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As naïve psychologists, people seek to explain the 

causes of  events in their daily life and in the world 

at large. For example, people may contemplate 

why positive and negative events occurred to 

them personally (e.g., a promotion at work or a 

social rejection) as well as why positive and nega-

tive events have occurred in society more broadly 

(e.g., an economic upswing or a public health cri-

sis). Critically, these attributions may be systemi-

cally biased and ultimately result in explanations 

that reflect favorably upon the self  and important 

group identities. In the present research, we 

explore the degree to which people attribute 

major outcomes in society to their own political 

party and to a rival political party. We argue that 

these attributions are substantially biased, such 
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that people more strongly attribute positive out-

comes to the actions of  their own political party 

than to those of  a rival party (“we cause good 

things”), and more strongly attribute negative 

outcomes to the actions of  a rival party than to 

those of  their own party (“they cause bad 

things”). Moreover, we argue that these biased 

attributions have important implications for vot-

ing decisions and may be a key mechanism under-

lying the relation between ideology and voting.

For over 70 years, psychologists have exam-

ined the topic of  attribution or lay judgments 

regarding the causes of  events (Heider, 1958; 

Malle, 2011; Weiner, 2018). Early theory and 

research focused primarily on attributions for the 

actions of  a specific person, for example, by 

examining whether people attribute positive and 

negative outcomes internally to the actor or 

externally to the surrounding environment. 

Although initial theories assumed that attribu-

tions unfold via a logical and effortful process 

(Kelley, 1967), later work identified that attribu-

tions are often made heuristically and reflect 

biased processing (Fiske & Taylor, 2017; 

Lieberman et al., 2002). Specifically, people dis-

proportionately attribute other people’s actions 

to dispositions rather than situations (i.e., the fun-

damental attribution error; Ross, 1977, 2018). 

Further, attributions are often biased by self-

esteem maintenance concerns, such that people 

credit themselves for successes but blame other 

people or the environment for failures (i.e., self-

serving attribution; Campbell & Sedikides, 1999; 

Mezulis et al., 2004). Finally, attributions are 

biased by group allegiances, such that people 

more often credit success to the actor and failure 

to the environment when evaluating an ingroup 

member than an outgroup member (i.e., ultimate 

attribution error; Islam & Hewstone, 1993; 

Pettigrew, 1979).

The vast majority of  studies in this literature 

have focused on attributions for individuals, but 

some work has noted that people also make attri-

butions for the actions of  larger social aggregates, 

such as sports teams (Allen et al., 2020), nations 

(Rosenberg & Wolfsfeld, 1977), and racial-ethnic  

(O’Laughlin & Malle, 2002) and socioeconomic 

groups (Cozzarelli et al., 2001). We propose that, 

in societies characterized by deeply polarized and 

tribal politics such as the United States (Clark 

et al., 2019), political parties may loom large in 

the attribution process. In divided governments, 

where dueling political parties must cooperate to 

enact major legislation, it is often difficult to iso-

late whether and to what extent positive and neg-

ative developments in society can be attributed to 

the actions of  one party versus another. 

Nonetheless, we argue that across a broad array 

of  positive and negative outcomes, people sys-

temically attribute positive outcomes more and 

negative outcomes less to their own party than to 

the opposing party. We refer to this proposed 

phenomenon as the partisan attribution bias.

To our knowledge, no research has systemati-

cally explored whether attributions for positive 

and negative outcomes in society are biased by 

partisan allegiances. However, emerging research 

suggests that identification with a political party 

results in motivated reasoning in favor of  that 

party. More specifically, people evaluate scientific 

information more favorably when it yields con-

clusions consistent with their political views 

(Ditto et al., 2019), actively seek information 

sources that support their political views and 

avoid information sources that contradict them 

(Hart et al., 2009), perceive their own political 

views as more correct than opposing views 

(Toner et al., 2013), and are more likely to believe 

in objectively false claims when those claims are 

consistent with their political views (Bullock & 

Lenz, 2019). Although there are well-documented 

differences across liberals and conservatives (e.g., 

need for order, structure, and closure; Jost, 2017; 

Jost et al., 2018), the tendency to exhibit moti-

vated reasoning in favor of  one’s political party 

appears to be largely equivalent across liberals 

and conservatives (Brandt & Crawford, 2020; 

Washburn & Skitka, 2018).

In the present research, we significantly 

advance literatures on motivated reasoning and 

attribution to assess whether Democrats and 

Republicans exhibit partisan biases in their expla-

nations of  a broad array of  societal events. On 

the one hand, membership in a political party is 

permeable and concealable, which may reduce 

the strength of  group identification (see Brewer, 
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2019). On the other hand, membership in a polit-

ical party is chosen and based on a foundation of  

attitudes and beliefs, which may increase the 

strength of  group identification. Thus, it remains 

unclear whether and to what extent biases found 

in groups previously studied in the attribution lit-

erature (e.g., nations, racial-ethnic groups) extend 

to political parties. People selectively attend to 

information that supports their political world-

view (Garrett & Stroud, 2014; Hall & Raimi, 

2018), which may reinforce positive attitudes 

about the political ingroup and negative attitudes 

about the political outgroup. Thus, we anticipated 

that attribution biases would be highly robust 

when examined in a political context.

