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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
With data from 2 studies, we employed an online educational Received 23 January 2025
program called Perspectives as a method to foster moral under- Accepted 16 July 2025

standing and reasoning. Participants learned about individual and KEYWORDS

group differences in moral/ethical concerns, in part through the Moral foundations; political
lens of Moral Foundations Theory. In Study 1, participants who persuasion; moral reframing;
completed Perspectives scored higher on moral reframing accuracy online learning
compared to those in a waitlist group who had yet to complete the

program. Message reframing accuracy varied based on participants’

own moral concerns, cognitive disposition (dichotomous thinking),

and conflict resolution strategies. In Study 2, we conceptually repli-

cated the key result using a pre-post design. Students scored higher

on message reframing accuracy at the end of the semester com-

pared with their scores from several months prior. These results

show promising evidence that educational modules such as

Perspectives can promote accuracy in moral messaging, with impli-

cations for bridging ethical divides in educational settings.

With the rise of affective political polarization in recent years, particularly in North
America (Mason, 2018), a startling pattern has emerged which suggests that masses of
people have misconceptions and misunderstandings about others’ attitudes, especially
when it comes to political issues (Mernyk et al., 2022; Yudkin et al., 2019). Survey data
show that people overestimate the percentage of partisans with extreme political view-
points and underestimate the commonly shared attitudes between Democratic and
Republican voters on issues ranging from immigration to education (Hawkins et al.,
2022; Mernyk et al., 2022). Tied to misperceptions about attitudes is a lack of awareness
regarding the diversity of ethical concerns that people may have, how those concerns vary
across political groups (Graham et al., 2009), and how knowledge of these concerns can
facilitate effective communication (Feinberg & Willer, 2019).

To tackle these challenges, the present research leverages an educational application
called Perspectives, in which learners go through modules designed to increase their
knowledge and sophistication with complex ethical issues, and communication skills.
Learners were then assessed on their ability to engage in moral reframing, a technique
used to craft more empathetic and effective arguments, especially in contexts where there
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may be disagreement. By improving peoples’ moral reasoning, people can be better
equipped to bridge the gap of partisan divides, practice empathy for those with different
views, and have better mutual understanding and cooperation.

Addressing challenges in moral education

Contemporary teachers face significant challenges when teaching morals and ethics. This
stems from increasing cultural and political polarization, ideologically diverse student
backgrounds, and the shifting role of education in fostering civic values. One major issue
is the growing affective polarization in American society, where individuals exhibit
heightened distrust and animosity toward those with differing political views (Iyengar
etal., 2019). This polarization creates a classroom environment where students may resist
discussing contentious moral topics or engage in constructive dialogue. A recent report
by Heterodox Academy found that 96.2% of students who were reluctant to discuss
controversial topics in the classroom feared potential sanctions for their speech (Jones &
Price, 2023). In addition, many teachers feel ill-equipped and disempowered to instruct
students about complex or controversial topics, with many reporting that they avoid such
classroom topics altogether (EdWeek Research Center, 2022). These findings highlight
the need for accessible, evidence-based tools to support educators in fostering moral
reasoning and empathy in increasingly polarized and diverse educational contexts.

Perspectives was developed to meet this need, as part of an applied educational mission
to teach people skills for engaging in dialogue across differences, psychological insights
into what makes us polarized, such as confirmation bias and groupthink, as well as to
understand diverse perspectives and cultivate intellectual humility. Perspectives (formerly
OpenMind) was created by the Constructive Dialogue Institute (CDI), which was
founded to address rising societal division and distrust in America. The goal is for
individuals who complete Perspectives to be able to carry out difficult conversations
effectively, especially when people are communicating with others who have different
worldviews or beliefs.

The Perspectives program constitutes a set of five to eight 30-minute digital learning
modules that are designed to enhance individuals’ communication and social/behavioral
skills, including readiness to engage across ideologically different groups and engage in
effective strategies (e.g., active listening) to manage conflict. The learning modules are
based on established psychological research, including Moral Foundations Theory
(Graham et al., 2013), dual process models of cognition (e.g., Kahneman, 2011), and
the benefits of intellectual humility for learning mastery (Porter, 2023). The modules
contain readings, infographics, optional quizzes, videos, and active learning exercises
such as ‘thought experiments’” and interventions to correct misperceptions (e.g., Ahler &
Sood, 2018). As an example, in Lesson 2: Uncovering the Moral Foundations, learners
view digital flashcards with each of the 6 moral foundations labeled alongside an image
on the front, and on the reverse side learners read an explanation of each foundation. For
the Fairness foundation, participants see an image of the scales of justice, and after
clicking, view this text on the reverse of the digital flashcard: ‘We all want to be treated
fairly and we dislike when people cheat, even when we’re not the ones who are directly
affected by the cheater’s actions. The fairness foundation underlies the values of justice,
equality, and reciprocity. It’s also connected to the values of honesty and integrity. After
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reading them all, participants move onto the next section in which they answer items
from the moral foundations questionnaire (e.g., ‘The world would be a better place if
everyone made the same amount of money.’). In Lesson 4: When Disagreement Strikes,
learners are then prompted to indicate how they would respond when someone voices an
opinion that they strongly disagree with. Following this, learners read content about the
power of storytelling as a way to effectively communicate across differences to achieve
better understanding and empathy. Thus, each lesson mimics the type of educational
process that students would normally engage in to learn material on any academic
subject, albeit with more relevance to learners’ own standpoints and life experiences.'
Optionally, student learners can complete ‘peer-to-peer’ discussions where they prac-
tice what they have learned in the modules and engage in direct communication with
others who are completing the program. Perspectives is a ‘scalable intervention’ because it
can be completed efficiently as part of classroom instruction, or as part of organizational
training, or individually. Some promising initial research shows that completing
Perspectives has a causal impact on reducing affective political polarization, increasing
intellectual humility, and increasing communication skills (Welker et al., 2023).
However, gaps remain in our knowledge about what this educational program can do
for other moral education outcomes, including moral reasoning and sophistication. The
current study assesses how Perspectives can be leveraged to increase moral reframing.

