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Abstract 

As shown by studies and polling data, political polarization is increasing among young voters, 

many of whom identify with ideologically extreme parties. Moral grandstanding, which is the 

use of moral discourse to seek social status, has been theorized to be a driving factor of this trend 

by promoting ideological extremism. This study investigated whether exposure to moral 

grandstanding indeed increases ideological extremism and whether this effect is moderated by 

political identity strength. Using a between-subjects experiment, participants were randomly 

assigned to read a neutral or morally grandstanding comment in an online debate on gene 

modification. Ideological extremism and political identity strength were measured via 

self-assessment. The success of the manipulation was confirmed with a manipulation check 

where participants indicated their perception of moral grandstanding. Despite this, our results 

showed no significant effect of moral grandstanding exposure on ideological extremism, nor did 

political identity strength moderate this relationship. Additionally, political identity strength was 

positively associated with ideological extremism. These findings suggest that moral 

grandstanding may be a manifestation of ideological extremism rather than a cause that 

influences ideologically extreme attitudes. The present study highlights the stability of political 

attitudes and suggests that future research should focus on long-term exposure, topic salience, 

and emotionally charged discourse as factors driving ideological polarization. 

Keywords: Moral Grandstanding, Ideological Extremism, Political Identity, Social 

Identity, Group Polarization 
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The Influence of Moral Grandstanding on Ideological Extremism: Investigating Political 

Identity Strength as a Moderator 

The recent 2025 federal elections in Germany have shown that young voters seem to be 

growing further apart, gathering at either end of the political extremes rather than meeting in the 

middle. Accordingly, in the age group 18-24, the party receiving the most votes was a far-left 

party (Die Linke) with 25%, whereas a far-right party (AfD) followed closely with 21% 

(tagesschau.de, 2025). Moreover, political polarization among the youth appears to be a global 

phenomenon, evident in countries such as the United States, across Latin America, and 

throughout various European nations (Hohagen, 2024; Oden & Porter, 2023; Tyler & Iyengar, 

2022). Deep ideological differences make constructive discussions nearly impossible, promoting 

intolerance and leading to polarized groups that are often unwilling to engage with opposing 

perspectives (Bosi et al., 2021; Prassek, 2024). Among other things, this growing polarization 

finds its key manifestation in ideological extremism, which threatens democratic discourse and 

social cohesion (Whitford et al., 2025).  

Understanding the mechanisms behind ideological extremism is crucial in addressing 

these divisive societal challenges that promote intolerance among people of opposing groups. 

One key, understudied, factor that may contribute to the rise of ideological extremism is moral 

grandstanding, the use of moral talk to seek social status and recognition (Tosi & Warmke, 

2016). Moral talk refers to communication that concerns moral topics, involving moral 

judgments, values, or norms (Tosi & Warmke, 2020). When public discourse becomes a 

competition for moral superiority, it may inadvertently push individuals toward more extreme 

ideological positions and, thus, contribute to the rise of ideological extremism (Grubbs et al., 

2020). Therefore, it is crucial to investigate the effects of moral grandstanding on ideological 
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extremism, and the extent to which this is moderated by an individual’s political identity strength 

(see Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1 

The effect of moral grandstanding (IV) on ideological extremism (DV) moderated by political 

identity strength (W). 

 

 

 

Ideological Extremism 

Ideological extremism is conceptually related to group polarization and can be defined as 

“the extent to which people report extreme political or ideological views at either end of the 

political spectrum” (Grubbs et al., 2020, p.2). Though previous research suggests that ideological 

extremism is a relatively rare phenomenon within Western European populations, it remains 

relevant in understanding societal divisions between opposing groups (Jungkunz et al., 2024; 

Torcal & Magalhães, 2022).  

Ideological extremism has several consequences concerning the division of society and 

democracies, three of which are key to mention here. Firstly, extremism fosters strong ingroup 

bias and hostility toward outgroups, leading extremists to reject alternative viewpoints and 
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oversimplify complex political issues (Grubbs et al., 2020; Le et al., 2022). Secondly, extreme 

ideologies threaten democracy by encouraging selective support for democratic norms. This 

implies that individuals tend to tolerate undemocratic practices as long as these align with their 

ideological beliefs (Torcal & Magalhães, 2022). Thirdly, previous research has explored the 

real-world effects of growing ideological extremism, showing that it undermines meaningful 

discourse across different areas (Norris, 2021; van Prooijen & Krouwel, 2019). Thus, 

understanding the psychological and social mechanisms driving ideological extremism is 

essential to mitigating its divisive effects on society.  

