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Looking for a Fight? Conflict Avoidance and Responses to Uncivil Politics 

Brandon Marshall, Stony Brook University 

Introduction 

Conflict is an inherent aspect of the democratic process. Yet despite that, it appears 

Americans do not have much of a stomach for it. As Hibbing and Theiss-Morse (1995, p. 147) 

put it, “People do not wish to see uncertainty, conflicting options, long debate, competing 

interests, confusion, bargaining, and compromised, imperfect solutions. They want government 

to do its job quietly and efficiently, sans conflict and sans fuss.” Since then, however, there have 

been those who argue that it is not conflict per se that people have a dislike for but uncivil 

argument (Blais and St-Vincent, 2011; Mutz & Reeves 2005; Funk 2001; Ulbig & Funk 1998). 

Political conflict itself has become increasingly visible in our media, particularly in television 

(Funk, 2001), and the character of much of this debate across all media, including the web, has 

been extensively hostile and uncivil (Borah 2012; Borah 2013; Coe, Kenski, & Rains 2014; Mutz 

2015; Sobieraj & Berry, 2015) and emphasizes intense partisan discord (Klar & Krupnikov 

2016). As a result, many Americans choose to disengage from politics by decreasing public 

political activities and expressing partisanship (Ulbig & Funk 1999; Klar & Krupnikov 2016), 

have decreased trust towards political institutions (Hibbing & Theiss-Morse 1995; Funk 2001; 

Mutz & Reevoes 2005), and view the opposition as lacking legitimacy in their beliefs (Mutz 

2007). 

In this paper, I place the trait of conflict avoidance central stage as a factor that 

determines an individual’s reaction to uncivil political conflict. In simplest terms, the trait of 

conflict avoidance is a measure of the extent to which individuals either approach or avoid 



conflict in their everyday life (Goldstein 1999). I theorized that under conditions of uncivil 

political conflict individuals who are uncomfortable with conflict will show decreased political 

participation while individuals who are comfortable with conflict will show increased political 

participation compared to more civil conditions. To test this, I use a combination of 

observational data from the American National Election 2013 Internet Re-Contact Study and 

experimental data to find that conflict avoidance affects the probability of an individual choosing 

to engage with politics but only under conditions of uncivil conflict. These results suggest, then, 

that the currently highly uncivil, conflict-driven political climate in the United States is likely to 

discourage a significant amount of the public from becoming engaged in the political process due 

to an uncomfortableness with conflict in politics while at the same time encouraging individuals 

who are comfortable with and enjoy conflict to become more engaged. 

Incivility in American Politics 

In their book The Outrage Industry, Berry & Sobieraj (2015) found that incivility and 

“outrage” based discourse was rampant throughout American political media. Mockery, name-

calling, and disrespect towards the opposition is common, and pundits and hosts often use 

ideologically extreme and inflammatory language and exaggeration to make their points. Mutz 

(2015) in In Your Face Politics, focusing on a more subdued form of incivility that emphasizes 

“…a lack of respect for and/or frustration of the opposition” (Mutz & Reeves 2005), also found 

that incivility is a common occurrence in political media. This incivility is, furthermore, 

prevalent across multiple mediums; television, radio, Internet blogs. The one exception is in 

newspapers which, while not completely absent of incivility, often present more civil language 

and are less likely to invoke the visceral, emotional arousal that incivility in other mediums does. 

Even so, in tracking the comment section of a newspaper’s website, Coe, Kenski, & Rains 



(2014) found extensive incivility in the comments left by commenters. Finally, while not 

focusing on incivility but more on partisan conflict, Klar & Krupnikov (2016) in Independent 

Politics found that political media spends much of its time focusing on and highlighting partisan 

discord and conflict. It is abundantly clear, then, that politics in the United States is often far 

from the calm, rational deliberation desired by political theorists but is instead marked by an 

intense level of conflict that is often uncivil, inflammatory, and shows little respect toward the 

opposition. 

The question becomes, then, what is the result of this incivility and conflict on people’s 

opinions of American politics and their political behavior? Hibbing & Theis-Morse (1995) found 

that Americans are generally distasteful of political conflict, often having negative views towards 

Congress when reminded of the conflictual and often messy nature of politics. Funk (2001) 

reinforces this point, finding that when subjects were exposed to articles that mentioned 

Congressional discord and infighting respondents reported lower support for Congress. Mutz and 

Reeves (2005) emphasizes that it is primarily uncivil conflict that tends to be the most off-

putting. Mutz and Reeves exposed people to a mock political discussion show in which the 

incivility – represented by mocking language, confrontational body language and obvious signs 

of annoyance, etc. – was manipulated in order to determine the effect on political trust. It was 

found that individuals it was only in the uncivil condition that political trust was negatively 

impacted by viewing the political discussion. Further research by Mutz found that exposure to 

uncivil conflict can lead individuals to delegitimize the opinions of the opposition candidate for 

being “uncivil” while often giving a pass to incivility of one’s preferred candidate (Mutz 2007). 

It is not just political trust and respect for the opposition that are affected by uncivil conflict in 

media. In the context of political blogging, Borah (2012; 2013) found that while exposure to 



incivility may increase participation, this increases comes at the cost of decreased open-

mindedness, increased attitude certainty, and decreased political trust. This is particularly true 

when incivility is wrapped up in value-based framing which may trigger individuals to feel the 

need to act defensively towards a perceived negative attack. 

Conflict Avoidance and Political Outcomes 

Despite the generally negative effects on political attitudes, however, there is evidence to 

suggests that not all individuals are affected the same by uncivil conflict. Brooks & Geer (2007) 

found that exposure to negative, uncivil campaign advertisements can increase political 

participation, theorizing this is because incivility makes politics more interesting and engaging. 

Mutz & Reeves (2005) support this, as uncivil conflict was found to be highly emotionally 

arousing in and that people were more likely to remember material when exposed to the uncivil 

media content than either the control or civil content. And as mentioned Borah (2012) does find 

positive effects for participation despite the negative effects on political attitudes as a possible 

result of defensive thinking. This suggests, then, the possibility that there are moderating 

variables that affect how people will react to an uncivil political conflict.  

