

Procedure

Participants first reported their position on abortion on a 5-point
bipolar scale (=2 = definitely pro-life, —1 = mostly pro-life, 0 =
neither pro-life nor pro-choice, 1 = mostly pro-choice, 2 = definitely
pro-choice). They then evaluated 11 policies on abortion for non-
medical reasons ranging from “Abortion never allowed” to “Abortion
always allowed” in intervals of 4 weeks (“Abortion allowed up to 4
weeks after conception,” “Abortion allowed up to 8 weeks after
conception,” ... “Abortion allowed up to 36 weeks after conception”)
and judged each policy on a 7-point bipolar scale (—3 = policy is
definitely pro-life, 0 = policy is neither pro-life nor pro-choice, 3 =
policy is definitely pro-choice). Finally, participants reported their
political affiliation on a 5-point bipolar scale (=2 = extremely

3 Study 4 employs a different paradigm, described below.
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4 MAIMONE AND McKENZIE

conservative, O = neither conservative nor liberal, 2 = extremely
liberal) and their gender (female, male, other) and age (free-response
box). For half of the participants, the order of the policies and the
direction of all scales were reversed.

Results and Discussion

We first had to answer the question of what constitutes a moderate
policy on abortion. Whereas 98% of countries worldwide allow
abortion to save a woman’s life, only 34% of countries (accounting
for roughly 60% of the world’s population) allow abortion upon a
woman’s request.” The majority of these countries permit abortion on
request up to 12 weeks from conception (i.e., within the first tri-
mester), suggesting that abortion allowed within the end of the first
trimester could be considered a moderate policy on abortion for
nonmedical reasons. Consistent with this, the three policies in our
study that allowed abortion up to 4, 8, and 12 weeks from conception
were identified by participants as moderate. In fact, participants who
reported being neither pro-life nor pro-choice (i.e., nonpartisan
participants)’ judged these policies as neither pro-life nor pro-choice
(i.e., they were rated as not significantly different from O on the pro-
life/pro-choice scale; one-sample 7 tests against O: all ps > .180; see
the green points for these policies in Panel A of Figure 1).

As preregistered, we first analyzed the judgments of the policies
on abortion made by three groups of respondents: pro-life parti-
cipants (i.e., participants who indicated being “mostly pro-life” or
“definitely pro-life”), pro-choice participants (i.e., participants who
indicated being “mostly pro-choice” or “definitely pro-choice”), and
participants who indicated being neither pro-life nor pro-choice. As
noted above, nonpartisan participants judged the three moderate
policies as moderate. Supporting our “moderate as out-group”
hypothesis, pro-life participants judged all three moderate policies
as pro-choice (i.e., rated significantly greater than 0; Myprosaweeks =
0.60, SD = 2.17; Myprosweeks = 1.08, SD = 1.98; Mypro12weeks =
1.66, SD = 1.63; one-sample ¢ tests against 0: all ts > 3.30, ps <
.0012; see the red points for these policies in Panel A of Figure 1),
whereas pro-choice participants judged the same three policies as
pro-life (i.e., rated significantly lower than 0; Myprosweeks = —1.80,
SD = 1.48; Myprogweeks = —1.38, SD = 1.60; Myproioweeks =
—0.73, SD = 1.78; one-sample ¢ tests against O: all s < —8.30, ps <
.001; see the blue points for these policies in Panel A of Figure 1).

We then considered the more granular position on abortion we
collected; that is, we analyzed the judgments of five groups of
respondents: “definitely pro-life,” “mostly pro-life,” “neither pro-
life nor pro-choice,” “mostly pro-choice,” and “definitely pro-
choice.” We find that the “moderate as out-group” effect is more
pronounced for participants who reported more extreme views on
abortion. “Definitely pro-life” participants judged the three mod-
erate policies as more pro-choice (Myprosweeks = 1.60, SD = 1.92;
MUpToSWeeks = 184, SD = 176, MUpTOlZWeeks = 216, SD = 148)
than “mostly pro-life” participants did (Myprosweeks = —0.49, SD =
1.88; MUpTOSWeekS =0.26, SD = 188, MUpTolZWeeks = 112, SD =
1.62; all ts > 4.02, ps < .001; see the red and olive-green points for
these policies in Panel B of Figure 1). Similarly, “definitely pro-
choice” participants judged the same three policies as more pro-life
(MUpTo4Weeks = —2.00, SD = 1.40; MUpToSWeeks = —1.58, SD =
1.57; Myproiaweeks = —0.92, SD = 1.78) than “mostly pro-choice”
participants did (Myprosweeks = —1.23, SD = 1.57; Myprosweeks =
—=0.77, 8D = 1.55; Myproioweeks = —0.19, SD = 1.65; all ts < —3.80,

LIS

ps < .001; see the pink and turquoise points for these policies in
Panel B of Figure 1).

Beyond the preregistered analysis, we observed that pro-life and
pro-choice participants judged all policies—not just moderate
ones—differently (all #s > 11.00, ps < .001), except for “Abortion
never allowed” and “Abortion always allowed” ( ps > .058; see the
red and blue points in Panel A of Figure 1). To investigate whether
the “moderate as out-group” effect is simply part of a broader pattern
(e.g., false polarization; Keltner & Robinson, 1996) or a distinct
phenomenon, we created a “policy type” variable with two levels:
“moderate” (average judgments for the three moderate policies, i.e.,
abortion allowed up to 4, 8, and 12 weeks) and “not moderate”
(average judgments for all other policies). Restricting the dataset to
participants who expressed a partisan position (N = 553), we then
ran a non-preregistered linear model regressing judgment on policy
type (moderate vs. not moderate), participants’ orientation on
abortion (pro-life vs. pro-choice), and their interaction, clustering
the standard errors (SEs) by participant. Predictors were effect coded
(=1/41). This model revealed a significant main effect of orien-
tation, such that pro-life participants judged all policies as more pro-
choice than pro-choice participants did and vice versa (b = 0.89, r =
15.88, p < .001), and a significant main effect of policy type, such
that nonmoderate policies were judged as more pro-choice® than
moderate ones (b = 0.71, t =20.35, p < .001). Finally, it revealed a
significant interaction showing that opposing partisans judged
moderate policies more differently than nonmoderate policies (b =
0.32, t = 9.12, p < .001; see Figure 2). These results show that
opposing partisans tend to judge all policies differently, but the
divergence is greater for moderate ones. Thus, the “moderate as out-
group” effect is not merely part of a broader pattern of intergroup
perceptions but rather reflects a distinctive flexibility in categorizing
moderate policies.

In sum, Study 1 demonstrates that pro-life individuals judged
moderate policies on abortion as pro-choice, and pro-choice in-
dividuals judged the same moderate policies as pro-life. Individuals
with partisan views tend to categorize moderate policies as aligned
with the out-group ideology. In the next study, we investigate
whether this effect extends to judgments of moderate individuals.

Study 2: The “Moderate as Out-Group”
Effect—Judgment of a Person Supporting Different
Policies on Abortion

Study 2 employs the same design and experimental procedure as
Study 1, except that, rather than judging each policy, participants
judged a hypothetical person, Jamie, who supported each policy

4 United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, World
Population Policies 2017: Abortion Laws and Policies (2020).

