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Abstract

Past research indicates that in political debates the same arguments are judged very differ-

ently depending on the perceiver’s own position on the issue, because positions on controver-

sial issues are often tied to collective identities. In this article, we test the assumption that

equality-based respect from an opposing opinion-based group can reduce such biases.

Results confirmed that identification as an opponent or proponent of a contested issue was

negatively related to evaluations of outgroup arguments (Study 1) and that this negative link

was no longer significant when intergroup respect was experimentally induced (Study 2).

Results support the notion that disagreements over political issues are intergroup conflicts, in

which different socio-political groups struggle for recognition, and that approaches that protect

collective identities and improve intergroup relations should be employed to de-escalate them.

Introduction

In debates over political disagreements, one central problem is the biased processing of politi-

cal arguments or other issue-related information. Social psychologists have long observed that

people tend to seek out information supporting their political opinions and tend to avoid dis-

confirming information [1,2]. Once people are exposed to disconfirming information, how-

ever, it is subjected to critical scrutiny and very likely judged as unconvincing, whereas

confirming information is accepted at face value [2–4]. Consequently, ambiguous or mixed

information tends to be interpreted in a way that confirms pre-existing opinions and an

exchange of arguments often does not serve to reduce conflict but instead leads to greater

polarization [2,4,5]. Finding ways to reduce, or even remove, these biased evaluations may,

therefore, be crucial for constructive political discourse.

While these phenomena are most often researched on the level of individual opinions, it is

important to note that public disagreements over political issues are often best understood as

conflicts between different societal, ideological or opinion-based groups. A contested issue like

kosher butchering, for example, is typically not debated between individuals, but most likely

between members of certain religious groups on one side and proponents of animal rights

(i.e., an opinion-based group) on the other side.
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Political disagreements as intergroup conflicts

In fact, a wealth of research shows that dynamics of intergroup conflict are present in political

disagreements. Especially in the US, where political polarization appears to be intense, mem-

bers of different political groups (i.e., Republicans and Democrats) display open animus and

discriminate against opposing partisans, to a degree that exceeds discrimination based on eth-

nicity [6,7]. Bliuc and her colleagues [8] could also show that both believers and sceptics of cli-

mate change in the US identify and act as members of distinct groups. In this study, collective

action intentions (e.g., intentions to donate money or to attend political rallies) were predicted

by ingroup identification, anger at the opposing group, and collective efficacy; that is, collective

action in this political context was motivated by the same psychological variables as in other

intergroup contexts [9].

Further, the biased evaluation of opposing political arguments can also be explained by

intergroup processes. Identified group members are motivated to evaluate information nega-

tively that threatens their collective identities; even more so when they are strongly identified

group-members [10]. Outgroup arguments may be threatening when they imply that the

ingroup’s convictions are false, inferior, or even morally objectionable (creating group esteem

threat [11]) or when they call the ingroup’s identity-defining opinions or values into question

(creating symbolic threat [12,13]).

This was also shown by Nauroth and his colleagues [14,15]. In these studies, gamers in Ger-

many were confronted with scientific reports on the negative consequences of violent video

games. Nauroth and colleagues [14] found that identification with the group of gamers pre-

dicted fundamentally negative evaluations of scientific reports demonstrating detrimental

effects of playing violent video games. Identification also predicted these biased evaluations

over and above individual-level predictors, such as attitude inconsistency or gaming habits.

Nauroth and colleagues [15] could further show that identification with the group of gamers

was associated with posting discrediting online comments on such scientific reports. More-

over, the authors could show that these reactions could be alleviated when participants’ collec-

tive identity was buffered against threat. In this study [15], participants completed an anagram

solving task. Afterwards, in the collective affirmation condition, they received positive group-

based feedback (i.e., feedback saying that gamers usually score high on these tests). For collec-

tively affirmed participants, stronger identification did no longer predict more discrediting

commenting.

