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Abstract 

 

This study analyzes the causal impact that voting eligibility has on political attitudes, beliefs, 

and perceptions about the economy. Specifically, it examines how acquiring the right to vote 

impacts affective polarization—measured by trust attitudes and moral judgments towards 

political ingroups and outgroups; ideological polarization—measured by the variability in 

evaluations of the current state of the economy; and political engagement—measured by 

participation in political activities and consumption of political information. Leveraging the 

“as good as random” nature of the discontinuity at the age threshold for eligibility, a survey 

experiment was conducted with 179 Mexican individuals who were barely eligible and barely 

ineligible to vote in the 2018 Mexican elections. Several game theoretical scenarios and 

questions were used to measure the outlined outcomes. Our findings show that, relative to 

their ineligible counterparts, eligible individuals are much more prone to show trust and 

positive moral judgments towards their ingroup while reducing their trust and more intensely 

showing negative moral opinions towards people of their outgroup. Participants who could 

vote in 2018 also displayed more extreme evaluations of the economy than those who could 

not. Contrary to our expectations, ineligible participants consistently showed more frequent 

participation in political or communal activities than eligible participants, while no difference 

was found in terms of information consumption between both groups. This study is novel in 

its attempt to examine the causal relation between voting shocks and political polarization 

through experimental economics methods. Its implications generate a discussion of the 

potential virtues and downsides that voting inductions have on social and economic 

interactions. 

 



 

 1 

Table of Contents 

 

Section I. Introduction ......................................................................................................... 2 

Section II. Literature Review .............................................................................................. 7 

Section III. Research design & methods ........................................................................... 18 

Section IV. Results .............................................................................................................. 29 

Section V. Discussion & further research ........................................................................ 50 

Section VI. References ........................................................................................................ 54 

Appendix A. Prolific Survey .............................................................................................. 58 

Appendix B. Qualitative responses ................................................................................... 76 

Appendix C. Auxiliary tables ............................................................................................ 82 



 

 2 

Section I. Introduction 

 

Does acquiring the right to vote change us in any meaningful way? Does it make us better people? 

Worse people? Does it give us a sense that we are part of a community and act on behalf of it? Or 

does it make us more factious and sectarian? Does it make us more prone to listen to others’ views 

and attempt to reach a middle ground? Or does it make us less tolerant towards people who think 

differently? 

 

Certainly, the right to vote and the act of voting themselves are, more likely than not, considered 

intrinsically good in public discourse (Sen, 1999). The mere idea of political factions winning and 

losing elections by competing for votes suggests that those who aspire for power must have, as 

imperfect as it might be, some degree of responsiveness to constituents’ needs. But whatever the 

actual efficacy of exercising the right to vote may be, that deserves a separate discussion. Here, 

we are concerned about the effects that being eligible to vote has on beliefs and behaviors towards 

others and oneself. Particularly, we want to know if eligibility makes individuals more polarized 

in their judgments about people from an opposing political position and in their views about the 

economy, and if the right to vote raises individuals’ interest in politics.  

 

Why do these questions even matter? For one, they help us understand how we behave in a 

democratic society. If being able to vote reduces our negative attitudes and perceptions about 

individuals who hold different political positions, then it might be valuable for the cohesion and 

reproduction of social life. The same goes if it makes people more informed and concerned with 

public issues. Thus, we can make a case to lower voting age restrictions or to increase voter turnout. 

On the other hand, if acquiring voting rights worsens our opinions about the outgroup or dampens 

our willingness to cooperate or interact with them, then we must discover what is flawed within 

the system and provide solutions to fix it. If voting does not really do much for society’s welfare 

(besides the election of representatives) then we must come up with other ways to strengthen the 

social fabric.  
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From an economic perspective, trust and civic morality are closely related to cooperation, 

economic growth, and development (Hugh-Jones, 2016; James Jr., 2015). Trust in others facilitates 

cooperation in a society and is the cornerstone of what is referred to as social capital. Notorious 

scholars such as Robert Putnam and Francis Fukuyama have highlighted the value of social capital 

in reducing transaction costs found in formal coordination mechanisms like contracts and 

bureaucratic rules (Fukuyama, 2000; Putnam et al., 2000). Hence, the way trust is distributed 

among members of a society has important implications for the efficiency of economic exchanges. 

By this token, trusting not only in people from our own political camps but also people with 

differing opinions and beliefs may facilitate the exchange of goods and ideas for a larger part of 

society; otherwise, it might negatively impact variables associated to social capital such as the use 

and distribution of public goods, consequently affecting economic development. Whether the right 

to vote makes us more willing to engage in forms of communal participation or in changing how 

we trust or cooperate with others is thus worth inquiring from a social and economic point of view. 

 

On the other hand, the relation of voting in beliefs and attitudes serves as an instance to show how 

certain actions intervene in preference formation. Instead of viewing preferences as something 

stable and fixed that drives action, typical of rational choice models in economics, here we study 

an instance in which causation runs in the other direction. Thus, in line with a vast tradition in 

psychology (Bandura, 1989), our research matter can contribute to our understanding of the 

behavioral mechanisms that intervene in the formation of what we believe in.  

 

In a broader context, at the time of writing this, polarization is a term continuously used and 

generating discussions among the academia, the press and the general public in Mexico and many 

other countries (Moreno, 2024). There is a notion that there are growing social divides within many 

democratic regimes that promote an “us versus them” logic, seemingly making us more uncapable 

of acknowledging the others’ concerns and viewpoints. Thus, this study is timely and relevant to 

understand the drivers of a phenomenon that have many implications for our society’s well-being. 

 

In addition to the timeliness and relevance of the topics analyzed here, our study also contributes 

to the current literature gap on what has been called by Holbein et al. (2023) the transformative 

voting hypothesis (TVH), namely, the idea that exogenous shocks that induce people to vote (e.g. 
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reaching voting age) changes individuals’ attitudes and beliefs in meaningful ways beyond mere 

act of casting a vote. In this regard, while there are numerous theoretical works linking voting to 

other forms of political engagement such as consumption of political information, working in 

political or communal associations, acquisition of political knowledge, political efficacy, and 

many others, there are only a few addressing this relationship empirically and, much less, through 

causally oriented research designs. As it will be discussed further in-depth in what follows, the 

few causal works exploring this relationship only cover a handful of countries, most of them deal 

with the shock of compulsory voting rules and there is not a wide variety of dependent variables 

studied, most of them restricted to forms of political knowledge or political interest. In this work, 

I expand on the variables typically studied by this literature by analyzing measures of affective 

and ideological polarization besides political engagement and consumption of political 

information.  

 

Moreover, this is the only study, to our knowledge, that directly analyzes how a voting shock 

affects beliefs and behaviors towards perceived political ingroups and outgroups. The study by 

Mullainathan & Washington (2009), which is arguably the closest to what is done here, examines 

polarization in terms of opinions of partisan elite figures by eligible and ineligible individuals, but 

does not precisely analyze changes in affective sentiment –like moral judgements or trust—

towards other similar individuals from the same and contrary political groups. Also, the work by 

Iyengar & Westwood (2015), similarly to our approach, applies trust games and dictator games to 

examine trust and discrimination along partisan markers, but does not aim to know if these attitudes 

are more intense for people who are eligible to vote than for those who are not. Therefore, our 

study provides the unique combination of applying game theoretical scenarios to measure 

differences in affective and ideological polarization of individuals caused by voting eligibility.  

 

With all these considerations stated, the specific research questions we address here are: 

 

RQ1.  Affective polarization: Does being eligible to vote makes individuals more 

polarized in their moral judgements and trust towards their political ingroups and 

outgroups?  
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RQ2.  Ideological polarization (economy): Does being eligible to vote prompts 

individuals to adopt more extreme views about the current state of the economy? 

RQ3. Interest in politics: Does being eligible to vote makes individuals more interested 

in politics as reflected in greater political participation and consumption of political 

information? 

 

To give answer to these questions we exploit the fact that individuals who are barely eligible to 

vote are virtually identical on average to those who are barely ineligible to vote. Nonetheless, due 

the exogenous assignment of a birthdate, some of these individuals acquired the right to vote earlier 

than others like them. Consequently, under a few weak assumptions, due to the as-good-as-random 

nature of the voting eligibility assignment, we can assert that being barely eligible to vote has a 

causal effect on political beliefs and behaviors. As voting eligibility is sharply determined by being 

18 years or older by the time of the election, age is what completely selects who gets assigned to 

the treatment and who does not. Thus, we are applying a sharp regression discontinuity design 

(RDD). 

 

With this identification strategy in mind, we implemented an experimental survey of 179 Mexican 

participants in the ages of 21-25 years old through the Prolific survey platform, thus capturing 

voting eligibility effects in the long term. Participants were asked a series of questions about their 

opinions on diverse political and economic topics and were also placed in game theoretical 

scenarios, where their decisions regarding other participants would determine the real payments 

they would receive. This way we are able to know what their perceptions towards people from 

opposing political sides, including the president, were; to capture how much they trust people from 

their perceived ingroups and outgroups in a scenario where they could win or lose money; and also 

to get to know how frequently they displayed habits of political interest. 

