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Abstract

We are witnessing increasing partisan polarization across the world. It
is often argued that partisan ‘echo chambers’ are one of the drivers of both
policy and affective polarization. In this article, we develop and test the ar-
gumentthat the politicalhomogeneity of people’s social environment shapes
polarization. Using an innovative, large-scale pre-registered ‘lab-in-the-field’
experiment in the UK, we examine how polarization is influenced by parti-
san group homogeneity. We recruit nationally representative partisans and
assign them to discuss a salient policy issue, either with like-minded par-
tisans (an echo chamber) or in a mixed-partisan group. This allows us to
examine how group composition affects polarization. In line with our ex-
pectations, we find that partisan echo chambers increase both policy and
affective polarization compared to mixed discussion groups. This has im-
portant implications for our understanding of the drivers of polarization and
for how outgroup animosity might be ameliorated in the mass public.
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1 Introduction

Political conflict is central to democratic societies. However, democracy suffers
when such conflict solidifies and political identities crystallize into polarized groups
who are unwilling to engage respectfully with each other. In recent decades, much
attention hasbeen paidtotheincreasing partisanpolarizationin American politics
(Layman, Carsey, and Horowitz 2006; Mason 2015, 2018). Of particular concern
is that partisan polarization is not just, or even primarily, about policy disagree-
ment, but manifestsitself asaffective polarization: anemotional attachmenttothe
in-group party and hostility towards the out-group party (Green, Palmquist, and
Schickler 2004; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Iyengar et al. 2019; Iyengar and
Westwood 2015). Recent work has shown that affective polarization is not unique
to the US, but is also found in other Western democracies (Gidron, Adams, and
Horne 2020; Reiljan 2020; Harteveld 2021; Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley 2021; Wag-
ner 2021). The negative consequences of such polarization include out-group prej-
udice and discrimination (Huber and Malhotra 2017; Iyengaretal. 2019), alack of
willingnessto engagein democratic deliberation, and even reduced trustin demo-
cratic institutions and support for basic democratic principles (Layman, Carsey,
and Horowitz 2006; Hetherington and Rudolph 2015; Kingzette et al. 2021).!
What explains affective polarization? One prominent explanation is the exis-
tence of partisan ‘echo chambers’: environments in which people encounter only
the opinions and beliefs of like-minded partisans. Some highlight how social me-
dia may contribute to such political echo chambers (Sunstein 2018; Terren and

Borge-Bravo 2021; Toernberg et al. 2021). Equally, this process could be related

1. Although see Broockman, Kalla, and Westwood (2023), who find no effect of affective
polarization on democratic norms.



to partisan sorting of the type we have seen in the US, along regional, racial and
religiouslines, that then reinforces partisan identities (Mason 2015,2018). Either
way, by surrounding ourselves, in real life and online, with others who share our
perspectives and opinions about the world, we amplify tribalism and exacerbate
polarization.

Yet, while much has been written on the role of echo chambers as a cause of
affective polarization, few studies actually test the causal effect of group homo-
geneity on polarization in a social context. In this article, we argue that since
affective polarization is rooted in social attachments to political in-groups and
hostility towards out-groups, the drivers of such polarization can best be explored
in a social setting. Specifically, we build on the literature on social identities
and intergroup contact to argue that someone’s closeness to their in-party, as well
as their animosity towards the out-group party and partisans, are influenced by
the homogeneity of their political discussion partners within their real-life social
environment (Allport 1954; Visser and Mirabile 2004; Pettigrew and Tropp 2006;
Levendusky, Druckman, and McLain 2016). Greater partisan homogeneity is likely
toincrease polarization, not just in terms of people’s policy stances, but also their
outgroup animosity.

Totest this argument, we conducted an innovative online ‘lab-in-the-field’ ex-
periment in the United Kingdom. Werecruited partisans of the two major British
parties, Labour and the Conservatives, to take part in group discussions about
a divisive political issue (a new government policy on immigration and asylum).
Participants were randomly assigned to discuss with either fellow partisans or a
mixed cross-party group. By surveying participants before and after these group

discussions, our design allows us to examine the causal effect of group composition



on both policy and affective polarization. In line with previous research, we find
that policy polarization is higher in homogeneous discussion groups compared to
cross-party discussion groups (Mutz 2006; Klar 2014). Importantly, we also find
that echo chambers make people significantly more affectively polarized compared
to cross-partisan group discussions. These findings go further than other experi-
mental studies in which discussion takes place exclusively in cross-partisan groups
(Fishkin et al. 2021), or exclusively in echo chambers (Schkade, Sunstein, and
Hastie 2010), or where the topic of discussion is one that encourages agreement
(Levendusky and Stecula 2021; Santoro and Broockman 2022). Interestingly, we
find that while the policy polarization effect occurs among both Conservative and
Labour supporters, the impact on affective polarization is driven by Labour parti-
sans. Wesuggest that supporters of an opposition party, in this case Labour, might
be particularly susceptible to affective polarization when they find themselves in
an echo chamber.

Our article makes three major contributions. First, we provide compelling
evidence that concerns about the role of real-life echo chambers in a polarizing
society are justified. Policy discussion in homogeneous groups, compared to mixed
groups, produces not only greater policy disagreement, but also greater affective
polarization. Second, these conclusions are based on an innovative lab-in-the-field
experiment. While there is a growing literature on affective polarization both in
the USand elsewhere, thevastmajority of workrelies on observational surveydata.
More recently, there has been a rise in important experimental work examining
the effect of group composition on polarization (Klar 2014; Groenlund, Herne, and
Setala 2015; Levendusky and Stecula 2021; Santoro and Broockman 2022). Our

experiment contributes to this growing literature. Importantly, it is designed to



resemble a real political discussion, recruiting a representative sample of partisans
to participate in live group discussions online about a divisive and salient issue,
without imposing strong deliberative norms or emphasizing cross-partisan simi-
larities (Groenlund, Herne, and Setala 2015; Levendusky, Druckman, and McLain
2016; Esterling, Fung, and Lee 2021; Baron et al. 2021; Levendusky and Stecula
2021; Fishkin et al. 2021). Third, our findings have important wider implications
for how to tackle affective polarization. We demonstrate that both positive and
negative partisan affect are exacerbated by discussion in homogeneous partisan
groups. While the conclusion that echo chambers worsen affective polarization is
concerning, our study also highlights the potential effectiveness of policy strate-
gies that increase the heterogeneity of partisan discussion groups. Our findings
therefore suggest that increasing cross-partisan discussion, even when debating

controversial issues, can ameliorate affective polarization.

