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Around the world, citizens are voting away the democracies they claim
to cherish. Here we present evidence that this behaviour is drivenin part

by the belief that their opponents willundermine democracy first. In
anobservational study (V=1,973), we find that US partisans are willing

to subvert democratic norms to the extent that they believe opposing
partisans are willing to do the same. In experimental studies (V=2,543,
N=1,848), werevealed to partisans that their opponents are more
committed to democratic norms than they think. As aresult, the partisans
became more committed to upholding democratic norms themselves and
less willing to vote for candidates who break these norms. These findings
suggest that aspiring autocrats may instigate democratic backsliding

by accusing their opponents of subverting democracy and that we can
foster democratic stability by informing partisans about the other side’s
commitment to democracy.

Around the world, antidemocratic leaders are convincing their sup-
porters to vote away their political rights. While 78% of the world’s
population reports wanting to live in a representative democracy,
democracies continue to erode, with 70% of the population living in
autocracies'’. Citizens in Venezuela, Turkey and Hungary strongly
endorsed democracy while casting votes for authoritarian leaders
Chavez, Erdogan and Orban, respectively®*. In fact, in Venezuela, citi-
zens who claimed to support democracy the most were no more likely
to vote for ademocratic candidate®.

The puzzle deepens when one considers that the modal form of
autocratization today is democratic backsliding, in which democra-
cies die a slow death, leaving years for a democracy-loving public to
hold their representatives accountable®>°, Why, then, is democracy
slipping away from so many citizens across various regions, cultures
and socio-economic conditions®”*?

Some theories attempt to address this puzzle. For instance, some
studies find that citizens’ support for democracy in the abstract often
fails to translate into support for democracy in the specific’. Addition-
ally, citizens may see some power grabs as consistent with animplicit
majoritarian definition of democracy'®™*. They may also prioritize
social, political and economicidentities or policies over democracy™*.

Inthis paper, we provide an additional explanation for this puzzle
that can help make sense of why democracy-loving citizens sometimes
eschew widely valued democratic norms, such as those central to free
and fair elections. Because democratic survival depends on mutual
cooperation™, it resembles the prisoner’s dilemma game: if one
party suspects the other is defecting, then the best response may be
to defect.If citizens believe that opposing partisans will not hold their
representatives in check, then they have an incentive to give their
politicians leeway to do whatever it takes to save democracy from their
opponents. We call this scenario the subversion dilemma: citizens who
want to live in a democracy may come to tolerate defection by their
representatives to save democracy from their opponents.

This provides would-be authoritarians with a powerful weapon
against democracy. They use propaganda to convince their support-
ersthatthe other sideis undermining democracy. As their supporters
cometobelieve that the other side is defecting, they are more willing to
tolerate their leaders’antidemocratic actions, which are seen as merely
levelling the playing field now tilted against them.

In the US context, Donald Trump spread misinformation about
Democrats subverting democracy fromthe start. Early in his2016 cam-
paign, his website stated, “Help Me Stop Crooked Hillary from Rigging
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this Election!”*. Throughout the 2016 campaign, he repeated, “Thisis a
rigged election”®. These accusations continued through the 2020 elec-
tion, and Fox News amplified this message, repeatedly proclaiming the
existence of “an all-out effort to depress and suppress the pro Trump
vote””. Forinstance, they accused Democrats of discarding Republican
ballotsinaditch in Wisconsin®. At the very same time, they cast Trump
asthe candidate “trying to protect democracy””. This rhetoric probably
contributed tothe 6 January Capitol attack and to the widespread belief
among Republicans that the 2020 election was stolen®.

Would-be authoritarians’ ability to weaponize the subversion
dilemma may depend on a larger set of mutually reinforcing polari-
zations**%, These include increasing partisan identity strength?7°,
polarized views on policy>”, dislike of opposing partisans®*, dehumani-
zation of opposing partisans®*, stereotypes of opposing partisans**
and ethnic antagonism™.

When would-be authoritarians convince their supporterstotoler-
ate backsliding, they potentially scare their opponents into also sup-
porting backsliding. If those opposed to the aspiring autocrat begin to
respondinkind, this may starta vicious cycle of antidemocraticaction.

In the United States, we see potential signs of the subversion
dilemma playing out in Democrats’ rhetoric. For instance, in 2019,
Representative Ocasio-Cortez tweeted, “Well, it’s official: Republicans
arenow arguing that the USisn’t (& shouldn’t be) ademocracy. Thisis
what they believe. From lobbyists writing their bills to sabotaging our
civil rights, the GOP works to end democracy”, and in 2020 Senator
ElizabethWarrentweeted, “Health care.Reproductive Freedom. Workers’
rights. Dreamers’ futures. Our planet. Democracy. Everything is on
the line—so everything is on the table”***. Despite heightened
rhetoric, we have not observed much democratic subversion from
Democratic leaders. This forbearance is probably upholding demo-
cracy in the United States, yet it is unclear how long forbearance can
protect democracy among increasing mutual alarm and Republican
violations of democratic norms.

To summarize, we think that democracy-loving voters may vote
away their political rights in part because would-be authoritarians con-
vince their supportersthat the other party is subverting democracy (1),
leadingthemto begin tolerating backsliding by their leaders (2), which
then prompts legitimate fearsin the other party (3), leading the other
party to tolerate drastic action by their own leaders (4). Critically, party
leaders opposed to the aspiring autocrat may not take advantage of the
increased tolerance among their supporters for antidemocratic action.
Butiftheydo, it will probably resultina death spiral for democracy.In
this paper, we focus on testing one part of this chain of causal claims
that is at the heart of the subversion dilemma. Across three studies,
we examine whether partisans support subverting democracy to the
extentthatthey believe the other party is willing to subvertit, the causal
claiminpoints2and4.

Our findings build off a burgeoning literature on how inaccu-
rate perceptions of opposing partisans contribute to backsliding.
Studies have found that partisans tend to overestimate opposing
partisan policy extremism®®, animosity towards out-partisans®*,
dehumanization of out-partisans*~*° and willingness to engage in
partisan violence. In the study closest to this one, researchers found
that the gap in perceptions between in-partisans’ and out-partisans’
support for democracy correlates with their willingness to harm the
other party even at the expense of the country and its laws*®. Our study
builds on this work by theorizing that partisans will cooperate in a
democracy to the extent that they believe opposing partisans will do
the same—atendency that aspiring autocrats may exploit by spreading
misinformation that opposing partisans are undermining democracy.
Informational interventions that reduce exaggerated beliefs about
opposing partisans have successfully reduced partisan animosity*,
dehumanization***®and support for partisan violence*, though they
have not typically increased commitment to democratic norms***>%,
Our studies show that informational interventions can do so when
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Fig.1| Exaggerated misperceptions of opposing partisans’ commitment to
democracy (study 1). Shown are the distributions of the unweighted average

of seven questions that we asked the respondents about their perception of
opposing partisans’ willingness to subvert democracy and their own willingness
tosubvert democracy (kernel densities, N =1,050 Democratic respondents and
N=923Republican respondents). The questions ranged from reducing polling
places near opposing partisans to banning opposing partisan rallies. Members
of both parties appear to overestimate opposing partisans’ willingness to break
democratic norms. On average, Republicans gave Democrats amean of 0.65 on
the 0-1subversionscale (95% Cl, (0.64, 0.67)), but Democrats self-reported a
willingness to subvert these norms with a mean of 0.28 on the 0-1scale (95% ClI,
(0.27,0.29)). Similarly, Democrats gave Republicans amean of 0.67 on the 0-1
subversion scale (95% ClI, (0.66, 0.68)), but Republicans self-reported a willingness
tosubvert these norms with a mean of 0.24 on the O-1scale (95% Cl, (0.23, 0.29)).

they counter heightened perceptions that the other party supports
subverting democracy.

