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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The mental rigidity of ideological conservatives, known as the 

rigidity-of-the-right, is well-documented. In their thorough review, 
Jost et al. (2003, 352) conclude that “by far the most convincing 
research on left-right differences pertains to epistemic motives asso-
ciated with mental rigidity and closed-mindedness.” Consequently, 
conservatives tend not to seek out or even consider the opinions of 
others when making judgments and decisions, and are especially re-
sistant to the views of liberals.

With this research, we offer a more nuanced understanding of 
conservative ideological responses, predicting that conservatives 
may update their decisions toward the perceived norms of a common 
audience to manage their impressions with the in-group. Though per-
haps seemingly in conflict with the “rigidity of the right,” conserva-
tives emphasize the group and are more strongly motivated to adhere 
to social norms and conventions than are liberals (Jost et al. 2003). 
Conservatives and liberals have distinct moral foundations, with 
conservatives placing a greater value on binding or group-focused 
moral foundations, which include group loyalty and duty (Graham, 
Haidt, and Nosek 2009). Also, conservatives may be more agreeable 
than liberals. Hirsh et al. (2010) distinguish between two subtraits 
of agreeableness: compassion and politeness. While compassion re-
flects empathy and interpersonal concern and thus is associated with 
liberals, politeness is more closely linked to norm compliance and 
traditionalism and reflective of conservative beliefs (Hirsch et al. 
2010). Thus, conservatives are motivated by politeness and comply-
ing with social norms, which are likely to be salient in public situ-
ations. 

Consequently, conservatives in the public eye may be moti-
vated to conform even to in-group members subscribing to a dif-
ferent ideology, to the extent that the decision regards social norms. 
Whether this occurs, though, may depend on which social identity 
is salient at the time of a decision. At any point in time, situational 
constraints can make salient a given social identity used to represent 
the self (self-categorization theory; Turner et al. 1987). For instance, 
although students from the same university can define themselves 
in terms of liberal—conservative social identities, situational con-
straints can lead the same individuals to ignore these identities and to 
focus instead on the shared college identity for self-definition. Con-
textual activation of this common in-group identity heightens the 
need to maintain in-group cohesiveness and harmonious relations 
with other group members. Here, we expect that conservatives will 
be particularly motivated to comply with the norms and stereotypes 
of the salient in-group, even when this in-group consists of individu-
als who are believed to hold liberal views.

A charitable giving context is well-suited for this research. Peo-
ple hold stereotypes of liberals (e.g., Democrats) as generous and 
of conservatives (e.g. Republicans) as somewhat heartless toward 
the needy. The stereotype of a bleeding heart liberal is particularly 
salient among conservatives (labeled the “Limbaugh Effect”; Far-
well and Weiner 2000) and the lack of generosity by conservatives 
(vs. liberals) is particularly prevalent in the case of needy people 
judged to be responsible for their plight (Reyna et al. 2005). In this 
context, conservatives faced with charitable decisions that would be 
discussed with fellow college students holding liberal views should 
be motivated to seek approval from the audience (Torelli 2006), and 

hence factor into their decisions the more generous expectation of 
their fellow students, thus boosting their own generosity to fit with 
a liberal audience’s norms for charitable giving. When a common 
social identity (e.g., fellow college students) is not salient, though, 
the effect of a liberal audience on increasing conservatives’ generos-
ity will be attenuated. 

In three studies, we show that conservatives (liberals) who an-
ticipate accountability to individuals who hold the opposing political 
ideology exhibit greater generosity (no change) in their charitable 
decisions, compared with those who anticipate interacting with indi-
viduals holding the same political ideology or those making charita-
ble decisions in private, and that this effect is mediated by the desire 
to seek approval from the audience.

In a preliminary study, we tested whether conservatives (liber-
als) who anticipate accountability to individuals who hold the op-
posing political ideology exhibit greater generosity (no change) in 
their real donation decisions, compared to those making charitable 
decisions in private. Students who self-identified as either liberals 
or conservatives were assigned to make a charitable decision either 
under accountability to someone from the opposing political ideol-
ogy (where shared social identity was salient) or in private. ANOVA 
results show that, as expected, conservatives were more generous 
when accountable to a liberal than when in private, with no differ-
ence in generosity among liberals in the two conditions. Further, 
within the private decision condition liberals were more generous 
than conservatives, while in the public accountability condition there 
was no difference between conservatives and liberals. 

In study 1, we tested for whether conservatives (liberals) ex-
hibit greater generosity (no change) when accountable to liberals 
versus when accountable to other conservatives (liberals) or making 
decisions in private in an established paradigm (Farwell and Weiner 
2000), and also test for the mediating role of desire to seek audience 
approval (White and Peloza 2009). As expected, regression results 
revealed that participants self-defined as conservatives were more 
generous when anticipating accountability to a liberal audience than 
to a conservative audience or in the private condition. There were no 
differences in generosity among self-defined liberals in the differ-
ent conditions. Further, mediation analyses confirmed that conser-
vatives’ decisions were driven by desire to seek approval from the 
audience. In study 2, we provided further evidence of mediation and, 
importantly, also showed that the effects dissipate when a common 
identity is not salient. 

