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Abstract

What leads people to feel negatively about members of other social groups? While
recent work has mostly focused on the strength of group identity, we propose that
perceptions of intergroup difference, and the animus they catalyze, are often rooted in
beliefs that members of other groups interpret the world in inherently different ways.
Drawing on work in the sociology of culture, we define these interpretations—which
we refer to as construals—as cognitive associations and develop a theory of multilevel
perceived construal distance. We theorize that perceived intergroup construal distance
relates to negative outgroup affect, whereas perceptions of construal distance between
an outgroup and “most people” relates to outgroup dehumanization. We introduce a
new method, the Multilevel Construal Elicitation Task (MCET), to tap respondents’
multilevel construals and apply it to politically affiliated Americans’ perceptions of the
concept “America.” In support of our theory, we demonstrate that antipathy toward
members of the opposing party is related to people’s perceptions of construal distance,
above and beyond their strength of party identity or ideology. Our findings contribute
to debates on the causes of increased political polarization in the U.S. and have impli-
cations for research on identity, social boundaries, and measuring cultural meaning.
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By many counts, Americans are divided along a variety of fault lines. Recent years have
seen a particularly stark rise in interparty animosity in the U.S. Self-identified Republicans
and Democrats increasingly report that they feel negatively toward members of the oppos-
ing party. Negative sentiment is not, however, just limited to political identity. Despite
increased integration and desegregation, many Americans continue to harbor negative feel-
ings along racial, ethnic, and religious lines (Flores and Schachter 2018; Edgell, Gerteis, and
Hartmann 2006). Such intergroup animus leads people to exclude (Markowitz and Slovic
2020), discriminate against (Abascal 2015), and avoid interactions with (Schachter 2016)
members of other groups. Why do individuals have such negative feelings toward people
with other social identities?

A common answer to this question argues that outgroup negativity is rooted in the
strength of one’s own identity. Research on political polarization in the U.S., for example,
finds that interparty animosity is more strongly associated with political identity strength
than with ideological orientation (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, and Westwood
2019). Yet a strong commitment to one social group does not necessarily mean aversion
to other groups. Gay rights activists, for example, see members of many other groups as
allies rather than foes. Indeed, as others have demonstrated, negative affect is founded on
perceptions of inherent difference between groups (Fox and Guglielmo 2012). We argue that
such perceived difference emerges when individuals imagine that members of other groups
think about the world in fundamentally different ways than they do.

In Israel, for example, orientalist narratives that essentialize Middle-Eastern Jews as
static and undeveloped served to differentiate them from and portray them as inferior
to Jews of European descent. Whereas the former’s relationship to the Zionist national
project was seen as couched in religious and messianic mysticism, the latter’s Zionism was
seen as logical and intellectual. These perceptions served as justifications for the systemic
discrimination of Middle-Eastern Jews by European elites (Khazzoom 2003). We refer to
constructions of a concept’s meaning—for example, “Zionism”—as construals and to per-
ceptions of inherent differences in how typical members of groups understand reality—for
example, perceptions of differences between Middle-Eastern and European Jews’ construals
of Zionism—as perceived construal distance.

We propose that people’s intergroup sentiments are related to their perceived construal
distance. We conceptualize these perceptions at three levels of generalization: individuals’
own construals, their perceptions of typical group members’ construals, and their perceptions
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about the construals of most people, which we refer to, respectively, as personal, group, and
generalized other construals.

We theorize that different forms of multilevel construal distance will be associated with
two distinct manifestations of how people feel about other groups: affective polarization—
having more positive feelings toward and favoring one’s ingroup relative to one’s outgroup
(Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012)—and outgroup dehumanization—the denial of full human-
ness to outgroup members relative to ingroup members (Haslam 2006). Building on this
framework, we make two main arguments. First, we posit that affective polarization in-
creases when people’s perceived construals of the outgroup are distant from their perceived
construals of the ingroup. Second, we contend that outgroup dehumanization increases when
peoples perceived construals of the outgroup are distant from their perceived construals of
the generalized other.

To evaluate these ideas, we develop a novel method—the Multilevel Construal Elicitation
Task (MCET)—that taps into the associations people make between concepts and that
can be configured in different ways to uncover the personal, group, and generalized other
construals a person holds about any target concept. To demonstrate the utility of our
approach, we use it to shed light on a major contemporary empirical puzzle: the rise in
political affective polarization in the U.S. An abundance of research links the increase in
affective polarization to the strengthening of party identification. Yet interparty animus can
arise even when people do not strongly identify with their party. To understand how this
can be the case, we apply the MCET to Americans’ multilevel construals of the concept
“America” and use it to explore the underpinnings of intergroup feelings. Consistent with
our theory, we demonstrate that person, group, and generalized other construals explain
affective polarization and outgroup dehumanization above and beyond the strength of party
identity or ideology.

THEORY

Boundaries, Identity, and Perceptions of Difference

Sociological accounts often link intergroup sentiment to boundary strength. By boundary,
we mean the conceptual distinctions shared by social actors that serve to differentiate mem-
bers of various social groups. The stronger a boundary, the less ambiguity people have about
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who belongs in which social category. Whether exploring prejudice on the basis of ethnic
(Wimmer 2008; Alba 2005), racial (Gullickson 2010; Fox and Guglielmo 2012) or religious
differences (Wellman Jr. and Tokuno 2004), this line of work implicitly assumes that the
existence of a boundary is enough to produce negative outgroup sentiment.

The assumption that perceived intergroup separation breeds negative sentiment is sup-
ported by decades of experimental work done by social identity theorists (Lamont and Mol-
nár 2002). This work systematically demonstrates that perceptions of categorical difference
between people, even those based on arbitrary or superficial criteria, lead individuals to favor
their group’s welfare over that of other groups. Indeed, the mere perception of a boundary
appears to be enough to catalyze outgroup animosity. Sociological work often builds on this
fundamental insight, even if it does not explicitly invoke it. Kruse and Kroneberg (2019),
for example, demonstrate that ethnic boundaries shape German schoolchildren’s tendency
to form cross-ethnic friendships. In regions where boundaries are pronounced, majority chil-
dren are more likely to restrict friendships with minority children to the ones who strongly
self-identify as German.

Why do perceived boundaries translate into outgroup antipathy? Sociological work has
mostly eschewed this question, focusing instead on the institutional conditions that give rise
to or undercut intergroup boundaries. Yet the existence of a boundary is not necessarily
sufficient to produce animosity. Despite their denomination’s long history of antisemitism,
for example, contemporary American Evangelicals are significantly more likely than most
Americans to express positive attitudes toward Jews. Counter to what a naive application
of social identity theory would predict, this is the case especially for those who have a strong
religious identity (Inbari, Bumin, and Byrd 2020).

Feelings of animosity, we contend, are related to people’s lay—and often unselfconscious—
theories about inherent differences between them and other groups. Cognitive and social
psychologists link these perceptions to humans’ essentialist bias (Gelman 2003). As this
line of work demonstrates, people are innately disposed to attribute differences between
social categories to deep, immutable (and mostly unobservable) distinct essences (Prentice
and Miller 2007). Indeed, despite the erosion in recent decades of inter-racial boundaries
in the U.S., white Americans continue to see people of other races as inherently different
from themselves (Schachter 2016). Perceptions of outgroup otherness, however, do not need
to be grounded in beliefs about innate natural differences assigned at birth. Edgell et al.
(2006), for example, find that many Americans are strongly averse to atheists and would
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feel uncomfortable if their child were to marry one. The authors demonstrate that this an-
imosity is rooted in people’s perceptions that atheists have an inherently “different vision”
for America than their own.

Atheists are not alone. From ethnic differences (Khazzoom 2003; Bail 2008) to occu-
pational jurisdictions (Bechky 2003), othering is often anchored in beliefs that members of
outgroups think about the world in fundamentally different ways. Middle class interviewees
in Schwarz’s (2015) ethnography of a mixed class neighborhood, for example, consistently
described the differences between themselves and their working class neighbors in culturally
essentialized terms. They interpreted the latters’ tendency to be loud—for example, listen-
ing to music in public or shouting to one another from a distance—as a reflection of an un-
derlying incivility and moral deficiency but also as an expression of a collectivist orientation
(as opposed to their individualism). Middle-class residents often associated this loudness
with an inherent “inability” to be quiet, mirrored by their own self-professed incapacity to
bring themselves to yell like their neighbors do. Shouting, as Schwarz demonstrates, is a
sonic marker of a working class habitus—a set of durable and ingrained interpretations and
dispositions that behaviorally demarcate working class residents from their middle class
neighbors.

We argue that perceptions of intergroup difference, and the negative affect they pro-
duce, are related to people’s imagination of others as having inherently and systematically
different ways of interpreting reality. Though outgroup bias is likely evolutionarily driven,
people do not blindly dislike others out of mere instinct. As Khazzoom (2003, p. 483)
points out, animosity and exclusion require the “articulation of group difference.” Such ar-
ticulation, we contend, occurs subjectively when others are seen as different types of sentient
actors. Intergroup animosity, in other words, is not just the result of different groups having
divergent interpretations but, perhaps more importantly, people having perceptions about
others’ differing interpretations.

