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Empirical Research Paper

“If you eat one cookie today, tomorrow you’ll want to eat 
ten, and before you know it, you’ll have gained 10 pounds.” 
Likely, you have heard (or perhaps even said) such a state-
ment before. Statements like this are called slippery slope 
arguments (SSAs), an intuitive metaphor for arguments with 
a characteristic structure. While there is not a “canonical” 
SSA format or formula, most SSAs share a common basic 
outline: If relatively innocuous Action A occurs, more nega-
tive Consequence C will occur in the future (often with inter-
mediate Between Steps B1–Bn); therefore, to prevent the 
harmful occurrence of C, we should avoid taking A (Lode, 
1999; Schauer, 1985). By connecting a small, seemingly 
inoffensive change with a larger, worse outcome in the 
future, SSAs seek to make that initial change itself seem dan-
gerous and thus something to avoid. SSAs of this form are 
used widely to argue for particular positions, decisions, or 
policies in domains such as politics (van der Burg, 1991), 
law (Lode, 1999), and ethics (Lamb, 1988; Launis, 2002).

Traditionally, slippery slope argumentation as a topic has 
been discussed in philosophy and law (for example, see 
Volokh, 2003; Walton, 2015). Despite their broad applica-
tion, however, there have been only a few lines of empirical 
research into the psychological factors that drive slippery 
slope thinking. Corner and colleagues (2011) found that 

people’s endorsement of individual SSAs was based on fea-
tures of the arguments themselves such as the evaluated 
probability of the steps in the SSA chain and the degree of 
category overlap between the initial action and the final con-
sequence. Haigh et al. (2016) found that evaluations of 
SSAs can also be influenced by source characteristics (i.e., 
attributes of the person making the argument): For example, 
SSAs are rated as more persuasive if the conclusion seems 
consistent with the speaker’s values. Finally, Adelman and 
colleagues (2021) identified individual differences in gen-
eral propensities to endorse slippery slope thinking, and that 
this tendency negatively correlated with factors such as gen-
eralized trust in others and sense of control and positively 
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correlated with conspiratorial thinking. In the present 
research, we extend this past work to better understand the 
psychology of slippery slope thinking and logical reasoning 
more broadly.

We center this investigation on the role of political ideolo-
gies in slippery slope thinking. Politics is among the real-
world domains in which slippery slope thinking is most 
commonly observed (Stenvoll, 2008): Politicians and pun-
dits frequently employ SSAs to persuade others of certain 
policy positions (Stenvoll, 2008). Will raising taxes now 
open the door to greater tax increases downstream? Will 
increasing military involvement in this conflict lead to par-
ticipating in other, larger conflicts? Understanding the ideo-
logical correlates of slippery slope thinking—who is most 
persuaded by such arguments and why—will thus provide 
important practical and theoretical insights into political 
behavior.

Past research on political psychology appears to support 
three alternative—and partially conflicting—hypotheses 
regarding how slippery slope thinking may relate to politi-
cal ideology. Specifically, different political attitudes— 
ideological extremity, political liberalism, and political 
conservatism—have all been shown to relate to distinct 
psychological correlates that could theoretically predict 
slippery slope thinking.

H1: Extremity and Slippery Slope Thinking

Some research suggests that ideological extremists (i.e., 
individuals who are strongly liberal or strongly conserva-
tive, relative to moderates) will be most prone to slippery 
slope thinking. Political extremists—versus moderates—
are argued to be more cognitively rigid (Zmigrod et  al., 
2020), to engage in greater motivated reasoning (Kahan, 
2013; Toner et al., 2013), and to view politics in more sim-
plistic terms (Lammers et al., 2017). Insofar as SSAs offer 
relatively simplistic predictions and resolutions for com-
plex questions (e.g., clear causal chains between causes and 
effects), extremists might find these arguments particularly 
compelling.

H2: Liberalism and Slippery Slope Thinking

A separate body of work suggests that political liberals (also 
known as left-wing or progressive individuals) would be 
more susceptible to slippery slope thinking. Support for this 
hypothesis comes from research on “concept creep” (Haslam, 
2016; Haslam et al., 2021), the gradual expansion in the defi-
nition and use of certain categories to encompass a wider set 
of exemplars. For example, Haslam (2016) argues that the 
concept of “abuse” has expanded beyond requiring direct 
physical contact to include new subtypes like emotional abuse 
and neglect. Because the concepts that have “crept” (i.e., 
expanded) are primarily related to harm (Haslam, 2016), and 
liberals place greater moral emphasis on harm (e.g., Graham 
et al., 2009), liberals are argued to be particularly prone to 

concept creep (Haidt, 2016; Haslam et al., 2020). Furthermore, 
concept creep and slippery slope thinking appear to share the 
same cognitive mechanism: A perceived conceptual overlap 
between different negative acts (Corner et al., 2011). Thus, 
concept creep and slippery slope thinking appear to both rely 
on (negative) concepts being grouped together and evaluated 
as belonging to a shared category—and both may therefore be 
more common among liberals.

H3: Conservatism and Slippery Slope Thinking

Finally, yet another body of psychological research provides 
reason to predict that slippery slope thinking might instead 
be more common among political conservatives (also known 
as right-wing individuals). In particular, conservatives tend 
to be more averse to change and to place greater value on 
tradition and maintaining the status quo (i.e., existing states 
of affairs; Jost, 2017; Jost et al., 2003). Moreover, political 
conservatives have been argued to rely more strongly on 
intuition and heuristics than political liberals (Deppe et al., 
2015; Talhelm et al., 2015): To the extent that SSAs provide 
plausible sequences of events, conservatives may be particu-
larly susceptible to their intuitive appeal (Svedholm-
Häkkinen & Kiikeri, 2022). By extension, prompts to engage 
in less intuitive thinking may reduce conservative’s use of 
slippery slope thinking.

Present Research.  Across 15 studies, we tested these compet-
ing hypotheses using correlational, experimental, and natural 
language processing methodologies. We recruited samples 
from four different nations in four different languages (Stud-
ies 1, 3, and 5–8 recruited from the United States in English, 
Study 2a from the Netherlands in Dutch, Study 2b from Fin-
land in Finnish, and Study 2c from Chile in Spanish). We 
also document two real-world implications of slippery slope 
thinking: social media activity (Study 4) and criminal policy 
support (Study 8). We report two of our studies in the Sup-
plemental Materials, ruling out a potential alternative expla-
nation regarding gender stereotypes (Study S1) and serving 
as an initial pilot study for our hypothesized mechanism 
(Study S2). In our survey studies, we ask participants to self-
report their political attitudes, which we then use as a con-
tinuous measure of political ideology (from liberal/left wing 
to conservative/right wing) and additionally use to calculate 
political extremity (from moderate to extremely [liberal/con-
servative]). We preregistered all studies besides Studies 1a, 
1b, 2a, and 3. All preregistration information, materials, data, 
and analysis scripts are available on the Open Science 
Framework (OSF) page for this project, https://osf.io/
jvb8d/?view_only=c2ca111c9e0e45ab8bf504bc51d63adb.

