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Abstract

Relying on feelings to guide thoughts and plans may be functional from the perspective of the individual but threaten
the cohesion of social groups. Thus, liberals, who prioritize caring and fairness for individuals, may view emotion as
more functional than do conservatives, who prioritize preserving social groups, hierarchies, and institutions. To test this,
participants in three studies (total N=1,355) rated political partisanship, beliefs about the functionality of emotion, and
well-being. Study 3 also assessed how much participants prioritized “individualizing” versus “socially binding” values
(Graham et al., 2011). Across all studies, the more liberal participants were, the more they viewed emotion as functional,
despite reporting less emotional well-being. In Study 3, the link between liberalism and valuing emotion was mediated
by more liberal participants’ greater endorsement of individualizing than socially binding values. These results suggest
that emotion is viewed as more functional by those who prioritize the needs of individuals, but as less functional by those

who prioritize the cohesion of social groups.

Keywords Affect - Politics - Well-being - Social values - Moral values

Societies are becoming increasingly polarized. Over the last
few decades, liberals and conservatives in the United States
have come to report more animosity toward the opposing
political group than warmth toward their own group (Finkel
et al., 2020). This widening gulf makes it more important
than ever to understand how the attitudes and values of these
groups differ. The question addressed in this investigation
was whether liberals and conservatives differ in their atti-
tudes toward one of the most fundamental aspects of human
experience — emotion. Hints of partisan differences in valu-
ing emotion are longstanding. For decades, people of both
political orientations have endorsed stercotypes of bleed-
ing heart liberals and heartless conservatives (Farwell &
Weiner, 2000; Scheffer et al., 2022). Currently, conservative
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websites sport memes and mugs expressing scorn for lib-
eral emotions, such as “Facts don’t care about your feel-
ings” and “America runs on liberal tears.” A few studies
also suggest that liberals and conservatives may hold dif-
fering beliefs about the functionality of emotion. Compared
to conservatives, liberals are guided more by their current
emotions when evaluating political policies (Pliskin et al.,
2014), value empathy more (Hasson et al., 2018), and are
more emotionally expressive (Peterson et al., 2018). Con-
servatives place greater value on self-control (Mooijman et
al., 2018). But empirical evidence on partisan perspectives
on emotion is sparse. Incompatible beliefs may contribute
to escalating animosity and misunderstandings across the
political divide. Thus, we examined whether people across
the partisan spectrum differ in the extent to which they view
emotion as functional and, if so, what might explain the
difference.

Lay beliefs about the functionality of emotion
We define emotion (e.g., happiness, anger, sadness) as a

multi-component process that typically involves appraising
an event as relevant to attaining or maintaining a goal or
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valued state; physiological changes; a subjective feeling; a
shift in motivational priorities; and expressive and instru-
mental behavior (e.g., Moors et al., 2013; Scherer, 2019).
We define functional as beneficial for individuals for adapt-
ing to the environment or attaining their goals (Keltner &
Gross, 1999). Traditionally, emotion was often portrayed as
a dysfunctional reaction that derailed rational thinking and
signaled weakness and vulnerability. Unemotional stoicism
was idealized as a sign of rationality and maturity (Karnaze
& Levine, 2018; Lutz, 1986; Parrott, 1995 2018). Recent
academic approaches, while acknowledging that emotions
are not always helpful, portray emotion as an essential
suite of processes that evolved to guide people’s thoughts
and plans in a manner that helps them achieve their goals
(Keltner & Gross, 1999; Moors et al., 2013). For instance,
anger directs people’s attention to, and motivates them to
overcome, obstacles to their goals. Fear motivates people
to avoid danger.

These starkly differing perspectives led researchers to
explore laypeople’s beliefs about the functionality of emo-
tions. The results show that people hold a range of beliefs
about the value of emotions, and that viewing negative emo-
tions as functional can be protective (Brooks, 2014; Crum
et al., 2017; Ford & Gross, 2019; Kisley et al., 2019). For
example, in an experience sampling study, the more that
people viewed negative emotions as adaptive, the weaker
the associations between experiencing negative emotions in
their daily lives and health problems (Luong et al., 2016).
Extending this approach, Karnaze and Levine (2018, 2020)
investigated lay people’s views about the functionality of
emotion overall, irrespective of negative or positive valence.
Not surprisingly, people who were more satisfied with their
lives, and less depressed and anxious, viewed emotion
overall as more functional. Compared to a control group,
people who were encouraged to view emotion as functional
showed greater physiological reactivity during a distressing
film. However, they also reported more acceptance of their
feelings, less expressive suppression, and had less lingering
effects of the film on their mood (Karnaze & Levine, 2020).
The extent to which any specific emotional experience is
helpful in a situation varies, but these findings suggest that
viewing emotion overall as functional allows people to be
more accepting of, and less distressed by, their emotional
reactions.

Political partisanship and beliefs about the
functionality of emotion
Given the importance of people’s beliefs about the func-

tionality of emotion, how might these beliefs vary across
the political spectrum? It should be noted that, in research
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on political partisanship in the United States, references to
“conservatives” and “liberals” often refer to relative ratings
along a continuous scale, anchored by very conservative and
very liberal, rather than to dichotomous groups (e.g. Bakker
et al., 2020; Graham et al., 2009; Kivikangas et al., 2021).
We follow this convention in the current investigation. To
be sure, conservatives both value and experience specific
emotions about specific issues, such as pride in country,
anger at immigration, and disgust at the violation of tradi-
tional social norms (Elad-Strenger et al., 2020; Pliskin et
al., 2020; Porat et al., 2016). However, we expected liberals
to view emotion overall as more functional — that is, as a
healthy and informative response rather than a weakness.
Several considerations informed this hypothesis.

Research shows that liberals and conservatives differ in
the extent to which they prioritize the needs of individu-
als versus social groups. These differing values may have
implications for their beliefs about the functionality of
emotion. Liberals tend to prioritize the needs and rights of
individuals irrespective of their race, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, disabilities, or social group. Their concerns for social
identity and social justice focus on ensuring that all indi-
viduals have access to the resources and respect needed
to flourish (Janoff-Bulman & Carnes, 2013). In contrast,
conservatives prioritize the preservation and cohesion of
their social groups and institutions (Janoft-Bulman, 2009;
Jost et al., 2003). How might these differing priorities relate
to people’s beliefs about emotion? Social groups such as
families, communities, and countries include individu-
als with disparate goals. Relying on personal feelings to
guide thoughts and plans is often functional for attaining
the goals of the individual but can disrupt the harmonious
functioning of social groups (Janoff-Bulman, 2009; Mooij-
man et al., 2018). Thus, emotion may be viewed as more
functional by people who are primarily concerned with the
needs of individuals, and as less functional by those who are
more attuned to the needs of social groups. Consistent with
this view, in a cross-national study, people from individu-
alistic cultures endorsed the value of emotional expression
more than people from collectivistic cultures (Matsumoto
et al., 2008). In an Italian, non-university sample, people
who endorsed conservative policies were more motivated
to avoid the experience and expression of emotion (Leone
& Chirumbolo, 2008).