2 Partisan echo chambers and affective polariza-
tion

Affective polarization is an increasing concern among scholars of US politics. Nu-
merous studies have shown that the US public has become more divided along
partisan and ideological lines in recent years (Hetherington 2009; Layman, Carsey,
and Horowitz 2006; Mason 2018). This has been accompanied by affective polar-
ization, most notably increasing animosity towards out-group partisans (Layman,
Carsey, and Horowitz 2006; Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Iyengar et al. 2019;

Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Mason 2015, 2018). While affective polarization is



often rooted in policy disagreement, it is distinct from ideological polarization.
Thelatter concerns the extremity of political views, whereas the former is focused
on highly emotive, affective in-group favorability and out-group animosity across
party lines (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012; Mason 2015, 2018).

Recent comparative work has shown that Americans are not unique when it
comes to strong positive in-party feelings and dislike of out-parties (Reiljan 2020;
Harteveld 2021; Wagner 2021; Gidron, Adams, and Horne 2020; Kekkonen and
Yl-Anttila 2021; Torcal and Comellas 2022). Wagner (2021) convincingly demon-
stratesthatthe USisunexceptional when it comes to affective polarization around
the world, and Reiljan’s (2020) comparative study also concludes that partisans
in the US are less affectively polarized than their counterparts in Central Eastern
and Southern Europe. The widespread nature of affective polarization is clearly of
concern since well-functioning democracies need citizens and politicians to engage
respectfully with each other, even on controversial topics (Lipset 1959). High levels
of mass affective polarization arelikely tobreed instead intolerance, political cyni-
cism and reduce opportunities for collaboration and compromise (Layman, Carsey,
and Horowitz 2006; MacKuen et al. 2010; Hetherington and Rudolph 2015). Some
even argue that affective polarization can undermine support for democratic norms
(McCoy, Rahman, and Somer 2018; Kingzette et al. 2021), although there is mixed
evidence for this (Santoro and Broockman 2022; Broockman, Kalla, and Westwood
2023).

What has caused this rise in affective polarization? There are two common
explanations given. On the one hand, it is argued that as partisan and ideological
identities have become increasingly aligned - particularly with other group iden-

tities such as race and religion - the strength of partisan attachments has grown



(Mason 2015, 2018; Iyengar et al. 2019). This decline of cross-cutting identities
intensifies both emotional attachment to in-groups, but also hostility to the out-
group as partisans find it easier to make generalized inferences about the ‘other
side’ (Mason 2015, 2018). On the other hand, the elite political context is also
argued to be important (Iyengar et al. 2019; Gidron, Adams, and Horne 2020).
In particular, it has been shown that growing ideological polarization in the US
among political elites (Rogowski and Sutherland 2016; Banda and Cluverius 2018)
and a polarized media environment have led to greater affective polarization in
the mass public (Levendusky 2013; Lelkes, Sood, and Iyengar 2017; Suhay, Bello-
Pardo, and Maurer 2018). Both of these approaches depend, to some extent, on
theidea of people encountering increasingly homogeneous political views in par-
tisan echo chambers. The alignment of social and political identities means that
voters increasingly find themselves surrounded by "people like them’.

We can think of these echo chambers as producing both policy and affective
polarization. Starting with the former, there is some experimental evidence that
homogeneous interpersonal networks influence policy polarization. In particular,
discussion amongfellowpartisanscanleadindividualstoagree more with theirin-
party policy position (Klar 2014; Visser and Mirabile 2004; Schkade, Sunstein, and
Hastie 2010). There are a number of related explanations for this process. First,
there is motivated reasoning: people overvalue information and arguments that
support their own views and discount arguments from the other side (Nyhan and
Reifler 2010). Second, there is social conformity: people adjust their policy opin-
ions to fit their group norm (Festinger 1950; Sunstein 2009). People surrounded
by others who share a particular attitude are socially rewarded for expressing

views that reinforce that majority opinion (Schachter 1951). Third, attitudinal



homogeneity within networks tends to increase an individual’s attitude strength
as hearing similar views makes them less ambivalent about their own attitudes
(Festinger 1950; Visser and Mirabile 2004; Schkade, Sunstein, and Hastie 2010).
Conversely, discussion in mixed groups increases empathy through ‘perspective
taking’,involving the active process ofimagining oneselfin another person’s shoes
(Muradova 2021), which weakens policy polarization (Fishkin et al. 2021).
Yetthe evidence on whether partisan group homogeneityleads to policy polar-
ization is not clear-cut. Some studies conducted in ‘deliberative settings’, which
encourage strong deliberative norms of respect and openness to other opinions,
have found that even in like-minded groups discussion can lead to depolarization
(Groenlund, Herne, and Setala 2015; Esterling, Fung, and Lee 2021). This work
has greatly added to our understanding of how deliberation can reduce polar-
ization, yet any depolarizing effect may also be caused by the way in which the
deliberative setting seeks to promote cross-partisan understanding and balanced
information processing. Indeed, it is argued that it is precisely the structuring of
discussion in this deliberative way that reduces opinion extremity in homogeneous
groups (Strandberg, Himmelroos, and Groenlund 2019). Hence, in settings with
less moderation and balance, which therefore more closely approximate real-life
political discussion, we should find that people in homogeneous partisan groups
are more polarized over policy. This leads to our first hypothesis about the role of

the echo chamber on policy polarization.

H1: Homogeneous discussion groups will increase policy polarization compared

to heterogeneous discussion groups.



Departing from most previous work, however, this paper is primarily interested
intheeffect of partisan echo chambers on affective polarization, rather than policy
polarization. We expect that similar mechanisms are at play, but we have only
limited evidence about howthe partisan homogeneity of networks affects affective
polarization. Much of the interest in this question in political science is focused
on how social media fosters echo chambers, which may in turn cause affective
polarization. Ithasbeen argued that social networkingsites, such as Facebook and
Twitter/ X, encourage people to seek out networks of like-minded individuals. As
aconsequence, people are only exposed to information that reinforces their policy
views (Sunstein 2018; Pariser 2011; Gentzkow and Shapiro 2011). Nonetheless, it
isunclear howwidespread echo chambers are on social media (Barberaetal. 2015;
Barbera 2020; Nyhan et al. 2023) and, to the extent they do exist, there is no
consensusastotheeffects ofthem onin-groupidentities and out-group animosity.
Some find that exposure to political views, and even partisan echo chambers, on
social media does not have polarizing effects (Suhay, Bello-Pardo, and Maurer
2018; Nyhan et al. 2023), while others argue that social media usage increases
perceptions of differences between partisan groups in ways that contribute to out-
group prejudices and animosity (Settle 2018).