This research demonstrates that in order to build constructive political discourse exchang-

ing arguments will not suffice, but researchers and practitioners will instead need to focus on

the dynamics of intergroup conflict and on strategies known to reduce such conflicts [8]. In

the following, we will argue that explicitly treating political opponents with respect is such a

strategy. Intergroup respect has the potential to reduce intergroup bias and to improve inter-

group relations and, thus, also to facilitate a more constructive political debate.

Respect in intergroup contexts

To clarify the concept of respect, we draw on Honneth’s influential recognition theory [16].

Honneth theorized respect to be based primarily on equality recognition and recent empirical

findings support this claim [17,18]. Simon and Grabow [17] focused on the gay and lesbian

community in Germany and found that the experience of being respected in society primarily

reflected perceived recognition of gays and lesbians as equal members of society. In their

study, perceived respect from the Muslim community was also negatively related to anti-Mus-

lim attitudes among gay and lesbian participants and, thus, to improved intergroup relations.

This is consistent with research conducted by Huo and Molina [19] who found a negative
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relationship between perceived societal respect and ingroup favoritism among different ethnic

groups in the US.

Huo and Molina [19] argued that respect can reduce ingroup favoritism and improve inter-

group relations because members of respected groups have less psychological need to show

ingroup favoritism as a means to defend their collective identity. The authors explain this

based on work on intragroup respect which suggests that respectful treatment communicates

the individual’s value to the group [20]. In an intergroup context, respectful treatment should

communicate the ingroup’s value to another group or to society at large and, hence, affirm the

ingroup’s standing and render ingroup favoritism unnecessary. In line with this, Simon and

Schaefer [21,22] demonstrated that disapproved outgroups can be tolerated when they are

respected and when others feel respected by them.

However, the difference between equality-based respect and group affirmation (i.e., positive

achievement-based feedback [15]) or status affirmation [23] should be clarified. While other

studies have affirmed high achievement or high status (i.e., higher than for others), we treat

respect as the recognition of equal status. This is an important theoretical distinction and it

has practical implications, too. While recognizing the high or higher status of an opposing

group in a political debate might be difficult, recognizing equality should be comparably less

costly. When, for example, established democratic political parties are faced with populist or

radical right-wing parties, recognizing their achievements or their high status might be a lot

more costly (or even painful) than recognizing their democratic right to present their argu-

ments, to be heard out and to be taken seriously just like any other political party.

In summary, when public disagreements over political issues are understood as intergroup

conflicts, in which different socio-political groups struggle for recognition, it is reasonable to

assume that respectful treatment coming from an opposing group should serve to reduce (or

even remove) the biased evaluation of the opposing groups’ arguments. Therefore, intergroup

respect could lay the foundation for a more constructive political discourse in the face of

disagreement.

The present research

To create a credible intergroup context we needed a contested issue, for which there would be

substantial numbers of both proponents and opponents in our student samples. A pretest was

conducted to find a suitable political issue. A correlational study (Study 1) was then conducted

to investigate if argument evaluation depended on participants’ position on the issue and the

strength of their identification as either proponent or opponent. Based on previous research

[10,14,15], a negative link between ingroup identification and the evaluation of outgroup argu-

ments was expected (Hypothesis 1). Study 2 was designed to test the effect of experimentally

induced intergroup respect or disrespect on the evaluation of outgroup arguments. In accor-

dance to the findings of Nauroth and colleagues [15], we assumed that the negative link

between ingroup identification and the evaluation of outgroup arguments should be reduced

in the respectful condition (Hypothesis 2).

The Ethics Commission of the Medical Faculty of the Christian-Albrechts-Universität zu

Kiel determined the study to be exempt from the requirement for ethical review. However, all

studies were conducted in full accordance with the declaration of Helsinki, and with the ethical

guidelines of the German Association of Psychologists (DGPs) and the American Psychologi-

cal Association (APA). This includes–among others–obtaining informed consent, the right to

withdraw at any time, and data protection. Therefore, before starting the study, detailed infor-

mation regarding ethical guidelines were provided. Participants were informed that they could

easily withdraw from the study at any time by closing the internet browser (Pretest, Study 1)
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or by leaving their cubicle (Study 2), that all their data would be analyzed anonymously and

that collected e-mail addresses would be saved in a separate file. Contact details of the first

author were provided in all questionnaires. Signed consent forms were collected in our labora-

tory study (Study 2); in our online studies (Pretest, Study 1), participants ticked a box to indi-

cate that they understood the instructions and consented to participate in the study. No

deception was involved in the pretest or Study 1. In Study 2, participants were fully debriefed

about the experimental manipulation, in order to give them the chance to withdraw their con-

sent on that basis, which no one did.

