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SUMMARY
The U.S. is experiencing heightened political and social division. On social media, this 
often makes it difficult for people to talk with others whose beliefs do not align with theirs. 

Our new research explores the use of “connective language” as a way to help people 
better connect with each other and enjoy their online experience. The findings suggest 
that people can improve their online discussions by using this type of language in their 
posts. It also suggests social media platforms should optimize algorithms to surface 
these posts more often.
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THE PROBLEM
The United States is more divided today than at any point in recent memory.1 This 
divisiveness plays out on social media, making it challenging for people to talk to those who 
are not ideologically aligned with them. Divisiveness poses a problem for society because 
it can limit people’s ability to work together and discuss problems in a thoughtful manner,2 
and, ultimately, can undermine our democracy.

Center for Media Engagement research offers a solution to this problem—encouraging 
the use of “connective language” online.3 Connective language expresses an openness to 
other perspectives and a humble approach to presenting one’s viewpoints.4 Examples of 
connective language include phrases such as “correct me if I’m wrong” or “this is just my 
opinion.” 

This study experimentally tests whether using connective language (versus non-connective 
language) in social media posts will lead to better outcomes, such as greater enjoyment 
of the experience and more connection between people. This research is part of our 
connective democracy initiative, funded by the John S. and James L. Knight Foundation. 
Connective democracy seeks to find practical solutions to the problem of divisiveness. 

https://mediaengagement.org/connective-democracy-initiative/
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KEY FINDINGS
•	 People spent more time on the page with a connective Facebook post about 

politics, compared to a non-connective post about politics. But people were not 
more likely to engage with (e.g., reply to or “like,” etc.) a connective post.

•	 People found reading a connective post about politics more enjoyable than 
reading a non-connective post about politics, especially if the content aligned with 
their beliefs.

•	 Reading a connective post led to fewer emotions, whether positive or negative, 
compared to a non-connective post.

•	 People felt less manipulated by a connective post and were less likely to argue 
against the message.

•	 Compared to reading a non-connective post, reading a connective post had no 
effect on how politically polarized people perceived like-minded or opposing 
partisans to be. It also had no effect on how people felt toward those who share 
their political beliefs or those who have different beliefs.

IMPLICATIONS
•	 Social media platforms should optimize their algorithms so that connective posts 

surface more often.

•	 The public can improve online discussions by incorporating connective phrasing 
into their social media posts.
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FULL FINDINGS
Participants were shown a single Facebook post that conveyed the same opinion but was 
written in either a connective or non-connective manner. A third of participants saw a post 
that aligned with their ideological beliefs, a third saw a post that did not align with their 
beliefs, and a third saw a neutral post.

Engagement 
Participants spent more time on the page when viewing a connective post, compared to a 
non-connective post.5 But people were not more likely to engage with (e.g., reply to or “like,” 
etc.) a connective post.6 Overall, 106 participants added reactions (e.g., “like” or “haha”) in 
response to the post they viewed, and 17 participants posted replies. 

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Scores are significantly different at p < .001.
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Enjoyment
Results showed that participants enjoyed reading a connective post significantly more than 
a non-connective post,7 especially if the post aligned with their beliefs.8

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Participants rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) their agreement or disagreement with 
seven statements about their enjoyment of the post, and their responses were averaged together. The average 
scores differ significantly at p < .001.
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Emotions
Results demonstrated that viewing a connective post led to significantly fewer emotions, 
both negative and positive, compared to viewing a non-connective post.9

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Participants rated from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) to indicate how much they felt 11 
emotions “when reading the post.” Responses were averaged together. Emotional states differed at p < .001 
between connective and non-connective posts for both positive and negative emotions.
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Feelings of Manipulation and Counter-Arguing
Our findings showed that people felt less manipulated or controlled10 by a connective 
post and were less likely to argue against the message11 than when viewing a non-
connective post. 

We also wanted to understand what people thought about when they were reading a 
connective post versus a non-connective post. We asked participants to list up to 10 
statements that described their thoughts while reading the Facebook post.12 Analysis of 
participants’ statements showed that those who read a connective post were less likely 
to list statements that expressed disagreement.13

Data from the Center for Media Engagement

Notes: Participants rated on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) on separate questions 
about counter-arguments and feelings of being manipulated or of losing control. Average scores are shown, 
which differ at p < .001 for both feelings of manipulation or control and likeliness to counter-argue.
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Perception of Polarization
Our findings showed that exposure to a connective post had no effect on how polarized 
people perceived like-minded or opposing partisans to be, compared to exposure to a 
non-connective post.14 Results also showed that exposure to a connective post had no 
effect on how people felt toward those who share their political beliefs or those who have 
different beliefs.15

METHODOLOGY
Participants were recruited through Prolific, an online platform designed to aid scholars 
in recruiting research participants. Prolific provides access to more than 200,000 global 
active users, including 16,000 in the United States. Participants opt into studies and are 
paid through Prolific. Our participants had to be U.S. residents who are 18 or older. We set 
up quotas for political beliefs and recruited roughly half participants who are Democrats 
and half who are Republicans. This is not a random or representative sample. 

After consenting,16 participants (N = 2,032)17 were randomly assigned to see one of 12 
Facebook posts about politics. Half the posts were written in a connective manner, and 
half were not. A third of participants were shown a post that aligned with their ideological 
beliefs, a third saw a post not aligned with their beliefs, and a third saw a neutral post.

The post appeared to participants on a fully interactive replica of a Facebook page created 
by our research team. People could “like” or reply to posts, just like on Facebook. Content 
for the posts was scraped from social media to enhance realism, although a few words 
were changed for clarity.

Participants were paid $3 each for completing the study, which took about 13.45 minutes 
on average to finish. Data were collected from June 25 to July 8, 2025. To help ensure 
that participants read the stimuli, we asked people if they could see the stimuli and had 
read it and excluded data for those who answered no. We also put a timer on the stimuli 
survey page that required that participants spend at least 20 seconds on the page before 
advancing. 
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Participant Demographics

 N = 2,032

Gender

Women 42.9%

Men 56.3

Non-Binary 0.8

Age

18-29 23.9

30-49 50.6

50-64 20.4

65 and older 5.1

Hispanic, Latino, Latina, Latinx

No 7.3

Yes 92.7

Race/Ethnicity

Asian/Pacific Islander 4.6

Black/African-American 20.7

White/Caucasian 70.6

Native American/Alaska Native 0.6

Other/Multiracial 2.1

Prefer Not to Respond 1.4

Education

High School Degree or Less 9.1

Some College, Trade School 20.3

Bachelor’s Degree or More 70.6

Household Income

Less than $49,999 23.6

$50,000 to $99,999 37.6

$100,000 or More 38.8

Political Beliefs

Democrat/Democrat-Leaning 50.4

Republican/Republican-Leaning 49.6

Data from the Center for Media Engagement
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