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Abstract

Reaching consensus is important for human individual, social and societal functioning.

The reverse process of polarization has been associated with individual uncertainty,

social conflict and societal distrust, tension, or even schisms. In conversations, the

experienceof consensus is shapedbyboth content andaspects of the formof conversa-

tion, which indicate whether people are on the same wavelength. In two conversation

studies (N = 268) we aimed (1) to examine where the conversational experience of

consensus originates and (2) to test which conversational behaviours enhance atti-

tude convergence between conversation partners. The results show that, although

actual attitudinal differenceswere only predictive in Study 2, both conversational con-

tent (e.g., disagreement) and form (e.g., experience of flow) consistently predicted the

experience of consensus. Convergence of attitudes was harder to predict: most con-

versational factors were unrelated to attitudinal convergence and conversational flow

either increased or decreased attitudinal convergence depending on the particular

context.
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1 INTRODUCTION

An increasing number of studies in political science, sociology and

psychology have been dedicated to examining the convergence and

divergence of attitudes in social networks. And rightfully so—attitude

consensualization is important in human individual, social and societal

functioningand the reverseprocessof polarizationhasbeenassociated

with individual uncertainty (Hardin & Higgins et al., 1996; Moscovici

& Personnaz et al., 1980), social conflict (Okhuysen & Richardson

et al., 2007) and societal distrust, tension, or even schisms (Iyen-

gar et al., 2019; Sani & Reicher et al., 1998, 1999; Schudson et al.,

1997).
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Research efforts in psychology and sociology have focused on pre-

dicting and modelling the convergence and divergence in attitudes

in small groups and society (e.g., Lorenz et al., 2021; Paicheler et al.,

1977; Postmes et al., 2002) but recent perspectives argue that expe-

riences of polarization and conflict may not always be grounded in

incongruence of attitudes (Baldessarri & Bearman et al., 2007). Indeed,

recent research in small conversational settings suggests that state-

ments revealing one’s attitudinal position to be in linewith, or opposing

others (i.e., the content of conversation)may be just one ofmany things

influencing the experience of consensus and polarization. Beyond this,

these experiences are shaped by subtle indicators in the form of con-

versation, such as a smooth flow, a sudden silence, or a partner’s
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responsiveness, which indicate whether or not people are on the same

wavelength1 (e.g., Koudenburg et al., 2017; Roos, Postmes, et al., 2020;

Roos, Koudenburg, et al., 2020). In this paper, we therefore distin-

guish between attitude consensualization, defined as the convergence

of attitudes within a group over time (in this case, over the course

of a conversation),2 and the experience of consensus, which is the feel-

ing of agreeing or being on the same wavelength with regard to an

issue.

We conducted two group conversation studies, with two aims:

First, we examined where the experience of consensus originates, by

modelling the effects of actual attitudinal similarities, conversational

content and conversational form. Second, we aimed to test which

conversational behaviours may enhance attitude consensualization in

terms of decreasing actual attitudinal differences between conversa-

tion partners. Here again, we focused on the role of both conversa-

tional content and form in influencing the attitude consensualization

process.

Beyond these theoretical aims, this research was also set up to

inform methodological decisions in measuring the experience and

emergence of attitudinal consensus within conversations. We com-

pared the predictive value of different types of ratings (specific

behaviours, such as number of interruptions vs global coding of, for

instance, conversational flow) by several sources (interaction part-

ners themselves vs observers). Previous research on consensualization

has, somewhat surprisingly, involved very few studies that looked into

actual interactions between participants. Often, research focused on

interaction outcomes (e.g., Haslamet al., 2003; Jans et al., 2011) or per-

ceptions of videotaped interactions of others (Koudenburg et al., 2011;

2013; Smith & Postmes et al., 2011b). The few studies that reported

on actual conversations relied on either content, form, or prior attitu-

dinal consensus to predict the experience of consensus (Koudenburg

et al., 2013a; Roos et al., 2022). This project is therefore the first to

examine the predictive validity of different indicators systematically

and simultaneously.

1.1 The functions and risks of consensual
communication for individuals, groups and societies

Communication is often geared towards consensus because this serves

both epistemic and relational human needs. Broadly speaking, consen-

sus implies that people have a shared, and therefore valid and reliable

understanding of the world around them. Within groups, consensual-

ization can helpmembers coordinate collective behaviour, for instance

when they negotiate important group norms, shape their group iden-

tity and form shared images of other relevant groups (Haslam et al.,

1999, 2003; Jans et al., 2011; Postmes et al., 2005). On a societal level,

1 Admittedly, ‘being on the samewavelength’ is a rather indiscriminant term, including aspects

of both agreement and mutual understanding. This is exactly what we expected to be affected

in these conversation studies: beyond objectively comparing attitudes, people derive their

experience of consensus through the smooth flow of conversation. Experientially, agreement

andmutual understanding appear hard to disentangle.
2 This definition is the logical inverse of attitude polarization, which is the divergence of

attitudes over time.

political scientists have emphasized that healthy democracies thrive on

everyday political communication as a means to increase understand-

ing and overcome attitudinal differences (e.g., Cappella et al., 2002;

Gamson et al., 1992; Mutz et al., 2006). Supporting this idea, research

shows that deliberation between politically opposing groups can help

them find common ground (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps et al., 2014; Kim

et al., 2018).

Despite the benefits for individual, group and societal functioning,

the proclivity towards consensus, and specifically, attitudinal consen-

sus, also poses risks. Even in early social psychological research, it

became evident that discussion tends not to produce convergence

towards the average of viewpoints but is likely to extremize attitudes

into one direction (Koudenburg et al., 2019; Stoner et al., 1961). Such

extremizing patterns would occur even more strongly in an intergroup

context, as groupswould bemotivated to consensualize on an attitude-

based identity that would optimally distinguish their group from other

relevant outgroups (Haslam et al., 2003; McGarty et al., 2009; Turner

et al., 1987). Moreover, the positive effects of consensual communica-

tion in a group context, which encourages validation of attitudes (Asch

et al., 1956; Klein et al., 2003; Moscovici et al., 1976), could easily turn

sour when groups moralize their attitudes and come to view their own

attitudes as morally superior to those of other groups; leading to dero-

gation of those who do not share their attitudes (D’Amore et al., 2023;

Tetlock et al., 2000).

Major positive and negative consequences are convincingly

reported but it is not always clear whether consequences stem from

an actual consensualization of attitudes, or from a mere experience of

consensus. We examine how both emerge and influence one another

over the course of an everyday group conversation.

1.2 The experience of consensus in conversations

The experience of attitudinal consensus may not always be grounded

in reality. People are particularly bad at estimating other people’s atti-

tudes. They tend to overestimate the extent to which others hold the

same attitudes (Krueger & Clement et al., 1994; Ross et al., 1977).