Beyond the study of social media effects, we have limited evidence on how dis-
cussion within the in-group or with the out-group impacts affective polarization.
Oneimportant study that examinesthe effect ofinterpersonal group deliberations
on affective polarization is the ambitious field experiment by Fishkin et al. 2021
who brought together a representative sample of American voters to discuss five
major political issues. Fishkin et al. 2021 clearly demonstrate that cross-partisan

deliberation led to a reduction in both policy and affective polarization. However,



since all participants in the study were in mixed-partisan groups, we cannot com-
paretheeffect oftheechochamberwith cross-partisandialogue. Yetobservational
data suggests that there is a strong association between the political homogene-
ity of friendship networks and affective polarization. For example, Figure 1 uses
data from an original representative survey of British adults in July 20212 to show
therelationship between the standard measure of affective polarization (the ther-
mometer score for someone’s in-group party minus the thermometer score for their
out-group party) and people’s perceptions of how their friends voted in the 2019
UK general election.’

As Figure 1 shows, perceptions of the politics of one’s friends are correlated
with affective polarization. Conservative partisans who think ‘almost all’ their
friends voted Conservative score over 20 points higher on the affective polarization
scale than Conservative partisans who think their friends are an equal mixture of
Conservative and Labour voters. The same applies to Labour partisans. These are
correlations, however. While it is plausible that associating with fellow partisans
increases affective polarization, it is also plausible that people who are affectively
polarized choose friends who are similar to themselves. It is also possible that
people from the other side do not want to be friends with people who are strongly

affectively polarized. Given this, it is not surprising that Iyengar and co-authors

2. The survey was designed by the authors and conducted by well-established polling com-
pany YouGov. The sample is representative of the British population on key socio-economic
demographics and vote choice.

3. Perceptions of friends were measured using the question: ‘Overall, how do you think most
of your closest friends voted in the 2019 General Election?’ Response options were: ‘Almost all
voted Conservative’, Most vote Conservative’, ‘An equal mixture voted Conservative and Labour’,
‘Mostly voted Labour’, ‘Almost all voted Labour’, ‘Mostly voted for a different party’, ‘Mostly
didn’t vote’, ‘Mostly too young to vote’ and ‘Don’t know’. Very few Conservative partisans
think ‘almost all’ their friends vote Labour and very few Labour partisans think ‘almost all’
their friends vote Conservative so they are not shown. People living in Scotland are excluded
due to the different party system.
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Figure 1: How affective polarization is correlated with perceptions of friends’
voting behavior

i) Conservative partisans i) Labour partisans

100 100

75 75

50 5 50

Affective polarization
Affective polarization

25 25

Mostly Labour Mostly Conservative All Labour Mixed
Mixed All Conservative Mostly Labour Mostly Conservative

Note: 83% CI (thick), 95% CI (thin). Affective polarization measured as the thermometer
difference between parties
(2019, p136) conclude in their review of the literature on affective polarization:
‘All told, therefore, it is premature to reach any firm conclusions about the role of
“echo chambers”, either in person or online, as causes of affective polarization.’
Since that conclusion, however, two recent important large-scale experimen-
tal studies have examined the causal effect of cross-party political discussion on
affective polarization and found that it can reduce partisan animosity. Leven-
dusky and Stecula (2021) ask participants to discuss different news articles about
partisan polarization (given to the homogeneous partisan group) or partisan con-
sensus (given to the heterogeneous partisan group). They find that the compound

treatment of being in a cross-party group and reading about partisan consensus
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reduces affective polarization. In another large-scale experimental study, Santoro
and Broockman (2022) isolate the effect of conversations between out-partisans
(compared to co-partisans) and similarly find that video conversations between
two out-partisans about ‘their perfect day’ decrease affective polarization, how-
ever, when out-partisans discuss a topic that could engender partisan disagreement
(in-partystrengths/ out-party flaws), they find no effects on affective polarization.
Both studies break new ground by explicitly studying how the partisan hetero-
geneity of discussions can reduce affective polarization, but both only find effects
whenthediscussion topicisnotrelated to policy and is consensus-enhancing. One
important question is therefore whether these findings replicate the real-world echo
chamber in which people often discuss actual policy issues and in which their pol-
icy views are echoed back at them or not. In this paper, we thus examine whether
discussion of a divisive and salient political issue within partisan echo chambers
causes affective polarization when compared to discussion of the same issue in
heterogeneous (mixed partisan) groups.

Our expectationisthat discussionsin homogeneous partisan groupsinfluence
not onlyindividuals’ policy opinions but also reinforce affective polarization. Two
of the same mechanisms which likely underpin the echo chamber effect for policy
polarization, social conformity and intergroup contact, also provide a rationale
for how echo chambers impact affective polarization. First, homogeneous partisan
networks can lead to stronger partisan identities through a mechanism of social
conformity. People surrounded by just co-partisans will want to express their alle-
giance to that group and avoid interpersonal cost associated with being seen as an
outsider to the group (Schachter 1951). Second, intergroup contact theory teaches

us that the composition of a group can shape how people view the out-group.
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Accordingto Allport (1954),interaction within more heterogeneous networks can
reduce group separation and prejudice. This is a form of ‘perspective taking’,
where the presence of other partisan groups allows individuals to see the other
side as fellow humans with similar hopes and fears. Interaction with members
of an out-group thus allows people to experience how out-group members view
the world which reduces out-group animosity (Allport 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp
2006; Pettigrew et al. 2011). In contrast, if partisans on different sides are more
isolated from each other and interact less in their real, or virtual lives, they are
more likely to view the out-group negatively.