While it is crucial to understand the consequences of ideological extremism, the 

underlying factors that have been found to influence it must also be taken into account. Three of 

these are particularly relevant here. First, psychological distress, such as anxiety and uncertainty, 

can drive individuals toward extreme ideologies as a way to regain control and meaning. This 

often results in black-and-white thinking, oversimplified views, and overconfidence (Fernbach et 

al., 2013; van Prooijen et al., 2015; van Prooijen & Krouwel, 2019). Further, ideological 

extremism can be understood as a relational phenomenon, shaped by social dynamics that 

reinforce group conformity and outgroup rejection (Zhao, 2021). Lastly, recent research has 

identified moral grandstanding as a significant driver of ideological extremism (Grubbs et al., 

2020). Building on these findings, the present study focuses on moral grandstanding as a 

significant contributor to ideological polarization and extremism. The next sections further 

explore moral grandstanding and its role in shaping political discourse.  

Moral Grandstanding 

The concept of moral grandstanding was first introduced by Tosi and Warmke (2016) and 

can be defined as the self-serving use of moral discourse aimed at social recognition rather than 
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truth-seeking or meaningful moral engagement. Unlike genuine moral engagement, 

grandstanding is primarily motivated by the desire for recognition, meaning the desire to be 

perceived as morally respectable, rather than sincere moral concern (Grubbs et al., 2019; Tosi & 

Warmke, 2016). Grandstanders seek to signal moral superiority, whether through their beliefs, 

emotions, priorities, or judgments (Tosi & Warmke, 2016).  

These underlying motives manifest in specific behaviors that signal virtue, escalate moral 

competition, and intensify polarization (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Common manifestations of 

moral grandstanding include piling on, ramping up, trumping up, excessive emotional display, 

and claims of self-evidence. Particularly, ramping up (escalating moral claims to outdo others) 

and trumping up (exaggerating or fabricating moral issues to signal heightened sensitivity) are 

thought to contribute to group polarization (Tosi & Warmke, 2016). These behaviors have been 

shown to have several effects, two of which are important to consider here. Firstly, they weaken 

political and social cohesion by undermining meaningful discourse and compromise. This is 

particularly evident through claims of self-evidence and emotional displays that portray 

disagreement as irrational or immoral (Grubbs et al., 2019). Secondly, moral grandstanding 

promotes interpersonal conflict, as those who engage in it report higher levels of moral and 

political disputes (Grubbs et al., 2019).  

Further, grandstanding has been shown to push individuals toward more extreme 

ideological positions, with several manifestations of grandstanding intensifying in-group 

radicalization, which leads to ideological extremism (Grubbs et al., 2020). However, this link has 

solely been studied from the perspective of the grandstander, meaning the person engaging in 

moral grandstanding. To contextualize the present study, one must first consider some key 

findings from existing literature on moral grandstanding. Recent studies have consistently found 
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that individuals more motivated to engage in moral grandstanding also tend to hold stronger and 

more extreme ideological views (Grubbs et al., 2019; Grubbs et al., 2020; Tosi & Warmke, 

2016). Moreover, individuals who identify as ideologically extreme (left or right) seem to feel a 

greater desire to use moral talk as a means of seeking status (Grubbs et al., 2019). The ‘moral 

arms race’ resulting from people ‘ramping up’ their ideological positions leads to further 

polarization and ideological extremism, making it a predictable outcome of grandstanding 

(Grubbs et al., 2020). Furthermore, past research on ingroup bias and group polarization suggests 

that moral grandstanding fuels extremism by reinforcing group-based identity competition 

(Mackie & Cooper, 1984).  

While previous studies have primarily focused on the grandstander’s motivations, there 

are several reasons to expect similar effects on those exposed to moral grandstanding, two of 

which are particularly relevant. Primarily, encounters with extreme and status-driven moral 

discourse may provoke defensiveness, identity threat, or reciprocal extremism in the receiver, 

especially when the counterpart is perceived as morally superior or condescending (Tosi & 

Warmke, 2020). This, in turn, may lead to higher levels of ideological extremism. Additionally, 

such exposure to extreme moral discourse may also reinforce group boundaries, strengthening 

ingroup loyalty and rejection of the outgroup (Zhao, 2021). This aligns with the view of 

ideological extremism as a relational phenomenon, shaped by social dynamics that encourage 

conformity within groups and hostility toward outsiders (Zhao, 2021). Therefore, we predict that 

exposure to moral grandstanding leads to increased levels of ideological extremism (H1). 

