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Motivation: Empathy, Cooperation, and Foreign Policy
Classic IR theory links conflict to failure of cross-national empathy (Jervis 1978)

● Or the inability to consider issues from others’ perspectives (Davis 1983)

But key questions remain unanswered:
● Do empathetic attitudes engender support for international cooperation?
● Can perspective taking cues spur empathy, and in turn, support for cooperation?
● How does empathy interact with partisanship in foreign policy attitude formation?

Why should we care?
● Fraying international order + partisan polarization = uncertain prospects for 

cooperation



Argument: Perspective Taking x Partisanship
Cross-national empathy increases support for international cooperation
● Makes individuals more cognizant of potential for “win-win” outcomes 

Partisanship strongly conditions these effects
● Concentrated among individuals with weak partisan attachments

Evidence: pre-registered survey experiment involving 4,788 U.S. respondents
● Some participants treated to engage in cross-national empathy
● Also vary issue area (climate/nuclear) and target of perspective taking 

(China/India)



Theory: Cross-National Empathy and IR
Empathy makes international politics less conflictual by helping actors understand 
others’ perspectives (Booth & Wheeler 2007; Holmes & Yarhi-Milo 2017; Bayram & Holmes 2019)

● Reduces negative stereotypes
● Mitigates self-serving biases
● Increases altruism

H1: Perspective taking cues will increase support for international cooperation



Theory: Cross-National Empathy, Partisanship, and IR
Partisanship proxies for the malleability of political attitudes 
● Strength of partisan priors predicts whose views will change (Gerber & Green 1999; 

Chaudoin 2014)

H2a: Perspective taking cues will have more positive effects on support for international 
cooperation among weaker partisans than among stronger partisans

Partisanship captures the content of political attitudes 
● Relative to Republicans and Independents, Democrats like cooperation more and are 

more empathetic (Rathbun 2007; Brutger 2021)

H2b: Perspective taking cues will have more positive effects on support for international 
cooperation among Republicans and Independents than among Democrats



Data & Methods: Experimental Setup



Data & Methods: Treatment and Outcome
Primary Treatment 

Cue to “take the perspective” of political 
leader of India or China (blue box)

Primary Outcome Measure

“Now, think about your personal views on 
[climate change / nuclear weapons]. How 
much do you support the United States of 
America accepting international treaty 
requirements to [reduce carbon emissions / 
stop developing and producing tactical 
nuclear weapons]?



Results: Main Treatment Effects



Results: Heterogeneous Effects by Partisanship



Results: Topic Modeling Among Independents
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Results: Topic Modeling Among Republicans
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Conclusion: The “Swing Empathizers”
Cross-national cognitive empathy increases support for international cooperation
● Modest effect reflects challenge of perspective taking?

Partisanship powerfully conditions this effect
● Concentrated among weak partisans
● Empathy moderates rather than exacerbates polarization

Is the glass half-empty or half-full?
● Perspective taking cues don’t move the needle for many
● But they might affect the median voter



Questions?

Thank you!



Appendix: Balance Tables



Appendix: Political Attentiveness



Appendix: Correlates of Partisanship



Appendix: 
Self-Reported Empathy vs. 
Int’l Cooperation



Appendix: Partisanship Results



Appendix: Topic Modeling Among Strong Republicans
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Appendix: Topic Modeling Among Strong Democrats
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Appendix: Topic Modeling Among Democrats
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