Four central aims guided our research. First, 

we sought to develop a comprehensive test of  the 

partisan attribution bias. We propose that politi-

cal attributions can be deconstructed into four 

constituent judgments: the perceived responsibil-

ity of  Democrats for (a) positive and (b) negative 

outcomes, as well as the perceived responsibility 

of  Republicans for (c) positive and (d) negative 

outcomes. Political surveys have assessed one of  

these judgment types for a single outcome (e.g., 

how much people blame politicians for economic 

conditions; see Bartels, 2002; Rico & Liñeira, 

2018; Rudolph, 2016). For the first time, how-

ever, we simultaneously obtained measures of  

each judgment type across a wide array of  out-

comes. This allowed us to systematically explore 

the degree to which partisan biases occur for each 

judgment type and to develop a comprehensive 

estimate of  the partisan attribution bias that lin-

early combines the four judgments into an overall 

estimate.

Second, we examined whether there are ideo-

logical differences in the partisan attribution bias. 

Given the pervasive tendency for people to 

exhibit motivated reasoning in favor of  their 

political group (Clark et al., 2019; Ditto et al., 

2019), and to exhibit self-serving and group-serv-

ing biases more broadly (Brandt & Crawford, 

2020; Zell et al., 2020), we anticipated that the 

partisan attribution bias would obtain and be sim-

ilar in size across liberals and conservatives. 

Beyond examining differences by whether people 

identify as liberal or conservative (dichotomous 

variable), we also tested whether the strength of  

ideology (continuous variable) is associated with 

the partisan attribution bias. Versus those with a 

weaker ideology, people who identify as very lib-

eral or conservative are more confident in the 

accuracy of  their beliefs (Brandt et al., 2015; 

Toner et al., 2013), overestimate the amount of  

political polarization in their country (Westfall 

et al., 2015), and perceive ingroups as motivated 

by love and outgroups as motivated by hate 

(Waytz et al., 2014). More generally, people with 

extreme ideologies are characterized by an inflex-

ible cognitive style that leads them to view the 

world in simplistic terms (van Prooijen & 

Krouwel, 2019; Zmigrod et al., 2020). Thus, we 

anticipated that strength of  ideology would exac-

erbate the partisan attribution bias.

Third, we examined whether the partisan attri-

bution bias is symmetrical across positive and 

negative outcomes. Prior research outside the 

political realm suggests that attribution biases are 

generally symmetrical, in that people attribute 

positive outcomes more to ingroup members and 

negative outcomes more to outgroup members 

or the environment (Allen et al., 2020; Islam & 

Hewstone, 1993). Nonetheless, it is possible that 

asymmetrical biases occur in a political context. 

Although Democrats and Republicans selectively 

expose themselves to information that supports 

their political views (Hall & Raimi, 2018), 

Republicans are more likely to avoid information 

that contradicts their views (e.g., criticizes their 

party) and Democrats are more likely to approach 

information that supports them (e.g., praises their 

party; Garrett & Stroud, 2014). These data sug-

gest that partisan attribution biases may be 

stronger for negative events when examining 

Republicans, and stronger for positive events 

when examining Democrats.

Fourth, inspired by theory and research sug-

gesting that a key purpose of  attribution is to 

motivate action (Weiner, 2018), we explore the 

connection between the partisan attribution bias 

and voting decisions. Ideology, which is typically 

measured via a single item asking people to rate 

how strongly they identify as liberal or conserva-

tive, is a well-established and robust correlate of  

voting (Jost, 2006; Levitin & Miller, 1979). One 
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view of  this relation is that ideology is based on a 

foundation of  attitudes (e.g., taxation, abortion, 

gun control) and that people vote for candidates 

who are compatible with their attitudes (Jacoby, 

1991; Rudolph & Evans, 2005). However, 

research indicates that ideology sometimes con-

flicts with attitudes (Kalmoe, 2020; Zell & 

Bernstein, 2014), and that people flexibly shift 

attitudes in order to match the current policies of  

their party (Barber & Pope, 2019; Cohen, 2003), 

which suggests that ideology is more than merely 

a collection of  attitude positions. We argue that 

ideology predisposes people to make partisan 

attributions (“we cause good things”; “they cause 

bad things”), and that these attributions partly 

explain the association between ideology and vot-

ing. Thus, we propose that the partisan attribu-

tion bias is a correlate of  voting, and perhaps 

more importantly, is a mediator of  the well-estab-

lished association between political ideology and 

voting.

In short, we conducted two studies evaluating 

the partisan attribution bias, its association with 

political ideology, and whether it mediates the 

association between political ideology and voting 

intentions. Study 1 was conducted before the 

2016 United States presidential election and 

Study 2 was conducted before the 2020 election. 

This allowed us to test the partisan attribution 

bias in two different, high-stakes election cycles 

separated by 4 years. We predicted that the parti-

san attribution bias would obtain both overall and 

in each of  the four constituent judgments. 

Further, we anticipated that the partisan attribu-

tion bias would be consistent across liberal and 

conservative participants but would increase with 

ideological extremity. Finally, we predicted that 

the partisan attribution bias would be a robust 

correlate of  presidential voting intentions and 

would significantly mediate the association 

between ideology and voting.

Study 1

In Study 1, we conducted the first test of  the par-

tisan attribution bias in the months prior to the 

2016 election. Self-identified Democratic and 

Republican participants made responsibility judg-

ments for the Democratic and Republican parties 

for a series of  positive and negative outcomes. 

We explored whether these judgments con-

formed to a pattern predicted by the partisan 

attribution bias as well as the association of  this 

bias with ideology and voting intentions. Materials 

and data for this research are publicly available at 

the Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/

u9p5k/?view_only=935dced60d2440579954f11

96c3d47d7).

