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Abstract 

Affective polarization has emerged as a salient issue across various social and political 

landscapes. Previous research has focused on how affective polarization is rooted in social 

identities and ideological divides, but due to the strength of moralized attitudes in influencing 

various forms of political and interpersonal behavior, we suggest that moralized attitudes might 

play a role in directly fostering affective polarization as well. Based on the understanding that 

moralized attitudes can elicit strong moral emotions, and that emotions can drive affective 

polarization, we consider that anger and disgust might serve as a mediating link in the 

relationship between moralized attitudes and affective polarization. We also explore whether 

conversational receptiveness might mitigate the experience of negative emotions, and thus 

indirectly reduce the experience of affective polarization. To investigate these research 

questions, we conducted an experimental study (N=146), where participants discussed a 

polarizing statement, refugee intake to the Netherlands, with someone who either disagrees or 

agrees with them on the statement. We found a strong, positive effect of moralized attitudes on 

levels of affective polarization in both conditions, and a mediating effect of disgust for this 

relationship, but no indication for a mediating role of anger or a moderating role of 

receptiveness. We conclude that moralized attitudes predict affective polarization, and that this 

relationship is partially mediated by the experience of disgust towards another's viewpoint. 

Results are discussed in terms of their implications for both practice and for current theory on the 

emergence of affective polarization. 

Keywords: affective polarization, moralized attitudes, disgust, anger, receptiveness 
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Effect of moralized attitudes on affective polarization 

Disagreement and engagement with divergent viewpoints are core components of a 

functioning democracy as well as social life in general. Yet, Western societies are increasingly 

characterized by the transformation of these benevolent manifestations of public disagreement 

into hostile structural divides (Koudenburg & Kashima, 2021; Webster et al., 2022), as well as 

dislike and hostility towards outgroup members - a type of polarization referred to as affective 

polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019). 

While research has proposed that conversations between people of different viewpoints can 

function as a kind of “antidote” to the process of polarization by facilitating the tolerance 

towards differing views and increased liking towards one`s outgroup (Santoro & Broockman, 

2022; Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014), research has also identified several barriers and 

boundary conditions for these beneficial aspects (Koudenburg & Kashima, 2021). Sometimes 

engagement with different viewpoints results in increased polarization (Bail et al., 2018), and 

this is especially found to be the case when initial viewpoints of people are more extreme 

(MacKuen et al., 2010), for example when these views are rooted in one's core values, rather 

than mere differences in opinion (Enders & Lupton, 2020). Following this line of research, we 

consider that moralized attitudes, as particularly strong opinions rooted in core moral beliefs, 

will foster increased affective polarization in outgroup discussions. Furthermore, outgroup 

discussions compared with ingroup discussions tend to be characterized by higher incidence of 

negative emotions (Hwang & Kim, 2016), and especially so in the presence of extreme value-

based opinions. The incidence of strong negative emotions during disagreeing conversation has 

been shown to increase negative appraisals of outgroup members (deJong, 
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2024), and thus could contribute to affective polarization. Yet, some research suggests that if 

disagreeing conversations encompass conversational diplomacy behaviors, such as 

conversational receptiveness, i.e., the perception that one's conversation partner is willing to 

engage with diverging viewpoints, the harmful effects of negative emotions can be mitigated to 

some extent (Nguyen & Fussel, 2015). 

In the current study, we aim to synthesize these diverse trends and consider that in the 

context of a discussion with a disagreeing outgroup member, people who already hold strong, 

moralized attitudes can experience more negative emotions, such as anger and disgust, towards 

the other person's viewpoint, and these taken together, might strengthen the experience of 

affective polarization. Yet, even if moralized attitudes and negative emotions are present, we 

consider that if conversation partners perceive the other as being receptive to their point of view, 

some of these negative effects might be mitigated and the experience of affective polarization 

indirectly reduced. 

Affective polarization 

While research has identified and focused on various different types of polarization, recently 

there has been a growing emphasis on affective, rather than ideological or opinion-based 

polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019). Affective polarization is generally understood as a form of 

intergroup differentiation that increases social (and even physical) distance between groups by 

evaluating co-partisans, or ingroup members, in favorable terms and seeing those who hold 

opposing views more negatively (Renström et al., 2023). In essence, affective polarization 

represents the like of one`s political ingroup and dislike of one`s political outgroup (Iyengar et 
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al., 2019; Tappin & McKay, 2019). There is increasing concern regarding the rise of affective 

polarization across different political landscapes such as in the U.S, Sweden, and the 

Netherlands, as well as across different issues, such as immigration and refugees, which is also 

the focus of the current study (Renström et al., 2023; Santoro & Broockman, 2022; Harteveld, 

2021). Affective polarization is a particularly prevalent topic due to concerns that the animosity 

that accompanies affective polarization towards outgroup members might not be contained into 

political contexts, but extend to attitudes and behavior outside of it as well (Iyengar et al., 2019; 

Webster et al., 2022). 

