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Do political partisans hold their co-partisan political leaders to a higher or lower discursive standard than rankand-file co-partisans? Previous research in non-political group contexts suggests competing answers to this
question. Some research (e.g., Abrams et al., 2013) suggests that leaders (as defenders of the group) are afforded
credits for transgressions and thus held to a lower behavioral standard for incivility than their constituents.
Other research (e.g., Pinto et al., 2010) suggests the opposite, that is, that leaders are held to a higher standard
than constituents and are thus judged harshly for transgressions in an effort to preserve the group's self-esteem
and image. We conducted the first experimental tests of these competing hypotheses in the contemporary
American political theatre by having people evaluate either a high-ranking (politician) or low-ranking (e.g.,
janitor) co-partisan who uncivilly attacks members of the opposite party. Eight experiments (N = 7511) consistently found that co-partisan leaders were judged more harshly for interpartisan incivility than were fellow
rank-and-file partisans. This leaders' higher standard effect generalized to electoral and governing contexts, attacks
on high and low ranking targets, both male and female politicians, across Democratic and Republican observers,
and party-defending or selfish motives. Mediation and moderation analyses supported a pragmatic explanation
for this result: people wanted their political leaders (more than their fellow partisans) to cultivate positive
working relationships and govern effectively and incivility undermined this primary aim.

1. Introduction
As a presidential candidate and as President, Donald Trump broke
from traditional norms by uncivilly mocking and insulting his political
opponents (e.g., “Crooked Hillary”). Trump's norm-shattering incivility
preceded his ultimate electoral success, raising the possibility that the
political moderates and the Republicans that voted for Trump, or
members of the public in general, license their political leaders to be
uncivil toward political opponents. Some previous research (reviewed
below) provides indirect support for this proposition, albeit from nonpolitical contexts in which the norms and expectations may be different
than those in the political realm. Other research, also from non-political
contexts, points to the opposite conclusion—that leaders may be held to
the higher standard than rank-and-file co-partisans. We provide the first
direct experimental tests of whether political leaders are held to a
higher or lower discursive standard than rank-and-file partisans. We
find a double standard whereby political leaders are held to a higher
discursive standard than are members of the rank-and-file, and that the

double standard is weaker among Republicans than it is among
Democrats.
Civility among authorities and on display toward constituents is not
merely an antiquated norm; it remains a critical pillar of democracy.
Formal systems of checks and balances (e.g., separation of powers into
co-equal branches of government) may be insufficient to sustain and
defend democracies against autocratic threats. The widespread adherence to informal social norms such as tolerance for and civility toward those with different political views is also necessary to prevent the
collapse of democracies (Levitsky & Ziblatt, 2018). Incivility portrays a
rival as ill-intended, fundamentally flawed, or even sub-human, which
can be used to justify the subjugation of and even violence toward those
rivals, a pre-cursor to one-party and potentially totalitarian rule. Insofar
as the population at large decides who leads a democracy, the degree to
which the general population holds its own political leaders accountable for incivility is therefore an informal albeit but seemingly critical
pillar of maintaining a democracy.
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1.1. Definitions

the motive is selfish (Abrams et al., 2013; Haslam & Platow, 2001;
Platow, Mills, & Morrison, 2000; Platow & van Knippenberg, 2001; cf.
Randsley de Moura & Abrams, 2013). No experimental research has
tested whether political leaders similarly enjoy a double standard when
it comes to interpartisan incivility.

We define civility following previous research (e.g., Brown &
Levinson, 1987; Morand, 2000) as “verbal behavior that shows respect
for other people and allows them to avoid embarrassment” (Frimer &
Skitka, 2018, p. 845). In this way, civility is synonymous with politeness and includes using honorifics, paying compliments, apologizing,
and expressing a sense of belonging with and acceptance for the subject.
Incivility is the opposite of civility and involves the absence of these
positive features along with negative features like verbal attacks, insults, imputing ill intent, boasting, and putting others on the spot.
We define authority ranking following Fiske (1992), as “a model of
asymmetry among people who are linearly ordered along some hierarchical dimension. The salient social fact in an authority ranking relationship is whether a person is above or below each other person…
Authorities often control some aspects of their subordinates' actions”
(p.691). Authority ranking is a dimension that situates political leaders
and authorities at the top and rank-and-file partisans below them.
We define a double standard following Abrams et al. (2013), as differing levels of “tolerance of transgressions committed by ingroup
leaders than ingroup members” (p.799). A double standard can come in
one of two forms. A double standard would be evident if people were to
judge one and the same act of incivility less harshly if the source were a
high-ranking versus a low-ranking ingroup member (the leaders' lower
standard hypothesis) or vice versa (the leaders' higher standard hypothesis).

1.2.2. Leaders' higher standard hypothesis
Some past theory and research points to the opposite double standard by suggesting that, in some circumstances, people will judge copartisan leaders more harshly than they will judge fellow members of
the rank-and-file for the same transgressive act. Derivative of Social
Identity Theory (e.g., Tajfel, 1982), the Black Sheep Effect (Marques,
Yzerbyt, & Leyens, 1988) suggests that people hold in-group members
to a higher behavioral standard than out-group members because ingroup members' transgressions reflect poorly upon in-group members,
and damage their self-esteem and reputation. In short, the derogation of
in-group transgressors reflects an effort to preserve a positive self-image
for the group at large. The more central and prototypic the ingroup
transgressor, the more poorly the transgression reflects poorly upon the
rest of the group, and the stronger the condemnation (Pinto, Marques,
Levine, & Abrams, 2010). Because leaders are more prototypic of the
group than are members of the rank-and-file, leaders' transgressions
might reflect even more poorly upon the group than would transgressions committed by rank-and-file partisans. Thus, the Black Sheep Effect
suggests a leaders' higher standard hypothesis, that is, that leaders will be
judged more (rather than less) harshly for incivility than their followers
or constituents.
A social cognitive asymmetry might undergird the prediction that
people will hold their leaders to a higher standard for interpartisan
incivility than they will fellow members of the rank-and-file. People
tend to pay more attention to high ranking than low ranking individuals
in part because people have more at stake in being able to anticipate the
behavior of powerful leaders who control resources (Fiske, 1992). This
attentional asymmetry means that observers may be more likely to take
notice of the bad (and good) behaviors of high-ranking individuals and
are thus more likely to form negative (and positive) impressions as a
result. Assuming that interpartisan incivility is seen as a bad behavior,
this attentional asymmetry could translate into a higher standard applied to leaders.
Along with a desire to defend the image of one's group and the
social cognitive asymmetry, another reason why people may hold their
political leaders to a higher standard than their constituents is pragmatism—a desire to advance their own self- and group interests.
Judging leaders harshly for interpartisan incivility may send a corrective signal to the uncivil leader, which could then cause the leader to
become more civil in future communications. This, in turn, would improve the leaders' working relationships, and thus help the leader be
more successful at passing bills and governing effectively—goods that
directly benefit the leaders' followers. Consistent with this pragmatic
account of ingroup dynamics is the finding that free-riding is judged
more harshly when the rewards resulting from good work are yoked
among group members (Jones & Decharms, 1957). Pragmatic interests
may be a consideration in the political domain because democratically
elected political leaders are effectively the employees of the masses and
tasked with advancing the interests (both symbolic and material) of all
citizens by passing bills that measurably help people and run government services effectively.

1.2. Competing hypotheses
Although no research has directly tested whether co-partisan political leaders are held to a lower or higher discursive standard than are
co-partisan members of the rank-and-file, past theory and research from
non-political contexts has produced diverging conclusions, which help
set up competing predictions here.
1.2.1. Leaders' lower standard hypothesis
The first prediction is the leaders' lower standard hypothesis: that
people will judge co-partisan leaders more leniently than they will
judge fellow members of the rank-and-file for the same uncivil act.
Some past theory and research found support for this hypothesis by
showing that people judged their leaders' transgressions less harshly
than they judged the transgressions of rank-and-file group members
(e.g., Abrams, Randsley de Moura, Marques, & Hutchison, 2008;
Abrams, Randsley de Moura, & Travaglino, 2013; Fiske, 2010;
Hollander, 1958; Randsley de Moura & Abrams, 2013; Shapiro, Boss,
Salas, Tangirala, & Von Glinow, 2011; Steffen & Eagly, 1985). For instance, Abrams et al. (2013) found that people judged their sports
captains less harshly than regular players for red-card-worthy transgressions on the soccer/football pitch. The effect generalized to other
group situations, such as leaders that cheated in a minimal group
paradigm (Abrams et al., 2013), organizational leaders that committed
bribery or blackmail (Randsley de Moura & Abrams, 2013), and to incivility in hospitals and newsrooms (Steffen & Eagly, 1985).
Fiske's (1992; Rai & Fiske, 2011) social relations model of authority
ranking may help explain why ingroup leaders might receive a license
to transgress against outgroup members. The authority ranking model
suggests that within hierarchical groups engaged in intergroup conflicts, high- and low-authority ranking individuals have different privileges and responsibilities. Low-ranking individuals have a responsibility to show deference to leaders and loyalty to the group whereas
high-ranking individuals have the responsibility to be kind toward and
protective of in-group members. This latter duty could license leaders to
show hostility toward outsiders when those outsiders are perceived as
threatening insiders (Hollander, 1961, 2006). Following this logic,
some studies have found leaders' license to transgress seems to surface
only when the aggressor's motive is to defend the group, and not when

1.2.3. Competing predictions, head to head
A tension between two roles that politicians assume summarizes our
competing predictions about whether co-partisan political leaders or
fellow rank-and-file partisans are held to a higher discursive standard.
One role is that of cultural warrior, thwarting partisan attacks and
overpowering the other side's political leaders. A preference for a leader
that engages in cultural warfare would be consistent with the delineation of the ingroup and outgroup along party lines. If political leaders
2
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are primarily seen as cultural warriors, their incivility may seem tolerable to their followers. The other role is that of governor, managing a
bureaucracy and passing bills to promote the public's interests. A preference for a leader that governs would be consistent with the delineation of all Americans as members of the ingroup. If political leaders
are primarily seen as governors, their incivility may seem intolerable to
their followers. These roles of warrior and governor diverge more often
than not because being a warrior involves uncivilly attacking the other
side whereas good governance often requires leaders to be civil with
and cultivate positive social relationships that cross partisan divides
and to be more focused on results than on the inter-partisan fray.
Some studies support the notion that people primarily prefer civil,
competent, results-focused political governors and not culture warriors.
Brown (2014), for example, challenged the intuition that politicians
who dominate others tend to be successful, and showed that cooperative political leaders appear to have greater impact than their
more belligerent and non-cooperative peers. This general preference for
warm, competent, and cooperative governors is evident in studies that
examined preferred political leadership traits. Trustworthiness and
supportiveness (good governance traits) were among the most preferred
leadership qualities in politicians, whereas assertiveness (a warrior
trait) was among the least preferred (Nichols & Cottrell, 2014). When
tasked with choosing between relationship-oriented, task-oriented, and
charismatic leadership styles, the modal choice was relationship-oriented (Ehrhart & Klein, 2001).
Although stated preferences could be at variance with actual preferences, several other studies have found that serving the public's interest, and having intelligence, education, and cognitively complexity—arguably all qualities of governors—are implicated in political
leaders' popularity, electoral success, and political staying power
(Besley & Reynal-Querol, 2011; Canes-Wrone, Herron, & Shotts, 2001;
Bó, Finan, Folke, Persson, & Rickne, 2017; Frimer, Aquino, Gebauer,
Zhu, & Oakes, 2015; Frimer & Skitka, 2018; Suedfeld & Ranking, 1976).
If people understand that incivility often harms relationships (Ng &
Detenber, 2005), distracts from the task at hand (Nugier, Niedenthal,
Brauer, & Chekroun, 2007; Porath & Erez, 2009; Riskin et al., 2015,
2017; Wang et al., 2008), and provokes retaliation (Abelson & Miller,
1967; Chen & Lu, 2017; Lau & Pomper, 2001) they may construe interpartisan incivility as being counterproductive to their preference that
their elected officials focus on governing. They may in turn judge their
political leaders more harshly for interpartisan incivility than they do
members of the rank-and-file because people recognize that political
leaders need positive working relationships with other lawmakers to
govern effectively, whereas rank-and-file partisans are not subject to
this constraint.

