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ABSTRACT 
 

While numerous studies have examined the role of group identity, particularly 

partisan identity, in influencing individuals’ socio-political attitudes and policy 

preferences, the impact of relational identity — individuals’ self-concept rooted in 

interpersonal relationships, roles, and responsibilities — is rarely examined. This 

dissertation outlines the different effects of group identity and relational identity on 

message processing and attitude change in socio-political contexts. This dissertation first 

draws on the social identity approach and motivated reasoning to understand how 

categorizing oneself in terms of group membership contributes to group polarization. 

Next, building on Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) notion of a relational self and 

interpersonal relationship literature, this dissertation examines the influence of relational 

identity on attitudes toward socio-political issues. Additionally, this dissertation offers a 

relational identity-based strategic communication solution that could potentially mitigate 

polarization resulting from group identity. 

Three online survey experiments were conducted in three different contexts, 

including immigration, climate change, and the COVID-19 pandemic. These three studies 

primed different group identities (e.g., partisan identity and national identity) and 

relational identities (e.g., being a friend and being a parent) and then presented issue-

specific factual information. Results suggest that individuals’ partisan identities bias a 

broad range of judgments and lead to polarization over politicized issues, even when 

presented with factual information. However, linking a controversial socio-political issue 

and an issue-relevant relational identity has the potential to mitigate polarization resulting 

from group identity such as partisanship.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

People hold polarized attitudes towards a range of political, health, scientific, and 

environmental issues such as the affordable care act (Pasek, Sood, & Krosnick, 2015), 

vaccination (Lewandowsky et al., 2012), climate change (Hart & Nisbet, 2012), and 

immigration (Johnston, Newman, & Velez, 2015). Scholars in political psychology and 

public opinion often examine attitude polarization through a lens of group dynamics and 

have long acknowledged the role of group-based identity, particularly partisan identity, in 

shaping public opinion and policy preferences (e.g., Druckman, Peterson, & Slothuus, 

2013; Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012; Levendusky, 2013; Nelson & Kinder, 1996). In the 

political world, people often align their beliefs with political parties (Druckman et al., 

2013). The divide between Republicans and Democrats concerning climate change is one 

example, among many others, that shows the power of partisan identity (Hart & Nisbet, 

2012). 

Numerous studies have shown that individuals’ attitudes, beliefs, and actions 

relating to a variety of socio-political issues are determined, in large part, by their group 

memberships (see Fielding & Hornsey, 2016; Hart & Nisbet, 2012; Slothuus & de 

Vreese, 2010). In addition, group identity can generate motivated reasoning (Kunda, 

1990) and identity-protective forms of cognition (Kahan et al., 2007) in information 

processing. In other words, people tend to process factual information related to socio-

political issues in a biased manner that conforms to group identity and protects the 

ingroup (Kahan et al., 2007; Lord, Ross, & Lepper, 1979). Motivated reasoning and 

identity-protective cognitions are problematic because it leads to close-mindedness to 
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new or belief-inconsistent ideas among citizens and creates less rational and fruitful 

debates (Lodge et al., 1979). Therefore, it is important to understand the role group 

identity plays in shaping socio-political attitudes and to find strategic communication 

solutions to mitigate attitude polarization resulting from group identity. 

Scholars have drawn on the social identity approach as the theoretical framework 

to understand the influence of group-based identities on message processing and 

individuals’ beliefs and attitudes toward socio-political issues (see Hornsey, 2008; 

Iyengar et al., 2012). The social identity approach incorporates two interrelated theories:  

social identity theory (Tajfel, 1981; 1982) and self-categorization theory (Turner, 1985; 

Turner et al., 1994). Both theories suggest that people have a natural tendency to 

categorize themselves in terms of group memberships. For example, in the political 

world, people often think of themselves as Democrats or Republicans rather than unique 

individuals (Dalton, 2016). The concept of group identity, thus, refers to individuals’ 

sense of who they are based on group membership (Tajfel, 1981). Social identity theorists 

posit that group membership triggers positive feelings toward in-group members and 

negative thoughts about outgroup members (Tajfel, 1981; Dalton, 2016). The social 

identity approach also suggests that when people identify with a particular group, they 

take on the shared norms, values, and beliefs of that group (Hornsey, 2008; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986). Accordingly, when a particular group identity becomes salient, the related 

social norms, values, beliefs, and attitudes attached to that identity can be also activated 

(Dalton, 2016). Those group norms further guide how people —especially those who 

strongly identify with that group — think, feel, and act (Ellemers, Kortekaas, & 

Ouwerkerk, 1999; Fielding, McDonald, & Louis, 2008; Hornsey, 2008). As Wojcieszak 
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and Garrett (2018) explain, the salience of group-based identity could “enhance the 

salience of group boundaries, focus people’s attention on differences between the ingroup 

and the outgroup, and increase the importance of those values and beliefs that are 

unshared and represent a threat” (p.3). As such, when a particular group identity becomes 

salient, individuals are motivated to defend the ingroup and group values, follow the 

ingroup norms, and think or behave like other ingroup members (Huddy, 2013; Tajfel & 

Turner, 1986). 

Besides directly affecting attitudes and behaviors, group-based identity plays an 

important role in information processing. Motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1990) and 

identity-protective cognition (Kahan et al., 2007) offer insights to understand the effect of 

group identity on information processing. Both frameworks suggest that people, in 

general, interpret information related to socio-political issues in a biased manner that is 

consistent with group identity and that protects the ingroup (Lord et al., 1979; Kahan et 

al., 2007). Information that is consistent with existing beliefs and group values are more 

likely to be accepted; however, if a message poses threats to an individual’s group 

identity, one will engage in biased reasoning to protect both their self- and group images 

(Kahan et al., 2007; Nickerson, 1998). This psychological phenomenon is also known as 

confirmation bias (Nickerson, 1998).  

In political communication, the group identity that has received the most scholarly 

attention is partisan identity. Past research has provided extensive evidence showing that 

partisan identities provide motivations for individuals to process information in a biased 

manner and have a strong influence on individuals’ political beliefs, attitudes, and 

behaviors (See Kunda, 1990; Kahan et al., 2007). Past research has also found that 
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instead of choosing partisan affiliations based on issue preferences, individuals take 

stances on politicized issues based on their partisan identity in order to support and 

protect the party (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002). 

Following previous research on group identity and attitude, the first part of this 

dissertation draws on the social identity approach, motivated reasoning, and identity-

protective cognition as the theoretical lenses to understand how categorizing oneself in 

terms of a particular group identity (e.g., partisan identity and national identity) 

influences beliefs and attitudes toward socio-political issues (e.g., immigration, climate 

change, and the COVID-19 pandemic). By doing so, this dissertation extends previous 

knowledge on identity-protective motivated reasoning by providing further evidence of 

the impacts of group identities on information processing and attitudes toward politicized 

issues.  

Research examining the relationship between social identity and attitudes, with 

very few exceptions, focuses exclusively on group-based identities (e.g., Druckman & 

Bolsen, 2011; Iyengar et al., 2012; Nelson & Kinder, 1996; Nisbet, 2005). There is no 

doubt that group-based social identity can have powerful impacts on beliefs and attitudes 

toward socio-political issues. However, social identity, in other words, an individual’s 

sense of self, is multifaceted (Deaux, 2001). Brewer and Gardner (1996) argue that one’s 

identity is not solely determined by group membership but also influenced by 

interpersonal relationships. Similarly, Hong et al (2000) suggest that individuals define 

themselves based on both the social relationships and social groups to which they belong. 

Brewer and Gardner (1996) use the term relational identity to describe the self-concept 

derived from interpersonal relationships. Relational identities, such as family roles and 
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friendship, are often emphasized when individuals are asked to list their most important 

identities (Reid & Deaux, 1996). Despite the importance of relational identity in people’s 

lives, political communication scholarship has paid little attention to the role of relational 

identity in information processing and attitude formation in socio-political contexts. 

Similar to group identity, relational identity provides a lens through which the world is 

perceived and attitudes are formed (Hong et al., 2000). Interpersonal relationship 

scholarship provides insights for the potential role of relational identity salience in 

message processing and attitude formation (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Batson, 1994). 

For example, studies found that when individuals define themselves based on 

interpersonal relationships, a cognitive shift occurs from the exclusive motivation for 

self-interest to the motivation for the benefit of the other (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Markus & Kitayama, 1991). 

Based on Brewer and Gardner’s (1996) notion of relational identity and 

interpersonal relationship literature, this dissertation explores the influence of relational 

identity on beliefs and attitudes toward controversial socio-political issues. In particular, 

this dissertation investigates (1) how a friendship prime influences the processing of 

immigration news and individuals’ attitudes toward immigration policy; (2) how the 

salience of parental identity affects the processing of climate change news and further 

influences individuals’ attitudes toward climate change; and (3) how the salience of 

parental identity affects attitudes and behaviors related to COVID-19. 

In addition, this dissertation offers a relational identity-based strategic 

communication solution that could potentially decrease group identity’s influence on 

beliefs and attitudes toward politicized issues by investigating the moderating role of the 
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relational identity prime in the relationship between group identity and attitudes. The 

concept of identity salience is at the core of identity theory. A situationally salient 

identity is an identity that is activated by situational cues (Cohen et al., 2007). For 

example, when an individual is reminded of her affiliation to an environmental group, her 

identity as a member of the environmental group becomes a situationally salient identity. 

People hold various identities, and the situational salience of a particular identity can 

prompt various cognitive, emotional, attitudinal, and behavioral responses (see Cohen et 

al., 2007; Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Benet-Martinez, 2000). This dissertation proposes that 

relational identity salience will make people relatively more open to information and 

ideas that might otherwise threaten their group identities; and thus, attenuate the effects 

of group-based identities (e.g., partisan identity and national identity) on beliefs and 

policy attitudes toward politicized issues.  

While the distinction between group identity and relational identity comprises the 

primary focus, this dissertation also explores individual differences (e.g., empathy and 

the perceived importance of group identity) that moderate the effects of group identities 

on attitudinal outcomes as well as individual differences (e.g., gender) that moderate the 

effects of relational identity on attitudinal outcomes. 

Three online survey experiments were conducted to examine the different effects 

of group identity and relational identity on message processing and attitude change. To 

maximize the generalizability of the findings, the three studies used three different socio-

political issues (i.e., immigration, climate change, and COVID-19) and focused on 

various types of group identities (i.e., national identity and partisan identity) and 

relational identities (i.e., friendship and parenthood).  
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This dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 2 first reviews the relevant 

theoretical frameworks and then discusses empirical research on immigration, climate 

change, and COVID-19. The next three chapters present the experimental design and the 

results of the immigration study, the climate change study, and the COVID-19 study 

respectively. Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation. This chapter first summarizes the 

findings from the three studies and then discusses theoretical and practical implications, 

limitations, and future research directions. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter starts with a discussion of two major theories in the study of group-

based identity: social identity theory and self-categorization theory. Next, motivated 

reasoning and identity-protective cognition are discussed to understand the role of group-

based identity in message processing and attitude polarization. Because this dissertation 

specifically focuses on the effect of partisan identity on attitudes toward climate change 

and the COVID-19 pandemic as well as the effect of national identity on immigration 

attitudes, a review of research on the power of partisan identity and national identity in 

influencing beliefs and attitudes toward these issues is offered. Drawing on Brewer and 

Gardner’s work (1996) and interpersonal relationship literature, this chapter then 

discusses the concept of relational identity and its role in message processing and attitude 

change. From there, this chapter discusses the moderating role of relational identity in 

attenuating the effect of group-based identity on beliefs and attitudes. 

The Social Identity Approach 

The social identity approach includes two interrelated and complementary 

theories explaining social identity: social identity theory (Tajfel, 1982) and self-

categorization theory (Turner, 1985; Turner et al., 1994). Social identity theory explains 

what social identity is whereas self-categorization theory centers on how a particular 

identity develops over time. Both theories deal with the process of categorizing oneself as 

a group member and focus on in- and outgroup’s differences in values, beliefs, attitudes, 

behaviors, and other characteristics (Tajfel, 1982; Turner et al., 1994). According to both 
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theories, an individual’s self-concept is derived partly from perceived social group 

memberships (Tajfel, 1974; 1978).  

Social identity theory, in essence, is a theory of group membership and behavior 

(Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995). Social identity in this context refers to an individual’s 

sense of self that is derived from social group membership. As Tajfel (1974) explains, 

social identity is “that part of an individual’s self-concept which derives from his 

knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together with the emotional 

significance attached to that membership” (p. 69). Group memberships can be based on 

large-scale social categories that we cannot choose such as ethnicity; they can also be 

groups we choose to belong to such as political party affiliation (Fielding & Hornsey, 

2016). Some scholars argue that social identity can simply be referred to as group identity 

(see Hornsey, 2008). In fact, in social identity literature, social identity and group identity 

are often used interchangeably (e.g., Fielding & Hornsey, 2016; Huddy, 2001; Hornsey, 

2008). However, the two terms are conceptually distinct (see Henry, Arrow, & Carini, 

1999). Deaux (2001) identifies different types of social identities and argues that social 

identities are not restricted to group identities. Following this line of thought, group 

identity is used throughout this dissertation when referring to the identity that is derived 

from group membership. 

The process through which individuals categorize themselves, in terms of a 

particular group identity, is called self-categorization (Turner et al., 1987) or 

identification (McCall & Simmons, 1978). This categorization or identification process 

“causes an accentuation of similarities between the self and other ingroup members, and 

an accentuation of differences between the self and outgroup members,” which further 
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results in “an individual’s attitudes, beliefs, and behavior assimilating to the norms of the 

salient social group and polarizing away from relevant outgroup norms” (Fielding & 

Hornsey, 2016, p. 2). This contention is also supported by “partisan sorting,” which refers 

to a phenomenon that individuals connect their attitudes, beliefs, ideological preferences 

to their partisan affiliations (Levendusky, 2009; Mason, 2015). Similarly, Brewer (2001) 

argues that group identity “provides a link between the psychology of the individual—the 

representation of self—and the structure and process of social groups within which the 

self is embedded” (p. 115). As such, when an individual’s group identity is made salient, 

one will focus on the similarities amongst ingroup members as well as distinctions 

between ingroup and outgroup members. Furthermore, individuals who identify with a 

particular group will “assimilate their attitudes and behaviors to ingroup norms and away 

from outgroup norms” (Fielding & Hornsey, 2016, p. 2). Examples of this process can be 

seen in relation to the impacts of partisanship on attitudes toward a variety of socio-

political issues such as climate change, the Affordable Care Act, and immigration (See 

Druckman et al., 2013).  

Both social identity theory and self-categorization theory have been used to 

explain how beliefs, attitudes, emotions, and behaviors are influenced by group 

membership. Political communication scholars draw on both theories to understand the 

nature of partisanship and its role in political information processing. For example, 

Fielding and Hornsey (2016) have drawn on social identity theory to analyze individuals’ 

environmental attitudes and actions and found that support or opposition to a particular 

environmental policy is determined in large part by their party affiliation. Other studies, 

though not specifically framed as social identity research, also provide evidence of the 
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influence of group membership on socio-political beliefs or attitudes (e.g., Nisbet, 

Cooper, & Garrett, 2015). In addition, past research has shown that group members often 

identify prototypical group leaders, who endorse group stereotypes and establish 

normative expectations for their group members (Turner, 1991). According to Turner 

(1991), in order to be a better group member, a group member adheres to expected 

attitudes and behaviors that are endorsed by group leaders. Taken together, social 

identities inform individuals’ socio-political attitudes and decisions.	 

Identity Salience, Identity Importance, and Identity Intersectionality 

People hold multiple identities and these identities are not fixed, but rather 

dynamic and flexible (Jenkins, 2014; Oakes, Turner, & Haslam, 1991). Self-

categorization theory emphasizes the multiplicity of identities that people can hold 

(Turner et al., 1994). Based on self-categorization theory, people often categorize 

themselves in terms of different identities (e.g., I am a daughter, mother, Feminist, 

African American, and Democrat). Those different identities might, in turn, prompt 

different emotional, cognitive, and behavioral responses (Oakes et al., 1991; Spears, 

Doosje, & Ellemers, 1997). Identity salience, importance, and intersectionality can help 

understand the complexities of identities and identity effects. 

Identity Salience 

Identity theory centers on the notion of salience, which characterizes the context-

dependent nature of an identity. Identity salience refers to “the likelihood that a given 

identity will be active across situations” (Morris, 2013, p. 23). A similar concept to 

identity salience is the situational self, which describes “the person’s own preferences as 

to the subset of role identities he will enact in a given situation” (McCall & Simmons, 
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1978, p. 84). An individual typically holds multiple identities. Identity salience literature 

tells us that some identities are more salient for individuals’ self-concepts than others and 

that different identities can be made salient easily by situational cues (McCall & 

Simmons, 1978; Hong et al., 2000). According to identity theory, people rank their 

various identities in a hierarchy. If an identity is ranked relatively high on the salience 

hierarchy, it is more likely to be enacted, in other words, more accessible (Thoits, 2012). 

Indeed, some identities are more or less chronically accessible because they are 

frequently activated or because they are relatively important or central for defining 

oneself; however, contextual cues can also make a particular identity salient (Turner et 

al., 1994). Put differently, although a salient identity is often an identity that is relatively 

important or central for defining oneself at a certain point of time, a peripheral identity 

can become accessible when it is primed. For example, an individual’s political identity 

and related interests are likely to be made salient when reading news coverage 

mentioning a particular group’s preferences on an issue (Jackson, 2011). In this case, 

partisan identity cues in the news coverage make people’s partisan identities salient and 

should lead them to think about themselves as members of the Democratic or Republican 

Party rather than unique individuals. 

 There is ample evidence supporting this contention that situational cues influence 

self-categorization and can make a particular identity more salient than others. In one 

study, researchers successfully primed multicultural individuals to focus on either their 

Asian identity or their American identity by showing them iconic images in Chinese or 

American cultures (Hong et al., 2000). In another study, Haslam and his colleagues 

(1999) made participants’ national identity salient by asking them to list “up to three 
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things they and most other Australians do relatively often” (p. 813). These empirical 

studies provide evidence that at a given moment, a particular social identity can be 

activated by contextual cues. 

A salient identity provides a lens through which individuals perceive the world 

around them at a given moment. It not only gives people a sense of who they are, but also 

influences individuals’ emotions, cognitions, attitudes, and behaviors (Hong et al., 2000; 

Oakes et al., 1991). In one study, when the identity of psychology students was made 

salient, students in a psychology course were more influenced by fellow psychology 

students (Wellen, Hogg, & Terry, 1998). In another study, when their Asian identity was 

primed, participants who were multicultural individuals displayed characteristics of 

Eastern, collectivistic cultures; when their European identity was primed, participants 

showed characteristics of Western, individualistic cultures (Hong et al., 2000). In a 

similar vein, Everhart and Hameed (2013) found that individuals whose religious identity 

was made salient rejected the facts of evolution; however, when their professional 

identities (e.g., being a professor) were made salient, they tended to believe in 

evolutionary science. 

 Kahan’s concept of “cognitive dualism” (Kahan et al., 2017) also provides 

insights into the identity salience effect. Cognitive dualism refers to “the tendency of 

individuals to adapt information processing to multiple ends” (p. 195). To be specific, 

although individuals often process information and form attitudes consistent with their 

political identities, they might engage in different forms of information processing and 

change their attitudes when other identities are salient. Kahan et al. (2017) use the 

example of farmers’ attitudes toward climate change to illustrate the point. When 
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exposed to climate change messages, farmers whose partisan identities are salient might 

show beliefs that are consistent with their partisanship. Meanwhile, farmers who are 

engaging in the task of farming — in this context, their identities as farmers are salient — 

are more likely to form “truth-convergent” beliefs about climate change (Kahan et 

al.,2017). This example shows that a salient identity can signal which social identity is 

relevant to an issue and can further guide the way people think about the issue. 

In summary, identity should be viewed as fluid and subject to short-term priming 

effects. Different types of identities, for example, group and relational identities, can be 

dynamically and temporarily salient or activated in different contexts. The activation of 

an identity and related mindset makes people think temporarily in one way or another and 

further affect attitudes toward socio-political issues (Torelli & Kaikati, 2009).    

Identity Importance 

According to social identity theory, the degree to which an identity has an impact 

on an individual depends on its importance (Morris, 2013). The term importance can be 

also understood as prominence (McCall & Simmons, 1978) or psychological centrality 

(Rosenberg, 1979). Identity importance, according to Rosenberg (1979), refers to “the 

significance of a particular component identity and its location in the self-concept 

structure — whether it is central or peripheral, cardinal or secondary, a major or minor 

part of the self” (p. 18). In a similar vein, Thoits (1992, 2012) describes identity 

importance as how we order our identities. According to Thoits (1992, 2012), an 

individual organizes and rank-orders identities in a hierarchy by the relative importance 

of these identities. The higher an identity is ranked, the more important this identity is to 

the self-concept (Morris, 2013; Thoits, 2012). Theoretically, the perceived importance of 
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an identity depends on several factors such as the amount of time, effort, and resources an 

individual invests in the identity, as well as rewards one receives because of this identity 

(McCall & Simons, 1978) 

Identity importance and identity salience are highly correlated. The importance of 

a particular identity to an individual’s self-concept, to a large extent, depends on how 

accessible it is (Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994). Past research has found that identity 

importance was positively associated with identity salience (Reed, 2004). In one study, 

Stryker and Serpe (1994) examined whether or not identity importance was operationally 

independent of identity salience and showed mixed findings; they further explained, 

“perhaps salience and centrality operate in equivalent fashion when actors, by whatever 

process, become aware of the salience of given identities” (Stryker & Serpe, 1994, p.34).  

It is true that identity salience and identity importance are two concepts that are 

closely related and mutually reinforcing. However, this dissertation argues that identity 

salience and identity importance should be considered as two theoretically distinct 

concepts (Morris, 2013). An identity that comes to mind readily as self-descriptive at a 

given moment can be different from the most important identity to an individual. In 

addition, identity salience and identity importance interact with each other to affect 

attitudinal and behavioral outcomes. For example, suppose that an individual’s national 

identity is highly salient (e.g., an individual is asked to reflect on his/her national 

identity) when an attitude toward an identity-relevant issue is called for (e.g., the 

individual is asked about his/her attitude toward immigration policy). This situational 

cue, the self-importance of his or her national identity, and the relevance of the national 
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identity to the issue are all likely to interact through identity salience to affect his or her 

attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policies. 

Identity Intersectionality 

Different identities interact with each other to influence individuals’ cognitions, 

beliefs, and attitudes. Crenshaw (1991) coined the term identity intersectionality to 

describe the idea that various identities interact with each other to shape how individuals 

think of themselves and perceive the world. Intersectionality is defined as “the 

relationships among multiple dimensions and modalities of social relations and subject 

formations” (McCall, 2005, p. 1771). Intersectionality can be used as a framework to 

understand the complexities of identities. As Shields (2008) noted,  

Intersectionality first and foremost reflects the reality of lives. The facts of 
our lives reveal that there is no single identity category that satisfactorily 
describes how we respond to our social environment or are responded to by 
others. It is important to begin with this observation because concern about 
intersectionality from a theoretical or research perspective has grown directly 
out of the way in which multiple identities are experienced. (p. 304) 

Research on identity intersectionality focuses on the interplay of major social identities 

such as race, class, gender, and sexuality in influencing how people experience the 

political world (McCall, 2005). For example, feminist scholarship has argued that race 

and gender interact to shape Black women’s employment experiences, political interests 

of the community, and attitudes toward socio-political issues such as domestic violence 

(see Crenshaw, 1991). Following this line of thought, this dissertation takes an 

intersectionality perspective on people's identities and recognizes the multifaceted and 

contextual nature of identity.  
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Motivated Reasoning and Identity-protective Cognition 

Motivated reasoning and identity-protective cognition are the two key interrelated 

theories that can be applied to understanding the role that identity plays in processing 

messages and forming socio-political attitudes.  

“Humans are goal-directed information processors” (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010, p. 