Results
Study1
Study 1began by examining whether beliefs that the other side will
subvertdemocracy correlate with partisans’ own willingness to subvert
democracy witha demographically representative sample 0f1,973 US
partisans (see Supplementary Tables1and 2 for demographics and Sup-
plementary Table 3 for descriptive statistics). Studies suggest a wide
variety of understandings of democratic norms among the public’® ™.
We therefore assessed support for democratic norms by asking the
respondents about seven actions that would benefit their own party
at the expense of a democratic norm. We conceptualized democratic
norms as common understandings about when political actors must
exercise restraint to uphold democratic institutions, and which have
strong support from partisans on both sidesin the United States®*'. As
an example, we asked Democrats, ‘Would YOU support reducing the
number of voting stations in towns that support REPUBLICANS?’ The
other six scenarios asked about banningrallies, ignoring controversial
courtrulings, freezing the social media accounts of journalists, chang-
ing laws to make it easier for one’sownside to get elected, using violence
to block laws and reinterpreting the Constitution to block policies.
To assess beliefs about the other party’s willingness to subvert,
we asked respondents how they think most opposing partisans would
respond to the same seven scenarios. As an example, we asked Demo-
crats, ‘Do you think that MOST REPUBLICANS would support reducing
the number of voting stations intowns that support DEMOCRATS?’ We
asked about ‘most’ opposing partisans rather than opposing partisan
elites because, ultimately, the defence of democracy depends on citi-
zens’ willingness to constrain potential office holders who themselves
arelikely to have varying degrees of democratic commitment’®.
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Figure 1 presents the distributions of responses to these seven
items by party, usingasimple additive index rescaled 0-1. Higher values
on the scale indicate more willingness to subvert democracy oneself
or the belief that the other party is more willing to do so. On average,
Republicans believed that Democrats were willing to subvert demo-
craticnormsin 5.0 of the 7 scenarios (mean, 0.65 on the 0-1scale; 95%
confidenceinterval (Cl), (0.64, 0.67)), but Democrats self-reported will-
ingnesstosubvertthese normsinonly1.5 of the scenarios (mean, 0.28
on the 0-1scale; 95% ClI, (0.27, 0.29)). Similarly, Democrats believed
that Republicans were willing to subvert democratic norms in 5.2 of
the scenarios (mean, 0.67 on the 0-1scale; 95% Cl, (0.66, 0.68)), but
Republicans self-reported willingness to subvert these norms in only
1.2 of the scenarios (mean, 0.24 on the O-1scale; 95% Cl, (0.23,0.29)).
Supplementary Figs.1-3 show the distribution of self-reported willing-
ness tosubvert for eachitem by party and by strength of partisanship.

Although this perception gap seems consistent with the logic of
the subversiondilemma, other explanations are possible. For example,
people may report these beliefs as a form of expressive responding.
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that the perception gap we found is
larger than the perception gaps documented between partisans on
issues of ideological and affective polarization®***. On a 0 to 1 scale,
we found that partisans inaccurately perceived opposing partisans
by an average of 0.09 on policy views and 0.14 on dehumanization of
opposing partisans, while theyinaccurately perceived the otherside’s
willingness to subvert democracy by 0.40.

The core claim we examine in this paper is that the belief that the
othersidewill subvert democracy leads partisans to support subverting
itthemselves. Using the two multi-item scales described above, Fig. 2
reveals this pattern, showing a strong linear relationship between
perceptions of the other side’s willingness to subvert democracy and
partisans’ own willingness to do so. Compared with respondents who
do not believe that the other party desires to undermine democracy
at all (O on the scale), respondents who believe that the other side is
fully willing to undermine democracy (1 on the scale) increase their
own willingness to undermine democracy by about 0.25 points (on
the O-1scale) in alinear regression for Democrats and Republicans
(Democrats: b=0.29; s.e.=0.03; £(1,029) =10.2; P< 0.001; 95% CI,
(0.231,0.340); Republicans: b= 0.24;s.e. = 0.03; t(911) = 9.3; P< 0.001;
95% Cl, (0.192, 0.295)). Supplementary Figs. 4 and 5 present this rela-
tionship with violin plots and by question order.

Toaddress alternative explanations for this relationship, we statis-
tically adjust for factors that may influence both variables with linear
regression (we also run experiments in studies 2 and 3). Since polari-
zation along party, ideological and racial lines could influence both
variables of interest, we control for partisanidentity strength, extrem-
ism of policy views, extremism of racial attitudes, dehumanization of
opposing partisans and the difference between feeling thermometers
for opposing partisans and copartisans. We also control for two sets
of beliefs about opposing partisans: perceptions of how extreme their
policy views are and how much they dehumanize one’s own party
members®**'"**#* These controlsleave the association in Fig. 2 largely
unchanged for Democrats and Republicans (Supplementary Table 4).
Instudy 3, wealsoinclude afour-item ethnic antagonism battery drawn
from Bartels®, which also leaves the key relationship unchanged.

Study 2
Study 2a. In study 2a, we tested our core claim experimentally: we cor-
rected exaggerated misperceptions of the other side’s willingness to
break democratic norms and examined the impact on partisans’ own
willingness to uphold these norms. We used an ‘ask-tell’ design, which has
successfully corrected perceptionsinother studies by providing respond-
ents with feedback about how their perceptions align with reality**"*,
Inademographically representative sample of 2,545 US partisans,
we administered the ask-tell intervention to 50% of respondents ran-
domly assigned to the treatment condition (Supplementary Tables1,
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Fig. 2| Therelationship between respondents’ willingness to subvert
democracy and their perception that opposing partisans supportsubverting
democracy (study 1). Each point shows one respondent (N = 1,031 Democratic
respondents and N =913 Republican respondents). The points arejittered. The
line shows aloess smoother with aspan of 0.75. Partisans support breaking
democratic norms more when they believe that opposing partisans are willing to
break democratic norms. Both variables are coded to the 0-1range. See the Fig.1
caption for more details on the seven questions that we asked the respondents.
Alinear regression produced the following results: for Democrats, b = 0.29;
s.e.=0.03;¢(1,029) =10.2; P< 0.001; 95% Cl, (0.231, 0.340); for Republicans,
b=0.24;s.e.=0.03;¢(911) =9.3; P< 0.001; 95% Cl, (0.192, 0.295).

2 and 5). The experiment used the same seven scenarios from study 1
to measure willingness to break democratic norms. In the treatment
group, after the participants answered each question about oppos-
ing partisans, we told them how most opposing partisans actually
answered the question using datafromstudy 1 (hence ‘ask-tell’). Demo-
cratsinstudy1stated that they would ‘never’ support breaking four of
the democratic norms we presented them with and would ‘probably
not’ supportbreaking three of them, while Republicans in study 1indi-
cated that they would ‘never’ support breaking five of the democratic
norms we presented them with and would ‘probably not’ support
breaking two of them (Supplementary Figs.1and 2).

We asked the control group to answer the same questions about
opposing partisans, though no feedback was provided. We then asked
all respondents about their own willingness to subvert democratic
norms using the same seven-item questionnaire from study 1 (Fig. 3
presents this survey flow visually). As in study 1, we took the simple
average of the seven items and rescaled it 0-1. This experiment is a
preregistered replication of a pilot experiment.