personally-held ideological stances whereas Democrats want their representatives to put their own personal views aside to represent the
majority views of their constituents (Butler & Carman, 2012). Features
of the current U.S. presidency might also set up a difference between
the reactions of Democrats and Republicans to incivility from highranking co-partisans. It is possible that Republicans are suppressing a
desire for civility from their leaders in defense of the current occupant
of the Oval Office, who is not known for his civility.
Psychological theories might also predict differences in the strength
of the double standard of Republicans and Democrats. Right Wing
Authoritarianism and Moral Foundations Theory suggest that conservatives' and therefore Republicans' morality includes a sense that one
should defer to authorities to a larger degree than that of liberals and
Democrats (Altemeyer, 2004; Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). This
moral disposition might cause Republicans to react more favorably to
their leaders' incivility than Democrats react to the same from their
respective leaders.
There also exist good reasons to predict that Democrats and
Republicans would display a similar double standard. Intergroup theories such as Realistic Conflict Theory (Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, &
Sherif, 1961) and Social Relations Model (Fiske, 1992) describe the
general causes and consequences of individuals grouping together to
oppose a rival group. Both Democrats and Republicans likely experience these same social forces and thus may have a similar tendency to
license or condemn their leaders' interpartisan incivility. Moreover, a
number of studies have found striking similarities in the inter- and
intra-group thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of liberals and conservatives toward their co-partisans (Brandt, Reyna, Chambers,
Crawford, & Wetherell, 2014; Chambers, Schlenker, & Collisson, 2013;
Frimer, Gaucher, & Schaefer, 2014; Frimer, Skitka, & Motyl, 2017;
Wetherell, Brandt, & Reyna, 2013).
Finally, there remains a possibility that liberals will license their
high-ranking co-partisans to be uncivil toward the other side more so
than Republicans will. At the time of this research, U.S. Democrats had
less political power than Republicans as the latter controlled the presidency, the Senate, and during some of the studies the House of
Representatives. System justification theory (Jost, Banaji, & Nosek,
2004) suggests that people are motivated to see existing social structures and inequalities as legitimate, and that this motivation is especially pronounced when people lack a sense of power. It is possible that
Democrats lack of political power could cause them to system justify
more and thus license interpartisan aggression from their leaders than
Republicans at this moment in political history. In sum, there are reasons to expect that Democrats or Republicans might show a stronger
double standard, and that neither will.

1.3. Moderation by partisanship

1.4. The current research

Whether Democrats and Republicans display the same double
standard is, at this time, unknown. While the primary goal of our research is to determine whether a double standard exists and whether
higher or lower ranking co-partisans are subject to the higher standard,
our studies will also allow us to assess whether one party shows a
stronger double standard. Three major outcomes are possible: that
Democrats show a stronger double standard, that Republicans do, or
that there is no difference.
Some political science theories seem to support the notion that
Republicans might show more leniency toward their leaders' for interpartisan incivility than would Democrats, and that these differences are
rooted in sociopolitical historical trends. One perspective, for instance,
suggests that the Republican Party has become an ideological movement (e.g., Grossman & Hopkins, 2016), which might support a desire
for culture war. In contrast, the Democratic Party has become a coalition of disparate groups which might support a desire for intergroup
and interpartisan tolerance and cooperation. In line with this theory,
Republicans seem to want their representatives to take hardline,

The goal of the present set of studies was therefore to examine
whether the public generally prefers governors over culture warriors,
whether this preference manifests as higher or lower discursive standard for political leaders than rank-and-file co-partisans when it comes
to uncivil discourse, and whether there are partisan differences in the
preference for governors over culture warriors. Critical to this research
is the premise that people across the political spectrum agree about
what constitutes civil versus uncivil discourse. It is hypothetically
possible that civility is in the eye of the partisan. That is, hyperpartisans
may construe insults from their cherished political leaders as being not
uncivil in the first place (and therefore permissible). However, this
appears to not be the case: people across the political spectrum largely
agree about what is and what is not uncivil, regardless of the source
(Frimer & Skitka, 2019). What remains unclear is how partisans feel
about incivility coming from their leaders—the question that the present research investigates.
Context is another important consideration in this research. The
contemporary U.S. is a context well-suited to rigorously test our
3
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competing hypotheses concerning intragroup dynamics and intergroup
incivility. This is because more than half of Americans identify as either
a Democrat or Republican (Gallup, n.d.), and half of them see members
of the other side as a “threat to the nation's wellbeing” (Pew Research
Center, 2016). If anything, these tensions make it all the more likely
that partisans will license their political leaders as defenders of the faith
to be uncivil toward the other side, and thus makes it perhaps more
likely that we would find support for the leaders' lower standard hypothesis (which is the opposite of what we end up finding).
Study 1 assigned American participants to read and judge an uncivil
message from either a co-partisan leader or the same message written
by a co-partisan member of the rank-and-file. We then tested whether
American participants judged their co-partisan leader or their fellow
rank-and-file partisan more harshly for the uncivil remarks. Politicians
function in two distinct roles: (a) as candidates in elections wherein the
goal is to defeat opponents, and (b) as elected officials tasked with
governing. We therefore included both competitive election and cooperative governance situations in Study 1 to test whether context
moderates the double standard. Studies 2–4 then sought to replicate the
experimental result of Study 1 and examine the generalizability and
boundary conditions of the double standard by testing whether leaders
and rank-and-file partisans are judged differently for both interpartisan
incivility and civility (Study 2); when the target of the incivility is of
high or low ranking (Study 3); and when the uncivil protagonist is male
or female (Study 4). Study 5 then ruled out alternative explanations for
results found in Studies 1–4. Results unequivocally support the leaders'
higher standard hypothesis. Subsequent analyses therefore aim to explain
this robust finding.
Because much research has already established that a desire to
preserve one's group's image can help explain why highly prototypic
ingroup members are held to a higher standard than their less prototypic counterparts, we focus here on the relatively understudied pragmatic explanation for the leader higher standard effect. That is, we investigate whether Americans' preference for results-focused governors
(over cultural warriors) helps explain why leaders are subject to a
higher standard. First, the pragmatic explanation predicts that individuals who happen to have a particularly strong desire for governors
(over warriors) should hold their political leaders to an especially high
standard relative to the rank-and-file when it comes to political incivility (Studies 4, 5, and S1). Second, reducing the social harm that
normally results from interpartisan incivility should reduce the degree
to which leaders are judged more harshly than rank-and-file co-partisans for interpartisan incivility (Studies S1 & S2). And the proposed
explanation that people prefer governors over culture warriors yields
predictions about two potential mediators: perceptions that the incivility will cause relationship harm and result in poor governance
should mediate the higher standard applied to political leaders (Study
S2). Finally, Study S3 tests whether the double standard is applied both
to those using incivility in the defense of the political party or for more
self-serving motives, and a meta-analysis (Study 6) tests the robustness
of the double standard and whether it is equally evident across the
political spectrum.

remain unchanged regardless of whether we include or exclude suspicious responses.
2. Study 1: the double standard in cooperative and competitive
contexts
We tested competing predictions about whether Americans judge
their co-partisan political leaders more or less harshly than their fellow
members of the rank-and-file for interpartisan incivility, and whether it
depends on whether the context is competitive (an election) or cooperative (governing). The direction and size of the double standard
might depend on whether the context is a time of governance (a cooperative context) or an election cycle (a competitive context). During
an election, a salient goal is to defeat opponents. Thus, leaders' incivility might be more tolerated and the leaders' lower standard hypothesis more likely to receive support during election cycles than it is
between election cycles. In a governing context, success often depends
on having positive (or at least not actively hostile) working relationships with political opponents and staying on task. Thus, leaders' incivility might be less tolerated and the leaders' higher standard hypothesis
more likely to receive support between election cycles than it is during
election cycles.
2.1. Method
2.1.1. Participants
Sample size was determined before any data analysis. To determine
sample size, we needed an effect size estimate. No research has yet
tested our hypotheses so we collected a large sample to provide an
initial effect size estimate. We recruited participants in this an all
subsequent studies through Amazon's Mechanical Turk. The study was
called “Political Discourse in the 21st Century” and the ad read as
follows, “Read a political statement, offer your opinion about what was
said, and answer some questions about yourself and others.”
Participants were paid $0.24–$0.40 across the various studies.
The sample in Study 1 was N = 1107 Americans; this sample had
80% power to detect effects of |d| > 0.169 at p < .05 and a 2-tailed
test. The sample was 48% male, 76% white, and 38 years old on
average (SD = 13). There were no exclusions in this study. Excluding
suspicious responses did not change the interpretation of results (see
the Supplemental materials).
2.1.2. Procedure
After reporting their partisanship and home state, participants read
a fictitious uncivil tweet written by a co-partisan (someone of the same
political party as themselves) and directed at a politician from the opposite party. The tweeter was said to be either of low or high ranking
(randomly assigned between subjects). And the context was also systematically varied to either be competitive (election cycle) or cooperative (governing context). The study thus had a 2 (Tweeter
Ranking: high, low) × 2 (Context: competitive, cooperative) between
subjects design. Cell sizes are found in the Supplemental materials.
Participants then indicated how much they approved of the tweet
(dependent variable), completed manipulation checks and a self-affirmation task to mitigate possible negative affect, and reported demographics. All manipulations, exclusions, and measures are reported in
this and all subsequent studies.

1.4.1. Participant exclusion criteria
The participant pool employed in this paper is Amazon's Mechanical
Turk. Recently, some have noted irregularities in responses and suggested that computer bots may be masquerading as human participants
(e.g., Dreyfuss, 2018). We addressed this concern by including attention
checks and collecting location data once we became aware of the potential bot problems, which we then used to detect potential bot farms
or suspicious responses. In our main analyses, we include all participants in all studies except where we pre-registered exclusions in Study
5. In the Supplemental materials, we also present analyses examining
whether patterns of results vary depending on whether questionable
responses are included or excluded in the studies where we had sufficient information to do so. We uniformly find that the patterns of results

2.1.2.1. Tweeter ranking and relationship manipulations. In all
conditions, participants read and judged an uncivil tweet by a
fictitious co-partisan, “Sam Smith”, aimed at “Drew Davis”, a
fictitious politician from the opposing party (see Fig. 1). Everything
about the tweet—the tweet text, name, date, portrait, and numbers of
likes, comments, and retweets—was held constant between conditions.
To ensure that the uncivil language was realistic, we gathered all of the
uncivil jabs from actual tweets by President Trump aimed at Senator
4

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 86 (2020) 103907

J.A. Frimer and L.J. Skitka

2.1.2.4. U.S. State. The question asked, “Which state do you live in?”
Participants selected their political state from a drop-down list. Options
were also available for the 50 states, the District of Columbia and all
U.S. territories (e.g., Guam, Puerto Rico).
2.1.2.5. Manipulation checks. The social ranking of the tweeter (waiter/
politician) manipulation check asked, “By virtue of Smith's occupation,
what is his social status relative to other people in society?” Participants
responded on a 101-point scale anchored at 0 (very low), 50 (average),
and 100 (very high). To check whether the relationship manipulation
was successful, the survey asked, “How would you characterize the
nature of the relationship between the two politicians?” Participants
responded on a 201-point scale anchored at −100 (competitive) and 100
(cooperative).
Fig. 1. In Study 1, participants read an uncivil tweet issued by a fictitious
protagonist, Sam Smith, aimed at a political opponent, Drew Davis. The protagonist (Smith) was either of high or low social ranking, and operated in either
a competitive or cooperative political context.