> Note that we used judgments from nonpartisan participants to define the
moderate policies because they should not exhibit any partisan bias, if there is
any. Also, it is not relevant to our theorizing to define the exact stance of these
nonpartisan participants (e.g., whether they are moderate, indifferent about
abortion, or undecided). We only require that they are nonpartisan to identify
moderate policies. Note that these are the judges, not the targets to be judged. The
aim of the study is to test how partisan participants judge moderate policies.

© This is because the “nonmoderate policies” level includes the following
policies: abortion never allowed; abortion allowed up to 16, 20, 24, 28, 32,
and 36 weeks; and abortion always allowed. Of these policies, only one is
pro-life—all the others are pro-choice.
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Figure 1
Study 1: “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 1. Panel A shows the policy judgments by three groups (pro-life vs. neither vs. pro-choice). Panel B shows

the policy judgments by five groups (definitely pro-life vs. mostly pro-life vs. neither vs. mostly pro-choice vs. definitely pro-choice). Abortion allowed
up to 4, 8, and 12 weeks were identified as moderate policies. Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color

version of this figure.

(one at a time). This study shows that the “moderate as out-group”
effect also extends to judgments of moderate people.

Method
Participants

Seven hundred ninety-nine CloudResearch-approved Amazon
Mechanical Turk workers from the United States completed the
experiment in exchange for monetary compensation ($0.30 for an
expected 2-min completion time). As preregistered, participants
who failed to correctly answer an attention-check question were

not allowed to start the study, and those who provided inconsistent
ratings of Jamie (using the same parameters as in Study 1) were
excluded from the analyses. The final sample consisted of 612
participants (310 identified as female, 294 identified as male,
and eight identified as nonbinary; M,,. = 42.0 years, SD,q. =
12.7 years).

Procedure

The experimental procedure was the same as in Study 1, except
that participants judged a hypothetical person, Jamie. As in Study 1,
participants reported their position on abortion and considered the
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Figure 2

Study 1: Judgment Gap for Moderate and Nonmoderate Policies

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 1. Policy judgments by participants’ orientation on

abortion (pro-life vs. pro-choice) and policy type (moderate vs. not moderate). Error bars represent the
95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

same 11 policies on abortion for nonmedical reasons.” Finally, they
judged Jamie on a 7-point bipolar scale (=3 = Jamie is definitely
pro-life, 3 = Jamie is definitely pro-choice) for supporting (one at a
time) each policy. All scales and the order of the policies were
reversed for half of the participants.

Results and Discussion

We first analyzed the judgments of Jamie made by three groups
of respondents: pro-life (i.e., participants who indicated being
“mostly pro-life” or “definitely pro-life”’), pro-choice (i.e., parti-
cipants who indicated being “mostly pro-choice” or “definitely
pro-choice”), and participants who indicated being neither pro-life
nor pro-choice. Nonpartisan participants judged Jamie as neither
pro-life nor pro-choice when Jamie supported policies allowing
abortion up to 4, 8, and 12 weeks (one-sample ¢ tests against 0: all
ps > .095; see the green points for these policies in Panel A of
Figure 3). These results replicate the finding from Study 1. Pro-life
participants judged Jamie supporting two of the three moderate
policies as pro-choice (i.e., rated significantly greater than O;
Muyprogweeks = 0.61, SD = 2.00; Myproiaweeks = 1.04, SD = 1.85;
one-sample ¢ tests against 0: s > 3.95, ps < .001; see the red points
for these policies in Panel A of Figure 3).* By contrast, pro-choice
participants judged Jamie supporting all three moderate policies as
pro-life (i.e., rated significantly lower than 0; Myprosaweeks = —1.44,
SD=1.67, MUpTo8Weeks =-0.95,5D=1.75; MUpToIZWeeks =-0.33,
SD = 1.84; one-sample ¢ tests against 0: all #s < —3.65, ps < .001; see
the blue points for these policies in Panel A of Figure 3).

As in Study 1, the “moderate as out-group” effect was more
pronounced among participants with more extreme views. “Definitely
pro-life” participants judged Jamie supporting all three moderate
policies as more pro-choice (Muyprosweeks = 1.06, SD = 2.14;

Muyprosweeks = 1.50, SD = 1.91; Myproioweeks = 1.81, SD = 1.73)
than “mostly pro-life” participants did (Myprosweeks = —0.99, SD =
1.67; Mygrogweeks = —0.27, SD = 1.67; Myproioweeks = 0.27, SD =
1.64; all s > 5.92, ps < .001; see the red and olive-green points for
these policies in Panel B of Figure 3). Similarly, “definitely pro-
choice” participants judged Jamie supporting the same three policies
as more pro-life (Myprosweeks = —1.80, SD = 1.54; Myprogweeks =
—1.31, SD = 1.71; Myproiaweeks = —0.73, SD = 1.83) than “mostly
pro-choice” participants did (Myprosweeks = —0.73, SD = 1.71;
Muyprosweeks = —0.21, SD = 1.60; Myproioweeks = 0.46, SD = 1.60;
all 1s < —6.09, ps < .001; see the pink and turquoise points for these
policies in Panel B of Figure 3).

As in Study 1, pro-life and pro-choice participants’ judgments of
Jamie differed for every single policy (all s > 5.00, ps < .001),
except for “Abortion never allowed” and “Abortion always allowed”
(ps > .317; see the red and blue points in Panel A of Figure 3). For
this reason, we created the same “policy type” variable (moderate vs.
not moderate) as in Study 1, averaging judgments of Jamie sup-
porting all moderate versus nonmoderate policies. Restricting the
data set to participants who expressed a partisan position (N = 578),

"1t is important to clarify how abortion policies were operationalized in
Studies 1 and 2. Participants evaluated policies spanning the full pregnancy
timeline, which were presented as hypothetical anchors along a continuum to
examine how partisans categorize positions at varying degrees of permis-
siveness. Those scenarios were not intended to imply that any real-world
actor is currently advocating for policies such as abortion allowed up to 4 or
36 weeks nor to suggest that such positions are common in the public debate.
Importantly, the practical feasibility or frequency of these policies is
orthogonal to our research question.

8 Pro-life participants rated Jamie supporting “Abortion allowed up to 4
weeks from conception” as neither pro-life nor pro-choice: Myprosweeks =
0.03, SD = 2.17; one-sample ¢ test against 0: #168) = 0.18, p = .860.
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Figure 3
Study 2: “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 2. Panel A shows the judgments of Jamie supporting each policy by three groups (pro-life vs. neither vs. pro-

choice). Panel B shows the judgments of Jamie by five groups (definitely pro-life vs. mostly pro-life vs. neither vs. mostly pro-choice vs. definitely pro-choice).
Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

we conducted a non-preregistered linear model regressing judgment
of Jamie on policy type (moderate vs. not moderate), participants’
orientation on abortion (pro-life vs. pro-choice), and their interac-
tion, clustering the SEs by participant. Predictors were effect coded
(=1/41). Mirroring the results of Study 1, this model revealed a
significant main effect of orientation, such that pro-life participants
judged Jamie supporting all policies as more pro-choice than pro-
choice participants did and vice versa (b = 0.54, t = 9.08, p < .001),
and a significant main effect of policy type, such that Jamie supporting
nonmoderate policies was judged as more pro-choice than when
supporting moderate ones (b = 0.74, t = 22.42, p < .001). Finally, it
again revealed a significant interaction indicating that opposing par-
tisans exhibited a greater judgment gap when Jamie supported
moderate policies on abortion than when they supported nonmoderate
ones (b = 0.19, t = 5.90, p < .001; see Figure 4).

