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Liberal and conservative political commentators regularly 
accuse one another of intolerance. During the 2012 U.S. 
presidential election, liberals accused conservatives of 
voter suppression tactics akin to pre–civil rights Jim Crow 
laws (e.g., Benen, 2012), whereas conservatives accused 
liberals of class warfare (e.g., Powell, 2012). Despite 
these displays of intolerance on both sides of the ideo-
logical divide, social psychological research has sup-
ported the contention that conservatives and people 
holding relatively right-wing political beliefs are more 
prejudiced toward (i.e., harboring negative emotions/atti-
tudes) and politically intolerant of (i.e., denying basic 
rights) a variety of social groups (e.g., ethnic minorities, 
gay men and lesbians) than are liberals and people hold-
ing relatively left-wing political beliefs (e.g., see Sibley & 
Duckitt, 2008, for a meta-analysis). Conservatives’ greater 
intolerance has been attributed to conservatives’ being 
less intellectually sophisticated and more closed-minded 
than are liberals (Hodson & Busseri, 2012; Jost, Glaser, 
Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). 
The notion that conservatives are predisposed toward 
intolerance goes hand in hand with the equally prevalent 
belief that liberals are more tolerant toward other groups 
(Farwell & Weiner, 2000), which results in what has been 

referred to as a prejudice gap between liberals and con-
servatives (Chambers, Schlenker, & Collisson, 2013).

The Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis

Despite substantial support for the prejudice gap (Sibley 
& Duckitt, 2008), a small but growing body of evidence 
across disciplines has suggested that the prejudice gap 
may be overstated. For example, both liberals and con-
servatives make negative attributions for groups whose 
values are inconsistent with their own (e.g., Morgan, 
Mullen, & Skitka, 2010; Skitka, Mullen, Griffin, Hutchinson, 
& Chamberlin, 2002) and distance themselves from peo-
ple who do not share their moral convictions (e.g., Skitka, 
Bauman, & Sargis, 2005). Furthermore, data from a vari-
ety of independent and diverse samples have revealed 
that both liberals and conservatives express intolerance 
toward groups with whom they disagree (Lambert & 
Chasteen, 1997; McClosky & Chong, 1985; Yancey, 2010). 
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Abstract
Decades of research in social and political psychology have demonstrated that political conservatives appear more 
intolerant toward a variety of groups than do political liberals. Recent work from our three independent labs has 
challenged this conventional wisdom by suggesting that some of the psychological underpinnings of intolerance are 
not exclusive to people on either end of the political spectrum. These studies have demonstrated that liberals and 
conservatives express similar levels of intolerance toward ideologically dissimilar and threatening groups. We suggest 
directions for future research and discuss the psychological and political implications of our conclusions.
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Research using the “least-liked-group” paradigm—a sur-
vey procedure in which participants first choose the 
group they like least from a list of often extreme activist 
groups and then complete a measure of political intoler-
ance (e.g., application of free speech rights)—has yielded 
only weak effects of conservatism on political intolerance 
(e.g., Sullivan, Marcus, Feldman, & Piereson, 1981) and 
instead has suggested that both liberals and conserva-
tives express intolerance. Finally, researchers using social 
identity theory have predicted and found that people, 
whether liberal or conservative, show intolerance of out-
groups, even when groups are based on the most mini-
mal of criteria (e.g., the groups were chosen at random; 
Reynolds et al., 2007).

These researchers have challenged the presumed 
asymmetrical relationship between ideology and intoler-
ance and have suggested that intolerance can be preva-
lent across the ideological spectrum under certain 
circumstances. To organize, integrate, and expand on 
these previous findings, and to present a more complete 
picture of ideological intolerance, we proposed the  
ideological-conflict hypothesis. Our hypothesis predicts 
that conservatives and liberals will be similarly intolerant 
against social groups whose values and beliefs are incon-
sistent with their own (e.g., supporters of abortion rights 
for conservatives; opponents of abortion rights for liber-
als). In addition, the ideological-conflict hypothesis pos-
its that both liberals and conservatives dislike ideas that 
conflict with their own and, thus, engage in a variety of 
strategies to maintain their worldview (for a review, see 
Proulx, Inzlicht, & Harmon-Jones, 2012), such as moti-
vated information processing and defense against world-
view-violating groups.