Studies 1a–1d

For the first tests of these hypotheses, we assessed judg-
ments of prototypical SSAs. We collected arguments from 
logic textbooks and philosophy websites (e.g., the Stanford 

https://osf.io/jvb8d/?view_only=c2ca111c9e0e45ab8bf504bc51d63adb
https://osf.io/jvb8d/?view_only=c2ca111c9e0e45ab8bf504bc51d63adb
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Encyclopedia of Philosophy), avoiding arguments that 
(explicitly or tacitly) dealt with political/politicized issues 
(e.g., abortion, same-sex marriage, euthanasia). Studies 
1a-1d followed a similar methodology: Participants rated 
slippery slope-style arguments and reported their political 
ideology.

Study 1a Method

Participants.  We conducted a power analysis for 80% power 
and an expected effect size of r = .2, based on similar effects 
in the literature (e.g., Ruisch & Stern, 2021). This suggested 
a target sample size of 191 participants, which we increased 
to 200. In all future studies, we aimed to recruit sample sizes 
of at least this size, increasing when possible based on avail-
able resources to further maximize power. In Study 1a, we 
recruited 200 participants (110 men, 89 women, 1 did not 
report; Mage = 34.6, SDage = 10.4) from Amazon’s Mechani-
cal Turk (for a discussion of this platform as a research tool, 
see Buhrmester et al., 2011).

Procedure.  After providing informed consent, participants 
were told that they would be asked to rate several arguments 
according to how logical or illogical they perceived them to 
be. They were also specifically informed that “we are NOT 
interested in whether you agree with the conclusion of the 
argument—we simply wish to know the degree to which you 
see the conclusion as following logically from the argument 
that is made.”

After receiving these instructions, participants viewed six 
SSAs (see Table 1), presented on the screen one at a time (α 
= .71). We developed these arguments based on naturally 
occurring SSAs collected in logic textbooks and philosophy 

websites (e.g., the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy). 
Participants were asked to rate the soundness of each argu-
ment on a 9-point scale ranging from “Completely illogical” 
to “Completely logical,” with the midpoint labeled “Neither 
illogical nor logical.”

Following this, participants were asked to provide their age 
and gender. Finally, they rated their political orientation on a 
9-point scale from “Extremely Liberal” to “Extremely 
Conservative” (M = 3.90, SD = 2.27), with the midpoint 
labeled “Moderate” (a commonly used measure of political 
ideology; Jost, 2006; Linden et al., 2021). Consistent with past 
work (e.g., Brandt et  al., 2015), we calculated ideological 
extremity in all studies by “folding over” this scale to assess 
distance from the midpoint of the scale, resulting in a 5-point 
scale of extremity ranging from 0 (“Moderate”) to 4 (“Extremely 
[Liberal/Conservative])” (M = 2.10, SD = 1.39).

Study 1b Method

Participants.  Participants were recruited from a large univer-
sity in the Midwestern United States. Two hundred and 
eighty-five participants completed the study. Nine of these 
participants did not provide their political orientation, leav-
ing an analyzable sample of 276 participants (154 women, 
120 men, 2 nonbinary; Mage = 19.91, SDage = 4.28).

Procedure.  This study was part of a larger battery of ques-
tions assessing different research questions. Participants first 
completed several measures unrelated to the present hypoth-
eses. They then rated the same six SSAs from Study 1a (α = 
.66). Participants then responded to an issue-based measure 
of political conservatism, asking them to rate their support 
for U.S. action on six political issues (α = .77): accepting 

Table 1.  The Slippery Slope Arguments Used to Measure Slippery Slope Thinking, Based on Which Study They Were First Used.

Study Slippery slope argument

1a If we lower the drinking age, next thing we know kids will get to drive at age ten, and vote at fifteen.
1a Today late for ten minutes, tomorrow late for an hour, and then someday you will simply cease to show up.
1a If you break your diet and have one cookie tonight, you will just want to eat 10 cookies tomorrow, and before you know 

it, you will have gained back the 15 pounds you lost.
1a If you allow the students to redo this test, they are going to want to redo every assignment for the rest of the year.
1a You can never give anyone a break. If you do, they’ll walk all over you.
1a If you give in every time your baby cries, he will always pitch a fit to get what he wants, and he will end up in prison 

because you never set limits.
1c If Dan spends that extra $5 today, tomorrow he’ll spend an extra $20, and before you know it he’ll be completely broke.
1c If Jim eats that extra 100 calories today, tomorrow he’ll eat an extra 500, and before you know it he’ll have gained 15 

pounds.
1c If Simon’s parents let him skip washing the dishes today, then by next week he’ll stop taking out the trash as well, and by 

the end of the month, he’ll have completely stopped cleaning.
1c If we let Mark show up a minute late to work today, he’ll be 5 min late tomorrow, and before you know it he’ll be the 

last one to arrive.
1c If John gets a bad score on this test, he’ll fail the class. If John fails the class, he’s likely to fail out of school completely.
1c If Bill doesn’t keep his living room tidy, he’s likely to stop caring about the other rooms as well. If he stops caring about 

the other rooms, before you know it the whole house will collapse.
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refugees from other countries (reverse-scored); reducing 
income inequality among citizens (reverse-scored); pursuing 
aggressive foreign policy; enforcing border security and 
immigration policies; promoting lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer (LGBTQ) rights (reverse-scored); 
and promoting abortion rights (reverse-scored). Participants 
also rated their political orientation on the same self-place-
ment measure from Study 1a (M = 4.55, SD = 1.87), which 
was used to calculate political extremity (M = 1.44, SD = 
1.28). Finally, they provided demographic information.

Study 1c Method

Participants.  We recruited 251 participants from Mechanical 
Turk based on the power analysis discussed above. No 
demographic information was collected.

Procedure.  The study procedure closely mirrored that of 
Study 1a, but using a new set of six SSAs that followed a 
consistent, third-person structure: (ambiguously negative) 
Action A leads to (somewhat worse) Between Step B, which 
in turn leads to (considerably worse) Consequence C (see 
Table 1). Participants saw these arguments in randomized 
order, rating them on the same 9-point scale from Studies 1a 
and 1b (α = .78). Participants then indicated their political 
orientation on the same self-reported 9-point scale from 
Study 1a (M = 4.50, SD = 2.37), which we used to calculate 
political extremity (M = 1.96, SD = 1.41).

Study 1d Method

Participants.  Based on the power analysis outlined above, we 
set a target sample size of 250 participants, whom we 
recruited from Mechanical Turk. We received 251 responses 
(134 women, 117 men; Mage = 37.89, SDage = 11.97).

