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Democratic stability depends on citizens on the losing side accept-
ing election outcomes. Can rhetoric by political leaders undermine
this norm? Using a panel survey experiment, we evaluate the
effects of exposure to multiple statements from former president
Donald Trump attacking the legitimacy of the 2020 US presiden-
tial election. Although exposure to these statements does not
measurably affect general support for political violence or belief
in democracy, it erodes trust and confidence in elections and
increases belief that the election is rigged among people who
approve of Trump’s job performance. These results suggest that
rhetoric from political elites can undermine respect for critical
democratic norms among their supporters.

democratic norms | elite rhetoric | elections

Scholars often focus on how formal rules and laws constrain
political leaders, but informal norms also play a critical role

in restraining elites (1, 2). Two governing norms are thought to
be critical to the stability of liberal democracy: toleration of the
legitimacy of the opposition and forbearance from using state
power to tilt the playing field against political rivals (3). These
norms are especially important after an election, when the losing
side must consent to the outcome and grant power to the winning
side (4).

Little is known, however, about elites’ capacity to influence
popular support for democratic norms, including respect for the
election process and the outcomes it produces. If democracies
need the public to support the norms on which the system ulti-
mately depends (5), then elite attacks on those norms represent
a key threat to democratic stability.

Unfortunately, citizens may fail to reject or may even sup-
port democratic norm violations when they occur. Partisans can
recognize and punish norm violations in hypothetical scenar-
ios (6, 7), but the effect sizes are modest compared to other
forms of scandal or misconduct (8). Moreover, forging consensus
can be difficult—public evaluations are often highly polarized,
and partisans demonstrate reduced concern about violations that
advantage their party (9).

We thus test the extent to which elite rhetoric can erode demo-
cratic norms in the contemporary United States, where former
president Donald Trump frequently challenged or disregarded
standards of behavior for elected leaders. While our focus on
Trump may limit the generalizability of our findings, we exam-
ine this pattern during his presidency because norm violations
were such an important feature of his tenure. In response to
this repeated pattern of behavior, observers voiced concerns
that violations of democratic norms had become so familiar
that they had become normalized or made the public desen-
sitized (10, 11), mirroring effects that have been found after
repeated exposure to norm violations or aversive stimuli in other
contexts (12, 13).

We specifically consider the effects of Trump’s repeated
attacks on the integrity of the 2020 presidential election on belief
in and support for democratic norms. Although there was no
credible evidence of widespread voter fraud in the United States

(14, 15), Trump engaged in an unprecedented series of attacks on
the legitimacy of the 2020 election (16) which were then ampli-
fied to an even larger audience (17, 18). These claims were an
especially egregious violation of democratic norms because they
target confidence in free and fair elections, which is central to cit-
izens’ understanding of democracy (19). If losers see elections as
illegitimate and no longer respect their outcome, the democratic
compact can unwind (4).

We expect, as prior research has shown, that exposure to
claims of voter fraud will reduce confidence in elections, espe-
cially among copartisans (20). In addition, we expect that expo-
sure to these claims will reduce support for the critical demo-
cratic norm of the peaceful transfer of power. We therefore
offer the preregistered hypothesis that exposure to rhetoric chal-
lenging election legitimacy will decrease respect for electoral
norms and trust and confidence in elections relative to rhetoric
that does not violate democratic norms, especially as exposure
increases over time (H1).

We also consider a series of preregistered research questions.
First, we assess whether the effects of norm-violating rhetoric
are domain specific or can “spill over” to other domains—
in this case, by eroding election confidence even when the
norm violations are unrelated to elections (RQ1). In addi-
tion, we compare the effects of election-related norm vio-
lations (per H1) with rhetoric violating norms unrelated to
elections (RQ2).