2.2. Results
2.2.1. Manipulation checks
Both manipulations were successful. First, we checked whether
authority ranking of the tweeter was higher when the tweeter was a
politician (M = 67.99, SD = 18.17) than when the tweeter was a waiter
(M = 47.82, SD = 21.88), and found that it was, t(1074) = 16.48,
p < .001, d = 1.003. Second, we checked whether the perceived
nature of the relationship between the two politicians differed between
contexts and found that in the governing context, the perceived cooperativeness was higher (M = −46.13, SD = 50.16) than in the electoral context (M = −58.50, SD = 45.79), t(1095) = 4.27, p < .001,
d = 0.258. There was a slight caveat here: participants characterized
the political relationship as competitive in nature in both the competitive and the cooperative conditions (comparisons with 0, ts ≤ 20.73,
ps < .001, d ≤ −0.920), meaning that even during times of bipartisan
cooperation, people may construe inter-partisan interactions as competitive in nature, even if they realize that some cooperation is also
necessary.

Ted Cruz, selected several spicy elements, and constructed a novel
tweet. Participants were not made aware of the origin of the language.
The uncivil tweeter (Smith) was said to either be a waiter at a
restaurant (low ranking) or a politician (high ranking). And the context
was manipulated to either be competitive in which two politicians were
in a tight race for the U.S. Senate or cooperative in which the politicians
needed to work together to promote the interests of the people from the
participant's home state (see Table 1). The uncivil tweet appeared on
the same page and immediately below the manipulated text.
2.1.2.2. Approval of incivility. The question asked, “Do you approve or
disapprove of Smith's tweet?” Participants responded on a 201-point
scale anchored at −100 (strongly disapprove), 0 (neutral), and 100
(strongly approve).

2.2.2. Double standard
To test which of leaders or rank-and-file partisans were judged more
harshly for interpartisan incivility, and whether this double standard
differed by context, we performed a 2 (Tweeter Ranking: high, low) × 2
(Context: competitive, cooperative) between-subjects ANOVA, predicting approval of the tweet. Our main question concerned the main
effect of Ranking; we found that the high-ranking tweeters were judged
more harshly than low ranking tweeters, F(1,1103) = 48.18, p < .001,
ηp2 = .042, supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis (see Fig. 2).
We also found a main effect of relationship, F(1,1103) = 4.32,
p = .038, ηp2 = .004, such that incivility was judged more harshly in a
cooperative context than in a competitive one. And we found a marginal interaction, F(1,1103) = 3.02, p = .083, ηp2 = .003, which we do
no interpret given the large sample size. In sum, making the context

2.1.2.3. Participant partisanship. A question asked, “Which political
party do you prefer?” Response options were “Republican Party”
(scored 1) or “Democratic Party” (scored −1). Participants needed to
indicate a preference for one of the two parties to advance in the study.
Immediately below the previous question, a second asked, “How much
do you prefer this party over the other one?” Response options were 1
(slightly), 2 (moderately), and 3 (extremely). We computed a partisanship
variable by multiplying the two scores together. Higher partisanship
scores indicate a Republican leaning. The sample had 362 extreme
Democrats, 182 moderate Democrats, 129 slight Democrats, 100 slight
Republicans, 175 moderate Republicans, and 159 extreme Republicans.
In this and all subsequent studies (except Study 5), samples tended to
have more Democrats and Republicans, perhaps because Mechanical
Turk samples tend to be liberal in general.

Table 1
Ranking (low, high) and context (cooperative, competitive) manipulations in Study 1 for Democratic participants. For Republican participants, the words
“Republican” and “Democrat” were reversed. For each participant, [state] was replaced with the participants' reported home state.
Context

Tweeter (Smith) is of low authority ranking

Tweeter (Smith) is of high authority ranking

Cooperative governance

Consider the following scenario: Roger Ramsey, a Democrat, and Drew
Davis, a Republican, are the two U.S. senators for [state]. It is ultimately
up to Ramsey and Davis to work together to promote the interests of
people from [state]. Sam Smith is a waiter at a restaurant and tends to be
active on Twitter on national politics. Smith identifies as a Democrat and
strongly favors Ramsey.
Consider the following scenario: An election is approaching. Roger
Ramsey, a Democrat, is in a tight race with Drew Davis, a Republican, to
represent [state] in the U.S. Senate. Ramsey has stated that if he is not
successful, this will be his last election. Sam Smith is a waiter at a
restaurant and tends to be active on Twitter on national politics. Smith
identifies as a Democrat and strongly favors Ramsey.

Consider the following scenario: Sam Smith, a Democrat, and Drew Davis,
a Republican, are the two U.S. senators for [state]. It is ultimately up to
Smith and Davis to work together to promote the interests of people from
[state]. Smith tends to be active on Twitter on national politics.

Competitive election

5

Consider the following scenario: An election is approaching. Sam Smith, a
Democrat, is in a tight race with Drew Davis, a Republican, to represent
[state] in the U.S. Senate. Smith has stated that if he is not successful, this
will be his last election. Smith tends to be active on Twitter on national
politics.
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50

Approve

40

that participants judged leaders more harshly for their interpartisan
incivility than they judged members of the rank-and-file. This tendency
to hold political leaders to a higher standard generalized to electoral
and governing contexts, but was primarily found among Democrats (we
revisit the discussion of moderation by partisanship in Study 6).
It remains unclear from this study whether the harsher judgments
toward politicians than co-partisans were the consequence of the politician's uncivil remarks. People might simply respond more negatively
or dislike politicians more than the rank-and-file in general. To know
whether the harsher judgments were in response to the uncivil remarks
or merely to the comparative rank of the tweeters themselves, we
compared reactions to politicians and members of the rank-and-file
when varying the civility of their tweets.

Waiter (Low Ranking Tweeter)
U.S. Senator (High Ranking Tweeter)

30
20

Neutral

10
0

3. Study 2: civility and incivility

Disapprove

-10

We tested whether the results from Study 1 replicate and whether
they can be explained away by a general dislike of politicians. It remains possible that the harsher judgments toward politicians that we
witnessed in Study 1 had nothing to do with the incivility per se and
instead reflected a general aversion of politicians relative to the rankand-file. In Study 2, we tested whether partisans would judge their
political leaders more harshly than ordinary co-partisans for engaging
in not only uncivil but also civil interpartisan communication.

-20
-30
-40

3.1. Method

-50
Election

Governance

3.1.1. Participants
In Study 1, we observed an effect of ranking on approval of incivility
of ηp2 = .042, which would necessitate 300 participants to achieve 95%
power (2-tailed) in a 2-group design. With a 4-cell design and an examination of the effect of civility, for which the effect size is unknown,
we conservatively recruited 1076 Americans from Amazon's
Mechanical Turk; this sample had 80% power to detect effects of
|d| > 0.171 at p < .05 and a 2-tailed test. We did not design power
analyses to detect moderation by party effects because the double
standard was our primary focus, and because the moderation-by-party
analyses became a secondary focus after the fact, during the review
process. The sample was 48% male, 80% white, and 38 years old
(SD = 13) on average. There were no exclusions in this study.2

Context
Fig. 2. Approval of an uncivil inter-partisan tweet made by a low- or highranking political operative in a competitive (electoral) or cooperative (governing) context (Study 1). Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

more competitive in nature did not eliminate or reverse the finding that
leaders are held to a higher discursive standard than rank-and-file
partisans. Judges' gender did not moderate any of these effects (see the
Supplemental materials).
2.2.3. Moderation by partisanship
To examine whether Democrats and Republicans differed in the
extent to which they held their leaders to a higher standard, we conducted a regression analysis, predicting approval, with three predictors:
Ranking (1 = high, −1 = low), Partisanship (−3 to 3 scale), and their
interaction.1 Table 2 shows how the analysis reproduced an effect of
ranking, supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis. It produced
no effect of partisanship, meaning that Democrats and Republicans did
not differ overall in their evaluative tendency. And the omnibus produced and an interaction (57% post hoc power). To examine simple
slopes, we recentered the Partisanship variable at the ends of the partisanship spectrum and found support for the leaders' higher standard
hypothesis among extreme Democrats (Partisanship = −3) and only
marginally among extreme Republicans (Partisanship = 3; see Table 2).
We also decomposed the omnibus orthogonally, by Ranking, and found
that Republicans judged the high-ranking tweeter more favorably than
did Democrats (see Table 2).

3.1.2. Procedure
After reporting their partisanship, participants read two (novel)
tweets by either a low or high authority ranking fictitious co-partisan
who tweeted about the leaders of the opponent party in either a civil or
uncivil manner. The study thus had a 2 (Tweeter Ranking: high,
low) × 2 (Tone: civil, uncivil) between subjects design. The
Supplemental materials report cell ns. Participants then indicated how
much they approved of the tweets,3 completed manipulation checks
and a self-affirmation task to mitigate possible negative affect, and reported demographics.
3.1.2.1. Tweeter ranking manipulation. Depending on whether
participants were assigned to the high or low authority ranking
condition, the introduction for Democratic participants read, “Arther
Andersen is a Democratic [state governor/and cab driver] and tends to
be active on Twitter on national politics.” For Republican participants,

2.3. Discussion
Study 1 supported the leaders' higher standard hypothesis by finding

2
In this study, we did not collect location data, which precluded the possibility of detecting responses that might be from bot farms. However, other
studies found that detecting and eliminating suspicious responses did not alter
the pattern of results.
3
Participants also rated the character of the tweeter (see the Supplemental
materials for the measure and results.) Ranking did not alter character judgments, regardless of whether the communication was civil or uncivil.

1

The homogeneity of variance assumption of regression was not violated. We
conducted a Breusch-Pagan test (Breusch & Pagan, 1979) by saving the residuals of the omnibus regression and testing whether Ranking, Partisanship,
and their interaction significantly predicted the squared residuals. The omnibus
was not significant, F(3,1073) = 2.28, p = .078.
6
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Table 2
Results from a regression analysis with Tweeter Ranking, Participant Partisanship, and their interaction predicting approval of the tweeter (Study 1).
Factor
Omnibus
Ranking
Partisanship
Ranking × Partisanship
Simple slopes
Effect of Ranking on Approval for…
Extreme Democrats
Extreme Republicans
Effect of Partisanship on Approval of…
Low Ranking Tweeter
High Ranking Tweeter

B [95%CI]

β

p

−9.59 [−12.72, −6.46]
0.68 [−0.63, 1.98]
1.44 [0.14, 2.75]

−0.183
0.030
0.066

< .001
.311
.031

−13.91 [−18.28, −9.55]
−5.27 [−10.86, 0.32]

−0.265
−0.100

< .001
.065

−0.77 [−2.62, 1.09]
2.12 [0.28, 3.96]

−0.035
0.095

.417
.024

the word “Democratic” was replaced with “Republican”.

