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Abstract: When individuals express opinions about American politics, they are often 

motivated to defend their own party – but conscious consideration can reduce these 

partisan biases. In this study, we identify the degree to which Americans evaluate sexual 

misconduct in politics a biased manner. We further examine whether reported support 

for the #MeToo movement reduces these biases. We conduct a two-wave survey on a 

large nationally representative panel of Americans, including one embedded survey 

experiment. We find that, as decades of work on partisan motivated reasoning would 

suggest, partisans are strongly more likely to presume that an out-party member, rather 

than an in-party member, is guilty of sexual misconduct. This holds across Democrats 

and Republicans and across men and women. We further find that individuals who 

express the strongest preferences for their own party over the other – i.e. those with the 

strongest partisan biases – are also more likely to evaluate sexual misconduct allegations 

in a biased manner. We then turn to the moderating role of the #MeToo movement. Our 

data show that, controlling for relevant confounds, Americans’ support for the #MeToo 

movement is associated with reductions in biases when evaluating sexual misconduct 

allegations, particularly among those who show the strongest in-party preferences.  
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When Americans evaluate politics, they are often motivated, consciously or 

subconsciously, to defend the party with which they themselves identify (Taber and 

Lodge 2006). This partisan motivated reasoning can affect the way that individuals 

evaluate the economy (Lewis-Beck et al. 1988), the competence or blame that they 

attribute to the parties (Gerber and Huber 2010), evaluation of political information 

(Lavine et al. 2012), or even something as seemingly objective as a candidate’s skin color 

(Caruso et al. 2009). Political scientists show compelling evidence that biased reasoning 

distorts our views of political events – but other work demonstrates conditions under 

which partisan-motivated reasoning is tempered. Specifically, when important issues lead 

individuals to consider an issue more thoughtfully, biased reasoning appears to decline 

(e.g. Mullinix 2016; Arceneaux and Vander Wielen 2017). In this study, we theorize that 

public awareness campaigns can help to mitigate biased reasoning. In particular, we 

focus on the #MeToo movement—a global campaign that enjoyed overwhelmingly 

positive coverage and support—and we expect that support for this movement reduces 

the tendency for partisans to evaluate sexual misconduct in politics through the prism of 

their partisan identity.  

To test this claim, we conducted a two-wave survey experiment on a large 

nationally representative sample of American adults. We first find, as decades of work on 

partisan motivated reasoning would suggest, that partisans are more likely to presume 

that an out-party member, rather than an in-party member, is guilty of sexual 

misconduct. This holds for Democrats, Republicans and for men and women. We further 

find that individuals who express the strongest preferences for their own party over the 

other are also more likely to evaluate sexual misconduct allegations in a biased manner. 

We then turn to the moderating role of the #MeToo movement. Our experimental results 

show that, controlling for relevant confounds, Americans’ support for the #MeToo 

movement is associated with reductions in partisan-motivated evaluations of sexual 

misconduct allegations, particularly among those who show the strongest in-party 

preferences.  

  Biases are difficult to overcome. Indeed, our work supports decades of studies on 

partisan motivated reasoning by demonstrating that partisans react in a biased manner 

toward sexual misconduct allegations and that this is particularly true among those who 

openly report to favor one party most strongly over the other. But we also find that the 

biased reactions are muted among those who say that they support #MeToo. While 

social norms might very well inflate expressed support for #MeToo, we find that this 

support correlates with a reduction in biases captured through an experimental design. 

This study makes several contributions, both substantively and methodologically. 

Substantively, we find important consequences of partisan motivated reasoning for how 

Americans evaluate sexual misconduct in politics. The strong influence of our partisan 

identity, on average, makes both Democrats and Republicans unreliable arbiters of 
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justice when it comes to allegations of this nature. However, we also find important 

associations with the widely popular #MeToo movement. Although cynics might argue 

that expressing support for #MeToo is a meaningless act of rhetoric, detached from any 

manifest behavior, we present experimental evidence that support for #MeToo tempers 

biases in how we evaluate accusations of sexual misconduct against political elites.  

