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Theory (I) - Balance theory

• Balance theory (Heider 1958)
1 individuals strive for symmetry between valence and shared preferences

2 individuals feel out of balance (experience cognitive dissonance) if they
discover imbalance between these factors
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Theory (II) - Projection as means of maintaining balance

• Projection → the inferential act of ascribing one’s own specific
attributes to resolve something previously unknown about the target
group (Ames 2004)

1 projection of the self is both cognitively-based and motivational
(Machunsky et al 2014)

2 individuals engage in activity that promotes a positive image of their
in-group identities (Tajfel 1974, Tajfel & Turner 1975)

3 projection (assimilation) and counter-projection (differentiation) is
moderated by subjects’ valance signals
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Theory (II) - Social dis identification

• Balance and social identity theory can trigger both active projection
and counter -projection →
- "defining who we are by who we are not as opposed to who we are"
(Elsbach & Bhattacharya 2001) (example)
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Theory (II) - Social dis identification

• Balance and social identity theory can trigger both active projection
and counter -projection →
- "defining who we are by who we are not as opposed to who we are"
(Elsbach & Bhattacharya 2001) (example)

1 in order to curate positive self-perceptions, individuals engage in active
efforts of disidentification (Turnbull-Dugarte & López Ortega 2024)

2 if we are to protect the integrity of our identities, then our projection of
who qualifies as "one of us" or "one of them" is also likely determined
by valence signals
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Conventional motivated-reasoning model
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Theoretical expectation
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(Pre-registered) hypotheses

1 Individuals will perceive positively valanced (virtuous) individuals to be
members of their partisan in-group & negatively valanced (deviant)
individuals to be members of the partisan out-group

2 Individuals will perceive virtuous (deviant) individuals to be
ideologically closer (distant) relative to their own ideological position

3 Projection and counter-projection effects will be higher among those
with stronger in-group partisan attachments
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Conjoint design

• We fielded an original pre-registered (visual) conjoint experiment in
the USA & UK

• Outcomes
1 Subject shares partisan identity of respondent (forced choice)
2 Subject ideologically approximate to respondent

• Treatment: Exposure to individual fictional characters from
successful film/TV franchises

Dr. Turnbull-Dugarte Heroes & Villains Nuffield, March 5th (2024) 14 / 51



Introduction Theory Study 1: Visual Conjoint Study 2: Vignette Exploratory analyses Conclusions Appendix

Conjoint design

• We fielded an original pre-registered (visual) conjoint experiment in
the USA & UK

• Outcomes
1 Subject shares partisan identity of respondent (forced choice)
2 Subject ideologically approximate to respondent

• Treatment: Exposure to individual fictional characters from
successful film/TV franchises

Dr. Turnbull-Dugarte Heroes & Villains Nuffield, March 5th (2024) 14 / 51



Introduction Theory Study 1: Visual Conjoint Study 2: Vignette Exploratory analyses Conclusions Appendix

(a) Example A (b) Example B
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Character rationale & character attributes

• Fictional characters are familiar but often not politically known
• Operate in fictional universe beyond conventional partisan primes

• Character vary on large slate of attributes including:
1 Villain vs Hero (Negative vs positive valance)
2 Gender
3 Class
4 Franchise
5 British accent (type casting)
6 Year (cohort association)
7 Popularity of movie/series character first appeared in
8 Level of public engagement with movie/series

We use character-specific fixed effects
Measure validity
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Media
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Measure Validity (I)

back

Dr. Turnbull-Dugarte Heroes & Villains Nuffield, March 5th (2024) 19 / 51



Introduction Theory Study 1: Visual Conjoint Study 2: Vignette Exploratory analyses Conclusions Appendix

Measure validity (II)
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So are we the baddies?
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Conjoint results (I) - Partisanship

Alternative coding valance
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With greater held identities must there
also come greater identity projection?
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Conjoint results (III)
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Conjoint results (III)
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Discussion: the story so far

1 Strong support for projection thesis
2 Significant moderation in line with SIT

3 � Reviewer 2: "what then is learned from how respondents (are
forced to) assign partisanship to fictional characters?"
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Design (I)
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Design (II)
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Design (III)
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Validation
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Vignette results: Placebo I
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Vignette results: Placebo II
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Vignette results (I)
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Exploratory analyses – Partisan asymmetries

but with caution (Kam & Trussler, 2017)
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Partisan asymmetries - Study 1
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Partisan asymmetries - Study 2
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Explaining partisan divergence

Is partisan asymmetry surprising?
• Individuals on the "left" hold stronger negative affect towards the

"right" than vice-versa (Hebling & Sebastian 2020; Areal 2022)
• Same also true of policy-based identities

1 Remainers vs Leavers (Hobolt et al 2021)
2 Pro-Vaxxers vs Anti-vaxxers (Wagner & Eberl 2022)

• Is variation result of Dems/Labour being more out-group hostile than
Rep/Cons?
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Evidence from BESIP
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(Negative) partisan affect
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Out-group affect - Study 1
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Out-group affect - Study 2
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Conclusions

• Citizens assign individuals group-membership based on valence signals
- present in both irrational and rational scenarios
- happens "organically"

• Counter projection > projection
(rejection of villains > acceptance of heroes)

• Projection more prevalent among the left

• Implications:
1 Citizens likely over-estimate group-based homogeneity (false consensus

effects)
2 Bad news for affective polarisation (completes motivated reasoning

loop)
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Where to next?

1 Does correcting projection result in reduced affective polarisation?
(vignette study with Markus Wagner)

2 Projection in a fast-paced social world: evidence from the dating
market (visual conjoint study with Alberto López Ortega)
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Thank you ⌣

BlueSky Å @turnbulldugarte
# s.turnbull-dugarte[@]soton.ac.uk
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Categorical coding
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(c) Britain (d) USA
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Party Q presented - Study 1
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Character knowledge - Study 1
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Accurate recall - Study 2
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