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Abstract
Overcoming America’s deep partisan polarization poses a unique challenge: Ameri-
cans must be able to sharply disagree on who should govern while agreeing on 
more fundamental democratic principles. We study one model of depolarization—
reciprocal group reflection—inspired by marital counseling and implemented by 
a non-partisan non-governmental organization, Braver Angels. We randomly as-
signed undergraduates at four universities either to participate in a Braver Angels 
workshop or simply to complete three rounds of surveys. The workshops substan-
tially reduced polarization according to explicit and implicit measures. They also 
increased participants’ willingness to donate to programs aimed at depolarizing 
political conversations. These effects are consistent across partisan groups, though 
some dissipate over time. Using qualitative data, and building on contact and delib-
erative theories, we argue that depolarization is especially effective when it includes 
both informational and emotional components, such that citizens who are moved to 
empathize with outgroup members become more likely to internalize new informa-
tion about them.
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Like a couple who remain responsible for their children no matter what hap-
pens to their own relationship, Reds and Blues cannot simply walk away from 
each other. Neither side can “divorce” and move to a different country.

–Bill Doherty, Braver Angels Co-Founder

Introduction

The American public is deeply polarized along partisan lines (Iyengar et al., 2019; 
Mason, 2018). Americans increasingly view those on the other side of the partisan 
divide as untrustworthy, unpatriotic, and uninformed (Haidt & Hetherington, 2012; 
Iyengar et al., 2012). While scholars debate the causal relationship between affec-
tive polarization and democratic norms (Broockman, Kalla and Westwood, 2020), 
research suggests it can undermine democracy in several ways. For one, it can weaken 
electoral accountability for undemocratic actions by driving citizens to prioritize par-
tisan preferences over democratic principles (Graham & Svolik, 2020). It can harm 
democratic legitimacy and the quality of democratic governance by encouraging leg-
islative gridlock and disincentivizing compromise (Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015; 
McCoy et al., 2018). And it can threaten important democratic attitudes and norms, 
such as tolerance for the opposition (Kingzette et al., 2021; Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018).

We present results from an experimental evaluation of an intervention that aims to 
address one of democracy’s unique challenges: preserving the legitimacy of oppos-
ing political preferences and encouraging tolerance among citizens who sharply dis-
agree over who should govern. Despite a modest sample size, our results suggest that 
the intervention—which brought together groups of Democrats and Republicans for 
workshops based on practices in couples counseling that seek to elicit mutual vulner-
ability and compassion while working to improve the health of a marriage (Doherty, 
2021)—reduced affective polarization after one month; the effect on a behavioral 
measure persists after six months1. In the workshops, participants mainly interact 
with members of their own group, reflecting on the attitudes, beliefs, and character-
istics of co-partisans. Crucially, when the two groups enter into dialogue with one 
another, they do not attempt to persuade or reach compromise on particular issues. 
Instead, direct intergroup dialogue focuses on generating understanding and toler-
ance of “the other” and the motivations and experiences behind their beliefs.

This intervention represents a new approach to overcoming affective polarization 
that is related to—but distinct from—existing intergroup relations theories such as con-

1 Our randomized design mitigates concerns that the reported effects are artifacts of selection bias, but one 
might. be concerned about a Type I error due to greater sampling variability with our relatively small 
sample. We discuss evidence mitigating against this concern in Supplement Appendix E alongside a 
discussion of power given effect sizes in the relevant literature.
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tact and deliberative democracy. In the former, one of the primary goals is to bring 
groups together to encourage cooperation toward a common goal (Allport, 1954); in the 
latter, it is to help ideologically divided individuals reach compromise or consensus on 
particular issues (Cohen, 1989). While the intervention we study shares some features 
with both of these models, it does not aim for cooperation, consensus, or compromise. 
Instead, it promotes depolarization by encouraging listening and understanding, skills 
which may be important for the quality of deliberation (Dobson, 2012).

Partnering with Braver Angels, a non-governmental organization, we evaluated 
the effects of this model—which we term reciprocal group reflection—with a field 
experiment involving 169 undergraduate students on four college campuses. Stu-
dents are a particularly relevant population for this study, and for programs aimed 
at reducing polarization more generally: not only do they represent the future of the 
Republican and Democratic parties, but analysts have expressed particular concern 
about increasing levels of polarization among college students who are coming of 
age at a time of partisan echo chambers in the home, on campus, and on social media 
(Glatter, 2017; Iyengar et al., 2019).

Our results suggest that the workshops reduced pre-specified implicit and explicit 
measures of affective polarization, though the effect on the explicit measure just 
misses the conventional 5% threshold for statistical significance. The workshops 
also increased behavioral support for depolarization, operationalized as participants’ 
willingness to donate money to programs aimed at depolarizing political conversa-
tions among American youths. The effects on our explicit and implicit measures of 
polarization dissipate somewhat over time, but the effects on the behavioral measure 
persist after more than half a year.

To better understand the mechanisms underlying these effects, we recorded and 
coded transcripts of the workshop proceedings. Inductive analysis of these transcripts 
suggests that the intervention was successful because it combined emotional and infor-
mational components, building empathy with outgroup members such that participants 
became more willing to update their priors about the outgroup in response to new infor-
mation. Two unique features of the model facilitated this process. First, the group-based 
nature of the perspective-getting exercises helped participants disassociate outgroup 
members from stereotypes, then re-associate new learnings about specific out-group 
participants with the outgroup more generally. Second, the reciprocal nature of the 
exchange generated mutual vulnerability between ingroup and outgroup members. We 
argue this emotional engagement facilitated the acceptance of new information.

Our study makes several contributions to the literature on polarization and democ-
racy, as well as to efforts to reduce affective polarization and bolster democratic resil-
ience. First, we describe and test a new model of depolarization—reciprocal group 
reflection—that combines emotional and informational mechanisms to reduce ani-
mosity between groups. This approach encourages participants to reevaluate both the 
out-group and the in-group, distinguishing it from existing approaches geared mainly 
toward inducing contact, promoting deliberative skills, highlighting commonalities, 
or correcting misinformation (Hartman et al., 2022). Furthermore, we systematically 
study the potential mechanisms at play with both quantitative and qualitative data, 
taking particular advantage of the unusually rich qualitative data we collected from 
transcripts and direct observations of the workshops.

1 3



Political Behavior

Second, we assess the effect of the intervention on a broader range of outcomes 
than are usually available in such studies, including both explicit and implicit atti-
tudes towards out-partisans and a measure of actual behavior. Existing research 
largely focuses on explicit attitudes alone (Hartman et al., 2022). Furthermore, our 
collection of midline and endline data over several months allows us to estimate 
longer-run effects than most studies, and to explicitly test for decay over time, provid-
ing crucial information about the feasibility of durably reducing partisan animosity.

