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Exposure to presumably uncivil content is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condi-
tion for perceptions of incivility and thus could lead to differential political conse-
quences. To examine the emergence and consequences of perceived incivility in dis-
agreement comments, the present study reports on two population-based online
survey experiments in Hong Kong (N1 ¼ 1,207, N2 ¼ 611). The results indicate that
individuals perceive a higher degree of incivility in disagreement comments directed
to in-group members than in those directed to out-group members, regardless of con-
tent features. This bias perception is greater when respondents can easily identify the
incivility in a comment. Furthermore, exposure to disagreement comments can only
influence willingness to participate and affective polarization indirectly via perceived
incivility, and such effects are conditional on whether respondents can easily identify
the incivility in a comment.
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Uncivil political comments are common on social media (e.g., Antoci, Delfino,
Paglieri, Panebianco, & Sabatini, 2016; Coe, Kenski, & Rains, 2014). Political incivil-
ity has been cited as a major problem in online democracy, but researchers have de-
fined and operationalized political incivility in different ways (Muddiman, 2017;
Papacharissi, 2004). Complicating the issue even further, given the vast array of in-
dividual and social characteristics that members of any society have, the general
public may perceive and interpret ostensibly uncivil messages differently (Kenski,
Coe, & Rains, 2017; Muddiman, 2017). Political incivility is not purely objective,
and the boundary between civility and incivility is negotiable, depending on
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individual characteristics (e.g., gender identity) and social contexts (e.g., swearing
between friends or between strangers) (Braunstein, 2018). Variations in definitions
and perceptions of political incivility have made it difficult for empirical studies to
reach a consensus on the consequences of incivility (see Lu & Vogt, 2020).

Instead of assuming an objective definition of incivility and thus a clear division
between civility and incivility, the present study treats the boundary between civility
and incivility as a continuous variable that changes across individuals and social
contexts. For example, studies have found that individuals with different political
identifications may perceive political incivility differently (Muddiman, 2017; Mutz,
2015). Furthermore, based on the theories of social identity and motivated reason-
ing, the present study hypothesizes that disagreement messages targeted at in-group
partisans will be perceived as more uncivil than disagreement directed to out-group
partisans, even for messages without presumably uncivil content features. Broadly
speaking, the present study demonstrates how incivility perceptions arise as a prod-
uct of the interaction between individual characteristics (partisanship) and social
contexts (messages targeted at in- or out-group partisans).

Furthermore, exposure to presumably uncivil content does not necessarily pro-
duce predictable political consequences, because individuals may perceive different
levels of incivility in the same content. Previous studies have defined incivility based
on presumably uncivil content features like swearing that might be different from
perceptions of incivility. The objective approach to political incivility using content
analysis or randomized experiments assumes that the same uncivil content can pro-
duce perceptions that are at least similar, if not identical. If that assumption is not
true, any subsequent consequences would be conditional on the variability of per-
ceived incivility. Using political participation and affective polarization as examples,
the present study demonstrates the differential effects of exposure to uncivil content
(messages including presumably uncivil content features) and uncivil perceptions.
In addition, the present study extends previous theoretical frameworks—mostly
with empirical references in the USA—to a non-Western Asian context. Our effort
explicates the applicability and generalizability of the related theoretical frameworks
on the perceptions and political consequences of online incivility.

Uncivil content versus uncivil perceptions

One central problem in incivility research is that “nobody really agrees on what inci-
vility is” (Chen, Muddiman, Wilner, Pariser, & Stroud, 2019, p. 1). Political incivility
has been defined in various ways related to its inappropriateness and undemocratic
nature (Muddiman, 2017; Papacharissi, 2004), but precisely which behaviors should
be considered inappropriate or undemocratic is socially contingent (Braunstein,
2018). Perceptions of incivility depend on factors such as social position, context of
the speech, partisanship, and ideology (Massaro & Stryker, 2012). Nevertheless,
based on an extensive literature review, Massaro and Stryker (2012) concluded that
sufficient consensus exists about what types of speech count as extremely uncivil:
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there are “reasonably shared values that make expression indecent or uncivil in cer-
tain contexts” (p. 409). Uncivil speech has certain commonly recognized character-
istics, such as profanity directed at a person or speech that is ad hominem, vulgar,
or disrespectful.

More recently, incivility has been operationalized according to features of its
content: vulgarity, name-calling, hate speech, and so on (e.g., Coe et al., 2014;
Kenski et al., 2017). Different types of incivility elicit different perceptions of incivil-
ity. For example, Stryker, Conway, and Danielson (2016) found that respondents
could reach a consensus on perceived incivility in some forms of uncivil content but
not others. Kenski et al. (2017) found that name-calling and vulgarity were rated as
more uncivil than other forms, such as accusations of lying and pejorative terms. In
addition, perceptions of incivility vary across individuals with different socio-
demographic traits or psychological predispositions. For example, females perceive
higher levels of incivility than males, and agreeable people perceive messages to be
more uncivil than people with other personalities (Kenski et al., 2017). Age and a
tendency to conflict-avoidance can also increase people’s reactions to incivility
(Ben-Porath, 2008; Mutz & Reeves, 2005). Most pertinent to this article, group iden-
tity can bias perceptions of incivility. People are likely to perceive their in-group
members as less uncivil than out-group members, even when they engage in pre-
cisely the same ostensibly uncivil behaviors (Muddiman, 2017; Mutz, 2015).

