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Abstract

While it is well understood that policy suggestions outside the range of main-

stream debate are prevalent in various policy domains of American politics, their

e↵ects remain unexplored. In this paper, we suggest that proposing policies far

from the political mainstream can re-structure voter perceptions of where poli-

cies lie in the ideological space. The introduction of extreme alternatives into

the public discourse makes mainstream policies on the same side of the spectrum

look more centrist in the public eye, thus increasing support for these moderate

alternatives. Results from six survey experiments show that exposing people to

extreme conservative policies makes them more likely to prefer moderate conser-

vative policies relative to liberal ones, and vice versa. This e↵ect is mediated by

changes in the ideological proximity of moderate policies, as perceived by survey

respondents.

⇤Data for Study 2 was collected by the Omnibus Survey of the Laboratory for the Study of American Values
(LSAV) at Stanford University. The author thanks Steve Callander, Simon Ejdemyr, Neil Malhotra, Julia McLean,
Erik Peterson, Itamar Simonson, Paul Sniderman and Mike Tomz for helpful comments. All remaining errors are
mine.



You win policy debates by crafting arguments for extreme

positions—and then shifting the entire window of debate.

Daily Kos, 2006

With the increasing polarization of political elites in the United States, extremist rhetoric

has gained great prevalence and various groups have proposed policies lying far from the

mainstream political debate. For instance, members of the Tea Party movement called for

the elimination of the minimum wage or the close of the American border. Similarly, the

Libertarian Party suggested policies like the elimination of welfare programs, and the repeal

of federal income tax (Libertarian Party, 2014). On the other end of the spectrum, the

Living Wage Movements have demanded drastic increases in the minimum wage (Bernstein,

2004), the Occupy Movement called for dramatic regulatory and redistributive policies, and

the Green Party suggested the complete phase-out of nuclear power (Green Party, 2015).

The proposals made by these platforms are far from the space spanned by moderate polit-

ical actors of either major party (Medzihorsky et al., 2014), mostly lack substantial public

support, and have little hopes of being enacted.

What is, then, the rationale behind such extreme policy suggestions? Public opinion research

in the U.S. has typically centered on proposed policies that are considered viable in a given

political environment. It focuses on how citizens view polices that might be enacted, how

their evaluation of policies change over time and how these judgments are reflected in political

choice (eg. Lenz, 2012). As a consequence, while the literature in comparative politics has

produced numerous studies seeking the explain political extremism (Ezrow et al., 2013, 2014),

American politics research has neglected the study of non-mainstream policy views, and the
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e↵ect of platforms that are on the fringes of the political spectrum (though, see Bailey et

al., 2012 and Broockman, nd).

In this paper we will examine whether and how the introduction of policy options outside

the typical scope of the political debate shapes public opinion. Building on research on

range e↵ects (Parducci, 1965) we argue that extremists have an important, though indirect,

influence on mainstream politics. By changing the scope of the political debate, extremists

also change how mainstream policies are perceived by citizens and how they evaluate them

against one another. For example, far-right policies make alternatives supported by moderate

conservative alternatives look centrist, rendering them more appealing to the median voter.

This mechanism creates an incentive for extremist candidates to enter politics, even if they

do not have a chance to directly a↵ect policy outcomes.

To test this proposition, we conducted six survey experiments on four salient policy issues,

using three independent samples with a total of more than 4,000 respondents. In each of

the studies, subjects read and ranked policy proposals about political issues. We randomly

assigned some participants to only evaluate moderate alternatives (e.g. slightly reducing wel-

fare spending) while for others we include extremist policies in the choice-set (e.g. eliminating

welfare spending). We then examined whether and how the mere exposure to such extreme

policies a↵ected the way respondents perceive moderate policies and form preferences over

them.

Our findings are consistent with our hypothesis: in each of the experiments the exposure to

extremist policy alternatives systematically influenced subjects’ perception of mainstream
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policies. In particular, exposure to an extreme policy on one side of the political spectrum

made respondents evaluate moderate options on the same side as more centrist. Since re-

spondents’ perception of their own ideal points were una↵ected by the treatment, the changes

in the perceived position of policies also translated to changes in the perceived proximity of

“target policies” to the respondents ideal points. Thus, subjects who were exposed to an

extremely conservative policy became significantly more likely to rank the moderate conser-

vative policy over the moderate liberal one.

We uncovered substantial heterogeneity in the impact of extremism. Perhaps surprisingly,

the e↵ect of exposure to extreme policies is the strongest among individuals whose own

policy position is moderate: in this group, the e↵ect of introducing alternatives outside the

mainstream debate amounts to over 10% of the baseline support for the moderate liberal

policy. We also found substantial heterogeneity of e↵ect sizes across issues and policies that

appears to be driven by variations in the baseline support for the liberal polices and the

viability of the extreme alternatives. However, our conclusions are more tentative regarding

this argument, simply because our six experiments do not allow for systematic cross-issue

comparisons.

The key theoretical contribution of our paper is the integration of range e↵ects into a spatial

model of policy preferences. While political commentators have suggested that the intro-

duction of extreme policy alternatives into the political discourse is strategic, serves to shift
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the political debate1; these ideas remain unexplored in the study of political behavior.2 Our

paper is related to a small set of studies providing some support to “context-dependent

preferences” as applied to vote choice in American elections (Rotter and Rotter, 1966; Pan

et al., 1995; Mebane and Waismel-Manor, 2005) showing that the entry of third-parties can

lead to preference-reversals between mainstream candidates.3 We are also the first to apply

the theory of range e↵ects to study the impact of political extremism, a phenomenon that

is arguably more relevant to the study of American politics than the electoral consequences

of third party candidates.

Our empirical results have important implications not only to the study of political extremism

but also to public opinion research in general. The existence of range-e↵ects in the perception

of public policies provides a new explanation for the entry of extremist political entrepreneurs

even if they have little hopes of directly e↵ecting policy outcomes. On a more theoretical

level, the observed violations of independence of irrelevant alternatives axiom show that

in order to build more realistic theories of political reasoning and choice, formal theories

should incorporate descriptive evidence from behavioral decision making (such as Callander

and Wilson, 2006). Finally, our experimental results also reinforce the concern that the way

survey questions are asked can have a substantial impact on the answers we get (Tourangeau

1This idea is usually attributed to Joseph Overton, who argued that the range of policies or opinions deemed accept-
able by the public (the Overton-window) is in a constant flux and can be shifted by introducing and defending ideas
not yet “on the table”. In the words of a liberal blogger rediscovering the Overton-window “You win policy debates
by crafting arguments for extreme positions—and then shifting the entire window of debate.” (Daily Kos, 2006)

2To our knowledge, Herne (1997) is the only study reporting on the analysis of context dependent preferences over
policies. While that study provides evidence of preference reversals in the context of choices between highly stylized
multi-dimensional government programs, represented by numerical values it is unclear how much those results
generalize to “simpler” and more salient issues.