 

Anticipating the results, while we found that, generally, individuals displayed a greater favoritism 

towards people from their ingroup and a greater dislike towards people from their outgroup, this 

was substantially more intense for those who were eligible to vote than for those who were not 

eligible. This was consistent in the measures of trust, perceptions of generosity and perceptions of 

dishonesty. At the same time, evaluations of the current president’s performance were much higher 
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for people on the left who could vote than for people on the left who could not vote, suggesting a 

greater consistency between the political action of voting in a certain way and the beliefs that 

support that action. We also found that the variability in opinions of the current state of the 

economy were sharply distinct and significantly greater for those who were eligible to vote than 

for those who were not eligible, suggesting more extreme opinions in this issue for people who 

could vote. Lastly, contrary to the initial expectations, we found a significant difference in the 

frequency of political activities done by ineligibles and eligibles, but where ineligibles consistently 

were the ones more actively participating; on the other hand, we found no statistical difference in 

the frequency of consumption of political information between both groups. I discuss 

interpretations of these results with qualitative data collected by the survey.  

 

It must be stressed that, although the relationships we study here are political by definition, many 

of them are also fundamentally economic. If we agree on the idea that economics is a science of 

decision-making under strategic settings, and if we agree that one of its scopes of inquiry is the 

decisions regarding exchanges between the self and the others, then the present work not only 

directly observes economic decision-making, but its findings have relevant implications for the 

ways resources are distributed among a society as well. By noting how entrusting resources to 

others varies according to group membership, how beliefs are shaped by group identities and also 

by directly examining how opinions regarding the economy are changed by conditions such as 

being eligible to vote, this project aims to contribute to a better understanding of economic 

decision-making in political environments. 

 

The structure of this work is as follows: the next section provides a review of the bodies of 

literature most relevant for this study, focusing on the works surrounding the transformative voting 

hypothesis, political polarization and applied game theoretical approaches; then, Section III 

presents the research design and data, where we find the concrete hypotheses and the methods and 

materials used to test them; in Section IV I present the findings of each one of the hypothesis 

tested; finally, Section V concludes with a discussion of the results and their implications, as well 

as the next steps that will be undertaken to expand this research further.  
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Section II. Literature Review 

 

This research project themes and methods can be mapped into three distinct, but related, bodies of 

literature within political science and economics. The main one concerns the relationships between 

factors that induce voting (e.g. voting eligibility) and political attitudes (e.g. interest in politics) or 

other forms of communal participation. This literature comes from a long tradition in political 

theory and political science but has given little attention to the causal impact of voting on attitudes. 

A second one deals with political polarization, broadly understood as a divide in opinions and 

attitudes defined by political identities, which is informed by social psychology and economic 

modelling. Lastly, the experimental methods used here borrow from the game theoretical 

approaches in the applied behavioral economics literature. This way, by using methods widely 

applied in experimental economics, this research project lies in the intersection between economics 

and political science. I thus review the works that are most relevant for thid study in each one of 

these areas. 

 

i. The Transformative Voting Hypothesis 

 

There is a widely held idea in classic and modern political theory that voting is an essential part of 

a virtuous citizenship. A line of thought in this vein, most notably led by Robert Putnam, asserts 

that civic engagement –the participation in the life of a community that improve conditions for 

others or help shaping the community’s future (Adler, 2005)—is intrinsically linked to the 

formation of trust and prosocial attitudes between members of a community (Putnam et. al 1993; 

Putnam, 2000). In their seminal book, Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, 

Putnam et. al (1993), argue that the historical differences in institutional performance between the 

Northern and Southern regions in Italy are the result of its different levels of active participation 

on associational life –including voting and other forms of communal decision-making, through the 

networks of reciprocity and trust generated with continued social interaction and cooperation, 

namely, social capital. More explicitly, it has been argued by scholars that voting makes citizens 

more informed and politically engaged (Lipjhart, 1997); that it develops a sense of political 

efficacy (Pateman, 1970; Finkel, 1985); and that it makes more likely other forms of communal 

participation such as greater interaction with public officials, campaigning and, generally, greater 
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political interest (Verba & Nie, 1972). While studies in this tradition make some compelling 

arguments and, to a lesser or greater extent, provide empirical evidence of the relationship between 

voting and other forms of communal participation or prosocial attitudes, most of these works show, 

at best, a correlation between these variables. Hence, we end up questioning if the engagement is 

somehow the result of people being introduced to it by the act of voting or simply that people who 

are more prosocial or engaged in communal activities also participate more in voting.  

 

With this issue in mind, Holbein, et. al. (2023) systematically examined whether the current 

literature provides evidence that voting changes people's behaviors. They conducted a meta-

analysis of causal studies testing what they have coined as the transformative voting hypothesis 

(TVH): the idea that the experience of voting or being somehow induced to vote will change the 

behavior individuals in meaningful ways (Holbein & Rangel, 2020). This induction to vote might 

take several forms such as changes in voting rules –like compulsory voting or lowering voting age, 

programs to encourage voting or, as in our case, simply being eligible to vote. Under that 

framework, Holbein, Rangel and their coauthors identify only nine causal studies –including their 

own works—testing the impact of voting on ‘behaviors that have a strong theoretical connection 

to voting’, which ended up being only the outcomes on political knowledge and political interest. 

The authors excluded a few other studies or variables treating other outcomes such as political 

discussions, media usage (Loewen et. al, 2018) and civic duty (Feitosa, Blais, & Dassonneville, 

2019) because of the lack of enough similar studies to meta-analyze.  

 

In the forementioned causal studies we can find two that analyze the effect of compulsory voting’s 

staggered implementation in Austria’s provinces. Shineman (2021) finds that recent exposure to 

compulsory voting increases daily news intake, attention to news about politics and self-reported 

interest in politics, but no statistically significant effects with current exposure. However, with 

longitudinal data from the European Values Study, Gaebler (2019) finds no evidence supporting 

greater self-reported interest in politics, engagement in political discussions or political action, and 

points out that mandatory voting may crowd out intrinsic motivation to be politically involved.  

 

There are also studies that take as voting treatment get-out-the-vote interventions. Loewen et al. 

(2008) conducted an experiment with 121 students in Quebec where the voting treatment was to 
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receive a gift card if they voted, thus approximating compulsion. They found no significant effects 

on political discussions, political knowledge, but found more media usage at a 10% significance 

level. Shineman (2018) built on that same study but addressed the issues of low statistical power, 

high voter turnout in the control group and small increase in voter turnout for the treatment group. 

With the premise than an election with low baseline turnout would yield a larger turnout effect 

and, consequently, more precise estimates of downstream effects, Shineman’s RCT applied 

financial incentives to vote in the San Francisco 2011 municipal election in a sample of 178 

participants. The outcome was a turnout increase of 37.8 percentage points for treated individuals, 

as well as significant positive effects on individuals’ consumption of political information and on 

9 out of 12 measures of knowledge about the candidates and the electoral context. In a similar 

vein, Braconnier et al. (2017) conducted an RCT aimed at facilitating voter registration amidst 

France’s 2012 general elections. It showed significant effects in the treatment individuals’ 

frequency of political discussions during the election campaigns at a 5% level and in the ability to 

locate one’s political preferences and prominent local and national politicians on the left-right axis 

at a 10% level; however, although there were positive effects for self-reported political interest, 

they were not significant. These studies suggest that if interventions substantially encourage voting 

they have other second-order effects, such as increasing political knowledge and engagement in 

political discussions.  

 

The meta-analysis also includes three papers that exploit Brazil’s dual-voting system, where 

individuals 16 up to 18 years old can vote voluntarily and those 18 or older are obliged to vote and 

face substantial penalties for not doing so. These studies use a regression discontinuity design, 

levering the fact that those individuals close enough to the compulsory voting cutoff age are 

virtually the same and that compulsion laws are a powerful instrument for voter turnout in Brazil. 

With survey data collected for 3,236 participants a week after the 2010 Presidential election, de 

Leon & Rizzi (2014) found no differences in political knowledge or frequency in information 

consumption between those nearly reaching the compulsory voting threshold and those nearly 

surpassing it.  Holbein & Rangel (2020) applied a similar approach with a large dataset of more 

than 40,000 respondents to test impact 1.5 months before and two years after the 2006 Brazil’s 

general election. They found no significant effects in political knowledge, political interest and 

social awareness. With a slightly different design, Bruce & Lima (2019) use sharp regression 
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discontinuity to test if compulsory voting increases consumption of Brazil’s main TV newscast, 

Jornal Nacional, a month after the 2014 Federal Elections, finding that individuals compelled to 

vote for the first time are 57% more likely to watch the show. Hence, we infer from these studies 

that while political knowledge and overall political information consumption may not be increased 

as a result of compulsory voting, it might be the case that some forms of information consumption, 

such as watching specific shows, could be enhanced by this voting shock.  

 

Finally, in addition to the meta-analysis conducted in their paper, Holbein et al. (2021) use data 

from two large-scale surveys conducted by the American College Test (ACT) applied to 

graduating high-school students in the aftermath of the United States’ 2016 and 2018 elections. 