In the current literature, one of the most consistently significant moderators is the 

personality trait of conflict avoidance. Conflict avoidance is the extent to which an individual 

decides to either approach or avoid conflict in their everyday life (Goldstein 1998). Literature on 

conflict and incivility in politics has found that this trait can have an impact on political 

outcomes. Ulbig & Funk (1999) find that individuals who are conflict avoidant are more likely to 

become disengaged with political acts such as attending protests, political discussions, and 

supporting campaigns. In the Funk (2001) study, higher levels of conflict avoidance enhanced 

the increase in negative affect toward Congress people felt when they were exposed to articles 



that highlight partisan conflict in Congress. A similar result occurs in Mutz & Reeves (2005), 

which found that higher levels of conflict avoidance enhances the decrease in political trust that 

occurred when individuals were exposed to uncivil media. Similar results have occurred in 

research on deliberation. Having a civil orientation towards conflict can decrease the desire to 

engage with people who have disagreeing opinions if there is a concern such discussions risk 

disrupting social harmony (Mutz 2002a). Testa, Hibbing, & Ritchie (2014) found that individuals 

who have a positive orientation towards conflict gain the benefits of deliberation with people 

who disagree with them, such as greater familiarity with the opposition’s positions and political 

tolerance, without negative effects on political participation, though they did not investigate if 

this effect persists if the disagreement would be perceived to lead to an uncivil conflict situation. 

All in all, the literature suggests that how comfortable an individual is with dealing 

conflict has a significant impact on their willingness to get involved with the political process, 

especially when that process is perceived as being heavy in conflict. With the exception of Mutz 

& Reeves (2005), however, the conflict avoidance and politics literature has been generally quiet 

on how this trait influences the behavior of individuals in civil conflict versus uncivil conflict. 

The results of Mutz & Reeves (2005), however, suggests that the effects of conflict are at their 

most impactful when the conflict is uncivil, and that is especially important for individuals high 

in conflict avoidance. On the other hand, the evidence also suggests that uncivil conflict is not 

only more interesting and engaging than civil conflict due to it invoking higher levels of 

emotional arousal than civil conflict (Mutz 2015), it can in fact lead to increased political 

participation in certain circumstances either through that increased interest and engagement 

(Brooks & Greer 2007) or through possibly encouraging a defensive reaction (Borah 2012;2013). 

Furthermore, research on emotions and politics suggest that approach-oriented emotions such as 



anger and aggression are particularly good at motivating individuals to get engaged with politics 

and seek out information seeking (Denny & Doyle, 2008; Carver and Harmon-Jones 2009; 

Valentino et al. 2011; Ryan 2012; Brader & Marcus 2013).  

Theory 

The goal of this is paper is to attempt to further connect the conflict avoidance and 

politics literature with the research on how uncivil political conflict affects political behavior. 

The current literature suggests that an approach-oriented individual may become more politically 

engaged under conditions uncivil political conflict, whether it’s because incivility’s more 

emotionally engaging nature taps into approach-oriented emotions or encourages defensive 

thinking as an individual feels personally attacked in an uncivil politically conflict situation. The 

trait of conflict avoidance deals specifically with a person’s tendency to either be approach or 

avoidance-oriented in a conflict situation. Therefore, I theorize that under conditions of uncivil 

political conflict variance in an individual’s level of conflict avoidance will lead to diverging 

political behaviors. People who are conflict avoidant will show less willingness to become 

politically active while individuals who are conflict approachers will show an increased 

willingness to become politically active.  

This can be formalized as followed: 

H1: Individuals who are conflict approachers will be incentivized by uncivil conflict 

and show increased political engagement compared to a civil conflict. 

H2: Individuals who are conflict avoiders will be discouraged by uncivil conflict and 

show decreased political engagement compared to a civil conflict. 

H3: H1 and H2 are driven by the presence of incivility, not conflict in of itself. 



 To test these hypotheses, I use a combination of both observational data and experimental 

methods. To set the stage for the experimental data, I first present a broad overview of how 

variation in conflict avoidance can influence the probability an individual becomes politically 

active through analysis of the American National Election Study 2013 Internet Re-Contact 

Study, with additional data from the 2012 panel study. I then use the experimental data to 

establish the causal connection between incivility and the variance in outcomes based on conflict 

avoidance. 

ANES 2013 Internet Re-Contact Study 

 The decision to use this specific year compared to a cumulative file is that the 2013 

Internet Re-Contact Study sample was asked a large battery of personality questionnaires. While 

there was no questionnaire that was specifically for conflict avoidance, a combination of 

questions pulled from the “Aggressive Personality” measurement and the Ten Item Personality 

Inventory, a “Big Five Personality” trait measurement, allowed for the development of a 4-item 

conflict avoidance scale conceptually similar to more traditional scales, such as the scale 

developed by Goldstein (1999). See Appendix A for question wording. Inter-item analysis of the 

scale resulted in a Cronbach’s alpha of .7022. The scale was also recoded from 0 to 1 with higher 

scores reflecting a greater comfortableness with conflict. As a result, it would be more accurate 

to label the scale a conflict approach scale than a conflict avoidance scale. 

Dependent Variables and Expectations 

 In this broad look at how conflict avoidance/approach effects political behavior, I 

analyzed the effect across 13 different political engagement measures that can be broken down 

into 4 broad categories: media consumption, campaign support activities, political donations, and 

other. Media usage covers the decision to watch television, listen to radio, browse the Internet, or 



read a newspaper article. Campaign support activities include: attending a rally, displaying a 

bumper sticker or button, or “other work” for the campaign. Political donations covers donations 

to candidates, political parties, or other organizations. Finally, the Other category includes 

convincing another person to vote for a candidate (mobilization of others), contacting a 

politician, and the self-reported 2012 election vote.  

