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Within the United States (U.S.), the political landscape is polarized between two major parties: the Democratic Party and the Republican Party. Elite polarization has led to legislative gridlock and labeling the ‘other' major party as different, which hinders social change because less receptivity to the other party's ideas and less willingness to accept criticism from members of the other party. Non-major political groups and political independents are essential but understudied routes to social change because they may not be perceived as electoral and viewpoint competition to major political groups. Previous literature has examined the stereotypes of major as opposed to non-major political groups and political independents. The present research examines how fundamental stereotypes (warmth and competence) are associated with Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and political independents and the implications of those stereotypes for a critical intergroup outcome (i.e., dehumanization). In a sample of undergraduates (agemedian = 20) and a sample of older adults (agemedian = 34), fundamental stereotypes about major political groups but not Libertarians or independents reflect perceived competition. The pattern of fundamental stereotypes applied to Libertarians and independents is consistent with stereotypes of admired groups and our hypothesis that non-major political groups and political independents can be a vector for social change. Further, fundamental competence stereotypes about one's own major political group were associated with the dehumanization of the other major political group. In contrast, fundamental stereotypes of major political groups were not associated with the dehumanization of Libertarians or independents. Given that non-major political groups and political independents are not viewed as competition to major political groups, future research should examine how non-major political groups and political independents could reduce political polarization in the U.S.
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Introduction

In the United States, two major political parties (and their associated animal mascots) dominate: the Republican Party (whose mascot is the elephant) and the Democratic Party (whose mascot is the donkey). Political party membership influences our lives in many ways, including but not limited to how we vote, our mate preferences (Hersh, 2016), where we want to live (Gimpel and Hui, 2015), what we buy (Michelitch, 2015; McConnell et al., 2018), and our employment (Gift and Gift, 2015; McConnell et al., 2018). Identifying with a major political party acts as a social category membership (i.e., Greene, 1999; Huddy et al., 2015; Iyengar et al., 2019; Theodoridis, 2017) that can lead to seeing the two parties as opposites (Layman et al., 2006). For example, the stereotypes of major political parties include negativity toward “opposing” parties (i.e., beliefs that the “opposing” party is two-faced, self-interested, and narrowminded; Iyengar et al., 2019). This framework of perceiving major political parties as competing materializes not only through competition within the electoral system but also through perceptions among members of major political parties that the other party is not aligned with their political values and goals. We argue that framing major political parties as competing hinders social change. A potential solution may lie in non-major political groups and political independents that may not be seen as competing with one's own major political group. Despite 40% of voters identifying as politically independent (Jones, 2022) and non-major political parties playing a critical role in recent U.S. Presidential elections (e.g., 2000, 2016), little research explores the stereotypes–especially the fundamental stereotypes of warmth and competence–of non-major political groups and political independents (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2006; Brady and Sniderman, 1985; Clifford, 2020; Goggin and Theodoridis, 2017; Goggin et al., 2020; Petrocik, 1996; Rothschild et al., 2019; Winter, 2010). The current research examines whether a non-major political group and political independents could be vectors for social change by studying whether they are perceived as ‘opposing' the major political groups.


Opposing parties

The major political parties in the United States (i.e., Democrats and Republicans) have become increasingly polarized since the 1970s (Layman et al., 2006). For the past 30 years, this polarization among political elites has grown (Enders, 2021), as evidenced by major political parties distancing themselves from one another on roll call votes (McCarty et al., 2006). As such, Democrats have become more liberal, and Republicans have become more conservative (Shor and McCarty, 2022). Unfortunately, polarization among elected politicians leads to less efficient governments (Sørensen, 2014) and legislative gridlock (Binder, 2004; Hughes and Carlson, 2015; Jones, 2001), which hinders social change. This polarization is partly driven by political parties (Canen et al., 2021) and political party identification (Twenge et al., 2016). Perceiving party identification as a social identity can thwart social change because people perceive their own party as their group and other parties as not being their group (Fielding and Hornsey, 2016) and thus in competition. One consequence is that people may be less receptive to ideas and critiques from members of the other major party because people, in general, are less defensive when receiving criticism from the members of their own group (Hornsey and Imani, 2004) and are less likely to evaluate the “rightness” of a message from an outsider (Esposo et al., 2013). This tendency among political elites to perceive the “other” political party as a competing group may also be related to worsening civility in political advertisements (Layman et al., 2006) and increases in uncivil speech in Congress (Jamieson and Falk, 2000).