Even during conversations, which can be considered rich environments

for information about other people’s attitudes, prior beliefs about the

existing level of attitudinal consensus (for instance based on a previ-

ous relationship or a shared group membership) can reduce people’s

motivation to search for new information on the actual attitude of

their conversation partner and therefore lead to biased validation of

their attitudes (Koudenburg et al., 2014). It therefore makes sense

to examine more closely how people infer attitudinal consensus in

conversation.

Abundant research suggests that we form opinions on a certain

issue by paying attention to what people around us do or say on the

matter (Banduraet al., 1977;Cialdini et al., 2001).Groupdiscussions, as

such, provide a platform for group members to negotiate group norms

(Festinger & Thibaut, 1951; Smith & Postmes et al., 2011) and cor-

rect deviating or extreme attitudes (Feldman et al., 1984). However, it

appears that, inmany conversations, explicit positioning, or blatant val-
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CONSENSUALIZATION INCONVERSATIONS 3

idation or rejections, are relatively uncommon. Quite often, responses

to opinion statements may be much more subtle (Brown & Levinson

et al., 1987; Milgram, 1986; Koudenburg et al., 2017). Indeed, the pro-

cess of affirming or challenging existing attitudes takes place not just

in the content that is explicitly discussed, because it is often concealed

in the tacit and informal rules that guide social interaction (see also

Goffman et al., 1959).

So how do we discover whether our conversation partners agree

with us? Recent research demonstrates that beyond the affirmation of

specific attitudinal information, the smooth flow of interaction can, in

and of itself, also provide information about the extent to which inter-

action partners experience consensus. A conversation is considered to

have flow when it is experienced as smooth, effortless and mutually

engaging (Koudenburg et al., 2017). When a conversation has a good

flow, interaction partners as well as outside observers infer that this

is because people are on the same wavelength on the issue (Kouden-

burg et al., 2013a, 2017, 2020). When the flow is disrupted, however

briefly, by a brief silence, or a delay in computer-mediated communi-

cation, this is taken as a signal that something about the conversation

is off: it raises questions about the relationships and the level of con-

sensus between conversation partners. Indeed, a single silence in a 5

minute conversation can raise doubts about the extent to which atti-

tudes are shared within a conversation group and, as a result, shift

group norms (Koudenburg et al., 2013b, 2021). These effects of con-

versational flow remain, even when controlling for actual attitudinal

differences between interaction partners (Koudenburg et al., 2013a).

The conversational flow account offered intriguing explanations

for the polarization often observed in text-based, online interactions.

Roos, Postmes, et al. (2020) and Roos, Koudenburg, et al. (2020),

asked student groups to discuss potentially controversial topics both

via text-based chat and face-to-face. Afterwards, they coded both the

content of conversation turns in each medium, in terms of whether

statements revealed an attitudinal position in agreement or disagree-

ment with the previous speaker and the form of conversations, in

terms of responsiveness (to the previous turn) and ambiguity of

the statement. It turned out that an equal number of expressions

of agreement and disagreement were present in face-to-face and

online discussions but, surprisingly, these did not contribute to the

experience of consensus (Roos, Koudenburg, et al., 2020). However,

the extent to which discussion partners formulated their statements

ambiguously and were responsive to the others, was much higher

face-to-face than online. This supported the smooth flow of a con-

versation and increased the experience of consensus (Roos, Postmes,

et al., 2020; Roos, Koudenburg, et al., 2020). Based on this, we expect

that, beyond actual attitudinal differences and conversation content,

the flow of a conversation is highly predictive of the experience of

consensus.

We accordingly hypothesized that the experience of consensus in

conversations is predicted positively by actual similarity in attitudes

(Hypothesis 1), conversation content that reveals attitudinal agree-

ment, rather than disagreement among speakers (Hypothesis 2) and

conversational form, specifically aspects relating to the smooth flow of

conversation (Hypothesis 3).

1.3 Conversation as an effective means to
consensualize

A second aim of this research is to examine whether these content-

based expressions of agreement and disagreement and more form-

based aspects in the flow of a conversation promote actual attitude

consensualization. Classic research in social psychology has pointed to

the value of conversations for attitude consensualization (Festinger,

1950; Schachter et al., 1951). In communication science, conversations

have been seen as the primary tools to reach common ground3 (H.

H. Clark, 1996; Stalnaker, 2002) and political scientists have pointed

to the risk of avoiding political issues, because of the value of every-

day communication in overcoming opinion differences (Cappella et al.,

2002; Gamson et al., 1992; Mutz et al., 2006). The question, then,

is ‘what conversational aspects predict attitude consensualization in

conversation?’

Traditional research established that the content of social interac-

tions plays a crucial role in establishing consensus (Hardin & Conley

et al., 2001; Kashima et al., 2007; Lewin et al., 1948, 1997; Mead

et al., 1934). For instance, group members may converge in their atti-

tudes because their discussion revolves around specific content,4 or

because they experience (implicit) pressure to comply (e.g. Eysenck

& Crown et al., 1948; Feldman et al., 1984). Moreover, group mem-

bers may engage actively in reconciliation of discordant attitudes, for

instance by redefining their identity, reinterpreting the social world,

or engaging in mutual social influence (Haslam et al., 2003; Turner

et al., 1987). Implicit in these explanations is that consensualization

occurs through a process of comparing and negotiating attitudes, or,

as Klein et al. (2003) put it more explicitly: ‘The process through which

individuals who initially had distinct beliefs about a target group come to

endorse a consensual view of this group through within-group communica-

tion [. . . ] is predicated on group members’ discovering and acknowledging

their respective views.’

The way in which consensualisation is typically studied reflects this

focus on content, using paradigms to assess the sharing of novel infor-

mation between interaction partners, (Stasser & Titus et al., 1985),

or the collective endorsement of particular stereotypical information

about their own and other group (e.g., the Katz-Braly paradigm). Essen-

tially, groups are seen as information processors (Hinsz et al., 1997),

and they prefer to process information in a way that does not jeopar-

dize group consensus: members prefer to discuss information that is

shared among group members, or that is consistent with stereotypes

(Kashimaet al., 2013). The challenge researchers tookonwas to reduce

bias by getting groups to discuss unshared information, or information

that was not in line with existing stereotypes (Postmes et al., 2001).

3 While Clark refers to a wide set of common knowledge, which is included in the term ‘com-

mon ground’ (including cultural, social and lexical information), he also includes common, or

mutual beliefs: what we both accept to be true. Stalnaker provides a broader definition, which

includes both beliefs and attitudes: ‘presumptions, assumptions, acceptance for the purposes

of an argument or an inquiry.’
4 This content may be biased due to limits to the information that group members have avail-

able (Hamilton & Trolier, 1986; Stangor & Lange, 1993), decide to share (A. E. Clark &Kashima,

2007; Stasser & Titus, 1985), or remember (Coman et al., 2009).
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4 KOUDENBURG ET AL.

