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Abstract

Public support for political violence is increasing in democracies around the
world, including the United States, threatening democratic stability and safety.
While much research focuses on when citizens support violence, less explores inter-
ventions to reduce such support. This study examines whether conversations about
political violence within real-world networks can shift attitudes. Using a sophis-
ticated experimental design that allows us to sample hard-to-survey populations,
engage real-world network dyads, and observe synchronous interpersonal conver-
sations, we recruit people with real-world social ties who oppose (moderates) and
support (extremists) political violence, randomly assigning these pairs to have a
conversation about political violence or not. Strikingly, we find that conversations
do not change attitudes among extremists, but do cause moderates to weaken their
opposition to political violence. Our findings suggest that unlike cross-partisan con-
versations, encouraging political discussions among friends and family within the
context of political violence is a risky strategy, as these conversations may foment
rather than reduce extremism.
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1 Introduction

Support for — and acts of — political violence are increasing in democracies around the
world, including the United States (Kalmoe and Mason, 2022b; Kleinfeld, 2021). From
storming the United States Capitol Building to assassination attempts on presidential
candidates, Americans across political divides are engaging in political violence. Beyond
these highly salient moments of direct political violence, the United States Capitol Police
reported that they investigated more than 8,000 threats against members of Congress in
2023 alone (Winston, 2024), and a survey of local and state elected officials found that
one in six experienced a threat due to their job and 30% knew a colleague who had left
their job due to concerns about safety (Edlin, 2022).

Critically, not only are acts of political violence increasing, but the broader public’s
willingness to support violence is increasing, as well. A recent nationally representative
survey found that 36% of Americans agreed that “the traditional American way of life
is disappearing so fast that we may have to use force to save it” (Wintemute et al.,
2023). While likely an overestimate due to vague descriptions of violence (Westwood
et al., 2022a), other measures show that less than 10% of Americans support specific
acts of violence toward political outgroup members, including vandalism (7.6%), assault
(3.7%), and murder (2.1%) (Iyengar et al., 2024). These measures show that a majority
of Americans reject violence toward political outgroup members. Nevertheless, even a
small percentage of Americans still translates to millions of people who support these
acts. Importantly, support for political violence is not a belief polarized along partisan
lines. Republicans and Democrats report similar levels of support for these acts (Kalmoe
and Mason, 2022b). The support we see today — and any increase in this support that
may occur — represents a growing danger to American democracy.

How can we stall or even reverse support for political violence? Although people may
support political violence for a wide range of reasons, we need to investigate paths to
deradicalization. Some may point to top-down approaches, arguing that political elites
need to lead the charge against political violence, but changing behavior among elites is

challenging. Instead, bottom-up approaches, focusing on reducing support for political



violence among voters first, might be a path forward with more levers we can realistically
pull to change behavior more broadly.

In this paper, we examine one potential bottom-up approach to reducing support for
political violence: peer social networks. Social networks have been shown to be a pow-
erful way to increase behaviors beneficial to a democracy, like voting (Bond et al., 2012;
Nickerson, 2008; Sinclair, 2012), and have a tremendous influence on shaping political
preferences (Huckfeldt and Sprague, 1995; Sinclair, 2012; Zuckerman, 2005). Networks
wield this influence when members share political information, beliefs, and behaviors
with other network members, and interpersonal communication is a key way this occurs
(McClurg, 2006). Regardless of whether preferences change as a result of information
provision and persuasion or social pressure, social influence within networks is a key
component of political attitudes that could be leveraged to try to change support for
political violence.

We argue that interpersonal communication between in-network social ties can change
support for political violence, with those who oppose political violence (moderates) per-
suading those who support political violence (extremists) to be less supportive. Testing
our argument in real social networks is challenging because most Americans do not sup-
port political violence in the first place and there is a high degree of homophily within
social networks, which presents endogeneity challenges (Minozzi et al., 2020). To test
these expectations, we field a sophisticated, multi-wave experiment that allows us to
sample hard-to-survey populations, engage real-world network dyads, and observe syn-
chronous interpersonal conversations.! Specifically, we first recruit people who oppose
political violence (moderates), but know someone personally who supports political vio-
lence (extremists), who we also recruit into the study. After each individual completes a
pre-survey, these dyads then participate in a third wave where they are randomly assigned
to have a conversation with each other about political violence or not, before answering
various questions about their political views, including support for political violence.

In contrast to our expectations, we find that moderates are not able to persuade ex-
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tremists to be less supportive of political violence via conversation. Conversations can
indeed be persuasive, but the most persuasive network tie is the extremist. Extremists’
support for political violence is unchanged after conversations with a moderate social
tie, but moderates weaken their opposition to political violence after these same con-
versations. While moderates still broadly express opposition to political violence, this
opposition is more ambivalent.

Altogether, we make three key contributions. First, we demonstrate that interpersonal
communication between real network ties can dampen opposition to political violence.
Although conversations across lines of difference has been shown to have positive ef-
fects, such as reducing affective polarization (Levendusky, 2023; Mutz, 2006; Rossiter,
2022; Rossiter and Carlson, 2024 a), it may not be an elixir to other problems challenging
contemporary American democracy. Consistent with findings that cross-partisan con-
versation does not reduce support for anti-democratic attitudes (Voelkel et al., 2022),
cross-cutting conversations about political violence support might not push attitudes in
the direction that strengthens democracy. This also suggests that future research on
conversations could more carefully consider asymmetrical treatment effects between con-
versation partners. Second, we extend research focused on the depolarizing effects of
inter-party conversation by examining conversations between people who might share the
same partisan identity, but differ in other attitudes. Given extensive partisan homophily
within social networks, it is important to consider contexts in which conversations occur
between copartisans, but where disagreement can still be present. Third, we introduce
a new approach to group experiments that allows researchers to identify causal relation-
ships within existing social networks. Importantly, our findings also have key implications
for understanding support for political violence in global context. Specifically, our results
draw important parallels with extant research on radicalization and the potential dangers

of real-world social ties drawing friends and loved ones into more extremist belief systems.



2 Political Violence in the United States

Political violence is defined as using physical force to produce or resist political change
(Della Porta, 1995), and is typically used to describe violent acts committed by non-
state actors. Political violence can take many forms, including destruction of property,
threatening physical harm to others (Kalmoe and Mason, 2024), assault, and even murder.
These violent actions can occur within the context of organized protests advocating for
political change or less centralized actions by individuals. Political violence can be levied
against those who work directly in government, such as political leaders, police officers,
or election workers, but it can also be targeted at civilians and voters. The key that
makes violent actions political is whether the purpose is to achieve a political goal.

Acts of political violence have increased in the United States over the past several
decades. Kalmoe and Mason (2024) highlight that between 2016 and 2021, there was
a ten-fold increase in the number of threats against Congress, which was met with a
five-fold increase in spending on personal security among members of Congress. An
ACLED report indicates that in 2020 and 2021 in the United States, there were 610
armed demonstrations, which were 6.5 times more likely to include violence compared
to unarmed demonstrations (Jones, 2022). Although threatening political violence is less
common than other forms of political speech (Kalmoe and Mason, 2024), violent political
protests are less common than peaceful demonstrations, and physical violence against
elected officials is rare, these threats and actions have been increasing in the United
States and demand social science inquiry.