Various different mechanisms have been proposed to explain the emergence of affective 

polarization. The one that has been most influential in literature is the social identity theory, 

which posits that affective polarization emerges from the reinforcement of partisan identities, 

such as Republican or Democrat in the U.S context (Iyengar et al., 2019). Yet some studies also 

note that social identity does not adequately capture the emergence of affective polarization in 

different settings (Rudolph & Heterington, 2021), and indeed, recently various alternative 

avenues for affective polarization have been proposed. Renström et al., (2023) have proposed a 

mediation model, whereby affective polarization emerges when people react with anger to an 

ingroup threat. Another commonly endorsed view is that affective polarization is closely related 

to divergences in ideology (Webster & Abramowitz, 2017; Rogowski & Sutherland, 2015). 

Moreover, some have emphasized how affective polarization can be driven by divergences in the 

core values of individuals, rather than identities or ideologies (Enders & Lupton, 2020). In 

similar vein, a limited amount of research has investigated the relationship between moral 

conviction and particularly, the use of morally salient frames as an antecedent and an exacerbator 
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to affective polarization (Clifford, 2018; Simonsen & Bonikowski, 2022). Yet to our knowledge, 

only one study so far has explicitly proposed moral conviction as a predictor of affective 

polarization (Garret & Bankert, 2018). In the current study, we aim to fill this gap in research by 

proposing an explicit link between moralized attitudes and affective polarization. 

Attitude moralization 

Moralized attitudes are strong attitudes grounded in one's core beliefs of right and wrong, and 

they can be clearly distinguished from other (strong) attitudes (Skitka & Morgan, 2014). 

Moralized attitudes compared with non-moralized attitudes are seen as being more “substantive”; 

they are seen as universal, objective truths (Skitka & Morgan, 2014; Kovacheff et al., 2018) that 

grant social legitimacy to act on one's moral convictions (Skitka & Morgan, 2014). Attitudes that 

have become moralized are seen by actors as reflecting their core values (D’Amore et al., 2021), 

and some have even suggested that morality above other factors forms the essence of identity 

(Strohminger & Nichols, 2014; Hartman et al., 2022). As a particularly strong attitudinal form, 

moralized attitudes have been proposed to explain various forms of political action and attitudes 

(Simonsen & Bonikowski, 2022). While some of these effects have beneficial consequences, 

such as increasement of political engagement (Skitka & Morgan, 2014), more attention has been 

given to the host of negative implications moralized attitudes have been linked with. Moralized 

attitudes are accompanied with strong negative emotions such as anger, contempt and disgust 

(Kovacheff et al., 2018; Ryan, 2014;Clifford, 2018) towards those who hold different (moral) 

views; they provoke hostile opinions and even actions (Ryan, 2014; Simonsen & Bonikowski, 

2022). Moreover, as posited by the influential social-intuitionist model (Haidt, 2001) moralized 

attitudes often result in quick, automatic reactions and judgments, which have been shown to 
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reduce the quality of conversation with disagreeing others (Hwang & Kim, 2016). The negative 

implications of moralized attitudes on conversational quality is further evidenced by studies that 

connect moralized attitudes with reduced willingness to compromise and consider the viewpoints 

of those who disagree with oneself (Ryan, 2016). We consider that moralized attitudes might 

have a similar effect in the context of our study as well. 

Finally, whilst most research on moralized attitudes has focused on how attitudes become 

moralized (D’Amore et al., 2021; Clifford, 2018; Skitka & Morgan, 2014), they also note that 

once attitudes become rooted in moral conviction, they tend to be long-lasting and hard to 

change. Thus we consider it might be informative to shift our focus from processes of attitude 

moralization into how existing moralized attitudes impact the process of affective polarization, 

and on how the negative moral emotions that accompany moralized attitudes might further 

impact this relationship. 