Finally, this study represents a successful academic-practitioner partnership, an 
unusual arrangement in a literature where most studies evaluate interventions that 
were designed and implemented by researchers (Hartman et al., 2022). While find-
ings from these studies are informative, it is unclear whether the interventions they 
evaluate are scalable or sustainable beyond the lifespan of the evaluation itself. Our 
partner Braver Angels, on the other hand, has facilitated thousands of workshops in 
recent years through a decentralized (“cellular”) organizational structure, a model 
that other organizations such as schools, religious institutions, and community groups 
could easily adopt. We therefore provide evidence in support of a scalable and sus-
tainable approach to depolarization.

Affective Polarization: How Might Americans “Depolarize”?

Affective polarization captures the extent to which citizens express antipathy towards 
members of other parties and/or affinity for members of their own. This is distinct 
from (though often correlated with) ideological polarization, whereby citizens hold 
increasingly extreme issue positions (Iyengar et al., 2019; Webster & Abramowitz, 
2017). Beyond mere disagreement over policy, affective polarization manifests in 
dislike and distrust of members of the opposing party and affection towards members 
of one’s own. Most of the literature on partisan polarization in the US understands 
affective polarization as the result of the internalization of partisanship as a social 
identity, which generates strong ingroup preferences and outgroup bias (Huddy et al., 
2015; Iyengar et al., 2019; West & Iyengar, 2022).

Deliberation and Intergroup Contact to Reduce Polarization

A testament to the growing importance of the problem, there are now hundreds of US-
based researchers and organizations that have developed, implemented, and some-
times studied a range of different depolarization interventions with diverse designs 
(Hartman et al., 2022). Interventions that target polarized or prejudicial attitudes 
can be categorized into two main approaches: strategies that address informational 
deficits and/or misperceptions, and strategies that address affective and emotional 
barriers to positive feelings toward the outgroup. Intergroup contact interventions 
to reduce prejudice across a range of social and political cleavages are intended to 
activate both informational and emotional pathways by addressing mutual ignorance 
and reducing fear in order to diminish negative attitudes toward an outgroup.

Working through informational pathways, some successful depolarization inter-
ventions rely on individuals updating beliefs about ingroup-outgroup differences or 
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similarities (Wojcieszak & Warner, 2020) and correcting misperceptions about out-
group members (Ahler & Sood, 2018) to shift attitudes. Standard deliberative polling 
interventions share a similar theory of change but do not typically target affective 
depolarization, focusing more on changes in public policy attitudes than affect toward 
groups. Instead, individuals acquire new knowledge—by updating information about 
policies and about the beliefs and opinions that other citizens hold—which enables 
them to revise their own political opinions. Within moderated, small group discus-
sions using balanced materials on policy issues, the deliberative process involves 
slowed-down thinking and careful consideration of public policy trade-offs2. Impor-
tantly, dialogue is supposed to take place among a group of diverse and representative 
individuals. Two more recent deliberation studies report effects on outgroup warmth 
in addition to policy attitudes and find a reduction in affective polarization among US 
partisans (Fishkin et al., 2021; Levendusky & Stecula, 2021).

While expressly deliberative interventions rely on participant rationality (see Sand-
ers (1997) for example), other forms of interpersonal contact emphasize mechanisms 
that are more emotional in nature, like humanization, perspective-taking, and empathy. 
In particular, intergroup contact interventions foreground and seek to affect sentiment 
about group membership in ways that deliberative interventions do not. While studies 
of intergroup contact across diverse social cleavages find that such exchange can work 
to reduce prejudice (see meta-analyses by Paluck, Green and Green (2019); Pettigrew 
and Tropp (2006)), negative attitudes towards outgroups may remain firmly entrenched 
even after contact (Mousa, 2020; Scacco & Warren, 2018), and the success of contact 
may depend on the interaction between the highlighted cleavage and other cross-cutting 
identity groups (Paler, Marshall and Atallah, 2020). There is mixed evidence around 
whether contact with an outgroup member is required to induce perspective-getting, or 
if prompts to consider an outgroup member’s perspective without contact can also shift 
attitudes (Kalla & Broockman, 2023; Tuller et al., 2015).

In the next section, we describe a novel intervention that has features of both delib-
eration and intergroup contact, and that combines both informational and emotional 
components. It innovates on deliberative exercises by structuring deliberation and self-
reflection within a single partisan group, while outgroup members serve as witnesses. In 
this way, it foregrounds group membership in the same way that most intergroup con-
tact interventions do. But unlike intergroup contact, the intervention we study involves 
no collaboration between groups, only within them. Moreover, while the intervention 
explicitly aims to reduce outgroup animus, it targets partisan polarization as the out-
come of interest, which is rare among studies of the intergroup contact model.

A New Model: Reciprocal Group Reflection

Braver Angels “Red/Blue” workshops were designed to apply principles from 
couples therapy to the problem of partisan polarization (Doherty, 2021). While the 
Braver Angels model shares some similarities with previous interventions, it differs 
in its emphasis on reciprocal group reflection rather than contact, deliberation, or 

2 Santoro and Broockman (2022) illustrate the necessity of such structured dialogue, as unstructured cross-
partisan dialogue on areas of disagreement fails to reduce outgroup animus.
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consensus-building. Red/Blue workshops integrate components of previously suc-
cessful depolarization efforts—such as the provision of information about the poli-
cies and perspectives of out-partisans (Ahler & Sood, 2018)—with empathy-building 
exercises inspired by social psychology (Batson & Ahmad, 2009). The workshops 
thus combine cognitive and emotional mechanisms, seeking to reduce affective 
polarization by providing information that counteracts narratives about out-partisans 
while simultaneously fostering out-party empathy and humanization.

More concretely, Red/Blue workshops are full-day events that engage equal num-
bers of Republican- and Democratic-leaning participants in a series of structured, mod-
erated exercises, summarized in Fig. 1 and described in more detail in Supplement 
Appendix A. The workshops involve 5–8 attendees per partisan group and 5–8 observ-
ers, depending on the number of participants who sign up. Observers only witness and 
do not speak during the exercises, but they interact freely with other participants during 
lunch and breaks. Two Braver Angels volunteers serve as moderators; they go through 
an online moderator training, consistent across all local Braver Angels “alliances,” and 
attend workshops as observers before they are eligible to lead.