Similarly to what we do in this study, Holbein and coauthors leverage the exogenous variation 

surrounding the U.S.’s voluntary voting age cutoff to test if voting eligibility has any impact on 

political knowledge, political interest, social awareness or ideological position. They found null 

effects in each variable analyzed. It must be noted that, besides Braconnier et al. (2018),  this is 

the only study in the meta-analysis that does not use some form of mandatory voting as a treatment, 

which could account for the different nature of the outcomes studied. The distinction is important 

as this research project deals with effect of being eligible and ineligible to vote with voluntary 

rules. 

 

As we can see, these nine studies are diverse in their methods, geographical locations, electoral 

contexts and variables analyzed. Holbein et al. (2019) take advantage of the fact that all of them 

at least study some measure of political knowledge and political interest to determine if the 

literature gives credible evidence for the TVH. In the pooled analysis of the seven papers that deal 

with political knowledge, they show that only Shineman’s (2018) and Bruce & Lima’s (2019) 

display significant results and thus treat them as outliers. They find only one of three meta-analysis 

estimates –a fixed effects estimator-- to be statistically significant, but dismiss it as not being robust 

to meta-analysis checks in the meta-analysis literature. On the other hand, in the six papers used 

to meta-analyze political interest they found no statically significant effects in any of them. As a 

result, they conclude that there is no evidence found in the literature up the moment of writing 

their study that confirms the transformative voting hypothesis.  
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Is this meta-analysis a definitive proof that voting is not transformative? There are many reasons 

why we cannot make such an assurance. Firstly, as it was noted, the main dependent variables 

analyzed are self-reported political interest and political knowledge. Other variables related to 

civic attitudes or engagement in political discussions were left out of the meta-analysis but showed 

mixed results in the forementioned studies. Secondly, as it was just mentioned, the bulk of the 

studies are related to compulsory voting treatments; however, as suggested by Gaebler (2019), 

these kinds of interventions could reasonably crowd out intrinsic motivations to vote or simply 

preclude first-time voting shocks when it is voluntary, such as when Brazilians turn 16. 

 

A few other recent causally identified publications shed some more light into this discussion, as 

they deal with other relevant variables in non-compulsory settings. Horiuchi et. al (2021) show 

that lowering the voting age significantly increased seeking of election-related information either 

through discussions with friends and family or through media consumption as well as mobilization 

to vote by family or friends; however, their study finds that there are no changes in civic attitudes 

such as self-reported political interest, trust in government and a sense of political efficacy. This 

way, their findings point out that while being eligible to vote may increase political engagement, 

it does not make people any less or any more optimistic about their participation in the political 

process. Moreover, Jessen et. al (2021) use longitudinal data from the UK with an RDD for a 

period covering elections between 1992 and 2017 to examine short-run and long-run effects of 

earlier voting eligibility. They find a pronounced and statistically significant increase in political 

involvement (0.11 of a standard deviation), meaning greater political interest, civic duty of voting, 

and feeling close to a party. Nonetheless, they also note that these effects vanish in the long run.  

In contrast, Schulte-Cloos (2019) relies on a cross-national dataset from 2004 including six 

different European countries from the three political European regions to test whether first-time 

eligibility in European parliament elections enhances political interest and support for radical 

parties in the short and long run. Her study’s results mirror Shineman’s (2018) in that mobilization 

for complex low-salience elections –as European Parliament elections—prompts a greater political 

interest (a third of a standard deviation). Also, contrarily to the above studies that deal with long-

term effects, it finds that political interest lasts up to five years after the election. Additionally, 

their results show that there is no significant support for radical parties.  
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Furthermore, in terms of first-time voting against experienced voting effects, a study that deserves 

special attention is the one by Bhatti, et al. (2016), which shows that, for Nordic countries, there 

is a ‘first-time hype’ in voter turnout that decreases in time as voting experience is gathered. They 

also argue that this might be different in other contexts, as analyses in the US show, without 

ambiguity, that the relation between past eligibility and turnout is positive. They attribute the 

differences to institutional barriers to vote, as the US system requires registration and so 

investment in a first election lowers the perceived costs for further elections. 

  

From these other studies, we can find evidence of voting shocks affecting political engagement at 

least in the short run and, similarly, that first-time voting may have different effects than 

experienced voting. It might be argued that this supports the notion that voting is not actually 

transformative, as it is not changing attitudes in a persistent manner. While we do not discard that 

possibility prima facie, it is nonetheless telling that the impetus surrounding first-time voting could 

be lost or diminished with experience, making a worthwhile case of inquiry.   

 

This study contributes to the literature on TVH by analyzing long-term effects of voting eligibility 

through experimental methods in a country –Mexico—where the hypothesis has not been tested in 

published work. This way, this work expands the evidence about the effects voting eligibility with 

voluntary rules on political beliefs and attitudes in a location not explored before and with methods 

that are novel for the literature so far.  

 

ii. Political polarization 

 

This study analyzes if voting eligibility changes moral judgements and trust towards perceived 

political ingroups and outgroups. In this regard, we are concerned with affective polarization –the 

difference between ingroup liking and outgroup disliking (Leininger & Grünewald, 2023). To our 

knowledge, there is no published empirical work directly measuring if voting shocks affect 

perceptions and attitudes towards others marked by political identities. There is, nonetheless, a 

strong theoretical body of literature supporting that 1) social identities (like ideology or party 

affiliation) affect behaviors towards perceived ingroups or outgroups and that 2) action choices 

(such as voting) could shape political beliefs. There are also a few, but solid, empirical studies that 
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test whether voting inductions affect ideological polarization –understood in terms of stronger or 

more extreme political preferences. Thus, we find a theoretical rationale to study the impact on 

political beliefs and identity-based attitudes of voting eligibility as well as a fertile ground to 

contribute to the literature on voting shocks and political polarization. 

 

In terms of differentiated beliefs and attitudes based on political identification, social identity 

theory offers illuminating insights for our hypotheses. The theory is informed by a series of 

experiments conducted by Henri Tajfel in the 1970’s and 1980’s which show that the act of social 

categorization itself leads to discriminatory behavior against an outgroup and favorable behavior 

towards an ingroup (Tajfel, et al. 1971). The experiments show that even the most insignificant 

group markers would lead individuals to maximize differences in the distribution of rewards 

between the ingroup and the outgroup, giving rise to the so-called ‘minimal-group paradigm’. 

Extrapolating those principles to political affiliations, an individual’s attachment to a political 

party would thus lead to partisan attitudes (Greene, 2004). In an empirical setting, Gerber et. al 

(2010) mirrors the minimal-group approach in a political context to test if the generation of a group 

affiliation through party identification prompts partisan attitudes. They conduct a field experiment 

where mails were sent to a random sample of voters registered as independent in Connecticut, US. 

The mails informed the subjects that they had to register with a political party to participate in the 

upcoming primary election. In a follow-up survey, they found that treated individuals were more 

likely to identify with a political party than those in the control group by more than seven 

percentage points, as well as showing greater concordance with their posttreatment voting behavior 

and evaluations of partisan figures and institutions. As we can see, the social identity approach 

informs why the mere act of voting could induce people to adopt a partisan or ideological identity 

and thus impact how that identity guides their intergroup behavior. 

 

Another part of the story is explained by the theory of cognitive dissonance, pioneered by Leon 

Festinger. The theory refers to the situation where an individual feels discomfort regarding an 

inconsistent relationship between beliefs and actions (or any two items of information), and so 

changes one or the other in order to reduce that inconsistency (Festinger, 1962). Under that token, 

preferences would be the result of action choices rather than action choices being the result of prior 

stable preferences, as rational choice theory would suggest. Building on that theory, Acharya et al. 
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(2018) propose a model where individuals may change their policy preferences to match those 

pursued by the political party they support. Partisanship thus emerges naturally as an effort to 

reduce the cognitive dissonance cost of holding beliefs that differ from those of the party one most 

closely aligns with. Empirically, an application of the theory of cognitive dissonance in a political 

setting is found in Mullainathan & Washington (2009). They use the National Election Study 

(NES) in a time frame covering elections from 1976 to 2000 to examine if individuals eligible to 

vote show more polarized opinion ratings towards the incumbent president or senator than people 

who could not vote. Their results show that, two years after the election, eligibles show greater 

party affiliation than ineligibles, being nearly twice as polarized. However, the difference 

dissipates over four years, in the subsequent presidential election year where ineligibles now have 

the right to vote. Under the context of these studies, we can explain why, after individuals are 

compelled to support a political faction, they may adhere to the norms, values and expected 

attitudes conforming to their political choices. 

 

Under a different, but related, theoretical approach, Singh & Thornton (2013) build on Converse’s 

(1969) social learning model where the strength and stability of partisanship is increased with 

experience in a party system to advance a theory predicting that partisan attachments are stronger 

under compulsory voting systems. The logic is that less interested or less informed citizens who 

are compelled to vote will form an attachment to a party as a cue directing how to cast their vote. 