3One issue with this research that the prerequisite of range e↵ects is that voters have a good understanding of where
those candidates stand in the political spectrum. However, this is not always the case: based on a survey conducted
after the 2004 election Mebane and Waismel-Manor (2005) shows that most respondents did not place Nader left of
Kerry
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and Rasinski, 1988). In particular, by providing alternatives to survey questions about policy

issues, polls define the scope of political debate thereby a↵ecting public opinion formation.

Political extremism and public opinion

In this paper we conceptualize extreme political positions as those far from the policies that

mainstream political actors stand for in a given time and place. It is important to point out

that policies or political opinions considered extreme can become moderate in the public eye

as the political discourse evolves. In fact, we are interested exactly in the dynamics of these

extreme platforms, such as how these fringe positions transform the political spectrum and

what e↵ect they have on public opinion and enacted policies.

In the context of American politics, the concept of extremism is tightly intertwined with

polarization. During the last decades American political elites have polarized: the di↵erences

between the political stances of Democrats and Republicans have increased (McCarty, Poole,

and Rosenthal, 2006). One element of this process is the increased homogeneity of partisan

groups (sorting) while the other is the tendency of elites to embrace political positions far

from the median voter (extremism).

Political extremism is not limited to political parties. Policies are often proposed and prop-

agated by various interest groups (eg. the NRA and gun control laws or the Sierra Club on

global warming) whose members tend to have more extreme policy views than the general

population (Claasen and Nicholson, 2013). In fact, social movements can also be considered

extremist in this sense since they typically pursue policy goals that lie outside of the scope
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of the mainstream discourse. As we will make it clear, we focus on one particular aspect of

political extremism: its role in setting the range of debate, or the scope of policy alternatives

on the table.

Range e↵ects in psychophisics

Psychologists have long recognized the phenomenon that the evaluation of stimuli depends

on their range (Parducci 1965, 1968; Hutchinson, 1983). The first studies providing evidence

of range e↵ects focused on sensory psychophysics and sought to describe the mapping of

physical stimuli (such as sound, light or weight) to subjective representation (Hutchinson,

1983). The key finding is that “when people evaluate a stimulus, they identify what they

believe to be the most and least extreme values and thus determine a range that serves as

a context for evaluating the stimulus. The particular range used might be drawn from past

experience or from the range of stimuli in the current choice context” (Yeung and Soman,

2005, p. 363).

Range e↵ects have also been identified in the case of more abstract stimuli. Hutchinson

(1983) reports an experiment in which subjects were asked to estimate the price of a set

of cars and rank them in terms of likelihood of purchase. The stimulus set included a set

of cars that were shown to each subjects and additional “context items” that were either

mid-range or expensive (Hutchinson, 1983, p 306). The results showed that respondents who

were exposed to a wider price-range estimated the common cars to be cheaper and were less

sensitive to price di↵erences in their stated purchasing preferences (Hutchinson, 1983).
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We expect that these regularities are likely to apply to preference formation about public

policies. Spatial models of politics implicitly assume that before voters form preferences

over political alternatives, they first map policies or candidates to a space in which they can

evaluate them vis-a-vis their own ideal points. In what follows, we present a simple model of

policy choice that integrates range e↵ects to the first stage of this model and assumes that

individual perceptions of policy positions depend of the range of available alternatives.

A spatial model of policy preferences with range e↵ects

Let P
ML

, P
MC

and P
EC

denote three policy alternatives proposed by a moderate liberal, a

moderate conservative and an extreme conservative platform, respectively. We assume that

these policy options can be represented as points in a unidimensional policy space, with

0 < P
ML

< P
MC

< P
EC

. For simplicity, we assume that 0 is a natural endpoint of the scope

of potential policies: this can be interpreted as no spending on a given government program,

or no regulation in a given area.4 Suppose also that voters’ ideal points i can be represented

on the same policy space, with higher values reflecting more conservative preferences.

The three building blocks of the model are (i) the mapping from policy alternatives to their

perceived spatial position, (ii) the nature of individual preferences and (iii) the decision rule

that voters use to chose between policies. First, following the literature on range e↵ects,

we posit that a voter’s perception of how conservative or liberal certain policies are depend

4As it will be clear, the model can be trivially generalized such that extremists can propose policies on both ends of
the spectrum, and in that case 0 can be interpreted as the status quo.
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on the range of proposed policies, such that the perceived di↵erence between two policies

shrinks as the range widens.

Second, we assume that while individuals have fixed preferences about how conservative or

liberal policies they want to see in a given domain, but they do not have fixed preferences

over the policies themselves. One interpretation of this assumption is that voters conceive

of their policy ideal points in relative terms: how liberal or conservative they are relative

to other individuals. These relative positions are stable regardless of the available policy

options; but the policies voters endorse depend on the range of available alternatives.

Finally, we assume that facing a choice between two policies, voters choose the one that they

see as closer to their ideal points (Tomz and Van Houweling, 2008). Thus, a voter’s choice

between policies depends on their perceived proximity, and in turn, perceptions about how

conservative or liberal certain policies are depend on the full range of proposed policies.

We formalize these assumptions as follows.

Assumption 1 (Perception): Given a set of available policies P , the perceived position

of P
x

is given by p
x

= P
x

/P
max

.

Assumption 2 (Invariance): A voter’s ideal point is independent of the available policies.

Assumption 3 (Choice): A voter with an ideal point i chooses P
x

over P
y

if |i�p
x

| < |i�p
y

|

The following two results follow directly from these assumptions:

Proposition 1 (Asymmetric range e↵ect): When an extreme conservative alternative
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is introduced, the moderate policies will be perceived as more liberal, and this change is

greater for the conservative policy.

Proof: First observe that the range of the policy space is equal to the position of the extreme

conservative alternative. Thus, we have p
x

= P
x

/P
max

= P
x

/P
EC

. Now, as @p
x

/@P
max

=

�P
x

/(P
max

)2 < 0, an increase in the policy range shifts the perception of each alternative

towards zero. Second, because @@p
x

/@P
max

@P
x

= �1/(P
max

)2 < 0, the range e↵ect is larger

for more conservative moderate policies.

Proposition 2 (Preference reversals): When an extreme conservative alternative is

introduced, fewer voters will prefer the moderate liberal policy to the moderate conservative

policy.

Proof: Define i⇤ as the marginal voter who is indi↵erent between the moderate liberal

and the moderate conservative policies (consequently, each of the voters with i < i⇤ will

prefer the liberal policy). Now, |i⇤ � p
ML

| = |i⇤ � p
MC

| implies i⇤ = (p
ML

+ p
MC

)/2 =

(P
MC

+ P
ML

)/(2P
max

). Now, observe, that @i⇤/@P
max

= �(P
MC

+ P
ML

)/(P
max

)2 < 0 so as

the range of policies widens, the marginal voter becomes more liberal, and less voters will

prefer the liberal policy to the conservative one.