Given that affective polarization is rooted in strong in-group attachment and
out-group animosity, this also leads to our expectations about the impact of the
echo chamber on affective polarization, positive partisanship and negative parti-

sanship. We thus formulate the following hypotheses:

H2: Homogeneous discussion groups will increase affective polarization com-
pared to heterogeneous discussion groups.

H2a: Homogeneous discussion groups will increase positive partisanship com-
pared to heterogeneous discussion groups.

H2b: Homogeneous discussion groups will increase negative partisanship com-

pared to heterogeneous discussion groups.
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3 Data and Methods

3.1 Experimental design

We conduct a large-scale, pre-registered* online experiment to test our hypothe-
ses.’ This experiment makes a unique empirical contribution to the literature on
affective polarization and echo chambers by adopting several novel design features.
First, most experimental studies on group composition and polarization focus on
providing a moderated deliberative discussion setting (Baron et al. 2021; Groen-
lund, Herne, and Setala 2015; Hartman et al. 2022; Levendusky and Stecula 2021;
Fishkin et al. 2021). This work has made an important contribution to how we
understand the effectiveness of deliberative interventions in reducing polarization.
However, and in contrast to studies that seek to promote balanced deliberation
through highly moderated discussions and impartial information provision, our
experiment is intentionally designed with minimal intervention from the facilita-
tors during the discussion. While the setting is obviously more structured than
casual everyday encounters, the aim is to get closer to the type of political dis-
cussion that people typically experience: a discussion without thick deliberative
rulesof engagement and about a highly divisive political issue. Second, while early

studies on echo chambers and polarization were often conducted as small lab ex-

4. Pre-registration plan is here: https://osf.io/29zb7. Replication data and files, codebooks,
and questionnaires can be found here: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/BM2A1Q (Hobolt, Lawall,
and Tilley 2023). In this paper, we test H3, H4 and H5 of the pre-registration plan. H1 and H6
relate to the emotiveness of the actual discussions and form a separate paper. H2 refers to the
video affect level, which we varied from low emotional affect to high emotional affect with two
different videos (see Appendix 3 for more details).

5. Ethics approval was granted by the Research Ethics Committee of the London School of
Economics and Political Science (number 25671) and the Ethics Committee of the Centre for
Experimental Social Sciences at the University of Oxford (number OE.0061). See Hobolt, Lawall,
and Tilley (2023).
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periments with convenience samples of university students, our experiment uses a
large, diverse sample of people who are broadly similar to our population of interest
(partisans). This is comparable to the larger samples which Deliberative Polling
typically employs (Fishkin et al. 2021; Luskin, Fishkin, and Jowell 2002). Finally,
while most previous studies on affective polarization focus on the US, we build on
recent work that expands this geographical focus to other Western democracies
(Gidron, Adams, and Horne 2020; Reiljan 2020; Harteveld 2021; Hobolt, Leeper,
and Tilley 2021; Wagner 2021). Specifically, we conduct our experiment in a party
systemwhich tendstoshowneitherunusually highnorlowlevelsof affective polar-
ization: Britain. This provides a broadly representative case for testing the effects
of group composition on polarization.

Our experiment consisted of 86 small group discussions with 724 participants
that took place from 20th September to 10th December, 2021. All participants
were Labour and Conservative partisans who lived in England.® Potential par-
ticipants took a pre-treatment survey and were then invited to sign up for an
online discussion session. During the online session, held on Zoom, participants
watched a very short introduction video about a specific immigration policy and
then either discussed that policy in small groups of 6-8 people or went straight to a
post-treatment survey. The policy discussed was “The New Plan for Immigration’:
a set of government policies to change the asylum and immigration system which
was in the process of going through the legislature.

We use a 2x2 factorial design: the first factor is discussion group partisan

6. We limit our focus to England in order to avoid the more complex party systems of Wales
and Scotland. As of July 2021, according to our nationally representative survey, 58 per cent
of people in England identified as Conservative (33 per cent) or Labour (24 per cent) partisans.
A further 9 per cent identified with the Liberal Democrats and another 8 per cent with other
smaller parties (Greens, Reform UK, etc).

15



composition (mixed partisan group/ homogeneous partisan group) and the second
factor is elite affective polarization (high elite affective polarization/ low elite affec-
tive polarization). We designed the experiment so that the factors would be fully
crossed, meaning half of the participants in our study would be part of a mixed
discussion group and half of the participants would be part of a homogeneous
discussion group (see Appendix 2 for full details of the experimental design). We
focus exclusively on discussion group composition in this paper, but see Appendix
3 for further discussion of the elite polarization treatment. In terms of group
composition, participants were assigned to either ahomogeneous group with only
co-partisans (e.g. Labour partisans were only placed with other Labour partisans),
ortoaheterogeneous group with abalanced mix of co-partisans and out-partisans
(normally four Labour and four Conservative partisans in the group). Finally, a
small number of participants attended a session and watched the video, but were
not assigned to participate in a group discussion. Table 1 shows the numbers in

each group (see also balance tables in Appendix 4).

Table 1: Overview of treatment groups

Condition Conservative Labour Total
Mixed group 156 155 311
Homogeneous group 127 220 347
Non-discussion group 20 46 66
Total 303 421 724
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3.2 Recruitment and participants

To ensure high external validity, we recruited a large sample, broadly representative
of the majority of the British population who feel aligned with one of the two
major parties. We recruited partisans using advertisements on Facebook. We
chose Facebook because of its wide reach in Britain. In 2021, 65 per cent of
adultsin Britain used Facebook, thereby giving us access to amore representative
group of participants than traditional research lab subject pools (Ofcom 2021).”
Appendix 1 discusses the recruitment process via Facebook in more detail.
Figure 2 shows the flow of recruits into participants into completed wave 2
surveys. Initial recruits were screened for partisanship of one of the two major
parties (Conservative or Labour), age (over 18), nationality (British) and region
(England), and then invited to fill in our wave 1 survey. This asked questions
on social demographics, political attitudes, attitudes towards the specific policy,
measures of affective polarization and specific measures of negative and positive
partisanship. 1,275 people filled in the wave 1 survey and the 1,166 respondents
who identified as Labour or Conservative partisans, were over the age of 18, had
British citizenship, lived in England and agreed to the consent form were then
invited viaemail tosign uptoan online discussion event. 724 participants attended
an online discussion session, and, of those, almost all (718) filled in the wave 2
survey. To incentivize participation, participants were paid £3 (3.50 USD) for

completing the Wave 1 survey and £20 (24 USD) for taking part in the online

7. It is worth noting that age differences between Facebook users and the general population
are now also fairly small. According to our July 2021 representative survey, the 30 per cent of
people who use Facebook less frequently than once a week in Britain have an average age of 51
(SD=17.6) whereas the 70 per cent of people who use Facebook weekly or more have an average
age of 48 (SD=16.8).
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session and filling in the Wave 2 survey.®