The ask-tell treatment succeeded at lowering perceptions that
opposing partisans are willing to break democratic norms. Figure 4
shows the distribution of these perceptions of opposing partisans for
thetreatment and control conditions by party. Like the findings instudy
1, participants in the control condition placed opposing partisans’
willingness to subvert democratic norms at 0.64 on the O-1scale. By
contrast, participantsinthe treatment condition placed them at 0.40
(b=-0.236;s.e.=0.008; t(2,543) =-27.8; P< 0.001; 95% ClI, (-0.252,
-0.219)). Since we administered the ask-tell treatment across seven
scenarios, this difference probably underestimates the manipulation
effect, as the respondents are not fully treated until after they receive
feedback on the final question. Indeed, when we look at responses
only for the final (randomized) question, we see a larger difference,
with 0.67 in the control condition and 0.37 in the treatment condition
(b=-0.307; s.e.=0.013; £(2,543) = -24.0; P< 0.001; 95% Cl, (-0.282,
-0.333)). We also find that the manipulation effectincreases with each
iteminthe ask-tell treatment (Supplementary Fig. 6).
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Fig.3|Experimental flow in the treatment condition (study 2). After
answering each question (Q) about opposing partisans’ support for subverting
democracy, respondentsin the treatment group received information about
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how opposing partisans actually answered the survey items (based on data from
study 1). The control group saw the same flow except for the ‘tell’ component.
We randomized the order of the items within each battery.

If partisans vote away the democracies they cherish because they
think the other side is willing to do the same, this successful manipu-
lation should increase support for upholding democratic norms. It
does. The treatment group was less willing to subvert democracy
than the control group. Figure 5 shows this result, plotting the distri-
bution of the willingness-to-subvert scale for those in the treatment
versus control conditions. The average participant in the treatment
group became less willing to subvert democratic norms, shifting from
amean of 0.24 to 0.17 on the 0-1scale, a 29% relative change and one
that is highly unlikely to occur by chance (b =-0.076; s.e. = 0.008;
t(2,543) =-9.8; P<0.001;95%Cl, (-0.091,-0.061)). Respondentsin the
control condition said they would ‘never’ support breaking 3.5 of the
7 democratic norms—anumber that increased to 4.7 in the treatment
group. Both Democrats and Republicans exhibited a response to the
treatment, with Democrats falling from 0.26 in the control condition to
0.16inthe treatmentcondition (b=-0.095;s.e. = 0.011; £(1,419) = -8.9;
P<0.001;95%Cl, (-0.115,-0.074)) and Republicans falling from 0.22 to
0.17 (b=-0.054;s.e.=0.012; t(1,122) =-4.7; P< 0.001;95% CI, (-0.076,
-0.031)).

We find a statistically significant treatment effect across all
seven items in the self-subversion scale, across all but one of our six
party-identification levels and across all levels of general political
knowledge (Supplementary Figs. 7-9).

While the treatment effect suggests that the observational rela-
tionship that we documentin study 1is causal, akey question that fol-
lowsis: how much of the observational relationship is causal? We shed
light on this question by scaling the treatment effect by the degree of
successful manipulation—that is, the complier average causal effect
(CACE)—using the answer that the participants gave in the final ques-
tion of the ask-tell battery (order-randomized). The CACE of the
treatment through perceptions of opponent subversion is b = 0.249;
s.e.=0.024;¢(2,540) =10.2; P<0.001;95%Cl, (0.201,0.297)—about the
same as the regression estimate from study 1-suggesting that much
ofthe observational relationship may be causal. Of course, CACE esti-
mates depend on numerous assumptions that may not be satisfied in
this case (see Methods for details and assumptions and Supplementary
Tables 6 and 7 for the full results).

If the belief that the other side is willing to dismantle democracy
is central to current politics, the treatment should have a wide range
of effects on political attitudes. Consistent with this prediction, we
find that the informational intervention also increased warm feel-
ings towards out-partisans (Republicans: b=0.048; s.e.=0.021;
t(1,098) =2.3; P=0.023;95%Cl, (0.007,0.089); Democrats: b = 0.074;
s.e.=0.018;¢(1,382) =4.0; P< 0.001;95% Cl, (0.038, 0.11)) (Supplemen-
tary Fig. 10). The treatment also decreased the perception that the
other party dehumanizes them (Republicans: b = -0.047;s.e. = 0.016;
t(1,099) =-2.9; P=0.0039; 95% ClI, (-0.079, -0.015); Democrats:

b=-0.083; s.e.=0.014; £(1,384) = -5.7; P< 0.001; 95% CI, (-0.111,
-0.054)) (Supplementary Fig.11). We do not find that the intervention
changed the respondents’ own policy views (five-itemscale), but it may
havereduced Democrats’ perception that Republicans are extremists
onseveral policy issues (Supplementary Fig.12).

Recent experiments have shown that lowering affective polari-
zation fails to increase support for democratic norms, despite these
correlating in survey data®. The results here suggest that the causal
arrow may point in the opposite direction: changes in the perception
of opposing partisans’ support for democratic norms may influence
interpartisan animosity.

We find no sign that respondents guessed the study’s purpose on
thebasis of anopen-ended question at the end of the survey, nor dowe
see evidence consistent with ademand or social desirability pressure
account (study 3 and Supplementary Methods study 2). We suspect that
the treatment—learning about the level of democratic commitment of
opposing partisans—works through multiple mechanisms, including
through changing perceptions of descriptive norms®,

Study 2b. Does correcting perceptions about opposing partisans’
willingness to subvert democratic norms translate into behaviours that
could limit democratic backsliding? To examine the consequences for
voting decisions, we asked the respondents to vote intwo hypothetical
primary elections at the end of study 2 (study 2b). We then examined
theimpactofthe ask-tellintervention on these voting decisions. Unlike
the previous analyses, this analysis is exploratory (not preregistered),
though we replicated it in study 3. In each hypothetical primary race,
therespondents faced a choice between two candidates from their own
party, one who has supported breaking one of the seven democratic
normsinour study (chosen at random) and another who has opposed
breaking the norm.

To model real-world rhetoric, we told the participants that the
candidate who supported breaking ademocraticnormdid so ‘because
they believe opposing partisans (Democrats or Republicans) have
done the same. This rhetoric also helped us overcome a social desir-
ability problem, which is that respondents seem unlikely to supporta
subverting candidate on a survey unless the choice seems justifiable.

Instudy 2b, we find that the same ask-tell treatment used in study
2a decreases partisan willingness to vote for candidates who sup-
port breaking democratic norms by 0.035 on the 0-1scale, where
we code a democracy-protecting-candidate vote O, a neither vote
0.5 and a democracy-subverting-candidate vote 1. The treatment
is statistically significant: b =-0.035; s.e. = 0.012; £(5,050) = -2.97;
P=0.003; 95% Cl, (-0.059, —0.012), calculated with robust standard
errors clustered at the respondent level, as Fig. 6 shows. This effect
represents a shift from 0.259 in the control condition to 0.224 in the
treatment condition, al4%relative change. Republicans and Democrats
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Fig. 4| Reducing perceptions of opposing partisan willingness to subvert
democracy (study 2). The experimental manipulation check for study 2 is
shown, using the distributions of the unweighted average of the seven questions
that we asked the respondents about their perception of opposing partisans’
willingness to subvert democracy (kernel densities, N = 2,545 respondents). The
informational intervention—which targeted beliefs about opposing partisans’
commitment to democracy—lead participants to see opposing partisans as less

willing to subvert democracy. Since we gave the respondents feedback after
they answered each of the seven questions, this figure probably understates the
extent of the manipulation effect, because the respondents did not receive the
full treatment until they received feedback on their answer to the seventh item.
The overall effect for both partiesis b = -0.236; s.e. = 0.008; t(2,543) = -27.8;
P<0.001;95%Cl, (-0.252,-0.219).
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Fig. 5| Lowering perceptions that other party will subvert democracy
generates more support for democratic norms (study 2a). The main
experimental effect for study 2ais shown using the distributions of the
unweighted average of the seven questions that we asked the respondents about
their own willingness to subvert democracy by treatment condition and party
identification (kernel densities, N = 2,545 respondents). They reveal that the

informational intervention—which targeted beliefs about opposing partisans’
commitment to democracy—decreased the participants’ own willingness to
subvert democracy. This result suggests that the observational relationship
documented in study 1 may be causal. For Democrats, b =-0.095; s.e. = 0.011;
t(1,419) =-8.9; P<0.001; 95% Cl, (-0.115,-0.074); and for Republicans,
b=-0.054;s.e.=0.012; £(1,122) =-4.7; P< 0.001; 95% ClI, (-0.076, —0.031).