Multilevel Construals

What does it mean when people think that others have a “different vision” (Edgell et al.
2006) or are committed to a different “way of life” (Bail 2008)? Sociologists commonly
make inferences about how people understand the world by asking them about their atti-
tudes. Attitudes, however, do not fully capture the meaning structures undergirding people’s
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understandings of themselves and others (Goldberg 2011; Hunzaker and Valentino 2019).
Working class Londoners, for example, appreciate material excess as much as those higher
on the income distribution do. However, when they describe their “mentality” as inherently
different from that of posh “stuck ups,” they allude to a self-perceived authentic ordinariness,
contrasted with the contrived propriety of the upper classes, that cannot be captured by a
single attitude (Gest 2016, p. 152). In fact, the same normative attitude can often be the
product of different interpretations. Most Americans, for instance, value hard work. But
when rural Wisconsinites describe their belief in hard work as something that distinguishes
them from city dwellers, they invoke an appreciation of toughness that, as they see it, is
neither understood nor valued by their fellow citizens in large cities (Cramer 2016).

These archetypal descriptions of one’s own and other social groups relate to different
ways by which people construct meaning. A voluminous body of work demonstrates that
people represent meaning as semantic relationships between concepts (D’Andrade 1995;
Lizardo 2017; Goldberg and Stein 2018; Srivastava and Banaji 2011). By concept, we mean
an abstract mental representation of a feature of the world. When rural Wisconsinites talk
about hard work, they invoke such a concept. The meaning they assign to “hard work” is
implicit in the cognitive associations this concept has with other concepts, such as “tough-
ness.” Accounting for these cognitive associations helps uncover the meaning structures
that underlie people’s beliefs. Americans who benefit from the market, for example, tend to
express unbridled faith in capitalism. Nevertheless, the various ways by which the economi-
cally advantaged perceive associations between different market activities suggests that this
faith is fueled by different understandings of the moral boundaries of markets (DiMaggio
and Goldberg 2018).

Imagine two Americans who are self-professed believers in “freedom.” Whereas a con-
servative might associate freedom with economic independence and the lack of government
intervention, a liberal might associate it with civil liberties and the freedom of expression
(Hochschild 2016). We refer to these different associations, and the meanings they embody,
as construals.1 Formally, we define a construal as the set of concepts that an individ-
ual associates with a focal concept. As a growing body of research by cultural sociologists
demonstrates, members of different groups often construe the same concept in systematically
different ways. People with differing class, political, or religious identities have divergent
construals about issues as varied as what it means to be American (Bonikowski and DiMag-
gio 2016), the role and epistemological authority of science (Gauchat and Andrews 2018;
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DiMaggio, Sotoudeh, Goldberg, and Shepherd 2018), and the structure and social prestige
of occupations (Lynn and Ellerbach 2017).

This prior work explores the different ways that members of social groups construe
reality. We refer to these as differences as personal construals.2 Our main focus, in contrast,
is beliefs about others’ construals. Following work in social psychology, we distinguish
between two levels of typification along which people conjure others’ construals. The first,
which we refer to as a group construal, is the mental image invoked when an individual
imagines how typical members of a social group interpret a given concept. When rural
Wisconsinites contend that city dwellers have different understandings of hard work, they
express a belief that these urbanites do not associate “hard work” with toughness in the
same way that they do. Using our terminology, this is their implicit understanding of city
dwellers’ group construal of “hard work.”

Second, we build on the insight that individuals also have a mental representation of per-
sons in general. As prior work demonstrates, individuals imagine what “most others” expect
when they themselves need to adjust their behaviors to these generic expectations (Troyer
and Younts 1997; Correll, Ridgeway, Zuckerman, Jank, Jordan-Bloch, and Nakagawa 2017).
Imagining what most people expect depends on one’s assumptions about others’ constru-
als. Cross-cultural psychological research, for example, finds that East Asians’ collectivist
construals lead them to view themselves less positively than individualistic Westerners do
(Heine and Hamamura 2007). The former might therefore be less inclined than the latter to
engage in self-promotional behaviors, expecting that most people will perceive such behav-
iors negatively. Extending this rationale, we argue that individuals conjure a mental model
of how the typical person would interpret a given concept so that they can adjust their
behaviors accordingly. Drawing on Mead’s (1934) nomenclature, we refer to such mental
models as generalized other construals.

Perceived Construal Distance

Consider the stylized individual mental model illustrated in Panel A of Figure 1. This
model depicts a hypothetical individual’s personal, group, and generalized other construals
of a concept C (e.g., “freedom”). The dimensions of this conceptual space correspond to
two other concepts, C1 (e.g., “governmental regulation”) and C2 (e.g., “civil liberties”). For
ease of presentation, we illustrate only two dimensions—although in reality a cognitive
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Figure 1: Graphical representation of the multilevel construal model of a hypothetical in-
dividual. Dots represent personal, ingroup, outgroup, and generalized other construals of a
focal concept. A construal’s location corresponds to its level of association with two other
concepts, C1 and C2. Panels B and C highlight theoretically central perceived construal
distances.

conceptual space is hyperdimensional. A construal’s location in this space relates to the
level of association between the focal concept C and the other concepts. The hypothetical
ingroup construal illustrated in Panel A, for example, is strongly associated with C2 but
not with C1.3

Consistent with social identity theory, we assume that individuals see themselves, at
least nominally, as members of a social group (their ingroup), and that this excludes their
membership in other groups (their outgroups).4 Many social identities operate in multi-
identity domains that imply multiple outgroups; one’s occupational identity, for example,
necessarily defines many potential outgroups. Although our theory applies to multi-identity
domains, for simplicity of exposition we focus here on a two-identity domain. An example of
such a domain, which is also how we empirically test our theory below, is political affiliation
in the U.S. Imagine that the hypothetical individual illustrated in Figure 1 self-identifies as
a Democrat. This would imply that her outgroup is Republicans.

The individual whose mental model is illustrated in Figure 1 believes that typical out-
group members understand the world very differently than she herself does, than her ingroup
members do, and than most people do. Although she perceives some difference between her-
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self and her ingroup members or the generalized other, her outgroup stands out as having
construals that are especially different. This is apparent in the large distance between the
outgroup and all other construal levels in the conceptual space. We refer to these distances
as perceived construal distances. We focus on two subsets of perceived construal distance
that, as we argue below, are especially relevant for intergroup sentiment.

The first subset, highlighted in Panel B of Figure 1, is centered on the outgroup and fea-
tures the two perceived construals distances that are our main theoretical focus. Intergroup
construal distance is the perceived construal distance between one’s ingroup and outgroup
(labeled O1), whereas the generalized outgroup construal distance is the perceived distance
between the outgroup and the generalized other (labeled O2). While intergroup construal
distance relates to perceptions of difference between the outgroup and one’s own identity
group, the generalized outgroup construal distance relates to perceptions of the outgroup’s
general abnormality relative to a typical person. In many instances, especially when one
sees her ingroup as the majority, these two distances should be comparable. This occurs
when the image invoked by thinking of most people is that of one’s own social group. This
is not, however, the case for many people. Members of minority groups are often well aware
of their numerical marginality; in some cases, they even see their distinction from the ma-
jority as central to their self-identity. Under such circumstances, they are likely to imagine
that their group’s understanding of the world is different from most people’s. As we discuss
below, intergroup and generalized outgroup construal distances relate to different ways by
which the outgroup provokes negative sentiment.

The second subset, highlighted in Panel C of Figure 1, is centered on one’s personal
construal. Here we focus on the perceived distance between, on the one hand, the personal
construal, and, on the other, the ingroup or outgroup construals. We refer to these perceived
distances, respectively, as the ingroup construal distance and the outgroup construal distance
(labeled P1 and P2). For many individuals, these two distances are nearly equivalent, so
long as they perceive themselves as very close to their ingroup. This is, however, not
always the case. Many individuals recognize that their perceptions of the world are not
necessarily congruent with their typical ingroup members’. This can be the case even when
they strongly identify with their ingroup.5 Interviewees in Harpaz’s (2019) study of dual
citizenship seekers, for example, often strongly identify with their primary nationality while
acknowledging that their perceptions of citizenship are more instrumental than their typical
compatriots’.
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Perceived Construal Distance and Intergroup Sentiment

Two Types of Intergroup Hostility

How are these different perceived construal distances related to intergroup sentiment? Be-
fore addressing this question, we start by clarifying what we mean by sentiment. Thus
far, we have discussed intergroup sentiment in general terms. Indeed, although sociologists
have used a variety of measures for intergroup hostility, they mostly conceptualize it as a
unidimensional construct ranging from positive to negative sentiment.6 Yet research by so-
cial psychologists suggests that outgroup negativity is multidimensional. In particular, this
work highlights the difference between having negative affect toward others and dehuman-
izing them. Negative affect refers to the general tendency to evaluate members of another
group unfavorably (Hewstone, Rubin, and Willis 2002).7 Dehumanization, in contrast, is
the tendency to perceive members of other groups as partially or fully devoid of human
attributes (Haslam and Loughnan 2014).

