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The  Amer ican  publ ic  i s  deeply  polar ized

along  part i san  l ines .  Yet  despi te

increas ing ly  in tense  polar izat ion  and

the  threat  i t  poses  to  Amer ican  c iv ic

l i fe ,  we  know  very  l i t t le  about  ways  to

reduce  i t .  In  th i s  br ie f ,  we  report  resu l t s

f rom  an  exper imenta l  eva luat ion  of  a

unique  depolar izat ion  in i t ia t i ve  that

draws  on  pr inc ip les  of  couples  therapy

to  mit igate  host i l i t y  between

Democrats  and  Republ icans .  In

co l laborat ion  with  Braver  Angels  (BA ) ,  a

non -governmenta l  organizat ion ,  we

r igorous ly  eva luated  the  impact  of

“Red /Blue ”  workshops ,  one  of  many  BA

in i t ia t i ves  focused  on  part i san

depolar izat ion ,  on  four  col lege

campuses .  The  workshops  are  des igned

to  bui ld  empathy ,  dispe l  s tereotypes ,

and  promote  mutual  understanding

across  part i san  l ines .  

We  f ind  that  the  workshops  success fu l l y

reduced  polar izat ion  as  measured

through  surveys  and  impl ic i t

assoc iat ion  tes ts  ( IATs ) .  The  workshops

a lso  increased  part ic ipants ’  wi l l ingness  

to  donate  to  programs  a imed  at

depolar iz ing  pol i t ica l  conversat ions

among  Amer ican  youths—a  behav iora l

measure  of  support  fo r  depolar izat ion .

These  outcomes  diss ipate  somewhat

over  t ime ,  but  the  ef fect  on  the

behav iora l  measure  pers i s t s  af ter  more

than  hal f  a  year .  This  f ind ing  i s

espec ia l l y  s t r ik ing  given  that  the  per iod

between  the  workshops  and  our  l as t

wave  of  data  col lect ion  was

character ized  by  a  global  pandemic ,

nat ionwide  protests  fo r  rac ia l  jus t ice ,

and  a  highly  div i s i ve  pres ident ia l

e lect ion .  The  ef fects  a lso  appear  to  hold

across  part i san  groups .

H o w  c a n  p a r t i s a n

p o l a r i z a t i o n  I N  A m e r i c a  b e

r e d u c e d ?  

p r o j e c t   t i m e l i n e

2020
Jan :  Base l ine  Survey

Feb :  Workshops  &  Midl ine  Survey

Oct :  Endl ine  Survey  
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t h e  m o t i v a t i o n

Notes  f rom  the  s tereotype  

exerc i se  at  a  Red /Blue

Workshop  

https://braverangels.org/
https://braverangels.org/what-we-do/red-blue-workshops/


Red/Blue workshops  engage  equal

numbers  of  Republ ican  (Red )  and

Democrat ic  (Blue )  lean ing  part ic ipants

in  a  fu l l  day  of  s t ructured ,  moderated

exerc i ses .  Whi le  the  two  groups  observe

each  other  dur ing  the  workshops ,

part ic ipants  mainly  in teract  with

members  of  the i r  own  party ,  re f lect ing

on  the  att i tudes ,  bel ie f s ,  and

character i s t ics  of  co -part i sans .

Cruc ia l l y ,  and  unl ike  many  other  in ter -

party  in tervent ions ,  when  the  two

groups  enter  in to  di rect  dia logue  with

one  another ,  they  are  expl ic i t l y

inst ructed  not  to  attempt  to  persuade

or  reach  compromise  on  part icu lar

i s sues .  Ins tead ,  the  workshops  focus  on

generat ing  an  understanding  of  out -

part i sans  and  the  motivat ions  and

exper iences  under ly ing  the i r  bel ie f s .  We

cal l  th i s  model  of  depolar izat ion

rec iproca l  group  re f lect ion .

With  the  help  of  s tudent  organizers ,  we

conducted  workshops  on  four  col lege

campuses  in  the  Northeast ,  Midwest ,

South ,  and  Mid -At lant ic :  

Brown Univers i ty ,  Ohio State
Univers i ty ,  Texas  A&M Univers i ty ,  and

the  Univers i ty  of  P i ttsburgh .

We  recru i ted  approx imate ly  40  s tudents

at  each  univers i ty  to  part ic ipate  in  the

study ,  fo r  a  tota l  of  165  part ic ipants ,

inc luding  1 16  Blues  and  49  Reds .  Of

these  165  recru i t s ,  we  randomly

ass igned  59  to  attend  a  workshop .  The

remainder  were  ass igned  to  a  contro l

group .  Al l  workshops  were  held  in

February  2020 .

We  measured  polar izat ion  with  three

surveys  t rack ing  the  same  s tudents  over

t ime .  The  surveys  were  adminis tered

approx imate ly  two  weeks  before  the

workshops  (base l ine ) ,  7 - 10  days  af ter

the  workshops  (midl ine ) ,  and  aga in  7

months  l a ter  (endl ine ) .  We  supplement

our  survey  data  with  qual i tat i ve

observat ions  gleaned  f rom

systemat ica l l y  coded  t ranscr ipts  of  the

workshops  and  open -ended  quest ions

inc luded  in  the  midl ine  survey .  
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r e s e a r c h   d e s i g n

S T R U C T U R E  O F  T H E  R E D / B L U E  W O R K S H O P
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We  f ind  that  the  workshops  reduced
both expl ic i t  and impl ic i t  measures
of  polar izat ion  and  increased
behaviora l  support  for
depolar izat ion  at  midl ine .  The  expl ic i t

measure  combines  a  var ie ty  of

quest ions  gauging  respondents ’  t rust

and  af f in i ty  fo r  the i r  own  party  and  the

oppos ing  party ;  the  impl ic i t  measure  i s

der i ved  f rom  an  IAT .  The  ef fects  on  our

expl ic i t  and  impl ic i t  measures

d imin ish  somewhat  over  t ime :  whi le

they  remain  negat ive ,  they  are  no

longer  s tat i s t ica l l y  dis t inguishable

f rom  zero .  The ef fects  on the
behaviora l  measure  pers ist  for  more
than s ix  months .  