Moral foundations in communication strategies

One way that effective and empathetic political communication is accomplished is with
moral reframing (Feinberg & Willer, 2019), which is to first identify specific values or
virtues that will appeal more to a given audience, followed by tailoring the argument to be
congruent with those values. Effective reframing stems from the idea that people’s
political attitudes and policy preferences are strongly connected to their ethical concerns,
which are meaningfully different across political groups (Feinberg & Willer, 2015). Thus,
tailoring an effective argument would depend on whether the intended audience leans
more liberal, conservative, or other.

Such strategies also rely on insights from Moral Foundations Theory (MFT).
According to this theory (Graham et al., 2013), there are several distinct domains
that drive moral cognition. Among them are Care (reducing suffering to others),
Fairness (promoting justice), Loyalty (responsibility and obligation to social groups),
Authority (respect for leaders, traditions and duty), and Purity (promoting cleanli-
ness or spirituality, and aversion to disgusting acts). When forming moral judg-
ments, liberals tend to more strongly emphasize care and fairness, while
deemphasizing loyalty, authority, and purity, compared with conservatives who
tend to emphasize loyalty, authority, and purity more strongly while emphasizing
care less strongly. This general pattern of political viewpoints associated with
different kinds of moral concerns has been observed in societies all over the
world (Atari et al, 2023; Graham et al., 2011) and is thought to account for
many of the ‘culture war’ conflicts between progressives and traditionalists. This
theoretical framework had originally been applied to abstract moral principles (i.e.,
‘chastity is an important and valuable virtue’; Graham et al., 2011), but recent work
has begun to extend this framework to domain-specific processes policy and
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candidate preferences (Feinberg & Willer, 2019; Voelkel & Feinberg, 2018), as well
as close interpersonal relationship contexts with delicate social situations (Selterman
& Koleva, 2015; Selterman et al., 2018). Scholars have also recognized the utility of
this theoretical framework for testing associations between emotions and judgments
(Landmann & Hess, 2018) and developmental stages for moral reasoning (Glover
et al., 2014), although it is not without its critiques, particularly regarding parochial
political concerns in America (Haste, 2013).

Based on MFT, researchers began conducting experimental manipulations of message
content to test whether they would resonate more with liberals or conservatives (for
a review, see Feinberg & Willer, 2019). The results have largely supported this idea.
Liberals generally show stronger support for environmental policies, but when a message
was reframed to reflect purity values that resonate more strongly for conservatives (with
images showing disgusting pollution or garbage landfills), this rendered the difference
between liberal and conservative participants’ environmental attitudes as non-significant
(Feinberg & Willer, 2013). Subsequent studies have found increased conservative support
for the Affordable Care Act with a purity framing compared to a fairness framing,
increased liberal support for military spending with a fairness framing compared to
a loyalty or authority framing, and increased conservative support for marriage equality
with a loyalty framing compared to a fairness framing (Feinberg & Willer, 2015).
Conservatives have historically opposed cash-based government welfare policies, but in
a study on attitudes toward universal basic income, researchers found that conservative
participants were more supportive of this policy when it was reframed as consistent with
‘financial freedom’ (i.e., enabling individuals to decide for themselves what is best), and
this framing also reduced negative stereotypes about welfare recipients (Thomas et al.,
2023).