At the beginning of the workshop and prior to the exercises, participants and 
observers introduce themselves and identify as “Reds” (Republican and Republi-
can-leaning) or “Blues” (Democrat and Democrat-leaning). Moderators lay out the 
ground rules, mainly that participants (1) are there to understand and express diverse 
views, not convince anyone to change their mind; (2) speak for themselves; (3) listen 
actively and participate in the spirit of the activities; and (4) act with respect toward 
the workshop participants and observers.

How Reciprocal Group Reflection May Reduce Affective Polarization

As we discuss below, we find consistent evidence that this novel model of reciprocal 
group reflection substantially reduces affective polarization. Because the only con-
trast we experimentally manipulate is between the treatment and control groups, we 

Fig. 1  Day-long Red/Blue workshop
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cannot fully pin down the mechanisms through which the Red/Blue workshops affect 
polarization. However, we conducted systematic observations of the workshops and 
analyzed coded transcripts to identify how unique features of the model may over-
come some of the challenges that can otherwise undermine intergroup contact. As a 
theory-generating exercise, we summarize key intuitions here. In the final section, we 
discuss how future work might systematically test these propositions.

First, unlike many interpersonal and intergroup contact studies, perspective giving 
and getting in our intervention is expressly reciprocal. Each ingroup member knows 
that, just as they receive perspectives from the outgroup, the outgroup also receives 
perspectives from them. This reciprocity may generate a greater openness to new per-
spectives, with the knowledge that costly information updating will be mutual. In other 
words, knowledge of an implied mutual contract in which both sides send and receive 
perspectives may be important to the willingness of each group to take up new perspec-
tives. That each side takes turns demonstrating some level of vulnerability (e.g., in 
questioning their own party’s ideas or identifying a kernel of truth in stereotypes about 
them) may further engender empathy and open-mindedness. Importantly, this process 
does not involve deliberation, debate, or attempts at consensus-building or policy com-
promise, which may be counterproductive in some circumstances (Mutz, 2006), and 
unlikely to be an effective depolarization strategy where many citizens are not far apart 
on policy preferences in the first place (Mason, 2015).

Second, we posit that one of the strengths of the intervention—and the reciprocal 
group reflection model more generally—is its potential to activate informational and 
emotional mechanisms simultaneously and in a mutually reinforcing way. For exam-
ple, humanizing the outgroup may build empathy (Andrighetto et al., 2014; Cassese, 
2021), and building empathy may in turn facilitate the processing of new information 
about the outgroup (Cook, 1978; Miller, 2002). This distinguishes reciprocal group 
reflection from deliberative exercises which emphasize informational mechanisms 
over emotional ones and generally have the goal of facilitating policy debate and 
compromise rather than reducing outparty animus.

A third unique characteristic of the Red/Blue model relative to some studies of 
interpersonal contact and perspective-getting is that outgroup views and opinions 
are transmitted by a group rather than a single individual. This may help participants 
generalize learnings from interpersonal contact to members of the broader group—a 
process that involves what Pettigrew (1998) calls de-categorization, salient catego-
rization, and re-categorization. As we show in our discussion of qualitative data in 
Sect. 5, workshop activities foster empathy as participants listen to the perspectives 
of outgroup members, e.g., in the Stereotypes and Fishbowl exercises described in 
Fig.  1. In the process, participants “de-categorize” or disassociate individual out-
group members from the stereotypes they hold about the outgroup as a whole. By 
hearing from their ingroup, workshop members also learn about the diversity of val-
ues and perspectives within their party, disrupting more positive stereotypes they 
might hold about co-partisans. The workshop then stimulates “salient categorization” 
by reminding participants that outgroup members are typical of their group (through, 
for example, the Fishbowl exercise). Finally, learning about shared values through 
activities such as the Questions exercise makes re-categorization—adopting an inclu-
sive category that highlights similarities and obscures boundaries—possible.
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Research Design

We evaluated the impact of Red/Blue workshops during Spring 2020 on four college 
campuses in the Northeast, Mid-Atlantic, South, and Midwest. College students are 
a particularly relevant population for this study, and for programs aimed at reducing 
polarization more generally. Analysts have expressed particular concern about the 
heightened risk of polarization among young people in today’s political environment 
(Iyengar et al., 2019). In fact, freshmen entering college in 2017 were the most polar-
ized class in 50 years (Glatter, 2017), and college graduates today are more likely to 
hold consistently liberal or conservative positions compared to previous cohorts and 
those with a high school education today (Pew, 2016). At the same time, this popula-
tion represents the future of partisan politics in the country, with possibly the greatest 
potential to become “norm entrepreneurs” (Finnemore & Sikkink, 1998) whose com-
mitment to cross-partisan dialogue is critical to the broader success of depolarization 
initiatives (Santos et al., 2022). While we cannot say for certain whether our results 
would generalize to the broader population, in Supplement Appendix C we show 
that our student sample is broadly comparable to the American public on key base-
line characteristics and attitudes, which suggests that our findings may be applicable 
beyond college campuses3.

Recruitment, Randomization, and Survey Administration

To recruit study participants, we worked with two student organizers on each cam-
pus, one from the College Democrats and one from the College Republicans, mim-
icking the process of the larger Braver Angels organization in which local Red and 
Blue organizers are tasked with recruiting participants for each workshop. We also 
solicited student expressions of interest via departmental and student group listservs4. 
All undergraduate US citizens were eligible to apply. Interested students were sent 
additional information about the study and asked to complete an online survey that 
included demographic information, as well as baseline measures of partisanship, 
polarization, and other political attitudes.

We recruited approximately 40 students at each university to participate in the 
study and complete the baseline using a self-administered Qualtrics survey sent via 
email approximately two weeks prior to the workshops held in February and March 
2020. Participants included a total of 165 subjects, including 116 “Blues” and 49 
“Reds”5. Of those who completed the baseline, 59 were randomly assigned to partici-

3 Given the Red Blue Workshop’s voluntary nature, our sample consists of individuals with at least some 
interest in participating in this sort of event. Even if our findings generalize only to those with some 
interest in cross-partisan interaction, this is the population of interest if the goal is realistic progress in 
curtailing growing polarization in the US.

4 Though not all participants were members of the College Democrats or Republicans, we expect those 
who were to be more politically engaged and have more entrenched political views. So we might expect 
effects among this population to be smaller than among a more politically malleable one.

5 Braver Angels is a non-partisan organization with conservative and liberal leadership, and aims to recruit 
equally across parties. Consistent with experiences of Braver Angels nationally, however, recruitment on 
campuses attracted more liberal-leaning students even at the more conservative-leaning campuses in our 
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pate in the workshop as either participants or observers; the remainder were assigned 
to control. Random assignment to the workshop was blocked by campus, partisan ID, 
and baseline affective polarization. Midline surveys, self-administered using Qual-
trics in the same manner as the baseline, were sent via email to participants one to two 
weeks after the workshop, and the endline was sent roughly six months after that in 
October 2020. Members of the control group were invited to complete all follow-up 
surveys at the same time as the treatment group.