We rely on two prominent conceptualizations of negative affect and dehumanization. Af-
fective polarization is the tendency to see ingroup members positively and outgroup members
negatively. Although the term has mostly been applied to political animosity (Iyengar et al.
2019), affective polarization builds on a long social scientific tradition of measuring inter-
group affect in domains as varied as gender, race, and nationality (Hewstone et al. 2002).8

Outgroup dehumanization is the tendency to perceive members of other groups as less than
human, while perceiving ingroup members as fully human (Haslam and Loughnan 2014).
Dehumanization is a complex construct, which relates to different dimensions along which
people ascribe humanity to others and that can manifest bluntly or subtly. We focus on bla-
tant dehumanization, which is a high-level conceptualization that is not specifically attuned
to any of these underlying dimensions (Kteily, Bruneau, Waytz, and Cotterill 2015).

Although related, affective polarization and outgroup dehumanization involve different
psychological mechanisms (Kteily et al. 2015). A pet, for example, can be loved without
being seen as fully human. Indeed, negative affect and dehumanization are associated with
different types of behavioral outcomes. The latter is particularly predictive of a willingness
to use violence against outgroup members and to deny them basic human rights.
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Construal Distance and Intergroup Disdain

The theoretical framework laid out above argues that intergroup animosity is anchored
in perceived construal distance. If the two forms of hostility—affective polarization and
outgroup dehumanization—relate to different psychological mechanisms, we expect them
to be associated with different types of construal distance. More specifically, we argue
that affective polarization relates to intergroup construal distance, whereas dehumanization
relates to generalized outgroup construal distance.

Why is this the case? As we argued above, negative affect is rooted in perceptions
of inherent difference between one’s own group and other groups. Such a difference most
directly corresponds to intergroup construal distance. Affective orientations toward the out-
group are presumably also influenced by perceived outgroup distance, the extent to which
an individual believes that typical outgroup members construe the world differently than
she does (labeled P2 in Figure 1, Panel C). Yet such a distance does not necessarily lead
to affective polarization—the tendency to feel more positively about the ingroup than the
outgroup—for example, if the ingroup is also perceived to be construally distant from the
self. We therefore hypothesize that:

Hypothesis 1: Perceived intergroup construal distance will be positively associated with
affective polarization.

While our main theoretical focus is intergroup construal distance, we conjecture that
personal construals, especially as they relate to perceptions about typical ingroup members’
construals, are also related to affective polarization. Work by social psychologists finds
that ingroup bias grows with ingroup affiliation (Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje 2002). We
therefore expect that intergroup construal distance is especially strongly related to affective
polarization for individuals who perceive themselves as similar to their ingroup. Consider
the two hypothetical individuals depicted in the two panels of Figure 2. Both have identical
perceptions of intergroup construal distance. Nevertheless, their perceived similarities with
their ingroups, as reflected in the ingroup construal distance (labeled P1), are different.
Whereas the individual depicted in Panel A sees herself as very similar to her ingroup, the
one depicted in Panel B does not. Because of the stronger ingroup bias she experiences, we
expect the former to exhibit higher levels of affective polarization than the latter. Formally,
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Figure 2: Graphical representation of the multilevel construal model, and concomitant
construal distances, of two hypothetical individuals.

we hypothesize:

Hypothesis 2: The positive association between perceived intergroup construal distance
and affective polarization decreases with perceived ingroup construal distance.

While affective polarization relates to perceptions of intergroup difference, dehumaniza-
tion is anchored in a failure to consider others’ social mind (Harris and Fiske 2006). We
expect that this occurs when outgroup members are seen as perceiving salient concepts in
ways that fundamentally diverge from most people’s perceptions. We therefore contend that
outgroup dehumanization will increase with generalized outgroup distance. Whereas we ex-
pect the relationship between intergroup construal distance and affective polarization to be
moderated by ingroup construal distance, perceptions of outgroup humanity, or lack thereof,
can be independent of one’s ingroup self-affiliation. Viki and Calitri (2008), for example,
find that British respondents’ patriotism did not increase their likelihood of dehumaniz-
ing other nationalities. We therefore do not expect the relationship between generalized
outgroup construal distance and dehumanization to depend on the perceived distance be-
tween personal and ingroup construals. Indeed, the strongest predictor of dehumanization
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is social dominance orientation, a personality trait affecting people’s preference for hierar-
chy (Haslam and Loughnan 2014). The individual depicted in Panel B of Figure 2, whose
generalized outgroup construal distance is greater than that of the individual depicted in
Panel A, should therefore be more prone to dehumanizing her outgroup despite seeing her-
self as less similar to her ingroup. We therefore formally hypothesize:

Hypothesis 3: Perceived generalized outgroup construal distance will be positively asso-
ciated with outgroup dehumanization.

Hypotheses 1 and 3 were preregistered with the Open Science Foundation. See the Ap-
pendix for details.

Perceived Construal Distance and Political Identity in the United States

To test our theory, we apply it to political identity and interparty animus in the U.S. By
many measures, the American political sphere has become increasingly polarized in recent
decades, especially among political elites. While there is disagreement as to how much
ordinary Americans have grown apart in their ideological and policy preferences (Fiorina,
Abrams, and Pope 2008; Baldassarri and Gelman 2008), there is little doubt that Repub-
licans and Democrats have become increasingly antagonistic toward members of the other
party. The independent effects of growing affective polarization are difficult to identify, but
it is evident that interparty hostility has been increasing while American political discourse
has become more divisive (Gentzkow, Shapiro, and Taddy 2019) and Americans’ faith in
democratic institutions has declined (e.g., Hahl, Kim, and Zuckerman Sivan 2018).

Although there is consistent evidence that affective polarization is on the rise, the mecha-
nisms underlying it remain poorly understood (Iyengar et al. 2019). The strongest predictor
of interparty animus is the strength of party identity (Iyengar et al. 2012). This appears
to be unrelated (or at best only weakly related) to substantive shifts in people’s ideological
orientations. For example, Mason (2018) finds that strong partisans have increased their
cross-party hostility despite maintaining their ideological positions.

If politically affiliated Americans have become more negatively disposed toward mem-
bers of the opposing party without changing their political opinions, what is driving their
interparty antagonism? A dominant line of research has argued that this process is rooted
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in a strengthening of party identity. Indeed, some evidence suggests that increased ho-
mogeneity in the ideological and political makeup of Americans’ social networks—driven,
in part, by a growing alignment between party identity and ideological orientation (Mason
2015)—is associated with an increase in affective polarization. As Americans interact within
political echo chambers, so the argument goes, their perceptions of difference from members
of the opposing party, and consequently their antipathy toward them, intensifies. Yet, even
if people interact in politically homogeneous networks, it does not necessarily follow that
they will feel hostility toward their outgroup. We propose that interparty animus relates to
perceived construal distance. Perceptions of the opposing party as construally distant, we
contend, translate into negative sentiment above and beyond ideological extremity or the
strength of party identity.

Sociologists have recently begun to examine differences in construals across party lines.
Hunzaker and Valentino (2019), for example, find that Democrats and Republicans have dif-
ferent interpretations of poverty, while Baldassarri and Goldberg (2014) show that construal
heterogeneity crosscuts political identities. These studies examine differences in how mem-
bers of different parties understand the world. Our primary focus, in contrast, is perceived
construal distance: individuals’ beliefs about opposing party members’ understandings of
the world. Building on our theoretical framework, we hypothesize that perceived inter-
group construal distance is related to affective polarization and that perceived generalized
outgroup construal distance to opposing party members’ dehumanization.

As previous research demonstrates, Republicans and Democrats differ in their beliefs
about a broad range of concepts. Here we focus on their perceptions about group construals
of the concept “America.” Although Republicans and Democrats are divided along increas-
ingly impervious party boundaries, they share the overarching identity of being American.
Indeed, Levendusky (2018) demonstrates that, when primed to think about themselves as
Americans, interparty hostility between politically affiliated Americans declines. Extend-
ing this rationale and applying our theory to the specific concept of “America,” we expect
that, when people imagine that typical outgroup members’ construals of “America” differ
from those of typical ingroup members, they will tend to experience intergroup animus.
We further anticipate that this tendency will strengthen when their personal construal of
“America” is closely aligned with the construal of “America” they ascribe to typical ingroup
members. Finally, we posit that the propensity to dehumanize the outgroup will increase
when people perceive that outgroup members’ construal of “America” differs significantly
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from the construal of this concept they attribute to the generalized other.

METHOD

The Multilevel Construal Elicitation Task (MCET)

Evaluating our hypotheses requires an analytical approach that elicits individuals’ mental
representations of a meaningful target concept from the vantage points of the self, prototyp-
ical group members, and the generalized other. We introduce a new survey-based method,
the Multilevel Construal Elicitation Task (MCET), which extends existing methodologies
and is designed to address some of their limitations.