Other studies have found effects on candidate support as well as policy preferences. In
a set of experiments, conservatives’ support for Donald Trump declined when presented
with a loyalty framed message compared to a fairness framed message, while liberals’
support for Hillary Clinton declined when presented with a fairness framed message
compared to a loyalty framed message (Voelkel & Feinberg, 2018). Another experiment
found that when conservative participants were shown messages from economically
progressive candidates that included authority, loyalty, and purity values in their rheto-
ric, they were more supportive of such candidates compared to if they saw messages
emphasizing equality and justice values (Voelkel et al., 2023). The effects of moral
reframing have been found in field experiments as well as lab studies. In an experiment
with door-to-door conversations, the research assistant canvassers prompted participants
to describe their values and attitudes toward abortion, while listening for a specific moral
foundation (e.g., care, loyalty) that participants expressed (Kalla et al., 2022). Canvassers
then gave participants either a standard message in support of abortion rights, or
a morally reframed message (e.g., ‘It is only fair that women are supported in their
decisions’). Participants expressed significantly more policy support for abortion rights
after hearing the reframed message, as well as more warmth towards Planned
Parenthood. Notably, a common result in these studies is that the key manipulation
does not eliminate the difference in attitudes between liberals and conservatives, but it is
substantially reduced, with a pattern of attitude convergence across political groups.
Overall, moral reframing has a generally depolarizing effect.
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In summary, research on moral reframing shows several patterns. First, that
policy preferences are malleable depending on whether the message resonates with
an audience’s values. Second, that people across the political spectrum can display
bipartisan support for policies that may have historically been divisive. Third,
several studies show that the increased support for candidates/policies following
a reframed message (compared to a standard message) is mediated by the partici-
pants’ felt sense that the policy was consistent with their own values. Given those
points, some caveats and gaps in the literature remain. It is worth noting that
a small number of studies have failed to detect evidence for the efficacy of moral
reframing to move people’s attitudes (Arpan et al, 2018; Kim et al,, 2023). In
addition, other issues have arisen through this work involving people’s inability
or reluctance to use reframing techniques. Many people are unaware of the different
value domains that exist outside their own idiosyncratic experiences or may not be
aware of the fact that morally re-framed arguments are persuasive. Among other
findings, Feinberg and Willer (2019) reported that 85% of conservatives and 64% of
liberals were able to identify the morally re-framed arguments as more persuasive,
which leaves a sizable minority unable to do so. Furthermore, the authors reported
that 6% of conservatives and 20% of liberals who correctly identified morally re-
framed arguments as more persuasive still nonetheless expressed a reluctance to use
them when communicating with others. Less is known about how people come to
understand or appreciate the value of re-framed statements, and there may be
individual differences in the extent to which people are enthusiastic about using
them. This leaves room for educational interventions to increase participants’ moral
reasoning in this area, as well as to understand other factors associated with
reframing abilities, which are the goals of the studies in the current paper.
A secondary goal of this research was to test for correlations between personality
traits and the ability to accurately detect morally reframed arguments. Based on
prior research, we also identified a handful of individual differences that may
predict moral reframing accuracy.

Political polarization

Studies have shown that affective political polarization (i.e., disdain toward outgroups) is
often associated with stereotypes and misconceptions about political factions (Mernyk
et al., 2022), though it is unknown whether polarization would be linked with reframing
accuracy.

Moral foundations

As described above, moral foundations theory was a guiding theoretical framework for
this investigation. Studies have shown that conservatives are more likely to recognize
morally re-framed arguments and are receptive to using them (Feinberg & Willer, 2019),
while liberals are more likely to rely on stereotypes about political beliefs (Graham et al.,
2012). If this is due to a difference in moral concerns, then we would expect that
individuals scoring higher in moral concerns about loyalty, authority, and purity to
score higher in reframing accuracy, while the other moral foundations (care, equality,
and proportionality) would be unrelated to reframing accuracy.
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Intellectual humility

Intellectual humility, which is the tendency to recognize the limitations of one’s
own perspective and the possibility that some of their beliefs may be incorrect,
has been shown to correlate with a variety of information processing and intelli-
gence metrics, such as performance on Raven’s Matrices and cognitive flexibility
(Zmigrod et al., 2019) and more accurate discernment when evaluating facts vs.
misinformation (Bowes & Tasimi, 2022) as well as lower sharing of hostile
political rumors (Marie & Petersen, 2022). Intellectual humility is also linked
with politically relevant variables, including lower political hostility as measured
by feeling thermometers (Smith, 2023), measures of social distancing (i.e., will-
ingness to ‘friend’ and ‘follow’ others with different viewpoints; Sinclair et al,,
2020), and myside bias (Bowes et al., 2022). Researchers suggest that intellectual
humility may decrease the impact of partisan cues on judgment. Most relevant to
the current study, political arguments written by those who are more intellectually
humble are also judged to be more persuasive (Lees et al., 2023).

Dichotomous thinking

Those individuals prone to dichotomous thinking tend to see the world in rigid,
binary, polarized terms. This is sometimes labeled as a black-and-white cognitive style
or viewpoint, and tendencies toward dichotomous thinking are associated with
borderline personality, narcissism, self-esteem, undervaluing others, intolerance for
ambiguity, and perfectionism (Oshio, 2009). In particular, we suspected that those
prone to dichotomous thinking may have more negative attitudes toward divergent
viewpoints, they may also be less accurate in their perceptions of others with different
viewpoints.

Belonging

When people experience a sense of social connection and feel that they ‘fit’ into their
community, this tends to coincide with other psychological variables such as having
a sense of competence that is related to personal and professional goals (Walton &
Cohen, 2007). Because social connection correlates with skill and achievement, it may
be the case that people who experience greater social intelligence are thus also better able
to cognitively reframe messages to be more broadly appealing.

Confilict resolution

Perhaps most directly related to persuasive messaging, people vary in their communica-
tion attitudes and tendencies. This includes negotiation strategies, conflict resolution
strategies, balancing cooperation and competition, and more. Some research suggests
that successful communication is related to different sets of analytical skills, including an
ability to understand the issues in a debate, distinguish between opinions, facts, and
interests or motivations, and a capacity to redefine a conflict as a ‘mutual problem for the
parties to solve’ whenever possible (Coleman & Lim, 2001). This is also connected to
emotions experienced during conflict (e.g., anxiety, anger) and the tendencies people
have to approach or avoid confrontations.
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The present studies

In two studies, we sought to examine how completing the educational program
Perspectives could be associated with an increased ability to identify morally re-framed
arguments. In Study 1, we present results from a randomized controlled trial with
university students at several North American schools. We also describe ancillary results
from this dataset on correlations between reframing accuracy and an array of personality
traits and individual differences. In Study 2, we present a conceptual replication of the
key finding in Study 1, with a pre-post design that shows improvement in participants
over time.