While polarization among political elites is greater than polarization among the mass public (Enders, 2021), some scholars have indicated that polarization among the mass public is also increasing (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008; Enders, 2021).1 Among the electorate, perceived mass polarization is related to negative evaluations of the other major political party, of other major political party candidates, and lower voting participation (Enders and Armaly, 2019). Thus, salient political identification influences political beliefs (Unsworth and Fielding, 2014), evaluations (Enders and Armaly, 2019), and behavior (Esposo et al., 2013; Hornsey and Imani, 2004), facilitating both elite and mass political polarization.

However, elite polarization, mass polarization, and partisanship can be overcome. For instance, when political identification is not salient, the public evaluates the merits of proposed political policies (Cohen, 2003) instead of using political party identification to determine their preferred position (Dalton, 2021). Alternatively, making a superordinate group salient also helps individuals overcome biases associated with political party identification (Transue, 2007). The current research explores another avenue for overcoming mass polarization: non-major political groups and political independents. In the U.S., while 60% percent of citizens identify with one of the two major political parties (Laloggia, 2019), 40% identify as independents (meaning they do not identify as Republicans or Democrats; Jones, 2022). Although three-quarters of those identifying as independents ‘lean' toward one of the major parties and tend to vote with that party, they can diverge on social issues (Laloggia, 2019). For example, even though 37% of people who identified with the Republican Party in 2019 believed gays and lesbians should be allowed to marry, almost 60% of people who identified as independent but ‘leaned' Republican supported equal marriage (Laloggia, 2019). Since stereotypes can help or hinder polarization by affecting intergroup outcomes (Prati et al., 2015), we examined whether a non-major political group and political independents can drive social change. The current research explores the stereotypes associated with Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents and their implications for a critical intergroup outcome.



Fundamental stereotypes and political groups

Stereotypes consist of beliefs, knowledge, and expectations associated with a formal or informal group (Sherman et al., 2005). When the content of stereotypes is well-rehearsed through repeated exposure, encountering a group member will bring stereotypes about the group to mind (Devine, 1989; Macrae et al., 1997). Two fundamental dimensions of stereotypes are competence (a self-orientation) and warmth (an other orientation; Cuddy et al., 2008; Fiske et al., 2002; Nicolas et al., 2022). Competence consists of traits such as intelligence, frivolous, industrious, independent, and ignorant, while warmth consists of traits such as conceited, sensitive, faithful, arrogant, and honest (Fiske et al., 2002). These fundamental dimensions of stereotypes have been studied in many groups, including housewives, the elderly, poor Black people, poor white people, welfare recipients, southerners, sexy women, feminists, the wealthy, Black professionals, Hispanics, and Asians (Fiske et al., 2002).

No published research has examined how fundamental stereotypes are associated with the major political groups, but they have been examined for political ideological groups (Crawford et al., 2013). Political groups are commonly seen as synonymous with political ideologies, such that Republicans are associated with conservatism (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2006; Brady and Sniderman, 1985; Rothschild et al., 2019), and Democrats are associated with liberalism (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2006; Brady and Sniderman, 1985; Rothschild et al., 2019). Thus, the warmth and competence stereotypes associated with liberals and conservatives could apply to beliefs about Democrats and Republicans. Regardless of the participants' political ideology (conservative, moderate, or liberal), participants perceived conservatives as higher on competence than warmth and liberals as equally high on competence and warmth (Crawford et al., 2013). We explore whether this pattern of results also occurs for political groups. We also examined the patterns of competence and warmth stereotypes for a well-known non-major political group (Libertarians) and independents. It is unclear how a non-major political group and political independents will be rated; if a non-major political group and political independents are rated high on both fundamental stereotypes, they would not be perceived as in competition with major political groups, meaning they could be a possible vector for social change.