Procedure.  The procedure of this study closely mirrored that 
of our previous studies. Participants were asked to rate the 
six SSAs first used in Study 1a. In this study, however, rather 
than being asked to rate how logical these statements were, 
participants were instead asked to estimate the objective 
probability that these chains of negative events would actu-
ally occur (“In your opinion, what is the objective likelihood 
that this chain of events would actually occur?”), on a 100-
point scale from “Extremely unlikely” to “Extremely likely” 

with the midpoint labeled “Neither unlikely nor likely” (α = 
.78). This allowed us to further ensure that the effects we had 
documented were not driven by any particular feature of the 
response scale that we used in our previous studies (e.g., dif-
fering interpretations of what it means for a statement to be 
“completely logical”) and allowed us to more directly assess 
people’s predictions about what is likely to happen given a 
particular action. Participants then reported political ideol-
ogy using the 9-point scale from Study 1a (M = 4.57, SD = 
2.31), which we also used to calculate political extremity  
(M = 1.91, SD = 1.36).

Results

We first tested the extremity and slippery slope hypothesis 
(see Table 2 for a summary of results for Studies 1a–1d). We 
found no consistent evidence of an association between ideo-
logical extremity and slippery slope thinking: More extreme 
versus moderate individuals did not reliably differ in their 
degree of slippery slope thinking.

We then turned to testing the conservatism and liberalism 
hypotheses. In Studies 1a–1d, we found a significant associ-
ation between our self-identification ideology measure and 
ratings of the arguments, indicating a connection between 
political ideology and slippery slope thinking. The direction 
of this association was such that in each of the four studies, 
more conservative (vs. liberal) individuals rated the argu-
ments as being significantly more logical, supporting the 
conservatism and slippery slope hypothesis (see Table 2). 
Moreover, we conceptually replicated this significant asso-
ciation using the issue-based measure of ideology in Study 
1b, β = .20, t(274) = 3.29, p = .001. The association was 
also robust to controlling for participant age and gender: 
Study 1a: β = .31, t(195) = 4.54, p < .001; Study 1d: β = 
.18, t(247) = 2.90, p = .004. Finally, we additionally found 
that the effect of conservatism on slippery slope thinking was 
largely the same when examining individual arguments (see 
SM for more details), suggesting that the association between 
conservatism and slippery slope thinking manifests to an 
equivalent degree across different kinds of arguments, con-
texts, and content.

Taken together, the results from Studies 1a–1d provided 
clear support for the conservatism and slippery slope hypoth-
esis: Participants who were politically conservative tended to 
evaluate SSAs as more logical. In contrast, there was no 

Table 2.  Summary of Linear Regression Analyses for Studies 1a–1d.

Study Test of liberalism versus conservatism Test of political extremity

Study 1a β = .31, t(198) = 4.53, p < .001 β = -.12, t(198) = -1.66, p = .098
Study 1b β = .16, t(274) = 2.72, p = .007 β = -.07, t(274) = -1.14, p = .25
Study 1c β = .30, t(249) = 4.92, p < .001 β = -.02, t(249) = -0.38, p = .71
Study 1d β = .16, t(249) = 2.61, p = .01 β = -.02, t(249) = -0.36, p = .72

Note. For the test of liberalism versus conservatism, ideology was arranged such that higher values corresponded with more conservative identification. 
Therefore, the significant positive β weights indicate that conservatism (and not liberalism) was associated with greater slippery slope thinking.
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support for either the liberalism or the extremity hypotheses 
in any of these studies. We conducted a supplemental study 
using women as the agents in the arguments to rule out a 
potential alternative explanation rooted in gender stereotypes 
of men being seen as more impulsive and erratic in their 
behavior (see Study S1 in the SM).

Studies 2a–2c

We next examined the generalizability of these findings by 
recruiting samples from beyond the U.S. sociopolitical con-
text: the Netherlands (Study 2a), Finland (Study 2b), and 
Chile (Study 2c). Each of these countries offers a unique 
comparison against the United States. The Netherlands has a 
multi-party (vs. two-party) political system and substantially 
less political polarization (Adams et al., 2012; Reiljan, 2020). 
The majority language in Finland, Finnish (Suomi), is a 
Uralic language that differs markedly in its structure from 
the Indo-European languages (including English and Dutch) 
that are spoken throughout Europe and the Americas and by 
a plurality of people worldwide. Given that the “slippery 
slope” metaphor is linguistic in nature, examining the asso-
ciation between political beliefs and slippery slope thinking 
in a different linguistic tradition would provide additional 
generalizability. Finally, Chile differs from these WEIRD 
countries (Henrich et al., 2010) on key economic and cultural 
dimensions (Cordano et al., 2010; Guesalaga & Pitta, 2014), 
while also exhibiting a substantially different sociopolitical 
trajectory: Unlike the other nations that we examined, which 
were undergoing either a rightward shift (i.e., The United 
States under Donald Trump) or remaining relatively politi-
cally stable (i.e., Finland and the Netherlands), Chile was in 
the midst of a substantial leftward shift in its national politics 
(el Estallido Social) that culminated in a rewriting of the 
nation’s constitution led by progressive voices. Taken 
together, this cultural, political, and linguistic diversity 
offered an especially stringent test of the robustness and gen-
eralizability of the conservatism-slippery slope relation.

Study 2a Method

Participants.  We recruited 214 participants from Prolific 
Academic (120 men, 92 women, 2 different; Mage = 28.09, 
SDage = 9.06). All individuals over the age of 18 residing in 
the Netherlands were eligible to participate. Three partici-
pants failed the included attention check, and another 36 par-
ticipants did not provide a response to the attention check. 
For consistency with our previous studies, we nonetheless 
included these participants in the analyses. However, our 
effects are not substantively altered if these participants are 
excluded from analyses.

Procedure.  This study was a conceptual replication of Study 
1c. All study materials were translated into Dutch. Participants 
first provided demographic information, completed the 

attention check, and answered two questions unrelated to the 
current hypotheses. They then rated the six SSAs from Study 
1c using an 11-point scale ranging from “completely illogical” 
to “completely logical.” Due to a typing error, one argument 
was rendered largely nonsensical.1 We thus excluded ratings 
of this argument from analyses, focusing on the other five 
items (α = .63). However, none of our conclusions are sub-
stantively altered if the item was included. Participants then 
indicated their degree of general political conservatism/liber-
alism on a 7-point scale from “very left-wing” to “very right-
wing” (M = 3.47, SD = 1.44). Because the term “liberal” has 
a different meaning in the Netherlands and much of Western 
Europe, we instead used the more directly analogous terms 
“right-wing” and “left-wing.” We calculated political extrem-
ity in the same manner as in previous studies (M = 1.33, SD = 
0.77).

Study 2b Method

Participants.  We recruited 200 participants from Prolific 
Academic (Palan & Schitter, 2018). All individuals over the 
age of 18 residing in Finland were eligible to participate. We 
did not collect demographic information regarding gender or 
age. Only one participant failed our attention check. For con-
sistency with our previous studies, we nonetheless included 
this participant in our analyses. Our effects are not substan-
tively altered if this participant is excluded.

Procedure.  This study was a near-direct replication of Study 
2a. All study materials were translated into Finnish. Partici-
pants first rated the perceived logic of the six SSAs from 
Study 2 on the same nine-point scale from our previous stud-
ies (α = .78). They also responded to two exploratory ques-
tions unrelated to the present hypotheses. Participants then 
indicated their degree of general political conservatism/liber-
alism on a 9-point scale from “very liberal” to “very conser-
vative” (M = 3.69, SD = 1.65), which we also used to 
calculate political extremity (M = 1.75, SD = 1.78).