Following the call to better understand the rise in political violence in the United
States, several scholars have taken a step back to examine public support for political
violence. There is considerable debate over how best to measure support for political
violence, given that individuals might define political violence differently and not pay ad-
equate attention when responding to surveys, which can inflate estimates (Carey et al.,
2021; Kalmoe and Mason, 2022a; Westwood et al., 2022a,b). Despite challenges in accu-
rately measuring support for political violence, survey data using a variety of instruments

generally converges on the notion that a small percentage of the American public supports



“physically aggressive political behavior” (Kalmoe and Mason, 2022a), such as murder
or assault. Nationally representative survey data suggests that less than 2 percent of
Americans support murdering prominent politicians and less than 6 percent of Amer-
icans support assaulting prominent politicians between 2022 and 2025 (Westwood and
Lelkes, 2024).

Although public support for political violence appears to be relatively low in the
United States, even a small percentage of citizens supporting violence nonetheless amounts
to a large number of people.?2 Public support for political violence may beget actual acts
of violence. Moreover acts of political violence, even by a small minority, can still have
a tremendous impact on democratic functioning by diminishing trust in institutions and
contributing to democratic backsliding, not to mention the immediate, direct effects on
the victims of political violence. It is therefore important to understand why Americans
support political violence so that we can investigate methods to dismantle radicalization

processes underlying these views.

3 Deradicalization

With increased attention to political violence, it makes sense that scholars have also taken
an interest in understanding (de)radicalization. Radicalization is defined as: “a process
of escalation from nonviolent to increasingly violent repertoires of action that develops
through a complex set of interactions unfolding over time” (Della Porta, 2018). Although
there is considerable debate over the extent to which extreme attitudes are directly linked
to behavioral outcomes, such as violence, understanding radicalization processes is central
for understanding how to mitigate potential precursors to political violence.

Some scholars point to systemic factors, such as modernization or cultural traditions
that support violence for driving radicalization (Della Porta, 2018). Here, individuals
come to have more extreme preferences and view violence as an appropriate means to

achieve their political goals in part because of these ingrained root causes. From a more

2The United States current population includes roughly 262 million adults. If 1% of them support
political violence, this would be roughly 2.6 million people.



relational perspective, other scholars highlight the importance of repeated interactions
between relevant actors, such as repeated encounters between social movements and the
police, that push people toward justifying violence (Della Porta, 2018). On an even more
micro-level, a crucial pathway to political violence operates from the bottom up through
social networks. Individuals are most likely to get involved in violent political movements
when someone they personally know is already a member of the organization and ushers
them in via conversation (Della Porta, 1988; Jasko et al., 2017; Passy, 2003; Sageman,
2004). Thus, social ties are a potential double-edged sword: moderate social ties could
pull people away from extremist spirals, but extremist ties could function in the opposite
way, fomenting radicalization among a broader circle of friends and family members.
Much of the research on radicalization is rooted in understanding Jihadist ideology
(Bloom et al., 2019; Mitts, 2022; Piazza and Guler, 2021; Ying, 2024), leaving us with
limited understanding of how patterns of Jihadist radicalization might extend to sup-
port for political violence more broadly. For example, Jihadist radicalization is generally
viewed as highly centralized, with clear leaders driving radicalization efforts, but much
of the political violence observed in the United States in recent years comes from decen-
tralized “coalition[s] of social networks” that orbit around “online propaganda hubs and
forums” (SPLC). Targeting extremist leaders in the United States might not be as effec-
tive as other strategies, like countervailing messaging, due to the decentralized leadership
structure that characterizes extremist movements in the United States (Berger, 2021).
Instead, targeting deradicalization efforts at the grassroots level might be more effective.
In summary, the radicalization literature generally suggests that social networks can
be a powerful source of radicalization, but it is not clear whether this interpersonal
dynamic can be leveraged to reverse radicalization. Much of what we know about radi-
calization comes from studies focused on Jihadist ideology, which may provide a useful
framework for understanding radicalization to political violence more broadly, but might
not fully extend to broad, cross-partisan support for political violence in the United
States today. As such, we seek to investigate the extent to which social networks can be

leveraged to support deradicalization efforts via tempered support for political violence



in the contemporary United States context.

4 Why Social Networks Could Reduce Support for
Political Violence

Social networks have long been shown to affect political attitudes and behavior, par-
ticularly in ways that support political participation and democratic functioning. For
example, people are more likely to turn out to vote or donate to political causes (Sinclair,
2012), work on political campaigns (Kenny, 1992), or otherwise engage civically (Klofs-
tad, 2007), when they are encouraged to do so from someone within their social networks.
Aside from encouraging political participation, social networks have been shown to pro-
vide information about candidates and current events for people who otherwise pay little
attention to the news (Eveland Jr and Hively, 2009; Eveland Jr et al., 2012; Lazars-
feld et al., 1968), though the information shared socially can be distorted, potentially
contributing to polarization and misinformation (Carlson, 2019, 2024). Political conver-
sations, particularly those between people who disagree, have recently been shown to
decrease attitudinal (Klar, 2014) and affective (Kalla and Broockman, 2020; Levendusky,
2023; Rossiter, 2022; Rossiter and Carlson, 2024a) polarization, while increasing toler-
ance for the other side (Mutz, 2006; Mutz et al., 1996). Together, these findings suggest
that social networks can be leveraged to uphold key pillars of democratic functioning,
including political participation, an informed public, and tolerance.

There are several reasons why social networks are thought to influence political atti-
tudes and behavior. First, some research suggests that social networks can shape political
engagement through social pressure (Gerber et al., 2008). In this case, individuals con-
form to those in their social network, taking on similar candidate or policy preferences,
or agreeing to participate in politics, as a result of pressures to fit in with the group and
avoid social sanctioning (Sinclair, 2012). Specifically examining political participation,
previous work has varied the amount of social pressure, revealing that the more social

pressure that is exerted, the more likely people are to participate (Bond et al., 2012;



Gerber et al., 2008).

Second, social networks can provide information essential for people to learn about
politics, form policy or candidate preferences, and engage in politics. Eveland Jr and
Hively (2009) demonstrates that political discussion within social networks increases po-
litical knowledge. The information shared socially could also lead people to update their
policy preferences. While nearly impossible to disentangle, the idea here is that peers
not only pressure others into sharing their views, but they also provide information from
which people can come to form their own preferences. (Eveland Jr et al., 2012). Similarly,
McClurg (2003) further articulates how information shared within social networks can
contribute to participation, writing: “...informal conversations between network partners
expose people to political information from the surrounding social environment. .. People
also may be exposed to information about the mechanics of electoral politics and involve-
ment. Information about which candidate to support, why to support that candidate,
when the candidate is holding a rally, or even how to just get involved are all types of
information that can be effectively exchanged by word of mouth” (p. 7).

Third, drawing on both social pressure and information provision, social networks
can facilitate persuasion. A myriad of empirical approaches have documented persuasion
within social networks, including panel data (Baker et al., 2020) and field experiments
(Broockman and Kalla, 2016). Interpersonal communication tends to be affect-laden,
which can be a key basis of political attitudes (Taber and Lodge, 2006) and persua-
sion more broadly (Petty et al., 2015). As such, interpersonal interactions can amplify
emotional content while social pressure simultaneously activates the desire to belong
(Del Vicario et al., 2016). Emotional content is often further increased by “previous af-
fective ties” between recruiters (extremists who support political violence) and potential
targets (moderates who do not support political violence) (Della Porta, 1988) and the de-
velopment of new “affective bonds” between these network ties (Sageman, 2004). When
it comes to political attitudes, persuasion is a function of the substantive and emotional
content of the information shared, as well as the nature of the relationship within the

social network.