 While it may appear prudent to treat the first three categories as a summative indeces, 

there are theoretical reasons to suspect that conflict avoidance may have an effect on one 

medium or behavior but another. This is particularly true for the media usage measurements 

since, as noted in the theoretical section, while incivility is particularly high in television, talk 

radio, and the Internet it is much more subdued in newspapers (Berry & Sobieraj 2015; Mutz 

2015). As a result, while our conflict approach scale may prove predictive of consumption of 

television, radio, and the Internet, it may either have no effect or possibly a negative effect on the 

decision to read a newspaper as individuals who seek conflict may be turned off by the more 

subdued nature of the paper. It is for a similar reason that the individual actions under campaign 

support are examined separately rather than in an index. As noted in Ulbig & Funk (1999), 

attending a protest is likely to put a person into a conflict situation, and they found conflict 

avoidance was related to whether an individual attended protests. Protests are different from 

rallies, however, but with the tendency of rallies to also bring with them protests it may still offer 

a potential conflict situation. Klar & Krupnikov (2016) found that impression management 

predicted a person’s willingness to display a button or sticker. While impression management is 

distinct from conflict avoidance, one can argue that a conflict avoidant individual may avoid 

displays of open partisanship due to concerns regarding negative attention and potential conflict 

for doing so. Finally, the “other” campaign work is a vague enough statement that it is hard to 



make predictions on the resulting behavior. Campaign work that might put a person in direct 

contact with others (phone calling, canvassing, etc.) may be off-putting to a conflict avoidant 

individual but work that doesn’t may not. There is no particular reason to suspect that the various 

donation measurements will lead to divergent results but will be treated individually for 

consistency. 

 As for the other activities, theoretical expectations are much clearer for two of the three 

activities. Mobilizing others is highly likely to be affected by a person’s comfortableness with 

conflict, and both Mutz (2002a) and Testa et al. (2014) found that the traits of civil orientation 

and differences in orientation to conflict, respectively, affected an individual’s willingness to 

deliberate with others, particularly in the face of disagreement. Based on Ulbig & Funk (1999), 

there is no expectation that the decision to contact a politician is affected by conflict avoidance. 

Voting, however, appears to be trickier. Mutz (2002b) found a negative effect on voting when 

conflict avoidance was interacted with disagreement. Ulbig & Funk (1999), however, found no 

effect and theorize that the private nature of the action insulates it from the pressures that conflict 

avoidance would concern itself with. As a result, I am agnostic on the effect of conflict 

avoidance has on the decision to vote. 

 Control Variables 

 In addition to the dependent variables, the models include controls for the following: age 

squared, education level, income level, whether the respondent is black, gender of the 

respondent, whether the respondent is married, political interest, partisan and ideological strength 

as measured as point deviation from 4 on the 7-point identification scales, whether they care 

about the election, political efficacy index, and whether they voted in the 2008 election. In 



addition, analysis is conducted with all results clustered by state and weighted based on the 

weights given by the ANES for the 2013 Re-Contact Study. 

  

Results 

 I initially test the effect on our conflict approach scale on participation actions under the 

“Other” category in order to easily display the full model in Table 1. The results suggest a 

significant effect of our Conflict Approach scale on both the decision to try and mobilize others 

(p<.05) as well as the self-reported vote in the 2012 election (p<.05). A movement from 0 to 1 on 

the scale leads to double-digit percentage-point increases for both actions, with a 24 percentage 

point increase in the probability of attempting to mobilize others and an approximately 17 

percentage-point increase in the probability of reporting having voted in the 2012 presidential 

election. There was not, however, a significant effect on the decision to contact a politician, a 

result in line with the findings from Ulbig & Funk (1999).  

Table 1: Effect of Conflict Approach on Other Political Participation Measures 

 Convince Others Contact Politician Self-Report Vote 2012 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Conflict Approach  0.240** 0.080  0.099 0.075  0.167** 0.070 

Age  0.031 0.315  0.295 0.225 -0.151 0.215 

Age Sq.  0.062 0.352 -0.238 0.243  0.308 0.203 

Education  0.004 0.015  0.044** 0.014  0.002 0.015 

Income  0.008* 0.004  0.005* 0.003  0.005 0.004 

Female  0.011 0.030 -0.067** 0.028  0.007 0.792 

Black  0.052 0.054  0.025 0.056  0.002 0.035 

Married -0.064* 0.037  0.014 0.024 -0.193 0.031 

Political Interest  0.477** 0.056  0.375** 0.066  0.016 0.052 

Party ID Strength  0.039** 0.016 -0.035** 0.013  0.012 0.013 



Ideol. Strength  0.008 0.019  0.040** 0.017  0.012 0.018 

Care About Election  0.169** 0.035  0.041 0.027  0.136** 0.041 

Political Efficacy  0.031 0.025 -0.021 0.021  0.022 0.019 

Voted 2008  0.009 0.053  0.047 0.041  0.241** 0.056 

Constant -0.322** 0.101 -0.213** 0.075  0.365** 0.091 

R-Squared 0.4416 0.1515 0.135 

N 1,460 1,461 1,250 

Note: Models are linear probability models with robust standard errors clustered by state and ANES weights for 

ease of explanation. Probit models available upon request and used for creation of margin plots in Figure 1. Bolded 

coefficients are significant, with ** = p<.05, * = p<.1 

 

Having established our full model in Table 1, I can move on to a simple summary of the 

results of all thirteen of our dependent variables in Table 2 with the control variables removed 

for space. As these results suggest, it appears that how comfortable an individual is in dealing 

with conflict does have an impact on the probability of individuals engaging in a variety of 

political behavior and media consumption. Conflict approach approaches marginal significance 

for the probability of a respondent reporting they watched television or used the Internet to get 

campaign news (p= .065; p= .085) and significance for listening to radio (p= .01). For 

newspapers, however, conflict approach does not reach any level of significance (p= .213). That 

there was no effect on newspapers is not surprising since as Mutz (2015) and Sobieraj & Berry 

(2014) suggests newspapers are generally more civil than television or radio. That the effect was 

marginally significant for television and internet, however, is somewhat surprising considering 

how widespread incivility is political media in those mediums (Berry & Sobieraj 2015; Mutz 

2015).  Taken as a whole, however, it appears that conflict approach does have an effect on 

media consumption, and in fact when these media consumption scores are combined into a 

summative index the resulting regression shows a significant effect for the Conflict Approach 



scale (p=.004), with a 3/5ths of a point increase on a 4-point scale. This breakdown of the 

components of the scale suggest, however, the effect is mostly driven by radio.  