Anger and disgust 

Anger and disgust are strong other-condemning moral emotions (Haidt, 2001), which have 

been linked with both moralized attitudes and polarization, yet the exact nature of the association 

between them remains unclear. Some have suggested that moralized attitudes are rooted in these 

emotional responses (Garrett & Bankert, 2018; Schnall et al., 2008), and that attitudes become 

moralized through experiences of strong anger and disgust (Wineski & Skitka, 2017). Yet, some 

studies have also failed to replicate these results (Wineski et al., 2020) and some findings 

indicate that moralized attitudes seem to elicit, rather than merely be preceded by, these emotions 

(Brandt et al., 2015). Disgust and anger may occur as a function of moralized attitudes for 

example, in response to intergroup conflict (Halevy et al., 2015). The current study will expand 
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on this line of research by considering that moralized attitudes can elicit feelings of anger and/or 

disgust in people, when engaging in a polarizing conversation with an outgroup member. 

In addition to being linked with moralized attitudes, disgust and particularly, anger, have also 

been shown to be important agents in influencing political behavior, for better and for worse. 

Individuals who experience strong emotions might be more politically active (Valentino et al., 

2008; Skitka & Morgan, 2014), but on the other hand, these emotions have been linked to 

increasing levels of polarization (Simonsen & Bonikowski, 2022). Anger has been shown to 

incite negative appraisals of outgroup members (Lu & Lee, 2018), and it has been demonstrated 

to exacerbate intergroup conflict and perceived polarization (Huber et al., 2015; Webster et al., 

2022). This relationship has been found both on a general, and more issue-specific level, such as 

the corona vaccine mandates (Nguyen et al., 2022). Anger has also been shown to function as a 

mediator between selective media information consumption and affective polarization (Lu & 

Lee, 2018), as well as between ingroup threat and affective polarization (Renström et al., 2023). 

Building on this line of research, we consider that anger might have a similar mediating effect in 

the context of our study. We consider anger towards the other person's viewpoint might occur as 

a function of existing moralized attitudes during a polarizing conversation topic. 

Disgust as a particularly strong moral emotion has received considerable attention in moral 

psychology research, and it is considered to be a particularly strong emotion that has often been 

found to be a stronger predictor of interpersonal outcomes than other emotions (Wineski & 

Skitka, 2016). However, compared with anger, the relationship between disgust and (affective) 

polarization has received less attention in literature. Evidence suggests that feelings of disgust 

can lead to more negative appraisals of outgroup members (Brenner & Inbar, 2014), and 
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specifically, it has been shown to predict negative attitudes towards immigrants (Hodson & 

Costello, 2007). Furthermore, disgust is linked with viewing outgroup members in inhumane 

terms (Rozin et al., 1999), and has been shown to facilitate dehumanization of outgroup 

members (Buckels & Trapnell, 2013; Hodson & Costello, 2007). Dehumanization of outgroup 

members is also seen as a characteristic of increasing social and moral distance between groups 

i.e., affective polarization (Harel et al., 2020; Tappin & McKay, 2019; Cassese, 2019). Thus we 

consider it might be informative to explore whether the experience of disgust might play a role in 

the relationship between moralized attitudes and affective polarization. 

Conversational quality 

On a more hopeful note, drawing on the well-known theories of intergroup contact, it is 

generally thought that interaction between disagreeing groups can have a plethora of positive 

consequences. These include, but are not limited to; increased understanding and tolerance of 

others (Koudenburg & Kashima, 2021), improvement of the coherence of opinions and 

argumentation (Yeomans et al., 2020), cooperation towards common goals (Yeomans et al., 

2020), willingness to engage in future conversations (Stromer-Galley & Muhlberger, 2009), and 

decreasing affective polarization (Santoro & Broockman, 2022; Itzchakov et al., 2023). 

On the other hand, as Yeomans et al., (2020) note, much of the work based on this 

understanding that discussions amongst disagreeing groups are beneficial, overlook that mere 

contact might not suffice to facilitate these positive consequences, but that attention should be 

paid to the quality of the interaction as well. Efforts to define or to understand the conditions 

under which contact can have positive consequences for intergroup relations have focused on 

aspects such as; group composition (Caluwaerts & Reuchamps, 2014); on how the expression of 



10 

everyday diplomatic skills such as responsiveness and ambiguity can shelter from conflict, at 

least in in - person conversations (Roos et al., 2021), and the role of “conversational 

receptiveness” i.e., the perceived willingness of one`s conversation partner in engaging with 

divergent viewpoints (Yeomans et al., 2020). The latter is of particular interest for our study, 

since conversational receptiveness has been shown to facilitate the bridging of the gap between 

ingroup and outgroup members (Minson & Chen, 2021), and by extension, might then reduce 

levels of affective polarization. Furthermore, conversational receptiveness has been shown to 

mitigate the experience and expression of negative emotions during a conversation (Nguyen & 

Fussell, 2015; Minson & Chen, 2021), and we consider that it might mitigate the experience of 

anger and disgust in our study. While these features of “good” conversations might not have 

enduring effects on affective polarization (Yeomans et al., 2020), still there consistently seems to 

be at least some support for the role of good quality conversations in mitigating negative factors 

of the interactions of disagreeing groups (Itzchakov et al., 2023), and thus it is of interest for our 

current study. 