Figure 1 illustrates the main predictions of the model for the case when ideal points are

distributed uniformly between 0 and 1. It plots the perceived spatial position of policies in

two cases: with two moderate policies (Scenario A), and with two moderate and an extreme

conservative alternative (Scenario B). The two asterices denote the position of the marginal
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voter in the two cases and the shaded areas show the mass of voters who prefer the moderate

conservative policy to the moderate liberal one.

- FIGURE 1 HERE

Empirical strategy

To test the implications of our model we would ideally compare the policy preferences of

individuals who are exposed to elite communication about extreme policy proposals with

identical individuals who are not. However, there are two challenges that make it extremely

di�cult to achieve this using observational data. First, in a given political environment

selection to exposure to extremist rhetoric is clearly not random. In fact, it is likely that

people who are aware of the political positions of fringe platforms have di↵erent preferences

to those who are not. Second, given that the entry or political repositioning of political

actors is likely to depend on changes in mass preferences, even a research design exploiting

abrupt changes in the range of policy alternatives would lead to biased estimates.

Experimental design

We test our theory using a series of experiments in which we randomly vary the range of

the policy debate as perceived by the subjects of the study. In each of our experiments,

subjects are asked to choose between a conservative and a liberal policy alternative for a

given issue (eg. should the federal minimum wage be increased to $10.10 or should it be

10



kept at $7.25?). We manipulate the range of the available choices by exposing subject in the

treatment groups to an additional alternative that is either an extreme liberal or an extreme

conservative policy (e.g. the federal minimum wage should be increased to $15.10 or The

federal minimum wage should be decreased to $5.10).5 Table 1 summarizes the experimental

design.

- TABLE 1 HERE -

We used four di↵erent policy issues for our experiments: immigration, welfare spending,

abortion and the federal minimum wage. We chose these highly salient issues to avoid

obtaining large e↵ect sizes simply because respondents are unfamiliar with policy debates:

in this sense using these issues make our test conservative. The specific policy options were

modeled on Broockman (nd, p.8) who collected real positions on a host of issues, ranging

from extremely liberal to extremely conservative. Table 2 reports each of the policies we

used in the six experiments.

- TABLE 2 HERE -

External validity

While our experiment might seem abstract, or artificial at first glance we decided to present

policy alternatives without source cues or justifications on purpose. One one hand, attribut-

ing policies to parties could make it possible for voters to use party cues to orient themselves

5In the last study we added a further condition with both extreme policies
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in the ideological space (Bullock, 2011, Sniderman and Stiglitz, 2012). On the other hand,

range e↵ects could also influence the reputation of parties: the presence of an extreme right

wing platform (such as the Tea Party) can render the reputation of mainstream Republicans

as more centrist. We thus refrained from using party cues throughout our studies in order to

avoid modeling (and estimating) the e↵ect of extremism on the perceived ideological content

of policies and the reputation of parties simultaneously.

Furthermore, in the real world parties and interest groups that propagate extremist policies

do so by providing explanations for their positions (Grose et al., nd) and the persuasive power

of extremist messages clearly hinge on the e↵ectiveness of these explanations. Extremist

rhetoric consists of both extreme policy positions and corresponding argumentation. Our

paper, however, is concerned with the influence of the positions in and of themselves, and the

process through which positions alone expand the range of the political discourse.. Providing

justifications (or frames) for the policies that comprise our stimuli would have made it

impossible to distinguish our proposed mechanism from simple persuasion e↵ects.

In sum, while our experimental setting clearly simplifies the process in which citizens learn

and form options about policies, these abstractions are necessary to test our proposed causal

mechanism. These abstractions limit the external validity of our empirical results, which

should be interpreted as statistical tests of our formal model and not as estimates of some

quantities that are observable in the real political environment. At the same time as Ander-

son and Bushman (1997) point out, experiments can provide important information about
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the real world as long as they test the underlying causal mechanism which links theoretical

variables of interest

Data, measurement and empirical analysis

We conducted three independent experiments to test our hypotheses. For the first study,

1080 respondents were recruited on Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) to answer a brief

survey about public a↵airs.6 The second study was fielded as a part of an omnibus survey

to 2000 respondents from YouGov’s online panel (Rivers, 2006). The third study was again

administered through Mturk to a sample of 1238 respondents.7

In each of the studies, survey respondents evaluated a set of policy alternatives for two

di↵erent issues. Specifically, subject read the following instruction: “Now we would like to

consider some statements that have been made recently about [ISSUE]. Please rank that

based on how much you agree with them.” One key innovation of our design is the use of

ranking instead of simple choice to measure policy preferences. Ranking can provide more

detailed information about preferences by allowing us to recover the preferences between any

pair of policies in a given choice set (cf. Egan, 2014). To test for preference reversals between

the two moderate policies, for each policy we define Chose Liberal as an indicator that takes

on a value of 1 if a respondent assigned a lower rank to the moderate liberal policy than to

the moderate conservative one.8

6MTurk is now widely used to conduct survey experiments in political behavior (eg. Huber et al., 2012; Healy and
Lenz, 2014). See Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz (2012) for an assessment of MTurk as a data collection platform.

7Descriptive statistics of the samples in each studies are reported in Table A1 in the Appendix.
8Note, that since all subjects were shown these alternatives, we can recover each respondent’s preference with respect
to these alternatives. For our analyses we discard information about the absolute rankings because they are not
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After ranking the policies, we asked subjects to indicate how liberal or conservative they

thought each of the policies were and to indicate their own position on the same scale. To

facilitate this task, in the YouGov survey respondents could “drag and drop” each of the

statements on a “feeling thermometer”. In the MTurk surveys, respondents rated each poli-

cies on identical scales placed below each other. These feeling thermometers were continuous

with three labels (Extremely Liberal, Middle of the road, Extremely Conservative) and the

responses were recorded on a 0-100 scale. For the purpose of statistical analysis we have

recoded these variables to lie between 0 and 1 with higher values indicating policies per-

ceived as more conservative. Figure 2 displays the survey instruments for the ranking and

positioning tasks.

- FIGURE 2 HERE

The first two studies were identical in content except that the second study the items about

the two issues were separated by questions of other researchers participating in the omnibus

survey.9 In the third study we introduced two new issues: abortion and the minimum wage.

Our goal was to see if our results extend to an issue that is discussed primarily in moral

terms (abortion) and an issue with numerical alternatives (the rate of the federal minimum

wage). Second, we added a new experimental condition featuring both liberal and conserva-

tive extreme policies. We did so to check if our results are specific to scenarios where the

introduction of an extreme alternative makes one of the moderate policies the “middle of

comparable across di↵erent choice sets (the distribution of the top-ranked choices across experiments is reported in
Figure S1 in the SI).

