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Abstract

Even though taking part in elections is one of the most direct tools to influence the
socio-political system, many people choose not to vote. Research shows that this problem is
especially prevalent among those citizens who do not believe they have control over social
and political issues, but the question remains as to what could encourage their voting
behavior. We predicted that individuals who experience low levels of control can be more
susceptible to ingroup norms regarding participation in political elections than those with a
high sense of sociopolitical control. Across six studies we found consistent support for this
hypothesis. Specifically, people who experience decreased sociopolitical control were more
likely to vote when descriptive norms (measured or manipulated) were conducive to voting.
The results have important theoretical and applied implications, illuminating the boundary
conditions under which people deprived of control can still be motivated to participate in a
political sphere.
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Voting in political elections is a central tool to influence social and political reality.
Therefore, it is crucial to know what motivates people to participate in them and what
accounts for their apathy and disengagement. Past research has shown that willingness to take
part in elections is related to higher levels of perceived control over sociopolitical affairs.
Specifically, those who believe that they as citizens can influence political decisions and feel
responsible for them are also more likely to vote (Paulhus & Christie, 1981). In contrast, a
higher external locus of control, which reflects low levels of personal control, is related to
social and political alienation (Twenge et al., 2004). In the current research we examine social
factors, such as ingroup norms, that may nonetheless encourage people with low levels of
perceived sociopolitical control to vote.

Sense of Control and Voting

Past conceptualizations of sense of control consistently suggest that it is a
heterogeneous construct (Rothbaum et al., 1982; Skinner, 1996). For instance, Paulhus and
Christie (1981) argued that people can experience control (or a lack thereof) in three different
and conceptually independent spheres. Firstly, people can experience control over their own
actions and achievements, which is described as personal control. Secondly, they can feel
control over their interactions with other people - this sphere was labeled by the authors as
interpersonal control. Finally, people may differ in the feelings of control over the political
and social system. Perceived control in this sphere is termed as sociopolitical control (SPC)
and it positively predicts a variety of indices of political engagement, such as participation in
local politics, voting, writing letters to politicians or boycotting products (Paulhus & Christie,

1981)%. Similarly, perceptions of general self-efficacy, directly related to sense of control, are

! The construct of sociopolitical control is related to that of political self-efficacy, however, there are some
important differences between them. First, scales of the latter construct measure whether an individual believes
he or she can influence political affairs on their own and, second, they are limited strictly to the political life of
the country (e.g., Craig et al., 1990). On the contrary, sociopolitical control scale measures control on the
collective level ("we, the voters", "we, as consumers" etc.) and captures a variety of beliefs, not only restricted to
politics (e.g., control that people have over economy, business or wars).
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predictive of actual voting behavior (Condon & Holleque, 2013). Likewise, a more specific
construct of perceived efficacy in the political sphere has been shown to be a robust predictor
of voting intentions (Karp & Banducci, 2008). Additionally, an individual’s perception of
their competence as a political actor combined with a belief that the political system is
responsive to citizens’ demands was shown to be strongly related to voting probability
(Pollock, 1983). Finally, research shows that those citizens who experience very high levels
of control over the result of the elections (they perceive an inflated probability of casting a
decisive ballot) are more likely to vote in the elections (Darmofal, 2010).

Whereas the main effect of a sense of control over politics on voting has already been
established, it is still not clear under what conditions people who experience low control over
their personal and socio-political environments would engage in political elections. At the
same time, research shows that when people feel deprived of control, they are more likely to
conform to the salient social norms of their ingroup (Barth et al., 2017; Jonas & Fritsche,
2012; Stollberg et al., 2017). However, no research so far has considered the interactive effect
of individual differences in perceived sociopolitical control and group norms on voting
intentions. Combining these two insights, we propose that even those who have low
sociopolitical control can nonetheless feel motivated to vote when they are surrounded by a
positive, participatory social norm.

Social Norms and Voting Intentions

In general, when it comes to voting, people are influenced by the behavior of their
community. For instance, Bond and colleagues (2012) demonstrated that exposing subjects to
examples of their friends who had already taken part in the elections increased chances of
voting and this effect was further spread in social networks. These results are in line with
earlier research showing that voting is contagious, such that encouraging a single person to

vote increases chances of casting a ballot by their significant other (Nickerson, 2008) and it
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may influence on average, at least four other people’s decision whether to vote or not (Fowler,
2005). This is also one of the reasons why highlighting a negative descriptive norm which
states that most people do not vote — a strategy often employed by authorities and media - is
not effective and it may impair rather than improve actual voting turnout (Cialdini et al.,
2006; Gerber & Rogers, 2009). Specifically, when people are presented with information that
the majority of their ingroup members are not active voters, they may conclude that not taking
part in elections is commonly accepted and approved by their ingroup. In sum, the existing
literature suggests that people’s voting behavior is strongly affected by whether other people
in their social environment vote or not.

However, Gerber and Rogers (2009) found that presenting participants with a positive
descriptive norm, which suggested that turnout among citizens of the same state was
increasing, affected only those who were infrequent voters. Frequent voters showed no
differences in their intention to vote. This initial evidence may suggest that infrequent, and
presumably more apathetic, voters might be more strongly influenced by ingroup voting
norms, not revealing the underlying psychological mechanism that accounts for these effects.
In our research we propose that low sociopolitical control voters can be more easily
influenced by ingroup voting norms, especially norms that are present in their reference
group. Additionally, the influence of the norm among participants’ family and acquaintances
regarding voting intentions was demonstrated to be even stronger and universal (Gerber et al.,
2008; Gerber & Rogers, 2009). These results are in line with the self-categorization theory
(Turner et al., 1987), according to which groups that are closer to one’s self have a greater
impact on behavior.

Based on this knowledge, in the current research we decided to measure compliance to
social norms of the ingroup operationalized on two different levels: the whole nation and

participants’ acquaintances. We assumed that lack of control should increase conformity to
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both kinds of norms, but we also wanted to explore whether the effect would be stronger for
the ingroup defined as acquaintances.
Compliance to Social Norms When Lacking Control

When people’s sense of control is threatened, they are motivated to restore it
(Rothbaum et al., 1982) and one way to do so is to turn to social groups and to their norms.
For example, low (vs. high) power participants are more likely to be influenced by opinions of
other people (Galinsky et al., 2008), and to adhere to social norms (Lammers et al., 2010). In
addition, the less competent people feel, the more they obey the rules imposed on them (Lucas
& Lovaglia, 2014; Milyavsky et al., 2020). In sum, this evidence suggests that when people
feel low in agency and do not know how to act, then they are more vigilant to cues signaling
what other people do and tend to behave in the same way.

