


Yes, motivated reasoning selectively favors congruent information and scrutinizes
contradictory evidence, though important boundary conditions remain.

1. Introduction

Across political, scientific, consumer, and perceptual domains, the literature largely supports the claim that motivated reasoning
leads people to accept belief-consistent information more readily and to apply tougher standards to contradictory evidence.
Foundational political experiments found both confirmation bias in information search and disconfirmation bias in evaluation:
participants sought supportive arguments, counterargued opposing ones, and became more polarized afterward (Taber & Lodge,
2006). Similar patterns appear in consumer judgments, health and science communication, selective exposure meta-analysis, and
newer neuroscience and behavioral studies showing asymmetric weighting of belief-consistent versus inconsistent evidence (Hart et
al., 2009; Jain & Maheswaran, 2000; Park et al., 2024; Hutmacher et al., 2024).

That said, the corpus does not support a simplistic “always and everywhere” account. Several papers argue that some apparent
partisan bias can reflect differing prior beliefs or source-credibility judgments rather than directional motivation alone (Druckman &
McGrath, 2019; Pennycook & Rand, 2021). Others find that analytic thinking often improves truth discernment rather than worsening
identity-driven bias, challenging strong versions of motivated System 2 reasoning (Pennycook & Rand, 2019; Bagó et al., 2019;
Stagnaro et al., 2023). The strongest conclusion is therefore moderate-to-strong: motivated reasoning is a real and replicated cause
of selective acceptance and selective scrutiny, but its size, mechanism, and dependence on context remain contested (Celniker &
Ditto, 2024; , 2021).

Does motivated reasoning cause individuals to selectively accept information that aligns with their preexisting beliefs while
disproportionately scrutinizing or rejecting contradictory evidence?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on selective acceptance under motivated reasoning

2. Methods

This Deep Search synthesis was built from a large-scale search over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus,
including Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and other academic sources. The workflow identified 1,772,084 initially relevant papers for the
exact question, expanded through targeted searches on motivated reasoning, confirmation bias, selective exposure, misinformation,
and neuroscience, then screened a smaller high-relevance set for inclusion.

A total of 250 papers were screened by relevance, 180 were judged eligible after deduplication and topic filtering, and the top 50
most relevant human-study papers were included in the final corpus. The evidence base spans experiments, replications, meta-
analyses, survey studies, reviews, neuroimaging work, and computational or behavioral paradigms.

Search Strategy

50.7M

Retrieved

23 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 23 searches and 1
citation graph use.

1.9K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Deep search screening and inclusion flow

The strategy combined foundational, contrastive, interdisciplinary, and methodological searches to capture both supportive
evidence and serious challenges.
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3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

A small set of papers anchors the field because they establish the core phenomenon, quantify it across studies, or sharply test
alternative explanations. Taber and Lodge’s experiments define the classic pattern, Hart et al. quantify selective exposure meta-
analytically, and Celniker and Ditto provide a newer, stricter blinding-based test of partisan bias (Taber & Lodge, 2006; Hart et al.,
2009; Celniker & Ditto, 2024).

Paper Summary

(Hart et al., 2009) Congruent arguments accepted; incongruent ones counterargued (Taber & Lodge, 2006)

(Ditto et al., 1998) Nearly twofold selective exposure to congenial information (Hart et al., 2009)

(Hutmacher et al., 2024) Blinded benchmark supports partisan motivated evaluations (Celniker & Ditto, 2024)

FIGURE 3  Foundational and anchor papers in this corpus

3.2 Core Behavioral Pattern

The classic behavioral signature is asymmetric processing. People tend to search for confirming information, accept congruent
claims with relatively little scrutiny, and devote more effort to rebutting or discounting inconsistent claims (Taber & Lodge, 2006;
Ditto et al., 1998; Jain & Maheswaran, 2000).

This pattern appears beyond politics. Adolescents used higher-order reasoning to reject theory-incongruent evidence while relying
more on heuristics for congruent evidence, and their beliefs became more extreme afterward (Klaczynski, 2000). In legal-science
communication, the same neuroscience evidence was rated as sound when it matched prior beliefs and rated negatively when it
frustrated them (Scurich & Shniderman, 2014). In climate communication, deniers showed more biased processing and stronger
post-message polarization, especially when certainty was high (Zhou & Shen, 2021).