 

 

Table 2: Summary of Effects With Index Components Separated 

 Watch TV Listen Radio Use Net 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Conflict Approach  0.137* 0.072  0.262** 0.097  0.138* 0.078 

N 1,461 1,461 1,461 

 

 Read Newspaper Attend Rally Display Button/Sign 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Conflict Approach  0.111 0.088  0.088* .0517  0.010 0.069 

N 1,461 1,461 1461 

 

 Campaign Work Donate Cand. Donate Party 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Conflict Approach  .061 .061  0.101* 0.054 0.068 0.056 

N 1,461 1,460 1,461 

 

 Donate Other Convince Others Contact Politician 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Conflict Approach 0.024 0.043  0.240** 0.080  0.099 0.075 

N 1,461 1,460 1,461 

    

 Self-Report Vote   

 Coefficient SE   

Conflict Approach  0.167** 0.070   

N 1,250   



Note: Models are linear probability with robust standard errors clustered by state and ANES weights for 

convenience of explanation. Control coefficients removed for space. Full probit models available upon request. 

Bolded coefficients are significant, with ** = p<.05, * = p<.1 

 

The effect of Conflict Approach on campaign support and donations, however, was 

relatively minor. It proved statistically insignificant for the displaying of buttons, signs, or 

stickers (p= .891) and other campaign work (p= .325). The effect of the probability of attending a 

rally does reach marginal significance, but barely (p= .095). Interestingly, however, conflict 

approach was found to have a marginally significant effect on contributions to candidates (p = 

.066), though not to either parties or other organizations. All the effects that are or approach 

significance, however, are generally double-digit percentage point increases, with the exception 

of attending a rally in which the effect of Conflict Approach is approximately 9 percentage-

points. 

For a graphical representation of the results, Figure 1 presents margin plots for all the 

variables for which conflict approach was found to have either marginal significance or 

significance for. Effects presented may appear different than suggested by the linear probability 

models, however, as the marginal effects were calculated with probit models. As a result, the 

marginal effects required specifications for all variables. In the marginal plots, the specifications 

are set for a married white male who cares about the election, voted in the 2008 election, and is 

at mean level for all other variables (with age squared being the square of the mean age). In other 

words, these effects are the marginal effects of a practically “best case scenario” individual.  

 

 

 

 



Figure 1: Predicted Political Engagement 

 

Note: Models are weighted probit regressions using ANES weights and robust clustered standard errors clustered 

around states All values calculated for married white male that cares about the election and voted in 2008 with all 

other values set at the mean. 95% Confidence Intervals are shown. 
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For most of the outcomes, the deviation from the linear probability effects is relatively 

small. To emphasize the importance of specification on the effects, however, note that the 

marginal plot shows about a 10%-point increase for the Self-Reported vote -from 88% to about 

98% - under the current specification. Changing the specification to a single black female who 

doesn’t care about the election and didn’t vote in 2008, moving from 0 to 1 on the scale 

increased the probability of reporting a vote from about 41 points to almost 79%. This is also 

suggestive of possible interactions which were not explored due to currently no theoretical 

expectations for such interactions. 

Discussion 

The result of this analysis suggests that conflict avoidance can have significant and 

substantively large effects on a variety of political behaviors. The strongest and most significant 

effects are on the decision to listen to political radio, attempting to convince someone else to 

vote for a candidate, and self-reported voting. More marginally significant effects were found for 

other mediums, attending rallies, and donating to candidates. Generally, a shift from 0 to 1 on the 

conflict approach scale led to double-digit increases in the probability of getting politically 

involved. Overall, then, it appears that participating in politics or even simply consuming 

political media requires a stomach for conflict. Furthermore, it appears that many Americans 

don’t have that stomach. The weighted mean score on the Conflict Approach scale is 

approximately 0.319 on the 0 to 1 scale (S.D. = .007). That Americans apparently are not 

particularly comfortable with conflict is further reinforced by the histogram shown in Figure 2. 

 

 



Figure 2: Distribution of Conflict Approach in 

ANES Internet Re-Contact 2013 Study Sample 

 
 

These results, however, are a generally crude measure in terms of investigating the effect 

of uncivil media on political behavior based on a person’s tolerance for conflict. One of the best 

methods of testing media effects is through surveying individuals about their specific viewing 

habits (Mutz 2013). Unfortunately, while the 2012 ANES did ask individuals about specific 

viewing habits, the sub-sample that had been asked those questions were not part of the sample 

that were re-contacted for the 2013 Internet Re-Contact Study. The effects presented here, then, 

are generally representative of the average effect of conflict avoidance on political behaviors. 

One can argue that these effects are crudely representative of the effect in an uncivil environment 

due to the high level of saturation of incivility in political media and the generally negative 

perception towards politics in the American political climate (Berry & Sobieraj 2015; Mutz 

2015; Klar & Krupnikov 2016). Klar & Krupnikov (2016) make a similar argument for being 

able to picking up the effects of impression management on political behaviors due to the 
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saturation of negative attitudes towards partisan behavior in the American political media. These 

effects, however, may simply be the result of individuals reacting to a perception of American 

politics as being conflictual, regardless of the level of civility of that conflict. To test the effect of 

variation in conflict avoidance on behavior is being driven due to reactions towards uncivil 

conflict, I turn to the experimental data. 

Experiment – Student Sample 

Sample Characteristics 

The first experiment consisted of 115 individuals drawn from the political science subject 

pool at Stony Brook University. Gender was split 42% Male and 58% female. Approximately 

25% of the sample was foreign-born, with the average number of years living in the United 

States approaching 7 years (SD=1.241 years). Ideology was approximately 21% conservative 

leaning and 50% liberal leaning, with the remaining percentages identifying as moderate or 

expressing other/no preferences. A similar breakdown occurs when looking at party 

identification, with approximately 18% expressing a Republican identity, 56% a Democratic 

identity, and the rest either Independent or expressing other/no preference. The majority of our 

sample had a non-white ethnicity (62%), with White and Asian ethnicities sharing a plurality at 

approximately 37% each.  

