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(see, e.g., Lord, Ross, and Lepper 1979; Edwards and Smith 1996). Similarly, Taber and 

Lodge (2006) found that subjects tended to rate attitudinally congruent arguments as 

stronger than incongruent ones and to generate more thoughts denigrating incongruent 

arguments. Our interpretation of these results, which is supported by an extensive 

literature in psychology (for reviews, see Kunda 1990 and Molden and Higgins 2005), is 

that citizens are goal-directed information processors who evaluate information with a 

directional bias toward reinforcing their pre-existing views. In the contemporary political 

context, the direction and extent of this bias should vary systematically according to 

ideology (i.e. information that is welcomed by liberals will be disparaged by 

conservatives, and vice versa).3  

This bias is not limited to simply discounting counter-attitudinal information. 

Instead, numerous studies show that subjects who are exposed to information that runs 

counter to their political preferences frequently come to support their original opinion 

!"!#$%&'!$()'&#*+, – a “backlash” effect. For instance, in a dynamic process tracing 

experiment, Redlawsk (2002) finds that subjects who were not given a memory-based 

processing prime came to view their preferred candidate even more positively after being 

exposed to negative information about the candidate (Meffert et al. 2006 find a similar 

result). Peffley and Hurwitz (2007) find that when whites are told that the death penalty is 

applied in a discriminatory faction against blacks, they actually become %&'!$supportive 

of it. Finally, Howell and Kriner (n.d.) find that hearing a Democrat argue against using 

military force in some cases causes Republicans to become %&'! supportive of doing so. 

                                                
3 Of course, many other factors may influence the extent of bias in information processing including 

involvement in an issue, which some studies have found can reduce bias (see Kunda 1990 for a review). 

However, for our purposes, ideology is the relevant between-subjects variable considered in the 

experiments described below.  
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Fitzgerald 2004). In fact, while federal funding of stem cell research is limited to stem 

cell lines that had been created before August 2001, no limitations have been placed on 

privately funded research (Fournier 2004). 

In the experiment, subjects read a mock news article attributed to either the New 

York Times or FoxNews.com that reported statements by Edwards and Kerry suggesting 

the existence of a stem cell research “ban.” In the treatment condition, a corrective 

paragraph was added to the end of the news story explaining that Bush’s policy does not 

limit privately funded stem cell research. The dependent variable is agreement that 

“President Bush has banned stem cell research in the United States” on a scale ranging 

from “strongly disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). (See appendix for wording.) 

!

"#$%&'$!(!)'#*!+#&&!,#$#-,+.  

Table 4 reports results from two regression models that offer support for the resistance 

hypothesis. 

[Table 4] 

In Model 1, we find a negative overall correction effect (/! < .10), indicating that subjects 

who received the correction were less likely to believe that Bush banned stem cell 

research. We also find that subjects with more political knowledge were less likely to 

agree that a ban existed (/! < .10).  In Model 2, we again interact the correction treatment 

with ideology. The interaction is in the expected direction (negative) but just misses 

statistical significance (/! < .14).  

However, as Brambor, Clark, and Golder point out (2006: 74), it is not sufficient 

to consider the significance of an interaction term on its own. The marginal effects of the 
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politics and show that responses to corrections about controversial political issues vary 

systematically by ideology. Second, we show that corrective information in news reports 

may fail to reduce misperceptions and can sometimes increase them for the ideological 

group most likely to hold those misperceptions. Finally, we establish these findings in the 

context of contemporary political issues that are salient to ordinary voters. 

The backlash effects that we found seem to provide further support for the 

growing literature showing that citizens engage in “motivated reasoning.” While our 

experiments focused on assessing the effectiveness of corrections, the results show that 

direct factual contradictions can actually !"#$%&"'$%(ideologically grounded factual 

beliefs – an empirical finding with important theoretical implications. Previous research 

on motivated reasoning has largely focused on the evaluation and usage of factual 

evidence in constructing opinions and evaluating arguments (e.g. Taber and Lodge 2006). 

