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Abstract: People’s interpretations of media reports about crimes may be biased by their motivations to construct and protect their worldviews
and, relatedly, by criminals’ group membership. Two large-scale experiments (Ns = 248 and 1,115) investigated how American adults interpret
reports of crimes committed by either a Christian or Muslim, and how these interpretations depend on political ideology. Results show liberals
attributing crimes more to religion for Christian rather than Muslim offenders, with the opposite effect for conservatives. Importantly, these
biases also influenced how people communicated the news report to others. Additionally, evidence suggests that attitudes toward Islam and
not toward Muslims may explain these effects. Implications for how political ideology affects interpretation and communication of media
portrayals of Muslims are discussed.
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In recent years, there has been a series of high-profile mass-
casualty attacks across the Western world. In the wake of
these tragedies, media outlets and everyday citizens try to
understand why these attacks happened, often in the
absence of sufficient information. For example, a shooting
committed by two Muslims in San Bernardino, California,
was quickly attributed to terrorism (Ifill, 2015), whereas a
shooting by a Caucasian man in Las Vegas was quickly
ruled to have not been an act of terrorism (Weaver & Lart-
ley, 2017). As with many real-world examples taken as
anecdotal evidence, these cases differ on many levels. At
the same time, they illustrate the possibility that members
of the media, and people more broadly, may attribute crim-
inal acts by Muslims to terrorism, while they attribute sim-
ilar acts by Caucasians either to mental health or forgo an
attribution altogether until more evidence can be gathered.
Thus, people exposed to the same information can
draw wildly diverging conclusions, with important down-
stream consequences for individual behavior and national
policy.

The problem of biased attributions and processing is
exacerbated as people tend to encounter and communicate
news from within their social circles and selected niche
media sources (Mitchell, Gottfried, Barthel, & Shearer,
2016), raising the risk of media “echo-chambers” dividing
segments of the population exposed to disparate sources
of information (e.g., Barberá, Jost, Nagler, Tucker, & Bon-
neau, 2015; Van Aelst et al., 2017). The consequences of
such social divisions in processing media reports can have
severe consequences not only for broader society, but also
for the subjects of these media reports and members of
their groups – especially when the subjects belong to minor-
ity groups. Therefore, it is important to study why these dif-
ferences in perception and portrayal of similar actions by
different social groups occur. Thus, this research seeks to
better understand how people’s biases, and especially peo-
ple’s political worldviews, shape the processing, interpreta-
tion, and communication of news stories about crimes
committed by majority and minority perpetrators, respec-
tively. Furthermore, this research investigates some
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competing arguments about the attitudes and beliefs that
might help us understand why political worldviews might
affect reactions to news reports of crimes committed by
majority versus minority perpetrators.

Bias in the Media

Media are not just consumed passively, but they are
engaged with, construed and interpreted actively. Many
people are simultaneously consuming news themselves
and reproducing news for others, and any biases they hold
can affect this process. Indeed, research has found that
when a crime is attributed to the race of the perpetrator,
the outgroup minority members were seen as more danger-
ous than ingroup members who committed an identical
crime (Chen, Purdie-Vaughns, Phelan, Yu, & Yang, 2015).
This attribution bias can have consequences for blame
and punishment: a perpetrator labeled as a religious terror-
ist is more likely to be punished than a perpetrator labeled
as mentally ill, because mental illness is associated with
lack of control and intentionality (Hughes & Trafimow,
2015), thus evoking more sympathy toward the perpetrator
(Noor, Kteily, Siem, & Mazziotta, 2019). Research has fur-
ther shown that people consider whiter faces to be more
likely to have committed an act of terrorism due to mental
health rather than ideological reasons, and therefore assign
them less guilt (Kunst, Myhren, & Onyeador, 2018). Thus, if
people blame crimes by Caucasians on mental health, they
may then determine that the crime was likely less inten-
tional because of reduced control. In contrast, if people
blame crimes by minority members on religion or culture,
they may be more likely to see these crimes as intentional.
Once people ascribe greater intentionality to crimes by
minority members, they may then assign harsher judg-
ments and punishments to the minority actors (Ames &
Fiske, 2015).

Media biases can have other downstream consequences.
If the media’s negative portrayal of a certain group gener-
ates negative impressions of that group, whether explicitly
or implicitly (e.g., Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002),
these associations could increase prejudicial responses
(Persson & Musher-Eizenman, 2005). Therefore, biases in
the production of news media do not only harm the factual
content of the news, but they might also affect media con-
sumers’ perceptions and treatment of the social group of
the perpetrator (see also Hoffman & Wallach, 2007).

The unequal representation of minority versus majority
group members in the media is especially an issue for Mus-
lims. American media reports about Muslims are often very
negative because Americans relate Islam with the 9/11
attacks committed by Islamic extremists (Persson &
Musher-Eizenman, 2005). Furthermore, news specifically
related to terrorism can increase death-related thoughts,

which in turn can increase prejudice (Das, Bushman, Beze-
mer, Kerkhof, & Vermeulen, 2009). Therefore, an
increased emphasis on Islam and terrorism in news reports
can increase prejudice toward Muslims, whereas a reduced
emphasis can decrease prejudice toward Muslims (Persson
& Musher-Eizenman, 2005). The present research will
investigate how motivated reasoning grounded in political
ideology produces such biased perception and reproduction
of the news. Specifically, we aimed to test how liberals and
conservatives, respectively, interpret crimes committed by
minority Muslim and majority non-Muslim actors, and sub-
sequently communicate these crimes to others.

Political Ideology as Motivated Reasoning

One potential source of bias in how people process and
communicate news is their motivated reasoning: their
unconscious motivations that affect their reasoning, atti-
tudes, and behavior (e.g., Kunda & Sinclair, 1999). People
are generally motivated to only focus on evidence that sup-
ports their point and disregard much else (Epley & Gilovich,
2016). Importantly, motivated reasoning can lead to biases
and stereotypes toward people and events (Kunda, 1990).
Thus, we hypothesized that, based on their worldview
and ideological belief system, people would exhibit biased
interpretation and attribution styles when processing as well
as communicating crimes committed by minority Muslim
or majority non-Muslim actors.