Sexual Misconduct in American Politics 

 Political sex scandals date back to the founding of American politics itself. As early 

as the 18th century, criticisms and rumors of politicians’ private lives and misdeeds 

became “a regular part of American life” (Summers 2000). Hamilton and Jefferson faced 

public scrutiny for extra-marital affairs, Jackson and Cleveland were each accused of 

sexual transgressions, William Henry Harrison fathered children outside of wedlock, John 

Quincy Adams solicited a woman to seduce the Russian Emperor for his own political 

gain, and, as Summers describes,  “few influential figures of the nineteenth century 

escaped such imputations.” Contemporary politics has shown no improvements in this 

regard: from 1973 until 2010, Basinger (2012) tallies 43 Congressional “sex scandals, 

which are nearly evenly divided across party. Such scandals tend to attract national 

attention, in part by media driven by dramatization and storytelling that attracts 

readership (Ekström and Johansson 2008; Puglisi and Snyder 2008).  

Given their prominence in American politics, scholars have devoted considerable 

attention to understanding voters’ reactions to scandals of all types. These findings 

collectively suggest that scandals generally reduce trust in government (Williams 1998) 

and erode support for the accused (Maier et al. 2010; Basinger 2012). Evaluations of 

scandals depend on the race of the accused (Berinsky et al. 2011), the gender of the 

politician and the type of scandal (Carlson et. al., 2008; Wiid et al. 2011), and the 

evaluator’s own views toward women (Barnes et al. (2018).  

We begin our own inquiry into how Americans evaluate sexual misconduct by 

considering partisanship. Like perhaps every other political event, we expect that sexual 

misconduct in politics is evaluated through a partisan lens. Partisans are more likely to 

support policies sponsored by their own party versus the out-party (Bolsen et al. 2014), 

they are more likely to blame the out-party (versus the in-party (Bisgaard 2015) and out-

partisan presidents (Lebo and Cassino 2007) for economic problems, and they are more 

likely to believe conspiracies that vilify the opposing party (Miller et al. 2015).  

Wagner et al. (2012) used a survey to examine partisans’ reactions to ongoing 

political scandals in the United Kingdom. They find that individuals are more likely to 

judge an out-party member for misbehaving and are more likely to call for an out-

partisan’s resignation. Fischle (2000) analyzed panel survey data collected before and 

after the new of Bill Clinton’s extra-marital affair with an intern and find that reactions 

were highly conditioned by the respondent’s own partisan affiliation. Similarly, Anduiza 



et al. (2013) use an experimental study in Spain to understand how partisanship 

influences evaluation of a hypothetical corruption scandal. Respondents favor harshest 

penalties when the scandal involved a politician from an out-party, rather than from their 

own. Finally, Classen and Ensley (2016) find that partisans deem relatively minor 

misdeeds to be especially problematic when they learn that the perpetrator supports the 

other party. This work generally purports with evidence that partisans are motivated to 

defend in-party elites (Kunda, 1990; Lodge and Taber, 2000).  

We thus expect that accusations of sexual misconduct in politics are judged 

through the prism of partisanship, with Democrats and Republicans more likely to judge 

out-partisans as guilty. 

H1: Partisans view alleged harassers from their own party as less guilty than alleged 

harassers from the opposing party. 

We take our analyses a step further than earlier work has gone by testing an 

additional expectation that biased evaluations will depend on the degree to which the 

respondents themselves prefer their own party, given that ambivalent partisans tend to 

evaluate political information most even-handedly (Lavine et al. 2012). We expect that 

individuals who report a stronger preference for their own party over the other will 

manifest these preferences in their biased evaluations of political sexual misconduct.  

H2: Biased evaluations of political sexual misconduct allegations will be stronger among 

those who report greater preferences for their own party over the other. 

Yet, in the “real world,” partisan-motivate reasoning is tempered by other 

motivations (Druckman 2012). For example, Areceneaux and Vander Wielen (2017) show 

that individuals with the propensity to thoughtfully consider an issue are less biased 

when they engage in such considerations. Relatedly, issues that stimulate anxiety (Weeks 

2015) or that are deemed important (Mullinix 2016) are less prone to biased reasoning. 

Society expectations regarding an issue remain an understudied but potentially 

important limiting factor in partisan-motivated reasoning (Druckman 2012). 