Method

Participants. The study was conducted on 2 days 

(July 26 and July 28), which occurred 3.5 months 

before the 2016 United States presidential elec-

tion. Data were collected until we exceeded a pre-

determined goal of at least 80 Democrats and 

Republicans, after exclusions, in order to obtain 

at least 88% power to detect a medium effect (d 

= 0.50). Specifically, data were collected from 

464 American adults on MTurk in exchange for a 

small payment. Data were excluded from 186 

participants who did not identify with either the 

Democratic or Republican Party, since they were 

not relevant to our hypotheses. In addition, data 

were excluded from 34 participants who failed 

one or more attention checks; results were very 

similar when these participants were retained. 

These exclusions resulted in a final sample size of 

244 participants (163 Democrat, 81 Republican; 

see Table 1).

Procedures. Participants first completed a 20-item 

attribution questionnaire that measured percep-

tions of  responsibility for eight positive out-

comes (e.g., “The U.S. economy has added over 

14 million jobs since 2009”) and 12 negative out-

comes (e.g., “The 2008 financial crisis that led 

millions of  Americans to lose their jobs and 

homes”). The 20 outcomes, which were obtained 

via a search of  prominent news outlets, were pre-

sented in a randomized order. Negative outcomes 

were covered more frequently in news sources 

than positive outcomes, which explains their 

greater representation. For each outcome, 
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participants made two responsibility judgments 

(i.e., “How much have Republican [i.e., conserva-

tive] policies contributed to this outcome?” and 

“How much have Democratic [i.e., liberal] poli-

cies contributed to this outcome?”) using 7-point 

scales (1 = not at all, 7 = very much). To maintain 

consistency across items, we used a set order in 

which participants first made a responsibility 

judgment for the Republican Party and then a 

responsibility judgment for the Democratic Party. 

Two attention checks appeared randomly during 

the attribution questionnaire (“Please click very 

much [not at all] to show that you are paying 

attention”).

Next, participants indicated their political ide-

ology on a 7-point scale (1 = very liberal, 7 = very 

conservative), the political party they identified with 

(Democratic Party, Republican Party, Independent, 

Other), and whom they intended to vote for in the 

2016 presidential election (i.e., Hillary Clinton, 

Donald Trump, another candidate, I will not vote). For 

exploratory purposes, participants also com-

pleted a one-item measure of  support for politi-

cal compromise. Finally, participants completed 

demographic questions.

Attribution questionnaire scoring. Responses on the 

attribution questionnaire were averaged to create 

separate indices of  how responsible participants 

thought Democrats (α = .88) and Republicans 

(α = .84) were for the eight positive outcomes, 

and separate indices of  how responsible partici-

pants thought Democrats (α = .90) and Republi-

cans (α = .90) were for the 12 negative outcomes 

(see Table 2 for correlations). To form an overall 

index of  the partisan attribution bias, we sub-

tracted the perceived responsibility of  Republi-

cans for negative events and of  Democrats for 

positive events from the perceived responsibility 

of  Republicans for positive events and of  Demo-

crats for negative events (see Figure 1). Values 

above zero on this summary index indicate a par-

tisan bias in favor of  the Republican Party, such 

that people perceive Republican policies as more 

responsible for positive events and less responsi-

ble for negative events than Democratic policies. 

Conversely, negative values on this summary 

index indicate a partisan bias in favor of  the 

Democratic Party. Values near zero indicate no 

partisan attribution bias.

Results

Partisan attribution bias. We conducted a 2 (partici-

pant political party: Democrat, Republican) x 2 

(perceived responsibility for positive outcomes: 

Democratic policies, Republican policies) x 2 (per-

ceived responsibility for negative outcomes: Dem-

ocratic policies, Republican policies) ANOVA 

with political party entered as a between-subjects 

factor, and perceived responsibility for positive 

Table 1. Characteristics of the final samples: Studies 
1–2.

Variable Study 1 Study 2

N 244 249

Year 2016 2020

Gender  

 Male 133 137

 Female 109 111

 Other 2 1

Mean (SD) Age 36.8 (11.5) 38.7 (12.1)

Race/ethnicity  

 African American 17 40

 Asian American 15 29

 European American 189 143

 Latino 15 23

 Other 8 14

Political party  

 Democrat 163 135

 Republican 81 114

Political ideology  

 1 (very liberal) 52 29

 2 60 45

 3 34 37

 4 17 19

 5 31 38

 6 34 47

 7 (very conservative) 16 34

Voting intentions  

 Clinton/Biden 141 126

 Trump 72 113

 Other 31 10
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and negative outcomes entered as within-subjects 

factors. This analysis yielded the expected Political 

Party Identification x Positive Outcomes x Nega-

tive Outcomes three-way interaction, F(1, 242) = 

288.25, p < .001, ηp
2 = .54 (see Figure 2a).

We decomposed the interaction with separate 

analyses on positive and negative outcomes. When 

examining positive outcomes, the 2 (participant 

political party) x 2 (perceived responsibility) inter-

action was highly robust, F(1, 242) = 173.61, p < 

.001, ηp
2 = .42. Democratic participants attributed 

positive events significantly more to the policies of  

the Democratic Party than Republican partici-

pants, t(242) = 10.88, p < .001, d = 1.42. In addi-

tion, Democratic participants attributed positive 

events significantly less to the policies of  the 

Republican Party than did Republican participants, 

t(242) = 5.67, p < .001, d = 0.76.