We also hypothesized that (H2) reframing accuracy will correlate positively with
scores on moral foundations that are more likely to be endorsed by political conserva-
tives, specifically proportionality, loyalty, authority, and sanctity; (H3) reframing accu-
racy will correlate negatively with affective political polarization; (H4) reframing
accuracy will correlate positively with intellectual humility; (H5) reframing accuracy
will correlate negatively with dichotomous thinking; (H6) reframing accuracy will cor-
relate positively with belonging (social fit) scores; (H7) reframing accuracy will be
uncorrelated with willingness to censor; and (H8) reframing accuracy will correlate
positively with constructive or affectively positive communication tendencies and stra-
tegies (Open, Unite, Inform, Positive Emotion) but correlate negatively with destructive
or affectively negative communication tendencies (Attack, Negative Emotion).

Method — Study 1
Participants and recruitment

The research team at Constructive Dialogue Institute partnered with university instruc-
tors to recruit participants for this study. Students in psychology, behavior analysis, and
speech classes completed Perspectives as part of a course requirement but consent to
participate in the research surveys was voluntary. The full sample of 775 participants was
relatively diverse and typical of a sample of college students enrolled in psychology,
behavior analysis, and speech courses (Mage =21.27, SD = 3.75; 65.47% Female, 46.01%
White/Caucasian) and leaned slightly liberal, with 52.74% identifying as some degree of
progressive/left in their political views.

Materials and procedure

Participants signed up through the Perspectives webpage, at which point the research
team assigned participants to an experimental condition and sent participants an email
with a link to access their assessments. Demographic information and informed consent
were assessed at the beginning of the study. Half of the participants were randomly
assigned at the class level within each instructor, with approximately half of the partici-
pants completing the Perspectives program first, while the other half were placed into the
waitlist control group. A detailed description of the Perspectives program is described
earlier in the Introduction.

After the treatment group completed Perspectives (approximately 7 weeks after the
start of the study), we measured all participants on the key outcome variable (moral
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reframing accuracy). At this point in time, the waitlist control group participants had not
yet completed Perspectives. Following this, the waitlist control group completed the
Perspectives program. The entire study duration took approximately 14 weeks.

To assess our key outcome variable, moral reframing accuracy, we created a 6-item
questionnaire structured as a quiz, with 1 correct answer for each item. Participants were
told that for each item, they would be asked to select which answer choice reflects the
‘most effective moral argument’ to persuade someone (identified as a liberal or con-
servative) on a specific issue or topic. Topics included universal healthcare, military
spending, anti-discrimination protections for transgender/non-binary individuals, police
department spending, international trade agreements, and restrictions on legal voting.
The correct answer choice was based on the information provided in the lesson on moral
foundations. For items that contained a liberal target, the correct answer choice con-
tained wording that reflected care and equality foundations, while for items with
a conservative target, the correct answer choice contained wording that reflected loyalty
and purity. The full items can be found in Appendix A.

At the beginning of the study (prior to completing the Perspectives program), parti-
cipants initially completed a battery of other individual difference and personality
variables that we expected would predict reframing accuracy. Prior research has shown
significant conceptually relevant links between these variables.

(1) Moral and Political Variables. We measured moral concerns using the Moral
Foundations Questionnaire (V.2; Atari et al., 2023). This is a 36-item questionnaire
developed to assess the degree to which participants show concern about 6
dimensions of moral thought. These dimensions are Care (It pains me when
I see someone ignoring the needs of another human being’) a = .91, Equality (‘Our
society would have fewer problems if people had the same income’) a=.89,
Proportionality (‘I think people who are more hard-working should end up with
more money’) a=.68, Loyalty (‘Everyone should defend their country, if called
upon’) o = .84, Authority (‘I think obedience to parents is an important virtue’) o
= .84, Purity (‘It upsets me when people use foul language like it is nothing’) o =.76.
We measured affective political polarization using items from the American
National Election Studies (reported in Iyengar et al., 2012), including feeling
thermometer ratings for political groups (progressives and conservatives) and
perceptions of individuals who identify with those groups on several traits
(‘patriotic,” ‘honest, ‘generous,” etc.). The difference between in-group ratings
and out-group ratings comprises the measure of affective polarization.

(2) Cognitive Variables. We utilized two measures of intellectual humility: (a) the
Comprehensive Intellectual Humility Scale (CIHS; Krumrei-Mancuso & Rouse,
2016), which includes items such as ‘I can respect others, even if I disagree with
them in important ways, « = .81 and (b) the Intellectual Humility Scale (GenIH;
Leary et al., 2017), which contains items such as ‘I am open to questioning my
opinions, positions, and viewpoints because they could be wrong, a=.84. We
utilized the Dichotomous Thinking Inventory (DTI; Oshio, 2009), which includes
items such as ‘There are only “winners” and “losers” in this world, a=.83. We
measured belonging with a Social Fit Scale (Walton & Cohen, 2007), which
contains items such as ‘I feel alienated from the rest of my class’ (r-coded), «
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=.89. We measured self-censorship with the Willingness to Self-Censor Scale
(WTSC; Hayes et al., 2005), which includes items such as ‘It is difficult for me to
express my opinion if I think others won’t agree with what I say,” a =.75.