To advance the feature-based definition of incivility, research should distinguish
between uncivil content (messages with presumably uncivil content features) and
uncivil perceptions. Although messages with uncivil content features are usually
perceived as uncivil by most people, such features are neither a necessary nor a suffi-
cient condition for perceived incivility. Perceptions of incivility can arise in many
ways, even from civil content (messages without presumably uncivil content fea-
tures), as we demonstrate in this study. If individuals perceive incivility so differ-
ently from one another, any attempt to estimate the consequences of political
incivility that is evaluated by objective criteria will be problematic.

However, distinguishing between uncivil content and uncivil perceptions does
not mean that there is no consensus about what expressions should be considered
uncivil. The potentially uncivil content characteristics summarized in previous stud-
ies (Coe et al., 2014; Kenski et al., 2017; Massaro & Stryker, 2012) are major fac-
tors—though not determinants—influencing uncivil perceptions. Based on this, the
present study investigates how partisanship could move perceptions of incivility
away from presumably uncivil content and examines those perceptions’ differential
effects on political participation and affective polarization.

Partisanship and perceived incivility

It is well documented that partisanship can produce perceptions of news bias
(Vallone, Ross, & Lepper, 1985). Political incivility toward out-group members can
serve as an identity performance strategy (Rains, Kenski, Coe, & Harwood, 2017).
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Based on social identity theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979), Kim and
Hwang (2018) found that political incivility directed to out-group members could
increase party identity salience, and thus increase intergroup bias. Following the
logic of social identity theory, partisanship—as a group membership—could cause
intergroup bias in favor of in-group members. If political incivility is considered un-
acceptable in general (Stryker et al., 2016), people—in order to maintain a positive
image with their in-group members—may perceive disagreement messages posted
by in-group partisans as less uncivil than those posted by out-group partisans. By
contrast, disagreements directed to in-group members might be perceived as more
uncivil. Similar patterns were found by Muddiman (2017): individuals perceived in-
group political figures as less uncivil than those from an out-group party when those
figures used precisely the same uncivil statements. However, as we argue below, this
partisan bias is not restricted to uncivil content.

According to the theory of motivated reasoning (Kunda, 1987, 1990), disagree-
ment or uncivil messages targeted at in-group members in political discussions can
elicit a strong perception of hostility, which can lead to directional (defensive) moti-
vations (Borah, 2014; Kinney & Segrin, 1998). Motivated reasoning is one of the
most common approaches to biased political information processing in the context
of political misperception (Redlawsk, Civettini, & Emmerson, 2010; Taber & Lodge,
2006). Once directional motivations activate, individuals are more inclined to seek
out information to reinforces their preferences, counter-argue information that con-
tradicts their preferences, and view pro-attitudinal information as more convincing
than counter-attitudinal information (Taber & Lodge, 2006). Furthermore, partisan-
ship has been demonstrated to be among the most common sources of directionally
motivated reasoning (Bolsen, Druckman, & Cook, 2015). When a threat to one’s so-
cial identity is perceived, defensive motivations can be activated (Sinclair, 2012).
Taken together, motivated reasoning provides an additional explanation for the
ideological perception bias: disagreement or uncivil content activates directionally
motivated reasoning, which leads to self-serving biased processing and eventually a
higher level of perceived incivility directed to in-group partisans. Therefore, we posit
the following:

H1: Individuals will perceive disagreement statements directed to in-group
partisans (in-group) as more uncivil than disagreement statements directed to
out-group partisans (out-group).

The moderating role of ambiguity
Previous studies have found that variations in perceived incivility are greater in cer-
tain forms of uncivil content. Some forms, such as vulgarity and name-calling, are
more easily identified, while others are more ambiguous, such as accusations of ly-
ing. According to Kenski et al. (2017), the coefficient of variation (standard devia-
tion/mean) for vulgarity is 0.27, while the coefficient for accusations of lying is 0.33.
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This implies that the ambiguity of identifying incivility in a message can play an im-
portant role in perceptions of incivility.

Ambiguity has long been recognized as an important factor in both content
analysis (Schutz, 1952) and social psychology (Wiener, Carpenter, & Carpenter,
1957), which means that content or experimental stimulus can be interpreted in dif-
ferent ways. Ambiguity has been described as perceived uncertainty about uncertain
outcomes (Einhorn & Hogarth, 1985). In the current context, it is the individual
who is uncertain about whether to classify a message as uncivil. How ambiguity
arises in an individual’s perception has to do with the intrinsic properties of the con-
tent and the previous experiences of that individual (Schutz, 1952). People may
have different estimates of how likely a given message will be interpreted as civil or
uncivil, and may thus perceive different levels of ambiguity in the same content.
Early studies suggest that ambiguity is positively related to conformity in social in-
fluence (Wiener et al., 1957) and confirmation bias is more likely to be activated in
ambiguous situations (Nickerson, 1998). People are inclined to interpret ambiguous
information as something in favor of in-group members. Therefore, individuals will
perceive more incivility in messages directed to in-group than to out-group parti-
sans, especially when they are ambiguous about the incivility of those messages.

However, according to motivated reasoning and social identity theories, defen-
sive motivations are activated when identity is threatened by uncivil or disagreement
statements directed to in-group partisans. If the incivility of exposed messages is
ambiguous to individuals, they may perceive less identity threat and thus be less
likely to activate their directional motivations. This is consistent with empirical evi-
dence showing that ambivalent partisans (i.e., those with less salient group identity)
are less likely to engage in directionally motivated reasoning (Lavine, Johnston, &
Steenbergen, 2012). Furthermore, if a statement’s incivility is completely ambiguous
to an individual, it is likely that no threat will be perceived. Following this logic, the
group difference stated in H1 would be conditional on the perceived ambiguity of
identifying incivility. Given these contradictory predictions, we propose the
following:

RQ1: Will the perception bias proposed in H1 be conditional on the perceived
ambiguity of identifying incivility?