One prominent ideology that affects how people view the
world is their political ideology (Kiley, 2017). Specifically,
people’s political worldviews may lead them to process
information in the world around them in a way that
matches their worldview (Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sul-
loway, 2003). Thus, people’s liberal or conservative ideolo-
gies shape their goals and beliefs, which in turn affect their
unconscious motivations. Indeed, some research character-
izes conservatives as high inconscientiousness and rigidity,
desiring orderliness, and liberals as more open to new expe-
riences, desiring novelty and diversity (Carney, Jost, Gosl-
ing, & Potter, 2008). These differences in beliefs and
values can lead conservatives and liberals to respond differ-
ently in the face of threat, fear, or uncertainty, with conser-
vatives becoming more resistant to change and endorsing
inequality (Jost et al., 2003), and liberals becoming more
motivated by values of openness and diversity to support
equality and social change (Carney et al., 2008).

Importantly, however, both conservatives and liberals
exhibit biases in motivated reasoning (Kahan, 2013; Kahan,
Jenkins-Smith, & Braman, 2011). A recent meta-analysis
found that liberals and conservatives show equal amounts
of partisan bias (Ditto et al., 2017; see also Crawford,
Kay, & Duke, 2015). Indeed, recent research suggests that
people adapt attributions of terrorism or mental health to
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criminal actions as a function of their political attitudes
(Noor et al., 2019). Across multiple studies, Noor and col-
leagues (2019) found that people on both sides of the polit-
ical spectrum interpreted the motivations of criminal
actions in ways that protected their desired worldview
and group image. Thus, initial findings suggest that political
ideology may affect how a person interprets and portrays a
crime depending on the race or religion of the perpetrator.

However, the past research leaves a few questions unan-
swered. First, it is not yet clear whether this bias is mainly
or exclusively driven by conservatism (e.g., Jost et al.,
2003), or also/equally by liberalism (e.g., Ditto et al.,
2017). One perspective is that political conservatism, as
an ideology that encompasses intergroup biases which pro-
mote ingroup superiority and ingroup dominance, might be
expected to lead to situations in which liberals treat mem-
bers of all groups identically while conservatives demonize
and penalize outgroups (Hodson & Busseri, 2012; Jost et al.,
2003; Luguri, Napier, & Dovidio, 2012). Alternatively, it
may be that both liberals and conservatives are equally
motivated to interpret world events in ways that protect
their perspective on how the world should work. For liberals
who desire and defend diversity (Carney et al., 2008), they
may be especially motivated to support minority groups and
try to focus on good actions and ignore or deny negative
ones by those groups (Adelman, Yogeeswaran, & Lickel,
2019) while being relatively more intolerant toward major-
ity group members (Brandt, Reyna, Chambers, Crawford, &
Wetherell, 2014).

Second, while the importance of political ideology seems
clear, it is less clear why political ideology would affect
judgments about members of majority and minority groups.
One perspective is that since political ideology reflects a
wide-ranging worldview which includes attitudes toward
other groups, liberals might judge a Muslim perpetrator
equally or more positively than a Christian perpetrator
because they hold more positive attitudes toward Muslims
than Christians (Brandt et al., 2014). By contrast, conserva-
tives who hold relatively more negative attitudes toward
Muslims than non-Muslims, would judge Muslim perpetra-
tors more negatively than Christian perpetrators. An alter-
native perspective is that the way people judge Muslim
and non-Muslim perpetrators may not be due to attitudes
toward the group, but might instead reflect beliefs they
have about the content of the religion that might make
them more or less likely to interpret that religion as being
the source of violent behaviors. This approach reflects
research suggesting that stereotypes, which are often per-
ceived as a negative bias, may instead reflect relatively
accurate judgments about groups (Jussim, Crawford, &
Rubinstein, 2015) or principled observations about other
groups (e.g., Sniderman, Tetlock, Glaser, Green, & Hout,
1989). Indeed, people on both sides of the political aisle

can argue that their interpretation is the most probable
interpretation, and that it is not influenced by bias. There-
fore, to better understand the source and nature of biases
grounded in political ideology, two large-scale experiments
investigated how people with varying political ideologies
interpret crimes committed by members of a stigmatized
minority group (Muslims) compared to crimes committed
by members of a less or non-stigmatized group (Christians).

Hypotheses

Our aim was to understand if political ideologies affect how
people perceive and report a crime depending on the reli-
gion of the perpetrator. Specifically, we hypothesized that
people’s political ideology and the offender’s group mem-
bership jointly affect how much people attribute the crime
to religion (as a group-level factor) or mental health (as
an individual factor). Furthermore, we proposed that polit-
ical ideologies would bias people on both the right and the
left to interpret information in ways consistent with their
worldviews. We thus expected relatively conservative peo-
ple to be more likely to conclude that a crime committed
by a Muslim (rather than Christian) perpetrator was primar-
ily due to religion, while concluding that a crime committed
by a Christian (rather than Muslim) perpetrator was primar-
ily due to mental health problems. Conversely, we expected
relatively liberal people to attribute a crime committed by a
Christian (rather than Muslim) perpetrator was primarily
due to religion, while attributing a crime committed by a
Muslim (rather than Christian) perpetrator was primarily
due to mental health problems. We also tested two compet-
ing explanations for why political ideology might affect
judgments of Muslim versus Christian perpetrators. Specif-
ically, we included measures of attitudes toward Muslims
and attitudes toward Islam to test whether the effects are
explained by negative attitudes toward a group of people,
or negative attitudes toward a religion or ideology.

For both experiments, we report how we determined our
sample size, all data exclusions (if any), all manipulations,
and all measures in the study (Simmons, Nelson, & Simon-
sohn, 2011). Due to space limitations, reports of some out-
come measures can be found in the supplemental file. All
data were collected prior to any data analysis.

Experiment 1

Experiment 1 tested our hypotheses in a convenience sam-
ple of psychology and journalism undergraduate students,
using a between-subject design in which participants were
randomly assigned to read about either a Christian or a
Muslim perpetrator.
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Method

Participants
We recruited 248 participants from a large university to
participate in this study. Of these participants, 48 were
recruited specifically from journalism courses and an addi-
tional 200 were recruited from the general student popula-
tion accessible via the psychology subject pool. Participants
completed the 30-minute study for course credit or $10.
The survey was completed on paper in classrooms or in
research labs. All participants were included in the analyses.
Participants were mostly female (76.0% female; 23.6%
male; 0.4% non-identified), between 17 and 31 years old
(M = 20.24, SD = 1.79), and on average significantly left
of the political center (1 = very liberal, 6 = very conservative;
M = 2.63, SD = 1.05, t(240) = 38.77, p < .001)].