People’s judgments about whether actions are morally
right or wrong provide a window into the extent to which
they prioritize the needs of individuals versus social groups.
Moral Foundation Theory (e.g., Haidt & Graham, 2007;
Graham et al., 2011) delineates five concerns of importance
to people across cultures. The “individualizing” moral foun-
dations, Care and Fairness, focus on the needs of individu-
als irrespective of group membership. The “binding” moral
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foundations, Loyalty, Authority, and Sanctity, support the
cohesion of social groups. When judging whether actions
are right or wrong, liberals endorse individualizing more
than binding moral values, focusing on care and fairness for
individuals irrespective of their social group. Conservatives
express a broader range of moral concerns. Their values
encompass care and fairness but extend beyond these con-
cerns to the binding foundations that preserve social groups,
traditions, and institutions such as those relating to the fam-
ily and country (Graham et al., 2009). Greater endorsement
individualizing than binding moral values, or “progressiv-
ism,” has been found to be characteristic of liberalism both
in representative samples of U.S. citizens and across numer-
ous world regions (Graham et al., 2011; Kivikangas et al.,
2021). In contrast, greater endorsement of binding than
individualizing moral values predicts conservativism (Gra-
ham et al., 2011), as well as greater emphasis on self-control
(Mooijman et al., 2018). Based on these differing social val-
ues, we expected liberals, who prioritize caring and justice
for individuals regardless of social group, to view emotion
overall as more functional than conservatives, who priori-
tize preserving social groups and institutions.

Other potential predictors of the relation
between partisanship and emotion beliefs

Liberals and conservatives also differ in their openness to
experience and subjective well-being. These characteristics
too may have implications for their beliefs about emotion.
Openness to experience, one of the five major dimensions of
personality, refers to people’s tendency to be open-minded,
unconventional, and imaginative (John et al., 2008). Another
facet of openness to experience is acceptance of feelings
(McCrae & John, 1992). Liberals report more openness to
experience and tolerance for ambiguity than conservatives,
who instead report greater needs for structure, order, and
conformity (e.g., Desimoni & Leone, 2014; Sibley et al.,
2012). Their greater openness to experience may make lib-
erals more likely than conservatives to embrace, what T. S.
Eliot (1944) dubbed, “the general mess of imprecision of
feeling.”

People’s subjective well-being may also contribute to an
association between partisanship and beliefs about emotion.
Understandably, people who experience greater well-being
view emotion as more functional (Karnaze & Levine, 2018,
2020). Conservatives report feeling more satisfied with
their lives and less depressed and anxious than liberals (e.g.,
Schlenker, Chambers, & Le, 2012). Conservative ideologies
and communities may promote well-being by providing
common purpose, encouraging healthy lifestyles (Newman
et al., 2019), and rationalizing social inequities (Jost et al.,

2003; Napier & Jost, 2008). Based on their reports of greater
well-being, conservatives might be expected to value emo-
tion more than liberals. But Wojcik and colleagues (2015)
found that conservatives’ greater satisfaction with life was
fully mediated by their tendency to be unrealistically posi-
tive in their self-reports. Thus, rather than being associated
with valuing emotion, conservatives’ reports of well-being
may reflect discomfort with experiencing and expressing
negative emotion.

In summary, there are well-documented differences
between liberals and conservatives in their social values,
openness to experience, and well-being, but a fundamen-
tal question remains: do people along the political spectrum
differ in how much they value emotion? Thus, we assessed
whether political partisanship was related to people’s beliefs
about the functionality of emotion and, if so, whether
their social values, openness to experience, or well-being
explained this association.

Political and emotional

experience

partisanship

Do partisan differences in beliefs about the functionality
of emotion have implications for people’s day-to-day emo-
tional experience? Here, research findings are decidedly
mixed. Viewing emotion as functional may make the expe-
rience and expression of intense emotion less threatening
(Karnaze & Levine, 2020). Thus, if liberals view emotion
as more functional, they may report experiencing intense
emotion more and suppressing emotion less. However,
some investigators have found that conservatives respond
more intensely to negative events than liberals (e.g., Joel et
al., 2014; Jost et al., 2003), and show stronger physiological
responses to threatening stimuli (Oxley et al., 2008), though
recent investigations have failed to replicate partisan dif-
ferences in physiological reactivity (Bakker et al., 2020;
Osmundsen et al., 2022). Other investigators have found that
cultural differences in emotion values are greater, and are
observed more consistently, than differences in emotional
responses to specific events (Tsai et al., 2006). Instead,
people’s feelings about specific events depend primarily on
their appraisals of the importance of the events and whether
the events are seen as promoting or obstructing their goals
(Moors et al., 2013; Scherer, 20192013). These varied find-
ings led us to investigate whether people’s beliefs about the
functionality of emotion could explain associations between
political partisanship and emotional experience.

@ Springer
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The current investigation

The current investigation examined whether people across
the partisan spectrum hold differing beliefs about the func-
tionality of emotion. Relying on emotion to guide decisions
can promote the goals of the individual but jeopardize the
harmony of social groups. Thus, we expected liberals, who
prioritize the needs of individuals, to view emotion as more
functional than conservatives, who prioritize the cohesion
of social groups. We also assessed whether liberals’ greater
openness to experience (Desimoni & Leone, 2014), or
conservatives’ reports of greater well-being (Wojcik et al.,
2015), could help to explain the relation of partisanship to
emotion beliefs.

In three studies, participants completed measures of: (a)
the extent to which their political orientation was conserva-
tive or liberal, (b) the extent to which they viewed emotion
as functional, and (c) their subjective well-being. In Study
1, we also assessed participants’ openness to experience. In
Study 3, we measured how much participants prioritized
“individualizing” versus “socially binding” values (Graham
et al., 2011). This allowed us to test whether the expected
relation between liberal partisanship and viewing emotion
as functional was mediated by liberals’ greater endorsement
of “individualizing” than “socially binding” values. Males,
and people who are more religious, tend to be more politi-
cally conservative and also tend to place greater value on
emotional control (Carlson et al., 2021; Kaufmann, 2004).
Therefore, we included gender (in all studies) and religios-
ity (measured in Studies 1 and 2) as covariates in analyses of
the relation between partisanship and beliefs about emotion.
Finally, we explored whether participants’ emotion beliefs
could explain associations between partisanship and emo-
tional intensity or emotion regulation (Study 1), or asso-
ciations between partisanship and emotional responses to a
specific personal event (Study 2) or political event (Study
3), after adjusting for the appraised importance and valence
of those events.

Data for the three studies are available at the Open Sci-
ence Framework (OSF) at https://osf.io/yebmt/. Additional
descriptive statistics, and correlations among variables in
each study, are available online via the same link in Supple-
mental Tables S1, S2, and S3.

Study 1

Study 1 examined the relation between political partisan-
ship and beliefs about the functionality of emotion. We
expected more liberal participants to view emotion as more
functional. We also assessed whether participants’ openness
to experience or well-being could explain the expected link
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between liberal partisanship and viewing emotion as func-
tional. Finally, we explored whether participants’ beliefs
about emotion could explain associations between partisan-
ship and the intensity of emotion participants reported or the
strategies they used to regulate emotion.

Method

This study was part of a larger investigation of lay beliefs
about emotion which did not address political partisan-
ship (Karnaze & Levine, 2020). The larger investigation
assessed the test-retest reliability of some emotion beliefs,
so participants completed two questionnaires. Only proce-
dures and measures relevant to the current research ques-
tions are reported here.