While we expect partisan-motivated reasoning to play an important role in how 

Americans evaluate sexual misconduct, we also expect that these evaluations will be 

affected by a recent and  critical juncture in how Americans think and talk about sexual 

misconduct: the explosion of the #MeToo Movement.  

The Rise and Weight of the #MeToo Movement 

In 2007, activist Tarana Burke created a non-profit organization (“Just Be Inc.”) to 

address both the scarcity of resources for survivors of sexual violence. She coinedh the 

phrase “Me Too” to convey solidarity among victims. Ten years later, in October of 2017, 

actress and activist Alyssa Milano encouraged social media users to use the hashtag 
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#MeToo if they had experienced sexual harassment. In response to the high-profile 

allegations against producer Harvey Weinstein, Milano hoped to demonstrate the 

magnitude of harassment across women from all walks of life.1 In the 12 hours that 

followed, more than 12 million “Me Too” posts appeared on social media. The #MeToo 

movement continued gaining steam in 2017, as public accusations rapidly escalated 

against celebrities, politicians, and other public figures. By the end of 2017, Time 

Magazine voted “silence breakers” as its Person of the Year, citing individuals like Tarana 

Burke, Terry Crews, and Alyssa Milano as forces behind this watershed moment (Zacharek 

et. al., 2017).  

The movement in part gained notoriety thanks to the celebrities who both faced 

accusations and who put their weight behind the cause. Yet, it also likely resonated due 

to the prevalence of sexual harassment that women of all races, social classes, and 

political parties experience. A 2018 survey conducted by the UC San Diego Center on 

Gender Equity and Health found that “81% of women and 43% of men reported 

experiencing some sort of sexual harassment and/or assault in their lifetime” (Kearl, 2018, 

p. 1). 

In the two years since the movement began, #MeToo has achieved massive media 

attention and public awareness. In our own survey of 1,600 respondents, less than 15 

percent of respondents say that they are “not familiar” with the #MeToo movement and 

this is stable across Republicans (16%) and Democrats (12%), and among men (13%) and 

women (16%). These numbers track precisely with nationally representative data; for 

example, a 2018 survey by the Public religion Research Institute found that only 17 

percent of American had not heard of the movement. Our own content analysis of every 

article mentioning the #MeToo movement in the New York Times reveals over four times 

as much positive coverage as negative coverage.2 Indeed, the #MeToo movement has 

triggered organizational, legal, policy and cultural changes (Gill and Orgad 2018) and has 

led “US society [to] the cusp of a change in addressing sexual harassment” (Freischlag 

and Faria 2018, p. 1761). We expect that this massive information campaign should 

temper biases in how partisans evaluate sexual misconduct. 

Since we cannot assign partisans to evaluate sexual misconduct before versus 

after #MeToo, but we can evaluate how reported support for the movement affects 

biases in evaluations. Specifically, we hypothesize that support for #MeToo should 

reduce the biases that individuals employ when they evaluate sexual misconduct 

allegations. More specifically, support for the #MeToo movement should have the 

greatest impact on partisans who hold the strongest biases against the out-party.  

                                                           
1 https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/20/us/me-too-movement-tarana-burke.html 
2 See Appendix A3 for full details on content analysis. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/10/20/us/me-too-movement-tarana-burke.html


H3: Support for the #MeToo movement should reduce biased evaluations of sexual 

misconduct allegations in politics, particularly among the most biased partisans. 

Procedure 

In June of 2019, we recruited 1,600 adult Americans via Lucid, a sampling company. 

Although Lucid recruits non-probability samples, Coppock and McLellan (2019) 

demonstrate that the demographic patterns on Lucid track well with US national 

benchmarks and the sample provides us with sufficient variance across covariates of 

interest for our experimental study to be valid (Druckman and Kam 2011; McDermott 

2011). One week after our initial contact, we re-contacted these same individuals and 

obtained a second wave of 806 respondents. We restrict our analysis to the 806 

individuals who participated in both waves. We include the demographic characteristics 

of both waves of our sample in Appendix A1.  