Research also shows that increased norm compliance occurs when an individual’s
motive of personal control is endangered. For instance, Stollberg, Fritsche and Jonas (2017)
showed that when low control was salient, people were more prone to follow the ingroup (but
not outgroup) norms they were presented with. In a similar vein, lack of control over
environmental threat increased group protective behavior and conformity to ingroup norms
(Barth et al., 2017). These results are explained by the group-based control model (Fritsche et
al., 2011, 2013), which states that threat to personal control increases people’s willingness to
activate their social self by thinking and acting as group members. Parallelly, supporting the
view that lack of control results in increased norm compliance, numerous studies have shown
that mortality salience leads to increased following of group norms (Fritsche et al., 2010;
Gailliot et al., 2008; Jonas et al., 2008).

Taken together, this research suggests that threatened perceptions of control over their
environment make people more susceptible to salient social norms. Drawing on this literature,

the aim of our research was to answer the question of whether participatory social norms can
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be used to motivate people with internalized low levels of sociopolitical control to vote. The
novelty of this research resides in examining whether increased norm compliance is not only a
response to a threatened sense of control, but also a characteristic typical for people who are
chronically low in their feelings of sociopolitical control (Paulhus & Christie, 1981). Whereas
previous research has mainly concentrated on the personal level of control as a predictor of
norm compliance, we propose that in the specific domain of voting behavior, a sense of
sociopolitical control might be a crucial predictor of norm following intentions related to
voting.

In sum, to the best of our knowledge, this would be the first research to address the
problem of whether it is possible to decrease voter apathy among participants with low
sociopolitical control levels, using positive participatory norms. We base this assumption on
both research demonstrating increased norm compliance under lack of control and on
evidence showing that influencing perception of norms can be a successful way of changing
patterns of social behavior (for a review, see Tankard & Paluck, 2016).

Current Research

In a set of six studies conducted in different social contexts we measured perceptions
of voting norms among ingroup members or manipulated those perceptions. Each time we
asked about social norms with regard to two reference groups - the whole nation and
participants’ acquaintances. Across all studies we tested the hypothesis that participants with
low (vs. high) sociopolitical control levels would be more likely to conform to the ingroup
norm, i.e., when the voting ingroup norm was strong, they would tend to vote more than when
the ingroup voting norm was weak. In Study 1 this was an exploratory hypothesis, while in
the remaining studies it was confirmatory. Across studies 1a, 1b, 2 and 3 we offer
correlational evidence for our claims, while in studies 4 and 5 we provide additional

experimental support for our main hypotheses.
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Study 1

We conducted this study in parallel in two countries — Poland (Study 1a) and Spain
(Study 1b) to check whether the effects generalize across contexts. Our main preregistered
hypothesis was that there would be an interaction between perceived personal control and the
voting norm on voting intentions such that those who perceive less control would rely more
on group norms. Data, syntaxes and codebook for all the studies are available at
https://osf.io/m8vby/. Preregistration for this study is available at https://osf.io/uc2yw.
Method
Participants

Expecting relatively small effect sizes, we recruited at least 350 participants in each
country. In Study 1a, 482 Polish participants recruited from the platform ResearchOnline
completed the procedure in exchange for monetary compensation?®. We excluded 105
participants who failed to fill in at least one of the attention checks properly* and two
participants who were not Polish. This left us with a final sample of 375 participants (148
male, 226 female, 1 other; Mage = 39.92, SD = 12.01). In Study 1b, 403 Spanish participants
were recruited through an academic mailing list in exchange for participating in a lottery. We
excluded 23 participants who failed to fill in at least one of the attention checks properly and

27 participants who were not Spanish. This left us with a final sample of 353 participants (104

2 In each study conducted in Poland the company received around 10 PLN (~2.5 USD) for each participant,
while the company in Chile - 1.5 Euro (~1.8 USD) for each participant. In Spain participants took part in a
lottery.

3 For studies 1a, 2, 3, and 4 we used the services of ResearchOnline (http://researchonline.pl/) and Pollster
(https://pollster.pl/), Polish research platforms with expertise in recruiting participants of different gender, age,
education level, and political beliefs across the country. Pollster has a research panel with nationwide coverage,
so it was preferred for studies 2-4. In Study 5 (Chile) we used the services of Netquest
(https://www.netquest.com/) that offers broad access to Chilean participants (N > 61 000). Each of the
companies provided high-quality data and tried to make the sample as representative for the given country
population as possible using online participants. In each of them, participants are being compensated for their
work, depending on the time and effort that needs to be invested in filling in a given survey.

* We decided to include attention checks in all of our studies based on the results by Oppenheimer et al. (2009),
who reported that in psychological studies 14 to 46% of participants fail to read and follow the instructions in the
experiment. Authors demonstrated that excluding such participants from the dataset increases its reliability,
statistical power and overall validity of the data.
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male, 247 female, 2 other; Mage = 24.83, SD = 7.61). We conducted a sensitivity analysis using
G*Power (Faul et al., 2007) and found that with such a sample, the minimum effect that we
could detect (a = .05 and 1- B =.80) was f = .03 for both studies 1a and 1b.

Materials and Procedure

We conducted this study on-line two weeks before the elections for the European
Parliament in Poland and in Spain in 2019. We informed participants they were taking part in
the study on different experiences and aspects of social life. Afterwards we asked them to fill
in the following scales.

Spheres of control. Participants filled in two subscales from the spheres of control
scale (Paulhus & Van Selst, 1990): personal control (10 items, e.g., “I can usually achieve
what I want when I work hard for it”, “Once I make plans, I am almost certain to make them
work”, Study la: « = .78, Study 1b: « = .74) and socio-political control (10 items, e.g., “By
taking an active part in political and social affairs we, the people, can control world events”,
“The average citizen can influence government decisions”, Study la: a = .76, Study 1b: a =
71).