3.1.2.3. Approval of the (in)civility. The question asked, “Do you
approve or disapprove of Andersen's tweets?” Participants responded
on a 201-point scale anchored at −100 (strongly disapprove), 0 (neutral),
and 100 (strongly approve).

3.1.2.2. Tone
manipulation. The
instructions
for
Democratic
participants read, “Please read the following tweets wherein Andersen
addresses Republican leaders” and referenced the Republican Senate
Majority Leader Mitch McConnell. For Republican participants,
“Republican” was replaced with “Democratic” and referenced
Democratic Senate Minority Leader Chuck Schumer. Participants were
then randomly assigned to read two civil or two uncivil tweets (Fig. 3)
aimed at the opponent party. To ensure that the uncivil language was
realistic, we gathered all of the uncivil jabs from actual tweets by
Democrats Elizabeth Warren and Bernie Sanders (aimed at President
Trump and Republicans), selected several pointy elements, and
constructed novel tweets. Participants were not made aware of the
origin of the language.

3.1.2.4. Participant partisanship. The questions and measure were the
same as those in Study 1. The sample had 336 extreme Democrats, 202
moderate Democrats, 133 slight Democrats, 85 slight Republicans, 157
moderate Republicans, and 163 extreme Republicans.
3.1.2.5. Manipulation checks. The tone manipulation check asked,
“How civil were the tweets by Arther Andersen?” with responses
being on a 7-point scale anchored at −3 (very uncivil), −2 (uncivil),
−1 (slightly uncivil), 0 (neutral), 1 (slightly civil), 2 (civil), and 3 (very
civil). And the ranking manipulation check asked, “How much authority

Fig. 3. In Study 2, Democratic participants read either civil or uncivil tweets issued by a fictitious protagonist, Arther Andersen, aimed at a political opponent. For
Republican participants, the word “Republican” was replaced with “Democratic”, and “Senate Majority leader Mitch McConnell” was replaced with “Senate Minority
leader Chuck Schumer”.
7
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predicting approval of the tweets yielded a main effect of Tone, F
(1,1071) = 67.41, p < .001, ηp2 = .059 (civility was judged more positively than incivility; replicating Frimer & Skitka, 2018), no effect of
Ranking, F(1,1071) = 1.87, p = .171, ηp2 = .002, and an interaction, F
(1,1071) = 5.22, p = .023, ηp2 = .005. We decomposed the interaction
and found that the high ranking tweeter was judged more harshly than
the low ranking tweeter when making uncivil remarks, F
(1,1071) = 6.44, p = .011, d = −0.200 (supporting the leaders' higher
standard hypothesis), but not when making civil ones, F(1,1071) = 0.43,
p = .510, d = 0.064. Judges' gender did not moderate any of these effects (see the Supplemental materials).

50

Approve

40
30
20

Neutral

10

3.2.3. Moderation by partisanship
To examine whether Democrats or Republicans differed in the extent to which they held their leaders to a higher standard when engaging in uncivil behavior, we conducted a regression analysis, predicting
approval, with three predictors: Ranking (1 = high, −1 = low),
Partisanship (−3 to 3 scale), and their interaction.4 For this analysis,
we only included participants in the uncivil condition as the double
standard only applied when people engage in uncivil behavior. Table 3
shows how the analysis reproduced an effect of ranking, supporting the
leaders' higher standard hypothesis, but produced neither an effect of
partisanship nor an interaction (6% post hoc power), meaning that we
did not find a difference between Democrats' and Republicans' reactions
uncivil co-partisans of varying ranking in this study.

0

Disapprove

-10
-20
Cab Driver (Low Ranking)
-30

State Senator (High Ranking)

-40
-50
Uncivil Tweets

3.3. Discussion

Civil Tweets

Study 2 replicated the finding that partisans judge their own leaders
more harshly than their fellow members of the rank-and-file for interpartisan incivility, lending further support for the leaders' higher standard hypothesis. This study also revealed boundary conditions on this
effect. The double standard did not apply to civil communication
meaning that the double standard for incivility does not reflect a generalized dislike of politicians vis-à-vis the general population but is
something specific about behaving uncivilly. Unlike in Study 1, Study 2
found no evidence that Democrats and Republicans displayed a different double standard, a topic to which we return in Study 6. Studies 1
and 2 kept the authority ranking of the target of civil or uncivil discourse constant and high, while varying the authority ranking of the
protagonist. Study 3 tested whether the leader's higher standard effect
might also depend on the relative ranking of the target of (in)civility.

Tone
Fig. 4. Approval of tweets made by a low or high ranking political ally in which
the ally addressed the opposite party in a civil or uncivil manner (Study 2).
Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

does Arther Andersen have over other people?” Participants responded
on a 7-point scale anchored at 0 (none), 3 (a moderate amount), and 6 (a
huge amount).
3.2. Results
3.2.1. Manipulation checks
Both manipulations were successful. Civility judgments were higher
in the civil condition (M = 1.87, SD = 1.21) than in the uncivil condition (M = −0.63, SD = 1.50), t(1066) = 30.17, p < .001,
d = 1.840. And authority ranking ratings were higher in the high
ranking (M = 2.99, SD = 1.65) than in the low ranking condition
(M = 1.65, SD = 1.50), t(1068) = 15.55, p < .001, d = 0.948.

4. Study 3: high and low ranking targets
Studies 1 and 2 examined the social consequences of incivility directed exclusively at high-ranking individuals (politicians). In Study 3,
we sought to replicate the effect of ranking of the tweeter on judgments
of incivility and to test whether the double standard that leaders incur
for incivility varies as a function of the relative ranking of the target of
incivility. Studies 1 and 2 reveal one aspect of a power dynamic involved in political incivility: Incivility is less acceptable on the part of
leaders than it is on the part of the rank and file. One reason why incivility may be more problematic on the part of people of higher
ranking may be because people perceive “punching down” to be more
problematic than “punching up” where punching down generally refers
to taking aim at the comparatively less powerful, whereas punching up
refers to taking on entrenched interests or the existing power structure
(Bucaria & Barra, 2016; Krefting, 2014).
To more carefully tease apart the power dynamics that may shape
perceptions of the appropriateness of incivility, in Study 3 we thus
manipulated both the authority ranking of the speaker and of the target

3.2.2. Double standard
Fig. 4 shows how approval of the tweeter varied depending on
whether he was civil or uncivil, and high or low ranking. We tested
whether interpartisan incivility was judged more or less harshly when
the tweeter was of high versus low ranking, and whether this higher
standard for leaders' discourse also applied to civility. A 2 (Ranking:
high, low) × 2 (Tone: civil, uncivil) between-subjects ANOVA,
Table 3
Results from a regression analysis with Tweeter Ranking, Participant
Partisanship, and their interaction predicting approval of the tweeter (Study 2).
Factor

B [95%CI]

β

p

Omnibus
Ranking
Partisanship
Ranking × Partisanship

−5.31 [−9.97, −0.65]
−0.93 [−2.87, 1.00]
−0.31 [−2.24, 1.62]

−0.102
−0.042
−0.014

.026
.342
.753

4
The homogeneity of variance assumption of regression was not violated. A
Breusch-Pagan test was not significant, F(3,514) = 1.76, p = .154.

8

Journal of Experimental Social Psychology 86 (2020) 103907

J.A. Frimer and L.J. Skitka

point scale anchored at −100 (strongly disapprove), 0 (neutral), and 100
(strongly approve).

in a full factorial design. We predicted that people would perceive it to
be less appropriate for people of higher ranking to behave uncivilly
than it would be for people of lower ranking (the leaders' higher standard
effect), and that incivility directed at leaders would be perceived as
more appropriate than incivility directed at constituents or those of
comparatively lower ranking.

4.1.2.4. Participant partisanship. The questions and measure were the
same as for Study 1. The sample had 407 extreme Democrats, 225
moderate Democrats, 133 slight Democrats, 138 slight Republicans,
212 moderate Republicans, and 166 extreme Republicans.

4.1. Method

4.1.2.5. Manipulation checks. The tone manipulation check was the
same as for Study 2. The ranking of the tweeter manipulation check
asked, “How would you characterize the social status of Quincy
Trombone relative to other members of society?” Participants
responded on a 7-point scale anchored at 0 (bottom of the barrel), 3
(mid-way), and 6 (top of the heap).

4.1.1. Participants
The effect of ranking on approval of incivility varied from
d = −0.419 (Study 1) to d = −0.200 (Study 2), with an average of
d = −0.310. Using the latter estimate would necessitate a sample of
544 to achieve 95% power for a 2-cell design. Given our 4-cell design,
we recruited 1281 American participants on Mechanical Turk; this
sample had 80% power to detect effects of |d| > 0.156 at p < .05 and
a 2-tailed test. We included all participants in all analyses. Removing
participants who did not pass the attention checks did not alter the
pattern of results (see the Supplemental materials). The sample was
49% male, 80% white, and 37 years old (SD = 13) on average.

4.1.2.6. Attention checks. The ranking of the target attention check
asked, “Who was Quincy Trombone's tweet addressed to,” with the
response options “Democratic leaders”, “Democratic voters”,
“Republican leaders”, and “Republican voters”. The majority (73%) of
participants correctly identified the target's ranking and 87% of all
participants correctly identified the target's party. All participants were
retained.

4.1.2. Procedure
After reporting their partisanship, participants read an uncivil tweet
by either a low or high ranking fictitious co-partisan who attacked either a high or low ranking target from the opponent party. The study
thus had a 2 (Authority Ranking of the Speaker) × 2 (Authority
Ranking of the Target) between subjects design. Table S1 contains cell
ns. Participants then indicated how much they approved of the tweets,
evaluated the character of the tweeter (see the Supplemental materials),
completed manipulation and attention checks and a self-affirmation
task to mitigate possible negative affect, and reported demographics.

4.2. Results
4.2.1. Manipulation checks
Both manipulations were successful. First, we assessed whether the
tweets were indeed perceived to be uncivil by testing whether the
average tone judgment was below the neutral point of the scale (0) and
found that it was, (M = −1.48, SD = 1.42), t(1253) = −36.87,
p < .001, d = −1.042. Second, we checked whether ranking of the
tweeter was higher when the tweeter was a governor (M = 2.63,
SD = 1.53) than when the tweeter was a waiter (M = 2.43, SD = 1.21),
and found that it was, t(1255) = 2.55, p = .011, d = 0.145.

4.1.2.1. Speaker ranking manipulation. Democratic participants in the
high (low) speaker ranking condition read, “Quincy Trombone
identifies as a Democrat. He is the governor of a large state (waiter at
a restaurant) and tends to be active on Twitter on national politics.” For
Republican participants, “Democrat” was replaced with “Republican”.