Significance

Democracies depend on candidates and parties affirming
the legitimacy of election results even when they lose.
These statements help maintain confidence that elections
are free and fair and thereby facilitate the peaceful trans-
fer of power. However, this norm has recently been chal-
lenged in the United States, where former president Donald
Trump has repeatedly attacked the integrity of the 2020
US election. We evaluate the effect of this rhetoric in a
multiwave survey experiment, which finds that exposure
to Trump tweets questioning the integrity of US elections
reduces trust and confidence in elections and increases beliefs
that elections are rigged, although only among his sup-
porters. These results show how norm violations by polit-
ical leaders can undermine confidence in the democratic
process.
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We next consider two possible mechanisms for these effects.
If people observe a norm not being followed, then they may
begin to see compliance as both optional and less normatively
desirable, especially if norm violations occur frequently (21). Per-
ceptions of norms of behavior for elected leaders may change if
people repeatedly observe attacks on election integrity, a cog-
nitive process we refer to as normalization. We thus ask if our
treatments affect perceptions of democratic norms among past
political leaders (RQ3).

In contrast, a second process we consider is the tendency
for aversive stimuli to evoke weaker psychological responses as
exposure levels increase. This process, which we call desensiti-
zation, explains why repeated exposure to violence or trauma
might numb the fear, anxiety, and physiological arousal that such
stimuli initially provoke (13). We accordingly test whether expo-
sure to norm-violating rhetoric reduces emotional reactivity to
this rhetoric (RQ4).

Exposure to rhetoric claiming that elections are illegitimate, or
more general norm-violating rhetoric, may also threaten norma-
tive commitments to peace and democracy. RQ5 and RQ6 seek
to measure these attitudes by estimating effects on responses
to a general index of political violence questions and a broad
measure of support for democracy (22). We note, however, that
people do not always connect related ideas about politics that are
linked by abstract principles (24, 25). In addition, responses to
abstract questions about support for violence or democracy may
not reflect actual behavior in the real-world contexts in which
citizens might engage in violent actions or challenge democratic
processes.

Finally, we examine whether views of the figure in question
(i.e., Trump approval) and/or partisan identification affect how
people respond to norm violations (RQ7), a pattern that has
been observed in prior studies of voter fraud beliefs (20).

Our results indicate that attacks on election integrity do not
measurably affect our broad measures of support for politi-
cal violence or belief in democracy (although we cannot rule
out their effects on specific violent actions or support for
democratic principles, especially among small groups of extrem-
ists). However, exposure to Trump’s rhetoric erodes trust and
confidence in elections and increases the belief that elec-
tions are rigged among people who approve of Trump’s job
performance. We also find suggestive evidence that people
become desensitized to norm-violating rhetoric over time. Over-
all, these results imply that rhetoric from political elites can
undermine support for critical democratic norms among their
supporters.

Experimental Design
Our four-wave panel experiment was preregistered on October 7,
2020 (https://osf.io/a4tds) and fielded from October 7–24, 2020
on Amazon Mechanical Turk. Participants were first invited to
participate in a baseline survey (wave 1) measuring demographic
characteristics and pretreatment attitudes (see SI Appendix for
all survey instruments and study stimuli). Five days later, partici-
pants who completed wave 1 were recontacted for wave 2, which
was open for 3 d before closing. Participants who completed wave
2 were then eligible to participate in wave 3 (open for 4 d after
wave 2) and, subsequently, wave 4 (open for 5 d after wave 3).
All participants were then debriefed in two separate messages to
ensure they were not misled or discouraged from participating in
the upcoming election.

The experimental intervention took place in waves 2 and
3 (wave 1 was a baseline survey, and wave 4 was an end-
line survey). Participants who accepted the invitation to the
wave 2 survey were block randomized within groups defined
by wave 1 measures of political interest (median split), Trump
approval, and support for respecting electoral outcomes (median
split).

Respondents each viewed 20 tweets from President Trump
in wave 2 and 20 in wave 3. Ten tweets that were unre-
lated to elections and did not violate democratic norms were
fixed across conditions in each wave. The other 10 tweets in
the treatment waves were randomized by condition as shown
in Table 1.

