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Abstract: Politically heterogeneous social networks have long been considered as a safequard
against political division. However, in today’s polarized political climate, the effectiveness of cross-
partisan interactions in mitigating animosity is increasingly questioned. Prior research emphasizes
the importance of hearing-the-other-side through cross-partisan discussions with close ties. We
confirm that these discussions still take place and are related to lower inter-partisan animosity.
Moreover, we propose a complementary mechanism, seeing-the-other-side, according to which even
brief interactions with out-partisan acquaintances serve to reduce distorted views of out-partisans,
thereby lowering inter-partisan hostility. Using original data from the United States, we find that both
close tie and acquaintance networks display significant political heterogeneity and this heterogeneity
is associated with lower partisan animosity. Experimentally, we show that reducing misperceptions
by increasing the salience of similarities between in-partisan and out-partisan acquaintances further
reduces hostility. These findings highlight the continued relevance of everyday political diversity in
tempering partisan divisions and nuance worries about partisan echo chambers.

Keywords: political polarization; social networks; close ties; acquaintance ties; affective polarization;
echo chambers

Reproducibility Package: Data and related code necessary to produce the results are publicly
available here: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/6ISNQQ.

OLITICALLY heterogeneous relationships have traditionally been considered
P a buffer against political division (Katz and Lazarsfeld 1964; Knoke 1990).
Established explanations of the positive effect of exposure to out-party members on
political tolerance hinge on a hearing-the-other-side mechanism, according to which
cross-partisan political conversations, generally with close ties, facilitate mutual un-
derstanding and promote moderation (Mutz 2002; Huckfeldt, Mendez, and Osborn
2004; Baldassarri and Bearman 2007; Sinclair 2012; Bello and Rolfe 2014). As the
United States experiences a historic period of extreme political contention, politi-
cally diverse social encounters might have become even more crucial to safeguard
democratic life.

However, the divisiveness of the current political climate could also have
changed interactions between Republicans and Democrats. Conversations with
outparty members may no longer lead to greater understanding and moderation, as
people hold on to their opinions more intensely (Barabas 2004), and people may be
avoiding the very same heterogeneous discussions that have the potential to reduce
animosity (Gerber et al. 2012; Cowan and Baldassarri 2018; Carlson and Settle
2022). Indeed, recent literature has hinted at the increased political homogeneity of
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close-tie networks (Iyengar, Konitzer, and Tedin 2018) and has questioned whether
cross-partisan discussions are occurring with sufficient frequency (Carlson and
Settle 2022).

In this article, we test whether political discussions with close ties are still related
to lower animosity. Moreover, we theorize a novel mechanism — seeing-the-other-side
— according to which exposure to a diverse network of acquaintances might reduce
the kind of distorted out-partisan perceptions that partly drive political animosity.
According to this complementary mechanism, not only political discussions but also
simple occasional encounters with outparty members could significantly contribute
to fostering a positive political climate.

To study how social network heterogeneity operates in an era of partisan politics,
we engage in an original data collection, which includes novel survey items and
behavioral tasks. First, to provide a more comprehensive overview of everyday
exposure to outparty members, we measure both relationships with close ties as
well as more casual acquaintance networks (DiPrete et al. 2011; Park 2021; Pietryka
and Sokhey 2023). Second, we complement traditional attitudinal measures of
inter-partisan animosity (also known as affective polarization) with a monetary-
incentivized behavioral task. Finally, we implement an experimental manipulation
to test the “seeing-the-other-side” mechanism.

We make three contributions. First, we provide a descriptive account of the com-
position of people’s social networks, considering both close ties and acquaintance
networks. In line with previous research (Lee 2021; Pietryka and Sokhey 2023), we
provide suggestive evidence that people’s social networks retain sizable levels of
heterogeneity. Moreover, we document the substantial heterogeneity of acquain-
tance networks, and their critical role in exposing citizens to more diverse political
contexts. We find that a large proportion of people who do not report any outparty
member in their close discussion networks nonetheless entertain relationships with
a broader, politically heterogeneous set of acquaintances.

Second, we document the positive relationship between politically heteroge-
neous social networks and lower levels of partisan animosity. Interestingly, not only
diversity in political discussion networks (close ties) but especially relationships
with a diverse set of acquaintances appear to buffer out-partisan hostility.

Third, we provide evidence of the two mechanisms through which acquaintance
networks and close-tie networks, respectively, reduce animosity. For acquaintance
networks, we provide experimental evidence for the seeing-the-other-side mecha-
nism according to which casual exposure to a politically diverse set of acquaintances
might be sufficient to successfully reduce inter-party hostility. We find that exposure
to heterogeneous acquaintance networks is associated with lower misperceptions
about outparty members. Furthermore, we experimentally manipulate the salience
of similarities between Republican and Democrat acquaintances and show how
this has the effect of reducing out-partisan animosity. For close-tie networks, we
find that political discussions across partisan lines of division remain common even
during a contentious election. Discussions in homogeneous partisan networks are
related to higher animosity, whereas heterogeneous discussions are related to lower
animosity.
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Taken together, our results suggest that heterogeneous social encounters, and
especially acquaintance relationships, are playing a vital role in containing levels of
out-partisan animosity in today’s polarized United States. These results speak to
the broader literature on intergroup contact by suggesting — in line with a recent
working paper (Chakraborty et al. 2024) — that brief encounters, in addition to
sustained contact may work to reduce prejudice. They also provide a more nuanced
perspective on worries about echo chambers, partisan sorting, and the existence of
deep divisions between ordinary Republicans and Democrats. The fact that the great
majority of our respondents maintain relationships with sizable numbers of out-
partisans complicates the idea that U.S. citizens today live their lives in politically
homogeneous environments. In fact, the ubiquity of cross-partisan relationships
provides grounds for questioning the widespread idea that ordinary Democrats
and Republicans are deeply socially divided by partisanship and calls for more
in-depth study of the role of partisanship in the formation of social relationships.