We also examined whether participant political party identification plays a role. Given that politics is a masculine domain (Schneider and Bos, 2019) and agency (which includes competence) is typically ascribed to men (Eagly et al., 2000), major political groups, non-major political groups, and political independents should be ascribed the same competence. However, because one's own group is perceived as high on both warmth and competence (Cuddy et al., 2007, 2008), especially when people highly identify with their group (Kervyn et al., 2008), participant political party identification should play a role in the warmth and competence ascribed to a political group. Because the major political parties compete in the U.S. electoral system, we predict that people who identify with one of the major parties will rate the competing major political group as lower on competence and warmth. Further, we predict that because non-major political groups and political independents do not represent realistic competition for major political groups, people identifying with a major party will not rate a non-major political group (Libertarians) and political independents lower on competence and warmth.



Fundamental stereotypes and dehumanization

In addition to investigating the fundamental stereotypes associated with major political groups, a non-major political group, and political independents, we also studied the consequences of political group stereotypes for intergroup conflict. In particular, we examined the relationship between fundamental stereotypes and dehumanization. Dehumanization is a process by which individuals' identities are minimized (Kelman, 1973), their associated values are othered (Struch and Schwartz, 1989), and the traits that make us uniquely human are denied (Bain et al., 2009; Haslam et al., 2008). Dehumanization predicts hostility against other groups (Kteily and Bruneau, 2017), is associated with less willingness to help other groups (Andrighetto et al., 2014), and has a bidirectional relationship with negative intergroup contact (Capozza et al., 2017). While groups with varying levels of competence and warmth can be dehumanized (Boysen et al., 2023), groups perceived as lower on warmth or competence experience more dehumanization (Boysen et al., 2023; Harris and Fiske, 2006; Kuljian and Hohman, 2022; Vaes and Paladino, 2009).

We anticipate that fundamental stereotypes about political groups will be associated with dehumanization. Because major political parties are perceived as competing electorally, competing in terms of viewpoints, and are often inferred as opposing one another in the U.S. political system, the fundamental stereotypes about an individual's own identified major party will be associated with greater dehumanization of the other major political group. However, if non-major groups are not perceived as competing with the major political groups, fundamental stereotypes about the major political groups should not be associated with dehumanization of a non-major political group and political independents, indicating non-major political groups and political independents can be a possible vector for social change.




Overview

Two studies examined whether a non-major political group (Libertarians) and independents are perceived as not ‘opposing' major political groups. We measured the extent to which fundamental competence and warmth stereotypes were associated with Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents and how those stereotypes were related to dehumanization. We had two groups of hypotheses. The first hypotheses concern how fundamental stereotypes are associated with Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents.


Hypothesis 1

Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents will show different patterns of association with fundamental stereotypes.

Hypothesis 1a. Because politics is associated with masculinity, major political groups (Republicans and Democrats) will be perceived as equal in competence.

Hypothesis 1b. Consistent with the literature on political ideology (Crawford et al., 2013), Republicans will be perceived as higher on competence than warmth. In contrast, Democrats will be perceived as equal in competence and warmth. Because non-major political groups and political independents are not associated with a major political party and are not perceived as in competition with major political groups, they will be perceived as high on competence and warmth.

Hypothesis 1c. Because Republicans and Democrats compete electorally and in terms of viewpoints in the U.S. political system, people identifying with one of the major political parties will rate the competing major political group as lower on competence and warmth. Additionally, because Libertarians and political independents do not compete with Republicans and Democrats, people identifying with one of the major political parties will not rate Libertarians and political independents as lower on competence and warmth.



Exploratory analyses

We also examined whether dehumanization of major political groups (Republicans, Democrats), members of non-major political groups (Libertarians), and political independents differed depending on participants' political party identification.



Hypothesis 2

The second group of hypotheses concerns the relationship between fundamental stereotypes and dehumanization.

Hypothesis 2a. Fundamental stereotypes about major political groups will be associated with greater dehumanization of the other major political group.

Hypothesis 2b. Fundamental stereotypes about an individual's own identified major political group will be associated with greater dehumanization of the other major political group but will not be associated with the dehumanization of Libertarians and political independents.

All data and analysis code are stored on the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/ge9rb/?view_only=e95244fea72b4e46a0fa2e424c471281).




Studies 1 and 2

Although conceptually and procedurally similar, Studies 1 and 2 were collected from different samples of participants within the United States. Study 1 utilized a sample of undergraduate students taking psychology classes, whereas Study 2 utilized an older online sample of adults.