Perceived voting norms. Afterwards participants estimated the percentage of their
ingroup members that would take part in elections for the European parliament using two
separate items: “In your opinion, what percentage of Poles (Spaniards) will vote in the next
elections on May 26?”. The same question but with regard to the group “people you know”
was used to elicit the acquaintances voting norm. Participants gave their answers on a slider
ranging from 0 to 100%.

Voting intentions. We used two items: “What is the probability that you will vote in
the upcoming elections for the European Parliament on the scale from 0 (I am sure [ won’t

vote) to 100 (I am sure I will vote)?”” and “How important is it for you to vote in the
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upcoming elections to European Parliament on the scale from 0 (not at all) to 100 (very
much)?” (Study la: r = .87, o = .93, Study 1b: r = .50, o = .67).

Attention checks. We used two attention checks: “If you’re reading this please choose
number two”. We included similar attention checks in all of the described studies®.
Results
Confirmatory analyses - personal control as a moderator

National voting norm. First, we examined the main effects of personal control and
perceived voting norm on voting intentions. In Study 1a, both variables were significant
predictors of voting intentions (Personal control: b = 4.46, 95% CI [0.42, 8.50], = .11,p =
.031, Voting norm: b =0.43, 95% CI [0.19, 0.67], # = .18, p <.001). We then added an
interaction between personal control and perceived voting norm, but it was non-significant (b
= -0.15, 95% CI [-0.42, 0.13], p = .296; R? change < .01).

In Study 1b, the effect of personal control on voting intentions was not significant (b =
3.15, 95% CI [-0.39, 6.70], # = .09, p = .081), but perceived social norm was a significant
predictor (b = 0.29, 95% CI [0.12, 0.46], p = .18, p =.001). However, the interaction between
the two variables was non-significant as well (b = 0.16, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.40], p = .169; R?
change < .01)°.

Acquaintances voting norm. Then, we examined the main effect of perceived
acquaintances voting norm on voting intentions. It was a strong and significant predictor in
Study 1a (b = 0.71, 95% CI [0.59, 0.83], 8 = .52, p < .001) and Study 1b (b = 0.34, 95% ClI
[0.24, 0.45], p = .34, p < .001). However, an interaction between personal control and

perceived voting norm was non-significant in both studies (Study 1a: b =-0.03, 95% CI [-

® Apart from the hypotheses and scales described in the main text in each of the studies we tested different
hypotheses using several additional scales not related to the purpose of this paper. All of them are reported in the
Supplementary materials.

6 Descriptive statistics and correlation coefficients for the main variables in all studies are included in Tables 1-6
in the Supplementary materials.
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0.17, 0.11], p = .689; R? change < .01; Study 1b: b = 0.06, 95% CI [-0.07, 0.18], p = .361; R?
change < .01)".
Exploratory analyses - sociopolitical control as a moderator

In subsequent exploratory analyses we examined whether the hypothesized interaction
would occur for sociopolitical control and social norms.

National voting norm. The main effect of sociopolitical control on voting intentions
was significant (Study 1a: b = 13.49, 95% CI [9.75, 17.24], f = .34, p < .001; Study 1b: b =
8.46, 95% CI [5.33, 11.60], p = .27, p <.001). Next, we added an interaction between
sociopolitical control and perceived voting norm, which was significant for Study 1a (b = -
0.51, 95% CI [-0.80, -0.21], p < .001; R? change = .03). The simple slope analysis revealed
that the effect of national social norm was a significant and positive predictor for participants
who scored low on sociopolitical control (b = 0.78, 95% CI [0.47, 1.09], 8 = .33, p <.001),
but this effect was not significant among those who scored high on sociopolitical control (b =
-0.09, 95% CI [-0.45, 0.28], 8 = -.04, p = .641)8. See Figure 1. This interaction was not

significant for Study 1b (b =-0.08, 95% CI [-0.27, 0.12], = -.04, p = .437).

"We did not include any covariates in the models reported in this manuscript.
8 In each study we understand "low" and "high" as -1SD and +1SD of the moderator. We computed conditional
effects of the predictor at different values of the moderator using PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2018).



WALK THIS WAY 12

Figure 1
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived National Voting Norm on

Voting Intentions in Study la
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Note: On each figure in this paper describing correlational data shades around the lines illustrating
slopes depict 95% confidence intervals. To create the graphs we used ggplot2 package (Wickham,

2016) and ggeffects package (Liidecke, 2018).

Acquaintances voting norm. We repeated the analyses using the norms of
participants’ acquaintances. The interaction was significant for Study 1a (b =-0.23, 95% CI [-
0.37,-0.10], p < .001; R? change = .02). Further analysis revealed that the effect of ingroup
norm was stronger for participants who scored low on sociopolitical control (b = 0.82, 95%
CI[0.67,0.98], p = .59, p <.001), than among those who scored high on sociopolitical

control (b = 0.43, 95% CI [0.26, 0.60], 8 = .30, p < .001)°. See Figure 2. The pattern was

® For detailed statistics including statistical significance transition points and percentage of participants scoring
below these points (based on Johnson-Neyman output in PROCESS macro) see Table 7 in the Supplementary
materials.
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similar although it was not significant for Study 1b (b =-0.10, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.01], p = .087,

R? change = .01)01%,

Figure 2
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Acquaintances Noting Norm

on Voting Intentions in Study la
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Discussion

The aim of Study 1 was to test whether participants who experience a chronic lack of
control would be more likely to follow the ingroup norm when it comes to voting. We did not
find support for this hypothesis in the domain of personal control. We did find, however, that
people who lack sociopolitical control depended more strongly on the ingroup norm, both

when it came to the norm of the ingroup in terms of the whole nation (in Study 1a) and their

10 For exploratory reasons we conducted an analysis for voting importance and voting probability separately. The
subsequent analysis revealed that there was no significant interaction between sociopolitical control and norm
for voting importance (b < 0.01, 95% CI [-0.13, 0.13], p = .985) but there was a significant interaction for voting
probability (b =-0.20, 95% CI [-0.34, -0.06], p = .004). Same as in study 1a, the influence of acquaintances
voting norm was a stronger predictor for participants who scored low on sociopolitical control (b = 0.61, 95% CI
[0.45, 0.77], p = .50, p < .001), than among those who scored high on sociopolitical control (b = 0.29, 95% ClI
[0.14, 0.45], p = .24, p < .001).