Study 2 replicates and extends the findings from Study 1, showing
that pro-life participants judged a person endorsing moderate abortion
policies as pro-choice, and pro-choice participants judged the same
target endorsing the same moderate policies as pro-life. Thus, the
“moderate as out-group” effect emerges not only when judging
policies or viewpoints but also when judging people. As in Study 1,
opposing partisans judged Jamie differently across the entire policy
spectrum, but the gap was larger for moderate policies, further un-
derscoring a distinctive flexibility in how moderates are categorized.

Study 3: Necessary Conditions for the ‘“Moderate as
Out-Group” Effect

Overall, the results of Studies 1 and 2 demonstrate that individuals
with partisan views judge moderate policies and people as belonging
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Figure 4

Study 2: Judgment Gap for Moderate and Nonmoderate Person

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 2. Judgment of Jamie supporting policies on abortion by

participants’ orientation on abortion (pro-life vs. pro-choice) and policy type (moderate vs. not
moderate). Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color

version of this figure.

to the out-group ideology, regardless of which side they are on,
supporting the “moderate as out-group” hypothesis. These studies,
however, do not identify the conditions under which the effect
emerges. Study 3 addresses this gap by testing our hypothesized
necessary conditions: moralization of the issue and perceived threat
from the opposing side. To do so, we shift from abortion to support
for presidential candidates in the 2024 elections. Study 3 was run
on October 31, 2024—5 days before the 2024 U.S. presidential
election—and concerns support for the two leading candidates,
Donald Trump and Kamala Harris. In this study, we assume that
most liberals would support Kamala Harris and most conservatives
would support Donald Trump. This assumption is grounded
in extensive political science research showing that ideological
orientation is a key determinant of both partisan alignment
(Democrats vs. Republicans) and its intensity (Abramowitz &
Saunders, 2006; Bafumi & Shapiro, 2009; Levendusky, 2009).
Moreover, recent work suggests that presidential vote choice is
increasingly driven by partisan identity, a trend fueled by accel-
erated social sorting (Vidal & Hunt, 2026).

In Study 3, we also operationalized moderation differently from
Studies 1 and 2—quantitatively, as the midpoint of a 7-point
bipolar scale (i.e., 0) rather than along a policy continuum. By
measuring participants’ moralization of the issue and perceived
threat from the opposing side, Study 3 allows us to test whether the
“moderate as out-group” effect is contingent on these factors.
Consistent with our account, we find that the effect occurs when the
issue is seen as a matter of morality (vs. a matter of preference) and
when the opposing side is perceived as a threat to oneself and/or
close ones or to society at large, but it vanishes when either
condition is absent.

Method
Participants

Nine hundred seventy-five Prolific workers from the United States
completed the experiment in exchange for monetary compensation
($0.35 for an expected 2-min completion time). As preregistered,
participants who failed to correctly answer an attention-check
question were not allowed to start the study, and participants who
provided inconsistent ratings of the target (i.e., reporting that a
target indicating “—3 = completely support Donald Trump” was
not conservative, that a target indicating “3 = completely support
Kamala Harris” was not liberal, that a target indicating “—2" was
more conservative than one indicating “—3,” a target indicating “—1”
was more conservative than one indicating “~2,” and so on for all
targets) were excluded from the analyses. Our final sample consisted
of 810 participants (390 identified as female, 404 identified as male,
and 16 identified as nonbinary; M,,. = 39.7 years, SD,s. =
12.5 years).

Procedure

Participants first reported their political affiliation on a 5-point
bipolar scale (—2 = definitely conservative, —1 = mostly conser-
vative, O = neither conservative nor liberal, 1 = mostly liberal, 2 =
definitely liberal). They then evaluated seven hypothetical in-
dividuals who expressed their position regarding support for one
presidential candidate over the other in upcoming 2024 presidential
elections. Each target expressed their position by indicating a dif-
ferent point on a 7-point scale (—3 = completely support Donald
Trump, 0 = equally support both, 3 = completely support Kamala
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Harris). Participants then judged these seven targets on a 5-point
bipolar scale (=2 = rarget is definitely conservative, 2 = target is
definitely liberal).”'" Participants also indicated whether they
considered supporting one candidate over the other to be a matter of
morality or a matter of political preference on a 5-point scale (-2 =
entirely a matter of morality, 0 = equally a matter of morality and of
political preference, 2 = entirely a matter of political preference).
They next reported whether they considered the eventual election of
the candidate representing the opposing political ideology'' to be a
threat (a) to themselves personally or someone they know and (b)
to society at large. Both of these “threat” questions were asked on a
7-point scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). All scales (except for
the two “threat” scales) and the order of the positions were reversed
for half of the participants. Finally, participants provided demo-
graphic information: gender (female, male, other) and age (free-
response box).

Results and Discussion

3

Replicating the “moderate as out-group” effect, we found that
conservative participants (i.e., those who indicated being “mostly
conservative” and “definitely conservative”) judged the moderate
target (i.e., the target indicating equal support for both candidates) as
marginally liberal: M = 0.04, SD = 0.33; one-sample ¢ test against 0:
#(178) = 1.80, p = .074; see the red point for the “EQUALLY”
position in Panel A of Figure 5, whereas liberal participants (i.e., those
who indicated being “mostly liberal” and “definitely liberal”’) judged
the same target as conservative: M = —0.21, SD = 0.50; one-sample
t test against 0: #(406) = —8.36, p < .001; see the blue point for the
“EQUALLY” position in Panel A of Figure 5. As in our previous
studies, the analysis considering the more granular positions revealed
that “definitely liberal” participants judged the moderate target as more
conservative (M = —0.30, SD = 0.62) than “mostly liberal” partici-
pants did: M = —0.13, SD = 0.37; #269.3) = —=3.15, p = .002; see the
pink and turquoise points for the “EQUALLY” position in Panel B of
Figure 5. However, although “definitely conservative” participants
judged the moderate target as directionally more liberal (M = 0.12,
SD = 0.44) than “mostly conservative” participants did (M = 0.02,
SD = 0.28), this difference did not reach significance: #(65.2) = 1.58,
p = .120; see the red and olive-green points for the “EQUALLY”
position in Panel B of Figure 5.

Once again, conservative and liberal participants judged the
targets differently across all positions (all s > 2.16, ps < .031; see
the red and blue points in Panel A of Figure 5). As in previous
studies, we created a “position type” variable (moderate vs. not
moderate), this time contrasting judgments of the moderate target
(i.e., the one equally supporting both candidates) with the average
of the judgments of all other targets. Restricting the data set to
participants who expressed a partisan position, moralized the issue,
and perceived it as a threat (N = 333), we ran a non-preregistered
linear model regressing judgment on position type (moderate vs. not
moderate), participants’ ideology (conservative vs. liberal), and
their interaction, clustering the SEs by participant. Predictors were
effect coded (—1/4+1). This model revealed a significant main effect
of ideology, such that conservatives judged all targets as more
liberal than liberals did and vice versa (b =0.17,t=8.16, p < .001),
and no main effect of position type'> (b = 0.01, ¢ = 0.83, p = .406).
Finally, we found a significant interaction showing that opposing
partisans exhibited a greater judgment gap when evaluating the

moderate target than when evaluating the nonmoderate ones (b =
0.04, r = 2.67, p = .008; see Figure 6). In other words, like in
previous studies, judgments of moderates are most susceptible to
partisan position.