SI Appendix, Table S2 shows that respondent characteristics
are balanced by condition. (See Materials and Methods for further
details on the sample population, which is politically and demo-
graphically diverse, highly attentive, and had very low levels of
attrition.)

The experimental treatments are images of real tweets by
Donald Trump, excluding their original date stamp and any
additional media (see the survey instrument in SI Appendix
for an example). We selected our experimental stimuli using
a protocol specified in SI Appendix in which 261 candidate
tweets—including many previously identified as election norm
violations by subject matter experts—were rated by respon-
dents on Lucid for whether they follow or depart from past
practices by American presidents and whether their topic is
US elections or some other topic. The two placebo conditions
included tweets that respondents considered normal behav-
ior for American presidents (either election-related or not),
while the two norm violation conditions included tweets that
respondents rated as departing from past practices by Ameri-
can presidents (either election-related or not). The set of tweets
for all conditions by survey wave is available in SI Appendix,
Table S1.

Outcome Measures. We assess the following preregistered out-
come measures (exact wording in SI Appendix):

1) “Trust and confidence in elections” is a factor score combin-
ing responses to questions asking whether respondents trust
elections, are confident votes will be counted as intended, and
are confident the ballot count will be run fairly.

2) “Respect for electoral norms” is measured as agreement that
“An important part of democracy is to accept election losses
peacefully”; “Elections in the United States are rigged in
favor of [other party (randomized for pure independents)]”;
and “Sometimes regular people need to be a little violent
to make sure votes are counted correctly” (six-point scales).
(These items did not scale well in a factor analysis, so we
analyze them separately per our preregistration.)

3) “Support for political violence” is a factor score combin-
ing responses to questions about how often the follow-
ing are acceptable (23): sending threatening and intimidat-
ing messages to [other party] leaders, harassing ordinary
[other party] persons on the Internet, using violence to
advance political goals, and using violence if the [other party]
wins the 2020 election (party names randomized for pure
independents).

4) “Support for democracy” is a factor score combining
responses to questions asking whether it would be a good
or bad way of governing the United States to have a
strong leader who does not have to bother with Congress
and elections, to have the army rule, or to have a demo-
cratic political system. (“Having experts, not government,
make decisions according to what they think is best for
the country” did not load well with the other questions

Table 1. Randomization scheme

Condition Probability Norm violation Election

Nonelection placebo P = 1
6

Election placebo P = 1
6 X

General norm violation P = 1
3 X

Election norm violation P = 1
3 X X

2 of 6 | PNAS
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2024125118

Clayton et al.
Elite rhetoric can undermine democratic norms

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

at
 P

al
es

tin
ia

n 
T

er
rit

or
y,

 o
cc

up
ie

d 
on

 D
ec

em
be

r 
4,

 2
02

1 

https://osf.io/a4tds
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://www.pnas.org/lookup/suppl/doi:10.1073/pnas.2024125118/-/DCSupplemental
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.2024125118


www.manaraa.com

PO
LI

TI
CA

L
SC

IE
N

CE
S

Table 2. Main effects of exposure to norm violations

Trust in Accept Elections Election Political Support
elections election rigged violence violence democracy

Election norm violations −0.001 −0.030 0.059 0.030 −0.040 −0.025
(0.026) (0.032) (0.048) (0.043) (0.034) (0.031)

General norm violations −0.017 −0.024 0.067 0.134 0.021 0.036
(0.025) (0.032) (0.048) (0.043) (0.036) (0.033)

Difference in effects
Election − general 0.016 −0.006 −0.008 −0.105 −0.061 −0.061

(0.026) (0.032) (0.048) (0.044) (0.034) (0.032)
Control variables X X X X X X
N 2,137 2,137 2,137 2,137 2,001 2,001

The p values are as follows: *P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P< 0.005 (two-sided; adjusted to control the FDR per
ref. 26 with α= 0.05). Cell entries are OLS coefficients, with robust standard errors in parentheses. All mod-
els control for pretreatment variables selected as most prognostic via lasso regression (see preregistration for
details and list of candidate variables). Outcome variables for first four models calculated as mean of nonmiss-
ing values for each respondent across waves 2 to 4 (see SI Appendix for results by wave). Support for political
violence and democracy were measured in wave 4. The marginal effects of the treatments on support for polit-
ical violence and democracy (fifth and sixth columns, “Difference in effects” rows) were not preregistered and
are thus exploratory; we include these estimates for presentational consistency.

in a factor analysis and was therefore excluded per our
preregistration.)

