
N = 301 MTurkers read 

one of three stimulus-

sampled vignettes, each 

describing a public figure 

who expresses neutrality 

in a public forum over a 

hot-button issue.

IV: 

Audience Beliefs 

(Liberal vs. Conservative) 

DV: 

Belief inferences 

Study 1 – Neutrality signals concealed opposition
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Study 4 – Remaining neutral harms trust only when it seems strategic

Studies 2a & 2b – Replicates with real press clips

Study 3 – Signaling neutrality harms trust and cooperation in an economic game

Political Neutrality Aversion: 

When and why ‘staying out of it’ backfires

How do people respond to public figures and other individuals who 

remain neutral over hot-button political issues? 

• People generally prefer to associate with other individuals and support leaders who share their 

political and moral beliefs, and they will condemn and punish those who oppose them (Byrne et 

al., 1971; Haidt, 2012). 

• Perhaps anticipating such effects, actors pressed to take sides on hot-button issues in public 

often choose to remain neutral by declining to take a side. 

• We predict and find that political neutrality can backfire:

• H1: Expressions of neutrality are interpreted relative to the neutral actor’s audience: Declining 

to take sides in front of liberals signals underlying conservative convictions and vice versa.

• H2: When a neutral actor’s private beliefs seem to diverge from what they express publicly, 

neutrality will seem insincere and strategic, harming trust and cooperation.

Motivation and Predictions

• Expressing neutrality over hot-button political issues can 

backfire, harming trust and eroding cooperation.

• These effects are specific to contexts in which the choice to 

remain neutral seems strategic. 

• Additional studies suggest that people do not necessarily 

intuit these effects, preferring to ‘stay out of it’ when facing 

opposing ideological viewpoints from peers and co-workers. 

• There are many reasons to remain neutral. Penalties for 

doing so may remove nuance and instigate polarization 

over societal issues of great consequence. 
All data, preregistrations, 

stimuli, and code are available 

on request.

We are grateful to

Contact:

Pre-registered experiments testing belief inferences, evaluative 

judgments, and cooperative choices in the context of vignettes, real 

press video clips, and incentivized economic games.

Research 

Question

Methods

Key Result
Political neutrality is often interpreted as strategically concealed 

opposition, and it can harm trust and erode cooperation even 

relative to opposing a participants’ viewpoint outright.

Discussion

Confederate 
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Anthem 

Kneeling

Abortion 

Neutrality Seems 

Liberal

Neutrality Seems 

Conservative

Liberal 
Audience

Conservative 
Audience

Behavioral lab participants 

watched real press video clips. 

(2a, N = 187): The owner of an 

NFL team expresses neutrality 

about kneeling during the 

national anthem

(2b, N = 401): A Backstreet Boy 

expresses neutrality about 

support for the Trump 

administration. 

IV: 

Audience context 

(Political lean of news station:

Liberal vs. Conservative)

DV: 

Belief inferences 

N = 600 Prolific workers signaled their 

beliefs (in a forced binary choice) 

on the issue of gun ownership to an 

anonymous partner, and awaited their 

partner’s response. 

IV: 

Partner’s belief signal response:

• Agreement

• Neutrality: Decline to take a side

• Opposition

DVs: 

• Real-stakes Prisoner’s Dilemma

• Attitudinal Trust (3 items, α > .9) 
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Political Neutrality In the Wild 

We define neutrality as any expression of preference not to 
get involved or take sides in conflict (Shaw et al., 2017) 
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Neutrality Seems 

Conservative

2a: Anthem 

Kneeling

2b: Trump 

administration

Reporter: “Can you tell us where you 
are with the anthem controversy?” 
NFL Owner: “We aren’t doing 
anything on that today; there’s really 
nothing to talk about.”

Reporter: “So you just want to 
stay neutral then?”
[re: the Trump administration]
Backstreet Boy: “Yes. We are 
neutral. I’m not taking any side. 
It’s just uncomfortable.” 

Study 2b

Study 2a

(not pictured: successful replication of belief inference effects)
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Belief inferences from neutrality Belief inferences from neutrality

At a glance

Agreement Neutrality Opposition Agreement Neutrality Opposition

Attitudinal Trust Cooperation 
binary prisoner’s dilemma

N = 525 Mturkers read a scenario about 

a prominent businesswoman asked 

about her personal views on illegal 

immigration in public. All participants 

read a version where her audience 

predominantly shared their views. 

IV: 

Businesswoman’s response:

• Public Neutrality: Declines to take 

sides with reporters

• Opposition: Sides against audience 

(and participant) 

• Private Neutrality: Declines to take 

sides with reporters and expresses 

neutrality again, later, in private.

DVs: 

• Belief inferences (coded as 

perceived opposition)

• Attitudinal Trust
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