Motivated information processing

To maintain a consistent worldview, people on both sides 
of the political spectrum reason about political judgments 
(e.g., Is the death penalty effective?) in ways that favor 
their own point of view. This motivated information pro-
cessing—which can involve selectively attending to, 
ignoring, or distorting information to support existing 
beliefs—is a hallmark of human thinking across a variety 
of circumstances (Kunda, 1990; Mercier & Sperber, 2011). 
Thus, when liberals or conservatives form impressions 
about social groups, they are likely to do so in a way that 
confirms their preexisting beliefs about the group and 
the validity of their own ideological beliefs.

Although research has indicated that conservatives 
may have cognitive styles and personality traits (e.g., 
higher need for closure; lower openness to experience) 
that may make them more likely to engage in motivated 
information processing (e.g., Jost et al., 2003), this is not 

necessarily the case (e.g., Kahan, 2013). First, experimen-
tal research has demonstrated that both conservatives 
and liberals use motivated information processing 
(Bartels, 2002; Crawford, Jussim, Cain, & Cohen, 2013; 
Kahan, 2013; Taber & Lodge, 2006). Second, these cogni-
tive styles and personality traits have yet to be estab-
lished as a key mediator of the differences between 
conservative and liberal intolerance toward both liberal 
and conservative out-groups. Finally, these personality 
traits may simply predispose conservatives to intolerance 
toward certain groups (such as groups that deviate from 
convention) rather than make them more intolerant 
across the board. Personality traits that are indicative of 
liberal ideologies (e.g., high openness to experience) 
may just as easily predispose liberals to intolerance 
toward groups that threaten openness and liberal think-
ing (such as highly traditional groups).

Defense against worldview-violating 
groups

The desire for a consistent worldview can also lead to 
intolerance against groups whose values conflict with, or 
threaten, one’s own values (Chambers & Melnyk, 2006; 
Henry & Reyna, 2007). Although research in this area has 
often been applied to conservatives and groups with 
whom they disagree (e.g., Reyna, Henry, Korfmacher, & 
Tucker, 2006), the inclination to defend one’s beliefs 
against worldview-violating groups applies to both liber-
als and conservatives. Liberals and conservatives differ in 
the moral values that form the bases of their worldviews 
(Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009); however, because both 
liberals and conservatives endorse moral values with 
similar intensity (Skitka & Bauman, 2008), they should be 
equally likely to defend against violations and threats to 
their worldview. In sum, the ideological-conflict hypoth-
esis predicts that both conservatives and liberals will dis-
play intolerance against groups whose values, beliefs, 
and ideas conflict with their own.

Our prediction that intolerance knows no ideological 
bounds sounds intuitive, yet decades of research have sug-
gested that intolerance is primarily a conservative affliction 
(e.g., Hodson & Busseri, 2012; Jost et al., 2003; Sibley & 
Duckitt, 2008). Because an overwhelming majority of 
social and political psychologists identify as liberals (Inbar 
& Lammers, 2012), earlier research supporting the preju-
dice gap may reflect the tendency for many social and 
political psychologists to investigate and come to a con-
sensus on topics of greater concern to liberals (e.g., preju-
dice against racial and other stigmatized groups) and to 
overlook topics that are of concern to conservatives 
(Mullen, Bauman, & Skitka, 2003). One of the major short-
comings in earlier research, in fact, is that researchers have 
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confounded the target group with its political ideology 
(e.g., African Americans tend to be politically liberal), 
which makes it difficult to know what aspect of the target 
group (e.g., race or ideology) triggers conservative intoler-
ance (see Chambers et al., 2013, for further elaboration).

When attempts have been made to broaden the list of 
target groups beyond traditionally liberal groups, meth-
odological idiosyncrasies have limited the generalizabil-
ity and interpretability of these results in terms of the 
prejudice gap. For example, the least-liked-group para-
digm described previously has demonstrated intolerance 
toward a wide range of social groups. Although this 
approach is valuable, the most prevalent least-liked 
groups are extreme groups who hold minority political 
opinions dismissed by most Americans (e.g., the Ku Klux 
Klan in the United States; Sullivan et al., 1981; Sullivan, 
Shamir, Roberts, & Walsh, 1984), which makes it difficult 
to determine whether these results generalize to typically 
studied mainstream political and social groups. Moreover, 
these studies do not include all of the critical compari-
sons important for the ideological-conflict hypothesis 
(i.e., conservative and liberal judgments of ideologically 
similar and dissimilar groups) and often do not consider 
the role of political ideology in general (cf. Gibson, 2006).