1 \We additionally checked whether the results of the studies are not due to differences in participants' political
orientation, adding this variable as a covariate in all of the studies. The main pattern of the results remained
unchanged. Therefore, we did not further include these variables in the model when describing the results.
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close acquaintances (in both studies). This effect was tested in two different countries
parallelly, although in Spain it occurred only for voting probability and the acquaintances
voting norm. This might have happened because Spain is a much less homogeneous country
at the national level than Poland, with many differentiated and highly influential regional
identities that might reduce the impact of national level norms (e.g., Rodriguez & Moya,
1998).
Study 2

The initial aim of Study 2 was to replicate the results of Study 1 using an experimental
manipulation of the social norm in the context of legislative elections. Specifically, we
randomly assigned participants to a low vs. high turnout condition and informed them that
their ingroup members are the least vs. most active voters. For the ingroup we chose people of
the same age (between 30 and 45 years old). As in reality voting turnout in Poland is highest
among old people and lowest among young people, we assumed it would be most credible to
manipulate the norm of the group that is the most neutral in terms of voting probability,
namely middle-aged people. We predicted that participants with low (vs. high) sociopolitical
control levels would be more likely to conform to the ingroup norm. Preregistration for this
study is available at https://osf.io/n4qg6u.
Method
Participants

Three hundred nineteen participants recruited from the platforms ResearchOnline and
Pollster completed the online study in exchange for monetary compensation. We excluded 93
participants who failed to fill in properly at least one of the attention checks, 26 participants
who were younger than 30 or older than 45, two participants who admitted they had not read
the article in the manipulation task, 39 participants who were not able to properly answer the

comprehension check, and three participants who admitted they did not have voting rights. All
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of the exclusion criteria were preregistered. This left us with a final sample of 156 participants
(72 male, 84 female, Mage = 37.03, SD = 4.80). Exclusions did not change the pattern of the
results. Sensitivity analysis showed that with this sample size the minimum effect that we
could detect for o = .05 and 1-p = .80 was f = .07.

Materials and procedure

We conducted the study on-line four months before the general legislative elections in
Poland in 20109.

Spheres of control. At the beginning of the experiment participants filled in two
subscales from the spheres of control scale: personal control subscale (o = .82) and socio-
political control subscale (a = .79).

Norm manipulation. Next, we randomly assigned participants to one of the two
conditions (strong vs. weak norm) and asked them to read an article titled “Young adults are
likely (vs. not likely) to vote. People aged between 30 and 45 are the most (vs. least) active
voters”. The article described the results of research on voting intentions conducted by experts
in the field of political science stating that, depending on the condition, young adults are much
more (vs. much less) likely to vote than people in other age groups.

Reading check. Next, we asked participants whether they read it using a yes/no
question.

Comprehension check. To make sure participants understood the content of the
article we asked them to rank age groups from the most to the least active voters. In the final
sample we included only participants who classified their age group as most active in the
“strong norm” condition and as least active in the “weak norm” condition.

Voting intentions. We measured participants’ voting intentions with the same items

asin Study 1 (r =.92, a = .96).
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Perceived voting norms. Afterwards participants estimated the percentage of their
ingroup members that would take part in the elections to Polish parliament as in Study 1.

Demographics. At the end of the questionnaire participants answered questions about
their sex, age, occupation, and education level. We also asked participants whether they had
voting rights.
Results

First, we examined the main effects of our independent variables on declared voting
intentions. Sociopolitical control was a significant predictor (b = 12.85, 95% CI [8.57, 17.14],
f = .43, p <.001), but the effect of manipulation was not significant (Mweak norm = 85.98,
Matrong norm = 79.98, b = -6.52, 95% CI [-14.00, 0.95], 8 = -.13, p = .087). We then added an
interaction between sociopolitical control and manipulation of norm on voting intentions,
which was non-significant, b = 0.79, 95% CI [-7.81, 9.39], p = .857, R? change < .01.

National voting norm. In the next step we checked whether our hypothesis can be
supported using measured, not manipulated norms as a predictor. Whereas the main effect of
national voting norm on voting intentions was not significant (b = 0.31, 95% CI [-0.05, 0.67],
p=.12, p =.095), an interaction between sociopolitical control and voting norm was
significant (b = -0.51, 95% CI [-0.92, -0.10], p = .014; R? change = .03). The simple slope
analysis showed that the effect of national social norm was positive and significant for
participants who scored low (b = 0.63, 95% CI [0.19, 1.07], p = .25, p =.005), but not for
those who scored high on sociopolitical control (b =-0.26, 95% CI [-0.84, 0.32], f =-.11,p =

.370). See Figure 3.
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Figure 3
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Voting Norm on the National

Level on Voting Intentions in Study 2
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Acquaintances voting norm. We repeated this analysis for the acquaintances voting
norm. The main effect of norms was significant (b = 0.49, 95% CI [0.34, 0.64], f = .42, p <
.001). An interaction between this norm and sociopolitical control was also significant (b = -
0.27,95% CI [-0.42, -0.12], p < .001; R? change = .05). A subsequent analysis revealed that
the acquaintances voting norm was a significant predictor of voting intentions among
participants who scored low on sociopolitical control (b = 0.67, 95% CI [0.49, 0.85], f = .58,
p <.001), but not significant among those who scored high on sociopolitical control (b = 0.20,

95% CI [-0.01, 0.41], 8 = .17, p = .067)*2. See Figure 4.

12 Reported analyses were conducted on the data collapsed across conditions. When we repeated analyses
separately for each condition, it occurred that interaction with national norm as predictor was significant only in
the weak norm condition, while on the other hand interaction with norm among friends as predictor was
significant only in the strong norm condition. Although these interactions were not significant in the other
conditions (ps < .16), the pattern of the results was very similar. The lack of significance was probably due to not
enough power to detect the effect in the split sample.
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Figure 4
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Voting Acquaintances Voting
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Discussion

In Study 2 we did not find the predicted effect of our experimental manipulation on
voting intentions, which might be due to the type of ingroup (i.e., age group) used. It is
possible that people think of themselves rather in terms of the roles they play and more
established groups they belong to (e.g., based on nationality, ethnicity, etc.) rather than an
arbitrarily specified age group, which is not based on common identity or shared values and in
a highly polarized political context like Poland it may not provide any useful guidance to
people low in control. Indeed, we not only observed a lack of interaction, but also no direct
influence of norm manipulation on voting intentions. However, when we performed the
analysis using the perceived norm as a predictor, we found the expected interaction pattern
that replicated the findings of Study 1. Specifically, people who scored low (vs. high) on
sociopolitical control were more likely to depend on ingroup norms in terms of voting.