As noted earlier, the main goal of this study was to identify the
conditions under which the “moderate as out-group” effect emerges.
We predicted that the effect would be more likely to occur when
participants (a) viewed support for one candidate over the other as a
matter of morality rather than political preference and (b) perceived
the opposing candidate’s election as a threat. To test these hypotheses,
we restricted the dataset to participants who expressed a partisan
position (N = 586). We recoded our dependent variable—the judg-
ment of the moderate target (—2 = target is definitely conservative, 2 =
target is definitely liberal)—based on each participant’s own political
orientation, such that negative values indicated that the target was
categorized as belonging to the out-group and positive values indicated
that the target was categorized as belonging to the in-group.

We first examined whether moralization predicted judgments of the
moderate target. Regressing the recoded variable onto whether par-
ticipants viewed support for one candidate over the other as a matter
of morality or of political preference revealed that, as predicted,
moralization increased the likelihood of categorizing moderates as
out-group members: b = 0.09, 1(584) = 5.03, p < .001; see Panel A of
Figure 7. We next examined perceived threat, estimating two
models—one regressing recoded judgment onto whether participants
viewed the opposing candidate’s election as a threat to themselves or
to someone they know, and one regressing recoded judgment onto
whether participants viewed the opposing candidate’s election as a
threat to society. As predicted, both measures predicted greater out-
group categorization of the moderate target: brpreartoserr = —0.04,
1(584) = —4.23, p <.001; brhrearTosociery = —0.06, #(584) = —4.67, p <
.001." Building beyond the preregistered analysis, because the two
“threat” variables were highly correlated: r = .80, #(584) = 32.69, p <
.001, we averaged them into a “general threat” variable and regressed
the recoded judgment onto this new averaged-threat variable, which
replicated that greater perceived threat increases out-group catego-
rization of moderates: b = —0.06, 1(584) = —4.67, p < .001; see Panel
B of Figure 7.

Taken together, these analyses reveal that both moralization and
perceived threat independently predict the tendency to categorize
moderates as out-group members.

¢ Note that we used a 5-point bipolar scale as our dependent variable to
prevent participants from simply tracking the points indicated on the 7-point
bipolar “support Trump versus Harris” scale (independent variable) onto the
dependent variable. However, it was still straightforward to track our point of
interest on the “support Trump versus Harris” scale (i.e., 0 = equally support
both) on the 5-point bipolar scale (0 = farget is neither conservative nor
liberal).

10 See ResearchBox for accessing the study materials.

''If they reported being liberal, they were asked about the eventual
election of Donald Trump, and if they reported being conservative, they were
asked about the eventual election of Kamala Harris. If they reported being
neither conservative nor liberal, they were not asked this question.

'2 Unlike Studies 1 and 2, the positions in the “nonmoderate positions”
level in Study 3 are balanced—three are conservative and three are liberal—
which is why there is no main effect of position type.

13 Notably, two additional preregistered models—one regressing recoded
judgment on moralization and threat to self, and one regressing recoded
judgment on moralization and threat to society—revealed that all variables
still significantly predicted out-group categorization when controlling for the
other variables (all ps < .0013).
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10 MAIMONE AND McKENZIE

Figure 5
Study 3: “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 3. Panel A shows the judgment of the targets by three groups of participants (conservative vs. neither vs. liberal).

Panel B shows the judgment of the targets by five groups (definitely conservative vs. mostly conservative vs. neither vs. mostly liberal vs. definitely liberal).
Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

We next examined whether these conditions were individually
sufficient to produce the “moderate as out-group” effect, or both were
necessary. To do so, we conducted an exploratory (non-preregistered)
analysis. As shown in Panel B of Figure 7, the relationship between
threat and out-group categorization was not linear, concentrated at the
higher end of the scale (ratings 5-7). Accordingly, we dichotomized the
threat variable (1 = high threat for ratings 5.01-7 and O = low threat for
ratings 1-5)'* and estimated separate models within each subsample.
Specifically, we regressed recoded judgment (—2 = definitely out-group,
2 = definitely in-group) onto moralization, once for the “low threat”
group (N = 155) and once for the “high threat” group (N =431). Among
participants reporting low threat perceptions, moralization did not
predict judgment of the moderate target: b = 0.01, #(153) = 0.52, p =
.604; see the left panel in Figure 8. Among participants reporting high
threat perceptions, moralization significantly increased the likelihood

of categorizing the moderate target as an out-group member: b = 0.09,
#(429) = 3.99, p < .001; see the right panel in Figure 8. Consistent
with this pattern, a linear model regressing the recoded judgment onto
moralization, dichotomized threat, and their interaction revealed a
main effect of both moralization: b = 0.09, #(582) = 4.57, p < .001,
and perceived threat: b = 0.19, #582) = 4.42, p < .001, as well as a
marginally significant interaction: b = —0.08, #582) = —1.96, p = .051,
showing that moralizing the issue has a larger effect when the threat
level of the opposing side is perceived as high than when it is perceived
as low. Together, these findings suggest that both moralization and

!4 Note that the “threat” scale is the average of the “threat to self” and
“threat to society” measures—for this reason, we have decimal “threat”
ratings.
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Figure 6

Study 3: Judgment Gap for Moderate and Nonmoderate Targets

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 3. Judgment of targets by participants’ political ideology

(conservative vs. liberal) and position type (moderate vs. not moderate). Error bars represent the 95%
confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

perceived threat are necessary for the “moderate as out-group” effect to
emerge, and neither is sufficient on its own.

Importantly, these results also bear on the role of naive realism.
Naive realism predicts that when individuals view their own posi-
tions as objectively correct, disagreement is interpreted as bias.
Because moralized views are especially likely to be perceived as
objective truth (e.g., Skitka et al., 2005), naive realism would predict
that moralized disagreement should produce biased categorizations
regardless of perceived threat. Our results do not support this pre-
diction. Participants who moralized the issue but did not perceive the
opposing side as threatening did not exhibit the “moderate as out-
group” effect, suggesting that epistemic certainty alone is insufficient
to produce these category boundary shifts.

Finally, because ideological extremity, moralization, and perceived
threat are conceptually related, we examined their interrelations using
Pearson correlations. The three variables were modestly correlated.
Greater moralization of the issue (i.e., viewing it more as a matter of
morality than political preference) was associated with greater per-
ceived threat from the opposing side (r = —.23, p < .001). More
extreme participants were also more likely to view the issue as moral
rather than a matter of political preference (r = —.18, p < .001) and to
perceive the opposing side as more threatening (r = .33, p < .001).
These relationships may help explain why participants with more
extreme views exhibit a larger “moderate as out-group” effect.

Study 3 identifies the conditions under which the “moderate as
out-group” effect is most likely to emerge—namely, when socio-
political issues are both moralized and the opposing side is per-
ceived as threatening. This finding provides potential insight into
the psychological mechanism driving the effect. Specifically, it
suggests that the effect hinges on the moral and threatening nature of
the issue.