By contrast, our research – the first to directly measure the effectiveness of corrections in 

a realistic context – suggests that it would be valuable to directly study the cognitive and 

affective processes that take place when subjects are confronted with discordant factual 

information.  Gaines et al. (2007) take an important first step in this direction by 

highlighting the construction of )%"$#*#$"+"),%! of relevant facts, including those that may 

be otherwise discomforting, as a coping strategy.  

It would also be helpful to test additional corrections of liberal misperceptions. 

Currently, all of our backfire results come from conservatives – a finding that may 

provide support for the hypothesis that conservatives are especially dogmatic (Greenberg 

and Jonas 2003; Jost et al. 2003a, 2003b). However, there is a great deal of evidence that 

liberals interpret factual information in ways that are consistent with their political 
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Study 2, Experiment 3 (Stem cell research): News text  

 
[New York Times/FoxNews.com]!
August 10, 2004 
 
Sen. John Edwards (D-N.C.) yesterday slammed President Bush and promised that a 
Kerry administration would support the promising young field of embryonic stem cell 
research.  
 
The vice presidential contender's comments came on the third anniversary of President 
Bush's televised address to the nation announcing a funding policy for the controversial 
research, which relies on human embryos as a source of cells.  
 
The much-debated but still experimental field of study has become an unanticipated 
wedge issue in this fall’s election. Edwards’s running mate on the Democratic ticket, Sen. 
John F. Kerry (Mass.), mentioned the topic in a number of speeches last week. Kerry also 
devoted a large chunk of the Democrats’ weekly radio address Saturday to it, saying that 
science should not be sacrificed for ideology.  
 
“We’re going to lift the ban on stem cell research,” Kerry said. “We’re going to listen to 
our scientists and stand up for science. We’re going to say yes to knowledge, yes to 
discovery and yes to a new era of hope for all Americans.”  
 
[Correction] 
 
However, experts pointed out that Bush's action does not limit private funding of stem 
cell research. He is actually the first president to allow the use of federal funds to study 
human embryonic stem cells, but his policy limits federal support of such research to 
colonies derived from embryos already destroyed by August 2001. 
 
 

Study 2, Experiment 3 (Stem cell research): Dependent variable 

  

President Bush has banned stem cell research in the United States.  
 
-Strongly disagree [1] 
-Somewhat disagree [2] 
-Neither agree nor disagree [3] 
-Somewhat agree [4] 
-Strongly agree [5] 
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 Table 1 – OLS regression models of WMD misperception (fall 2005) 

 

"! ! !#!$%&'!""!! !#!$&('!"""!! !#!$&%!)*+,-./0102!

!"#$%&' !"#$%&(
Correction 0.065 0.240

(0.191) (0.196)

Ideology 0.347*** 0.199***

(0.064) (0.082)

Political knowledge -1.133*** -1.081***

(0.372) (0.362)

Mortality salience 0.280 0.271

(0.192) (0.187)

Correction * ideology 0.359***

(0.127)

Constant 3.245*** 3.156***

(0.331) -0.323

R
2

0.24 0.29

N 130 130
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!"#$%&'&(&)*+&,%-,%../01&203%$.&04&567&2/.8%,9%8:/01&;.8,/1-&'<<=>&
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"! ! !#!$%&'!""!! !#!$&('!"""!! !#!$&%!)*+,-./0102!

!"#$%&' !"#$%&( !"#$%&)
Correction -0.061 -0.157 -0.189

(0.154) (0.156) (0.169)

Ideology 0.353*** 0.472*** 0.498***

(0.049) (0.066) (0.068)

Political knowledge -1.318*** -1.266*** -1.278***

(0.319) (0.315) (0.318)

Correction * ideology -0.258*** -0.366***

(0.097) (0.104)

Iraq most important -0.374

(0.314)

Correction * most important 0.557

(0.441)

Ideology * most important -0.275

(0.226)

Correction * ideology * most important 0.737**

(0.299)

Constant 3.537*** 3.551*** 3.615***

(0.276) (0.272) (0.286)

R
2

0.26 0.28 0.31

N 195 195 195
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* !  < .10, ** !  < .05, *** !  < .01 (two-sided) 
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"! ! !#!$%&'!""!! !#!$&('!"""!! !#!$&%!)*+,-./0102!

Model 1 Model 2
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