Method


Participants and procedure

In Study 1, 306 (231 women; 199 white, 37 Black, 27 Hispanic/Latino/Latina, 25 Asian, 18 other; ages 10–52, median age = 20) undergraduate students participated in the study in exchange for partial course credit. Of these students, 281 were currently registered to vote.2 Participants rated their ideology (M = 3.64, SD = 1.54) and their party identification (M = 3.46, SD = 1.89) on scales ranging from 1 (extremely liberal/strong Democrat) to 4 (moderate: middle of the road; pure independent) to 7 (extremely conservative/strong Republican). In comparison to each scale's midpoint, participants leaned more liberal, t(308) = −4.10, p < 0.001, d = −0.233, and were more likely to identify as Democrats, t(308) = −5.00, p < 0.001, d = −0.284, than middle of the road/independent.

In Study 2, 361 (154 women, 200 men; 248 white, 41 Black, 30 Hispanic/Latino/Latina, 24 Asian, 17 other; ages 20–73, median age = 34) individuals within the United States were recruited through Amazon's Mechanical Turk for compensation. Of these participants, 339 were registered to vote, and 297 had voted in the most recent election (2018). Participants rated their ideology (M = 3.52, SD = 1.84) and their party identification (M = 3.46, SD = 2.04) on scales ranging from 1 (extremely liberal/strong Democrat) to 4 (moderate: middle of the road; pure independent) to 7 (extremely conservative/strong Republican). In comparison to each scale's midpoint, participants leaned more liberal, t(359) = −4.92, p < 0.001, d = −0.259, and were more likely to identify as Democrats, t(359) = −5.07, p < 0.001, d = −0.267, than middle of the road/independent.

In Studies 1 and 2, as part of a more extensive study, after consenting to participate, participants rated how society views Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents on competence and warmth stereotypes and their perceptions of how “evolved” the average member of each group was. Lastly, participants completed demographic information and were debriefed.



Competence and warmth stereotypes for studies 1 and 2

Participants rated groups on eight competence items [competent, intelligent, frivolous (reverse-scored), sophisticated, industrious, lazy (reverse-scored), independent, ignorant (reverse-scored)] and eight warmth items [warm, conceited (reverse-scored), rude (reverse-coded), sensitive, faithful, arrogant (reverse-scored), courteous, honest] (Fiske et al., 2002). Specifically, participants were asked, “as viewed by society, how (competence item/warmth item) are Republicans/Democrats/Libertarians/independents?” and used five-point scales ranging from 1 (not at all) to 3 (neutral) to 5 (extremely) to indicate their response. Competence and warmth composites were separately averaged across Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents (Study 1: competence: αRepublicans = 0.755; αDemocrats = 0.806; αLibertarians = 0.781; αindependents = 0.684; warmth: αRepublicans = 0.757; αDemocrats = 0.792; αLibertarians = 0.716; αindependents = 0.663; Study 2: competence: αRepublicans = 0.842; αDemocrats = 0.876; αLibertarians = 0.809; αindependents = 0.805; warmth: αRepublicans = 0.857; αDemocrats = 0.856; αLibertarians = 0.818; αindependents = 0.758).



Dehumanization

Participants indicated “using the scale below how evolved” they considered “the average member of each group to be- Republicans/Democrats/Libertarians/independents” using a continuous slider numeric scale underneath an “Ascent of Man” diagram that depicts different stages of human evolution. The numeric slider scale ranged from 0 (least “evolved”) to 100 (most “evolved”) (Kteily et al., 2015).




Results

Tables 1–6 provide full results. For the analyses of variance (ANOVAs), multiple comparisons were adjusted using a Bonferroni correction.


TABLE 1 Examining warmth and competence stereotypes—Study 1.

[image: Table 1]


TABLE 2 Examining warmth and competence stereotypes—Study 2.
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TABLE 3 Examining levels of warmth and competence stereotypes—Studies 1–2.
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TABLE 4 Examining perceived evolution of groups—Studies 1 and 2.