In Studies 4 and 5, we directly test the psychological mechanism
underlying the “moderate as out-group” effect. We hypothesize that
this effect arises because people perceive that the moderate target
agrees with—or simply does not condemn—the immoral and
threatening out-group ideology (absence of the “out-group hate”
motive), rather than disagrees with their own ideology (absence of
the “in-group love” motive). For example, consider a moderate
policy on abortion for nonmedical reasons, such as “Abortion
allowed up to 8 weeks from conception.” Partisan individuals might
perceive a person supporting this policy as aligning with the pro-
choice ideology—because it allows women to choose, indicating a
value for personal choice—and/or with the pro-life ideology—
because the time window for choice is narrow, indicating a value for
the life of the fetus. This ambiguity could yield either a “pro-both
sides” interpretation (the moderate also supports the other side) or a
“pro-neither side” interpretation (the moderate does not sufficiently
support my side). We predict that partisans tend to adopt the former
(pro-both sides) interpretation, reflecting the absence of an “out-
group hate” motive, which elicits strong aversion (consistent with
Gershon & Fridman, 2022) and drives the “moderate as out-group”
effect. We test this hypothesis in two different ways. In Study 4,
we manipulate whether the moderate stance concerns an out-group
target (implying absence of “out-group hate”) or an in-group target
(implying absence of “in-group love”). In Study 5, we manipulate
the framing of a moderate position as either pro-both sides (implying
absence of “out-group hate”) or pro-neither side (implying absence
of “in-group love”).

In Study 3, liberal participants perceived supporting the two
presidential candidates as a matter of morality: M = —0.27, SD =
1.06; one-sample ¢ test against 0: #(406) = —5.15, p < .001, and
the opposing candidate as highly threatening: M = 6.11, SD = 1.30;
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Figure 7

Study 3: Necessary Conditions for the “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 3. Panel A shows the trendline (a locally estimated scatterplot smoothing

regression line) displaying the relationship between judging a moderate target as in-group/out-group and viewing the issue
as a matter of morality versus political preference. Panel B shows the trendline displaying the relationship between judging
a moderate target as in-group/out-group and perceiving the opposing side as a (general) threat. Gray-shaded areas indicate
the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

one-sample ¢ test against 5'°: #406) = 17.19, p < .001. They also
rated the issue as more moralized: #(339.39) = —5.31, p < .001, and
more threatening: #(253.76) = 6.26, p < .001, than conservatives did.
For these reasons, in Study 4, we recruited only liberal participants
and manipulated positions on the two candidates across conditions.
This design allowed us to manipulate absence of “out-group hate”
versus absence of “in-group love.” Holding a moderate position
on Donald Trump (out-group to liberals) implies only absence of

out-group hate, whereas holding a moderate position on Kamala
Harris (in-group to liberals) implies only absence of in-group love.

'S Although the midpoint of the scale was 4, we tested the mean against 5
for two reasons: (a) 5 was the threshold used to dichotomize the threat
variable, and (b) this provides a more conservative test of threat perceptions,
as participants needed to report above-midpoint threat to differ significantly
from the test value.
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Figure 8

Study 3: Necessary but Not Sufficient Conditions for the “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 3. Trendlines (locally estimated scatterplot smoothing regression lines) displaying the relationship

between the judgment of a moderate target as belonging to the in-group/out-group and viewing the sociopolitical issue at hand as a matter of
morality versus political preference when the opposing side is not perceived as a threat and when it is. Gray-shaded areas indicate the 95%
confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

Study 4: The “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect Is Driven
by Absence of Out-Group Hate Rather Than by
Absence of In-Group Love

Study 4 tests the hypothesis that the “moderate as out-group” effect
is driven by the perceived absence of an “out-group hate” motive
rather than by the absence of an “in-group love” motive. This study
employs a different experimental paradigm from the previous ones:
We recruited only liberal participants, who were randomly assigned to
evaluate seven targets expressing varying levels of support for either
Donald Trump (out-group to liberals) or Kamala Harris (in-group
to liberals). Because out-group hate tends to outweigh in-group love
in intergroup conflicts (e.g., Gershon & Fridman, 2022; Halevy
et al., 2008; Rathje et al., 2021), we predicted that liberals would
exhibit the “moderate as out-group” effect when judging a target
expressing a moderate stance toward Donald Trump (implying
absence of out-group hate motive), but not when judging a target
expressing a moderate stance toward Kamala Harris (implying
absence of in-group love motive).

Method
Participants

Nine hundred four Prolific workers from the United States who
had indicated being Democrats on the platform completed the
experiment in exchange for monetary compensation ($0.35 for an
expected 2-min completion time). As preregistered, participants who
failed an attention-check question or indicated a political affiliation

other than “definitely liberal” or “mostly liberal” on a 5-point bipolar
scale (ranging from —2 = definitely conservative to 2 = definitely
liberal) were not allowed to start the study.'® Additionally, partici-
pants who provided inconsistent ratings of the target—using the same
specifications as in Study 3—were excluded from the analyses. The
final sample consisted of 796 participants (384 identified as female,
396 identified as male, and 16 identified as nonbinary; M., = 43.0
years, SD,q. = 14.0 years).

Procedure

As in Study 3, participants first reported their political affiliation
on a 5-point bipolar scale (—2 = definitely conservative, —1 = mostly
conservative, O = neither conservative nor liberal, 1 = mostly
liberal, 2 = definitely liberal) and then evaluated seven hypothetical
individuals. This time, however, the hypothetical targets expressed
their position on either Donald Trump’s politics—indicating each
point of a 7-point scale (=3 = completely support Trump’s politics,
0 = mixed opinions about Trump’s politics, 3 = completely oppose
Trump’s politics)—or Kamala Harris—indicating each point of a
7-point scale (=3 = completely oppose Harris’ politics, 0 = mixed

' Note that we preregistered recruiting 1,000 liberal participants. The
reason only 904 participants completed the study is that—despite recruiting
exclusively from Prolific workers who indicated being Democrats on the
platform—at the beginning of the study, 103 individuals indicated that they
were either conservative (26) or neither conservative nor liberal (77) and
were therefore not allowed to start the study, as preregistered. Of these, 96
nevertheless submitted the study for payment on Prolific, and we com-
pensated them, which explains the observed discrepancy.
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opinions about Harris’ politics, 3 = completely support Harris’
politics)—depending on the condition to which participants were
randomly assigned. Participants then judged the seven assigned
targets on a 5-point bipolar scale (=2 = target is definitely con-
servative, 2 = target is definitely liberal)."”'® All scales and the
order of the positions were reversed for half of the participants.
Finally, participants indicated their gender (female, male, other) and
age (free-response box).