307). Motivated reasoning refers to the tendency to assess or evaluate information in a 

biased manner when individuals are motivated to achieve certain goals (Kunda, 1990; 

Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). Motivation (or goal) is defined as “the cognitive representation 

of a desired endpoint that impacts evaluations, emotions and behaviors” (Fishbach & 

Ferguson, 2007, p. 491; see also Druckman, 2012). Kunda (1990) identifies two major 

goals or motivations that can affect reasoning: accuracy goals and directional goals. An 

accuracy goal motivates individuals to hold the “correct or otherwise best conclusion” 

about a given issue, whereas a direction goal is defined as the need to reach a desirable 

conclusion (Taber & Lodge, 2006, p. 756; see also Kunda, 1990). These two types of 

motivations, according to Kunda (1990), influence reasoning processes including 

“forming impressions, determining one’s beliefs and attitudes, evaluating evidence, and 

making decisions’’ (p. 481). When motivated by an accuracy goal, individuals are more 

likely to attend to both congruent and incongruent information and engage in effortful 

thinking (Kunda, 1990). On the contrary, reasoning driven by a directional goal leads to a 

self-serving bias (Kunda, 1990; Taber & Lodge, 2006). To be more specific, when 

motivated by a directional goal, individuals tend to interpret information in a biased 

fashion in order to reach a conclusion that is consistent with pre-existing beliefs or values 

(Taber & Lodge, 2006). For example, individuals motivated by directional goals tend to 
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evaluate confirming evidence as more valid and convincing than disconfirming 

information (Kunda, 1990). They might also ignore, misinterpret, and/or reject 

disconfirming information that might be helpful (Druckman, 2012; Kunda, 1990; Nyhan 

& Reifler, 2010). In a similar vein, Chaiken et al. (1989) distinguished between two types 

of motivation during information processing: defense motivation (or directional 

motivation) and accuracy motivation. Defense motivation is the desire to defend one’s 

existing attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors whereas accuracy motivation concerns the desire 

to form an accurate judgment (Chaiken et al., 1989). 

Motivated reasoning provides a useful approach to understand how identity cues 

in messages affect information processing and attitudes. People often do not judge 

information or evidence on the basis of accuracy; they are more motivated by directional 

goals and tend to interpret information to be directionally consistent with their prior 

beliefs and attitudes (Kunda, 1990). This directional motivated reasoning leads to biased 

information processing. Protecting one’s own identity is a directional goal. As a result, 

identity cues trigger directional motivated reasoning by encouraging people to process 

information in the direction that is in line with their prior attitudes that dictated by group 

memberships (Kahan et al, 2007). Even when it comes to processing neutral or balanced 

scientific evidence, people tend to interpret them to be directionally consistent with their 

pre-existing values associated with their salient identities (Kahan et al., 2007).  

Kahan et al. (2007) developed the identity-protective cognition thesis (ICT) to 

describe this process. The identity-protective cognition thesis refers to a general tendency 

that people access information or construct beliefs in a way that reinforces their sense of 

who they are or their group memberships (Kahan et al., 2007). Identity-protective 
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cognition can be understood as a form of directional motivated reasoning. The basic 

assumption of the identity-protective cognition is that people are motivated to maintain 

and protect their identities (Kahan et al., 2007). As Slothuus and de Vreese (2010) state, 

“people strive to defend and maintain their extant values, identities, and attitudes” (p. 38). 

If the message poses a threat to one’s identity, he or she will resist persuasion attempts 

“in part because to do otherwise would be costly to their sense of identity” (Cohen, et al., 

2007, p. 415). Applying the identity-protective cognition thesis to the context of science 

communication, Kahan et al. (2007) explain,  

When individuals display identity-protective cognition, their processing 
of information will more reliably guide them to perceptions of fact that 
are congruent with their membership in ideologically or culturally 
defined affinity groups than to ones that reflect the best available 
scientific evidence. (p. 409) 

 
In addition, when an individual is exposed to a piece of information that conflicts with 

pre-existing values tied to long-held identities, he or she will experience an 

uncomfortable cognitive state, which is known as cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). 

Festinger’s cognitive dissonance theory (1957) states that individuals experience a state 

of discomfort when holding two or more cognitions that are inconsistent with each other. 

The feeling of discomfort motivates individuals to remove the dissonance and to maintain 

cognitive consistency, which then triggers defensive motivated reasoning (Festinger, 

1957). As a result, defensive motivated reasoning is a common strategy that people use to 

resolve uncertainty or psychological discomfort caused by identity-threatening messages 

(see Kahan et al., 2007). 

Taken together, group identity salience triggers defensive motivated reasoning, 

which further leads to biased information processing. Building on research in social 



 20 

identity theory, motivated reasoning, and identity-protective cognition, the first goal of 

this dissertation is to provide additional evidence of the impacts of group identities on 

information processing and attitudes toward politicized issues. The next section reviews 

existing research on the effects of group identities, particularly partisan identity and 

national identity, on information processing and attitude change. 

Group Identity and Socio-political Attitudes 

Group-based identity, or group identity, refers to the “part of an individual’s self-

concept which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or 

groups) together with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership” 

(Tajfel, 1978, p. 63). Group memberships can be based on large-scale social categories 

that we cannot choose such as race and ethnicity; they can also be groups we choose to 

belong to such as political party affiliation. Group identity is often contrasted with 

personal identity (Thoits & Virshup, 1997). Personal identities are “identifications of the 

self as a certain kind of person” whereas group identities are “identifications of the self 

with a group” (Thoits & Virshup, 1997 p. 106). Understanding how individuals come to 

view themselves as members of a group is one way to understand how political 

polarization operates, a phenomenon that has received a lot of scholarly attention in 

recent years. 

Both social identity theory and self-categorization theory suggest that individuals 

tend to think of themselves as members of social groups and categorize the social 

environment into “us” and “them,” especially “under conditions in which the use of a 

group label maximizes the similarities between oneself and other group members, and 

heightens one’s differences with outsiders’’ (Huddy, 2001, p. 134). Scholars have 
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described this group categorization as intrinsic to “the trial nature of the human mind” 

(Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018, p. 213). This identification or categorization process further 

creates ingroup and outgroup distinctions and focuses people’s attention on differences 

between the ingroup and the outgroup (Huddy, 2001).  

Scholarship in the fields of political psychology and public opinion has long 

recognized the powerful role that group-based identity plays in shaping political thinking, 

public opinion, policy preference, and behaviors, especially when made salient in 

messages (Nelson & Kinder, 1996; Sniderman, Brody, & Tetlock, 1991). Numerous 

studies have provided evidence that individuals’ attitudes toward controversial socio-

political issues and issue positions are not only congruent with, but also reflective of 

ethnic, national, partisan, or other group identities (see Cohen, 2003). For example, past 

research has found that group identities affect attitudes toward climate change (Bolsen & 

Druckman, 2018), immigration (Citrin & Wright, 2009), candidate choice (Jackson, 

2011), and welfare policy (Cohen, 2003). Taken together, individuals’ attitudes toward 

group-relevant socio-political issues are guided by the norms of the group to which they 

belong.   

In addition, group-based identity affects how individuals process and think about 

information, which further leads to group polarization over an issue. Partisan motivated 

reasoning is a perfect example that shows the role of group identity in processing 

information. In a classic study, Nelson and Kinder (1996) found that framing policy 

issues in group-based terms led to attitudes that were consistent with group norms. In 

another study, when partisan identification was prompted, Democrats showed support for 

the policy when it came from Democrats but rejected it when the same policy comes 
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from Republicans (see Klar, 2013). Likewise, Nisbet (2005) found that both ideological 

and religious identity were strongly associated with public support for embryonic stem 

cell research. Druckman and Bolsen (2011) demonstrated that individuals’ interpretation 

of factual messages about emerging technologies were largely dependent on their 

ideological identity. In a more recent study, Han and Federico (2017) found that 

Democrats and Republicans exposed to the news with arguments from both sides 

evaluated arguments from their own party as more convincing. 

The strong impact of group-based identity on information processing, attitude 

formation, and policy preference can be explained by the theories discussed earlier, 

including social identity theory, motivated reasoning, and identity-protective cognition. 

First, politics and social issues are complicated for many people to process. People have 

limited time, cognitive resources, or motivation to understand complex topics and process 

information (see Cohen, 2003). Therefore, instead of using all available information, 

people rely on “heuristics” or “cognitive shortcuts” to process information and to make 

relevant decisions (Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005, p. 660). Group-based identities serve 

as powerful heuristics to guide how people think and act (Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005, 

p. 660). 

Second, self-categorization theory (Turner et al., 1987) provides a psychological 

foundation for explaining the effects of group identity on information processing and 

attitude formation. Self-categorization theory suggests that individuals whose group 

identities are salient will make sense of a controversial issue by comparing and 

contrasting the positions held by the ingroup and the outgroup (Hogg, 2003; Turner et al., 

1987). They will further form their own positions in line with a group prototype (Hogg, 
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2003; Turner et al., 1987). A group prototype refers to “cognitive representation of 

features that describe and prescribe attributes of the group” (Hogg & Terry, 2000 p. 123). 

This definition tells us that a group prototype includes not only a perception of the group 

but also how members should behave. Self-categorization theory also suggests that 

individuals think and behave based on group prototypes and norms rather than personal 

characteristics (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Kelman (1961), for example, found that group 

identity led to group conformity because people desired to maintain a positive 

relationship with the group. In a similar vein, building on social identity theory, Price 

(1989) found that the salience of an individual’s group membership led to increased 

conformity to perceived group norms. This process of internalizing group norms has been 

characterized by the process of “self-stereotyping” (see Hogg, 2003).   

Research on self-stereotyping suggests that if there is a conflict between the 

ingroup and the outgroup, it will produce a greater contrast between the positions of the 

two groups and further lead to attitude polarization (Hogg, 2003). Therefore, self-

stereotyping is often considered as the primary force driving group polarization of 

attitudes. A classic example comes from a study that found when students were presented 

with a message highlighting the intergroup conflict on an issue (i.e., the abolition of 

standardized tests for university admission), they showed more extreme positions as 

opposed to the control group on the target issue (Mackie, 1986). In another study, Price 

(1989) found that college students from two areas of study reading a news story that 

highlighted the conflict of opinions between the two majors showed more extreme 

positions in the direction of the group position compared to students reading a news story 

without group conflict. This group polarization, according to Price (1989), was due to the 
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increased salience of group identity resulting from news exposure. Taken together, when 

two groups have opposite stances, group members from these two groups tend to conform 

to group positions. As such, attitude polarization between the two groups occurs. 

 In addition, the effects of group identity on beliefs and attitudes arise from 

individuals’ self-protective motivations. When a message is incongruent with one’s group 

preference, it may create cognitive dissonance (Festinger, 1957). As a result, individuals 

process the message in a different manner. According to motivated reasoning and 

identity-protective cognition, people are motivated to defend their identities and engage 

in biased reasoning in the face of identity-threatening information because they desire to 

protect their self-images and group images (Kunda, 1990; Kahan et al., 2017). Huddy 

(2011) explains, once identified with a group, for example, a political party, individuals 

are motivated to protect the party in order to maintain their group’s positive 

distinctiveness. Several studies have shown that information in line with the prototypical 

in-group position is evaluated as more convincing and valid (e.g., Munro et al., 2002; 

Taber & Lodge, 2006). Meanwhile, if the information runs counter to a relevant in-group 

norm, it is likely to be ignored, more critically evaluated, and considered unconvincing 

and invalid (Wells et al., 2009). 

In summary, there is strong evidence showing that group-based identity has 

powerful impacts on information processing, attitudes, and behaviors. When group 

identities are salient, people are more likely to accept information that is consistent with 

their group identities, regardless of the validity of the message. However, if the 

information challenges or threatens an individual’s self-concept, people tend to ignore, 

discredit, or dismiss the information, even if that information is accurate (Slater, 2015).  
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National Identity and Immigration Attitudes 

National identity is a powerful form of group-based social identity (Levendusky, 

2018). Nations are “imagined political communities” (Anderson, 1991). National identity 

involves subjective membership in that imagined community and provides people a sense 

of affiliation, belonging, and obligation (Anderson, 1991; Kymlicka, 2001). Such a sense 

of belonging affects individuals’ values, attitudes, and behaviors. Based on self-

categorization theory and social identity theory, national identity cues in the messages 

have been found to enhance the salience of group boundaries and to focus people’s 

attention on differences between the ingroup and the outgroup (Wojcieszak & Garrett, 

2018). Priming national identity should bring to mind national identity-related thoughts 

and attitudes. Therefore, national identity serves as a potent cue in guiding individuals’ 

attitudes and behaviors (Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018).   

Immigration is well suited to test the effect of national identity on attitudes toward 

socio-political topics. In the United States, anti-immigration hostility is becoming more 

and more widespread (McLaren & Paterson, 2020). During the 2016 presidential election, 

one of the strategies employed by President Trump was to prime the sense of American 

identity (e.g., “Make America Great Again”). He embraced anti-immigration rhetoric by 

describing immigration as an existential threat to the United States and contending that 

immigrants were threatening American identity (Sides, Tesler, & Vavreck, 2018). This 

strategy helped secure his victory (Sides et al., 2018). A rise in anti-immigration 

sentiment can lead to negative consequences such as exclusion, discrimination, and 

violence (Bloom, Arikan, & Courtemanche, 2015). It is thus important to understand how 

negative attitudes are formed and can be reduced.  
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In general, research has suggested that national identity promotes group 

boundaries, induces biased information processing, and further leads to unfavorable 

attitudes towards immigrants and immigration (Mullen, Brown, & Smith, 1992). As 

Esses and his colleagues (2001) explain, when national identity is salient, individuals will 

“see the world as a place in which groups compete for resources and see immigrants as 

competing for resources with nonimmigrants” (p. 402). Such a process is supported by 

both social identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) and self-categorization theory (Turner 

et al., 1987). As stated earlier, people who categorize themselves and others into ingroups 

and outgroups desire to have a sense of positive group distinctiveness and to achieve or 

maintain group dominance (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). One way to achieve and maintain 

such positive group distinctiveness is to limit the opportunities of other groups and their 

members (Esses et al., 2001).  

Besides the desire for maintaining group dominance, people whose national 

identities are salient are more likely to perceive group competition and hold “zero-sum 

beliefs” (Esses et al., 2001). In the context of immigration, individuals who categorize 

people into an outgroup (e.g., immigrants) and an ingroup (e.g., non-immigrants) are 

more likely to believe that more resources for immigrants mean fewer resources for 

nonimmigrants (Esses et al., 2001). As a result, these individuals are more likely to 

oppose policies that may benefit the outgroup and favor more restrictive immigration 

policies.  

The instrumental model of group conflict (Esses, Jackson, & Armstrong, 1998) 

also predicts that the salience of a potentially competitive outgroup leads to perceived 

group competition for resources, promotes the desire to maintain group status in inter-
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group relations, and further motivates strategies to remove the source of competition. As 

such, scholars argue that it is this perception of group competition, in particular, that is 

driving immigration attitudes (Esses et al., 2001). This argument is supported by 

empirical evidence. For example, Mullen and his colleagues (1992) found that when 

national identity was made salient, individuals tended to categorize fellow Americans as 

ingroup members and documented and undocumented immigrants as outgroup members. 

This categorization process further led to negative attitudes toward immigrants (Mullen et 

al., 1992). In another study, Wojcieszak and Garrett (2018) found that national identity 

salience led to increased affective attitude polarization toward undocumented immigrants 

both directly and indirectly through selective exposure to media messages. To be more 

specific, when primed with their American identity, immigration opponents were 

motivated to defend the ingroup (i.e., American people) against outgroup threat (i.e., 

undocumented immigrants). As a result, individuals who already held negative attitudes 

towards immigrants became more convinced of their views.  

Put together, priming thoughts about national identity will influence citizens’ 

attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policies. The following hypothesis is 

proposed, 

H1: Participants exposed to messages with a national identity prime will exhibit 

more negative immigration attitudes (H1a) and be more likely to favor 

restrictive immigration policies (H1b) compared to those whose national 

identity is not primed. 

As mentioned earlier, the relative significance of an identity for one’s self-concept may 

vary (Thoits & Virshup, 1997). A growing body of research has recently emerged 
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suggesting that group-based identities may not have the same impact on everyone 

because the sense of belonging to a group can be internalized to various degrees 

(Ellemers et al., 1999). Therefore, the effects of group identity salience may also depend 

on individual differences, particularly how important the identity is to the individual (see 

Huddy, 2011). The social identity approach also recognizes that the impacts of ingroup 

norms on socio-political attitudes should be stronger for those who highly identify with 

the group (Ellemers et al., 1999). Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that the greater the 

importance of national identity to an individual’s self-concept, the greater the effect of 

national identity salience on attitudes toward immigration. As such, the following 

hypothesis is proposed, 

H2: Identity importance should moderate the effect of national identity prime on 

attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policies, such that the more 

important national identity is to a person’s self-concept, the greater the effect 

of national identity primes on attitudes toward immigration (H2a) and 

immigration policy preference (H2b). 

Empathy, National Identity, and Immigration Attitudes 

Another individual difference that could serve to moderate the effect of national 

identity prime on attitudes towards immigrants and immigration policies is individual 

variation in the empathy level.  

Scholars have conceptualized empathy in several different ways. Some scholars 

have defined empathy as an affective phenomenon (see Katz, 1963), while others have 

defined it in cognitive terms (e.g., Hollin, 1994). Historically, scholars have 

conceptualized empathy as an emotional experience on the part of the empathizer 
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(Eisenberg & Strayer, 1987; Hoffman, 1987). For example, Hoffman (1987) defined 

empathy as “an affective response ... to another’s situation (p. 48). In a similar vein, 

Eisenberg and Strayer (1987) regarded empathy as “an emotional response that stems 

from another's emotional state or condition and that is congruent with the other's 

emotional state or situation” (p. 5). These scholars regarded empathy as a purely 

emotional response (e.g., sympathy and compassion) to others.  

Other scholars have highlighted the cognitive component of empathy. For them, 

to empathize is more than just sharing emotional experiences with the target; it involves 

being cognitively aware of the other’s internal states and sharing the other’s perspectives 

(Hoffman, 1987). Hollin (1994) defined empathy as “the ability to see the world, 

including one’s own behavior, from another person’s point of view” (p. 1240). In a 

similar vein, Davis (1986) defined empathy as the ability of an individual to adopt the 

viewpoint or perspective of another person. In general, these definitions share the notion 

that empathy has a cognitive component that involves some kind of understanding of the 

other and acquiring another person’s point of view (Preston & de Waal, 2002). The 

concept of cognitive empathy has been used interchangeably with terms such as 

perspective-taking (Underwood & Moore, 1982), cognitive understanding (Barrett-

Lennard, 1981), or role-taking (Gladstein, 1983). This dissertation follows this line of the 

cognitive definition of empathy which sees empathy as the ability to put oneself in 

someone else’s position and to take another person’s perspective. 

Empathy promotes social understanding (Finlay, Girardi, & Coplan, 2006). 

Empathetic individuals are more likely to take the perspective of others and imagine how 

others are affected by a situation (Batson, 1994). Research has offered considerable 
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empirical support to these claims. Past research showed that more empathic individuals 

were more socially sensitive to others (Finlay et al., 2006). Empathy also increases the 

perception of similarity between in- and outgroups, which often leads to improved 

attitudes toward stigmatized groups (Davis, 1996). For example, empirical studies have 

found that empathy improves attitudes toward racial and ethnic minorities (Stephan & 

Finlay, 1999), and people with AIDS (Batson et al., 1997).  

In the context of politics, empathy has been shown to be positively related to 

egalitarian political attitudes (Butrus & Witenberg, 2012), support for diversity 

(Miklikowska, 2012), increased valuing of others’ welfare (Hoffman, 1987), and 

decreased ethnic and racial prejudice (Finlay et al., 2006). One study on the Second Gulf 

War found that increased empathy led to greater support for a variety of humanitarian 

actions intended to enhance the welfare of the Iraqi people (Pagano & Huo, 2007). In a 

similar vein, Newman et al. (2013) considered empathy as a trait that plays an important 

role in shaping public reactions to immigration debates. They found that empathetic 

individuals favor more permissive government policies concerning the number of legal 

immigrants into the United States. 

In short, individuals differ in their capacity to empathize with others. The 

different levels of empathy could moderate the effects of the national identity prime on 

immigration attitudes. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that individuals with a greater 

capacity to empathize with others should be less likely to be affected by the national 

identity prime. Stated more formally,   

H3: Individual differences in empathy should moderate the effect of national 

identity prime on attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policies, such 



 31 

that the effects of the national identity prime on immigration attitudes (H3a) 

and policy preference (H3b) will be stronger among individuals who are less 

empathetic.  

Partisan Identity 

Partisan identity is another form of group-based social identity (Iyengar, Sood, & 

Lelkes, 2012). Partisan identity or party identification, according to Campbell and his 

colleagues (1960), refers to an enduring psychological attachment to a political party. 

Similarly, Dalton (2016) defines partisan identity as “a long-term, affective, 

psychological identification with one’s preferred political party” (p. 1). Based on these 

definitions, it is evident that party affiliations are not cold and rational decisions; rather, 

individuals have affective attachments to the party (see Campbell et al., 1960). This line 

of research also indicates that partisanship entails more than ideological alignment; it 

involves social and psychological attachment (Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 2014). 

Identification with a political party has long been considered central to understanding 

individuals’ political attitudes and behaviors (Dalton, 2016; Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). 

Dalton (2016) further explains, partisan identity “structures a person’s view of the 

political world” and “exists as a central part of an individual’s belief system, acting as a 

political cue for other attitudes and behaviors” (p. 1). Arceneaux and Vander Wielen 

(2013) called this line of thought “the social psychological model” of partisanship (p. 24). 

The social psychological model posits that partisan identity causes people to adopt 

attitudes consistent with the current party line (see Arceneaux & Vander Wielen, 2013; 

Gerber, Huber, & Washington, 2010). Going one step further, scholars argue that partisan 

identity shapes people’s perceptions of facts (see Bolsen & Druckman, 2018). To be 
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more specific, partisan identity motivates audiences to interpret and process information 

in a biased manner that upholds their prior beliefs and partisan attachments (see Taber & 

Lodge, 2006).  

Similar to other forms of group-based identity, the influence of partisan identity 

has been explained in light of social identity theory and self-categorization theory. Parties 

constitute ingroups and outgroups and partisans seek to align their views with an ingroup 

and differentiate themselves from outgroups (Brewer, 2007; Tajfel, 1982). Therefore, 

priming one’s political identity will accentuate differences between opposite political 

groups. When one’s partisan identity becomes salient and accessible, it colors the way 

one interprets social reality (Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). As a result, people tend to be 

more focused on differences and tensions between “us” and “them,” instead of searching 

for the middle ground (Iyengar et al., 2012). This process is characterized as an “us-and-

them phenomenon” (e.g., Unsworth & Fielding, 2014). 

Partisan identities have shown to affect political judgment and behavior (see 

Campbell et al., 1960; Gerber et al., 2010). It is evident that partisan identity motivates 

citizens to selectively process information that reinforces their predispositions in a wide 

range of contexts (Rudolph, 2006; Taber & Lodge, 2006). As Hameleers and van der 

Meer (2020) note, “in this era of postfactual relativism, people’s motivations to confirm 

and reinforce their partisan identities may outweigh their desire to make accurate 

decisions, which may fuel political polarization” (p. 245). Past research on partisan 

motivated reasoning has provided ample empirical evidence of the consequences of 

partisan identity on attitudes toward socio-political issues such as welfare reform, health 

care reform, and affirmative action (see Huddy, 2001). These studies have found that 
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Democrats and Republicans process the same messages in very different ways and that 

partisan identity salience is associated with attitude polarization along party lines. For 

example, Han and Federico (2017) found that Democrats and Republicans exposed to 

news containing partisan cues showed more extreme positions in the direction of their 

party when responding to a contentious issue compared to those exposed to the same 

news without partisan cues. Likewise, Hart and Nisbet (2012) found that exposure to 

messages about a politically polarized issue amplified political polarization and resulted 

in “boomerang effects” on policy attitudes. Cohen (2003) provided another example of 

how political identity salience can shape attitudes. In his study, strong Democrats and 

Republicans were more likely to support a welfare policy if the policy was endorsed by 

their party members, even when the policy disconfirmed their own beliefs or the party’s 

broader value system (Cohen, 2003). Taken together, past research shows that when 

people think of themselves as Democrats or Republicans instead of unique individuals, 

they tend to follow their group norms and think or behave like other members within 

their party. 

It is important to note that partisanship is not limited to individuals who self-

identify as Democrats or Republicans. Past research has found that for individuals 

identifying themselves as political independents but having preferences for one of the 

parties, their political attitudes and behaviors are similar to those openly expressing their 

party attachments (Dennis, 1988; Greene, 2000). This line of research suggests that self-

identified independents who admit to “leaning” toward a political party should be 

considered as partisans. Following Huddy et al (2015)’s and Dennis (1988)’s suggestions, 

throughout the analysis in this study, learners were included as partisans. 
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In summary, partisan identity cues facilitate motivated reasoning. Individuals 

whose partisan identity is salient are likely to interpret information through an ideological 

or partisan lens. In other words, if the political parties take strong and consistent positions 

on issues or policies, party identification serves as an information shortcut that guides 

individuals on how they should evaluate political events, issues, policies, and candidates 

(Dalton, 2016). Thus, we can expect attitude polarization along party lines about the issue 

under discussion. 

Partisan Identity and Anthropogenic Climate Change Attitudes 

While climate change has received substantial research attention, progress on 

developing effective policy to mitigate climate change has been slow due to the 

politicization of this issue (McCright & Dunlap, 2011). Despite an overwhelming 

scientific consensus, many people question the reality and threat of climate change (Hart 

& Nisbet, 2012). They refuse to believe that climate change is happening and that human 

activities are the primary cause. Moreover, there is a decline in public support for dealing 

with climate change (see Hart & Nisbet, 2012; McCright & Dunlap, 2011).  