9We also used slightly di↵erent survey instruments for measurement in this study as it was programmed using
YouGov’s own survey software (the questionnaires for the first and third studies were programmed with Qualtrics).
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the road” alternative, but not the other. Demographic questions including partisan identifi-

cation were collected at the end of the Mturk surveys and were provided by YouGov as part

of the respondent’s “profile information”.

To analyze the e↵ect of the exposure to extreme alternatives on perceptions and preferences,

we estimated linear regressions10 predicting perceived policy position and policy choice with

indicators for experimental conditions (abbreviated as Ext Lib and Ext Con) for each exper-

iment.11 For some of our analyses we pool over the six experiments to increase statistical

power: in these models, we include study-issue fixed e↵ects to account for potential dif-

ferences across samples and issues and cluster standard errors at the respondent level. Our

results using the full set of experiments remain the same when we use other analytical strate-

gies such as regressions with respondent random e↵ects, or hierarchical models specifying

varying slopes across studies.

Extreme policies, range e↵ects and preference reversals

We first show how the perceived spatial position of policies varied across experimental con-

ditions. This serves as a “manipulation check” confirming that our policy alternatives were

evaluated as intended and also allowing for a visual test of the hypotheses about range-e↵ects.

10We replicated each regression with binary outcomes (such as preference for the moderate liberal policy) using logit
models that yielded similar results. We chose to report estimates from the linear model for an ease of interpretation
and because the specifications are saturated.

11In Studies 1 and 2 these indicators are orthogonal to each other (i.e. either a liberal or a conservative extreme
policy is introduced). In Study 3, some respondents saw both extreme alternatives, so in this case the estimated
e↵ects of these indicators capture the marginal e↵ect of adding a given alternative.
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In particular, Figure 3 reports the median12 placement of each policy in each experimental

condition. These results show that our policies were perceived as expected: extreme positions

were seen as indeed more extreme than their moderate counterparts. Typical respondents

placed extreme policies close to the endpoints of the scale, and moderate alternatives around

the midpoints between the endpoints and the middle of the scale (i.e. at 0.25 and 0.75).

- FIGURE 3 HERE

Figure 3 also provides preliminary evidence on our hypotheses about range e↵ects (Propo-

sition 1). Moderate conservative polices were perceived as more centrist when an extremely

conservative alternative was introduced; likewise, respondents rated moderate liberal alter-

natives as significantly more centrist when an extremely liberal policy was added to the

choice set. Consistent with our expectations, the introduction of extreme policies on one

end of the spectrum only weakly a↵ected respondents’ perception of the stance of policies

on the other end of the spectrum.

We test this hypothesis formally with a series of linear regressions that estimate the e↵ect

of introducing extreme policies on the spatial placement of the two moderate policies as well

as on self-placement on the same scale. The results in Table 3 confirm the visual evidence

in Figure 3. Pooling over the six experiments, the introduction of the extreme conservative

policy shifted the perception of the moderate conservative and liberal policies by 10% and

2% respectively. The e↵ects associated with the introduction of the extreme liberal policies

12We use medians to guard against the e↵ect of outliers which are likely to be due to measurement error (e.g.
respondents confusing the endpoint of scales). The results look essentially the same with means as summary
statistics.
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were 0% and 9%, respectively on the perception of moderate conservative and liberal policies.

While there is some variation in these e↵ects across experiments, the relative sizes of the

e↵ects across studies are rather similar.

Extreme policies and preference reversals

Table 4 shows the main findings from each of our experiments pertaining to Proposition 2.

Specifically, it reports the treatment e↵ects on the probability that a respondent would re-

veal a preference for the moderate liberal alternative compared to the moderate conservative

one. The first and second columns of the table report the respective e↵ects of introducing

an extreme left and an extreme right policy, using simple regression. There is a consider-

able variation across experiments with regards to e↵ect sizes possibly because the baseline

popularity di↵ers across issues and samples.

At the same time, a roughly consistent pattern emerges from these estimates: exposure

to the extreme liberal policy increases the relative support for the moderate liberal policy,

while exposure to the extreme conservative policy reduces it. The e↵ect sizes range from 1

to 3% for the extreme liberal policy and �7 to 2% in the case of the extreme conservative

alternative. In the pooled sample the treatment e↵ects amount to 2% (P = 0.11) and �3%

(P < 0.01) for the extreme liberal and extreme conservative policies respectively.

The third and fourth columns show the same estimates after controlling for the respondents’

own policy position. One implication of our model is that range e↵ect lead to di↵erent rates
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of reversals in policy choices depending on the distribution of ideal points across voters.13

This second set of estimates reinforce the results of the unadjusted ones, with slightly higher

e↵ect sizes: 3% (P = 0.07) and �5% (P < 0.01) respectively, for the extreme liberal and

extreme conservative policies in the pooled sample.

- TABLE 3 HERE

Causal mechanism

We hypothesized that the causal channel through which the e↵ect of extreme policy alterna-

tives operates is that their introduction changes the way people perceive moderate policies.

Specifically, we argued that the mere exposure to an extreme conservative idea makes the

moderate conservative option look more moderate in they eyes of the voters. Our initial

analysis showed that perceptions about how liberal or conservative polices did indeed shift

with changes in the choice set. Now, we link this observation with our main finding about

preference reversals and test whether the perceived relative spatial proximity mediates the

observed treatment e↵ects.

We restrict our attention here to the first two studies (i.e. four experiments) where we

measured respondents’ own ideal points. For each respondent, we calculated the perceived

spatial distance of the two moderate policy alternatives by taking the absolute value of

13A possible problem of adjusting for respondent ideal points is that it might be a↵ected by the treatment itself,
leading to biased estimates. At the same time our analyses of range e↵ects presented above showed no evidence
of the exposure to extreme alternatives influencing ideal points. Also, we get similar results when we adjust for
predetermined covariates in the pooled model such as partisanship.
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her rating of a given policy and her own ideal points. We then defined perceived relative

proximity to the moderate liberal alternative by taking a respondents’ perceived distance

from the moderate liberal policy and subtracting that from her perceived distance from the

moderate conservative policy.14

- TABLE 4 HERE

We use mediation analysis (Imai et al., 2011) to test whether changes in this measure of

relative proximity channels the e↵ect of introducing extreme policies in the choice set. Table

5 shows the total e↵ect, the average causal mediation e↵ect (ACME) and the direct e↵ect

of both treatments, relative to the control group. The estimates show that the ACME is

statistically significant for both treatments. Moreover, it also seems that a very large part

of the treatment e↵ects (67% and 94% for the extreme liberal and conservative treatments,

respectively) are indeed mediated by the changes in the perceived relative position of the

moderate alternatives.