Results and Discussion

As predicted, and replicating the results from previous studies,
when liberals evaluated the target expressing a moderate position on
Donald Trump’s politics, we observe a robust “moderate as out-
group” effect. Liberal participants categorized the target indicating
“mixed opinions about Trump’s politics” as conservative: that is,
rated significantly lower than 0; M = —0.50, SD = 0.68; one-sample ¢
test against 0: #(408) = —15.00, p < .001; see the red point for the
“MIXED opinions” position in Panel A of Figure 9. However—also
as predicted—liberals categorized the target indicating “mixed opi-
nions about Harris’ politics” as moderate: that is, not significantly
different from 0; M = 0.03, SD = 0.50; one-sample ¢ test against 0:
#(386) = 1.21, p = .226; see the blue point for the “MIXED opinions”
position in Panel A of Figure 9. A two-sample 7 test confirmed that
liberals” judgments of the targets expressing moderate positions about
Trump’s versus Harris’ politics differed significantly: #752.86) =
—12.65, p < .001; see the red and blue points for the “MIXED
opinions” position in Panel A of Figure 9. In addition, and as in our
previous studies, “definitely liberal” participants judged the target
expressing a moderate position on Trump’s politics as more conser-
vative (M = —0.62, SD = 0.72) than “mostly liberal” participants did:
M =—-0.38, SD =0.61; #403.69) = —3.70, p < .001; see the red points
for the “MIXED opinions” position in Panel B of Figure 9. However—
further underscoring the robustness of this moderation—"definitely
liberal” and “mostly liberal” participants judged the target expressing
a moderate position on Harris’ politics virtually identically:
MDeﬁnitelyLiberal = 0.03, SD = 0.59; MMnst]yLibcral = 0.03, SD = 0.40;
#350.95) = —0.03, p = .972; see the blue points for the “MIXED
opinions” position in Panel B of Figure 9.

Interestingly, liberal participants judged the targets expressing
positions on Trump as more conservative than those expressing
positions on Harris across the entire range of positions (all ps <
.001), except for the targets indicating the “completely liberal”
positions: that is, 3 = completely oppose Trump’s politics and 3 =
completely support Harris’ politics; 1(793.93) = —0.74, p = .462.
This difference in judgment, however, was more pronounced for the
moderate positions. In fact, a non-preregistered linear model re-
gressing judgment on position type (moderate vs. not moderate),'”
condition (positions on Trump vs. Harris), and their interaction,
clustering the SEs by participant (predictors were effect coded
—1/+1), revealed a significant main effect of position type, such
that moderate targets were judged as more conservative than the
aggregated nonmoderate targets (b = —0.05, r = =5.99, p < .001),
and a significant main effect of condition, such that targets ex-
pressing positions on Trump’s politics were judged as more con-
servative than those expressing positions on Harris’ politics (b =
0.18,r=13.20, p < .001). Finally, there was a significant interaction
showing that liberals judged the targets expressing the moderate
positions on Trump and Harris more differently than the targets

expressing the nonmoderate positions on Trump and Harris (b =
0.08, t = 9.72, p < .001; see Figure 10).

Study 4 provides evidence for the psychological mechanism
underlying the “moderate as out-group” effect by demonstrating that
the effect is driven by the perception that moderates lack the “out-
group hate” motive rather than lack the “in-group love” motive.

Study 5: The “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect Occurs
When Moderate Positions Are Framed as Pro-Both Sides,
but Not as Pro-Neither Side

Study 5 tests the same hypothesis as Study 4—that the “moderate
as out-group” effect is driven by partisans’ perception that mod-
erates agree with the opposing ideology (absence of out-group hate),
rather than disagree with their own (absence of in-group love)—but
does so in a different way. Here, we manipulate the framing of a
moderate position as either pro-both sides or pro-neither side.
Consistent with the findings from Study 4, we find that the effect
occurs when the moderate position is framed as pro-both sides
(implying absence of out-group hate) and it is attenuated when it is
framed as pro-neither side (implying absence of in-group love).

The study was conducted on November 14, 2023—just 5 weeks
after Hamas’ October 7, 2023, attack on Israelis—and concerns
positions on the conflict.

Method
Participants

Seven hundred sixty-four Prolific workers from the United States
completed the experiment in exchange for monetary compensation
($0.30 for an estimated 2-min completion time). As preregistered,
participants who failed to correctly answer an attention-check
question were not allowed to start the study. Additionally, parti-
cipants who reported not being familiar with the recent events in the
Middle East (i.e., those who indicate “1” or “2” on a 5-point
familiarity-with-the-conflict scale; 1 = not at all familiar, 5 = very
familiar) and participants who provided inconsistent ratings of
Jamie (i.e., reporting Jamie supporting the pro-Israel position to be
pro-Palestine, Jamie supporting the pro-Palestine position to be pro-
Israel, Jamie supporting the moderate positions to be more pro-Israel
than when supporting the pro-Israel position, or Jamie supporting
the moderate positions to be more pro-Palestine than when sup-
porting the pro-Palestine position) were excluded from the analyses.
Specifically, 134 participants were excluded for unfamiliarity with
the conflict, and 155 were excluded for providing inconsistent
ratings of Jamie. The final sample consisted of 475 participants
(209 identified as female, 262 identified as male, and four identified
as nonbinary; M., = 41.0 years, SD,o. = 13.8 years).

'7 As in Study 3, we used a 5-point bipolar scale as our dependent variable
to prevent participants from simply tracking the points indicated on the
7-point bipolar “support versus oppose Trump/Harris” scale (independent
variable) onto the dependent variable.

'® See ResearchBox for accessing the study materials.

9 As in the previous studies, we created a “position type” variable
(moderate vs. not moderate), contrasting the average of the judgments of the
moderate targets (i.e., indicating having “mixed opinions” on Trump and
Harris’ politics) and the average of the nonmoderate targets (i.e., indicating
any other point of the 7-point scales).
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Figure 9
Study 4: Moderation of the “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 4. Panel A shows the judgments of the targets by condition (positions on Harris vs. Trump). Panel B shows the

judgments of the targets by condition (positions on Harris vs. Trump) and by participants’ extremity (mostly liberal vs. definitely liberal). Error bars represent
the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

Procedure

Participants first reported their familiarity with Hamas’s October 7,
2023, attack on Israel and Israel’s response using a 5-point unipolar
scale (1 = not at all familiar, 2 = barely familiar, 3 = somewhat
Jamiliar, 4 = mostly familiar, 5 = very familiar). They then reported
their position on the Israel-Palestine conflict on a 5-point bipolar scale
(=2 = definitely pro-Israel, —1 = mostly pro-Israel, 0 = neutral, 1 =
mostly pro-Palestine, 2 = definitely pro-Palestine) and evaluated three
positions on the conflict—one definitely pro-Israel, one definitely pro-
Palestine, and a moderate one. Next, participants judged a hypothetical
person, Jamie, holding each position on a 7-point bipolar scale (-3 =
Jamie is definitely pro-Israel, 3 = Jamie is definitely pro-Palestine).
Participants were randomly assigned to consider one of two moderate
positions: either “Both Hamas’s October 7th attack on Israelis and
Israel’s subsequent siege of Gaza are acceptable” (“pro-both sides”

condition) or ‘“Neither Hamas’s October 7th attack on Israelis nor
Israel’s subsequent siege of Gaza are acceptable” (“pro-neither side”
condition). We refer to these conditions as “pro-both sides” and “pro-
neither side,” but participants were shown the full description of a
moderate position (as reported above). Finally, participants reported
their political affiliation on a 5-point bipolar scale (—2 = extremely
conservative, 2 = extremely liberal) and provided demographic
information: gender (female, male, other) and age (free-response box).
As in previous studies, all scales and the order of the positions were
reversed for half of the participants.