Existing survey-based methods for inferring construals broadly fall into two categories:
relational transformation and association task methods. Relational transformation meth-
ods rely on traditional survey responses wherein respondents are asked to provide their
attitudes on independent concepts. Using relational techniques (e.g., correlation [Boutyline
and Vaisey 2017] or relationality [Goldberg (2011)]), these independent attitudes are trans-
formed into inter-attitude and inter-respondent distances. Association task methods probe
associations between concepts directly, either by asking for them explicitly (e.g., Hunzaker
and Valentino 2019) or eliciting them implicitly (e.g., Srivastava and Banaji 2011). Rela-
tional transformation methods have proven useful in identifying subsets of respondents who
organize meaning in distinctive ways and can be applied to data that were not specifically
designed to elicit associative perceptions. However, because they are based on survey col-
lection methods that are designed to measure attitudes, associations need to be inferred,
with a resulting loss of accuracy. Consequently, building on pile sorting (Rosenberg and
Kim 1975; Coxon 1999) and the concept association task (Hunzaker and Valentino 2019),
we developed MCET as an explicit association task.

Explicit association tasks typically suffer from two problems. First, they often conflate
interpretation with valence. In the concept association task used by Hunzaker and Valentino
(2019), for example, respondents are asked to associate multivocal concepts such as “im-
migrant” with value-laden concepts such as “lazy” or “dishonest” that usually have strong
positive or negative connotations. It is therefore impossible to infer whether respondents’
associations relate to their construal of the concept “immigrant”—for example, whether they
predominantly associate the concept with low-skill or high-skill migrants—or their feelings
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about the concept.9 Second, because associations are probed explicitly with the use of
value-laden concepts, responses are susceptible to social desirability bias. For example, re-
spondents might feel that associating “immigrant” with “lazy” is normatively inappropriate,
even if they espouse this association.

In contrast, MCET focuses on the associations participants make between a target con-
cept—“America” in the present case—and subsets of associated concepts that are similar
in valence. In each subset, participants are presented with a set of eight words and are
asked to identify four of these eight that most belong in a category with the target concept.
Importantly, participants are shown six such subsets of words: two including only positive
words, two with only negative words, and two with neutral words. We randomized the order
in which these sets were presented to participants, as well as the position of each word in
each set shown to participants. The division of the task into fixed-valence subsets allows
us to distinguish respondents’ construals of the target word from their affect toward it. We
can therefore compare respondents on the basis of their construal of the concept, not their
level of liking or aversion to it. This also mitigates social desirability by forcing respondents
to associate a concept with negative, positive, and neutral concepts.

As detailed in the Appendix, we used a tool from computational linguistics, word embed-
ding models (Mikolov, Sutskever, Chen, Corrado, and Dean 2013), to identify positive and
negative words that have comparable valence and are also comparably weakly associated
with our target concept. By using word embeddings to select words that are semantically
comparable (insofar as they are used conventionally), we maximize the information gleaned
from the word associations selected by MCET participants, allowing us to measure con-
struals in a highly efficient manner. That participants can complete an MCET relatively
quickly makes it possible for researchers to collect data on multiple construal levels from a
given participant in a single sitting while limiting the costs of survey fatigue.10

Finally, we configured four different versions of the MCET that varied based on the
perspective we asked participants to take: (a) the personal construal perspective, or the
associations they themselves make; (b) the Republican construal perspective, or the associ-
ations they ascribe to a prototypical Republican; (c) the Democratic construal perspective,
or the associations they ascribe to a prototypical Democrat; and (d) the generalized other
construal perspective, or the associations they ascribe to “most people.” Depending on
the respondent’s party identity, versions (b) or (c) correspond to her ingroup or outgroup
construals. In (a), respondents are asked to select the four words “you think” belong in a
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category with the target word. This is altered to “you think Republicans think”, “you think
Democrats think”, and “you think most people think”, in the Republican (b), Democrat (c),
and generalized other (d) versions, respectively. Our use of valence-comparable subsets is
particularly necessary given that we ask respondents to take different perspectives. This
prevents ingroup and outgroup sentiment from contaminating the elicitation of perceived
construals. Figure 3 provides an illustration of the MCET procedure. See the Appendix for
additional information on the wording of questions and association words used.

America

Target Word Choose 4 from each subset:

Positive Words
Negative Words

Neutral Words

Republicans

Democrats

Most People

Repeat from perspective of:

2 X

1 2 3

Figure 3: Illustration of the MCET procedure, applied to partisan politics.

Data

Sample

We recruited participants via a commonly used survey platform, Dynata. We sought and
were mostly successful in obtaining a nationally representative sample in terms of gender
(51% Female), age (13% 18-24, 18% 25-34, 18% 35-44, 19% 45-54, 15% 55-64, and 17% 65+),
race/ethnicity (65% white, 17% black, 8% Asian, and 10% other; 15% Hispanic and 85%
non-Hispanic), and geographic region of the Unites States (19% Northeast, 22% Midwest,
36% South, and 23% West). After dropping respondents who (1) completed the survey more
quickly than a threshold determined through pilot testing before our survey implementation,
(2) did not complete the MCET in full, or (3) did not identify as a Republican or Democrat,
we were left with 763 participants—356 of whom (46.7%) identified as Republican.
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Dependent Variables

Our two main dependent variables relate to interparty sentiment. To determine respondents’
ingroup and outgroup, we asked about their party identification: Republican, Democrat, a
member of a third party, or something else. Only self-identified Republicans and Democrats
were included in the sample.

Affective Polarization. We use the commonly used intergroup warmth difference metric to
evaluate affective polarization (Iyengar et al. 2019). Participants were given feeling ther-
mometers corresponding to Democrats and Republicans. In these thermometers, reporting
a higher temperature corresponds to feeling more warm towards a given group. Affective
polarization was measured as the feeling of warmth toward one’s ingroup minus the feeling
of warmth toward one’s outgroup. A higher value of this measure indicates that participants
are more affectively polarized.

Outgroup Dehumanization. We use the “Ascent of Man” scale to measure dehumanization
(Kteily et al. 2015). Researchers have developed a variety of measures to evaluate blatant
and implicit forms (e.g., “infrahumanization”) of dehumanization, as well as more refined
instruments that tap different dimensions of dehumanization. The “Ascent of Man” scale
measures blatant dehumanization and has been shown to be comprehensively related to
outgroup sentiment. We asked participants to rate Democrats and Republicans on a slider
scale from 0 to 100, with an image depicting the “Ascent of Man” from apes to fully upright
humans above the sliders. Outgroup dehumanization was measured, like affective polar-
ization, as the humanization one reports towards one’s ingroup less the humanization one
reports towards one’s outgroup. Higher values of this measure correspond to thinking of the
outgroup as less human than one’s ingroup.

Independent Variables

Our main construct of interest is perceived construal distance relative to our focal concept
of “America”. This construct corresponds to the distance between two perceived construals
in multidimensional conceptual space, as illustrated in Figure 1. In our implementation of
MCET, this space comprises 48 dimensions (six subsets containing eight concepts each).
Each respondent is represented in this space by four binary response vectors, corresponding
to her personal, Republican, Democrat, and generalized other construals. Vector cells have
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either the value one (when an association was selected by the respondent) or zero (when an
association was not selected).

We use a simple overlap measure to calculate perceived construal distance between
different construals. We define the distance between two response vectors A and B as:

PCD(A,B) = 1− 2

n
A ∩B (1)

where n is the vector’s length. PCD(A,B) is the fraction of associations shared by the two
construals, subtracted from unity. Because of our implementation, in which respondents
select exactly four associated words for each subset task, half of the cells in each response
vector equal one, and the other half equal zero. Consequently, PCD(A,B) is equivalent
to the cosine distance between two response vectors, as well as other commonly used mul-
tidimensional distances such as the squared Euclidean distance. It is proportional to the
Jaccard distance, which is commonly used to measure distance between binary vectors.11

Using our perceived construal distance metric, we can now define our two main inde-
pendent variables (labeled O1 and O2 in Panel B of Figure 1, respectively):

• Intergroup Construal Distance is the perceived construal distance between a respon-
dent’s Republican and Democrat construals.

• Generalized Outgroup Construal Distance is the perceived construal distance between
a respondent’s outgroup (Republican or Democrat) and generalized other construals.

We can also define the two person-centric perceived construal distance measures (labeled
P1 and P2 in Panel C of Figure 1, respectively):

• Ingroup Construal Distance is the perceived construal distance between a respondent’s
personal and ingroup (Republican or Democrat) construals.

• Outgroup Construal Distance is the perceived construal distance between a respon-
dent’s personal and outgroup (Republican or Democrat) construals.

We use the latter two measures to evaluate Hypothesis 2, which argues that the relationship
between intergroup construal distance and affective polarization is stronger for individuals
who see themselves as similar to their ingroups. As we detail in the Results section below, we
do so in two ways. First, we interact Intergroup Construal Distance with Ingroup Construal
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Distance. The latter inversely corresponds to the strength of perceived similarity between
self and ingroup.

Second, we develop a composite measure, the Relative Intergroup Construal Distance,
which is calculated by subtracting the Ingroup from the Outgroup Construal Distance
(P2 − P1 in Panel C of Figure 1). This measure increases the more an individual sees
her outgroup as construally distant from herself than she sees her ingroup as construally
distant from herself. For example, the individual in Panel A of Figure 2 has a larger Rela-
tive Intergroup Construal Distance than the individual in Panel B. Because the conceptual
space is multidimensional, this distance is different from the Intergroup Construal Distance
(O1 in Figure 2). Its advantage is that it simultaneously captures the intergroup construal
distance and the personal-ingroup distance.