We employed a two-wave study to measure attitudinal and demographic 

questions in advance of our treatment and dependent variables, so as to avoid post-

treatment bias were to have asked these questions after the treatment (see Montgomery 

et al. 2018) and to avoid priming effects that might occur had we asked them 

immediately before the treatment (see Klar et al. 2019). Our first wave measured 

demographic traits (including age, gender, education, and race) and political measures, 

including party identification and ideology. We also asked the extent to which 

respondents were familiar with the MeToo movement (on a 4-point scale ranging from 

“Not Familiar At All” to “Very Familiar”) and whether they oppose or support the 

movement (on a 5-point scale ranging from “Strongly Oppose” to “Strongly Support,” 

with a mid-point of “Neither Support nor Oppose”). 

In the second wave, we embedded a survey experiment. We told participants that 

they would we would read a fictitious scenario and they would then answer several 

questions about what they read. We randomly assigned respondents to one of eight 

different experimental groups. Each group read a short vignette about an accusation of 

sexual misconduct in politics. The details of the vignette were constant across groups: a 

fictitious political candidate makes an unwanted sexual advance toward a civilian (full text 

available in Appendix A2). Across groups, we manipulated the gender and partisanship of 

the accuser, and the gender and partisanship of the accused. In every scenario, either a 

woman accused a man, or a man accused a woman (there were no same-sex scenarios).  

This produced eight groups, which we display in Table 1: 
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 Accuser 

Republican 

Woman 

Democratic 

Woman 

Republican 

Man 

Democratic 

Man 

A
cc

u
se

d
 

Democratic Man 1 3 -- -- 

Republican Man 2 4 -- -- 

Democratic 

Woman 

-- -- 5 7 

Republican 

Woman 

-- -- 6 8 

Table 1. Summary of Conditions 

Results 

Our first set of hypotheses text for partisan-motivated reasoning.  

 
Figure 1. Presumption of guilt for in-party and out-party harassers, across partisanship 

and gender. Bars indicated 95% confidence intervals. 

In Figure 1 we show that both Democrats and Republicans are statistically significantly 

more likely to presume that an out-party member is guilty rather than an in-party 

member. Although we did not state explicit hypotheses regarding gender, we also show 

that both men and women are biased in how they evaluate the allegations, with both 

groups favoring in-party offenders to out-partisans.  

We can also regress presumed guilt on a dummy variable representing each 

manipulated component of the experimental treatment: the partisanship of the accuser, 

the partisanship of the harasser, and whether a woman accuses a man or vice versa. We 



code the partisanship of the accuser and harasser according to whether it matches that 

of the respondent or not.  

 Full Sample Democrats Republicans Men Women 

 β 

 (s.e.) 

β 

(s.e.) 

β 

(s.e.) 

Β 

(s.e.) 

β 

(s.e.) 

Same 

partisanship as 

harasser 

-0.48*** 

(0.09) 

-0.46*** 

(0.12) 

-0.49*** 

(0.14) 

-0.58*** 

(0.15) 

-0.36*** 

(0.12) 

Same 

partisanship as 

accuser 

0.15 

(0.09) 

0.13 

(0.12) 

0.17 

(0.14) 

0.15 

(0.15) 

0.15 

(0.11) 

Woman accuses 

man 

0.26*** 

(0.09) 

0.48*** 

(0.11) 

0.00 

(0.14) 

0.32** 

(0.15) 

0.20* 

(0.11) 

 N=748 

R2=0.04 

N=403 

R2=0.06 

N=345 

R2=0.03 

N=387 

R2=0.05 

N=361 

R2=0.03 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1 

Table 2. Presumption of guilt regressed on each treatment: partisanship of harasser, 

partisanship of accused, and gender of accuser/accused. Results shown across full 

sample, and separately by partisanship and gender.  

 

 In Table 2, we present the results for the full sample (column 1), and then 

separately for Democrats, Republicans, Men, and Women. The results are highly 

consistent across each subgroup. When the accused harasser shares the same 

partisanship as the respondent, they are viewed to be significantly less guilty. Overall, we 

see consistent evidence that sexual misconduct allegations in politics are judged through 

a highly political lens.  