Participants

Undergraduates (N=189) at a university in California were
recruited from the social science subject pool and completed
two online questionnaires for course credit. From a sample
of 193 participants who completed both questionnaires, we
excluded those who did not report political partisanship
or beliefs about the functionality of emotion. A post-hoc
power analysis using the G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009)
showed that, for the regression model of our main analysis,
our final sample afforded statistical power of greater than
99% to detect the observed effect size (f> = 0.20) with an
alpha level of 0.05. The mean age of participants was 20.67
years (SD=3.09 years). Reflecting the gender composi-
tion of the social science subject pool, the majority of the
participants (89%) were female. Participants reported their
race-cthnicity as Black (1%), East Asian (29%), Hispanic/
Latino (19%), Middle Eastern (6%), White (11%), Pacific
Islander (7%), South Asian (2%), Southeast Asian (5%), or
other (20%). Procedures and measures were approved by
the University Institutional Review Board (IRB).

Procedure and Measures

Time 1 Questionnaire Participants completed the first ques-
tionnaire about three weeks after the academic term started.
Beliefs about the Functionality of Emotion. We assessed
participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emotion
using Karnaze and Levine’s (2018) 8-item measure of help
and hinder theories about emotion. Participants rated how
much they agreed with four statements that depicted emo-
tion overall as helpful (“I believe it’s healthy to feel what-
ever emotion you feel,” “Feelings give direction to life,”
“I learn through my feelings,” “The variety of human feel-
ings makes life more interesting”), and four statements that
depicted emotion overall as harmful (e.g., “Feelings are a
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weakness humans have,” “One should never be guided by
emotions,” “It is usually a waste of time to think about your
emotions,” “People would be better off if they felt less and
thought more”). Ratings were made using a scale from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). We computed an
overall score for beliefs about the functionality of emotion
by reverse-coding hinder items and averaging all items.
Higher values indicated viewing emotion as more func-
tional (Cronbach’s a.=0.83).

Openness to Experience. At Time 1, we assessed the
Openness to Experience dimension of personality using 10
items from the Big Five Inventory (John et al., 2008). Par-
ticipants rated how much they viewed themselves as imagi-
native, curious, artistic, open-minded, and unconventional,
using a scale ranging from 1 (disagree strongly) to 7 (agree
strongly); a=0.77.

Well-being composite. We assessed well-being by hav-
ing participants rate: (a) their satisfaction with life, (b)
depression, and (c) anxiety, consistent with Diener’s (1984)
conception of subjective well-being as comprised of both
a cognitive judgment of overall satisfaction with life and
affective experiences. Participants completed the five-item
Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons,
Larsen, & Griffin, 1985). They rated each item (e.g. “I am
satisfied with my life,” “In most ways, my life is close to
ideal”) from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Rat-
ings were summed to create an overall score; a=0.87. The
10-item Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale
(CESD-10; Andresen et al., 1994) was used to assess how
often participants felt symptoms of depression during the
past week (e.g., “I could not ‘get going’”’) using a scale from
1 (Rarely or none of the time [Less than 1 day]) to 4 (All
of the time [5—7 days]); a=0.86. We assessed how anxious
participants generally felt using the trait anxiety subscale
of the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, 1983).
The 20 items (e.g., “I worry too much over something that
really doesn’t matter”) were rated from 1 (almost never) to
4 (almost always); 0.=0.92.

Consistent with prior research, we created a composite
index of well-being (e.g., Anderson et al., 2012) by stan-
dardizing each variable and then subtracting the mean of
depression and anxiety from satisfaction with life. This was
done for parsimony; because we were interested in partici-
pants’ overall well-being rather than individual components;
and because depression and anxiety were highly correlated
with each other (»=.78) and negatively correlated with sat-
isfaction with life (depression: »=-.52; anxiety: r=—.58).
For transparency, results for each independent scale are
available online (https://osf.io/yebmt/) in Supplemental
Table S1.

Intensity of Emotional Experience. The six-item
Impulse Strength subscale of the Berkeley Expressivity

Questionnaire (Gross & John, 1995) assessed the extent to
which participants experienced intense emotion accompa-
nied by physical and behavioral changes. Participants rated
items such as, “I experience my emotions very strongly”
and “My body reacts very strongly to emotional situations,”
using a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree); a.=0.86.

Emotion Regulation. The Emotion Regulation Ques-
tionnaire (Gross & John, 2003) included six items assessing
the use of reappraisal (a=0.86) and four items assessing the
use of expressive suppression (a=0.66), using a scale from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Time 2 Questionnaire Participants completed the second
questionnaire about four weeks after completing the first
questionnaire.

Political Partisanship. We assessed participants’ political
partisanship with four questions. Participants rated “When
considering your political beliefs, do you usually think of
yourself as conservative or liberal” from 1 (strongly con-
servative) to 7 (strongly liberal). Participants rated their
political beliefs about social issues, and rated their political
beliefs about economic issues, using the same scale. Partici-
pants rated their political orientation from 1 (strongly repub-
lican) to 7 (strongly democrat). We used the mean of these
four items as the measure of partisanship; a=0.91. Higher
values represent more liberal partisanship.

Demographics. Participants answered three questions
about the centrality of religion in their lives. First, par-
ticipants rated how important religion was to them, from
1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). Second, they rated, “Other
than occasional weddings, baptisms, or funerals, thinking
back over the past 6 months, how many times do you attend
religious services during an average month,” from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (several times a day). Third, they rated, “Think-
ing back over the past 6 months, how many times did you
engage in religious practices (such as reading religious texts
or praying) during an average month,” from 1 (not at all) to
7 (several times a day). These three items were z-scored and
averaged to create a measure of religiosity; a=0.87. Partici-
pants also completed questions regarding their age, gender,
and race-cthnicity.

Results and discussion

Political Partisanship and Beliefs about Emotion. Over-
all, participants tended to be liberal (M=5.11, SD=1.13)
and to view emotion as functional (M=3.82, SD=0.49;
scale range: 1 to 5). As expected, the more liberal partici-
pants were, the more they viewed emotion as functional,
r(187)=0.27, p<.001. Comparing participants in the top
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations for variables in the regression model in study 1 (N=189)

Variables M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5

1. Partisanship® 5.11 (1.13) -

2. Functionality of emotion® 3.82 (0.49) 0.27%%*

3. Openness to experience 3.40 (0.59) 0.07 0.22%%* -

4. Well-being composite 0.01 (1.75) -0.13 0.25%%* 0.07 -

5. Religiosity 0.00 (0.89) -0.13 -0.01 -0.06 -0.02 -

6. Sex® 0.11 (0.31) -0.12 -0.08 0.09 -0.03 0.00

Note.*Higher values represent more liberal partisanship. "Higher values represent the belief that emotion is more functional. “Female = 0,

Male= 1. *p<.05. **p<.01. ***p< 001

Table 2 Mediation models predicting emotional intensity and expressive suppression in study 1

Total effect IV—->M M — DV Indirect effect
v M DV B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) Effect SE 95%
CI
A. Partisanship Emotion Emotional 0.31 (0.08)*** 0.12 (0.03)*** 0.61 (0.19)** 0.07 0.03 [0.02,
beliefs intensity 0.15]
B. Partisanship Emotion Suppression —-0.16 (0.07)* 0.12 (0.03)*** -0.47 -0.06 0.03 [-0.11,
beliefs (0.17)** -0.01]