The current study 

The current study aims to expand on the existing body of research by integrating the notions 

of affective polarization and attitude moralization, as well as anger, disgust and conversational 

receptiveness under one model (illustrated in figure 1 below) in order to understand the effect 

that moralized attitudes have on affective polarization. Participants will discuss a polarizing topic 

(refugee intake to the Netherlands) with a disagreeing “outgroup” member or an agreeing 

“ingroup” member, via a chat box. We investigate the following hypotheses; 
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Hypothesis 1: People who hold moralized attitudes will experience more affective 

polarization, regardless of the condition 

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between moralized attitudes and affective polarization is 

mediated through anger and/or disgust, and further moderated by condition, so that the effects of 

mediation are stronger in the disagreement condition compared with the agreement condition. 

Hypothesis 3: In the disagreement condition, conversational receptiveness will moderate the 

effect of disgust and anger, so that those who perceive their conversation partner to be more 

receptive will experience less anger and/or disgust which in turn will be associated with lower 

levels of affective polarization. 

Figure 1 

Illustration of the proposed model 1 

                                                 
1 Condition and receptiveness as moderators are explored in different analyses, illustrated together for clarity 
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Methods 

Participants 

A total of 146 participants were included in the study (𝑀𝑎𝑔𝑒 = 30.4 years, SD = 10.1, range = 

18-71, 40.4% female, 57.5% male, and 2.1% others). Most of our participants were sampled 

from the paid online platform Prolific Panel (n=141), and an additional five participants, who 

did not receive compensation for their participation, were recruited from the networks of the 

research team. Our recruitment criteria included fluency in Dutch, for the conversation and 

experiment were conducted in Dutch, and being at least 18 years old. While most participants 

had Dutch nationality (94.5%), participants also held other nationalities, namely, Azerbaijani, 

Greek, Indonesian, Polish, Surinamese, and Turkish (5.5%). Participants were excluded if they 

did not engage in a (meaningful) conversation regarding the statement (n = 42),or did not give 
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consent (n=19). Prior to data collection, a power analysis was conducted to detect a small to 

medium effect (F = .09) with a power of 80%, in a regression model with two independent 

variables and a moderator. After correcting for the dependence of participants by employing the 

design effect, the analysis ultimately yielded a required minimum sample size of 108. However, 

due to multiple hypotheses, the highest number of participants needed was 200, but before 

exclusions, we ultimately arrived at 170 participants. 

Research Design and Procedure 

We used a between-groups experiential design where participants were divided into one of 

two conditions; one in which they were discussing with a person who agrees with them, and one 

in which they are discussing with someone who disagrees. The experiment took place on a 

computer, where participants filled in a Qualtrics questionnaire. Participants were given 

information about the study, such as the motivation behind our research - which was stated to be 

to obtain information about how people have conversations about social topics with others who 

agree or disagree with them on the topic - what they can expect from the experiment, how their 

data will be used and who to contact for further information. Participants were asked to provide 

consent of participation, after which they filled in our premeasures. These included demographic 

questions, measures of personality traits, and questions regarding their reading habits. During the 

questionnaire, each participant was introduced to the discussion statement (“The Netherlands 

should take in more refugees than it does now.”) The participants were asked to report their 

opinion regarding the statement, the strength of this opinion and whether or not they thought 

their opinion was grounded in their core moral beliefs. After these measures, the experimental 
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manipulation was introduced. Each participant was instructed to have a 10 minute 2discussion 

with another participant about their opinion on the statement. Discussion partners were assigned 

to each other by Chatplat, where the discussions took place. Participants were reminded to not 

disclose any identifying information, and adhere to the statement prompt in their discussion. We 

also encouraged them to remain patient in case it takes a while before another participant joins 

the chat. After the ten-minute chat, each participant continued by answering the post-measures. 

