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Legalize cannabis? Effects of party cues on attitudes
to a controversial policy proposal
Hanna Bäck a, Annika Fredén b and Emma A. Renström c

aDepartment of Political Science, Lund University, Lund, Sweden; bDepartment of Political
Science, Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden; cDepartment of Psychology, Gothenburg
University, Goteborg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article focuses on how party identity can shape policy support or
opposition to the controversial issue of legalizing cannabis in Sweden, which
is strongly opposed by the public. In a survey experiment (N = 3612), we
manipulated if a message that supported or opposed a policy proposal to
legalize cannabis was presented by a representative of the own party or an
outgroup party. Results showed increased opposition to the proposal when
the ingroup party opposed the policy and when the outgroup party
endorsed the policy. When the ingroup party endorsed the policy and when
the outgroup party opposed the policy, attitudes to the policy were not
influenced. We argue that prior attitudes moderate how ingroup- and
outgroup party messages are processed and that voters do not blindly follow
the party line. Only when the own party presents a position that coincides
with the individual’s prior position, are attitudes strengthened and voters
follow the party line. Attitudes are also strengthened as a way to increase
distance to a disliked outgroup party. When the party cue contradicts prior
beliefs (ingroup-endorse; outgroup-oppose), the information is ignored,
which allows individuals to retain their view of the party, be it positive or
negative.

ARTICLE HISTORY Received 19 May 2020; Accepted 8 February 2021

Introduction

This article aims to understand how party identity influences opposition
towards, or support for a controversial policy proposal. Party sympathy is
often used as a heuristic in political decision making, and political actors func-
tion as cues that play important roles in shaping public opinion (Nicholson
2012). While much of this research is based in a US context, party persuasion
and source cues have been less explored in systems with greater number of
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parties, although there are notable exceptions (e. g. Brader and Tucker 2012;
Torcal, Martini, and Orriols 2018). We here focus on the case of Sweden, a pro-
portional representational system with multiple parties.

Our theoretical argument draws on social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner
1986), and we assume that social identification with a party influences how
individuals form impressions of both their ingroup (the party they support)
and outgroup (the party they oppose), and their members (Bankert, Huddy,
and Rosema 2017; Huddy, Bankert, and Davies 2018; Renström, Bäck, and
Schmeisser 2020; Torcal, Martini, and Orriols 2018). According to social iden-
tity theory, when an ingroup party representative expresses opinions on pol-
icies, voters should follow their lead (Brader and Tucker 2012). Shared
expectations about what party supporters should do, so-called injunctive
norms, strongly influence how identification with the party shapes behavior
(Pickup, Kimbrough, and de Rooij 2020). Moreover, when an outgroup party
representative expresses an opinion on a policy, it should have the opposite
effect, that is, the voter should try distance themselves from the undesired
party (Nicholson 2012; Huddy, Bankert, and Davies 2018). When it comes to
controversial policies however, we argue that this pattern may be moderated,
because the individual harbors attitudes and feelings related to the issue,
which are likely to influence the decision. In line with this argument, research
from the US context shows that party loyalty may vary with salience of the
issue (Mummolo, Peterson, and Westwood 2019). Here we draw on previous
research which has shown that prior attitudes influence information proces-
sing such that attitudinally congruent information is evaluated as stronger
than incongruent information (Taber and Lodge 2006). Moreover, citizens
may actually shift their opinion away from their party’s position, if they thour-
oughly process compelling policy information that is supportive of an alterna-
tive view (Boudreau and Mackenzie 2014, 2018).

Hence, voters do not just blindly follow the party’s lead, but are influenced
by their prior beliefs and knowledge. According to the dual-process model of
attitude change (Eagly and Chaiken 1993), heuristics and cues are mainly
used when individuals are uninvested in an issue. Therefore it is important
to explore how citizens’ react to party cues when the issue at hand is contro-
versial and they are likely to already have a strong opinion on the matter.

We evaluate the potential impact of party cues conducting a survey exper-
iment with about 3,600 respondents in Sweden, focusing on the controversial
issue of whether cannabis should be legalized for private use. In the Swedish
case, the parties in general take a conservative stance, and the general popu-
lation is strongly against legalization. Respondents were randomly assigned to
receive an endorsing or opposing cue, presented by a representative of their
in- or outgroup party, on a policy proposal to legalize private use of cannabis.