Notes. N=188. M =Mediator; SE = Standard error; CI = Confidence interval. For partisanship, higher values represent more liberal partisanship.
For emotion beliefs, higher values represent the belief that emotion is more functional. *p <.05. **p <.01. ***p <.001

versus bottom quartiles for the composite measure of par-
tisanship also showed that liberals viewed emotion as
more functional (M=3.94, SD=0.50) than conservatives
(M=3.57, SD=0.45), #(106)=4.02, p<.001, d=0.77. We
conducted a regression analysis to find out whether liberal
partisanship predicted viewing emotion as more functional
after accounting for participants’ openness to experience,
well-being, religiosity, and gender (0=female, 1=male).
Descriptive statistics and correlations among variables in
the regression analysis are shown in Table 1. The model was
significant, R°=0.19, F(5, 182)=8.49, p<.001. Variance
inflation values ranged from 1.02 to 1.06; thus, multicol-
linearity was not a concern. Emotion was viewed as more
functional by participants who were more liberal, B=0.13,
SE=0.03,¢=4.24, p<.001, 95% CI[0.07, 0.19], more open
to experience, B=0.16, SE=0.06, t=2.76, p=.01, 95% CI
[0.04, 0.27], and by participants who reported greater well-
being, B=0.08, SE=0.02, t=4.02, p<.001, 95% CI [0.04,
0.11]. Beliefs about emotion were not predicted by religi-
osity, B=0.02, SE=0.04, t=0.65, p=.52, 95% CI [-0.05,
0.10], or gender, B=-0.08, SE=0.11, ¢t = -0.70, p=.48,
95% CI[-0.29, 0.14]. Thus, participants who were more lib-
eral, more open to experience, and those with greater well-
being, viewed emotion as more functional.

Openness to Experience and Well-being. To find out
whether openness to experience or well-being could explain
the link between liberal partisanship and viewing emotion
as functional, we first examined whether these variables
were positively correlated with liberal partisanship. As
Table 1 shows, openness to experience was not significantly
related to political partisanship in this sample, despite the
common finding in past research that liberals are more open
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to experience (e.g., Desimoni & Leone, 2014). More lib-
eral participants reported less well-being, consistent with
past research (Napier & Jost, 2008; Wojcik et al., 2015).
Given that openness to experience was not associated with
liberal partisanship, and well-being was negatively associ-
ated with liberal partisanship, neither variable explained the
positive association between liberal partisanship and valu-
ing emotion.

Political partisanship and emotional experience

Finally, we examined whether beliefs about the functionality
of emotion explained associations between partisanship and
emotional intensity or emotion regulation. The more liberal
participants were, the more intensely they reported expe-
riencing emotion, 7#(186)=0.26, p <.001, and the less they
reported suppressing emotion, #(186)=-0.16, p=.03. Par-
tisanship was not associated with reappraisal, 7(186)=0.06,
p=.41. We conducted separate mediation analyses to find
out whether viewing emotion as functional explained more
liberal participants’ tendency to report: (a) experienc-
ing emotion more intensely, or (b) suppressing emotional
expression less. These analyses were conducted in SAS
using Hayes’ (2022) Process v4.1, model 4, with 5000 boot-
strapped iterations. The results are shown in Table 2.

As Panel A of Table 2 shows, the association between
liberal partisanship and reporting more intense emotion was
mediated by viewing emotion as more functional, as indi-
cated by the confidence interval for the indirect effect which
did not include zero; Indirect effect=0.07, SE=0.03, 95%
CI[0.02, 0.15]. As Panel B of Table 2 shows, the association
between liberal partisanship and reporting less expressive
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suppression was also mediated by viewing emotion as more
functional; Indirect effect=-0.06, SE=0.03, 95% CI [-0.11,
—0.01]. Effect sizes were small but these findings show that
viewing emotion as functional contributed to the tendency
of more liberal participants to report experiencing more
intense emotion and suppressing emotional expression less.
The results for reverse mediation models were direction-
ally weaker for emotional intensity; Indirect effect=0.03,
SE=0.01, 95% CI [0.01, 0.05], and not significant for sup-
pression; Indirect effect=0.01, SE=0.01, 95% CI [-0.001,
0.03].

Discussion. The results of Study 1 showed that, the more
liberal participants were, the more they viewed emotion as
more functional. Greater openness to experience and greater
subjective well-being were also associated with viewing
emotion as more functional but did not account for the link
between liberalism and valuing emotion. Specifically, open-
ness to experience was not related to partisanship in this
sample. More liberal participants viewed emotion as more
functional despite reporting less well-being. Consistent with
valuing emotion, the more liberal participants were, the
more they reported experiencing emotions intensely, and the
less they reported suppressing emotional expression. View-
ing emotion as more functional mediated the associations
between liberal partisanship and both greater emotional
intensity and less expressive suppression.

Study 2

Study 2 assessed the relation between political partisanship,
beliefs about the functionality of emotion, and well-being,
in a larger and more politically diverse sample. We also
assessed whether partisanship was related to participants’
emotional responses to a specific, personal experience of
achievement or failure — receiving an exam grade that was
better or worse than expected — after accounting for their
appraisals of the importance and valence of their exam
grades.

Method

Undergraduates completed online questionnaires two weeks
before, and days after, receiving their grades on a midterm
exam in an introductory course. This study was part of a
larger project on forecast emotion (Carlson et al., 2021;
Lench et al., 2019; Lench et al., 2021). Prior publications
did not examine the relation of political ideology to beliefs
about the functionality of emotion.

Participants

Undergraduates (N=629) completed two online question-
naires for partial course credit. We recruited undergraduate
students from large, public research universities in Califor-
nia and Texas with a range of political beliefs by inviting
participation from all students in introductory psychology
courses in the fall term in which the instructor consented.
From a total sample of 716 participants who were part of
the larger project, we excluded data from participants who
did not complete the questionnaire after they learned their
exam grade, did not report political partisanship, or did not
complete the measure of beliefs about emotion. A post-hoc
power analysis using the G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009)
showed that our final sample afforded greater than a statisti-
cal power of 99% to detect the observed effect size (f> =
0.11) with an alpha level of 0.05 for the regression model of
our main analysis.

The final sample included 351 undergraduates from
California and 278 undergraduates from Texas. Participants
reported their gender as female (77%) or male (23%). The
mean age of participants was 19.56 years (SD=2.75). They
reported their race-ethnicity as Black (3%), East Asian
(20%), Hispanic/Latino (24%), Middle Eastern (2%), South
Asian (7%), White (33%), or multiple or other (6%); 5%
did not report race-ethnicity. Procedures and measures were
approved by IRBs at the universities.

Procedure and Measures

Time 1 Questionnaire Two weeks before the first midterm
exam in a psychology course, participants were emailed a
link to an online questionnaire which they completed within
5 days.

Expected Grade. They reported the grade they expected to
receive on their upcoming exam on a 13-point scale from F
(1) to A+ (13).

Appraised Exam Importance. Participants rated the
importance of their exam grade on a scale from 1 (not at all
important) to 9 (extremely important).

Beliefs about the Functionality of Emotion. We assessed
participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emotion using
an 8-item measure, adapted from Karnaze and Levine’s
(2018) measure of help and hinder theories about emotion.
Six of the eight items were identical to those used in Study
1. The last two items depicting emotion as helpful differed
and, due to experimenter error, were administered at Time 2.
Excluding these items did not change the pattern or signifi-
cance of the results. Therefore, we included these two items
in the analyses. Specifically, participants rated how much
they agreed with four statements that depicted emotion
overall as helpful (“I believe it’s healthy to feel whatever
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emotion you feel,” “Feelings give direction to life,” “Emo-
tions help people to get along in life,” “It is important for
me to be in touch with my feelings”). Participants also rated
how much they agreed with four statements that depicted
emotion overall as harmful (e.g., “Feelings are a weakness
humans have,” “One should never be guided by emotions,”
“It is usually a waste of time to think about your emotions,”
“People would be better off if they felt less and thought
more”). Participants rated their agreement with each item
from 1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). As in Study 1, we com-
puted an overall score for beliefs about the functionality of
emotion by reverse-coding hinder items and then averaging
all items; 0=0.78.