Measures
Experimental Manipulation
Participants were randomly assigned to read a crime sce-
nario with either a Muslim (Ahmed Yusuf) or Christian
(Matthew Clark) perpetrator, which described a shooting
at a university that injured 13 students, and noted the reli-
gion, mental health, social life, and childhood of the perpe-
trator. The scenario was identical across conditions except
for the name and religious identifiers of the offender (see
Electronic Supplementary Material, ESM 1).

Interpretation of the Crime Scenario
We included a number of measures to understand how par-
ticipants interpreted the crime they read about.

To compare different attributions for the crime, we mea-
sured to what extent participants attributed the crime to the
offender’s religion, mental health, social life, and difficult
childhood on a scale from 1 (= completely disagree) to 6
(= completely agree). Four items (α = .80) also measured,
on a scale from 1 (= none) to 6 (= very much), to what extent
participants believed the offender was feeling guilt, shame,
pain, and pleasure (reverse-scored). To measure intention-
ality, four items (α = .87) measured to what extent partici-
pants believed the offender had intended the crime (e.g.,
“How much do you think the incident was intentional?”),
on a scale from 1 (= none) to 6 (= very much). Finally, five
items measured, on a scale from 1 (= extremely unlikely)
to 6 (= extremely likely), how likely participants believed it
to be that the offender had been targeting a specific group
as a “hate crime” (e.g., “members of a specific race or reli-
gion”). However, the items did not form a reliable scale and
were not analyzed.

News Production Based on the Crime Report
We next asked participants a series of questions designed to
understand how they would communicate the news to
others.

After reading the scenario, participants wrote a minimum
200-word news report about the incident, which we ana-
lyzed based on the use of keywords related to religion
and mental health. We also assessed which of the four
details about the perpetrator (i.e., religion, mental health,
social life, and childhood) participants would prioritize in
their reports using a rank-order measure. On a scale from
1 (= none) to 6 (= a lot), participants rated four items
measuring how much time they would spend investigat-
ing the four different aspects of the offender’s life men-
tioned in the report (religion, mental health, social life,
and difficult childhood). Lastly, participants were asked to
rate, on a scale from 1 (= extremely unlikely) to 6 (= extremely
likely), how likely they would be to use each of seven
headlines for the article they had written (e.g., “Student
critically injures 3 people during a shooting”; “3 people
injured during a possible [Christian/Muslim] terrorist
attack”).

Process Variables
We measured political ideology as a moderator using four
statements (α = .90) measured, on a continuous scale from
1 (= extremely liberal) to 6 (= extremely conservative), partic-
ipants’ political ideology (e.g., “Regarding economic issues
[e.g., taxation, public spending], I am. . .”). We also included
potential mediators using statements to measure attitudes
toward Muslims, Islam, Arabs, and the portrayal of Muslims
in the media (e.g., “Arabs are a threat for America”; “I
would like to be friends with Muslims”; “Islam is radical
and intolerant”; “People believe that the negative media
portrayal of Arabs is justified”). These were all measured
on a scale from 1 (= completely disagree) to 6 (= completely
agree).

Results

We analyzed the main and interaction effects of the
offender’s religious group membership and participants’
political ideology on the dependent variables using
mixed analysis and moderated regression analysis. Due to
space constraints, we only report main effects that
reached significance; additionally, we only report the results
for a subset of the dependent variables. Details and results
from the other variables can be found in the supplemental
file.

Interpretations of the Crime Scenarios
Attributions for the Crime
To examine whether participants attributed the crime to the
offender’s religion or mental health, we conducted a mixed
analysis with offender religion and political ideology as
between-subject factors, and participants’ attributions of
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the crime to either religion or mental health as a two-level
within-subject factor.1 The three-way interaction was signif-
icant, F(1, 236) = 15.14, p < .001, ηp

2 = .060, indicating that
the interaction between perpetrator religion and political
ideology differed for attributions of the crime to mental
health versus religion. Therefore, we tested the two-way
interaction effects of perpetrator religion and political ideol-
ogy on attributions of the crime to religion and on attribu-
tions of the crime to mental health separately. The
interaction between perpetrator religion and political ideol-
ogy was significant for attributions to religion, F(1, 236) =
12.00, p < .001, ηp

2 = .048, such that increasing liberal
(and decreasing conservative) attitudes predicted margin-
ally greater attributions of the crime to religion when the
offender had been described as Christian, B = �.14, SE =
.08, t(236) = �1.90, p = .058, but significantly weaker attri-
butions of the crime to religion when the offender had been
described as Muslim, B = .23, SE = .08, t(236) = 2.98, p =
.003. As Figure 1 shows, this resulted in liberals (�1 SD
on political ideology) attributing the crime to a lesser extent
to religion when the offender had been described as Mus-
lim (M = 2.01) rather than Christian (M = 2.83), t(236) =
5.31, p < .001, d = 0.69. In contrast, there was no significant
difference among conservatives (+1 SD; MMuslim = 2.48,
MChristian = 2.54), t(236) = .410, p = .684, d = 0.05. A signif-
icant main effect of perpetrator religion also showed that
participants overall attributed the crime more to religion
when the perpetrator was Christian (M = 2.68, SD =
0.80) rather than Muslim (M = 2.24, SD = 0.90), F(1,
236) = 16.39, p < .001, ηp

2 = .065.
The interaction between perpetrator religion and political

ideology was also significant for attributions to mental
health, F(1, 236) = 4.13, p = .043, ηp

2 = .017. Here, however,
increasing conservative attitudes predicted marginally
greater attributions of the crime to mental health when
the offender had been described as Christian, B = .17, SE
= .09, t(236) = 1.91, p = .056, but did not significantly pre-
dict attributions of the crime to mental health when the
offender had been described as Muslim, B = �.09, SE =
.09, t(236) = �.980, p = .329. Thus, liberals attributed the
crime significantly more to mental health when the offen-
der had been described as Muslim (M = 3.95) rather than
Christian (M = 3.59), t(236) = �2.07, p = .039, d = �0.27,
whereas conservatives’ attributions again did not signifi-
cantly depend on offender religion (MMuslim = 3.78, MChris-

tian = 3.92), t(236) = .810, p = .417, d = 0.11. The
results for offender remorse and offender intentionality
were similar and significant and can be found in ESM 1.