Climate change is a divisive issue in the United States (McCright & Dunlap, 

2011). Individuals’ attitudes toward climate change are, to a large extent, determined by 

their partisan identity (Bolsen & Druckman, 2018; Hart & Nisbet, 2012). People engage 

in motivated political reasoning and partisan identity protection when they encounter 

climate change evidence. When a person identifies with a political party that is clearly 

against climate change mitigation, he or she will hold beliefs that align with that political 

party. Research in science communication and political communication has shown 

polarization on climate change between Democrats and Republicans. Survey findings 
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consistently show that compared to Republicans, Democrats are more likely to accept the 

reality of anthropogenic climate change and view climate change as a threat (see Hart & 

Nisbet, 2012). Experimental research has established the causal relationship between 

political identity salience and climate change beliefs and attitudes. Unsworth and Fielding 

(2016) found that the salience of political identity affected belief about the cause of 

climate change and support for policies to deal with it. As a result, beliefs about climate 

change became more polarized when partisan identity was salient compared to when it 

was not salient. In a similar vein, Kahan et al. (2011) found that people interpreted 

neutral evidence about climate change to be directionally consistent with their political 

orientations. More specifically, Democrats and Republicans become more polarized 

along party lines after being exposed to factual evidence about climate change. In another 

study, Republican participants rejected the evidence and appeared to strengthen their 

disagreement that climate change was human caused after reading about the scientific 

evidence (Bolsen & Druckman, 2018). Based on these findings, a causal relationship 

between political identity and attitudes related to the scientific facts of climate change 

was established.  

These studies and others demonstrate the inherently political nature of climate 

change and the important role partisan motivated reasoning plays in the interpretation of 

messages about climate change, especially for Republicans. A pro-climate message is 

likely to pose an identity threat to Republicans because the Republican party often 

questions the science of climate change and opposes climate change mitigation policies. 

As discussed before, people tend to discredit arguments that threaten individuals’ 

identities, values, and beliefs (Druckman et al., 2013; Kahan et al., 2007). Thus, one can 
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expect that Republicans will question the credibility of the opposing evidence and reject 

the message. Meanwhile, if an individual identifies with the Democratic party, he or she 

is more likely to accept messages showing the scientific consensus on climate change and 

support climate change mitigation policies. The overall result of these two effects is a 

polarization of attitudes toward climate change. 

In sum, there is substantial theoretical support and empirical evidence for the 

effects of partisan identity on individuals’ attitudes toward climate change. Therefore, 

this dissertation hypothesizes that partisan identity predicts a range of attitudinal and 

behavioral outcomes related to climate change. It is also reasonable to expect when 

people’s political identity is salient, they are more likely to show concern, support, and 

behavioral intentions regarding climate change that are in line with their political 

orientation than when their political identity is not salient. Formally stated,   

H4: Partisan identity is a significant predictor of climate change concern (H4a), 

policy support (H4b), activism (H4c), and pro-environmental behavioral 

intentions (H4d), such that Republican participants had lower levels of 

concern, policy support, activism, and pro-environmental behavioral 

intentions compared to Democrats. 

H5: The partisan identity prime is a contributory moderator of the 

relationship between partisan identity and climate change concern 

(H5a), policy support (H5b), activism (H5c), and pro-environmental 

behavioral intentions (H5d) such that the effects of partisan identity 

on these outcome variables are stronger for participants in the 

partisan identity prime condition. 
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Partisan Identity and the COVID-19 Pandemic 
 

 COVID-19 (Coronavirus Disease 2019) was first detected in the Wuhan province 

of China in early November 2019 (CDC, 2020a). The World Health Organization (WHO) 

declared a global public health emergency on January 30, 2020 and confirmed the 

outbreak as a pandemic on March 11. As of August 30, 2020, over 22 million cases of 

COVID-19 have been reported worldwide, resulting in nearly 800,000 deaths (WHO, 

2020). In the United States, the first reported case was in Washington State on January 

21, 2020 (Sibley et al., 2020). On March 13, President Trump declared a national 

emergency. As of August 30, 2020, over 5.4 million cases of COVID-19 had been 

reported in the United States. The United States had the highest number of confirmed 

COVID-19 cases in the world and more than 200,000 Americans have died as a result of 

COVID-19 (CDC, 2020b). Slowing the spread of the virus during the pandemic requires 

significant shifts in behaviors, for example, wearing masks in public and social 

distancing. Governments across the world have issued a range of policies in an effort to 

contain the pandemic, such as closing non-essential businesses, urging people to stay at 

home, and putting restrictions on public transportation.  

While the COVID-19 pandemic is a global health crisis, it has become a partisan 

issue in the United States (Allcott et al. 2020; Gadarian et al. 2020). Much like other 

socio-political issues in the contemporary US, partisan bias colors beliefs about facts 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic. Recent studies examining partisan gaps in response 

to COVID-19 have shown that Americans are divided along party lines in response to the 

pandemic, especially in the early stages. For example, Democrats had higher levels of 

risk perceptions about the pandemic compared to Republicans (Painter & Qiu, 2020). 
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Democrats are also more supportive of state-level stay-at-home orders and more adaptive 

to behavior changes such as avoiding public spaces and small gatherings in light of the 

pandemic (Painter & Qiu, 2020). Using GPS location data and a nationally representative 

survey, a recent study found that Americans’ beliefs regarding the efficacy of social 

distancing and distancing behaviors are partisan (Allcott et al., 2020). In a similar vein, 

Barrios and Hochberg (2020) found that individuals who lived in states with higher 

numbers of Trump voters searched less for COVID-19 related information and engaged 

less in social distancing behaviors. Using a longitudinal sample, Makridis and Rothwell 

(2020) found that partisan identity drove individuals’ fear about the virus and influenced 

social distancing, mask wearing, and adoption of other state policies. The partisan divide 

in the public’s early reaction to the crisis can be attributed to the divergent cues sent by 

Democrat and Republican leaders who are regarded as trusted ingroup elites, as well as 

by politicized COVID-19 news coverage (Green et al., 2020).  

In sum, recent studies have shown partisan gaps in a range of attitudinal and 

behavioral outcomes regarding this pandemic. Consistent with these findings, this 

dissertation hypothesizes that partisan identity is a driver of risk perceptions, policy 

support, and self-reported precautious behaviors associated with the COVID-19 

pandemic. It is also expected that partisan differences will emerge even in the absence of 

any partisan cues because of the politicization and polarization in the initial COVID-19 

news coverage (Hart, Chinn, & Soroka, 2020). Therefore, the following hypothesis is 

proposed, 

H6: Partisan identity will influence risk perceptions about COVID-19 (H6a), 

support for restrictive policies to control the outbreak (H6b), social 
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distancing (H6c), and mask wearing (H6d), such that relative to Democrats, 

Republicans will have lower levels of risk perception, policy support, social 

distancing, as well as less likelihood of wearing face masks, regardless of the 

conditions they are in. 

Relational Identity and Socio-political Attitudes 

Identity refers to an individual’s sense of self (who I am) (Brewer & Gardner, 

1996). An individual’s identity depends, to a large extent, on social group memberships. 

However, the self-concept is multifaceted (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). One’s identity is 

not solely determined by group membership but also influenced by interpersonal 

relationships (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). In fact, relational identities, such as family roles 

and friendship, are often emphasized when individuals are asked to list their most 

important identities (Reid & Deaux 1996). 

Brewer and Gardner (1996) identify three levels of identity: individual (or 

personal), relational (or interpersonal, role), and group (or collective, social). Individual 

identities are social identities that are “identifications of the self as a certain kind of 

person” (Thoits & Virshup, 1997, p. 106); group identities speak to the perception of self 

that is derived from group memberships (Brewer, 2001); relational identities are identities 

that draw on the interpersonal level and derive from interpersonal relationships (Brewer 

& Gardner, 1996; Thoits & Virshup, 1997). The primary focus of this dissertation is the 

differences between group identity and relational identity. 

Defining Relational Identity 

The term relational identity was originally offered by Burke (1980) in his identity 

theory. Burke (1980) states that individuals place themselves into defined positions 
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relative to relational others when defining themselves. Similarly, Wood (1982) suggests 

that a relational identity “arises out of communication” and has a direct impact on 

people’s “ways of knowing, being, and acting in relation to each other and the outside 

world’’ (p. 75). Examples of relational identities are those derived from dyadic 

relationships such as friendships and parent-child relationships.  

Brewer and Gardner (1996) define relational identity as “the self-concept derived 

from connections and role relationships with others” (Brewer & Gardner, 1996, p. 84). 

One’s identity as a mother is related to her child; one’s identity as a husband is related to 

his wife; one’s identity as a professor is related to his students. According to Brewer 

(2001), relational identities can derive from three types of relationships including 

occupational (e.g., teacher-student), familial (e.g., parent-child), and close personal (e.g., 

friendships) relationships. The term relational identity has been used interchangeably 

with the term role identity. Sluss and Ashforth (2007), like many identity theorists, 

conflate the terms relational identity and role identity, defining relational identification as 

“the extent to which one defines oneself in terms of a given role-relationship” (p. 11).  

Although the concept of relational identity is often discussed in the context of a 

particular relationship, it is likely that individuals adopt a more “generalized relational 

identity” (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, p. 13). For example, how one sees him or herself as a 

friend to others is a generalized relational identity. Whether particularized or generalized, 

in essence, relational identities are identifications of the self in relation to others (Brewer, 

2001; Stryker, 1991).  
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Distinguishing Between Relational and Group Identity 

Although both relational identity and group identity are social extensions of the 

self, they are theoretically different constructs (Brewer, 2001; Brewer & Gardner, 1996). 

Distinguishing the two concepts is necessary to examine their impacts respectively and 

how they might interact in information processing and attitude change.  

First, the bases of relational identity and group identity are different. Relational 

identity explicitly involves a connection with a relational other and captures an individual 

sense of “who I am” when relating to others (Andersen & Chen, 2002; Brewer, 2001). 

The concept is based on the premise that individuals are interdependent. As Andersen and 

Chen (2002) state, the “self is relational— or even entangled—with significant others” (p. 

619). Brewer (2001) further explains,  

Relational social identities are interdependent in the sense that the traits and 
behaviors expressed by one individual are dependent on and responsive to the 
behaviors and expectancies of the other parties in the relationship......Relational 
identities [highlight] the self-concept of societal norms and expectations 
associated with occupying particular roles or social positions, and the nature of 
the specific interpersonal relationships within which that role is carried out. (p. 
118) 

While relational identities focus on interaction with others, group identities, however, do 

not require interpersonal relationships among group members. As Brewer (2001) put it, 

group identities are “not forged from interpersonal relationships between and among 

individual group members, but rather from common ties to a shared category 

membership” (p. 119). In short, relational identity is relatively unique to an individual 

because it derives from the interaction between the individual and the relational other, 

while group identities are shared among the group members (Anderson & Chen, 2002). 

Second, different levels of self are associated with different basic motivations 

(Brewer, 1991; Prentice, 2001). On the group level, “self-esteem derives from intergroup 
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comparisons, and the basic motivation is the welfare of the collective, placing a premium 

on common fate, cohesion, and group norms” (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, p. 10). Thus, 

group identity is often associated with the motive of maintaining group status and 

following group norms. On the relational level, the basic motivation is the partner’s 

wellbeing, and “self-esteem derives from fulfilling one’s role-relationship obligations” 

(Sluss & Ashforth, 2007, p. 9). In other words, relational identity is often associated with 

the motive of protecting the other party in the relationship and maintaining the 

relationship (Brewer & Gardner, 1996). Past research has shown that when interpersonal 

relationships drive self-concept, there is a shift from the motivation for the group’s 

welfare to the motivation for the benefit of the other (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Chen, 

Brockner, & Katz, 1998). 

In sum, relational identity and group identity involve different foci and 

motivational bases (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Becker, 1992). Few empirical studies have 

included both group identity and relational identity in research. An exception is Gabriel 

and Gardner’s study (1999), which showed support for a distinction between the identity 

types. In their study, group identity was found more characteristic of U.S. men whereas 

relational identity was found to be more common in U.S. women (Gabriel & Gardner, 

1999). 

Although relational identities and group identities are theoretically different, there 

might be some degree of overlap between the two concepts. To illustrate, while a 

person’s relational identity or role identity is relatively unique and is often construed as 

interpersonal relationships, it may be experienced in terms of group memberships 

(Anderson & Chen, 2002; Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). For example, being a mother is often 
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considered a social role a woman occupies in relation to her child. However, women who 

share the experience of motherhood can also constitute a meaningful social group. There 

might be occasions, on Mother’s Day, for example, when a woman thinks of motherhood 

as a shared group identity rather than an individual role. However, motherhood should be 

primarily considered a role or relational identity in the sense that this self-concept is, to a 

large extent, defined by interpersonal relationships with her child. 

 Individuals retain a sense of self from both interpersonal and group levels 

(Ashforth & Johnson, 2001). As discussed earlier, identities are not fixed and can be 

made salient by various situational cues (Sluss & Ashforth, 2007). When talking to your 

child, your parental identity is likely to be salient; likewise, when conducting a research 

project, your identity as a researcher is likely to be activated. The cognitive shifts 

between the two levels can be primed by contextual cues. The shifts between the two 

levels of self-definition not only influence how individuals view themselves but also 

affect how they perceive the world (Brewer & Gardner, 1996, p. 91). 

Relational Identity, Message Processing, and Attitude Change 

While numerous studies have examined the powerful role of group identity 

salience in influencing individuals’ policy preferences, the impact of relational identities 

is understudied. Similar to group identity, relational identity also provides a lens through 

which the world is perceived, and attitudes are formed (Hong et al., 2000).  

 Interpersonal relationship scholarship provides insights for the potential role of 

relational identity salience in message processing and attitude formation. The concept of 

relationship is at the core of interpersonal communication studies (Manning, 2020). 

Research has suggested that interpersonal relationships essentially involve mutual 
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concern for the interests and outcomes of both parties (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A 

mutual concern for both parties in the relationship can elicit altruistic motivation, which 

is the motivation to benefit the other (Batson, 1994). Accordingly, relational identity cues 

in messages should provide incentives for individuals to benefit the other. Past research 

has found that relational identity salience increased prosocial behavior towards outgroup 

members (Vos & van der Zee, 2001). In other words, individuals primed with a relational 

identity orientation are more likely to help members from a different social group 

compared to individuals primed with an individual or group identity orientation.  

Studies on the effects of self-affirmation are also useful in demonstrating that a 

focus on interpersonal relationships might influence individuals’ attitudes (Sherman & 

Cohen, 2006). Studies found that partisans who were asked to reflect on an important 

personal value, such as their relationships with friends, were relatively open to identity-

threatening information and were more likely to process information in an unbiased way 

(Cohen et al., 2007; Correll, Spencer, & Zanna, 2004; Sherman & Cohen, 2006). 

Friendship and Immigration Attitudes 

Regarding the relationship between friendship and immigration attitudes, 

intergroup contact theory (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) suggests that 

friendships and positive contact with the outgroup members can lead to increased 

empathy and ultimately to the reduction of ethnic prejudice and negative attitudes toward 

outgroup members (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). According to Pettigrew (1998), prejudice 

to members of the outgroup can be reduced by interaction with outgroup members. Past 

research has repeatedly found that positive intergroup contact led to decreased prejudice 

(for reviews see Davies et al., 2011). For example, one study found that individuals who 
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knew an immigrant intimately were significantly more positive in their attitudes towards 

immigrants in general (Liebkind, Haaramo, & Jasinskaja-Lahti, 2000). In another survey 

study, scholars found that individuals with cross-racial friendships had lower levels of 

prejudice (Ellison, Shin, & Leal, 2011). 

Based on this line of research, it is reasonable to expect that priming intergroup 

friendships will lead to more favorable attitudes toward outgroup members (i.e., 

immigrants) in the context of immigration. Therefore, the following hypothesis is offered, 

H7: When relational identity (i.e., friendships) is primed in the message, 

individuals will exhibit more positive immigration attitudes (H7a) and be less 

likely to favor restrictive immigration policies (H7b) compared to those 

whose relational identity is not primed. 

Parental Identity and Socio-Political Attitudes 

         Political socialization is the predominant framework to understand the political 

dynamics of parenthood, especially the impact of having children on political attitudes 

and participation. Parenthood is considered to be an important agent of political 

socialization among adults as it can bring about changes in adults’ political outlooks and 

priorities (Jennings & Niemi, 1974). According to socialization theory, parenting 

experience shapes how individuals think about and act in the political world (Jennings & 

Niemi, 1974). Socialization literature implies that parents have unique concerns, 

perspectives, and priorities on issues that are connected to their children’s interests, 

needs, and well-being (Jennings & Niemi, 1974). As Elder and Greene (2008) explain, 

“having a child brings about a salient new social role as a mother or father, which brings 

with it considerable responsibilities, worries, and psychological demands” (p.121). In a 
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similar vein, Stewart and Gold-Steinberg (1990) argue that parenthood provides the basis 

for commitment to helping future generations. Several studies within socialization 

literature have examined the impact of parenthood on political attitudes and behaviors. 

For example, past research has shown that motherhood increases political engagement 

and participation in family-centered issues such as social-welfare programs (Sapiro, 

1983) and education policies (Jennings & Niemi, 1974). Elder and Greene (2012) found 

that parental identity affects public policy preferences among mothers. Their studies 

showed that mothers were more liberal on social-welfare issues than are women without 

children. In another study, Klar (2013) showed that parental identity provides powerful 

cues affecting political message processing and policy support about social services 

spending (Klar, 2013). 

In the contexts of climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic, it is reasonable to 

expect that parents will have distinctive attitudes on issues affecting children’s lives. At 

the center of parental identity are care and concern for their children and future 

generations. It is evident that both climate change and COVID-19 can pose great threats 

to children and future generations. Accordingly, when an individual’s parental identity is 

made salient, parental concerns become salient, which further affects attitudes toward 

climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic. Therefore, the following hypotheses are 

proposed, 

H8: Participants in the parenthood prime condition will show higher levels of 

concern about climate change (H8a), greater support for climate change 

mitigation policies (H8b), greater engagement in climate change activism 
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(H8c), and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H8d), compared to 

those whose relational identity is not primed. 

H9: Participants in the parenthood prime condition will show higher levels of risk 

perceptions (H9a), greater support for restrictive policies to control the 

pandemic (H9b), greater intentions of practicing social distancing (H9c), and 

greater intentions of wearing masks in public places (H9d) compared to those 

in the control condition. 

Differences in the effects of parenthood are frequently found along gender lines (Elder & 

Greene, 2008). Examining men and women separately helps us understand how 

parenthood may affect men and women differently. Traditionally, women are considered 

primary nurturers and caregivers. Studies have found that women are more committed to 

the roles of parenthood and are much more likely to identify motherhood as a primary 

identity (see Arendell, 2000). In addition, mothers spend significantly more time with 

their children than fathers (Elder & Greene, 2012). These findings imply that the 

parenthood prime might affect men and women differently. Therefore, the following 

hypotheses are proposed, 

H10: In the context of climate change, gender is a contributory moderator of the 

relationship between the parental identity prime and outcome variables 

including concern about climate change (H10a), support for climate change 

mitigation policies (H10b), engagement in climate change activism (H10c), 

and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H10d) such that the effects of 

the parental identity prime are stronger for women. 
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H11: In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, gender is a contributory 

moderator of the relationship between the parental identity prime and 

outcome variables including risk perceptions (H11a), policy support (H11b), 

the intentions of practicing social distancing (H11c), and the intentions of 

wearing face masks (H11d) such that the effects of the parental identity 

prime are stronger for women. 

The Role of Parental Identity in Reducing Partisan Polarization 

Previous sections have discussed the impacts of group identity and relational 

identity cues on information processing and attitude change. The possible interplay 

between them is still unclear. This section focuses on the interaction between group 

identity and relational identity. A central goal of this dissertation is to examine whether 

relational identity primes (e.g., parenthood) will attenuate the powerful effects of group 

identity (e.g., partisan identity) on attitudes toward politicized issues. It is important to 

examine this interaction effect for two reasons. 

First, as stated above, people hold multiple identities at different levels 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Oakes et al., 1991). When asked who they are, individuals often list 

various identities (Brewer, 2001). The identities can be a group to which they belong or 

roles that are important to them (Brewer, 2001). Different identities may be associated 

with competing interests and conflicting values and influence the way people think about 

an issue (Klar, 2013). For example, a Republican tends to oppose climate change 

mitigation policy. However, when a Republican parent considers climate change, the 

concern for her children’s future might lead to increased support for climate change 

mitigation policies. Nevertheless, most of the scholarly work on identity effects 
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overlooks the competition among group identities and identities at different levels. One 

notable exception is Klar’s work (2013). In her study, Klar (2013) examined how 

individuals reconcile conflicting identity interests when facing multiple identity primes 

and form attitudes. She found that the effects of a partisan identity prime and a parental 

prime canceled each other out. In other words, when parents were primed with both 

partisan and parental identities, their opinions remained unchanged. 

Second, people rely on heuristics or cognitive shortcuts to process messages about 

socio-political issues (Lupia & McCubbins, 1998). The most often-used shortcut is their 

party considerations, which are often associated with their partisan identity (Kahan et al., 

2011). Price (1989) argued that political news, in general, “trigger[s] social 

categorization, inducing people to think of themselves and others in relation to the issue 

as group members’’ (p. 200). Messages about controversial socio-political issues such as 

climate change and immigration should make political identity salient and activate 

political predispositions even if there is no partisan identity cue in the message (see Mutz, 

2008). The values and beliefs attached to the partisan identity further influence how they 

process and evaluate those messages (Redlawsk, 2002; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Thus, 

even when exposed to a fact-based message about a contentious issue, individuals engage 

in motivated reasoning. This contention is supported by a series of research conducted by 

Kahan and his colleagues (2007; 2017). Because group-based identities have such 

powerful impacts on attitudes toward controversial socio-political issues, it is important 

to identify communication strategies that can attenuate political polarization about 

controversial socio-political issues. Scholars have identified several ways to overcome 

attitude polarization resulting from partisanship. For example, Cohen and his colleagues 
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(2000) found that self-affirmation reduced biased processing and increased openness and 

acceptance to identity-challenging information (see also Nyhan & Reifler, 2011). Based 

on this line of research, it is reasonable to expect that linking the two issues to parental 

identities will influence responses to climate change and COVID-19, and further mitigate 

polarized responses that result from political partisanship. Therefore, this dissertation 

hypothesizes that asking individuals to focus on interpersonal relationships can attenuate 

the effects of partisan identity on attitudes and policy preferences. Stated formally, 

H12: The parenthood prime is a contributory moderator of the relationships 

between partisan identity and climate change concern (H12a), support for 

climate mitigation policies (H12b), climate change activism (H12c), and 

pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H12d), such that the effects of 

partisan identity on these attitudinal outcomes are weaker for parents in the 

parenthood prime condition. 

H13: The parenthood prime is a contributory moderator of the relationship 

between partisan identity and risk perceptions (H13a), policy support 

(H13b), social distancing (H13c), and mask wearing (H13d) such that the 

effects of partisan identity on these attitudinal outcomes are weaker for 

parents in the parenthood prime condition. 

Three online survey experiments were conducted to test the hypotheses offered herein 

(see Appendix A for a list of hypotheses). The three studies used different socio-political 

issues (immigration, climate change, and COVID-19) and focused on different types of 

group identities (national identity and partisan identity) and relational identities 
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(friendship and parenthood) to examine the different effects of group identity and 

relational identity on message processing and attitude change. 
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CHAPTER 3 

STUDY ONE: THE IMMIGRATION STUDY 

This chapter first describes the method employed in the immigration study. Then, 

results for all the hypotheses related to the first study (H1, H2, H3, H7) are presented. 

This study was a posttest-only online survey experiment with a randomly assigned 

experimental manipulation. The stimulus message and the questionnaire were 

administered online through Qualtrics. 

Method 

Participants 

In this study, participants were undergraduate students enrolled in communication 

courses at Temple University. The sample is not representative of the U.S. population. 

However, there is no reason to believe that identity primes would have different effects 

on attitudes for students and adults respectively. After receiving approval from the 

Institutional Review Board, announcements about the experiment were made in nine 

undergraduate communication classes with the permission of course instructors. An 

invitation email with a link to the online survey was sent to each potential participant. 

This email informed the students of the purpose of the research study, the benefits and 

risks of participating in the study, as well as the length of the study. The benefits included 

receiving extra credit for participation and learning about the procedures of standard 

social science research. Confidentiality of the responses and voluntary participation were 

emphasized in the invitation email. Students were offered comparable non-research 

alternatives that take a similar amount of time and effort to complete for earning extra 
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credit, thus the possibility of undue influence is minimized. Data for this study were 

gathered between December 4, 2019 and February 28, 2020. 