Alternative explanations

While throughout this paper we have focused on a specific channel through which extremism

can change policy preferences, we explore two possible alternative explanations here. The

first is the compromise e↵ect (the tendency of individuals to pick alternatives that they

perceive to be in the middle) and the second is persuasion (extreme arguments shifting the

14In the SI we provide graphical evidence on the relationship between self-placement, perceived relative proximity
and the choice between the moderate policies (Figure S2) as well as the e↵ect of the treatment on relative proximity
(Table S1).
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preferences of voters). Although these mechanisms may operate in the real world, they

cannot explain the empirical results presented in this paper.

The compromise e↵ect (Tversky and Simonson, 1993) is particularly relevant in our case

since it would lead to results that are observationally equivalent to the preference-reversals

documented here. The reason for this is that in our first two studies the introduction

of an extreme liberal (conservative) policy also made the moderate liberal (conservative)

alternative the middle of the road policy. We addressed this issue in our last study where

we included a fourth experimental condition with both extreme policies introduced. By

comparing choice in scenarios with three and four policy alternatives, we were able to analyze

the consequences of range e↵ects without confounding that mechanism with the compromise

e↵ects.

Our test involves two comparisons. In the first one, to assess the introduction of an extreme

conservative policy, we compare the proportion of respondents choosing ML over MC in

the condition with each of the four policies versus the condition with EL, ML and MC.

In the second comparison, we compare the condition with all four policies to the condition

featuring ML, MC and EC. The results, reported in the SI (Table S2) show that, similarly

to our earlier findings, the introduction of the extreme conservative (liberal) policy reduced

(increased) the proportion of respondents preferring the moderate liberal policy. Therefore,

exposure to an extreme alternative leads to preference reversals even when the moderate

policy is not located directly in the middle.

The other alternative mechanism we consider is the possibility that extreme policies persuade
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respondents. Since in each of our studies, exposure to extreme liberal (conservative) policies

coincided with exposure to more liberal (conservative) policies it is possible that preference

reversals were simply due to reading about policies with di↵erent ideological content. In

other words, an alternative explanation why subjects treated with extremely conservative

policies were more likely to favor a conservative policy on a given issue is that they have

been exposed to twice as many right-wing messages than left-wing messages.

There is both a theoretical and an empirical argument that suggest that the role of per-

suasion was probably limited in our experiments. First, while a plethora of research has

demonstrated the power of elite messages in influencing public opinion (Abramowitz, 1978,

Lenz, 2012) these studies either show how exposure to arguments or frames can lead to opin-

ion change (Chong and Druckman, 2007a) or that citizens often align their policy attitudes

when politicians they favor take opposing an position (Lenz, 2009). Contrary to these studies

on persuasion, the policies that featured in our treatments are not supported by justifications

or frames nor are they attributed to any source that could appear authoritative in the eyes

of our subjects.15

Second, we found that exposure to extreme proposals had no e↵ect on respondents’ own

perceived positions. For each of the experiments, we can reject the null hypothesis that

reading about extreme policy alternatives shifted respondents’ self-reported ideal points to-

wards them (see Table S3 in the SI). Thus, exposure to extreme policies changed policy

preferences without respondents acknowledging that their own policy positions shifted to-

15In the terminology of framing theory, our stimuli can be considered repeated “weak frames”, which have shown to
have very limited impact on attitudes (Chong and Druckman, 2007b)
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wards the direction of the extreme alternative. This pattern is consistent with our argument

that preference reversals were driven by the changes in how subjects perceived the ideological

content of policies and not changes in their own ideological leanings.

Heterogenous treatment e↵ects

Based on our theory, it is likely that the e↵ects of extreme policies play out di↵erently

among di↵erent groups of respondents, across issues and depending on the kinds of policies

proposed. These di↵erences are substantively important as their better understanding would

help us predict the behavior of extremist groups both in terms of the policies they propose

and the individuals they target.

Individual di↵erences

One implication of our model is that range e↵ects are unlikely to lead to preference reversals

among respondents whose own position on a given issue is extreme. The explanation is

simple: small shifts in the perception of policies are more likely to tip the scale among

those who are close to being indi↵erent between the two moderate alternatives. To test this

conjecture we re-estimated the e↵ect of our treatment among di↵erent groups of respondents

defined by their own position on the issue. Our findings (reported in Table S4 in the SI)

suggest that treatment e↵ects on policy choice were indeed much larger among individuals
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who had relatively centrist positions on a given issue and smallest among individuals who

held opinions close to the extreme policy introduced.16

We also looked at whether treatment e↵ects varied by the political knowledge of respondents.

Although our theoretical framework does not imply di↵erences with respect to sophistica-

tion, one could argue that our results are driven by individuals who have little knowledge

of the liberal-conservative spectrum and/or the full range of policies featured in the polit-

ical discourse.17 To explore these di↵erences, we re-estimated our main specification after

discarding respondents failed to place the moderate liberal policy to the left from the mod-

erate conservative one for either of the issues (21% of the sample).18 Our results (see Table

S6 in the SI) show that the fact that some of our subjects had trouble interpreting the

liberal-conservative scale is more likely to have attenuated our results than driven them.19

Di↵erences across issues and policies

There are at least three reasons to expect treatment e↵ect heterogeneity across our exper-

iments. First, estimated treatment e↵ects depend on the distribution of respondents’ ideal

points in a given experiment. Since individuals who are close to being indi↵erent between

moderate policies are more likely to be a↵ected by the introduction of extreme policies, we

16We obtain similar results subsetting our sample based on partisan identification instead of issue positions. The
estimated e↵ects are negligible among strong partisans and largest among Independents and Leaners. See Table S5
in the SI for the results.

17We thank for an anonymous reviewer for this suggestion.
18One problem with this approach is that the correct placement of policies is itself a↵ected by the treatment. Re-
spondents in either of the treatment groups performed better in placing policies correctly than those in the control
group. To mitigate this problem, we also conducted the same robustness check after leaving the control group out
(thus simply comparing the Ext Lib and the Ext Con condition) and got very similar results.

19We also compared treatment e↵ect across people with and without college degrees and found no systematic di↵er-
ences across groups.
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expect larger treatment e↵ects ain samples with more subject having such moderate atti-

tudes.20 The finding that treatment e↵ects become more similar across experiments when

we adjust for respondents’ own policy position supports this conjecture.

Second, as range e↵ects depend on the location of policy alternatives, di↵erences in how

conservative or liberal our policies are perceived across issues, or between extreme liberal or

conservative policies can also lead to heterogenous e↵ects. Our results (in Figure 3 and Table

S7 in the SI) show that there are actually a substantial di↵erences in the spatial perception

of the same “type” of policies across issues. There is some evidence that in cases where

the extreme policies were, on average, were perceived as more centrist, treatment e↵ects

associated with the introduction of those policies were smaller.