Measures of News Production
Written Reports
We also evaluated participants’ written reports about the
crime scenario to test how the offender’s religious group
membership and participants’ political ideology would
affect how people communicate crimes to others. Specifi-
cally, based on the content of the scenario participants
had been given, we created a list of words related to reli-
gion and the situational context participants were describ-
ing (e.g., Islam-, Christ-, Quran, Bible, mosque, church)
and mental health (e.g., mental, health, depress, psych)
and calculated the overall total of words in each category
that were used, while controlling for the overall number
of words used (see ESM 1 for the complete list of words).
For this analysis, the data of three participants were
excluded because they wrote about unrelated events.

For words associated with religion, we found a margin-
ally significant interaction, F(1, 226) = 3.74, p = .054,
ηp

2 = .016, indicating that the effect of political ideology
on the use of words associated with religion (i.e., the slopes

1 For ease of presentation, when reporting analyses of mixed models where the four aspects of the offender’s life are included (i.e., religion,
mental health, social life, and childhood), we report the results for the two most theoretically interesting aspects, namely religion and mental
health.
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Panel A: Exp. 1 Attributions to religion
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Panel B: Exp. 1 Attributions to mental health
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Figure 1. The effects of political orientation when the offender was
either Christian (black lines) or Muslim (gray lines) on attributions for
the crime to religion (Panel A) and mental health (Panel B) in
Experiment 1.
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of political ideology) differed when the perpetrator was
Christian compared to Muslim, B = .55, SE = .28, t(226) =
1.93, p = .054. Simple sloped analysis revealed that while
neither simple slope differed significantly from zero, the
two slopes significantly differed from each other. When
the perpetrator was Christian, increasing conservatism
decreased the use of religious words, B = �.22, SE = .20,
t(226) = �1.14, p = .254, whereas when the perpetrator
was Muslim, increasing conservatism increased the use of
words associated with religion, B = .32, SE = .20, t(226) =
1.57, p = .117; see Figure 2. The simple effects at high (+1
SD) and low (�1 SD) were not significant, ts < 1.49, p >
.138. For words associated with mental health, the two-
way interaction was not significant, F(1, 226) = 1.52, p =
.219, ηp

2 = .007.
Sample essays (see ESM 1) illustrate how participants dis-

tinguished between perpetrators based on their religion. For
example, a liberal participant in the Christian condition
reported at the beginning of their essay that “[Matthew
Clark] had been frequenting online Christian chat rooms
and looking for local religious groups”, whereas a liberal
participant in the Muslim condition did not mention reli-
gion at all, but rather reported that “[Ahmed] Yusuf did
not have any friends on campus. . . he was a victim of cyber
bullying in high school, and that he became even more
reserved after the incident, refusing to leave his room for
weeks at a time.” Meanwhile, a conservative participant
in the Christian condition avoided religion and rather stated
that “Clark’s behavior prior to the attack indicates that he
was a troubled young man. His therapist, whom he had
been seeing for a month prior to the shooting indicated
Clark showed symptoms of being clinically depressed.” A
similarly conservative participant in the Muslim condition
mentioned religion first, stating that “Officers found reli-
gious verses and symbols on his side of the room. . . and
found that Yusuf had recently spent a lot of time looking
for Muslim chat groups online and local religious groups.”
Of course, the samples cannot be taken as full representa-
tions of how liberals and conservatives reported on these
crimes, though they do illustrate the decisions participants
made in communicating these crimes to others.

Ranked Prioritization of Offender’s Experiences
We also examined which aspect of the offender’s life partic-
ipants prioritized reporting about, using a mixed analysis
with offender religion and political ideology as between-
subject factors, and the aspect of the offender’s life as a
two-level within-subject factor (religion vs. mental health).
The three-way interaction, F(1, 234) = 8.35, p = .004, ηp

2

= .034, indicated that the interaction between offender reli-
gion and political ideology differed depending on which
aspect participants were ranking. To disentangle this
three-way interaction, we tested for the two-way interaction

between political ideology and offender religion on each
aspect separately. Importantly, note that as this is a ranking
variable (1–4), lower numbers indicate a higher ranking and
thus greater importance for a given concept.

For religion, the main effect of perpetrator religion was
significant, F(1, 234) = 17.13, p < .001, ηp

2 = .068, such that
participants prioritized religion less when the perpetrator
was Muslim (M = 2.94, SD = 1.25) rather than Christian
(M = 2.27, SD = 1.30). This effect was moderated by a sig-
nificant interaction, F(1, 234) = 10.92, p < .001, ηp

2 = .045,
such that increasing liberal (and decreasing conservative)
attitudes predicted increased prioritization of religion when
the offender had been described as Christian, B = .31, SE =
.11, t(234) = 2.73, p = .007, but marginally decreasing prior-
itization of religion when the offender had been described
as Muslim, B = �.23, SE = .12, t(234) = �1.96, p = .051.
From another perspective, liberals prioritized reporting on
religion when the offender had been described as Christian
(M = 1.95) rather than Muslim (M = 3.16), t(234) = �5.27,
p < .001, d = �0.69, while conservatives did not differ sig-
nificantly (MMuslim = 2.70, MChristian = 2.57), t(234) = �.580,
p = .562, d = �0.08.

For mental health, the main effect of perpetrator religion
was again significant, F(1, 234) = 8.83, p = .003, ηp

2 = .036,
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Figure 2. The effect of political orientation when the offender was
either Christian (black lines) or Muslim (gray lines) on use of words
associated with religion (Panel A) and mental health (Panel B) in
Experiment 1.
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such that participants prioritized mental health more when
the perpetrator wasMuslim (M = 2.68, SD = 1.11) rather than
Christian (M = 3.08, SD = 1.01). This effect was moderated
by a marginal interaction, F(1, 234) = 3.79, p = .053, ηp

2 =
.016, with increasing liberal (and decreasing conservative)
attitudes predicting lower prioritization of mental health
when the offender had been described as Christian, B =
�.20, SE = .10, t(234) =�2.07, p = .039, but having no effect
when the offender had been described as Muslim, B = .07,
SE = .10, t(234) = .710, p = .478. A simple effects perspective
revealed that liberals prioritized reports about the offenders’
mental health more when the offender was Muslim (M =
2.61) rather than Christian (M = 3.27), t(234) = 3.48, p <
.001, d = 0.45, while conservatives did not differ (MMuslim

= 2.75, MChristian = 2.89), t(234) = .720, p = .473, d = 0.09.