Furthermore, this study builds on previous research by viewing political identity strength 

as a possible moderator of the relationship between moral grandstanding and ideological 

extremism (Grubbs et al., 2020).   
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Political Identity Strength 

Political identity strength can be understood in many ways; here it is defined as the 

degree to which individuals define themselves through their political identity and view it as a 

central part of their self-concept. It is considered in light of social identity and self-categorization 

theories, which suggest that salient and central social identities shape perceptions, attitudes, and 

behavior (Hogg, 2016; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Turner & Reynolds, 2012).  

The multiple identities an individual possesses are arranged in a hierarchical structure, 

with some identities being more central to the self-concept than others (Mesler et al., 2024). 

Those whose political identity centrality is high may act in line with the beliefs associated with 

that identity, engaging in behaviors that reinforce and prioritize this identity over others (Carter, 

2013; Ebtsam & Neama, 2014; Mesler et al., 2024). However, while strong political identities 

increase behaviors such as political engagement, they also shape affective polarization and are 

associated with more rigid and extreme political beliefs (Le et al., 2022; Mason, 2018; 

Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2023). 

Beyond strengthening negative attitudes toward political opponents, a strong political 

identity can also contribute to the radicalization of political beliefs. Recent studies support the 

notion that individuals becoming increasingly attached to their political identity may develop 

stronger emotional biases and shift toward more extreme ideological positions (Le et al., 2022). 

Furthermore, political identity strength is a key factor in political animosity, which refers to 

strong negative attitudes held toward those with opposing political views; therefore, it is a 

mechanism reinforcing ideological extremism (Brandt & Vallabha, 2023). 

Building on prior research (e.g., Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2023), two central arguments 

cause us to expect that political identity strength moderates the relationship between moral 
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grandstanding and extremism. First, individuals with strong political identities may be more 

likely to interpret moral grandstanding as personally and group-relevant. This identity salience 

could trigger heightened emotional and ideological reactions, leading to an increased impact of 

exposure to moral grandstanding on ideological extremism. Moreover, when exposed to moral 

grandstanding, individuals high in political identity strength will likely respond with reduced 

openness, perceiving it as an attack on their values and groups (e.g., Le et al., 2022; 

Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2023). This, in turn, heightens the probability of a polarized or 

ideologically extreme response. Therefore, we predict that exposure to moral grandstanding will 

increase ideological extremism for all individuals (as stated in H1), but that this increase will be 

significantly stronger among those with high political identity strength (H2).  

The Present Research 

The present study is relevant in four ways. Firstly, moral grandstanding is a rather new 

concept that has rarely been explored in experimental work, with most existing studies on it 

being of a correlational nature rather than empirical. Secondly, previous research linking political 

identity to ideological extremism has mainly focused on political identity as an individual’s 

attachment to a political party. This study explores it in terms of its centrality within one’s 

self-concept. This is important because it captures a different facet of political identity and 

focuses on the idea of different identities shaping people’s behaviors. Thirdly, most research 

conducted in the areas of interest is based on samples from the US, while this study considers a 

European sample, providing a new and further generalizable context. Lastly, while the link 

between ideological extremism and moral grandstanding has been explored, most existing 

research on this link has focused on the grandstander rather than exposure to grandstanding. The 

focus on exposure and the moderating effect of political identity strength is novel.  
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Method 

Participants & Design  

 Our study's original dataset consisted of 254 cases. After examining the data, we applied 

exclusion criteria to ensure data quality for the final analysis. In total, 106 cases were excluded 

through a step-by-step process. Firstly, 98 were removed due to incompleteness; this included 

individuals who either did not begin the survey, dropped out early, or did not reach or complete 

the seriousness check. Of these 98, only 23 reached the point of manipulation, and just 11 

answered any items related to the dependent variable. Therefore, the cases removed due to 

incompleteness mostly include people who did not properly participate in the survey. Secondly, 

of the remaining participants, two indicated during the seriousness check that they did not 

participate seriously and were therefore excluded. Lastly, six of the remaining cases were 

removed because they wanted their data removed after the debrief. The total sample size after 

excluding cases was N = 148, with 56.76% (n = 84) of participants being female and 41.21% (n 

= 61) being male (2 participants preferred not to say). Furthermore, participants’ ages ranged 

from 18 to 63 (M = 27.24, SD = 10.41). 