A total of 218 participants were recruited for the study. Those who did not answer 

any questions or failed the attention check question were removed from the analyses. 

After the screening process, the final sample consisted of 192 eligible participants. There 

were more females (63%) than males (37%) in the sample. Participants were from 18 

years to 42 years old. The average age was 21 years (SD = 2.87). The average household 

income was between $75,001 and $100,000 (SD = 1.70). 62% of participants were 

Caucasian (n = 119), with 14% African American (n = 27), 7.3% Hispanic (n = 14), 4.6% 

Asian American (n = 9), and the remaining 13% self-reporting “mixed race,” “other,” or 

“prefer not to respond” (n = 25). Self-reported religious affiliation was measured. 

Participants self-reported as Christian (45.8%), Jewish (3.6%), Hindu (2.6%), Buddhist 

(1.5%), Muslim (1.5%), Atheist (12.5%), Agnostic/Pantheist (8.3%), and “other” or 

“prefer not to respond” (21.4%). Participants reported spending approximately 6 hours 

(SD = 3.69) using some form of media on an average day.  

Considering the nature of the immigration topic, self-reported party identification, 

political ideology, political interest, and political knowledge were measured. Participants 

rated themselves at 2.67 (SD = 1.40) on a 7-point partisan identity scale (1 = strong 

Democrat to 7 = strong Republican). Political ideology was measured using a 7-point 

political ideology scale (conservative coded high). The mean was “slightly liberal” (M = 

2.65; SD = 1.27). Participants also rated themselves at 4.11 (SD = 1.75) on a 7-point 

political interest scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very interested). The average level of self-
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reported political knowledge was 3.72 on a 7-point scale with higher values indicating 

greater knowledge (SD = 1.55).   

To verify whether random assignment was effective, group comparisons for each 

demographic variable, party identification, political ideology, political interest, and 

political knowledge were conducted. No significant differences between the national 

identity prime condition, the friendship prime condition, and the control condition were 

found for gender, χ2 = 4.26, df = 2, p = .80; age, F(2, 184) = .70, p = .50; family income,  

χ2 = 14.18, df = 12, p = .29; ethnicity,  χ2 = 13.59, df = 12, p = .33; religion affiliation, χ2 

= 24.56, df = 18, p = .14; party identification, F(2, 184) = .90, p = .41; political ideology, 

F(2,184) = .42, p = .66; political interest, F(2,184) = .36, p = .70; or self-reported 

political knowledge, F(2, 184) = 1.35, p = .26. Therefore, randomization across 

conditions was successful.  

Procedure 

This study was an opt-in online survey experiment (see Appendix B for the 

survey flow). Once participants accessed the survey, they were asked to read and 

acknowledge the informed consent. Participants were informed that their participation 

was completely voluntary, anonymous, and that they could drop at any time. After 

consenting to participate in the study, participants were randomly assigned to one of the 

two experimental conditions (national identity prime vs. friendship prime) or a control 

condition. In the two experimental conditions, participants received different identity 

primes (national identity prime or friendship prime). Participants in the control condition 

did not receive any identity primes. Next, participants in all three groups were led to read 

a mock news article about immigration. In order to avoid a situation where participants 
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might skip the page without reading the article, a timer was set on this page. This 

function did not allow participants to go to the next page for 30 seconds. After reading 

the news article, participants completed a set of questions and were debriefed at the end 

of the study. 

Stimuli 

Identity Priming 

As discussed in the identity salience section, situational cues can lead to increased 

accessibility of an identity (Stryker & Serpe, 1994) and signal which identity is most 

relevant in a given situation (Ashforth & Johnson, 2001). Klar (2013) summarized two 

common ways to prime identities. The most common method of identity priming, called 

the “basic prime,” is to mention an identity (Klar, 2013). Past research has successfully 

increased the salience of a particular identity by simply mentioning the identity (see Klar, 

2013). The second method, “efficacy prime,” is to make connections between issues or 

policies and the interests of an identity (Klar, 2013). As Klar (2013) explained, “We can 

prime identities by highlighting the policy relevance of that group. We can remind 

individuals not only that they are part of an identity group but also that his identity-based 

interests can be addressed by public policy” (p. 1110).  

This study combined both the basic prime and the efficacy prime techniques to 

increase the salience of being an American and a friend (see Appendix C). In the two 

experimental conditions, participants were asked to write down statements showing how 

they perceived themselves from a group or relational identity point of view. Specifically, 

before reading the mock news article, participants in the national identity condition (n = 

56) read the instructions as follows, “Before we continue, please take a few minutes to 
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reflect on what it means to be American. That is, what do you have in common with other 

American people? Please take up to three minutes to write about one essential quality that 

you share with other Americans.” After reading the mock news article, participants 

assigned to this condition were presented with a priming message as follows, “You have 

already read a news article about immigrants and current U.S. immigration policies; now 

we are interested to know what you think about immigration as an American.”  

 Participants in the relational identity condition (n = 66) read the instructions as 

follows, “Before we continue, please take a few minutes to reflect on what it means to be 

a friend of someone. Please take up to five minutes to write about one essential quality 

that a friend should have.” After reading the mock news article, participants in this 

condition were presented with a message as follows, “You have already read a news 

article about immigrants, current U.S. immigration policies, and how the current policies 

might affect foreign students and workers, who might be your friends; Now we are 

interested to know what you think about immigration as a friend of a foreign student or 

worker.”  Participants in the control group (n = 70) were asked to list everything that they 

had eaten and drank in the past 12 hours and then read the priming message (similar to 

Lyons, 2018).  

News Article 

Participants in all three conditions were presented with the same mock news 

article about immigration policy entitled “The Facts on Immigration Today.” The mock 

news article contained basic facts about immigrants and immigration policy (see 

Appendix D for complete wording of the mock article). The majority of information was 

adapted from an online article from the Pew Research Center, which was entitled “Key 
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findings about U.S. immigrants” (Budiman, 2020). The formatting of this article was 

designed to enhance the external validity of the experiment by mimicking the appearance 

of a typical online news story. The website shell from the CTV news, a Canadian news 

outlet, was used to minimize the priming of any partisan or ideological cues. 

Manipulation Checks 

Previous studies have used national identity strength measures to ensure the 

effectiveness of the identity salience manipulation (e.g., Levendusky, 2018). In another 

recent study, participants were presented with a list of qualities that related to different 

identities and asked to check all those that best described them (Wojcieszak & Garrett, 

2018). Then, the researchers tested whether participants in the prime condition checked 

significantly more qualities related to the primed identity than those in the control 

condition. A few studies manipulated identity salience without including any 

manipulation check questions to verify the effectiveness of the treatment. This decision 

was based on the consideration that manipulation check questions themselves might 

induce the salience of an identity and further affect experimental conclusions (e.g., Reid, 

2012).  

In this study, all participants were asked two identity salience questions as 

manipulation checks. The two questions asked participants to what extent the message 

made them think about their identities as an American and as a friend of someone. The 

two items used 7-point Likert-type scales, ranging from did not make me think about it to 

made me really think about it. Considering the possible priming effects of both questions, 

the two items were presented after measuring the dependent variables.  
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Two one-way ANOVAs with the conditions as the independent variable and the 

relative salience of the two identities as separate dependent variables were performed as 

manipulation checks (see Table 1). Those who were assigned to the national identity 

prime condition (M = 4.69, SD = 1.64) reported their American identities to be more 

salient than those assigned to the friendship prime condition (M = 3.94, SD = 1.68) and 

those assigned to the control condition (M = 4.19, SD = 1.76). However, the differences 

between the means were not statistically significant, F(2, 185) = 2.99, p = .06. Therefore, 

the manipulation of the national identity prime conditions was not successful. The non-

significant result could be potentially explained by the fact that participants across 

different conditions were asked the manipulation check questions after responding to a 

series of questions about attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policy. These 

attitudinal questions, in combination with the issue itself, could make the American 

identity salient. As Hauser et al. (2018) explain, it is true that moving the manipulation 

check to the end of the study guaranteed that the response to the dependent variable was 

not affected by the manipulation check; however, the validity of the manipulation check 

might be compromised.  

The manipulation of the friendship prime was successful (See Table 1). 

Participants exposed to the friendship prime (M = 5.00, SD = 1.60) reported that the 

message made them think about their identities as a friend of someone more than those 

exposed to the national identity prime (M = 3.59, SD = 1.95) and those assigned to the 

control conditions (M = 3.85, SD = 2.23), F(2, 186) = 9.06, p < .01.  
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Table 1 
 
Manipulation checks for the identity salience primes 
 National identity 

prime condition 
Friendship prime 

condition 
Control condition F-value 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F(df1, df2) 
Salience of national identity 4.69 (1.64) 3.94 (1.68) 4.19 (1.76)   2.99 (2, 185) 
Salience of being a friend 3.59 (1.95)        5.00 (1.69) 3.85 (2.23)       9.06 (2, 185)** 
*p < .05, **p < .01; M: mean value; SD: standard deviation; df: degree of freedom 

Measures 

The immigration attitude scale was adapted from previous measures of 

immigration beliefs and attitudes (Sniderman et al., 2004; Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). 

This scale included three dimensions, namely, perceived threat, common intergroup 

identity, and social distance.  

Perceived Threat 

The measure of perceived threat was adapted from Sniderman et al’s (2004) 

measure of perceived threat. Participants were asked to indicate their agreement with the 

following statements: (1) “The growing number of newcomers from other countries 

threatens traditional American customs and values,” (2) “The growing number of 

newcomers from other countries strengthens American society (reverse coded),” (3) 

“Immigrants coming to this country today mostly take jobs away from American 

citizens,” (4) “Immigrants make economic gains, therefore, Americans already living 

here lose out economically,” (5) “America’s crime problems are made worse by people 

coming here to live from other countries,” and (6) “America’s crime problems are made 

better by people coming here to live from other countries (reverse coded).” The first two 

items captured the perceived cultural threat. The third and fourth items captured the 

perceived economic threat. The final two items measured the perceived crime threat. All 
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items were on 7-point scales from “strongly disagree (1)” to “strongly agree (7)” and 

were averaged to form an index (M = 2.43, SD = 1.30; higher values point to higher 

levels of perceived threat). The perceived threat index retained solid reliability 

(Cronbach’s α	= .87).  

Common Intergroup Identity 

The measure of common intergroup identity was adapted from Wojcieszak and 

Garrett’s (2018)’s measure of common intergroup identity. Participants were asked to 

report on a 7-point Likert-type scale with two items (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly 

agree): (1) “Despite some differences, immigrants and American citizens represent one 

and the same group” (reverse coded),” (2) “American citizens and immigrants represent 

different groups.” The mean of the common intergroup identity index was 3.48 (SD = 

1.40; higher values indicate lower shared identity), and the reliability of this index was 

acceptable at Cronbach’s α = .70. 

Social Distance 

The measure of social distance was adapted from Wojcieszak and Garrett’s 

(2018)’s measure of social distance. Participants were asked to indicate how they would 

feel to have an immigrant as (1) a close personal friend, (2) someone they have to work 

closely with at their job, (3) a close relative by marriage, and (4) a neighbor on the same 

street on a 7-point scale (1 = “extremely uncomfortable,” 7 = “extremely comfortable”). 

The four items were reverse coded and averaged (M = 1.77, SD = 1.20; higher values 

point to higher levels of perceived social distance). The social distance index retained 

solid reliability (Cronbach’s α = .95). 
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Policy Preference 

The measure of policy preference was adapted from Esses et al., (2002)’ scale 

comprising four policy items. One item related to the current border debate was added to 

this scale. Participants were asked the degree to which they agree with the following 

statements: (1) “the amount of legal immigration allowed by the government into the 

country should be decreased,” (2) “U.S. government should grant illegal immigrants 

currently residing in the country some kind of legal status allowing them to stay as 

compared with requiring them to go home,” (3) “The parents must be legal residents of 

the United States in order for their newborn child to be a citizen,” (4) “the government 

should make illegal immigrants residing in the country eligible for social services 

provided by state and local government,” and (5) “The government should expand the 

wall along the U.S.-Mexico border.” All items were on 7-point scales from “strongly 

disagree (1)” to “strongly agree (7).” The five items were averaged, and the reliability of 

this index was solid (M = 2.68, SD = 1.26, Cronbach’s α = .80; Higher values point to 

preferences for more restrictive immigration policies). 

The Importance of National Identity  

The importance of national identity was measured by combining a modified 

version of the Collective Self-esteem Scale (Luhtanen & Crocker, 1992) and the Strength 

of Identification Scale (Schildkraut, 2007). Scales were tailored to capture the subjective 

importance of national identity to a person’s self-concept. The wording of the scale was 

modified to measure national identity as follows: (1) “Being an American is a very 

important part of how I see myself,” (2) “I am proud to be called an American,” (3) 

“Overall, being an American has very little to do with how I feel about myself (reverse 
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coded),” (4) “In general, being an American is an important part of my self-image,” and 

(5) “I feel strong ties to other Americans.” All responses were completed on 7-point 

Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and then averaged (M = 

3.98, SD = 1.28). The five items formed a reliable scale (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .84).  

The Importance of Relational Identity 

Similar to the measure of national identity importance, participants were asked the 

degree to which they agree with the following statements on a 7-point Likert-type scale 

(1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree): (1) “Being a friend is a very important part of 

how I see myself,” (2) “I am proud to be called a friend of someone,” (3) “Overall, being 

a friend has very little to do with how I feel about myself,” (4) “In general, being a friend 

is an important part of my self-image,” and (5) “I feel strong ties to my friends.” 

Responses to the measure were averaged (M = 6.02, SD = .89). The reliability of this 

measure was fairly strong (Cronbach’s α = .75). 

Empathy  

To measure empathy, items commonly used in the empathy scale (see Shen, 

2010) were tailored to the specific stimuli. Participants were asked the degree to which 

they agree with the following statements: (1) “While I was reading the article, I could see 

the point of view of foreign students and workers,” (2) “While I was reading the article, I 

recognized foreign students and workers’ situation,” (3) “While I was reading the article, 

I could really see myself in foreign students and workers’ shoes,” and (4) “Their 

reactions to the situation were understandable.” All responses were completed on 7-point 

Likert-type scales (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and then averaged (M = 

5.56, SD = 1.36). The reliability of this scale was strong (Cronbach’s α = .89). 
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Socio-political Demographic Variables 

This study included demographic and other variables that might affect 

immigration attitudes and policy preferences, which are age, gender, household income, 

ethnicity, religion, media exposure, party identification, political ideology, self-reported 

political knowledge, political interest. To measure media use, participants were asked to 

report the number of hours they spend using some form of media on an average day. 

Party identification was measured on a 7-point scale from “Strong Democrat (1)” to 

“Strong Republican (7).” Political ideology was measured on a 7-point scale from “Very 

Liberal (1)” to “Very Conservative (7).” Self-reported political knowledge was measured 

by asking participants how much they think they know about politics on a 7-point scale 

from “Not much (1)” to “Very much (7).” Political interest was measured by asking 

participants how interested they would say they are in politics on a 7-point scale from 

“Not at all interested (1)” to “Very interested (7).” 

Data Management and Analyses 

Invalid Response 

Twenty-six participants’ responses were excluded from the final data analyses as 

they did not answer any questions. Qualtrics showed that the respondent’s progress for 

those participants was 0%, which means those participants opened their survey links but 

did not progress further in this survey. In addition, eight participants’ responses were 

excluded as they did not take the identity task seriously by giving nonsensical responses 

or did not answer the attention check question correctly. The final sample consisted of 

192 eligible participants.  
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Missing Values 

All the items that were utilized in this study retained less than 2% missing values. 

In this circumstance, the probability of the missing pattern being missing not at random 

was extremely low (Howell, 2007). Listwise deletion was used to deal with the missing 

data in the analyses. 

Data Analyses 

R statistical language (https://cran.r-project.org/) was used to assess the relevant 

hypotheses of study one. A total of four one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests 

were run to test H1 and H7. Each test retained the same independent variable, which is 

identity primes (national identity prime, friendship prime, and no prime). The outcome 

variables included perceived threat, common intergroup identity, and social distance, and 

immigration policy preference.  

 To test the role of identity importance (H2) and empathy (H3) in moderating the 

relationships between identity primes and outcome variables, moderation analyses were 

conducted using the Interaction package in R (Long, 2019). Then, the plotting of 

statistically significant interactions was performed using the Interaction package in R. 

Results 

As stated above, a series of analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests and moderation 

analyses were performed to address the first study’s hypotheses. This chapter presents 

results for all the hypotheses in the first study (H1, H2, H3, and H7). 

The Effects of the National Identity Prime 

H1 predicted that messages with a national identity prime led to more negative 

immigration attitudes (H1a) and support for restrictive immigration policies (H1b). A 
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series of one-way ANOVA tests were conducted to compare the effect of identity primes 

on attitudinal measures for national identity, friendship, and control conditions. As can be 

seen in Table 2, there were no significant effects of the national identity prime on 

perceived threat, F(2, 186) = .79,  p = .45; common intergroup identity, F(2, 185) = 1.88,  

p = .16); and perceived social distance, F(2, 185) = .39,  p = .68 for the three conditions. 

While the general direction of these effects was in line with the stated hypotheses, there 

was no statistically significant evidence to support H1a. Similarly, there were no 

significant main effects of the identity primes on policy preference (H1b) across the 

national identity prime condition (M = 2.87, SD = 1.62), the friendship prime condition 

(M = 2.52, SD = 1.09), and the control condition (M = 2.69, SD = 1.05), F(2, 185) = 1.13,  

p = .34 (see Table 2). Similar to H1a, the general direction of effects was in line with the 

stated hypotheses; however, the effects did not reach statistical significance. Thus, H1 

was not supported. 

Table 2. 

The main effects of the identity primes on dependent variables 
 National identity 

prime condition 
Friendship prime 

condition 
Control 

condition 
F-value 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F(df1, df2) 
Perceived threat 2.60 (1.71) 2.30 (1.09) 2.43 (1.09) .79 (2, 186) 
Common intergroup identity 3.78 (1.63) 3.33 (1.27) 3.37 (1.30) 1.88 (2, 185) 
Social distance 1.88 (1.29) 1.77 (1.28) 1.69 (1.05) .39 (2, 185) 
Policy preference 2.87 (1.62) 2.52 (1.09) 2.69 (1.05) 1.13 (2, 185) 
*p < .05, **p < .01; M: mean value; SD: standard deviation; df: degree of freedom 

Identity Importance as a Moderator 

H2 predicted that the more important national identity was to a person’s self-

concept, the greater the effect of a national identity prime on immigration attitudes (H2a) 

and immigration policy preferences (H2b). Moderation analyses were performed to test 
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both hypotheses. A dummy variable was created to indicate whether or not the participant 

was exposed to the national identity prime. The results are shown in Table 3. There were 

significant interactions between the national identity prime and identity importance in 

predicting participants’ perceived threat (Unstandardized B = .39, SE = .13, p <.01), 

common intergroup identity (Unstandardized B = .35, SE = .16, p <.05), and policy 

preference (Unstandardized B = .30, SE = .13, p <.05). This moderation-based 

relationship did not exist in predicting perceived social distance (Unstandardized B = .12, 

SE = .13, p = .36).  

Table 3. 

Interaction between the identity prime and identity importance on dependent variables 
 Perceived threat Common 

intergroup identity Social distance Policy preference 

        B (SE)    B (SE)      B (SE)       B (SE) 
National identity prime    -1.34 ( .56)*           - .94 ( .67)   - .32 ( .56)   -1.05 ( .55)* 
National identity importance       .30 ( .08)***             .03 ( .10)     .28 ( .08)      .30 ( .08)*** 

Prime ✕ Importance       .39 ( .13)**             .35 ( .16)*     .12 ( .13)      .33 ( .13)* 

R-square .24***          .07*** .13*** .22*** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

The significant identity-by-importance interactions were plotted using the 

Interaction package (Long, 2019) in R (see Figures 1, 2, and 3). The mean value and plus 

and minus one standard deviation of the national identity importance measure was used 

to divide the sample into three groups. For the high importance and moderate importance 

groups, the national identity prime served as a statistically significant, positive predictor 

of perceived threat, common intergroup identity, and policy preference. For these two 

groups, priming national identity led to more negative attitudes toward immigrants, 

namely, increased perceived threat and lower common intergroup identity. In addition, 

for the high importance and moderate importance groups, priming national identity 
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increased support for tighter controls on immigration. The positive relationships between 

the national identity prime and the dependent variables were stronger for individuals who 

reported high national identity importance compared to those who reported moderate 

importance. Among those whose national identity has low importance to their sense of 

self, priming national identity led to less negative attitudes toward immigrants, namely, 

decreased perceived threat and higher common intergroup identity. It also decreased 

support for tighter controls on immigration. In sum, results suggested that the effects of 

the national identity prime on attitudes toward immigrants and policy preferences were 

moderated by the level of national identity importance.  

The Johnson-Neyman technique was used to identify the values of a moderator 

for which the effect of an independent variable on a dependent variable becomes or 

significant or insignificant (Hayes, 2013). Regarding perceived threat, the Johnson-

Neyman technique showed that the relationship between the national identity prime and 

perceived threat was significant only when the value of national identity importance was 

greater than 5.26 (one standard deviation above the mean), B = .72, p < .01, LLCI = .23, 

ULCI = 1.22. As for the variable of common intergroup identity, the national identity 

prime led to lower levels of common intergroup identity only for people whose national 

identity has moderate or high importance to their sense of self (Moderate level of 

importance: B = .47, p < .05, LLCI = .03, ULCI = .90; High level of importance: B = .92, 

p < .01, LLCI = .32, ULCI = 1.51). In terms of policy preferences, the relationship 

between the national identity prime and perceived threat was significant only when the 

value of national identity importance was greater than 5.26 (one standard deviation above 



 68 

the mean), B = .70, p < .05, LLCI = .21, ULCI = 1.19. In sum, there is strong support for 

H2. 

 

Figure 1. Interaction between identity prime and importance on perceived threat. 

 

Figure 2. Interaction between identity prime and importance on common intergroup identity. 
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Figure 3. Interaction between identity prime and importance on policy preference. 

Empathy as a Moderator 

H3 predicted that individual differences in empathy moderated the effects of the 

national identity prime on immigration attitudes (H3a) and support for more restrictive 

immigration policies (H3b). The results are presented in Table 4. The national identity 

prime significantly interacted with the level of empathy in predicting participants’ 

perceived threat (Unstandardized B = - .25, SE = .13, p < .01), common intergroup 

identity (Unstandardized B = - .43, SE = .15, p < .001), and policy preference 

(Unstandardized B = - .26, SE = .12, p < .05). Empathy was not a significant moderator of 

the relationship between identity primes and perceived social distance (Unstandardized B 

= - .02, SE = .12, p >.05).  

Plotting the interactions in R revealed the existence of the moderation relationship 

posited in H3a and H3b (see Figure 4 to 6). For the low empathy group and moderate 

empathy groups, the national identity prime served as a statistically significant, positive 

predictor of perceived threat, common intergroup identity, and policy preference. For 

these two groups, priming national identity led to more negative attitudes toward 
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immigrants, namely, increased perceived threat and lower common intergroup identity. In 

addition, for the low empathy and moderate empathy groups, priming national identity 

increased support for tighter controls on immigration. The positive relationships between 

the national identity prime and the outcome variables were stronger for individuals who 

reported low levels of empathy compared to those who reported moderate empathy. 

Among those who showed high levels of empathy, priming national identity led to less 

negative attitudes toward immigrants, namely, decreased perceived threat and higher 

common intergroup identity. It also decreased support for tighter controls on 

immigration. In sum, results suggested that the effects of the national identity prime on 

immigration attitudes and policy preferences were moderated by the level of empathy.  

Table 4. 

Interaction between identity prime and empathy on dependent variables 
 Perceived threat Common  

intergroup identity 
Social distance Policy preference  

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
National identity prime     1.49 ( .74)*       2.76 ( .85)*** .15 ( .69) 1.55 ( .69)* 
Empathy   - .32 ( .08)*** - .02 ( .09)      - .38 ( .07)***    - .35 ( .07)*** 

Prime ✕ Empathy     - .25 ( .13)*       - .43 ( .15)***       - .02 ( .12)     - .26 ( .12)* 

R-square .21*** .09*** .19*** .26*** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

The Johnson-Neyman technique showed that the relationships between the 

national identity prime and outcome variables were significant only when the value of 

empathy was lower than 4.20 (one standard deviation below the mean): Perceived threat: 

B = .43, p < .05, LLCI = .06, ULCI = .93; Common intergroup identity: B = .29, p < .01, 

LLCI = .36, ULCI = 1.50; Policy preference: B = .46, p < .05, LLCI = .01, ULCI = 1.22. 