Finally, it is possible that if some of the extreme policies that we used were more salient

for our participants, the e↵ect of introducing these alternatives might have been attenuated

because of pre-treatment (Druckman and Leeper, 2012). For instance, if participants were

exposed more often to liberal than to conservative extreme policy proposals, than this might

explain why we observe smaller treatment e↵ects for liberal policies. To examine this possi-

bility, we conducted a last survey on MTurk21 , in which we asked respondents about how

likely they thought the policies used in our experiments are to be enacted in the near future.

The results (reported in Table S7 in the SI) show that respondents indeed perceived the

extreme liberal polices as more likely to be enacted than the conservative ones o↵ering a

20For instance, we would not expect any treatment e↵ects for a sample in which all subjects have ideal points at the
extremes of the policy space.

21We provide more detail about this survey in the SI
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possible reason for the smaller treatment e↵ects associated with the introduction of extreme

liberal policies in our studies.

It is important to emphasize, though, that because of the small number of experiments

we conducted, our conclusions with regard to treatment e↵ect heterogeneity are tentative.

While both the number of experiments and the sample sizes reported in this paper are

relatively large compared to standards of this type of research, we still do not have enough

statistical power to test hypotheses specified across issues or experiments. In fact, while the

results in Table 4 suggest important di↵erences in treatment e↵ects across our studies, when

we formally test for such heterogeneity (interacting experimental conditions with indicators

for each study), we fail to reject the null that the treatment e↵ects are equal across studies.

Thus, for an appropriate analysis of how range e↵ects di↵er across issues, a di↵erent research

design would be needed.

Conclusion

While researchers and pundits alike are preoccupied by the rise of political extremism in

the US and elsewhere, its e↵ects are not well understood. This paper integrates the psy-

chophysical theory of range e↵ects into a simple model of policy choice to study how the

emergence of fringe platforms can shape mainstream politics. The central prediction of our

model is that extremism can influence the distribution of policy preferences by expanding

the range of the political discourse in which policy debates are embedded. In particular, the
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introduction of extreme policy proposals to the debate can make moderate policies on the

same side more attractive because they become more centrist in the eye of voters.

Our empirical results, obtained from a series of survey experiments strongly support this

prediction. We found, across a range of di↵erent issues and samples that merely exposing

subjects to extreme liberal (conservative) policies substantively increased their support for

moderate (liberal) conservative alternatives vis-a-vis moderate liberal (conservative) ones.

The aggregate e↵ects of extremism are small (around 3-5% percentage point changes in the

likelihood of choosing the moderate liberal policy in absolute value). However, consistently

with our theory we found large e↵ects in the case of subjects whose issue positions were

moderate on a given issue (around 6-10% percentage point changes in absolute value). To

put these magnitudes in context, the average e↵ect sizes reported here correspond to roughly

10% of the preference gap between Democrats and Republicans in our sample.

Our proposed causal mechanism behind these e↵ects is supported by both formal mediation

analysis and tests that rule out alternative explanations. Consistently with the theory of

range e↵ects, we demonstrate that introducing extreme alternatives to the policy debate

pushes the perceived spatial position of the moderate options towards the middle. However,

subjects’ own perceived ideal points are not a↵ected by the expansion of the range of alter-

natives. Thus, the introduction of extreme policies to the choice set changes the perceived

relative proximity of moderate alternatives to the voters’ ideal points. In other words, the

mediation analysis shows that policy preferences are well explained by our extended spatial
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model, in which the perceived proximity of alternatives is influenced by the range of the

policy space.

One key implication of our findings that goes against the classic spatial model of politics is

that the entry of extremists is not driven by their desire to cater to the fringes of the public.

Instead, by introducing ideas far from the mainstream their influence is the strongest on

centrist voters who were mostly indi↵erent between mainstream policy alternatives. This

argument fits into the broader literature on political polarization that contrasts the growing

ideological divergence of the American elite with the more or less stable ideological innocence

of the broader American electorate. While our findings cast light on a new facet of the

polarizing politics in the US, more studies using either quantitative or qualitative approaches

would be sorely needed for a better understanding of the ways in which extremism shapes

public opinion.
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Tables

Table 1: Experimental conditions

Policies

Conditions Ext Lib Mod Lib Mod Con Ext Con
Ext Lib X X X
Control X X
Ext Con X X X
Both* X X X X
*: Only included in Study 3.
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Table 2: Wording of policy statements

Experiment Liberal policy Conservative policy

Immigration Moderate Immigration to the US should be made somewhat easier Immigration to the US should be made somewhat harder

(Study 1) Extreme Immigration to the US should not be limited at all Immigration to the US should be banned

Welfare Moderate Government aid to the poor should be somewhat increased Government aid to the poor should be somewhat decreased

(Study 1) Extreme Government aid to the poor should be radically increased Government aid to the poor should be abolished

Immigration Moderate Immigration to the US should be made slightly easier Immigration to the US should be made slightly harder

(Study 2) Extreme Immigration to the US should not be restricted at all Immigration to the US should be banned

Welfare Moderate Government aid to the poor should be slightly increased Government aid to the poor should be slightly decreased

(Study 2) Extreme Government aid to the poor should be radically increased Government aid to the poor should be abolished

Abortion Moderate Abortion should be legal in most cases Abortion should be illegal in most cases

(Study 3) Extreme Abortion should be legal in all cases Abortion should be illegal in all cases

Minimum wage Moderate The federal minimum wage should be increased to $10.10 The federal minimum wage should be kept at $7.25

(Study 3) Extreme The federal minimum wage should be increased to $15.10 The federal minimum wage should be decreased to $5.10
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Table 3: Estimated range e↵ects on perceived policy and own positions

Dependent variable: Perceived position of...

Mod. Lib Policy Mod Con Policy

E↵ect of introducing... Ext Lib Ext Con Ext Lib Ext Con

Immigration (Study 1) 0.07*** -0.05*** -0.01 -0.13***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Welfare (Study 1) 0.11*** -0.03* -0.03* -0.11***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Immigration (Study 2) 0.04*** 0.01 -0.02 -0.05***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Welfare (Study 2) 0.07*** -0.03* 0.02 -0.06***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Abortion (Study 3) 0.13*** -0.04*** 0.04*** -0.13***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Minimum wage (Study 3) 0.16*** -0.07*** 0.05*** -0.18***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Full sample 0.09*** -0.02*** 0.00 -0.10***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Note: Entries are coe�cient estimates from linear regressions. Robust standard errors are in parentheses
(clustered on the respondent level, in the pooled model), *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 4: Preference reversals by experiment

Dependent variable: Prefers Mod Lib vs. Mod Con

E↵ect of introducing... Ext Lib Ext Con Ext Lib Ext Con

Immigration (Study 1) 0.03 -0.01 -0.00 -0.07**

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

Welfare (Study 1) 0.02 -0.05 0.05* -0.08**

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

Immigration (Study 2) 0.01 -0.04 0.03 -0.05*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Welfare (Study 2) 0.04 0.02 0.02 -0.04

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Abortion (Study 3) 0.02 -0.05*

(0.03) (0.03)

Minimum wage (Study 3) 0.02 -0.06**

(0.03) (0.03)

Pooled sample 0.02 -0.03*** 0.03* -0.05***

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Adjusted for own position X X

Note: Entries are coe�cient estimates from linear regressions. Robust standard errors are in parentheses
(clustered on the respondent level, in the pooled model), *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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Table 5: Mediation analysis

E↵ect of introducing an...