[image: Table 4]


TABLE 5 Examining the correlations between perceived competence and warmth and dehumanization.
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TABLE 6 Examining the correlations between an individual's own identified major political group and the ratings of perceived competence and warmth and dehumanization of the same and different groups.
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Hypothesis 1: Political groups and fundamental stereotypes

We examined whether different patterns of fundamental stereotypes emerged for participants' perceptions of members of major political groups (Republicans, Democrats), members of a non-major political group (Libertarians), and political independents. First, we examined the competence and warmth ascribed to Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents. Because we contrasted each group's competence and warmth stereotypes, stereotype ratings were the outcome variable, meaning that competence and warmth were within-participants variables. Specifically, we used a mixed ANOVA with the political group and stereotype (competence, warmth) as within-subjects variables and participant political party identification (transformed into a categorical variable: Republican, politically independent, Democrat) as a between-subjects variable.

Hypothesis 1a. As predicted, a significant Political Group × Stereotype interaction emerged, ps < 0.001, partial η2s > 0.120, for competence and warmth stereotypes (see Figure 1). Participants stereotyped Republicans, Democrats (in Study 1), and Libertarians as having similar competence, ps ≥ 0.05. Independents were stereotyped as more competent than Republicans, Democrats, and Libertarians, ps < 0.001. Surprisingly, in Study 2, Democrats were stereotyped as less competent than Libertarians and independents, ps < 0.022.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Examining warmth and competence stereotypes—Studies 1 and 2.


Hypothesis 1b. Across Studies 1–2, participants stereotyped independents as having more warmth than Republicans and Libertarians, ps < 0.049, Democrats were stereotyped as having more warmth than Republicans, ps < 0.001, and Libertarians were stereotyped as having more warmth than Republicans, ps < 0.001. In Study 2, independents were stereotyped as having more warmth than Democrats, p = 0.008, and Democrats were stereotyped as having more warmth than Libertarians, p = 0.011 (see Figure 1).

Next, we submitted competence and warmth stereotypes of each political group to within-subjects ANOVAs. Republicans and independents were perceived as more competent than warm, ps < 0.001, but Democrats were perceived as more warm than competent, ps < 0.013. In Study 1, Libertarians were perceived as equal in competence and warmth, p = 0.117, but in Study 2, Libertarians were also perceived as more competent than warm, p < 0.001 (see Figure 1).

Hypothesis 1c. Consistent with our hypothesis that people identifying with a major political party would rate members of the competing major political group as lower on competence and warmth, a significant Political Group × Participant Political Party Identification interaction emerged, ps < 0.001, partial η2s > 0.196. Participants rated members of their political group as having more competence and warmth than members of competing political groups. Republicans vs. Democrats and independents rated Republicans as having more competence and warmth, ps < 0.001, and Democrats vs. Republicans and independents rated Democrats as having more competence and warmth, ps < 0.002. However, participants rated independents and Libertarians the same on competence and warmth regardless of participants' political party identification, ps > 0.069 (see Figure 2).


[image: Figure 2]
FIGURE 2
 Examining combined warmth and competence stereotypes across groups and participant political party identification—Studies 1 and 2.




Political groups and dehumanization

We also conducted exploratory analysis to examine whether different patterns of dehumanization emerged for members of major political groups (Republicans, Democrats), members of non-major political groups (Libertarians), and political independents. We used a mixed ANOVA with political group as a within-subjects variable and participant political party identification as a between subject's variable. No consistent significant effects for ratings of political groups and participant political party emerged across both studies. However, significant Political Group × Participant Political Party Identification interactions emerged, ps < 0.001 (see Figure 3). Across both Studies, Republicans rated Republicans as more evolved than Democrats and independents did, ps < 0.006. In Study 2, independents also rated Republicans as more evolved than Democrats did, p = 0.043. Similarly, in both Studies 1 and 2, Democrats rated Democrats as more evolved than Republicans and independents did, ps < 0.001. Also, in Study 2 only, independents rated Democrats as more evolved than Republicans did, p < 0.001. Both Democrats and independents rated independents as more evolved than Republicans did, ps < 0.030. In Study 2, independents rated Libertarians as more evolved than Republicans did, p = 0.029.


[image: Figure 3]
FIGURE 3
 Examining dehumanization ratings across groups and participant political party identification—Studies 1 and 2. Higher numbers mean that the group is perceived to be more evolved.