They test their theory with cross-national survey data from the Comparative Study of Electoral 

Systems (CSES) and find a strong positive relationship between the likelihood of identifying with 

a political party and voting under compulsory rules. Also, in the context of compulsory voting, de 

Leon & Rizzi (2016) exploit once again Brazil’s dual voting system to discover if the exogenous 

shock in turnout reflects on preferences for political parties, extreme political orientations or 

polarization. They found that individuals compelled to vote were 2-4 percentage points more likely 

to declare themselves as extreme left-wing and, when stating a preference for a political party, 5-

8 percentage points more likely to express support for Partido da Social Democracia Brasileira 

(PSDB) but no effects in polarization, being center-oriented, or stating a preference for any 

political party. Although we find a potential issue in the studies that exploit the variation in Brazil’s 

dual system given that political attachments could be formed since the moment individuals acquire 
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voting rights, taken together, these empirical findings give us reasons to believe that exogenous 

shocks increasing turnout might impact political preferences and, consequently, polarization too. 

 

Overall, the insights from this variety of theoretical and empirical works help us contextualize and 

better understand why voting, in generating or intensifying political identities, could drive 

polarized attitudes and beliefs. This is quite relevant for economic science both in a practical and 

a theoretical dimension. Firstly, if the way people interact in economic transactions is 

differentiated by the political identities involved in them, then we would see that the predictions 

of rational choice theory might not be fulfilled under politically polarized contexts, thus requiring 

further considerations in the analysis. Secondly, polarized contexts could display lower levels of 

social capital, which hinders the efficiency in the exchange of goods and services as well as the 

provision of public goods, potentially slowing economic development.  

 

iii. Experimental economics methods 

 

In a part of this study, we directly place participants in a game or ask them their expected outcomes 

of games in studies we had already conducted. The twist in all these scenarios is that decisions and 

expectations are based on political identities. This way we are able to test polarization through 

decision settings that involve other participants. 

 

Particularly, the games applied in this work are versions of the trust game and the dictator game. 

The trust game –also called investment game—has two players anonymously paired: a first mover 

and a second mover. The first mover may transfer all or a share of her endowment to the second 

mover; then, the transferred amount would be multiplied for the second mover, who has the 

possibility to transfer back all or a part of that multiplied amount (Brülhart, 2012). On the other 

hand, the dictator game is simply a situation where one player unilaterally proposes a one-time 

offer to another player, which ultimately determines the latter's payoff (Engel, 2011). 

 

Arguably, the test of intergroup trust that most closely resembles what is done in this work is found 

in Iyengar & Westwood (2015). In their study, participants play both dictator games and trust 

games where they are paired with others who might be of their own or a contrary political party 



 

 16 

affiliation or not and who also might belong to their same race or a different one. They found that 

trust and generosity is greater towards people from the same party and smaller towards those from 

a different party but no differences in racial lines. In a similar way, Fershtman and Gneezy (2001) 

use those two games to test discrimination against people of Eastern origin. They found that there 

was a greater mistrust against Eastern people in the trust game –where strategic behavior the other 

matters—but no differences in group transfers in the dictator game –where allocation does not 

depend on the other’s, concluding that the results suggest that discrimination is based on ethnic 

stereotypes about the other’s behavior but not in an intrinsic dislike about the group the other 

belongs to. Another study using games to analyze strategic decisions based on partisan identity is 

Balliet et al. (2018). Their paper shows that both Democrats and Republicans (US) tend to 

cooperate more with people from their one party in the Prisoner’s Dilemma game and, applying a 

method to test mediation, attribute this result to expectations of cooperation regarding each 

political group. In that sense, individuals would cooperate more with people they identify with 

because they expect them to be more cooperative with them. We can thus note how these settings 

allow the display of behaviors that favor the ingroup and discriminate against the outgroup and 

also to determine to what extent those behaviors are driven by expectations of how people in each 

group would act. 

 

In the other scenarios we present participants with situations that do not directly involve their 

participation in the games but are rather aimed to know how they believe that people from their 

respective ingroup and outgroup would behave in those games. The test of perceived group 

generosity is based in a variation of the dictator game like the one in Cappelen et al. (2013), where 

two players receive payoffs in accordance to the work they do but also according to a random 

shock that could augment or diminish their payment. In the study, an external dictator would 

determine how to redistribute payments based on her own preferences for fairness; in this study, 

respondents only know that two people worked for money but one received a payoff while the 

other did not and so the subject who received something could transfer a share of her payment to 

the less favored one. However, instead of inquiring about the preferences of fairness of 

participants, we examine perceived preferences of fairness or generosity of people in their ingroup 

and outgroup. The motivation for this variation of the dictator game also takes inspiration from 

Della Valle & Ploner et al. (2017), who find evidence that people are more tolerant to unfair 
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behavior against them if it is enacted by people belonging to their ingroup. Concretely, in their 

dictator game, recipients can be given a non-proportional share of gains by the dictator they are 

paired with, but they can lie about the amount the dictator decided in order to receive a greater 

payment. The authors show that when the dictator is unfair, but belongs to their same group as the 

recipient, then the latter is less dishonest about the amount initially allocated.  

 

In sum, these game settings allow us to know how people make decisions and form beliefs based 

on perceived identities, namely political identities. This way, we can compellingly test if the 

saliency in social identification generated by having to choose a political party or candidate when 

voting spills over affective polarization behaviors.  
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Section III. Research design & methods 

 

i. Hypotheses: 

 

Interest in politics and political polarization can take various forms. In this study, as stated earlier, 

we focus on expressions of interest involving active participation in political discussions, 

information consumption and community engagement. On the other hand, we divide political 

polarization in two ways: 1) affective polarization, namely, the gap between people’s positive view 

of their ingroup and their negative view of the outgroup, where ingroups and outgroups are 

determined by self-positioning in the political spectrum, and 2) ideological polarization, meaning 

a greater variability in opinions of a particular issue, which is mostly represented by variability in 

evaluations of the state of the economy in this study. In general terms, we hypothesize that the 

involvement in the political process that voting eligibility entails raises both interest in politics and 

political polarization, as people who can vote have higher stakes in the political and social 

outcomes. Particularly, I delineate the following hypotheses and the specific questions used in the 

surveys to address them: 

 

 H1. Voting eligibility enhances affective polarization, as indicated by more negative moral 

judgements and greater distrust for people from a perceived out-group, positive moral 

stances and greater trust for people in the perceived in-group, as well as more extreme 

views about the current president’s performance.  

 

As suggested earlier, the capacity of voting may push people into aligning with a political faction. 

This might create a greater sense of belonging to a certain group while also highlighting the 

differences of the group with which one does not identify with. The political tensions inherent to 

election processes might thus exacerbate peoples’ perceptions of their ingroup and outgroup, 

reflected by their trust attitudes, moral judgements, views about political leaders and economic 

outcomes. 

 

To test this hypothesis, we first recreate the settings of a trust game. As discussed in the earlier 

section, this is a widely applied game in experimental economics to measure trust and 
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trustworthiness (Johnson, 2011). In the version of this study, participants are endowed with an 

initial amount of money and we randomly assign them with another person that might be either 

right wing or left wing. Participants have the possibility to transfer a share of their initial payment 

to that other person, who would be receiving double the amount of the share and would also be 

able to transfer some portion of the doubled money back to the participant. This way, we explore 

if people give a greater amount of money to other individuals that most closely resemble their own 

political leanings than to others who do not.  

 

Secondly, we present participants with a scenario based on a modified version of the dictator game. 

In a dictator game, one player unilaterally proposes a one-time offer to another player, which 

determines the latter's payment (Engel, 2011). In this study’s version, two players are asked to 

perform a real effort task, but only one of them receives a certain amount of money, while the 

other receives nothing. We inform participants that those who received the payment had the option 

to share some of it with the person who did not receive anything. We then ask participants to 

estimate the average amount shared by both left-leaning and right-leaning individuals. 

 

Thirdly, we present participants with another game scenario where a player could gain money by 

lying or gain nothing by telling the truth. We inform participants that this person chose to lie and 

then ask them to place this individual on a scale from 0 to 10—where 0 represents the left and 10 

represents the right—according to their belief about the person's self-positioning on the political 

spectrum. 

 

Additionally, we ask participants to rate Mexico’s president performance so far. This question 

aims to measure how Andres Manuel López Obrador’s performance ratings differ between 

individuals with different political leanings and if these differences change between eligible and 

ineligible individuals. We expect that left-leaning participants rate the president higher than right-

leaning participants and that this differential will be more intense for people who could vote in 

2018 than for those who could nor. 
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 H2. People who are eligible to vote have stronger opinions on the current state of the 

economy, thus holding views that tilt more towards the extremes than those of people who 

are not eligible to vote.  

 

The reasoning behind this hypothesis is that  higher stakes, partisanship and greater interest in 

politics derived from voting eligibility is reflected on less lukewarm evaluations of the current 

state of the economy. As people who are eligible must take a stronger stance on who they support, 

they might form a view of the economic situation that somehow supports those of their ingroup 

and is less nuanced than the ones of non-eligible people, while also selecting the information and 

arguments confirming their beliefs. In that sense, we would expect that people supporting the 

incumbent administration might view the economy in a better light than those who do not support 

it, and that this effect is stronger for eligible individuals.  