Extreme liberal policy Extreme conservative policy

E↵ect Estimate 95% CI Estimate 95% CI

Average Causal Mediation E↵ect 0.02 [0.00, 0.04] -0.03 [-0.05, -0.02]

Direct E↵ect 0.00 [-0.02, 0.03] -0.00 [-0.03, 0.03]

Total E↵ect 0.03 [-0.00, 0.06] -0.03 [-0.06, -0.00]

% of Total E↵ect mediated 67.5% 94.5%

Note: Mediation analysis was implemented by the mediation Stata package (Hicks and Tingley, 2011).
Dependent variable is the choice of the Moderate Liberal policy over the Moderate Conservative policy. The
mediator is the perceived relative proximity of the policies from the respondents’ ideal point. Regressions
include study-issue fixed e↵ects and partisanship as a control variable. Based on linear regressions with
standard errors clustered on the respondent.
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Figures

Figure 1: Range e↵ects in the perceived spatial positions of policies

ML
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MC +ML
2MC

MC
MC

ML
EC

MC +ML
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MC
EC

EC
EC

Perceived position of policies

Scenario B

Scenario A

Note: The figure displays the perceived spatial position of the policies with and without and
extreme conservative alternative in the choice set. Solid circles (squares) denote the moderate liberal
(conservative) policies and the solid triangle denotes the extreme conservative policy. Asterices
denote the ideal points of the marginal voter in the two scenarios.
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Figure 2: Survey instruments

A: Eliciting perceived position

B: Eliciting policy choice
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Figure 3: Range e↵ects in the perceived spatial positions of policies
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Perceived position (Extremely liberal - Extremely conservative)

Note: The figure displays the median perceived spatial position of the policies in each experi-
ment by experimental conditions. Solid (empty) circles denote extreme (moderate) liberal policies.
Solid (empty) rectangles denote extreme (moderate) conservative policies. Segments display 99%
confidence intervals around the median, generated by non-parametric bootstrap .

40



Appendix

Table A1: Demographics

Study 1 (n=1,067) Study 2 (n=2,000) Study 3 (n=1,237)

Variables M SD M SD M SD

Female 45.3 49.8 52.6 49.9 46.3 49.9

Age (year) 33.4 11.7 49.0 16.4 33.3 11.3

Black 8.1 27.2 10.8 31.0 9.9 29.8

Hispanic 6.5 24.6 12.3 32.8 5.9 23.6

College degree 54.5 49.8 38.6 48.7 60.6 48.9

Democrat 53.2 49.9 45.8 49.8 57.7 49.4

Republican 28.9 45.3 35.0 47.7 24.3 42.9

Independent 17.9 38.4 19.2 39.4 17.9 38.4

Note: Age is measured in years, all other entries are percentages. Data for Studies 1 and 3 was collected
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk. Data for Study 2 was collected through YouGov. See main text for
details about sampling.
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Centrist by comparison: Extremism and the expansion of the

political spectrum - Supporting information



A: Further descriptive statistics

In our main analyses we discarded information about the absolute rankings respondents gave

to policies because they are not comparable across di↵erent choice sets. The figure below

reports the proportion of subjects ranking each of the available policies as first.

Figure S1: Top ranked policies by issues and conditions

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Immigration (Study 1)

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Welfare (Study 1)

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Immigration (Study 2)

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Welfare (Study 2)

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Abortion (Study 3)

Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Minimum wage (Study 3)

Ext Lib Mod Lib Mod Con Ext Con

Note: Shaded areas in each are proportional to the share of respondents ranking each policies as first.
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B: Mechanism

This section provides additional evidence of our proposed causal mechanism, that preference

reversals were mediated through changes in the perceived proximity of the evaluated policies.

Proximity and choice

The two figures below plot the likelihood of ranking the moderate liberal policy over the

moderate conservative one using non-parametric methods. They show that respondents own

reported ideal points and their perceived relative proximity of the moderate liberal policy

are good predictors of their choice between the two moderate alternatives. This supports

Assumption 2 stating that voters choose between policies based on their perceived spatial

position.

Figure S2: Policy choice as a function of ideal points and perceived proximity to
policies
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Note: Solid lines are nonparametric LOESS curves, dashed lines indicate 95% confidence intervals.
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Further details on the spatial mechanism

The table below provides descriptive statistics on the perceived relative proximity of the

moderate liberal policy by treatment groups for each study and reports respective treatment

e↵ects, complementing Table 5 in the main text. It shows that the introduction of an

extreme liberal (conservative) policy decreased (increased) the perceived relative distance

between respondents’ ideal points and the liberal (conservative) policy.

Table S1: Spatial advantage by study and treatment group

Choice set Mean perceived spatial advantage of Mod Lib policy

ML, MC 0.09 0.14 -0.05 0.05 0.07

EL, ML, MC 0.10 0.19 -0.02 0.07 0.05

ML, MC, EC 0.00 0.07 -0.10 0.03 -0.01

Treatment e↵ect DV: Perceived spatial advantage of Mod Lib policy

E↵ect of EL 0.01 0.05 0.04 0.03 0.03*

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.01)

E↵ect of EC -0.09*** -0.08** -0.05* -0.02 -0.05***

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

Issue Immigration Welfare Immigration Welfare

Study Study 1 Study 1 Study 2 Study 1 Studies 1 and 2

Note: Entries in the top panel display mean values of the perceived spatial advantage of Mod Lib policy
(the di↵erence between respondents absolute distance from the Mod Con and the Mod Lib policies). The
bottom panel reports treatment e↵ects with robust standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05,
* p<0.1, The regression in the last column includes study fixed e↵ects.
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Alternative explanation: Compromise e↵ect

The table below provides evidence that preference reversals appear even in a context when

a fourth extreme policy is added to the default three policy choice set. This supports the

argument that compromise e↵ects (i.e. people preferring the middle-of-the-road alternative)

cannot be fully account for our results.

Table S2: Ruling out compromise e↵ects

Choice set Proportion preferring ML to MC

EL, ML, MC, EC 0.69 0.71 0.70

ML, MC, EC 0.68 0.69 0.68

EL, ML, MC 0.74 0.76 0.75

Treatment e↵ect DV: Chose ML over MC

E↵ect of EC -0.05 -0.06 -0.05**

(0.04) (0.04) -0.03

E↵ect of EL 0.01 0.02 0.02

(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

Issue Abortion Minimum wage Pooled

Note: Entries are coe�cient estimates from linear regressions. Robust standard errors are in parentheses,
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1. Data is from Study 3 after dropping subject in the control group (i.e. those
evaluating only two policies).