Well-Being composite. As in Study 1, we assessed partic-
ipants’ well-being using three measures: (a) the Satisfaction
with Life Scale (Diener et al., 1985), a=0.86; (b) the Center
for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CESD-10),
a=0.81; and (c) the trait anxiety subscale of the State-Trait
Anxiety Inventory (Spielberger, 1983), a=0.92. Depression
and anxiety were highly correlated with each other (r=.77,
p<.001) and negatively correlated with satisfaction with life
(depression: r=-.46, p<.001; anxiety: r=-.54, p<.001).
Therefore, as in Study 1, we created a composite index of
well-being by standardizing each variable and subtracting
the mean of depression and anxiety from satisfaction with
life. Results for each independent scale are available online
(https://osf.io/yebmt/) in Supplemental Table S2.

Demographics. Participants also reported their age, gen-
der, and race-ethnicity.

Time 2 Questionnaire. Two days after participants
learned their grades, they were emailed a link to the sec-
ond questionnaire which they completed that evening.
Participants verified that they had seen their exam grade.
If not, they were instructed how to check it online before
proceeding.

Received exam grade and emotional response. Partici-
pants reported the grade they received on a 13-point scale
that ranged from F (1) to A+ (13). They then rated how
happy, and how unhappy, they felt about their grades, from
1 (not at all) to 9 (extremely). Participants’ ratings of happi-
ness and unhappiness about their exam grades were strongly
negatively correlated, #(589)=-0.85, p<.001. Therefore,
consistent with past studies, we created a composite mea-
sure of emotion by subtracting each participant’s rating of
unhappiness from their rating of happiness (e.g., Kahne-
man & Krueger, 2006). Higher values indicated greater
happiness.

Political partisanship. We assessed political partisan-
ship by asking participants to rate, “When considering your
political beliefs, do you usually think of yourself as liberal
or conservative,” from 1 (strongly liberal) to 7 (strongly
conservative). For consistency with Study 1, this scale was

@ Springer

reverse-coded so that higher values represented being more
liberal.

Religiosity. We assessed religiosity using the mean of the
same three (z-scored) questions as in Study 1; a=0.87.

Results and discussion

Political Partisanship and Beliefs about Emotion. On
average, participants rated their partisanship as moderate
(M=4.14, SD=1.70; scale range: 1 to 7) and tended to view
emotion as functional (M=6.35, SD=1.19; scale range: 1
to 9). As expected, and replicating Study 1, the more liberal
participants were, the more they viewed emotion as func-
tional, 7(627)=0.17, p<.001. Figure 1 depicts the relation
between partisanship and beliefs about emotion. Comparing
participants who identified as conservative (ratings of 1, 2,
or 3 on partisanship) versus liberal (ratings of 5, 6, or 7) also
showed that liberals viewed emotion as more functional
(M=6.61, SD=1.19) than did conservatives (M=6.18,
SD=1.17), (478)=3.89, p<.001, d=0.34.

We conducted a regression analysis to find out whether
liberal partisanship predicted viewing emotion as more func-
tional after accounting for well-being, religiosity, and gender
(0=female, 1 =male). The model was significant, R?=0.10,
F(4,586)=16.35, p<.001. Variance inflation values ranged
from 1.02 to 1.26, indicating that multicollinearity was not
a concern. Viewing emotion as functional was predicted by
liberal partisanship, B=0.14, SE=0.03, t=4.62, p<.001,
95% CI[0.08, 0.20], greater well-being, B=0.18, SE=0.03,
t=6.24, p<.001, 95% CI [0.12, 0.23], and being female, B
=-0.29, SE=0.11, t = -2.59, p=.01, 95% CI [-0.50, -0.07].
Religiosity did not predict viewing emotion as functional,
B=0.02, SE=0.06, t=0.30, p=.77, 95% CI [-0.10, 0.13].
Examining the correlation between partisanship and well-
being showed that more liberal participants reported less,
rather than greater, well-being, 7(593)=-0.16, p<.001.
Thus, more liberal participants viewed emotion as more
functional despite lower well-being and after accounting for
gender and religiosity.

We also included participants’ exam grades, and their
emotional response to their exam grades, as covariates in
analyses of the relations among partisanship, beliefs about
emotion, and well-being. Including these variables did not
change the pattern or significance of any of the findings, so
results are reported without these covariates.

Political Partisanship and Emotional Experience.
Next, we explored whether participants’ beliefs about emo-
tion explained any association between their partisanship
and emotional responses to their exam grades, after tak-
ing the appraised importance and valence of their grades
into account. Preliminary analyses showed that, at Time 1,
participants appraised their exam grade as fairly important
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Fig. 1 In Study 2, participants who were more liberal viewed emotion
as more functional

Note: Dots in this figure represent beliefs about the functionality of
emotion for individual participants at each value on the 7-point scale

(M=6.45, SD=2.23). On average, students expected to
receive an A- (M=10.60, SD=1.59). At Time 2, however,
the average grade that students actually received was a B
(M=8.88, SD=2.92). A one-factor ANOVA showed that
the 89 participants who received the grade they expected
(M=5.46, SD =2.88), and the 152 participants who received
a higher grade than expected (M=6.05, SD=2.43), were
happier about their grade than the 350 participants who
received a lower grade than expected (M = -1.34, SD=4.34),
F(2, 588)=263.97, p<.001. Scheffe post-hoc tests showed
no difference in happiness between those who received
the grade they expected versus a higher grade; mean dif-
ference =0.59, 95% CI [-0.64, 1.81]. Therefore, we defined
the valence of the exam outcome as positive for those who

of political partisanship. Medians are represented by the horizontal
line in each box and the interquartile range (25th —75th percentile) is
represented by the top and bottom lines of boxes

received the grade they expected or better, and as negative
for those who received a worse grade than expected.

We first assessed whether partisanship was related to par-
ticipants’ emotional responses to their exam grades. Partial
correlations showed that, after adjusting for the appraised
importance of their grades and the specific grades received,
political partisanship was not associated with feelings about
the exam outcome, regardless of whether the valence of
outcome was positive, #(236)=-0.03, p=.68, or nega-
tive, 7(348)=0.09, p=.08. Finally, we assessed whether,
independent of partisanship, participants’ beliefs about
the functionality of emotion were related to their emo-
tional responses to their exam grades. A partial correlation,
adjusting for appraised importance and the specific grades
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received, showed that, for participants who had a positive
exam outcome, the more they viewed emotion as func-
tional, the happier they felt about their grades, 7(236)=0.16,
p=.01. For participants who received a lower grade than
expected, no relation was found between participants’
beliefs about emotion and their feelings about their grades,
r(348)=0.05, p=.36.