Politically Heterogeneous Social Networks and the Rise
of Affective Polarization

Since Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee’s Voting and Katz and Lazarsfeld’s Per-
sonal Influence, political discussion networks have been considered an important
determinant of political attitudes and voting behavior (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and
McPhee 1954; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1964; Knoke 1990; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995;
Zuckerman 2005; De Jong and Kamphorst 2024; De Jong 2024b). Recent scholarship
using longitudinal data has provided causal evidence that being embedded in
politically heterogeneous social networks affects political views (Lazer et al. 2010)
and voting behavior (Sinclair 2012; Bello and Rolfe 2014), above and beyond other
individual and social factors. Exposure to diverse political discussion networks is
also likely to foster awareness and tolerance of opposite views (Mutz 2002, 2006;
Huckfeldt et al. 2004), thus containing political division.!

Much of this scholarship on the benefits of mixed political company was estab-
lished prior to the recent hyper-partisan turn in U.S. politics. After decades of elite
(Sood and Iyengar 2016; McCarty 2019) and media (Prior 2013; Lelkes, Sood, and
Iyengar 2017) polarization, the U.S. mass public has recently started to display signs
of inter-partisan division that go beyond the ideological domain (Iyengar, Sood, and
Lelkes 2012). Political labels — for example, Democrat, Republican, Conservative,
and Liberal - elicit stronger emotional reactions compared to a few decades ago
(Iyengar et al. 2019; Finkel et al. 2020). And this animosity is further alimented by
partisan media (Prior 2013; Barber “a 2020) and widespread misconceptions about
the members of the opposite party (Levendusky and Malhotra 2016; Druckman et al.
2022). A distinctive trait of affective polarization is that it extends to domains of life
that would generally be considered removed from politics, such as health-related
decisions to wear a mask or get vaccinated (Druckman et al. 2021) and possibly
lifestyles (DellaPosta, Shi, and Macy 2015; DellaPosta 2020).

In this context of heightened partisanship and animosity, the question arises
whether exposure to alternative political views still plays a role in fostering
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moderation. First, according to some, animosity is now mostly based on emo-
tional attachment/repulsion rather than political ideology and material interests
(Iyengar et al. 2012; Mason 2018)?, and finding compromise may have become
more complicated as a result. Second, ordinary Democrats and Republicans to-
day are more ideologically — and socially — distinct than in the past (Baldassarri
and Gelman 2008; Webster and Abramowitz 2017; Mason 2018; Rawlings 2022),
increasing the social distance between them and potentially reducing the power
of conversations to foster understanding and moderation. Finally, people may be
actively avoiding political discussions with outparty members. Some recent work
on the consequences of inter-partisan hostility for social relationships paints a bleak
picture in this regard. Partisans may cut short Thanksgiving dinners when sharing
the table with out-partisan relatives (Chen and Rohla 2018; Lee 2021) and say they
prefer not to have discussions with out-partisans (Gerber et al. 2012; Cowan and
Baldassarri 2018; Settle and Carlson 2019).

If indeed individuals have become more proactive in abandoning cross-partisan
conversations to avoid conflict (Gerber et al. 2012; Cowan and Baldassarri 2018),
casual exposure through weak ties and acquaintances might have become the
primary way to develop a less stereotypical, more nuanced view of members of
the opposite party (Mutz 2002). Although people exercise some choice in selecting
partners or close friends, social structure is likely to exert constraint on broader
networks, making it almost impossible for most Americans to completely avoid
out-partisans in the workplace, leisure activities, and public spaces (Park 2021).
Acquaintance networks have not been considered much in relation to inter-partisan
animosity but they could play a powerful role in reducing it.

Do Heterogeneous Social Networks Inoculate Against Partisan Ani-
mosity?

Do politically heterogeneous social networks inoculate against inter-partisan an-
imosity, even in a very contentious political climate? When it comes to close ties,
research based on core discussion networks has demonstrated that having outparty
members in one’s network increases political tolerance (Mutz 2002), moderates
attitudes (Gronlund, Herne, and Setdld 2015) and contains affective polarization,
at least in the far less partisan setting of Canada (Amsalem, Merkley, and Loewen
2022). We expect this relationship to remain valid even in a more contentious polit-
ical climate. In fact, the wider intergroup contact literature generally shows that
sustained contact can reduce prejudice even in the case of deep-rooted intergroup
conflict (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; Paluck, Green, and Green 2019).