Study 2c Method

Participants.  We recruited 200 participants from Prolific 
Academic. All individuals over the age of 18 residing in 
Chile were eligible to participate. We did not measure demo-
graphic information or include any attention checks.

Procedure.  This study was a near-direct replication of Study 
2a, with all study materials translated into Spanish. Partici-
pants first rated the perceived logic of the six SSAs from 
Study 2a on the same 9-point scale from our previous studies 
(α = .67). They also responded to two exploratory questions 
unrelated to the present hypotheses. Participants then indi-
cated their degree of general political conservatism/liberal-
ism on a 9-point scale from “very left/progressive” to “very 
right/conservative” (M = 3.76, SD = 1.70), which we also 
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used to calculate political extremity (M = 1.70, SD = 1.24). 
Similar to Study 2a, the term “liberal” has a different mean-
ing in Chile than it does in the United States, so we instead 
used the more directly analogous terms of “left/progressive” 
and “right/conservative.”

Results

Conceptually replicating our previous studies, we found a 
significant association between conservative ideology and 
ratings of the SSAs, such that more conservative individuals 
exhibited greater slippery slope thinking (see Table 3). In 
contrast, we found mixed/weak evidence supporting a link 
between political extremity and slippery slope thinking (see 
Table 3). Given the lack of consistent results supporting the 
extremity hypothesis, we no longer examine its effect in our 
remaining studies (we note that there was also no strong evi-
dence for this hypothesis in section “Internal Meta-
Analyses”). Together, the results of Study 2 provided 
additional convergent evidence for the hypothesized associa-
tion between conservative ideology and slippery slope think-
ing by extending this investigation to diverse cultural 
contexts: the Netherlands, Finland, and Chile. Although 
these results cannot decisively speak to the degree to which 
ideological differences in slippery slope thinking generalize 
to other cultures writ large, they nonetheless demonstrate 
that these effects are not limited to the U.S. sociopolitical, 
linguistic, and cultural context and may perhaps reflect more 
general cognitive differences between more politically lib-
eral and more politically conservative individuals (e.g., 
Chirumbolo & Leone, 2008; Hibbing et  al., 2014; Inbar 
et al., 2009; Jost et al., 2003).

Study 3

The results of our previous studies provided consistent sup-
port for an association between conservatism and slippery 
slope thinking. However, because our previous studies did 
not include control statements, it is possible that these effects 
were explained by other factors, such as the specific response 
scale that we used—e.g., with liberals and conservatives per-
haps having different interpretations of what it means for a 
statement to be “completely logical,” or conservatives sim-
ply having a response bias toward the upper end of the scale 
(and would therefore rate all statements as more logical). To 
assess this possibility, in Study 3, we randomized whether 

participants were assigned to rate the same SSAs from 
Studies 1a and 1b or to rate control statements that were sim-
ilar in content but which did not involve a cascading chain of 
negative events. We predicted that conservatism would pre-
dict endorsement of the SSAs but not the control 
statements.

Method

Participants.  We recruited 400 participants from Mechanical 
Turk (200 men, 198 women, 1 other, 1 did not respond; Mage 
= 38.06, SDage = 12.55).

Procedure.  The procedure of this study closely mirrored that 
of our previous studies. Participants read the same instruc-
tions and then were randomly assigned to either the slippery 
slope condition or the control condition. In the slippery slope 
condition, participants rated the same six statements used in 
Studies 1a and 1b (α = .68; e.g., “If you break your diet and 
have one cookie tonight, you will want to eat 10 cookies 
tomorrow, and before you know it, you will have gained 
back the 15 pounds you lost”). In the control condition, par-
ticipants rated equivalent statements that did not feature a 
slippery slope structure but mirrored the SSAs in content (α 
= .68; e.g., “If you break your diet and have one cookie 
tonight, you’ll have eaten extra calories”). Participants then 
provided their age, gender, and political orientation using the 
9-point scale used in Study 1a (M = 4.37, SD = 2.49).

Results and Discussion

We first tested whether the relation between ideology and 
ratings of the statements differed as a function of condition. 
As can be seen in Figure 1, we found a marginally significant 
interaction between ideology and condition, β = .05, t(396) 
= 1.89, p = .06. Although not meeting traditional levels of 
significance, this interaction was consistent with our predic-
tions regarding when ideology would predict endorsement of 
different arguments. That is, decomposing this interaction 
revealed a significant association between ideology and rat-
ings of the SSAs, β = .20, t(187) = 2.74, p = .007, replicat-
ing our previous studies. However, there was no significant 
relation between ideology and ratings of the control state-
ments, β = .04, t(209) = 0.63, p = .53.

The results of Study 3 thus provide additional support for 
the hypothesized association between conservative ideology 

Table 3.  Summary of Linear Regression Analyses for Studies 2a–2c.

Test of liberalism versus conservatism Test of political extremity

Study 2a (the Netherlands) β = .19, t(212) = 2.80, p = .006 β = -.13, t(212) = 1.96, p = .051
Study 2b (Finland) β = .22, t(198) = 3.15, p = .002 β = -.15, t(198) = 1.59, p = .11
Study 2c (Chile) β = .24, t(198) = 3.41, p = .001 β = -.15, t(198) = 2.10, p = .04

Note. For the test of liberalism versus conservatism, ideology was arranged such that higher values corresponded with more conservative identification. 
Therefore, the significant positive β weights indicate that conservatism (and not liberalism) was associated with greater slippery slope thinking.
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and slippery slope thinking, while ruling out critical possible 
alternative explanations. As predicted, we found that the 
association between conservatism and ratings of these state-
ments did not extend to control statements that did not depict 
a chain of negative events; rather, conservatives specifically 
expressed greater endorsement of SSAs.

Study 4

In Study 4, we employed a natural language processing 
approach to examine whether the ideological differences we 
found using the survey methods of Studies 1–3 would repli-
cate in liberals’ and conservatives’ real-world language and 
communication. We “scraped” comments and posts from the 
social media website Reddit.com, focusing on four of the 
larger communities dedicated to discussion of liberal and con-
servative topics and used ChatGPT to determine the degree to 
which each comment exhibited slippery slope thinking.

Method

Data Collection.  To collect our data, we employed the “Red-
dit Scraper” plugin for Apify.com, a web-based platform for 
coding tools, which allows users to extract posts and 

comments from specific Reddit communities. We collected 
data in February 2024 and scraped recent posts and com-
ments from r/Democrats (13,943 unique comments), r/Lib-
eral (17,226 unique comments), r/Republican (10,527 unique 
comments), and r/Conservative (15,760 unique comments). 
This yielded ~31k comments from politically liberal com-
munities (i.e., r/Democrats and r/Liberal) and ~26k com-
ments from politically conservative communities (i.e., r/
Republican and r/Conservative). In addition to the text of the 
comments, we also collected information on the number of 
“upvotes” for each comment given by other Reddit users as a 
measure of general approval toward the comment.