Our results show that the message on a controversial proposal increased
individuals’ opposition to the proposal in two instances; when the ingroup
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party opposed the policy and hence was in line with the participant’s view
and positive ingroup image, and when the policy was endorsed by the
outgoup party, and hence could support a negative view of the outgroup
party. However, when the ingroup party endorsed the policy, contradicting
the participant’s beliefs, and when the outgroup party opposed the policy,
supportive of the participant’s beliefs, the attitudes remained unchanged.
Hence, party cues clearly matter for an individual’s attitudes on a controver-
sial issue. However, the results differ from previous research in that we only
see a strengthening of the own position, but not a weakening or attitude
shift, which indicates that prior attitude position on controversial issues influ-
ences how party cues are processed.

Theoretical argument and hypotheses

Social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986) is one of the most influential
social psychological theories and has been highly influential within the field
of political psychology, explaining various forms of political attitudes and
behavior. The basic idea of social identity theory is that individuals form
emotional attachments to the groups that they belong to and that groups
constitute parts of an individual’s identity. These groups, called ingroups,
become an extension of the individual, inevitably leading to biases in
efforts to construct positive ingroup views and often also negative outgroup
views (Brewer 1991). As a social identity, party sympathy therefore affects how
impressions of the ingroup and outgroup party and its members are formed
(Ditto et al. 2018; Iyengar et al. 2019; Renström, Bäck, and Schmeisser 2020),
which most likely influences how messages from these groups are processed.

Hence, intergroup differentiation leads to biases in perceptions of others
and the messages that they convey. Most biases in social perception aim
to keep a positive ingroup image (or self-image), and the ingroups (and its
members) are expected to act in positive ways, which increases positive
evaluations and strengthens identification. Simultaneously, negative out-
group behavior functions to differentiate and distance the individual from
the (out)group. However, when ingroup members display negative behavior,
or when outgroup members display positive behavior, this creates disso-
nance between the observed and desired view of the groups. To handle
such situations, people may simply disregard contradictory information and
attribute it temporary circumstances – a phenomenon called the ultimate
attribution error (Hewstone 1990), which has the goal of making it possible
to retain the previous view of the group – be it a positive ingroup view or
a negative outgroup view. In line with this, Taber and Lodge (2006) discuss
“disconfirmation bias”, which entails the uncritical bolstering of information
in line with prior attitudes and the disregard of attitudinally incongruent
information.
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Put in a political context, a message that comes from an ingroup party
should be more persuasive if it is attitudinally congruent with the individual’s
own position, compared to an attitudinally incongruent message, which
should be left more or less unattended. Conversely, a message from an out-
group party should strengthen the prior attitude if the message is incongru-
ent with this prior attitude, which increases distance to the outgroup and
functions to confirm a negative outgroup image. However, if the outgroup
presents a message that is congruent with the individual’s prior attitude,
they may simply disregard this information.

Hence, as described in the introduction, our theoretical argument draws
on previous research which suggests that when an ingroup party representa-
tive expresses opinions on policies, voters should follow this kind of party cue
(Brader and Tucker 2012), and when an outgroup party representative
expresses an opinion on a policy, the voter should distance themselves
from the undesired party (Nicholson 2012). However, when dealing with con-
troversial policies, where the voter is likely to hold strong opinions and feel-
ings related to the issue, such attitudes are likely to influence the voter’s
decision whether or not to follow the party cue. Here, the prior attitude
will moderate the impact of party cues, and we thus hypothesize that:

(H1) When a party cue is congruent with the own attitude position (opposition
to a controversial policy proposal), ingroup party cues will strengthen the atti-
tude position, while outgroup party cues will be left unattended.

(H2) When a party cue contradicts the prior attitude (endorsement of a contro-
versial policy proposal), ingroup party cues will be left unattended, while out-
group party cues will polarize (distance) and strengthen the prior attitude.