In addition, a host of recent experimental work has shown that exposure to
cross-partisan views of strangers can moderate attitudes (Gronlund et al. 2015;
Combs et al. 2023) and reduce affective polarization (Levendusky and Stecula 2021;
Santoro and Broockman 2022; de Jong 2024a), even in the immediate aftermath of
a contentious political election, and in conversations carried out with strangers in
online anonymous chats (Rossiter and Carlson 2023). There are reasons to believe
that the moderating effect of cross-partisan conversations might be even stronger
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when it happens within social networks (Levendusky 2023). Therefore, we expect
that:

H1. Individuals embedded in politically heterogeneous close-tie and acquaintance
networks have lower out-partisan animosity.

At the same time, we cannot rule out the possibility that having a diverse close-tie
network may not do much to reduce animosity. People avoid discussing political
topics, especially when they expect disagreement (Gerber et al. 2012; Cowan and
Baldassarri 2018; Carlson and Settle 2022). In addition, a recent experimental study
shows that discussions do not reduce animosity when partisans” opinions are too
far apart (de Jong 2024a). Finally, having only one close tie may not necessarily
lead to stereotype correction about the broader outgroup as people may view their
close ties as exceptional rather than prototypical of the outgroup (Chakraborty et al.
2024).

Whereas much of the focus in previous literature is on close relationships and
sustained contact, there are good reasons to believe that heterogeneous acquaintance
networks may be especially effective in reducing hostility by lowering out-partisan
misperceptions, a mechanism that does not necessarily require engagement in
uncomfortable political conversations. We posit that the mere exposure to out-
partisans in occasional encounters might be sufficient to correct misperceptions
about the other side. Recent studies have shown that partisans consistently misper-
ceive out-partisans’ policy positions (Westfall et al. 2015; Levendusky and Malhotra
2016), social composition (Ahler and Sood 2018), ideological extremity, levels of
political engagement (Druckman et al. 2022), and hostility toward their own group
(Lees and Cikara 2020). These misperceptions, in turn, are strongly predictive of
out-partisan animosity. Casual exposure to a few political opponents could be
sufficient to properly see the other side, naturally facilitating the correction of the
stereotypical views that derive from hastened party and media rhetoric. In other
words, heterogeneous acquaintance networks could serve as a reality check, making
people realize that out-partisans are more moderate, less politically engaged, and
more civil than commonly understood.

Some recent studies provide suggestive, indirect evidence of the importance of
weak ties and acquaintance networks in influencing not only political attitudes and
behavior (Pietryka et al. 2018), but also outgroup views. Gelman and Margalit show
that a change in the number of acquaintances one has with a particular social group
is often associated with a change in their views on policies that relate to that group
(Gelman and Margalit 2021). During a Facebook de-activation experiment that
took place in Bosnia and Herzegovina, an ethnically polarized setting, Asimovic et
al. unexpectedly find lower regard for ethnic outgroups among those who went
offline. The likely explanation being that online networks are more heterogeneous
than in-person networks and de-activation made people spend more time with
homogeneous close ties, leading to greater out-group hostility (Asimovic et al.
2021; Asimovic, Nagler, and Tucker 2023). An interpretation that is in line with the
more general finding that online social networks, which span broadly and include
more acquaintances than in-person networks, exhibit reasonably high levels of
ideological and partisan heterogeneity (Bakshy, Messing, and Adamic 2015; Eady
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et al. 2019; Barbera 2020). Therefore, we test two hypotheses that are central to the
seeing-the-other-side mechanism. First, we expect that:

H2a. Individuals embedded in heterogeneous acquaintance networks have lower
partisan misperceptions than individuals embedded in homogeneous acquaintance
networks.

Second, we directly test the core tenet of the seeing-the-other-side mechanism
by experimentally increasing the salience of acquaintance networks, prompting
respondents to reflect on similarities between their in-partisan and out-partisan
acquaintances. We expect that:

H2b. Reminding people of the similarity between their in-partisan and out-partisan
acquaintances reduces out-partisan animosity.

Data and Methods

The survey containing most of our measures was fielded with Bovitz Inc., a reputed
survey firm, during the the U.S. 2022 Congressional Elections. Elections bring
a particularly contentious political atmosphere where partisan animosity tends
to be higher (Sood and Iyengar 2016) and people avoid discussing politics with
some of their out-partisan ties (Lee 2021). Thus, the setting provides a hard test for
our hypothesis on heterogeneous relationships as a potential moderating force.>
Figure Al in the online supplement shows that the sample is slightly younger, more
educated, and less wealthy, but otherwise closely matches the U.S. population in
2018. Following common practices, we exclude respondents who did not pass
the attention checks, were below the age of 18, or completed the survey more
than once. Respondents provided standard demographic information (age, gender,
race, religion, education, income, and state of residence) and political information
(partisanship, ideology, vote in the 2020 election, expected or actual vote in the 2022
election, political interest, and exposure to the 2022 Congressional Election).

The research obtained IRB approval (NYU IRB-FY2023-6996) and all our hy-
potheses were preregistered (click here to access OSF preregistration). Data and
related code necessary to produce the results are publicly available here: https:/ /doi.
org/10.7910/DVN/6ISNQQ.