Discussion. Study 2 replicated key results of Study 1 with
a larger and more politically diverse sample. Participants
who were more liberal viewed emotion as more functional.
Participants who reported greater well-being also viewed
emotion as more functional. However, greater well-being
did not explain the relation between liberal partisanship and
viewing emotion as more functional. Instead, more liberal
participants viewed emotion as more functional despite
reporting less well-being. In Study 2, we also explored
whether participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emo-
tion could account for any association between partisanship
and their emotional responses to a specific personal experi-
ence of success or failure — receiving a favorable or unfa-
vorable exam grade. These analyses included as covariates
participants’ appraisals of the importance of their grades
and the specific grades received. We found that participants’
feelings about their exam grades were not related to political
partisanship. Irrespective of partisanship, those who viewed
emotion as more functional reported feeling happier about
getting a grade that they expected or higher. Beliefs about
emotion were not associated with feelings about receiving a
grade that was lower than expected.

Study 3

In Study 3, we again assessed the relation between political
partisanship, beliefs about the functionality of emotion, and
well-being, in a politically diverse sample. We also assessed
how much participants prioritized “individualizing” ver-
sus “socially binding” values (Graham et al., 2011). This
allowed us to test whether the expected relation between
liberal partisanship and viewing emotion as functional was
mediated by liberals’ greater endorsement of “individual-
izing” than “socially binding” values. Finally, we explored
whether participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emo-
tion explained the association between partisanship and
emotional responses to an experience of political success
or failure — Biden’s victory in the 2020 U.S. presidential
election.

@ Springer

Method

Undergraduates completed questionnaires before and after
the 2020 U.S. presidential election as part of a larger inves-
tigation of forecast emotions.

Participants

Undergraduates (N=>537) from public universities in Cali-
fornia and Texas completed two online questionnaires for
partial course credit. From a total sample of 547 undergrad-
uates, we excluded data from participants who did not com-
plete the measures of political partisanship, beliefs about the
functionality of emotion, or moral foundations. A post-hoc
power analysis using the G*Power 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009)
showed that, for the regression model of our main analysis,
our final sample afforded statistical power of greater than
99% to detect the observed effect size (f*> = 0.15) with an
alpha level of 0.05. Of the participants, 439 were from Cali-
fornia, and 98 were from Texas. Participants reported their
gender as female (77%), male (20%), or other (3%). Their
mean age was 20.78 years (SD =3.60). Participants reported
their race-ethnicity as Black (2%), East Asian (20%), His-
panic/Latino (31%), Middle Eastern (3%), Pacific Islander
(4%), South Asian (8%), White (23%) or another race-eth-
nicity (9%). The study was in compliance with the IRBs at
the universities.

Procedure and Measures

Time 1 Questionnaire Participants completed the first ques-
tionnaire about a week before the November 3, 2020 presi-
dential election (October 22 - November 2).

Political Partisanship. As in Study 2, we assessed politi-
cal partisanship on a scale from 1 (strongly liberal) to 7
(strongly conservative). Ratings were reverse-coded so that
higher values represented being more strongly liberal.

Beliefs about the Functionality of Emotion. We assessed
participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emotion using
the same eight items as in Study 1 (a¢=0.77). Participants
rated their agreement with each item on a scale from 1 (not
at all) to 9 (extremely).

Moral Foundations Questionnaire. To assess the extent
to which participants endorsed individualizing versus social
binding values, they completed the 20-item version of the
Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2011).
This measure assesses the extent to which individuals prior-
itize five moral concerns: Care (e.g., “Compassion for those
who are suffering is the most crucial virtue”), Fairness (e.g.,
“When the government makes laws, the number one princi-
ple should be ensuring that everyone is treated fairly”), Loy-
alty (e.g., “People should be loyal to their family members,
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even when they have done something wrong”), Authority
(e.g., “Respect for authority is something all children need
to learn”), and Sanctity (e.g., “I would call some acts wrong
on the grounds that they are unnatural”). Each foundation
was assessed using four items which were rated using a
6-point scale. Cronbach’s a for each subscale was 0.63 for
Care, 0.71 for Fairness, 0.62 for Loyalty, 0.66 for Author-
ity, and 0.62 for Sanctity. In accordance with instructions
for calculating the moral progressivism score (Graham et
al., 2011), we computed participants’ relative endorsement
of “individualizing” versus “socially binding” foundations
by subtracting the average of the Loyalty, Authority, and
Sanctity subscales from the average of the Care and Fair-
ness subscales.

Well-Being Composite. As in Studies 1 and 2, we
assessed participants’ well-being using the Satisfaction with
Life Scale, a.=0.85, and the Center for Epidemiologic Stud-
ies Depression Scale (CESD-10), a=0.84. However, trait
Anxiety was not assessed in Study 3. Satisfaction with life
was negatively correlated with depression (r=-.46). For
parsimony and consistency with Studies 1 and 2, we cre-
ated a composite index of well-being by standardizing and
then subtracting depression from satisfaction with life. The
well-being composite index was positively associated with
satisfaction with life (»=.85) and negatively associated with
depression (r=-.86). Results for the independent scales
are available online (https://osf.io/yebmt/) in Supplemental
Table S3.

Demographics. Participants also reported their age,
gender, and race-cthnicity. Religiosity was not assessed in
Study 3.

Time 2 Questionnaire Participants completed the second
questionnaire about a week after the election (November
9-12, 2020).

Appraised Importance and Valence. We assessed appraised
importance by having participants rate how important the
outcome of the 2020 presidential election was to them,
using a scale from 1 (not at all important) to 7 (extremely
important). We assessed appraised valence by having par-
ticipants rate their agreement that, “It will be good for the
country that Biden was elected president,” from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Emotional Response to the Election. Participants rated
how intensely happy, angry, and scared they were feeling
about Joe Biden being elected president, from 1 (not at all)
to 9 (extremely).

Vote. Participants indicated whether they voted, and if
so, for whom.

Results and discussion

Preliminary Analyses. The week after the election, the
majority of participants indicated that they had voted
(66%); fewer did not vote (12%), indicated that they were
not eligible to vote (10%) or did not report whether they had
voted (13%). Of those who voted, most participants voted
for Biden (81%); fewer voted for Trump (17%) or another
candidate (3%). On average, participants appraised the elec-
tion outcome as important (M =6.88, SD=2.23), and agreed
that Biden’s election was good for the country (M=5.24,
SD=1.63).

Political Partisanship and Beliefs about Emotion. On
average, participants were moderately liberal (M=4.93,
SD=1.53; scale range: 1 to 7), and tended to view emotion
as functional (M=6.69, SD=1.17; scale range: 1 to 9). Rep-
licating the results of Studies 1 and 2, the more liberal par-
ticipants were, the more they viewed emotion as functional,
r(535)=0.30, p<.001. This association is shown in Fig. 2.
Comparing participants who identified as conservative (rat-
ings of 1, 2, or 3 on partisanship) versus liberal (ratings of
5, 6, or 7) also showed that liberals viewed emotion as more
functional (M=6.93, SD=1.07) than did conservatives
(M=6.20,SD=1.14), 1(445)=5.91, p<.001, d=0.67.

We conducted a regression analysis to find out whether
liberal partisanship predicted viewing emotion as more
functional after accounting for participants’ well-being and
gender (0=female, 1 =male). Data from participants who
reported their gender as other than male or female (3%)
were excluded from this analysis because this group was
too small to analyze meaningfully. The regression model
was significant, R’=0.13, F(3, 516)=25.57, p<.001. Vari-
ance inflation values ranged from 1.04 to 1.09, indicating
that multicollinearity was not a concern. Viewing emotion
as functional was predicted by liberal partisanship, B=0.22,
SE=0.03, t=6.77, p<.001, 95% CI [015, 0.28], greater
well-being, B=0.21, SE=0.06, t=3.71, p<.001, 95% CI
[0.10, 0.33], and being female, B = -0.47, SE=0.12, ¢ =
-3.93, p<.001, 95% CI [-0.70, -0.23].