exhibited almost identical responses to the treatment, with Democrats
falling from 0.27 in the control condition to 0.23 in the treatment
condition (b =-0.035; s.e. = 0.016; £(2,815) = -2.2; P=0.03; 95% CI,

(-0.067,-0.003)) and Republicans falling from 0.25t0 0.21 (b = -0.036;
s.e.=0.018; ¢(2,233) =-2.1; P=0.04; 95% Cl, (-0.071, -0.002)). The
CACE of the treatment through perceptions of opponent subversion
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Fig. 6 | Lowering perceptions that the other party will subvert lowers support
for candidates who subvert democracy (study 2b). The main experimental
effect for study 2b is shown using the treatment-group mean minus the
control-group mean coded 0-1, where higher numbers represent votes for
more democracy-subverting candidates (N = 5,052 votes). The control-group
mean is around 0.24 for both parties. Each point shows the treatment effect
estimate from a separate regression. The error bars show 95% (thin) and 68%
(thick) CIs and are calculated from standard errors clustered by respondent. The
informational intervention—which targeted beliefs about opposing partisans’
commitment to democracy—decreased partisan willingness to vote for a
primary candidate from their own party who supports subverting democracy.
For Democrats, b=-0.035;s.e.=0.016; £(2,815) =-2.2; P=0.03; 95% Cl, (-0.067,
-0.003); and for Republicans, b=-0.036; s.e. = 0.018; t(2,233) = -2.1, P= 0.04;
95% Cl, (-0.071,-0.002).

isb=0.116;s.e.=0.039; t(5,050) = 3.0; P=0.003;95% Cl, (0.04, 0.191).
This self-reported voting behaviour is correlated with support for
democraticnorms, and mediation analysis suggests that respondents’
own willingness to subvert democracy fully mediates the treatment
effect (Supplementary Fig.13 and Supplementary Tables 8 and 9)**, Of
course, mediation analysis should be taken as suggestive, as it depends
onnumerous assumptions.

This hypothetical candidate choice study provides suggestive
evidence that reducing perceptions that opposing partisans will violate
democratic norms may lead voters to prefer candidates who uphold
democratic norms. Although not large, the effect may be biased down-
wards by social desirability and floor effects. It also may not need to
be large to matter in the real world, where elections can be closely
contested.

Study 3

To further address concerns that the treatment effect arises from
respondents guessing the intent of the experiment or from respond-
entsdesiring to appear less subversive after exposure to the treatment
(treatment-induced social desirability), we conducted a panel version
ofthe study designed to minimize these concerns (study 3). We admin-
istered the treatmentin aninitial survey and collected the dependent
variableinasecond survey. We designed the surveysto appear as ‘seem-
ingly unrelated’ as possible. We did so by not highlighting the second
survey as afollow-up study, by changing the look and feel of the second
survey, and by beginning and ending the surveys with other questions.
We administered this study on Mechanical Turk, where respondents
typically take many surveys every day.

In a preregistered study, we recruited 2,523 respondents for the
first survey, which took place on 9 and 10 May 2022 (see Supplementary
Tables1and 2 forthe demographics and Supplementary Tables10 and
11for descriptive statistics). Asin study 2, arandom half of the sample
received feedback on the accuracy of their perceptions after each
question about the extent to which most opposing partisans would
support subverting democratic norms (the ask-tell treatment), and
the other half did not. We then successfully resurveyed 1,848 (73.2%)

between 9 and 14 May 2022. We randomly assigned when the second
survey became available, resulting in a minimum time between inter-
views of 1.4 hours, a maximum of 94 hours and a mean of 47 hours.
The second survey asked the seven self-subversion items (the main
dependent variable) and then the seven items about the other party
(amanipulation check).

Even with these steps to reduce demand and social desirability,
the treatment effect remains similar to thatin study 2. The intervention
in wave 1 shifted the mean willingness to subvert democratic norms
atwave 2 from 0.32to 0.24 on the O-1scale, a25% relative change and
one that is highly unlikely to occur by chance (b =-0.075; s.e. = 0.011;
t(1,843) =-6.8; P<0.001; 95% CI, (-0.097, -0.054)). When we scale
thetreatment effect by the degree of successful manipulation (CACE)
using small subset randomly assigned to first answer the questions
about the other party’s subversion, the estimate closely matches the
study 1regression estimate and the study 2 CACE estimate (b= 0.227;
s.e.=0.041; £(1,663) =5.5; P<0.001; 95% ClI, (0.146, 0.304)) (see
Methods for details and assumptions and Supplementary Table 12
for the full results).

Figure 7 shows the treatment effect over time, revealing a consist-
ent difference between the control group and the treatment group.
Thetreatment and control lines trend upwards over time, butinterest-
ingly, respondents randomly assigned to take the survey later failed to
exhibit these upward trends, implying that the time since the
previous survey does not cause changesin subversion levels. Instead,
this patternappears to result from non-random variationin respond-
ents’ tendency to take the survey earlier versus later.

Asinstudy 2a, the treatment effect holds up acrosslevels of general
political knowledge. It also holds up across all six levels of party identi-
fication (Supplementary Figs. 14 and 15). For example, the estimate for
‘strong Republicans’is b =-0.097;s.e. = 0.033; ¢(295) = -2.9; P= 0.0038;
95% Cl, (-0.162, —0.032); and for ‘strong Democrats’ it is b =-0.082;
s.e.=0.02;£(592) =-4.0; P<0.001; 95% Cl, (-0.122, -0.041).

In an exploratory analysis (not preregistered), we replicate the
results of the primary choice experiment, which followed study 2
exactly, except that we measured the candidate choice in wave 2 and
asked therespondentsabout three hypothetical primaryraces. Treated
respondents again voted less often for the subverting candidate using
the same O-1scale (b =-0.058;s.e. = 0.015; £(5,298) = -3.87; P< 0.001;
95%Cl, (-0.088,-0.029), calculated with robust standard errors clus-
tered at the respondent level), as Fig. 8 shows. The treatment effect’s
variation with hourssince treatmentand correlation with support for
democratic norms canbe foundinSupplementary Figs.16 and17. The
CACE estimate of the treatment through perceptions of opponent
subversion is b= 0.165; s.e. = 0.045; t(4,808) = 3.6; P < 0.001; 95% CI,
(0.075,0.254) on a 0-1scale with alow control-group mean.

Instudy 3, we also control for ethnic antagonism (Supplementary
Table 13). Although we find that Republican respondents show higher
levels of ethnic antagonism overall, interestingly, we find that both
Democrat and Republican respondents with higher levels of ethnic
antagonism are more likely to support subverting democratic norms.
However, controlling for ethnic antagonism leaves the key findings in
this paper unchanged.

In sum, ruling out demand and experimentally induced social
desirability is difficult, but this study helps allay concerns.