 

The survey question addressing this issue is simply asking people to rate the current economic 

situation on a scale going from “very bad” (0) to “very good” (4).  Then, we create a variable of 

each participants’ squared deviation from the mean of evaluation of the economy to measure 

variability: 

 

�������_����������� = (� − 	�)  

 

Where �  is the value of the evaluation of the current state of the economy for each participant and 

�	is the mean evaluation of all participants in the sample. 

 

 H3. Being eligible to vote increases people’s interest in politics, as reflected in more 

frequent engagement in political discussions, forms of communal participation, and higher 

consumption of political information. 

 

To measure political engagement, we ask participants to use a Likert scale, with 0 indicating 'never' 

and 4 indicating 'very frequently,' to rate how frequently they:  

 

1. Talk about politics with friends. 
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2. Try to convince other people about their political views. 

3. Work for a cause affecting her or her community. 

4. Work for a political party or candidate. 

 

From these variables, we built a political activities index that aggregates these variables. The index 

sums how many times participants responded “frequently” or “very frequently” to any of those 

questions, thus its values range from 0 to 4. 

 

In this regard, we expect that acquiring the right to vote, with all its implications, drives people 

into forming or consolidating political views and to discuss them with others. In a similar vein, 

and aligned with the civic attitudes premise, knowing that some outcome in the social context 

might be influenced by one’s voting participation could make people concerned about things 

happening within their community and motivate to act in response or even to have a greater 

involvement through direct work with a party or candidate.  

 

On the other hand, political information consumption is measured by the frequency with which 

participants consume political information through newspapers (print or digital), radio, TV, 

YouTube channels, X (Twitter), TikTok, and Facebook. As in the earlier question, a Likert scale 

is used, with 0 indicating 'never' and 3 indicating ‘very frequently'. Similarly, I constructed a media 

consumption index that registers the frequency in which respondents consume political information 

through any of the seven media outlets. This way, we may get a sense of people's willingness to 

know more about what is happening in the political landscape as a result of their own involvement 

in a political process. 

 

As covariate variables, to increase the precision of our estimates, we collect data on gender, age, 

education level, income, geographical location, occupational status, political orientation, and life 

views/religiosity. The relationships between these variables and our findings are examined further. 
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ii. Models 

 

Three types of models are used in this study to test our hypotheses, all of which are based in 

ordinary least squares (OLS) regression equations with controls and robust standard errors. The 

first one is simply the mean differences between eligible and ineligible individuals on our variable 

of interest. This model is used to test differences in mean variance in evaluations of the economy, 

in the political engagement and information consumption variables, among other exploratory 

variables: 

 

(1) 	� 	= 	� + 	�	�������� 	+ �	(� − � ) + 	�	� +	�  

 

Where �  is the outcome variable to analyze; �	 is a constant term; ��������  is a dichotomous 

variable with a value of 1 if the participant is eligible and 0 if ineligible; (� − � ) is the recentered 

assignment (running) variable, representing the distance (in months) from the eligibility cutoff �  

; �  is a vector of characteristics of each participant and �  is an idiosyncratic error.  

 

Including the running variable in the model helps to control for the smooth effect of the assignment 

variable on the outcome. This ensures that any observed discontinuity at the cutoff is not due to 

the underlying relationship between the running variable and the outcome. 

 

The second model is the same as the one before, but it measures the relation between position in 

the political spectrum and the outcome variable. We use this mainly for exploratory purposes, to 

test, for example, how the president’s ratings change in relation to this self-positioning:  

 

(2) � 	= 	� + 	�	�������� 	+ �	� +	�  

 

Where ��������  represents the values of each participants’ self-positioning in the political 

spectrum. 

 

The third model is used to test how an outcome variable varies in relation to the interactions of 

being eligible and identifying with a political ideology, as determined by self-positioning in the 
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political spectrum. For this model, the values in ��������  are divided by three categories: those 

considered ‘left’ are the ones who positioned themselves between 0 and 3, those considered 

‘center’ are the ones in the 4th, 5th and 6th places, and those considered ‘right’ positioned themselves 

between position 7 and 10. Thus, we build a categorical value called ideology which can take the 

values left (0), center (1), and right (2). We use this model to test how perceived differences in 

money shared between left-wingers and right-wingers change between the distinct political 

identities when eligible to vote:  

 

(3) � 	= 	� + 	�	�������� + 	�	�������� + �	(�������� ∗ 	 �������� ) + �	(� − � ) +

�	� +	�  

 

Additionally, following the guidelines suggested by Lee & Lemieux (2010), we augment models 

(1) and (3) by including a quadratic term of (� − � ) to account for possible non-linearities in our 

running variable that could be responsible for an apparent discontinuity in outcomes attributed to 

the assignment. This allows for different functional forms on both sides of the discontinuity. We 

use this specification as a robustness test of our estimates. 

 

(4) � 	= 	� + 	�	�������� 	+ � 	(� − � ) + 	� 	(� − � ) + �	� +	�  

 

The covariates we use in �  for every model are: 

 

1. Being female (dichotomic) 

2. Being employed (dichotomic) 

3. Having completed undergraduate studies or higher (dichotomic) 

4. Subjective percentile: perception of one’s place in Mexico’s income wealth from 0 to 100) 

5. Importance given to religion: a Likert scale ranging from 0 (not important at all) to 10 

(totally important) 

6. Free will – determinism: level of agreement with the belief that one is free to make her own 

decisions on a Likert scale ranging from 0 (completely disagree) to 10 (totally agree) 
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iii. Identification strategy 

 

Econometric technique 

 

Voting eligibility provides a very clear distinction between groups who would otherwise be quite 

similar. Particularly, in Mexico, individuals gain voting rights when they become 18 years old, so 

people who turn 18 before an election gain voting rights, while those whose birthday comes after 

do not.  As it is determined by a sharp, arbitrary age cutoff, and age cannot be manipulated or 

changed at will, voting eligibility serves as an application of treatment on nearly identical people 

that is as good as random.  This comparison between groups identical in nearly everything but the 

voting age condition enables us to establish a causal impact of that treatment condition on the 

outcomes we are studying. For this reason, the logical econometric model for this work is a sharp 

discontinuity regression. 

 

Let us recall that in a sharp discontinuity regression design (RDD) there is an assignment variable 

–or running variable—that unequivocally determines assignment to a treatment. In this research, 

eligible participants are those who were 18 years or older by July 1st, 2018, while ineligible 

participants are the ones who turned 18 afterwards (see Figure A below). Thus, by comparing 

people around the cutoff age of eligibility, and under some basic assumptions, we can establish a 

causal relationship between voting eligibility and the outcomes regarding political attitudes and 

perceptions that we study here. 
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The main assumption in RDD’s is that the outcomes are continuous at the cutoff (continuity 

assumption), meaning that if it weren’t for the cutoff establishing the rule of assignment, we 

wouldn’t expect any jumps in the outcomes between groups at that threshold. In our case, if age 

didn’t determine voting rights or if the cutoff age was later in life, we shouldn’t expect jumps in 

political attitudes at, say, the 18-year limit threshold. What this also implies is that the running 

variable at the cutoff point does not significantly affect our dependent variable through any other 

means.  

 

In this regard, as the outcomes we study have to do with political attitudes and polarization, it is 

not plausible that any other changes happening exactly at the moment where majority of age is 

reached other that voting rights –a merely political attribute-- affect our variables of interest. Even 

things happening near the threshold like enrolling for military service or acquiring a driver’s 

license can start at an earlier age and they arguably do not have much to do with the outcomes we 

are interested in. It could also be argued that reaching majority of age might give a greater sense 
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of maturity. However, it is hard to believe that this is something happens overnight rather than 

through a process that implies several experiences besides just turning 18 –experiences such as 

voting, for instance.  

 

Furthermore, as it will be explained, our main survey is composed of people who were barely 

eligible or barely non-eligible at an earlier point in time –the elections that took place in 2018—

so any effects that we may see capture a long-term impact. In that sense, the idea of a sudden jump 

in maturity is even more unfeasible. In any case, when participants gained the right to vote they 

had similar experiences like being in high school and enrolling for military service. To advance 

this argument, balance tests will be performed to address the issue of covariates at the threshold 

that may be suspect of affecting the outcome. 

 

Why implement an experiment? 

 

Besides the advantage that we can directly choose people of a certain age range, conducting a 

survey experiment, as we do in this study, allows us to place participants in scenarios through 

which we can observe how they behave under certain circumstances and not only to know the 

alleged beliefs and perceptions present in observational data. This way, we can find mechanisms 

of causality that may be driving the outcomes we are interested in. For instance, in our experiment 

we can see how people would trust their money to others depending on the group identity of the 

recipient, as well as to get to know their perceptions about dishonesty and generosity about people 

from their ingroup and outgroup facing specific choice settings. Hence, we can see if and how 

political polarization is shaped by trust and perceptions regarding people with contrary ideologies.  