Pretest

A pretest (N = 92) was conducted to find a political issue that provoked sufficient disagreement

in student samples and for which importance and identification would vary among partici-

pants. In a short questionnaire participants were asked to indicate their position on ten differ-

ent political issues that we assumed were relevant to students and also debated among

students. Participants were also asked to indicate how important their own position on the

issue was to them personally. The surveillance of social networks by security agencies was

identified as a suitable contested issue. Out of 92 participants 39 indicated that they were pro-

ponents, 29 indicated that they were opponents and 11 were undecided (13 participants failed

to complete the items on this issue). Further, suitable variance was found for ratings of per-

sonal importance (M = 4.77, SD = 1.39; rated on a 7-point Likert scale).

Study 1

In Study 1, both proponents and opponents of the surveillance of social networks were pre-

sented with pro and con arguments concerning this issue. Thus, the aim of Study 1 was to test

the assumption that individuals with different positions on the issue would evaluate the same

arguments differently and that these different evaluations also depended on the strength of

ingroup identification. A negative link between ingroup identification and the evaluation of

outgroup arguments was expected (Hypothesis 1).

Method

Participants. One hundred and three undergraduate students from Kiel University (64

women, 38 men, 1 person who did not indicate their sex; Mage = 22.9 years, SD = 4.6 years,

range 18–45 years) participated in the study. The students were enrolled in various programs;

students of psychology were not invited to participate. Concerning their position on the issue,

65 participants stated that they were proponents and 38 participants stated that they were

opponents of surveillance. The study was conducted online; participants were contacted

through social network groups of their university. All participants could take part in a raffle

for book vouchers worth 25 Euro (approx. 27.7 USD).

Procedure and measures. Participants first read about the contested issue at hand. The

question read as follows: “Should national security agencies have access to messages from

social networks?” Participants then stated their position on the issue and their degree of identi-

fication as either opponent or proponent. Subsequently, all participants rated the strength of

18 pro and 18 con arguments. To avoid order effects, half of all proponents and half of all

opponents received pro arguments first, whereas the respective other half received con argu-

ments first.

Participants stated their position on the issue on a 10-point scale ranging from -5 strongly
against to +5 strongly in favor of security agencies having access to these messages. Ingroup

identification was assessed with three items adapted from the scale by Leach and colleagues
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[24]. The items read as follows: (1) “I see myself as a proponent / opponent”, (2) “I feel a bond

with others, who also support / oppose surveillance” and (3) “Being a proponent / opponent is

an important part of how I see myself”. Items were answered on a 7-point Likert scale ranging

from 1 do not agree at all to 7 fully agree. The scale was reliable with Cronbach’s α = .70 for

proponents and Cronbach’s α = .80 for opponents. Mean identification scores were close to

the scale midpoint for both proponents (M = 3.85, SD = 1.06) and opponents (M = 3.95,

SD = 1.58). While a similar number of men proposed / opposed surveillance (21 proponents,

17 opponents), more women proposed it (44 proponents, 20 opponents), although this differ-

ence did not reach significance, χ2(1) = 1.88, p = .171. However, sex was correlated with argu-

ment ratings, r = .29 (p = .003), with women rating arguments more favorably (M = 4.53,

SD = 0.61) than men (M = 4.14, SD = 0.41; t(98,60) = -3.89, p = .001, d = 0.76). Therefore, sex

was controlled in subsequent analyses.

Pro and con arguments were about 20 to 30 words long. A sample con argument read as fol-

lows: “Governments have no control over their intelligence services. Therefore, there will

always be misuse of data and a lack of transparency.” A sample pro argument was: “Privacy is

important but the war on terror and criminal investigations are more important.” Argument

strength was rated on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 weak argument to 7 strong argu-
ment. Argument ratings were reliable with Cronbach’s α = .90 for pro arguments and Cron-

bach’s α = .88 for con arguments (for descriptive statistics see also Table A, in S1 Appendix).