(3) Conflict Resolution Variables. We utilized the Negotiation Evaluation Survey
(NES; Coleman & Lim, 2001), which is comprised of eight subscales: (a) Evade-
Positive; (b) Inform; (c) Open; (d) Unite; (e) Attack; (f) Evade-Negative; (g)
Positive Emotion; (h) Negative Emotion. Example items include a tendency to
‘defend myself by showing it is the other person’s fault’ (Attack); ‘withdraw
emotionally or physically in order to avoid conflict because it makes me uncom-
fortable’ (Evade-Negative); ‘when possible, treat the problem as one that can be
solved by working together’ (Unite); ‘openly discuss what is important to me so
that the other person can understand me’ (Inform); ‘ask respectful questions to
learn about what is important to the other person’ (Open); ‘suggest that a problem
can be discussed at a later time because I don’t have enough information’ (Evade-
Positive); along with emotion word items such as ‘fearful’ (Negative Emotion) and
‘stimulated/invigorated’ (Positive Emotion).

Results and discussion

The data that support the findings of these studies (both Study 1 and Study 2) are openly
available here: https://osf.io/b4e7m/?view_only=3168091256c94825a30a7314e251d90c.
Of the 775 participants who had valid data, 426 participants provided data on the key
outcome measure of moral reframing accuracy at time two. Of these, we excluded
participants who had less than two weeks between completing their pre and post surveys,
or more than 74 days, and who completed the study procedure in the incorrect order (i.e.,
completed the post survey before the pre survey) (Final n =320). The completion time
cutoffs of two weeks and 74 days were determined based on visual inspection of comple-
tion times and indicated when outliers occurred. Removing these participants did not
affect the significance, magnitude, or direction of any reported findings. The final sample
was also similar to the initial sample (Final sample: M,g. =22.03, SD =4.26, 66.67%
female, 40.93% White/Caucasian, 60.32% progressive/left).

For this and all other studies reported, we interpreted results as statistically significant
only if below the p < .05 threshold and if the 95% CIs for experimental conditions did not
overlap. Consistent with our main hypothesis (H1), a Welch’s t-test revealed that
participants in the treatment group had higher levels of moral reframing accuracy at
Time 2 (M =0.61, SD=0.31, n=137) compared to the waitlist control group (M = 0.49,
SD =0.29; n =183, and this difference was significant #(280.12) = 3.37, p <.001, 95% CI
difference = [0.05, 0.18], d =.39).> This finding shows that completing the Perspectives
program caused participants to score higher in moral reframing accuracy compared to
the control group (see Figure 1).

However, for a moral reframing intervention to promote better dialogue, it is impor-
tant for the intervention to be effective across viewpoints. To test this, we examined
whether political ideology (Measured at Time 1) moderated this effect using moderated
regression analysis. The ideology (mean centered) x intervention group interaction term
was non-significant (b = -.01, #(180) = —.23, p = 0.823), showing that the effectiveness of
Perspectives did not vary across the liberal to conservative spectrum.’
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Figure 1. Perspectives improves moral reframing, compared to controls (Study 1). Error bars represent
95% confidence intervals around condition group means.

Individual differences analyses

In this section, we grouped analyses into 3 categories of variables: (a) moral and political
variables, (b) cognitive variables, and (c) conflict resolution variables. This allowed us to
test not only for raw correlations but to examine unique effects of our predictor variables
in 3 separate multiple regression models.

Contrary to our hypothesis (H2), we found that reframing accuracy was correlated
positively with moral concerns about Care r=.15, p=.006 and negatively with moral
concerns about Loyalty r=-.11, p =.044, Authority r=-.18, p=.001, and Purity r=
-.22, p <.001. In a multiple regression model with all 6 moral foundations together, Care
B=.15, p=.009 and Purity f=-.17, p=.016 retained significant unique associations
with reframing accuracy; total model F(6, 308) = 4.36, p <.001, R?=.08). Also contrary to
our hypothesis (H3), reframing accuracy was not associated with measures of affective
polarization (ps > .5).

Partially consistent with our hypothesis (H4), reframing accuracy correlated
positively with one measure of intellectual humility (CIHS) r=.12, p=.030, while
the other (GenIH) approached but did not reach significance r=.10, p=.080.
Consistent with our hypotheses (H5), reframing accuracy correlated negatively
with dichotomous thinking (DTI) r=-.23, p <.001 but contrary to our hypothesis
(H6) reframing accuracy was uncorrelated with Belonging r=.11, p=.051.
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Consistent with our hypothesis (H7), reframing accuracy was not correlated with
willingness to self-censor (p >.05). In a multiple regression model with all cognitive
variables together, dichotomous thinking f=-.21, p<.001 retained a significant
unique association with reframing accuracy; total model F(5, 312) =4.36, p <.001,
R*=.07).