4.2.2. Double standard
Fig. 6 shows how the ranking of the speaker and of the target affected judgments of the uncivil tweet. We tested whether the authority
ranking of the speaker and/or the target moderated levels of approval
of an uncivil tweet with a 2 (Speaker Ranking: high, low) × 2 (Target
Ranking: high, low) between-subjects ANOVA, predicting approval of
the tweets. The omnibus produced a main effect of Speaker Ranking, F
(1,1277) = 44.23, p < .001, ηp2 = .033, such that low ranking
speakers were again judged more leniently (M = −10.01, SD = 55.76)
than high ranking speakers (M = −30.77, SD = 56.26), which again
supported the leaders' higher standard hypothesis. The omnibus also
produced a main effect of Target Ranking, F(1,1277) = 11.35,
p = .001, ηp2 = .009, such that incivility aimed at high ranking targets
was judged more leniently (M = −14.55, SD = 57.04) than when it
was aimed at low ranking targets (M = −25.27, SD = 56.35). The
omnibus did not yield an interaction, F(1,1277) = 2.41, p = .121,
ηp2 = .002, meaning that support for the leaders' higher standard hypothesis did not depend on the target's ranking. Judges' gender did not
moderate any of these effects (see the Supplemental materials).

4.1.2.2. Target ranking manipulation. The instructions read, “Please
read the following tweets by Trombone.” Participants were then
randomly assigned to read an uncivil tweet aimed at “leaders” (high
ranking) or “voters” (low ranking) of the opposing party (see Fig. 5).
4.1.2.3. Approval of the incivility. The question asked, “Do you approve
or disapprove of Trombone's tweet?” Participants responded on a 201-

4.2.3. Moderation by partisanship
To examine whether Democrats or Republicans differed in the extent to which they held their leaders to a higher standard, we conducted
a regression analysis, predicting approval, with four predictors: Tweeter
Ranking (1 = high, −1 = low), Partisanship (−3 to 3 scale), their interaction, and Target Ranking as a covariate.5 We included Target
Ranking as a covariate because it accounted for variance in evaluations

Fig. 5. In Study 3, Democratic participants read an uncivil tweet issued by a
fictitious, Democratic co-partisan, Quincy Trombone, aimed at “Republican
leaders” (high ranking) or “Republican voters” (low ranking). Republican
participants read similar tweets by a Republican Trombone taking aim at
Democratic leaders/voters.

5
The homogeneity of variance assumption of regression was not violated. A
Breusch-Pagan test was not significant, F(4,1276) = 1.75, p = .138.
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4.3. Discussion

50
Waiter (Low Ranking Tweeter)
Approve
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Study 3 again replicated the leaders' higher standard effect, that leaders are held to a higher standard than followers when it comes to
interpartisan incivility. This novel effect generalized to when the target
of incivility was of high or low ranking. Additionally, any attacks on
low ranking individuals were also met with additional criticism. Taken
together, these results suggest that results consistent with truisms in
comedy: People in comparatively privileged positions are not supposed
to “punch down” and make fun of the less powerful, but it is okay for
people in comparatively less powerful positions to make fun of the
powerful (Bucaria & Barra, 2016; Krefting, 2014). The results of the
present study indicate that this comedic truism also extends to the social acceptability of being either a perpetuator or targets of incivility. It
is not socially acceptable for leaders to be uncivil (they must not punch
down), but it is okay for them to be the targets of incivility (it is okay to
punch up). Like in Study 1, but unlike in Study 2, the double standard
was primarily found among Democrats, a result we discuss in Study 6.

Governor (High Ranking Tweeter)

30
20

Netural
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0

Disaprove
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5. Study 4: gender and individual differences

-30

All of our previous studies relied on male protagonists, raising
questions about whether female leaders are subject to a similarly high
discursive standard as their male counterparts. Males are stereotypically more assertive than females (e.g., Eagly & Steffen, 1984); it is
possible that female leaders might be judged more harshly for incivility
insofar as it would be stereotype-inconsistent behavior (e.g., Jackson,
Sullivan, & Hodge, 1993). That said, females are still rarely in positions
of political leadership and may therefore be seen as less high status than
their male counterparts, and therefore freed from the leadership (and
associated civility) standards that constrain their male counterparts. In
Study 4, we sought to replicate the double standard and to test whether
the higher standard for leaders generalizes to female and not only male
protagonists. We thus manipulated both the authority ranking of the
speaker and the gender of the tweeter in a full factorial design.
In this study, we also begin to test a possible explanation the leaders'
higher standard effect by considering moderation by individual differences. If the effect is partly rooted in a pragmatic desire for governance,
then individuals who happen to have a particularly strong desire that
their political leaders govern and not engage in culture wars should
judge political leaders especially harshly compared to members of the
rank-and-file of inter-partisan incivility. Therefore, we included an individual difference measure of preference for governors-over-warriors
and tested whether it moderated the effect of ranking on approval.

-40
-50
Voters (Low Ranking) Leaders (High Ranking)
Target of Incivility
Fig. 6. Approval of tweets made by a low or high ranking political ally that
uncivilly insulted low or high ranking members of the opposite party (Study 3).
Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

in the previous omnibus. Table 4 shows how the analysis reproduced a
main effect of ranking, supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis.
We found no effect of partisanship. But we did find an interaction (94%
post hoc power). To examine the nature of the interaction, we recentered the Partisanship variable at the ends of the partisanship spectrum
and found support for the leaders' higher standard hypothesis among extreme Democrats (Partisanship = −3), but not among extreme Republicans (Partisanship = 3; see Table 4). We also decomposed the
omnibus by Ranking and found that Republicans judged the highranking tweeter more favorably and the low-ranking tweeter less favorably than did Democrats (see Table 4).

Table 4
Results from a regression analysis with Tweeter Ranking, Participant Partisanship, and their interaction, along with Target Ranking as a covariate, predicting
approval of the tweeter (Study 3).
Factor
Omnibus
Tweeter Ranking
Partisanship
Tweeter Ranking × Partisanship
Target Ranking
Simple slopes
Effect of Tweeter Ranking on Approval for…
Extreme Democrats
Extreme Republicans
Effect of Partisanship on Approval of…
Low Ranking Tweeter
High Ranking Tweeter

B [95%CI]

β

p

−9.03 [−12.18, −5.89]
0.49 [−0.84, 1.81]
2.36 [1.03, 3.69]
11.13 [5.04, 17.23]

−0.159
0.020
0.098
0.098

< .001
.473
.001
< .001

−16.11 [−20.54, −11.67]
−1.96 [−7.61, 3.69]

−0.283
−0.034

< .001
.496

−1.93 [−3.77, −0.10]
2.82 [0.90, 4.75]

−0.079
0.116

.039
.004
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5.1. Method
5.1.1. Participants
The average effect of ranking on approval of incivility from Studies
1–3 is d = −0.330. This would necessitate a sample of 480 to have 95%
power. To raise the likelihood of detecting potentially small differences
in judgments of male and female protagonists, we conservatively recruited 914 American participants on Mechanical Turk; this sample had
80% power to detect effects of |d| > 0.186 at p < .05 and a 2-tailed
test. The sample was 49% male, 81% white, and 39 years old (SD = 12)
on average. All participants were included in analyses. The pattern of
results was invariant with respect to whether all participants were included, suspected bots were removed, or both suspected bots and inattentive participants were removed (see the Supplemental materials).
5.1.2. Procedure
After reporting their partisanship and home state, participants read
an uncivil tweet by either a low or high ranking fictitious co-partisan
who was either male or female and who uncivilly attacked members of
the opponent party. The study thus had a 2 (Ranking of the
Tweeter) × 2 (Gender of the Tweeter) between subjects design.
Participants then indicated how much they approved of the tweets,
indicated whether they prefer that their political leaders govern or
engage in culture wars on a continuous scale, completed attention
checks and a self-affirmation task to mitigate possible negative affect,
and reported demographics.
5.1.2.1. Tweeter ranking and gender manipulations. Democratic
participants in the high (low) tweeter ranking condition read about a
male {female} co-partisan: “Imagine that Arther {Alicia} Andersen
represents [state] in the U.S. Senate (is a cashier at a gas station in
[state]). He {She} is a Democrat and tends to be active on Twitter on
national politics. During his {her} first week of a 6-year term
(Recently), he {she} tweeted:” For Republican participants,
“Republican” replaced “Democratic” and “Democrat”, and for all
participants “[state]” was replaced with their home state. In the male
tweeter condition, the uncivil tweets were the same as those in Study 2
(see Fig. 3). In the female tweeter condition, the tweets were identical
except the name, handle, and photograph were altered (see Fig. 7).

Fig. 7. In Study 4, Democratic participants read uncivil tweets issued by a
fictitious protagonist, Arther or Alicia Andersen, aimed at a political opponent.
The protagonist (Andersen) was either of high or low ranking, and either male
or female. For Republican participants, the word “Republican” was replaced
with “Democratic”, and “Senate Majority leader Mitch McConnell” was replaced with “Senate Minority leader Chuck Schumer”.

5.1.2.5. Attention checks. The ranking attention check asked, “What is
Andersen's occupation?” with response options being “senator” and
“cashier” (89% passed). The gender attention check asked, “What is
Andersen's gender?” with the response options “male” and “female”
(94% passed). And the party attention check asked, “What is Andersen's
Party?” with response options being “Democrat” and “Republican”
(92% passed). The majority (81%) of participants correctly passed all
attention checks.

5.1.2.2. Approval of incivility. The prompt asked, “How would you
characterize Andersen's tweets?” Participants responded to five items
(“justified”, “necessary”, “uncalled for”, “unacceptable”, and “crossed a
line”, with the latter three reverse scored) on a 201-point scale
anchored at −100 (not at all), −33 (slightly), 33 (somewhat), and 100
(very). We aggregated the five items to create a single index of approval
(α = 0.84).

5.2. Results

5.1.2.3. Preference for a political governor or warrior. Participants read,
“People often want their political leaders to be many things at once. But
some traits are more important than others. In your elected
representatives, which of the following traits do you desire more?”
Participants then responded to six bipolar 7-point (1–7) items, with one
side representing a preference for a governor, and the other a
preference for a culture warrior. The items were: (a) culture warrior:
governor, (b) gets bills passed: takes down the other side, (c) manages
his/her team well: stymies opponents, (d) responds effectively to
natural disasters: responds effectively to attacks from the other side,
(e) party uniter: country uniter, (f) competence: dominance. We reverse
scored the second, third, fourth, and sixths items and then averaged the
items to form a single index of preference for governance (α = 0.64).

5.2.1. Double standard
Fig. 8 shows how the ranking and gender of the speaker affected
judgments of the speaker's behavior. We tested whether the gender
and/or the ranking of the tweeter affected levels of approval of the
uncivil tweets with a 2 (Tweeter Ranking: high, low) × 2 (Tweeter
Gender: male, female) between-subjects ANOVA, predicting approval of
the tweets. The omnibus produced a main effect of tweeter ranking, F
(1,910) = 34.30, p < .001, ηp2 = .036, such that high ranking tweeters were again judged more harshly (M = 2.24, SD = 43.36) than low
ranking speakers (M = 18.86, SD = 43.36), again supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis. The omnibus did not produce a main
effect of tweeter gender, F(1,910) = 0.02, p = .894, ηp2 < .001, nor
did it produce an interaction, F(1,910) = 0.12, p = .730, ηp2 < .001,
meaning that the leaders' higher standard hypothesis was supported regardless of the tweeter's gender. The judge's gender did not interact
with any of these effects but males judged incivility more favorably
than did females (see the Supplemental materials).