Political consequences of incivility

Researchers have examined different impacts of exposure to uncivil content. In gen-
eral, incivility has been reported to be detrimental to the realization of online de-
mocracy (Massaro & Stryker, 2012). For example, incivility can endanger the
cohesiveness of online communities (Stivale, 1997), weaken political trust (Mutz &
Reeves, 2005), and make political candidates reluctant to use Twitter to engage with
ordinary users (Theocharis, Barbera, Fazekas, Popa, & Parnet, 2016). Exposure to
uncivil content also increases negative psychological feelings and thus makes people
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less open-minded and more defensive (Chen, 2017; Hwang, Kim, & Kim, 2018;
Wang & Silva, 2018).

Incivility can also be beneficial to civic and political engagement. For example,
swearing can increase voting intentions (Cavazza & Guidetti, 2014), user attention,
and others’ online approval (Kwon & Cho, 2017). Other studies have found that un-
civil negative information may attract recipients’ attention and thus enhance their
message recall (e.g., Geer & Geer, 2003), increase their knowledge of political candi-
dates (e.g., Niven, 2006), and raise their interest in political campaigns (e.g., Bartels,
2000).

Most studies on the consequences of incivility employ either content analysis or
randomized experiments (Ng, Song, Kwon, & Huang, 2020), examining the direct
impacts of exposure to uncivil messages on political outcome variables. Although
some previous studies have examined certain cognitive and emotional mediators
(e.g., Chen, 2017; Wang & Silva, 2018), perceptions of incivility are missing from
most models, except for the one conducted by Muddiman, Pond-Cobb, and Matson
(2017); in an experiment, they found that partisan incivility (objectively defined)
had no direct effect on news engagement. However, exposure to civil news that em-
phasized respect and reciprocity increased news engagement via reducing percep-
tions of incivility by out-group partisans.

To generalize these findings, we argue that perceptions of incivility can mediate
the impacts of exposure to uncivil or civil disagreement messages on political out-
comes. As we hypothesize above, incivility perceptions arise differently from dis-
agreement messages. It is necessary to test the indirect effects of exposure to
messages on political outcomes via perceived incivility. On the one hand, if there are
no incivility perceptions generated from a given piece of content, we cannot call the
observed differences incivility effects. On the other hand, perceived incivility could
be produced without exposure to uncivil content, such as mere exposure to partisan
disagreement content (i.e., H1). In doing so, the present study tests two such politi-
cal consequences as examples: political participation and affective polarization.

Political participation
Previous studies have used emotions to connect incivility to political participation:
exposure to uncivil content can elicit negative emotions and thus activate defensive
motivations and increase political participation (e.g., Chen, 2017; Wang & Silva,
2018). However, the direct effect of uncivil disagreement on political participation is
negative because it fails to activate defensive motivations (Chen, 2017). Muddiman
et al. (2017) report that perceptions of incivility are negatively associated with news
engagement due to automatic reactions to news negativity. In summary, previous
studies suggest a negative effect of incivility on participation but the indirect effect
could be positive through negative emotions.

In addition to negative emotions, partisanship (in-group vs. out-group disagree-
ment) is another source of directionally motivated reasoning (Bolsen et al., 2015).
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Disagreement comments directed to in-group members can increase defensive
motivations and thus directly increases political participation, even though, accord-
ing to H1, partisanship increases perceived incivility, which could decrease political
participation (Muddiman et al., 2017). That means disagreement statements di-
rected to in-group members would indirectly decrease political participation.
Therefore, we posit the following:

H2a: Exposure to disagreement statements directed to in-group partisans will,
via perceived incivility, indirectly decrease willingness to participate.

Similarly, compared to presumably civil disagreement, exposure to potentially
uncivil disagreement may elicit negative emotions or defensive motivations and
thus indirectly increase the likelihood of participation. However, this study proposes
another influence path by which uncivil disagreement can increase perceptions of
incivility and thus indirectly decrease the likelihood of participation. Therefore, we
posit the following:

H2b: Exposure to uncivil disagreement content will, via perceived incivility, in-
directly decrease willingness to participate.

Furthermore, the indirect effects might be conditional on the perceived ambigu-
ity of identifying incivility. According to RQ1, ideological bias perception might de-
pend on the level of perceived ambiguity. Therefore, the indirect effect of exposure
to disagreement directed to in-group partisans via perceived incivility would be ei-
ther stronger or weaker when individuals feel ambiguous about identifying incivility
in a message. In addition, the ambiguity of identifying incivility can narrow the dif-
ference in perceptions of incivility between uncivil and civil content. If individuals
feel extremely ambiguous about identifying incivility in a pair of messages, it is likely
that they would consider them to be similar in terms of perceived incivility. In this
situation, any indirect effects via perceived incivility will be either null or small.
Therefore, we posit the following:

H2c: The indirect effects posited in H2a and H2b will be conditional on the
ambiguity of identifying incivility.

Affective polarization
Affective polarization refers to the degree to which individuals feel more negatively
toward opposing political parties than toward their own (Iyengar, Lelkes,
Levendusky, Malhotra, & Westwood, 2019), which is an increasingly important al-
ternative measure of political polarization. Incivility as a form of negativity increases
physiological arousal and thus may increase negative feelings toward out-group
members (Mutz, 2015). This is also consistent with a prediction drawn from the the-
ory of motivated reasoning: incivility can elicit a strong perception of hostility
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(Borah, 2014). In this sense, perceived incivility is positively associated with affective
polarization generally.