Results

A mixed-model ANOVA was conducted using SPSS linear mixed-models. Argument position

(pro vs. con) was included as a within-subjects-factor and participant position (proponent vs.

opponent) as a between-subjects factor. Ingroup identification was centered and used as a con-

tinuous moderator.

No main effect of argument position could be observed, F(1,99) = 0.08, p = .784, ηp2< .001,

that is, pro arguments were not generally perceived to be stronger than con arguments or vice

versa. There were no main effects for participant position (F(1,97.03) = 2.45, p = .121, ηp2 = .02)

or ingroup identification (F(1,97) = 0.35, p = .852, ηp2 = .003), either. More important, a signifi-

cant argument position by participant position interaction emerged, F(1,99) = 68.33, p< .001,

ηp2 = .41, indicating that for proponents pro arguments (M = 4.81, SE = 0.21) were stronger

than con arguments (M = 3.66, SE = 0.22; p< .001), whereas for opponents pro arguments were

weaker (M = 3.52, SE = 0.22) than con arguments (M = 4.60, SD = 0.23; p< .001). However, this

two-way interaction was qualified by a significant argument position by participant position by

ingroup identification interaction, F(1,99) = 25.58, p< .001, ηp2 = .21. No other interaction was

significant (all ps> .46; see also Table B in S1 Appendix). To decompose this three-way interac-

tion, we ran our mixed-model ANOVA again for high and for low ingroup identification. To do

this, ingroup identification was re-centered at one standard deviation above and below the

mean (see also Table C and Table D in S1 Appendix). The analysis revealed that the argument

position by participant position interaction was significant for lower (F(1,99) = 5.67, p = .019,

ηp2 = .05) and for higher ingroup identification (F(1,99) = 89.76, p< .001, ηp2 = .47). However,

the effect was clearly more pronounced for opponents and proponents with stronger ingroup

identification. Weakly identified opponents evaluated con arguments only marginally more

favorable (M = 4.34, SE = .27) than pro arguments (M = 3.83, SE = .26; p = .074) and for weakly

identified proponents there was no observable difference in their evaluation of pro and con

arguments (M = 4.43, SE = .24 versus M = 4.04, SE = .25; p = .124; see Fig 1, left panel). For

highly identified proponents, on the other hand, pro arguments (M = 5.19, SE = .25) were quite

clearly stronger than con arguments (M = 3.29, SE = .26; p< .001) and for highly identified
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opponents con arguments were quite clearly stronger than pro arguments (M = 4.86, SE = .24

versus M = 3.22, SE = .23; p< .001; see Fig 1, right panel). A stronger ingroup identification was

also correlated with more negative strength ratings for outgroup arguments (r = -.33, p = .007

for proponents / con arguments and r = -.39, p = .017 for opponents / pro arguments) and with

more positive strength ratings for ingroup arguments (r = .39, p = .001 for proponents / pro

arguments and r = .33, p = .042 for opponents / con arguments).

Discussion

Study 1 demonstrated that argument strength of pro and con arguments was not perceived as

different per se but that evaluation depended on participants’ own position on the issue and

the strength of their identification with the ingroup. The greatest differences in the evaluation

of pro and con arguments was observed for strongly identified group members. Consistent

with previous literature, there was a negative bias against outgroup arguments (confirming

Hypothesis 1). In Study 2, we focused on these negative evaluations. Indicating a possible limi-

tation, several participants commented on the ambiguity in the question about security agen-

cies using “messages” from social networks. They stated that they would not be opposed to

security agencies using public messages as long as private messages were not accessed. This

might also explain the surprisingly large number of proponents in Study 1. To address this, the

contested issue was clarified in Study 2.