Materials and methods

The case: legalization of cannabis for private use in Sweden

Some political issues do not have a clear association to a particular leader or
party (compare Walgrave, Lefevere, and Tresch 2012), which can be said for
the case about legalization of cannabis in Sweden. While private use of Can-
nabis has become legal in many parts of North America and the public is
increasingly positive (Resko et al. 2019), it is still a very politically controversial
issue in Sweden (Larsson, 2019), and no party outspokenly supports such a
policy proposal (SVT 2017). However, more recently, some parties have
suggested a review of the current policies (Reuterskiöld 2019), and younger
representatives from the centre-liberal or green political parties argue that
Sweden should loosen the restrictive policies in favor of a more liberal
stance (see for example, Ling 2020). Yet, the party (and public) mainstream
view is largely against cannabis for private use. According to data drawn
from a representative survey performed in 2016, 65% of the respondents
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were strongly opposed a proposal to legalize cannabis.1 We thus situate the
study in a context where most citizens oppose legalization of cannabis to for-
mulate messages that are congruent or incongruent with this prior stance.

To briefly describe the context, Sweden employs a proportional electoral
system, and a multiparty system characterized by a left-wing bloc led by
the Social Democrats, a right-wing bloc led by the Moderates, and the popu-
list anti-immigration party, the Sweden Democrats. Data were collected
during a period in between two general elections in Sweden, and about
one year before the coming general election. It was thus an important
period for shaping policy preferences, but it was not a period of the most
intense campaigning by the political parties. During the period, the Social
Democrats and the Green party were in government.

Experimental design and procedure

We designed a survey experiment to test the hypotheses about the relation-
ship between party cues and party identity on attitude formation to a contro-
versial policy. The design was a 3 (sender group: ingroup/outgroup/
anonymous) x 2 (message: endorsing/opposing) between groups factorial
design, resulting in 6 conditions. We also added a control condition where
participants did not get any information about the proposal, but just rated
their attitude position. This functions as a baseline of attitude position
against which we compare the other conditions.

The experiment was run at the Laboratory of Opinion Research (LORe)
Citizen panel at the Society Opinion and Media (SOM) Institute at the Univer-
sity of Gothenburg, Sweden 14 June–14 August 2017, one year before the
next general election. 5000 self-recruited members of the panel were
invited, and 3612 responded. There were 1291 (35.7%) women, 2262
(62.6%) men, 18 participants (0.5%) stated other gender and 41 (1.1%) did
not answer. Mean age was 52 (SD = 14.6). Most participants, 2692 (75%)
had some form of higher education (college or university), 89 participants
(2.5% had basic schooling), 475 participants (13%) had the equivalent of
high school, 301 (8%) had post high school education that was not
college/university (usually some sort of vocational training), and finally, 4 par-
ticipants (0.1%) had not completed basic schooling. Hence, our sample has
higher education level, consists of more men and is slightly older compared
to the population as a whole. We control for these socio-economic character-
istics in the main analyses.2

In the experiment, respondents were randomly assigned to a policy propo-
sal stance on the legalization of cannabis from a party that they preferred, a
party that they disliked, or an anonymous sender. The participant received
preferred party treatment based on declared vote intention in a previous
wave of the same Internet Campaign Panel. As an indicator of the “least
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preferred” party we used a proxy, which was the rightwing populist party the
Sweden Democrats for all participants except for this party’s own supporters
who got the most leftist party, the Left party, as the treatment for their least
preferred party. The reason to choose the Sweden Democrats (SD) as a least
preferred party for mainstream party supporters was pragmatic, and is based
on the fact that previous studies show that SD is the most disliked party
among mainstream parties, who have treated this party as a “pariah”, and
that it has, up until recently been the least liked party among all parties’ sup-
porters except for the Moderate party supporters (Oscarsson, 2017; Sanner-
stedt 2015). In the message, an anonymized representative of the party
declared a stance that either endorsed or opposed a policy proposal to lega-
lize cannabis. The message in the party treatments was accompanied by the
party’s current graphical logotype (see Appendix for example screenshots of
the experimental treatment).

After reading the message, respondents rated on their attitude to the pro-
posal on a 5-point scale, from very positive, somewhat positive, neutral,
somewhat negative to very negative toward the policy proposal to legalize
cannabis.3 After the experiment, participants were debriefed about the inten-
tions of the study and participants randomized to the party information con-
ditions were informed that the message that they had received was
manipulated.4

Empirical analyses

Figure 1 shows means for the different conditions. More detailed information
is found in the Appendix. As can be seen, participants were relatively negative
in the control condition. The average in this group was a 3.84 on a 5-point
scale (higher values indicate more negative attitude). The results for this
group also show that a majority of the participants were very negative to
the proposal to legalize cannabis – less than 20% of the participants stated
that they were very positive or somewhat positive to the suggestion (i. e. 1
or 2 on the scale), and 63% were somewhat negative or very negative (4 or
5 on the scale). The distribution is shown in the Appendix.