To address our research questions, we introduce novel survey modules. To
measure political network heterogeneity, our primary construct of interest, we
rely on both traditional core discussion networks questions as well as a simplified
version of the Aggregate Relational Data (ARD) method to capture the political
composition of acquaintance networks. Moving on to the dependent variables,
we follow previous literature using the standard items of interpartisan animosity
— feeling thermometers, trait ratings, and a trust item. In addition, we go beyond
traditional attitudinal measures and include a novel, behavioral incentivized task
— the competence game — in which discrimination based on partisanship costs the
respondent actual money. Two reasons support the choice of relying on a behav-
ioral measure: first, intergroup attitudes often have limited effects on intergroup
behavior (Brauer 2024), and, second, partisan animosity tends to be freely and
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easily expressed, due to the lack of strong norms against it. Finally, we design an
experimental manipulation of the salience of perceived similarity between in and
out-partisan acquaintances to test the seeing-the-other-side mechanism.

Measuring Close Ties and Acquaintance Networks

Conceptually, we distinguish between close and acquaintance relationships based
on the strength, frequency, and emotional intensity of the relationship (Granovetter
1973; Small, Brant, and Fekete 2024). For close relationships, we use the name gen-
erator method (McCallister and Fischer 1978; Marsden 1987). We ask respondents
to name up to five others with whom they have discussed personally important
matters in the last month. After providing names or initials of close ties, respon-
dents are asked to provide several characteristics of each tie, such as partisanship,
gender, education, type of relationship, and whether they talk about politics. We
classify respondents’ close-tie networks as heterogeneous if they report at least
one out-partisan tie, following the established practice in the analysis of close-tie
networks of focusing on the presence of disagreement rather than its proportion
(Huckfeldt et al. 2004; Van Der Gaag and Snijders 2005; Eveland, Appiah and Beck
2018).4

To elicit the partisan composition of our respondents” acquaintance networks,
we use a simplified version of the ARD method (McCormick, Salganik, and Zheng
2010; DiPrete et al. 2011; Park 2021). The question reads: “We would now like to
focus on your acquaintances. Think of all of the people that you are acquainted with
(meaning that you know their name and would stop and talk at least for a moment
if you ran into the person on the street or in a shopping mall). How many of them
are Republicans/Democrats?” We randomly assign the order in which each group
appears. As respondents are unlikely to recall exact numbers of acquaintances,
we first ask whether they know more or fewer than 10 people. We then provide
more fine-grained categories: those who indicate fewer than 10 will then choose
between “0,” “1 —2,” “3 —5,” or “6 — 9,” whereas those who report more than 10
are given the following options: “10 — 12,” “13 — 20,” “21 — 50,” and “more than 50.”
This response strategy not only helps with recall but also helps with the issue of
skewness in responses for categories (among which partisanship) that are unevenly
distributed in the population (DiPrete et al. 2011).

Responses are re-coded into a numerical variable that takes the lower bound of
each response option, ranging from 0 (zero acquaintances) to 50 (50 or more acquain-
tances). The whole partisan network size is computed as the sum of Democratic
and Republican acquaintances. We then calculate the proportion of out-partisan
acquaintances. For robustness checks, we use the number of out-partisan acquain-
tances instead of the proportion and also use a dummy version, cutting the variable
at its mean level of 0.33. Notice that by considering the proportion of out-partisan
acquaintances, rather than their number, we bypass the problem of accounting for
individual variation in network size (McCormick et al. 2010).

As theorized, these measures capture different types of relationships. For each
close tie, we asked respondents how they knew the other person. Most people
primarily report relatives, friends, and their spouse. Only very occasionally do
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they report colleagues, neighbors, classmates, or people they met in church or in
sports or leisure activities. To assess who people think of when asked about their
acquaintances, we asked a few respondents in a pilot study (N = 244) to describe
the most recent acquaintance they made, using the exact same wording that we used
for the ARD measure. Here, respondents predominantly described their neighbors,
colleagues, and people they met while exercising, shopping, or attending church
services.

Measuring Out-Partisan Animosity

Following the affective polarization literature, we combine three attitudinal mea-
sures: feeling thermometers, trust items, and trait ratings (Druckman and Leven-
dusky 2019; Druckman et al. 2022). Feeling thermometers ask respondents how
cold or warm they feel toward Republican voters and Democratic voters. The trust
item asks how much of the time people think they can trust Democrats/Republicans
“to do what's right for the country.” Finally, respondents assess how well a series
of traits describe Democrats and Republicans (American, intelligent, honest, open-
minded, generous, hypocritical, selfish, and mean). Although we ask about both
partisan groups, we only use the measures about out-partisans in the main article.
Our final variable is an index of the three measures ranging from 0 to 1 (Druckman
et al. 2022). To make sure that recalling the partisanship of social networks does
not influence responses to the affective polarization measures, or vice versa, we
randomly assign respondents to either fill in the polarization measures first, or to
first take the network modules.