To remedy these methodological shortcomings, our 
three independent labs conducted multiple studies of lib-
erals’ and conservatives’ attitudes regarding various issues 
and groups that either conflicted or were consistent with 
their respective values and agendas (see Table 1 for brief 
summaries of each study’s theoretical background). 
Although in each study we used different terminology to 
describe the reason people are intolerant of ideologically 
dissimilar targets, all of the mechanisms converge and 
can fit comfortably under the conceptual umbrella of 
perceptions that the out-groups hold values, beliefs, and 
goals that conflict with one’s ideological worldview (see 
Table 1, column 5).

The research designs differed among our three labs, 
but the basic outcomes were the same. Figure 1 shows 
that consistent with decades of research in political and 
social psychology, results indicated that conservatives 
expressed more intolerance of liberal groups (e.g., pro-
choice advocates and people receiving welfare benefits) 
than did their liberal counterparts. However, Figure 1 
also shows that inconsistent with the traditional preju-
dice-gap conclusion, but consistent with the ideological-
conflict hypothesis, results indicated that liberals 
expressed more intolerance of conservative groups (e.g., 
pro-life advocates and Tea Party supporters) than did 
their conservative counterparts (Chambers et al., 2013; 
Crawford & Pilanski, in press; Wetherell, Brandt, & Reyna, 
2013). Consistent with the concept of ideological conflict, 
results showed that the size of the ideology-intolerance 
relationship for each target group was strongly positively 
correlated with perceptions that the target group sup-
ported an opposing ideology (see Fig. 2; Chambers et al., 
2013). Furthermore, the ideology-intolerance relation-
ships were accounted for by the perception that the 
groups violated or threatened peoples’ values and world-
views (Crawford & Pilanski, in press; Wetherell et al., 
2013); that is, both liberals and conservatives were intol-
erant of groups with conflicting worldviews.

Our studies, which included a diverse array of liberal 
and conservative target groups, eliminated the traditional 
prejudice gap and revealed that conservatives and liber-
als can both be intolerant. Associations between conser-
vatism and racism were also eliminated when a Black 
person was portrayed as endorsing conservative values 
(e.g., by opposing welfare; Chambers et al., 2013). This 
finding suggests that the conservatism-racism association 
(Federico & Sidanius, 2002) may be due, in part, to the 
assumption that Blacks endorse values that conflict with 
those of conservatives (cf. Reyna et al., 2006). In sum, 
liberals and conservatives are both intolerant of groups 

Table 1. Summary of Theoretical Backgrounds of Studies on the Ideological-Conflict Hypothesis

Study
Measure of political 

ideology
Study-specific 
mechanism

People express 
intolerance  

against social 
groups who . . .

Common  
integrative 
mechanism

Primary measure  
of intolerance

Chambers, Schlenker, 
and Collisson 
(2013)

Self-rated liberalism/
conservatism

Value conflict . . . have dissimilar 
values.

Dislike

Crawford and 
Pilanski (in press)

Self-rated liberalism/
conservatism

Threat . . . threaten their 
security and safety.

Conflicting 
worldview

Political intolerance

Wetherell, Brandt, 
and Reyna (2013)

Self-rated social 
and economic 

liberalism/
conservatism

Value violation . . . violate their 
moral values.

Willingness to 
discriminate
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that they see as endorsing values and worldviews differ-
ent from their own.

There are several reasons we can be confident in our 
conclusions:

1. Support for the ideological-conflict hypothesis 
was found by three research teams working inde-
pendently and converging on the same basic 
results. These results are also consistent with past 
work that has revealed both liberal and conserva-
tive intolerance (e.g., McClosky & Chong, 1985; 
Yancey, 2010).

2. The hypothesis was supported across student 
samples (Chambers et al., 2013; Wetherell et al., 
2013; see Fig. 1a), community samples (Chambers 
et al., 2013; Crawford & Pilanski, in press; Wetherell 
et al., 2013; see Fig. 1b), and a representative sam-
ple of the United States spanning nearly three 
decades (Chambers et al., 2013; see Fig. 1c).