 After the ethics committee of the University of Groningen (RUG) approved the study, the 

researchers recruited participants by reaching out to their networks and sharing the link to the 

online survey via WhatsApp, Instagram, Facebook, and Reddit. Therefore, the data was collected 

from a convenience sample. In the case that the link was shared in publicly accessible spaces, 

participants were told the study was about how online discussions are experienced, using a text 

provided by the ethics committee of the RUG. Thus, the true purpose of the study was not 

disclosed but concealed with a cover story.  
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This study employed a between-subjects design, in which participants were randomly 

assigned to one of the two conditions of the independent variable, moral grandstanding 

(grandstanding condition vs. control condition). Moreover, we assessed ideological extremism as 

the dependent variable and political identity strength as the moderator. This study was part of a 

bigger research project in which additional variables were included. These are beyond the scope 

of this paper and will, therefore, not be discussed here. A complete list of all the variables used 

can be found in Appendix A (see Table 1).  

Materials & Procedure  

The study’s survey was designed as an online questionnaire using Qualtrics. Participating 

in the study took about fifteen minutes, and participation was voluntary, meaning that the 

participants could stop the survey at any time. 

Political Identity Strength 

After providing informed consent, participants first filled out a measure of political 

identity strength, which was assessed with 8 items, using a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 

“strongly disagree” to “strongly agree” (α = .90). The items have been adapted from the 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI) (Sellers et al., 1997). This approach was 

chosen because our definition of political identity aligned with the conceptualization of identity 

strength in the MIBI items. Specifically, the strength of a political identity is defined by how well 

it is integrated into and influences a person’s self-concept, which is similar to the way that 

identity strength is defined in the MIBI. The phrasing of the items was changed to fit the context 

of political identity strength; a full list of the changed items can be found in Appendix B (see 

Table 2). Examples of such items are “My political identity is an important reflection of who I 

am” and “Overall, my political identity has very little to do with how I feel about myself”. Three 
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of the items were reverse-coded to control for response biases and ensure an accurate measure of 

the construct.  

Moral Grandstanding 

Next, we operationalized the independent variable by exposing participants to an online 

discussion on gene modification. Participants reviewed a structured online thread in the form of a 

screenshot involving four commenters who alternately expressed positions for or against gene 

modification and were asked to read this thoroughly. The topic of gene modification was chosen 

because it was considered polarizing enough to elicit participant reactions but not so political that 

opinions were already firmly established. We also believed it to be a ‘grandstandable’ topic due 

to its moral nature. Additionally, since other researchers in the project focused on non-political 

variables, the topic needed to be broadly suitable for all researchers involved.  

The fictional discussion began with one user posting a summary and link to an article on 

platform X, initiating a sequence in which each subsequent commenter responded directly to the 

previous user’s statement. The discussion consisted of two commenters advocating for gene 

modification and two opposing it. Crucially, the fourth commenter’s mode of expression varied 

by condition. In the control condition, this participant expressed support neutrally, without 

engaging in moral grandstanding behaviors (e.g., “There are ethical concerns and careful 

regulation necessary [...] but if used responsibly, this technology could save lives and improve 

public health”), whereas in the moral grandstanding condition, the participant’s pro-gene stance 

incorporated explicit moral grandstanding behaviors such as ‘piling on’ or ‘trumping up’ moral 

claims (e.g., “Refusing to support it is irresponsible and egoistic! It is that simple ...”). By 

altering only the fourth commenter’s expression, we made sure that the observed differences 

between conditions could reliably be attributed to moral grandstanding. Thereby, the effects of 
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confounding variables were minimized. Structuring the discussion to represent both pro and 

anti-gene modification positions prevented potential bias due to the underrepresentation of either 

stance. Additionally, participants were able to take a second look at the comment of interest and 

to download the picture so that they could look back at it at later points of the study. Images of 

the discussion in each condition are included in Appendix C (see Figure 2) to provide a clear 

view of the manipulation. 

Ideological Extremism 

After exposing participants to the manipulation, we measured ideological extremism as 

the extent to which people report extreme political or ideological views at either end of the 

political spectrum, on a left-right scale adapted from Grubbs et al. (2020). Participants were 

asked, “Please indicate where you would place yourself on the following scale when it comes to 

your political ideology”. The sliding scale ranged from -100 (extremely left) to +100 (extremely 

right). This scale was used because it is a simple measure allowing individuals to place 

themselves on a dimension. 

Manipulation Check 

To evaluate whether the manipulation of the independent variable (moral grandstanding) 

was successful, participants rated their agreement with a single manipulation-check statement on 

a 7-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”. The 

manipulation-check item was explicitly developed for this study and stated, “The last person to 

comment (the one you were asked to focus on) was commenting primarily out of a desire to 

appear morally just, rather than out of genuine moral concern.” 