Furthermore, as stated in H1, disagreement or uncivil content directed to in-
group partisans could increase perceived incivility, whereas the same content di-
rected to out-group could decrease perceived incivility. Taken together, exposure to
in-group or uncivil content could increase affective polarization indirectly via per-
ceived incivility. For example, Druckman, Gubitz, Levendusky, and Lloyd (2019)
have demonstrated that exposure to presumably uncivil messages directed to out-
group members decreases affective polarization, whereas exposure to presumably
uncivil messages directed to in-group members increases affective polarization.
Their findings can be fully explained within the mediation framework of perceived
incivility: targeting in-group members ! perceived incivility ! affective polariza-
tion. Given that both disagreement statements directed to in-group partisans and
presumably uncivil messages could generate perceptions of incivility, we propose
the following hypotheses:

H3a: Exposure to disagreement statements directed to in-group partisans will
indirectly increase affective polarization via perceived incivility.
H3b: Exposure to uncivil content will indirectly increase affective polarization
via perceived incivility.

Based on motivated reasoning and social identity theories, exposure to presum-
ably uncivil messages might not be a threat to group identities when incivility is
hard to identify in messages. In this situation, ambiguity could decrease perceptions
of hostility and thus directly decrease affective polarization. Meanwhile, ambiguity
is a condition for generating perceptions of incivility and could thus moderate the
indirect effects on affective polarization. Therefore, we posit the following:

H3c: The indirect effects in H3a & H3b will be conditional on the ambiguity
of identifying incivility; the effects will be stronger when ambiguity is lower.

The theoretical framework, research question, and hypotheses presented above
are illustrated and summarized in Figure S1 in the Appendix.

Method

Participants

The present study was implemented in Hong Kong, where different political camps
(localism, pro-democracy, and pro-establishment) exist and demonstrate severe in-
tolerance of one another. Online political discussion is active, with online incivility
increasing in Hong Kong’s major discussion spaces since 2014 (Lee, Liang, & Tang,
2019). An online survey experiment was conducted by Dynata, a web survey panel
vendor. To represent the Hong Kong population proportionally, Dynata employed a
stratified quota sampling based on gender � age to match the Hong Kong census in
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terms of Cantonese speakers aged 18 through 65. In total, 1,207 participants com-
pleted the survey; the demographic characteristics are in the Appendix (Table S1).
Among survey respondents, 587 (48.6%) reported a clear political identification
with one of the three camps (i.e., partisans); they participated in a 2 (in-group vs.
out-group) � 2 (uncivil vs civil) between-subject experiment embedded in the
population-based survey.

Materials
Materials were adapted from real news stories and online comments in Cantonese.
The adaptation of the stories was based on three criteria: objective (factual mes-
sages), balanced (opinions from different political camps), and controversial (having
different opinions) (e.g., Chen, 2017). Three stories were selected: the future of one
country and two systems in Hong Kong, the interpretation of the Basic Law by the
Standing Committee of the National People’s Congress, and juxtaposed border con-
trols at Hong Kong’s West Kowloon railway station (see Appendix for details).

In addition to the news stories, two lists of disagreement comments (civil vs. un-
civil disagreement) were created, based on actual online comments in Cantonese.
There were 37 candidate comments including civil disagreement without presum-
ably uncivil content features (e.g., “xxx camp has no evidence and thus the claim is
not convincing”), accusations of lying (e.g., “xxx camp is lying”), and vulgarity (e.g.,
“xxx camp f**k your mother”), as defined and similarly operationalized in Coe et al.
(2014). Comments containing accusations of lying and vulgarity were deemed pre-
sumably uncivil content. Two types of incivility were chosen to ensure sufficient
variance of perceived ambiguity in the identification of incivility. To ensure the
quality of the materials, a pretest asked 20 Hong Kong undergraduates to rate the
perceived civility of the 37 comments on a 7-point scale. Finally, we selected three
civil disagreement comments (perceived civility� 5.67), three lying accusation com-
ments (3.56 � perceived civility � 4.33), and three swearing comments (perceived
civility � 2.17).

Procedures and manipulation
All participants began by answering demographic questions like gender, age, and
political identification (localism, pro-democracy, pro-establishment, neutralism, or
no preference). Second, after answering a set of irrelevant questions, participants
read a news story randomly selected from the three stories. Participants were then
told that the issue discussed in the news story had been the subject of intense online
debate and that they would see some comments randomly selected from social me-
dia websites.

Third, partisans (n¼ 587) identified with either localism, pro-democracy, or
pro-establishment were randomly assigned to one of four conditions: (1) in-group
and uncivil, (2) in-group and civil, (3) out-group and uncivil, and (4) out-group and
civil. Participants in civil content conditions were presented with two comments
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randomly selected from the three comments without uncivil features, while partici-
pants in uncivil content conditions were presented with one comment containing
an accusation of lying and one swearing comment.

In in-group conditions, the disagreement comments were targeted at in-group
members from the same political camp. For example, participants who identified
with localism received comments modified by inserting that camp (e.g., “the local-
ism camp has no evidence and thus the claim is not convincing,” “the localism
camp is lying,” or “localism camp, f**k your mother”). In the out-group conditions,
the disagreement comments were targeted at out-group members from the opposing
political camp. Given that localism and pro-democracy respondents in Hong Kong
are politically similar in many aspects, we considered pro-establishment to be the
opposing camp for both localism and pro-democracy supporters. Participants who
identified with the pro-establishment camp received either “the localism camp is
lying” or “the pro-democracy camp is lying” messages, for example.

Non-partisans (n¼ 620) were presented with two comments randomly chosen
from all displayed comments. After the presentation of a comment, all respondents
were asked to rate the perceived incivility of that comment, to indicate the perceived
ambiguity of the rating, to report their wiliness to participate and feelings toward
different political camps, and to answer a set of irrelevant questions.