5.1.2.4. Participant partisanship. The questions and measure were the
same as for Study 1. The sample had 279 extreme Democrats, 166
moderate Democrats, 107 slight Democrats, 90 slight Republicans, 119
moderate Republicans, and 153 extreme Republicans.
11
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Table 5
Results from a regression analysis with Tweeter Ranking, Participant
Partisanship, and their interaction predicting approval of the tweeter (Study 4).

Approve

50
40
30

Factor

B [95%CI]

β

p

Tweeter Ranking
Partisanship
Tweeter Ranking × Partisanship

−7.91 [−10.74, −5.07]
−2.14 [−3.33, −0.95]
0.94 [−0.24, 2.13]

−0.181
−0.114
0.052

< .001
< .001
.119

20
In a regression analysis, we examined whether the tweeter ranking
(cashier = −1, senator = 1), individual differences in a preference for
governing leadership (z-scores), and their interaction predicted approval of interpartisan incivility. Fig. 9 and Table 6 show how we reproduced the main effect of ranking, meaning that people with an
average level of preference for governors judged high ranking tweeters
more harshly than low ranking tweeters for incivility. We also found an
interaction between ranking and preference. To decompose the interaction, we examined whether the double standard was evident for respondents with a relatively weak and strong preference for governors.
Participants who expressed a relatively strong preference for governors
(1 SD above the M or 6.52 on the 1–7 scale) judged high ranking
tweeters more harshly than they did low ranking tweeters for incivility,
B = −11.51, 95%CI = [−15.44, −7.57], β = −0.264, p < .001. In
contrast, participants who expressed a relatively weak preference for
governors (1 SD below the M or 4.45 on the 1–7 scale) did as well albeit
to a lesser degree, B = −5.07, 95% CI = [−9.02, −1.13],
β = −0.116, p = .012.

Neutral

10
0
-10

Disapprove

-20
Cashier (Low Ranking)
-30

Senator (High Ranking)

-40
-50
Male

Female

Tweeter's Gender

5.3. Discussion

Fig. 8. Approval of tweets made by a low or high ranking male or female political ally in which the ally uncivilly insulted members of the opposite party
(Study 4). Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

A fourth experiment again supported the leaders' higher standard
hypothesis, and the observed double standard was invariant with respect
to the communicator's gender and that of the judge. It would be premature to conclude that gender does not moderate the double standard
because a suppression effect might be at play. Female leaders might be
judged more harshly than their male counterparts for incivility because
incivility might be female-stereotype-inconsistent behavior. At the
same time, female leaders might be judged less harshly than their male
counterparts for incivility because female leaders might be perceived to
have lower authority ranking than male leaders. These opposing forces
might have cancelled out or suppressed one another, yielding an overall
null effect of gender on the double standard. This issue aside, our data
still suggest that the direction of the double standard is the same for
males and females. Like in Study 2, but unlike in Studies 1 and 3, we
found no evidence that Democrats and Republicans differ in the extent
to which they hold the double standard.
Study 4 began to test the pragmatic explanation for the leaders'
higher standard effect. We predicted and found that individual differences in a preference for governors over warriors would moderate the
double standard. A limitation of this analysis was that the preferencefor-governors measure had questionable reliability. In Study 5, we
improve the scale. Another limitation that applies to all four of the
previous studies is that we measured partisanship before participants
read and responded to the uncivil tweets. We designed the studies this
way so that we could present each participant with language from a copartisan. However, this methodological choice may have created an
unintended side of effect of priming a partisan identity and amplifying
or otherwise altering the responses to incivility. We test this possibility
in Study 5 by manipulating the order in which we measured partisanship (at the beginning versus the end of the study).

5.2.2. Moderation by partisanship
To examine whether Democrats or Republicans differed in the extent to which they held their leaders to a higher standard, we conducted
a regression analysis similar to that of Study 1.6 We did not include the
tweeter's gender in the model because it did not influence evaluations
in the previous analysis. Table 5 shows how the present analysis reproduced an effect of ranking, supporting the leaders' higher standard
hypothesis. It also produced an effect of partisanship, such that Democrats judged the tweeters more positively in this study than did Republicans. The analysis did not produce and an interaction, meaning
that we did not detect a difference in the leaders' higher standard effect in
Democrats and Republicans (35% post hoc power).
5.2.3. Moderation by a preference for governance
Next, we tested the proposed pragmatism explanation for the leaders' higher standard effect by assessing whether a preference for governance (rather than culture war) in elected officials moderated the
degree to which leaders were held to a higher standard than rank-andfile co-partisans. Because gender did not moderate any effects in the
primary analysis, we combined data from both genders. First, we examined whether participants, in general, preferred governors to cultural warriors by testing whether the distribution (M = 5.49 on a 1–7
scale, SD = 1.04) was above the midpoint of the warrior-versus-governor scale (4), and found that it was, t(913) = 43.38, p < .001,
d = 1.435. Next, we examined whether individual differences in a
preference for governing leadership moderated the double standard.
We predicted an open-jaw interaction, with the double standard being
evident especially or only for people who prefer governors.

6. Study 5: moderation by preference for governors
The goals of Study 5 were fivefold. First, we aimed to replicate the
leaders' higher standard effect. Second, all previous studies required

6
The homogeneity of variance assumption of regression was not violated. A
Breusch-Pagan test was not significant, F(3,910) = 0.41, p = .748.
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6.1. Method
6.1.1. Participants
The weakest of the predicted effects, a Ranking × Preference for
Governors interaction, dictated sample size determination (pre-registered at https://osf.io/tn57s/registrations). The effect found in Study 4
was rp = .07. For 80% power and 2-tailed test, 1516 were needed.
Recruitment was complicated by the focus of this research, which
concerns how people judge their fellow partisans, and the study design,
which called for measuring partisanship after reading and evaluating
what someone tweeted for half of the sample (see Goal 2). Unlike in all
other studies, in this study we could not use programming logic to
stream participants to read tweets from co-partisans because the needed
information was not collected at that time. If we were to sample typically (as we did in Studies 1–4), we should expect less than half of each
sample to share a party with the tweeter because most participants will
end up identifying either as moderates or with the opposing party. To
make recruitment more efficient, we used TurkPrime's pre-screening
questions to recruit self-identified moderates and liberals (in
TurkPrime's pre-screening questionnaire) to respond to questions about
Democrat tweeters and we pre-screened for moderates and conservatives to respond to questions about Republicans. Our reason for
including moderates in each sample is that many moderates lean toward one party.
We thus recruited 800 participants who had indicated that they
were politically moderate, conservative, or very conservative in a
TurkPrime pre-screening question to complete the study about a
Republican tweeter, and 800 participants who identified as moderate,
liberal, or very liberal to complete the study about a Democratic tweeter. Because we collected these samples sequentially, we used
Turkprime's functions to prevent people (moderates) who completed
the first survey from completing the second survey. We also used
Turkprime's screening to prevent suspected bots from taking the survey.
The full sample was comprised of 1593 Americans, it was 48% male and
40 years old (SD = 13) on average, and had 80% power to detect effects
of |d| > 0.140 at p < .05 and a 2-tailed test.
Because the theoretical scope of this this research is limited to
partisans' reactions to their fellow partisans' incivility, we pre-registered
(https://osf.io/tn57s/registrations) the decision to include co-partisans
only in all main analyses. Table 7 shows the number of participants in
each condition, both in the full sample and for the co-partisan only
analyses. The co-partisans only sample was comprised of 1019 Americans, and was 47% male and 40 years old (SD = 13) on average, and
had 80% power to detect effects of |d| > 0.176 at p < .05 and a 2tailed test.

Fig. 9. Approval of an uncivil interpartisan tweet was higher when it came from
a low-ranking tweeter (cashier at a gas station) than when it came from
someone of a higher ranking (a U.S. Senator), and especially among people who
had a strong preference for governors rather than cultural warriors (Study 4).
Shaded regions indicate 95% confidence intervals. The Ms and SDs are indicated on the horizontal axis.

Table 6
Inferential statistics from a regression analysis with Ranking of the tweeter (low
vs. high/early career), preference for governors, and their interaction are predicting approval of incivility (Study 4).
Predictor

B [95%CI]

β

p

Ranking
Preference for Governors
Ranking × Preference

−8.29 [−11.07, −5.51]
−0.89 [−3.68, 1.90]
−3.22 [−6.01, −0.43]

−0.190
−0.020
−0.074

< .001
.531
.024

6.1.2. Procedure
In the Democratic tweeter condition, participants reported their
home state and then were randomly assigned to either (a) report their
partisanship and ideology, read uncivil tweets by either a low or high

participants to report their partisanship prior to reading and responding
to uncivil tweets, which may have had a priming effect on the results. In
this study, we tested this possibility experimentally by asking participants to report their ideology either before or after reading and responding to the tweets. Third, the measure of partisanship in all previous studies forced participants to express a preference for one party or
the other. In the present study, we used a more standard measure that
allowed participants to express no preference to see whether doing so
would still produce the leaders' double standard effect. Fourth, in all
previous studies, we measured partisanship but did not include a
measure of ideology. We included a measure of ideology and tested
whether it moderates the double standard in Study 5. And fifth, the
preference-for -governors measure in Study 4 had questionable reliability. In Study 5, we improve upon the measure and test whether it also
moderates the double standard.

Table 7
Number of participants per condition and by participant's self-reported partisanship. Bolded numbers are included in the co-partisans only analysis.
Participant's Partisanship

−3 (Strong Democrat)
−2
−1
0
1
2
3 (Strong Republican)

13

Tweeter's Party
Democrat

Republican

261
162
123
148
51
34
16

44
72
77
132
88
204
181
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Table 8
Approval of tweets made by a low or high ranking male Democrat or Republican with the measure of partisanship collected before or after reading and responding to
the tweets.
Full sample

Partisanship before
Partisanship after

Low Ranking
High Ranking
Low Ranking
High Ranking

Co-partisans only

Democratic Tweeter

Republican Tweeter

Democratic Tweeter

Republican Tweeter

19.10 (41.53)
4.18 (49.77)
16.80 (41.82)
6.75 (49.71)

0.05 (43.49)
−7.21 (49.80)
3.40 (44.45)
0.82 (47.39)

26.77 (41.34)
12.74 (48.88)
25.76 (39.90)
8.40 (49.40)

10.19 (43.10)
4.67 (49.48)
12.77 (43.47)
12.29 (43.16)

6.1.2.5. Preference for a political governor or warrior. Participants read,
“People often want their political leaders to be many things at once. But
some traits are more important than others. In your elected
representatives, which of the following traits do you desire more?”
Participants then responded to eight items on a bipolar 5-point (1–5)
scale, with higher scores representing a preference for a governor. The
items were: (a) culture warrior: governor for all, (b) takes an ideological
stand: gets bills passed, (c) fights with opponents: de-escalates tense
situations, (d) focuses on thwarting attacks from the other side: focuses
on economic development, (e) party unifier: country unifier, (f)
dominance: competence, (g) stands firm: makes compromises, and (h)
makes enemies: makes nice. We averaged the items to form a single
index of preference for governance (α = .81).
Attention checks. The ranking attention check asked, “What is
Andersen's occupation?” with response options being “senator” and
“cashier” (90% passed). And the party attention check asked, “What is
Andersen's Party?” with response options being “Democrat” and
“Republican” (91% passed). All participants were retained regardless of
whether they passed the attention checks.

ranking (randomly assigned) male Democrat who uncivilly attacked
Republicans, and then respond to several measures, or (b) read the
uncivil tweets, respond to the measures, and then report their partisanship. Thus, the order of the study components was manipulated such
that participants either reported their partisanship before or after reacting to the study stimuli. This allowed us to test whether a partisanship priming effect may have been at play in Studies 1–4. In the
Republican tweeter condition, the stimuli portrayed a Republican
tweeting uncivilly about Democrats and vice versa in the Democratic
tweeter condition. The study thus had a 2 (Tweeter's Party: Democrat,
Republican) × 2 (Tweeter's Ranking: low, high) × 2 (Partisanship
Reporting Order: before, after responding to the uncivil tweets) between subjects design. The aforementioned measures were: (a) approval
of the tweets, (b) a self-reported preference for political leaders that
govern versus engage in culture wars, and (c) attention checks. Finally,
participants completed a self-affirmation task to mitigate possible negative affect and reported demographics.
6.1.2.1. Tweeter party and ranking manipulations. Participants in the
Democratic {Republican} Tweeter condition read about a low (high)
ranking Democrat: “Imagine that Arther Andersen is a cashier at a gas
station in [state] (represents [state] in the U.S. Senate). He is a
Democrat {Republican} and tends to be active on Twitter on national
politics. Recently (during his first week of a 6-year term,) he tweeted:”
For all participants “[state]” was replaced with their home state. The
uncivil tweets from Study 2 were then presented.