3. Each study used different measures of intolerance, 
including measures of like-dislike (Chambers  
et al., 2013), feeling thermometers (Chambers  
et al., 2013; Crawford & Pilanski, in press), mea-
sures of political intolerance (i.e., willingness to 
deny basic constitutional rights to others; Crawford 
& Pilanski, in press), and measures of the willing-
ness to discriminate (Wetherell et al., 2013; see 
Table 1, column 6).

4. The effects are unlikely to be the result of the 
idiosyncratic responses to any one group because 
each study used a different set of groups as exper-
imental stimuli with only some overlap (e.g., see 
Fig. 2 for a list of some of the groups used).

We are not suggesting that previous work on the preju-
dice gap is wrong or mistaken; rather, we are arguing that 
it is incomplete. Although we replicated the usual preju-
dice gap when conservatives and liberals evaluated liberal 
groups, we found precisely the opposite effect when we 
assessed attitudes toward conservative groups. Our studies 
suggest the intriguing possibility that if researchers had 
spent the past six decades studying intolerance toward 
conservative instead of liberal groups, the field would 
have a much different view of the tolerant liberal.

Future Directions

The ideological-conflict hypothesis incorporates past 
findings and makes new predictions, thereby offering a 
new way for social psychologists to think about ideology 
and intolerance. These studies suggest that researchers 
interested in the relationship between ideology and intol-
erance should measure intolerance toward an ideologi-
cally diverse set of groups. Although our studies show 
that liberals and conservatives are intolerant of individu-
als who hold conflicting worldviews, our work does  

Political Ideology

= Liberal groups

= Conservative groups

1

5

Liberal
Participants

Conservative
Participants

Po
lit

ic
al

 In
to

le
ra

nc
e 

(R
an

ge
 1

–6
)

1

4
a b c

Liberal
Participants

Conservative
Participants

W
ill

in
gn

es
s 

to
 D

is
cr

im
in

at
e 

(R
an

ge
 1

–7
)

10

70

Liberal
Participants

Conservative
Participants

Di
sl

ik
in

g 
(R

an
ge

 0
–1

00
) 

Fig. 1. Three examples of support for the ideological-conflict hypothesis. The graph in (a) shows willingness to discriminate in a sample of 
university students (N = 136; Wetherell, Brandt, & Reyna, 2013), the graph in (b) shows political intolerance in a sample from the community 
(N = 120; Crawford & Pilanski, in press), and the graph in (c) shows disliking in a representative sample of Americans between 1978 and 
2004 (N = 10,561; Chambers, Schlenker, & Collisson, 2013). Although the overall absolute levels of political intolerance and the willingness to 
discriminate are not high, these measures reflect extreme and blatant acts of intolerance, such as denying rights expressed in the U.S. Constitu-
tion. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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not tell the entire story about political ideology and  
intolerance, and additional work is necessary to fully 
understand the implications of the ideological-conflict 
hypothesis and its integration with previous models of 
political ideology (e.g., Hibbing, Smith, & Alford, in press; 
Jost et al., 2003).

One issue that needs further exploration is the under-
lying causes of political ideology. Although we argued 
that the psychological underpinnings of liberals’ and con-
servatives’ intolerance toward ideologically inconsistent 
groups are the same, the antecedents of political ideolo-
gies themselves likely differ and help determine the 
groups that liberals and conservatives view as ideologi-
cally inconsistent. For example, some research has sug-
gested that conservatism develops as a result of greater 

sensitivity to negativity (Hibbing et al., in press; Jost  
et al., 2003), which might make some groups seem more 
threatening to conservatives than to liberals.