 

iv. Implementation 

 

After pre-registering this study through As Predicted (registration number #163435) and applying 

a pilot survey, the survey experiment was conducted, taking place between February 24, 2024, and 

February 28, 2024, through the online surveys’ platform Prolific. The print version of the final 

survey can be seen in the Appendix A. Our initial sample consisted of 214 participants distributed 

along most Mexican states. Participants were in the age range of 21 to 25 years old, so that we 
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could select people who were barely eligible and barely not eligible to vote in the Mexican general 

elections of 2018. Throughout the survey, several attention checks were put in place so that we 

could guarantee that respondents understood the instructions they were given. Those who did not 

pass at least one of the three attention checks were excluded from the sample (21). Likewise, 

people who showed inconsistencies between their voting eligibility status and reported month and 

age of birth were also excluded (14). As shown in Table 1, after excluding 35 participants who did 

not met the criteria, we were left with a sample of 179 participants: 102 were eligible to vote in 

2018 and 77 were not. Furthermore, respondents who passed at least two of the attention checks 

were paid an initial amount of 0.5 US dollars for their participation. 

 

v. Participants 

 

In Table 1 below we find a balance table with the number of participants, their characteristics and 

how the mean values or percentages of the characteristics are distributed between eligibles and 

ineligibles. Besides displaying a summary of characteristics, it also tells us that most characteristics 

besides age (7 out of 9) show a smooth distribution around the cut-off age. Consequently, we find 

no important discontinuities around the threshold of eligibility that could put in question our 

assumptions.  

 

Regarding the two imbalances, we find a greater concentration of participants who already 

concluded their undergraduate studies in the eligible group. Nonetheless, all of them concluded 

high school and 65% of ineligibles are studying –so they are probably pursuing their undergraduate 

studies still. There is also a statistically significant difference between importance given to religion 

between eligibles and ineligibles. In any case, these variables are controlled for in our models and, 

overall, we can see that there are no generalized important jumps between assignment groups.  
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Section IV. Results 

 

H1. Polarization 

 

Ingroup vs. outgroup trust 

 

One of the ways we measure polarization in this study is by examining the willingness of 

individuals to entrust their money to members of their ingroup relative to their outgroup. 

Concretely, our initial expectation was that participants whose self-positioning in the political 

spectrum tilted to the right (left) would, on average, send a higher share of their endowment when 

matched with someone who is right-wing (left-wing) than when matched with someone in the left-

wing (right-wing), and that this effect would be more substantial for eligible than non-eligible 

participants.  

 

Based on this reasoning, Figure 1 displays the mean share of money that participants in each level 

of the political spectrum sent to their matches when assigned with someone on the right and with 

someone on the left. Consistent with our expectation, when assigned left, the relationship between 

position in the political scale (0 being left and 10 being right) and amount of money sent has an 

inverse direction. When assigned right, the slope of that relation is positive and even steeper, 

showing that, on average, people leaning to the left entrusted their money much less to their match 

while people on the right entrusted their money much more. 
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How does this change between eligible and non-eligible individuals? For better readability and to 

address the size limitations of our sample, we grouped participants self-positioning in the political 

spectrum by a left, center and right categories --where individuals from 0 to to 3 were categorized 

as left, 4 to 6 as center and 7 to 10 as right. Then, following the same method as the calculation 

above, we calculated the average share of money sent by participants categorized as left, center or 

right when assigned with someone in the right and with someone in the left, under both conditions 

of eligibility. The results of these aggregated means are displayed in Figure 2.  

 

The difference between the mean share of money sent to left-wing individuals versus right-wing 

individuals is illustrated by the distance between the pink bar (representing matches with left-wing 

individuals) and the orange bar (representing matches with right-wing individuals) in the referred 

graph. In the plot of non-eligible participants, we see that all participants sent a higher average 

share to people on the left than to people on the right. Nonetheless, as expected, for left-leaning 

senders the differential was greater (10.73) than for right-leaning senders (5.74), while for people 

on the center the difference was minimal (1.27) (see Table 2). However, moving on to the plot of 

eligible participants we observe a substantial change: the distance between the average shares that 
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left-leaning individuals sent to people on the right and people on the left is even wider than in the 

earlier plot (17.99), while for right-leaning people the difference has now a negative sign and it is 

quite large (-21.72). This shows that people who could vote in 2018 entrusted much more of their 

initial endowments to people from their ingroups than what they entrusted to people from their 

outgroups. Particularly, in the case of right-leaning individuals, they passed from sending more to 

people on the left than to people on the right when non-eligible –but in a smaller proportion than 

left-leaning individuals, to send much more to people on the right relative to people on the left. In 

the case of participants categorized as left, the distance of average shares grew notably too. These 

results provide an initial piece of evidence that aligns with our predictions: voting eligibility may 

exacerbate polarization, as defined by differences in ingroup versus outgroup trust. 
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It must be noted that, as individuals paired with a left-wing participant are different from those 

paired with a right-wing participant, we cannot directly compare the individual differences in 

amounts transferred to the player given her ideological group. Thus, we can only compare the 

means sent by participants on each ideological group according to the way they were paired. This, 

in addition to the fact that ideological groups assigned to either left or right participants are rather 

small, leaving us with small power, is why we are not doing regression analysis for trust. 

Nonetheless, the results presented here are revealing of the change in trust behaviors between 

eligible and ineligible individuals. 

 

Intergroup moral judgements: generosity  

 

We tested how moral stances on the ingroup and outgroup differ through perceptions of generosity 

and dishonesty of others. In the generosity test, we presented participants with a scenario where 

individuals in an experiment had the chance to earn money by performing a specific task. By doing 

so, some ended up earning $100 (MXN) and others received nothing; however, the person who 

won $100 had the possibility to share some of that amount to the one who did not gain anything. 

We asked respondents of our survey experiment to tell us how much money, on average, did people 

who identified themselves as right-wing and those who identified as left-wing, respectively, gave 

to the person that did not receive any amount.  

 

Our results in this regard display a very similar behavior as the ones of ingroup versus outgroup 

trust. As shown in Table 3 below, in the case of non-eligible participants, the average difference 
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between the amount shared by people from the left against people from the right is highest for 

those on the left (11.57), smaller for those on the right (9.32) and then lowest for people on the 

center (4.43). This shows us that although people who could not vote considered left-wing people 

as more generous in general, the distance separating them from those on the right was smaller for 

individuals leaning to the right and center. However, when we turn to the ones who could vote, we 

observe once again that participants who lean to the right consider those on the right considerably 

more generous than those on the left, thus inverting the sign of the difference found with non-

eligible individuals.  

 

Figure 3 below provides us with a clear visual representation of this: while in for non-eligible, 

right-leaning participants the blue bar –showing the average perceived amount shared by left-wing 

individuals—is higher than the orange bar –showing perceived amount shared by right-wing 

individuals, the opposite is true in the plot for eligible, right-leaning, participants, where the orange 

bar notably surpasses the blue bar. In fact, the absolute difference of the perceived amounts shared 

between groups is highest for right-leaning participants who could vote in 2018. At the same time, 

that differential also widens for left-leaning participants who were eligible to vote –passing from 

11.57 to 13.92, thus telling us that they consider people from their ingroup as even more generous 

relative to their outgroup than left-leaning, non-eligible, participants. It is notable how the dynamic 

displayed in the trust game is repeated in perceptions of generosity too, where differentials favor 

the ingroups against the outgroups much more when people are eligible to vote. 



 

 34 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 35 

 

 

These findings thus show that, in line with our expectations, eligible individuals believe that those 

in their ingroup are more generous, and those in the outgroup less generous, than ineligible 

individuals. Namely, there is a greater affective polarization for those who acquired the right to 

vote than for those who did not.  

 

Intergroup moral judgements: dishonesty 

 

On the other hand, perceptions of dishonesty in ingroup versus outgroup was tested by asking 

participants where would they place someone who lied for money in the political spectrum. In this 

case, there was a clear significant inverse relationship between self-reported position in the 

spectrum and the position where respondents thought that the person who lied was (see Figure 4). 
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In other words, the more people leaned to the right, the more they would place dishonest people 

farther to the left, and viceversa.  

 

When we compare by eligibility status, we see that eligible individuals, independently of their own 

political stance, tended to place dishonest people more to the left than ineligible individuals. As 

shown in Figure 4, eligible participants from the left and right placed those who lied for money 

further to the left than their non-eligible counterparts. However, it is the more extreme positions 

of right-leaning participants the ones that show a greater divergence between eligibles and 

ineligibles, so being eligible to vote intensifies this negative perception of the outgroup more for 

those who consider themselves more rightist.  

 

 

 

It is worth looking at the distributions of the placement of people perceived as dishonest in the 

political spectrum, as they help us nuance our understanding of these changes. The central values, 

particularly value 5, are much less present in the plot of eligibles than in the plot of ineligible 

participants (see Figure 5). Consequently, what drives the mean of dishonesty beliefs down are the 

central values. In fact, there is a much greater concentration of placements on the right side of the 
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spectrum for ineligible individuals. On the other hand, we see that there is a greater dispersion of 

values for people who could vote, with higher concentrations of extreme values both on the left 

and right side of the political spectrum. Hence, we see that eligible participants saw people on the 

center as less prone to lie for money than ineligible participants while also placing dishonest people 

more on the extreme sides of the spectrum than ineligibles.  