 We further expected that individuals who hold the greatest in-party preference 

will be most biased in evaluating the misconduct. We calculate in-party preference by 

subtracting the respondent’s thermometer score for the out-party from their 

thermometer score for the in-party. Seven percent of our sample has a score of 0, 

indicating no preference for either party, while twelve percent reported the highest value 

in our sample of 9, meaning that they gave their own the party the strong rating and the 

other party the lowest possible rating. The modal score is 6. We interact the alleged 

harasser’s partisanship (ie. in-party vs. out-party) with the respondent’s reported in-party 

preference. In-party preference is not randomized and thus we include several possible 

confounds, including demographics, political preferences, and support for the #MeToo 

movement.  
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Presumption of guilt = α + βSame Party as Harasser + βSame Party as Accuser + βFemale Accuser + 

βPartisan Bias + βSame Party as Harasser x Partisan Bias + βSupport for #MeToo 

+ βAge + βEducation + βGender  + βParty ID + βIdeology 

The results (presented in Table 3) show that individuals who express greater 

preference for their own party over the other are particularly likely to evaluate sexual 

misconduct allegations through a biased partisan lens. 

 

 Full Sample 

 β 

 (s.e.) 

Same partisanship as harasser -0.08 

 (0.17) 

Same partisanship as accuser 0.14 

(0.09) 

Woman accuses man 0.24** 

(0.09) 

Partisan bias 0.02 

(0.02) 

Same partisanship as harasser x Partisan Bias -0.08*** 

(0.03) 

Support for #MeToo Movement 0.19*** 

(0.04) 

Age -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

Education -0.14*** 

(0.05) 

Gender -0.02 

(0.09) 

Party identification -0.01 

(0.02) 

Ideology 0.04 

(0.03) 

 

 

N=723 

R2=0.10 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1 

Table 3. Presumption of guilt regressed on the interaction 

between partisanship of harasser and in-party preference. 

 



 In Figure 2, we graph the marginal effect of the harasser sharing the respondent’s 

partisanship (as opposed to being an out-group member) on the respondent’s 

presumption that the harasser is guilty, along the respondents’ in-party preference score. 

 
Figure 2. Marginal effect of sharing the harasser’s partisanship on presumed guilt, across 

levels of reported in-party preference. Confidence intervals at 95%. 

At the lowest levels of in-party preference, respondents are no more lenient on in-

party harassers than on out-party harassers. As in-party preference grows, individuals 

become less likely to assume that an in-party member is guilty of harassment, relative to 

an out-party member. This supports our hypothesis that in-party preference exacerbates 

biased evaluations of sexual misconduct allegations in politics. 

Turning to our main hypothesis regarding support for the #MeToo movement, we 

re-run the regression model above but, this time, we interact the partisanship of the 

harasser with the respondent’s reported level of support for the #MeToo movement. We 

expect that support for MeToo will reduce the impact of the harasser’s partisanship on 

the respondent’s presumption of guilt. Again, because support for MeToo is not 

randomly assigned, we control for plausible confounds.  

Presumption of guilt = α + βSame Party as Harasser + βSame Party as Accuser + βFemale Accuser + 

βPartisan Bias + βSupport for #MeToo + βSame Party as Harasser x Partisan Bias 

+ βSame Party as Harasser x Support for #MeToos + βPartisan Bias x Support for 

#MeToo + βSame Party as Harasser x Partisan Bias x Support for #MeToo + βAge 

+ βEducation + βGender  + βParty ID + βIdeology 

Our regression model produces the following results, shown in Table 4. 



11 
 

 Full Sample 

 β 

 (s.e.) 

Same partisanship as harasser 0.70 

0.58) 

Same partisanship as accuser 0.15 

(0.09) 

Woman accuses man 0.26*** 

(0.09) 

Partisan bias 0.10* 

(0.06) 

Support for #MeToo Movement 

 

0.29*** 

(0.10) 

Same partisanship as harasser x Partisan bias -0.28*** 

(0.09) 

Same partisanship as harasser x Support for 

#MeToo Movement 

-0.21 

(0.15) 

Partisan bias x Support for #MeToo 

Movement 

-0.02 

(0.01) 

Same partisanship as harasser x Partisan bias 

x Support for #MeToo Movement 

0.05** 

(0.02) 

Age -0.00*** 

(0.00) 

Education -0.14*** 

(0.05) 

Gender -0.03 

(0.09) 

 Party identification  -0.01 

(0.02) 

Ideology 0.05 

(0.03) 

N=723 

R2=0.11 

 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1 

Table 4. Presumption of guilt regressed on the interaction 

among partisanship of harasser, in-party preference, and 

support for #MeToo. 