Hypothesis 2: The relationship between fundamental stereotypes and dehumanization

Hypothesis 2a. To examine whether fundamental stereotypes were associated with the dehumanization of political groups, we used correlations to examine the relationship between the competence and warmth of political groups and dehumanization. Across both studies, fundamental stereotypes of major political groups (Republicans and Democrats) were correlated with beliefs about how evolved major political groups were, ps < 0.003. Furthermore, fundamental stereotypes of major political groups were mainly unrelated to beliefs about how evolved Libertarians and independents were, ps > 0.113, except for Study 2, which found that the warmth of Republicans was associated with perceiving Libertarians and independents as less evolved, ps < 0.030. Further, in Study 1, the fundamental stereotypes of Libertarians were associated with perceptions of how evolved Libertarians were, ps < 0.042, and in Study 2, the fundamental stereotypes of Libertarians and independents were related to perceptions of how evolved Libertarians and independents were, ps < 0.005.

Hypothesis 2b. To examine whether fundamental stereotypes about an individual's own major political group were associated with the dehumanization of the other major but not Libertarians and political independents, we examined the correlations between the warmth and competence of Republicans and Democrats and the dehumanization of Republicans and Democrats and Libertarians and independents separately for participants who identified as Republicans and Democrats. Partially consistent with our hypothesis, in Study 1, when participants identified as Republican, to the extent that Republicans were perceived as competent, Democrats were perceived as less evolved, p = 0.024. However, this pattern did not emerge in Study 2 or for warmth ratings of Republicans, ps > 0.155. Consistent with our hypotheses, in Studies 1 and 2, when participants identified as Democrats, to the extent that Democrats were perceived as competent, Republicans were perceived as less evolved, ps < 0.023. Further, in Study 1, when participants identified as Democrats, to the extent that Democrats were perceived as warm, Republicans were perceived as less evolved, p < 0.001, but this pattern did not emerge in Study 2, p = 0.074. Primarily consistent with our hypothesis, fundamental stereotypes about one's own group were not related to the dehumanization of non-major political groups, ps > 0.060, except Study 1, when Democrats' ratings of the competence and warmth of Democrats were associated with the dehumanization of Libertarians and independents, ps < 0.048, and Democrats ratings of the warmth of Democrats was related to dehumanization of Libertarians, p = 0.031.




General discussion

We examined whether people view major political groups as in perceived competition and whether a non-major political group (Libertarians) and political independents offer a potential vector for social change. Our hypothesis that major political groups vs. non-major political groups and political independents would show different patterns of fundamental stereotypes was supported. Partially consistent with our hypothesis that political groups would be perceived to have equal competence, participants stereotyped Republicans, Democrats (in Study 1 only), and Libertarians as having similar competence. Still, political independents were perceived as more competent than the other groups. Further supporting our hypothesis, Republicans (conceptually replicating the political ideology results of Crawford et al., 2013) and independents were perceived as higher on competence than warmth. Democrats were perceived as higher on warmth than competence. In a sample of primarily undergraduate students, Libertarians were perceived as equal in competence and warmth (Study 1), but in an older online sample, Libertarians were perceived as higher in competence than warmth (Study 2). Further, supporting our hypothesis, Libertarians and independents were perceived as higher on competence and warmth relative to (some) major political groups (Republicans and Democrats), reflecting less perceived competition (and perhaps more admiration according to the BIAS map, Cuddy et al., 2007, 2008). Lastly, supporting major political groups as competing with one another, identification with a major political party was associated with rating the competing major political groups lower on competence and warmth.

We also conducted exploratory analyses examining whether perceptions of dehumanization of major vs. non-major political groups and political independents differed depending on participants' political identification. While participants did not differ in their perceptions of dehumanization by their political party identification, identification with a major political group was associated with dehumanizing the competing major political group. Interestingly, identification as a political independent was associated with dehumanizing Republicans, but not Democrats.

We also examined whether these fundamental stereotypes were related to dehumanization and found, consistent with our hypotheses, that fundamental stereotypes about major political groups were mostly associated with the dehumanization of major political group members but not Libertarians and independents. Partially consistent with our predictions, fundamental competence stereotypes about one's own major political group were associated with dehumanization of the other major political group, such that to the extent that Democrats perceived Democrats to be competent, Republicans were rated as being less evolved (Studies 1–2). To the extent that Republicans perceived Republicans as competent, Democrats were perceived to be less evolved (Study 1 only).