Examining the Underlying Process
To better understand why political ideology had this effect
on processing and disseminating news about offenders who
differ on their religion, we investigated two competing argu-
ments. First, that political ideology comprises negative
intergroup attitudes (Jost et al., 2003) and therefore those
who like and dislike the target group adapt their responses
to better fit their worldviews. Second, that people from dif-
ferent political ideologies may differ in their moral values
(Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009) and therefore have prin-
cipled reasons to reject a different religion or to find it more
likely to be threatening (Sniderman et al., 1989). Therefore,
we conducted mediation analyses where we pitted mea-
sures of these two competing perspectives against each
other: attitudes toward Muslims and attitudes about Islam.

Process analysis (Hayes, 2013) revealed an indirect effect
of political ideology on attitudes toward Islam, B = �.47, SE
= .05, t(234) = �8.64, p < .001, 95% CI [�.575, �.362],
which in turn, moderated by religion of the perpetrator, pre-
dicted attribution of the crime to religion, B =�.37, SE = .14,
t(234) = �2.67, p = .008, 95% CI [�.643, �.096]. This
mediation path was significant when the perpetrator was
Muslim, B = .19, Boot SE = .06, 95% CI [.083, .305], rather
than Christian, B = .01, Boot SE = .05, 95%CI [�.074, .113],
and the direct effect of political ideology was no longer sig-
nificant, indicating that participant attitudes toward Islam
partially explained why political ideology interacted with
perpetrator religion to determine attributions to religion.
Neither of the other two mediation models was significant
for either attitudes toward Muslims or attitudes toward
Islam.

Thus, a mediation analysis suggested a role for attitudes
toward Islam but not attitudes toward Muslims, which
might suggest a principled rejection of the religion which
is based in an understanding of Islam rather than a preju-
dice toward Muslims driving this effect. To test this expla-
nation of the source of attitudes toward Islam, we predicted

attitudes toward Islam through knowledge of Islam and
political ideology and found no significant effect, F(1, 234)
= .12, p = .733, suggesting that a basic knowledge of Islam
did not seem to play any role in people’s attitudes toward
Islam, both among conservatives and liberals. The media-
tion analyses above included knowledge of Islam as a
covariate, with no effect on the overall mediation.

Discussion

Experiment 1 found consistent evidence for motivated rea-
soning on the basis of political ideology. Supporting the
hypothesis that motivated reasoning bias can also be driven
by liberalism (rather than exclusively by conservatism),
Experiment 1 found that liberals consistently emphasized
the role of religion in crimes committed by a Christian
(rather than Muslim) while simultaneously emphasizing
the role of mental health in crimes committed by a Muslim
(rather than Christian) in interpreting and disseminating a
news report. Conservatives, on the other hand, did not dif-
fer based on the offender’s religious group membership.
Importantly, these results emerged not only in how partici-
pants processed information, but also in how they commu-
nicated it to others. These results partially support the
hypothesis that people interpret as well as communicate
information in ways that are consistent with politically pre-
ferred conclusions about the specific incidents in question.
Yet, this motivated reasoning and communication bias was
only found for liberals, but not conservatives. It was not
clear, however, whether the null findings among conserva-
tives indicate that conservatives do not have such bias, or
whether, due to the sampling methodology of Experiment
1, the left-leaning sample may not have included partici-
pants who were sufficiently conservative to detect such
bias. Experiment 1 also found preliminary evidence that
attitudes toward Islam, and not attitudes toward Muslims,
may explain some of the effect of political ideology specif-
ically on attribution of a crime to religion.

Experiment 2

Experiment 2 sought to replicate Experiment 1 in a large
sample of American adults recruited online through Ama-
zon Mechanical Turk. As Experiment 1 drew from a rela-
tively young and liberal set of participants (college
students in the Northeastern United States), we aimed to
test whether similar evidence of motivated reasoning based
on political ideology would emerge for a larger sample
that was more representative in both age and political
ideology.
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Method

Participants
We recruited 1,115 participants online through Amazon
Mechanical Turk. Participants were mostly female (female:
58.2%, male: 40.9%, non-identified: 0.6%, other: 0.4%),
between 18 and 79 years old (M = 36.89, SD = 12.69),
and their political ideology was close to the scale midpoint
(α = .94; M = 3.27, SD = 1.40, 1 = very liberal, 6 = very con-
servative). The study took about 30 min to complete, and
participants were compensated with 50 cents for their
participation.

Measures
The measures and procedure were identical to those in
Experiment 1. However, we added questions about the
2012 and 2016 presidential elections.

Results

Interpretations of the Crime Scenarios
Attributions for the Crime
Consistent with Experiment 1, a mixed analysis with offen-
der religion and political ideology as between-subject fac-
tors and participants’ attributions of the crime to either
religion or mental health as a two-level within-subject factor
revealed a significant three-way interaction, F(1, 1,066) =
39.15, p < .001, ηp

2 = .035, indicating that the interaction
between offender religion and participant political ideology
differed based on the type of attribution. When attributions
were made based on religion, a significant main effect of
perpetrator religion revealed that people attributed the
crime more to religion when it was committed by a Muslim
(M = 2.98, SD = 1.22) rather than a Christian (M = 2.69, SD
= 1.13), F(1, 1,066) = 19.64, p < .001, ηp

2 = .018. A main
effect of political ideology also revealed that the more con-
servative participants were, the more they attributed the
crime to religion, B = .25, SE = .03, t(1,066) = 7.11, p <
.001. These effects were moderated by a significant two-
way interaction, F(1, 1,066) = 46.44, p < .001, ηp

2 =
.040, where increasing liberal (and decreasing conserva-
tive) attitudes predicted significantly weaker attributions
of the crime to religion when the offender had been
described as Muslim, B = .48, SE = .05, t(1,066) = 9.65,
p < .001, but political ideology did not have a significant
effect on attributions of the crime to religion when the
offender had been described as Christian, B = .01, SE =
.05, t(1,066) = .220, p = .829. A simple effects analysis
revealed that liberals were marginally more likely to attri-
bute the crime to religion when the offender was Christian
(M = 2.68) rather than Muslim (M = 2.52), t(1,066) = 1.69,
p = .091, d = 0.10, while conservatives were significantly
more likely to attribute the crime to religion when the

offender was Muslim (M = 3.48) rather than Christian (M
= 2.70), t(1,066) = �7.95, p < .001, d = �0.49. The two-
way interaction on attribution to mental health was not
significant, F(1, 1,066) = .85, p = .356, ηp

2 = .001. See
Figure 3.