The insights from these accounts prove very valuable for the under-

standing of why discussions in groups may lead to biases. However,

the focus on discussion content has obscured the more subtle ways

in which disagreements can be communicated. According to polite-

ness theory (Brown & Levinson et al., 1987), people have an array

of politeness tactics to introduce disagreement, while avoiding con-

flict in interaction. In fact, expressing disagreement may be quite

dysfunctional for consensualizing attitudes. Recent research demon-

strates that overt, explicit communication of disagreement communi-

cates a lack of concern for the other person’s opinion, reducing their

willingness to engage with the opinion difference (Roos, Koudenburg,

et al., 2020). In contrast, formulating one’s attitudes in a nuanced way

communicates concern for the other person’s opinion, while producing

ambiguity that leaves room to find commonalities in attitudes (Brown

& Levinson et al., 1987; Roos, Postmes, et al., 2020). This suggests that

diplomatic behaviours that support the flow of an interaction, rather

than concealing actual opinion differences, may provide flexibility to

interpret and subtly negotiate towards a common point of view.

In the present study, we focus on four different subtle behaviours

that could contribute to, or hamper, the flow of a conversation and

as such affect consensualization. Two behaviours that are known to

disrupt conversational floware conversational silences and unsupport-

ive interruptions. Previous research has shown that both communicate

disagreement and are experienced as a rejection by the previous

speaker (Koudenburg et al., 2011, 2017). Reversely, supportive inter-

ruptions support the flow of a conversation, in the sense that they

are often used to continue or build on a point made by the previ-

ous speaker, or confirm the previous speaker’s position explicitly. A

final behaviour that may serve the flow of interaction is the use of

humour and collective laughter. Humour has various functions in inter-

actions but two functions are important for the current hypotheses.

First, humour is often used in a group tomaintain a feeling of solidarity

among ingroup members (Ladegaard et al., 2009). Humour can reflect

shared background knowledge, experience, or understanding (Holmes

et al., 2000) and as such, it is seen as a positive politeness strategy, used

predominantly to save face and strengthen ingroup cohesion (Brown

& Levinson et al., 1987). In potentially contentious situations, humour

can also be seen as a device for coping with uncertainty, exploring

ambiguous situations, releasing tension or distancing unpleasantness

(Linstead et al., 1988). By using humour, a position can be contested,

with a critic concealed in sugarcoating (Holmes et al., 2000; Ladegaard

et al., 2009). Taken together, with humour one can subtly communi-

cate a disagreement, while releasing tension and maintaining ingroup

solidarity. We reason that these results are especially likely to occur

when humour results in collective laughter (i.e., all interaction partners

laughing at the same time).

1.4 Hypotheses

Hypotheses 1–3 focus on the experience of consensus in conver-

sation.

Hypothesis 1: The experience of consensus in conversations is

positively predicted by actual similarity in attitudes.

Hypothesis 2: The experience of consensus in conversations

is positively predicted by conversation content, in terms of

agreement, lack of disagreement (H2a) and global impressions

of consensus (H2b).

Hypothesis 3: The experience of consensus in conversations is

positively predicted by conversational form; that is, specific

behaviours supporting (vs disrupting) flow: laughter, silence

and (non-)supportive interruptions (H3a) and global impres-

sions of conversational flow (by the conversation partners-

H3b, or by external observers-H3c).

Hypotheses 4 and 5 focus on the consensualization of attitudes

over the course of the conversation.

Hypothesis 4: Attitude consensualization is positively predicted

by conversation content, in terms of agreement, lack of dis-

agreement (H4a) and global impressions of consensus (H4b).

Hypothesis 5: Attitude consensualization is positively predicted

by global impressions of conversational flow (by the conver-

sation partners-H5a, or by external observers-H5b), as well as

specific behaviours supporting (vs disrupting) flow: laughter,

silence and (non-)supportive interruptions (H5c).5

1.5 The present research

The present research set out to test these five hypotheses in two stud-

ies in which students in secondary education (Study 1, Dutch sample)

and university students (Study 2, German sample) discussed policies

on integrating refugees into their respective school systems. Students

in general have quite positive attitudes on refugee integration but the

specifics of the proposed policies created more divergent attitudes on

the proposal.

Consensualization was operationalized in terms of attitude conver-

gence, which was represented by the decrease in attitude variation

within groups from before to after the discussion. The participants’

experience of consensus was measured through self-report. We mea-

sured whether consensualization and experienced consensus were

predicted by the form of the conversation in terms of flow and the

content of the conversation in terms of (dis)agreement. Notably, to

capture the flow of a conversation, we used participants’ own subjec-

tive experiences of a conversation as smooth, effortless and mutually

engaging but complemented these with external observers’ general

perceptions of the conversation in these terms andwith observers’ rat-

ings of specific behaviours. To capture the content, we used observers’

general ratings of attitudinal consensus but also the specific number of

times they observed statements as being in agreement and disagree-

ment with the previous statement over the course of the conversation.

5 The hypotheses were not preregistered. Initially, we also aimed to differentiate between

conversations that focused on themore specific affirmative action policy versus themore gen-

eral issue of refugee integration. This differentiation appeared quite difficult to assess and we

decided to focus our research on the more general question of how groups experience and

reach consensus in conversations instead. The hypotheses were developed prior to analyses.
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CONSENSUALIZATION INCONVERSATIONS 5

Such agreement could beprecededby an ‘I agree’ or ‘yes. . . ’-expression,

but implicit agreement, which involved attitudinal content building on

the previous statement would also be considered agreement. Similarly,

revealing an attitudinal positionnegating the statement of theprevious

speaker would be rated as disagreement.

Beyond testing the hypotheses, taking into account different per-

spectives on the conversation should aid the formulation of specific

recommendations regarding the measurement of attitude consensual-

ization, experiences of consensus and their predictors.

2 STUDY 1

2.1 Methods

2.1.1 Participants and design

As part of an introduction to psychology workshop at the University

of Groningen, 132 students who were in their fourth year of pre-

university education6 participated in the study. Students participated

in groups of three, four, or five, to which they were randomly allocated

at the start of the study. Most participants had native-Dutch or Dutch-

dual nationalities. Data from four groups that included a non-native

Dutch student were excluded from the analyses. The remaining 116

participants (78women, 38men;Mage = 15.46, SD= 0.60) were spread

over 28 groups (two × three-person, twenty × four-person and six ×

five-person groups).

2.1.2 Power analysis

For the analysis of experienced consensus (Hypotheses 1–3), we per-

formed a sensitivity power analysis using MLPowSim software, with

information from the Study 1 data structure and variance. The analysis

indicated that we had 0.8 power to detect a standardized regres-

sion coefficient of 0.37 for a group-level predictor and 0.22 for an

individual-level predictor. For the group-level analysis of consensual-

ization (Hypotheses 4 and 5), an analysis with G*Power (linearmultiple

regression, alpha= .05, two-tailed) indicated that we had 0.8 power to

detect an effect of Cohen’s f2 = 0.30.