Study 3
In Study 2 we did not find an effect of our manipulation and this could be due to the

fact that information about the age group was not informative enough to help to regain control
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by following the group norm. Thus, we conducted a correlational study in the context of
Polish presidential elections to check whether acquaintances and national norms in such a
polarized context would still influence willingness to vote among low SPC participants. To
check whether our results can be obtained in yet another type of election, which were
conducted in an even more polarized context, we administered the next correlational study
just before the presidential elections in Poland in June 2020. At that time, Polish society was
strongly divided — according to polls (and confirmed with actual results) half of society
supported the president running for reelection, while the other half supported the opposition
candidates. Again, we predicted that participants with low (vs. high) sociopolitical control
levels would be more likely to conform to the ingroup norm. Preregistration for this study is
available at https://aspredicted.org/2wi89.pdf.
Method
Participants

According to a previously conducted power analysis, to test linear multiple regression
with an effect size between small and medium (f = 0.04, a = .05, 1-p = .90) and three
predictors we needed 359 subjects. Four hundred eleven participants recruited from the
platform Pollster completed the whole procedure of the study in exchange for monetary
compensation. We excluded two participants who admitted they did not have voting rights.
This left us with a final sample of 409 participants (214 males, 194 females, 1 other, Mage =
44.87, SD = 14.75)%%,
Materials and procedure

We conducted this study online one week before the presidential elections in Poland in

2020.

13 1n this study, to avoid providing monetary compensation for participants who did not follow the instructions,
we included the same attention check as in studies 1-2, which this time — in the case of not completing it
properly — ended the procedure of the study right away. 36 participants who filled in the attention check
improperly were not allowed to continue the study.
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Spheres of control scale. At the beginning of the experiment participants filled in two
subscales from the spheres of control scale: personal control subscale (o = .73) and socio-
political control subscale (o = .65).

Perceived voting norms. Next, participants estimated the social norm of voting in
presidential elections in Poland separately for Poles and people they knew personally.
Participants gave their answers on a slider ranging from 0 to 100%%*.

Voting intentions. We measured participants’ voting intentions in the same way as in
studies 1 and 2 (r = .85, a = .92).

Results

National norm. Both sociopolitical control and national voting norm were significant
predictors of voting intentions (Sociopolitical control: b = 4.57, 95% CI [1.62, 7.53], f = .14,
p =.002; National norm: b =0.62, 95% CI [0.43, 0.81], 5 = .30, p <.001). However, an
interaction between norm and control was non-significant, b = 0.02, 95% CI [-0.21, 0.26], p =
.842 (R? change < .01).

Acquaintances voting norm. The main effect of the perceived voting norm on voting
intentions was significant (b = 0.50, 95% CI [0.40, 0.60], § = .43, p < .001). The predicted
interaction was significant as well (b = -0.17, 95% CI [-0.29, -0.05], p = .005, R? change =
.02). Simple slopes analysis showed that the effect of ingroup norm was stronger for
participants who scored low (b = 0.62, 95% CI [0.49, 0.76], = .54, p < .001), than for those
who scored high (b =0.36, 95% CI [0.22, 0.50], # = .31, p <.001) on the sociopolitical

control scale. See Figure 5.

1% 1n this study we additionally measured perceived voting norms among government supporters and people
opposing government. We were interested in whether in times of high political polarization people with low
sociopolitical control levels will be more easily swayed by norms existing among the same political option
supporters. We did not find support for this hypothesis in the data. A detailed description of the results is
included in the Supplementary materials.
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Figure 5
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Acquaintances Voting Norm

on Voting Intentions in Study 3
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Discussion

In Study 3 we aimed at replicating the pattern of the results obtained in studies 1 and 2
in the context of different types of elections (presidential ones) in a more polarized context.
Participants who scored low on the sociopolitical control scale were more likely to conform to
the norm among their friends and acquaintances. This time, however, the national norm was
not related to voting intentions differently for participants with particular sociopolitical
control levels. This might be due to a very high polarization in Polish society at the time of
the elections. It is possible that in such a context, the general national norm was no longer
informative for participants or it was not treated by them as a point of reference, as it no
longer represented their values.

Study 4

Study 2 showed correlational evidence of the effect of national norms on voting

intentions amongst low SPC participants in the context of Polish legislative elections,

however Study 3 showed no such effect in the context of more polarized presidential
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elections. In study 4 (conducted one week before legislative elections) we experimentally
manipulated national norms to check their influence on Polish voters. Thus, the goal of Study
4 was to replicate previous findings with a revised manipulation. To that end, we performed a
pilot study (described in detail in the Supplementary materials). In this experiment we
changed the reference group in the manipulation task from an age group to a national group.
We predicted that participants with low (vs. high) sociopolitical control levels would be more
likely to conform to the national norm. In addition to manipulating the national norm we also
measured perceived norms among participants’ acquaintances. Here, we similarly predicted
that participants with low (vs. high) sociopolitical control levels would be more likely to
conform to the norm. Preregistration for this study is available at https://osf.io/hrvd7.
Method
Participants

We determined the sample size using G*Power software. For a linear multiple
regression test with an effect size between small and medium (f = 0.04, « = .05, 1- g =.80)
and three predictors we obtained the number of 277 subjects. Three hundred eighty-two
participants recruited from the platform Pollster completed the procedure of the study in
exchange for monetary compensation. We excluded 57 participants who failed to fill in the
attention check properly, one participant who admitted they did not read the article in the
manipulation task, 56 participants who were not able to properly answer the comprehension
check and two participants who admitted they did not have voting rights. This left us with a
final sample of 266 participants (116 males, 149 females, 1 other, Mage = 46.94, SD = 17.21).
Materials and procedure

We conducted the study on-line one week before the general legislative elections in

Poland in 2019.
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Spheres of control. At the beginning of the experiment participants filled in two
subscales from the spheres of control scale: personal control subscale (o = .76) and
sociopolitical control subscale (a = .67).

Manipulation of group norms. Next, we randomly assigned participants to one of the
two conditions. In the strong (vs. weak) voting norm condition participants read an article
“Number of Poles likely to vote is increasing (vs. decreasing)” presumably published on the
Polish Press Agency website. The full text of manipulation is included in the Supplementary
materials.