Results and Discussion

We first analyzed the judgments of three groups of participants:
pro-Israel (those who indicated being “mostly pro-Israel” or “defi-
nitely pro-Israel”), pro-Palestine (those who indicated being “mostly
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Figure 10

Study 4: Judgment Gap for Moderate and Nonmoderate Positions

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 4. Judgment of targets by condition (positions on Trump

vs. Harris) and position type (moderate vs. not moderate). Error bars represent 95% confidence
intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

pro-Palestine” or “definitely pro-Palestine”), and neither pro-Israel
nor pro-Palestine. As predicted, when the moderate position was
expressed as pro-both sides, we observed the “moderate as out-group”
effect. Pro-Israel participants judged Jamie as pro-Palestine: that is,
rated significantly greater than 0; M = 0.39, SD = 1.00; one-sample
t test against 0: #(93) = 3.83, p < .001; see the red point for “pro-both”
position in Panel A of Figure 11, whereas pro-Palestine participants
judged Jamie as pro-Israel: that is, rated significantly lower than 0;
M =-0.15, SD = 0.64; one-sample ¢ test against 0: #78) = —=2.10,p =
.039; see the blue point for “pro-both” position in Panel A of
Figure 11. As in our previous studies, the effect was more pronounced
among participants with more extreme views. “Definitely pro-Israel”
participantsjudged Jamie supporting the “pro-both sides” position as
marginally more pro-Palestine (M = 0.56, SD = 1.23) than “mostly pro-
Israel” participants did: M = 0.20, SD = 0.59; #(72.5) = 1.82, p = .074;
see the red and olive-green points for the “pro-both sides” position in
Panel B of Figure 11, and “definitely pro-Palestine” participants judged
Jamie supporting the same position as more pro-Israel (M = —0.44,
SD = 0.86) than “mostly pro-Palestine” participants did: M = 0.07,
SD =0.25; #(37.3) = —3.34, p = .002; see the pink and turquoise points
for the “pro-both sides” position in Panel B of Figure 11.
Importantly, the “moderate as out-group” effect was attenuated
when the moderate position was expressed as pro-neither side.
The difference in judgment between pro-Israel and pro-Palestine
participants that was observed when the moderate position was
framed as pro-both sides: Mpyoismer = 0.39, SD = 1.00;
Mbpo-patesiine = —0.15, SD = 0.64; #(160.8) = 4.34, p < .001,
disappeared when it was framed as pro-neither side: Mp;o_1srael =
0.20, SD = 0.70; Mpq_patestine = 0.11, SD = 0.58; 1(144.9) = 0.87,
p = .386. To further investigate the predicted moderation, we
restricted the data only to the judgments of Jamie supporting the
moderate positions made by partisan participants (N = 332) and

conducted a 2 (conflict orientation: pro-Israel vs. pro-Palestine) X 2
(moderate-position framing: pro-both vs. pro-neither side) analysis of
variance on judgment of Jamie, which revealed a main effect of
conflict orientation, such that pro-Israel participants judged Jamie as
more pro-Palestine than pro-Palestine participants did: F(1, 328) =
13.75, p < .001, no main effect of moderate-position framing: F(1,
328) = 0.20, p = .653, and—confirming the presence of a
moderation—a significant interaction, such that the judgments of
opposing partisans differed more when Jamie supported the pro-both
position than the pro-neither one: F(1, 328) = 7.10, p = .008; see the
red and blue points for “pro-both” and “pro-neither” positions in
Panel A of Figure 11. This result replicates if we restrict the data set
only to participants with more extreme views of the conflict (i.e.,
“definitely pro-Israel/pro-Palestine”), despite a smaller sample size
(N = 158)—2 x 2 analysis of variance revealed a significant main
effect of conflict orientation: F(1, 154) = 16.05, p < .001; no main
effect of moderate-position framing: F(1, 154) = 2.15, p = .145; a
significant interaction: F(1, 154) = 4.92, p = .028 (see the red and
pink points for “pro-both” and “pro-neither” positions in Panel B of
Figure 11). Among these extreme participants, the judgment of
“definitely pro-Israel” and “definitely pro-Palestine” individuals
differed when the moderate position was framed as pro-both sides:
MDeﬁniwly Profsrael = 0.56, SD = 1.23; MDeﬁnilely Pro-Palestine =
—0.44, SD = 0.86; #(81.9) = 4.39, p < .001, but not when it was
framed as pro-neither side: Mpefinitely Pro-tsract = 0.44, SD = 0.95;
MDeﬁnitely Pro-Palestine — 015, SD = 076, I(720) = 145, pP= .151.

As in the previous studies, we created a “position type” variable
(moderate vs. not moderate) by contrasting judgments of Jamie
supporting the pro-both position®® with the average of the judgments

20 Note that we did not include the observations from the “pro-neither”
condition, because the effect is moderated.
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Figure 11
Study 5: Moderation of the “Moderate as Out-Group” Effect

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 5. Panel A shows the judgments of Jamie by three groups of participants (pro-Israel vs. neither vs. pro-Palestine).

Panel B shows the judgments of Jamie by five groups (definitely pro-Israel vs. mostly pro-Israel vs. neither vs. mostly pro-Palestine vs. definitely pro-
Palestine). Error bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

of Jamie supporting the pro-Israel and pro-Palestine positions. After
restricting the data set to participants in the pro-both condition who
expressed a partisan position (N = 173), we conducted a non-
preregistered linear model regressing judgment on position type
(moderate vs. not moderate), participants’ conflict orientation (pro-
Israel vs. pro-Palestine), and their interaction, clustering the SEs by
participant. Predictors were effect coded (—1/+1). This revealed a
significant main effect of orientation, such that pro-Israel partici-
pants judged Jamie as more pro-Palestine across all positions than
pro-Palestine participants did (b = 0.16, r = 4.48, p < .001). It also
revealed a significant main effect of position type, such that
Jamie supporting the moderate pro-both position was judged as
more pro-Palestine than when supporting the nonmoderate positions
and vice versa (b = 0.09, t = 2.72, p = .007). Finally, it showed a
significant interaction, indicating that opposing partisans exhibited a
larger judgment gap when evaluating Jamie supporting the moderate

pro-both position than the nonmoderate ones (b =0.11,r=3.42,p <
.001; see Figure 12).

Complementing the results of Study 4, Study 5 offers further
evidence that the “moderate as out-group” effect is driven by the
perception that moderates agree with—or even just fail to condemn—
the out-group (absence of an “out-group hate” motive), rather than
by the perception that moderates disagree with the in-group (absence of
an “in-group love” motive). This study also shows that, despite dual
agreement, pro-both positions are nonetheless categorized as belonging
to the out-group ideology, showing that agreement with the out-group
is more diagnostic in categorization judgments than agreement with
the in-group. In other words, the lack of out-group derogation is treated
as a stronger signal of group membership than in-group endorsement.

Beyond these theoretical insights, Study 5 also points to practical
ways of expressing moderate positions without triggering backlash
from all sides. Specifically, it suggests that moderation is more
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Figure 12

Study 5: Judgment Gap for Moderate and Nonmoderate Positions

Note.

The figure shows the results of Study 5. Judgment of Jamie by participants’ orientation on

the conflict (pro-Israel vs. pro-Palestine) and position type (moderate vs. not moderate). Error
bars represent the 95% confidence intervals. See the online article for the color version of this

figure.

acceptable when framed as disagreement with both sides, rather than
as agreement with both.

