CROSSING PARTY LINES

The Research Behind Our Approach

A summary of the evidence behind Crossing Party Lines' model for cross-partisan dialogue, drawn from four
underlying research briefs

Bottom line

Four separate bodies of research — on communication and conflict-resolution training, on the psychology of
listening, on intergroup contact, and on the emotional dynamics of political polarization — converge on a
consistent finding: unstructured, unsupported contact between people who disagree does little to reduce
conflict, and can sometimes make it worse. Conversations that are structured, skill-based, and supported by
clear norms reliably reduce defensiveness, increase mutual understanding, and rebuild trust over time.

Crossing Party Lines designs its program around this evidence.

The skills of good conversation can be taught

People are not simply “good” or “bad” at difficult conversations by temperament. Reflective listening, open-
ended questioning, and emotional regulation are trainable behaviors central to motivational interviewing and
other evidence-based communication approaches (Madson, Loignon, & Lane, 2009; Miller & Rollnick, 2013).
Deliberate practice — modeling a skill, rehearsing it in a realistic scenario, and getting specific feedback —
improves interpersonal competence more reliably than instruction alone (Di Bartolomeo, Shukla, Westra,
Shekarak Ghashghaei, & Olson, 2021), and recent simulation-based research shows that rehearsing difficult
conversations can increase cooperative responses and reduce escalation (Shaikh, Chai, Gelfand, Yang, &
Bernstein, 2023; Lin et al., 2024). Emotional regulation itself is also trainable: a 2024 meta-analysis found that

structured training measurably improves people’s ability to recognize and regulate emotion (Mehler et al., 2024).

What this means for CPL: facilitators teach concrete, observable skills — reflecting back, checking understanding,
asking a genuine question before rebutting — and give participants repeated, realistic opportunities to practice
them, rather than relying on a single event or an appeal to simply “be more open-minded.”

Being heard changes how people show up — even without agreement

People do not need to be agreed with to experience a conversation as safe and worthwhile. Experimental work
comparing active listening with advice-giving and simple acknowledgment finds that active listening produces the
strongest sense of being understood (Weger, Castle Bell, Minei, & Robinson, 2014), and people who ask more —
and better — follow-up questions are consistently better liked, because questions signal responsiveness: that the
listener is tracking what the speaker actually said (Huang, Yeomans, Brooks, Minson, & Gino, 2017). A series of
studies has repeatedly found that attentive, nonjudgmental listening reduces a speaker’s social anxiety and
defensiveness, and in some cases increases willingness to reconsider even strongly held attitudes — not because
the listener argued them out of it, but because feeling heard made room to think (ltzchakov, Kluger, & Castro,
2017; ltzchakov, DeMarree, Kluger, & Turjeman-Levi, 2018; Itzchakov, Weinstein, Legate, & Amar, 2020).
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What this means for CPL: our model treats understanding, not persuasion, as the first job of a conversation.
Participants are taught to reflect back what they heard and ask, “Did | get that right?” before responding — the

practice at the center of CPL’s understanding check.
Contact across differences works — but only when it’s built well

Decades of research on intergroup contact, anchored by a landmark meta-analysis of more than 500 studies and
a quarter-million participants, show that structured contact between people from different groups reliably
reduces prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). But contact is not automatically beneficial: it helps most when
participants have relatively equal standing, a shared purpose, cooperative rather than competitive interaction,
and clear support from facilitators or institutions for respectful engagement (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, Tropp,
Wagner, & Christ, 2011). Where those conditions are missing, contact can backfire — negative or adversarial
contact is disproportionately powerful compared with positive contact (Paolini, Harwood, & Rubin, 2010; Barlow
et al., 2012), and simply exposing people to opposing political views online, without structure or shared purpose,

does not reliably produce understanding and can even increase polarization (Bail et al., 2018).

What this means for CPL: trained moderators, explicit norms against personal attacks, and roughly equal
opportunities to speak are not optional extras — the research says they are the conditions that make contact

work in the first place.

Political disagreement has become an emotional and social divide, not only a policy
one

Much of today’s polarization is affective rather than ideological: people increasingly feel cold, distrustful, or even
threatened by those on the “other side,” independent of how far apart their actual policy views really are
(lyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012; lyengar & Westwood, 2015). This shows up in ordinary social life, including
reluctance to date, hire, or befriend someone from the opposing party (lyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, &
Westwood, 2019), and it is worsened by a well-documented perception gap: both Democrats and Republicans
consistently overestimate how extreme, hostile, and hateful the other side really is (Moore-Berg, Ankori-

Karlinsky, Hameiri, & Bruneau, 2020).

What this means for CPL: conversations are designed to correct exaggerated assumptions about “the other side”
through direct, individual contact — treating the emotional and social dimension of division as seriously as the

policy dimension.

A few honest caveats

The research also comes with real limits, and CPL tries to represent them honestly rather than overselling

what dialogue can do:

e Structured contact is more likely to reduce prejudice — not guaranteed to (Paluck, Green, & Green,
2019).

e Reducing people's dislike of one another does not, by itself, guarantee support for democratic

norms or reduce support for political violence; those are separate outcomes that need to be
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measured and addressed on their own terms (Druckman & Levy, 2021; Berntzen, Kelsall, &
Harteveld, 2024).

e None of this implies that every disagreement is equally valid, or that people who have been harmed

are obligated to sit across from those who harmed them.

Transparency

No single study here was written about Crossing Party Lines. But together, these four literatures describe —
with unusual consistency — the kind of program CPL builds: skills that are taught and practiced, listening
that comes before persuading, contact that is structured and supported rather than left to chance, and a
clear-eyed focus on the emotional, not only the ideological, distance between people. That is the research
behind our approach.
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