2.1.3 Procedure

Students came in classes of 15–25 and were randomly separated into

groups of three, four, or five students. A researcher accompanied the

groups to separate rooms. Here, they first completed a pre-measure of

attitudes towards refugees, including more general attitudes towards

integration of refugees in Dutch schools and more specific attitudes

about implementing an affirmative action policy that would allow

6 Pre-university education takes 6 years in the Netherlands and is the highest level of

secondary education.

refugee students who scored among the top 25% of their class in their

home country directly to pre-university education in the Netherlands

(i.e., the highest level of the Dutch secondary education). In general,

students were expected to be positive about integrating refugee chil-

dren in the schools in theNetherlands (Postmes et al., 2017). However,

allowing students who did not go through the Dutch educational sys-

tem to enter the highest level, which is hard to enter, could be seen

as threatening and opinions on that were expected to vary. Although

people may generally endorse equality in principle, previous work on

affirmative action found that high status groups generally did not sup-

port affirmative action policies (i.e., policies that favour low-status

groups), especially if theyperceive themasaffectinghigh status groups’

outcomes (Lowery et al., 2006; O’Brien et al., 2010). Thus, we expected

that students’ views on affirmative action would vary more and asked

them to discuss the proposed policy with others. The researcher left

the room for 5 minutes, after which they came back to stop the discus-

sion and hand out the second questionnaire. Group discussions were

recorded on video or audio.7 Finally, all participants and reported their

demographics and intergroup contact frequency.

2.1.4 Measures

An overview of the variables in both studies is provided in Table 1. All

itemswere assessed on scales from 1 (strongly disagree), to 7 (strongly

agree).

Consensualization. Participants reported their attitudes regarding

the topic before and after the conversations. We asked for their atti-

tudes on admitting refugees in schools (i.e., their general attitude)

with a single statement: To encourage integration, refugee students should

be admitted to Dutch schools (rather than separate refugee schools), as

well as their attitudes on the more controversial topic of affirma-

tive action (which was the topic of the discussion): Refugee students

in the top 25% of their class in their home country, should directly

be admitted to pre-university education. The general and specific atti-

tude had small-to-medium correlations, rpre-discussion = .19, p = .047;

rpost-discussion= .29,p= .002.Weoperationalized attitude consensualiza-

tion as the reduction in the group’s SDof an attitude item.We analysed

the post-discussion SD while controlling for the pre-discussion SD in a

regression analysis (e.g., Dugard & Todman et al., 1995).8

Experience of consensus. Experience of consensus was assessed

with the three items from the shared cognition scale (Koudenburg

et al., 2013a) and two additional reverse-coded items assessing the

polarization aspect (based on Koudenburg & Kashima et al., 2022): The

7 Group members were allocated such that groups either consisted of students aged < 16, or

students of 16 years and older. Due to ethical considerations, we only videotaped the second

groups, the first groups were recorded on audio.
8 We also assessed participants’ perceptions of the distribution of opinions among high school

students, both before and after the discussion. Conversational harmony, feelings of belonging

to the group and their intentions for future discussion, moral emotions and judgments regard-

ing the topic were measured after the discussion. Finally, participants answered some open

questions regarding the discussion. (‘What did you agree/disagree on?’ ‘What were important

moments during the discussion?) Analysing thesemeasureswas beyond the aimsof the current

paper.
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6 KOUDENBURG ET AL.

TABLE 1 Overview of the study variables.

Participant(s) Trained observer

Rated by: Objective Subjective (Inter)subjective ratings Observable verbal behaviours

Consensus Within group attitude similarity/

convergence

Consensus

Interaction content Consensus Agreement

Disagreement (r)

Interaction form Flow Flow Laughter

Silence (r)

Supportive interruptions

Non-supportive interruptions (r)

group members were divided on the issue and during the conversation, sub-

groups formed (of one or moremembers).TheCronbach’s alpha of the five

items together was .864.

2.1.5 Predictors

Self-ratings of flow. Two items assessed the subjective experience of

the conversational flow: Participants indicated the extent to which the

conversation about the topic was smooth and effortful (reverse-coded),

Spearman–Brown r= .774.

Observer coding and ratings. A coding scheme was developed to

assess conversational displays of consensus. First, audio and video

files were transcribed by two research assistants (hereafter called

observers). Afterwards, all conversations were coded by the same

observer. The observers counted the number of times they saw each of

the following specific behaviours that related to (a) the form of inter-

action: laughter, silences, supportive interruptions, non-supportive

interruptions; (b) the content of interaction: expressions of agreement

and expressions of disagreement. Finally, they indicated their (c) global

perception of consensus on a semantic differential dissensus (−2) to

consensus (2). See Table 2 for the coding scheme.9 Both count data and

global perceptions were rated per minute of group conversation and

then averaged per conversation.

Descriptive statistics of all variables are displayed in Table 3.

2.2 Results

First, we analysed predictors of experienced consensus to test

Hypotheses 1–3. We defined multilevel models where respondents

were nested in conversation groups. We fitted a random intercept for

groups and themodels were estimatedwith full maximum likelihood in

SPSS.Weused three differentmodels for predictors related to attitude

similarity, conversation content and conversation form, respectively.

9 We also coded the content of what participants talked about and some indicators related

to morality. Moreover, observers also rated the semantic differentials smooth-effortful,

disengaged-engaged, smooth-effortful, low-high arousal, tentative-firm, harmonious-hostile,

poor-excellent social relations. Because this is not the focus of the current paper, we did not

analyse these data.

TABLE 2 Coding scheme in Study 1 and Study 2.

Construct Specific behaviours Global ratings

Consensus Disagreement: count the times a

speaker disagrees with the

previous speaker.Weights:

2= explicit disagreement

(explicitly disagreeing with the

previous speaker), 1= subtle

disagreement (often taking the

shape of nuancing the previous

statement)

Consensus: on a
scale from

−2= dissensus

to 2= consensus

Agreement: count the times a

speaker agrees with the

previous speaker.Weights:

2= explicit agreement

(explicitly states their

agreement), 1= subtle

agreement (often taking shape

of continuing on previous

statement)

Flow Silence: count the number of

silences (including other

awkwardmoments).

Flow:
reverse-coded on

a scale from

−2= smooth, to

2= effortful

Supportive interruption: taking
over and continuing the line of

reasoning, or encouraging

‘hmm’ or ‘yes’, without any clear

intention to take over.

Unsupportive interruption:
interruption objecting to the

previous speaker, or starting a

different argument.

Laughter: count the times people

laugh together.

Most predictors were measured at the group level and we only had 28

groups in the data. Amodel containing all group-level predictors at the

same time would risk having collinearity issues and having insufficient

information to test the independent relations with all predictors.