These findings suggested that empathy served as a contingent moderator of the 

relationship between the national identity prime and outcome variables, in other words, 
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the significant effects of the national identity prime in affecting attitudes and policy 

preferences related to immigration were isolated only to participants with relatively low 

levels of empathy. In sum, H3 was partially supported. 

 

Figure 4. Interaction between identity prime and empathy on perceived threat. 

 
Figure 5. Interaction between identity prime and empathy on common intergroup identity.  
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Figure 6. Interaction between identity prime and empathy on policy preference. 

The Effects of the Friendship Prime 

H7 predicted that those who were assigned to the friendship prime condition 

reported more positive immigration attitudes (H7a) and less likelihood to favor restrictive 

immigration policies (H7b). This hypothesis was not supported. As can be seen in Table 

2, there were no significant effects of the friendship prime on perceived threat, F(2, 186) 

= .79,  p = .45; common intergroup identity, F(2, 185) = 1.88,  p = .16; perceived social 

distance, F(2, 185) = .39,  p = .68; and policy preference, F(2, 185) = 1.13,  p = .34 for 

the three conditions. Thus, H7 was not supported.   
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CHAPTER 4 

STUDY TWO: THE CLIMATE CHANGE STUDY 

This chapter describes the research design for the climate change study and 

discusses the results for the five hypotheses related to this study (H4, H5, H8, H10, H12). 

Study two investigated the effects of partisan identity and parental identity on climate 

change attitudes. Similar to the first study, a posttest only online survey experiment with 

an embedded message exposure manipulation was conducted. In this study, the stimulus 

message and the questionnaire were administered online through MTurk.  

Method 

Participants 

The data was gathered using Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. MTurk provides low-

cost, easy-to-access workers who can be hired by social scientists to participate in their 

research (Mason & Suri, 2012). Concerns have been raised regarding the generalizability 

of samples drawn from MTurk Workers (Mason & Suri, 2012). Past research found that 

MTurk samples were more likely to be younger, more educated, less racially diverse, less 

employed, less religious, more liberal, and consisted of more women than the general 

population (Paolacci, Chandler, & Ipeirotis, 2010). However, it is argued that compared 

to local convenience samples, samples of MTurk Workers are more representative of the 

general population (see Berinsky, Huber, & Lenz, 2012). Internal validity concerns, such 

as participants’ attentiveness and the prevalence of habitual survey takers, were addressed 

by attention check and excluding the top 2% of active MTurk Workers.  

Workers who met the following requirements were eligible to participate in this 

survey experiment: 1) parents; 2) live in the United States; and 3) not most active (top 
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2%) workers. The survey ran in February 2020. A total of 130 MTurk workers 

participated in the study in exchange for a small monetary compensation. Participants 

were allowed to complete the online survey anytime or anywhere. All of the participants 

provided correct verification codes. An attention check was performed in the middle of 

the survey to ensure that participants attended to the survey. A total of ten participants 

failed to answer the attention check question correctly. These participants were 

eliminated from the sample. 

The resulting sample (N = 120) was 53% female and 47% male. The average age 

was between 35 to 44 years. The average household income was between $5,0001 and 

$75,000. The mean level of education for this sample was a university or college degree. 

77% of participants were Caucasian (n = 93), with 12% African American (n = 14), 5% 

Hispanic (n = 6), 4% Asian American (n = 5), and the remaining 1% self-reporting 

“mixed race” (n = 1). Self-reported religious affiliation was measured. Participants self-

reported as Christian (58.3%), Agnostic/Pantheist (16.7%), Jewish (2.5%), and “other” or 

“none” (21.7%). Participants reported spending approximately 6 hours (SD = 3.69) using 

some form of media on an average day. Using a 7-point partisan identity scale 

(Republican coded high), the mean was “lean Democrat” (M = 3.61, SD = 1.78). 

Participants rated themselves at 5.13 (SD = 1.54) on the 7-point political interest scale (1 

= not at all to 7 = very interested). 

To ensure the effectiveness of random assignment, group comparisons for each 

demographic variable were conducted. No significant differences between partisan 

identity prime condition, parenthood prime condition, and the control condition were 

found for gender, χ2 = .48, df = 2, p = .78; age group, χ2 = 10.439, df = 10, p = .40; family 
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income,  χ2 = 4.49, df = 8, p = .8; education, χ2 = 7.79, df = 8, p =  .45; ethnicity,  χ2 = 

5.67, df = 8, p = .68; religion affiliation, χ2 = 8.60, df = 8, p = .38; party identification, 

F(2, 116) =  .32, p = .73; political interest, F(2, 116) = .86, p = .43; or confidence in 

science community, F(2,118) = .48, p = .62. Therefore, randomization across conditions 

was successful.  

Procedure 

Participants were told to participate in a study about public attitudes toward a 

socio-political issue and were asked to consent to participate in the study. To test the 

proposed hypotheses associated with climate change attitudes, participants were 

randomly assigned to a partisan identity prime, a parenthood prime, or a no-prime control 

condition. In the two experimental conditions, participants received different identity 

primes and read a mock news article about climate change; participants in the control 

condition read the same news article without receiving any identity primes. Participants 

then answered survey questions and were debriefed (see Appendix E for the survey flow). 

Participants were paid USD 1.75 for their participation. The total duration of the survey 

experiment was approximately 15 minutes. 

Stimuli 

Identity Priming 

In this study, identity salience was manipulated using established methods from 

past research (see Appendix F; Klar, 2013; Unsworth & Fielding, 2014). Before reading 

the mock news article, participants in the partisan identity group (n = 39) read the task 

instructions as follows, “Before we continue, we are interested to know 

what characteristics, in your opinion, can describe people who support the Democratic 
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party compared to people who support the Republican party. What are the three words 

that characterize people who support the Democratic party? What are three words that 

characterize people who support the Republican party?” Participants were also asked, “If 

you had to choose, who would you say you supported most?” Next, participants were 

asked to read the mock news article. After reading the mock news article, participants in 

this group read a message as follows “There is currently a great deal of debate amongst 

members from different parties regarding climate change and the policies surrounding it. 

You have already read some basic facts about climate change; now we are interested to 

know what you think about climate change as a [democratic/republican].” Participants in 

the parenthood prime group (n = 39) were asked two open-ended questions about their 

experiences of parenthood. Instructions were as follows, “Before we continue, we are 

interested to know what traits or characteristics a good parent should have and how you 

describe your relationship with your child. What are three traits that a good parent should 

have? What are three words that characterize your relationship with your child.”  Next, 

participants were asked to read the same mock news article and the following message: 

“There is currently a great deal of debate regarding climate change and the policies 

surrounding it. You have already read some basic facts about climate change; now we are 

interested to know what you think about climate change as a parent.” Participants in the 

control group (n = 42) were asked to list everything that they had eaten and drank in the 

past 12 hours and then read the news article (similar to Lyons, 2018). Next, participants 

read the priming message without any identity cues: “You have already read some basic 

facts about climate change; now we are interested to know what you think about climate 

change.”  
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News Article 

The mock news article was designed to be “nonpolitical” as it did not contain any 

explicit political partisan cues while presenting basic scientific facts about climate change 

(see Appendix G for complete wording of the article). The news story was generated 

specifically for the experiment but was drafted based on information that was on the 

NASA Science website (https://climate.nasa.gov/evidence/). 

Manipulation Checks 

Similar to Levendusky (2018)’s study, this study used identity importance to see 

if the manipulation successfully made a particular identity more salient. Since this set of 

questions might induce identity salience, they were presented after measuring the 

dependent variables. The assumption is that if participants in the prime condition showed 

stronger partisan identity or parental identity than those in the control, it could be 

concluded that the manipulation successfully made a particular identity more salient.   

Two one-way ANOVAs with the conditions as the independent variable and the 

identity importance measures as separate dependent variables were conducted as 

manipulation checks. Results showed that the manipulations of both primes were not 

successful (see Table 5). The non-significant results can be explained by construct 

validity. The perceived importance of an identity is a stable construct. The identity 

importance measure did not seem to capture the salience of a primed identity after 

interventions. In addition, the failed manipulation checks might be due to the fact that the 

questions were presented at the end of the survey and the treatment impact might have 

dissipated. Nevertheless, past research (Klar, 2013) and the first study have provided 

ample evidence on the effectiveness of manipulating identity salience through both 
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asking participants to reflect on a particular identity and including identity cues in 

messages. Therefore, it is arguable that the manipulations used in this study should be 

effective in making a particular identity salient. 

Table 5 

Manipulation checks for the identity primes 
 Partisan identity 

prime condition 
Parenthood prime 

condition 
Control condition F-value 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F(df1, df2) 
Importance of partisan identity 4.49 (1.86) 3.87 (2.21) 4.10 (1.93) .94 (2, 116) 
Importance of parental identity 6.28 (1.05) 6.38 (1.09) 6.34 ( .91)      .91(2, 116) 

*p < .05, **p < .01; M: mean value; SD: standard deviation; df: degree of freedom 

Measures 

Climate Change Concern 

Climate change concern was measured by a single question asking participants 

“How much do you worry about climate change?” (1 = not at all; 7 = very much)” (M = 

4.78; SD = 1.54). 

Support for Climate Mitigation Policies 

The measure of support for government action on climate mitigation was adapted 

from Hart and Nisbet’s scale (2012). Participants were asked how much they agreed with 

the following two statements: (1) “We should immediately increase government 

regulation on industries and businesses that produce a great deal of greenhouse 

emissions,” and (2) “We should immediately increase taxes on industries and businesses 

that produce a great deal of greenhouse emissions.” The two questions were measured on 

7-point Likert-type scales ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) and 

were averaged (M = 5.24, SD = 1.74). These two items formed an internally consistent 

scale (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .91). 
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Empathy 

Similar to the first study, empathy was measured with four items (see Shen, 2010) 

asking participants the degree to which they agree with the following statements: (1) 

“While I was reading the article, I could see the point of view of foreign students and 

workers,” (2) “While I was reading the article, I recognized foreign students and workers’ 

situation,” (3) “While I was reading the article, I could really see myself in foreign 

students and workers’ shoes,” and (4) “Their reactions to the situation were 

understandable.” Responses were obtained on 7-point Likert-type scales (1 = strongly 

disagree, 7 = strongly agree) and then averaged (M = 5.57, SD = 1.35, Cronbach’s 𝛼 

= .95).  

Climate Change Activism 

Climate change activism was measured by asking participants how likely they 

were to “attend rallies, public events, or town hall meetings to voice my support for 

solving the problem of climate change, over the next six months.” This item was 

measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale from “extremely unlikely (1)” to “extremely likely 

(7)” (M = 2.86, SD = 2.05). 

Pro-environmental Behavioral Intentions 

To measure behavioral intentions to perform pro-environmental behaviors, 

participants were asked how likely they were to (1) “use public transportation or carpool 

over the next six months,” (2) “reduce daily electricity use around your home over the 

next six months,” (3) “buy efficient appliances that use less electricity, even though they 

cost more around your home, over the next six months,” and (4) “buy green products 

instead of regular products (e.g., dishwashing detergent), even though they cost more, 
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over the next six months” on 7-point scales (1 =  extremely unlikely, 7 =  extremely 

likely). These four items formed an acceptable internally consistent scale (M = 4.91, SD = 

1.35, Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .73). 

Partisan Identity 

Partisan identity was measured by asking participants “when it comes to political 

parties in the United States, how would you best describe yourself?” The question was 

measured on a seven-point scale from strong Republican (1) to strong Democrat (7). 

Responses were reverse coded so higher scores denote Republican partisanship (M = 

3.61, SD = 1.78).  

The Importance of Partisan Identity 

To measure the perceived importance of partisan identity, participants were asked 

“How important do you think being a Democrat or a Republican is in terms of defining 

yourself?” The question was measured on a seven-point Likert type scale from not at all 

important (1) to very important (7) (M = 4.15, SD = 2.01).  

The Importance of Parental Identity  

The importance of parental identity was measured by asking participants “How 

important do you think being a parent is in terms of defining yourself?” The question was 

measured on a seven-point Likert type scale from not at all important (1) to very 

important (7) (M = 6.34, SD = 1.01).  

Socio-political Demographic Variables 

The survey also included a brief section of demographic questions (e.g., gender, 

age, education, household income, ethnicity, and religion). Because of the nature of the 

topic, the study included factors that have been widely shown as predictors of attitudes 
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toward climate change, which are media exposure, trust in science, political partisanship, 

political ideology, and political interest (Lee et al., 2009; Scheufele & Lewenstein, 2005). 

Media use was measured by asking participants to report the number of hours they spend 

using some form of media on an average day. Party identification was measured on a 7-

point scale from “Strong Democrat (1)” to “Strong Republican (7).” Political ideology 

was measured on a 7-point scale from “Very Liberal (1)” to “Very Conservative (7).” 

Political interest was measured by asking participants how interested they would say they 

are in politics on a 7-point scale from “Not at all interested (1)” to “Very interested (7).” 

To measure confidence in the science community, participants were asked the degree to 

which they agree with the following statements: (1) “I have very little confidence in the 

scientific community (reverse coded),” (2) “Information from the scientific community is 

trustworthy,” (3) “The scientific community often does not tell the public the truth 

(reverse coded),” and (4) “I am suspicious of the scientific community (reverse coded).” 

Responses were completed on a 7-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = 

strongly agree) and then averaged (M = 5.05, SD = 1.44). These four items formed a 

strong internally consistent scale (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .88). 

Data Management and Analyses 

Invalid Response 

An attention check was performed in the middle of the survey to ensure that 

participants attended to the survey. Ten participants failed to answer the attention check 

question correctly. These participants were removed from data analyses. In addition, 

participants’ responses to open-ended questions were checked. No participant gave empty 
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or nonsensical answers. A total of 120 participants’ responses were included in the final 

analyses. 

Missing values 

All the items that were utilized in this study retained less than 1% missing values. 

Therefore, the probability of the missing pattern being missing not at random was 

extremely low (Howell, 2007). Listwise deletion was used for handling missing data in 

the analyses. 

Data Analyses 

R statistical language (https://cran.r-project.org/) was used to assess hypotheses 

for the climate change study. Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression 

equations were created to test H4. H5 was addressed by a series of moderation analyses. 

Then, a total of four one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were run to test H8. 

Each test retained the same independent variable, which was identity primes. The 

outcome variables included climate change concern, support for climate change 

mitigation policies, climate change activism, and pro-environmental behavioral 

intentions. To examine the interaction between gender and the parenthood prime in 

influencing outcome variables (H10), a series of moderation analyses were performed. 

Finally, to explore the role of the parental identity prime in moderating the relationships 

between partisan identity and outcome variables (H12), moderation analyses were 

conducted. The plotting of statistically significant interactions was performed using the 

Interaction package in R (Long, 2019). 
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Results 

Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression equations, one-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) tests, and moderation analyses were performed to address the 

hypotheses (H4, H5, H8, H10, H12) for the climate change study. In this chapter, results 

for all the hypotheses of the second study are presented.  

Partisan Identity as a Predictor 

 H4 predicted that partisan identity was a significant predictor of climate change 

concern (H4a), support for climate change mitigation policies (H4b), climate change 

activism (H4c), and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H4d) regardless of the 

identity primes received. Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression equations 

were created to test these relationships. The respective dependent variables were concern, 

policy support, climate change activism, and pro-environmental behavioral intentions. 

Relevant covariates were included in this series of regressions. As can be seen in Table 6, 

regardless of the identity primes participants received, partisan identity was a statistically 

significant predictor of climate change concern (Unstandardized B = - .38, SE = .09, p 

< .001), support for climate change mitigation policies (Unstandardized B = - .30, SE 

= .08, p < .001), climate change activism (Unstandardized B = - .27, SE = .10, p < .01), 

and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (Unstandardized B = - .18, SE = .07, p 

< .01). Consistent with past research on climate change attitudes, Republicans had less 

concern about climate change, less support for climate mitigation policies, lower levels of 

climate change activism, and lower levels of pro-environmental behavioral intentions. In 

short, H4 was supported. 
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The Effects of the Partisan Identity Prime 

 H5 predicted that responses became more polarized between Democrats and 

Republicans when their partisan identities were made salient. In other words, the 

relationships between partisan identity and the outcome variables were influenced by the 

salience of partisan identity. Moderation analyses were conducted using the Interaction 

package in R (Long, 2019). There were no significant interactions between partisan 

identity and identity salience in predicting climate change concern (Unstandardized B = 

- .02, SE = .19, p = .90), policy support (Unstandardized B = - .19, SE = .17, p = .27), 

activism (Unstandardized B = .18, SE = .22, p = .40), and behavioral intentions 

(Unstandardized B = .12, SE = .14, p = .40). Therefore, H5 was not supported. 

Table 6.  

Multiple regression results 
 DV: Concern DV: Policy support DV: Activism DV: Behavioral intention 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
Partisan identity         - .38 ( .09)***      - .30 ( .08)***    - .27 ( .10)**   - .18 ( .07)** 

Party prime  .23 ( .36)        .18 ( .32)        .33 ( .41)  .35 ( .29) 

Parenthood prime      .98 ( .36)**        .98 ( .32)**      1.17 ( .41)**  .34 ( .29) 

Age - .34 ( .15)*      - .21 ( .18)      - .35 ( .17)             - .21 ( .13)* 

Gender (Female)  .28 ( .33)        .37 ( .30)      - .46 ( .37)             - .12 ( .27) 

Black         1.06 ( .47)*        .76 ( .42)  .77 ( .54)               .76 ( .38) 

Hispanic           .88 ( .74)        .71 ( .66)        .96 ( .85)               .45 ( .60) 

Atheist        - .29 ( .39)        .00 ( .35)     - .54 ( .23)             - .17 ( .32) 

Education           .08 ( .19)        .02 ( .17)  .33 ( .12)   .13 ( .15) 

Income        - .09 ( .13)      - .07 ( .11)     - .23 ( .15)             - .08 ( .10) 

Political interest          .27 ( .11)*        .08 ( .10)       .25 ( .12)*   .12 ( .09) 

Trust in science          .37 ( .11)**   .51 ( .10)***     - .05 ( .12)   .15 ( .09) 

Media use          .01 ( .04)        .05 ( .04)     - .03 ( .48)             - .02 ( .03) 

R-squared .43 .45 .35 .24 
F     6.14***     6.62***      4.33***    2.58** 

Notes. *p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 
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The Effects of the Parental Identity Prime 

H8a predicted that when parental identities were primed in the message, 

participants were more concerned about climate change compared to those whose 

parental identities were not primed. Results showed that the parental identity prime led to 

greater concern over climate change (M = 5.18, SE = 1.83) than the partisan identity 

prime (M = 4.79, SE = 1.88) and no prime (M = 4.38, SE = 1.94). However, the 

difference was not significant, F(2, 117) = 1.82, p = .17 (see Table 7). H8b predicted that 

the parental identity prime led to greater support for climate change mitigation policies. 

Results showed that the effect of the parental identity prime on policy support was 

significant, F(2, 117) = 2.85, p < .05. When parenthood was primed in the message, 

participants were significantly more supportive of climate change mitigation policies (M 

= 5.71, SE = 1.38) compared to those whose parental identities were not primed (partisan 

identity group: M = 5.24, SE = 1.81; control group: M = 4.80, SE = 1.88). H8c predicted 

that participants exposed to the parenthood prime were more likely to engage in climate 

change activism. Results showed that the parental identity prime significantly increased 

the likelihood of engaging in activism related to climate change such as attending rallies, 

public events or town hall meetings to support for solving the problem of climate change 

(F(2, 117) = 2.41,  p < .05; parental identity group: M = 3.44, SE = 2.30; partisan identity 

group: M = 2.67, SE = 1.83; control group: M = 2.5, SE = 1.93). The identity primes did 

not significantly influence pro-environmental behaviors, F(2, 117) = 3.58, p = .52. Taken 

together, there was solid support for H8b to H8c. 
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Table 7 

The main effects of the identity primes on dependent variables 
 Partisan identity 

prime condition 
Parenthood prime 

condition 
Control 

condition 
F-value 

 M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) F(df1, df2) 
Concern 4.79 (1.88) 5.18 (1.83) 4.38 (1.94) 1.82 (2, 117) 
Policy preference 5.24 (1.81) 5.71 (1.38) 4.80 (1.88)     2.85 (2, 117)** 
Activism 2.67 (1.83) 3.44 (2.30) 2.50 (1.93)   2.41 (2, 117)* 
Behavioral intention 5.06 (1.13) 4.95 (1.45) 4.73 (1.45)      3.58 (2, 117) 
*p < .05, **p < .01; M: mean value; SD: standard deviation; df: degree of freedom 

Interaction between Gender and Parental Identity Prime 

H10 predicted that in the context of climate change, the effects of the parental 

identity prime on attitudinal outcomes were stronger for women. The moderation 

analyses did not show significant interactions between gender and the parental identity 

prime in affecting climate concern (Unstandardized B = - 1.20, SE = .74, p = .11), policy 

support (Unstandardized B = - 1.07, SE = .67, p = .11), activism (Unstandardized B = - 

1.13, SE = .76, p = .14), and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (Unstandardized B 

= - .02, SE = .54, p = .97). Therefore, H10 was not supported. 

The Effect of the Parental Identity Prime in Reducing Partisan Polarization 

H12 predicted that the parental identity prime moderated the effects of party 

identification on climate change concern (H12a), support for climate mitigation policies 

(H12b), activism (H12c), and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H12d). 

Specifically, this set of hypotheses predicted that the effects of partisan identity on these 

four outcome variables were weaker when parental identity was primed in the message 

than when it was not. The results are shown in Table 8. There was a significant 

interaction between partisan identity and the parental identity prime in predicting support 

for climate change mitigation policies (Unstandardized B = .32, SE = .17, p <.05). This 
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moderation-based relationship did not exist in predicting concern (Unstandardized B 

= .10, SE = .19, p = .59), activism (Unstandardized B = - .08, SE = .22, p = .70), and pro-

environmental behavioral intentions (Unstandardized B = - .18, SE = .14, p = .21).  

Plotting the interactions in R revealed the existence of the moderation relationship 

posited in H12b. As can be seen in Figure 7, the partisan identity had less effect on 

participants’ support for climate change mitigation policies among those who were 

exposed to the parental identity prime than it did among those who did not receive the 

parenthood prime. The result suggested that Democrats and Republicans became less 

polarized in policy support when they were primed with their parental identity. In short, 

there was strong support for H12b. 

Table 8. 

Interaction between partisan identity and parental identity prime on dependent variables 
 Concern Policy support Activism Behavioral intention 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
Partisan identity   - .56 ( .10)***   - .56 ( .09)***      - .33 ( .12)**     - .21 ( .08)** 
Parenthood prime        .25 ( .74)     - .45 ( .67)  1.20 ( .86)   .72 ( .57) 

Partisan identity ✕ prime        .10 ( .19)  .32 ( .17)*        - .08 ( .22) -.18 ( .14) 

R-square  .27***  .28***  .14***  .14*** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 

Figure 7. Interaction between partisan identity and parenthood prime on policy support. 
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CHAPTER 5 

STUDY THREE: THE COVID-19 STUDY 

This chapter describes the research design for the COVID-19 study and discusses 

the results of the four hypotheses related to study three (H6, H9, H11, and H13). This 

study assessed the role of partisan identity and the parenthood prime in affecting attitudes 

toward the COVID-19 pandemic through the use of an online survey experiment. The 

data were gathered using the Qualtrics online panel.  

Method 

Participants 

 Data for this study come from 237 participants from a national online Qualtrics 

panel. Quotas for key demographic variables such as gender, age, race were targeted to 

the United States Census. The Qualtrics online panel is a common source for survey 

respondents in social science research (Zack, Kennedy, & Long, 2019). Research has 

shown that the Qualtrics-recruited sample is similar to a national probability sample on 

key demographics (e.g., age, gender, race, ethnicity, education, and income) and major 

political variables (e.g., ideology, interest in politics, party identification, and political 

knowledge: Boas, Christenson, & Glick, 2020). 

Participation in the survey experiment was limited to parents who are U.S citizens 

over 18 years old. The sample for this study (N = 237) was 51% female and 49% male. 

The average age was between 35 and 44 years. The average household income was 

between $5,0001 and $75,000. About 76 percent of participants had some college 

education or more. Participants identified themselves as Caucasian (n = 170: 72%), 

followed by African American (n = 30: 13%), Hispanic (n = 29: 12%), Asian American 
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(n = 19: 8%), and other racial identities (n = 15: 6%). The majority of participants self-

reported as Christian (68%) or “none” (13%). Participants reported spending 

approximately 8.5 hours (SD = 6.13) using some form of media on an average day. 

Participants rated their political interests at 5.05 (SD = 1.71) on a 7-point scale (1 = not at 

all to 7 = very interested). In terms of political ideology, participants identified 

themselves as “slightly conservative” (M = 4.40, SD = 1.92). On the 7-point self-reported 

political knowledge scale, participants rated themselves at 4.71 (SD = 1.74).  