Dependent Variables - Measurement 

Conflict avoidance was measured through subjects filling out the full 15-item Conflict 

Approach/Avoidance subscale of the larger 75-item Conflict Communication Scale (Goldstein, 

1999). All items on this scale are presented in a 5-point Likert Scale. The scale was also rescaled 

so that higher scores represent a greater level of comfortableness with conflict, turning the scale 

into a Conflict Approach scale. 



In addition, I also included the “Politeness” aspect sub-scale of the Agreeableness factor 

of the Big Five Personality. The “Politeness” subscale, which is focused on measuring 

“consideration of and respect for others’ needs and desires” (DeYoung, Quilty, & Peterson, 

2007) and is linked to the aspects of Agreeableness related to norm compliance (Hirsh et al. 

2010). This serves as a test of the theory that negative reactions towards incivility are a result of 

the violation of expected social norms regarding polite and civil discussion (Mutz and Reeves, 

2005). The measurement used is presented in a 5-point Likert Scale. The scale was also recoded 

so that higher levels of the score represent a lower concern for social norms, turning the scale 

into an Impoliteness Scale. 

Design and Procedures 

The experiment consisted of a three-group between-subjects experimental design. 

Participants were given a pre-test questionnaire in which the Conflict Approach/Avoidance and 

Politeness measurements were presented. After the pre-test questionnaire, participants were 

randomly assigned to one of three groups: Civil Conflict, Uncivil Conflict, and a control group. 

The Civil and Uncivil conflict groups served as the experimental groups. The control group was 

presented with a paragraph on the history of the dollar bill to serve as a non-political stimuli of 

equal length to the political stimuli to ensure a fair comparison point: they then received the post-

treatment questions.  

In each experimental condition, participants were presented with two editorials by non-

political authors in a pro-con manner with specific references to the author of the opposing 

editorial. The content of the editorials were arguments for and against deficit spending by the 

United States federal government. I chose this topic as it does allow for relatively emotional 

argumentation, and thereby should be to tap into the gut-level responsiveness that drives 



reactions to incivility (Mutz and Reeves, 2005) without being an issue that is particularly 

emotionally charged or polarized – such as welfare or abortion. In other words, the topic of 

deficit spending should generally be a conservative test of the potential for uncivil conflict to 

lead to different behavioral outcomes based on level of conflict avoidance. 

The key manipulation in this experiment was the level of civility presented in the 

editorials through the word choice and overall tone of the editorials. For our purposes, what is 

meant by “uncivil” followed from the conceptualization offered by Mutz and Reeves (2005): 

“…gratuitous asides that suggested a lack of respect for and/or frustration with the opposition.” 

Other studies have also generally followed this conception, emphasizing the point of 

disrespectfulness, mockery, and the confrontational nature of the statements (Sobieraj & Berry, 

2015; Gervais, 2014). In written text, this would be done through the addition of pointed insults 

and hyperbolic phrasing compared to otherwise straightforward and moderate messages: it’s the 

difference between “The idea of cutting spending during a sluggish economy like we have now 

has severe consequences for job creation” and “The idiotic idea of cutting spending during a 

sluggish economy like we have now has severe consequences for job creation.” While written 

editorials are not capable of creating the same level of emotional impact that a video would, the 

success of past research that also used written materials in being able to create a significant 

difference in the impressions of civility between treatments suggested that we would be able to 

create an effect, though it will be understated (Funk 2001). Furthermore, in an increasingly web-

based media environment, much of the political information that people will be exposed too will 

be in textual form, whether it’s in the form of discussion posts, blogs, news articles, or various 

social media (Borah 2012; Borah 2013; Coe, Kenski, & Rains 2014; Gervais 2014). As a test to 



determine of the editorials were read, participants were asked questions regarding awareness of 

the arguments presented. 

After the treatment, the participants were presented with a questionnaire on their 

impressions of the authors of the editorial as a manipulation check. Next, participants were 

presented with the opportunity to engage in low-conflict levels of political participation: 

information-seeking and contacting government officials. First, they were asked if they would 

like more information about deficit spending from a variety of sources, including nonpartisan 

research centers, the US government, pro-deficit groups, and anti-deficit groups. The items were 

designed so that subjects will believe that they are requesting information from real 

organizations and will be contacted at a later date. Second, they were asked if they would like to 

write an email message to be sent on their behalf to members of Congress on the topic of deficit 

spending1. Subjects would be told the email would contain their city and opinion on the issue. In 

reality, I only recorded whether or not they agreed to the contact as well as the content of the 

opinions. Respondents were later debriefed that no information or emails would be sent. 

Next, participants were asked several questions to collect demographic questions on 

ethnicity and gender as well as measurements of ideology and political self-identification. Due to 

the large proportion of foreign students in the Stony Brook student population, I also included 

questions on whether the participants were born in the United States and, if not, how long they 

have been in the United States and whether or not English is their first language. This was done 

to ensure that participants have some understanding of the US political environment and have 

had some exposure to it. 

 

                                                           
1 Idea for usage of these measures come from (Brader, T., Valentino, N. A., & Suhay, E, 2008).  



Measurement and Treatment Checks 

Inter-item correlations of our two personality measures suggest that they were effective. 

The Conflict Approach scale had a Cronbach’s alpha score α=0.887. The Impoliteness scale had 

a Cronbach’s alpha score α=0.794. The two measures were correlated: r(108)=.5468, p<.001. 

This suggest a moderate level of overlap between the scales, which is not unexpected due to 

some similarity between the constructs being measured by the measures. Still, they are distinct 

enough to be worth treated separately in the analysis. 