How can interpersonal communication within social networks be leveraged to de-
radicalize? We argue that the very informational and emotional mechanisms that are
effective for extremists to radicalize moderates could also be used by moderates to derad-
icalize extremists. Specifically, extremists may moderate their views if they are exposed
to counter-attitudinal messages that debunk misinformation underlying their beliefs or
place social and emotional pressure to disavow their beliefs that break societal norms,
such as support for political violence. Critically, these informational and emotional path-
ways to deradicalization are most likely to be successful when they are used by individuals
who are perceived to belong to an ideological ingroup (Nyhan and Reifler, 2012). Inter-
personal conversations are well-suited for deradicalization via these pathways, relative to
other contexts such as mass media, because interpersonal settings require attention and
engagement to uphold social norms and maintain the communication. The narrative flow
of information conversation lends itself to providing cohesive alternative explanations of
incorrect information (Lewandowsky et al., 2012), and mixed social conversations can
redirect “self-conscious” emotions such as empathy, guilt, or shame (Scheff, 1988) in ser-
vice of broader social identities (Gaertner et al., 2015; Suhay, 2015) that walk individuals
back from extremist beliefs.

While we have learned a lot about the impact social networks can have on attitudes
and behavior, we still have much to learn. Substantively, we know little about how social
networks can be used to reduce support for political violence. Methodologically, it is
hard to generalize extensively from the current body of work because so many different
approaches have been used. Studies utilizing observational data have the benefit of real
world networks, but they lack any causal identification. However this doesn’t tell us
anything about whether the network ties persuaded each other to share similar views.
Yet, studies using experimental designs (more common), are limited in their external
validity, typically focusing on cross-partisan conversations between strangers, which are

less likely to occur in the real world.



5 Hypotheses

Together, we argue that interpersonal communication within social networks could be a
central route to reducing support for political violence in the United States. The extant
literature demonstrates that (1) political violence is on the rise in the United States, with
Americans being increasingly concerned about it, rendering it worthy of scientific study;
(2) social networks can play an essential role in increasing support for political violence
in some contexts (e.g., Jihadist ideology), but we know less about how they contribute to
deradicalization more broadly; and (3) social networks have been shown to affect a wide
range of political attitudes and could be uniquely suited for helping moderates pull their
more radical network ties away from political violence. Building on this body of research,
we derive three pre-registered hypotheses.

First, we hypothesize that when extremists who support political violence discuss
political violence with a moderate peer from their social network, they will become less
supportive of political violence. The key idea here is that the moderate social tie will
be able to use informational and emotional appeals uniquely tailored to their extremist
social tie to persuade them to be less supportive of political violence. Moderates can use
their preexisting relationship with extremists to craft arguments and approach the topics
in ways that they think would be most effective for that unique person. Moreover, as a
credible source from someone they trust and respect, the counter-attitudinal perspectives

might be taken more seriously.

Primary Hypothesis: Among those who support political violence, conver-
sation on the topic with an in-network source who does not support political
violence will decrease their support for political violence, relative to no con-

versation.

Building on this primary hypothesis, we propose two secondary hypotheses. Our first
secondary hypothesis investigates the effect of a conversation between moderates and
extremists on the moderate. We expect that the moderate will further decrease their

support for political violence as a result of this conversation. The conversation will give
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the moderate the opportunity to solidify their views while trying to persuade their peer
to become less supportive of political violence. As a result, the moderate should further

entrench their opposition to political violence.

Secondary Hypothesis 1: Among those who do not support political vio-
lence, conversation on the topic with an in-network source who disagrees will

decrease their support for political violence, relative to no conversation.

We introduce another secondary hypothesis in which we expect that the causal ef-
fect of the conversation on extremists’ support for political violence will be stronger in
conversations between copartisans. That is, when a moderate tries to persuade her copar-
tisan extremist peer to oppose political violence, she will be more successful than when
a moderate tries to persuade her outpartisan extremist peer. The idea here is that being
copartisans creates a shared social identity, leading to more common ground between the
network ties. The shared social identity and common ground can lead the moderate to be
viewed as a more credible source on the issue where the network ties disagree (political
violence), which could in turn make her more persuasive than scenarios in which she did

not share such common ground.

Secondary Hypothesis 2: Among those who support political violence,
the effect of conversation on decreasing support for political violence will be
stronger if they perceive their in-network source to be a copartisan, relative

to a non-copartisan.

6 Research Design

To test these expectations, we design and field a sophisticated experiment that allows us
to sample hard-to-reach populations, engage real-world network dyads, and observe syn-
chronous interpersonal conversations and their effects on downstream political attitudes.
We use a three-wave survey design, with an interactive experiment in Wave 3. In Wave 1

we collect pre-treatment covariates for Americans who primarily do not support political
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violence (“moderates”). These Wave 1 respondents then recruit individuals from within
their own personal networks who they believe support political violence (“extremists”).
In Wave 2, we collect the pre-treatment covariates for these referred individuals. The
experimental portion of our study occurs in Wave 3 where each moderate-extremist dyad
returns to the platform at a mutually agreeable time and is randomly assigned to par-
ticipate in a synchronous online conversation about political violence or not. Following
treatment (conversation or not), all subjects answer questions about their support for

political violence and related political attitudes and behaviors.

6.1 Sampling: Waves 1 and 2

We use Cloud Research’s Connect for Researchers platform to field the study. Connect is a
crowdsourcing platform for online research that is well-regarded among survey researchers
and has recently been demonstrated to contain high-quality respondents (Kay, 2024).
The primary reason we chose Connect is because of its promise for us to use its panel
of participants who do not support political violence to recruit a real network dyad who
does support political violence to participate in the study with them, as we will discuss
next. We also chose Connect because it allows researchers to directly communicate with
subjects while preserving anonymity (similar to platforms like MTurk), which is important
for this multi-wave study to minimize attrition and avoid collecting personally identifiable
information.

In this research, we are interested in a specific kind of network dyad in the American
public. We are interested in people who do not support political violence (the vast
majority of Americans) who have someone in their life who disagrees on these views,
supporting political violence in some form (the minority of Americans). As such, we are
not interested in people who have entirely homogeneous networks with respect to support

for political violence.> Among network dyads that feature disagreement on this topic, our

3In a nationally representative YouGov survey fielded in May 2024, we found that 27% of Americans
who do not approve of “people reacting to political events with violence (e.g., driving cars through crowds
of protesters, harassing voters outside of polling stations, starting fires, threatening harm against elected
officials)” know someone who they think definitely (7%) or probably (20%) approves of such political
violence. Similarly, only 30% of Americans who approve of such political violence say that they do not
know anyone who disapproves. These trends were consistent among both Democrat and Republican
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interest is in those who might reasonably have a conversation about these views. Our
population of interest is Americans who a) have at least somewhat heterogeneous networks
with respect to political violence support, and b) are willing to potentially discuss those
views with each other.* As such, a key scope condition of this project is that our results
will have limited ability to generalize beyond that population. However, importantly,
this also means that our experiment does not test a hypothetical intervention to reduce
support for political violence where the real-world implementation and scalability of it
is unclear. Instead, our experiment estimates the causal effect of conversations that
are actually happening in network dyads in our population of interest. We believe that
focusing on a narrower population of interest provides important external validity to our
estimated treatment effects.’