Per Braver Angels policy, each workshop had roughly the same number of par-
ticipants from each party. At two of the four universities, all Red-leaning students 
who completed the baseline were assigned to treatment, given the uneven number of 
Republicans and Democrats recruited on those campuses and the minimum number 
of Red-leaning participants required to hold a workshop. Because we include cam-
pus fixed effects in our analyses, these Red-leaning students do not contribute to our 
treatment effect estimates. Participant and observer roles within the treatment group 
were randomly assigned on the day of the workshop, stratifying by partisanship6. We 
consider the ethical implications of our study and describe our risk assessments and 
the measures we took to minimize risks and maximize benefits for participants in 
Supplement Appendix B.

Power

We report power calculations based on simulations using baseline values of our 
dependent variables in Supplement Appendix E. While our sample size is modest, 
our simulations suggest that we are nonetheless powered to detect effects of approxi-
mately 0.21 standard deviations on our explicit measure of affective polarization and 
approximately 0.45 standard deviations on our implicit measure. Comparing these 
effect sizes to different standards in the literature, we show in Supplement Appendix 
E that the former is very much in line with effects on explicit outcomes in previous 
studies, and the latter is reasonable for a relatively intensive intervention.

Moreover, as we will see, our intention-to-treat (ITT) estimates are consistently 
significant across our explicit, implicit, and behavioral measures. They are also sub-
stantively similar (albeit underpowered) when we analyze each campus separately. 
This consistency suggests that our results are unlikely to be artifacts of Type I errors 
induced by a small sample size7. Furthermore, we find consistently significant effects 
on our primary outcomes—those that the intervention was most explicitly designed 

sample. While we lack direct evidence to explain the sources of this heterogeneity, prior research points 
to differences in personality traits such as greater openness to new experiences among liberals (Gerber et 
al., 2011), greater perceptual flexibility or tolerance of ambiguity among liberals (Jost, 2017), and even 
the differential structural functions of parties (Grossman & Hopkins, 2015).

6 In our pre-analysis plan (PAP) we proposed to test the effects of the workshops on participants and 
observers separately. Because we had a small number of observers, we collapse these two categories in 
our analysis.

7 If these significant results were simply due to random noise, then we would not expect to find consis-
tent effects across different outcome measures or campuses. If solely due to random noise, it would be 
highly unlikely for an effect to show up in the same direction across different measures or campuses; the 
estimated effects should randomly vary around zero, so there would be an equal probability of effects or 
non-effects in different directions.
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to affect—but not on a number of other outcomes that we measured. If our results 
were merely Type I errors attributable to a small sample size, then we would expect 
the results to be more idiosyncratic; the fact that all the significant effects we esti-
mate are concentrated among the small number of outcomes that are the most closely 
related to the goals of the intervention—and which we pre-specified as being pri-
mary—suggests they are not simply artifacts of Type I errors.

Measurement

Our primary outcome of interest is affective polarization, which we measure both 
explicitly and implicitly using our surveys. We measure an additional related primary 
outcome behaviorally: support for depolarization8. We also use our surveys to con-
struct indices corresponding to the pre-registered mechanisms described above, and 
to operationalize four secondary outcomes that were less central to the goals of the 
workshops: support for pro-democratic politicians and actions, support for civil dis-
course, capacity for civil discourse, and ad hominem attributions. We focus here on 
our primary outcomes, and report (mostly null) treatment effects on our pre-specified 
mechanisms in Supplement Appendix J, and on our secondary outcomes in Supple-
ment Appendix P.

We operationalize explicit affective polarization using a series of direct questions 
administered in all three waves of the survey. These include (1) a “feeling thermom-
eter” capturing the difference between respondents’ feelings towards the in-party 
and out-party9; (2) the difference between respondents’ trust in the in-party and 
out-party10; three-point Likert scales capturing how comfortable respondents would 
feel having out-partisans as (3) close personal friends and (4) neighbors, and (5) as 
spouses of their best friend; and (6) a dummy for respondents who believe the out-
party represents a “serious threat” to the country. To construct our explicit polariza-
tion index, we first standardize and aggregate our three measures of comfort with 
out- partisans (measures 3, 4, and 5 above) into a single index, leaving us with four 
measures of affective polarization (measures 1, 2, and 6 above, plus the out-partisan 
comfort index). We then aggregate standardized versions of these four measures into 
a single index. Finally, we re-standardize the midline and endline values of this index 
to its baseline value11.

8 In our PAP we proposed to measure two additional behavioral outcomes: an indicator for initiating 
conversations with out-partisans, and another indicator for participating in additional depolarization 
interventions between our midline and endline surveys. The first of these measures is based on survey 
self-reports; as a result, in retrospect we do not believe it can be meaningfully interpreted as a behav-
ioral measure. The second of these measures we were unable to implement due to the cancellation of 
additional depolarization interventions in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Nonetheless, we report 
treatment effects on the first outcome and further discuss the second in Supplement Appendix I.

9 We ask respondents to rate how favorably they feel towards the in-party and out-party on a scale of 0 to 
100. The feeling thermometer is the difference between these two numbers.

10 We ask respondents to report how often they believe they can trust the in-party and out-party to “do what 
is right for the country” on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 indicates almost never and 5 indicates almost always. 
We take the difference between these two numbers.
11 We did not pre-specify that we would standardize the midline and endline values of our outcomes to their 
baseline values. This represents a minor deviation that allows us to our ITT estimates relative to baseline 
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We measure implicit affective polarization using an Implicit Association Test (IAT) 
administered in all three waves of the survey12. Respondents were shown a series of 
images typically associated with either Democrats or Republicans (e.g. a donkey or 
an elephant, respectively). On either side of each image they were shown the names 
of the two parties paired with one of two evaluative words (e.g. “Democrat or bad” 
or “Republican or good”). They were then asked to associate each image with the 
corresponding party as quickly as possible. The assumption underlying the test is that 
respondents experience cognitive dissonance when asked to pair the name of the out-
party (in-party) with a positive (negative) evaluative word, causing their response 
times to slow down (Greenwald et al., 1998). We measure implicit affective polariza-
tion by taking the standardized difference in in-party and out-party response times, 
then re-standardizing the midline and endline differences to their baseline values.