In all statistical models (except for comparisons of means) we mean-center and stan-
dardize all of the construal measures, so as to ease interpretation.

Control Variables

Our models include a set of control variables that previous literature highlights as related to
interparty sentiment. Research on the affective aspects of political polarization mostly con-
ceptualizes polarization as a phenomenon rooted in identity rather than ideological conflict
(Iyengar et al. 2012). This work points to strength of party identity as the strongest predic-
tor of affective polarization. Although findings about the relationship between ideological
positions and affective polarization are mixed, some evidence suggests that ideology, espe-
cially extreme ideological orientations, is associated with outparty derogation (e.g., Bougher
2017). Moreover, work on political polarization finds that it is often asymmetric: Republi-
cans tend to express a stronger distaste for the opposing party than do Democrats (Hacker
and Pierson 2015).

Work on dehumanization has also linked the tendency to dehumanize the opposing
party to partisan identity and ideology, although political dehumanization has not been
explored as comprehensively as affective political polarization. Martherus, Martinez, Piff,
and Theodoridis (2019) find that strong party identification is associated with both subtle
and blatant dehumanization. More broadly, work on ethnic and racial dehumanization finds
that the tendency to dehumanize outgroups is associated with social dominance orientation
and right wing authoritarianism (Kteily et al. 2015). As other work shows, conservatives
are more likely to espouse authoritarian positions (Graham, Haidt, and Nosek 2009).
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To account for interparty sentiment that is driven by partisanship and ideology, we
included the following control variables in our models:

• Party Identification. Respondents were asked whether they identify as Republican or
Democrat (respondents with other forms of party identification were removed from
the sample).

• Strength of Party Identification. Consistent with how the American National Elec-
tion Studies (ANES) measures strength of party identification, we included a binary
measure of partisan identity strength. Upon reporting their party affiliation, respon-
dents were asked whether they identified as a “strong [Democrat/Republican].” Those
responding affirmatively were coded as having strong party identification.

• Ideological Extremity. We asked respondents to report their political ideology using the
ANES 7-point ideology scale and treated each response’s distance from the midpoint
as the measure of ideological extremity. We used this as a continuous measure (though
the results we report below are robust to modeling this as a categorical variable).

• Extreme Conservatism. Given the association between authoritarianism and conser-
vatism, we included a dummy variable for extreme conservatism in dehumanization
models. This variable was set to 1 for respondents who reported being “extremely
conservative” on the ANES 7-point scale and to 0 otherwise.

RESULTS

Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics and correlations between the variables used in our
analyses. As expected, the mean of perceived ingroup construal distance is lowest among the
distance measures; however, it is far from zero, suggesting that most respondents’ personal
construals are somewhat different from those they ascribe to typical ingroup members.
The various construal distances are all positively correlated with one another (p < 0.001).
This is unsurprising given that, with one exception (ingroup construal distance), they all
relate to the outgroup. The only counter-intuitive correlation is the moderate but positive
one between ingroup and outgroup construal distances. An examination of the raw data
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distribution suggests that the positive relationship between the two variables is mostly driven
by respondents with high perceived ingroup construal distance who also see themselves as
being construally distant from their outgroup.

Ingroup construal distance is also the only perceived construal distance that is not sig-
nificantly correlated with strength of party identification. This is consistent with the notion
that ingroup construal distance and party identification are different constructs. In fact,
many respondents who report a strong partisan identity perceive their typical copartisans
as having different construals. In other words, these individuals feel comfortable associating
with their party even without adopting the perspectives they believe typical members of
their party espouse. Outgroup construal distance, in contrast, is significantly correlated
with strength of party identification. This pattern is consistent with evidence suggesting
that party identity is driven more by outgroup hostility than ingroup liking (e.g., Amira,
Wright, and Goya-Tocchetto 2019).

Personal Construal Distances

Before evaluating our main hypotheses about perceived group construal distances and in-
tergroup animus, we begin by exploring personal construals. Figure 4, Panel A, plots the
estimated kernel densities of ingroup and outgroup construal distances—namely, the dis-
tances between respondents’ personal construals and their ingroup and outgroup construals,
respectively. As is apparent from the diagram, a one-sample t-test shows that, across all
participants, individuals’ perceived outgroup construal distance is significantly greater on
average than their perceived ingroup construal distance (t = 10.21, p < 0.001).

Panel B decomposes these distances by target and party identification. The bottom
row plots mean estimates and confidence intervals of personal-Democrat construal distance
by respondents’ party. The upper row does the same for personal-Republican construal
distance. Two trends are apparent. First, consistent with the results illustrated in Panel A,
we see that typical members of each party are perceived as more construally distant by
members of the opposite party than by members of their own party. This difference is
consistent for both parties and translates to roughly one half of a standard deviation.12

At the same time, the differences between Republicans’ and Democrats’ perceptions lend
support to previous findings on asymmetric polarization. Republicans see members of their
party as more similar and the opposing party as more different, than do Democrats.
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Figure 4: Differences in perceived construal distances from personal construals. Panel A
plots histograms and kernel density estimates for perceived construal distances between
respondents’ personal and ingroup (blue) as well as outgroup (red) construals. Panel B
plots perceived construal distances between respondents’ personal and Democrat (bottom)
as well as Republican (top) construals, decomposed by respondent party identity. Estimates
derived from two-tailed t-tests.

Respondents’ perceptions of interparty difference were generally accurate. We examined
the pairwise interpersonal distance between all pairs of respondents’ personal construals
and estimated whether this distance differed for pairs with same-party versus opposite-party
members. Note that this analysis involves a comparison of construal distances between indi-
viduals, whereas our main results below focus on within-individual construal distances. We
report fractional logit regressions of construal distance with two-way cluster-robust stan-
dard errors by respondent (Cameron, Gelbach, and Miller 2011) in Table 2. As the results
demonstrate, opposite-party pairs exhibit significantly greater interpersonal construal dis-
tance than do same-party pairs. Nevertheless, the size of the effect is not large, suggesting
that there is substantial variation in personal construals within each party.

Together, these analyses help to validate MCET as an instrument for measuring salient
construal distances. Republicans and Democrats appear to have different interpretations
of the concept “America” and believe that members of the opposite party see America in a
different light than they, and members of their own party, do. Nevertheless, as Panel A of
Figure 4 illustrates, there is substantial variability in perceived construal distance. We turn
next to exploring how this variation relates to feelings toward the opposite party.
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Table 2: Fractional Logit of Pairwise Interpersonal Construal Distance
Interpersonal Construal Distance

Same Party -0.0403∗∗∗

(0.00833)

Constant -0.372∗∗∗

(0.0157)
Observations 70876
Multiway, cluster-robust standard errors are in parentheses.
+ p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

Interparty Sentiment

Affective Polarization

Table 3 reports results from OLS regressions of affective polarization. We begin by exploring
how affective polarization relates to perceived ingroup and outgroup construal distances. As
Model 1 reports, both are independently predictive of affective polarization: respondents
who perceive their ingroup as having similar construals to themselves and their outgroup
as having dissimilar construals are more likely to express hostility toward the outgroup.
The mutual difference from the outgroup and similarity to the ingroup is reflected in the
intergroup construal distance.

In support of Hypothesis 1, Model 2 demonstrates that intergroup construal distance
is predictive of affective polarization: the more a respondent sees her outgroup as having
different construals from her ingroup, the greater her affective polarization. This relationship
remains only marginally significant when additional controls—party identity, party identity
strength and ideological extremism—are added (Model 3). Nevertheless, when accounting
for ingroup construal distance, intergroup construal distance is significantly predictive of
affective polarization (Model 4), above and beyond party identity and ideological extremism.
In other words, once the extent to which a respondent sees herself as construally distant from
her ingroup is held constant, the more she sees her ingroup as different from her outgroup,
the more negative is her affect toward her outgroup.

The interaction between these two variables—intergroup and ingroup construal distance—
is explored in Model 5. In support of Hypothesis 2, this interaction is negative and signif-
icant, suggesting that the effect of intergroup construal distance on affective polarization
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Table 3: OLS Models of Affective Polarization

Affective Polarization
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)

Construal Distances:
Ingroup -7.867∗∗∗ -7.022∗∗∗ -7.058∗∗∗

(1.408) (1.375) (1.371)

Outgroup 5.575∗∗∗

(1.376)

Intergroup 5.075∗∗∗ 2.508+ 4.579∗∗ 3.086+

(1.430) (1.370) (1.401) (1.579)

Intergroup × Ingroup -2.371∗

(1.169)

Relative Intergroup 6.107∗∗∗

(1.372)

Controls:
Democrat -10.18∗∗∗ -7.681∗∗ -7.271∗∗ -7.877∗∗

(2.791) (2.775) (2.775) (2.807)

Party Strength 20.82∗∗∗ 20.33∗∗∗ 20.38∗∗∗ 20.58∗∗∗

(3.077) (3.013) (3.005) (3.028)

Ideological Extremism 3.654∗ 3.236∗ 3.259∗ 3.283∗

(1.414) (1.386) (1.383) (1.395)

Constant 41.14∗∗∗ 41.59∗∗∗ 28.14∗∗∗ 27.44∗∗∗ 27.77∗∗∗ 27.28∗∗∗

(1.403) (1.432) (3.138) (3.074) (3.070) (3.091)
Observations 596 596 578 578 578 578
R2 0.064 0.021 0.164 0.200 0.206 0.187
Standard errors in parentheses
+ p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001

All perceived construal distances are standardized and mean-centered
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Figure 5: Marginal estimates of affective polarization and dehumanization, and their 95%
confidence intervals, as estimated by Table 3 models 5 (A) and 6 (B), as well as Table
4 model 3 (C). Gray lines correspond to sample medians. Variables on the X axes are
standardized and mean-centered.

decreases with ingroup construal distance. The model’s marginal effects are plotted in Fig-
ure 5, Panel A. As the diagram illustrates, perceived intergoup construal distance is strongly
associated with affective polarization for respondents who see themselves as having similar
construals to their ingroup but not so for those who see their ingroup as distant.