Contrary to Hypothesis 1, attitude similarity (i.e., actual consensus,

measured as the post-discussion group SD) was not related to expe-
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CONSENSUALIZATION INCONVERSATIONS 7

TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics, Study 1.

N M SD Minimum Maximum

Groupmember ratings

General attitude (before) 116 5.27 1.19 2.00 7.00

Specific attitude (before) 116 4.51 1.48 1.00 7.00

General attitude (after) 116 5.53 1.25 2.00 7.00

Specific attitude (after) 116 3.77 1.54 1.00 7.00

Experienced consensus 116 6.05 1.02 2.20 7.00

Flow 116 5.17 1.43 1.00 7.00

Observer rating

Agreement 116 4.03 1.43 2.20 8.00

Disagreement 116 1.65 1.05 0.00 4.20

Consensus 116 0.16 0.95 −1.60 2.00

Laughter 116 0.28 0.38 0.00 1.25

Silences 116 0.70 0.45 0.00 1.80

Supportive interruptions 116 2.35 1.67 0.00 6.00

Non-supportive interruptions 116 0.63 0.55 0.00 2.25

Flow 116 0.31 0.93 −1.20 1.80

rienced consensus (see Model 1 in Table 4). Regarding conversation

content, disagreement was negatively related to experienced consen-

sus and the observer rating of consensus was positively related to

experienced consensus, both supporting Hypothesis 2 (see Table 4,

Models 2a-c). Finally, regarding conversation form, only the group

members’ ratings of flow were related to more experienced consensus

(see Table 5), indicating partial support for Hypothesis 3.

We next analysed the factors that were related to attitude consen-

sualization. We did this by analysing the SD for each of the discussion

groupsof theattitude scores after thediscussion, controlling for theSD

before the discussion in a regression model at the group level (N= 28).

As such, this model analyses changes in the group SD. Variables were

tested in separatemodels, althoughagreement anddisagreementwere

in the same model and also the four behaviours related to the form

of conversation were in the same model. We report the standard-

ized regression coefficients in Table 6 for specific and general attitude.

Descriptive zero-order correlations with the SD in the group, after the

discussion are reported in Supporting Information, Table S1.

Almost none of the predicted relations with consensualizationwere

found, which is a clear lack of support for Hypotheses 4 and 5. The

observer rating of flow is related to consensualization on the specific

attitude, but the relation is opposite toHypothesis 5b as flow is related

to less consensualization. The only hypothesized relation that received

support is that observer ratings of flow were linked tomore consensu-

alization on the general attitude. Clearly, Hypotheses 4 and 5 did not

receive consistent support.

2.3 Discussion

The results of Study 1 provide no support for Hypothesis 1, the expe-

rience of consensus is unrelated to the actual consensus in terms of

attitude variation after the conversation. This suggests that conversa-

tions may often not allow for a very good estimate of other people’s

true opinions. It’s very possible that interaction partners’ motivation

to have a smooth and easy conversation overrides their need to share

their own, true opinions on complicated issues or search for the true

opinions of others.

That said, and supporting Hypotheses 2 and 3, interaction partners

did use the content and form of a conversation to make inferences

about consensus. Specifically, H2a was partially supported: expres-

sions of agreement seemed not to contribute to the experience of

consensus but interaction partners were very sensitive to expressions

of disagreement. Supporting H2b, an even better predictive value was

provided by the global estimate of consensus provided by the observer,

accounting for 43% of the variation in participants’ experience of con-

sensus. The data also supportHypotheses 3: the formof a conversation

explains another 23% of the variance in group members’ experiences

of consensus. Here, it appears that the observer’ coding of the spe-

cific behaviours such as laughter and supportive interruptions (H3a)

and their general impressions of flow (H3c) may tap into these flow

experiences (explaining up to 17% of variation), but are not as predic-

tive as participants’ own subjective experience of the conversation as

smoothly flowing. In linewithH3b, therefore, to predict the experience

of consensus, flow seems to be best captured by the subjective report

of the people who actually engage in the conversation.

Notably, while the predictive validity of form and content for the

experience of consensus in the conversation is high, their effect on

actual convergence in attitudes is ambiguous, providing no consistent

support for Hypothesis 4 and 5. When focusing on attitude conver-

gence on the specific policy that was the focus of the discussion the

only significant result points in opposite direction, suggesting that the

experience of a smooth conversational flow may communicate that

these differences are not a problem and as such, relate to an increase

in opinion divergence (contrasting H5a). However, when examining

more general attitudes about refugee integration, attitudes do seem

to converge with stronger displays of conversational flow (supporting

H5a). Potentially, group members may enthusiastically quarrel about

the specifics of a certain policy, once they have ascertained that their

general attitudes on the topic align.

Whereas Study 1 referred to a hypothetical policy, we increased the

external validity in Study 2 by using a policy that was discussed at the

university at the time. We also sought to replicate the results in a dif-

ferent sample, this time employing a sample of students at a German

university.

3 STUDY 2

3.1 Methods

3.1.1 Participants and design

Students studying at the University of Osnabrück took part in the

study (n = 136; 92 women, 44 men; Mage = 21.86, SD = 3.01; 90.44%

 10990992, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/ejsp.2992 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [08/01/2024]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



8 KOUDENBURG ET AL.

TABLE 4 Experienced consensus in Study 1, as predicted by actual consensus (Model 1) and conversation content (Model 2a-c).

Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c

Actual consensus (after discussion)

SD general attitude −0.07 (0.17)

SD specific attitude −0.10 (0.17)

Conversation behaviour: content

Agreement 0.21 (0.14) 0.06 (0.16)

Disagreement −0.38** (0.14) −0.11 (0.21)

Conversation rating by observer

Consensus 0.53*** (0.13) 0.41 (0.24)

Explained group level variance 1.8% 36.9% 43.4% 44.0%

Note: Coefficients based on standardized variables (standard errors between brackets).

TABLE 5 Experienced consensus in Study 1, as predicted by conversation form (Model 3a-c).

Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c

Conversation behaviour: form

Laughter 0.28 (0.18) 0.23 (0.19) 0.23 (0.18)

Silence −0.05 (0.19) 0.08 (0.22) 0.18 (0.22)

Supportive interruptions 0.16 (0.18) 0.18 (0.18) 0.21 (0.17)

Non-supportive interruptions −0.09 (0.21) −0.07 (0.21) −0.02 (0.20)

Conversation rating by observer

Flow 0.21 (0.19) 0.18 (0.19)

Conversation rating by group members

Flow 0.17* (0.08)

Explained group level variance 13.0% 17.0% 23.3%

Note: Coefficients based on standardized variables (standard errors between brackets).

identified as German). The sample’s political orientation was on aver-

age centre to left leaning (M = 3.12, SD = 0.86; 1 = Extreme left to

7 = Extreme right) and the majority of students (88.2%) were enrolled

in a study programwith a restricted number of students.