The 2 (participant political party) x 2 (perceived 

responsibility) interaction was also highly robust 

when examining negative outcomes, F(1, 242) = 

261.55, p < .001, ηp
2 = .56. Whereas Democratic 

Table 2. Zero-order correlations among measures: Studies 1–2.

Measure 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

Study 1

1. Republican—positive −.32** −.03 .57** .63** .39** −.34** .34**
2. Republican—negative .57** −.36** −.77** −.61** .51** −.56**
3. Democrat—positive −.43** −.71** −.55** .45** −.50**
4. Democrat—negative .80** .62** −.49** .56**
5. Partisan bias .74** −.61** .67**
6. Political ideology −.73** .74**
7. Vote Clinton −.76**
8. Vote Trump  

Study 2

1. Republican—positive −.06 −.06 .58** .64** .64** −.53** .55**
2. Republican—negative .59** −.20* −.73** −.25** .29** −.32**
3. Democrat—positive .14* −.61** −.17* .22** −.22*
4. Democrat—negative .61** .53** −.48** .50**
5. Partisan bias .60** −.58** .60**
6. Political ideology −.63** .67**
7. Vote Biden −.92**
8. Vote Trump  

Note. Measures 1–4 reflect judgments of responsibility for the Republican and Democratic parties for positive and negative 
outcomes. Political ideology was measured on a self-report scale (1 = very liberal, 7 = very conservative).
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Figure 1. Calculation of the partisan attribution bias.

Note. Total scores below zero indicate bias in favor of the Democratic Party and scores above zero indicate bias in favor of 
the Republican Party.
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participants attributed negative events significantly 

less to the policies of  the Democratic Party than 

Republican participants, t(242) = 12.01, p < .001,  

d = 1.68, Democratic participants attributed nega-

tive events significantly more to the policies of  the 

Republican Party than did Republican participants, 

t(242) = 12.21, p < .001, d = 1.65.

Additional tests were conducted to compare 

attributions of  responsibility within each partici-

pant group. As expected, Democratic and 

Republican participants attributed positive events 

more to the policies of  their own political party 

than of  the opposing party, t(162) = 13.55, p < 

.001, d = 1.05 and t(80) = 6.65, p < .001, d = 0.74, 

respectively. Along the same lines, Democratic and 

Republican participants attributed negative out-

comes less to the policies of  their own political 

party than of  the opposing party, t(162) = 14.69,  

p < .001, d = 1.16 and t(80) = 11.35, p < .001,  

d = 1.26, respectively. In sum, these data provide 

strong support for the partisan attribution bias 

across both positive and negative events.

Figure 2. Responsibility judgments in Study 1 (a) and Study 2 (b).

Note. Perceived responsibility of Democrats and Republicans for positive and negative outcomes as a function of political 
party identification. Error bars are ±1 SEM.
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Next, we examined whether partisan biases 

varied in size across positive and negative out-

comes. For both Democrats and Republicans, 

partisan attribution biases were more pro-

nounced when examining negative events than 

positive events, t(162) = 2.31, p = .022, d = 0.18 

and t(80) = 5.02, p < .001, d = 0.56, respec-

tively. These results suggest that partisan attri-

bution biases were asymmetrical, in that the 

tendency to attribute negative events more to a 

political outgroup than ingroup was somewhat 

stronger than the tendency to attribute positive 

events more to the political ingroup than 

outgroup.

Finally, we examined whether partisan attri-

bution biases varied across ratings of  ingroups 

and outgroups. For both Democrats and 

Republicans, the tendency to perceive the out-

group as more responsible for negative events 

than positive events was more pronounced than 

the tendency to perceive the ingroup as more 

responsible for positive events than negative 

events, t(162) = 5.21, p < .001, d = 0.41 and 

t(80) = 4.52, p < .001, d = 0.50, respectively. 

Therefore, although partisan attribution biases 

were observed in ratings of  both the ingroup 

and the outgroup, they were more pronounced 

in ratings of  the outgroup.

Overall index of  bias. When examining our sum-

mary index of  partisan bias that combined judg-

ments across the four category types, there was a 

statistically significant bias in both political 

groups. Specifically, one-sample t tests that com-

pared overall bias scores to a neutral midpoint 

(zero) found a strong partisan attribution bias 

among both Democratic and Republican partici-

pants, t(162) = 15.46, p < .001, d = 1.21 and 

t(80) = 10.29, p < .001, d = 1.14 (see Figure 3a). 

Both effects were in the predicted direction, such 

that Democrats evidenced an attribution bias in 

favor of  the Democratic Party and Republicans 

evidenced an attribution bias in favor of  the 

Republican Party. Moreover, the partisan attribu-

tion bias was similar in size when comparing 

Democrats to Republicans, t(242) = 1.50, p = 

.134, d = 0.21. Finally, and as expected, there was 

a very strong linear relation between political ide-

ology and the partisan attribution bias (r = .74). 

Specifically, increasing liberalism predicted a 

stronger attribution bias in favor of  the Demo-

cratic Party, and increasing conservatism pre-

dicted a stronger attribution bias in favor of  the 

Republican Party.

Voting intentions. The next set of  analyses exam-

ined whether partisan attribution biases predicted 

voting intentions. Intention to vote for Clinton 

and Trump were analyzed separately by creating 

dummy-coded variables that categorized voting 

for the target candidate as 1, and voting for the 

other candidate, a third party, or not voting as 0. 