The interplay between ingroup and intergroup construal distance is parsimoniously cap-
tured with the relative intergroup construal distance. As Model 6 demonstrates, and as
illustrated by the marginal effects plotted in Figure 5, Panel B, the relative intergroup
construal distance is strongly predictive of affective polarization, above and beyond respon-
dents’ ideological or partian commitments. Negative affect towards the outgroup is not
just a function of strength of identity or ideological extremity; it is also a product of the
extent to which members of the outgroup are imagined to interpret America in ways that
are inherently different from one’s personal and ingroup interpretations.

Outgroup Dehumanization

We report results of OLS models predicting outgroup dehumanization in Table 4. As Model 1
demonstrates, the tendency to dehumanize the outgroup is related to the outgroup’s per-
ceived distance from the self but not to perceptions of similarity between the self and the
ingroup. Unlike affective polarization, dehumanization appears to be unrelated to the ex-
tent to which one believes that one sees the world like typical members of one’s ingroup

26



do. Rather, consistent with Hypothesis 3, Model 2 demonstrates that dehumanization is
associated with perceptions of typical outrgoup members as having different understandings
of “America” than most people do. This pattern holds in Model 3, in which party identity
and ideological extremism are included as controls. As is the case with affective polar-
ization, strength of party identity is predictive of dehumanization. Nevertheless, neither
Republicans nor the ideologically extreme are more likely to see the opposing party as less
human.

The marginal effects estimated by Model 3 are plotted in Figure 5, Panel C. As it
illustrates, respondents two standard deviations above the mean in generalized outgroup
construal distance are, ceteris paribus, roughly 20 points more likely to dehumanize mem-
bers of the outparty. For context, this difference is greater than the largest average difference
in Americans’ perceptions of other ethnicities’ humanity reported in previous work. Kteily
et al. (2015), for example, find that the ethnic group most dehumanized by Americans—
Arabs—are assigned, on average, 13.9 fewer points than Americans are. The tendency to
see members of the opposing party as having different construals than most people corre-
sponds to a stark denial of their humanity. The inclusion of ingroup construal distance in
Model 4 does not affect the size or significance of the effect of generalized outgroup construal
distance, suggesting again that perceptions of ingroup similarity to the self are unrelated to
perceptions of outgroup humanity, or lack thereof. Finally, in Model 5 we replace ideological
extremism with extreme conservatism, given previous findings about the connection between
conservatism, authoritarianism, and dehumanization. Indeed, this variable is strongly pre-
dictive of dehumanization, suggesting that seeing members of the opposing party as less
than human is not driven by ideological extremism in general but rather by conservative
extremism. Nevertheless, the effect of generalized outgroup construal distance remains
substantial and significant, implying that dehumanization is not the exclusive purview of
extreme conservatives.

DISCUSSION

Sociologists have, in recent years, increasingly relied on social identity perspectives to explain
homophily, influence, and intergroup animosity (e.g., Kruse and Kroneberg 2019; Abascal
2015; Liu and Srivastava 2015). This approach shifts focus from the objective conditions
characterizing intergroup relations to people’s innate tendency to favor those who are like
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Table 4: OLS Models of Outgroup Dehumanization

Dehumanization
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Construal Distances:
Ingroup -0.627 -0.623 -0.200

(1.256) (1.305) (1.307)

Outgroup 5.895∗∗∗

(1.268)

Generalized Outgroup 5.861∗∗∗ 5.187∗∗∗ 5.382∗∗∗ 4.948∗∗∗

(1.229) (1.229) (1.296) (1.297)

Controls:
Democrat -0.701 -0.496 2.030

(2.530) (2.568) (2.698)

Party Strength 13.50∗∗∗ 13.45∗∗∗ 12.55∗∗∗

(2.848) (2.851) (2.615)

Ideological Extremism 1.015 0.996
(1.293) (1.294)

Extreme Conservatism 11.57∗∗

(4.000)

Constant 30.52∗∗∗ 30.57∗∗∗ 21.10∗∗∗ 21.04∗∗∗ 20.29∗∗∗

(1.231) (1.229) (2.860) (2.864) (2.460)
Observations 735 735 712 712 712
R2 0.029 0.030 0.076 0.076 0.086
Standard errors in parentheses
+ p < 0.10, ∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, ∗∗∗ p < 0.001
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them and derogate those who are different. Such a trend has been particularly salient
in scholarly work investigating the intensification of political discord in the U.S. in recent
decades. It argues that Americans’ disdain toward members of the opposing party is not
rooted in realistic ideological or material struggles but rather in visceral and instinctive
identity politics.

The growing literature on interparty animosity has mostly taken at face value the as-
sumption that a strong political identity necessarily translates into hostility toward the
opposing party. This is not unique to work on political identity; sociological work often as-
sumes that identification with one’s group—for example, with ethnic identity (Leszczensky
and Pink 2019)—reflexively results in ingroup favoritism and intergroup hostility. Yet the
mechanisms that connect these different psychological dispositions remain underexplored
(Iyengar et al. 2019). Under what conditions does a perception of a categorical distinction
between “us” and “them” translate into negative sentiment?

A missing piece of this puzzle, we argue, is beliefs about others’ construals. Our results
suggest that perceived construal distance explains, at least in part, when group identity
morphs into outgroup animosity. Americans who feel negatively about members of the
opposing party believe these individuals understand America in ways that are inherently
different from how members of their own party or most people do.13

Our research design is correlational in nature and therefore cannot unambiguously iden-
tify the extent to which perceived construal distance causes intergroup animus. Never-
theless, whether perceptions of construal distance lead to animosity or whether intergroup
hostility is subjectively reified as differences in construals, our findings clearly demonstrate
that the two are strongly intertwined. In particular, we show that affective polarization is
related to intergroup construal distance, whereas dehumanization is rooted in perceptions
of the outgroup as construally abnormal. Both types of intergroup sentiment are driven by
outgroup construal distance—namely, the extent to which the outgroup is seen as different
from oneself—but only affective polarization is associated with ingroup construal similar-
ity. Importantly, these findings hold when controlling for party identity, strength of party
identification, and political ideology.

While our analysis documents these relationships, it is not designed to explain why
perceived construal distance corresponds to intergroup animosity. We speculate that the
imagination of typical others as having different understandings results in negative feelings
toward them for at least two main reasons. First, interactions with individuals with dissim-
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ilar construals often results in frustration and unpleasantness if interacting parties interpret
a situation differently, leading them to have different expectations about what behaviors are
appropriate. We conjecture that this mechanism might be especially consequential for out-
group dehumanization as the behaviors of others with inherently different construals appear
unintelligible.14 Second, such differing interpretations could further reinforce negative affect
if people perceive others’ construal-driven behaviors as threats to the normative order. Such
threats are particularly potent for those who believe they benefit from the normative status
quo. Under such conditions, we speculate, affective polarization is likely to arise. While
we leave the further exploration of these mechanisms for future work, we highlight how our
findings shed light on three fields of sociological interest.

Political Polarization in the United States

The rise in affective polarization in the U.S. in recent decades has puzzled scholars of Amer-
ican politics. While interparty hostility has been unequivocally on the rise, ordinary Amer-
icans have not exhibited an equally clear and systematic increase in ideological and policy
polarization (Fiorina et al. 2008; Baldassarri and Goldberg 2014). A common explanation
for this phenomenon is partisan sorting: the increased alignment between voters’ party
affiliations and their ideological and policy preferences (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008; Ma-
son 2015). Even if Americans have, overall, not become more polarized in their opinions,
proponents of this view contend that greater congruence between voters’ ideology and par-
tisanship likely increases their perceptions of a social boundary between these two political
groups. This, in turn, begets animosity.