Partially consistent with our hypothesis (H8), reframing accuracy correlated positively
with Inform r=.13, p =.037 and negatively with Attack r=-.17, p =.006, but reframing
accuracy was not correlated with Open, Unite, Evade-Pos, Evade-Neg, Positive-Emotion,
or Negative-Emotion (ps >.05). In a multiple regression model with all 8 communication
variables together, Inform f=.20, p=.029 and Attack f=-.19, p=.023 retained sig-
nificant unique associations with reframing accuracy, although the total regression
model did not explain a significant proportion of variance F(8, 239) =1.93, p =.057,
R?=.06).

In addition to the main experimental effect, the results from this study showed
significant associations between reframing accuracy and individual differences in
moral concerns, cognitive disposition, and conflict resolution. Contrary to our
predictions, we observed that it was moral concern about caring for others that
predicted reframing accuracy, which is systematically associated with liberal political
views. By contrast, moral purity concern, which is systematically associated with
conservative political views, was linked with worse reframing accuracy. Reframing
accuracy scores were positively correlated with one of two measures of intellectual
humility, which suggests a role for humility in accurate social perception that may
be partially dependent on measurement. Reframing accuracy scores were also
negatively linked with dichotomous thinking, suggesting that when people engage
in nuanced processing, this predicts their adeptness in conflict resolution. Put
together, dichotomous thinking was the most powerful cognitive predictor of
reframing accuracy scores. Finally, reframing accuracy scores were linked with
informative conflict resolution, and inversely related to attack strategies.
Reframing accuracy was not significantly associated with affective political polariza-
tion, willingness to censor, belonging, open, uniting, or tendencies to evade conflict,
or affectively positive/negative conflict resolution outcomes.* Overall these findings
suggest that fostering understanding of diverse moral foundations through educa-
tional tools can directly enhance learners’ abilities to engage in constructive moral
reasoning.

Study 2

In Study 2, we aimed to conceptually replicate the key findings from Study 1 by
tracking how well students’ moral reframing skills increased across several
months, using a pre-posttest methodology over the course of a semester-long
introductory level college course. Consistent with the key finding from Study 1,
our main hypothesis (H1) for Study 2 was that moral reframing scores will be
higher for the post-test compared to the pre-test, coinciding with participants
having completed the Perspectives program.



12 (&) D.SELTERMANET AL.

Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and 95% confidence intervals for moral reframing in Study 2 (N = 300).

Pre-Test Post-Test
Mean SD 95% Cl Mean SD 95% Cl
Moral Reframing Accuracy 3.36 1.91 3.14, 3.57 4,07 1.85 3.86, 4.28

Materials and procedure

The procedure consisted of the same exercise that participants completed in Study
1. Participants were prompted to choose among several statements to select the
most morally compelling argument for a series of issues, from the perspective of
someone who has a specific viewpoint (i.e., liberal or conservative). Scores on
each of the 6 prompts were averaged together to form an overall moral reframing
accuracy score. Participants completed the moral reframing exercise as a course
assignment at 2 points during the Fall 2022 semester, before (October 2022) and
after (December 2022) completing the Perspectives learning module. Participants
were not shown the correct answers after completing the first reframing exercise.
In total, 300 students fully completed the assignment and questionnaire items and
also gave consent for their responses to be used for research. The average age was
19.05years old (SD=1.05), with 60% of the sample identifying as women.
A majority (64%) of participants identified as Democrats, while the rest identified
as Independent (17%), Republican (12%), or none of those (7%).

S
T

Moral Reframing Accuracy
w

N
T

Pre Post

Figure 2. Pre and post-test moral reframing accuracy scores for participants in Study 2. Error bars
represent 95% confidence intervals around mean scores at time 1 (pre) and time 2 (post).
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Results and discussion

The average pre-test moral reframing score was M =3.36 (SD=1.91; 95% CI [3.14,
3.57]), while the average post-test moral reframing score was M =4.07 (SD = 1.85; 95%
CI [3.86, 4.28]). These data are displayed in Table 1. A within-subjects ANOVA revealed
that this was a significant change F (1, 299) = 39.53, p <.001, d = .38. See Figure 2 below.
We then probed whether the change in scores over time varied as a function of political
party identification. There was a main effect of party ID on the pre-test reframing score
F (3,296) =3.76, p < .011, such that Democrats (M = 3.47; SD = 1.87; 95% CI [3.21, 3.74])
and Independents (M =3.72; SD=2.05; 95% CI [3.14, 4.30]) scored higher than
Republicans (M = 2.50; SD = 1.50; 95% CI [1.99, 3.01]). However, consistent with Study
1, the interaction between moral reframing scores and party ID was not significant F (3,
296) = 1.39, p = .247.

The results show a conceptual replication of the key findings in Study 1. After going
through the Perspectives module as part of an introductory level college course, partici-
pants showed improved accuracy after completing the Perspectives module compared to
their initial score. Although Democrats and Independents scored higher than Republican
participants, this result should be interpreted with caution since the sub-sample sizes
were uneven (most participants were Democrats). There was no interaction between
political party identification and increasing accuracy scores.