 



The results indicate that, as in-party preference grows, support for the #MeToo 

movement increases the presumption that an in-party member (relative to an out-party 

member) is guilty of the alleged misconduct. In other words, support for #MeToo helps 

to mitigate biased evaluations of misconduct.  

For those with low levels of partisan bias, who are unlikely to evaluate allegations 

in a biased manner at all, support for the #MeToo movement has no affect. We can first 

graph this triple interaction, which we do in Figure 3, to show the association between 

#MeTooSupport and partisan bias on the presumed guilt of an in-party member (solid 

line) and an out-party member (dashed line).  

 

Figure 3. Marginal effect of sharing the harasser’s partisanship on presumed guilt, across 

levels of reported in-party preference. Black line indicates In-Partisan Harasser; Dashed 

line indicates Out-Partisan Harasser; Confidence intervals at 95%. 

 The figure helps us to visualize who support for the #MeToo Movement is 

associated with greater presumptions of guilt for in-party members as partisan bias 

increases, and it is associated with fewer presumptions of guilt for out-party member as 

partisan bias increases. Overall, we see that, controlling for ideology, partisanship, and 

demographics, support for #MeToo appears to be related to declining biases in how 

partisans evaluate sexual misconduct in politics, particularly among the most biased 

respondents. 

 Finally, we can show this association among only those who are below the mean 

partisan bias score and among those who are above it. To do so, we interact 
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#MeTooSupport with the partisanship of the harasser. We again control for 

demographics, as well as partisanship and ideology. 

Presumption of guilt = α + βSame Party as Harasser + βSame Party as Accuser + βFemale Accuser + 

βSupport for #MeToo βSame Party as Harasser x Support for #MeToo + βAge + 

βEducation + βGender  + βParty ID + βIdeology 

 

 Below Mean 

In-Party 

Preference 

Above Mean 

In-Party 

Preference 

 β  

(s.e.) 

β  

(s.e.) 

Same partisanship as harasser 0.66 

(0.55) 

-1.52*** 

(0.35) 

Same partisanship as accuser -0.11 

(0.15) 

0.34*** 

(0.34) 

Woman accuses man 0.21 

(0.15) 

0.29** 

(0.12) 

Support for #MeToo Movement 

 

0.34*** 

(0.10) 

0.07 

(0.08) 

Same partisanship as harasser x Support for 

#MeToo Movement 

-0.22 

(0.14) 

0.22** 

(0.09) 

Age -0.01** 

(0.00) 

-0.00 

(0.00) 

 Education  -0.26*** 

(0.08) 

-0.07 

(0.06) 

Gender -0.13 

(0.16) 

0.03 

(0.12) 

 Party identification  0.02 

(0.03) 

-0.05 

(0.04) 

Ideology 0.02 

(0.05) 

0.09* 

(0.05) 

N=723 

R2=0.11 

N=301 

R2=0.09 

N=431 

R2=0.14 

***p<0.01; **p<0.05; *p<0.1  

Table 5. Presumption of guilt regressed on the interaction between 

partisanship of harasser and support for #MeToo, for respondents with low 

in-party preference and high in-party preference. 

 



 Among those who score below the partisan bias mean, we see no significant 

association between the partisanship of either the harasser or the accuser and the 

respondent’s presumption of guilt. Support for the #MeToo movement strongly predicts 

(p<0.01) presumption that the harasser is guilty, controlling for age and political 

variables. There is no interaction between support for #MeToo and the harasser’s 

partisanship. Among those who score above the partisan bias mean, we see a starkly 

different picture. First, in-party harassers are deemed less guilty (p<0.01) and harassers 

facing in-party accusers are deemed more guilty (p<0.01). Support for the #MeToo 

movement does not appear to have any independent association with presumption of 

guilt, however we see a strong interaction (p=0.015), indicating that support for #MeToo 

decreases the presumption of guilt for in-party relative to out-party harassers.  

Discussion 

 Our study demonstrates that partisans evaluate sexual misconduct in politics 

largely the same way that they evaluate most political phenomena: through a highly 

filtered partisan lens. Neither Democrats nor Republicans, and neither men nor women, 

are on average immune from the tendency to defend one’s own party attachment. Yet, as 

individuals increasingly favor their own party, support for #MeToo mitigates the 

tendency to judge in-party members more kindly than out-partisans.  