However, our results suggest that partisan sorting is, at best, a partial explanation
for interparty animus. We find that affective polarization and outgroup dehumanization
are associated with perceived construal distance above and beyond the strength of party
identity and ideological extremism. As the raw correlations in Table 1 indicate, strong
partisans and extreme ideologues tend to perceive their outgroup as construally distant
on every level. However, intergroup and generalized outgroup construal distance explain
affective polarization and dehumanization, respectively, even when accounting for strength
of identity and ideology. Our results therefore suggest that an increase in interparty hostility
in recent decades might have been accompanied by an increase in interparty perceived
construal distance, beyond structural processes leading to increased partisan sorting.
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These historical trends are outside the scope of the empirical analysis reported here.
Nevertheless, our findings suggest new directions for research on the causes for increased
polarization. Recent work has focused extensively on the role of partisan news and social
media in fueling affective polarization. Although evidence for this role is far from conclu-
sive (Iyengar et al. 2019), many have hypothesized that extreme partisan discourse on news
outlets such as Fox News, as well as the echo-chamber nature of social media interactions,
have reinforced interparty negative affect. Research exploring these dynamics has mostly
focused on the role that the media plays in disseminating information and affecting political
positions (e.g., Bakshy, Messing, and Adamic 2015). Our results suggest, however, that
the increased uniformity in people’s media exposure may be related to interparty affect not
merely because it shapes their political opinions but, perhaps more importantly, through its
effects on their perceptions of how members of the opposing party construe the world differ-
ently than they do. The more Americans travel through politically homogeneous networks,
the less likely they are to encounter evidence to the contrary. Under such circumstances,
perceptions of members of the opposing party as construally distant others are likely to
emerge and entrench.

Our analysis focused on perceived construals of the concept “America” because this is
the overarching identity potentially unifying Republicans and Democrats. Yet MCET can
be applied to multilevel construals of a variety of other concepts. Such an exploration might
shed light on the dimensions of perceived construal distance that are most strongly associ-
ated with intergroup animosity. Are people more likely to express dislike toward members of
the opposing party when they imagine them as having different interpretations of economic
(e.g., “poverty”) or cultural (e.g., “diversity”) concepts? Are these effects symmetric, or do
different dimensions of perceived construal distance elicit more animosity from Republicans
versus Democrats? To what extent and along which dimensions do Americans over- or
under-estimate the degree of their construal distance from members of the opposing party?

Identity and Social Boundaries

Although our empirical analyses are focused on political identity in the U.S., our findings,
and the questions they raise, extend beyond partisan politics. We contend that perceived
construal distance is related to the process through which group differences translate into
negative sentiment in many multi-identity social domains. As sociological studies of cat-
egorical inequality have demonstrated, perceptions of inherent differences between groups
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relate to disparities along a variety of identity boundaries, from the essentialized beliefs at
the root of gendered occupational segregation (Levanon and Grusky 2016) to differences in
attributions of immigrant illegality by country of origin (Flores and Schachter 2018). Our
focus on perceived construal distance makes two major contributions to these, and related,
literatures.

First, we highlight perceived construal distance as an important mechanism through
which group boundaries are cognitively represented. Sociological work on boundaries has
tended to focus on their manifestations either in patterns of intergroup contact (e.g., Kruse
and Kroneberg 2019) or symbolic distinctions (e.g., Goldberg, Hannan, and Kovács 2016).
These studies implicitly assume that individuals internalize the patterns they observe as ab-
stract perceptions of difference (e.g., Schachter 2016). Individuals might find it difficult, or
socially undesirable, to articulate the reasons for their perceptions of intergroup difference.
Yet, understanding how group difference is perceived subjectively is important for identify-
ing under what conditions it translates into outgroup negativity. Our results suggest that
this happens when boundaries are subjectively reified as fault lines separating groups that
have inherently different ways of understanding reality.

Research on workplace inequalities, for example, demonstrates that peer perceptions of
“cultural fit” affect employee outcomes. In one such recent study, Rivera and Tilcsik (2016)
find that law firm job applicants with working class backgrounds stand a lower chance of
being called for an interview because they are perceived as having lower cultural fit. Our
findings suggest that these lower evaluations may not be simply the product of reflexive
outgroup dislike by (presumably) higher class recruiters. Rather, like Schwarz’s (2015)
middle class interviewees, these recruiters might have (potentially incorrect) perceptions
about working class applicants’ divergent interpretations of the world and in a manner
that they see as pertinent to these applicants’ ability to perform their tasks successfully.
An MCET-based analysis of the kind we performed here might further elucidate whether
these perceptions are seen by recruiters to be related, for example, to how people interact
productively with others or the professional choices they would make under conditions of
uncertainty.

Focusing on perceived construal distance might also facilitate understanding why per-
ceptions of difference do not always translate into negative sentiment. White Americans,
for example, systematically perceive Asian-Americans more positively than they do other
minorities, even while they continue to see Asians as inherently different from themselves
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(Lee 2015). Our findings suggest that this might be related to their perceptions of construal
distance between these different groups. We conjecture that whites see Asians as less distant
in their construals than they do other minorities.

Second, we demonstrate that perceptions of social distance are not unidimensional.
Rather, we show that different levels of perceived construal distance—intergroup and gen-
eralized outgroup construal distances—relate to different types of negative sentiment—
affective polarization and outgroup dehumanization. We anticipate that this distinction
will matter in other contexts as well. For example, men who dehumanize women as sex
objects have a higher propensity for sexual aggression (Rudman and Mescher 2012). Simi-
larly, perceptions of working class individuals as incompletely human (Loughnan, Haslam,
Sutton, and Spencer 2014) likely relate to disrespectful treatments of working class service
providers (McDermott 2006). Our findings suggest that such tendencies might relate to
perceptions of these group members as construally distant from “most people” rather than
one’s ingroup specifically.

Measuring Meaning

Sociologists of culture have long been interested in measuring meaning structures (Mohr
1998). Recent years have seen a proliferation of methods aimed at identifying the semantic
structures of association that make up people’s schematic cognition. As we outlined above,
different methods have different advantages and disadvantages. It is beyond the scope of
this paper to comprehensively review these benefits and weaknesses. Yet existing methods
are designed, without exception, to tap personal construals. Addressing that limitation, we
introduced MCET—which builds on and extends existing methods—as a means to elicit
multilevel construals. We do not mean to suggest that our approach is unambiguously
better than previous approaches; different methods are appropriate for different tasks. Nev-
ertheless, MCET provides certain advantages that can be beneficial for studying structures
of meaning and interpretation even without a focus on multilevel construals.

First, MCET is based on a simple and clearly delineated association task. This simplicity
makes the tool scalable and easy to apply at different construal levels without significantly
increasing respondent attrition or cognitive load. Moreover, the simple nature of the task
makes comparing associations between respondents straightforward (defined as the degree
of overlap between the set of words two respondents associate with a target word). As
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a comparison, consider the complex association task that Hunzaker and Valentino (2019)
perform, wherein respondents are asked to compare many pairs of concepts. Measuring the
similarity between respondents’ resulting matrices of association is challenging, requiring
maximum-likelihood estimations that rely on various assumptions. Using this approach
also necessitates making strong a priori assumptions about how the population is divided
into groups with respect to their personal construals.15 With MCET, in contrast, evaluating
whether two groups are statistically different in their personal construals requires a simple
statistical test.

The simplicity of comparing two individuals’ construals provided by MCET opens up a
variety of analytical possibilities. For example, different groups can be compared by their
levels of within- and between-group construal differences. Using MCET’s multilevel ap-
proach, researchers can also compare the extent to which individuals’ perceptions of these
differences are accurate. For example, consider prevalent conceptions about men being
from “Mars” and women from “Venus.” Popularized by John Gray (2004), this interstellar
metaphor alludes to men’s and women’s presumably inherently different ways of under-
standing romantic relationships. An MCET exercise centered on the word “love,” for exam-
ple, might evaluate the extent to which men and women actually construe love differently.
Opposite-gender construals elicited by MCET can evaluate the extent to which the group
perceptions by members of each gender exaggerate or underestimate these differences, as
well as whether they correctly evaluate the extent to which opposite-gender construals are
homogeneous or varied.

Finally, because MCET relies on associations with similarly-valenced words, it avoids
confounding affect with interpretation. As we discussed above, this conflation poses validity
threats to most existing approaches to measuring construals, as it makes it impossible to
conclude whether respondents’ perceived associations are driven by their construals of, or
affective orientations toward, a concept. Our approach is not without limitations, however.
For example, asking people of faith which negative words are associated with the concept
“God” might lead some participants to experience strong discomfort. More broadly, MCET is
sensitive to the fixed set of associated concepts presented to respondents and predetermined
by the researchers. Associated concepts that are too strongly or too weakly associated
with the target concept will likely lead to underestimation of construal divergence between
respondents. This limitation is endemic to all forms of explicit or implicit association tasks
and is not unique to MCET. We relied on word embedding models to overcome this potential
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risk. We hope that future work will identify more concrete practices for identifying valid
associated concepts.

CONCLUSION

Group boundaries, and the various inequalities they support, are a sociological preoccupa-
tion as old as the discipline itself. Whereas sociologists have traditionally relied on structural
causes to explain the persistence of such boundaries, more recent work has increasingly ex-
amined the role played by symbolic markers. The implicit assumption informing this line of
research is that symbolic markers—from lifestyle choices to political preferences—reinforce
people’s perceptions about intergroup differences, leading them to pursue behaviors that
maintain group separation. But the cognitive black box that presumably translates expe-
rienced images of social difference into a motivation to maintain it has mostly remained
unopened.