We measure support for depolarization behaviorally using a simple donation 
prompt administered at midline and endline. Before beginning the midline, respon-
dents were informed that they would receive a $10 Amazon gift card as compensation 
for completing the survey13. At the end of the survey, respondents were given the 
option of donating a portion of their compensation to Bridge the Divide, a separate 
NGO whose goal is to reduce polarization among American youths. Respondents 
could donate in increments of $5. We interpret the amount donated as a measure of 
support for depolarization, i.e. respondents’ willingness to take a more “costly” action 
to reduce partisan polarization and promote a civic culture conducive to democracy. 
About a quarter of respondents chose to donate some of their compensation at mid-
line and also at endline. Since we did not measure this outcome at baseline, we stan-
dardize endline values to midline values only.

By employing three different outcome measures, we guard against the possibil-
ity that our results are driven by the particularities of any one indicator. The survey 
questions that comprise our index of explicit affective polarization are widely used in 
the field, but are potentially subject to demand effects. The IAT protocol used for our 
implicit measure of affective polarization is designed to overcome social desirability 
and other biases and measure underlying prejudices; even critics characterize the IAT 
as a valid measure of political attitudes (Schimmack, 2021), and large-scale meta-
analyses and replications suggest that implicit attitudes are pervasive, predictive 
of behavior, and highly correlated with explicit bias (Greenwald et al., 2006). The 
behavioral measure, meanwhile, leverages real, monetary outcomes to make misre-
porting more costly, even if donation decisions are a noisy proxy for political behav-
ior14. If the intervention affects each of these measures in similar ways, this should 
increase our confidence in the robustness of our estimated effects. As an exploratory 
exercise, in Supplement Appendix M we aggregate across our various measures of 

but does not change the corresponding t-statistics or p-values.
12 There does not seem to be any learning effects over time, as our control group respondents do not exhibit 
a decline in polarization on the IAT.
13 We increased this amount to $20 at endline to mitigate attrition.
14 Although young people make up a small percentage of political donations in the US (Huges, 2017), the 
recent rise in small dollar donations has likely helped to normalize relatively modest donations among 
youths. News outlets also reported a notable uptick in $5-$10 donations from college students following 
the Summer 2020 protests for racial and criminal justice reform (Mier, 2020).
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affective polarization and support for depolarization using the Average Effect Size 
(AES) estimator proposed by Clingingsmith et al. (2009) and Kling et al. (2004)15.

Empirical Specification

Our pre-analysis plan specified a pooled analysis of midline and endline outcomes. We 
report these results in Supplement Appendix L, but focus here on a more informative way 
to model the data: a difference-in-differences analysis that allows us to estimate marginal 
effects at midline and endline separately while also adjusting for any baseline differences 
between the treatment and control groups. This specification is also advantageous because 
it directly captures decay in the magnitude of our intention-to-treat (ITT) estimates over 
time, which is obscured by the pooled analysis. This is especially important given the 
relatively long lag between the workshops and the endline, and the precipitous unforeseen 
changes in the political landscape that occurred in the interim (including a politicized pan-
demic, nationwide protests for racial justice, and a highly divisive presidential election). 
We summarize this and all other deviations from our PAP in Supplement Appendix H.

Formally, we estimate

	 Yij = α + β1Treatmenti + β2Wavej + β3(Treatmenti × Wavej) + β4Blockb + εij

where Treatmenti denotes treatment assignment, Wavej denotes the survey round 
(baseline, midline, or endline), and Blockb indexes 16 blocks based on campus, party, 
and baseline affective polarization (above or below the median for a particular cam-
pus and party). We use this difference-in-differences estimator to compute marginal 
effects at midline and endline. Standard errors are clustered by respondent.

Results

Figure 2 summarizes the ITT of the intervention on our three main outcomes at mid-
line and endline, using the difference-in-differences estimator described above. All 
outcome measures are standardized to facilitate comparison; for purposes of consis-
tency, the behavioral measure is reverse-coded such that negative treatment effects 
imply larger donations to Bridge the Divide. All estimates include block fixed effects. 
A tabular version of the regression results used to compute marginal effects for Fig. 2 
is in Supplement Appendix R.

We observe a statistically significant negative ITT on each of our three main out-
comes at midline (March 2020); the effect is largest for our behavioral measure, 
smaller for our implicit measure, and smallest (and not quite statistically significant 
at the 5% level, p = 0.057) for the explicit measure. These effects decay over time for 
the explicit and implicit measures of affective polarization, losing statistical signifi-
cance at endline (October 2020), though the ITTs remain negative16. The effect on 

15 This latter analysis was not pre-specified.
16 We present the pre-specified pooled results in Figure L.1, where the ITT on the explicit measure is no 
longer statistically significant at conventional levels (p = 0.270). The ITTs on the implicit and behavioral 
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our behavioral measure persists, remaining large and statistically significant even at 
endline. This is reassuring, as the behavioral measure is arguably the one that is least 
susceptible to experimenter demand effects, and the midline and endline were fielded 
six months apart.

Our index of explicit affective polarization incorporates multiple measures of per-
ceptions of the in-party and out-party. As scholars have shown, however, the growth 
in affective polarization in recent years has been driven by increasing hostility 
towards the out-party, rather than increasing affinity for the in-party (Iyengar & Kru-
penkin, 2018). Our results are consistent with this trend. Figure 3 disaggregates the 
treatment effect on affective polarization by feelings and trust towards the in-party 
and out-party. We find that the treatment effects at midline in Fig. 2 are driven by a 
reduction in out-party hostility rather than a reduction in in-party affinity.

To put these estimates in perspective, between 1978 and 2020, the average out-
party thermometer rating in the nationally representative American National Election 
Studies (ANES) survey dropped from roughly 52.61 to 19.56—a decline of approxi-
mately 33.05 points. In our midline, the average out-party thermometer rating among 
treatment group participants was 6.78 points higher than the average rating among 
control group participants. If a treatment effect of this magnitude were extrapolated 
to the ANES sample, it would reverse approximately one-fifth of the decline in out-
party “warmth” observed over more than four decades. Similarly, between 1978 and 
2020, the difference between in-party and out-party ratings in the ANES feeling ther-
mometer grew by roughly 31.30 points. In our midline, the average feeling ther-
mometer difference among treatment group participants was 7.43 points smaller than 

measures remain strongly statistically significant regardless of specification. Figure L.2 reports treatment 
effects estimated separately at each round for midline and endline (i.e. by running two separate regres-
sions, rather than computing marginal effects from the difference-in-differences estimator). The results 
largely confirm the conclusions of Fig.2 although the ITT on the explicit measure is somewhat weaker.