5) “Past practices” is the perceived accuracy of the following
description of how things generally work in American poli-
tics: “Presidential candidates accept the outcome of elections
even if they narrowly lose” (four-point scale).

6) “Emotional reactions” are measured as the mean levels of
anger/outrage (anger), anxiety/fear (anxiety), and enthusi-
asm/happiness (enthusiasm) that respondents reported feel-
ing after exposure to stimulus tweets (four-point scale).

Results
We first evaluate whether we can pool the nonelection and elec-
tion placebo conditions. Across 16 preregistered models, we
never reject the null of no difference in means between these
conditions (see SI Appendix, Table S3). We therefore pool them
and treat the combined set of respondents as the reference
category in the models below.

We estimate ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with
HC2 robust standard errors. Each model includes a set of
prognostic covariates chosen using a lasso variable selection
procedure (see preregistration for details) and fixed effects
for the blocks from our block randomization procedure. We
also separately control the false discovery rate (FDR) for
main effects and for subgroup effects (26). Except where
specifically noted, all main effects and subgroup marginal
effects below and in SI Appendix incorporate these adjusted
P values (α=0.05).

We first evaluate the main effects of exposure to election norm
violation and general (nonelection) norm violation tweets rela-
tive to the pooled placebo group among our full sample. Table
2 reports tests of H1, RQ1, RQ2, RQ5, and RQ6. Results for
the mean value across waves of the trust and confidence in elec-
tions and election norm outcomes are reported in the first four
columns (see SI Appendix, Tables S4 and S5 for results by wave).
The last two columns report outcomes measured in wave 4 only.
All scale outcomes (trust in elections, political violence, and sup-
port for democracy) are standardized factor scores; the support
for election norms (accept election, elections rigged, and elec-
tion violence) items are measured on six-point agree/disagree
scales.

As Table 2 indicates, we find virtually no evidence that expo-
sure to election-related or general norm violations substantially
affects trust in elections, respect for election norms, support for
political violence, or support for democracy among the full sam-

ple of respondents.∗ We also find no significant differences in
effects between the election norm violation and general norm
violation treatments.

However, these null results may reflect countervailing effects
among different subgroups—specifically, effects may vary by
approval of President Trump or partisanship per RQ7. Follow-
ing our preregistration, we therefore allow our treatment effect
estimates to vary by whether respondents approve of Trump.
We present these marginal effect estimates for Trump approvers
and disapprovers in graphical form in Fig. 1. The interaction
models from which these estimates are derived, which show that
treatment effects often vary significantly by Trump approval, are
presented in SI Appendix.†

Fig. 1 first plots how the effect of exposure to norm-violating
rhetoric on trust and confidence in elections varies by Trump
approval (see SI Appendix, Table S7 for full results). Unlike in
Table 2, we present marginal effects for the election norm viola-
tion and general norm violation conditions by wave as well as the
mean across waves.

As the figure indicates, Trump’s election norm violations
decrease trust and confidence in elections among people who
approve of him by 0.24 standard deviations, on average, across
waves (P < 0.005). By contrast, exposure to the election norm
violation tweets actually increases trust and confidence in elec-
tions by 0.11 standard deviations, on average (P < 0.01 after P
values are adjusted to control the FDR), among Trump disap-
provers, mirroring the observational trend observed from 2014
to 2016 among supporters of Hillary Clinton (28). This result is
consistent with literature that finds citizens often adopt politi-
cal beliefs that rationalize their partisan preferences (29). More
broadly, it suggests that reactions to norm violations may be