In addition to common attitudinal variables, we include a behavioral measure of
out-partisan animosity (Mummolo and Nall 2017; McConnell et al. 2018). Because
there is no cost or stigma in expressing negative sentiment toward political oppo-
nents in the United States, the bar for expressing negative affect is low (Ilyengar and
Westwood 2015). We raise the stakes for expressing out-partisan hostility by assess-
ing the effect of network heterogeneity on behavior in an incentivized competence
task.

To do so, respondents are presented with a logic puzzle (Baldassarri, Gereke, and
Schaub 2024) and informed that they will receive extra compensation if both they
and a partner solve the puzzle correctly. Respondents are asked to choose between
two potential partners: “John, who works in a supermarket, is 43, likes to swim, and
is a Democrat/Republican” and “James, who works as an engineer, is 41, likes to go
on walks, and is a Democrat/Republican.” The main difference between the profiles
is their occupation: respondents choose between a supermarket employee and an
engineer, the latter being the obvious choice when selecting someone to correctly
perform a logic task. In the control condition, both alternatives are co-partisans and
we therefore expect people to overwhelmingly favor the engineer.” In the treatment
condition, however, the engineer is an out-partisan (Fig. 1), thus respondents face a
trade-off: to maximize their chances to earn extra money they need to partner with
a member of the opposite party. Therefore, the experimental manipulation captures
the extent to which individuals are willing to forgo actual financial compensation
by favoring a co-partisan.
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Set Up
In this activity, both you and another participant have to solve the
puzzle below.

If you both solve the puzzle correctly, you will be paid an additional
loyalty credit (valued at $0.67).

If only one of you solves the puzzle correctly, neither of you will be
paid. We first ask you to solve the puzzle. On the next page, you

see two brief descriptions of potential partners and we will ask you
to select one.

ATCO -
@ OAe

Now, please pick your partner. Remember, payment of one
loyalty credit is conditional upon your partner also solving the

Control

puzzle.
John works in a supermarket, is 43, James is an engineer, is 41, likes to go
likes to swim, and is a Democrat. on walks, and is a Democrat.
@) @)
Treatment

Now, please pick your partner. Remember, payment of one
loyalty credit is conditional upon your partner also solving the

puzzle.
John works in a supermarket, is 43, James is an engineer, is 41, likes to go
likes to swim, and is a Democrat. on walks, and is a Demeerat._

O O Republican

Figure 1: Competence task.
Each respondent was randomly presented with a choice between either a co-partisan supermarket worker
and a co-partisan engineer (control), or a co-partisan supermarket worker and an out-partisan engineer

(treatment).

Measuring Misperceptions and Manipulating Perceived Similarity

To directly assess the seeing-the-other-side mechanism, we embedded an exper-
imental manipulation in a subsequent data collection. According to this mecha-
nism, heterogeneous acquaintance networks may curb out-partisan animosity by
providing a more realistic, and less extreme view of out-partisans, thus correcting
misperceptions. Following Ahler and Sood (2018), we measure misperceptions
by asking respondents to estimate the percentage of Democrats who are union
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members, LGBT, black, and atheist/agnostic, and the percentage of Republicans
who are from the South, over 65, evangelical, and earn over 250k. We additionally
ask people to estimate the percentage of both Republicans and Democrats who
frequently discuss politics and who are politically moderate, integrating findings
from previous research (Druckman et al. 2022). For each category, we subtract
actual percentages from levels reported by our respondents and divide the out-
come by the actual level. The final measure reported in the text takes the average
over(under)estimation of all categories. We conduct robustness checks looking
separately at the in-party and the out-party, and, following Ahler and Sood (2018),
we also limit our measure of misperceptions to only include the social composition
variables.

We conjecture that seeing-the-other-side makes people realize that Republicans
and Democrats are more similar than the stereotyped images projected by media
and politicians. We experimentally manipulate this aspect by asking respondents to
think about the similarities between their in-partisan and out-partisan acquaintances
and expect this to reduce out-partisan animosity. Namely, we randomly assign
half of the respondents to a treatment condition in which they are asked to assess
how similar their Republican and Democratic acquaintances are with respect to
their income, frequency of political discussion, interest in politics, and love for the
country. The treatment takes place right before the battery of questions measuring
out-partisan animosity.® Respondents assigned to the control condition first fill
in the partisan animosity measures, followed by the battery on misperceptions.
Finally, they fill in the treatment as well, in order for us to compare respondents in
both conditions who see their acquaintances as mostly similar or mostly different.
In line with our expectation about misperceptions, we expect that respondents in a
more heterogeneous network will report more similarities.

Results

The Partisan Composition of Close Ties and Acquaintance Networks

Both close networks and acquaintance networks show reasonably high levels of
partisan heterogeneity. 41 percent of respondents report at least one outparty mem-
ber among their close ties, which is a number largely in line with both historical
and contemporary estimates (Lee 2021).” The average respondent reports having
between 3 and 9 out-partisan acquaintances, constituting approximately 33 percent
of their estimated partisan network. The median is around 31 percent. More inter-
estingly, even respondents with politically homogeneous close-tie networks report
substantial heterogeneity in their acquaintance networks. On average, those who
report not having any out-partisan in their close-tie network have an acquaintance
network that is 26 percent out-partisan. Those who report at least one close tie have
an acquaintance network that is 41 percent out-partisan.