Randomization across conditions was successful with no significant differences in 

key socio-political demographic variables: gender, t(235) = .31, p = .75; age group, 

t(235) = .32, p = .75; family income,  t(235) = .36, p = .72;  education, t(235) = .67, p 

= .50;  race,  χ2 = 2.49 , df = 5 , p = .78; religion affiliation, χ2 = 6.23  , df = 8 , p = .62 ; 

political ideology, t(235) = - .02, p = .98; political interest, t(235) = .73, p = .47; political 

knowledge, t(235) =  .90, p = .37; knowledge about COVID-19, t(235) =  -.16, p = .88; 

trust in the science community, t(235) =  -1.50, p = .14; and working from home status, χ2 

= 2.34 , df = 1 , p = .17. 74.6% percent of participants were living with at least one child 

under eighteen. 25.4% percent of participants were parents of grown children. A 

dichotomous variable was created to categorize people living in states where new cases 

were decreasing (0) and those living in states where new cases were increasing or mostly 

the same (1) within a 14-day period from August 14 to August 28, 2020 based on data 

from Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center (2020a). No significant differences 

were found between the control group and treatment group in terms of whether the states 

they live in had upward or downward trajectories: χ2 = .74, df = 1, p = .39.  
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Procedure 

A between-subjects design was used in this study. Qualtrics first sent panel 

members an email asking them to participate in the study. Participants were informed that 

the study would be about how people make sense of media, information, and society. 

After consenting to participate in the study, participants were randomly assigned to either 

a parenthood prime treatment group or a no-prime control group (see Appendix H for the 

survey flow). In the parenthood prime condition, participants were primed with their 

parental identity by completing a priming task. Following the priming task, participants 

read a mock news article containing several basic facts about COVID-19 and precautions 

to take against the spread of COVID-19. After reading the mock news article, participants 

in the treatment group were then presented with a short message containing a parental 

identity cue that was absent in the control condition. In the control condition, participants 

were asked to complete a writing task unrelated to parenthood. Then they were asked to 

read the same news article and a version of the short message without the identity cue. 

Next, participants in both the parenthood prime and no-prime conditions answered survey 

questions. 

 The study was conducted from August 26 to August 28, 2020. As of August 28, 

2020, more than 5.8 million people in the United States had tested positive for COVID-

19, and more than 180, 000 people had died because of COVID-19 according to Johns 

Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center (2020b). Although reports of new cases had 

dropped considerably nationwide as of August 28, there was an average of more than 

42,000 news cases and more than 1,000 coronavirus deaths per day from August 26 to 28 

(Johns Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center, 2020b). In fact, twelve states had seen an 
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increase in the number of newly reported COVID-19 cases in the month of August (Johns 

Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center, 2020b)  

Stimuli 
Identity Priming 

Consistent with study one and study two, identity salience was manipulated using 

two established methods — the basic prime and the efficacy prime — from past research 

(see Appendix I: Klar, 2013). Participants in the parenthood prime group (n = 120) were 

asked to answer two open-ended questions about their experiences of parenthood. 

Instructions were as follows, “Before we continue, we are interested to know what traits 

or characteristics a good parent should have and how you describe your relationship with 

your child. What are three traits that a good parent should have?” Participants were also 

asked, “What are three words that characterize your relationship with your child?” After 

reading the mock news article, participants were presented with the following message: 

“You have read some basic facts about coronavirus (COVID-19); now we are interested 

to know what you think about coronavirus (COVID-19) as a parent.” Participants in the 

no-prime control condition (n = 117) were asked to list everything that they had eaten and 

drunk in the past 12 hours and then to read the same news article. Next, participants in 

the control condition were presented with a version of the short message without the 

identity cue: “You have read some basic facts about coronavirus (COVID-19); now we 

are interested to know what you think about coronavirus (COVID-19).” 

News article 

The simulated news article did not include any identity cues (See Appendix J for 

complete wording of the article). It presented basic facts about the coronavirus disease 
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2019 (COVID-19) that were published on the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

(CDC) website (2020a). 

Measures 

Risk Perception 

Risk perceptions about COVID-19 were assessed by asking participants the 

degree to which they agree with the following statements: (1)“Coronavirus (COVID-19) 

is a serious public health threat to you,” (2) “Coronavirus (COVID-19) is a serious public 

health threat to your family,” (3) “Coronavirus (COVID-19) poses a major threat to the 

nation,” (4) “People are not taking coronavirus (COVID-19) as seriously as they ought 

to,” and (5) “Coronavirus (COVID-19) is not as dangerous as people think (reverse 

coded).” The reliability of the scale was acceptable (Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .82). The five items 

were averaged to form a scale and the mean of overall risk perception was 5.31 (SD = 

1.43). 

Policy Attitudes 

A total of four items were used to measure policy attitudes related to COVID-19. 

All items were measured on a 7-point scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree). One item measured attitude towards implementing mass testing: “There 

should be mass testing for coronavirus (COVID-19).” The remaining items measured 

attitudes regarding COVID-19 restrictions: “The country should be shut down 

economically because of coronavirus (COVID-19),” “The economic costs of the 

coronavirus restrictions (e.g., closing schools and businesses) are greater than the benefits 

to public health (reverse coded),” “State government should lift all coronavirus-related 

restrictions on public activities as soon as possible.” The four items were averaged to 
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create a scale (M = 4.51, SD = 1.24) and the reliability of the scale was acceptable 

(Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .62). 

Intention of Practicing Social Distancing 
 

On March 14, the CDC recommended social distancing and canceling events with 

more than 50 people (Holcombe & Andone, 2020). Scientists described social distancing 

as the only strategy to slow the spread of COVID-19 in the absence of any 

pharmaceutical intervention (see Lewnard & Lo, 2020). The CDC (2020a) defines social 

distancing as “keeping a safe space between yourself and other people who are not from 

your household … stay[ing] at least 6 feet (2 meters) from other people.” The CDC also 

suggests staying at home as much as possible and avoiding all gatherings, of any size, 

with people who are not part of the household (CDC, 2020a). To measure the intention of 

complying with social distancing, participants were asked the likelihood of practicing the 

following public health protocols: (1) “Avoid going to events with large crowds, such as 

concerts, festivals, or sporting events,” (2) “Avoid public places like retail stores and 

restaurants,” and (3) “Avoid small gatherings of people, such as with friends.” All items 

were rated on a 7‐point Likert-type scale, ranging from “extremely unlikely” (1) to 

“extremely likely” (7). The three items formed a scale reaching a strong level of reliability 

(M = 5.41, SD = 1.62, Cronbach’s 𝛼 = .84). 

Intention of Wearing Face Masks 

Participants stated their intentions of wearing face masks in a single item: “How 

likely are you going to wear a mask or cloth face covering that covers your nose and 

mouth in public settings in light of the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak?” (1= 

extremely unlikely, 7= extremely likely). The mean of intention was 6.29 (SD = 1.34). 
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Partisan Identity 

Partisan identity was measured using a set of standard ANES questions (see also 

Huddy, Mason, & Aarøe, 2015). Participants were first asked about their basic 

orientations: “Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a 

Democrat, an Independent.” Those who self-identified as Democrats or Republicans were 

then asked, “Would you call yourself a strong Democrat/Republican or a not very strong 

Democrat/Republican?” Participants who answered independents were asked whether 

they were closer to Democrats or Republicans. Based on this set of items, participants in 

this study were assigned values from 1 to 7 (see Figure 8). The values were labeled as 

strong Democrat (n = 81), weak Democrat (n = 28), Democrat leaner (n = 7), pure 

independent (n = 25), Republican leaner (n = 11), weak Republican (n = 19), and strong 

Republican (n = 66).  

 
Figure 8. Partisan identity in the sample. 

It is important to note that in one analysis that employs partisan identity as a categorical 

variable, independents with a tendency to lean toward a party were treated as partisans. 

Past research has found that for individuals identifying themselves as political 

independents but having preferences for one of the parties, their political attitudes and 
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behaviors are similar to those openly expressing their party attachments (Dennis, 1988; 

Greene, 2000). 

Sociodemographic and Political Variables 

This study included a range of sociodemographic and political variables such as 

gender, age, education, income, race, residence, general political knowledge, political 

ideology, the number of children. In addition, confounding variables that might affect the 

outcome variables being studied were measured, which included knowledge about 

COVID-19, health status, trust in science, media use, and working from home status. 

Data Management and Analyses 

Invalid Responses  

As an attention check, participants were asked to identify the topic of the news 

article they read. All participants in this study correctly identified the topic of the news 

article, suggesting high attention to the stimuli. In addition, participants’ responses to the 

identity priming tasks were checked to see if they paid attention to the tasks. No 

participant gave empty or nonsensical answers. 

Outliers 

Univariate outliers for all of the variables were checked by examining box plots, 

stem-and-leaf plots, and extreme values of the variables using R. The check indicated one 

univariate outlier on the number of children. This outlier was replaced with a system 

missing. The response was retained for the analyses because all the other values were 

acceptable.  
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Missing Values 

All the items that were utilized in this study retained less than 1% missing values. 

In this circumstance, the probability of the missing pattern being missing not at random 

was extremely low (Howell, 2007). Therefore, listwise deletion was used to deal with the 

missing data in the analyses. 

Data Analyses  

Similar to the first two studies, all stated hypotheses were assessed using the R 

statistical language. Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression equations were 

created to understand the effects of partisan identity in affecting attitudes and behavioral 

intentions related to COVID-19 (H6). The effects of the parenthood prime (H9) were 

tested through the use of paired sample t tests. Additionally, moderation analyses were 

conducted using the Interaction package in R (Long, 2019) to explore how gender 

interacts with the parental identity prime in shaping attitudes (H11) as well as the role of 

the parental identity prime in mitigating polarized responses to COVID-19 (H13). 

Results 

Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression equations, one-way analysis 

of variance (ANOVA) tests, and moderation analyses were used to address hypotheses 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic (H6, H9, H11, and H13). In this section, results for 

all the hypotheses of the third study are presented.  

The Effects of Partisan Identity 

H6a through H6d predicted that individuals’ partisan identity shaped their risk 

perceptions about COVID-19 (H6a), support for restrictive policies to control the 

outbreak (H6b), behavioral intentions of practicing social distancing (H6c) and wearing 
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face masks (H6d). Ordinary-Least Squares (OLS) multiple regression equations were 

created to test these predictions. The respective dependent variables were risk perception, 

policy support, the intention of practicing social distancing, and the intention of wearing 

face masks. A total of fourteen relevant covariates were included in this series of 

regressions.  

Table 8. 

Multiple Regression Results 
  Risk perception Policy support Social distancing Mask wearing 

  B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Partisan identity (Republican)     - .12 ( .04)**    - .10 ( .03)**     - .02 ( .05)        .01 ( .04) 

Treatment     - .02 ( .16)       .05 ( .13)       .18 ( .20)        .08 ( .16) 

Age       .03 ( .06)     - .06 ( .05)     - .05 ( .08)        .09 ( .06) 

Gender (male)     - .41 ( .21)*     - .41 ( .18)*     - .32 ( .28)      - .37 ( .22) 

Black       .30 ( .27)       .47 ( .24)*       .54 ( .36)        .25 ( .29) 

Hispanic      -.04 ( .26)     - .10 ( .22)       .04 ( .34)        .12 ( .27) 

Education       .10 ( .05)       .12 ( .05)*       .15 ( .07)        .04 ( .06) 

Income     - .07 ( .06)     - .06 ( .05)       .02 ( .08)        .02 ( .07) 

Health status       .06 ( .06)     - .01 ( .06)       .18 ( .09)*        .14 ( .07)* 

Trust in science       .26 ( .07)***       .26 ( .06)***       .26 ( .09)***        .19 ( .07)** 

Ideology (Conservative)     - .04 ( .05)     - .03 ( .04)     - .00 ( .07)      - .00 ( .05) 

Media use     - .00 ( .01)       .02 ( .01)       .01 ( .02)      - .03 ( .01) 

Working from home (Yes)       .14 ( .18)       .16 ( .15)       .11 ( .23)      - .06 ( .19) 

Knowledge about COVID-19       .18 ( .06)**       .09 ( .05)       .04 ( .08)        .18 ( .08)* 

Case level (cases are increasing)     - .04 ( .16)       .09 ( .14)     - .11 ( .21)      - .15 ( .17) 

R-squared .36 .37 .12  .19 

F     8.86***      9.24***      2.22**      3.74** 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

As can be seen in Table 8, partisan identity was a significant predictor of risk 

perceptions about COVID-19 (Unstandardized B = - .12, SE = .04, p < .01), and support 
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for restrictive policies (Unstandardized B = - .10, SE = .03, p < .01). Results suggested 

that relative to Democrats, Republicans had lower levels of the perceived risk of COVID-

19 and were less likely to support restrictive government policies to combat the virus. 

Therefore, only H6a and H6b were supported. 

The Effects of the Parental Identity Prime 

H9a through H9d posited that participants exposed to the parenthood prime had 

higher levels of risk perception about COVID-19 (H9a), greater support for restrictive 

policies to control the outbreak (H9b), greater intentions of practicing social distancing 

(H9c), and greater intentions of wearing masks in public places (H9d). As shown in Table 

9, no significant difference was detected in the control group (M = 5.27, SD = 1.40) 

versus the treatment group (M = 5.34, SD = 1.46) in the levels of perceived risk about 

COVID-19, t (235) = - .34, p = .37. Therefore, H9a was not supported. Turning to H9b, a 

paired sample t test showed that there was a significant difference in support for 

restrictive policies to control the pandemic (t (235) = - .80, p < .05), supporting H9b. 

Compared to those in the control condition (M = 3.65, SD = 1.17), participants in the 

parenthood prime condition (M = 4.09, SD = 1.13) showed greater preference for more 

stringent policies. In testing H9c, results showed that participants in the treatment 

condition (M = 5.53, SD = 1.48) were more likely to practice social distancing than those 

in the control condition (M = 5.29, SD = 1.76). However, the difference was not 

significant, t (234) = -1.10, p = .27. Similarly, there was no significant difference in the 

intentions of wearing masks between the no-prime condition and the parenthood 

condition, t (235) = - .87, p = .19. Participants in both conditions were willing to wear 

face masks (no-prime condition: M = 6.21, SD = 1.50; parenthood prime condition: M = 
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6.37, SD = 1.16). In sum, regarding H9a, H9c, and H9d, while the general directions of 

effects were in line with the stated hypotheses, there was no statistically significant 

evidence to support these hypotheses. Only H9b was supported. 

Table 9 

Summary of t-tests for the two conditions 
  
Outcome variables 

No prime Parenthood prime 
  

M (SD) M (SD) t(df) p 

Risk perception      5.27 (1.40) 5.34 (1.46)  - .34 (235)    ns 

Policy attitude      4.05 (1.27) 4.58 (1.19)  - .80 (235) < .05 
Social distancing      5.29 (1.76) 5.53 (1.48) -1.10 (234)  ns 
Mask wearing      6.21 (1.50) 6.37 (1.16)  - .87 (235)  ns 
 

Interaction between Gender and Parental Identity Prime 

H11 predicted that in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, gender was a 

contributory moderator of the relationship between the parental identity prime and 

outcome variables including risk perceptions (H11a), policy support (H11b), the 

intentions of practicing social distancing (H11c), and the intentions of wearing face 

masks (H11d) such that the effects of the parental identity prime were stronger for 

women. As can be seen in Table 10, gender and the parenthood prime did not interact in 

affecting risk perceptions and policy attitudes. Therefore, H11a and H11b were not 

supported. Turning to H11c and H11d, results suggested that gender significantly 

moderated the effects of parenthood prime on the intentions of practicing social 

distancing and wearing masks. However, the directions of the moderation effects were 

not consistent with the hypotheses. H11c and H11d posited contributory moderations (see 

Holbert & Park, 2019). However, as can be seen in Figure 9 and Figure 10, gender was a 

cleaved moderator of the relationship between the parenthood prime and the outcome 
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variables. Specifically, the parenthood prime had positive impacts on the intentions of 

social distancing and wearing masks only among fathers. For mothers, the parenthood 

prime slightly decreased the intentions of practicing precautious behaviors. Therefore, 

H11c and H11d were not supported. 

Table 10. 

Interaction between the parental identity prime and gender 
  Risk perception Policy attitudes Social distancing Mask wearing 

     B (SE)  B (SE) B (SE)   B (SE) 

Parenthood prime    - .09 ( .25)       - .01 ( .21)       - .23 ( .30)       - .19 ( .24) 

Gender (Male)    - .99 ( .25)***       - .94 ( .22)***       - .78 ( .30)*       - .70 ( .24)** 

Parenthood ✕ Gender      .28 (. 36)         .22 ( .31)         .94 ( .42)*         .70 ( .34)* 

R-square  .09*** .12***  .04***      .04*** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 

 

Figure 9. Interaction between parenthood prime and gender on social distancing. 



 101 

 

Figure 10. Interaction between parenthood prime and gender on mask wearing. 

Interaction between Parenthood Prime and Partisan Identity 

H13a to H13d posited that the parenthood prime interacted with partisan identity 

in affecting risk perceptions about COVID-19 (H13a), support for restrictive policies to 

control the outbreak (H13b), the intentions of practicing social distancing (H13c), and the 

intentions of wearing masks in public places (H13d). Moderation analyses were 

performed to test this set of hypotheses. The results are shown in Table 11. There were 

significant interactions between partisan identity and the parenthood prime in predicting 

perceived risks about COVID-19 (Unstandardized B = .16, SE = .07, p <.05), support for 

restrictive policies (Unstandardized B = .12, SE = .06, p <.05), and the intention of 

practicing social distancing (Unstandardized B = .16, SE = .08, p <.05). This moderation-

based relationship did not exist in predicting the intention of wearing face masks 

(Unstandardized B = .10, SE = .07, p = .14).  

Plotting the interactions in R revealed the existence of the moderation relationship 

posited in H13a, H13b, and H13c. As can be seen in Figures 11, 12, and 13, there were 

sharpened slopes in the control conditions and attenuated slopes in the parenthood prime 
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conditions. As predicted, among participants who were exposed to the parental identity 

prime, partisan identity had less effect on participants’ risk perceptions about COVID-19, 

support for restrictive policies to control the outbreak, and the intention of practicing 

social distancing than it did among those in the control condition. For the outcome of 

practicing social distancing, Republicans primed with their parental identity almost held 

the same levels of the intention of engaging in social distancing behaviors compared to 

their Democratic counterparts. These results support H13a, H13b, and H13c. 

Table 11. 

Interaction between partisan identity and the parenthood prime  
  Risk perception Policy attitude Social distancing Mask wearing 
     B (SE)  B (SE) B (SE)   B (SE) 
Partisan identity    − .47 ( .10)***      − .39 ( .09)***      − .33 ( .13)*       − .22 ( .11)* 
Parenthood prime    − .59 ( .30)      − .35 ( .26)      − .40 ( .37)       − .24 ( .31) 

Identity ✕ Parenthood       .16 (. 07)*         .12 ( .06)*         .16 ( .08)*          .10 ( .07) 

R-square  .19*** .20***  .04***      .23*** 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 

Figure 11. Interaction between partisan identity and parenthood prime on risk perception. 
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Figure 12. Interaction between partisan identity and parenthood prime on policy support. 

 
Figure 13. Interaction between partisan identity and parenthood prime on social distancing. 

Additional Analyses 

Partisanship as a Moderator 

The findings from the moderation analyses discussed above not only suggested 

that Democrats and Republicans became less polarized when they were primed with their 

parental identity but also indicated that the parenthood prime had different effects on 

different people, depending on their partisanships. The interactions were probed testing 

the conditional effects of the parenthood prime on outcome variables for Democrats, 
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Independents, and Republicans respectively. The pick-a-point technique was used as it 

can estimate the conditional effect of an independent variable on a dependent variable for 

any chosen value on the moderator variable scale (Hayes, 2013). Results showed that the 

parenthood prime only had significant effects on risk perception, policy support, and 

social distancing for Republican parents (Risk perception: B = .46, p < .05, LLCI = .00, 

ULCI = .92; Policy support: B = .44, p < .05, LLCI = .04, ULCI = .84; Social distancing: 

B = .67, p < .05, LLCI = .09, ULCI = 1.24). There were no significant effects of the 

parenthood prime on the outcome variables for Democrats and Independents. As can be 

shown in Figure 14 through Figure 16, for parents who identified themselves as 

Republicans, the parenthood prime significantly increased the risk perceptions about 

COVID-19, support for restrictive policies, and the intention of practicing social 

distancing. The parenthood prime did not appear to significantly influence the responses 

of Democrats and Independents. 

 
Figure 14. Partisan identity as the moderator in predicting risk perception. 
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Figure 15. Partisan identity as the moderator in predicting policy support. 

    
Figure 16. Partisan identity as the moderator in predicting social distancing. 

Paired sample t tests were performed on subsamples of Republican participants 

(see Table 12). Results showed that among Republican parents, the parental identity 

prime significantly increased risk perceptions about COVID-19 (t (94) = -1.98, p < .05), 

support for restrictive policies to control the pandemic (t (94) = - .80, p < .05), and the 

likelihood of practicing social distancing (t (93) = -2.51, p < .01) and wearing masks (t 

(94) = -1.78, p < .05). 
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Table 12 

Summary of t-tests among Republicans 
  
Outcome variables 

No prime  
(Republican n = 49) 

Parenthood prime 
(Republican n = 47) 

  

M (SD) M (SD) t(df) p 
Risk perception 4.31 (1.29) 4.87 (1.47)  -1.98 (94)  < .05 
Policy attitude 3.65 (1.17) 4.09 (1.13)  -1.87 (94) < .05 
Social distancing 4.64 (1.94) 5.53 (1.46)  -2.51 (93) < .01 
Mask wearing 5.80 (1.70) 6.32 (1.11)           -1.78 (94) < .05 
* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 
Interaction between Parenthood Prime and Trust in Science 

 The regression analysis performed earlier indicated that trust in science was a 

significant predictor of individuals’ attitudes toward the COVID-19 pandemic. This 

finding is consistent with past studies that focus on the impact of trust in science on issue 

attitudes. For example, Bish and Michie (2010) found that trust in science affected the 

acceptance and adoption of protective measures during a pandemic. Another study 

showed that trust in science reduced psychological reactance against science-related 

policies (Song et al., 2019). In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, for people who 

distrust science, simply reminding them about their identity as parents might not be able 

to change their attitudes toward the pandemic. Therefore, the effects of the parenthood 

prime on attitudes toward the pandemic might depend on individuals’ trust in science. As 

such, moderation analyses were performed to explore if the strength or direction of the 

parenthood prime effects depended on the level of trust in science. As can be seen in 

Table 13, trust in science significantly moderated the relationship between the parenthood 

prime and risk perceptions. This significant prime-by-trust interaction was plotted using 

the Interaction package in R (see Figure 17). The mean value and plus and minus one 
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standard deviation of the trust in science measure was used to divide the sample into 

three groups. For individuals who had high and moderate levels of trust in science, the 

parenthood prime significantly increased perceived risk about the pandemic. However, 

for individuals who had low levels of trust in science, priming parental identity led to 

lower levels of perceived risks. Therefore, trust in science affected both the direction and 

the strength of parental identity effects on risk perceptions. The parenthood prime did not 

interact with trust in science in affecting policy attitudes, social distance, and mask 

wearing.  

Table 13 

Interaction between parenthood prime and trust in science 
  Risk perception Policy support Social distancing Mask wearing  

          B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
Parenthood prime     -1.15 ( .61)        - .12 ( .54)         .95 ( .75)         .51 ( .61) 
Trust in science        . 33 ( .08)***        .34 ( .07)***       .32 ( .10)**         .33 ( .08)*** 
Prime ✕ Trust         .23 ( .12)*  .03 ( .11)       - .16 ( .15)       - .09 ( .12) 
R-square 0.19***         0.16***    0.05**            0.10*** 
 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 

 

Figure 17. Interaction between prime and trust in science in predicting risk perception. 
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Three-way Interaction between Partisan Identity, Prime, and Gender 

This study then explored three-way interactions between partisan identity, prime, 

and gender in predicting the outcome variables including risk perceptions, policy support, 

intentions of social distancing, and intentions of wearing masks (see Figure 18 for a 

conceptual diagram). In this moderated moderation model, the parental identity prime 

was treated as the primary moderator and gender was treated as the secondary moderator.  

 

Figure 18. Conceptual diagram of the moderated moderation model. 

Table 14 shows evidence of a three-way interaction between partisan identity, 

prime, and gender in predicting policy support. In other words, the moderation of the 

effect of partisanship (X) on support for restrictive government policies to control the 

pandemic (Y) by the parental identity prime (M) depended on gender (W). Figure 19 

presented a visual representation of this model. The effect of partisanship (being a 

Republican) on support for restrictive policies was consistently negative, but the 

difference in its effect between people in the parental identity condition and those in the 

control condition was greater among mothers. It can be concluded that the magnitude of 

the moderation by parenthood prime of the effect of partisanship on policy support 

depended on gender. There was no significant three-way interaction in predicting the 
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other three outcome variables including risk perceptions, the intention of practicing social 

distancing, and the intention of wearing face masks.  