Reading check. Next, we asked participants whether they read the article using a
yes/no question.

Voting intentions. We measured participants’ voting intentions with the same items
as in previous studies (r = .86, a = .92).

Perceived voting norm. Afterwards participants estimated the percentage of their
acquaintances that would take part in elections for the Polish parliament, which was
analogous to Studies 1-3.

Comprehension check. To make sure participants understood the content of the
article we asked them to state, according to what they had read, whether voting intentions
among ingroup members are increasing, decreasing, or are the same. In the final sample we
included only participants who indicated that voting intentions are increasing in the “strong
norm” condition and that the voting intentions are decreasing in the “weak norm” condition.

Demographics. Demographics were measured as in Studies 2 and 3.

Results

National norm. Both sociopolitical control and manipulation of ingroup norm (coded

as 0 = weak norm, 1 = strong norm) had a significant and positive effect on declared voting

intentions (Sociopolitical control: b = 8.79, 95% CI [5.59, 11.99], g = .31, p <.001; ingroup
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norm: Muweak norm = 84.84, Mstrong norm = 91.80, b = 7.27, 95% CI [2.06, 12.48], p =.006). Next,
we tested the interaction between norm and sociopolitical control, which was significant (b =
-7.68, 95% CI [-14.12, -1.25], p = .019, R? change = .02). Subsequent analysis revealed that
the effect of the manipulation was significant only for participants who scored low (b = 13.53,
95% CI [6.17, 20.89], B = .30, p < .001), but not high (b = 1.09, 95% CI [-6.23, 8.40], 8 = .02,

p = .770) on the sociopolitical control scale. See Figure 6.

Figure 6
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and National Norm on Voting Intentions in

Study 4

100+

75

SPC

. Low
. Medium
. High

50

Woting intentions

25

Low turnout High turnout
Condition

Note: On figures illustrating experimental results we included error bars.

Acquaintances voting norm. To test the second hypothesis, we performed an
interaction between perceived acquaintances voting norm and sociopolitical control. The main
effect of the ingroup norm was significant (b = 0.36, 95% CI [0.25, 0.47], p = .35, p <.001).

The interaction, which was added in the second step, was significant as well (b =-0.15, 95%
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CI[-0.29, -0.02], p = .03, R% change = .01). Simple slopes analysis showed that the effect of
ingroup norm was stronger for participants who scored low (b = 0.47, 95% CI [0.32, 0.62], S
= .45, p <.001), than for those who scored high (b = 0.22, 95% CI [0.06, 0.39], f = .21,p =

.009) on the sociopolitical control scale'®. See Figure 7.

Figure 7
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Acquaintances Voting Norm

on Voting Intentions in Study 4
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Discussion

In Study 4 we successfully manipulated the ingroup norm and found support for both
predicted hypotheses. First, we showed that participants who were low (vs. high) on
sociopolitical control were more likely to conform to the national norm in terms of voting
intentions. Second, we replicated the pattern of the results observed in studies 1-3 showing
that participants with low levels of sociopolitical control relied more strongly on norms

among acquaintances when making a decision on whether to vote or not. One limitation of

15 Reported analyses for norm among friends as a predictor were conducted on the data collapsed across
conditions. When we repeated analyses separately for each condition, the interactions became non-significant.
The lack of significance was probably due to not enough power to detect the effect in the split sample.
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this study was, however, that we observed a ceiling effect for voting intentions among high
SPC individuals. In the next study we wanted to address two issues: first, whether our results
replicate in a different cultural context, and second, whether the same pattern of results can be
obtained while avoiding ceiling effects.
Study 5

In the final study we intended to replicate the main effect of increased conformity to
ingroup norms among low SPC participants in a different cultural context, namely in Southern
America (Chile). We also chose this context because, in the past, turnout for regional
elections in Chile was relatively low, which offered a chance to avoid ceiling effects observed
in Study 4. We also aimed at gathering more experimental evidence for our hypothesis, and
therefore, similar to Study 4, we not only measured the ingroup norm but we also manipulated
it. Finally, we wanted to check whether higher compliance to ingroup norms appears not only
for descriptive norms (which was the area of interest for most studies conducted so far in the
context of voting, e.g., Gerber & Rogers, 2009; Panagopoulos, 2013), but also for injunctive
ones. We conducted the study in May 2021, just before the Chilean regional elections (in
which mayors, councilors, governors, and constitution writers were chosen). Same as before,
we predicted that participants with low (vs. high) sociopolitical control levels would be more
likely to conform to the ingroup norms, both measured and manipulated. Preregistration for
this study is available at https://osf.io/nghuv.
Method
Participants

We determined the sample size based on the results of Study 4 using the pwr2ppl
package (Aberson, 2019) for RStudio. For a regression model with R? increase due to
interaction equal to .018 and R? of the whole model equal to .139, for « = .05 and power of

.90 we obtained the required number of 500 participants. To account for exclusions we
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recruited more participants. Six hundred fifty-five participants recruited from the Netquest
platform completed the procedure of the study in exchange for monetary compensation. We
excluded 17 participants who admitted they did not have voting rights and 116 participants
who were not able to properly answer the comprehension check. This left us with a final
sample of 522 participants (211 males, 310 females, 1 other, Mage = 42.66, SD = 15.25).
Materials and procedure

We started data collection three days before the Chilean regional elections in May
2021.

Spheres of control. At the beginning of the experiment participants filled in two
subscales from the spheres of control scale: personal control subscale (o = .72) and socio-
political control subscale (o = .64).

Manipulation of group norms. Next, we randomly assigned participants to one of the
two conditions. In the strong (vs. weak) voting norm condition participants read a fictitious
article published presumably by an independent journalistic investigation center CIPER:
“Number of Chileans likely to vote is increasing (decreasing)”. The full text of manipulation
and the pilot study testing this manipulation are described in the Supplementary materials.

Reading check. Next, we asked participants whether they had read the article and
allowed only participants who marked “yes” to proceed.

Voting intentions. We measured participants’ voting intentions with the same items
as in previous studies (r = .86, a = .92).