*These null effects are fairly precise. We conducted a series of exploratory equivalence
tests (27) for P < 0.05 assuming unequal variances. We can rule out effects outside of
the following bounds: trust in elections: [−0.07, 0.097] for general norm violation (gen-
eral) vs. control and [−0.083, 0.083] for election norm violation (election) vs. control;
accept elections: [−0.066, 0.073] for general vs. control and [−0.076, 0.065] for election
vs. control; elections rigged: [−0.308, 0.056] for general vs. control and [−0.201, 0.055]
for election vs. control; election violence: [−0.241,−0.045] for general vs. control and
[−0.094, 0.095] for election vs. control; political violence: [−0.13, 0.052] for general vs.
control and [−0.009, 0.159] for election vs. control; support democracy: [−0.114, 0.064]
for general vs. control and [−0.038, 0.133] for election vs. control.

†Results when the treatments are instead interacted with an indicator for whether the
respondent identifies with or leans toward the Republican Party are generally very sim-
ilar; we thus do not discuss them further here but present the results in tabular form in
SI Appendix.
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Fig. 1. Marginal effects on trust and confidence in elections by Trump approval; *P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P< 0.005 (two-sided; adjusted to control the FDR
per ref. 26 with α= 0.05). Outcome measures are factor scores combining responses to questions asking whether respondents trust elections (seven-point
scale) and are confident that votes nationwide will be counted as intended and that election officials will manage counting fairly (four-point scales). Bars
represent 95% CIs (not shown if CI is smaller than circle indicating the point estimate; note that these intervals do not incorporate the FDR correction and
so significance cannot be assessed visually). See SI Appendix, Table S7 for exact wording and full results.

conditional upon attitudes toward the individual in question. Fig.
1 shows a similar but weaker pattern for general norm violation
tweets. Three effect estimates indicate that exposure to these
statements reduces trust in elections among Trump approvers
using unadjusted P values, but none remain statistically signif-
icant after our preregistered FDR adjustment (see SI Appendix,
Table S7).

Similarly, Fig. 2 shows that exposure to rhetoric violating elec-
tion norms sometimes reduces respect for those norms among
Trump approvers (see SI Appendix, Tables S9 and S10). Most
notably, beliefs that elections are rigged increase by 0.43 points
on a six-point scale in wave 2 (P < 0.005) and by 0.24 points, on
average, across waves 2 to 4 (P < 0.05). Election norm violations
also decrease willingness to accept election results peacefully

Fig. 2. Marginal effects on democratic norms by Trump approval; *P< 0.05, **P< 0.01, ***P< 0.005 (two-sided; adjusted to control the FDR per ref.
26 with α= 0.05). Mean agreement or disagreement with three separate statements on election-related democratic norms (six-point scale) by wave (first
through third columns) and across waves (fourth column). Bars represent 95% CIs (not shown if CI is smaller than circle indicating the point estimate; note
that these intervals do not incorporate the FDR correction and so significance cannot be assessed visually). See SI Appendix, Tables S9–S12 for exact wording
and full results.
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among Trump approvers, but only in wave 2 (P < 0.05). How-
ever, the election norm violation condition has no measurable
effect on beliefs that violence is needed for votes to be counted
correctly across waves or overall. Similarly, no measurable effects
are found for rhetoric violating election norms among Trump
disapprovers or for the general norm violation condition among
either group.

This pattern of heterogeneous effects by Trump approval does
not extend to support for political violence or democracy. The
election norm violation treatment does not measurably affect
these outcomes among either Trump approvers or disapprovers
(see SI Appendix, Table S13). We underscore, however, that
our findings do not indicate that norm-violating rhetoric has no
effect on support for political violence or democracy. Caution is
required in extrapolating these findings beyond the bounds of the
survey context in which they were measured (a caveat we return
to and expand upon in Conclusion).