6.2. Results
6.2.1. Double standard
Table 8 shows how the party and ranking of the speaker and the
order of partisanship reporting affected judgments of the tweeter's uncivil behavior.
A 2 (Tweeter's Party) × 2 (Tweeter's Ranking) × 2 (Presentation
Order) between-subjects ANOVA, predicting approval of the tweets
produced the predicted main effect of Ranking such that high ranking
tweeters were again judged more harshly than low ranking tweeters in
both the full sample and in the co-partisans only analysis, again supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis (see Table 9).
To test whether this effect was contingent on the possible identity
priming that could have resulted from reporting partisanship before
reading the uncivil tweets, we examined the Ranking × Order interaction, which did not approach significance. No effects involving the
Order factor approached significance, meaning that we found no evidence to suggest that the effects reported in Studies 1–4 were affected
by a primed political identity. We did find a main effect of Tweeter's

6.1.2.2. Participant partisanship. The measure and scoring procedures
were from the American National Election Studies (ANES). A first
question asked, “Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as
a Republican, a Democrat, or an Independent?” If participants selected
“Republican”, a new question was displayed, asking “Would you call
yourself a strong Republican or a not very strong Republican?”
Response options were 3 (strong Republican) and 2 (not very strong
Republican). If participants selected “Democrat” in the original
question, a new question was displayed, asking “Would you call
yourself a strong Democrat or a not very strong Democrat?” Response
options were −3 (strong Democrat) and 2 (not very strong Democrat).
And for those participants that selected “Independent” in the original
question, a new question was displayed, asking “Do you think of
yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic Party?” Response
options were −1 (Democrat), 0 (Neither), and 1 (Republican). See Tables
7 and S1 for cell ns.

Table 9
Inferential statistics from a 2 (Tweeter's Party) × 2 (Tweeter's
Ranking) × (Partisanship Order) between subjects ANOVA predicting approval
of uncivil tweets.
Factor

6.1.2.3. Participant ideology. The question asked, “What best describes
your ideology?” Participants responded on a 7-point scale anchored at
−3 (extremely liberal), −2 (moderately liberal), −1 (slightly liberal), 0
(moderate), 1 (slightly conservative), 2 (moderately conservative), and 3
(extremely conservative). Partisanship and ideology correlated strong, r
(1591) = .821, p < .001.

Tweeter's Party
Tweeter's Ranking
Order
Party × Ranking
Party × Order
Ranking × Order
Party × Ranking × Order

6.1.2.4. Approval of the uncivil tweets. The measure was the same as that
of Study 4 (α = .85).
14

All Participants

Co-partisans Only

F

p

ηp2

F

p

ηp2

28.94
14.16
1.59
2.68
1.44
1.07
0.00

< .001
< .001
.208
.102
.230
.302
.983

0.018
0.009
0.001
0.002
0.001
0.001
< 0.001

8.81
10.82
0.18
4.99
1.87
0.02
0.54

.003
.001
.670
.026
.171
.881
.462

0.009
0.011
< 0.001
0.005
0.002
< 0.001
0.001
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Party such that the Democratic tweeter was evaluated more positively
than the Republican tweeter. And in the co-partisans only analysis, we
found a Party × Ranking interaction which we explore more thoroughly in analyses below that include participants' partisanship. Judges'
gender did not moderate any of these effects (see the Supplemental
materials).

governors (1 SD below the M or 3.18 on the 1–5 scale) did not,
B = −0.23, 95% CI = [−4.15, 3.69], β = −0.005, p = .909.
6.3. Discussion
Study 5 accomplished five goals. First, it replicated the leaders'
higher standard effect. Like in Studies 1 and 3, but unlike in Studies 2
and 4, the double standard was more pronounced among Democrats, a
topic to which we return in Study 6's meta-analysis. Second, we tested
whether a design feature of Studies 1–4 (asking participants to report
their partisanship before reading and responding to uncivil tweets)
artificially inflated the double standard, and found no evidence to
suggest that it did. Third, we used a more standard measure of partisanship than that used in Studies 1–4, one that allowed participants to
express no preference for either political party. Using the ANES measure, we still found that partisanship moderated the leaders' double
standard effect in the predicted manner. Fourth, we included a measure
of ideology and found it moderated the double standard in a manner
similar to the way partisanship did. And fifth, we improved the reliability of the preference-for-governors measure and found that it too
moderated the double standard in the predicted way. Together, Studies
1–5 lend strong support for the leaders' higher standard effect.

6.2.2. Moderation by partisanship
To examine whether Democrats or Republicans differed in the extent to which they held their own leaders to a higher standard, we
conducted a regression analysis similar to that of Study 1 with the copartisan only sample.7 Table 10 shows how the analysis reproduced an
effect of ranking, supporting the leaders' higher standard hypothesis. It
also produced an effect of partisanship, such that Democrats judged the
tweeters more positively in this study than did Republicans. A Ranking
× Partisanship interaction (75% post hoc power) was found such that
extreme Democrats evidenced the double standard but extreme Republicans did not. Democrats also judged the low-ranking tweeter more
favorably than Republicans did. Using participant ideology as the
moderator instead of partisanship yielded similar results (see the Supplemental materials).
6.2.3. Moderation by a preference for governance
Next, we tested the pragmatic explanation for the leaders' higher
standard effect with the more reliable measure of a preference for
governance (rather than culture war) in elected officials. We tested
whether this preference moderated the degree to which leaders were
held to a higher standard than rank-and-file co-partisans. As pre-registered, we used the co-partisan only sample because of our theoretical
interest in reactions to intragroup dynamics. First, we examined whether participants, in general, preferred governors to cultural warriors by
testing whether the distribution (M = 3.87 on a 1–5 scale, SD = 0.69)
was above the midpoint of the warrior-versus-governor scale (3), and
found that it was, t(1018) = 40.38, p < .001, d = 1.265. Next, we
examined whether individual differences in a preference for governing
leadership moderated the double standard. We predicted an open-jaw
interaction, with the double standard being evident especially or only
for people who prefer governors.
In a regression analysis, we examined whether the tweeter ranking
(cashier = −1, senator = 1), individual differences in a preference for
governing leadership (z-scores), and their interaction predicted approval of interpartisan incivility. Fig. 10 and Table 11 show how we
reproduced the main effect of ranking, meaning that people with an
average level of preference for governors judged high ranking tweeters
more harshly than low ranking tweeters for incivility. We also found a
main effect of preference for governors such that the more people
preferred governors to warriors, the more harshly they evaluated tweeters' incivility, regardless of the tweeter's ranking. And we found the
predicted interaction between ranking and preference. To decompose
the interaction, we examined whether the double standard was evident
for respondents with a strong and weak preference for governors.
Participants who expressed a relatively strong preference for governors
(1 SD above the M or 4.56 on the 1–5 scale) judged high ranking
tweeters more harshly than low ranking tweeters for incivility,
B = −9.86, 95%CI = [−13.77, −5.95], β = −0.216, p < .001. In
contrast, participants who expressed a relatively weak preference

7. Study 6: meta-analysis and moderation by partisanship
Study 6 provides a meta-analysis of all of the pertinent data to test
the robustness of the leaders' higher standard effect. Moreover, in several
of the studies, political party moderated the effect of ranking on approval of interpartisan incivility. We harness the power of meta-analysis
to more accurately assess whether Democrats display a stronger double
standard than Republicans.
7.1. Method
We included all studies/conditions in which we theoretically might
expect an effect of ranking on approval of the behavior. This included
(a) Study 1's competitive condition, (b) Study 1's cooperative condition,
(c) Study 2's incivility condition (the civility condition was not included), (d) Study 3's high ranking target condition, (e) Study 3's low
ranking target condition, (f) Study 4's male and female conditions
combined, (g) Study 5's co-partisans only sample, (h) Study S1's low
versus high (early, late career) ranking conditions, (i) Study S2's tweet
sent condition (the tweet-not-sent condition was not included), (j)
Study S3's group-promoting motive condition, and (k) Study S3's unstated motive condition. We then converted ds to equivalent rs, and
conducted a fixed-effects meta-analysis.
7.2. Results
Across all partisans (N = 7511), we found robust evidence favoring
the leaders' higher standard effect, meta-analytic r = −.165,
95%CI = [−.187, −.143], p < .001, which is small by conventional
standards but also close to the average effect size found in previous
studies on intergroup relations (raverage = .19, SDaverage = .18; Richard,
Bond, & Stokes-Zoota, 2003).
To test whether this effect differed across the political spectrum, we
computed the effect size for each level of partisanship and found that
the double standard was evident for all groups (ps < 0.004) except
extreme Republicans (p = .094; see Fig. 11). To formally test whether
partisanship moderated the effect, we included partisanship as a moderator in a new meta-analysis, and found that partisanship moderated
the double standard, B = 0.034, 95%CI = [0.024, 0.044], p < .001.
One possible explanation for Republicans' weaker double standard
than Democrats' is that Republicans might have a weaker preference for
results-focused leadership than Democrats. This was supported by a reanalysis of data from Studies 4, 5, and S1: Partisanship correlated with

7
The homogeneity of variance assumption of regression was violated. A
Breusch-Pagan test was significant, F(3,1015) = 5.79, p = .001. However, a
Ranking × Partisanship ANCOVA yielded parameter estimates with robust
standard errors that were similar to those from the regression. The robust
analysis reproduced the effect of Ranking (B = −9.44, 95%CI = [−14.98,
−3.91], p = .001), did not reproduce the non-critical effect of Partisanship
(B = −0.68, 95%CI = [−2.45, −1.10], p = .454), and did reproduce the interaction (B = 3.19, 95%CI = [0.78, 5.98], p = .010).
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Table 10
Results from a regression analysis with Tweeter Ranking, Participant Partisanship, and their interaction predicting approval of the tweeter (Study 5).