Table 14 

Three-way interaction between partisan identity, parenthood prime, and gender 
  Risk perception Policy support Social distancing Mask wearing  

          B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 
Partisan identity - .36 ( .08)***    - .31 ( .07)*** - .25 ( .10)* - .18 ( .08)* 
Parenthood prime   - .61 ( .37)     - .65 ( .32)*      - .72 ( .46)      - .55 ( .38) 

Gender    - .66 (.50) - .81 ( .42)* -1.41 ( .62)* -1.33 ( .51)* 

Partisanship ✕ Prime      .21 ( .11)*    .26 (.10)*  .20 ( .14)        .14 ( .12) 

Partisanship ✕ Gender      .12 ( .11) .14 ( .09)    .25 ( .14)*    .21 ( .11)* 

Prime ✕ Gender    - .03 ( .68)       .71 ( .58)       1.38 ( .84)       1.26 ( .69) 

Partisanship ✕ Prime ✕ Gender    - .06 ( .15)     - .25 ( .13)*       - .19 ( .19)       - .18 ( .16) 

R-square .21*** .24*** 0.06* 0.06* 
 * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001; B: unstandardized coefficient; SE: standard error. 

 

 

Figure 19. Three-way interaction between partisanship, prime, and gender on policy support. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DISCUSSION 

 The main goals of this dissertation were to examine the relative effects of group 

identity and relational identity on socio-political attitudes as well as to investigate 

possible moderators of these effects. The conclusion was drawn from three online survey 

experiments in three different contexts, including immigration, climate change, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. To maximize the generalizability of the findings, the three studies 

used different social identities (group identity: partisan identity and national identity; 

relational identity: friendship and parenthood) and different samples (college 

undergraduates, MTurk workers, Qualtrics online panels). Consistent with past research 

on group identity and attitude polarization, this dissertation found that individuals’ 

attitudes toward politicized issues are determined, to a large extent, by their partisan 

identity. However, linking a controversial socio-political issue and an issue-relevant 

relational identity has the potential to mitigate polarization resulting from group identity 

such as partisanship. 

This chapter first summarizes results from the three studies. Then, the theoretical 

and practical implications of the findings are outlined. Finally, this dissertation discusses 

the limitations of each study and future research directions. 

Summary of Results 

The Effects of Group Identities 

This study begins by replicating a substantial body of research on political 

polarization that has provided extensive evidence showing that group identities, 

especially partisan identity, shape how people interpret the political world (e.g., 



 111 

Arceneaux & Vander Wielen, 2013; Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). Consistent with 

previous scholarly work on partisan polarization, this dissertation shows that partisan 

identity biases information processing and a broad range of judgments. 

In the context of climate change, partisan identity was a significant predictor of 

various attitudinal outcomes including concern, support for climate change mitigation 

policies, activism, and pro-environmental behavioral intentions. Compared to their 

Democratic counterparts, Republicans across the treatment group and the control group 

had less concern about climate change, less support for climate mitigation policies, lower 

levels of climate change activism, and lower levels of pro-environmental behavioral 

intentions.  

In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, partisans were motivated to process 

factual information about COVID-19 through a partisan lens. Partisanship had 

implications for risk perceptions, and support for restrictive government policies to 

combat the virus. This finding is consistent with recent studies and polls on political 

polarization over the COVID-19 pandemic. Republicans had lower levels of risk 

perceptions about COVID-19 compared to Democrats. This finding suggests that risk 

perceptions about COVID-19 are affected not by the level of underlying risk, but rather 

by politically relevant interpretations of the risk. Republicans were also less likely to 

support restrictive measures to help slow the spread of the virus. 

 In addition, Republicans were less likely to practice social distancing behaviors; 

however, after controlling for the confounding variables, the relationship between 

partisan identity and social distancing was not significant. Partisanship did not predict 

mask wearing. This is consistent with recent poll results, which showed that public 
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opinion within the Republican party has shifted in favor of mask wearing. For example, 

A poll conducted by Pew Research Center in August showed that the majority of both 

Democrats (92%) and Republicans (76%) agreed that masks should be worn in stores or 

other businesses all or most of the time (Kramer, 2020). When asked the same question in 

early June, only 29% of Republicans and Republican leaners were willing to wear masks 

(Pew Research Center, 2020). The narrowing partisan gap can be attributed to the spiking 

number of COVID-19 cases since the beginning of June 2020 and the fact that 

Republican leaders started encouraging citizens to wear masks. In the early time of the 

pandemic, President Trump kept raising questions about the necessity and efficacy of 

mask wearing. The tone changed as the number of COVID-19 cases and deaths 

increased. In July 2020, President Trump wore a mask for the first time and urged 

Americans to do the same (Vazquez, Bash, & Collins, 2020). This suggests that the 

President’s role as a national Republican leader in shaping Republicans’ attitudes toward 

mask wearing could be quite significant.  

Turning to the other group-based identity being studied, the national identity 

prime did not lead to more negative attitudes toward immigrants nor favorableness 

toward restrictive immigration policies. It is not surprising to see such results. These 

findings can be attributed to the different meanings (i.e., what it means to be American) 

and normative conceptions (i.e., what makes America distinct) that individuals attach to 

American identity (Citrin, Wong, & Duff, 2001). As Huddy (2001) argued, “American 

identity does not mean the same thing to all Americans. And it is the meaning of 

American identity, not its existence, that determines its political consequences” (p. 130). 

Past research has found that Americans hold different views of what it means to be 
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American (Schildkraut, 2011). For example, Citrin et al. (2001) identified three distinct 

notions of American identity including liberalism, multiculturalism, and nativism. They 

further suggested that various types of notions shape people’s socio-political attitudes 

differently (Citrin et al., 2001). Applied to the immigration issue, people defining 

American identity in a more liberal egalitarian way often empathize with protecting the 

human rights of each individual and embracing multiculturalism and diversity. Thus, they 

might be more likely to show favorable views of immigrants and support for less 

restrictive immigration policies. In contrast, the nativist conception of American 

identities is often associated with ethnocentrism (Citrin et al., 2001; Schildkraut, 2011). 

People holding this conception tend to equate being American with being born in 

America and being a Christian (Citrin et al., 2001). As such, they tend to show less 

favorable views of immigrants and greater preferences for restrictive immigration 

policies (Buckler, 2008; Citrin & Wright 2009). In short, it is likely that the meanings of 

American identities affect the direction of the relationships between the national identity 

prime and attitudes toward immigrants and immigration.  

More importantly, the immigration study found that two individual 

characteristics, namely, the perceived importance of American identity and the level of 

empathy, moderated the effects of the national identity prime on attitudes toward 

immigrants and immigration policy. Among people who showed low and moderate levels 

of empathy, priming national identity did lead to negative attitudes toward immigrants. 

Additionally, the national identity prime also increased support for tighter controls on 

immigration among these participants. Among those who showed high levels of empathy, 
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a national identity prime had the opposite effect. For this group of people, it led to more 

positive attitudes toward immigrants and immigration.  

The national identity prime also interacted with the perceived importance of 

national identity in influencing individuals’ attitudes. Among participants whose national 

identity had high or moderate importance to their sense of self, the national identity prime 

led to more negative attitudes toward immigrants as well as increased support for tighter 

controls on immigration. For those who did not perceive being American as important, a 

national identity prime led to more positive attitudes toward immigrants and immigration 

policy. 

Taken together, the results of this dissertation align with major arguments in 

political polarization literature and provide additional evidence that partisanship divides 

American opinion over a range of socio-political issues, even issues that are not supposed 

to be partisan such as the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, this dissertation shows that 

the national identity prime affects individuals differently depending upon their ability to 

empathize with others and the perceived importance of national identity. By doing so, 

this research highlights the importance of understanding personal characteristics that 

moderate the effects of group-based identity on socio-political attitudes.  

The Effects of Relational Identities 

Building upon Brewer and Gardner’s notion of a relational self (1996), this 

dissertation adds to our understanding of the role of a relation-based identity prime in 

shaping individuals’ socio-political attitudes. Results from the three studies showed 

mixed findings.   
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In the immigration study, the friendship prime did not significantly increase 

college students’ positive attitudes toward immigrants, nor did it make students adopt 

support for less restrictive immigration policies. A possible reason for these insignificant 

findings could be due to the sample characteristics. This study used convenience 

sampling and recruited students from a liberal university. Only 6 percent of the 

participants identified themselves as conservative. Most of the participants in this study 

aligned themselves with liberal ideology and identified themselves as Democrats. Based 

on previous research on the immigration attitudes of college students (e.g., Wojcieszak & 

Garrett, 2018), it was reasonable to expect that the sample of this study had more 

favorable attitudes toward immigrants and less support for restrictive immigration 

policies compared to the general public. As the participants’ attitudes toward immigrants 

and immigration clustered toward the positive end, the ceiling effect was likely to occur. 

As such, it was unsurprising to see that the friendship prime did not significantly affect 

college students’ attitudes toward immigrants and policy preferences.  

Using more politically and ideologically diverse samples, both the climate change 

study and the COVID-19 study suggested that the parental identity prime significantly 

reduced attitude polarization resulting from partisan identity. The climate change study 

demonstrated positive impacts of the relational identity prime support for climate change 

mitigation policies and climate change activism. Specifically, participants whose parental 

identities were made salient reported increased support for climate change mitigation 

policies and a greater likelihood to engage in climate change activism than participants in 

the partisan identity prime or control conditions. A relation-based identity did not appear 

to affect climate change concern and pro-environmental behavioral intentions.  
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More importantly, the climate change study found that relational identity cues 

significantly moderated the effects of party identification on support for climate 

mitigation policies. Linking climate change discussions to parental identity successfully 

mitigated polarized responses of policy preference that result from political partisanship. 

However, the parenthood prime did not appear to mitigate the influence of partisanship 

on climate change concerns, activism, and pro-environmental behavioral intentions. For 

these outcome variables, partisan identities still dictated people’s choices. Taken 

together, results from the climate change study showed that priming parental identity had 

significant effects on support for climate change mitigation policies and the likelihood to 

engage in climate change activism. 

Turning to the COVID-19 study, the parenthood prime had a significant impact 

on policy support. Participants whose parental identities were made salient had greater 

preferences for more stringent policies that were imposed to control the spread of the 

disease compared to those in the control condition. The parenthood prime did not 

significantly influence participants’ risk perceptions about COVID-19, the intention of 

practicing social distancing, and the intention of wearing face masks. However, the 

parenthood prime did lead to increased levels of risk perceptions and greater intentions of 

practicing precautious behaviors, such as social distancing and mask wearing, among 

Republicans.  

More importantly, this study showed that in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the parental identity prime successfully reduced partisan polarization over risk 

perceptions, policy support, and social distancing behaviors between Republicans and 

Democrats. Among participants who were exposed to the parental identity prime, partisan 
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identity had less effect on risk perceptions about COVID-19, support for restrictive 

policies to control the outbreak, and the intentions of practicing social distancing than 

among those in the control condition. Inconsistent with socialization theory, the results 

did not show that mothers are much more affected than fathers. In fact, fathers were more 

likely to be influenced by the parental identity prime. 

Overall, this dissertation found that in the contexts of climate change and the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the partisan divide on a range of attitudinal and behavioral 

outcomes narrowed when participants were primed with their parental identity. These 

findings support the argument in socialization theory that parenthood has real 

consequences for how people think and behave in socio-political contexts. However, the 

friendship prime failed to influence individuals’ beliefs and attitudes toward immigrants 

and immigration policy.  

Implications 

Theoretical Value 

This dissertation has several theoretical implications for the advancement of 

scholarly knowledge in political and science communication broadly. First, this 

dissertation advances theory by contributing to an understanding of how group identity 

and relational identity affect socio-political attitudes differently, as well as how the two 

types of identities intersect simultaneously. Following Brewer and Garner’s work (1996), 

this dissertation argues that although relational and group identities both comprise an 

individual’s sense of self, they should be considered to be two theoretically distinct 

concepts. Additionally, this dissertation introduces the concept of relational identities into 

political and science communication research that is grounded in social identity theory 
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and motivated reasoning.	Political and science communication research that focuses on 

attitude polarization deals primarily with group-based identities, particularly partisan 

identity (Druckman & Bolsen, 2011; Iyengar et al., 2012). The exclusive focus on group-

based identities is expected since group-based identities play a dominant role in shaping 

political attitudes (Iyengar et al., 2012; Huddy, 2001). As McLeod et al. (2009) state, 

“[p]olitical partisanship serves a heuristic device for political decision-making and as a 

key moderator of media effects through the selectivity processes of exposure, perception, 

and interpretation” (p. 239). However, a person’s identity is not limited to group-based 

identities. The self-concept consists of multiple identities and one’s identity can also be 

derived from interpersonal relationships (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Thoits & Virshup, 

1997).  

This dissertation recognizes the “multifaceted and situationally contingent nature 

of individual identities” (Huddy, 2001, p. 128) and takes both group and relational 

identities into account with an intersectional lens. It has been recognized that group 

identity and relational identity implicate “different foci and motivational bases” (Zhang, 

Chen, Chen, Liu, & Johnson, 2012, p.3).	While group identities are shared among the 

group members, relational identity involves an emphasis on relationships. Individuals 

with a salient relational identity view themselves in terms of their relationships with 

others and are more open to information pertaining to the relationship (Brewer & 

Gardner, 1996).	Although group identity and relational identity have been argued to be 

theoretically distinct concepts (Brewer & Gardner, 1996; Prentice, 2001), there have been 

few empirical investigations that compare the effects of these two different identity types 

on socio-political attitudes. This dissertation bridges this gap by incorporating relational 
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identity into identity-based political polarization studies. The findings from this 

dissertation point to the importance of relation-based identities in shaping issue attitudes. 

When a relational identity is salient, it can mitigate the influence of partisan identity on 

attitudes about politicized issues. It is important to note that the relational identity, which 

is made salient, has to be relevant to the issue being evaluated. Otherwise, the judgment 

might not be influenced. Furthermore, in recent years. the scope of relational identity has 

expanded from significant others to any individuals with whom one “feels some degree 

of closeness” and “shares a relationship that can be normatively or idiosyncratically 

labeled” (Chen, Boucher, & Tapias, 2006, p. 153). This dissertation indicates that 

relational identities associated with significant others are more likely to generate attitude 

change. For example, study 2 and study 3 demonstrate that being a parent does play a role 

in shaping attitudes on climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic. Parents show 

different interpretations of factual information when their parental identity is activated. 

This finding is consistent with socialization theory, which suggests that being a parent 

brings about changes in one’s political outlook and priorities. In short, this dissertation 

demonstrates the need to incorporate relational identity in identity-based political 

communication research and to examine the complex interconnections among different 

identities. 

Second, this dissertation points to the importance of bridging identity-based 

political polarization studies and interpersonal relationship literature, as suggested by 

Manning (2020). “Human communication, itself, is — in a fundamental and definitional 

sense — a relationship” (p. 33). Interpersonal communication is inherently intertwined 

with the rest of the communication fields including political communication (Manning, 
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2020). Interpersonal and family communications literature (IFC) provides a lens through 

which a relational identity affects individuals’ attitudes. However, little research has 

embraced interpersonal communication approaches to address political polarization. This 

dissertation demonstrates one possibility of incorporating interpersonal and family 

communication studies (IFC) into political communication research. Polarization 

research that takes a social identity perspective often seeks to reduce or eliminate the 

effects of group-based identities, such as partisan identity, on attitudes and behaviors. It is 

therefore helpful to consider how interpersonal communication can help counter 

polarization resulting from group memberships.  

Third, this dissertation provides additional evidence of the distinctiveness of 

identity salience and identity importance, as well as the interplay of the two concepts in 

affecting interpretations of factual information and issue attitudes. One of the important 

findings of this dissertation is that the same message can be interpreted differently 

depending on a person’s currently activated identity. This finding is important in two 

ways. First, the finding supports the argument that identity importance and identity 

salience are two distinctive concepts. It is true that identities considered more important 

to the self are more likely to be salient (Morris, 2013). For example, identities that are 

significant to people, such as racial identity, are more likely to be frequently activated 

when exposed to media messages and are highly potent in shaping individuals’ socio-

political attitudes. However, the identity that comes to mind readily as self-descriptive 

when reading a message can be different from identities that have high levels of 

perceived importance to an individual. In other words, not all individuals will choose 

their most important identities when reading factual information. It is imaginable that a 
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parental identity is acutely important to most parents. In the COVID-19 study, when 

participants were asked to rank the relative importance of their parental identity and 

partisan identity, 82% of participants attributed greater importance to parental identity 

than to political identity. However, it is evident in the COVID-19 study that parents 

interpreted facts and evidence related to the virus based on their party affiliation, rather 

than their parental status. Second, this dissertation shows that a salient social identity 

interacts with identity importance in guiding people’s judgments. Indeed, identity 

salience can be prompted by cues and situations. In other words, the way one thinks 

about oneself can change from moment to moment as identity cues change. However, it is 

important to note that for a salient identity to work, the identity must be self-important 

and relevant to the issue. For example, in the COVID-19 study, the relational identity 

under investigation is parental identity, which is considered to be important by most of 

the participants and should provide a meaningful basis to process information about the 

COVID-19 pandemic. As such, results from this study show significant relationships 

between relational identity and issue attitudes. However, in the immigration study, the 

national identity prime negatively affects attitudes toward immigrants and immigration 

policy only among individuals who perceive national identity as highly or moderately 

important to themselves. To summarize, although identity theory posits that people rank 

their various identities in a hierarchy and the identity that is more important will be more 

salient (see Stryker & Serpe, 1994), we should not assume that people will utilize their 

highest order identity at all times. For example, it is problematic to assume parents will 

automatically think about their children first and foremost when forming attitudes toward 

important socio-political issues.  
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Practical Value 

In addition to the theoretical significance, this dissertation has practical value as 

well. Results in this dissertation demonstrate that polarized responses can be mitigated by 

priming issue-relevant relation-based identities.  

Reducing Polarization in Political and Science Communication 

In line with a great body of literature, this dissertation finds that Democrats and 

Republicans are strongly divided in their attitudes toward climate change and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. It is evident that partisanship is the fundamental identity people 

utilize in the processing and outcomes of factual information. However, the polarized 

stances of Democrats and Republicans can be attenuated by exposing partisans to 

relational identity cues. The most important finding in this dissertation is that the partisan 

gap is smaller for people primed with their relational identity, in this case, their parental 

identity. It is evident from two separate studies that the parenthood prime moved the 

attitudes of Republicans in the same ideological direction as Democrats. As such, this 

dissertation provides a strategic communication solution that can influence people’s 

interpretations of factual information about socio-political issues and ultimately impact 

their beliefs and behaviors.  

 In a democratic society, citizens are expected to make well-informed choices 

(Mutz, 2008). In order to make informed decisions, they need to agree on basic factual 

information. After all, a shared reality among citizens is the basis for policy debates and 

ideally, people adjust their belief systems based on the best available information. 

However, facts are always intertwined with who we are. In political context, partisan 

identity tends to trump factual information in determining issue attitudes (Taber & 
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Lodge, 2006). Past research has provided extensive evidence that people interpret the 

same facts very differently depending on their group identities, especially partisan 

identities (Kahan et al., 2007). As political communication and science communication 

becomes more partisan, it is important to find ways to motivate people to search for the 

truth and to make citizens more receptive to factual information.	 

Previous studies have shown that interventions targeting conscious reasoning may 

not fully address partisan bias (see Van Bavel & Pereira, 2018). As Kahan et al. (2012) 

stated, “simply improving the clarity of scientific information will not dispel public 

conflict so long as the climate change debate continues to feature cultural meanings that 

divide citizens” (p. 734). Scholars have suggested using more targeted or nuanced 

rhetoric to communicate polarized issues. For example, Myers et al. (2012) found that 

employing a public-health frame significantly increased the reception of the messages 

about climate change. Kahan (2010) suggested that using the cultural values-based 

framing, which affirms rather than attacks skeptical values, could reduce the likelihood of 

motivated reasoning and counter-arguing. In a more recent study, Akin et al. (2020) 

found that when asked to scrutinize scientific evidence without party cues, self-identified 

conservatives are more likely to change their initial stances about climate change.  

Adding to the existing body of literature, this dissertation suggests that priming 

relational identity has the potential to help develop a shared reality and to diminish the 

influence of partisanship on beliefs. Results show that the parental identity prime can 

prioritize parental interests and concerns and further affect parents’ interpretations of 

factual information and their attitudes toward climate change and the COVID-19 

pandemic.  
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The effectiveness of parental identity in reducing political polarization is a 

particularly important finding in science communication. As the Democratic and 

Republican parties seek out ways to assemble winning coalitions, an appeal to parents 

makes strategic sense. Research in science communication has shown that individuals’ 

perceptions about a politicized scientific issue are not shaped by scientific evidence but 

rather by attitudes held by members in groups with which they identify (Cohen, 2003; 

Kahan et al., 2011). As Akin et al. (2019) explains, “[i]ndividuals do not use their mental 

skills to comprehend or make accurate assumptions about the scientific evidence but 

instead use identity protective cognition to align their views to the views of their affinity 

ingroup.” (p.2. See also Kahan, et al., 2011). This dissertation provides a strategic 

communication solution that could reduce biased processing of scientific facts and further 

decrease attitude polarization between Republicans and Democrats. By doing so, the 

findings from this dissertation can help science communicators, policy makers, and 

journalists in communicating science facts. Specifically, this dissertation focuses on two 

topics that present humanity with extraordinary challenges: climate change and the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Collective efforts are needed to effectively tackle these two issues. 

Therefore, it is crucial for communication scholars and practitioners to find out message 

strategies to promote attitudes and behaviors that can help manage the crisis. Building on 

this dissertation’s findings, interventions related to climate change and the COVID-19 

pandemic has the potential to facilitate attitude and behavior change by encouraging 

parents to reflect on their identity as parents and discussing how the issue affects their 

children. 
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Correcting Misinformation 

Additionally, findings from this dissertation are relevant to scholars studying 

misinformation because it provides a potential strategy in educational interventions and 

misinformation correction in political and science communication. The prevalence and 

persistence of misinformation is a matter of concern. On a societal level, decisions made 

based on misinformation can run counter to a society’s best interest. On an individual 

level, misinformed individuals may make decisions for themselves and their families that 

are not in their best interests, which could lead to serious consequences. For example, 

during the early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic, people who believed online 

conspiracy theories that claimed the disease was a hoax, or, at the very least, no worse 

than the flu, decided not to take precautions. Their decisions had serious consequences 

for both individuals and society by increasing the risk of transmitting the virus. 

Past studies have explored techniques for correcting misinformation; however, 

many of the techniques have been proven unsuccessful (Lewandowsky, et al., 2012). For 

example, simply providing the correct information is often ineffective in changing 

misperceptions or false claims, as the correct information runs counter to a person’s pre-

existing belief system or worldviews (Nyhan & Reifler, 2010). Ironically, correcting 

misinformation can even strengthen the to-be-corrected misinformation, a phenomenon 

known as the “backfire” or “boomerang” effect. This has been demonstrated in research 

efforts focused on finding solutions to correct misinformation surrounding contentious 

issues such as climate change (see Hart & Nisbet, 2012). 

As outlined earlier, an important implication of this dissertation is that people 

whose relational identities are made salient come closer together, which leads to a smaller 
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gap between Democrats and Republicans for polarized issues. This strategy can be 

applied to misinformation correction. For example, parents have distinctive interests, 

concerns, and priorities to which correct information can appeal. If a misinformation 

corrective attempt can connect to parental identity, it has the potential to reduce defensive 

motivated reasoning among those with strong partisan identities and to bolster openness 

to corrective attempts that are not in line with their party affiliation. It must be noted that 

a relational identity prime may not completely counter the effect of partisan identity, but 

rather, that the salience of relational identity may weaken the impact of partisan identity. 

In short, priming individuals’ relational identity can be used as a strategy in science 

communication, specifically in misinformation correction, to help create a shared reality 

across partisan divides through de-biasing information processing. 

Limitations 

The Immigration Study 

It is important to acknowledge that several factors need to be taken into account 

when interpreting the results of this study. Perhaps the biggest drawback of the 

immigration study is the use of a college student sample. A convenience sample of 

students from a liberal university limits the generalizability of the findings. Using 

undergraduate students as subjects is common in communication studies, such as 

persuasion studies and framing studies. However, scholars are concerned that 

experiments using this “narrow database threaten mundane realism” and further lead to 

biased conclusions (Sears, 1986, p. 333). Scholars argue that significant differences exist 

between college students and the general population. As Sears (1986) stated, college 

students have “less crystallized attitudes, less-formulated senses of self, stronger 
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cognitive skills, stronger tendencies to comply with authority, and more unstable peer 

relationships” (p. 515). Among these characteristics, a lack of a sense of self is 

particularly problematic in this research, which focuses on the relationship between 

identity and attitude. In addition, their attitudes toward immigrants and immigration 

policies might be relatively unclear compared to the general public. Therefore, it can be 

argued that student samples constrain the confidence to say that our findings can be 

generalized to representative samples.   