Measures of News Production
Written Reports
As in Experiment 1, we evaluated participants’ written
reports about the crime scenario to see how the offender’s
religion and participants’ political ideology would affect
how much participants focused on religion and mental
health when communicating the crime to others. Using
the same set of words as in Experiment 1 to indicate focus
on religion and mental health (see ESM 1), we analyzed par-
ticipants’ written reports. One hundred and four partici-
pants were excluded from this analysis for irrelevant
writings.

When looking at the use of words associated with reli-
gion, we found a main effect of offender religion, F(1,
971) = 6.27, p = .013, ηp

2 = .006, such that people used
more words associated with religion when the offender
was portrayed as Muslim (M = 2.85, SD = 2.59) rather than
Christian (M = 2.67, SD = 2.66). This effect was moderated
by a significant two-way interaction between perpetrator

1
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Panel A: Exp. 2 Attributions to religion
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Panel B: Exp. 2 Attributions to mental health
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Figure 3. The effects of political orientation when the offender was
either Christian (black lines) or Muslim (gray lines) on attributions for
the crime to religion (Panel A) and mental health (Panel B) in
Experiment 2.
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religion and participant political ideology, F(1, 971) = 6.25,
p = .013, ηp

2 = .006. Specifically, the effect of political
ideology on the use of words associated with religion (i.e.,
the slopes of political ideology) differed when the perpetra-
tor was Christian compared to Muslim, B = .33, SE = .13,
t(971) = 2.50, p = .012. When the perpetrator was Christian,
increasing conservatism and decreasing liberalism were
associated with a nonsignificant tendency to use less reli-
gious words, B = �.13, SE = .09, t(971) = �1.47, p = .142,
whereas when the perpetrator was Muslim, increasing con-
servatism and decreasing liberalism led to more use of
words associated with religion, B = .19, SE = .09, t(971) =
2.05, p = .040. A simple slopes analysis revealed that, in
contrast to Experiment 1, conservatives used more words
related to religion with a Muslim (M = 3.12) compared to
a Christian offender (M = 2.47), t(971) = �3.43, p < .001,
d = �0.22, with no difference emerging among liberals
(MMuslim = 2.73; MChristian = 2.73), t(971) = .01, p = .994,
d = 0.00 (see Figure 4, Panel A).

Similarly, with respect to mental health, the two-way
interaction was significant, F(1, 971) = 4.83, p = .028,
ηp

2 = .005. Once again, the effect of political ideology on
mental health words differed based on perpetrator religion,
B = �.20, SE = .09, t(971) = �2.20, p = .028. While neither
simple slopes significantly differed from zero, the interac-
tion was driven by how they differed from each other. With
a Christian perpetrator, increasing conservatism and
decreasing liberalism were associated with a tendency to
use more mental health words, B = .08, SE = .06, t(971) =
1.30, p = .195, whereas with a Muslim perpetrator, increas-
ing conservatism and decreasing liberalism led to
somewhat less use of mental health words, B = �.12, SE =
.06, t(971) = �1.80, p = .072 (see Figure 4, Panel B). The
simple effects were nonsignificant.

Once again, reviews of sample essays (see ESM 1) illus-
trate how participants used or emphasized religious or men-
tal health themes in their reports. A liberal participant wrote
about a Christian perpetrator saying early on in the essay
that “many religious items were found and. . . he had been
spending a lot of time in Christian chat groups recently.” A
liberal participant writing about a Muslim, however,
reported first that “witnesses report Yusuf had recently
been seeing a counselor at the university who believes
Yusuf was suffering from depression. . . At the time of the
shooting, Yusuf was not taking any medication to combat
his depression.” Sample essays by conservatives illustrate
a reverse approach. When writing about a Christian, a con-
servative participant reported that “Clark had engaged in
many social activities but had recently withdrawn from
almost all interaction. Speaking to the chaplain on campus,
found that Clark had become more involved in religious
activities. Clark had also recently sought counseling
for depression, but had not been formally diagnosed. An

interview with a family member revealed a strained family
relationship circling around abuse and suicide.” While reli-
gion is included in this essay, it is not emphasized or pre-
sented as a leading fact. A conservative in the Muslim
condition, however, wrote that “detectives found Islam
and Muslim searches as well as diagrams in the shooter’s
apartment. . . the shooter had recently taken up an
increased interest in Muslim and Islam. The matter is still
being investigated and it is still yet to be determined if
the shooting is linked to terrorism and radical Islam.”
Again, these samples are not fully representative, but they
illustrate how people from different sides of the political
spectrum can spread different narratives based on identical
information.

Ranked Prioritization of Offender’s Experiences
A mixed analysis testing whether the interaction between
offender religion and political ideology depended on
offender’s religion versus mental health was significant, F
(1, 1,066) = 10.64, p = .001, ηp

2 = .010, indicating that
the effects of offender religion and political ideology of
the participant differed when ranking the importance of
religion versus mental health. Again lower numbers indi-
cate a higher ranking and thus greater importance for a
given concept.
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Figure 4. The effect of political orientation when the offender was
either Christian (black lines) or Muslim (gray lines) on use of words
associated with religion (Panel A) and mental health (Panel B) in
Experiment 2.
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Looking first at the importance of religion, main effects of
offender religion, F(1, 1,066) = 5.42, p = .020, ηp