Slippery Slope Coding.  After collecting the data, we coded the 
data for the degree to which each comment and post exhib-
ited slippery slope thinking. Given the amount of text data, 
we turned to ChatGPT for assistance with this task. Research 
has found that ChatGPT can code large amounts of text 
information based on psychologically relevant dimensions 
(Rathje et al., 2023). Using the “rgpt3” package for R, we 
queried ChatGPT using the following prompt: “How much 
does the following text rely on slippery slope thinking? 
Answer using only a number: 1 = not at all, 2 = some, 3 = 
a lot.” To improve clarity of interpretation, we recoded 

Figure 1.  Scatterplot Illustrating the Relation Between Political Orientation and Ratings of the Statements in Study 3.
Note. Participants who rated slippery slope statements are represented by green triangles. Participants who rated control statements are represented by 
red circles. Regression lines illustrate the relation between ideology and endorsement of the slippery slope statements (in green) and between ideology 
and ratings of the control statements (in red).
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ChatGPT’s codes by shifting values down by 1, such that 0 
= not at all, 1 = some, 2 = a lot.

Following recommendations on using coding algorithms 
for such tasks (Thelwell, 2018) and to ensure that ChatGPT 
was coding text in the intended manner, the first and third 
authors of the present paper manually coded 409 comments 
(~102 comments per Reddit community) using the same cri-
teria provided to ChatGPT and without seeing which com-
munity each comment was from nor ChatGPT’s code for the 
comment. By technical error, ChatGPT failed to code 18 of 
these comments, leaving 391 comments to compare between 
the human codes and the ChatGPT codes. There was exact 
agreement between the human codes and the ChatGPT codes 
for 67.5% of the comments, with Cronbach’s α = .631, 
Cohen’s κ = .34, and intraclass correlation coefficient (ICC) 
= .461. Given this relatively high agreement rate and the 
relative complexity of the coding task, we proceeded with 
using ChatGPT’s codes for the full sample of comments.

Results

Supporting our prediction and consistent with our previous 
studies, we found that comments made to politically right-
leaning Reddit communities (i.e., r/Conservative and r/
Republican; M = 0.47, SE = 0.005) exhibited greater slip-
pery slope thinking than comments made to left-leaning 
Reddit communities (i.e., r/Democrats and r/Liberal; M = 
0.40, SE = 0.004), t(51147) = 10.80, p < .001, d = 0.10. 
This effect of ideology holds when controlling for the num-
ber of words in the comment, p < .001. Although the effect 
size was relatively small, these results suggest that political 
ideology influences slippery slope thinking not just in 
responses to arguments (as seen in Studies 1–3) but also in 
the actual arguments and language employed by people of 
different political leanings.

As an exploratory analysis, we also examined whether the 
degree of slippery slope thinking exhibited by a comment 
predicted the number of “upvotes” it received—that is, do 
other users approve more of “slippery slope” style com-
ments? To do so, we tested a linear regression model predict-
ing the number of upvotes each comment received, based on 
the slippery slope rating of the comment and controlling for 
the political leaning of the Reddit community and the num-
ber of words in the comment. We found a significant effect of 
the slippery slope rating: comments that exhibited greater 
slippery slope thinking received a greater number of upvotes, 
b = 2.81, SE = 0.34, t = 8.21, p < .001. Given the design of 
Reddit and similar social media platforms, comments that 
received more upvotes are more likely to be seen by other 
users (Proferes et al., 2021). In addition, social media behav-
ior—even small trends—can have larger real-world impacts 
when scaled up, considering the millions of users on many 
platforms (e.g., Brady et al., 2023; Mooijman et al., 2018). 
Thus, these results highlight the potential real-world impact 

of slippery slope thinking—and the observed ideological dif-
ferences in the propensity to engage in that kind of thinking.

Study 5

In Study 5, we wished to provide an even more stringent test 
of our hypotheses to more decisively determine whether 
these effects represent ideological differences specifically in 
slippery slope thinking—and not, for example, ideological 
differences in broader traits such as general pessimism or 
negativity bias (e.g., Amodio et  al., 2007; Hibbing et  al., 
2014; Shook & Fazio, 2009; for alternative accounts, see 
Choma et  al., 2014; Choma & Hodson, 2017; Fiagbenu 
et al., 2021), or other personality-type traits that have been 
shown to differ between liberals and conservatives, such as 
belief in a just world (Dittmar & Dickinson, 1993; Hafer & 
Choma, 2009).

Previous research on ideological differences in just world 
beliefs shows that conservatives tend to view the world as 
being a more just place (Dittmar & Dickinson, 1993), where 
people receive consequences that are befitting of their 
actions. From this perspective, it may be that conservatives 
rate SSAs as more logical because they believe that a person 
who engages in an ambiguously bad action (e.g., breaking 
one’s diet, not tidying one’s living room) deserves—and thus 
will receive—negative consequences (e.g., gaining weight, 
having the house collapse). Furthermore, conservatives may 
simply exhibit greater pessimism or negativity—if a nega-
tive action occurs, the expectation may be for conservatives 
that more bad actions will follow. Alternatively, if, as we pre-
dict, these effects specifically relate to slippery slope think-
ing, they should emerge only for arguments depicting a 
slippery slope pattern—i.e., those that depict an ambiguously 
negative action leading, via a series of (relatively plausible) 
intervening steps, to a substantially worse outcome.

To test this question, we contrasted ratings of SSAs with 
ratings of statements depicting matched action-outcome 
pairs. Specifically, as in our previous studies, participants in 
the slippery slope condition viewed SSAs of the prototypical 
form: (ambiguously negative) Action A leads to (somewhat 
worse) Between Step B, which in turn leads to (considerably 
worse) Consequence C. Participants in the “skipped step” 
condition viewed identical statements but without the inter-
vening step—advancing directly from A to C. Consistent 
with our proposed account, we predicted that conservatives 
would rate arguments as more logical only when a plausible 
(potentially intuitively appealing) causal pathway—Between 
Step B—was provided between Action A and Consequence 
C. As noted above, part of the psychological appeal of SSAs 
is the perceived conceptual similarity between the A and C of 
the argument (Corner et al., 2011). By removing B, the link 
between A and C may seem less justified to individuals 
reviewing the argument. In the absence of this intervening 
step, ideological differences should be attenuated.
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Method

Participants.  We recruited 500 participants from Mechanical 
Turk (269 women, 230 men, 1 nonbinary; Mage = 37.45, 
SDage = 12.472).

Procedure.  The procedure of this study closely mirrored 
those of our previous studies, with one exception. Partici-
pants were randomly assigned to either the slippery slope 
condition or the skipped step condition. Participants in the 
slippery slope condition rated the same six vignettes from 
Study 1c. Participants in the skipped step condition rated 
identical statements in which the intervening step had been 
removed (e.g., rather than “If Dan spends that extra $5 today, 
tomorrow he’ll spend an extra $20, and before you know it 
he’ll be completely broke,” they rated the following state-
ment: “If Dan spends that extra $5 today, he’ll soon be com-
pletely broke.”). In both conditions, participants rated how 
logical the statements were using the same 9-point scale used 
in previous studies (slippery slope α = .85; skipped step α = 
.77). After answering the six items, they then provided their 
political orientation using the 9-point scale of self-reported 
ideology (M = 4.41, SD = 2.29) and other demographic 
information.