Additionally, demographic information was collected after the survey, including 

participants’ gender and age. Participants also completed a seriousness check, indicating whether 
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they participated sincerely or merely clicked through without genuine engagement. Following 

data collection, participants received a comprehensive debriefing that explained the study’s 

objectives, addressed any misleading instructions, and emphasized the significance of their 

participation. After the debrief, participants were asked to consent once again for their data to be 

used.  

Results 

The statistical analysis of our data was conducted using SPSS and PROCESS (Hayes, 

2013). The assumptions of linearity, normality, homoscedasticity, and multicollinearity were all 

met, and the inferential analysis of the data was continued without any obstacles.  

Manipulation Check 

To test whether our manipulation of the independent variable worked as intended, we 

conducted a manipulation check. Particularly, we ran an ANOVA with our grandstanding 

manipulation (control vs. grandstanding condition) as the independent variable and our 

manipulation check item, which assessed the extent to which participants felt the person was 

grandstanding, as the dependent variable. As expected, participants in the grandstanding 

condition (M = 4.25, SD = 1.32) scored higher on our manipulation check than those in the 

control condition (M = 3.15, SD = 1.40). This effect was positive and significant, F(1, 146) = 

24.12, p < .001. 

Hypothesis Tests  

To test our hypotheses that exposure to moral grandstanding leads to increased levels of 

ideological extremism (H1) and that this increase will be significantly stronger among those with 

high political identity strength (H2), we ran an ANOVA analysis with our grandstanding 

manipulation as the independent variable, ideological extremism as the dependent variable, and 
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political identity strength as the moderator. Contrary to our first hypothesis, there was no 

significant difference in levels of ideological extremism between participants in the 

grandstanding condition (M = -25.38, SD = 47.94) and the control condition (M = -26.72, SD = 

48.15), t(146) = -0.17, p = .87. Similarly, contrary to the second hypothesis, political identity 

strength did not moderate the relationship between grandstanding and ideological extremism, 

t(144) = -0.08, p = .93. Our moderator, political identity strength, did have a positive main effect 

on ideological extremism, t(144) = -6.93, p < .001.  

Discussion 

Previous research and philosophical work have argued that moral grandstanding 

contributes to ideological extremism (e.g., Grubbs et al., 2020; Tosi & Warmke, 2020). We tested 

this idea, hypothesizing that exposure to moral grandstanding will increase ideological 

extremism for all individuals (H1), but that this effect will be significantly stronger among those 

with high political identity strength (H2). Our results did not support either hypothesis. 

Participants in the grandstanding condition did not report significantly more extreme ideological 

positions than those in the control group, and political identity strength did not moderate this 

relationship. Below, we summarize and interpret our findings, discuss implications, and consider 

limitations and directions for future research. 

While the exact reasons for the lack of support for our hypothesis regarding the main 

effect of moral grandstanding on ideological extremism are unclear, five possible explanations 

stand out. Firstly, the absence of an effect could be explained by contrasting our findings with 

existing literature. At first glance, our findings might seem surprising, given that those who 

engage in moral grandstanding often hold more extreme views (Grubbs et al., 2019; Grubbs et 

al., 2020; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). However, previous research has primarily focused on the 
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grandstanders themselves, rather than on how others perceive their behavior. In this context, the 

lack of the anticipated effect is not entirely surprising, as our study explores a novel perspective. 

Since previous studies do not indicate whether grandstanding causes extremism in observers, our 

study intentionally tested this potential effect.  

Secondly, the manipulation that was used may have been too brief and limited in scope to 

produce measurable outcomes. A single exposure in the form of a screenshot may not have been 

strong or provocative enough to evoke a change in levels of ideological extremism. This 

reasoning is in line with previous work, which suggests that only repeated exposure to 

grandstanding in a large population contributes to a deepening of ideological extremism (Tosi & 

Warmke, 2016).  

Thirdly, moral grandstanding may not have significant effects if participants are not 

engaged with or passionate about the topic. Since the topic of gene modification is rather novel, 

the implications of gene editing may feel vague or speculative, especially to someone without the 

needed scientific knowledge to understand the underlying processes. Moreover, there may be a 

lack of personal relevance as well as an unclear moral narrative present, as this topic does not 

have a clear ‘good’ vs. ‘bad’ narrative but rather elicits moral ambiguity, with people being 

unsure how to feel about it (e.g., Gyngell et al., 2019; Savulescu et al., 2015).  

Fourthly, it is possible that the brief exposure to grandstanding was insufficient to shift 

participants’ ideological positions, which may have already been relatively fixed. Research 

suggests that individuals with extreme ideologies are particularly resistant to change, as their 

beliefs tend to remain consistent over time (Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2023; Zwicker et al., 2020). 