Omnibus
Ranking
Partisanship
Ranking x Partisanship
Simple slopes
Effect of Ranking on Approval for…
Extreme Democrats
Extreme Republicans
Effect of Partisanship on Approval of…
Low Ranking Tweeter
High Ranking Tweeter

B [95%CI]

β

p

−4.72 [−7.50, −1.95]
−2.27 [−3.45, −1.09]
1.59 [0.41, 2.78]

−0.104
−0.117
0.082

.001
< .001
.008

−9.50 [−13.84, −5.17]
0.06 [−4.61, 4.72]

−0.208
0.001

< .001
.981

−3.86 [−5.47, −2.26]
−0.68 [−2.39, 1.04]

−0.209
−0.034

< .001
.440

Effect of Ranking on Approval of Incivility, r

.3
.2
.1
.0
-.1
-.2
-.3
-.4
-.5
-.6

Democrats

Moderates

Republicans

Fig. 11. Meta-analysis of the double standard divided by political group. Black
dots represent effects from individual studies. Open circles represent metaanalytic results (with 95% confidence intervals) for each political group.
Fig. 10. Approval of an uncivil interpartisan tweet was higher when it came
from a low-ranking tweeter (cashier at a gas station) than when it came from
someone of a higher ranking (a U.S. Senator), and especially among people who
had a strong preference for governors rather than cultural warriors (Study 5).
Shaded regions indicate 95% confidence intervals. The Ms and SDs are indicated on the horizontal axis.

Democrats and Republicans could help explain why Democrats evidence a stronger double standard.
We also conducted meta-analyses on whether partisanship predicted
evaluations of low-and high-ranking uncivil tweeters and found that
partisanship (leaning Republican) negatively correlated with attitudes
toward low ranking tweeters, meta-analytic r = −0.126, 95%CI
[−0.156, −0.095], p < .001, N = 4108, k = 8. That is, Democrats
evaluated low-ranking uncivil co-partisans more favorably than did
Republicans. In contrast, partisanship was uncorrelated with evaluations of a high-ranking uncivil tweeter, meta-analytic r = 0.025, 95%CI
[−0.004, 0.005], p = .088, N = 4506, k = 8.

Table 11
Inferential statistics from a regression analysis with Ranking of the tweeter,
preference for governors, and their interaction predicting approval of incivility
(Study 5).
Predictor

B [95%CI]

β

p

Ranking
Preference for Governors
Ranking × Preference

−5.03 [−7.79, −2.27]
−5.28 [−8.04, −2.51]
−4.79 [−7.56, −2.03]

−0.110
−0.116
−0.105

< .001
< .001
.001

7.3. Discussion
Study 6 achieved its' main objective by supplying robust, metaanalytic evidence of the leaders' higher standard effect. A secondary objective was to assess whether the double standard varied across the
political spectrum. We found that the double standard was stronger
among Democrats than Republicans. On first glance, this finding seems
consistent with our idea that a preference for governors over warriors
helps explain the double standard and with general psychological

the self-reported scales measuring one's preference for governors over
cultural warriors, rs = −0.176, −0.169, −0.226, respectively, ps <
0.001, meaning that Democrats expressed a stronger preference for
governors than did Republicans. These different preferences between
16
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theories positing differences between liberals' and conservatives' morality with respect to authorities (e.g., Moral Foundations Theory, Right
Wing Authoritarianism). However, upon closer inspection, these explanations fail to fully explain the observed effect. This is because the
locus of moderation by partisanship was reactions to the rank-and-file.
Democrats evaluated rank-and-file co-partisans more favorably than did
Republicans. We found no difference in the reactions of Democrats and
Republicans to their respective leaders. A viable explanation for the
moderation of the double standard along party lines would need to
implicate the reactions of rank-and-file partisans to their fellow-rankand-file partisans. We leave such an endeavour to future research.

services to citizens (including to the self). If people believe that political
leaders' incivility undercuts this primary function by damaging the
necessary relationships to get the job done and by side-tracking and
distracting the elected official, then condemnation of their incivility
may serve a restorative function. In contrast, lower ranking co-partisans
might not be subject to these same constraints to the same degree. The
expressed disapproval of political leaders for interpartisan incivility
might thus constitute a message to the elected official to choose his/her
words more carefully and return to his/her primary duties.
Consistent with the pragmatic account, Studies 4, 5, and S1 found
that individuals who happen to have a particularly strong preference
for governors (over cultural warriors) showed a stronger double standard when it came to interpartisan incivility. Also derivative from the
pragmatic account, we might expect that reducing the harm to working
relationships that normally results from interpartisan incivility should
have the effect of weakening the double standard. In line with this
theorizing, we conducted an experiment (Study S1) that compared reactions to the uncivil tweets of early- versus late-career politicians.
Because late-career politicians have less governing in their future, the
relational damage might not have as great an effect on the ability to
govern than it would for early-career politicians. We found marginal
support for this proposition. We then conducted a second experiment
(Study S2) in which we manipulated whether an uncivil tweet was sent
or not and found that reactions to not sending an uncivil tweet were
more favorable regardless of whether the tweeter was high or low
ranking. Additionally, the double standard disappeared when the uncivil tweet was drafted but not sent. Together, these two studies suggest
that reducing the social harm that normally results from uncivil
thoughts can reduce (Study S1) or eliminate (Study S2) the double
standard.
The proposal that a pragmatic desire for governance explains the
double standard also gave rise to two mediators: the perception that
incivility would damage working relationships and prevent the tweeter
from doing his/her job. An experiment and mediation model (Study S2)
found that the perception that interpartisan incivility would damage
working relationships helped explain why high-ranking tweeters were
judged more harshly than were members of the rank-and-file.

8. General discussion
Do people tend to hold their political leaders or their fellow members of the rank-and-file to a higher discursive standard when it comes
to interpartisan incivility? Some past research (e.g., Abrams et al.,
2013) suggested that leaders are given some leniency for transgressions
in intergroup contexts relative to subordinates; this set up the leaders'
lower standard hypothesis. Other past research (e.g., Pinto et al., 2010)
suggested the opposite by finding that the more prototypic and central a
group member, the harsher the condemnation for transgressions; this
set up the competing leaders' higher standard hypothesis. However, no
research had directly and experimentally tested whether political leaders or fellow partisans are subject to a higher discursive standard.
Eight experiments yielded unequivocal support for the leaders' higher
standard hypothesis. Study 1 found that Americans judge their sameparty political leaders more harshly for interpartisan incivility than
they judge their fellow rank-and-file partisans, and that the double
standard applied both during elections and times of governance.
Leaders and rank-and-file partisans were judged differently when engaging in interpartisan incivility, but not civility (Study 2), meaning
that the double standard observed reflects reactions to incivility and is
not attributable to a general dislike of politicians. People judged their
political leaders more harshly than rank-and-file co-partisans both
when being uncivil to political elites and to lower ranking political
opponents (Study 3), when the protagonist was male or female (Study
4), and regardless of whether partisanship was measured before or after
reading and responding to the uncivil messages (Study 5). A metaanalysis found that both Democrats and Republicans evidence the
double standard, but Democrats did so more (Study 6).

8.2. Moderation by partisanship
A secondary goal of this research was to examine whether people
across the political spectrum exhibited the leaders' higher standard effect
and whether they did so to a similar degree. Although the evidence was
mixed across studies, the meta-analysis suggested that in general
Democrats exhibit a stronger double standard than do Republicans. This
finding appears to align with psychological theories (e.g., Graham et al.,
2009) that claim that conservatives are more deferential to highranking people than are liberals, and with political science theorizing
(Grossman & Hopkins, 2016) that the Republican Party is more like an
ideological tribe and thus intolerant of outsiders whereas the Democratic Party has become more like a coalition of diverse groups and is
thus more welcoming of outsiders. It also appears to be in line with our
proposed explanation for the double standard, that people want their
leaders to govern (Democrats scored higher on this measure than did
Republicans). However, all of these theories implicate partisans' reactions to high-ranking individuals. Our finding was that the locus of the
moderation by partisanship was reactions to low-ranking individuals
(Democrats evaluated them more favorably). A viable explanation for
the observed moderation by partisanship would need to center on reactions of rank-and-file partisans toward incivility coming from their
fellow rank-and-file partisans. We leave such an endeavour to future
research.

8.1. Explaining the leaders' higher standard effect
One possible explanation for the leaders' higher standard effect comes
from Social Identity Theory (e.g., Tajfel, 1982) and its derivative Black
Sheep Effect (Marques et al., 1988), which suggests that ingroup
members are judged more harshly for transgressions and more favorably for good deeds than are outgroup members. The more central and
prototypic the group member, the more sensitive ingroup members are
to bad and good actions (Pinto et al., 2010). A common explanation for
the Black Sheep Effect is that ingroup members' transgressions make the
group look bad; derogating ingroup transgressors (black sheep) thus
defends the group's honor and image. In short, the implicated motive
for condemning a leaders' incivility here is to defend the group's image.
An attentional asymmetry, whereby people pay closer attention to the
behavior of leaders than rank-and-file members, and the illusory correlation, hinging on the elevated distinctiveness of leaders and negative
behaviors, might also set up the prediction that leaders would be judged
more harshly for interpartisan incivility. Future research might test
whether these mechanisms helps explain the leaders' higher standard
effect.
In this paper, we focused on another explanation for the leaders'
higher standard effect, one that has received less attention in the literature. We examined whether Americans have a pragmatic desire that
their government function efficiently, and effectively deliver goods and

8.3. Strengths and limitations
The set of studies has a number of strengths. First, the various
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studies had large samples, making it possible to precisely estimate effect
sizes. Second, the package included a series of tightly controlled experiments with high internal validity. Third, the studies established the
contextual generalizability and boundary conditions of the phenomenon. Fourth, the studies included two theoretically generated mediators and two moderators that lent converging support to the proposed
pragmatic explanation that people want their political leaders to govern
and avoid interpersonal squabbles. Fifth, the various studies consistently replicated the leaders' higher standard effect, lending strong,
converging evidence of its robustness. Sixth, the present topic is timely
and important as the Trump Presidency has likely exacerbated interpartisan hostility and political polarization, and raised pressing questions about exceptions to normal standards of decency. Seventh, the
paper makes a theoretical contribution by offering an alternative explanation for the Black Sheep Effect (Marques et al., 1988)—in some
contexts, a pragmatic desire for competence and results can also help
explain why more central ingroup members are judged more harshly for
transgressions than are less central ingroup members.
The present research proposed but did not empirically demonstrate
why leaders might be held to a higher standard in politics but a lower
standard in other group settings. Our proposal is that in politics, leaders
need positive and functional relationships with outsiders to perform
their job effectively whereas in organizational, sports, and other group
contexts, this might not be the case, or at least not to the same degree.
Another possible explanation for why our studies found the opposite
double standard as those in studies of non-political intragroup scenarios
concerns the perceived motive of uncivil leaders. Abrams et al. (2008)
found evidence supporting the leaders' lower standard hypothesis only
when the leader's motive was to promote and defend members of the
group. It is possible that people think that their political leaders are
primarily self-serving and only rarely interested in group-centric behavior, and this default belief explains why political leaders were
judged more harshly than fellow partisans in the present study. To
examine this possibility, we conducted Study S1 in which the motive for
interpartisan incivility was unstated and thus left to its default, or stated
as being in defense of the political group. If this motive account were
correct, we should expect motive to reverse the double standard. But
this is not what we found. Instead, we (again) found uniform support
for the leaders' higher standard hypothesis and the effect was unaltered by
motive. Our failure to replicate the effect of motive on the double
standard has precedent (Randsley de Moura & Abrams, 2013).
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