General discussion

Across two studies, we have shown how the Perspectives program has an effect on moral
reframing accuracy, which increased as a function of completing the educational module,
and in part due to trait individual differences. In our first sample, we observed that
participants who completed Perspectives scored higher on moral reframing compared to
those who did not yet complete the program (Study 1), and participants in a second
sample scored higher after completing the program compared to beforehand (Study 2).
This shows evidence that moral reframing, like other social cognitive skills, can be
learned. We also observed (Study 1) that participants’ scores varied as a function of
traits, including general moral concerns, cognitive attributes, and communication styles.
Those who scored higher on reframing tended to have stronger concerns about caring for
others and weaker concerns about purity. Higher reframing scores were also linked with
less of a tendency to engage in dichotomous thinking, higher tendency toward informa-
tive conflict resolution tactics, and lower tendency toward attacking conflict resolution
tactics.

The literature on moral communication suggests that people typically craft political
statements in terms of their own values, rather than the values of their audience, which
makes these statements less persuasive than they otherwise would be (Feinberg & Willer,
2019). The practice of reframing messages is to make them more ethically appealing to
the target of a persuasive attempt. This requires knowledge and intelligence about how
audiences differ from each other, as well as social skills inherent in perspective-taking
and nuanced thinking, which makes this an area ripe for educational interventions. The
Perspectives program is an educational model designed to do exactly that—to inform
participants about the diversity of ethical concerns that people have, and to foster
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openness and curiosity in users. As people discover what psychological motivations
underlie others’ political viewpoints, they become more knowledgeable and more effec-
tive communicators.

In addition, we observed that reframing accuracy is correlated with individual differ-
ence factors, which other studies have shown will also change as a function of completing
the Perspectives program. As people complete Perspectives, they show improvement in
intellectual humility and communication skills, as well as decreased affective political
polarization. This adds evidence that teaching people about others’ beliefs and virtues is
linked with cognitive sophistication.

Given evidence from prior studies described above (Feinberg & Willer, 2019; Graham
et al., 2012), we had predicted that reframing accuracy would be associated with more
conservative virtues such as purity, and less with liberal virtues such as care. We also
expected that reframing accuracy would be negatively associated with affective political
polarization. Neither of those predictions were supported by the data. Regarding moral
concerns, prior research shows that ethically-driven care for others is linked with greater
empathic concern (Koleva et al., 2012), so it is possible that those scoring higher in care
are more motivated to understand others’ minds, and thus, show greater skill at refram-
ing. Individual differences in empathy are a possible mechanism to explain the connec-
tion between care concerns and reframing accuracy. Prior studies also suggest that purity
concerns are linked with a desire to protect oneself, in contrast to care concerns which are
linked with a desire to protect others (Chakroff et al., 2013). Some evidence also suggests
that religious individuals (who typically score high on measures of purity) felt disgust at
their own impious thoughts (Ritter et al., 2016). Based on this, weaker reframing
accuracy as a function of purity concerns could be motivated by a defensive mechanism.
Finally, while some evidence suggests that Perspectives is associated with reductions in
affective polarization (Welker et al., 2023), it may be that polarization and reframing
accuracy operate independently of each other. Each of these may change as a function of
learning about moral psychology, but they need not be directly linked.

As stated above, one of the findings from prior research is that a substantial minority
of participants (especially liberals) are reluctant to use morally reframed messages. What
remains to be studied is why this motivation exists at all. Some have speculated that
individuals may refuse to reframe their messages as a matter of principle (Feinberg &
Willer, 2019). It may be that some personality traits (e.g., pragmatism) are more strongly
associated with a desire to use the most effective messages available, while other traits
(e.g., dogmatism) are more strongly associated with an insistence on deploying one’s own
values in messaging, rather than the audience’s values. This may also vary based on
situational context. Perhaps in activist spaces, people are more likely to use their own
group’s values in messaging, while in situations more geared toward viewpoint diversity,
people are more considerate of others’ values.

Limitations

While the current studies offer evidence that moral reframing accuracy can be
learned, our sample consisted of primarily college students. It should not be
assumed that these findings would generalize to all populations of learners. On
the other hand, some studies suggest that highly educated Americans are
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ironically the least accurate in estimating others’ attitudes, which is driven by
overreliance on political stereotypes (Yudkin et al., 2019). Thus, more educated
individuals may benefit the most from this type of educational intervention. Our
assessment for reframing accuracy consisted of a multiple choice quiz-style ques-
tionnaire, in which the correct answer was displayed to participants. It is possible
that different results would emerge had we prompted participants to write re-
framed messages in a free-response format. In a similar vein, the statements we
utilized were generic and may not be directly applicable to the type of political
messages that practitioners or average individuals use in typical conversation. It is
also possible that people may still be reluctant to utilize messages that they believe
to be more effective, because they may conflict with their own values. Thus, we
should not assume that increasing perceptual accuracy would necessarily lead to
increased utilization.

Strengths and future directions

As for strengths, the study designs allowed us to test improvement over time as well as for
causality. Thus, the experimental effect cannot be attributed to third variable or selection
effects such as interest in ethics, politics, or communication. In addition, the educational
program we utilized is efficient and scalable to a wide variety of institutional contexts.
Future research on moral reframing could investigate the degree to which people can
apply acquired knowledge to a variety of different communication modalities, such as
social media posts, in-person dialogue, campaign slogans, etc.