Fig. 2  Treatment effects on affective polarization and support for depolarization. Note: Estimates are 
standardized and include block fixed effects. Treatment assignment was blocked on (1) campus, (2) 
party, and (3) baseline affective polarization. Standard errors used to calculate 95% confidence inter-
vals are clustered by respondent
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the average difference among control group participants. If a treatment effect of this 
magnitude were extrapolated to the ANES sample, it would reverse nearly one-quar-
ter of the increase in affective polarization observed over more than four decades.

An intervention of this sort is likely to be most successful if it reduces affective 
polarization among both parties. While our sample size is too small to conduct a well-
powered test of the difference in effect sizes between Republican and Democratic 
participants, Fig. 4 shows that the treatment effects on Democrats and Republicans 
(as well as on Republican- and Democratic-leaning independents) look strikingly 
similar, with no indication of significant differences between them. These results 
suggest that the intervention reduced affective polarization among Republicans and 
Democrats alike. Results from additional pre-specified analyses of heterogeneous 
treatment effects can be found in Supplement Appendix K.

Given substantial attrition across the three waves of the survey (29%), one might 
be concerned that the apparent treatment effects on our main outcome measures are 
artifacts of systematic differences in the composition of the sample (akin to a selec-
tion effect) induced by differential attrition across the treated and control conditions. 
We probe this possibility in Supplement Appendix Q. We find that the primary pre-
dictor of attrition is treatment status, with treated respondents significantly more 
likely to respond to the midline and endline surveys (22 and 11 percentage points, 
respectively) than those in control. As Supplement Table Q.1 shows, differences 
between attriters and non-attriters are otherwise generally small and not statistically 
significant except for a few variables in the endline.

Building on this analysis, in Fig. 5 we present attrition-adjusted treatment effect 
estimates using an inverse probability weighting (IPW) approach, which recovers the 
ATE under the assumption that attrition is independent of potential outcomes condi-

Fig. 3  Treatment effects on affective polarization, in-party vs. out-party. Note: Estimates are standard-
ized and include block fixed effects. Treatment assignment was blocked on (1) campus, (2) party, 
and (3) baseline affective polarization. Standard errors used to calculate 95% confidence intervals are 
clustered by respondent
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tional on covariates (Gerber & Green, 2012, 221)17. Our treatment effect estimates 
using this procedure remain substantively similar in magnitude for all three of our 
main outcome measures, though the IPW-adjusted effect on implicit polarization at 
endline becomes stronger and retains significance at the p < 0.05 level.

One might also wonder about the possibility of experimenter demand effects driv-
ing the results, which would occur if treated individuals reported lower levels of 
polarization due to internalized expectations that they should appear less polarized 
as a result of participating in the study. But this seems unlikely to explain our find-
ings. Both treatment and control group respondents were aware of the purpose of the 
workshop and the study, so the reporting of socially desirable attitudes and behaviors 
around polarization could easily apply to both groups. Yet despite reporting similar 
levels of polarization at baseline, the groups diverge post-treatment, with respondents 
in the treatment condition showing reduced polarization relative to those in control.

Moreover, as we show in Supplement Appendix J, we find no effect on related 
outcomes (such as stereotyping or humanization of the outgroup) that should be simi-
larly susceptible to demand effects; if treated respondents were parroting back what 
they thought we wanted to hear, we should have picked up effects on these outcomes 
as well. In fact, our most persistent treatment effects are on implicit attitudes and the 
behavioral measure—the outcomes that should be least likely to be influenced by 
experimenter demand—which is the opposite of what we would expect if demand 
effects were indeed driving the results. Finally, state-of-the-art evidence on the preva-
lence and magnitude of demand effects in social science experiments demonstrates 
that they appear to be quite limited as a general rule (Mummolo & Peterson, 2019). 
The data suggests that our own study is in line with this overall trend.

Mechanisms

We find that recriprocal group reflection reduced affective polarization, at least in the 
short term. While our PAP outlined seven potential mechanisms that might explain 
these results, as we show in Supplement Appendix J, we find little to no evidence for 
any of these mechanisms in the survey data. Because we do find treatment effects on 
affective polarization, the lack of quantitative evidence for our pre-specified mecha-
nisms suggests either that the effects are being mediated by mechanisms we did not 
measure, or that our measurement strategy did not successfully operationalize the 
underlying constructs. In an effort to uncover the mechanism(s) at work, we exploit 
the rich qualitative data contained within transcripts of the workshops. It is from this 
analysis that we inductively identified the mechanisms outlined in our theoretical 
framework. We argue that the workshops reduced affective polarization by simulta-
neously increasing empathy for the outgroup (an emotional mechanism) and induc-

17 We describe the construction of these inverse probability weights in Supplement Appendix Q. These 
analyses were not pre-specified. However, Gomila and Clark (2022, 148) note that when treatment assign-
ment causes missingness (as in our case), “it is more likely for missingness to be conditional on a set of 
covariates,” making this a seemingly appropriate case for the applicaton if IPW.
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ing learning about cross-partisan commonalities and intra-partisan heterogeneity (a 
cognitive mechanism).

We audio-recorded and transcribed all workshop activities and assigned pseud-
onyms to participants to protect their privacy. We use this data—akin to four focus 
groups—in two ways. First, a team of research assistants coded the transcripts in rela-

Fig. 4  Treatment effects on affective polarization and support for depolarization by party. Note: Esti-
mates are standardized and include block fixed effects. Treatment assignment was blocked on (1) cam-
pus, (2) party, and (3) baseline affective polarization. Standard errors used to calculate 95% confidence 
intervals are clustered by respondent
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tion to the seven pre-specified mechanisms, using a codebook and manual available 
in the Supplementary Appendix. In particular, we classified units of data (phrases or 
full participant interventions) based on the type of mechanism they exemplified and 
their directionality (i.e. whether they signaled polarization or depolarization), identi-
fying a total of 722 depolarizing remarks (see frequencies in Fig. 6). Second, because 
depolarization during the workshops is an interactive process, we also read the tran-
scripts and analyzed conversations as a whole to capture group interactions, illumi-
nate patterns behind the frequencies in Fig. 6, and identify alternative depolarization 
pathways we had not anticipated or pre-specified. Together, these analyses help illus-
trate the mechanisms behind the reciprocal group reflection model described above.

We identify how both emotional and informational components combine in the 
intervention to allow individuals to generalize from their experience in the workshop 
to broader ideas about their ingroup and outgroup. Comments and conversations that 
(1) recognize ingroup heterogeneity, (2) show empathy for the outgroup, and (3) 
identify commonalities across groups are particularly salient throughout the work-
shops. They illuminate how participants decategorize in- and outgroup individuals 
from party stereotypes and learn to understand the outgroup point of view; experience 
salient categorization by discussing shared group values and priorities; and undergo 
a process of re-categorization by recognizing similarities across groups (beyond just 
the individuals in the workshops). Reciprocity between groups and group-based per-
spective-getting—two key features of the Braver Angels model—appear to have cre-
ated an emotional framework that facilitated the cognitive processes described below.