Perceived voting norm. Afterwards, participants estimated the percentage of their 1)
fellow citizens, 2) acquaintances and 3) close friends and family members that would take
part in the Chilean regional elections. Additionally, we added one item measuring an
injunctive norm: “In your opinion, what percentage of Chileans think it is important to vote in

the next elections?”.
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Comprehension check. To make sure participants understood the content of the
article we asked them to state, according to what they had read, whether voting intentions
among Chileans are increasing, decreasing, or are the same. In the final sample, we included
only those participants who gave the right answer.

Demographics. We asked participants about their sex, age, education level,
socioeconomic status, right to vote and place of residence.

Results
Sociopolitical control as a moderator

National norm. Both sociopolitical control and manipulation of ingroup norm (coded
as 0 = weak norm, 1 = strong norm) had a significant and positive effect on declared voting
intentions (Sociopolitical control: b = 10.40, 95% CI [7.51, 13.29], 5 = .29, p < .001; ingroup
norm: Muweak norm = 76.60, Mstrong norm = 86.76, b = 9.70, 95% CI [4.67, 14.72], p < .001). Next,
we tested the interaction between norm and sociopolitical control, which was significant (b =
-8.86, 95% CI [-14.65, -3.07], p = .003, R? change = .02). Subsequent analysis revealed that
the effect of the manipulation was significant only for participants who scored low (b = 17.30,
95% CI [10.26, 24.34], B = .28, p < .001), but not high (b = 1.99, 95% CI [-5.09, 9.08], 8 =

.03, p = .581) on the sociopolitical control scale. See Figure 8.
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Figure 8
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and National Norm Manipulation on Voting

Intentions in Study 5
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Acquaintances voting norm. To test the second hypothesis, we performed an
interaction between perceived acquaintances voting norm and sociopolitical control. The main
effect of the ingroup norm was significant (b = 0.71, 95% CI [0.63, 0.79], § = .61, p <.001).
The interaction, which was added in the second step, was significant as well (b = -0.14, 95%
CI[-0.22, -0.06], p < .001, R? change = .01). Simple slopes analysis showed that the effect of
ingroup norm was stronger for participants who scored low (b = 0.80, 95% CI [0.71, 0.89], S
= .68, p <.001), than for those who scored high (b = 0.56, 95% CI [0.44, 0.67], f = .47, p <
.001) on the sociopolitical control scale. See Figure 9. The results for participants’ close
friends and family as well as for measured national norm were significant and had almost an

identical pattern (see Supplementary materials).
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Figure 9
The Interaction Between Sociopolitical Control and Perceived Acquaintances Voting Norm

on Voting Intentions in Study 5
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Injunctive national norm. In the very final step we wanted to explore whether we
would observe the same interactive effect using an injunctive instead of descriptive ingroup
norm. The main effect of the injunctive norm was significant (b = 0.39, 95% CI [0.28, 0.51],
= .28, p <.001). The interaction between this norm and SPC was significant as well (b = -0.24,
95% CI [-0.36, -0.13], p < .001, R? change = .03). Simple slopes analysis revealed that the
effect of ingroup norm was only significant among participants who scored low (b = 0.57,
95% CI [0.43, 0.71], B = .41, p < .001), but not high (b = 0.15, 95% CI [-0.01, 0.31], 8 = .11,

p = .060) on the sociopolitical control scale®®.

16 Reported analyses for perceived norms as predictors were conducted on the data collapsed across conditions.
When we repeated analyses separately for each condition, all the interactions remained significant in the “strong
norm” condition, while they became non-significant in the “weak norm condition” (apart from the one with
injunctive norm as a predictor). Specifically, in the “strong norm” condition, high SPC participants more often
declared they would vote in the elections no matter what the norm was and low SPC participants followed the
norm, while in the “weak norm conditions” high SPC participants became more similar to low SPC participants
and they also tended to follow the perceived norm.
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Discussion

In Study 5 we replicated the pattern of the results obtained in previous studies using a
sample from Southern America (Chile), which points to the generalizability of the findings to
yet another sociopolitical context. We again successfully manipulated the national norm and
found support for both predicted hypotheses in the context of the next type of elections -
regional and constitutional ones. First, we showed that participants who were low (vs. high)
on sociopolitical control were more likely to conform to the presented national norm in terms
of voting intentions. Second, we replicated the pattern of the results observed in studies 1-4
showing that participants with low levels of sociopolitical control rely more strongly on
norms among acquaintances when making a decision on whether to vote or not. We also
managed to diminish the problem of a ceiling effect among high sociopolitical control
participants observed in Study 4. Additionally, we show evidence that the effect appears also
when ingroup norm was not descriptive, but injunctive (percentage of Chileans for whom
voting is important). This adds to the previous literature, which has mainly concentrated on
compliance to norms describing the amount of ingroup members that actually participate in
the elections.

Integrative data analysis and results overview

To compare the relationship between sociopolitical control and two kinds of social
norms across the studies in one model and to increase statistical power, we used regression for
integrative data analysis (Curran & Hussong, 2009). For this purpose, we used all the studies
where we measured norms both at the level of the whole nation and among participants’
acquaintances (Study 1a, 1b, 2, 3 and 5).

After pooling the subsamples into one dataset we obtained a total sample of 1815
participants. When combined in one model, sociopolitical control and norm at the level of

acquaintances significantly predicted voting intentions, while the influence of national norm
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was non-significant. After adding in the second step the interactions with ingroup norms

measured at two different levels, the interaction between sociopolitical control and

acquaintances’ voting norm was significant, while an analogical interaction with the national

norm as a predictor became non-significant. This result suggests that people with low

sociopolitical levels are more likely to follow the norm among their acquaintances and

relatives rather than a more general and abstract national norm. A detailed description of these

results is included in the Supplementary materials.

We prepared an overview of the results of the research reported in this paper (see

Table 1).

Table 1. Overview of the results across studies.

Study Elections Country Interaction Interaction
with national with friends’
normasan IV  normasan IV
la European Poland b =-0.51, b =-0.23,
p <.001; p <.001;
R? change = .03  R? change = .02
1b European Spain b =-0.08 b =-0.10,
p =.437 p =.087.
R?change <.01 RZchange =.01
2 Legislative Poland b =-0.51, b =-0.27,
p =.014; p <.001;
R? change =.03  R?change = .05
3 Presidential Poland b =0.02, b=-0.17,
p =.842 p =.005,
R?change <.01  R?change = .02
4 Legislative Poland b =-7.68, b =-0.15,
p =.019, p =.03,
R? change =.02 R?change = .01
5 Regional Chile b =-8.86, b =-0.14,
p =.003, p <.001,

R? change = .02

R? change = .01
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Note. In Study 1b conducted in Spain, the results were significant and in the predicted
direction only for the item measuring the probability of voting (b = -0.20, 95% CI [-0.34, -
0.06], p =.004), but not for the item measuring the importance of voting (b < 0.01, 95% CI [-
0.13, 0.13], p = .985). For studies 1-3 we report interactions with measured national norm and

for studies 4-5 with manipulation of national norm.