In conclusion, while the current studies add to a growing literature on political
communication and persuasion, they suggest that the ability to connect and commu-
nicate across divides is a learnable skill. Our program equipped learners with critical
skills for ethical communication and perspective-taking that might help bridge partisan
divides and equip learners with critical skills for ethical communication and perspective-
taking. The Perspectives program may also offer a solution to rising levels of political
polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019).

Notes

1. Interested readers who wish to view or participate in the current version of Perspectives can
do so at https://constructivedialogue.org/perspectives/.

2. With a traditional t-test, the results are similar: #(318) = 3.41, p <.001, 95% CI Difference =
[0.05, 0.18], d =.39).

3. In a previous publication using these data (Welker et al., 2023), we excluded participants
that failed attention check items. When participants who failed these items were excluded
from the data analysis, this did not change the significance or direction of the effect of
Perspectives on moral reframing (#(255.66) = -2.52, p =.012, d = —.31). In these data, poli-
tical views also did not moderate the effect of Perspectives (b=-.02, #(156) = -0.50, p =
0.618).

4. We retained data from participants if they responded to at least one of the moral reframing
items. We also ran the analyses with participants excluded if they responded to less than half
of the reframing accuracy items. The results were virtually identical in both cases.
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Appendix A. Moral re-framing accuracy prompts

Instructions to participants: These days, there are many political issues that Americans disagree
on, and many issues for which people can find common ground. We are interested in whether you
can select the most morally and emotionally compelling argument on a particular issue, from the
perspective of someone who has a specific viewpoint which may be the same or different from
yours. Please focus on the moral and emotional component of the argument more than the facts it
is asserting.

(1) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a conservative who
opposes universal healthcare to change their mind?
® We should uphold our nation’s standing in the world by ensuring that all U.S. citizens have

access to quality healthcare. Together we can ensure that patriotic American families are
provided for.

e People need to act with empathy and compassion towards less fortunate people and protect
them from illnesses even if they cannot afford the medicine they need.

® We must ensure that everyone has fair and equal access to healthcare. It is unjust for only
the wealthiest earners to have access to doctors and medicine.

e It is important to follow the conclusions of economic studies, which very clearly show that
policymakers should adopt a universal healthcare program.

(2) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a liberal who
opposes maintaining current levels of military spending to change their mind?

e [t is important to keep funding our military because it unifies America and ensures that the
United States is the greatest nation in the world.

e Military service is an established pathway to reduce inequality because disadvantaged
citizens will receive subsidized healthcare and education (e.g., the GI bill) and job-
placement programs.

e We should keep funding our military because the military is one of our best protections
against foreign adversaries who are threatening our society and our way of life.

® To make an informed decision, we should follow the conclusions of political science and
international relations studies, which overwhelmingly show that our military should be
funded at its current levels.

(3) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a conservative who
opposes extending legal anti-discrimination protections to transgender/non-binary indi-
viduals to change their mind?
® We need to uphold our nation’s core values and loyalty to every citizen. As dedicated

citizens of the United States, transgender Americans should receive legal protections.

e People should act with empathy and compassion toward vulnerable and marginalized
groups. Transgender individuals have been targeted for abuse, harassment, and violence,
and we must protect them.

e Jtisimportant to ensure that everyone is treated fairly and equally under the law. It is unjust
for only cisgender individuals to have legal protections.

® We need to follow the conclusions of psychological research, which firmly concludes that
transgender/non-binary individuals deserve anti-discrimination protections to ensure qual-
ity of life.

(4) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a liberal who
opposes maintaining current levels of police department spending to change their mind?
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e [t is important to keep funding our police departments because they preserve American
institutions and maintain law and order so that criminals do not interfere with our way of
life.

® We need to keep funding our police departments because they protect and defend our most
vulnerable populations, including communities of color, from being attacked or victimized
by violence.

® We should keep funding our police departments because they ensure that those who violate
the law will be dealt with in a manner that is proportionate to their wrongdoing.

® We're best off basing our decision on the results of recent criminology studies. These studies
show that our police departments should be funded at their current levels.

(5) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a liberal who
opposes international trade agreements to change their mind?

e We need to form trade agreements with other nations to uphold America’s standing in the
world and ensure our nation’s leadership.

e The US should form trade agreements with other nations to facilitate economic opportu-
nities for hard working entrepreneurs who deserve access to international markets.

e It is important to form trade agreements with other nations to reduce poverty around the
world and reduce the unfair wealth gap between the richest individuals and the lower/
middle class.

e The majority of economic studies conclude that we should enter international trade
agreements to economic growth and prosperity. We need to follow these recommendations.

(6) Which argument would be the most effective moral argument to persuade a conservative who
supports restrictions on legal voting to change their mind?

® We must uphold America’s sacred tradition of the democratic process and remain an
example of freedom throughout the world by ensuring that anyone who is legally permitted
to vote can vote.

e [t is critical to oppose any new restrictions on legal voting since these restrictions are based
on dishonest and false claims about voter fraud, which is virtually non-existent.

® We need to ensure that everyone has fair and equal access to the ballot box so that anyone
who is legally allowed to vote may exercise that basic human right.

e Ttisimportant to follow the conclusions of recent studies in political science research. These
studies primarily show that we should not enact new restrictions on legal voting.
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