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This paper reports a series of studies demonstrating partisan bias: the tendency to evaluate
otherwise identical information more favorably when it supports one’s political beliefs or
allegiances than when it challenges those beliefs or allegiances. The write-up is clear and
concise, and the studies are interesting with a number of nice empirical touches, but the
novelty and quality of the data need to be considered.

First, there were a number of positive aspects of the studies. The studies had clear
operationalizations and manipulations, and demonstrated the phenomena across a broad range
of events and topics, including ones that were pseudo-realistic in nature. The timing of Study 1
was ideal, asking about reactions to hypothetical outcomes of the 2020 Presidential election in
the days right before the election. This seems a perfect moment to capture partisan bias in
action. Study 2 was pre-registered which is a key strength. The studies also did a good job of
finding a straightforward way of comparing the strength of the bias in liberals and conservatives,
which of course has been a key point of debate in the literature (Ditto et al., 2019; Tappin,
Pennycook & Rand, 2020b). The authors also make an excellent point about how growing
political polarization and the strong feelings evoked by former President Trump have the
potential to change the equation and strengthen partisan bias effect. The issue of how the
strength of partisan bias might change over time has not received the attention it deserves.
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The limitations of the paper | would put into two buckets. The first concerns the novelty of the
findings they report. The effect demonstrated in this paper has been demonstrated many times
in the psychological literature. The authors cite the recent meta-analysis from my lab (Ditto et
al., 2019) which evaluated 51 studies that have essentially the same design as the studies
reported here (beginning with Lord, Ross & Lepper’s classic study of death penalty attitudes in
1979). | know of a dozen or so other studies that are very close in design but were not
considered in our meta-analysis for some reason (e.g., we could not obtain the data), and a few
more that have been conducted since our review came out.

At one level | think this can be seen as a strength of the paper in that it attests to the enduring
interest value of this phenomenon to psychologists. One of the most common strategies in
studies of human judgment is to demonstrate violations of the principle of invariance. The
principle of invariance is grounded in the logic of expected utility theory (von Neumann &
Morgenstern, 1944) and according to Kahneman and Tversky (1984) and others it is a
fundamental axiom of all analyses of rational choice. Judgments should not be affected by
trivial changes (i.e., those irrelevant to the decision) in the way information is presented. If a
decision about otherwise identical alternatives is affected by whether those alternatives are
presented in terms of the number of lives lost versus the number saved (Tversky & Kahneman,
1981), or if a judgment about otherwise identical behavior differs on the basis of whether it was
enacted by an African American person or by a White person, then some deviation from
rationality (i.e., bias) is implied. Similarly, if the identical event, scientific study or policy proposal
is evaluated differently depending on whether it reflects positively on liberals or conservatives,
some kind of bias is implied. This kind of inconsistency has also been of particular interest in
politics as it captures the most familiar and intuitive form that bias takes in political discourse —
the much bemoaned tendency for political partisans to behave “hypocritically” by responding
more charitably to very same actions when they are done by someone on one’s own side of the
political aisle than on the other.

The authors argue that more replication is now needed given the intensifying political conflict
over the last several years and the fact that Donald Trump as a particularly polarizing figure has
not been carefully explored. As noted above, | think this is a great point, but the authors really
do not do much with it. The paper would be improved if the authors attempted to put some
flesh on the bones here, some attempt to compare partisan bias effect sizes over time, either
empirically or more informally, or otherwise expand on this point theoretically or practically.
Along these lines, the divergent reactions of liberals and conservatives to the COVID-19
pandemic, with the life-or-death consequences it involved would seem a terrific case study to
consider.

The second bucket of limitations of this paper concern the quality of the data. First, the two
mini-studies that comprise Study 2 used a small convenience sample of college undergraduates
(N=139). The studies draw only a few dozen subjects from 3 different universities, one of them
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that highly overrepresents Mormon students. These studies can thus be critiqued on the level of
both power and representativeness of the sample. The sample for Study 1 was a bit larger, but
certainly not comparable to the kind of nationally representative sample that is most
appropriate for this kind of study (and especially for any strong comparison of the strength of
the effect in liberals and conservatives).

Second, virtually all of the data are subject to counter-explanation based on the differential
priors. This is an old story, that is most often framed now in terms of Bayesian reasoning, but
can be captured more informally in a variety of way. In short, to firmly establish partisan bias of
the type these researchers are interested in, the information presented to subjects must be
identical except for the differential political implications. This is a really tough nut to crack, and
has been a problem that has dogged motivated reasoning for decades. Put simply, if you ask
people to evaluate a drone strike launched by Obama versus one launched by Trump — it should
not be surprising the Democrats support the Obama strike more than the Trump strike and vice
versa for Republicans. Even though the two are described with identical words (only the names
Obama and Trump are switched) — they are simply not the same drone strike to partisans
because of the prior beliefs brought to the study by participants. Based on what they have
heard in the past, Democrats assume that Obama would only launch a strike for moral reasons
they support, whereas Trump’s strike could be assumed to be launched for some more
nefarious reason. Similarly, Republicans are likely to assume that Trump’s strike was launched
for righteous reasons and Obama’s was not. Thus, this pattern of differential support for drone
strikes does not unequivocally show “bias” but rather the pattern can just be seen as a
reflection of past beliefs/priors about Obama and Trump. This issue is helped a bit by the fact
that in Study 2 Part 1 the authors’ ask participants about their support for drone strikes as a
general policy (rather than about their support for an Obama or Trump strike in particular), but
this does not fully resolve the problem.

The issue is perhaps most acute in Study 2 Part 2. Is it really bias to see a statement made by
Donald Trump as more racist than a statement made by MLK? People are not interpreting the
quote in isolation, but within the context of everything else they know about these two men.
This is especially true as the quote uses phrases like “illegal immigrant” and “yellow man,” terms
that likely seem much more racist when attributed to a speaker in 2020 (Trump) than in the
1960s (MLK).

The current studies are of course not alone in their susceptibility to this form of
counterexplanation, as it is a truly thorny empirical problem to avoid. The issue of what is
required of studies to demonstrate clear partisan bias is discussed at length by Ditto et al.
(2019a & b) and in a number of recent pieces by Ben Tappin, Gord Pennycook and Dave Rand
(2020a and b) and others (e.g., Kahan, 2019), and the general issue is discussed at length in
many papers dating all the way back to the New Look in Perception in the 1950’s (Ditto, 2009;
Erdelyi, 1974; Miller & Ross, 1975; Tetlock & Levi, 1982).
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