Measures
Perceived incivility was measured using the four semantic differential items created
by Kenski et al. (2017). The four items were rated on 7-point scales with the follow-
ing anchors (reverse coded): uncivil-civil, impolite-polite, unnecessary-necessary,
and disrespectful-respectful. The Cronbach’s alpha of the 4 items was 0.94, so the
mean of the 4 items was computed to measure the perceived incivility for each com-
ment. Higher scores indicate greater perceived political incivility. Participants were
asked to rate the two comments separately. The final perceived incivility for each
participant is the average of the two ratings (M¼ 4.01, SD ¼ 1.53).

Perceived ambiguity of identifying incivility was measured by asking participants
to rate on a 7-point scale to indicate how much ease they felt when rating the 4 inci-
vility items for each comment (reverse coded). The average of the ambiguity scores
for the two comments was calculated as the overall ambiguity for each participant
(M¼ 3.01, SD ¼ 1.31). Higher scores indicate that participants felt more
ambiguous.

Willingness to participate was measured by three questions: (1) “Will you partici-
pate in an online discussion about this issue?”; (2) “Will you send emails or postal
mail to politicians or government officials to express your opinions?”; and (3) “Will
you submit opinion pieces to mass media?” Respondents were asked to rate on 7-
point scales their likelihood of participating (1: very unlikely, 7: very likely).
Willingness to participate was calculated by the average of the three items
(M¼ 3.54, SD ¼ 1.49, Cronbach’s alpha ¼ 0.91).
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Affective polarization. Drawing on Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes (2012), we mea-
sured affective polarization using favorability ratings of in- and out-party members.
Specifically, respondents were asked to rate their feelings toward each political camp
from 1 to 7, with higher values denoting greater favorability. Pro-establishment rat-
ings were negatively associated with pro-democracy ratings (-.39, t ¼ -8.96, p <

.001) and localism ratings (�.53, t ¼ �15.12, p < .001), while pro-democracy rat-
ings were positively associated with localism ratings (.58, t¼ 17.08, p < .001). The
results suggest that pro-democracy and localism are both opposing camps for the
pro-establishment camp. Therefore, a difference measure was constructed by sub-
tracting individuals’ rating of pro-establishment from their average rating of local-
ism and pro-democracy. The absolute value of this difference is a measure of
affective polarization (M¼ 3.04, SD ¼ 1.47).

Results

Partisan bias of perceived incivility

Before formally testing the hypotheses, we present in Figure 1 the descriptive means
of perceived incivility across the manipulated groups. First, respondents that were in
uncivil conditions perceived consistently higher incivility than those in civil condi-
tions. Second, respondents reported higher incivility regarding comments directed
to the in-group camp than to out-group camps, whether those comments were pre-
sumably civil or uncivil. Although the formal participants in the present study are
partisans, the centralists (those selecting neutralism or no preference) serve as a
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Figure 1 Partisan bias of perceived incivility. In-group: disagreement comments directed to
in-group partisans. Out-group: disagreement comments directed to out-group partisans.
Neutral: ratings by centralists. Uncivil: disagreement comments including presumably un-
civil content features. Civil: disagreement comments excluding presumably uncivil content
features.
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reference group for objectively evaluating incivility. As Figure 1 shows, the central-
ists rated incivility consistently higher than participants in the out-group conditions
and lower than participants in the in-group conditions, meaning that partisans from
all three camps displayed more bias in their perceptions of incivility than non-
partisans.

Linear regression models were conducted to examine H1 and RQ1. According to
Model I in Table 1, participants in the in-group conditions perceived a higher de-
gree of incivility than those in the out-group conditions (B¼ 1.32, p < .001), regard-
less of whether those comments were presumably civil or uncivil, H1 is thus
supported. Participants perceived presumably uncivil comments to be more uncivil
than civil comments (B¼ 1.11, p < .001). Furthermore, according to Model II in
Table 1, the interaction effect between in-group and uncivil is not significant
(B¼ 0.15, p ¼ .46), meaning that the ideologically biased perceptions apply to both
civil and uncivil disagreement comments in parallel. These findings are consistent
with the descriptive statistics presented in Figure 1.

Table 1 OLS Regression Models in Predicting Perceived Incivility

Predictors Model I
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model II
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model III
Estimates

(standard errors)

Intercept 2.79***

(0.09)
2.83***

(0.10)
1.22***

(0.21)
In-group vs. out-

group
1.32***

(0.10)
1.24***

(0.15)
3.46***

(0.25)
Uncivil vs. civil 1.11***

(0.10)
1.04***

(0.21)
1.32**

(0.25)
In-group � uncivil 0.15

(0.21)
Ambiguity 0.55***

(0.07)
In-group �

ambiguity
�0.72***

(0.08)
Uncivil � ambiguity �0.11

(0.08)
Observations 587 587 587
R2/adjusted R2 .32/.32 .32/.32 .45/.42

Note: In-group: disagreement comments directed to in-group members. Out-group: dis-
agreement comments directed to out-group members. Uncivil: disagreement comments
including presumably uncivil content features. Civil: disagreement comments excluding
presumably uncivil content features. Ambiguity: perceived ambiguity of identifying inci-
vility. OLS: ordinary least squares.
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.
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To answer RQ1, perceived ambiguity was included as a moderator in predict-
ing perceived incivility in Model III in Table 1. Perceived ambiguity did not show
a significant moderation effect on the perceived incivility gap between uncivil and
civil comments (B ¼ �0.11, p ¼ .14). The negative coefficient of in-group � am-
biguity (B ¼ �0.72, p < .001) suggests that the perceived incivility gap between
in- and out-group partisans is conditional on perceived ambiguity. Figure 2
presents the incivility perception gaps between in- and out-group conditions
when perceived ambiguity equals 2 (the first quantile: Q1), 3 (Median), and 4 (the
third quantile: Q3). Partisan bias is greatest when identifying incivility is easy;
however, partisan bias is no longer significant when perceived ambiguity is greater
than or equal to 5 (n¼ 52). Therefore, the findings support the conditional hy-
pothesis derived from the theory of motivated reasoning.