The post-measures included harmony, empathy, conversational receptiveness, future intentions, 

negative emotions, polarization perception, incrementality beliefs, affective polarization, 

knowledge, post- attitude and post-moralisation. The end of the questionnaire consisted of 

multiple manipulation checks. All materials were in Dutch. Participants who were recruited via 

Prolific Panel were compensated with 3GBP in Prolific credits for the expected 20 minute 

duration of the study, and the remaining five participants received no compensation. The study 

was approved by the ethical committee of the Faculty of Behavioural and Social Sciences at the 

University of Groningen. 

Measures 

Manipulation checks 

Pairing. We included a manipulation check to ensure that all participants were paired to 

another participant in order to have a conversation. People could indicate whether or not they 

were paired, and whether or not their conversation partner was responsive. 

                                                 
2 The first ~20 participants partook in an 8- minute conversation, but this timeframe was 

deemed too short, and thus time was adjusted to 10 minutes. 
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Statement as topic of conversation. Another check was added to secure that conversations 

were being held about the given statement. Participants could reply with either yes or no. These 

answers were also manually validated in the conversations. 

Descriptive measure 

Vote on Election Day. Lastly, an additional descriptive question was added to inquire about 

the participants` voting preferences during the Dutch elections that were held at around the same 

time as the experiment. 

Measures for the moderated mediation model 

We are interested in investigating the relationship between moralized attitudes (IV) and 

affective polarization (DV), and particularly, whether anger (M1) and disgust (M2) might have a 

mediating effect on this relationship, depending on the condition in which the participants are in. 

Furthermore, we wanted to explore whether in the disagreement condition, conversational 

receptiveness might moderate the levels of anger and/or disgust experienced by the participants. 

To explore this, 8 measures were included in the research. With the exception of affective 

polarization, which was measured through a sliding scale, all measures used a 7-point Likert 

scale, ranging from 1= very weak to 7= very strong. For our independent variable, moralized 

attitudes, a single-item measure “How strongly are your opinions about refugees rooted in your 

core moral beliefs”, was adapted from Skitka (2010). For affective polarization, the outcome 

variable, a feeling thermometer was adapted (Iyengar et al., 2019). Participants were asked to use 

two separate sliders, which both ranged from 0 (cold) to 100 (warm) to indicate how they feel 

towards those that agree and those that disagree with them about the statement. For the mediating 

variables, anger and disgust, each was measured with a single-item measurement adapted from 
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the Discrete Emotions Questionnaire (Harmon-Jones, 2016), where participants were asked to 

report to what extent they experienced anger/ disgust towards the viewpoint of the other person 

while they were discussing. And finally, for conversational receptiveness, three items were 

adapted from the conversational receptiveness scale of Yeomans et al., (2020), which were 

reliable with α = 0. 712. The items were: “On this issue, my partner seems like a person who 

values interactions with people who hold strong views opposite to their own”, “On this issue, my 

partner seems generally curious to find out why other people have different opinions than they 

do.”, and “My partner seems to feel that this issue is just not up for debate”. The last item was 

reverse coded. 

Assumptions 

To begin with data analysis, we checked for the assumptions of multiple linear regression, 

namely, independence, linearity, homoscedasticity and multicollinearity. Two outliers were 

identified, but they were deemed to be “true” outliers and not influential, and were not removed 

from further analysis. To test for independence of residuals, the Durbin-Watson test was 

employed, and the resulting value was 2.006, indicating no violation of the assumption. 

To assess normality, the Shapiro-Wilks test was conducted, which yielded a score of p=0.06, 

indicating no major violation of normality. Furthermore, to assess linearity, normality and 

homoscedasticity, graphical checks were conducted, which are located in the appendix. A scatter 

plot was created between the unstandardized and standardized residuals, and a P-P plot and a 

histogram were created. There seems to be no major violation of these assumptions, as residuals 

seem to follow a straight line and there are no clear patterns in the scatterplot. To check for 

multicollinearity, the Variance Inflation Factor (VIF) and the tolerance factor were computed, 
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and there seems to be no significant violation of the multicollinearity assumption as all values 

fell within the acceptable range of VIF<4. Our values were as follows:(Disgust, Tolerance 

=.596, VIF=1.67; Anger, Tolerance=.578, VIF=1.73; Morality, Tolerance=.904, VIF=1.10; 

Receptiveness, Tolerance=.991, VIF=1.10). Additionally, our preliminary analysis included 

descriptive statistics and a closer inspection of the associations between our variables, via a 

Pearson correlation matrix. Unexpectedly, we find receptiveness to not be significantly 

correlated with any of the other variables. The specific values are included in Table 1 below. 