Figure 2: Experimental design

Recruitment

Treatment
(homogenous, mixed or
non-discussion group)

Outcome data collection

A | [ | | I
Pre-treatment wave 1 Invitation to discussion Discussion session Post-treatment wave 2
survey survey
(N=1,275) (N=1,166) (N=724) (N=718)

In Appendix 5, we compare the people who participated in the discussion ses-
sions, and those who completed the pre-treatment survey, with a representative
sample of the British population. To summarize, there are very few differences
between the people who participated in discussions and those who took the survey
but never participated in a discussion. Equally, our participants are similar demo-
graphically to partisans in the general population. For example, there are no large
differences by age, race or gender. Nonetheless, we should note that compared to
the population our sample is more educated, with almost twice as many holding a

degree, and istwoto three times as likely to discuss politics with friends regularly.’

3.3 Online discussion sessions and group treatment

Each of the online video discussion sessions lasted for around 45 minutes. After a
5-minute information video about a specific policy (the Conservative government’s

‘New Plan for Immigration’), most participants had a 30-minute facilitated small

8. We only allowed participants to take part in one discussion session, but we invited all
participants who did not turn up to a discussion session to future sessions.

9. Fortunately, political engagement and education do not appear to interact with our treat-
ment in predicting either policy or affective polarization. Appendix 6, which contains all the
main models, also shows models that include interactions between our homogeneous/mixed group
treatment and engagement/education. None of these interactions are statistically significant
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group discussion in a break-out room and then filled in a post-treatment ques-
tionnaire. A smaller number of participants went straight to the post-treatment
questionnaire after the video. The breakout rooms each had 6-8 participants plus
a trained facilitator.!® Facilitators started the group discussion by calling on each
participant to briefly give their opinion on the New Plan for Immigration and then
opened up the discussion for follow-up comments that mostly focused on the policy
or the wider issue of asylum seekers and immigration. Facilitators were told to
let the discussion develop as naturally as possible and intervene only to prompt
further discussion.

Crucially, we manipulated the partisan discussion environment. Participants
were randomly assigned to either a homogeneous partisan group (with co-partisans)
or a mixed partisan group (with the same number of Labour and Conservative
partisans). Across the whole experiment, about half of the discussion groups were
homogeneous and half were heterogeneous. The only determinant of assignment
to a discussion group was the relative alphabetical ordering of a participant’s first
name in a given session’s attendance list. This is independent of the participant’s
potential outcomes and therefore constitutes a valid random assignment mecha-
nism. Participants did not know that the groups were arranged in this manner
in advance, nor were they given any indication of the partisan affiliations of their

fellow group members at any point.

10. The majority of the facilitators (5 out of 6) were external to the research team. We did not
share the objective of the experiment with these five facilitators. They were all native English
speakers.
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3.4 Outcome measures

Asoutcome variables, we measure policy polarization, affective polarization, pos-
itive partisanship and negative partisanship. All are measured identically in the
wave 1 and wave 2 surveys.

Our measure of policy polarization focuses on the specific issue under discus-
sion, the New Plan for Immigration, and measures how much people agree with
three elements of the policy on 0-10 scales running from ‘very strong against’ to
‘very strongly in favour’. We combine these three specific questions into an addi-
tive scale, where higher values denote stronger agreement with the New Plan for
Immigration. We also asked a general question about overall agreement with the

policy. The wordings are below:

One part of the policy is that asylum seekers who arrive legally will be
treated differently to those who arrive illegally. The government will
try to remove anyone who arrives illegally and who could have claimed
asylum in another safe country like France. Where do you stand on

that policy?

Another part of the policy is that people who arrive illegally, and suc-
cessfully claim asylum, will find it more difficult to claim benefits than
asylum seekers who arrived legally and will have limited rights about
reuniting with their family in Britain. Where do you stand on that

policy?

Anotherpartofthepolicyisafasterappealsprocessforasylumseekers.
This aims to speed up the removal of people who are not granted

asylum by limiting their rights to appeal. Where do you stand on that
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policy?

Thinking about the plan as whole, where do you stand on the 'New

Plan for Immigration’?

We use a standard measure of affective polarization: the difference between
two questions that ask people how they feel about the two parties on a 0-100
thermometer scale (Reiljan 2020; Gidron, Adams, and Horne 2020; Wagner 2021).
This measure thus focuses on the parties as objects of affect. Specifically, we ask

respondents:

We'd like you to rate how you feel towards the Conservative party and
the Labour party on a scale from 1-100, which we call a ‘feeling ther-
mometer’. Ratings between 0 and 49 mean that you feel unfavourable
and cold. Ratings between 51 and 100 mean that you feel favourable
and warm. A rating of 50 means that you have no feelings one way
or the other. How would you rate your feelings towards the [political

party]?

In principle, the difference between the two thus runs from -100 to +100, al-
though in practice since extremely few people rate the other party as better than
their own party, it runs from 0-100 with 100 as the maximum level of affective
polarization.

To separately measure people’s positive partisanship, we use a battery of five
questionswhich focus on both parties and partisans as objects of affect. Variations
of these questions have been used in the US (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2004;

Greene 2000; Huddy, Mason, and Aaroe 2015; Luttig 2018) and we replicate the
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battery used by Hobolt, Leeper, and Tilley (2021) to measure party identity in
Britain. We ask people whether they agree or disagree with the following state-
ments with regard to their own party and fellow partisans. The response options

were ‘stronglydisagree’to ‘strongly agree’whicharescored 1—5and then averaged.

When I speak about the [in-group party], I usually say ‘we’ instead of
‘they’.
When people criticize the [in-group party], it feels like a personal insult.

I have a lot in common with other supporters of the [in-group party].

When I meet someone who supports the [in-group party], I feel con-

nected with this person.

When people praise the [in-group party], it makes me feel good.