Based on the results reported in Table 3, we can see that the experimental treatments 

were moderately effective. Using independent sample t-tests, the uncivil condition (M=.5853, 

SD=.209) was perceived to be significantly more uncivil than the civil condition (M=.494, 

SD=.356): t (84.844) = -3.0917, p=.003. As we can see, however, this effect is being driven 

primarily by the perception of Michael Williams, whose perception was significantly different 

between conditions – t (64.968) = -2.976, p=.004 - while that of David Halford was not; t 

(70.871) = -.6875, p=.494. This is admittedly not an ideal outcome: preferably both writers 

should be perceived as being more uncivil than in the civil condition. Furthermore, it would be 

more ideal for the perceived level of civility and incivility across conditions to be greater. As a 

result, this reinforces that the student sample experiment is most likely a conservative tests of the 

effects. Scott Fincher, the ‘author’ of the Control Condition, was perceived as being civil as 

expected, allowing that condition to serve as a base level of behavior to compare the Civil and 

Uncivil Conflict conditions to determine if effects are driven by conflict or uncivil conflict. 

 

 

 



Table 3 Perception Incivility of Authors and Experimental Conditions 

 Control Civil Uncivil 

David Halford (Anti-Deficit) -- .494 (.356) .551 (.351) 

Michael Williams (Pro-Deficit) -- .4 (.346) .653 (.349) 

Scott Fincher (Dollar Bill) .085 (.212) -- -- 

Total .085 (.212) .4333 (.193) .5853 (.209) 

Note: Numbers presented here represent the mean level of perceived incivility of the authors 

and the condition as a whole. Higher numbers represent higher levels of perceived incivility. 

 

Experimental Results 

In order to test the results, a series of probit regressions were used in which the 

conditions were interacted with the Conflict Approach scale. It should be noted that from this 

point onward all regressions are probit regressions. Since the hypotheses require comparing the 

uncivil condition with both the control and the civil condition as well as having two behavioral 

measures, four probit models are necessary for each analysis, changing which condition was 

used as the baseline comparison. This is done in order to ensure that it is tested that the 

experimental conditions differ from each other and the control. 

In all analyses, we observed insignificant results for Conflict Approach, the experimental 

conditions, and the interactions between them on the probability an individual would give an 

opinion. Given that out of our sample only 25 individuals in total gave an opinion and were split 

relatively evenly between the conditions: 10 in the Control, 7 in the Civil, and 8 in the Uncivil. 

This suggest one of two possibilities. First, a larger sample size may be needed to determine the 

effects of increasing levels of conflict approach on the probability that an individual will give an 

opinion in order to ensure the proper amount of variance in the measure. The other option is that 

Conflict Approach does not affect willingness to give an opinion when informed that opinion 

will be passed onto a member of Congress. The latter would fit with the result of the ANES 2013 



Internet Re-Contact which found no effect for Conflict Approach on the probability an individual 

would contact a member of Congress. A probit regression analysis using our political interest, 

preferences, and demographic variables as controls, the Conflict Approach and Impoliteness 

Scales as dependent variables of interest found no significant effect of either scale on the 

probability an individual would give an opinion regardless of condition ( β=0.481, p = 0.631; 

β=0.331, p= 0.718). Therefore, my attention will instead focus primarily on whether or not an 

individual requested more information on a topic. 

As the results in Table 4 show, it appears that variation in comfortableness with conflict 

does have a marginally significant effect on the probability an individual requesting additional 

information on the topic under conditions of uncivil political conflict. Furthermore, the 

interaction between the Conflict Approach Scale and the Uncivil Condition remains significant 

and in a positive direction – as our hypothesis would suggest – regardless of which condition is 

used as the base of comparison in the model (β =3.537, p= 0.068; β = 3.497, p= 0.074). 

 

Table 4  Effect of Incivility Moderated by Conflict Approach and Disagreeableness 

 Opinion Given Information Requested 

 Base: Control Base: Civil Base: Control Base: Civil 

Constant -1.531*** (.57) -1.326 (.732)  0.186 (.527)  0.189 (.613) 

Conflict Approach  0.956 (1.145)  0.326 (1.318)  0.071 (1.058)  0.108 (1.10) 

Impoliteness  0.650 (1.158)  0.725 (1.158)  0.186 (1.013) -0.599 (1.008) 

Control Condition -- -0.206 (.928) -- -0.003 (.808) 

Civil Condition  0.205 (.928) --  0.003 (.808) -- 

Uncivil Condition -0.379 (1.021) -0.584 (1.119) -1.544* (.861) -1.548* (.916) 

Conflict x Control --  0.630 (1.746) -- -0.037 (1.523) 

Conflict x Civil -0.630 (1.746) --  0.037 (1.524) -- 



Conflict x Uncivil  2.522 (2.054)  3.151 (2.155)  3.533* (1.937)  3.497* (1.958) 

Impolite x Control -- -0.0751 (1.637) --  0.785 (1.430) 

Impolite x Civil  0.075 (1.637) -- -0.785 (1.430) -- 

Impolite x Uncivil -2.753 (1.813) -2.828 (1.813) -1.534 (1.686) -0.749 (1.683) 

Pseudo-R2  0.0762  0.0762  .0564  .0564 

N 110 110 110 110 

Note: Impoliteness and Conflict Approach was scaled from 0 to 1. Entries are probit regression coefficients. 

Standard errors are in parentheses. *p<0.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

The interaction between the Conflict Approach Scale and the Civil Condition, however, 

does not meet statistical significance when the base condition is the Control Condition (β= 0.037, 

p = 0.981). Nor does the interaction between the Conflict Approach Scale and the Control 

Condition prove significant when the base condition is the Civil Condition (β=-0.037, p=0.981). 

In other words, there is no significant difference in the probability an individual will ask for 

additional information under either a civil conflict condition or a civil non-conflict condition, and 

there is no change in the effect in either condition based on a person’s comfortableness with 

conflict. This is what would be expected by the hypothesis that divergent behaviors between 

conflict avoidant and conflict approaching individuals will appear only under conditions of 

uncivil conflict. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Figure 3: Probability of Requesting Information  

 
 

To further reinforce this point, Figure 3 shows the marginal effect plot for variation in the 

Conflict Approach Scale on the probability of an individual requesting more information under 

all three conditions. An individual who scores 0 on the Conflict Approach Scale – in other words 

an individual completely uncomfortable with conflict - has an approximately 3% probability of 

requesting additional information. An individual who scores a 1 on the scale – an individual 

perfectly comfortable with conflict – has an approximately 94% probability of requesting more 

information. For comparison, in the Civil Condition the change is from approximately 47% to 

51%, and in the Civil Condition from approximately 61% to 63%. In other words, there are 

drastic differences in the desire to gain more information on the topic of deficit spending 



between conflict avoidant and conflict approach people, but only under conditions of uncivil 

conflict. When conflict is civil or absent, there is no real difference in behaviors. 