 

This behavior is reaffirmed in the boxplot below (Figure 6). The variability in perceptions of 

dishonesty is much greater for eligibles than for ineligibles, who show a more compact 

concentration of values towards the center. In the case of the latter, there are even a few outliers 

that might be driving down the means even further. If we exclude those outliers and conduct tests 

of differences in variance, we can confirm it. With a significance level of 5% both Bartlett’s test 

and the variance-ratio test (see Table 5.1 and Table 5.2 ) show that there is indeed a difference in 

the variances between eligible and not-eligible groups. In that sense, these results favor the 

hypothesis that the perceptions of dishonesty are more polarized for eligible individuals than for 

ineligible individuals. 
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President’s performance 

 

We asked participants to rate Mexico’s president performance on a scale from 0 (“very bad”) to 

10 (“very good”). From Figure 7, we observe that eligible participants rate the president higher, 

on average, than ineligible ones. However, we can also note that the distance in mean approvals 

between those left-leaning and right-leaning participants widens for people who could vote, mostly 

driven by the considerably higher mean approval of left-leaning participants. In this case, eligible 

left-leaning participants would be reaffirming their opinions on the figure that most closely aligns 

with their ideology –as the current president López Obrador and his party are typically regarded 

as left-wing, while right-leaning participants who could vote do not change their positions 

considerably to those who could not. The result is that eligible individuals differ more in their 

approval of the president than ineligible individuals.  
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A closer look into how these differences manifest throughout the positions in the political spectrum 

give us a clearer picture. The mean differences between eligibles and ineligibles by self-

positioning in the political spectrum can be seen in the scatterplot of Figure 8. For a start, we 

observe that there is an expected inverse relation between self-positioning in the political spectrum 

and mean level of approval of the president’s performance for all participants, as shown by the 

solid line. The relation is significant in a 1% level (see Table 6).  But we can also observe that 

most eligible individuals on the left –those from position 0 to 3 in the scale with the red dot—rate 

the president higher than their ineligible counterparts –those with the blue dot. On the other hand, 

while the mean ratings of eligible participants in position 7 and 8 of the political spectrum are 

slightly higher than for their ineligible counterparts, the inverse is true for the most extreme right-

leaning participants –those on the 9th and 10th position—with the differences between eligibles 

and ineligibles for the highest right-leaning position being substantially wide.  
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Overall, the findings back our initial hypothesis. The mean difference in the president’s 

performance evaluation between those on the left and those on the right is greater for eligible 

individuals than for ineligible participants. This is the result of left-leaning participants showing 

better opinions on the president’s performance when eligible and, conversely, most extreme right-

leaning participants showing worse opinions when eligible.  

 

If we interpret this in the light of the theoretical and empirical literature in cognitive dissonance, 

the beliefs and opinions of individuals may be reaffirming or self-serving because of an earlier 

action or event (e.g. voting, reaching voting age). By that logic, individuals who can vote feel more 

inclined to hold their beliefs to be consistent with earlier decisions.  

 

H2. Evaluations of the state of the economy 

 

Our second hypothesis suggested that people who could vote would show a greater variability in 

their evaluation of the economy, as they would hold stronger and more extreme opinions on it. To 

test this, we asked participants to rate the current state of the economy on a scale going from “very 

bad” (0) to “very good” (4). Then we constructed a variability measure by computing each 

observations’ squared deviation from the mean. In Figure 9 we show the results of this measure, 

starting with its means by age and next with the means by condition group. 
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The plot on the left displays a very sharp discontinuity between participants who are 23 and 24 

years of age, which precisely coincides with the age threshold between those who could vote in 

2018 and those who could not. Participants older than 23 (24 or 25) show a much greater variability 

in their evaluation of their current state of the economy than those who are 23 or younger (21, 22 

or 23). In accordance with our initial prediction, people who could not vote have a much more 

lukewarm view about the economy than those who could vote. The plot on the right basically 

aggregates the ages into the condition groups but it captures the same behavior: there is a clear 

positive and significant effect of voting eligibility on the level of divergence of people’s opinions 

on the current state of the economy. The results of the regression are shown in Table 7. Estimates 

are robust to different sets of controls and the specification controlling for non-linearities. 
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This salient difference tells us that ideological polarization in terms of opinions about the economy 

occurs as a result of becoming eligible to vote. If being ineligible implies having opinions tilting 

towards the center, being eligible means taking a stronger stance on an issue like the state of the 

economy.  In line with our earlier findings in affective polarization and the logic of political actions 

or events driving beliefs, our hypothesis thus finds a strong support and meaning in this case.  

 

H3. Interest in politics 

 

Political engagement 

 

As one of the ways we determined that voting eligibility affected interest in politics was engaging 

in political discussions and communal or political participation, we built a political activities index 

that aggregating the frequency in which respondents talked about politics with friends, tried to 

convince other people about their political views, worked for a cause affecting her or her 

community or worked for a political party or candidate.  
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While our first hypothesis predicted that eligibility would raise interest in politics as reflected in 

higher frequency of political engagement, our analysis shows that, although there is an actual 

significant effect of voting eligibility on that respect, its direction is the opposite. Contrary to our 

expectations, people who did not have the right to vote in 2018 generally engage more in political 

activities. 

 

As seen in Figure 10, in most of the variables composing the political activities index –except for 

working a political party or candidate—non-eligible participants were more engaged. In the 

aggregate, this ultimately reflects that eligible voters are about 0.4-0.45 points less inclined (in a 

scale from 0 to 3) to do any of the political activities that we asked about, with a level of 

significance of 5%  and robust to different sets of controls and non-linearities (see Table 8). In 

addition, the fact that 3 out of the 4 variables composing the index go in the same direction and 

with strong levels of significance (see Table C.2 in the Appendix) tells us that there is a tendency 

for the people in our sample who could not vote to show more engagement in political discussions 

and communal participation than the ones who could vote.  
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Qualitative insights 

 

There is a way in which we can shed light over the reasons behind these findings. The final section 

in our survey design asked participants if they thought our hypotheses would be fulfilled or not, 

which included a follow-up question where they could explain, in their own words, why would 

that be the case. Responses of individuals who questioned the fulfillment of our hypotheses can be 

found in the Appendix B. The responses from participants who shared their thoughts roughly fell 

in three categories: 1) being able to vote does not imply greater interest or knowledgeability, 2) 

political interest decreases with voting experience, and 3) people who could not vote in 2018 have 

a greater interest now. In the first category of responses, while many of them suggested that people 

simply voted as a duty or due to inertia, a sizable share also stated that young people also have 

interest in politics. The second category, albeit small, embraced opinions like the following1:  

 

 
1  
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“I voted in 2018 elections; however, by observing the country’s situation and how Mexican 

society is, I don’t have much interest in politics, as I have no faith in the government and I 

believe that the country will not improve, quite the contrary.” 

 

This way, we see that there is a sentiment where voting seems to have a discouragement effect in 

some individuals, which seems to be the consequence of not feeling that their votes resulted in the 

betterment of the country’s conditions. This could thus explain a part of why it is that people who 

voted in 2018 are less inclined to be more politically active. 

 

The third category was the second most frequent within people who shared their opinions, and the 

responses put forth the idea that individuals who could not vote in 2018 are now enthusiastic, 

preoccupied and see voting as an opportunity to have a say in the way the country is run. Some of 

these responses were: 

 

“I think that, by observing the current situation (not favorable for the majority), young 

people that didn’t have the opportunity to vote now have a greater willingness to exercise 

their right and make a change.”  

 

“[…] personally, being part of the share of the population who didn’t have the opportunity 

to vote in past elections, we feel pressure and interest to pursue improvements for next 

elections.” 

 

Overall, these responses suggest that voting experience affects political interest. Particularly, it 

seems that being eligible to vote has a different effect on those who are about to vote or voted for 

the first time that on those who casted their vote some time ago and possibly had participated in 

more elections. In that sense, we could be capturing here the effect of being eligible to vote for the 

first time. Naturally, this is the result of the timing of our experiment, which was done shortly 

before election campaigns but just four months away from the election. Thus, we can see that there 

may be a difference between short-term and long-term effects of voting eligibility. While for those 

about to vote for the first time there is motivation, willingness to discuss politics, and a sense of 

political efficacy, for those who voted some time ago that initial drive might vanish eventually.  
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While we cannot assure the exact mechanism of this significant difference between those who 

could not vote in 2018 but will do so for the first time in 2024 and those who will experience their 

second presidential elections, the fact is that a difference exists for people in our survey in how 

they bring politics to their social interactions.  

 

Consumption of political information 

 

On the other hand, we also suggested that interest in politics would manifest through consumption 

of political information. So just as we did a political activities index, we constructed a media 

consumption index that registers if respondents consume political information “frequently” or 

“very frequently” through any of seven media outlets: newspapers, television, radio, Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter (X) and TikTok.  