Figure 2 plots the distribution of the proportion of out-partisans in the acquain-
tance network. Although most people tend to know more co-partisans than out-
partisans, almost a fourth of the sample reports an evenly distributed acquaintance
network. To further explore the relationship between acquaintance and close-tie
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Proportion respondents in sample
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Close network
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Heterogeneous
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Proportion out-partisans in entire acquaintance network

Figure 2: Distribution of the proportion out-partisans in the acquaintance network

Bars colored according to the composition of the close-tie network. Gray bars show respondents in heteroge-
neous close-tie networks. Black bars show respondents in homogeneous close-tie networks. Notably, a large
group of people report having between 20 percent and 50 percent of their acquaintances belonging to the
outparty and between a third and half of them are people whose close-tie networks are homogeneous.

networks, bars in Figure 2 are colored according to the share of people who report
homogeneous (black) or heterogeneous (gray) close-tie discussion networks. Only
5 percent of respondents report having a completely homogeneous acquaintance
network, and these individuals are all embedded in homogeneous close-tie net-
works. On the opposite end, we have small amounts of people fully embedded in
out-partisan acquaintance networks, and they also report having outparty members
among their close ties. More interestingly, a large group of people report having
between 20 percent and 50 percent of their acquaintances belonging to the outparty
and between a third and half of them are people whose close-tie networks are ho-
mogeneous.? Overall, this evidence supports the intuition that weak ties might be
providing exposure to out-partisans for a sizable number of people whose intimate
discussion networks are politically homogeneous (Park 2021).

Are Heterogeneous Networks Related to Lower Out-Partisan Ani-
mosity?

Next, we consider attitudinal measures of out-partisan animosity and estimate a se-
ries of linear regression models, including controls, to capture their association with
both close-tie and acquaintance network heterogeneity. Figure 3 shows results for
the out-partisan animosity index. The x-axis shows effect sizes, with positive values
denoting higher levels of affect toward out-partisans. We find that respondents in
politically heterogeneous social networks display more positive attitudes toward
outparty members, and this happens not only for respondents with outparty mem-
bers in their close-tie networks but also in the broader context of acquaintance ties.
In fact, having heterogeneous acquaintances has an even larger effect: respondents
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Network heterogeneity and out-partisan affect

Heterogeneous close network ! ——

High proportion out-partisan acquaintances ! ——
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Effect on out-partisan affect (0-1 index)

Figure 3: Relationship between network heterogeneity and out-partisan affect

Coefficient plot from a model that regresses an index of out-partisan affect on two different measures of
network heterogeneity, controlling for gender, age, education, race, ideology, political interest, and strength
of partisanship. Black dots are point estimates and lines are 95 percent Cls. See Table Al in the online

supplement.

exposed to a large proportion of out-party acquaintances are on average 0.08 points
more sympathetic toward out-partisans than those in homogeneous networks, on a
0 — 1 scale (5D = 0.41). The average effect of heterogeneous close networks is 0.06
points (SD = 0.3).°

A third model in Table Al in the online supplement shows that both effects
remain significant when additionally controlling for the other type of tie. The
effect of close ties controlling for acquaintances becomes 0.04, whereas the effect
of heterogeneous acquaintances becomes 0.07. In addition, Table A2 in the online
supplement shows that effects hold and are even stronger, using an alternative
measure of affective polarization, namely the difference between in-partisan and
out-partisan affect. Finally, Table A3 in the online supplement shows that the results
hold when instead of dichotomizing the network variables, we take the proportion
of out-partisan acquaintances and the number of close ties.

Moving beyond attitudinal measures of interpartisan animosity, we test whether
embeddedness in politically homogeneous networks also predicts behavior, namely
the likelihood of avoiding outpartisans in costly situations. Figure 4 shows results
from the competence task, in which respondents had to choose a partner to solve a
logic puzzle. The x-axis shows the treatment effect, displaying the mean likelihood
of selecting an out-partisan engineer over a co-partisan supermarket employee, com-
pared to the mean likelihood of selecting a co-partisan engineer over a co-partisan
supermarket employee in the control condition. Respondents are, on average, 30
percent less likely to select an engineer when this person is an out-partisan rather
than a co-partisan, even though they might lose actual money doing so. In line
with our previous results, respondents embedded in heterogeneous acquaintance
networks are 14 percentage points more likely to select the out-partisan engineer
than respondents in homogeneous acquaintance networks (23 percent vs. 37 per-
cent), and the interaction term in the corresponding model in Table A4 in the online
supplement is significant. The difference amounts to a 38 percent reduction in
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Competence Game by Network Heterogeneity
Puzzle

Close network —

Acquaintance network — =——

-0.4 -0.3 -0.2 -0.1 0.0
Likelihood of selecting out-partisan engineer in treatment condition

Heterogeneous/High proportion out-partisans @ Homogeneous/Low proportion out-partisans

Figure 4: Logic puzzle by network heterogeneity.