There are, however, several key hurdles to recruiting even this more narrow population
of interest. First, we need to locate respondents who do not support political violence,
but, crucially, (1) know someone who does, and (2) are actually willing to reach out to
invite this person to participate in the study. Based on pilot testing, we observed that
fewer than 20% of moderate respondents likely satisfy these two conditions. As such, in
our study, we first employ a pre-treatment screener, qualifying respondents for Wave 1 if
they report that they “personally know someone who they think would ever approve of
Americans using violence to achieve political goals.” 5,091 respondents who answered yes
to the screener question then participated in Wave 1 of the study. Of these respondents,
769 (15%) self-reported inviting a partner to participate in Wave 2 of the study. Of

these 769 invitations, 287 (37%) invited “extremists” completed Wave 2. This created

respondents and it is not the case that people assumed that out-partisans were necessarily supportive
of violence. Together, this suggests that although the majority of Americans are in homogeneous social
networks when it comes to support for political violence, more than a quarter of Americans believe that
someone in their social networks disagrees with them on this issue. Thus, we are not describing networks
composing a small minority of Americans.

4In the May 2024 YouGov survey referenced previously, we found that 39% of Americans who dis-
approve of political violence, but know someone who approves, would be willing to have a conversation
with them about their views on contentious conflicts that can result in violence.

SHolliday et al. (2024) similarly stress the importance of external validity in conversation-based inter-
ventions, noting that studies aimed at reducing polarization through cross-partisan conversation do not
typically evaluate treatment effects among groups representative of the population of interest. Rossiter
and Carlson (2024b) make a similar point, evaluating the importance of selection into cross-partisan
conversation, though they do not find heterogeneous treatment effects conditional on pre-treatment
preferences for selection into political discussion.
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Pre-Treatment Approval of Political Violence by Participant Type
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Figure 1: Respondent Support for Violence by Treatment Wave

287 potential dyads, which were then randomized to treatment or control. Of these 287
dyads (574 individuals), 216 dyads (432 people) (75%) completed Wave 3 of the study.
As we demonstrate in Figure 1, we do not observe differential attrition across mod-
erates based on ex ante political violence support. 71% of moderates who participate
in Wave 1 strongly oppose political violence, as compared to 78% of moderates who
invited an extremist social tie to take the Wave 2 survey, and 76% of moderates who
completed the full study. For extremists, two important attributes of political violence
support should be noted. First, as anticipated, moderates incorrectly inferred their peer’s
support for political violence about half the time. Of the extremists who agreed to take
Wave 2, 53% also disapprove of political violence (or, at least, say they do). However,
political violence support is also significantly higher in the extremist sample than among
our moderate sample. Moreover, we do not see patterns of differential attrition between
Waves 2 and 3 among extremists, meaning that extremists who sign up to participate
in the study and complete their individual survey (Wave 2) are not distinct from those
who return to complete the interactive experimental portion of the study (Wave 3), at

least based on observable characteristics. However, we cannot rule out the possibility
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that more extreme individuals chose not to respond to the Wave 2 invitation in the first
place, because we do not have data on the extremists who were invited, but declined to

participate.

6.2 Treatment: Wave 3

Wave 3 contains the randomized experiment. Wave 3 starts with a few questions about
the contact the dyad members had between previous Waves 1, 2 and 3. Dyads are
then randomly assigned to treatment or control.® To improve balance and power in
our relatively small-n study, we implement block randomization to treatment or control.
Specifically, we randomize dyads to treatment (conversation) or control (no conversation)
within copartisan or non-copartisan blocks. Copartisan blocks are defined as dyads where
both participants are (1) a Democrat or Independent who leans toward being a Democrat,
(2) a Republican or Independent who leans toward being a Republican, or (3) are both
true Independents. Otherwise, dyads are categorized as cross-partisan.

If assigned to the treatment condition, the network dyad will engage in a synchronous
online discussion about political violence using an online chat software called Chatter
(Rossiter, 2022), prior to answering questions about support for political violence. This
app has an interface for participants like iMessage or WhatsApp. It facilitates text-only
communication. It is a good fit for our experiment because researchers can pre-specify
which participants are members of each chatroom.

Upon returning to participate in Wave 3, both discussion partners in the treat-
ment condition were given a task to complete prior to the conversation. The moderate
conversation-partner was asked to read a passage that shared several conversational tools
they could use to have a productive, persuasive conversation with their social tie regard-
ing political violence, equipping them with conversational strategies to more effectively
communicate the negative consequences of political violence to their partner. Specifically,
we highlighted sharing personal experiences with political violence, including emotional

reactions to learning about political violence in the news, sharing powerful stories of ex-

SImportantly, dyad partners do not know prior to opening Wave 3 what their treatment status is,
limiting the potential for differential attrition due to treatment status.
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amples of political violence, providing information about social norms (i.e., the majority
of Americans do not support political violence), and providing information about the
effects of political violence, such as democratic backsliding.

This text is important substantively — as we can then analyze the actual conversation
text to see if different conversational tools utilized by the moderate were more or less
effective in persuading extremists to not support political violence. Ethically this back-
ground information provides the moderates with tools to steer the conversation against
political violence. Briefly put, by preparing the moderate for the conversation, we aim to
give the moderate a persuasive “advantage.” They will be prepared to start the conver-
sation, they will have elaborated on their views beforehand, and they will have several
discussion points at their disposal during the conversation.

The extremist instead receives a filler task that asks them to clear their mind by
focusing on several different potential aspects of their daily life. The filler task the
treated extremist completes is designed to be completely unrelated to politics, but give
the extremist in the pair a reading task of similar length prior to conversation. This is
important substantively (e.g. that both participants are entering the conversation with a
similar level of survey effort and fatigue), but also technically, as it ensures respondents
reach the chatroom at a similar time.

Both dyad members are then provided instructions on how to engage in the chat
portion of the study (Figure 2). These instructions are designed to do a few impor-
tant things. First, they provide respondents with specific examples that can provide a
jumping-off point for the conversation, encouraging a more robust, substantive discus-
sion. Second, the examples are purposefully designed to include violence across party
lines, including prominent instances of political violence by both Democrats and Repub-
licans. The prompt is also designed to minimize social desirability concerns regarding
the discussion of political violence by including language about justice, core values, and
fundamental rights. By encouraging respondents to think broadly about what political
violence means and what it is used for, we hoped respondents would have a more nuanced

discussion about this difficult topic. Finally, ending the prompt with specific questions
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Your partner will be joining you in this chatroom. Please begin by writing a message saying hello so they know you are here. You may
need to wait a few minutes for your partner to catch up and arrive in the chatroom.

When your partner arrives, we ask that you discuss the following topic: the use of political violence in the United States today.

Some Americans deeply disagree with their government and with other people about politics. For example, they may see political officials
or institutions as corrupt, they may view the actions of other members of the public as going against their core values, or they may believe
government policies violate fundamental rights. In these disagreements, Americans sometimes try to change things through a variety of
actions, including voting or protesting.

Sometimes, however, Americans also use violence, including assaulting people with opposing views, harassing public officials, destroying
or defacing property, taking up arms to fight the state, or harming police officers or soldiers.

Some recent events in the United States related to political violence include, but are not limited to:

» Assault or assassination attempts against politicians, including former President Donald Trump (July 13, 2024), Michigan Governor

Gretchen Whitmer (October 8, 2020), Congressman Steve Scalise (June 14, 2017), former House Speaker Nancy Pelosi’s spouse

Paul Pelosi (October 28, 2022)

Violence against government employees and their families including police officers, election officials, judges, public health officials

and teachers

* Violent protests and riots surrounding issues such as the Israeli-Palestinian Conflict or the Black Lives Matter Movement, both of
which have included arson, destruction of property, and injuries and death for protestors, counter-protestors, law enforcement
officers, and civilian bystanders

* Violence that occurred on January 6, 2021, at the US Capitol

We would like you to have a conversation about the use of political violence in general to achieve political goals. For example, you might
talk about the following topics:

» How often do you think the ends justify the means of political violence?
* What are some potential costs or problems that result from people resorting to political violence?
* What should people do instead of using violence? How can people advocate for or achieve political goals without violence?