Table 1 

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

 

 Agree Disagree 1 2 3 4 5 

 

 M SD M SD     

1 Morality 3.92 1.40 4.61 1.44 – .38* .25** .30** .002 

2 Afpol 32.2 28.2 39.6 25.6 – .273** .230** .003 

3 Disgust 2.60 1.45 2.9 1.66 
 

– .632** -.002 

4 Anger 3.61 1.54 3.53 1.83 
  

– -.004 

5 Recept 3.47 0.81 3.66 0.78    – 

Note: *p < .05; ** < .01 (two-tailed significance) 
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Results 

To examine the hypotheses, we employed models 7 and 4 from the PROCESS macro platform 

(Hayes, 2013 ) on SPSS. For all following analyses, we yielded 5000 bootstrapping samples, 

with confidence intervals set at 95%. The pathways of the model are represented in Figure 2. 

Moralized attitudes 

We used model 7 to investigate the relationship between moralized attitudes (IV) and 

affective polarization (DV), which we inferred from the complete model that included anger 

(M1), disgust (M2) and condition (W). Moralized attitudes had a direct, positive and large effect 

on levels of affective polarization, with (B=6.15, t=4.33, p<.001, LLCI=3.34, ULCI=8.96). This 

effect seems to not be significantly dependent on the condition, as the confidence intervals for 

the interaction term for condition and moralization includes zero (B=-0.057, LLCI=-0.65, 

ULCI=0.87). Thus, we find support for our first hypothesis, moralized attitudes are associated 

with higher levels of affective polarization, regardless of the condition. 

Mediation analysis 

To investigate whether anger and/or disgust might serve as mediators in the relationship 

between moralized attitudes and affective polarization, we used model 4, with moralized 

attitudes as IV, affective polarization as DV, anger as M1, and disgust as M2. 

Anger 

Moralized attitudes had a significant direct effect on levels of anger (B=.339, t=3.72, p=<.001, 

LLCI= .159, ULCI= .520), but anger did not have a significant direct effect on affective 

polarization (B=2.08, t=1.437, p=0.15, LLCI=-0.78 ULCI=4.98). Furthermore, we found no 

indication for the mediating role of anger whereby moralized attitudes would predict affective 
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polarization through the experience of anger (B= 0.7, LLCI= -0.24, ULCI= 1.92), as the 

confidence interval includes zero. We thus reject the hypothesis that anger would serve as a 

mediator between moralized attitudes and affective polarization. 

Disgust 

Moralized attitudes significantly predicted disgust with (B=0.26, t=3.05, p=0.002, LLCI=0.92, 

ULCI=0.43). A significant direct effect of disgust on affective polarization was also found 

(B=3.35, t=2.35, p=0.0197, LLCI=0.54, ULCI=6.16). Furthermore, the indirect effect whereby 

moralized attitudes would influence affective polarization through disgust, was also found 

significant with (B=0.88, LLCI=0.638, ULCI=1.93). This mediation is partial, rather than 

complete, as the direct effect of moralized attitudes on affective polarization was observed to be 

significant even with the mediator present (B=6.2, t=4.38, p<.001, LLCI=3.44, ULCI=8.97). So, 

we find partial confirmation for our second hypothesis, whereby moralized attitudes influence 

affective polarization through disgust, but not through anger. 

Anger and disgust moderated by condition 

We used model 7 with moralized attitudes (IV), anger (M1), disgust (M2), and condition as a 

moderator (W), to examine whether the mediating effect of anger3/disgust on affective 

polarization would depend on the condition. There is no direct significant effect of condition on 

anger (B=-0.29, t=-0.33, p=0.74, LLCI=-2.04, ULCI=1.45), nor for disgust (B=-0.19, t=1.07, 

p=0.234, LLCI=-0.78, ULCI=2.63). There is no evidence of moderating effect of condition on 

the mediation of anger of (B=-0.05, LLCI=-0.65, ULCI=-0.87). Similarly, the mediation of 

disgust is also not moderated by condition (B=-0.61, LLCI=-2.62, ULCI=0.45). Thus we reject 

                                                 
3 While anger is not a mediator in our model, we will still include it in further analysis for exploratory purposes 
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the hypothesis that the condition would moderate the mediating effects of anger and disgust, as 

indirect effects of moralized attitudes on affective polarization through anger and disgust did not 

vary significantly depending on the condition the participant was in. The specific values can be 

inspected in Table 2 below. 