Study 2

In Study 2, outgroup (dis)respect was experimentally induced. As expected, in Study 1 we

found a negative link between ingroup identification and the perceived strength of the respec-

tive outgroup’s arguments. In Study 2, we expected that this negative bias should be weakened

or even removed when respect was received from the outgroup (Hypothesis 2).

Method

Participants and design. One hundred and forty-six undergraduate students from Kiel

University participated in the study. Nine participants stated that they were not active in

any social network. These participants were excluded from further analyses. The final sam-

ple thus consisted of 137 students (68 women, 68 men, 1 person who did not indicate their

Fig 1. Perceived argument strength as a function of participant position, argument position and ingroup

identification (Study 1).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0211556.g001
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sex; Mage = 22.8 years, SD = 2.8 years, range 19–32 years). Out of these 137 participants, 56

self-identified as proponents and 81 as opponents of the surveillance of social networks.

Both opponents and proponents were randomly assigned to a high respect or low respect

experimental condition. Ingroup identification was measured and used as a continuous

moderator.

Procedure. The alleged purpose of the study was to collect and discuss different argu-

ments concerning a controversial political issue. For each experimental session, up to eight

students were invited to the laboratory, where they were seated at individual computer termi-

nals in separate cubicles. Informed consent was obtained from all participants. As in Study 1,

participants first read about the contested issue (i.e., surveillance of social networks). To

resolve the ambiguity noted above, for Study 2 the contested issue was rephrased as follows:

“Should national security agencies have access to all messages from social networks (public

and private messages)?”. Participants indicated their position on the issue on the same scale

that was used in Study 1 and were then asked to write down arguments in support of their

position. This was done to increase the credibility of the cover story that there would be a dis-

cussion later. Next, ingroup identification was measured, also using the same items as in Study

1 (Cronbach’s α = .74 for opponents and α = .66 for proponents). Mean identification scores

were again close to the scale midpoint for both groups. However, opponents reported a higher

degree of identification (M = 4.28, SD = 1.14) than proponents (M = 3.81, SD = 1.08) in Study

2, t(135) = 2.40, p = .018, d = .42. In Study 2, a similar number of women proposed / opposed

surveillance (30 proponents, 38 opponents), whereas more men opposed it (26 proponents, 42

opponents), although, again, the difference was not significant, χ2(1) = 0.49, p = .486. How-

ever, sex was again correlated with the dependent variable, r = .34 (p< .001). As in Study 1,

women rated arguments more favorably (M = 4.22, SD = 0.88) than men (M = 3.58, SD = 0.89;

t(134) = -4.24, p< .001, d = .73). Therefore, sex was again controlled in subsequent analyses.

Afterwards, participants read the respect manipulation, completed our manipulation

checks and rated the strength of only twelve outgroup arguments. Argument ratings were reli-

able with Cronbach’s α = .73 for pro arguments and Cronbach’s α = .82 for con arguments. All

arguments were taken from the pool of arguments from Study 1. However, the number of

arguments had to be reduced to avoid a lengthy questionnaire. Finally, participants were fully

debriefed and received 5 € (approx. 5.6 USD) for their participation.

To manipulate equality-based respect, participants were informed that, while they had been

working on another task, the members of the participant’s outgroup had allegedly indicated

their (dis)agreement with two statements concerning the intended treatment of the partici-

pant’s ingroup. These two statements read as follows: “the opinion of [ingroup] shall be dis-

cussed equally in the upcoming group discussion” and “the [ingroup] and their opinion shall

be taken seriously”. In the high respect condition, the pooled answers of the outgroup mem-

bers indicated agreement with these two statements, while in the low respect condition pooled

answers indicated disagreement with both statements. Similar manipulations were already

used effectively in past research [25].