Discussion

Across three studies, we examine whether voters who largely prefer
democracy will nonetheless be willing to undermine it to the extent
that they believe the other side is doing the same. In an observational
study, we find that partisans are willing to break democratic norms
to the extent that they believe opposing partisans support break-
ing them, an association that holds even while controlling for other
usual suspects of democratic backsliding, including partisanidentity
strength, extreme policy preferences, perceptions that the other side
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Fig.7|Wave 1ask-tell treatment effect on wave 2 support for subverting
democracy by treatment condition and by hours since treatment (study

3). Aloessline with a span of 0.6 and with the 95% CI (N = 1,845 respondents) is
shown. It reveals that, despite efforts to reduce demand and social desirability
with the seemingly-unrelated-studies approach, the treatment effect remains
similar to thatinstudy 2. Presumably, the longer the time between interviews, the
lower the likelihood that demand and experimentally-induced social desirability
drive the results, but we do not see the treatment effect diminishing with time.
While the treatment and control lines trend upwards over time, this reflects
differences between participants based on when they chose to take the second
survey. When we analyse the data by when participants were randomly assigned
toreceive arequest to take the second survey, we do not observe these upward
trends, implying that the time since the previous survey does not cause changes
insubversion levels. The overall treatment effectis b =-0.075; s.e. = 0.011;
t(1,843) =-6.8; P< 0.001; 95% CI, (-0.097,-0.054).

holds extreme policy preferences, partisan animosity, dehumaniza-
tion of the other side, perceptions that the other side dehumanizes
oneself, political knowledge and a range of demographic variables.
We assess whether this relationship is causal with two experimental
studies and find that reducing exaggerated beliefs that the other side
is willing to undermine democracy increases support for upholding
democratic norms. We also find that reducing these exaggerated
perceptions may translate into behavioural outcomes, such as voting
for democracy-protecting candidates.

The experimental intervention in this paper recently competed
against 25 others (selected from 252) in the Strengthening Democ-
racy Challenge megastudy (N =32,059)%. It ranked first in lowering
antidemocratic attitudes and first in lowering an overall composite
index of all eight outcomes in the megastudy, including partisan
animosity and support for partisan violence. In addition to providing
an independent replication, the strength of these results is consist-
ent with the subversion dilemma contributing to backsliding in the
United States.

These studies test the core causal claimat the heart of the subver-
sion dilemma—partisans will support subverting democracy to the
extent that they believe their opponents support subverting democ-
racy. But these studies have not tested our speculation that aspiring
autocrats’ rhetoric fosters misperceptions about the other side’s com-
mitment to democracy or the claim that actions taken by an aspiring
autocrat’s party may generate reciprocal democratic defections from
their opponents. We leave this to future research, as the ethical com-
plications of experimentally testing these elements of our theory are
more formidable. Another important limitation of this paper is that

our experiments took place in an online survey setting. Whether this
intervention could survive in a real-world setting where an aspiring
autocrat may be generating misperceptions between partisans remains
anopen question for future research.

Ifthe dynamic we describeisindeed presentinthe United States,
our findings suggest that Trump’s relentless claims about Democrats
stealing elections fosters support among Republicans for Trump’s
overstepping of democratic norms in the name of ‘saving democracy’,
including the 6 January Capitol attack. The ongoing rhetoric from
Trump-aligned Republican politicians questioning election integrity
inthe United States could portend future violations of democracy with
wide public support.

The rhetoric from Democrats and third-party observers has
understandably focused on the risk posed to democracy by illiberal
components of the Republican Party, especially with Trump formally
running in the 2024 election. Our work suggests an additional and
counterintuitive strategy: focus on convincing everyday Republicans
of Democrats’ unwavering commitment todemocracy. Doing so would
probably require aconcerted messaging campaign and credible dem-
onstrations of this commitment, such as third-party guarantees or
costly signals of good faith. Just asimportant, supporters of democracy
shouldavoid actions and rhetoric that Trump and others could portray
as confirmation of backsliding by Democrats.

In our survey data, we see ample signs that Republicans want
to protect democracy and that they are open to information that
Democrats want to do the same. Republicans may therefore be open
to this messaging and these signals, much more so than many
Democratsassume.Instudy 1, for instance, we asked the respondents
whether they would be interested in making a one-to-one pact with
amember of the opposing party to never vote for a candidate that
subverts democracy. 60% of Democrats said ‘probably’ or ‘definitely
yes’, while 72% of Republicans did so.

Similarly, Republicanleaders concerned about democracy should
take a stand against this particularly pernicious type of misinforma-
tion being spread by their copartisans and reassure the public about
Democrats’ commitment to democracy. As an example, gubernatorial
candidates Chris Peterson (Democrat) and Spencer Cox (Republican)
made ajoint ad calling for civility and peaceful transfer for power in
their election that went viral across the nation®.

There may also beinstitutional factors that could lessen the impact
of the subversion dilemma and its contribution to backsliding, such
as institutions that help foster a shared commitment to democracy
eveninthe absence ofimmediate authoritarian threat” >, Meaningful
third-party guarantees on democratically normative behaviourin the
United States and beyond could come from a re-invigorated interna-
tional democracy-promoting regime®®®',

Future research may assess the extent to which the dynamic
documented in this paper contributes to backsliding in countries
outside the United States. Consistent with the theory, aspiring
autocrats during the current “third wave of autocratization™” have
accused their opposition of subverting democracy in countries
throughout the world*>****, For example, Bolsonaro spread doubt
about Brazil’s electoral integrity leading up to the 2022 election®.
Thereis also evidence that the strategies we suggest to counter back-
sliding may have succeeded in other countries. For instance, demo-
cratic parties facing authoritarian challenges in Colombia may have
stemmed backsliding by demonstrating a strong commitment to
democratic norms during their aspiring autocrat’s term in office®®.
Rather than calling for impeachment, and so pushing Columbia
further into the subversion dilemma, they focused on countering
specific democratic violations®>**,

This paper provides aframework for understanding why citizens
cede their political rights to aspiring autocrats. It highlights a toxic
misperception—the belief that opposing partisans are willing to dis-
mantle democracy—and suggests that countering the spread of this
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Fig. 8| Lowering perceptions that the other party will subvertinwavel
lowers support for candidates who subvert democracy in wave 2 (study 3).
This study replicates study 2b, except that we measured the candidate choicein
wave 2 and asked the respondents to cast votes in three primary choice elections.
The treatment-group mean minus the control-group mean (both coded 0-1) is
shown, where higher numbers represent votes for more democracy-subverting
candidates (N =5,300 votes). The control-group meanis around 0.34 for

both parties. Each point shows the treatment effect estimate from a separate
regression. The error bars show 95% (thin) and 68% (thick) Cls and are calculated
from standard errors clustered by respondent. Despite efforts to reduce demand
and social desirability with our seemingly-unrelated-studies approach, the
treatment effect remains similar to that in study 2. The overall treatment effect is
b=-0.058;s.e.=0.015; (5,298) = -3.87; P < 0.001; 95% Cl, (—0.088, —0.029).

misperception is animportant strategy to prevent democracy-loving
citizens from falling victim to the slippery slope of the subversion
dilemma.

Methods

All studies were approved by the University of California, Berkeley,
Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (protocol no. 2021-
01-13949). We complied with all relevant ethical regulations, and all
participants provided informed consent. We preregistered study 1
and 2 on 14 January 2021 at https://osf.io/vnd4g and study 3 on 9 May
2022 at https://aspredicted.org/7P)_6TQ.We administered the surveys
with Qualtrics. We recruited study 1and 2 participants via Lucid Theo-
rem, where participant payment is proprietary. We recruited study 3
participants via Mechanical Turk. The respondents received US$1 for
participation. We selected sample sizes many times what would be nec-
essary for 80% power based on pilot tests to examine the consistency
of findings across subgroups. Data analysis was not performed blind
to the conditions of the experiments. The data were analysed with R
version 4.1.2. All studies excluded respondents who failed an attention
check®® or who did not identify with or lean towards the Democratic
or Republican party.