We examined the correlation between partisanship and
well-being to find out if well-being could explain the link
between liberalism and viewing emotion as more func-
tional. However, liberal partisanship was associated with
less, rather than greater, well-being, #(534)=-0.22, p<.001.
Taken together, these findings showed that more liberal par-
ticipants viewed emotion as more functional after account-
ing for their gender and despite reporting less well-being.

Mediation Analyses. To find out whether participants’
moral and social values explained the link between liberal
partisanship and viewing emotion as functional, we cal-
culated progressivism. Following Graham and colleagues
(2011), we defined progressivism as the extent to which
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Fig. 2 In study 3, participants who were more liberal viewed emotion
as more functional

Note: In this figure, dots show beliefs about the functionality of emo-
tion for individual participants at each value on the 7-point scale of

each participant prioritized the “individuating” moral foun-
dations of Care and Fairness more than the “socially bind-
ing” moral foundations of Loyalty, Authority, and Sanctity
when judging actions to be right or wrong. We then con-
ducted a mediation analysis in SAS using Hayes’ (2022)
Process v4.1 model 4, with 5000 bootstrapped iterations. As
Fig. 3 shows, more liberal participants viewed emotion as
more functional. More liberal participants were also more
progressive — they showed greater relative endorsement of
individualizing than socially binding values. In turn, the
more progressive participants were, the more they viewed
emotion as functional. When progressivism was included in
the model, the link between liberal partisanship and viewing
emotion as functional decreased significantly, as indicated
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political partisanship. Medians are represented by the horizontal line
in each box and the interquartile range (25th — 75th percentile) is rep-
resented by the top and bottom lines of boxes

by the confidence interval for the indirect effect which did
not include zero; Indirect effect=0.16, p<.001, 95% CI
[0.12, 0.20]. These findings indicate that the link between
liberalism and viewing emotion as functional was explained
by liberal participants’ greater endorsement of individual-
izing than socially binding values.

Political Partisanship and Emotional Experience.
Finally, we explored whether participants’ beliefs about
emotion explained the association between partisanship
and participants’ emotional response to Biden’s victory.
First, we conducted separate partial correlations between
partisanship and participants’ feelings of happiness, anger,
and fear. These correlations were adjusted for participants’
appraisals of how important the election outcome was, and
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Progressivism

b = .36"**, SE = .025

Liberal

(b= .23*** SE = .032)

b = .44*** SE = .051

Belief that emotion

partisanship

Fig. 3 In study 3, the link between liberal partisanship and view-
ing emotion as functional was mediated by progressivism: greater
endorsement of “individualizing” than “socially binding” values

Note: Unstandardized coefficients and standard errors are presented.
Values in parentheses represent the total effect. Higher values for polit-

how much they agreed that Biden’s election was good for
the country. After adjusting for appraised importance and
valence, partisanship was not a significant predictor of how
happy participants felt about Biden’s victory, 7(462)=0.09,
p=.054. However, the more conservative participants
were, the more angry, #(462)=-0.17, p<.001, and scared,
r(462)=-0.11, p=.02, they felt about Biden’s victory. Next
we examined whether participants’ beliefs about emotion
could explain these associations. Partial correlations, adjust-
ing for appraised importance and valence, showed that par-
ticipants’ beliefs about emotion did not predict how happy,
angry, or scared they felt about Biden’s victory (ps>0.10).
Thus, beliefs about the functionality of emotion could not
account for the associations found between partisanship and
emotional experience.

Discussion. Replicating the results of Studies 1 and 2,
in Study 3, the more liberal participants were, the more
they viewed emotion as functional. Moreover, the link
between liberalism and viewing emotion as functional was
mediated by liberals’ greater endorsement of individual-
izing than socially binding moral values. Participants who
reported greater well-being, and women, also viewed emo-
tion as more functional. However, more liberal participants
reported less well-being, so greater well-being did not
explain the link between liberal partisanship and view-
ing emotion as more functional. With respect to emotional
experience, more conservative participants felt more anger
and fear about Biden’s victory, even after accounting for
their appraisals of the importance of the election and how
good a president they thought Biden would be. However,
participants’ beliefs about the functionality of emotion were
not related to their feelings about the election outcome after

b=.07* SE =.035

is functional

ical partisanship represent being more strongly liberal. Progressivism
refers to the extent to which participants endorsed individualizing
(Care, Fairness) versus socially binding (Loyalty, Authority, Sanctity)
values on the Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2011).
*p<.05, ¥*p<.01, ¥***¥p<.001

accounting for their appraisals, and thus could not account
for the association between partisanship and emotional
experience.

General discussion

As the gap between liberals and conservatives widens to
a chasm, and each group accuses the other of being either
heartless or bleeding hearts, it becomes critically important
to understand partisan perspectives on emotion. This inves-
tigation examined the relation between people’s political
orientation and their beliefs about the functionality of emo-
tion. The results across three studies were strikingly similar.
The more liberal participants were, the more they viewed
emotion as functional despite also reporting less well-being.
In Study 3, the link between liberal partisanship and view-
ing emotion as functional was mediated by liberals’ greater
endorsement of “individualizing” than “socially binding”
moral values. These findings suggest that emotion is viewed
as more functional by those who prioritize the needs of indi-
viduals, and as less functional by those who prioritize the
cohesion of social groups.

Liberals value emotion more than conservatives

Powerful emotion, and appeals for greater rationality, are
prevalent on both sides of the political continuum (Finkel et
al., 2020; Frimer et al., 2019). Our findings suggest though
that liberals view emotion as a feature of rationality while
conservatives view it as a bug. Across three studies, liber-
als viewed emotion as more functional than conservatives
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— that is, as a healthy source of information about the self
that provides direction in life rather than as a weakness and
a waste of time. This link between liberalism and viewing
emotion as functional remained after taking into account
participants’ gender (in all studies) and religiosity (assessed
in Studies 1 and 2). In Study 1, participants also reported the
intensity with which they typically experience emotion and
how they regulate emotion. The more liberal participants
were, the more they reported experiencing intense emo-
tion and the less they reported suppressing the expression
of emotion. Further, viewing emotion as more functional
mediated the association between liberal partisanship and
reports of experiencing more intense emotion and engag-
ing in less suppression. Thus, beliefs about the functionality
of emotion may help to explain why people who are more
liberal value emotional expressiveness more (Matsumoto et
al., 2008), whereas people who endorse conservative poli-
cies are more motivated to avoid emotion (Leone & Chi-
rumbolo, 2008).

Social values explained the Link between
partisanship and Lay beliefs about emotion

In Study 3, we investigated whether participants’ social val-
ues explained the association between liberal partisanship
and valuing emotion. Emotions provide information and
guide action in a manner that is often functional for attain-
ing the goals of the individual (Keltner & Gross, 1999;
Scherer, 2019). However, relying on personal feelings to
guide thoughts and plans may disrupt the harmonious func-
tioning of social groups which include individuals with
disparate goals (Mooijman et al., 2018). Thus, we expected
participants who were primarily concerned with the needs
of individuals to view emotion as more functional than
those who were more attuned to the needs of social groups.
We tested this by examining participants’ responses to the
Moral Foundations Questionnaire (Graham et al., 2011).
Consistent with prior research, when judging actions as
right or wrong, the more liberal participants were, the higher
they scored on progressivism (Graham et al., 2009, 2011).
That is, more liberal participants prioritized the “individu-
alizing” moral foundations of caring and fairness, which
address the needs of individuals, to a greater extent than the
“binding” moral foundations of loyalty, authority, and sanc-
tity, which help to maintain the cohesion of social groups.
As expected, the link between liberalism and viewing emo-
tion as functional was mediated by liberals’ greater endorse-
ment of individualizing than binding social values. Thus,
prioritizing the needs of individuals more than the cohesion
of social groups helped explain the association between lib-
eral partisanship and viewing emotion as more functional.