To test our hypotheses that attitude congruent ingroup party cues will
strengthen the own position, while attitude congruent outgroup party cues
will be left unattended (H1), and that attitude incongruent ingroup party
cues will be left unattended, while incongruent outgroup party cues will
polarize (strengthen prior attitude) (H2), we ran an anova with policy attitude
as dependent variable. We created a new variable where values specified
each cell in the design, and hence it had 7 levels (ingroup-endorse;
ingroup-oppose; outgroup-endorse; outgrup-oppose; anonymous-endorse;
anonymous-oppose; control). We also included age, gender and education
level as covariates. The results are shown in Figure 1.
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The results showed a main effect of condition on policy attitude, F(6,3509)
= 4.07, p < .0001, h2

p = .007. Pairwise follow up comparisons with Bonferroni
corrections revealed that both the ingroup-oppose, p = .046, Cohen’s d =
0.19, and the outgroup-endorse, p = .002,5 Cohen’s d = 0.25, significantly
differed to the control group. There was no significant difference between
the control condition and the ingroup-endorse and outgroup-oppose con-
ditions. There were no differences between the anonymous condition and
the control condition.

The results support our hypotheses that when a party cue is attitudinally
congruent, prior attitudes are strengthened when the cue is presented by
the ingroup party, but attitudes are unaffected when the cue is presented
by the outgroup party. Also, when the party cue is attitudinally incongru-
ent, ingroup party cues are left unattended while outgroup party cues func-
tion polarizing and strengthen prior attitude, that is opposition to the
policy.

To further evaluate the hypotheses, we made pairwise comparisons
between ingroup-endorse and control, and outgroup-oppose and control,
and calculated the Bayes factor for these two comparisons. This test allows
to compare the likelihood of the data given the null hypothesis with the like-
lihood of the data given the alternative hypothesis (i. e. no difference
between ingroup-endorse/outgroup-oppose conditions and control vs differ-
ence between ingroup-endorse/outgroup-oppose conditions and control).
As the Bayes factor increases, there is more support in favor of the null

Figure 1. Mean attitude ratings on the proposal to legalize cannabis in Sweden across
the different experimental conditions. Error bars show 95% confidence intervals. Note
that the Y-axis has been cut at 3, i.e. representing the opposition side of the scale.

JOURNAL OF ELECTIONS, PUBLIC OPINION AND PARTIES 495



hypothesis (no difference) compared to the alternative hypothesis (differ-
ence) (Jarosz and Wiley 2014). The Bayes factor in this case was 19.62
(ingroup-endorse) and 20.78 (outgroup-oppose), which indicates that the
null hypothesis is about 20 times more likely than the alternative hypothesis,
and hence strengthens the finding that these messages are left unattended.

To summarize, the analyses show that the cue on a controversial proposal
strengthens party supporters’ prior attitudes when the cue originated in the
own party and was attitudinally congruent (opposing the proposal), but also
when the cue originated in the outgroup party and was attitudinally incon-
gruent. Hence, when the outgroup party endorsed the policy, people
reacted with distancing, and strengthening the own prior position. When
the cue was either attitudinally incongruent but originated in the ingroup
party, or when the cue was attitudinally congruent but originated in the out-
group party, the cue did not affect individuals’ attitude position. Finally, when
the cue originated from an anonymous sender, there was no change in atti-
tudes regardless of whether the cue was congruent or incongruent with prior
attitudes.

Discussion

The experimental study presented here shows that party sympathy and
antipathy matters for how a message is perceived when the issue is contro-
versial, and involvement should be fairly high, depending on party source
and policy position of the cue. The results found here show that when
party cues are attitudinally congruent, ingroup party cues strengthen the
position, while outgroup party cues are left unattended. When party cues
are attitudinally incongruent, ingroup party cues are ignored, while outgroup
party cues polarize and increase differences to the outgroup party. When the
cues come from an anonymous source, the attitudes are unaffected indicat-
ing that quality of the argument is less relevant than the party source.