As manipulation check, perceived equality recognition was measured both with regard to

the individual participant (“I feel treated equally”, “I feel treated like a person of equal worth”)

and for the entire ingroup (“my group is taken seriously”, “my group is treated equally”). This

was done for exploratory reasons. In past research, participants usually received individual

respect, not group-based respect. All items were answered on 7-point Likert scales ranging

from 1 do not agree at all to 7 fully agree. Both measures were reliable with Cronbach’s α = .96

for individual treatment and with Cronbach’s α = .95 for treatment of the group (for descrip-

tive statistics see also Table E, in S2 Appendix).
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Results

Manipulation checks. A two-way ANOVA was conducted with participant position (pro-

ponent vs. opponent) and respect (low vs. high) as between-subjects factors. For individual

equality recognition a significant main effect emerged for the respect manipulation, F(1,133) =

235.25, p< .001, ηp
2 = .64, indicating that perceived equality recognition was stronger in the

high respect condition (M = 5.92, SE = .13) than in the low respect condition (M = 3.07, SE =

.13). There was no effect of participant position, F(1,133) = 1.90, p = .171, ηp
2 = .01, and no signif-

icant respect x participant position interaction, F(1,133) = .003, p = .955, ηp
2 < .001. Results were

almost the same for perceived group equality recognition. Participants in the high respect condi-

tion felt that their group was recognized as equal (M = 5.90, SE = .13), more so than participants

in the low respect condition (M = 2.87, SE = .13), F(1,133) = 280.90, p< .001, ηp
2 = .68. Again,

there was no significant effect of participant position, F(1,133) = 3.42, p = .067, ηp
2 = .03 and no

significant interaction, F(1,133)< .001, p = .988, ηp
2< .001 (see also Table F, in S2 Appendix).

Argument ratings. Multiple linear regression was calculated to predict argument ratings

based on participant position, induced respect and ingroup identification. Ingroup identifica-

tion was centered and entered into the analysis as a continuous moderator as recommended

by Aiken and West [26]. Tests for multicollinearity indicated that a very low level of multicolli-

nearity was present (all VIFs< 1.22). None of the main effects were significant–neither for

participant position, B = .08, SE = .08, p = .289, nor for the respect manipulation, B = .03, SE =

.08, p = .707, nor for ingroup identification, B = -.02, SE = .07, p = .832. More important, as

hypothesized, a significant respect x ingroup identification interaction emerged, B = .18, SE =

.07, p = .016 (see Fig 2). No other interaction reached significance (all ps < .210; see also

Table G, in S2 Appendix). Simple slope analysis of the respect x ingroup identification interac-

tion revealed that, as hypothesized, ingroup identification was negatively related to the per-

ceived strength of outgroup arguments in the low respect condition, B = -.19, SE = .10, p =

.044. In the high respect condition, there was no significant relationship between ingroup

identification and perceived strength of outgroup arguments anymore; results actually hinted

at a trend in the opposite direction, B = .16, SE = .11, p = .144.

Discussion

Study 2 demonstrated that the usually observed negative bias against outgroup arguments dis-

appeared when intergroup respect was experimentally induced. While there was a negative

link between ingroup identification and the evaluation of outgroup arguments when partici-

pants had received disrespectful treatment by the outgroup, this link was not significant any-

more when participants had received respectful treatment by the outgroup (supporting

Hypthesis 2). Notably, this effect was not qualified by participant position. No main effect of

the respect manipulation was observed, either. However, we did not hypothesize that argu-

ments would generally receive more positive ratings under high respect. We hypothesized that

the negative bias should be reduced or even removed under high respect.

General discussion

We started this article by pointing out the problematic role that the biased evaluation of out-

group arguments may play in public debates on political disagreements. While deliberation

research (as conducted in the political sciences [27] would propose that an exchange of argu-

ments should lead to depolarization, social psychological research has repeatedly shown that

arguments from an outgroup source may be perceived as threatening if they contain negative

information about the ingroup (e.g., that the ingroup is wrong or inferior [10,11]). To protect a
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threatened collective identity, those outgroup arguments are often avoided or judged as uncon-

vincing [2–4]. As a result, an exchange of arguments may lead to greater polarization [2,4,5].

Prior research has already shown that higher identification with a group predicts more neg-

ative evaluations of information that may threaten the ingroup [10,14,15]. The present

research replicates this finding in the context of political arguments. Moreover, the present

research demonstrates that a concept that was imported from intergroup research, namely

equality-based intergroup respect, may reduce or even remove this bias. Therefore, the present

research has practical implications for de-escalating political debates and there are important

theoretical implications as well.