The figure shows the likelihood of selecting the out-partisan engineer in the treatment condition of the com-
petence game, by close-tie and acquaintance network heterogeneity (cfr. Table A4 in the online supplement).
All models control for gender, age, education, race, ideology, political interest, and strength of partisanship.

the likelihood of selecting the engineer. Respondents in heterogeneous close-tie
networks are, on average, not significantly more likely to select the engineer — the
difference of 5 percentage points is not statistically significant. However, as we will
show later, this effect is contingent upon talking politics. The more respondents in
heterogeneous networks report cross-cutting political discussion, the higher their
likelihood to select the out-partisan engineer in the treatment condition.

Taken together, these results point to a consistent relationship between network
heterogeneity and lower outpartisan animosity, thus supporting Hypothesis 1.
Results are particularly strong with respect to acquaintance networks.!”

Seeing-the-Other-Side: Do Heterogeneous Acquaintances Reduce
Misperceptions? Experimental Evidence

How do out-partisan acquaintances lower animosity? The traditional role of cross-
cutting conversations is greatly reduced in more casual contexts, because political
discussions are less common with acquaintances (Cowan and Baldassarri 2018;
Carlson and Settle 2022). Nonetheless, our previous analysis hints to the possibility
that heterogeneous acquaintance networks could be equally valuable in containing
out-partisan hostility. Therefore, we consider a complementary mechanism, seeing-
the-other-side, which might achieve the same outcome, even without conversations.

We expect that people embedded in heterogeneous acquaintance networks will
hold fewer misperceptions about members of the opposite party (Hypothesis 2a).
Although parties and media constantly project extreme, stereotypical views of
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A. Network heterogeneity and Misperceptions

3.4

3.2

Predicted mean error (* 100%)
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Proportion out-partisan acquaintances

B. Treatment Effect on out-partisan animosity
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Change in out-partisan affect, 0-1 scale

Figure 5: Heterogeneous acquaintance networks contain out-partisan animosity by reducing misperceptions.
Panel A. Plot of the estimated coefficients from a model regressing misperceptions on the proportion of
out-partisan acquaintances in a respondent’s network, controlling for gender, age, education, race, ideology,
political interest, and strength of partisanship (cfr. Table A5 in the online supplement). Panel B shows the
average treatment effect of the misperception experiment (cfr. Table A9 in the online supplement).

party members, knowing a few out-partisans may serve to reduce misperceptions
about the other side. To test this expectation, we first model a respondent’s level of
misperceptions of Democrats and Republicans as a function of the proportion of
outparty members in their acquaintance network, including standard controls.!!
Panel A in Figure 5 shows that, on average, respondents embedded in heteroge-
neous acquaintance networks have fewer misperceptions (P = 0.008). The y-axis
shows the total misperceptions (real value minus reported value) for all the 12
misperceptions measures combined, pertaining to both the inparty and the outparty.
Table A5 in the online supplement shows that results hold with a binary network
measure. Table A6 in the online supplement shows that results are even stronger
when using the measure of misperceptions originally introduced by Ahler and Sood
(2018), as well as when considering exclusively misperceptions about the outparty.
Finally, in line with our broader intuition, Figure A2 in the online supplement
shows that respondents with higher misperceptions report more negative feelings
toward outparty members.

Having established this relationship, we embed an experimental manipulation
in our survey encouraging respondents to think about similarities between their
Republican and Democratic acquaintances with respect to their income, interest in
politics, frequency of political discussion, and love for the country.!? Table A8 in the
online supplement shows that, in line with our expectation about misperceptions,
respondents in more heterogeneous acquaintance networks see their in-partisan
and out-partisan acquaintances as more similar.
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Animosity by Talking Politics with Close Ties
Talk_ing Politics with Ties

Talking Politics with Out-Partisan Ties

Talking Politics with In-Partisan Ties — =——@m—
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Effect on out-partisan affect (0-1 index)

Figure 6: Animosity by talking politics with close ties

The figure shows the estimated effect of talking politics with in-partisan ties in homogeneous networks and
out-partisan ties in heterogeneous networks on out-partisan animosity. All models control for gender, age,
education, race, ideology, political interest, strength of partisanship, and network size (cfr. Table A11 in the
online supplement).

Panel B in Figure 5 shows that having people think about the similarities be-
tween their co- and out-partisan acquaintances produces a small, but significant
decrease in out-partisan animosity (P < 0.05), thus supporting Hypothesis 2b.
Table A9 in the online supplement shows the regression model, and Table A10
in the online supplement shows that there is no heterogeneity of treatment effect
when considering the number of out-partisan acquaintances in the network, or the
perceived similarity of acquaintances.

Hearing-the-Other-Side: Does Talking Politics with Close Ties Re-
duce Animosity?

Finally, we further probe the classic mechanism of hearing-the-other-side, during a
contentious election. For each tie, we asked the respondent whether they had talked
about politics in the last month. Respondents reported a total of 1430 out-partisan
close ties. They reported to talk politics with 65 percent of these ties. For in-party
ties, respondents reported a total of 5394 ties and talked politics with 74 percent of
them. For out-party ties, respondents report a total of 1442 close ties and talked
politics with 64 percent of them. Figure 6 shows that talking politics matters for
animosity. The first coefficient shows that the more respondents in heterogeneous
networks talk to their out-partisan ties, the lower their out-partisan animosity. The
second coefficient shows that the more respondents in homogeneous networks talk
to their in-partisan ties, the higher their animosity. The regression model is shown
in Table A1l in the online supplement. For the competence game, we find that
respondents in heterogeneous networks who talked more to their out-partisan ties
were less likely to select the engineer in the treatment condition (see Table A12 in
the online supplement).