3.1.2 Power analysis

For the analysis of experienced consensus (Hypotheses 1–3), we per-

formed a sensitivity power analysis using the MLPowSim software,

using information from the Study 2 data structure and variance.

This indicated that we have 0.8 power to detect a standardized

regression coefficient of 0.27 for a group-level predictor and 0.22 for

an individual-level predictor. For the group-level analysis of consen-

sualization (Hypotheses 4 and 5), an analysis with G*Power (linear

multiple regression, alpha = .05, two-tailed) indicated that we had 0.8

power to detect an effect of Cohen’s f2 = .20.

3.1.3 Procedure

Twelve research assistants approached the students in the univer-

sity canteen to participate in a study on the inclusion of refugees in

higher education. At the beginning of the academic year, the Univer-

sity of Osnabrück announced that it would be allowing refugees who

obtained asylum status to enrol in study programs. We were inter-

ested in the students’ attitudes towards the new policy to accept

refugees (i.e., general attitude), as well as whether they thought that

the university should go one step further and ensure that refugees had

places reserved in the study programs that restrict the number of stu-

dents they admit (i.e., an affirmative action policy). More prestigious

programs at German universities usually have a restricted number of

places and this potential policy would ensure that the refugees had

a chance of entering those programs. At the same time, reserving

spots for refugees would mean less spots available for home students,

which could be seen as threatening in this context (Lowery et al.,

2006).

The students who signed up were asked to come to the lab in

groups of three or four (resulting in a total of 41 groups). Two research

assistants guided the discussions. The procedure was similar to Study

1: the participants first completed a pre-measure of attitudes and

then took part in a group discussion, which was recorded on audio.

During the group tasks, the research assistants left the room. After

the discussion, the participants filled out the second questionnaire

individually.
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CONSENSUALIZATION INCONVERSATIONS 9

TABLE 6 Group-level correlates of consensualization on the
specific and general attitude (Study 1, standardized coefficients,
standard errors between brackets).

Specific

attitude

General

attitude

Model 1: Conversation behaviour: content

Agreement 0.20 (0.20) −0.25 (0.18)

Disagreement 0.18 (0.18) −0.14 (0.18)

Model 2: Conversation rating by observers

Consensus 0.01 (0.19) −0.03 (0.17)

Model 3: Conversation rating by group members

Flow (groupmember perception) 0.25 (0.17) −0.03 (0.19)

Model 4: Conversation rating by observer

Flow (observer perception) 0.51** (0.15) −0.45** (0.15)

Model 5: Conversation behaviour: form

Laughter 0.38 (0.20) −0.29 (0.19)

Silence −0.25 (0.21) 0.05 (0.20)

Supportive interruptions −0.28 (0.19) 0.14 (0.18)

Non-supportive interruptions −0.16 (0.23) −0.18 (0.22)

Note: Because consensualization is operationalized as a decrease in SD,

negative parameters reflect stronger consensualization.

3.1.4 Measures

As in Study 1, we assessed attitudes regarding the topic before and

after the conversation with a single statement for the general attitude

Refugees who meet the admission requirements should be allowed to enrol

in bachelor and master programs at the University of Osnabrück, and for

the specific attitude Study programs with admission restrictions should

reserve a certain number of spots (around 10%) for refugees. Participants

indicated their agreement with each of these statements on a 5-point

scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).

After the conversations, the participants responded to the ques-

tions about the conversational flow (Spearman–Brown r = .475)

and four items measuring experienced consensus10 (Cronbach’s

alpha= .803).

3.1.5 Conversation coding by observers

We used the same coding scheme developed in Study 1. First, audio

fileswere transcribedusing anonline tool (https://sonix.ai,May-August

2020) and the transcriptions were checked by three research assis-

tants, who also coded the conversations. Second, all conversations

were coded by two out of the three observers (the design was not fully

crossed). Both count data and global perceptions were rated for every

minute of the group conversation and then averaged per conversation.

Interrater reliability was assessued using the intra-class correlation

10 The fifth item in Study 1 ‘the group members were on the same wavelength’ was not

measured in Study 2.

(ICC).We specified one-way randommodels, because it is more appro-

priate for not fully crossed designs (Hallgren et al., 2012). ICCs for

each code were calculated per pair of observers and then averaged

(following guidelines by Light et al., 1971). This led to good (>0.75) to

excellent (>0.90, according to Koo & Li, 2016) reliability for all codes:

laughter: ICC = 0.90, silences: ICC = 0.76, supportive interruptions:

ICC = 0.92, non-supportive interruptions: ICC = 0.85, expressions of

agreement: ICC = 0.80 and expressions of disagreement: ICC = 0.78,

global perception of consensus: ICC= 0.87, global perceptions of flow:

ICC= 0.68.

Descriptive statistics of all variables are displayed in Table 7.

3.2 Results

In contrast to Study 1, and supporting Hypothesis 1, groups with more

actual post-discussion consensus on the specific attitude (i.e., the topic

of the conversation) also experienced more consensus in the group.

This factor alone accounted for 34% of the group-level variance in

experienced consensus. Furthermore, the amount of disagreement in

the conversation and the global consensus ratingswere both related to

experienced consensus, supporting Hypothesis 2, and explaining even

more variance than actual consensus (see Models 2a–2b in Table 8).

However, when both were added in the same model (Model 2c),

only the global consensus ratings had an independent relation with

experienced consensus.

Regarding conversation form, supportive interruptions and the par-

ticipants’ perceptions of flow were related to higher experienced

consensus, partially supporting Hypothesis 3 (see Table 9).

We performed the same analyses of consensualization as in Study

1 (see Table 10). Descriptive zero-order correlations with the SD in

the group, after the discussion are reported in Supporting Information,

Table S2. Contradicting Hypothesis 4, we found no significant predic-

tive value of explicit agreement or disagreement, or observers’ ratings

of consensus on consensualization on the specific attitude. However,

group members’ experiences of flow did contribute to consensualiza-

tion, supporting Hypothesis 5a. This finding was not echoed in the flow

ratings by observers, contradicting Hypothesis 5b.

Consensualization on the general attitude was not predicted signif-

icantly by groupmembers’ experiences of flow. Only observers’ ratings

of explicit agreement, and supportive interruptions predicted stronger

consensualization on the general attitude.

3.3 Discussion

In contrast to Study 1, we found support for Hypothesis 1 in Study 2.

The conversations in Study 2 provided group members with a more

accurate insight of the level consensus in the group: 34% of the vari-

ance in experienced consensus was explained by actual variation in

attitudes within the group.

Replicating the results from Study 1, and supporting Hypothesis 2,

the content of conversation predicted another 36% of the variance
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10 KOUDENBURG ET AL.

TABLE 7 Descriptive statistics Study 2.