The Impoliteness measure, meanwhile, did not prove significant in any condition. This is 

particularly important in regards to Mutz & Reeves (2005) theory that it is concern for violations 

of social norms that is a motivating factor behind negative reactions towards uncivil conflict. 

Since the Politeness aspect of Agreeableness represents relating to others through compliance of 

social norms, its failure to prove significant in any condition suggests the possibility that 

something other than concerns for violations social norms is driving reactions to uncivil conflict. 

Discussion 

The results of the student sample experiment provide an initial test of whether or not 

differences in conflict avoidance will have an effect on political behaviors in the face of different 

levels of civility. While there was no effect on the probability of offering an opinion to send to 

Congress, there was a dramatic difference in behaviors when testing the effect on the probability 

of requesting more information. When faced with uncivil conflict, conflict avoidant individuals 

are highly likely to avoid gaining more information on the topic while conflict approach 

individuals very much desire more information. These effects are also departures from the 

behavior of individuals in the civil or control conditions in which comfortableness with conflict 

had no moderating effect on the desire for information. In other words, divergent behavior based 

on comfortableness with conflict appears is most likely to occur when individuals are exposed to 

uncivil conflict. Furthermore, it appears that it is the uncomfortableness with conflict that drives 

these divergent behaviors, not concern for violations of social norms as there was no significant 

effect of variations in the Politeness aspect of the Big Five. 



The effects of the conflict approach scale, however, were marginally significant at the 

p<.1 level. That such a dramatic effect – a jump from approximately 3% to 94% in conditions of 

incivility – is only marginally significant suggests an issue primarily of low power and not that 

the effect is substantively unimportant. As mentioned, however, the content of the manipulation 

was found to be a relatively mild one and driven primarily by differing opinions on one author, 

suggesting that this was a conservative test of the effect. A combination of a stronger 

manipulation and larger sample size is likely to produce sufficient power to produce more 

traditional levels of significance. 

Conclusion 

Conflict is an inevitable part of the democratic process. After all, people have different 

beliefs regarding ideology, values, and policy and those beliefs will eventually collide in in 

debate and argumentation. The most pervasive place where these debates occur is in the national 

media. In the ideal the desire is that this conflict is civil and based on a mutual respect towards 

political opponents. Politics in America, however, more often than not appears to fall short of 

this ideal, at least when one is looking at politics as expressed through the media (Mutz 2015; 

Sobieraj & Berry 2014). In this study I examined how a person’s comfortableness affects the 

willingness to become engaged with politics under this uncivil political climate. The results of 

the analysis of the ANES 2013 Internet Re-Contact Study suggests that conflict avoidance can 

have strong, significant effects in both the decision to consume political media as well as to 

engage in a variety of politically relevant behaviors. The experimental results further establish 

the dramatic effects of exposure to uncivil, and only uncivil, conflict on people’s willingness to 

seek out more information on politics based on how well they tolerate conflict. 



That exposure to uncivil media would prompt some people to become more interested in 

getting information is not particularly surprising. As Mutz and Reeves (2005) found, uncivil 

media is viewed as being more entertaining, causes greater emotional arousal, and leads to 

greater recall of information than civil media. It is not a particularly large leap to suggest that 

when someone is exposed to something they consider entertaining they would desire more of it. 

What is novel about results is the dramatic divergence in response to uncivil media based on an 

individual’s level of conflict avoidance. Under conditions of civility, there appears to be no 

difference in desiring more information: the conflict avoidant individual is just as likely to want 

more information as the conflict tolerating individual. Place the same people into an uncivil 

conflict situation, however, and the situation changes. The conflict avoidant individual is highly 

likely to want no further information on the topic, and the observational data would suggest this 

as part of a larger withdraw from politics in general. The conflict tolerant person, however, is 

much more likely to want more information and, as suggested by the observational data, to 

become more engaged in politics in general. Furthermore, this process of pushing out the conflict 

avoidant and encouraging the conflict tolerant through uncivil politics is likely to be self-

sustaining. Exposure to incivility can encourage further acts of incivility (Gervais 2014), and 

individuals are willing to forgive or ignore the uncivil behaviors performed by individuals that 

the person agrees with (Mutz 2007). This suggests, then, that bringing back the conflict avoidant 

individuals into politics is likely to require some kind of intervention. 

The question remains to be answered, however, is what is it about uncivil conflict 

specifically that leads to such a divergence in behavior? Neither the observational data nor the 

experiment speak to this question directly, with the experiment only replicating the finding of 

Mutz & Reeve (2005) that it is uncivil conflict is particular driving the effect and not conflict in 



general. The inclusion and subsequent lack of significant effect of the Politeness Aspect sub-

scale developed by DeYoung et al (2007), however, does suggests that the explanation put forth 

by Mutz (2015) that individuals are experiencing a negative reaction to violations of social 

norms regarding civil discussion is possibly not at play. If it were, then reactions to the uncivil 

media should have varied not just on conflict avoidance but also on the Politeness sub-scale as it 

related to norm compliance (Hirsh et al. 2010). That it had no effect then suggests that something 

more than just the violation of social norms aspect of incivility drives the reaction to it. One 

possibility is that it is the emotional nature of uncivil conflict itself that either drives people away 

from or towards it. Result from the national survey conducted in Mutz (2015) suggest this 

possibility as the “Emotional Avoidance” subscale of the same Conflict Orientation scale that the 

Conflict Avoidance scale is a part of was found to have a significant effect on whether 

individuals watched uncivil programming. Specifically, people were more likely to watch uncivil 

media the more uncomfortable with emotional expression they were. Further investigation into 

the emotional aspects of reactions to incivility, then, may prove fruitful for understanding exact 

mechanics of why conflict avoidance leads people to react so strongly to uncivil conflict but not 

civil conflict and what possible strategies could be implanted to bring the conflict avoidant back 

into politics. 