Wealso follow Iyengar (2012) and measure positive trait stereotyping. Specif-
ically, we ask people how well they thought two positive characteristics (honesty
and intelligence) and two negative characteristics (selfishness and hypocrisy) de-
scribed people on their own side. Agreement is on a 1-5 scale from 1 (not at all well)
to 5 (very well). We combine the four items, reversing the second two responses,
tomake an additive scale, running from 1-5, measuring positive perceptions of the
respondent’s in-group partisans.

Tomeasure negative partisanship, we use a five-item battery based on Bankert
(2021). These questions are similar to the measure of positive partisanship but
refer to out-group animosity towards the rival party and rival partisans. Again,
the response options were ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’ which are scored

1—5 and then averaged. The list of items is as below.

22



When [out-group party] does well in opinion polls, my day is ruined
When people criticize the [out-group party], it makes me feel good
I do not have much in common with [out-group party] supporters

When I meet someone who supports [out-group party], I feel discon-

nected

I get angry when people praise [out-group party]

Wealsomeasure negativetrait stereotyping of the out-group. Here wecombine
the four items measuring perceived characteristics of the other side, reversing the
first tworesponses about honesty and intelligence, to make an additive scale, run-
ning from 1-5, measuring negative perceptions of out-group partisans. A distinct
advantage of using these in-group and out-group partisan batteries of questions —
in addition to the thermometer ratings — is that they allow us to capture affect
towards both parties and partisans (Druckman and Levendusky 2019; Druckman

et al. 2022).

3.5 Manipulation checks

We include two types of manipulation check in our experiment. First, we test
whether people learned anything about the policy issue (Table 2) and second, we
test whether people realized that their discussion group was homogeneous or not
with regard to partisanship (Table 3). As Table 2 shows, most people had heard
of the New Plan for Immigration when asked in the Wave 1 survey: only about
a quarter of both Labour and Conservative partisans had heard nothing about it.

The questions on the policy in the wave 1 survey were remembered, however, as
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virtually nobody said that they had not heard about the plan in the wave 2 survey.
The video and discussion seem to have led to people updating their information
on the parties to some extent as well. The Labour Party, in particular, is seen as
more opposed to the plan in wave 2 than in wave 1. Overall, participants appear to
view the two parties as more polarized on the issue after the video and discussion.
Nonetheless, these changes are fairly slight and it does not appear that any aspect
of the treatment radically changed people’s perceptions of party policy.

Table 2: Manipulation check: Did participants learn anything?

Conservative partisans Labour partisans

Wave1 Wave2 Wave1 Wave2
Heard nothing about NPI 20% 4% 26% 5%
(before today)
Mean Conservative Party 8.6 8.5 9.2 8.7
position on NPI (1-10)
Mean Labour Party position 2.9 2.2 3.3 2.1

on NPI (1-10)

Table 3: Manipulation check: Did the treatment affect perceptions of other
participants?

Conservative partisans Labour partisans

Homogeneous Mixed = Homogeneous Mixed

group group group group
Most peoplein mygroup votethe 77% 19% 94% 21%
same way

I agreed with most peoplein my 84% 37% 95% 39%
group

In terms of how people saw the discussion itself, Table 3 shows that people in
homogeneous groups generally realized that they were in a politically homogeneous

group. The percentages in the table refer to those who agreed or strongly agreed
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withthestatements. Whilelarge majorities agreed that peoplein their group voted
the same way in the homogeneous groups, few people thought that in the mixed
groups. Although the differences are slightlylessmarked, people inhomogeneous
partisan groups also tended to find themselves in greater agreement with ‘most

people’ in their group than those in mixed groups.

4 Results

4.1 Policy polarization

To test our first hypothesis concerning the effect of group composition on policy
polarization, Tables 4 and 5 show OLS regression models predicting the change
from wave 1 to wave 2 on three different aspects of the New Plan for Immigration,
an additive scale of those three questions and a self-placement scale of someone’s
overall attitude towards the plan. All measures run from 0-10 with 10 as the most
supportive and 0 as the least supportive. Included as predictors of change are
discussion type (homogeneous group, non-discussion group and mixed group as
the reference) and video affect (low and high as the reference).!! We run these
models separately for Labour and Conservative partisans since we expect the effects
to run in opposite directions with Conservatives becoming more favorable towards
the policy and Labour partisans becoming less favorable. By looking at within-

person change we hold constant all factors about individuals and can directly test

11. We also include, not shown, a measure of how late the discussion group occurred relative
to other discussion groups. It was possible that attitudes towards the policy changed between
early September and late December as it proceeded through the legislative process and inevitably
people who participated in one of the later discussion groups were more likely to have completed
the wave 1 survey longer ago (the correlation between time elapsed between survey waves and
date of discussion session is .35).
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whether our treatment changed people’s minds.'?

Table 4: OLS regression models predicting changes in policy opinions by treat-
ment among Conservative partisans.

NPI illegal NPI benefit NPI appeals NPI NPI self-

entry cut reduced scale placement
Homogeneous 42 .62% .62% .54* .52%
group
Non-discussion .29 -.28 -.43 -.15 .15
group
Mixed group - - - - -
Low affect -.06 .10 -.05 .00 .01
High affect - - - - -
Intercept -.16 -.16 .02 -.15 .01
N 295 290 286 279 288

*=p< 0.05. Full model results in Appendix 6.

There is a straightforward pattern. Conservative partisans in the homogeneous
groups became more supportive of the policy, however measured, when compared
to Conservatives in mixed groups. Equally, Labour partisans in the homogeneous
discussion groups became less supportive of the policy, however measured, when
compared to those in mixed groups. This is demonstrated most clearly in Figure 3,
which shows the marginal effect on policy support (the 3-item scale) of discussion
in a group of like-minded partisans compared to discussion in a mixed group by
Labour and Conservative partisans.

In other words, homogeneous discussion groups produced policy polarization
compared to mixed discussion groups: the echo chamber caused policy polarization

compared to a mixed social environment. This is despite the fact that Conserva-

12. Inline with our pre-registered analysis strategy, we also show additional models in Appendix
6 with raw post-treatment means as the outcome.
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Table 5: OLS regression models predicting changes in policy opinions by treat-
ment among Labour partisans.