Moreover, because of the different values, traits, and 
cognitive styles that underlie conservative and liberal 
political ideologies, the consequences and scope of intol-
erance may differ among liberals and conservatives. For 
example, the different abstract values and principles 
endorsed by liberals and conservatives may change the 
way intolerance is expressed. It could be that the abstract 
values endorsed by conservatives (e.g., traditionalism) 
increase discrimination, whereas the abstract values 
endorsed by liberals (e.g., universalism) may prevent dis-
crimination in some circumstances (cf. Wetherell et al., 
2013), but it is also possible that these differences in 
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Fig. 2. Liberals’ intolerance of groups perceived as strongly conservative (red data points) and conservatives’ intolerance of groups per-
ceived as strongly liberal (blue data points; see Chambers et al., 2013, Study 1, Sample 1, Table 1). The x-axis is perceived political ideology 
of the groups measured on a scale from 1 (strongly liberal) to 5 (strongly conservative); the vertical dashed line is the midpoint of this axis, 
which indicates political moderates. The y-axis is the difference between liberal and conservative perceptions of the groups measured on a 
scale from 1 (strongly dislike) to 5 (strongly like); the horizontal dashed line is the zero point of this axis, which indicates that liberals and 
conservatives do not differ in their impression of the group (r = –.95, p < .001).
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abstract values do not carry over to groups one dislikes 
(cf. Crawford & Pilanski, in press). In other words, one 
open question is whether an ideological commitment to 
tolerance in the abstract translates into actual expressions 
of tolerance toward ideological out-groups.

Another possibility stems from work that has indicated 
that conservatives are less open to diverse experiences 
( Jost et al., 2003; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008) and prioritize a 
more diverse array of moral values (Graham et al., 2009). 
Because people who are not open to new experiences 
express intolerance against groups who represent new, 
potentially threatening views (Sibley & Duckitt, 2008), 
and people are intolerant of those individuals who  
violate their moral values (Wetherell et al., 2013), the 
absolute number of social groups that conservatives see 
as potential targets of intolerance would be higher than it 
is for liberals. Conversely, given that many social groups 
with conservative values tend to be larger in terms of 
population than are social groups with liberal values 
(e.g., Evangelical Christians outnumber atheists/agnos-
tics; Pew Research Center, 2012), liberals may be intoler-
ant toward a larger absolute number of individuals. A test 
of this “absolute-value” hypothesis requires that research-
ers choose target groups at random from a population of 
social groups without the a priori consideration of their 
consistency with liberal or conservative values that we 
made in our work. By randomly choosing the target 
groups, future researchers could draw firmer conclusions 
about the true size and variability of the ideological- 
conflict effects in the real world (Fiedler, 2011).

Finally, in the three sets of studies described in detail 
here, we treated political ideology as a unidimensional 
construct ranging from liberal/left to conservative/right 
(see Table 1, column 2). Political ideology, however, is at 
least a two-dimensional construct with one dimension 
focusing on conserving or challenging traditions and the 
other focusing on supporting or opposing inequality 
( Jost et al., 2003; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). We suspect that 
the use of a multidimensional model of ideology will 
further confirm the ideological-conflict hypothesis but 
that the specific groups that are assumed to be in conflict 
will be specific to the relevant ideological dimension (cf. 
Crawford & Xhambazi, in press; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008).

Implications: Theory and Discourse

The ideological-conflict hypothesis has implications for 
psychological theory and political discourse. With regard 
to theory, the hypothesis connects ideological-intolerance 
research with broader theories about preferences for con-
sistency (Proulx et al., 2012). Specifically, it suggests that 
by treating conservatism as an ideology uniquely charac-
terized by intolerance, social scientists have almost entirely 
overlooked the phenomenon of liberal intolerance and, 

indeed, the psychology of liberalism broadly (for some 
exceptions, see Lambert & Chasteen, 1997; McClosky & 
Chong, 1985; Skitka & Bauman, 2008). At best, this result 
provides us with a view of ideology that is half-complete. 
Only by broadening our focus can we capture the full 
psychological complexities of political ideology and intol-
erance, which means not only asking when and why con-
servatives are intolerant but also asking the same about 
liberals. Accomplishment of this broader focus may require 
collaboration with researchers from different ideological 
and theoretical perspectives.

With regard to discourse, these studies indicate that 
opposition to particular policies or issues (e.g., health 
care, affirmative action) should not be taken as clear evi-
dence of the inherent intolerant nature of one ideology 
or another. Instead, this opposition may stem from funda-
mental psychological processes that humans all share. 
Our studies showed that people across the political spec-
trum think their positions on issues of the day are correct, 
denigrate people who disagree with them, and express 
revulsion toward people who violate their moral values. 
This insight will probably not solve deep political divides; 
however, it may help people better understand the under-
lying similarities among ideologically disparate groups 
rather than dwell on the differences. Moreover, we hope 
that this work gives ideological rivals pause to first con-
sider their own biases, prejudices, and expressions of 
intolerance before dismissing alternative points of view.
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