Implications, limitations, and future directions

Because Libertarians and political independents were less likely to be perceived as in competition with major political parties, non-major political groups and political independents provide an avenue for moving beyond the current polarization among elites and the masses. For instance, since elite and mass polarization is associated with a host of policy (Binder, 2004; Esposo et al., 2013; Jones, 2001), civility (Jamieson and Falk, 2000; Layman et al., 2006), and evaluative consequences (Enders and Armaly, 2019), the increased representation of non-major political parties and politically independent elected officials should slow the legislative gridlock and policy inaction while also increasing civility of political speech. Further, suppose these non-major political groups and politically independent elected officials propose “right” policies. These policies should be more likely to be considered by all, possibly because the non-major political groups and political independents and their respective groups will be associated with more favorable evaluations than major political groups and their members. Future research should examine whether the presence of non-major political group and political independent elected representatives helps alleviate some of the consequences of political polarization.

The findings of perceived competition between major political groups reflected in the stereotypes ascribed to major political groups paint a troubling picture for moving beyond polarization. However, the similarities in competence across Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and political independents offer a way to address polarized stereotypes of major political groups. Political polarization should decrease by highlighting commonalities between political groups, reducing animosity, and increasing reported closeness (Syropoulos and Leidner, 2023) between the other major political groups, non-major political groups, and political independents. Future research should examine whether highlighting the common competence stereotypes of political groups for voters and policymakers increases closeness, humanity, acceptance of, and support for political groups and politicians different from one's own political group. When groups are perceived as low on competence or warmth, they are perceived as less evolved (Boysen et al., 2023; Harris and Fiske, 2006; Kuljian and Hohman, 2022; Vaes and Paladino, 2009).

Competence ratings of one's own major political group were associated with dehumanizing the other major political group. While we assume that our findings reflect perceived competition between major political groups but not non-major political groups or political independents, we did not directly measure perceptions of competition and perceived competitive threat associated with each of the political groups we assessed. It is possible that the findings might not represent a perceived competitive threat but instead reflect more basic intergroup categorization processes that facilitate perceived competition. Future research should examine whether perceptions of competition and perceived competitive threat mediate our effects. Further, future research should also examine whether perceiving the other major political group as competition is due to meta-dehumanization, which is the perception that another group perceives one's own group as less human (Kteily et al., 2016). If this is the case, then providing participants with information about how political partisans overestimate how much other groups dehumanize them before participants rate stereotypes and dehumanization should decrease dehumanization and increase prosocial behaviors (Landry et al., 2023). Future work should also examine how competence stereotypes and perceptions of humanness are related to hostility (Kteily et al., 2016; Landry et al., 2022) and the desire to skirt the law to gain political power (Landry et al., 2022).

The findings for Libertarians and independents offer a promising direction as groups that are high in both competence and warmth are typically considered to be one's own group or reference group and receive admiration, help, and people want to associate with them (Cuddy et al., 2007, 2008). Although non-major political groups and political independents are not currently reference groups within the U.S. political system, based on the stereotypes associated with them, they are well-positioned to gain reference group status and further increase their following. Future research should examine how political group stereotypes translate to motivation to engage with and vote for office in a broader assortment of non-major political groups and politically independent candidates.

It is possible that participants could have been confused about non-major political groups and political independents, which might impact their ratings. Voter registration forms often list no party affiliation and minor party under party affiliation, and it is common to refer to individuals with no party affiliation as independents. Thus, participants might mistake political independents as a political party. Additionally, participants likely were less familiar with non-major political groups and political independents than major political parties. Because individuals' beliefs about others, especially those who are relatively unknown, is based on their own knowledge (Kruger and Clement, 1994), when asked to evaluate a non-major political group and political independents, participants might have projected their own political values and beliefs onto the group they were evaluating. Future research should examine the role that familiarity and political knowledge plays in our effects.

While we argue that increased support for non-major political groups and political independents might be one way to move beyond polarization, it should be noted that if a non-major political group or more politically independent individuals gain power, the U.S. might only move to a multiple-party system for a short while. According to Duverger's Law, when a political system uses a simple majority single-ballot approach to elections, the two-party system prevails in part because party elites and the voting public perceive voting for non-major party individuals as “wasted votes” (Duverger, 1959). However, this is not always the case if the broader context supports a third party (Benoit, 2006). For instance, strong local parties in countries such as Canada and India have a simple majority single-ballot approach to elections that supports more than two parties (Rae, 1971). Thus, if political group stereotypes translate to increased motivation to engage with and vote for non-major political groups and political independents, future research should examine what situational supports would be critical for the political system to support more than two political parties over time.