Decategorization

Decategorization happened in two ways. First, the workshops decreased ingroup 
identity salience by inducing participants to perceive their own party to be more 
heterogeneous than previously assumed. Importantly, the recognition of ingroup 

Fig. 5  Treatment effects on affective polarization using IPW for attrition. Note: IPW-adjusted treat-
ment effect estimates are standardized and include block fixed effects. Variables included in the IPW 
approach are based on Supplement Appendix Table Q.1
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diversity occurred in front of the outgroup, increasing mutual vulnerability. Com-
ments signaling decreased ingroup identity salience were the third most common 
mechanism identified in the workshop transcripts (120 instances); comments related 
to ingroup heterogeneity were especially frequent (111 instances). Ingroup heteroge-
neity was explicitly acknowledged by participants, as in the following quote from the 
Questions exercise:

Abby (Blue): So I am a pro-life Democrat... The thing that comes up with that, 
it sort of assumes you have to agree with every single thing about your party. 
And I think that is completely unrealistic. And if anything it limits American 
democracy by not allowing people to be within a party and not believe totally 
[in everything it stands for].

Such language was also common in discussions about ingroup “weaknesses” in the 
Stereotype and Fishbowl exercises. As illustrated by the conversation below discuss-
ing the “racist” stereotype, students often framed the “kernel of truth” by questioning 
their ingroup homogeneity. Separat- ing themselves (and others) from more extreme 
(stereotypical) voices in the party, they often acknowledged that “some, but not all” 
in their party might fulfill the stereotype being discussed:

Fig. 6  Frequency of discussion topics. Note: Number of times each pre-specified mechanism appeared 
across all workshops. Mechanisms were coded with a negative or positive valence in mind (i.e. whether 
they indicate increased or decreased polarization). One exception is individual ideological statements 
in which we coded any statement related to a participant’s ideological position, and were difficult to 
categorize as evidence of polarization or depolarization. For the other mechanisms, we only report 
codes that go in the depolarizing direction as we are interested in mechanisms of depolarization
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Jed (Red): Guaranteed there is a subset that are completely racist. Because I’ve 
heard it myself. But I feel that’s false for the vast majority...

Pauline (Red): The loudest people don’t represent the majority of the people.

De-categorization or disassociation also happened with respect to the outgroup. 
Empathy for the outgroup—that is, the ability to “imagine how another person thinks 
and feels given their situation, or an imagine-other perspective” (Batson & Ahmad, 
2009)—was the second most commonly coded mechanism in the transcripts. Partici-
pants frequently expressed an increased willingness and capacity to see things from 
the point of view of out-partisans. Maya (Blue), for example, shared that to “sit down 
and understand the thought process and try and empathize with the other point of 
view…[gave her] some strategies to do that outside of [the workshop] and navigate 
that.” Interested in the topic of religion, Tony (Red) appreciated “the very individual 
responses” that Blues gave, and was pleased that one can “actually have meaningful 
interactions…when you take the time to sit down with people to listen and to have 
a respectful conversation over the course of a couple hours… Once you have that 
transparency and discussion about what people believe, you try to find commonali-
ties, and don’t just stereotype.”

The reciprocal nature of the exercises appears to have generated greater emotional 
openness to receiving this new information. Some activities—especially the Stereo-
types and Fishbowl exercises— are designed in part to use reciprocity to create a 
sense of shared vulnerability. Participants are asked to identify the “kernel of truth” 
underlying negative stereotypes about their ingroup, and are encouraged to voice 
doubts about their own party’s values and policies, all while being observed by mem-
bers of the outgroup. As suggested by the quote below, by inducing participants to let 
their guard down—and to listen as both co-partisans and out-partisans let their guard 
down as well—these exercises helped establish the mutual empathy that facilitates 
information updating (i.e. re-categorization):

Ray (Blue): “I also found there to be, you know, lots of really good introspec-
tion on both sides. And I felt really validated by a lot of the self-reflection points 
during the Fishbowl especially.”

Yvonne (Blue): “I definitively was surprised by the amount of self-reflection 
and political criticism... It made me actually self-reflect and realize that maybe 
I should be more critical of my party.”

Salient Categorization

The disassociation mechanisms outlined above occurred alongside a process of 
salient categorization. Participants’ partisan identities are reinforced through the 
group-based exercises, and participants are asked throughout the day to speak as a 
supporter of their party. This process is perhaps clearest in the Fishbowl exercise, 
when participants are asked to discuss reasons their side’s values and policies are 
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good for the country, as well as reservations they have about their own party. This 
setup allows participants to connect their individual preferences (and themselves) 
with values and policies espoused by “their” group. In one conversation, Mollie 
(Blue) stated, “I think it is important to acknowledge no matter what party is domi-
nant in political offices, that our country is very prone to institutionalized discrimina-
tion. And that’s something that our party aims to resolve.” Similarly, Howard (Blue) 
explained that he thinks the values and policies of his party are good for the country 
because “our side recognizes everyone as they come from different backgrounds.”

The debrief at the end of the Fishbowl exercise demonstrates how it helped partici-
pants think of these conversations as credible—given by, and representative of, the 
outgroup. Bert (Blue), for example, learned that “they [Reds] are at a crossroads, espe-
cially when it comes to the whole nationalist versus globalist stand.” He now believes 
that “the Red side understands that they are at a crossroads where they’re going to 
have to decide one way or the other how involved they’re going to be in the world.” 
The group-based structure of the intervention appears to have facilitated this process 
of salient categorization, which is key to making inferences from interpersonal inter-
actions about a group at large. The intervention emphasized “Red” and “Blue” labels, 
organizing exercises and ingroup and outgroup conversations in terms of “sides,” 
thus reinforcing the salience of partisan identity, while simultaneously subverting ste-
reotypes through the process of de-categorization described above. Structuring the 
exercises around partisan identity helped to signal the credibility of workshop partici-
pants’ perspectives as representative of views within their party writ large.

Re-Categorization

Finally, we observe re-categorization when participants identify commonalities across 
groups. As depicted in Fig. 6, the most commonly coded mechanism in the qualita-
tive data was a reduction in perceived mass ideological polarization—in particular, 
the identification of commonalities across groups. Participants often expressed that 
the workshops helped them understand that they share many more values and goals 
with out-partisans than they initially realized, even if they disagree on specific poli-
cies. For example, Eric (Red) noted that he began “to realize that we all want the 
United States to do well…and the difference is fundamentally just the means. I real-
ize we really have some ways that we could work together.” Similarly, Taylor (Blue) 
remarked that “once [we] had found that common ground, then we kind of went off 
into, like I disagree on this, but with regards to certain family values, immediately, 
both groups. think that’s a good idea for kids to be raised in a loving household. And 
that’s where the disagreement happened: on how to implement it. But the…moral 
foundations are more similar than I had previously thought.”