General Discussion

Across six studies conducted in three countries and in the context of four kinds of
elections, we consistently found support for the hypothesis that people who perceive their
sociopolitical control as low (vs. high) are more likely to follow ingroup norms when
undertaking a decision on whether to vote or not. These results have important theoretical and
practical implications. Specifically, they show that the belief that an individual cannot
influence the social and political life of their country — termed as low sociopolitical control —
does not always have to lead to withdrawal from participation in political life. On the
contrary, our results suggest that these negative consequences can be avoided when a given
person believes that the norm in his or her group is positive and voting is a common behavior,
especially amongst their ingroup or reference group members.

This effect could be observed for the national norms, but it was even stronger for
perceived norms among participants’ acquaintances, supporting previous findings which show
a high impact of behaviors present amongst friends and relatives on people’s decisions
(Christakis & Fowler, 2013; Gerber et al., 2008). This result is important in the era of social
media, suggesting that encouraging people to share information about their participation in
elections with their friends may have a strong influence on voting turnout (see also Bond et
al., 2012). Additionally, our research shows that under certain conditions (i.e., high political

polarization) a national norm seems to no longer be related to voting intentions, as opposed to
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norms among acquaintances. Moreover, we show that the discussed effect is not restricted to
European samples, but can also be observed in more collectivistic cultures, such as the
Chilean one, addressing this way the need for social sciences to conduct studies that prove
generalizability across different contexts (Henrich et al., 2010).

The results of our studies are consistent with findings obtained within the group-based
control model (Fritsche et al., 2011, 2013), showing that low levels of control are related to
increased norm compliance. However, our findings also provide an important extension of the
previous research by demonstrating that this effect also refers to beliefs about control in a
specific, sociopolitical context. While the group-based control model assumes that
compliance to ingroup norms can be an answer to lack of personal control, our results show
that it can be even more the case when a sense of sociopolitical control is low and when given
action (e.g. voting) directly addresses the domain in which lack of control appears. Recent
research showed the importance of such a match between specific source of controllability
and the domain, in which an action takes place (Potoczek et al., 2021).

The results that we obtained could be alternatively explained by the compensatory
control theory (Kay et al., 2009), which assumes that participants experiencing a lack of
control across whole political spectrum avoid randomness and strive for structure in their
environment (de Leon & Kay, 2020; Landau et al., 2015). It is thus possible that people with
low levels of sociopolitical control are more motivated to follow what they perceive as a
pattern in their group (i.e., existing social norm) rather than to oppose it. However, our results
also point to the fact that norms of specific ingroups (i.e., participants’ acquaintances) are
more influential than others (i.e., national norms), which supports the idea that not always any
kind of structure allows for regaining control, but this process may depend on the importance
of and strength of the identification with a given reference group, which supports group-based

control model assumptions (Fritsche et al., 2013; Stollberg et al., 2017).
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Our results also add to the research conducted by Gerber and Rogers (2009), who
found that some people (i.e., infrequent voters) tend to be more susceptible to the influence of
social norms than others (i.e., active voters), by pointing at the specific psychological process
that underlies this difference, namely sociopolitical control. Our results correspond with these
conclusions, showing that people with high levels of sociopolitical control tend to take part in
the elections, irrespective of what the group norms are, while those who do not believe in
their influence over sociopolitical issues are more likely to do what the majority of their group
members does and they need to be faced with a strong social norm in order to follow it.

Importantly, our findings suggest that negative consequences of sociopolitical
uncontrollability (e.g., Kofta et al., 2020) can be potentially avoided when people are
surrounded by positive ingroup norms. Specifically, social norms that highlight commitment
of group members to participate in political elections can be a constructive and effective way
of coping with uncontrollability.

Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of this research is that experimental evidence showing increased
compliance to norms was obtained only using norm manipulation, rather than sociopolitical
control manipulation. The decision to manipulate only the former factor was based on
research showing that control beliefs, especially those related to such aspects of control as the
ability to influence one’s social environment, are fairly stable across life (Gatz & Karel, 1993)
as compared to perceived norms, which can be more easily influenced (for a review, see
Tankard & Paluck, 2016). However, future studies are needed to address the possibility of
manipulating sociopolitical control beliefs. It would also be beneficial to investigate how a
lack of control over politics is related to different existing constructs, such as voter apathy or

political self-efficacy. Finally, further research is necessary to answer the question of whether
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social norms influence participants with low levels of sociopolitical control not only in terms
of voting intentions, but also in terms of actual voting behavior.

Three important practical conclusions stem from the discussed research. First, those
people who do not believe in their influence over sociopolitical issues are especially likely to
be influenced by social norms in terms of voting intentions, particularly when the norms are
strong and present amongst their acquaintances and friends. Second, the messages promoting
voting behavior may be more effective when a clear, positive descriptive norm is presented as
opposed to what media and government usually do — highlighting the negative norm. Our
research suggests that this second type of message might be counterproductive and lead to
political disengagement. Finally, the results of the discussed studies demonstrate that low
control over sociopolitical issues does not necessarily mean that one will resign from taking
part in the political life of one’s own country — this will happen only when he or she believes
that this is what others do as well.

So far, the majority of research and evidence-based recommendations on this topic has
concentrated on long-term strategies, such us reforming civic education system (Celio et al.,
2011), building a sense of voting responsibility among citizens (Borg & Azzopardi, 2021) or
nurturing their interest in politics (White et al., 2000). These solutions — although beneficial
and important — may sometimes be too difficult and too demanding to be applied. We propose
that perceiving ingroup norms as participatory may increase the willingness to vote among its
members experiencing lack of control over politics. We also present initial evidence
suggesting that even simple interventions, such as portraying voting norms in a given social
group as strong, positive and participatory, may encourage citizens to take part in political

elections.
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