2 = .005,
and participant political ideology, F(1, 1,066) = 5.33, p =
.021, ηp

2 = .005, were both significant, indicating that partic-
ipants ranked religion as more important when the offender
was Christian (M = 2.84, SD = 1.19) rather than Muslim (M =
3.02, SD = 1.18), and that the more conservative and less lib-
eral participants were, the more important they ranked reli-
gion to be, B = �.08, SE = .04, t(1,066) = �2.31, p = .021.
These effects were moderated by an interaction between
political ideology and offender religion, F(1, 1,066) =
12.62, p < .001, ηp

2 = .012, with simple slopes analysis reveal-
ing that increasing liberal (and decreasing conservative) atti-
tudes predicted significantly lower prioritization of religion
when the offender had been described as Muslim, B =
�.21, SE = .05, t(1,066) = �4.06, p < .001, but did not sig-
nificantly predict prioritization of religion when the offender
had been described as Christian, B = .04, SE = .05, t(1,066)
= .900, p = .369. Simple effect showed liberals prioritizing
religion more for Christian (M = 2.80) rather than Muslim
(M = 3.22) offenders, t(1,066) = �4.16, p < .001, d =
�0.25, whereas conservatives’ prioritization of religion did
not depend on offender religion (MMuslim = 2.80, MChristian

= 2.88), t(1,066) = .870, p = .386, d = 0.05.
There was also a main effect of offender religion on pri-

oritization of mental health, F(1, 1,066) = 5.42, p = .020, ηp
2

= .005, indicating that participants ranked mental health as
more important when the offender was Muslim (M = 2.31,
SD = 0.99) rather than Christian (M = 2.46, SD = 1.07).
The interaction on mental health was marginally signifi-
cant, F(1, 1,066) = 3.66, p = .056, ηp

2 = .003, however
the simple slopes were nonsignificant. Simple effects sug-
gested that liberals prioritized mental health more for Mus-
lim (M = 2.26) rather than Christian (M = 2.54) offenders,
t(1,066) = 3.05, p = .002, d = 0.19, whereas conservatives’
prioritization of mental health did not depend on offender
religion (MMuslim = 2.35, MChristian = 2.38), t(1,066) = .350,
p = .730, d = 0.05.

Examining the Underlying Process
We found that political ideology predicted attitudes toward
Islam, B = �.42, SE = .02, t(1,070) = �17.77, p < .001, 95%
CI [�.462, �.370], which in turn, moderated by religion of
the perpetrator, predicted attribution of the crime to reli-
gion, B = �.44, SE = .08, t(1,070) = �5.64, p < .001,
95% CI [�.599, �.290], and the prioritization of reporting
about religion, B = .25, SE = .08, t(1,070) = 2.95, p = .003,
95% CI [.082, .411]. The indirect path was significant when
the perpetrator was Muslim in both outcomes, and when
the perpetrator was Christian for the prioritization outcome.
There was no mediation for use of religious words.

Once again, we investigated knowledge of Islam and
found that knowledge had no significant effect on attitudes

even when moderated by political ideology, F(1, 1,066) =
2.51, p = .113. Once again, the mediation analyses included
knowledge of Islam as a covariate.

Discussion

Experiment 2 replicated and extended the effects of Exper-
iment 1. Once again, we found consistent evidence for moti-
vated reasoning on the basis of political ideology. In contrast
to Experiment 1, and as predicted, when we extended the
research to a more politically representative sample we
found that motivated reasoning biases affect people on both
sides of the political aisle. Liberals prioritized religion more
when communicating a crime by a Christian rather than
Muslim, while also prioritizing mental health more when
communicating a crime by aMuslim rather than a Christian.
Similarly, conservatives attributed the crime more to reli-
gion when it was committed by a Muslim rather than a
Christian. Furthermore, analyses of open-ended writings
showed that people’s political ideology shifted the likelihood
of using religion or mental health-related words when com-
municating the crime to others. Additionally, Experiment 2
further investigated the role of attitudes toward Islam and
Muslims as underlying belief systems within political ideol-
ogy and found support for the results of Experiment 1 such
that attitudes toward Islam as a religion but notMuslims as a
group explain attributional judgments and determinations of
what elements of a story to prioritize in a report. However,
and again replicating Experiment 1, attitudes toward Islam
were unrelated to ameasure of knowledge of Islam, suggest-
ing that negative (or positive) attitudes may come from
some source other than a fair familiarity with the religion.
Thus, Experiment 2 supports and extends the findings of
Experiment 1 to suggest that political ideologies create pat-
terns of motivated reasoning that bias perception and com-
munication of news media.

General Discussion

How is news processing, creation, and maintenance
affected by religious group membership of offenders? Evi-
dence across two large-scale experiments suggests that it
critically depends on people’s worldview. Specifically, we
found that liberals and conservatives both process and com-
municate crimes in ways that are consistent with their
worldviews. Experiment 1 found that in a sample of mostly
left-leaning younger adults, liberals prefer using religious
attributions for Christians rather than Muslims, while rela-
tive conservatives (i.e., in this sample: political centrists) do
not show that bias. However, in a more representative sam-
ple, we see that both liberals and conservatives interpret
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and communicate news in ways that are consistent with
their political worldviews. Furthermore, across both studies
we find evidence that attitudes toward Islam, but not
toward Muslims, mediate the role of political ideology,
which we unpack below.

Motivated Social Cognition and Political
Ideology

Our results support past research indicating the role of
motivated social cognition in interpretations of events
(Kunda & Sinclair, 1999). When people have ideological
or other aims in their preferred interpretation of the world,
these motivations are reflected in how people process
information. Importantly, our research extends previous
research by showing how easily these motivations can also
infect the spread of information at a time when information
is being spread faster than ever before. In an extension on
recent work (Noor et al., 2019), we also show the bias and
discrimination that underlie the motivated cognition of
politically relevant events for partisan individuals. Both lib-
eral and conservative participants displayed biased attribu-
tions based on the religion of the offenders. In line with
arguments that conservatives are motivated to find evi-
dence that Muslims and Islam pose a threat (perhaps due
to prejudices or xenophobia associated with conservatism,
or participants’ perceptions of the need to fight a culture
of political correctness; Jost et al., 2003; Lalonde, Doan,
& Patterson, 2000), conservative participants found the
religion of the offender to be a more compelling reason
for why the crime occurred when the crime was committed
by a Muslim rather than Christian. In contrast, in line with
arguments that liberals are motivated against finding evi-
dence that Muslims or Islam pose a threat (perhaps due
to their valuing of diversity and an accompanying motiva-
tion not to see groups they consider positively diverse as
posing a threat, or in order to fight perceived biases that
they believe other people hold; Carney et al., 2008), liberal
participants found the religion of the offender to be a more
compelling reason for why the crime occurred when the
crime was committed by a Christian rather than Muslim.
This finding in particular expands on research showing that
cognitive biases are not solely the provenance of the polit-
ical right (e.g., Ditto et al., 2017; Kahan et al., 2011), sup-
porting a more nuanced and balanced view of biases
related to political worldviews.