Results

We conducted a multiple linear regression, with political ori-
entation, condition, and the interaction term predicting the 
mean rated logic of the statements. There was a significant 
main effect of both political conservatism, β = .09, t(495) = 
2.15, p = .03, and condition, β = .28, t(495) = 6.59, p < 
.001. The latter relationship meant that participants rated the 
statements as more logical in the slippery slope condition 
than in the skipped step condition. In addition, as anticipated, 
we found a significant interaction between political ideology 
and condition in predicting ratings of the statements, β = .11, 
t(495) = 2.51, p = .01 (see Figure 2). The pattern of this 
interaction was as predicted: Replicating our previous stud-
ies, in the slippery slope condition, we found a significant 
relation between ideology and ratings of the statements, such 
that conservatives exhibited greater slippery slope thinking 
than liberals, β = .20, t(244) = 3.22, p = .001. However, for 
the skipped step statements, this association was completely 
eliminated, and there was no significant association between 
ideology and ratings of the statements, β = −.01, t(251) = 
−0.22, p = .83.

Discussion

The results of Study 5 provide some initial insight into the 
mechanisms of the conservatism and slippery slope effect 
and the psychological processes of slippery slope thinking 
more generally. Specifically, we found that the ideological 
difference in the perceived logic of slippery slope-like 

arguments emerges only when the arguments exhibited the 
prototypical structure of Action A leads to Between Step B 
which ends with Consequence C. When the connecting link 
of B is removed, conservatives no longer differ from liberals 
in how logical they rate the argument. These results may sug-
gest that part of what may give SSAs their cognitive appeal 
is how intuitively the various steps flow from each other—
when a connection is severed, the “logic” of the motion from 
A to C may no longer seem as intuitive or likely to occur 
(Corner et al., 2011). We more directly examine the role of 
intuition in slippery slope thinking and the conservatism 
effect in following studies.

Study 6

In Studies 6 (correlational) and 7 (experimental), we exam-
ined the psychological mechanism underlying the conserva-
tism-slippery slope relation. Extending the results of Study 
5, and based on a pilot study (see Study S2 in SM), we 
focused on the use of intuitive thinking styles. Research has 
found that liberals and conservatives differ in the degree to 
which they rely on intuitive/experiential versus deliberative/
rational thinking (Deppe et al., 2015; Sterling et al., 2016; 
Talhelm et al., 2015, although see Kahan, 2013), with con-
servatives being more likely to “go with their gut” and pro-
vide more intuitive responses, and liberals tending to engage 
in more extensive deliberation. Given that slippery slope 
argumentation has been argued to be strongest when it is 
more intuitively appealing (Corner et al., 2011; Svedholm-
Häkkinen & Kiikeri, 2022; Walton, 2010), we hypothesized 
that ideological differences in intuitive thinking might also 
help to explain these differences in slippery slope thinking.

Method

Participants.  Based on a power analysis performed on the 
effect size from a pilot study (see Study S2 in SM), we set a 
target sample size of 400 participants. We received 404 com-
plete responses recruited from Mechanical Turk (218 women, 
186 men; Mage = 38.46, SDage = 12.16).

Procedure.  Participants first rated 12 SSAs: the six arguments 
from Study 1a and the six arguments from Study 1c (α = .92). 
We measured individual differences in intuitive/deliberative 
thinking in three ways: (a) Participants completed the CRT-2 
(Thomson & Oppenheimer, 2016), which assesses an individ-
ual’s tendency to override intuitive, but incorrect, responses to 
arrive at a correct answer (e.g., “Emily’s father has three 
daughters. The first two are named April and May. What is the 
third daughter’s name?”; intuitive answer: June, correct 
answer: Emily). We summed the number of incorrect responses 
to create the first measure of intuitive thinking. We also used 
(b) the Rationality scale (e.g., “I enjoy intellectual chal-
lenges.”; α = .92) and the (c) Experientiality scale (e.g., “I 
like to rely on my intuitive impressions.”; α = .87) from the 
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Rational–Experiential Inventory (Pacini & Epstein, 1999). To 
form a composite measure of intuitive thinking, we reverse-
coded the Rationality scale and then standardized (z-scored) 
and averaged together the three measures to create a single 
index of intuition versus deliberation, as specified in our pre-
registration documentation. Finally, participants self-reported 
their political ideology using the 9-point scale from previous 
studies (M = 4.99, SD = 2.51) and reported their age and 
gender.

Results

Replicating our previous results, we found a significant asso-
ciation between political ideology and slippery slope think-
ing, such that more conservative participants rated the 
arguments as more logical, β = .36, t(402) = 7.70, p < .001. 
As predicted, we also found a significant relation between 
political orientation and our composite measure of intuitive 
(vs. deliberative) thinking, such that more conservative indi-
viduals exhibited greater reliance on intuition, β = .27, 
t(402) = 5.53, p < .001. Finally, as predicted, we also 
found—using PROCESS Model 4 with 10,000 bootstrapped 
samples (Hayes, 2018)—that intuitive thinking statistically 
mediated the association between ideology and slippery 
slope thinking, indirect effect: β = .10, 95% confidence 
interval (CI) = [.06, .15], providing an initial indication that 

ideological differences in intuition may explain the conser-
vatism-slippery slope association.

Study 7

In Study 7, we used an experimental manipulation to induce 
greater deliberative thinking among participants. If, as 
hypothesized, endorsement of SSAs is driven by more intui-
tive versus deliberative thinking, then leading people to 
engage in more deliberative processing should decrease 
endorsement of slippery slope thinking. Critically, this 
manipulation should also attenuate the relation between ide-
ology and slippery slope thinking—specifically, by decreas-
ing conservatives’ endorsement of these arguments (cf. Stern 
& West, 2016).

Method

Participants.  We preregistered a target sample size of 500 
participants, whom we recruited from Mechanical Turk. We 
received 501 complete responses. No demographic informa-
tion was collected.

Procedure.  After providing informed consent, participants 
were randomly assigned to either the control condition or the 
deliberation condition. For participants in the control 

Figure 2.  Scatterplot Illustrating the Relation Between Political Orientation and Ratings of the Statements in Study 5
Note. Participants who rated slippery slope statements are represented by green triangles. Participants who rated skipped step statements are 
represented by red circles. Regression lines illustrate the relation between ideology and endorsement of the slippery slope statements (in green) and 
between ideology and ratings of the skipped step statements (in red). Shaded areas indicate the 95% confidence intervals of the regression lines.
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condition, the study was a direct replication of Study 1c, rating 
the six SSAs on the same 9-point scale used in previous stud-
ies. Participants in the deliberation condition were led to 
engage in more deliberative (vs. intuitive) thinking. Because 
past research has found that it is difficult to alter liberals’ and 
conservatives’ habitual reliance on intuition versus delibera-
tion (e.g., Deppe et  al., 2015, who failed to find effects of 
established priming manipulations across 4 studies), our 
manipulation of deliberative thinking used a more powerful, 
multi-pronged approach: Participants in this condition first 
received instructions encouraging them to take a more delib-
erative (vs. intuitive) approach, and they were then asked to 
check a box confirming that they would do so. In addition, the 
response scale for each SSA did not appear until 10 s had 
elapsed, further encouraging participants to deliberate care-
fully before making a judgment. The measure of slippery 
slope thinking showed good reliability (α = .78), so we aver-
aged the items together to form our index of slippery slope 
thinking. After completing the slippery slope items, partici-
pants indicated their political ideology using the 9-point scale 
as in previous studies (M = 4.43, SD = 2.29).