Please chat for 15 minutes. The timer begins counting down when your partner arrives. When the timer reaches 0, please return to the
survey for a few final questions.

Figure 2: Conversation Instructions for Dyads in Treatment Condition

they might address in the conversation is also designed to provide structure, giving re-
spondents key questions they might try to answer in the course of their conversation. The
dyad then proceeds to a 15-minute text-based conversation prior to answering questions
independently after the conversation.

In the control condition, dyad members instead proceed directly to the dependent
variable section of the study without having any conversation or interaction.” We care-
fully considered the best control condition for this experiment. We are interested in the
persuasive, deradicalizing effect of conversation with a real network contact who does
not support political violence on the views of those who do. Our desired baseline is
observing support for political violence when the network dyad did not have that conver-
sation. The question then becomes—should they have no conversation or a different kind

of conversation? If our control condition had the dyads talk, but about another topic

"As long as participants had returned to the study, we did have them engage in a conversation
after measuring our political violence dependent variables of interest. Control condition participants
were asked to have a conversation about the state of the US economy. They were given similarly
structured filler tasks with information about the economy and various discussion topics. Because these
conversations occurred after we measured the dependent variables, they do not affect causal inference
at all. However, they do allow us to investigate whether the conversations about political violence were
distinct from conversations about other political topics in terms of length and tone, for example.
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(whether political or nonpolitical), there might still be persuasion on support for political
violence because the participants know that is why they are included in the study. It
was impossible to recruit network dyads with our snowball sampling approach who differ
in attitudes on support for political violence without participants knowing that is why
they were recruited. Therefore, the source cue and/or the act of interpersonal commu-
nication alone—even without discussing political violence—with someone who disagrees
on support for political violence could lead extremists to moderate their views on the
topic. Therefore, we decided on a no-treatment control, with control dyads not engaging
in any conversation prior to answering the main attitudinal dependent variable questions.
As such, our treatment is a bundled treatment of (1) conversation with a network dyad
who has known disagreement on the topic of interest and (2) talking about the topic
of interest. While future research could include additional experimental conditions to
tease out how these different elements of a conversation affect the outcome, we could not
include more than two experimental arms in our study for power reasons. Recruiting real
network dyads with differing attitudes on support for political violence is a steep hurdle,

so to maximize power, we opted for two conditions alone.

6.3 Measurement

Our primary measure of support for political violence re-asks respondents the question
they received in Waves 1 or 2 of the study, immediately after their conversation about po-
litical violence (treatment), or immediately upon entering Wave 3 (control). Specifically,

the question is worded as follows:

Some Americans deeply disagree with their government and with other people
about politics. For example, they may see political officials or institutions as
corrupt, they may view the actions of other members of the public as going
against their core values, or they may believe government policies violate fun-
damental rights. In these disagreements, Americans sometimes try to change
things through a variety of actions, including voting or protesting.

Sometimes, however, Americans also use violence, including assaulting peo-
ple with opposing views, harassing public officials, destroying or defacing prop-
erty, taking up arms to fight the state, or harming police officers or soldiers.
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What do you think? Do you approve or disapprove of Americans
using violence to achieve political goals?

Do you approve or disapprove of Americans using violence to achieve
political goals?

Approve

Somewhat approve

Neither approve nor disapprove
Somewhat disapprove
Disapprove

Because of the methodological debate over the most appropriate way to measure
support for political violence (Kalmoe and Mason, 2022a; Westwood et al., 2022a,b),
we also measure violence support with three additional metrics. First, we ask a follow-
up question pertaining to the descriptive text above. This question assesses support
through the frequency with which political violence may be justified (“When it comes
to using violence to achieve political goals, how often do you think the ends justify
the means?”). This phrasing may reduce the social desirability effects associated with
supporting political violence, where people may be more willing to say violence is justified
under certain circumstances rather than saying that they agree in general with the use
of political violence.

We also ask respondents a 4-item agree-disagree scale of support for violence, adapted
from Nivette et al. (2017), operationalizing support as an additive index of this scale,
which reduces measurement noise compared to a single item measure. Finally, we also
include the support for violence scale from Westwood et al. (2022a), asking about support
for specific acts of political violence, including protesting without a permit, vandalism,
assault, arson, assault with a deadly weapon, and murder. We adapt this scale in two
ways. First, this scale originally included specific, randomized male names. For simplicity,
we use the term “a man,” throughout. Second, this scale originally asked specifically
about partisan violence. We altered items to be violence against those with opposing

political beliefs, instead.®

8The scenarios were presented in vignettes similar to this arson example: Next, you will read several
scenarios. Please indicate if you support or oppose the actions of the person in the scenario. A man was
convicted of arson. He was arrested by police as he attempted to run from a fire he started at his local
Board of Elections office. Although he waited for the building to close for the night, several adjacent
buildings were still occupied. Do you support or oppose his actions?
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6.4 Analysis Strategy

To test our primary hypothesis, we focus on extremists in the dyad recruited via the
snowball sampling procedure. We have two inclusion criteria. First, the extremist’s dyad
must have completed Wave 3—including randomization to treatment and control, comple-
tion of their assigned experimental condition, and measurement of the primary outcome.
Second, the extremist must have answered the pre-treatment support for political vio-
lence item stating they either “Approve,” “Somewhat approve,” or ” Neither approve nor
disapprove” of political violence. This is because moderates often have incorrect percep-
tions about the extremists in their network and invite someone to the study who actually
disapproves of political violence. In our data, approximately 50% of recruited “extrem-
ists” in fact report that they do not support political violence. We do not preemptively
exclude these dyads from taking the full study and analyze these dyads as an additional
exploratory test.’

As such, our main estimation approach is as follows. We regress extremists’ post-
treatment support for political violence (Y;) on their treatment status (X;), and the pre-
treatment measure of the outcome P; to increase precision in our small sample (Clifford

et al., 2021):

Yi = 51X + 5P + ¢ (1)

For Secondary Hypothesis 1 (treatment effects of conversation among the moderates)
we use the same model as with the extremists. Our first inclusion criteria is the same—
moderates are only included in treatment effect estimation if they completed Wave 3
(randomized to treatment, engaged in treatment, and answered political violence out-
come). Our second inclusion criteria is that moderates do not support political violence,
but we are already screening moderates in Wave 1 for this criterion, so any moderate

that completes Wave 3 is included in treatment effect estimation:

9Tt is important that including these dyads (where the extremist actually also disapproves of political
violence) in Wave 3 does not jeopardize estimation of our primary treatment effects of interest. This is
because we omit extremists from estimation based on a pre-treatment measure and omitted extremists
are thus balanced across treatment and control groups.
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Yi=51Xi + 5P + ¢ (2)

Finally, Secondary Hypothesis 2 predicted that treatment effects would be stronger
for extremists in copartisan dyads. To estimate this treatment effect, we again include
only extremists that meet the inclusion criteria outlined above, namely, those snowball
sampled extremists who indeed display pre-treatment support for political violence. Our
main interest is S3—the coefficient on the interaction between the treatment indicator
(X;) and the indicator for whether the extremist perceives the moderate to be a copartisan
or not (C;). To operationalize copartisanship, we use the perceived partisan similarity
between the moderate and extremist, according to the extremist as they answered in
Wave 2 of the survey. This means that if an extremist reports they are a Republican
and that they perceive that their friend who recruited them shares their partisanship,
this dyad will be labeled as co-partisan, even if the moderate actually self-reports their
partisanship as Democrat. We again include the pre-treatment measure of the outcome

to increase precision:

Y; = 51X 4 5205 + Bs(Xi % C) + BuPi + ¢ (3)

After assessing these three main hypotheses, we then proceed to assess potential mech-
anisms underlying these relationships, downstream persuasion effects for other attitudes
and behavior, and potential other heterogeneous treatment effects based on respondent

characteristics, which we describe in more detail below.