Partisan bias of perceived incivility

Linear regression models indicate that the experimental conditions (in- vs. out-
group � uncivil vs. civil) are not significantly related to willingness to participate
and affective polarization (see Models I and III in Table S2 in Appendix). Models II
and IV in Table S2 indicate that perceived incivility is negatively associated with
willingness to participate (B ¼ �0.18, p ¼ .001) and positively associated with affec-
tive polarization (B¼ 0.20, p < .001). Although the effect sizes are small, Table S2
suggests indirect effects of exposure to in-group incivility on participation and affec-
tive polarization via perceived incivility.
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Figure 2 Interaction effect of partisanship by perceived ambiguity on perceived incivility.
In-group: disagreement comments directed to in-group members. Out-group: disagreement
comments directed to out-group members. Low ambiguity ¼ 2 (Q1), medium ambiguity ¼
3 (Q2), and high ambiguity ¼ 4 (Q3). Error bars indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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The causal mediation analysis developed by Imai, Keele, and Tingley (2010) was
employed to test the indirect effects (see Table 2). Perceived ambiguity was first ex-
cluded from the models to obtain the overall indirect effects of targeting in-group
members and uncivil content. The average causal mediation effect (ACME) of dis-
agreement directed to in-group partisans on willingness to participate is negative
(�0.25, p <.001). The average direct effect (ADE) is not significant. Similarly, the
ACME of uncivil comments on willingness to participate is negative (�0.21, p ¼
.002), and the ADE is not statistically significant, meaning that exposure to disagree-
ment directed to in-group partisans or uncivil disagreement comments indirectly
decreased, via perceived incivility, willingness to participate. Therefore, H2a and
H2b are supported.

Given the moderating role of perceived ambiguity on perceived incivility, we hy-
pothesize that the indirect effects of targeting in-group members and uncivil content
on willingness to participate are also conditional on ambiguity. Moderated media-
tion models were conducted using Imai et al.’s (2010) method. When identifying

Table 2 A Summary of Messages’ Direct and Indirect Effects via Perceived Incivility

Participation
Willingness

ACME

Participation
Willingness

ADE

Affective
Polarization

ACME

Affective
Polarization

ADE

In-group/Out-group
Overall �0.25***

[�0.40, �0.11]
0.25

[�0.01, 0.51]
0.18**

[0.03, 0.31]
�0.18

[�0.46, 0.11]
Low ambiguity �0.43***

[�0.67, �0.21]
0.41*

[0.01, 0.82]
0.41***

[0.21, 0.63]
�0.52**

[�0.91, �0.14]
High ambiguity �0.00

[�0.09, 0.10]
0.18

[�0.17, 0.50]
0.10*

[0.02, 0.21]
�0.04

[�0.36, 0.26]

Uncivil/Civil content
Overall �0.21**

[�0.34, �0.09]
0.08

[�0.21, 0.36]
0.15*

[0.04, 0.27]
�0.13

[�0.41, 0.16]
Low ambiguity �0.23***

[�0.37, �0.11]
�0.02

[�0.33, 0.30]
0.22***

[0.10, 0.36]
�0.13

[�0.46, 0.19]
High ambiguity �0.01

[�0.14, 0.14]
0.04

[�0.28, 0.37]
0.15*

[0.01, 0.28]
�0.18

[�0.52, 0.15]

Note: The coefficients were estimated based on Imai et al.’s (2010) method. Values in
brackets are 95% confidence intervals. Low ambiguity ¼ 2 (Q1), and high ambiguity ¼
4 (Q3). ACME indicates average causal mediation effects. ADE indicates average direct
effects.
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.
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incivility is easy (ambiguity ¼ 2), both the ACME and ADE of the in-group on will-
ingness to participate are significant. When identifying incivility is ambiguous (am-
biguity ¼ 4), neither ACME nor ADE is significant. The difference between the
ACMEs at different ambiguity levels (2 vs. 4) is �0.43 (95% confidence interval [CI]
[�0.66, �0.20], p < .001). Similarly, the ACME of uncivil on willingness to partici-
pate decreased by 0.23 (95% CI [0.42, 0.05], p¼ .02) from ambiguity¼ 2 to ambigu-
ity ¼ 4. These findings indicate that the indirect effects of exposure to in-group
incivility on willingness to participate exist only when perceived ambiguity is low.
Therefore, H2c is supported.

In terms of affective polarization, most direct effects are not significant (see the
fourth column in Table 2). In general, exposure to disagreement statements directed
to in-group partisans decreased affective polarization via perceived incivility at both
high and low ambiguity levels (the third column in Table 2). The overall indirect ef-
fect is 0.18 (p ¼ .01). Exposure to uncivil disagreement comments increased affec-
tive polarization via perceived incivility at both ambiguity levels. The overall
indirect effect is 0.15 (p ¼ .012). Therefore, H3a and H3b are supported. The differ-
ence between the ACMEs of in-group at different ambiguity levels is �0.49 (p ¼
.046). The difference for uncivil disagreement is not significant (0.07, p ¼ .44).
However, the tests of the moderated mediation effects are heavily influenced by the
selection of ambiguity levels. When the ambiguity level is 5, the ACME of in-group
is not significant (�0.2, p ¼ .53), and the ACME of uncivil is not significant (0.12,
p ¼ .17). Therefore, the results support the conditional hypotheses stated in H3c.