We argued that people do not simply mirror the differences they observe; rather, they
have lay, even if unselfconscious, theories of group difference. We highlighted one such lay
theory: perceptions of construal distance. As we show with a sample of Republicans and
Democrats in the U.S., when perceptions of differences between groups are anchored in
beliefs that outgroup members interpret the world in systematically different ways, people
are more inclined to dislike and dehumanize them. We live in a historical moment that
is, arguably, marked by increased divisiveness along a variety of fault lines—class, party,
race, and religion. Our results imply that understanding, and eventually finding ways
to counteract, these trends requires moving beyond identity to understanding perceived
construals.

Notes
1Sociologists often use the concept of schema to describe such associations. We prefer the term construal,

which has mostly been used by social psychologists, because it is a more accurate description of the process
of interpretation that we are referring to here. A schema is an associative mental model; a construal,
in contrast, is an application of such a model to a given stimulus. Construal, in other words, is the act
of interpretation (which is distinct from the cognitive materials through which such interpretations arise,
namely, schemata). Although social psychologists have mostly used construals to describe people’s self
understandings, research suggests that construals operate at different levels and dimensions of abstraction,
consistent with how we use the term here.
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2We call these personal construals so as not to confuse them with self-construals, which are conventionally
used by social psychologists to describe construals that are about one’s own self.

3In the implementation described below, associations are operationalized as binary designations: two
concepts are either associated or dissociated. We make this choice for methodological simplicity, even
though associative cognition is not strictly binary. We therefore illustrate it as continuous.

4Of course, people can be members of multiple groups. Even fundamental social identities such as gender
are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Nevertheless, our theoretical framework assumes the existence of
primary identities and focuses on salient outgroups. We leave its extension to contexts wherein individuals
have graded memberships in multiple identity groups to future work.

5Indeed, as we discuss in more detail below, we find that party identity strength and ingroup construal
strength are not significantly correlated.

6Operationalizations either draw on abstract elicitations of affect or their more concrete behavioral
manifestations, for example, willingness to have an outgroup member as a neighbor (Schachter 2016) or
child-in-law (Edgell et al. 2006).

7Sociological and social psychological literatures have used a variety of terms—such as prejudice, deroga-
tion and bias—to describe this phenomenon. We use the term negative affect to clearly distinguish it from
dehumanization.

8The concept of affective polarization was recently introduced by Iyengar et al. (2012) specifically in
reference to partisan hostility. The conceptualization of outgroup animosity as positive ingroup affect
and negative outgroup affect, however, dates much earlier and has been used by sociologists and social
psychologists to describe intergroup feelings in a host of settings. We use affective polarization in this
broader sense to denote outgroup animosity that is not limited to political identity.

9We recognize, of course, that valence and construal are cognitively intertwined: negative perceptions
of immigrants, for example, are part of the way by which the concept is interpreted. Nevertheless, it is
important to analytically distinguish the two. A high-skill migrant, for example, might be seen both as high
status (a positive trait) and as an economic threat (a negative trait).

10The concept association task (Hunzaker and Valentino 2019), for example, requires respondents to
evaluate all pairwise associations. Ten concepts, for example, would require 45 comparisons.

11The expected Pearson correlation between the Jaccard and cosine distances for two randomly generated
response vectors is 0.9977.

12Democrats’ perceived construal distance from Republicans is 0.51 standard deviation greater than Re-
publicans’. Their perceive construal distance from Democrats is 0.45 standard deviation lower than Repub-
licans’.

13Of course, there are a variety of other factors at play. Sociologists have tended to highlight the structural
underpinnings of intergroup affect. Hahl et al. (2018), for example, demonstrate that resource competition
and status decline lead white Americans to undermine the political system they see as serving opposing
groups. These structural processes complement perceived construal distance.

14Harris and Fiske (2006) argue that dehumanization results from an inability to perceive others as either
competent or warm. When others’ behaviors are motivated by construals that are inconsistent with one’s
own, they can appear irrational or can be assumed to have unsavory motivations. We speculate that an
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impression of irrationality undercuts perceptions of competence, while motivational misattributions can lead
to assumptions about others’ hostile intentions.

15Hunzaker and Valentino (2019) perform their analysis on the basis of the assumption that Republicans
and Democrats have different personal construals of “poverty.” While this assumption seems reasonable and
is consistent with the analyses we do in Table 2, it is not axiomatic and requires validation. Moreover, as
the authors’ results show, it is not clear that party identities explain differences in the personal construal
of “poverty” better than other group boundaries.
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APPENDIX

Pre-registration

Many aspects of this study, including the survey instrument, data collection procedures,
statistical models, sample size, exclusion criteria, and two of the three hypotheses were
preregistered with the Open Science Foundation (OSF). Our [blinded for peer review] pre-
registration is publicly available at https://tinyurl.com/yye9b7sa. Here we clarify the
main ways in which the hypotheses and analyses we report deviate from the pre-registration.

Hypotheses 1 and 3 were pre-registered, as was the analysis of dyadic similarity pre-
sented in Table 2. Hypothesis 2 was not pre-registered. Certain specifications of models
(for example, in Tables 3 and 4 of the manuscript) were not pre-registered but are largely
consistent with the specifications we did pre-register and report in the manuscript. We in-
cluded some of these specifications—for example, models that include extreme conservatism
as a control variable—as robustness checks of our main findings.

Please also note that this article reports tests of only a subset of the pre-registered
hypotheses. We plan exploring additional pre-registered hypotheses in future studies.

Finally, the variable names we use in the manuscript differ from the variable names used
in the pre-registration. These changes were made for ease of exposition in developing our
theory.

Selecting MCET Stimuli Using Word Embeddings

Here we outline the method by which we used word embedding models (Mikolov et al.
2013)—a neural network-based unsupervised machine learning method for representing
words in a high-dimensional vector space—to select stimuli for the MCET used in our
study.

When responding to the MCET, participants are shown p sets of q words (in our appli-
cation, p = 6 and q = 8) and asked to select the q/2 words from each of the p sets that
“most belong in a category with” the “target concept” (in our application, “America.”) This
is mechanically equivalent to, although perhaps psychologically distinct from, sorting the q

words in each set into two equally-sized piles: one of words more associated with the target
word and one of words less associated with the target word.

A word embedding model takes as input a corpus of text and outputs a mapping of
words to positions within a high dimensional space. Proximity of two words’ assigned
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positions in this space is proportional to their semantic similarity, or “interchangeability,”
with semantic similarity being measured by the similarity of contexts in which those words
appear in the corpus. Recent social science applications of word embedding models find that
this semantic similarity also taps widely held cognitive association between concepts (Garg,
Schiebinger, Jurafsky, and Zou 2018; Kozlowski, Taddy, and Evans 2019). In accordance
with this work, we assume that the proximity of words in the space resulting from a word
embedding model is proportional to the strength of consensual cognitive associations in
populations represented by that corpus.

We seek to use word embeddings to systematically select our p sets of q words so as
to measure participants’ interpretations of a target concept independent of their positive
or negative feelings about it. We circumvent the potentially confounding role of valence
in participant interpretations by selecting sets of words with limited within-set sentiment
variation.

To measure the sentiment of a word, we first defined a “positive centroid” and a “neg-
ative centroid” in an embedding space defined as the element-wise average of the vectors
representing the position of the words “good,” “virtuous,” and “positive”; and “bad,” “im-
moral,” and “negative,” respectively. The positive (negative) sentiment of a word is the
cosine similarity of a vector representing that word’s position in the embedding space and
the positive (negative) centroid. Intuitively, the closer a word is to “good,” “virtuous,” and
“positive,” the more positive is its sentiment. Conversely, the closer a word is to “bad,”
“immoral,” and “negative,” the more negative is its sentiment. By constructing our p sets of
q words such that the words in a given set are comparably positive or negative, we limited
the confounding effect of a concept’s valence in eliciting participants’ interpretations of our
focal concept, “America.”

To select our stimuli, we used 300-dimensional GloVe embeddings trained on the Com-
mon Crawl Corpus, containing data collected over 8 years of crawling the world wide web.
We measured both the positive and negative sentiment (as defined above) of all words iden-
tified as being used as an adjective in the Brown Corpus of Present-Day American English
at least once. We then isolated the thirty five adjectives that had the highest positive and
negative sentiment. From this group, we hand-selected two positive and two negative sets
of eight words that we believed could plausibly describe America. Finally, we selected two
neutral sets of eight words that were approximately equidistant to the positive and the
negative centroids. All words chosen as stimuli for our MCET were preregistered and are
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Table A1: Words used in the MCET

Positive Set A Positive Set B Negative Set A Negative Set B Neutral Set A Neutral Set B
kind healthy unacceptable ignorant individualistic collectivist
strong important irresponsible irrational artistic pragmatic

encouraging decent disgusting dangerous competitive cooperative
sensible confident stupid hateful traditional modern
great respectful unfair unjust young abstract
wise consistent dishonest poor concrete old

sincere truthful destructive foolish urban rural
happy moral selfish awful profit-driven purpose-driven

listed in Table A1.
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