Results

We first tested whether our manipulation of deliberative 
thinking influenced participants’ ratings of the SSAs. As pre-
dicted, we found that the manipulation had a significant 
effect on slippery slope thinking, t(499) = 3.34, p = .001, d 
= .30. Participants who were led to adopt a more delibera-
tive thinking style rated the arguments as significantly less 
logical (M = 4.00, SD = 1.54) than did those in the control 
condition (M = 4.49, SD = 1.75).

We next tested whether the effect of the manipulation dif-
fered between liberals and conservatives. As previously dis-
cussed, we predicted that the manipulation would have a 
stronger effect on conservatives’ ratings of the arguments, 
since they are higher in intuitive (vs. deliberative) thinking at 
baseline, but that it would have less of an impact among lib-
erals, who are relatively higher in deliberative (vs. intuitive) 
thinking at baseline. We conducted a multiple linear regres-
sion, with political orientation, condition, and the interaction 
term predicting slippery slope thinking.

This interaction did not reach the traditional threshold for 
statistical significance, and thus, caution in interpretation is 
warranted, β = −.07, t(497) = 1.62, p = .105. However, the 
pattern of effects largely supported our preregistered predic-
tions (see Figure 3). Among conservatives (i.e., those above 
the midpoint of the political ideology scale; n = 141), the 
manipulation had a statistically significant—and rather sub-
stantial—effect on argument ratings, t(139) = 3.18, p = 
.002, d = 0.54. Conservatives in the deliberation condition 
(M = 4.00, SD = 1.71) exhibited a reduction in endorsement 
of the SSAs compared to conservatives in the control condi-
tion (M = 4.97, SD = 1.92) that corresponded to approxi-
mately 1-point on the 9-point scale. Among liberals (i.e., 

those below the midpoint of the political ideology scale; n = 
239), conversely, there was no significant effect of the 
manipulation, t(237) = 1.04, p = .30, d = 0.13—even 
despite the larger number of liberal participants and thus 
greater statistical power to detect an effect. The pattern of 
effects was directionally consistent with that among conser-
vatives, although the effect was much smaller, corresponding 
to a mean difference of 0.21 on the 9-point scale (only 21% 
of the effect observed among conservatives).

Viewed from another angle, in the control condition, we 
replicated the previously observed association between ide-
ology and slippery slope thinking, β = .25, t(251) = 4.00, p 
< .001, with more conservative participants expressing 
greater endorsement of the arguments. However, when par-
ticipants were led to adopt a more deliberative thinking style, 
these ideological differences were attenuated: The relation 
between ideology and slippery slope thinking was reduced 
by half, β = .12, t(246) = 1.92, p = .06. Notably, the size of 
this reduction in slopes (β = .12) was comparable to the indi-
rect effect of deliberative thinking we observed in our media-
tion models in Study 6 (β = .10).

Study 8

In Study 8, we examined the policy support consequences of 
slippery slope thinking. We focused on support for harsh 
criminal sentencing, such as mandatory minimum sentences 
for habitual offenders (e.g., “three strikes” laws in the United 
States). We reasoned that individuals who engage in slippery 
slope thinking—and who should therefore expect that an 
offender will commit more egregious acts in the future 
(Anderson et al., 2023)—would exhibit greater support for 
such policies. As such, ideological differences in slippery 
slope thinking might partially explain conservatives’ greater 
support for harsh sentencing (Gerber & Jackson, 2016).

Method

Participants.  We preregistered a target sample size of 300 
participants, whom we recruited from Prolific. We received 
301 complete responses. We excluded one person for failing 
our attention check item, leaving a final sample of 300 par-
ticipants (Mage = 42.84, SD = 13.99; 137 men, 158 women, 
2 “nonbinary,” 1 “questioning,” 1 “prefer not to answer,” 1 
blank; 239 White, 17 Black, 31 Asian, 28 Latino/a or His-
panic; median education = 4-year degree; median income = 
$50,000–$59,999).

Procedure.  Participants completed a modified version of 
Study 1c. In addition to rating the six SSAs (α = .80), par-
ticipants also completed the eight-item Punitive Attitudes 
Toward Crime scale (Chiricos et  al., 2004; α = .92). This 
scale measures participants’ support for various proposed 
policies for dealing with crime in the United States. Partici-
pants indicated their support on an 11-point scale from “Not 
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at all supportive” to “Very supportive” to policies like “Mak-
ing sentences more severe for all crimes” and “locking up 
more juvenile offenders.” Participants were randomized to 
complete either the SSAs or the Punitive Attitudes Toward 
Crime scale first. After completing these two scales, partici-
pants completed demographic measures (including their 
political ideology as in Study 1a; M = 4.78, SD = 2.86) and 
an attention check item.

Results

Replicating our previous studies, we again found that politi-
cal ideology was associated with ratings of the SSAs, with 
more conservative individuals tending to rate them as more 
logical than more liberal individuals, β = .24, t(298) = 4.22, 
p < .001. This effect of ideology on slippery slope thinking 
held when controlling for participants’ age, education levels, 
and income, β = .26, t(295) = 4.48, p < .001. More conser-
vative individuals also tended to more strongly support 
harsher criminal sentencing policies, β = .53, t(298) = 10.70, 
p < .001. Critically, we also found that slippery slope think-
ing significantly and positively predicted greater support for 
harsher criminal sentencing policies, β = .25, t(298) = 4.47, 
p < .001. This effect of slippery slope thinking on criminal 

sentencing support holds when controlling for participants’ 
age, education levels, and income, β = .24, t(295) = 4.42, p 
< .001. In addition, using PROCESS Model 4 (Hayes, 2018), 
we found that slippery slope thinking statistically mediated 
the association between political ideology and support for 
harsh criminal sentencing policies, β = .03, 95% CI (.005, 
.06). These findings demonstrate the potential real-world 
implications of slippery slope thinking, suggesting that ideo-
logical differences in slippery slope thinking may help explain 
ideological differences in criminal policy positions.

Internal Meta-Analyses

Based on best-practice recommendations (Goh et al., 2016; 
Lakens & Etz, 2017; Mcshane & Böckenholt, 2017), we 
also conducted two internal meta-analyses of the survey 
samples (i.e., all studies except Study 4) to increase statisti-
cal power and more accurately determine the mean effect 
size across studies (Braver et  al., 2014; Cohn & Becker, 
2003). Specifically, we examined the mean effect size of 
ideology and of political extremity on slippery slope 
thinking.