Additional study and analysis on ambiguity

This study introduced perceived ambiguity as a moderator to test heterogeneous
treatment effects. Perceived ambiguity is measured instead of a manipulated vari-
able. This operationalization is consistent with our non-objective definition of inci-
vility. If incivility cannot be defined objectively, neither can the ambiguity of
identifying incivility. However, perceived ambiguity is an endogenous factor, which
might be correlated with omitted variables and thus bias the estimation of interac-
tion effects with the treatments. Our data indicate that perceived ambiguity is not
associated with partisanship (in- vs. out-group) [F (1, 585) ¼ 0.05, p ¼ .82] or expo-
sure to uncivil content [F (1, 585) ¼ 0.11, p ¼ .74]. If the endogenous variable is in-
dependent of the treatments (as in this study), OLS estimates of the interaction
terms will be consistent and appropriate (Nizalova & Murtazashvili, 2016).

Nevertheless, it might be meaningful to explore the differences between objective
and subjective ambiguity. In the survey experiment (Exp.1), the average perceived
ambiguity for accusations of lying was 3.07 (SD¼ 1.43), which is higher than the av-
erage for swearing comments (M¼ 2.92, SD ¼ 1.59), tpaired (308) ¼ 2.1, p ¼ .02.
Hence, we may consider exposure to accusations of lying (ambiguous) or swearing
(unambiguous) as a natural manipulation of objective ambiguity. Participants in un-
civil conditions in Exp.1 were repeatedly exposed to swearing and accusations of
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lying. By focusing on these participants (n¼ 309), a random-intercept mixed model
was performed to test whether partisan bias is conditional on objective ambiguity
(RQ1). The results are presented in Table 3A.

In addition, we conducted a second survey experiment (Exp.2, N¼ 611), using a
procedure similar to Exp.1. The only difference is that we randomly assigned parti-
sans into either the accusations of lying (ambiguous) or swearing (unambiguous)
conditions. The results are presented in Table 3B. The results from Exp.1 and Exp.2
are generally consistent: ambiguous content was perceived less uncivil than unam-
biguous content, whereas perceived ambiguity was positively associated with per-
ceived incivility; ambiguous content may increase partisan bias, whereas perceived
ambiguity decreases partisan bias. Regarding RQ1, the manipulation of stimulus
ambiguity has either null or an amplification effect on partisan bias. This implies
that perceived ambiguity might influence incivility perceptions in a motivated way
and that stimulus ambiguity may work in a heuristic way.

In Exp.2, regarding H2c, the ACME of exposure to in-group lying accusations is
not significant (�0.01, p¼ 0.94), whereas the ACME of exposure to in-group swear-
ing is �0.39 (p < .001). This indicates that stimulus ambiguity, like perceived ambi-
guity, conditioned the indirect effects of group membership on political
participation (difference ¼ �0.39, p ¼ .008). However, conditional effects were not
found in predicting affective polarization (p ¼ .852).

Despite these findings, the reported differences between accusations of lying and
swearing may simply be caused by features of uncivil content (Kenski et al., 2017)
other than ambiguity. Ambiguity manipulated by text features is also confounded
by the degree of incivility and other content characteristics like familiarity. Even
though, our results suggest additional factors that may influence the perceptions of
incivility. This question requires additional studies.

Discussion and conclusions

The present study has demonstrated that exposure to uncivil content is neither a
necessary nor a sufficient condition to elicit perceptions of incivility. First, simple
disagreement comments directed to in-group partisans, without any predefined un-
civil content characteristics, can arouse perceptions of incivility, which means that
presumably uncivil messages are not a necessary condition for evoking perceived in-
civility. Second, presumably uncivil messages directed to out-group partisans are
perceived as less uncivil than those targeted at in-group members. Indeed, the per-
ceived incivility is very close to how centralists rate civil comments (p ¼ .64), which
indicates that exposure to uncivil content is not a sufficient condition to make peo-
ple perceive incivility. In addition, the present study has shown that the perceived
ambiguity of identifying incivility is a strong moderator; indeed, it can even elimi-
nate these effects.

Given these findings, the present study suggests a mediation approach to study-
ing incivility consequences via perceived incivility. Our results indicate that

Partisan Bias of Incivility H. Liang & X. Zhang

16 Journal of Communication 00 (2021) 1–23

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/joc/advance-article/doi/10.1093/joc/jqab008/6307086 by The C

hinese U
niversity of H

ong Kong user on 21 June 2021



Table 3 Regression Models in Predicting Perceived Incivility by Ambiguity

A (Exp.1)

Predictors Model I
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model II
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model III
Estimates

(standard errors)

Intercept 4.30***
(0.11)

4.38***
(0.12)

3.02***
(0.21)

In-group vs. out-
group

1.40***
(0.15)

1.23***
(0.17)

3.07***
(0.28)

Lying vs. swearing �0.85***
(0.07)

�1.01***
(0.10)

1.32**
(0.25)

In-group � lying 0.33*
(0.14)

Perceived ambiguity 0.27***
(0.06)

In-group �
ambiguity

�0.56***
(0.08)

r2/s00 0.81/1.33 0.80/1.34 1.16/0.94
Observations 309 partisans 618 observations
Marginal/Conditional

R2
.24/.71 .24/.72 .24/.58

B (Exp.2)