In separate logistic regression analyses, we pre-

dicted voting for each of  the major candidates 

from political ideology (entered at Step 1), and 

the overall index of  partisan attribution bias 

(entered at Step 2). Results showed that intention 

to vote for Hillary Clinton was significantly asso-

ciated with both political ideology and the parti-

san attribution bias, with the latter increasing the 

variance explained by 1.3% (see Table 3). Simi-

larly, intention to vote for Donald Trump was 

significantly associated with both predictors, with 

the partisan attribution bias increasing the vari-

ance explained by 5.0%. Thus, the partisan attri-

bution bias significantly predicted voting 

intentions after adjustment for political ideology. 

These results remained largely unchanged after 

adjustment for age, race-ethnicity, and gender, 

and in a model that removed participants who 

intended to vote for another candidate or not 

vote.

Mediation analyses were also conducted using 

PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2013; number of  

bootstrap samples = 5,000) to examine whether 

the association between political ideology and vot-

ing intentions was statistically mediated by the par-

tisan attribution bias. When examining both the 

intention to vote for Hillary Clinton and the inten-

tion to vote for Donald Trump, the indirect effect 

of  political ideology on voting intentions through 

the partisan attribution bias was statistically signifi-

cant, as indicated by 95% confidence intervals that 

excluded zero (see Figure 4a). These data suggest 
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that the partisan attribution bias may be a mecha-

nism that partly explains the association between 

political ideology and voting decisions.

Study 2

Study 1 provided robust support for our conten-

tion that the partisan attribution bias occurs, is 

associated with political ideology, and mediates 

the relation between ideology and voting. In 

Study 2, we examined whether the pattern of  

results obtained in Study 1 would replicate during 

the next presidential election cycle. A preregistra-

tion for Study 2 as well as materials and data are 

publicly available at the link provided before.

Method

Participants. The study was conducted on 1 day 

(July 28), which occurred 3.5 months before the 

Figure 3. Responsibility judgments by political party and ideology: Study 1 (a) and Study 2 (b).

Note. Values on the y-axis reflect partisan attribution biases in favor of the Democratic Party (below zero) and Republican 
Party (above zero). Labels on the x-axis reflect political party (Dem = Democrat, Rep = Republican) and ideology (1 = very 
liberal, 7 = very conservative). Error bars are ±1 SEM.
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2020 United States presidential election. Data 

were collected until we exceeded a preregistered 

goal of at least 105 Democrats and Republicans, 

after exclusions, in order to obtain at least 95% 

power to detect a medium effect (d = 0.50). 

Participation was restricted to registered voters 

in the United States who identified with either 

the Democratic or Republican Party. Further-

more, in an attempt to bolster data quality, we 

restricted participation to workers with at least 

100 prior approved hits and a 95% or higher 

approval rate. Data were collected from a total 

of 331 American adults on MTurk who met 

these criteria. Data were excluded from 82 par-

ticipants who failed an attention check; results 

were very similar when these participants were 

retained. These exclusions resulted in a final 

sample of 249 eligible participants (135 Demo-

crat, 114 Republican).

Procedures. As in Study 1, participants first com-

pleted a 20-item attribution questionnaire where 

they indicated how much Republican (i.e., conserv-

ative) and Democratic (i.e., liberal) policies con-

tributed to eight positive and 12 negative outcomes. 

Several items were slightly modified to reflect 

changes since 2016, and two items were replaced 

with those reflecting major issues at the time of  

the study (i.e., the COVID-19 pandemic and civil 

unrest following the death of  George Floyd). The 

Table 3. Logistic regression models for voting intentions: Study 1.

Predictor Voting intention Clinton Voting intention Trump

Primary model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −1.16, SE = 0.13, p < .001 B = 1.30, SE = 0.16, p < .001

R2 .471 .472

Step 2  

Political ideology B = −0.89, SE = 0.16, p < .001 B = 0.70, SE = 0.20, p < .001

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.24, SE = 0.10, p = .020 B = 0.71, SE = 0.18, p < .001

ΔR2 .013 .050

Adjusted model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −1.21, SE = 0.14, p < .001 B = 1.27, SE = 0.16, p < .001

R2 .481 .479

Step 2  

Political ideology B = −0.93, SE = 0.17, p < .001 B = 0.61, SE = 0.20, p = .002

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.25, SE = 0.10, p = .015 B = 0.76, SE = 0.19, p < .001

ΔR2 .015 .052

Secondary model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −1.68, SE = 0.22, p < .001 –

R2 .573 –

Step 2 –

Political ideology B = −1.14, SE = 0.25, p < .001 –

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.54, SE = 0.19, p = .003 –

ΔR2 .023 –

Note. For partisan attribution bias, higher values indicate greater bias in favor of the Republican Party and lower values indi-
cate greater bias in favor of the Democratic Party. Adjusted models entered age, gender (1 = men, 0 = women/other), and 
race (1 = European American, 0 = other) as predictors in Step 1. The secondary model removed participants who intended 
to vote for another candidate or not vote (1 = Clinton, 0 = Trump).
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20 outcomes were presented in a randomized 

order. Further, the order of  responsibility judg-

ments (Republican Party then Democratic Party or 

Democratic Party then Republican Party) was 

counterbalanced across participants. Responses 

were averaged to create separate indices of  how 

responsible participants thought Democrats (α = 

.92) and Republicans (α = .89) were for the eight 

positive outcomes, and indices of  how responsible 

participants thought Democrats (α = .91) and 

Republicans (α = .93) were for the 12 negative 

outcomes.