Since the fundamental stereotypes ascribed to the Libertarians varied depending on the sample [undergraduate students (Study 1) vs. an older online sample (Study 2)], these stereotypes might be malleable to shifts in the social environment (Eagly et al., 2020), including sociopolitical threats (Brown et al., 2011), structural changes from evolving social roles (Haines et al., 2016), and increased exposure to new information (e.g., Dasgupta and Asgari, 2004). For instance, when countries are facing crises, people are more likely to vote for a different political party (Erikson et al., 2002) to address the crisis. Since crises are often associated with anxiety, when voters are experiencing anxiety about political candidates, they are more likely to seek out new information about political candidates (MacKuen et al., 2007; Marcus et al., 2000). Thus, during times of crisis, voters might be open to seeking new information about new non-major political groups and their respective candidates or politically independent candidates to address the crisis.

Participants in the current studies were significantly younger than the median age of the average voter in the United States (50 years old; Gramlich, 2020). Future research should explore whether older, more diverse participants have similar stereotype content and perceptions about how human Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians (and other non-major political groups), and independents are. Among older participants, stereotypes about major political groups and perceptions of the humanity of these groups might be more robust because they have had more exposure to these stereotypes throughout their lives. However, stereotype content for non-major political groups and political independents might be more variable because, until 2011, most voters in the United States identified as either Republicans or Democrats (Jones, 2022). Thus, older participants might be more dedicated to major political groups.

Across both studies, participants not only indicated “as viewed by society how (competence item/warmth item) are Republicans/Democrats/Libertarians/independents,” but also indicated how evolved the average member of each group was. By asking participants to rate their perceptions of these groups in terms of how they perceive that society views them or in terms of the average member, it is unclear whether they were thinking of party elites, individuals who vote for these groups, individuals who identify with these groups, and/or politically engaged citizens. Stereotypical ratings are likely to include all these individuals. Future research should examine whether the patterns of results differ depending on whether participants are asked to rate specific subgroups of individuals. Consistent with the literature on elite partisanship (i.e., Enders, 2021), rating political elites vs. individuals who vote for these groups might elicit more pronounced warmth stereotypes, competence stereotypes, and dehumanization.

Lastly, the current study uses a correlational design to examine the relationship between competence and warmth stereotypes of Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and independents and dehumanization. While we argue that stereotypes are associated with dehumanization, causality cannot be determined. Future research should examine whether the activation of competence and warmth stereotypes associated with Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and political independents results in dehumanization or whether the activation of dehumanization of Republicans, Democrats, Libertarians, and political independents shifts the competence and warmth stereotypes associated with these groups.




Conclusion

Across two studies (a sample of undergraduates and a sample of older adults), the fundamental stereotypes associated with major (Republicans and Democrats), but not a non-major political group (Libertarians) and political independents, were perceived to compete. Libertarians and political independents offer the possibility of creating social change because the fundamental stereotypes associated with them were more consistent with those ascribed to admired groups. When individuals identified with a major political party, to the extent that they saw their political group as competent, they were more likely to dehumanize the other major political group. However, stereotypes of major political groups were, by and large, not associated with the dehumanization of Libertarians and political independents. Our findings support the perceived non-competitive nature of Libertarians and political independents and provide hope that they can help move the political system beyond polarization and its consequences.
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Footnotes

1Others indicate that mass polarization is not increasing (see Fiorina et al., 2006).

2In Study 1, participants were not asked whether they had voted in the most recent election.
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R, Republican participants; I, politically independent participants; D, Democratic participants. Between the vertical lines superscripts of different letters differ, p < 0.05, and superscripts with the same letter, p > 0.05. The Stereotype x Political Group x Participant

Political Party was decomposed both by exploring the effects between participants (first decomposition) but also within participants (second decomposition).
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political party was decomposed both by exploring the effects between participants (first decomposition) but also within participants (second decomposition).
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