We  f ind  that  the ef fects  are  equal ly
strong for  Blues  and Reds ,  and  that

they  appear  to  be  dr iven by reduced
host i l i ty  towards  the other  party
ra ther  than  decreased  af f in i ty  fo r  the i r

own .  I f  ef fects  of  th i s  magnitude  were

ext rapolated  to  the  US  adul t

populat ion ,  they  would  be  l a rge

enough  to  reverse  more  than  hal f  of

the  increase  in  polar izat ion  observed

over  the  past  three  decades .

Our  qual i ta t i ve  data  suggests  that  the

workshops  depolar ized  part ic ipants

through  a  combinat ion  of

in format iona l  and  emot iona l

mechanisms .  The  workshops  he lped
part ic ipants  empathize  with
members  of  the opposing party  (an

emot iona l  mechanism )  and  a lso

recognize  areas  of  ideological
common ground  (an  in format iona l

mechanism ) .  Our  qual i ta t i ve  data

indicates  that  these  two  mechanisms

were  equal l y  important .  In format ion

that  helps  part ic ipants  f ind  common

ground  with  out -part i sans  i s  key  fo r

reduc ing  polar izat ion .  But  in format ion

is  more  l i ke ly  to  be  ef fect i ve  i f  i t  i s

de l i vered  in  an  env i ronment  that

enables  empathy  and  mutual

unders tanding .  

C O U P L E S  T H E R A P Y  F O R  A  D I V I D E D  A M E R I C A

M A Y  2 0 2 1

REDUCED 
PARTISAN

POLARIZATION

r e s u l t s

GENERATED
EMPATHY FOR THE
OPPOSING PARTY

IDENTIFIED
IDEOLOGICAL

COMMON GROUND



C O U P L E S  T H E R A P Y  F O R  A  D I V I D E D  A M E R I C A

M A Y  2 0 2 1

L e s s o n s  +  I m p a c t
Our  s tudy  suggests  that  the  Braver

Angels  Red /Blue  workshop  model  i s

e f fect i ve  at  reduc ing  polar izat ion ,  at

least  in  the  short  te rm .  As  Braver

Angels  and  other  organizat ions  sca le

up  programming  of  th i s  sor t ,  we

encourage  them  to  deve lop  new

st rateg ies  fo r  reaching  both  Democrats

and  Republ icans .  Cons i s tent  with  the

exper iences  of  Braver  Angels

organizers  nat ionwide ,  we  found  that

Republ icans  were  harder  to  recru i t

than  Democrats  fo r  our  s tudy .  Future

depolar izat ion  programmers  should

f ind  ways  to  address  th i s  discrepancy ,

which  could  potent ia l l y  dimin ish  the

overa l l  impact  of  these  exerc i ses .

We  a lso  encourage  Braver  Angels  and

s imi la r  organizat ions  to  cons ider  the

potent ia l  unintended  consequences  of

depolar izat ion  programming .  Braver

Angels  moderators  emphas ize

to lerance  and  even -handedness ,  and

do  not  attempt  to  cor rect

mis in format ion  or  regulate

part ic ipants ’  speech  except  in  the

most  egreg ious  cases .  This  ra i ses  the

poss ib i l i t y  that  Red /Blue  workshops

might  make  part ic ipants  more

suscept ib le  to  mis in format ion  or

ext reme  v iews ,  espec ia l l y  i f  they  go

unchecked  by  perce ived  author i ty

f igures .  Achiev ing  harmony  and

reconc i l ia t ion  may  a lso  requi re

depr ior i t i z ing  other  important

normat ive  goals ,  such  as  rac ia l  jus t ice .

Whi le  our  s tudy  was  not  des igned  to

test  fo r  these  potent ia l l y  adverse

ef fects ,  we  urge  Braver  Angels  to  keep

them  in  mind  in  the  future .

T h e y  h a v e  p e r s o n a l  a n d  i d e o l o g i c a l  r e a s o n s  f o r  f e e l i n g  t h e  w a y  t h e y
d o . . .  T h e  o n e s  I  i n t e r a c t e d  w i t h  w e r e  a l s o  o p e n  t o  c o m p r o m i s e  a n d
w i l l i n g  t o  l i s t e n .

-  "Blue "  part ic ipant ,  on  what  they  came  to  unders tand  about  "Reds "  

I  f e l t  t h a t  w e  w e r e  a l l  c o m i n g  f r o m  t h e  s a m e  p l a c e  a n d  h a d  s i m i l a r
i d e a s ,  w e  j u s t  d i f f e r e d  o n  h o w  w e  w a n t e d  t h i n g s  d o n e .

-  "Red "  part ic ipant ,  on  what  they  came  to  unders tand  about  "Blues "  
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For  addi t iona l  in format ion  about  th i s  s tudy ,

read  the  research  paper  th i s  br ie f  i s  based

on ,  ava i lab le  at  https : / /osf . io/3x7z8/

Vis i t  our  implement ing  partner  Braver
Angels 's  webs i te  fo r  more  in format ion  on

the i r  work  at  https : / /braverangels .org/
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