Finally, we investigate whether repeated exposure to norm
violations creates normalization (RQ3) and/or desensitization
(RQ4). We test for normalization by examining treatment effects
on perceptions of past respect for democratic norms. We find
no significant effects of the treatments on beliefs that past can-
didates failed to respect narrow losses overall or by Trump
approval (see SI Appendix, Tables S15 and S16). By contrast,
evidence of desensitization is mixed (see SI Appendix, Tables
S18, S19, S21, and S22). Self-reported anger and anxiety both
decrease between waves 2 and 3 among people exposed to either
type of norm-violating rhetoric (by 0.07 to 0.08 for anger and 0.06
to 0.08 for anxiety, on four-point scales). However, these declines
are significant for only one subgroup of respondents in one treat-
ment condition after we apply our preregistered adjustment to
the P values to control the FDR: decreased anger in response
to general norm violation tweets among Trump disapprovers
(−0.14, P < 0.005). Additionally, prior exposure to election or
general norm violation tweets decreases both anger and anxiety
in response to novel election norm violation tweets in wave 4 (by
0.14 to 0.16 for anger and 0.14 for anxiety, on four-point scales).
However, although these contrasts are statistically significant
under classical hypothesis tests, none remain significant after our
FDR correction. As with the change in reactions between waves
2 and 3, we instead observe only a single significant subgroup
effect (anxiety decreases by 0.20 among Trump disapprovers
after exposure to general norm violations, P < 0.05). Desensiti-
zation thus appears to be a more likely consequence of repeated
exposure to norm violations than normalization, but our results
are not conclusive.

Conclusion
While Donald Trump’s attacks on democratic norms prompted
concern from journalists, scholars, and everyday citizens, the
causal effect of such rhetoric on public attitudes toward democ-
racy is not known. We present a study estimating the effects
of exposure to norm-violating rhetoric from a multiwave exper-
iment conducted during the waning days of the 2020 US
presidential election. We find no evidence that support for
a battery of general questions on political violence or sup-
port for democracy change after repeated exposure to these
statements.

We urge caution, however, in interpreting these results. Our
findings should not be understood to exonerate Trump for incit-
ing violence, including during the January 6 insurrection. First,
decades of scholarship in political science tell us that citizens
often fail to draw connections between abstract principles and
specific political attitudes and behavior (24, 25). Second, Trump
supporters may refrain from endorsing violence in their survey
responses but still act to support it elsewhere. Finally, it is also
possible that Trump’s rhetoric incites violent, antidemocratic
actions among a small number of people whose extreme prefer-

ences are rare in a sample like ours, but who can still coordinate
to wreak havoc on democracy—a limitation of survey research
on this topic.

Moreover, we find compelling evidence that exposure to norm
violations has other pernicious effects among Trump’s support-
ers. Among people who approve of his performance in office,
repeated exposure to norm-violating rhetoric about electoral
fraud erodes trust and confidence in elections and increases
beliefs that elections are rigged.

Our study has important limitations. While we strove for real-
ism in the design of our treatments, participants nonetheless
encountered Trump’s tweets in the context of an online sur-
vey rather than the way they would on Twitter or in other
settings in which they are exposed to political news and infor-
mation. The effects of Trump’s tweets likely also vary by
whether they are reinforced or countered by other information,
a design variant that should be evaluated in future research.
Twitter, for example, flagged some of Trump’s claims about
fraud after the election for including disputed or misleading
information, which may shape users’ reactions to such con-
tent (30). Second, we conducted our experiment in a saturated
news environment in which many respondents had presumably
already been exposed to Trump’s statements multiple times
via other means. The effects of additional exposure, including
potential normalization or desensitization, may therefore have
been limited, especially given Internet use levels in our sam-
ple (31). Third, we focused on norm-violating rhetoric from
Trump alone, but future research should seek to understand
how norm violations by other politicians affect public opinion.
Finally, although treatment effect heterogeneity by sample type
is frequently overstated (32), our study should be replicated in
a representative sample if acceptable levels of attrition can be
achieved.