 

As seen in Table 10, there is no significant effect of voting eligibility on either the index itself or 

any of the variables that compose it. We do not see any particular pattern regarding the type of 

media consumed –like traditional vs. social networks, and none of the effects are sizable. In that 

regard, we do not find evidence in our sample that voting eligibility has any impact on political 

information consumption the way we defined it here. 
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Returning to our initial hypothesis, our findings do not give us enough clarity about the effects of 

voting eligibility on political interest. We do observe some significant differences in behavior 

regarding political discussions and communal participation, but we need more research to tell if 

this is the result of short-term versus long-term dynamics of eligibility as well as the mechanisms 

driving this behavior. Nonetheless, we have reasons to think that those dynamics exist and what 

are the drivers behind them, which must be addressed in future research. On the other hand, our 

findings in political information consumption do not give us evidence of voting eligibility as 

something making people willing to be more informed. The mixed results on this question require 

us to pursue the nature of this issue further. 

 

For the sake of discussion, we can tell that the political activities we analyzed –engagement in 

political discussions and forms of communal participation—are forms of social engagement, while 

information consumption is an activity that can be done individually. So, if our intuitions are on 

the right track and, in the light of our earlier results on polarization, acquiring the right to vote 

might have an impact on social attitudes and not in personal engagement in politics.  
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Section VI. Discussion & further research 

 

Reconsidering the question succinctly posed in Holbein et. al (2023): ‘is voting transformative?’, 

here we provide evidence, backed by a solid theoretical basis, that it can be. However, this 

transformative character might not be what is expected or desired from the point of view relating 

voting to a civic and virtuous citizenship. In fact, our findings seem to point out that, far from 

promoting prosocial attitudes in the citizenship, being able to vote fosters divisiveness. In any case, 

if we simply take the TVH as the idea that voting shocks prompt behavioral changes towards the 

others or oneself in meaningful ways, then we can provide strong elements supporting the 

hypothesis.  

 

On one hand, this study consistently shows, at least with the variables used, that individuals who 

are eligible to vote have a worse opinion of people in their political outgroup and a better opinion 

of the ones belonging to their political ingroup than those who are ineligible. Arguably, the most 

compelling display of this difference in behavior are the parallel results we found on intergroup 

trust and intergroup perceptions of generosity. We observed that ineligible right-leaning 

participants viewed right-wingers as more generous and entrusted more money to them than 

ineligible left-leaning participants did, while still maintaining a positive difference favoring left-

wingers over right-wingers among all participants. However, quite strikingly, those initial 

differentials were reversed significantly for eligible right-leaning participants and intensified for 

eligible left-leaning participants. In other words, participants who could vote not only always 

favored their ingroup, but they also did so by a much larger margin than those who could not vote. 

We also observed that eligible participants placed those who lied for money at more extreme 

positions on the political spectrum, while ineligible participants showed a more lukewarm 

judgment, usually placing dishonest people near the center. Clearly, there is a fundamental change 

of beliefs and attitudes towards the others when individuals have the right to vote. Recalling 

Section III, this right to vote is an as good as random assignment: individuals cannot change it at 

will, it was not decided by them, and people on each side of the assignment group are not very 

different from each other on average. The only difference is that, due to randomness, some can 

vote and some cannot. Consequently, we can say that voting eligibility is driving those behavior 

changes.  
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It also makes sense that it is the case. As it was discussed in Section II, the minimal-group paradigm 

put forth by the Social Identity Theory suggests that markers creating saliency to distinguish one 

group from another might generally lead to greater liking of the ingroup and greater disliking of 

the outgroup. In a political setting, the experiment conducted by Gerber et al. (2010) cleverly 

shows how simply nudging people to adopt a political identity –as weak as it might be—can make 

individuals more likely to develop a sense of belonging to that group and view figures within that 

group more favorably. By the same token, we can see the voting shock of becoming eligible as the 

generation of a saliency of a political identity: if you didn’t have a political preference, you are 

likely to adopt one; if you already had a political preference, you are reminded of it. Then, you 

change your beliefs and attitudes towards those who share your preferences and those who do not. 

In this light, our findings are consistent with the predictions of this theoretical approach. 

 

Another face of the intensification in political animosities that we found relates to the divergence 

of opinions regarding policies or political programs (i.e. ideological polarization). We showed 

how, precisely in the threshold of eligibility, participants above the threshold all greatly differed 

in their deviation from the mean of evaluations about the current state of the economy from those 

below the threshold, who consistently had a lower average deviation. Thus, not only could we 

observe affective polarization, but also a greater divergence in the opinions about the state of the 

economy. In this regard, theory of cognitive dissonance could give meaning to the result: people 

take a firmer stance on issues because they were somehow implicated or responsible of their 

making, so they aim to reduce the inconsistency between their actions and their beliefs. We 

observed something similar in the evaluations of the current president, at least for eligible left-

leaning participants: they showed a greater mean approval that their ineligible counterparts. This 

logic could be understood as ‘as I voted for the president, I feel even more satisfied with my 

decision’. Then, we would be observing actions driving beliefs and not the other way round, 

contrary to what the rational choice approach assumes. 

 

Lastly, the results that most closely test the traditional topics of the TVH in our study do not have 

a straightforward interpretation. On one hand, we did not find a statistically significant in overall 

political information consumption between eligible and ineligible participants, thus we did not find 
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evidence that being able to vote makes individuals more knowledgeable or interested in consuming 

political information. On the other hand, however, we did find a statistically significant difference 

in the frequency of political engagement for eligibles and ineligibles, but in the inverse direction 

to what we expected. Surprisingly, it was the ineligibles who showed more proclivity to have 

political discussions, try to convince others of their political beliefs and engaged in activities in 

favor of their community. We found some meaning to our results with our qualitative data, which 

displayed a repeated sense of disenchantment for some of those who already cast their vote but, 

on the other side, a sense of efficacy for the youngest participants who are just about to vote and 

want to have a say in how the country will be run. The empirical literature referred above finds, in 

many cases, that when voting shocks affect behavior significantly, it does not last long. If that is 

applicable to our study, then we would be observing an upstream voting shock and also the 

vanishing interest of those who have voting experience. This is something worth researching 

further. 

 

I understand the limitations of this study, particularly in terms of external validity. However, this 

initial piece of research provides valuable lessons that guide future work and also serves as a 

thermometer for what we can expect as we scale this study further with the aim of making it a 

publishable work for a scientific journal. With that in mind, I briefly mention some of the potential 

improvements and avenues for future research: 

 

1. Clean division between upstream and downstream effects. It is important to understand 

if the preparation before voting generates different behaviors than those after the results of 

the election are known, as the level of uncertainty could be driving attitudes and 

perceptions. A way to handle this is to apply a survey before and after the election with a 

similar spacing in time.  

2. Clean division between short-term and long-term effects. As we mentioned, the voting 

shock of voting for the first time might be exceptional in certain ways, while the passing 

of time and more voting experience could also give way to different outcomes. For this 

reason, the timing of the study is essential to determine what are we measuring.   

3. More and better game scenarios. Our game experiments can be augmented. For instance, 

just as Fershtman and Gneezy (2001) did, we can apply a simple dictator game based on 
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partisan lines to determine if behaviors of group rejection are driven by stereotypes or plain 

disliking.  

4. Partisanship measures. It may be worthy to explore more measures of partisanship, 

including a comprehensive thermometer of the president’s approval like the one applied in 

Mullainathan 

5. Heterogeneity analysis. A richer analysis can be done by studying how voting shocks 

have differential effects based on gender, ethnicity, class, etc. 

6. Sample improvement. All these measures can be greatly improved with a better 

powered sample and also by expanding the geographical locations of the study. 

 

A final thought: if our findings and their implications somehow resemble what actually happens 

more generally in the world, then there might be a fundamental flaw in the state of democracy as 

we know it. Of course, we cannot know prima facie if greater polarization translates into making 

democracy slower, more unresponsive, if it enhances acts of violence or even if it has a reach 

beyond the election time (might as well not be the case); but if it just enhances in-group bias, like 

in our findings, then cooperation can be damaged. In principle, divergence of opinions is beneficial 

for developing a more complete and truthful view of phenomena (Golub & Jackson, 2010). 

However, it can become a great issue if it only means that we are not paying enough attention to 

each other. At least from what we know of polarization through social media, a great deal of it 

stems from echo chamber dynamics where we only listen to what we desire to listen rather than 

what is worthy to listen to expand our judgment (Page, 2024). By that token, we can only expect 

a constant zero-sum  

logic where compromise is doomed. Again, this is not to say that voting in a representative 

democracy is useless, right away negative or that it cannot prompt prosocial outcomes. On the 

contrary, if discussions and tensions between political sides reflect on a free –an ideally, 

respectful—exchange of ideas, then democracy could increase its instrumental value by better 

responding to people’s needs, as well as maximizing inclusiveness and fostering critical thinking. 

Our challenge is to find the sweet spot where the benefit of engaging with people who behave and 

think differently outweighs the costs of acknowledging them.  
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