Table 2 

Conditional indirect effects of moralized attitudes on affective polarization through 

anger/disgust, depending on the condition 

  
Agree 

  
Disagree 

 

 
Indirect 

effect 

SE LLCI ULCI 
Indirect 

effect 

SE LLCI ULCI 

Anger 0.11 0.69 -1.29 1.52 0.15 0.70 -1.17 1.78 

Disgust 0.46 0.53 -0.54 1.64 1.08 0.74 -0.15 2.47 

Figure 2 

The moderated mediation model 
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Receptiveness as a moderator 

Finally, to investigate the last hypothesis, we used model 7 with moralized attitudes (IV) 

affective polarization (DV), anger (M1) and disgust (M2), and receptiveness as a moderator (W) 

We only inspected the data set for the disagreement condition for this analysis (n=59). There is 

no direct effect of receptiveness on anger (B=0.11, t=0.47, p=0.63, LLCI=-0.36, ULCI=0.59), 

and no indirect effect for receptiveness moderating the mediation of anger (B=-0.27, LLCI=-

1.91, ULCI=1.36). Receptiveness also does not have a direct effect on disgust (B=0.23, t=0.84, 

p=0.401, LLCI=-0.31, ULCI=0.77), and it does not moderate the mediation effect of disgust 

(B=1.66, LLCI=-1.34, ULCI=5.29). 

Despite the statistical insignificance of this moderation, the size of the moderating effect of 

conversational receptiveness on the mediation of anger and disgust does appear to vary at 

different levels of conversational receptiveness, with higher levels of receptiveness being related 
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to stronger effects. Specific values at different levels of conversational receptiveness can be 

viewed in Table 3 below. 

Table 3 

Conditional indirect effects of moralized attitudes on affective polarization through 

anger/disgust at different levels of conversational receptiveness 

Mediator 
Moderator 

(receptiveness) 

Indirect 

effect 

SE LLCI ULCI 

Anger Low -0.59 1.03 -2.87 1.40 

 
Medium -0.81 1.00 -2.74 1.35 

 
High -1.02 1.29 -3.54 1.81 

Disgust Low -0.32 1.633 -3.70 2.89 

 
Medium 0.97 1.05 -1.03 3.18 

 
High 2.27 1.77 -0.77 6.17 

Note: low levels refer to -1SD below the mean, medium is the mean, high levels refer to +1SD 

above the mean. 

Discussion 

In this study, we explored the relationship between moralized attitudes and affective 

polarization and specifically how anger, disgust and conversational receptiveness influence this 

relationship in the context of a conversation with either a disagreeing or an agreeing partner. 

Whilst most research on affective polarization has focused on social identity theory (Iyengar et 

al., 2019), our study was focused on exploring the avenue of research that has received far less 
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attention: the role of moralized attitudes on affective polarization. We hypothesized that 

moralized attitudes would predict higher levels of affective polarization, regardless of whether 

participants discussed with someone who agrees or disagrees. We further drew from research on 

moral psychology that shows that moralized attitudes can incite anger and disgust (Wineski et 

al., 2020; Brandt et al., 2015) in the context of disagreeing conversations, and they also have 

been shown to drive affective polarization (Parsons, 2009). We hypothesized that the presence of 

these emotions might serve as a mediating link in the relationship between moralized attitudes 

and affective polarization. Finally, we wanted to expand on the line of research that suggests that 

even in conversations characterized by disagreement and negative emotions, conversational 

diplomacy behaviors, specifically, conversational receptiveness, might have a mitigating effect 

on anger and disgust (Nguyen & Fussell, 2015), and thus be indirectly associated with lower 

levels of affective polarization. 

Our findings support our first hypothesis, as moralized attitudes were found to be significantly 

related to higher levels of affective polarization, and this occurred regardless of whether 

participants were in a disagreeing or agreeing conversation. Our second hypothesis finds partial 

confirmation: disgust was shown to mediate the relationship between moralized attitudes and 

affective polarization, but no similar role was found for anger. We also did not find support for 

the moderating role of condition; the mediating effect of anger/disgust did not vary significantly 

depending on the condition in which the participant was in. Finally, we also did not find support 

for our last hypothesis, whereby in the disagreement condition, conversational receptiveness 

would moderate the effects of anger and disgust on affective polarization. 
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Theoretical Implications 

Our findings complement previous research in the field of attitude moralization and affective 

polarization. Whereas previous research has found evidence for how attitudes become moralized 

in polarized contexts (D’Amore et al., 2021), and how moralized framing of political issues 

heightens partisan divides (Simonsen & Bonikowski, 2022), our study offers some new insight 

into this topic by explicitly linking existing moralized attitudes with higher levels of affective 

polarization. Furthermore, while our study by no means contradicts prevailing theories on how 

affective polarization is rooted in social identity (Iyengar et al., 2019) and ideological divides 

(Webster & Abramowitz, 2017), it does offer further support for the rather novel view that 

suggests moral conviction serves as a powerful predictor of affective polarization. 