Nonetheless, our study offers causal estimates of the effects
of Trump’s antidemocratic rhetoric on the mass public’s com-
mitment to democracy. Norms are typically thought to constrain
the behavior of elites (1). As we show here, however, when elites
strategically violate norms, their supporters respond accordingly.
Just as elites can shape policy views along partisan lines (33), elite
rhetoric can shape normative beliefs in core democratic values
such as confidence in elections and support for peaceful trans-
fers of power. These findings do not indicate that elites can erode
democratic norms easily or that the effects of norm violations are
uniform across the entire population. At least for a politician’s
supporters, however, support for democratic norms appears to
be more fragile than previously assumed. These dynamics repre-
sent a potential threat to the acceptance of unfavorable election
results.

Materials and Methods
Internal Review Board Approval. The study was approved by the Com-
mittee for the Protection of Human Subjects at Dartmouth College
(ID: STUDY00032100; MOD00010368). All participants provided informed
consent prior to participating in the study.

Participant Sample. Participants for this study were recruited from a pool
of approximately 3,000 people who previously took part in an unre-
lated study conducted on Mechanical Turk by some of the authors.
Although online convenience samples have notable limitations, results from
studies conducted with Mechanical Turk panelists mirror those obtained
from nationally representative samples (32, 34–36). Using Mechanical
Turk is essential for conducting this study due to the theoretical impor-
tance of measuring the effects of repeated exposure to the treatment
in question over time. Respondent retention rates for multiwave sur-
veys on Mechanical Turk substantially exceed even those observed in
benchmark surveys like the American National Election Study (37). As
a result, we greatly reduce the risk of posttreatment bias due to dif-
ferential attrition between conditions, which otherwise plagues survey
experiments of this type (38). We also note that the pattern of results
we observe showing significant effects for some outcomes but not others
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suggests that the null findings we do observe are not driven by respondent
inattention.

Because Mechanical Turk overrepresents political liberals (39) and we
expected heterogeneous treatment effects, we adopted a recruitment strat-
egy that would maximize our ability to compare people of different political
leanings. We first conducted extensive screening prior to the study to recruit
a substantial number of Republicans/conservatives. We also limited recruit-
ment to respondents who previously identified as a Democrat or Republican
or said they leaned toward a major party, excluding so-called pure inde-
pendents (note that N = 33 respondents identified as pure independents in
wave 1 of our study). Finally, we screened out bots and low-effort respon-
dents with an open-ended text question. Respondents whose answers did
not meet the criteria suggested in prior research were deemed ineligible
(40), as were those who sped too quickly through screening surveys.

The resulting sample provides high-quality survey responses (96% correct
on an attention check in wave 1) and represents a wide range of political and
demographic groups (see SI Appendix, Table S2), including Trump approvers
(31.6%) and Republicans (39.3%). Additionally, our sample is externally valid
in that it is made up disproportionately of people who frequently use the
Internet—precisely the group that is most likely to encounter norm-violating
rhetoric on a platform like Twitter. Our respondent pool therefore consti-
tutes a valid sample for testing our hypotheses (although replication on a
representative sample would, of course, be desirable).

A total of 2,477 participants completed the wave 1 baseline survey. Those
who completed wave 1 were then invited to wave 2, the wave in which

participants were assigned to treatment. In total, 2,151 people completed
wave 2, the first treatment wave. Wave 2 participants were then invited
to wave 3, the second treatment wave (N= 1,960), and wave 4, the end line
survey (N= 2,013). Participants were paid $1.50 per wave completed, plus an
additional $2 bonus if they completed all four waves. To reduce the risk of
bias due to differential attrition, we include all respondents who completed
wave 2 in our analysis regardless of whether they completed wave 3 and/or
4. However, attrition was exceptionally low; 91.1% and 93.6% of wave 2
participants took part in waves 3 and 4, respectively. We find little evidence
of differential attrition across treatment conditions overall or by wave (see
SI Appendix for details).

Data Availability. Data files and scripts necessary to replicate the results
in this article have been made available at the Open Science Framework
(https://osf.io/a4tds).
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