General Discussion

In this work, we examined whether individuals with partisan
views on a sociopolitical issue categorize moderate people and
policies as moderate, as belonging to their in-group, or as belonging
to the out-group. Across five preregistered studies, we consistently
found that, under specific circumstances, partisans tend to categorize
moderates as out-group members—a phenomenon we term the
“moderate as out-group” effect. We showed that the effect occurs
when an issue is both moralized (and therefore polarizing) and the
opposing side is perceived as threatening. We further demonstrated
that more extreme partisans are more likely to moralize issues and to
perceive the opposing side as threatening, which helps explain why,
across all studies, they exhibited the “moderate as out-group” effect
more strongly than less extreme partisans. While we consistently
observed that partisan extremity exacerbated the effect, only in some
studies did the effect extend to less extreme partisans. We suspect
that this depends on the extent to which the issue or target is
moralized and perceived as threatening. When those perceptions are
concentrated among the highly extreme, the effect is largely limited
to them, whereas when they are more broadly shared, the effect
extends to less extreme partisans as well, although to a lesser degree.
Several factors may influence these patterns, including whether
participants are evaluating abstract positions or specific individuals
and the degree to which the issue itself is moralized or experienced
as threatening. In this sense, the variation observed across studies
is consistent with our theoretical framework and likely reflects

differences in how strongly these processes are activated across
contexts and groups. Finally, we identified the underlying psy-
chological mechanism of the “moderate as out-group” effect. It is
driven by the perception that moderates are receptive to—or fail to
condemn—the immoral and threatening out-group (absence of an
“out-group hate” motive), rather than by the perception that they
disagree with their own side (absence of an “in-group love” motive).

Ruling Out Two Alternative Explanations

We considered and ruled out two alternative explanations for the
“moderate as out-group” effect. First, we considered that partisans
may misperceive the distribution of positions on the issue in the
general population, overestimating the prevalence of their own
views due to living in ideologically homogeneous social networks.
In other words, they might believe that the average opinion held by
the population is closer to their own side than it actually is. This
skewed perception of the distribution of opinions on the matter
could lead them to infer that moderates lie on the tail of such biased
distribution and therefore belong to the out-group. Second, we
considered that partisans might perceive their own positions as more
moderate than they actually are, thereby shifting their internal
definition of “moderate” toward their in-group. Truly moderate
positions might then be perceived as crossing the partisan threshold,
into the out-group territory.

Importantly, Studies 4 and 5 undermine both of these alternative
explanations. Neither biased distribution perceptions nor biased
definitions of moderation can account for the attenuations of the
effect observed when a target is moderate on an in-group topic or
person, or when a moderate position is framed as pro-neither side.
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Such manipulations should not affect people’s perceived distribu-
tions of positions in the population or their self-concept as moderate
versus extreme, yet they produced robust attenuations of the effect
(see Studies 4 and 5).

Contributions and Implications of the “Moderate as
Out-Group” Effect

Our findings contribute to several ongoing theoretical debates in
social psychology and political science. First, they extend group
categorization and polarization research by showing that moderates
are treated not as boundary spanners but as out-group members
when issues are moralized and threatening. Second, they advance
attribution research by demonstrating a motivational asymmetry in
group-membership judgments: Perceived agreement with the out-
group is weighted more heavily than agreement with the in-group.
Third, they complement—and extend beyond—accounts of false
polarization (e.g., Keltner & Robinson, 1996; Lees & Cikara, 2021)
by showing that the perceptual distortion not only concerns
extremity of the out-group, but disproportionately affects moder-
ates, whose categorization also crosses category boundaries in ways
that the categorization of nonmoderates does not.

Our findings also have implications for the dynamics of political
polarization and social cohesion. Sociopolitical issues are becoming
increasingly moralized—consistent with a process described as
“concept creep” (Haslam, 2016). This suggests that the “moderate as
out-group” effect is likely to become both more frequent and more
relevant over time. One potential implication is that polarization
may be self-reinforcing: If moderates are rejected by both sides, they
may feel compelled to abandon moderation and align with a partisan
camp, further deepening divides. The “moderate as out-group”
effect may also help explain the decline of nonpartisan news outlets
in the United States (e.g., Finkel et al., 2020). Over time, even
traditionally centrist outlets such as CNN have adopted a clear
partisan lean, joining Fox News on the right and MSNBC on the left.
Recent research was able to measure the airtime of conservative and
liberal guest speakers on these three major outlets and found that,
from 2010 to 2021, all of them exhibited a marked partisan bias: Fox
News on the conservative side, and MSNBC and CNN on the liberal
side (with CNN’s liberal bias being almost as large as MSNBC’s;
Kim et al., 2022).

Our results may also offer new insight into the “hostile media”
effect (e.g., Vallone et al., 1985), whereby partisans perceive
identical news coverage of controversial issues as biased against
their own side (Feldman, 2014). Vallone et al. (1985) proposed three
drivers for the “hostile media” effect: (a) naive realism (or “different
standards”), which posits that, because partisans believe their side’s
claims to be more accurate than the other side’s, they believe media
coverage that reports an equal number of claims from both parts to
be inappropriate and unfairly biased against their side; (b) selective
categorization, according to which partisans on each side attend to
different parts of the information they receive, typically attending to
the hostile ones more; and (c) selective recall, according to which
partisans remember hostile pieces of information more. Our results
suggest a different take on the psychological forces driving the
“hostile media” effect, namely, that balanced coverage reporting
claims from both sides could trigger the perception that the media
outlet is receptive to the immoral and threatening side. Future
research might investigate this hypothesis by testing whether the

“hostile media” effect occurs only for moralized and threatening
media coverage or if it is a more generalized effect.

Last but not least, our findings have implications for the dynamics
of political polarization and coalition building. Classical theories of
coalition formation (e.g., Axelrod, 1970; Riker, 1962) suggest that
moderates should function as pivotal bridge-builders, enabling
otherwise distant sides to coordinate. Yet, our findings suggest
that moderates may instead be rejected by all sides. Even though
structural accounts in political science highlight the potential
instrumental value of moderates for coalition formation, our results
reveal a psychological barrier such that, instead of being recognized
as bridging actors, they are perceived as sympathetic to the opposing
side. This divergence between structural and psychological per-
spectives may help explain why coalition compromise is often elusive
in polarized democracies, even when centrist positions exist. Future
research might examine whether the stigmatization of moderates not
only discourages individual-level moderation but also structurally
reduces the feasibility of broad-based coalitions in democratic
institutions.

In summary, across five preregistered studies, we demonstrate that
individuals with partisan views systematically categorize moderates
as out-group members. This “moderate as out-group” effect emerges
when issues are moralized and threatening, is amplified among more
extreme partisans, and is driven by perceptions that moderates fail
to repudiate the opposing side. By identifying the psychological
conditions and mechanism underlying this effect, our findings
advance understanding of intergroup perceptions and political
polarization. They also highlight that positions intended to bridge
divides can paradoxically undermine pathways to moderation and
consensus.

Constraints on Generality

Our theorizing centers on moralization and perceived threat in
sociopolitical contexts. The present studies focused on polarizing
sociopolitical issues in the United States. Accordingly, we recruited
U.S. participants fluent in English. Although our theory is not U.S.-
specific, applications outside the United States will likely require
selecting locally moralized and threatening issues and ensuring
measurement equivalence. In short, the “moderate as out-group”
effect should generalize where the relevant necessary conditions are
met, though the issues that meet those conditions may vary by
society.
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