Prejudice and Principle

Our analyses of underlying components that are suggested
to explain the relationship between political ideology and
intergroup judgment found that it was judgments about
Islam as a religion rather than Muslims as a group that

explained these effects. This would appear to provide some
evidence to support the principled conservative perspective
(e.g., Sniderman et al., 1989) which argues that many con-
servative positions reflect principles unfamiliar to many lib-
erals rather than intergroup bias over the argument that
conservatism serves as an ideology of intergroup bias (e.g.,
Jost et al., 2003). However, it is also important to note that
in our analyses, knowledge of Islam played no role in deter-
mining attitudes toward Islam, which suggests that the atti-
tudes are derived from somewhere other than a fair
familiarity with central features of the religion and call into
question the principles that might underlie reactions by con-
servatives that differentiate between Christian and Muslim
perpetrators. Additionally, the attitudes toward Islam mea-
sure was comparative between religions and differs from a
secular critique measure (Imhoff & Recker, 2012) that may
be better suited to access secular attitudes toward Islam.

Muslims and the Media

Our findings also highlight the important role that political
ideology can play in how media reports are created, pre-
sented, and then transmitted through organic social net-
works. Past research suggests that media reports can often
display biases against Muslims and other non-Caucasian
groups (Scharrer & Ramasubramanian, 2015), specifically
when explaining the cause of a crime (Chen et al., 2015).
Furthermore, these biases negatively affect the audience’s
perceptions of Muslims and other minority social groups
(Chen et al., 2015). Thus, it is important to better understand
where these biases come from and how they manifest. Our
research points to the pervasive quality of politically moti-
vated biases, which can affect information processing and
transmission and feed into narratives that support theworld-
views of both news reporters and news audiences.

Importantly, this research went beyond measuring atti-
tudes and behavioral intentions to also behaviorally evaluat-
ing how people report and communicate politically charged
news events. We found that motivated social cognition
biases can easily spread beyond people’s internalization of
news andmedia reports to the way the news events are then
communicated to others. The resulting, already biased com-
munications of such news events can then lead to biased
understanding of the news events among the recipients of
the communication, even if those do not engage in biased
processing themselves, ultimately creating so-called “echo
chambers”. Finally, this research also highlights that atti-
tudes toward Muslims in particular have increasingly
become a distinguishing feature between competing politi-
cal worldviews and may therefore explain the vitriol in per-
ceived fairness in reporting on issues related toMuslims that
is used by political and media commentators as well as
media consumers on both sides of the political aisle.
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Limitations and Future Directions

Despite the consistent results, there were some limitations
that should be addressed by future research. First, partici-
pants’ responses and written reports may have been
affected by what audience they thought may be reading
their reports. If so, rather than reflecting internalized biases,
the biased communication of news events to others could
reflect the communicator’s concerns that a nonbiased com-
munication could lead to dangerous tendencies among the
recipients of the communication. For instance, some liber-
als might communicate crimes committed by Muslims in a
biased way not because they have a biased understanding
of the crime, but rather as a strategy aiming to not increase
any prejudice among the audience against members of vul-
nerable groups. Further research may seek to manipulate
the imagined audience to determine the extent to which
the effects reflect purely internal processes rather than
responses or impression management to a perceived audi-
ence. Secondly, while we did measure attitudes toward
Muslims and Islam, we did not measure attitudes toward
Christians and Christianity. Analyzing attitudes toward
Christianity may have given us more insight into the moti-
vation behind liberals and conservatives or reduced any
bias that may have occurred from asking solely about atti-
tudes toward Muslims. Thus, future research may look
more into attitudes toward Christianity and Islam, as well
as fundamentalist beliefs that may differentiate between
different ways of perceiving the religions. Future research
might also include measures of social desirability as well
to investigate other potential explanations for why political
liberals and conservatives might differ in their attributions
of crimes to religion or mental health as a function of the
religion of the perpetrator. In addition, because political
scales vary across countries, it may also be important to col-
lect similar data in other countries to examine the general-
izability of these results. Lastly, measuring political
orientation after the experimental manipulation, instead
of before, may have biased the results. Thus, future
research should improve on the method used here to better
capture how people’s ideological preferences affect their
reporting of news events.

Conclusion

Although there are many factors that play a role in the dif-
ferent media portrayals of the Muslim offenders in the San
Bernardino shooting and the Caucasian offender in the Las
Vegas shooting, the two studies reported here suggest that
such differences may arise from how reporters and lay peo-
ple process, generate, and spread information. Importantly,
political ideology can bias processing and generation of
media reports for people all along the political spectrum.

Increasing awareness of how political ideology can affect
how people see and communicate about the world may
help them better understand and control the sources and
consequences of their biases.

Electronic Supplementary Material

The electronic supplementary material is available with the
online version of the article at https://doi.org/10.1027/
1864-9335/a000385
ESM 1. Text (.pdf)
Manipulation scenarios, Word library for written report
analyses, correlation tables of experimental moderators,
and full example written reports and additional analyses
for Experiments 1 and 2.
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Erratum

Correction to Habib, Adelman, Leidner,
Pasha, and Sibii (2019)

The article entitled “Perpetrator religion and perceiver’s
political ideology affect processing and communication of
media reports of violence” by S. Habib, L. Adelman,
B. Leidner, S. Pasha, & R. Sibii (Social Psychology,
https://doi.org/10.1027/1864-9335/a000385) contained
an error on page 1.

The correct affiliations are as follows:

Razvan Sibii
Journalism Department, University of Massachusetts,
Amherst, MA, USA

Samia Habib
Department of Epidemiology, Boston University School
of Public Health, MA, USA

We regret any inconvenience or confusion this error may
have caused.
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