These results are in line with social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1986),
and the ultimate attribution error (Hewstone 1990), which motivates individ-
uals to uphold a positive ingroup image, and a negative outgroup image.
They are also in line with directional partizan goals in partizan motivated
reasoning literature (e. g. Taber and Lodge 2006). However, participants
also seem to be motivated and affected by substantive information and accu-
racy goals since they do not blindly follow the party’s lead (Taber and Lodge
2006; Brader and Tucker 2012; Boudreau and Mackenzie 2014). The effect of
party identity on attitude shift is thus likely to be conditioned upon the indi-
vidual’s motivation – investment in an issue, or just knowledge (Bolsen,
Druckman, and Cook 2014; Torcal, Martini, and Orriols 2018). We here
focused on an issue, legalization of cannabis, that is highly controversial,
which most (Swedish) citizens have strong negative feelings about, which
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should function to increase accuracy goals. If participants were solely driven
by directional goals, they would have swayed more in the direction of their
inparty’s presented position regardless of what the position was. Because
the information provided to the participant made clear that it was one repre-
sentative of the party that either endorsed or opposed the policy, it should
have been fairly easy for the participants to ignore unwanted information,
by attributing the position advanced to the specific representative and not
the party as a whole. This would allow the participant to uphold their view
of the party.

Some limitations are worth noting. We used the rightwing populist
Sweden Democrats (SD) as the outgroup party for all participants except
those identifying with SD. This could affect the outcome since some
parties, such as the largest right-wing party, the Moderates, has distanced
itself less toward SD in recent years. Future reseach should ideally use more
direct measures of the individual’s outgroup party. Moreover, even though
the effects found here were significant, they were fairly modest. One reason
for this may be that we treated all participants as being opposed to legaliza-
tion of cannabis, and even though this was true for most participants, a
proper pre-treatment attitude measure should provide more reliable
results. Nonetheless, since a part of the sample (barely 20% if we draw on
our control group results) can be expected to be positive to legalize cannabis,
the found effects are likely to be an underestimation of party cue effects.

The outcome of this study is important since it gives further nuance to
some recent studies that it is the parties, rather than voters, who take the
lead in forming opinions (e.g. Barber and Pope 2019). Our study shows that
citizens’ interpretations of the party cue is contingent on their prior beliefs
about what the party stands for in relation to themselves. Parties can empha-
size certain elements of their repertoire to convince their core voters of their
competence – however, voters will not follow them blindly. Since voters, at
least in the European context, are becoming more volatile, sensitivity
toward potentially changing public attitudes in controversial issues is likely
to be important for the parties if they want to keep their voters. Hence, it
is clearly not always possible for the party to simply sway their supporters’
opinions by making statements and relying on that the supporters will
change their opinion to keep a congruent image of the ingroup party – on
some issues that may have to use more complex strategies if they want to
alter the attitudes of their clientele in a specific direction.

Notes

1. Data were accessed in collaboration with Henrik Ekengren Oscarsson, University
of Gothenburg and the editors of the 2017 SOM antology (Andersson et al.
2017). https://snd.gu.se/en/catalogue/study/snd1043
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2. Gender was dummy coded as women = 1, men = 0, and education on a 9-
graded scale from not completed basic schooling to having a PhD.

3. The scaling of the variable is based on the 2016 National SOM survey. We have
treated this variable as interval level in the manuscript but since it contains few
scale steps, we also ran additional analyses treating it as ordinal. These are
shown in the appendix. Since the results did not differ we present the more
intuitive parametric approach.

4. The following information was shown: “The text where a representative from a
political party declared a policy position was fictive for this study and does not
necessarily represent the view of the party.”

5. There were also significant differences within the ingroup condition between
the endorsing and opposing message, p = .02, and between the endorsing
and opposing message within the outgroup condition, p = .002. There were
also significant differences between the outgroup and ingroup within the
opposing message condition, p = .036, and between the outgroup and
ingroup within the endorsing condition, p = .001. However, these effects are
mainly due to a strengthening in opposition to the policy in the ingroup-endor-
sing and outgroup-opposing conditions, as they do not differ to the control
condition.
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