Recent research has called for a change of perspective regarding public disagreements over

issues like climate change [8] or media violence [14,15]. Disagreements like this are typically

best explained as intergroup conflicts, in which collective identities may be threatened and in

which different groups fight for respected collective identities; that is, as politicized struggles for

recognition. Presenting scientific facts or exchanging arguments will not suffice to reach com-

promise between highly identified partisans from opposing parties. Instead, to facilitate a less

defensive debate, procedures need to be employed that protect collective identities and improve

intergroup relations [8, 28]. In this paper, we argued that intergroup respect should be a very

useful concept for these purposes. And we would also like to highlight that respect and self-affir-

mation or collective affirmation are really not the same. While Nauroth and colleagues [15] and

Bendersky [23] have demonstrated comparable effects using achievement-based group affirma-

tion and group status affirmation, respectively, respect highlights equal treatment and equal sta-

tus not high or higher status; nor does it require liking or agreement with any position of the

other party, either [21, 22]. Equality-based respect is unlikely to enhance group esteem and more

likely to serve a protective function. This is an important theoretical distinction. Further, the

Fig 2. Perceived strength of outgroup arguments as a function of the respect manipulation and participants’

ingroup identification. (Study 2).

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0211556.g002
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present research supports the notion that recognizing equality is sufficient to pacify conflict and

that enhancement or recognizing superiority (e.g., better achievements than others) is unneces-

sary. In this sense, we can also theorize that public disagreements are struggles for equality, not

superiority. And there are important practical implications as well. As Bendersky [23] already

noted classic self-affirmation (or achievement feedback) manipulations are not actually feasible

ways to de-escalate conflicts. In a real-world argument telling one conflict party to “go affirm

yourself” (p. 164) is unrealistic and as we have noted above communicating high status might be

costly or even painful. Instead, it should be easier to communicate that the opposing party is

considered an equal conversation partner and that their arguments will be taken seriously. .

Despite the theoretical and practical relevance of the present research, some limitations to

the present studies need to be addressed as well. While the surveillance of social networks is a

controversial issue and motivated devaluation of outgroup arguments was observed, it is not

as much a political hot topic as, for example, the refugee crisis in Europe or reproductive rights

in the US. Also, surveillance may be less likely to be perceived as a moral issue. This might be

relevant because research on moral conviction has shown that aspects of procedural justice

seem to be less effective when attitudes are tied to moral convictions [29,30]. If intergroup

respect is effective also in conflicts that more directly involve moral conviction, is an interest-

ing question for future research.

Another topic of future research concerns the effect of intergroup respect on outgroup atti-

tudes in the context of social and political disagreement. Past research has also shown that it is

not only outgroup arguments that may be devaluated in the face of threatened collective iden-

tities but that this may affect attitudes towards members of the outgroup as well. Attacks to a

group’s esteem may evoke greater perceived ingroup homogeneity, greater ingroup favoritism

and also greater ingroup-outgroup differentiation and outgroup derogation [31–33], leading

to deteriorating intergroup relations [34]. Since respect is related to positive intergroup rela-

tions [17] and respect was found to facilitate the identification with a common ingroup iden-

tity [25], respect could have a positive effect on outgroup attitudes in socio-political debates.

This is especially relevant because research in the apparently very polarized US context has

observed an increase in both the number of highly identified partisans and the social distance

between these opposing partisans through recent decades [35, 36].

In summary, viewing debates on political disagreements from an intergroup perspective

greatly contributes to our understanding of the possible escalating or de-escalating processes

present in these debates [37]. This is not to say that in public disagreements people do not also

fight for their convictions or that conflict would disappear as soon as the groups involved com-

municate respect for each other, but de-escalating conflict and reducing intergroup bias should

remove some barriers to constructive political discourse. The present research supports the

notion that removing such barriers should lead to less devaluation of what the opposing group

has to say and makes compromise more attainable and that, thus, equality-based respect

should be considered as a relevant construct in the literature on ideological or intergroup con-

flict. We certainly hope that the present research will stimulate further research in this area.
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