7 Results

7.1 Extremists and Moderates are Demographically and Ideo-
logically Distinct

We begin by evaluating the characteristics of the extremists and moderates in our data.

Note that, because treatment is assigned at the dyad-level, observable differences between
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Table 1: Demographic Differences Between Moderates and Extremists

Moderates Extremists  p-value

mean mean for difference

Democrat 0.578 0.321%* <0.001
White 0.704 0.615* <0.001
Black 0.202 0.321* =0.021
Men 0.432 0.661* <0.001
Evangelical 0.400 0.371 =0.777
Unemployed 0.073 0.037 =0.126
Married 0.411 0.385 =0.639
N 287 109

discussion partners are expected and do not affect causal inference. However, because
we have ample pre-treatment data on extremists’” and moderates’ political and social
attitudes, we are able to evaluate the extent to which they differ on these dimensions, in
addition to disagreeing about support for political violence.

Consistent with recent work highlighting that Democrats and Republicans support
political violence at similar levels (Kalmoe and Mason, 2022b; Westwood and Lelkes,
2024), we recruited a similar amount of extremists who identified as Democrats (43.1
percent) and Republicans (48.1 percent). This means that our findings are unlikely to
be driven (or dampened) by one partisan group being over-represented in the sample.
That said, a greater proportion of extremists in our sample were Republican, compared
to moderates, which were 54.6 percent Democrats and 37.5 percent Republicans. When
it comes to strength of partisanship, however, ezxactly the same percentage of extremists
and moderates were strong partisans (37 percent). It is, therefore, not the case that ex-
tremists, based on views about political violence, are simply stronger partisans than their
moderate counterparts. However, the average levels of interest in politics in our sample
overall are much higher than the US adult population, likely based on our recruitment
strategy.

Beyond typical political characteristics, we investigated personality characteristics
and social attitudes that have been associated with extremism in previous work. Figure

3 illustrates the average levels of each characteristic among moderates and extremists
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Figure 3: Distribution of Dispositional & Attitudinal Differences among Moderates and
Extremists
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in our data. We find that, on average, respondents who support political violence have
higher levels of interpersonal aggression, conspiratorial thinking, racially conservative
views, belief in great replacement narratives, and antipathy towards outpartisans. They
also have a smaller number of people they trust with whom they agree politically and are
less likely to trust elections. Finally, extremists are significantly more interested in politics
than their moderate social ties, =which is consistent with recent evidence that people
who are more interested in politics also have more extreme policy preferences (Krupnikov

and Ryan, 2022), but is an important point we return to further in the discussion.
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7.2 Network Ties have Common Ground, Discuss Politics Fre-

quently, and Disagree on Political Violence

Although we deliberately recruited network ties who disagree with each other on support
for political violence, we observe substantial similarity on many political and social char-
acteristics. Table 2 shows the percentage of dyads who considered their social tie to have
each characteristic in common. We find high levels of homophily in social characteristics
in our dyads, with 93 percent of dyads perceiving similarity on gender, and 92 percent on
race. Politically, 88 percent of people within a dyad believed that their social tie voted
for the same candidate for president in 2020, which dropped slightly to 86 percent in the
2024 election. There is somewhat less homophily when it comes to age and religion, but
the people within a dyad are still overwhelmingly similar to one another, even if they

disagree on their support for political violence.

Table 2: Perceived Similarity Between Network Ties

Percent of Dyads

Gender 93

Race 92

2020 Vote Choice 88
2024 Vote Choice 86
Party 86

Age 83

Religion 82

Notes: Both moderates (Wave 1) and extremists (Wave 2) were asked
“Do you think you and [initials of network tie] have the following things
in common or not?” Followed by the seven characteristics listed in the
table. The percentages in the table reflect cases in which both the
moderate and extremist reported that they had this characteristic in
common. Percentages are based on dyads who completed the experiment
(Wave 3) entirely.

These dyads reflect various types of real-world relationships: 35.8 percent are spouses,
18.5 percent are other family members,'’ 32.6 percent are close friends, and a small
proportion are acquaintances (4.9 percent) or colleagues (7.3 percent). This is broadly

reflective of political discussion networks more generally, where previous work finds that

0Broken down further, these family members are: siblings (32.9 percent), parent-child (51.9 per-
cent), in-laws (5.1 percent), and other relatives, including aunts, uncles, cousins, nieces, nephews, and
grandparents (10.1 percent).
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political discussions commonly take place within families (Conover et al., 2002).!

Across these distinct types of relationships, political discussion was relatively common
among the network ties who participated in this study, further supporting the external
validity of our design. Only 1.9 percent of moderates and 2.8 percent of extremists
reported that politics never comes up when they talk to this social tie, with 38.4 percent
of moderates and 27.8 percent of extremists reporting that politics comes up frequently.
The majority of both moderates (73 percent) and extremists (63.9 percent) report that
political violence, specifically, has come up in conversation with their social tie in the
past.

Participants’ past experiences discussing politics with each other reveal some degree
of disagreement, as expected. 58.5 percent of moderates and 45.7 percent of extremists
reported that political conversations lead to arguments at least sometimes. These politi-
cal conversations are most commonly viewed as neutral by both moderates (32.4 percent)
and extremists (35.2 percent), but 32 percent of moderates and 24 percent of extrem-
ists considered political conversations with each other to be somewhat or very heated in
the past. Despite occasional heated disagreements, the majority of both moderates (64
percent) and extremists (60.6 percent) report that they see eye-to-eye on most things or
everything, aside from their views on political violence. This suggests that we are over-
whelmingly capturing network dyads that agree with each other on other political issues,
perhaps those more commonly studied in network research, but disagree on the topic at
hand: political violence. The dyads, therefore, have substantial “common ground” on

which to draw in shaping their conversations and persuasion strategies.

7.3 Conversations Did Not Affect Extremists’ Support, but Re-

duced Opposition Among Moderates

Turning to our main results, we next test whether conversations about political violence

with moderates would reduce support for political violence among extremists, our primary

11 Although this is consistent with previous research, we note that the logistics of this study might have
made it easier to complete within a household, thereby potentially inflating the percentage of spouse
dyads.
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Figure 4: Opposition to political violence among extremists in treatment and control
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hypothesis. As shown in Figure 4, there is no statistically significant difference in support
for political violence (DisapproveViolence) among extremists who discussed political
violence with a moderate and those who did not (8 = 0.03, SE = .22). We present the
results for analyses using only extremists who met our pre-registered criteria (e.g. were
actually extremists), but in the appendix, we show that the results are substantively and
statistically the same when we include all extremists. Importantly, the effect size here is
quite close to zero, indicating that the lack of a significant effect is not due solely to a
low statistical power and correspondingly large confidence interval.

Given the complexity of measuring support for political violence (Westwood et al.,
2022a), we also pre-registered that we would examine treatment effects among additional
measures of support for political violence, including how often they think political violence
is justified, a scaled support for violence variable (Nivette et al., 2017), support for
political violence across a range of specific scenarios (Westwood et al., 2022a), and an
additive index of support in those scenarios. Specifically, presented participants with
brief scenarios in which a man was convicted of protesting without a permit, vandalism,
assault, arson, assault with a deadly weapon, and murder, then asked if they supported

the man’s actions. The Oppose Specific Violence Scale results in Figure 4 reflect the
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Figure 5: Opposition to political violence among moderates in treatment and control
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average support across these scenarios.'? Indeed, Figure 4 shows consistently null results

across all four of these measures of support for political violence. Across all of these

measures, we do not find evidence that conversations with moderates reduced extremists’

support for political violence.