@ Springer

Openness to experience and well-being

We also assessed whether participants’ openness to expe-
rience (Study 1) or well-being (all three studies) could
account for the link between liberal partisanship and view-
ing emotion as more functional. In Study 1, participants
who were more open to experience viewed emotion as
more functional. However, in contrast to past research (e.g.,
Desimoni & Leone, 2014; Sibley et al., 2012), openness to
experience was not associated with political partisanship in
our sample. Thus, this personality trait did not explain the
association between partisanship and beliefs about emotion.
Study 1 included relatively few conservative participants,
so we interpret this finding with caution. Future research
sampling a broader range of political partisanship should
examine whether conservatives’ preference for stability and
certainty over novelty and ambiguity contributes their view
of emotion as less functional.

With respect to well-being, past research shows that
feeling threatened and anxious can lead people to endorse
more conservative views (e.g., Jost et al., 2003; Oxley et
al., 2008). We found that participants who reported less
well-being viewed emotion as less functional (Karnaze &
Levine, 2018, 2020; Luong et al., 2016). But the link found
between conservatism and viewing emotion as less func-
tional was not explained by poorer well-being. In all three
studies, more conservative participants viewed emotion as
less functional despite reporting greater well-being. In sum-
mary, participants’ social values, but not their openness to
experience or well-being, helped explain the association
between liberal partisanship and viewing emotion as more
functional.

Emotional responses to specific events

Finally, we explored whether participants’ beliefs about the
functionality of emotion explained associations between
partisanship and emotional responses to specific events.
In Study 2, we assessed participants’ emotional responses
to a personal experience of success or failure — receiving
a favorable or unfavorable grade on an exam. After adjust-
ing for the appraised importance of their grade and the spe-
cific letter grade received, participants’ feelings about their
grades were not related to political partisanship. Irrespective
of partisanship, those who viewed emotion as more func-
tional felt happier about getting the grade they expected or
higher. Emotion beliefs were not related to the unhappiness
participants felt about receiving a grade that was lower than
expected. In Study 3, we assessed participants’ emotional
responses to a political experience of success or failure —
Biden’s victory in the 2020 U.S. presidential election. After
adjusting for how important the election outcome was for
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participants, and how much they agreed that Biden’s elec-
tion was good for the country, partisanship did not predict
how happy participants felt about Biden’s victory, but more
conservative participants reported more anger and fear. Par-
ticipants’ beliefs about the functionality of emotion were
not related to the intensity of happiness, anger, or fear they
reported.

In summary, our findings with respect to partisan differ-
ences in emotional experience were mixed. On one hand, as
noted above, viewing emotion as functional explained more
liberal participants’ reports of generally experiencing more
intense emotion and engaging in less expressive suppres-
sion. On the other hand, when participants reported their
actual emotional responses to specific events, we found few
associations between emotional experience and partisan-
ship after accounting for their appraisals of those events.
The one partisan association found — between conservatism
and greater anger and fear about Biden’s victory — was not
related to beliefs about the functionality of emotion. Overall,
these findings were in keeping with past research showing
that group differences in emotion values (e.g., differences
in the emotions people ideally want to feel) are more pro-
nounced and consistent than group differences in people’s
actual feelings in response to concrete day-to-day events
(Tsai et al., 2006).

Limitations and directions for Future Research

This investigation extended the emerging literature on lay
beliefs about emotion to address an increasingly contentious
and defining feature of people’s identity — political parti-
sanship. Our findings suggest that prioritizing the needs of
individuals over those of social institutions contributes to
the association between liberal partisanship and the belief
that emotions are functional. A limitation of this investiga-
tion, however, is that the causal direction of the relationship
between partisanship and beliefs about emotion cannot be
determined from correlational data. Future research could
assess if experimentally manipulating whether people pri-
oritize the needs of individuals over groups increases the
value they place on the directive and expressive functions
of emotion.

A second limitation is that factors in addition to social
values may contribute to partisan differences in valuing
emotion. For example, children’s early experiences shape
both their political orientation and their attitudes about emo-
tion. Children tend to adopt their parents’ political ideology
(Boshier & Thom, 1973) and, when it comes to respond-
ing to children’s emotions, the parenting philosophies and
practices of liberals and conservatives differ. Liberal parents
encourage children to identify and communicate emotions
rather than suppress them (Friedlmeier et al., 2011). What

liberals consider to be sensitive and responsive emotion
coaching, conservatives consider irresponsibly indulgent
(Schreiber et al., 2013). Future research should explore how
these parenting approaches shape liberals’ and conserva-
tives’ differing beliefs about the value of emotion.

A third limitation is that, Studies 2 and 3 used the most
common unidimensional measure of U.S. political partisan-
ship which ranges from strongly conservative to strongly
liberal. A recent meta-analysis showed that the association
between moral progressivism (that is, individualist vs. bind-
ing values) and political partisanship is stronger for social
than economic political orientation, varies modestly across
countries with different political histories, and even varies
across U.S. demographic and political groups (Kivikangas
et al., 2021). For example, when libertarians make more
decisions, they rely less on emotion, less on all five moral
foundations, and more on considerations of individual free-
dom, than both liberals and conservatives (Iyer et al., 2012).
Thus, extending the research beyond a unidimensional
measure of partisanship, and to demographic groups from
non-university samples, may yield further insights about
the generalizability of the findings and the relations among
political orientation, social values, and beliefs about the
functionality of emotion.

Finally, participants in our studies may have interpreted
questions about the functionality of emotion as referring to
individuals’ emotional responses to events that impact their
personal goals. Future research should examine whether
conservatives value emotions as much or more than liberals
when emotions are experienced and expressed on behalf of
their social groups and institutions. For example, compared
to liberals, conservatives may place greater value on feel-
ings of pride toward family, community, and country, and
anger toward perceived threats to these institutions (Porat
et al., 2016). Compared to both liberals and conservatives,
libertarians may value pride in individual achievement and
anger about infringements on individual autonomy (Iyer et
al., 2012).

Conclusion

People’s beliefs about the functionality of emotion may
inform their judgments about the worth of their own feel-
ings as well as the worth of the feelings of others (Tsai et al.,
2006). The extent to which people value emotion may also
influence their support for policies motivated by empathy
(Pliskin et al., 2014) and their use or avoidance of emotional
language when trying to persuade others (Sylwester &
Purver, 2015). Thus, a useful start toward bridging the par-
tisan gap is to identify and explain both the commonalities
and differences in people’s emotional responses and beliefs.

@ Springer
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With respect to commonalities, people’s actual emotional
responses to a specific personal experience of success or
failure were not related to political partisanship. Yet, across
three studies, emotion was viewed as more valuable by
people who identified more strongly as liberal. Prioritizing
the needs of individuals over the cohesion of social groups
helped to explain this link between liberalism and valuing
emotion. The results of this investigation thus provide an
important step toward a more comprehensive understanding
of partisanship and emotion.
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