N M SD Minimum Maximum

General attitude (before) 136 4.85 0.43 2.00 5.00

Specific attitude (before) 136 3.15 1.10 1.00 5.00

General attitude (after) 136 4.89 0.34 3.00 5.00

Specific attitude (after) 136 2.99 1.21 1.00 5.00

Experienced consensus 136 5.05 0.82 2.25 6.00

Agreement 136 29.44 18.89 3.50 79.50

Disagreement 136 4.16 3.77 0.00 13.50

Consensus 136 0.63 0.72 −1.25 1.80

Laughter 136 2.19 2.16 0.00 8.50

Silences 136 1.29 1.39 0.00 6.00

Supportive interruptions 136 17.00 12.49 0.50 46.00

Non-supportive interruptions 136 3.90 3.83 0.00 17.00

Flow (rater) 136 1.04 0.52 −0.37 1.67

Flow (participant) 136 5.05 0.78 3.00 6.00

TABLE 8 Experienced consensus in Study 2, as predicted by actual consensus (Model 1) and conversation content (Model 2a-c).

Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c

Actual consensus (after discussion)

SD general attitude −0.11 (0.11)

SD specific attitude −0.45*** (0.11)

Conversation behaviour: content

Agreement 0.32** (0.11) −0.07 (0.14)

Disagreement −0.40*** (0.11) 0.21 (0.18)

Conversation rating by coders

Consensus 0.64*** (0.09) 0.84* (0.22)

Explained group level variance 34.1% 44.4% 61.5% 63.1%

Note: Coefficients based on standardized variables (standard errors between brackets).

TABLE 9 Experienced consensus in Study 2, as predicted by conversation form (Model 3a-c).

Model 3a Model 3b Model 3c

Conversation behaviour: form

Laughter 0.09 (0.14) 0.09 (0.14) 0.07 (0.13)

Silence 0.10 (0.14) 0.17 (0.18) 0.16 (0.17)

Supportive interruptions 0.30* (0.13) 0.27 (0.14) 0.24 (0.13)

Non-supportive interruptions −0.23 (0.13) −0.22 (0.13) −0.20 (0.12)

Conversation rating by coders

Flow 0.11 (0.18) 0.10 (0.17)

Conversation rating by group members

Flow 0.14* (0.06)

Explained group level variance 23.8% 24.8% 34.0%

Note: Coefficients based on standardized variables (standard errors between brackets).
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CONSENSUALIZATION INCONVERSATIONS 11

TABLE 10 Group-level correlates of consensualization on the
specific and general attitude in Study 2.

Specific

attitude

General

attitude

Model 1: Conversation behaviour: content

Agreement −0.11 (0.13) −0.29* (0.11)

Disagreement −0.02 (0.13) 0.02 (0.12)

Model 2: Conversation rating by observers

Consensus −0.21 (0.13) −0.16 (0.12)

Model 3: Conversation rating by group members

Flow (groupmember perception) −0.35** (0.12) −0.01 (0.12)

Model 4: Conversation rating by observers

Flow (observers perception) 0.02 (0.13) −0.07 (0.12)

Model 5: Conversation behaviour: form

Laughter −0.23 (0.15) 0.21 (0.12)

Silence 0.04 (0.14) −0.05 (0.13)

Supportive interruptions −0.03 (0.14) −0.33** (0.12)

Non-supportive interruptions 0.04 (0.13) 0.04 (0.12)

Note: Because consensualization is operationalized as a decrease in SD,

negative parameters reflect stronger consensualization. Standardized coef-

ficients are displayed (standard errors between brackets).

in experienced consensus. As in Study 1, expressions of disagreement

had more impact on experiences of consensus than expressions of

agreement (in partial support of H2a), but general consensus ratings

of observers were most predictive (supporting H2b). Beyond this, we

found support for Hypothesis 3: the form of conversation predicted

34% of the variance in experienced consensus. Of the specific conver-

sational behaviours, only supportive interruptions positively predicted

consensus experiences (in Study 1 this effect was similar but not

significant). Most predictive were again the subjective flow experi-

ences by the groupmembers, in line with Hypothesis 3b.

Study 2 demonstrated a correlation between group members’ rat-

ings of flow and consensualization in the direction predicted by

Hypothesis 5a, suggesting that conversational flow allowed for com-

mon ground to develop. Notably, flow only predicted the consensu-

alization of attitudes regarding the specifically discussed policy; the

effect did not generalize to the general attitude about refugee inte-

gration. Moreover, observers’ coding of flow did not echo this effect

(providing no support for H5b): it was the group members’ subjec-

tive experiences of flow that predicted attitude consensualization on

specific attitudes during the conversation.

Finally, comparable to Study 1, the pattern predicting consensual-

ization regarding general attitude diverged from the pattern on the

specific attitude. Indeed, group members’ experiences of flow were of

little predictive value, but observers’ ratings of explicit agreement and

supportive interruptions predicted stronger consensualization regard-

ing general attitude, thereby providing partial support for Hypothesis

4a andHypothesis 5c.

4 GENERAL DISCUSSION

Sociological, political and psychological research has been concerned

with questions of attitude convergence and divergence and individual

experiences of consensus and polarization but little effort has been

spent on differentiating between actual and experienced consensual-

ization. This paper aimed to fill this gap and specifically addressed how

(a) the experience of consensus and (b) actual attitude consensualiza-

tion emerge from conversation.

In two studies we asked small groups of high-school students (Study

1) and university students (Study 2) to discuss the integration of

refugees into regular Dutch and German education.

4.1 The experience of consensus (Hypotheses 1–3)

The first aim of the paper was to examine where the conversa-

tional experience of consensus (or, conversely, polarization) originated,

modelling the effects of actual attitudinal differences (Hypothesis

1), conversational content (Hypothesis 2) and conversational form

(Hypothesis 3). Across the studies, findings demonstrated that, rather

than being a mere reflection of the actual attitudes of group members,

the experience of consensus resulted from a multitude of indicators

in the content and form of conversation that indicated that group

members were on the samewavelength.

Specifically, results showed that whereas in Study 1, the actual

diversity of attitudes seemed not to matter in the experience of con-

sensus, in Study 2 the actual diversity of attitudes explained 34% of

the variance in experienced of consensus, providing only partial sup-

port for Hypothesis 1. The divergence in findings between the studies

may be attributable to the relevance of the issues in the different study

contexts. Whereas participants in Study 1 were engaging in a con-

versation about a fictitious policy; for the participants in Study 2 the

affirmative action policy that they discussed concerned an actual uni-

versity policy that might affect them personally (i.e., in the sense that

there might be less spots available to them in their preferred study

program). When personal relevance is low, group members may have

decided to just go with the majority opinion and felt little need to

express their (only very recently developed) view on the issue (Mar-

tin & Hewstone, 2008). In contrast, in situations where both personal

and group relevance of the discussed issue is very high, group mem-

bers may be more likely to closely attend to their group’s position

on the issue, but at the same time, it is conceivable that they are

more motivated to express their own views on the topic in an effort

to negotiate and influence their group’s position (Haslam et al., 2003;

McGarty et al., 2009).