As seen in Figure 4, the model for conservatism revealed 
that the average effect size across these studies was β = .24, 

Figure 3.  Scatterplot Illustrating the Relation Between Political Orientation and Ratings of the Slippery Slope Arguments in Study 7
Note. Participants in the control condition are represented by red circles. Participants in the deliberation condition are represented by green triangles. 
Regression lines illustrate the relation between ideology and endorsement of the slippery slope statements in the control condition (in red) and 
deliberation condition (in green). Shaded areas indicate the 95% confidence intervals of the regression lines.
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SE = .02, z = 12.97, p < .001, 95% CI = [.20, .27]. 
Cochran’s Q-test suggested that there was no significant het-
erogeneity in the observed effect sizes, Q(13) = 15.54, p = 
.27. The model for extremity (see Figure 5) revealed that the 
average effect size across these studies was β = −.04, SE = 
.03, z = 1.54, p = .12, 95% CI = [−0.09, 0.01]. Cochran’s 
Q-test suggested that there was significant heterogeneity in 
the observed effect sizes, Q(13) = 36.50, p < .001. 
Specifically, Study 6 had a significant positive association 
between political extremity and slippery slope thinking. 
However, given that Study 6 was methodologically very 
similar to Study S2 (which did not have a significant effect), 
this is likely a Type I error.

General Discussion

In 15 studies employing correlational, experimental, and 
natural language processing designs and with samples 
recruited from four countries, we tested three competing 
hypotheses derived from the literature regarding the relation 
between slippery slope thinking and political beliefs. We 
found consistent support only for the hypothesis that politi-
cal conservatism would predict slippery slope thinking: 
More conservative individuals engaged in slippery slope 
thinking to a greater degree than more liberal individuals. 
Furthermore, contrary to one prediction derived from past 
literature (Fernbach et al., 2013; Zmigrod et al., 2020), we 
found that ideological extremity did not predict slippery 
slope thinking. These effects replicated across a variety of 
cultural, political, and linguistic contexts (Study 2). As 
boundary conditions, we found that changing the structure of 
the specific arguments weakened the association between 
conservatism and endorsement of the arguments (Studies 3 
and 5). Moreover, we found that conservatives’ greater slip-
pery slope thinking is at least partially driven by their greater 
use of intuitive (vs. deliberative) processing (Studies 6 and 

7). Importantly, this tendency to engage in slippery slope 
thinking can have downstream consequences, including in 
the language used on social media (Study 4) and in criminal 
policy support (Study 8).

Our work connects to broader themes in political psychol-
ogy regarding whether and how individual differences in 
cognitive tendencies relate to ideological beliefs. For exam-
ple, research has found that liberals and conservatives differ 
in their propensity toward analytical versus intuitive thinking 
styles (Talhelm et  al., 2015) and their degree of judgment 
confidence (Ruisch & Stern, 2021). Our studies identify an 
important new domain of ideological asymmetries, docu-
menting differences in how liberals and conservatives evalu-
ate arguments and make predictions of potentially negative 
events. Our results suggest that conservatives and liberals 
differ not just in what they believe (i.e., the content of their 
belief systems) but also in how they evaluate the likelihood 
of different future events given the same set of starting con-
ditions. The greater tendency among conservatives to engage 
in slippery slope thinking may lead to a “catastrophizing” 
mind-set, whereby small societal changes seem more disas-
trous than they are.

Although our findings documented no evidence linking 
ideological extremity and domain-general slippery slope 
thinking, it may still be possible that ideological extremists 
may be more susceptible to slippery slope thinking under 
particular circumstances. For example, political extremism 
may predict slippery slope thinking in the political domain, 
particularly when a given SSA aligns with preferred political 
positions. Such a pattern of effects would be consistent with 
research showing that strongly committed partisans exhibit 
greater motivated reasoning in support of favored conclu-
sions (Ditto et al., 2019; Gampa et al., 2019; Kahan, 2013). 
Future work might directly examine the relation between 
political extremity and slippery slope thinking in political 
contexts to shed light on these questions.

Figure 4.  Forest Plot of Effect Sizes of Conservatism–Slippery 
Slope Thinking Relationship for All Studies (Except Study 4)
Note. Average effect size (β/r) based on a random-effects meta-analysis 
model.

Figure 5.  Forest Plot of Effect Sizes of Extremity–Slippery Slope 
Thinking Relationship for All Studies (Except Study 4)
Note. Average effect size (β/r) based on a random-effects meta-analysis 
model.
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To our knowledge, this research represents one of the first 
systematic empirical examinations of individual differences 
in the tendency toward slippery slope thinking and why some 
people are more likely to endorse SSAs (i.e., intuitive vs. 
deliberative thinking). As a limitation, we acknowledge that 
several of our studies had a relatively liberal skew in their 
samples (as indicated by mean political ideology being on 
the liberal side of the scale). This suggests that, with more 
politically balanced samples (i.e., relatively more conserva-
tive participants), the association between conservatism and 
slippery slope thinking may be even stronger than what we 
observed. Future work may also attempt to experimentally 
manipulate slippery slope thinking when considering its 
downstream consequences: For example, if people are 
primed to think that immoral behavior tends to follow a slip-
pery slope pattern (as actually suggested by some past 
research, e.g., Garrett et al., 2016; Welsh et al., 2015), does 
that increase their punishment for wrongdoers? Our findings 
can also offer new predictions about what other psychologi-
cal traits and motivations are likely to correlate with slippery 
slope thinking. For example, one line of past research by 
Adelman et  al. (2021) found that a person’s tendency to 
engage in slippery slope thinking was correlated with belief 
in conspiracy theories. Given that conspiratorial thinking, 
too, is driven in part by the use of intuition (Swami et al., 
2014), our findings suggest that intuitive thinking is likely to 
provide a connection between slippery slope argumentation 
and conspiratorial thinking as well.

To conclude, we tested competing predictions regarding 
how ideological beliefs would relate to an understudied 
domain of reasoning and argumentation. We consistently 
found that political conservatives (vs. liberals) tend to engage 
in greater slippery slope thinking, an effect explained by dif-
ferences in intuitive thinking. Given the widespread use of 
SSAs in politics and other domains (Stenvoll, 2008), we 
anticipate that our results can help explain and contextualize 
other liberal-conservative asymmetries in cognition and 
behavior, including in communication styles and policy sup-
port. Given the relative lack of empirical research on the 
topic, we believe that our findings offer a foundation for 
understanding slippery slope thinking and will prove genera-
tive for future research and theory.
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Notes

1.	 For the item concerning the consequences of failing to tidy one’s 
house, the word “huid” (skin) was inadvertently entered in place 
of “huis” (house), thereby effectively contending that failing to 
organize one’s living room would lead to bad skin.

2.	 One participant provided the year they were born (“1991”) 
rather than their age. The age for this participant was recoded as 
“29,” their most likely age at the time of the study.
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