Finally, in Figures A4 and A5 in the online supplement, we further probe the
relationship between cross-party discussion and animosity. When a respondent
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reported an out-partisan tie, they were asked to respond to two statements about
cross-partisan discussions. They read: “When [TIE] and I talk about politics, I
usually understand [TIE]’s point of view” and “when [TIE] and I talk about politics,
we usually end up disagreeing.” Respondents could agree, disagree, or remain
neutral with these statements. Compared to the neutral position, the 60 percent of
respondents who reported understanding their discussion partner’s point of view
had lower levels of animosity, whereas the 20 percent who did not understand it
had significantly higher levels. Similarly, again compared to the neutral position,
the 25 percent of respondents who ended up disagreeing with their discussion
partners had higher levels of animosity, whereas the 50 percent who did not report
disagreements when discussing politics with outpartisans reported lower animosity.

Discussion and Conclusion

Despite decades of elite polarization, and despite widespread worries about echo
chambers and partisan sorting, U.S. citizens retain cross-cutting ties. By document-
ing the extent to which social networks still display significant levels of political
heterogeneity, we draw particular attention to the role of acquaintance relation-
ships in facilitating cross-partisan exposure. Even if close networks increasingly
segregate, it is difficult to imagine segregation in acquaintance networks. Although
people exercise some choice in selecting partners or close friends, social structure is
likely to exert some constraint on broader networks, making it almost impossible
for most Americans to completely avoid out-partisans in the workplace, leisure
activities, and public spaces (Park 2021).

Heterogeneous social relationships, in turn, play a role in buffering inter-partisan
animosity, even in the current era of hyper-partisan politics. We find that not only
close-tie relationships but also, if not primarily, acquaintance networks are associ-
ated with lower hostility toward out-partisans, and they increase the chances of
choosing members of the opposite party for a cooperative task. We suggest that
merely seeing the other side, superficially knowing a few out-partisans, may be suf-
ficient to lower one’s guard, correcting the misperceptions about the other side that
partly fuel animosity. The broader literature on intergroup contact, which primarily
focuses on deep, sustained interactions, may benefit from a similar complementary
focus on brief interactions.

How do we reconcile widespread accounts of out-partisan animosity with our
finding that social networks remain politically heterogeneous and likely reduce
inter-partisan hostility? To some extent, these scholarships reach different con-
clusions because they attend to two different realities. When surveyed, in the
abstract, about hypothetical (thus, to some extent, stereotypical) Republicans and
Democrats, people might express far more animosity than they experience in their
everyday life when interacting with coworkers, neighbors, or acquaintances that
happen to disagree with them about politics (de Jong and Baldassarri 2025). In other
words, partisan division, at the interpersonal level, might not be as widespread and
constitutive as previously thought.
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Notes

1 However, see Mutz (2006) for a discussion of the dark side of mixed political company.

2 Although others have instead pointed out the policy-based nature of partisan animosity
(Orr and Huber 2020), or concluded that both partisan identity and policy disagreement
may affect interpersonal affect (Dias and Lelkes 2022).

3 Additionally, we oversampled respondents in battleground states, where political con-
tention (e.g., spending on political advertisements and campaign events) tends to be
even higher.

4 We exclude from the analysis the 15.7 percent of ties reported as Independents and 20.2
percent of ties for which partisanship was not reported.

5 In the control condition, 78 percent of respondents indeed choose the engineer over the
person who works in the supermarket.

6 Only respondents who report at least one acquaintance from either side are included
in the analysis. As a robustness check, we run separate analyses for respondents who
perceive their networks as mostly similar, and mostly different, knowing, nonetheless,
that this is in itself a function of network heterogeneity.

7 Our respondents report a higher total number of close ties than (Lee and Bearman
2020): an average of 3.72 with a standard deviation of 1.42. This is likely because our
survey is far shorter than large-scale surveys that ask network questions, and because
we encourage participants to fill in as many ties as they could.

8 Our second survey shows a similar distribution of the partisan composition of acquain-
tances

9 Of course, to some extent, this comparison hinges on a dichotomic definition of hetero-
geneity that is based on cut-off criteria that are somewhat subjective.

10 We cannot exclude the possibility of reversed causality. However, politics usually plays
a limited role in the formation of social relationships (Lazer et al. 2010; de Jong and
Baldassarri 2025) and the experimental manipulation below suggests that the partisan
composition of acquaintance networks does work to reduce hostility.

11 We only run this model on respondents who report at least one co-partisan and one
out-partisan acquaintance.

12 Table A7 in the online supplement shows that the randomization was largely successful,
although respondents who self-identify as “extremely conservative” were more likely
to end up in the treatment condition compared to the baseline category of ideologically
moderate. We control for ideology in our models. In line with the spirit of the treatment,
Figure A3 in the online supplement shows that respondents see their acquaintances as
more similar than different.
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