Our study also supports the view that in addition to facilitating attitude moralization, which 

has been well evidenced in research (Skitka & Morgan, 2014), disgust and anger can also emerge 

as a function of it. Moreover, our study offers further support for the view that disgust, compared 

with anger, is a stronger predictor of interpersonal outcomes (Rozin et al., 1999), and as our 

study showed it to be a direct predictor of affective polarization as well, this offers some initial 

support that while studies on affective polarization and negative emotions have focused mostly 

on anger, disgust might be a more insightful emotion to inspect further. 

Furthermore, much previous research has investigated these relationships by inducing 

feelings of anger and disgust in experimental settings, by for example, showing disgusting 

images and then measuring polarization/ moralization (Wineski et al., 2020). Our study explored 

these variables in a more ecologically valid way, as emotions that naturally occur towards the 
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viewpoint of someone else during a conversation regarding a polarizing statement. This setting, 

in our view, reflects a scenario that finds echoes in many real-life situations. 

Practical implications 

Beyond theoretical implications, our findings can be of interest to different real-life contexts 

as well. Affective polarization has increasingly become a part of the political and social 

landscape in the Netherlands and beyond (Iyengar et al.,2019; Harteveld, 2021), and our findings 

indicate that the understanding of affective polarization should not be separated from the moral 

standpoints of individuals. One need not look far for contexts and situations in which questions 

of morality and polarization seem to be intrinsically intertwined; discussions regarding the 

current wars in Ukraine and Gaza, climate change, and immigration are only some examples of 

topics where fundamental differences of what individuals consider to be right and wrong can be 

drawn from to understand outgroup hostility and increasing divides among partisans. Our 

findings are grounded in an experiment that we believe closely reflects situations that many 

people might have to navigate in day-to-day life. Highlighting differences in moral conviction 

might provide a fruitful ground to draw from to induce feelings of dislike and distance towards 

outgroup members, and this is something that we should be mindful of, in everyday 

conversations as well as political debates. 

Limitations and Future Directions 

While we hope that our research provides some valuable insight into the study of polarization, 

it is not without its caveats. Some of these caveats pertain to the study design. More participants 

disagreed with the conversation statement than we expected, which we consider might be due to 

the phrasing of our statement. We might have yielded different results, had the statement been 
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formulated conversely i.e., “The Netherlands should not take in more refugees than it currently 

does”. Furthermore, we did not inform participants in advance whether they were going to 

discuss with someone who agrees or disagrees with them, and initial explorative analysis into the 

contents of the conversations revealed that even amongst disagreeing participants, participants 

sometimes ended up agreeing. Making different group memberships salient has been shown to 

facilitate the experience of negative emotions in intergroup interactions (Mackie & Smith, 2018), 

and not making opinion differences known to participants might partially explain why we did not 

find significantly different results for the experience of anger and disgust depending on the 

condition. 

In addition, while we don`t consider the online environment of our study to be a limitation in 

and of itself, it might have challenged the measurement of our moderating variable, 

conversational receptiveness. Previous research (see for example, Roos et al., 2021) has 

identified receptiveness among other conversational diplomacy behaviors as being limited in 

online discussions compared with face-to-face interactions. Thus, it might have been more 

challenging for our participants to signal and perceive conversational receptiveness in the 

computer mediated environment, which could partly explain the insignificant findings for 

conversational receptiveness in our model. A future study might investigate our model in a face-

to-face environment to explore this. 

Conclusion 

In the societal and political landscape of an increasingly polarized world it remains essential 

to explore the mechanisms by which simple, beneficial forms of disagreement transform into 

dislike and even hostility and animosity towards those who disagree with you - affective 
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polarization. Previous work has focused on the role of social identity and ideology as major 

forces behind the emergence of affective polarization, and while our research by no means 

disconfirms these theories, it does provide insight into an important novel avenue through which 

to look at the emergence of affective polarization - moralized attitudes. As particularly strong, 

unyielding attitudes, they hold both promise and risk for political and social outcomes. While 

they can facilitate engagement in political discussion, they can, as we have shown in our study, 

also incite strong negative emotions such as disgust towards the viewpoints of others and 

exacerbate affective polarization, and thus their role in influencing the course of everyday 

interactions amongst different groups need to be carefully considered.  
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