Although our primary focus was on extremists, we also pre-registered a secondary
hypothesis regarding the effect these conversations would have on the moderates, expect-
ing that the conversation with an extremist would further reduce moderates’ support for
political violence, relative to no conversation (Secondary Hypothesis 1), due to the de-
fensive bolstering that would take place prior to and during the conversation. As shown
in Figure 5, however, we found the opposite: moderates who discussed political violence
with an extremist from their social network reduced their opposition to political violence,
compared to moderates who did not have a conversation (f = —0.34, SE = 0.11). Just
as with our test of our Primary Hypothesis, we examine multiple measures of support
for political violence and find consistent results: the belief that violence is justified, and

support for specific violent scenarios all significantly increase.

12Breaking these out into individual items, we find that opposition significantly softens for: protesting
without a permit (marginally), assault, arson, and murder. Vandalism and assault with a deadly weapon
are not significantly different. See Appendix for tables.
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Figure 6: Mapping Changes in Support for Political Violence Post-treatment
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Importantly, however, we also find that 94% of moderates did not cross the “midpoint”
from opposing to supporting political violence. As we illustrate graphically in Figure 6,
moderates in the treatment group were most frequently moving from “strongly opposing”
political violence to “somewhat opposing” political violence after discussions with their
extremist conversation partner. This makes sense, given that 76% of moderates start out
reporting their “strong opposition” of political violence. Importantly, we do see some
evidence of extremists moving away from political violence after their conversation, but
not in enough numbers to be statistically significant. Moreover, movement tends to be
concentrated among those whose support for violence was less firm prior to conversation
(e.g those who had indicated they only somewhat supported violence).

To test our final pre-registered hypothesis, that support for political violence would

decrease most among extremists in co-partisan dyads (Secondary Hypothesis 2), we use a
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Figure 7: Effects of Conversation on Support for Political Violence Does Not Vary by
Co- versus Cross-Partisan Dyads
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model in which we interact treatment status with an indicator for whether the extremist
perceives the moderate to be a copartisan (1) or not (0). As Figure 7 showcases, we
do not find any significant interaction effect. Though we did not pre-register this ex-
pectation among moderates, we also run the same interaction model for this group, and
find similarly null results. Respondents’ views on political violence do not differ across
homogeneous versus heterogeneous conversation pairings. However, we note that we are
underpowered to definitively conclude that this is a true null effect given the high statis-
tical power required for interaction models, particularly given that cross-partisan social

dyads are quite rare in our study (as in the world).

8 What did they talk about?

A unique advantage of our research design is that we are also able to directly investigate

potential mechanisms, using the full transcripts of the conversations available from Chat-
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ter to critically evaluate various potential routes to persuasion. We begin by investigating
the tenor of the conversations as a whole, where the unit of analysis is the conversation.
We note that any analyses of these transcripts are post-treatment and focus only on those
in the treatment group who had a conversation about political violence prior to measur-
ing support for political violence. As a result, these analyses are not to be interpreted
causally.

We hand-coded each conversation for the presence of a variety of characteristics, in-
cluding the use of the persuasion tools discussed in the prompt given to moderates:
personal experiences with political violence, powerful individual stories, negative effects
of political violence, and social norms against violence. We also examined whether spe-
cific prominent examples of political violence were brought up, including: January 6,
assassination attempts of officials, Israel-Palestine protests, BLM protests, and violence
or threats against government employees. Finally, we also coded the tone of the conver-
sation (hostile or not), whether the subjects’ relationship was discussed, if values were
mentioned, and if subjects’ debated the definition/scope of violence.

A central component of our design is that we recruited people who knew each other
personally to have these conversations (or not), hypothesizing that their social relation-
ship would allow the moderates to more successfully persuade their extremist social ties
to be less supportive of political violence. We found that 24.8 percent of conversations
specifically referenced their personal relationship. Sometimes, this was simply by using
pet-names (buddy, sweetheart, mom), but other times, participants would reference past
experiences they shared together. This gives us confidence that participants were in-
deed recruiting people they knew personally and that in at least about a quarter of the
conversations, the relationship itself was relevant to how they discussed political violence.

We provided participants with a lot of material from which to spark their conversa-

13We also used this manual coding as an opportunity to review the quality of the conversations,
coding conversations as bots or at least partially using chatGPT (7.3%) or off-topic (3.7%). 13.8% of
conversations made some reference to being part of a study. Most of these were comments like “let’s look
at the questions they gave us in the prompt,” but others were more direct like “god, I hope they never
read these.” None of the comments indicated that participants were aware of the hypotheses associated
with the study, but there could still be Hawthorne effects changing respondent behavior because they
know they are being observed.
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tions, so we needed to examine the extent to which these topics populated the conversa-
tions themselves. We found that 31.2 percent of conversations discussed the assassination
attempts against President Trump, 28.4 percent discussed January 6, 22.9 percent dis-
cussed Black Lives Matter, 13.8 percent discussed violence against government employ-
ees, including police, election workers, and military officers, and 11.9 percent discussed
protests surrounding the Israel-Palestine conflict. Participants also added new topics we
did not supply, such as the Civil and Revolutionary wars, and the Civil Rights Movement
in the 1960s.

We also provided moderates with a list of strategies they could try to open these
conversations with their extremist partners. We found that 55.1 percent of conversations
discussed the effects of political violence, making it the dominant strategy. However,
most participants did not use the information we provided and instead discussed effects
of violence with respect to the victims of violence. For example, one moderate respondent
argued, as follows in their conversation, with the following response from the extremist

partner:

Moderate: 1 get where you're coming from. People are definitely frustrated,
especially when it feels like their voices aren’t being heard but at the same
time, doesn’t violence kind of make things worse? Like, it can hurt innocent
people and sometimes it just causes more chaos instead of real change.

Extremist: Yeah, but if peaceful methods aren’t getting results then what’s
left? Look at how long people have been fighting for certain rights. Sometimes
it feels like the only way to be taken seriously is by pushing back with force.

14.7 percent of conversations included a discussion of personal experience with po-
litical violence, most commonly recounting how they felt emotionally when they learned
about events like the January 6 insurrection, though some discussed interactions with
protests, particularly for those about the Israel-Palestine Conflict. For example, one
moderate recounted a bus driver asking them to close the windows due to excessive tear
gas during a riot in Pioneer Square in Seattle.!* 11.9 percent of conversations discussed

powerful stories, explaining specific moments of political violence. Although this might

14 «“The protests during covid and the black lives matter was pretty long going and alot of ppl got hurt.
Think that was justifiable? [...] Weird stuff like rioters in pioneer square and the bus driver asking us to
close the windows due to the tear gas... TEARGAS!! My gosh.”
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have been the simplest narrative strategy to discuss from our suggestions, we found
that social norms were the least commonly used, with only 7.3 percent of conversations
discussing the fact that the majority of Americans do not support political violence.'®
While it seems that our prompts were helpful for some conversations, giving moderates a
jumping-off point, most discussion partners were able to tailor the conversation around
their own social contexts. For example, many moderates tried to offer alternative ap-
proaches to political violence, as the below quote exemplifies:
I hear what you're saying. It’s frustrating when it feels like our voices aren’t
being heard. But I still believe that violence is never the answer. There are
always other ways to make a difference, even if they seem difficult or time-
consuming. We can continue to organize peaceful protests, reach out to our
representatives, and build alliances with other groups who share our goals. By

working together and staying persistent, we can achieve real change without
resorting to violence.