Even beyond extremity, ideological positions in general are quite stable and fixed, making them 

harder to manipulate (Jost et al., 2008; Turner-Zwinkels & Brandt, 2023). This resistance to 
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change may have limited the effectiveness of our manipulation. However, this explanation is less 

likely to be relevant in our case, as it applies more strongly to individuals with extreme 

ideological positions, while our sample did not score at the ideological extremes (M = -26.06). 

Lastly, certain methodological differences with previous studies may explain why we did 

not find similar effects. While ideological extremism was measured the same as in previous work 

concerning this relationship, moral grandstanding was manipulated differently (Grubbs et al., 

2020). Specifically, prior work has relied on correlational measures focusing on the 

grandstander’s motivation, while this study focuses on the effect of observing others grandstand, 

utilizing an experimental design. Based on the former arguments, our findings suggest that moral 

grandstanding may function more as a manifestation of ideological extremism rather than a 

preceding factor that influences the observers’ attitudes. 

Building on the exploration of explanations for the absence of a main effect, we must also 

look into possible explanations for the lack of a moderation effect. We hypothesized the 

moderation effect to appear based on substantial research showing that how strongly someone 

identifies with their political beliefs affects ideological extremism. However, these previously 

documented connections did not consider moral grandstanding as a factor. This could help 

explain the absence of a moderation effect in our study. Four possible reasons for this lack of 

effect stand out. First, the manipulation of moral grandstanding might not have been powerful 

enough to elicit different reactions between individuals low and high in political identity 

strength. As mentioned earlier, people’s political views are not easily shifted by a single 

exposure to discourse (Zwicker et al., 2020).  

Second, although the topic of gene modification is ethically relevant, it may not have 

been strongly identity-relevant for many participants. Existing research on identity salience 
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proposes that behavior is only influenced by political identity when it is made salient or central 

in a certain context, which may not have been the case here (Turner-Zwinkels et al., 2023; Zhao, 

2021).  If participants did not perceive the topic as relevant to their political group, political 

identity strength might not have been sufficiently ‘triggered’ to show a moderating effect. 

Third, we acknowledge the possibility that the manipulation of moral grandstanding was 

too powerful or emotionally charged, thereby overriding individual differences in political 

identity strength. If the stimulus provoked a strong reaction in all participants regardless of their 

political identity strength, differences could have been flattened, leaving little room for a 

moderation effect to emerge. The results of our manipulation check show a rather large mean 

difference between the control and grandstanding conditions, but the absolute values were not 

high enough to indicate a ceiling effect (most of the values scoring at the upper limit of the scale, 

APA Dictionary of Psychology, 2018), making it unlikely that this explains the absence of a 

moderation effect. However, our data suggests that the grandstanding manipulation was powerful 

and detected by participants, allowing for the possibility that its emotional impact still reduced 

variability and affected the moderation effect. Based on our findings and the previously 

discussed points, we believe that political identity strength might correlate with baseline 

extremism, but that it does not necessarily amplify reactions to political cues like moral 

grandstanding in every context.  

Finally, political identity strength and ideological extremism could be too closely related 

as constructs to evaluate them as separate variables. According to previous research, they are 

conceptually and empirically linked, with strong political identification often leading individuals 

to adopt more extreme ideological positions (Mason, 2018; Bankert et al., 2016). This substantial 

overlap makes it difficult to treat them as fully distinct constructs, which may explain the 
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absence of a moderation effect, especially in studies like ours, with limited sample sizes. 

Nevertheless, we had good reason to design the study this way. In our research, ideological 

extremism refers to the actual attitudes and ideological positions people hold, while political 

identity strength refers to the psychological and self-conceptual importance of a political identity. 

We thought it interesting to explore whether one’s political identity strength in their self-concept 

influences their extremity of ideological views while treating both as distinct constructs. 

While our moderation hypothesis was not supported, we did find a main effect of 

political identity strength on ideological extremism. This finding is not surprising and is in line 

with past research showing that individuals with strong political identities often have more 

extreme ideological views (Zwicker et al., 2020). We attribute this link to the centrality of 

political identity in shaping people’s worldviews and attitudes. However, the absence of a 

moderation effect raises questions about the specific conditions under which identity strength 

influences reactions to political cues.  