Predictors Model I
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model II
Estimates

(standard errors)

Model III
Estimates

(standard errors)

Intercept 4.34***

(0.10)
4.36***

(0.12)
3.05***

(0.19)
In-group vs. out-group 1.70***

(0.12)
1.65***

(0.16)
2.93***

(0.26)
Lying vs. swearing �0.94***

(0.12)
�0.99***

(0.16)
1.32**

(0.25)
In-group � lying 0.11

(0.23)
Perceived ambiguity 0.29***

(0.06)
In-group � ambiguity �0.42***

(0.08)
Observations 611
R2/adjusted R2 .31/.31 .31/.31 .28/.27

Note: Lying: exposure to accusations of lying (ambiguous); Swearing: exposure to swear-
ing comments (unambiguous). Ambiguity: perceived ambiguity.
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.
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intergroup disagreement and potentially uncivil comments did not directly exert
significant effects on willingness to participate and affective polarization. Instead,
they had indirect effects via perceived incivility (see Table 2). The findings suggest
that previous studies that used uncivil content as the treatment and measured inci-
vility effects using the differences of the outcome variables are problematic because
the observed differences on the outcome variables may not be caused by perceived
incivility but by confounding variables associated with the treatment. The present
study paves the way for future studies on incivility effects that can incorporate per-
ceptions of incivility in their theorization and operationalization.

In addition to the main findings, several other points need to be discussed. First,
many studies (e.g., Chen, 2017; Wang & Silva, 2018) on the consequences of incivility
have been based on the mechanism of defensive motivation, which is characterized by
the activation of negative emotions. In our survey, we also asked respondents, after rat-
ing incivility, to indicate their emotions related to the displayed comments. Negative
emotions were measured by the degree to which the respondents felt sad, angry, or
anxious. However, we did not find any significant difference in negative emotions be-
tween the conditions. We are not refuting the emotion mediation explanations, but
our findings at a minimum suggest that perceptions of incivility could work indepen-
dently with negative emotions to activate defensive motivations.

However, our finding is consistent with the theory of motivated reasoning in an-
other way. As Flynn, Nyhan, and Reifler (2017) point out, negative affect toward
out-group members is only one factor that activates defensive motivations. In the
present study, partisan disagreement is another one. Even more importantly, the
effects on political participation via negative emotions and perceived incivility are
predicted contrarily (increasing vs. decreasing), which might explain why empirical
studies have reported contradictory evidence about the impacts of incivility on polit-
ical participation. As suggested by the theory of motivated reasoning, the present
study has found that exposure to disagreement directed to in-group members di-
rectly increased willingness to participate (when perceived ambiguity is low) and in-
directly decreased it via perceived incivility.

Second, previous studies have noted that group identity can bias perceptions of
incivility (Muddiman, 2017; Mutz, 2015) and the impacts of exposure to uncivil
messages on affective polarization (Druckman et al., 2019). The present study has
extended this line of research in several ways. First, it shows that variations in per-
ceptions of incivility include not only the variability of perceived incivility but also
the level of perceived ambiguity of identifying incivility. As we have demonstrated,
partisan effects are conditional on the level of perceived ambiguity. Although both
confirmation bias and motivated reasoning provide explanations for the role of am-
biguity in perceptions of incivility, our findings support the prediction of motivated
reasoning: ideological bias is greater when participants perceive less ambiguity in
identifying incivility. This implies that incivility is associated with high cognitive
arousal, which is consistent with previous findings showing that incivility can in-
crease attention (Kwon & Cho, 2017). Second, the present study shows that group
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identity not only biases perceptions of uncivil messages but also of civil disagree-
ment messages. Finally, the study offers an alternative explanation for the impact of
intergroup incivility on affective polarization by introducing the mediation of per-
ceived incivility and ambiguity.

Limitations and future research

The study has several limitations that should be addressed in future studies. First,
we measured the intensity of perceived incivility as a whole. Perceived incivility
could be directed to in-group members or out-group members, which may have dif-
ferential effects (see Muddiman et al., 2017). These measurements could introduce
another conceptual problem: does perceived incivility indicate the incivility of the
message content or the participants involved in the message? Previous studies have
measured the perceived incivility of political figures (e.g., Druckman et al., 2019;
Muddiman et al., 2017). In the present study, we have measured the perceived inci-
vility of message content. However, the theoretical and empirical differences be-
tween the two types of incivility remain unknown.

Second, the present study drew heavily on theories of social identity and moti-
vated reasoning. However, it did not measure the variables that are directly related
to the underlying mechanisms. For example, did the manipulations stimulate a
sense of social identity or defensive motivations? Although the theories we
employed are widely cited in incivility research, few studies have attempted to vali-
date these basic assumptions. In the present study, we could falsify some competing
mechanisms like emotions and confirmation bias, but more empirical studies are
needed to understand the full picture by explicitly measuring the defensive goals
and salience of, for example, social identity.

Finally, this study proposed a moderated mediation model of perceived incivil-
ity. However, the selection of the conditions (group identity and incivility) and out-
come variables (participation and affective polarization) was not systematic. Many
empirical studies in the field test incivility effects on political deliberation (e.g.,
open-mindedness) and other forms of participation (e.g., news engagement and vot-
ing), areas that were not examined in the present study. More importantly, partici-
pants were forced to read the selected disagreement comments in the experiments,
which might trigger psychological reactance. And thus the observed effects could
vary if they were exposed to the same content in a natural setting. In a free and open
online environment, users could also read both disagreement and agreement com-
ments. Researchers are encouraged to systematically test the consequences of incivil-
ity with unobtrusive methods under the framework provided in this study.
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