Our study is limited in that respondents evaluate a fictitious candidate, not one fo 

which they are invested or might hold stronger attachments. But the degree to which 

partisan-motivated reasoning prevails demonstrates that this partisan lens is 

tremendously powerful in guiding such evaluations. Our experimental approach allows 

respondents who claim to support the #MeToo movement the opportunity to reveal a 

demonstrable difference in how they evaluate sexual misconduct in politics. Although 

their support is non-random, we control for key confounds, such as their ideological 

views and demographic traits. This demonstrates that support for the movement is not 

simply “virtue-signaling” but rather correlates with important attitudes: fair assessment of 

sexual misconduct.   

The #MeToo movement is perhaps somewhat unique in the overwhelmingly 

positive coverage it has received and the relative support it enjoys from both  Democrats 

and Republicans. It also, though, shows us the potential for powerful grassroots 

campaigns to help reduce even the most powerful biases that affect citizens as they 

attempt to hold their representatives accountable. 
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Appendix. 

A1. Demographics of Sample: 

 Wave 

1 

Wave 

2 

% Strong Democrat 29.90 31.27 

% Weak Democrat 12.83 11.79 

% Independent Leaning to 

Democrat 

7.38 6.95 

% Independent 7.81 7.20 

% Independent Leaning to 

Republican 

7.32 5.71 

% Weak Republican 11.86 13.28 

% Strong Republican 22.88 23.82 

Mean age 44.79 47.40 

% Female  50.27 48.51 

% White 73.11 79.28 

% College Degree 47.39 54.28 

 

A2. Vignette 

Andrew (Katherine) Hannigan, a Democratic (Republican) candidate for state office is 

facing sexual harassment complaints from a 31-year old woman (man) who works for the 

Democratic (Republican) Party. 

 

The accuser says the 45-year old man (woman), a rising star in the Democratic 

(Republican) Party, approached her (him) at a 2016 political event and made unwanted 

sexual advances towards her (him). The accuser, a data analyst for the Democratic 

(Republican) Party, says that Hannigan offered her (him) a high-paying job in his (her) 

campaign if she (he) agreed to have an affair with him (her). Andrew (Katherine) 

Hannigan denies the allegations, calling them “unequivocally false”.  

 

A3. Content Analysis of Media  Coverage of the #MeToo Movement 

 

We created a dataset of every time the New York Times mentioned the #MeToo 

movement from its emergence until we embarked on our study: October 8, 2017 until 

September 2, 2019. During this time-period, the #MeToo movement appeared in 1,849 

articles in the New York Times. We hand-coded each article to determine the tone of this 

coverage. We coded as “positive” any articles conveying positive descriptors of the intent 

and outcome of the #MeToo movement, including references to empowerment and 
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positive change. Those that were  strictly neutral in tone – for example, reporting on 

individuals who were involved without any mention of normatively positive or negative 

implications – were coded as neutral. Finally, those that involved negative descriptors of 

the movement, including reporting on how the movement has damaged men, violated 

due process, results in false accusations, or “gone too far,” were coded as negative. Our 

entire dataset of articles, with coding, is available with the supplemental appendix. 

 Our data show that positive coverage of the movement was more than 4 times more 

frequent than was negative coverage. Overall, twenty-three percent of the nearly 2,000 

articles that appeared in the New York Times over the two-year period we examined 

were distinctly positive in their portrayal of the #MeToo movement. Only 5 percent of the 

media coverage was negative. The remaining majority (72%) was neutral in tone. 

Although the New York Times is but one media outlet, empirical research shows that it 

plays a strong role in “inter-media agenda setting,” or determining what other news and 

television outlets report (Golan 2007). For that reason, scholars frequently use New York 

Times coverage as a proxy for the general tone in reporting across the United States (e.g. 

Collins and Cooper 2016; McLaughlin et al. 2010, p. 331; Nelson and Scott 1992; 

Robinson 2016). Our data thus suggest that media reporting on the #MeToo movement 

was largely positive in nature and, only in rare cases, negative 
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