Theoretical Implications 

Although our hypotheses were not supported, the findings of our study offer several 

theoretical implications, five of which are important to mention here. Firstly, our manipulation 

check confirmed that moral grandstanding is a strong and identifiable phenomenon that can be 

manipulated, which provides a useful tool for future experimental work. Secondly, our findings 

suggest that simply being exposed to moral grandstanding may not be enough to elicit 

measurable changes in others’ ideological positions, especially in the short term or when the 

topic lacks emotional salience. This challenges the assumption, as implied in previous literature, 

that moral grandstanding inherently has persuasive or radicalizing effects on its audience 

(Grubbs et al., 2019; Tosi & Warmke, 2016). Thirdly, in line with social identity theory (Tajfel & 
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Turner, 1979), political identity strength may only moderate ideological responses when the 

context activates group-based concerns. Hence, the moderating effect may depend on the type of 

stimulus provided. Fourthly, in line with previous research (Zwicker et al., 2020), our study 

suggests that the stability of ideological extremism may make it less susceptible to brief 

manipulations. Therefore, theories that treat extremism as a stable disposition may be better 

suited to reflect social realities than those treating it as highly malleable. Finally, our results 

suggest that the polarizing effects of moral grandstanding may depend on other factors like 

emotional resonance, topic salience, and group identity relevance. Future theoretical models 

should account for these boundaries when describing how moral discourse influences political 

polarization. 

Limitations  

This study gave essential insights into the relationship between moral grandstanding, 

political identity strength, and ideological extremism; however, several limitations must be 

acknowledged, three of which are key to mention here.  

Firstly, we relied purely on self-assessment of participants and a self-selected sample. 

These could have led to social desirability biases and limited variability. Previous research 

consistently suggests that measures of sensitive issues, such as political ideologies, are 

vulnerable to social desirability bias, with respondents underreporting extreme attitudes to 

maintain a socially acceptable self-image (e.g., Berinsky, 1999; Carmines & Nassar, 2021; 

Heide-Jørgensen, 2023; Krumpal, 2013; Persson & Solevid, 2013). Although this method was 

appropriate for our study, future research could complement self-report measures with behavioral 

indicators or implicit measures of ideological attitudes, which reduce bias and may reveal more 

complex attitudes.  
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Furthermore, our use of a social media setting introduces limitations related to both 

participant predispositions and ecological validity of the study. Specifically, participants may 

have had pre-existing attitudes toward online discourse, particularly on social media, that 

influenced their interpretation of the manipulation. Past research suggests that individuals differ 

in how they perceive moral discourse online, with some viewing it as genuine, while others view 

it through a more cynical lens (Brady et al., 2023; Grubbs et al., 2019). These predispositions are 

often shaped by personal experience with social media (Brady et al., 2023). Since our sample 

was relatively young (M = 27.24), we believe participants to have been quite familiar and 

experienced with online discourse. Such differences limit the generalizability of our findings to 

the broader population. Additionally, we had good reason to create our manipulation in a social 

media setting, as past research supports the notion that social media algorithms contribute to the 

growing development of political polarization (Oden & Porter, 2023; Van Bavel et al., 2021). 

However, this setting also limits ecological validity. Unlike an online setting, real-world 

grandstanding includes facial expressions, tone, and body language, which can significantly 

influence the interpretation of the message. Therefore, we suggest that future research examine 

grandstanding in face-to-face contexts instead.  

Lastly, since our sample consisted mainly of students in a European context, with most 

participants scoring on the left side of the ideological spectrum (M = -26.06), it was relatively 

politically homogeneous. This lack of variation in ideological views limits the ability to detect 

shifts toward extremism and reduces generalizability. Given the discussed shortcomings, further 

research should be conducted longitudinally, with more ideological diversity. Despite these 

limitations, we can still acknowledge that our study design was grounded in relevant theoretical 
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work. Moreover, the mentioned limitations do not undermine the value of our findings, which 

still provide a meaningful foundation for future research. 

Future Directions & Practical Implications 

In addition to the suggestions for future studies that were mentioned in the previous 

section, our findings also point to four new avenues for further exploration. First, future studies 

could make use of more polarizing, identity-relevant, and emotionally charged political topics. 

For example, issues like immigration policies, abortion rights, or taxation laws may be better 

suited to activate political identity salience.  

Second, future research could examine whether participants’ agreement with the topic 

and the grandstanders’ position affects their responses to grandstanding in a similar 

methodological setting. If agreement with the topic decreases the negative effects of 

grandstanding, this might explain why it thrives in ideologically homogeneous environments, 

such as social media echo chambers (environments in which people are confronted only with 

information and opinions that reflect their own, Van Bavel et al., 2021). This would explore 

whether grandstanding can also be a reinforcing factor in group cohesion rather than just leading 

to a greater divide between people.  