A rich literature suggests that conservatives are firmly rooted in 
their beliefs and are highly unlikely to alter their views in the face 
of public accountability, particularly to a liberal audience. We show 
that conservatives can be motivated to align their donation decisions 
with the generosity of liberals, and hence are likely to increase their 
generosity when anticipating accountability to an audience of liber-
als with whom they share a salient common identity. Implications for 
ideology and charitable giving literatures are discussed.

REFERENCES
Farwell, Lisa and Bernard Weiner (2000), “Bleeding Hearts and the 

Heartless: Popular Perceptions of Liberal and Conservative 
Ideologies,” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 26 
(7), 845-52.



Advances in Consumer Research (Volume 41) / 697

Graham, Jesse, Jonathan Haidt, and Brian A. Nosek (2009), 
“Liberals and Conservatives Rely on Different Sets of Moral 
Foundations,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 
96 (5), 1029-46.

Hirsh, Jacob B., Colin G. DeYoung, Xiaowen Xu, and Jordan 
B. Peterson (2010), “Compassionate Liberals and Polite 
Conservatives: Associations of Agreeableness with Political 
Ideology and Moral Values,” Personality and Social 
Psychology Bulletin, 36 (5), 655–664.

Jost, John T., Jack Glaser, Arie W. Kruglanski, and Frank J. 
Sulloway (2003), “Political Conservatism as Motivated Social 
Cognition,” Psychological Bulletin, 129 (3), 339-75.

Reyna, Christine, P. J. Henry, William Korfmacher, and Amanda 
Tucker (2005), “Examining the Principles in Principled 
Conservatism: The Role of Responsibility Stereotypes as Cues 
for Deservingness in Racial Policy Decisions,” Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 90 (1), 109-28.

Torelli, Carlos J. (2006), “Individuality or Conformity? The Effect 
of Independent and Interdependent Self-Concepts on Public 
Judgments,” Journal of Consumer Psychology, 16 (3), 240-48.

Turner, John C., Michael A. Hogg, Penelope J. Oakes, Stephen D. 
Reicher, and Margaret S. Wetherell (1987), Rediscovering 
the Social Group: A Self-Categorization Theory. Oxford: 
Blackwell.

White, Katherine and John Peloza (2009), “Self-Benefit Versus 
Other-Benefit Marketing Appeals: Their Effectiveness in 
Generating Charitable Support,” Journal of Marketing, 73 (4), 
109-24.

Table 1:  Summary of Results
Study Main Objective Results

Preliminary 
Study

Test for whether conservatives (liberals) 
who anticipate accountability to 
individuals who hold the opposing 
political ideology will exhibit greater 
generosity (no change) in their donation 
decisions vs. those who make decisions in 
private.

• Own ideology × accountability interaction (F(1, 101) = 5.27, p < .05).
• Conservatives more generous when accountable to a liberal than when in 

private (M = $18.58 and $13.27 respectively; F(1, 101) = 4.08, p < .05), 
with no difference in generosity among liberals (M = $20.11 and $17.01 
respectively; F(1, 101) = 1.44, p > .2). 

• Liberals more generous than conservatives (F(1, 101) = 6.57, p < 
.01) within the private decision condition, with no difference between 
conservatives and liberals in the public accountability condition (F(1, 101) 
= .39, p > .5).

Study 1

Test for whether conservatives (liberals) 
exhibit greater generosity (no change) 
when accountable to liberals versus 
when accountable to other conservatives 
(liberals) or making decisions in private, 
and test for mediation.

• Political ideology X conservative dummy interaction (b = -.56, S.E. = .26, 
t(111) = 2.13, p < .05) and political ideology X private dummy interaction 
(b = -.50, S.E. = .24, t(111) = 2.06, p < .05).

• Conservatives more generous when anticipating accountability to a liberal 
vs. conservative audience (M = 3.77 and 2.75 respectively, t(111) = 1.66, 
p < .05, one-sided, or in the private condition (M = 2.56, t(112) = 2.26, p < 
.05). 

• No differences in generosity among self-defined liberals across conditions 
(Mliberal audience = 3.01, Mconservative audience = 3.80 and Mprivate = 3.37, all p > .1).

• Full mediation of desire to seek approval from the audience.

Study 2
Test for whether effects dissipate when 
common identity is not salient, and further 
test for mediation.

• Main effect of own ideology (F(1, 193) = 12.73, p < .001, η2 = .06), and 
audience ideology X salience of shared identity X own ideology interaction 
(F(1, 193) = 4.89, p < .05, η2 = .025).

• Conservatives more generous when facing liberals (vs. conservatives) 
when shared identity salient (M = 3.64 vs. 2.53, F(1, 193) = 4.51, p < .05, 
η2 = .023. However, effect dissipated when shared identity not salient, (M 
= 2.64 and 3.01, p > .4). 

• When facing liberals, conservatives more generous when shared college 
identity salient (vs. not) (M = 3.64 and 2.64, F(1, 193) = 4.16, p < .05, η2 
= .021). In contrast, liberals’ similar across conditions (MSalient Id.–Liberal Aud. = 
3.61, MSalient Id.–Conservative Aud. = 3.94, MNon-salient Id.–Liberal Aud. = 4.24, and MNon-salient 

Id.–Conservative Aud. = 3.74, all p’s > .2).    
• Full mediation of desire to seek approval from the audience.