NPI illegal NPI benefit NPI appeals NPI NPI self-
entry cut reduced scale placement
Homogeneous -.42% -77% -.80% -.65% -.53%
group
Non-discussion 75% .26 -.17 .24 .24
group
Mixed group - - - - -
Low affect -.24 -.01 .20 .03 .08
High affect - - - - -
Intercept -0.76* -.32 -.00 -.41% -.54%
N 403 409 394 380 411

*=p< 0.05. Full model results in Appendix 6.

Figure 3: Marginal effect of homogeneous vs mixed group discussion on support
for the New Plan for Immigration

1.0

0.5

0.0

-0.5

Marginal effect on NPI support

-1.0

Conservative Labour

Note: 95% CI. Full model results in Appendix 6.
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tiveand Labour partisans are already highly polarized on theissue ofimmigration:
whereas Conservative partisans who participated in the discussion place themselves
at 7.8 on average in the wave 1 survey, Labour partisans place themselves at 2.2.
Even though there might appear little room to do so, we increase the partisan
gap by well over one point on the 0-10 scale for those in homogeneous groups
compared to those in mixed groups. This provides strong support for hypothe-
sis 1 that echo chambers polarize people’s policy attitudes (compared to mixed
discussion settings). The fact that this happens in the course of a 30-minute dis-
cussion with strangers over Zoom on an issue that is already highly divisive by
partisanship, shows the potential importance of homogeneous partisan networks

in creating politically polarized societies.

4.2 Affective Polarization

Next, we test hypothesis 2: whether homogeneous groups increase affective po-
larization compared to heterogeneous groups. As discussed, our main measure of
affective polarization is the commonly used scale which runs from -100 to +100.
+100 in this case indicates that someone gives a score of 100 on a 0-100 liking
thermometer to their own party and o to the other party, conversely -100 means
that someone gave 100 to the other party and o to their own party. The left-hand
panelin Figure 4 shows the pre-treatment and post-treatment scores on this scale
for the homogeneous and mixed groups.

The right-hand panel of Figure 4 shows the marginal effect, estimated from
an OLS model (full results in Appendix 6), of being assigned to a homogeneous

group rather than a mixed group on the difference in affective polarization scores

28



Figure 4: The effect of group composition on affective polarization.
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Note: Panel A: Mean affective polarization levels by experimental condition and time point.
83% CI (thick), 95% CI (thin). Panel B: Marginal effect of homogeneous vs mixed group on
change in affective polarization. 95% CI. Excludes respondents who changed partisanship from
W1 to W2 (N=21). Full model results in Appendix 6.

between wave 2 and wave 1. This marginal effect is about 5 points, or a little
less than a quarter of a standard deviation, in affective polarization. Someone
whotalked aboutimmigration policy with a group oflike-minded partisans rather
thaninamixed group of bothin-partisans and out-partisansscores 5 pointshigher
on the thermometer scale of affective polarization.'® In Appendix 6 we also show
that these results hold when we estimate treatment effects on raw post-treatment

outcomes rather than the change from wave 1 to wave 2.

Additionally, we look at measures of positive and negative partisanship (H2a

13. Participants in homogeneous partisan groups thus became significantly more affectively
polarized after discussion (paired t-test mean change = 1.97, p<0.05, see Appendix 6), while
mixed groups become significantly less affectively polarized after discussion (paired t-test mean
change= -3.2, p<0.01, see Appendix 6).
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and H2b). Figure 5 shows the marginal effects of being in a homogeneous versus
mixed group from OLS models predicting the difference in scores between wave 2
and wave 1 on our four 1-5 scales of positive and negative partisan affect. Positive
coefficients indicate greater positive partisanship and greater negative partisan-
ship, i.e. greater affective polarization. All the effects are positive, so homoge-
neous groups become more affectively polarized than mixed groups on these four
measures, as expected. However, only the effects for positive partisanship and
negative out-group trait perceptions are statistically significant at the 5 per cent
level.

Figure5: Marginal effect ofhomogeneousvs mixed group on affective polarization

Positive partisanship (1-5) —_—
Positive partisan in-group traits (1-5) —_—
Negative partisanship (1-5) &
Negative partisan out-group traits (1-5) &
-0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3

Marginal effect on affective polarization

Note: 95% CI. Excludes respondents who changed partisanship from W1 to W2 (N=21). Full
model results in Appendix 6.

We can also break down our results for affective polarization by the party

identity of our respondents. Figure 6 shows the marginal treatment effects for the
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thermometer measure of affective polarization separately for Labour and Conser-
vative partisans. As Figure 6 shows, the size of the effects on the thermometer
scaleareveryslightlylargerfor Labour supporters, and the effect for Conservatives
is not statistically significant at conventional significance levels. Figure 7 shows
the treatment effects for Labour and Conservative partisans for the positive and
negative partisanship outcomes. The treatment effects we see in Figure 5 are es-
sentially driven by Labour supporters: the difference between Labour partisansin
homogeneous groups and mixed groups grows substantially after treatment. The
picture for Conservative partisans is different. Here, there is no evidence that our
treatments affected the scale scores of positive and negative partisanship. Overall,
while we thus find support for our pre-registered hypotheses - homogeneous groups
are more positive towards people on their own side and more negative towards peo-
ple on the other side than heterogeneous groups - this effect is only consistently,
and statistically significantly, apparent for Labour partisans.

This difference between Labour and Conservatives, which we do not find for
policy polarization, is not straightforward to explain. One possibility is that there
is something about Conservative and Labour partisans, whether in reality or in
our sample, as individuals that differs and then alters how they respond to the
treatment with regard to affective polarization. There are two obvious factors:
starting levels of partisan strength and deep-seated personality traits which may
affect reactions to social situations such as a political discussion. We can test
both of these directly as we have measures of partisan strength at wave 1 and
we also measured the Big Five personality traits, as well as narcissism, at wave
1. Itis certainly the case that Labour and Conservative partisans differ on these

dimensions. Conservatives are less strongly identified with their party than Labour
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Figure 6: Marginal effect of homogeneous vs mixed group on affective polarization
by partisanship

10

Marginal effect on affective polarization

Labour Conservative

Note: 95% CI. Excludes respondents who changed partisanship from W1 to W2 (N=21). Full
model results in Appendix 6.

supporters at wave 1; there are also substantial differences between the two sides
in several personality traits. In neither case, however, do we find any moderating
effects. Weak and strong partisans react similarly to the treatment and people
who differ on the Big Five traits and narcissism also react in a similar manner.
We show the (null) results of these models in Appendix 7.