Additionally, we would advise that following studies examine how people shift toward 

more extreme views during a political discussion, rather than just measuring general ideological 

extremism. This approach shifts the focus from ideological extremism to group polarization and 

the way it occurs in the moment. One way to implement this would be by creating discussions 

with two opposing sides, where some participants use grandstanding strategies, and measuring 

whether this leads to greater polarization in real time. It could then be explored whether 

individuals who become more easily polarized in the moment also tend to hold more extreme 
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beliefs in general. Thus, showing how situational adjustments are linked to broader political 

ideology and how political cues might affect a person’s political viewpoint.  

Lastly, we suggest that future research examine the effects of repeated exposure to moral 

grandstanding, especially in situations where political identity is relevant. Our findings indicate 

that a single exposure may not influence ideological extremism, but it remains unclear whether 

repeated exposure in identity-relevant contexts might have an effect, something that future 

studies could explore.  

Building on directions for future research, our findings offer three crucial practical 

implications. To begin with, while moral grandstanding does not always affect attitudes in a 

single exposure, it may still encourage polarizing behaviors. Recent research found that 

individuals with stronger grandstanding tendencies are more likely to engage in online shaming, 

a form of public moral punishment (Grubbs et al., 2020; Muir et al., 2023). This indicates that 

grandstanding may contribute to extreme social actions that promote division and hostility in 

discourse. Therefore, we suggest that social media platforms monitor patterns of highly 

moralized content and online shaming. Additionally, programs should prevent over-identification 

with political affiliations, promote communication among various groups, and encourage 

reflection on group identity in light of available studies. Finally, understanding the role of 

grandstanding in political discourse could inform media endeavors. Teaching people to recognize 

moral grandstanding as a persuasive strategy could reduce its emotional and polarizing impact. 

Conclusion 

Public discourse and political ideologies seem to be continuously polarizing. The present 

study introduces moral grandstanding as a possible factor contributing to this phenomenon. 

While our findings did not support our hypotheses, they did give meaningful insight into the 
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phenomenon of moral grandstanding and highlight the stability of political beliefs. We 

recommend that future studies further investigate moral grandstanding in combination with 

moderators and conditions that may affect its influence on political attitudes. By continuing to 

explore this phenomenon, we can better understand the psychological mechanisms underlying 

polarization and the role of moral discourse. Generally, understanding how and when moral 

grandstanding may influence political ideologies can help us stay positive in increasingly 

polarized societies and promote more thoughtful and less performative public discourse.  
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Appendix A 

Variables used in this Research 

Table 1 

Complete list of all variables included in this study 

Independent Variable Moderators Dependent Variables 

Moral Grandstanding - Political Identity 

Strength 

- Agreement with the 

Topic 

- Agreeableness 

- Moral Cynicism 

- Moral Sensitivity 

- Ideological Extremism 

- Perceived Consensus 

- Likability 

- Perception of Moral 

Grandstanding 

- Credibility of Speaker 

- Engagement with Topic 
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Appendix B 

Scale Modification 

Table 2 

Political Identity Measurement Scale Modification 

Identity Centrality Scale Item Political Identity Strength Modification 

Overall, being black has very little to do with 

how I feel about myself. 

Overall, my political identity has very little to do 

with how I feel about myself. 

In general, being black is an important part of 

my self-image. 

In general, my political identity is an important 

part of my self-image. 

My destiny is tied to the destiny of other 

black people. 

My destiny is tied to the destiny of other people 

sharing the same political identity. 

Being black is unimportant to my sense of 

what kind of person I am. 

My political identity is unimportant to my sense 

of what kind of person I am. 

I have a strong sense of belonging to Black 

people. 

I have a strong sense of belonging to people who 

share the same political identity. 

I have a strong attachment to other black 

people. 

I have a strong attachment to other people who 

share the same political identity. 

Being black is an important reflection of who 

I am. 

My political identity is an important reflection of 

who I am. 

Being black is not a major factor in my social 

relationships. 

My political identity is not a major factor in my 

social relationships. 

Note: Identity Centrality Scale (Sellers et al., 1998) 
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Appendix C 

Image of Manipulation 

Figure 2 

Screenshot of the control condition on the left; Screenshot of the experimental condition on the 

right. 
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Appendix D 

Transparency on the usage of AI Tools  

I acknowledge the use of AI tools in the development of this thesis. I used OpenAI's 

ChatGPT (https://chat.openai.com) to assist me in the search for background literature and 

improve grammatical structures. AI tools did not generate any of the content I presented in my 

work. Moreover, it did not assist me in the development of arguments or analysis; all 

interpretations presented in this thesis are my own work.  
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