Hypothesis 2 received support consistently across studies. We

found that the content of conversation explained around 35%–43% of

the variance in experienced consensus. Interestingly, it did not matter

whether all expressions of disagreement and agreementwere counted,

or whether observers gave a global impression of the consensus they

perceived in the conversation: if anything, the global impressions were

slightly more predictive, possibly because they take into account more
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subtle ways of expressing (dis)agreement. Compared to expressions

of agreement, expressions of disagreement are much more indicative

of the experience of consensus. This underlines the importance of

consensus in conversations; expressing agreement seems the default

behaviour and any deviations that indicate disagreement jeopardize

this consensus experience (Koudenburg et al., 2017).

The form of conversation, in terms of conversational flow, explained

another 23%–34% of the variance, partially supporting Hypothesis

3. Interestingly, the form of conversation was especially predictive

to the extent that it was perceived by conversation partners them-

selves as flowing smoothly and effortless; flow ratings of observers

that were not part of the conversation did not predict the expe-

rience of consensus. The only coded behaviour that did contribute

to the experience of consensus—and only did so statistically signif-

icantly in Study 2—was the supportive interruptions. This confirms

previous research about responsiveness being key to experiencing a

sense of consensus (Roos, Koudenburg, et al., 2020; Benus, Gravano, &

Hirschberg, 2011).

4.2 Methodological implications

In terms of methodological considerations our findings suggest that

one can estimate the experience of consensus by using global esti-

mates of consensus by observers in conversation and that counting

expressions of agreement and disagreement may not add much, in

this respect. This raises the questions about the value of big data

analyses for which counting behaviours are at the core for infer-

ring potential consensualization or polarization. Automatic coding is

only reliable after careful checking of the codes by trained observers

(e.g., Van Atteveldt et al., 2021), which is time-consuming and often

neglected (e.g., Medvedev et al., 2019). The present paper suggests

that more reliable estimates of consensus might be reached by asking

observers to give global estimates of the consensus they perceive in a

conversation—something that can be done in an equally efficient, if not

more efficient, way.

To be able to formulate specific advice for the measurement of

conversational form, we compared different types of ratings (specific

behaviours vs global coding) by several sources (interaction partners

themselves vs observers). In general, the results evidence the highly

subjective nature of conversational flow experiences; while the inter-

subjective feeling that a conversation is flowing smoothly is highly

predictive for the experienced consensus in a specific conversation

group (Koudenburg et al., 2017), this flow is hard to pin down to

specific behaviours, such as silences, laughter or interruptions. More-

over, it is difficult to perceive for outside observers, whose estimates

were not significantly linked to experienced consensus in the conversa-

tion. This means that whereas conversational flow may be quite easily

disrupted experimentally by producing an inability between interac-

tants to coordinate (Koudenburg et al., 2013a), what constitutes a

good flow is negotiated situationally between interactants in a specific

conversation.

4.3 Attitude consensualization and polarization
(Hypotheses 4 and 5)

The second aim of the studies was to test which conversational

behaviours may enhance consensualization, in terms of decreasing

actual opinion differences between conversation partners.We focused

on the role of both conversational content (Hypothesis 4) and form

in influencing consensualization processes (Hypothesis 5). The results

demonstrated the difficulty in predicting consensualization (defined

as the actual convergence of attitudes) from conversational content

and form. None of the indicators that we used in the form or content

of interaction consistently predicted attitude consensualization from

pre- to post-measurement. This finding raises an interesting question

regarding the suitability of conversations in overcoming attitudinal dif-

ferences. Being positioned as a platform for finding common ground

(e.g., H. H. Clark, 1996) and the cornerstone for healthy democratic

functioning (Cappella et al., 2002; Gamson et al., 1992; Mutz et al.,

2006); it appears that the consensus that emerges from conversation

is mainly experiential, but not necessarily reflected in actual consensu-

alization of attitudes. Does this mean that conversations play a trivial

role? We would argue against that: the experience of consensus and,

conversely, polarization have, quite independently of actual opinion

differences, been related to a range of consequences that are very real:

intergroup trust (Iyengar et al., 2019; Schudson et al., 1997) solidarity

(Koudenburg et al., 2017; Roos et al., 2022) and attitude moraliza-

tion (D’Amore et al., 2023). The actual potential for a conversation to

bridge opinion differences requires further examination and is likely to

require more than a single conversation but the current research does

point to its potential to improve the experience of being on the same

wavelength.

We would like to point out one interesting observation with regard

to the relationship between conversational flow and attitude consen-

sualization. In both studies, either the flow ratings by observers or

groupmembers themselves were predictive of attitude consensualiza-

tion (or polarization) within the group. The direction of these effects,

however, depended on the specific study context and the specificity of

the attitude investigated. In Study 1, observers’ ratings of flow were

related more to polarization on the specific attitude but related to

consensualization on the general attitude. In Study 2, we found that

group member’s ratings of flow were related to consensualization on

the specific attitude, but had no relation to consensualization on the

general attitude. Such contrasting findings will never be suitable for

drawing definite conclusions but they do raise questions that could

inspire further investigation.

First, the findings suggest that it is theoretically possible that pro-

cesses of specific attitude divergence go hand-in-hand with general

attitude divergence and vice versa. For instance, one may confirm

agreement on a general attitude, before being able to enjoy a quar-

rel about the specifics of the regulation that is discussed (e.g., ‘I agree

we need to inspire every effort to accommodate refugees in the Dutch

education system, but maybe admitting the top 25% without further

consideration is a bit too lenient’). Alternatively, the general attitude
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may change in the background of the specific attitude that is explic-

itly discussed. For instance, discussing the exact conditions by which

refugees should or can be admitted to the Dutch/German educa-

tion system may, in the background, communicate a loosening of the

quite strict norms within the generally leftist student population on

welcoming refugees.

Second, the inconsistencies suggest that methodological decisions

on measuring consensualization or polarization need to carefully

reflect on the specificity on which attitude consensualization or

polarization is expected, considering that the effects on these levels

may diverge quite tremendously. Going one step further, these results

may evoke questions about the validity of attitude convergence mea-

sures in assessing the emergence of consensus and polarization, if the

effects are so easily reversed. Perhaps, and depending on the study

aims,11 evaluating the subjective experience of consensusmay provide

better value for assessing conversation outcomes.

Concluding thoughts. The findings suggest that whereas the con-

tent and form of conversations have strong effects on the experience

of consensus, they are less likely to affect attitude consensualization.

This finding aligns with research demonstrating the stability of atti-

tudes over time, where social norms (in the sense of which attitudes

are appropriate to express) may vary heavily over time (Manfredi et al.,

2020). This may lead one to question the value of everyday political

conversations for reaching consensus. However, one could also inter-

pret the findings as conversations being ameans to reap the benefits of

a shared reality experience, despite underlying attitudinal differences.
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