Self-reported subversion and opposing partisan subversion
questions

In all studies, we measured willingness to subvert democratic norms
with seven questions. To measure the respondents’ own willingness
to subvert democratic norms, each question began, ‘Would YOU sup-
port...and was followed by sevenitems: ‘banning FAR-[OTHER WING]
ralliesin the state capital?’, ‘ignoring controversial rulings by [OTHER
PARTY] JUDGES?’, ‘freezing the social media accounts of [OTHER
PARTY] JOURNALISTS?’, ‘reducing the number of voting stations
in towns that support [OTHER PARTY]s?’, ‘laws that would make it
easier for [OWN PARTY]s (and harder for [OTHER PARTY]s) to get
elected?’, ‘using violence to block major [OTHER PARTY] laws?” and
‘significantly reinterpreting the Constitutioninorder toblock [OTHER
PARTY] policies?” We randomized the order of the questions for each
respondent. The response options were ‘Never’, ‘Probably Not’, ‘Prob-
ably” and ‘Definitely’. We measured beliefs about opposing partisan
willingness to subvert democratic norms in the same way, except
that each question began, ‘Would MOST [OTHER PARTY]s support...

and was followed by the same seven items. In these questions, ‘OWN
WING’ or ‘OTHER WING’ can be ‘LEFT’ or ‘RIGHT” and ‘OWN PARTY’ or
‘OTHER PARTY’ can be ‘DEMOCRAT’ or ‘REPUBLICAN, depending on
the respondent. To construct scales of self-reported subversion and
opposing partisan subversion, we take the unweighted average of the
seven questions and rescaleitto a0-1range, where O is nosubversion
and 1lis the highest level of subversion (Cronbach alphas in study 1 of
0.89 and 0.82, respectively).

Study1
We conducted study1via Lucid between15]July and 6 August 2021 with
1,973 participants. From Lucid, we obtained demographicinformation
ontheparticipantsincluding age, gender, household income, ethnicity,
education, region, zip code and state (see Supplementary Tables1and 2
for the demographics). The demographic distribution closely matches
the demographic distribution of US adult residents. After attention
checks and a partisan identification question, the respondents were
randomly assigned to first answer either the seven self-subversion
items or the seven items about how willing the other party is to sub-
vertdemocracy. At the end of the survey, the respondents were asked
about numerous covariates of interest, such as policy preferences and
partisan animosity.

We find some sign of order effects, in which those who first
answered questions about the other party show lower rates of
self-reported subversion (Supplementary Fig. 5).

Study 2

We conducted study 2 via Lucid between15and 29 September 2021 with
2,545 participants. From Lucid, we obtained demographicinformation
onthe participantsincluding age, gender, household income, ethnic-
ity, education, region, zip code and state (see Supplementary Tables 1
and 2 for the demographics). This was a preregistered replication of a
preregistered pilot study (see Supplementary Figs.18 and 19 for the key
pilot findings). Afterinformed consent, attention checks and partisan
identification questions, we randomly assigned half of the respondents
tothe treatment ‘tell’ condition using Qualtrics survey software. We fail
to find significant differential attrition orimbalances on pretreatment
covariates (Supplementary Table 14).

The flow of the ask-tell treatmentis depicted in Fig. 3. Inthe treat-
ment condition, the respondents were told, ‘Studies have shown that
Democrats and Republicans in America DON'T KNOW MUCH about
each other’, and that they would receive feedback based on real data
about‘average, everyday members’ of the opposing party. The respond-
entsin the treatment condition received feedback immediately after
they answered each question about the extent to which they believe
opposing partisans support agiven democratic subversion.

Whenrespondentsinthe treatment condition overestimated the
level of support for subverting democratic norms among opposing
partisans, they were shown the text: ‘Sorry, MOST [OTHER PARTY]s
doNOT support thisaction. Try again next time!’ Below this text, there
was a cartoon character looking slightly concerned next to the ques-
tion they had just answered with the accurate answer circled. When
respondentsin the treatment condition correctly estimated the level of
support for subverting democratic norms among opposing partisans
foragiven question, they were shown the text: ‘GreatJob! Most [OTHER
PARTY]s WOULD NOT support this action. Below this text, there was
a cartoon character happily holding up a trophy next to the question
they had just answered with their accurate answer starred. The least
common scenario was when respondents underestimated oppos-
ing partisan willingness to subvert democratic norms. This occurred
when respondents selected that opposing partisans would ‘never’
undermine a specific norm, when most opposing partisans actually
said they would ‘probably not’ undermine a specific norm. In this case,
respondents were shown the text: ‘Close—Half Points! MOST [OTHER
PARTY]s WOULD NOT support this action. Below this text, there was
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a cartoon character looking encouraging with a thumbs-up next to
the question they had just answered with the correct answer starred.

Participants in the control condition answered the seven
opposing-partisan-subversion questions without feedback.
Afterwards, we asked the treatment and control groups the seven
self-subversion items (the main dependent variable) as well as the
two hypothetical primary election questions. Finally, we asked the
participants about covariates such as policy preferences and partisan
animosity.

To further engage the respondents in both the treatment and
control conditions, we told them that they would be placed inaleague
onthebasis oftheaccuracy of their responses. After collecting all data,
we showed the respondents whether they were in the ‘silver’, ‘gold’,
‘diamond’ or ‘professional’ league on the basis of their responses and
thanked them for their participation.

Study 3

We conducted study 3 on Mechanical Turk between 9 and 14 May 2022
with 1,973 participants. This was a preregistered panel study of our
intervention in study 2 meant to address concerns about demand
effects. The first survey included consent, attention checks, demo-
graphics, party affiliation, political knowledge and our seven questions
about the other party’s willingness to subvert democratic norms (see
Supplementary Tables1and 2 for the demographics). Arandom half of
the participants were assigned to the treatment group using Qualtrics
survey software, in which case they received feedback on how they
answered each of the seven questions about opposing partisans. The
survey closely followed the first half of study 2, except that we excluded
theintroductorylanguage about respondents not knowing much about
each other and we excluded the leagues. We only told respondents
in the treatment group that they would get feedback from ‘real data’.
We find no sign of differential attrition or meaningful imbalances
(Supplementary Table15).

We randomly assigned when the second survey became available
totherespondents, resulting inaminimum time between interviews of
1.4 hours, amaximum of 94 hours and amean of 47 hours. The second
survey (reinterview) began with the seven self-subversion items (the
main dependent variable) and also included the seven subversion
items about the other party (a manipulation check), three hypotheti-
cal primary choice questions and four ethnic-antagonism items®. To
check for order effects, about 10% of the sample received the battery
of questions about opposing partisans first. To reduce demand effects,
we did not refer to the second survey as a ‘follow-up survey’, and we
attempted to make each survey visually dissimilar.

Sample representativeness and weighting

Supplementary Table 1 presents the demographic distribution of the
samples and compares them to estimates from the Census American
Community Survey. Supplementary Table 2 does the same by party
by comparing Democrats and Republicans to the American National
Election Study (ANES). The Lucid samples appear generally demo-
graphically representative. The one notable exception is that the ten-
dency to overrepresent lower-income individuals is pronounced for
Republicans, as they are typically higher-income. We think, however,
that this overrepresentation of low-income Republicans works against
the key effect in this Article. Supplementary Fig. 20 shows the study
2 treatment effect by demographic categories, finding a larger and
precisely estimated treatment effect among higher-income Republi-
cans. We therefore take a conservative approach by not weighting the
samples, one consistent with the evidence from studies on weighting
insurvey experiments®. Compared with the ANES, the Lucid samples
overrepresent strong Democratic partisans, which may also work
against a treatment effect. In study 2, for instance, 27.3% are strong
Democrats, compared with 23% in the ANES, while 20.9% are strong
Republicans, compared with 21% in the ANES. The Mechanical Turk

sample underrepresents Republicans. As with the ANES, in all three
samples, strong partisans are more common than weak partisans,
who are in turn more common than independents who lean towards
one party.

Multi-item scales

In constructing the multi-item scales, we take the average of the
non-missing values for eachrespondent. Since we requested responses
when respondents attempted to skip a question, very few values are
missing, and only a handful of respondents have several values missing
on any of the multi-item scales (see Supplementary Tables 3,5 and 10
for descriptive statistics).