Alternative explanation: Persuasion

The table below provides further evidence that ideal points (as measured by respondents

own evaluation of how liberal/conservative they were in a given issue) were not a↵ected by

the treatment. It shows that there were no systematic di↵erences across experimental groups
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with regards to self placements,

Table S3: Own position by treatment group

Study Ext Lib Control Ext Con

Immigration (Study 1) 0.46 0.48 0.42

(0.01) (0.02) (0.01)

Welfare (Study 1) 0.43 0.41 0.39

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01)

Immigration (Study 2) 0.52 0.51 0.52

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Welfare (Study 2) 0.46 0.46 0.44

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Note: Entries are mean ideal points by experiment and condition. Standard errors are in parentheses.

C: Individual-level heterogeneity

In this section we consider heterogenous treatment e↵ects with respect to individual level

di↵erences.

Treatment e↵ects by own position

The table below provides treatment e↵ects on the choice between the moderate liberal and

the moderate conservative policies for groups based on respondents own position on the

issue. Specifically, for each experiment in which self placement was measured, we classified

respondents to 5 quintiles and estimated the e↵ect of adding the extreme alternatives in the

choice-set for each of these groups. By and large, the results indicate that the treatment
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e↵ects were much larger for respondents who located themselves as moderates.

Table S4: Preference reversals by ideal points

Treatment Dependent variable: Prefers Mod Lib vs. Mod Con

Ext Lib -0.01 0.02 -0.01 0.07** 0.03

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)

Ext Con -0.03 -0.06* -0.10*** -0.06* 0.01

(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Quintile (Lib ! Con) 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th

Mean DV in control group 85% 75% 55% 32% 17%

Mean of own position 0.07 0.30 0.48 0.64 0.87

Observations 1,093 1,068 1,135 1,026 1,051

R-squared 0.058 0.085 0.081 0.057 0.021

Note: Robust standard errors in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1, Each regression includes
study fixed e↵ects

Other individual level moderators

To guard against the possibility that self placement is itself a↵ected by the treatment we

re-estimated Table S4 using party identification as a basis for subsetting the sample. This

exercise yielded analogous results to the one above.
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Table S5: Preference reversals by PID

Treatment Dependent variable: Prefers Mod Lib vs. Mod Con

Ext Lib 0.03 0.02 0.06 0.01 0.05** 0.00 0.00

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Ext Con 0.01 -0.03 -0.01 -0.06** -0.05* -0.06** -0.01

(0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Mean DV in cont’l g. 0.23*** 0.39*** 0.32*** 0.58*** 0.75*** 0.71*** 0.78***

PID Strong Rep. Weak Rep. Lean Rep. Pure Ind. Lean Dem. Weak Dem. Strong Dem.

Observations 814 836 774 1,556 1,099 1,489 1,705

R-squared 0.019 0.013 0.054 0.079 0.071 0.094 0.107

Note: Robust standard errors clustered at the respondent level are in parentheses, *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05,
* p<0.1, Each regression includes study fixed e↵ects

Finally, we also examined whether the e↵ect of the treatment on the relative preference

between the moderate policies is moderated by political sophistication. Table S6 first reports

estimates of our main specification for those who failed (managed) to place the moderate

liberal policy to the left of the moderate conservative policy. We find that for those who

placed the policies “correctly”, the treatment e↵ect is larger and more precisely estimated.

We do not find such di↵erences between those with and without a college degree.
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Table S6: Preference reversals by sophistication

Treatment Dependent variable: Prefers Mod Lib vs. Mod Con

Ext Lib -0.02 0.03** 0.02 0.02

(0.03) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Ext Con -0.07*** -0.04*** -0.03** -0.03*

(0.02) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02)

Constant 0.55*** 0.62*** 0.56*** 0.61***

(0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Subsample Incorrect placer Correct placer No college College

Observations 1,803 5,824 4,368 4,074

R-squared 0.089 0.049 0.073 0.047

Note: Standard errors clustered on the respondent level are in parentheses , *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1,
Each regression includes study fixed e↵ects. Incorrect placers are respondents who fail to locate the Mod
Lib policy to the left from Mod Con for any issue.

D: Issue-level heterogeneity

In this section we provide additional statistics to support our discussion of heterogenous

treatment e↵ects across issues and experiments. Table S7 complements Figure 3 in the main

text by reporting the mean perceived position of each policy in each study. It shows that

there was substantial heterogeneity with respect to the perceived spatial position of issues

across studies, which might have contributed to the di↵erences in the estimated treatment

e↵ects across studies.
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Table S7: The perceived extremity of policy alternatives across issues

Perceived position of policies

Ext Lib Mod Lib Mod Con Ext Con

Immigration (Study 1) 0.23 0.28 0.77 0.85

Welfare (Study 1) 0.25 0.25 0.75 0.85

Immigration (Study 2) 0.17 0.26 0.62 0.69

Welfare (Study 2) 0.17 0.28 0.59 0.72

Abortion (Study 3) 0.16 0.25 0.84 0.88

Minimum wage (Study 3) 0.14 0.26 0.79 0.86

All 0.18 0.27 0.71 0.79

Note: Entries are mean perceived policy positions. Means for the moderate policies are computed from the
responses of participants in the Control condition, and means for the two extreme policies are computed
from the respective treatment conditions.

Description of follow-up survey

To examine the possibility of pre-treatment e↵ects, we conducted a short survey on Ama-

zon’s Mechanical Turk. We recruited 400 participants and asked them to “think about how

probable the following things are to happen in the US in the next few years”. Respondents

were given the same policies that we used in the six experiments (e.g. “There will not be

any limits on immigration to the US.”) Each subject was given one policy per issue and was

asked to indicate her subjective judgement of the probability of each policy getting enacted

using a slider (with labels “very unlikely” and “very likely” on the two ends). Numbers be-

tween 0 and 100 could be used as responses, so we can interpret these measures as subjective

probabilities.
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The perceived viability of extreme policies

Table S8: The viability of policy alternatives

Welfare Immigration Abortion Minimum wage

Ext Lib 36.0 26.4 39.9 29.5

Mod Lib 51.9 44.1 61.7 56.2

Mod Con 48.8 56.2 25.0 47.3

Ext Con 15.5 12.1 15.3 8.4

Note: Entires are the mean perceived viability of policies across respondents (n=403).

The results in Table S8 show that (i) moderate outcomes were generally perceived as more

likely then extreme ones and (ii) extreme conservative outcomes were perceived as less likely

then extreme liberal ones. To the extent that we interpret this measure of perceived likelihood

as a proxy of policy salience, this finding is consistent with the argument that the e↵ect of

introducing extreme liberal policies were weaker because respondents already considered

them likely and hence it was part of their subjective policy range.
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