Next, participants indicated their political ide-

ology on the same scale as Study 1, and whom 

they intended to vote for in the 2020 presidential 

election (Joe Biden, Donald Trump, Other). For 

exploratory purposes, participants also com-

pleted one-item measures of  support for political 

compromise, attribution of  malevolence, and 

acceptance of  political violence. Finally, partici-

pants completed demographic questions and an 

attention check (“Please click the second circle 

from the right in the scale below”).

Results

Partisan attribution bias. Results on the attribution 

questionnaire were very similar to those obtained 

in Study 1. Specifically, a 2 (participant political 

party) x 2 (perceived responsibility for positive 

outcomes) x 2 (perceived responsibility for nega-

tive outcomes) mixed-model ANOVA once 

again yielded the predicted three-way interaction, 

F(1, 247) = 151.55, p < .001, ηp
2 = .38 (see Fig-

ure 2b).

When examining positive outcomes, the 2 

(participant political party) x 2 (perceived respon-

sibility) interaction was highly robust, F(1, 247) 

= 126.84, p < .001, ηp
2 = .34. Democratic par-

ticipants attributed positive events significantly 

more to the policies of  the Democratic Party 

than Republican participants did, t(247) = 4.09, 

Figure 4. Mediation analyses: Study 1 (a) and Study 2 (b).

Note. Political ideology was measured on a 7-point scale (1 = very liberal, 7 = very conservative). Confidence intervals depict the 
indirect effect of political ideology on voting intentions through the partisan attribution bias. Confidence intervals above 
(below) the line are for intention to vote for Clinton/Biden (Trump).
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p < .001, d = 0.50. In addition, Democratic par-

ticipants attributed positive events significantly 

less to the policies of  the Republican Party than 

did Republican participants, t(247) = 12.07, p < 

.001, d = 1.54.

The 2 (participant political party) x 2 (per-

ceived responsibility) interaction was also highly 

robust when examining negative outcomes,  

F(1, 247) = 74.91, p < .001, ηp
2 = .23. Whereas 

Democratic participants attributed negative 

events significantly less to the policies of  the 

Democratic Party than Republican participants 

did, t(247) = 8.66, p < .001, d = 1.11, Democratic 

participants attributed negative events signifi-

cantly more to the policies of  the Republican 

Party than did Republican participants, t(242) = 

4.48, p < .001, d = 0.56.

Additional tests were conducted to compare 

attributions of  responsibility within each partici-

pant group. As expected, Democratic and 

Republican participants attributed positive events 

more to the policies of  their own political party 

than to those of  the opposing party, t(134) = 

6.50, p < .001, d = 0.56 and t(113) = 8.81, p < 

.001, d = 0.65, respectively. Similarly, Democratic 

and Republican participants attributed negative 

outcomes less to the policies of  their own politi-

cal party than to those of  the opposing party, 

t(134) = 7.55, p < .001, d = 0.65 and t(113) = 

4.77, p < .001, d = 0.44, respectively.

Next, we compared attributions across posi-

tive versus negative outcomes and across judg-

ments of  the ingroup versus the outgroup. 

Among Democrats, partisan attribution biases 

were more pronounced for negative events than 

positive events, t(134) = 2.50, p = .014, d = 0.22. 

Among Republicans, however, they were more 

pronounced for positive events than negative 

events, t(113) = 5.23, p < .001, d = 0.49. 

Moreover, among Democrats, partisan attribu-

tions were more pronounced in ratings of  the 

outgroup than the ingroup, t(134) = 4.39, p < 

.001, d = 0.38. Among Republicans, however, 

partisan attributions did not significantly differ 

across ratings of  the outgroup versus the ingroup, 

t(113) = 0.65, p = .515, d = 0.06. Both of  these 

findings are inconsistent with Study 1 and are 

revisited in the General Discussion.

Overall index of  bias. Once again, the summary 

index of  partisan attribution bias was statistically 

different from zero in both Democratic and 

Republican participants, t(134) = 9.92, p < .001, 

d = 0.85 and t(113) = 7.81, p < .001, d = 0.73 

(see Figure 3b). Both effects were in the predicted 

direction and were similar in size, t(247) = 1.06,  

p = .288, d = 0.13. As expected, there was a 

strong linear relation between political ideology 

and the partisan attribution bias (r = .60).

Voting intentions. Intention to vote for Joe Biden 

was significantly associated with both political 

ideology and the partisan attribution bias, with 

the latter increasing the variance explained by 

8.0% (see Table 4). Similarly, intention to vote for 

Donald Trump was significantly associated with 

both predictors, with the partisan attribution bias 

again increasing the variance explained by 8.0%. 

These results remained largely unchanged after 

adjustment for demographic covariates and after 

removing participants who did not intend to vote 

for Biden or Trump. Finally, as in Study 1, the 

partisan attribution bias significantly mediated 

the association between political ideology and 

voting intentions, both when examining voting 

intentions for Joe Biden and for Donald Trump 

(see Figure 4b).