Overall, these results suggest that an understanding of the interaction of personality traits 

with the perception of the political climate put out by media expands our understanding of when 

people decide to become politically active and informed.  

  



References 

Berry, Jeffrey M., and Sarah Sobieraj. 2014. The Outrage Industry: Political Opinion Media and the 

New Incivility. New York: Oxford University Press. 

Borah, Porismita. 2012. “Does It Matter Where You Read the News Story? Interaction of Incivility 

and News Frames in the Political Blogosphere.” Communication Research 41(6): 809–27. 

———. 2013. “Interactions of News Frames and Incivility in the Political Blogosphere: Examining 

Perceptual Outcomes.” Political Communication 30(3): 456–73. 

Brader, Ted, Nicholas A. Valentino, and Elizabeth Suhay. 2008. “What Triggers Public Opposition to 

Immigration? Anxiety, Group Cues, and Immigration Threat.” American Journal of Political 

Science 52(4): 959–78. 

Brader, T. & Marcus, G.E. (2013). Emotions and political psychology. In Huddy, L., Sears, D.O, & 

Levy, J.S., The Oxford Handbook of Political Psychology (165-204). New York: Oxford 

University Press. 

Brooks, Deborah Jordan, and John G. Geer. 2007. “Beyond Negativity: The Effects of Incivility on 

the Electorate.” American Journal of Political Science 51(1): 1–16. 

Carver, Charles S., and Eddie Harmon-Jones. 2009. “Anger Is an Approach-Related Affect: Evidence 

and Implications.” Psychological Bulletin 135(2): 183–204. 

Coe, Kevin, Kate Kenski, and Stephen A. Rains. 2014. “Online and Uncivil? Patterns and 

Determinants of Incivility in Newspaper Website Comments.” Journal of Communication 64(4): 

658–79. 

Dawes, Chris. 2012. “Negative Affectivity, Political Contention and Turnout: A Genopolitics Field 

Experiment.” In SPRINGER 233 SPRING ST, NEW YORK, NY 10013 USA, 928–928. 



Denny, Kevin, and Orla Doyle. 2008. “Political Interest, Cognitive Ability and Personality: 

Determinants of Voter Turnout in Britain.” British Journal of Political Science 38(2): 291–310. 

DeYoung, Colin G., Lena C. Quilty, and Jordan B. Peterson. 2007. “Between Facets and Domains: 10 

Aspects of the Big Five.” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 93(5): 880–96. 

Funk, Carolyn L. 2001. “Process Performance: Public Reactions to Legislative Policy Debate.” In 

What Is It About Government That Americans Dislike?, eds. John R. Hibbing and Elizabeth 

Theiss-Morse. New York: Cambridge University Press, 193–204. 

Gervais, Bryan T. 2014. “Following the News? Reception of Uncivil Partisan Media and the Use of 

Incivility in Political Expression.” Political Communication 31(4): 564–83. 

Goldstein, Susan B. 1999. “Construction and Validation of a Conflict Communication Scale1.” 

Journal of Applied Social Psychology 29(9): 1803–32. 

Harbridge, Laurel, and Neil Malhotra. 2011. “Electoral Incentives and Partisan Conflict in Congress: 

Evidence from Survey Experiments.” American Journal of Political Science 55(3): 494–510. 

Hayes, Andrew F., Dietram A. Scheufele, and Michael E. Huge. 2006. “Nonparticipation as Self-

Censorship: Publicly Observable Political Activity in a Polarized Opinion Climate.” Political 

Behavior 28(3): 259–83. 

Hibbing, John R., and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse. 1995. Congress as Public Enemy: Public Attitudes 

Toward American Political Institutions. Cambridge University Press. 

Hirsh, Jacob B., Colin G. DeYoung, Xiaowen Xu, and Jordan B. Peterson. 2010. “Compassionate 

Liberals and Polite Conservatives: Associations of Agreeableness With Political Ideology and 

Moral Values.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin 36(5): 655–64. 

Klar, Samara, and Yanna Krupnikov. 2016. Independent Politics. New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 



Mutz, Diana C. 2002a. “Cross-Cutting Social Networks: Testing Democratic Theory in Practice.” 

American Political Science Review 96(1): 111–126. 

———. 2002b. “The Consequences of Cross-Cutting Networks for Political Participation.” American 

Journal of Political Science 46(4): 838–55. 

———. 2007. “Effects of Television Discourse on Perceptions of a Legitimate Opposition.” 

American Political Science Review 101(4): 621–635. 

Mutz, Diana C., and Byron Reeves. 2005. “The New Videomalaise: Effects of Televised Incivility on 

Political Trust.” American Political Science Review 99(1): 1–15. 

Mutz, Diana C. 2015. In-Your-Face Politics: The Consequences of Uncivil Media. Princeton, New 

Jersey: Princeton University Press. 

Ryan, Timothy J. 2012. “What Makes Us Click? Demonstrating Incentives for Angry Discourse with 

Digital-Age Field Experiments.” The Journal of Politics 74(4): 1138–1152. 

Sobieraj, Sarah, and Jeffrey M. Berry. 2011. “From Incivility to Outrage: Political Discourse in 

Blogs, Talk Radio, and Cable News.” Political Communication 28(1): 19–41. 

Testa, Paul F., Matthew V. Hibbing, and Melinda Ritchie. 2014. “Orientations toward Conflict and 

the Conditional Effects of Political Disagreement.” The Journal of Politics 76(3): 770–785. 

Ulbig, Stacy G., and Carolyn L. Funk. 1999. “Conflict Avoidance and Political Participation.” 

Political Behavior 21(3): 265–82. 

Valentino, Nicholas A. et al. 2011. “Election Night’s Alright for Fighting: The Role of Emotions in 

Political Participation.” The Journal of Politics 73(1): 156–70. 

 