Missing dataimputation

So that model estimates do not omit respondents because of missing
values on control variables, we impute missing values using demo-
graphics (using robust linear regression with M-estimators from the
simputation package®®in R®’). We neverimpute values on the key inde-
pendent or dependent variables (perceptions of the other party’s
subversion, self-reported subversion or primary vote choice). The
number of observations imputed on each control variable is small
(typically 20-30), and the model estimates are substantively identical
whenwe do notimpute.

Significance tests

We use two-tailed tests for all significance tests. For the significance
tests of the main experimental effects in studies 2a and 3, we use HC3
standard errors. The significance tests assume normality, which does
not hold with our key independent variable: respondent willingness
to subvert. When we use non-parametric bootstrapping with 1,000
resamples for the key experimental tests in studies 2aand 3 on willing-
ness to subvert, the results remain highly statistically significant. For
study 2a, no resampled estimate was greater than or equal to zero,
which correspondstoaP <0.001anda95% Clof (-0.089,-0.063). For
study 3, noresampled estimate was greater than or equal to zero, which
correspondstoaP<0.001and a95% Cl of (-0.095,-0.058).

CACE
Toscale the experimental estimates by compliance with the treatment
so that we can compare them with the observational regressions,
we estimate the CACE. A key assumption for this analysis is that the
treatment can influence respondents only through its effect on the
perceived willingness of out-partisans to subvert, not through other
observed or unobserved variables (the exclusion restriction). In the
two-stage least-squares (2SLS) estimates for study 2, we instrument the
final (seventh) itemthat the respondents answered about opponents’
willingness to subvert with the treatment indicator. We presented these
items to the respondentsinrandom order, and we use their answer to
the final one because respondents in the treatment group had mostly
received the treatment by that time (they had received feedback on six
ofthe sevenitems). We use the final item for the control group as well.
When we instead use the mean of the full-scale in the 2SLS, we find simi-
lar, thoughsslightly larger, estimates because doing so underestimates
compliance even more. The 2SLS estimates reveal a CACE estimate that
isclosetotheregression estimate fromstudy 1(botharound 0.25),and
onethatisprecisely estimated. Supplementary Tables 6 and 7 present
the reduced-formregression and the 2SLS estimates for study 2.
Since we measured many covariates post-treatment, we can
include those in separate 2SLS estimates to attempt to block those
causal paths. Although including post-treatment variables can intro-
duce other biases, the stability of the key estimate is reassuring. When
we include measures of dehumanization, meta-dehumanization, the
feeling thermometer difference between parties, policy extremism
and beliefs about the other side’s policy extremism (not shown), we
find only the slightest decrease in the 2SLS estimate, and the estimate
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remains precisely estimated. Of course, these analyses do not rule out
exclusionrestriction violations on unobservables and should be seen
asonly suggestive.

In study 3, we can adopt an arguably better approach. For a
small subset of respondents in the reinterviews, we asked the battery
about perceived willingness of the other party to subvert democracy
before any other questions. We estimate the first stage in this sam-
ple and the second stage among the other respondents who were
first asked the self-subversion items (in the second-wave interview).
This approach is called two-sample 2SLS. To calculate the standard
errors, we use Stata’s weaktsiv package’®, and we control for age and
folded-seven-point party identification, both measured pretreat-
ment, neither of which substantially affect the CACE estimates. When
we adopt a single-sample approach, we estimate a much larger CACE
because asking the self-subversion battery first notably suppresses
the treatment effect on the opponents’ subversion battery, lowering
the estimate of compliance and so increasing the CACE. The sensitivity
ofthe estimates to question wording order isyet another reasontobe
sceptical of CACE estimators.

Demand and social desirability
There are additional reasons to believe that experimentally-induced
socially desirable respondingis not driving the resultsinstudy 2. First,
although the treatment influenced perceptions of out-partisans, the
respondents still saw out-partisans as more willing to subvert democ-
racy than they reported being themselves. This is true even when we
look only at the last (randomized) item we asked them about (when
they would have received six of the seven ask-tell treatments). On this
last item, mean perception of out-partisans’ willingness to subvert
democratic norms s still about twice as high for the other party as for
themselves (0.39 versus 0.17 on the 0-1scale). Respondents could, in
theory, admit to more willingness to subvert democratic norms while
keeping considerable distance between themselves and the other party.
Second, we find a very similar observational and experimental
relationship between these variables (a linear relationship of about
0.25onthe 0-1range). This similarity seems inconsistent with asocial
desirability account, since we are not inducing social pressure in the
observational study, and yet it yields a similar estimate.

Interpretation of experimental findings

One interpretation of the experimental findings is that respondents
learned about a ‘descriptive norm’ from the treatment and adjusted
their answers to the self-subversion questions to be more socially
acceptable. Although this interpretation may be plausible, several
findings bolster our interpretation. Instudy 1, respondents who most
perceived that the other party wanted to subvert democracy also
expressed the most fear of the other party (Supplementary Fig. 21),
whichisexactly what our theory predicts. We also found that the study
2interventionincreased partisans’ positive feelings about each other,
decreased the perception that the other party dislikes them, reduced
Democrats’ perception that Republicans are extremists on a number
of policyissues, decreased blatant dehumanization of the other party
and decreased the perception of being blatantly dehumanized by
the other party (Supplementary Figs. 10-12). Likewise, in Stanford’s
Strengthening Democracy Challenge megastudy, this same interven-
tion reduced partisan animosity as well as support for interpartisan
violence™. If the treatment were only providing information about
how to answer the seven subversion questionsinapublicly acceptable
way, it should not affect these other outcomes. Of course, none of this
rules out the possibility that some respondents are merely learning
what to say onasurvey.

Preregistration deviations
We report several slight deviations from our preregistration. For the
CACE estimates, the pre-analysis plan stated that we would subtract

perceptions of opposing partisans’ willingness to subvert on the final
subversionitem (7/7) from the answer they gave on the first question
(1/7). We subsequently preferred to estimate CACE with only the final
question. When we conduct the preregistered analysis, however, the
results are the same (see Supplementary Table 16 and compare to
Supplementary Table 7).

The only other deviations involve minor changesin question word-
ing, described in the following paragraphs. Our preregistration listed
eight subversion items, but we ended up dropping one item before
running studies 1and 2. This question asked ‘Would YOU supporta
[OWN PARTY] governor ruling by executive order if[OTHER PARTY]s
don’t cooperate?’ The responses to this question had such high levels
of support that we determined that this question was not perceived
as normatively prohibited in the US democratic context. As a result,
the preregistration notes that the index for subversion and opposing
partisansubversion would include eight questions coded 0-3 foratotal
index range of 0-24. Instead, we have seven questions coded 0-3, which
are added together and normalized to O-1for ease of interpretation.

Additionally, we changed the wording of two other questions for
simplicity. We preregistered ‘Would YOU supporta[OWN PARTY] gov-
ernor banning far-[OTHER SIDE] group ralliesin the state capital?’ and
‘Would YOU supporta[OWN PARTY] governor ignoring controversial
courtrulings by [OTHER PARTY]judges?’ We simplified these questions
to make them easier to understand by removing the governor and ask-
ingaboutdirect support for the policy. So the questionsinstead read,
‘Would YOU support banning FAR-[OTHER SIDE] rallies in the state
capital?’ and ‘Would YOU support ignoring controversial rulings by
[OTHER PARTY]JUDGES?’ With these changes, all questions are asking
about the participants’ support for certain actions rather than their
support mediated through a hypothetical representative.

Instudies1and 2, we received demographic variables except for
party identification from Lucid, not from the respondents. The pre-
registration does not list the covariates used to examine alternate
hypothesesin our observational survey and to test moderatorsinour
experiments. Theseinclude policy polarization, perceptions of oppos-
ing partisan policy polarization, blatant dehumanization, perceptions
of opposing partisan dehumanization, level of political knowledge and
level of warmth towards Democrats and Republicansin studies1and 2.