In addition, for student samples from a liberal university, attitudes toward 

immigrants and immigration are likely to cluster toward the positive end. Accordingly, 

the ceiling effect occurs. The effects of friendship on a more positive attitude toward 

immigrants and immigration policies are most likely to emerge among immigration 

opponents. Likewise, for people who already had negative attitudes toward immigrants, a 

national identity prime could exacerbate polarization among them. Therefore, it is more 

likely to detect the hypothesized effects if the study focuses on people who already hold 

negative outgroup attitudes and show support for more restrictive immigration policies. 

Although priming friendship with immigrants does not lead to lower anti-immigrant 

sentiment in the immigration study, this effect might exist for immigrant opponents. 

Therefore, a better way to study the effects of the two types of identities on attitudes 

about immigration is to study them among immigration opponents.  

Another limitation of this study is that it did not analyze the meanings attached to 

a group identity. Such meaning might have a powerful impact on the consequences of 

group identity. The salience of a group identity alone may not fully explain the effect of 

an identity on socio-political attitudes. Past research has shown variation in the meaning 
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of being American (Citrin et al., 2000). The different perceptions of national belonging 

may shape both the strength and direction of the group identity effects. As such, it would 

be valuable to include a measure to understand how people define their national identity 

and to see how these different meanings of the national identity interact with identity 

salience to affect individuals’ attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policy. 

Finally, it must be noted that empathy as a moderator was measured after the 

experimental manipulation. Empathy was first hypothesized as a potential mediator of the 

effect of national identity prime on attitudinal variables. However, the mediation effects 

were not significant. A closer look into empathy literature revealed that empathy should 

be considered as a relatively stable individual characteristic that might moderate the 

relationship between the national identity prime and outcome variables. Therefore, the 

moderating role of empathy in the relationship between identity prime and issue attitudes 

was examined. As such, analysis regarding the role of empathy is more of an exploratory 

analysis rather than a confirmatory one. The author acknowledges that empathy should 

have been measured prior to manipulation of the experiment since the variable might 

interact with the treatment and further introduce post-treatment bias into the results (see 

Montgomery, Nyhan, & Torres, 2018). To address this issue, a one-way ANOVA test 

was performed to determine whether there were any statistically significant differences 

between the means of empathy for national identity, friendship, and control conditions. 

Results showed that the differences between the means were not statistically significant, 

F (2, 186) = 1.35, p = .26. Therefore, the moderation analysis has met the criterion 

proposed by Montgomery et al. (2018), who explain, when a moderator is measured after 
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the experimental manipulation, “the moderator x must not be affected by the 

experimental randomization” (p. 767).  

The Climate Change Study 

One drawback of the climate change study is the use of MTurk samples. Research 

has suggested the MTurk workers are more liberal and more educated than the general 

population (Goodman, Cryder, & Cheema, 2013). Therefore, the sample of this study 

might not be representative of the population at large. However, the primary focus of this 

study is differences in attitudinal and behavioral variables when different identities are 

primed. In other words, rather than making a population inference, this study focuses on a 

process inference. For a study making a process inference by testing theoretical 

relationships between variables, internal validity is a greater concern than sampling bias 

(Hayes, 2005). In addition, Goodman et al. (2013) found that the decision-making biases 

displayed by MTurk workers were similar to biases held by the general population. 

Therefore, the estimated treatment effects in this study are valid. Additionally, the 

relatively small number of the sample in the climate change study might result in weak 

statistical power for detecting small effect sizes.  

Another limitation of the climate change study concerns measuring policy support 

for climate change mitigation policies. This study measured policy support based on two 

policy items. This variable could have been measured by asking about support for 

multiple specific policy items related to climate change.  

Finally, this study used a single seven-point Likert-type scale to measure partisan 

identity, which is inadequate to capture the full range of partisan intensity (Huddy, 2015). 

Past research has found that the policy positions of independent leaners are almost 
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indistinguishable to partisans, and quite different from pure independents (Dennis, 1988; 

Magleby & Nelson, 2012). The single seven-point self-reported measure cannot separate 

independent leaners from pure independents. This limitation was addressed by the 

COVID-19 study. 

The COVID-19 Study 

The major limitation of the COVID-19 study lies in the evolving nature of the 

pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic is a public health issue that is ongoing and rapidly 

changing. A number of factors might be confounded with the results. First, at the time of 

data collection, the data and trends about COVID-19 were changing on a daily basis. 

Accordingly, people’s risk perceptions, policy support, intentions of practicing social 

distancing and wearing masks might change over time. For example, research has found 

that the partisan divide had narrowed during this period because of the spiking number of 

COVID-19 cases since the beginning of June 2020 (Budiman, 2020). In other studies that 

were conducted a month or two into the pandemic (e.g., Barrios & Hochberg, 2020), 

republicans showed resistance to mask mandates and social distancing guidelines. Yet 

this study was conducted at a single point in time. It is possible that stronger results might 

be obtained during the early stage of the COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, perceived 

risks are likely to decrease as the pandemic evolves, which is characterized by the 

exposure therapy phenomenon in risk perception literature (Slovic, 2000). The exposure 

therapy phenomenon describes that the more people are exposed to a given threat, the 

less intimidating it seems (Slovic, 2000). Based on the reasons outlined above, it is 

reasonable to expect that attitudes may change as the pandemic proceeds. 
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Additionally, as an ongoing and highly salient issue, people were likely to follow 

news related to the COVID-19 pandemic closely. It was highly possible that individuals 

participated in the study right after reading a news article on this pandemic. Furthermore, 

this study was conducted from August 26 to August 28, 2020. During that time, 

Republicans had held the 2020 Republican National Convention. The convention might 

serve as a powerful and highly salient heuristic cue for Republicans. As a result, the 

responses of the Republican participants in this study might be different from responses 

collected at another time point. Therefore, when interpreting the results of this study, it is 

important to be conscious of the fact that the opportunity to be exposed to other 

information and the evolving nature of the pandemic could complicate the relationships 

being examined.  

This study overlooked several other factors that could influence support for and 

adherence to mitigation efforts. For example, whether the participant knew someone who 

had tested positive or had died from COVID-19 might affect the individual’s attitudes 

and behavioral intentions related to the pandemic. Geography could be another 

confounding factor. COVID-19 cases, deaths, and policy actions to address the COVID-

19 were different across states. Therefore, the relationship under investigation could vary 

by geographic region. 

Finally, the duration of these priming effects remains a question. The effects of 

relation-identity prime might be short-lived and will decay over time similar to the 

framing effects (Chong & Druckman, 2007). It is unclear if individuals hold the same 

attitudes and interpret factual information in the same way days or weeks after the survey 

experiment. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 

Replication 

This study focuses on two particular types of relational identities (i.e., being a 

friend and being a parent) in three contexts (immigration, climate change, and the 

COVID-19 pandemic). Based on the current study’s initial findings, future researchers 

are encouraged to expand this area of research by testing the effect of relational identity 

salience for different relational identities (e.g., being a co-worker, being a neighbor, 

being a husband, being a daughter) and for various socio-political issues. For example, 

the relational identity employed in both climate change and COVID-19 studies was 

parental identity. The majority of the participants in this study (82%) viewed their 

parental identity as more important than their political identity. A future study could 

focus on an identity that is less important than a political identity in order to see if it 

would also mitigate partisan bias toward the socio-political issue under investigation. 

Additionally, future research should examine the influence of relational identities 

on various outcomes, for example, the elaborative and learning outcomes of factual 

information. Moreover, it is important to examine whether the trends found in this paper 

are specific to the United States or generalizable to other contexts, such as Europe. 

Individuals in different cultures might have different understandings of the nature of a 

relationship. That is, being a friend to someone may be more important in one country 

than another. Replicating present results in different cultural contexts would further our 

knowledge of the effects of relation-based identities. In short, replications on a variety of 

issues in various contexts can provide additional support for the claims of the current 

study.  
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Identity Intersectionality 

Most political communication research taking a social identity approach focuses 

on one dimension at a time: being a Democrat, being a woman, or being an African 

American. However, an individual possesses multiple social identities and multiple 

identities can be relevant in a singular situation. Future research could address the 

following questions: How do individuals use their multiple identities to interpret the 

political world? What will happen when multiple salient identities are considered 

simultaneously? If we prime both parental identity and partisan identity, how would 

individuals engage with both identities simultaneously? How do individuals navigate 

different motivations, concerns, expectations of being a relational partner, a party 

member, a coworker, and so on? Do they deploy one at a time? What determines which 

identity is utilized in a particular moment? Political communication scholars can draw on 

the intersectionality framework to answer these research questions (Crenshaw, 1991). As 

Crenshaw (1991) states, “through an awareness of intersectionality, we can better 

acknowledge and ground the differences among us and negotiate the means by which 

these differences will find expression in constructing group politics” (p. 1299). An 

intersection analysis can provide a more nuanced understanding of identity effects on 

attitudes.  

 Future research could also explore the reasons why individuals unconsciously or 

strategically deploy particular aspects of their identities in certain contexts. For example, 

when parents were asked if they believed COVID-19 was a threat to their children, why 

did some parents choose to mobilize their partisan identities instead of their parental 

identities? Increased attention to intersectionality in political communication is needed to 
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address these outlined questions. Taken together, there is a need to employ an 

intersectionality perspective to examine the effects of individuals’ identities on 

information processing and socio-political attitudes.  

Mediators 

This dissertation focuses on the different effects of relational identities and group 

identities on attitudinal outcomes. Future research could examine factors that potentially 

mediate the relationship between the two types of identities and socio-political attitudes 

in order to understand the mechanisms of the effects. For example, past research suggests 

that a focus on interpersonal relationships results in a shift from the motivation for self-

interest to the motivation for the benefit of the other (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Markus 

& Kitayama, 1991); whereas group identity is often associated with a concern about the 

group’s welfare (Batson, 1994; Chen et al., 1998). Therefore, future research could look 

at the different motivational mechanisms underlying relational and group identification. 

Empathy might be another potential variable that mediates the impacts of 

relational identity on socio-political attitudes. Empathy, although often conceptualized as 

a trait, could be evoked during message processing. According to Shen (2010), state 

empathy is a psychological construct that results from and as part of message processing. 

According to the perception-action model, whether or not an individual perceives the 

state of someone else and puts him or herself in someone else’s position depends, to a 

large extent, on their interdependence or interrelationship (Preston & de Wall, 2002). Past 

research found that empathizing with a meaningful interpersonal relationship can increase 

the level of state empathy (Shen, 2010; Håkansson & Montgomery, 2003). When an 

individual empathizes with a target, he or she will take the perspective of the target and 
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imagine how the target is affected by the situation (Batson et al., 1997). This makes 

empathy a potential tool for attitude change because by understanding the target’s 

feelings, thoughts, beliefs, or situation, people will be more likely to change their beliefs, 

attitudes, and behaviors. As such, one may expect that relational identity primes can 

foster empathetic reactions, which in turn, shape subsequent attitudes towards socio-

political issues. Another possible mediating factor is cognitive elaboration. It is possible 

that a relational identity makes people put more cognitive effort into processing 

information and ultimately influences their attitudes. 

Moderators 

This dissertation focuses on the role of relational identity in shaping individuals’ 

issue attitudes and mitigating polarization in general. However, people might respond 

differently to relational identity cues. As Manning (2020) noted, how relationships are 

perceived is determined by the perspective of the person. Future research should consider 

potential individual differences that might interact with relational identities in affecting 

attitudes. For example, we still know very little about whether parental identity affects 

women and men differently in influencing socio-political attitudes. Both family 

communication and socialization literature suggest that parental identity affects mothers 

and fathers differently because women are more likely to be the primary caregivers and 

have greater involvement in parenting. As such, although this dissertation did not show 

that the effect of the parenthood prime was stronger for mothers, the gender difference is 

worth further investigation.  

Future research may also look at how interactions, as well as communicative 

elements within the relationship, moderate the effects of relational identity on socio-
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political attitudes. For example, are parental styles playing a role in this relationship? 

Another concept to think about is parental involvement, which can be measured by the 

amount of time parents spend with their children and the level of child-care 

responsibilities. Socialization theory suggests that in generating attitude and behavior 

change in family settings, it is not parental status, but parents’ overall commitment to and 

involvement in raising their children that matters. Parental involvement allows us to 

differentiate among the full range of parents based on how much parenting in which they 

engage. It is possible that parental involvement serves as a contributory or contingent 

moderator of the relationship between the parental identity prime and attitudinal and 

behavioral outcomes. Future studies could examine if the effects of parental identity 

salience on attitudinal outcomes are stronger for parents who have higher levels of 

parental involvement or if the significant parental identity effects are isolated to parents 

who are actively engaged in the parent role. 

Another potential moderator to consider is the age of children. Parenting practices 

and concerns associated with young children can be different from practices around older 

children. As such, the age of children may interact with parental identity salience in 

affecting identity-relevant socio-political attitudes.  

It is also important to consider the potential boomerang effect of relations identity 

salience on message processing and issue attitudes. For example, in the COVID-19 study, 

for parents who had low levels of trust in science, priming parental identity led to 

decreased risk perception about the virus. Therefore, future research will need to examine 

the conditions under which relational identity-based persuasive attempts are likely to be 

effective, and when such strategies may actually boomerang.  
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Studying Group Polarization from a Relational Perspective 

Distinguishing between group identity and relational identity is useful to 

understand how these two types of identities shape attitudes differently; however, this 

research still leaves some questions unanswered. First, the current dissertation does not 

fully address the overlap between the two concepts. As mentioned earlier, although group 

identity and relational identity are theoretically different, a group identity does not act in 

a vacuum that separates from the relationship component. Group and relational identity 

can be intimately tied. As Rockett and Okhuysen explain (2002), “the relationship 

between two members of a dyad…is also an integral part of the group experience” (p. 

175). Consider a case in which a group of Trump supporters know and like one another: 

relationships can develop among individuals within the group. To some members, being a 

Trump supporter can be an identity that derives purely from group membership; to others, 

this self-concept as a Trump supporter might be partially based on the relationships they 

formed with other group members. In other words, one’s identity as a Trump support 

encompasses both group and relational level of identification. In this case, the 

experiences of individuals in the group are shaped by both group-level (e.g., group values 

and group norms) and relation-level (e.g., social or parasocial relationships with other 

group members) factors. Besides studying the relative effects of group and relational 

identities, future research could treat interpersonal relationships as an integral part of 

group experiences and study relationships at a group level. This kind of effort could help 

us understand the nature of groups in a more complete manner. An example of exploring 

the role relational identity plays out at the group level is Cohen and Holbert’s work 

(2018), which found that a perceived parasocial relationship between an individual with a 
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politician influenced support for that politician. In sum, a promising venue for future 

research is to investigate how does the relationship between group members impact 

socio-political attitudes and behaviors.  

In addition, future research will need to categorize the different forms of 

relational identities to further explore the impacts of relational identity in shaping issue 

attitudes and mitigating group polarization. This dissertation clearly shows that priming 

parental identity is more effective than priming friendship in affecting issue attitudes. 

This finding suggests that the effects of relational identities on issue attitudes may vary 

depending on the nature of the relationship. Nevertheless, it is still unclear if identities 

associated with family relationships are more effective in shaping attitudes than identities 

derived from social relationships. As such, future research is encouraged to explore how 

people categorize and perceive those relationships and compare the relative effects of 

different types of relational identity on issue attitudes.  

Beyond Relational Identities 

An individual’s self-concept should be considered as the sum total of his or her 

identities and the relative salience of different identities can change over time (Markus & 

Wurf, 1987; Morris, 2013). Situational factors such as identity cues or contexts can 

influence which identities are salient and further affect information processing and 

attitude change (Markus & Wurf, 1987; Reed, 2004). This dissertation finds that the 

salience of a certain identity can influence attitudes in a set of important socio-political 

issues. Future studies could examine if other politically relevant social identities, not 

limited to relation-based identities, might attenuate polarization resulting from 

partisanship. For example, does priming professional identities, such as being a scientist, 
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increase the accuracy goal and ultimately reduce partisan bias when processing factual 

information? In short, we need more nuanced and complex examinations of identity in 

political and science communication.  

Conclusion 

This dissertation assesses the impacts of group-based identities and relation-based 

identities on information processing and attitude change through the use of survey 

experiments. This dissertation highlights the role of group identity in generating 

motivated processing and biased interpretation of factual information. Across a series of 

experiments, findings demonstrate that identifying with the Democratic and Republican 

party creates a partisan lens through which factual information is processed. In addition, 

findings from this dissertation suggest that heightened relational identity salience can 

make people more open-minded to information that otherwise threatens group identity 

and ultimately influence American citizens to adopt less polarized positions toward 

contentious socio-political issues such as climate change and the COVID-19 pandemic. 

In short, partisan identity-protection and polarization can be attenuated to a degree by 

exposing partisans to parental identity cues. This dissertation also noted that political 

communication and science communication scholars attempting to connect an issue with 

some social identity of interest must consider the relevance of a social identity to the 

issue and the extent to which this social identity is valued by individuals.  

In sum, the findings of the three survey experiments, despite the limitations,  

contribute to the extant literature on political communication and science communication 

grounded in motivated reasoning and identity-protective cognition by not only comparing 

the effects of group identity and relational identity on information processing and issue 
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attitudes but also offering a strategic communication solution — to prime people’s 

relational identity — that help debias information processing and decrease attitude 

polarization resulting from group identity. 
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APPENDIX A 

A LIST OF HYPOTHESES 

H1: Participants exposed to messages with a national identity prime will exhibit more 

negative immigration attitudes (H1a) and be more likely to favor more restrictive 

immigration policies (H1b) compared to those whose national identity is not primed. 

H2: Identity importance should moderate the effect of national identity prime on attitudes 

toward immigrants and immigration policies, such that the more important national 

identity is to a person’s self-concept, the greater the effect of national identity primes 

on attitudes toward immigration (H2a) and immigration policy preference (H2b). 

H3: Individual differences in empathy should moderate the effect of national 

identity prime on attitudes toward immigrants and immigration policies, such that 

the effects of the national identity prime on immigration attitudes (H3a) and policy 

preference (H3b) will be stronger among individuals who are less empathetic.  

H4: Partisan identity is a significant predictor of climate change concern (H4a), policy 

support (H4b), activism (H4c), and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H4d), 

such that Republican participants had lower levels of concern, policy support, 

activism, and pro-environmental behavioral intentions compared to Democrats. 

H5: Partisan identity cues is a contributory moderator of the relationship between partisan 

identity and climate change concern (H5a), policy support (H5b), activism (H5c), 

and pro-environmental behavioral intentions (H5d) such that the effects of partisan 

identity on these outcome variables are stronger for participants in the partisan 

identity prime condition. 
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H6: Partisan identity will influence risk perceptions about COVID-19 (H6a), support for 

restrictive policies to control the outbreak (H6b), social distancing (H6c), and mask 

wearing (H6d), such that relative to Democrats, Republicans had lower levels of risk 

perception, policy support, social distancing, as well as less likelihood to wear face 

masks, regardless of the conditions they are in. 

H7: When relational identity (i.e., friendships) is primed in the message, individuals will 

exhibit more positive immigration attitudes (H7a) and be less likely to favor 

restrictive immigration policies (H7b) compared to those whose relational identity is 

not primed.  

H8: Participants in the parenthood prime condition will show higher levels of concern 

about climate change (H8a), greater support for climate change mitigation policies 

(H8b), greater engagement in climate change activism (H8c), and pro-environmental 

behavioral intentions (H8d), compared to those whose relational identity is not 

primed. 

H9: Participants in the parenthood prime condition will show higher levels of risk 

perceptions (H9a), greater support for restrictive policies to control the pandemic 

(H9b), greater intentions of practicing social distancing (H9c), and greater intentions 

of wearing masks in public places (H9d) compared to those in the control condition. 

H10: In the context of climate change, gender is a contributory moderator of the 

relationship between the parental identity prime and outcome variables including 

concern about climate change (H10a), support for climate change mitigation policies 

(H10b), engagement in climate change activism (H10c), and pro-environmental 
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behavioral intentions (H10d) such that the effects of the parental identity prime are 

stronger for women. 

H11: In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, gender is a contributory moderator of 

the relationship between the parental identity prime and outcome variables including 

risk perceptions (H11a), policy support (H11b), the intentions of practicing social 

distancing (H11c), and the intentions of wearing face masks (H11d) such that the 

effects of the parental identity prime are stronger for women. 

H12: The parenthood prime is a contributory moderator of the relationship between 

partisan identity and climate change concern (H12a), support for climate mitigation 

policies (H12b), climate change activism (H12c), and pro-environmental behavioral 

intentions (H12d) such that the effects of partisan identity on these attitudinal 

outcomes are weaker for parents in the parenthood prime condition. 

H13: The parenthood prime is a contributory moderator of the relationship between 

partisan identity and risk perceptions (H13a), policy support (H13b), social 

distancing (H13c), and mask wearing (H13d) such that the effects of partisan 

identity on these attitudinal outcomes are weaker for parents in the parenthood prime 

condition. 
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APPENDIX B 

THE IMMIGRATION STUDY SURVEY FLOW CHART 
 

 
  



 173 

APPENDIX C 

THE IMMIGRATION STUDY PRIMING TECHNIQUES 

National Identity Group 

Before we continue, please take a few minutes to reflect on what it means to be 

American. That is, what do you have in common with other American people? Please 

take up to three minutes to write about one essential quality that you share with other 

Americans. 

[mock news article] 

You have already read a news article about immigrants and current U.S. immigration 

policies; Now we are interested to know what you think about immigration as an 

American. 

 

Relational Identity Group 

Before we continue, please take a few minutes to reflect on what it means to be a friend 

of someone. Please take up to five minutes to write about one essential quality that a 

good friend should have. 

[mock news article] 

You have already read a news article about immigrants, current U.S. immigration 

policies, and how the current policies might affect foreign students and workers, who 

might be your friends; Now we are interested to know what you think about immigration 

as a friend of a foreign student or worker. 

 

Control group 

Before we continue, we want to make sure that you are familiarized with this survey tool. 

Please list everything that you have eaten and drank in the past 12 hours. 

[mock news article] 

You have already read a news article about immigrants and current U.S. immigration 

policies; Now we are interested to know what you think about immigration. 
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APPENDIX D 

THE IMMIGRATION STUDY MOCK NEWS ARTICLE 
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APPENDIX E  

THE CLIMATE CHANGE STUDY SURVEY FLOW CHART 
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APPENDIX F 

THE CLIMATE CHANGE STUDY PRIMING TECHNIQUES 

Partisan Identity Group 

Before we continue, we are interested to know what characteristics, in your opinion, can 

describe people who support the Democratic party compared to people who support the 

Republican party.  

What are two words that characterize people who support the Democratic party? 

What are two words that characterize people who support the Republican party? 

If you had to choose, who would you say you supported most? 

 [mock news article] 

You have already read some basic facts about climate change; now we are interested in 

learning more about you and knowing what you think about climate change as a 

Democratic/Republican. 

Relational Identity Group 

Before we continue, we are interested to know what traits or characteristics a good parent 

should have and how you describe your relationship with your child.  

What are two traits that a good parent should have?  

What are two words that characterize your relationship with your child? 

 [mock news article] 

You have already read some basic facts about climate change; now we are interested in 

learning more about you and knowing what you think about climate change as a parent. 

Control group 

Before we continue, we want to make sure that you are familiarized with this survey tool. 

Please list everything that you have eaten and drank in the past 12 hours. 

[read the mock news article] 

You have already read some basic facts about climate change; now we are interested in 

learning more about you and knowing what you think about climate change. 
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APPENDIX G 

THE CLIMATE CHANGE STUDY MOCK NEWS ARTICLE 
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APPENDIX H 

THE COVID-19 STUDY SURVEY FLOW CHART 
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APPENDIX I 

THE COVID-19 STUDY PRIMING TECHNIQUES 

Treatment Group: Parental Identity Prime 

Before we continue, we are interested to know what traits or characteristics a good parent 

should have and how you describe your relationship with your child. What are three traits 

that a good parent should have?  

What are three words that characterize your relationship with your child? 

[news article] 

You have read some basic facts about coronavirus (COVID-19); now we are interested to 

know what you think about coronavirus (COVID-19) as a parent. 

Control group 

Before we continue, we want to make sure that you are familiarized with this survey tool. 

Please list everything that you have eaten and drank in the past 12 hours. 

[news article] 

You have read some basic facts about coronavirus (COVID-19); now we are interested to 

know what you think about coronavirus (COVID-19). 
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APPENDIX J 

THE COVID-19 STUDY MOCK NEWS ARTICLE 

 
 