In sum, the transcripts reveal how the intervention activated both cognitive and 
emotional mechanisms among participants. Comments and conversations during the 
workshops suggest participants learned that the outgroup is less extreme or more 
diverse in their views than initially thought; that the ingroup is also more diverse; 
and that there are more commonalities across groups than participants originally 
believed. These informational updates occurred against the backdrop of structured, 
empathy-inducing exercises grounded in a model of reciprocal group reflection.
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Discussion

In this study we describe and test a new model for reducing partisan polarization—
reciprocal group reflection—based on insights from marital counseling. In an exper-
imental evaluation of Braver Angels’ “Red/Blue” workshops, we find statistically 
significant reductions in explicit and implicit measures of affective polarization, and 
a statistically significant increase in participants’ behavioral support for depolariza-
tion. While the effect on our pre-specified explicit measure (difference between in-
party and out-party warmth) just misses the 5% significance threshold (p = 0.057), 
the effect on the now more customary measure of out-party warmth (Hartman et 
al., 2022; Voelkel et al., 2024) is significant at that threshold. The negative effect on 
explicit affective polarization is driven in particular by reduced out-party hostility 
rather than reduced in-party affinity. This is important given evidence suggesting that 
affective polarization in the US is driven primarily by increasing hostility towards 
out-partisans (Iyengar & Krupenkin, 2018). These effects appear to be consistent 
across Republican and Democratic participants.

Effects on the behavioral measure, while more noisily estimated, persist at end-
line; effects on the implicit and explicit measures remain negative, but lose statis-
tical significance. The weakening of the attitudinal effects could be due to actual 
decay in the impact of the workshops on affective polarization, or to the radically 
changed environment between midline and endline. This combination of attitudi-
nal and behavioral results is also consistent with research suggesting that behaviors 
may be more malleable than attitudes and beliefs (Mousa, 2020; Paluck et al., 2021; 
Scacco & Warren, 2018).

The exercise in reciprocal group reflection did at least as well as other studied 
intergroup contact interventions to reduce outgroup prejudice, extending this exist-
ing literature on racial and ethnic prejudice to partisan identities. Pooling across 
intergroup contact studies, Paluck, Green and Green (2019) find that the effect of 
contact on prejudice is about a third of a standard deviation relative to the control 
group mean. Our study increases outparty warmth and outparty trust by a very similar 
amount at midline, about 0.37 standard deviations18.

Our qualitative data suggest a plausible theory of change: that informational and 
emotional mechanisms interact to achieve depolarization. Based on systematically 
coded transcripts of the workshops, we find that the most frequently observed mecha-
nisms include both informational (e.g. perceived mass polarization) and emotional 
(e.g. empathy towards the outgroup) components. Participants appear to have assimi-
lated new information: they reported learning that the opposing party is less extreme 
and that their own party is more heterogeneous than they believed (de- categoriza-
tion); that these lessons about individuals are applicable to the larger group (salient 
categorization); and that both parties share common values (re-categorization)19. 

18 It is harder to directly compare the effectiveness of the Red/Blue model to deliberation interventions, 
as the outcome of interest in studies of deliberation is almost always policy attitudes rather than outgroup 
prejudice (Theuwis, van Ham and Jacobs, 2021).
19 This is often what researchers and practitioners hope to achieve with mixed group discussions or contact 
with the outgroup—both of which have an ambiguous record of success in the literature (Paluck, 2010; 
Paluck, Green and Green, 2019).
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But participants also appear to have changed the way they feel about the outgroup, 
becoming more empathetic and more willing to humanize out-partisans.

We posit that the unique characteristics of the intervention as an exercise in 
reciprocal group reflection were particularly conducive to depolarization: observing 
self-reflection in others can transmit new information and generate empathy for the 
out-group. To help generalize lessons from this workshop to other interventions, we 
would ideally like to know how each of its characteristics drives its impact. Future 
research could test the value of reciprocity in a much simpler non-group setting by, 
for example, having pairs of outgroup members listen to each other’s perspective, 
with the knowledge it will be reciprocal, and compare that to a similar unpaired 
perspective-getting exercise. We would then want to understand whether a recipro-
cal perspective-getting exercise at the individual level has a similar effect on salient 
categorization—i.e. applying inferences about a group member to an entire group—
as a reciprocal perspective-getting exercise at the group level.

As to why the mechanisms identified in the qualitative data are not apparent in 
the survey data presented in Supplement Appendix J, we believe this discrepancy is 
likely due to a mix of (1) unanticipated mediators and (2) mismeasurement. As an 
example of the former, our survey measure of perceived mass ideological polariza-
tion captures the extent to which people believe the public is polarized around cer-
tain issues. But the qualitative data show that participants did not necessarily update 
their priors about issue polarization; instead, they updated about the commonality of 
values across groups, as well as the heterogeneity of the ingroup—neither of which 
is captured by our survey data. As for mismeasurement, the fact that we see substan-
tial empathy expressed toward the outgroup during these workshops may indicate 
that our quantitative measure corresponding to self-reported willingness to take the 
perspective of an outparty member is insufficiently sensitive to changes in empathic 
tendencies among participants.

Finally and more speculatively, there are some aspects of this particular interven-
tion that we believe merit further examination. The moderators’ adherence to “even-
handedness” may have allowed misinformation or extreme views to go unchecked, 
potentially altering participants’ perceptions of what is true or normatively accept-
able. This was not something our study was designed to analyze, but we believe 
it deserves further consideration. We also note that depolarization in the past has 
sometimes come at the expense of the rights of, and justice for, marginalized minor-
ity groups. Levitsky and Ziblatt (2018) describe this as a bargain between elites—
whereby lawmakers implicitly or explicitly agree to abandon racial justice in order 
to placate colleagues who hold.extreme (racist) views—but it is possible that we 
might observe similar dynamics among workshop participants, especially given the 
emphasis on harmony and reconciliation. On the other hand, there is accumulating 
evidence that non-threatening conversations can reduce intolerance (Kalla & Broock-
man, 2020)—gains that could be lost with a more confrontational approach. This, 
too, merits further consideration. All told, we see reason to be optimistic about the 
depolarizing effects of workshops that encourage civil discussion and perspective 
taking between groups with seemingly irreconcilable views.
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