Due to uncertainties about our budget, we conservatively esti-
mated that we would survey 500 people in study 1and 1,000 in study
2, but we surveyed 2,000 (1,973) in study 1 and about 2,500 (2,545) in
study 2.

In the preregistration for study 3, we forgot to note that, asin all
our studies, we ended the survey if respondents failed theinitial atten-
tion checks (two attention checks immediately following consent), a
procedure adopted because of the high level of inattention among
respondents on Lucid and Mechanical Turk.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature
Portfolio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability

Replication data for the main text and Supplementary Informationare
available at https://doi.org/10.17605/0SF.I0/4BDET (ref. 71). Source
dataare provided with this paper.

Code availability
Replication code for the main text and Supplementary Information s
available at https://doi.org/10.17605/0SF.I0/4BDET.
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to sample subjects in May 2022.

Data analysis R version 4.1.2 was used to analyze the data including the simputation package version 0.2.7 and the mediation package version 4.5.0.
Stata version 15.1 was also used in one analysis including the weaktsiv package 9/20/2019.
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Reporting on sex and gender We collected data on self-reported gender in Study 1 and Study 2 via Lucid's data on respondent gender. In Study 1
(N=1,973), 57% reported female, and in Study 2 (N=2,545), 52% reported female. Our analysis finds no significant
relationship between gender and our outcome of interest - willingness to subvert democratic norms. As a result, we do not
ask participants their gender in Study 3, run on Mechanical Turk.

Population characteristics See "Behavioural & Social Sciences Study Design" section.
Recruitment See "Behavioural & Social Sciences Study Design" section.
Ethics oversight The University of California, Berkeley Committee for the Protection of Human Subjects (CPHS) and Office for the Protection

of Human Subjects (OPHS) granted exemption for these studies under Principle Investigator, Gabriel Lenz, "as it satisfies the
Federal and/or UC Berkeley requirements under categor(ies) 2,3. This is effective from January 21, 2021 through January 20,
2031. CPHS Protocol Number: 2021-01-13949. CPHS Protocol Title: Playing Dirty, The Dynamics of Democratic Backsliding in
the United States. The approval is issued under the University of California, Berkeley Federalwide Assurance #00006252.
Amendments to the original IRB approval were granted on 6/1/2021, 7/9/2021, 5/6/2021, and 5/25/2022.

Note that full information on the approval of the study protocol must also be provided in the manuscript.
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Behavioural & social sciences study design

All studies must disclose on these points even when the disclosure is negative.

Study description The paper includes three online survey-based quantitative studies.
Study 1: A sample of 1,973 US partisans were asked the extent to which they support upholding seven different democratic norms at
the expense of partisan interests. They were also asked how they believe most opposing partisans would answer the same set of
guestions. Questions were randomized within and between blocks and covariates were measured including partisan identity
strength, policy views, partisan animosity, and partisan dehumanization. The main analysis compared partisan expectations about the
extent to which most opposing partisans would support democratic norms to real answers provided by partisans in the study.
Study 2: A sample of 2,545 US partisans were randomized into treatment and control groups (50/50 split). The control group was
asked how they think most opposing partisans would answer the seven questions about upholding democratic norms. The treatment
group was asked the same set of questions, but after each question they were told corrective information about how most opposing
partisans actually answered the question. All participants were then asked about their own willingness to uphold democratic norms
in the seven scenarios as the primary DV. The secondary DV presented participants with questions about how they would vote in two
different hypothetical primary elections, where one candidate supported breaking a given democratic norm from the list of seven,
and one candidate opposed breaking it. Covariates were measured as in Study 1. The main analysis compared self-reported
willingness to break democratic norms or vote for anti-democratic candidates between treatment and control groups.
Study 3: A sample of 2,523 US partisans were randomized into treatment and control groups and provided with the questions (or, in
treatment, the questions and answers) about opposing partisan commitment to democratic norms as in Study 2. In order to test
durability and reduce socially desirable responding, we then successfully re-surveyed 1,848 of the sample at random between 1.4 to
47 hours after the first survey. The second survey asked the same DV questions as in Study 2, with the exception that we asked about
three hypothetical primaries rather than two, and we added a covariate question about ethnic antagonism. At the end of the second
survey, participants were also asked how they think most opposing partisans would answer the seven questions about democratic
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norms as a manipulation check. The main analysis compared treatment and control groups on our main dependent variables over
time.

Research sample In all three studies, we sought demographically representative samples of US partisans. Below, in parenthesis are data from the ACS
2019, which we use as benchmarks.
Study 1: The research sample of 1,973 was recruited via Lucid. 54% were female (compared to 51%), 11% were 18-24 (compared to
12%), 13% were 25-34 (compared to 18%), 26% were 35-49 (compared to 25%), 32% were 50-64 (compared to 25%), and 18% were
65+ (compared to 20%).
Study 2: The research sample of 2,545 was recruited via Lucid. 52% were female (compared to 51%), 13% were 18-24 (compared to
12%), 17% were 25-34 (compared to 18%), 24% were 35-49 (compared to 25%), 28% were 50-64 (compared to 25%), and 17% were
65+ (compared to 20%).
Study 3: The research sample of 2,523 was recruited via mTurk. Information on gender was not collected. 6% were 18-24 (compared
to 12%), 32% were 25-34 (compared to 18%), 28% were 35-49 (compared to 25%), 28% were 50-64 (compared to 25%), and 6% were
65+ (compared to 20%).

Sampling strategy Lucid (Lucid Theorem) is an opt in online survey providers that uses demographic quotas to provide a sample that is demographically
representative of the US based. Mechanical Turk is a online marketplace where participants can take surveys. On Mechanical Turk,
there is no sampling procedure or quotas. Studies have generally found that experiments in representative samples of the US
replicate in Lucid samples and Mechanical Turk samples. We selected sample sizes many times what would be necessary for 80%
power based on pilot tests because they would allow us to show the consistency of findings across subgroups. Consistent with our
preregistration, we excluded respondents from taking part in the studies if they failed initial attention checks, if they lacked a
partisan affiliation or, if independent, did not lean towards one of the parties. We also excluded respondents from taking part if they
were flagged by Qualtrics as likely bots or repeat respondents.
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Data collection The survey data for this paper was generated using Qualtrics software, Versions [July 2021, August 2021, September 2021, and May
2022]. Participants in these studies were recruited and participated in these studies online, and so during the time the participants
participated in the experiment, they had no interaction with the researcher and both participants and the researcher were blind to
individual assignment to treatment and control. At the point of data analysis, the researcher was not blind to the treatment and
control status of participants.

Timing Study 1: July 15-August 6, 2021. Study 2: September 15-29, 2021. Study 3: May 9-14, 2022.
Data exclusions We did not exclude any respondents from the analysis.
Non-participation Study 1: 80/2053 respondents cleared the sampling strategy rules (see above) but then dropped out. Study 2: 102/2645 respondents

did the same. Study 3: In wave 1, all respondents were counted as participating. In wave 2, 2/1866 failed to answer any of the self-
subversion items. As we discuss in the paper, we reinterviewed 73% of wave 1 respondents in wave 2, a high reinterview rate, so we
have 27% nonparticipating in wave 2. As we report in the paper, we do not find differential attrition by condition in wave 2.

Randomization Study 1 was an observation study in which every participant was in the same condition. Studies 2 and 3 used Qualtrics survey
software to randomize respondents into treatment and control conditions.

Reporting for specific materials, systems and methods

We require information from authors about some types of materials, experimental systems and methods used in many studies. Here, indicate whether each material,
system or method listed is relevant to your study. If you are not sure if a list item applies to your research, read the appropriate section before selecting a response.

Materials & experimental systems Methods
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