This ability to bring in unique ideas is a key feature of the design, allowing individuals
to have unstructured conversations more similar to how they might approach them in
reality.

Overall, these conversations were civil, with only 8.3 percent including language or
comments reflecting a negative tone. For most conversations, participants expressed their
disagreement respectfully and often ended conversations on a positive note, thanking their
discussion partner. For example, one respondent ended their chat with “It has been a
great conversation, thank you. I agree, more Americans agree either each other than
they think and we should come together more.” One way participants discussed their
differences in support for political violence was to actually discuss how they define political
violence. 34.9 percent of conversations defined political violence. In many of these cases,
this is how the moderate seemed to soften their opposition to political violence, coming
to consider different contexts under which it could be justified, such as in self-defense or

for oppressed groups. For example:

5Though, one moderate respondent did explicitly use the information provided in our prompt, saying:
““True, there is no doubt the frustration is real, but I've read that like over 96% don’t support political
violence. It’s not just about hurting others but it can backfire and make things harder in the long run.
What do you think about that?”. Their conversation partner responded: “I mean, I get that most people
don’t like it but I feel like those people haven’t experienced real oppression. Sometimes you've got to
break things to get people to actually notice and change things.”
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Well, generally, I am of the opinion that political violence is never okay. How-

ever, after listening to your points, I think I don’t necessarily disagree with

you / if people are using political violence only on property, and it is for a

cause I support that they have tried to solve peacefully already, I can see how

political violence may be the only option / I still would struggle to ever think

violent protests that harm another human would be okay though.
Similarly, about 40.4 percent of conversations discussed broader values, such as opposition
to violence because it is immoral, regardless of whether it is politically motivated. Though
often the conversation turned to situations under which violence would be morally per-
missible as well. For instance one extremist partner argued: “I'm not saying I'm going
out and breaking knees for america. I am just of the mind that america is worth fighting
for! Even if it is within our own damn democracy if our values and heritage are being
wisked away from us!!!”

We suspected that some support for political violence might be rooted in misinforma-
tion and coded for whether conversations included conspiracy theories. We found that
12.8 percent of conversations referenced conspiracy theories. Most often, participants
alluded to the assassination attempts against President Trump being staged by conser-
vatives to boost support by making him a martyr, or liberals affiliated with ANTIFA
instigating violence during the January 6 insurrection at the Capitol to frame Repub-
licans. Instigators at protest events (both left- and right-leaning) were also sometimes
cited as potential “paid agitators” to make protestors look bad.

Conversations rarely referenced racial animus (6.4 percent), but partisan animus was
much more common (26.6 percent). Racial animus was typically expressed within con-
versations about Black Lives Matter protests, while negative comments about partisans
came up in conversations about several different topics, most commonly the assassination
attempts at President Trump and the January 6 insurrection.

Together, analyzing the transcripts reveals that our prompts were able to guide the
conversations about half of the time, but participants otherwise found their own ap-
proaches to discussing political violence with their peer. The conversations were over-

whelmingly respectful and tended to focus more on how to define political violence and

the conditions under which it is acceptable. This might explain some of the treatment
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effects we observed: it could be the case that moderates broadened their scope of what

they consider to be political violence, leading them to soften their opposition to it.

9 Discussion and Conclusion

This project addresses a question of critical importance: how can known social ties help
reduce support for political violence among their family and friends? As support for
political violence — and acts of political violence — have spiked in recent years, there is
growing concern that social acceptance around the use of political violence is contributing
to its potential normalization, creating an environment that fails to sanction—and even
supports—the few people who choose to act on these beliefs. As more individuals within
a network endorse acts of political violence, those who oppose such actions may feel
their voice diminish, potentially leading to self-censorship when other network members
support political violence. With increasing tacit approval of political violence, a new
norm favoring it may emerge. Support for political violence is an important phenomenon
to explain and thwart. Even if supporters would never commit violent acts themselves,
it is dangerous in and of itself to normalize violence for the few who then commit these
acts.

However, this normalization process may be reversed if trusted individuals from real-
world personal networks can effectively leverage their source credibility and exert ingroup
social pressures to reinforce norms of non-violence and dissuade network ties away from
political violence. Indeed, as Kleinfeld (2021) writes, “...people committing far-right
violence — particularly planned violence rather than spontaneous hate crimes — are
older and more established than typical terrorists and violent criminals. They often hold
jobs, are married, and have children. Those who attend church or belong to community
groups are more likely to hold violent, conspiratorial beliefs (Pape et al., 2022). These are
not isolated ‘lone wolves’; they are part of a broad community that echoes their ideas”
(p. 161). Exposing these individuals to members of their community who disagree with

them about political violence may thus be a crucial intervention for changing views.
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Our project thus offers four primary contributions. First, we explore the impact of
discussions within real social networks on attitudes towards political violence. In do-
ing so, we expand upon existing literature concerning support for political violence in
the United States by incorporating how social relationships can abate political violence.
Tested interventions to reduce political violence are often non-social, like correcting meta-
perceptions with information (e.g., Mernyk et al., 2022). However, in the mega-study on
interventions to reduce outparty animosity, support for undemocratic norms, and support
for partisan political violence, the interventions that reduced support for partisan polit-
ical violence the most involved observing an indirect or mock social experience (Voelkel
et al., 2022). For example, the best performing intervention to reduce support for parti-
san violence corrected outparty misperceptions, but did so by showing a video of other
people thinking through their answers and their reactions to learning they overestimated
outpartisan responses (Voelkel et al., 2022). Our experiment advances this literature by
estimating the effects of an intervention that is social and thus is likely stronger and
more durable, given the pattern of evidence suggesting social interventions are stronger
than non-social interventions (Bond et al., 2012; Gerber et al., 2008; Voelkel et al., 2022).
The intervention we test is likely more scalable as well, as it uses existing network dyads
and conversations that happen within them (Edsall, 2024).

A second key contribution is our focus on existing relationships. For example, research
by Rossiter and Carlson (2024a) has shown the efficacy of interpersonal conversation in
changing important attitudes such as affective polarization, however did not examine
whether preexisting social ties enhance this effect. Similarly, research by Wayne (2022;
2024) has demonstrated the impact of group discussion on how individuals make political
choices, but not with individuals with real-world network ties, a key limitation. While
our main focus is on network dyads as an avenue to reduce political violence, we will also
shed light on how relationships are being affected by dissent on democracy-threatening
beliefs. Some people feel as though they are losing family members to extreme, usually
conspiratorial, political beliefs. It appears many people in this situation wish to discuss

their concerns with their family member in an effort to combat the harmful beliefs and the
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potential that those beliefs continue to spiral into other harmful attitudes and behaviors
(e.g., Faye, 2023; Muncaster, 2022). Our results, coming from real network ties, will shed
light on one strategy concerned family members may consider taking in these situations.

A final contribution of this research is to understand the role concerned citizens can
play in thwarting rising levels of political violence and strengthening their democracy.
Concerned citizens can vote for elected officials who are against political violence and
uphold democratic norms (Graham and Svolik, 2020), citizens can continue to pressure
elected official once in office, and citizens can also support the free press who hold the
powerful to account. In this project, we look beyond these larger-scale actions of voting
and advocacy, and we shed light on a more grassroots approach of citizens playing a role

within their own networks to address the issue of growing support for political violence.
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