General Discussion

Attribution theory and research have examined 

how people explain the causes of  events, both in 

their own life and in the world at large (Heider, 

1958; Malle, 2011; Weiner, 2018). Prior scholar-

ship has largely focused on attributions for the 

behavior of  individuals, but we propose that peo-

ple also make attributions for larger aggregates, 

such as major political parties. Moreover, we pro-

pose that partisan allegiances systematically bias 

these attributions, such that people attribute posi-

tive outcomes more to the actions of  their own 

party than to those of  an opposing party (“we 

cause good things”), and negative outcomes 

more to the actions of  an opposing party than to 

those of  their own party (“they cause bad 

things”). We conducted two studies in the United 

States—one before the 2016 presidential election 
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and the other before the 2020 election—and both 

provided robust support for this partisan attribu-

tion bias. Our results also indicated that the parti-

san attribution bias was magnified among those 

with more extreme ideology, was significantly 

associated with voting intentions after adjustment 

for ideology, and significantly mediated the link 

between ideology and voting.

The present findings make several contribu-

tions to social psychological theory and research 

on attribution, as well as emerging research in 

political psychology on attributions of  responsi-

bility. First, we provide evidence for a novel attri-

bution bias that uniquely focuses on how people 

explain major societal events and indicates that 

political partisanship substantially biases these 

explanations. Moreover, building upon research 

which examined political attributions for a single 

outcome or judgment type (Bartels, 2002; Rico & 

Liñeira, 2018; Rudolph, 2016), we deconstructed 

the partisan attribution bias to identify four con-

stituent judgments that produce it. Specifically, 

we identified that partisan biases emerge in attri-

butions of  positive outcomes for (a) one’s own 

party and (b) an opposing party, and in attribu-

tions of  negative outcomes for (c) one’s own 

party and (d) an opposing party. Thus, the present 

research clarifies the specific judgments underly-

ing the partisan attribution bias and provides a 

comprehensive measurement approach that may 

Table 4. Logistic regression models for voting intentions: Study 2.

Predictor Voting intention Biden Voting intention Trump

Primary model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −0.83, SE = 0.10, p < .001 B = 0.96, SE = 0.11, p < .001

R2 .362 .410

Step 2  

Political ideology B = −0.51, SE = 0.11, p < .001 B = 0.62, SE = 0.12, p < .001

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.54, SE = 0.12, p < .001 B = 0.62, SE = 0.14, p < .001

ΔR2 .080 .080

Adjusted model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −0.83, SE = 0.10, p < .001 B = 0.97, SE = 0.11, p < .001

R2 .366 .415

Step 2  

Political ideology B = −0.49, SE = 0.11, p < .001 B = 0.61, SE = 0.12, p < .001

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.57, SE = 0.12, p < .001 B = 0.65, SE = 0.14, p < .001

ΔR2 .089 .083

Secondary model

Step 1  

Political ideology B = −0.96, SE = 0.11, p < .001 –

R2 .414 –

Step 2 –

Political ideology B = −0.61, SE = 0.12, p < .001 –

Partisan attribution bias B = −0.66, SE = 0.15, p < .001 –

ΔR2 .084 –

Note. For partisan attribution bias, higher values indicate greater bias in favor of the Republican Party and lower 
values indicate greater bias in favor of the Democratic Party. Adjusted models entered age, gender (1 = men, 0 
= women/other), and race (1 = European American, 0 = other) as predictors in Step 1. The secondary model 
removed participants who did not intend to vote for either candidate (1 = Biden, 0 = Trump).
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be adopted in future research that seeks to fur-

ther explore its nature and consequences. The 

robust size of  the partisan attribution bias across 

conditions, and the fact that it obtained in two 

different election cycles separated by 4 years, 

bodes well for its replicability.

Second, beyond merely documenting the par-

tisan attribution bias, we also explored potential 

variations in its size as a function of  political 

party and ideology. Consistent with emerging 

research suggesting that group-favoring biases 

are similar across liberals and conservatives (Ditto 

et al., 2019; Washburn & Skitka, 2018; Waytz 

et al., 2014), the partisan attribution bias was 

nearly equivalent when comparing Democrats 

and Republicans in both studies. Thus, although 

liberals and conservatives differ in terms of  per-

sonality and cognitive style (Brandt et al., 2015; 

Jost, 2017; van Prooijen & Krouwel, 2019), the 

present findings reinforce the notion that moti-

vated reasoning in favor of  one’s political group 

is bipartisan. Furthermore, we found that the par-

tisan attribution bias was exacerbated among 

those who strongly rather than weakly identified 

as liberal or conservative. These data suggest that 

extreme ideologies magnify reasoning biases in 

favor of  one’s political group (Toner et al., 2013; 

Westfall et al., 2015). Additional research with 

larger samples is needed to document with preci-

sion how the partisan attribution bias varies as a 

function of  incremental changes in ideology.

Third, the present findings demonstrate that 

the partisan attribution bias is a significant corre-

late of  voting intentions, even after adjustment 

for political ideology. Moreover, the present data 

suggest that the well-established association 

between political ideology and voting is in part 

mediated by the partisan attribution bias. Thus, 

although we caution against causal inferences 

given the correlational nature of  the present stud-

ies, our data provide initial support for the posi-

tion that ideology is associated with 

group-favoring attributions, which manifest in 

different voting decisions. Additionally, they sug-

gest that the link between ideology and voting 

cannot merely be explained by ideology’s connec-

tion to attitude positions (Barber & Pope, 2019; 

Kalmoe, 2020). Alternatively, our data suggest 

that ideology is associated with the tendency to 

perceive the political ingroup as a significant 

cause of  positive outcomes, and the tendency to 

perceive the political outgroup as a significant 

cause of  negative outcomes, which in turn pre-

dicts high-stakes voting decisions in favor of  

ingroup candidates and against outgroup 

candidates.