The other main possibility, with which we are left, is that incumbency and
opposition dynamics are important. After all, Labour partisans were attached to
a party which was in opposition and Conservative partisans were attached to the
ruling party.!* Incumbency matters because it may impact how different groups

of partisans perceive their relative group status. A central tenet of social identity

14. Opposition-government dynamics may also have been particularly salient during our exper-
imental treatment since the discussion was about a government immigration bill and the video
showed clips from the House of Commons in which government ministers introduced the policy.

32



Figure 7: Marginal effect of homogeneous vs mixed group on affective polarization
by partisanship

Labour participants Conservative participants
Positive partisanship (1-5) —— ——
Positive partisan in-group traits (1-5) — —
Negative partisanship (1-5) -—— —
Negative partisan out-group traits (1-5) —— ——
-0.2 0 0.2 -0.2 0 0.2

Marginal effect on affective polarization

Note: 95% CI. Excludes respondents who changed partisanship from W1 to W2 (N=21). Full
model results in Appendix 6.

theory is that individuals adopt identities to develop a positive self-image (Tajfel
and Turner 1974). Consequently, if a party is in opposition, it is a ‘loser’. This
challenges how much self-worth opposition partisans can derive from their partisan
identity and encourages out-group derogation. Partisans of the governing party,
on the other hand, may feel less pressure to reaffirm their in-group identity because
their partyisa ‘winner’. Incumbency status may thus shield government partisans
from the more emotive and affective reactions to network composition. Clearly,
this is speculation, and we can only offer it as a tentative explanation for the
differences we find between Conservative and Labour partisans. Nonetheless, a
potentially fruitful avenue for future research would be to explicitly test whether

incumbency and opposition status shape partisans’ affective responses to echo

33



chambers.

5 Conclusion

Given the heightened partisan divisions that we see in many democracies around
the world, it is crucial to understand what drives political polarization. One con-
cern is that partisans on different sides are increasingly isolated from each other
and interact less in their real, or virtual lives, and this exacerbates partisan po-
larization. Our lab-in-the-field experiment shows that echo chambers do indeed
increase both policy and affective polarization. This experiment is innovative in
several ways. The key treatment — the partisan composition of the groups as either
partisan echo chambers or amixed group — enablesusto establish the causal effect
of thehomogeneity of a discussion group on affective polarization. Oursampleisa
large representative group of British Labour and Conservative partisans who dis-
cuss a salient and divisive political issue, immigration policy, in a setting without
strict deliberative norms or guidance. This combination allows us to causally test
the effect of the inter-group context on both policy and affective polarization.
Consistent with earlier findings (mostnotably Klar 2014), we show that discus-
sion with people from the same side, compared to discussion with a mixed group
of people, increased policy polarization. This is even though Labour and Conser-
vative partisans were already highly polarized on the issue of immigration before
entering the discussion. More importantly, we also show that group discussion in
the echo chamber raised affective polarization. People in homogeneous, compared
to heterogeneous discussion groups, became more positive towards their own party

and fellow partisans, but also more negatively disposed towards the other party
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and rival partisans. These findings thus provide important evidence that inter-
personal networks — whether in real life or on social media — can play a role in
shaping affective polarization. Ourresults are consistent with recent experiments
conducted in the US that highlight the depolarizing potential of cross-partisan
discussions (Levendusky and Stecula 2021; Santoro and Broockman 2022; Fishkin
et al. 2021), but they demonstrate that such effects can be found even in settings
where partisans are encouraged to discuss divisive policy issues and with minimal
moderation of the discussion.

There are, of course, limitations to our study. Some relate to the nature of
studying group discussions experimentally. While this brings important method-
ological advantages, it also raises questions about whether the findings can be
generalized to the type of real-life political discussions that may happen in the
pub after work. Wedesigned our experiment to make the discussions resemble, as
far as possible, real face-to-face discussions in an online setting that had become
common during the pandemic. While our participants are broadly representative
of partisans in England, they do have higher levels of political interest than even
the average partisan. Arguably, however, it is such politically-interested partisans
who are key opinion-formers and thus shape polarization in the electorate. An-
other possible limitation is that our experiment focused on a single policy issue,
and this raises questions about whether we would find similar effects on other
issues. We cannot answer this, but since Santoro and Broockman (2022) found
stronger effects of cross-partisan discussion on affective polarization when opposing
partisans were discussing issues that did not give cause for disagreement, it seems

likely that our findings may generalize to issues that are less divisive.'® Finally,

15. See also Fishkin et al. 2021, who find a depolarizing effect of mixed group discussion across
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our experiment was conducted in the UK, which unlike most established democra-
cieshasa dominant two-party system. This feature makes it more straightforward
to allocate people to homogeneous and mixed groups, but the dynamics of how
in-group and out-group partisans relate to each other may be more complicated
in other countries. Hopefully, future studies can explore these group dynamics in
other settings.

What are the wider implications of our findings? On the one hand, we might
think that the glass is half empty. Increased policy and affective polarization
among those who discuss politics with like-minded people is concerning since there
is evidence that people increasingly find themselves in partisan echo chambers,
both in real life and on social media (Mason 2018; Sunstein 2018). Given the
potential consequences of affective polarization on the quality of democratic delib-
eration and support for democratic norms, it is worrying that outgroup animosity,
in particular, is enhanced by homogeneous partisan networks, and that this ap-
pears to be driven in large part by opposition partisans.

On the other hand, we might think the glass is half full. One implication of
ourresultsisthat reducing the degree towhich people find themselves in homoge-
neous echo chambers will also reduce polarization. Indeed, people in mixed groups
appear to become less affectively polarized after discussing politics with a mixed
group of partisans. This is a remarkable finding given that our experiment is not
set up in a way to encourage strong deliberative norms and cooperation. Instead,
our experiment tests whether inter-group contact works even under realistic, and
therefore suboptimal, conditions: ahighly polarizing discussion task that does not

encourage cooperation and a relatively short non-repeated interaction that does

five different issues (including immigration).
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not allow people to establish lasting non-hierarchical social relationships (Allport
1954; Pettigrew et al. 2011). All of this suggests that institutions and interven-
tions that encourage more political discussion, however limited, across the partisan

divide may be successful in limiting outgroup animosity.
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