Despite the largely consistent pattern of  

results across the two studies reported herein, 

there were differences in results across studies 

that warrant consideration. Specifically, although 

both studies evidenced a robust partisan attribu-

tion bias, the bias was somewhat larger among 

Democrats and Republicans in Study 1 (d = 1.21 

and d = 1.14) than in Study 2 (d = 0.85 and d = 

0.73). Additionally, although the partisan attribu-

tion bias was significantly associated with voting 

intentions in both studies, this association was 

considerably stronger in Study 2 (8% unique vari-

ance explained) than in Study 1 (1.3% to 5.0% 

unique variance explained). Minor methodologi-

cal differences in the attention checks and attri-

bution questionnaires, as well as demographic 

differences in the samples (e.g., the larger number 

of  ideological conservatives and restriction to 

registered voters in Study 2), may have contrib-

uted to these variations in results across studies. 

Nonetheless, additional research is needed to 

clarify the size of  the partisan attribution bias and 

its association with voting intentions across dif-

ferent methods, election cycles, and in different 

contexts (e.g., nations outside the United States).

Differences in results across studies were also 

observed in analyses examining the symmetry of  

the partisan attribution bias. Specifically, whereas 

both Democrats and Republicans showed a larger 

partisan attribution bias for negative outcomes 

than for positive outcomes in Study 1, only 

Democrats showed this pattern in Study 2. 

Similarly, whereas both Democrats and 

Republicans showed a larger partisan attribution 

bias in judgments of  the outgroup than of  the 

ingroup in Study 1, this pattern once again only 

occurred among Democrats in Study 2. In short, 

the present research provides robust evidence for 
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the partisan attribution bias in general, but the 

degree to which the bias varies across positive 

and negative outcomes and judgments for 

ingroup versus outgroup members awaits further 

testing.

Moreover, although the pattern of  results 

obtained in the present research is consistent with 

the notion that partisan allegiances systemically 

bias attributions, it is important to note that bias 

does not necessarily reflect inaccuracy. Indeed, 

theory and research in other social judgment 

domains suggest that bias and accuracy are inde-

pendent (West & Kenny, 2011). In some contexts, 

one political party may contribute more to posi-

tive outcomes and less to negative outcomes than 

another party (e.g., when one party is corrupt). In 

these cases, the partisan attribution bias may 

increase judgment accuracy for people who affili-

ate with the productive party, and decrease judg-

ment accuracy for people who affiliate with the 

destructive party. In most contexts, however, 

determining how much major political parties 

have contributed to positive and negative devel-

opments in society is a challenging and often sub-

jective task.

Thus, although the present data argue that 

partisan allegiances bias or slant these attributions 

in a group-serving direction, we caution against 

the interpretation that they affect the accuracy of  

attributions. To further explore the biasing effect 

of  partisan allegiances on attributions, we exam-

ined results for participants in Study 1 who did 

not identify as either a Democrat or a Republican 

(see the supplemental results on OSF). These 

participants provided attributions for positive 

and negative outcomes that were less extreme 

than those provided by Democrats and 

Republicans, and overall exhibited only a very 

small partisan attribution bias in favor of  the 

Democratic party (d = 0.24), which was dwarfed 

by the overall bias obtained among Democrats  

(d = 1.21) and Republicans (d = 1.14). These 

supplemental findings further suggest that align-

ing oneself  with a political party results in biased 

attributions.

Finally, building upon other research on politi-

cal social cognition (Ditto et al., 2019), we have 

argued that the partisan attribution bias reflects a 

form of  motivated reasoning. Nonetheless, it is 

possible that nonmotivational processes also con-

tribute to this effect. People may know more 

about their own political group than about an 

opposing group, and may rely upon this biased 

information set to conclude that their own group 

has had a greater positive impact on society than 

opposing groups (Ahler & Sood, 2018). 

Additionally, discussions with like-minded others 

may selectively expose people to group-favoring 

information that polarizes political attributions 

(Hart et al., 2009; Weber & Klar, 2019). Thus, 

although research is needed to examine the con-

tributions of  both motivational and nonmotiva-

tional processes to the partisan attribution bias, 

we believe that both likely contribute to its occur-

rence and robustness across the political aisle.

In addition to obtaining mechanism data, 

future research is needed to examine whether 

partisan attribution biases have a causal effect on 

voting decisions. The present research suggests 

that the partisan attribution bias partially medi-

ates the association between political ideology 

and voting. Nonetheless, it is also possible that 

political ideology mediates the association 

between the partisan attribution bias and voting 

(exploratory analyses support this reverse media-

tion pattern as well as the pattern advanced here). 

Thus, future work is needed to resolve the tem-

poral ordering of  variables examined in the pre-

sent research. Experimental studies that 

temporarily heighten or depress the partisan attri-

bution bias may be useful along these lines.

In closing, people attempt to explain the 

causes of  events, including major events in soci-

ety. The present research found compelling sup-

port for the argument that political partisans 

make more charitable attributions for their own 

political party than for the opposing party across 

a wide array of  major societal outcomes. The pre-

sent work also documented constituent judg-

ments that give rise to this partisan attribution 

bias and its unique association with voting inten-

tions in high-stakes elections. Future research is 

needed to evaluate the partisan attribution bias 

across different contexts as well as its implica-

tions for voting decisions in different election 

cycles. Pending replication and extension in 
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future studies, the partisan attribution bias may 

stand along other established attribution biases in 

social psychology and may provide an important 

linkage between attribution theory and emerging 

interest in political social cognition.
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