3.3 Comparative Evidence

Dimension Political Attitudes
Scientific
Evidence Basic Choice Tasks Citations

Congruent
evidence

Rated stronger Accepted more
readily

Weighted more
heavily

(Taber et al., 2009; Hutmacher et
al., 2024; Park et al., 2024)

Incongruent
evidence

Counterargued or
misread

Critically
scrutinized

Has less behavioral
impact

(Taber et al., 2009; Scurich &
Shniderman, 2014; Park et al., 2024)

Search behavior Confirmatory
selection

Consensus
sometimes resisted

More sampling from
chosen option

(Peterson & Iyengar, 2020; Merkley,
2019; Kaanders et al., 2022)

Polarization Often increases Can entrench prior
views

Promotes sticking
with initial choice

(Taber et al., 2009; Wolf &
Schröder, 2024; Kaanders et al.,
2022)

The convergence across domains strengthens the causal claim. Similar asymmetries appear in policy interpretation, misinformation
belief, and even perceptual sampling tasks, suggesting the phenomenon is not limited to any one topic or method (Baekgaard &
Serritzlew, 2015; Mazepus et al., 2023; Kaanders et al., 2022).
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3.4 Boundary Conditions and Challenges

Evidence is strongest for the existence of selective acceptance and scrutiny, but weaker for claims that analytic reasoning reliably
amplifies it. Some influential work argues that more numerate or reflective people polarize more on identity-relevant issues (Kahan et
al., 2017; Kahan, 2013). But multiple later studies fail to replicate that specific moderation or find that numeracy instead improves
accuracy regardless of alignment (Persson et al., 2021; Stagnaro et al., 2023; Hutmacher et al., 2024).

Several papers also show that accuracy goals can reduce bias. Deliberation reduced belief in false headlines without increasing
polarization, financial incentives improved truth discernment and reduced partisan bias by about 30%, and counterattitudinal
exposure became more constructive when accuracy motivation was high (Bagó et al., 2019; Rathje et al., 2023; Chen, 2017). Finally,
strong disconfirming evidence can sometimes overcome motivated reasoning after an affective tipping point (Redlawsk et al., 2010).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 4  Timeline of motivated reasoning findings and influence, larger markers indicate more citations

Top Contributors

Type Name Papers

Author Charles Taber [6dd2cdf4a45255adbdc480f5ac1e77c0][1e906c012fa15d3985d105df9c25c8dc]
[aa6b435900d4504cb4f194f45334e11f]

Author David G. Rand [157982cee6625890a37cdae416f2fa4b][545b34a2bf8d5149a48df57f29270200]
[1266950ad05c55db944a70dabef16546][888057b771a552c5ab0e6925f007a6ca]

Author Gordon Pennycook [157982cee6625890a37cdae416f2fa4b][545b34a2bf8d5149a48df57f29270200]
[888057b771a552c5ab0e6925f007a6ca]

Journal Cognition [157982cee6625890a37cdae416f2fa4b][0cf95b0415c556c4a3dc56e423cbc75f]

Journal American Journal of Political
Science

[6dd2cdf4a45255adbdc480f5ac1e77c0][67ba3ed643425a8fb6f52bd041ddd94d]
[f96aa9e7c80d5eb982589eb634ac5ddf]

Journal Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences of the United
States of America

[1266950ad05c55db944a70dabef16546]
[8630dceb7499547d98aa8206b79adc52][8d577916198f5f20bcc2514582660ff2]

FIGURE 5  Authors and journals appearing most in included papers
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4. Discussion

The overall corpus supports a real motivated-reasoning effect, and not just a loose metaphor. Experimental studies repeatedly show
biased evaluation of identical or comparable evidence as a function of prior attitudes, including among voters, politicians,
consumers, adolescents, and readers of science or health messages (Taber et al., 2009; Baekgaard et al., 2017; Scurich &
Shniderman, 2014; Jain & Maheswaran, 2000). A meta-analysis further shows that selective exposure to congenial information is not
trivial in size: people are nearly twice as likely to choose congenial information (Hart et al., 2009).

The main scientific dispute is not whether selective acceptance exists, but how to interpret it and when it is strongest. Climate-
focused reviews argue that some findings fit both directional motivated reasoning and a model in which people aim for accuracy but
differ in what they consider credible evidence (Druckman & McGrath, 2019; Sambrook et al., 2021). Misinformation work also
complicates the picture by showing that poor discernment often reflects inattention or low reasoning rather than identity defense
alone (Pennycook & Rand, 2019; Pennycook & Rand, 2021).

The literature is strongest when the design isolates motivated bias directly, such as blinded-versus-unblinded evaluation, randomized
information environments, or within-person evidence weighting paradigms (Celniker & Ditto, 2024; Bagó et al., 2019; Park et al.,
2024). It is weaker when conclusions rest on cross-sectional partisan gaps, because prior factual beliefs, trust in sources, and
expressive responding can mimic motivated reasoning (Lois et al., 2024; Pasek, 2018; Pennycook & Rand, 2021).

A practical implication is that motivated reasoning is malleable rather than absolute. Accuracy incentives, open-mindedness framing,
and sufficiently strong disconfirming evidence can attenuate bias, even if they do not erase it (Groenendyk & Krupnikov, 2020;
Rathje et al., 2023; Redlawsk et al., 2010).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Motivated reasoning often increases
acceptance of attitude-consistent information
and rejection or counterarguing of inconsistent
evidence.

Strong

Replicated across
experiments, domains,
and methods.

(Taber & Lodge, 2006; Hart
et al., 2009; Jain &
Maheswaran, 2000)

Selective exposure is a major pathway: people
actively seek congenial information.

Strong

Supported by meta-
analysis and active-
sampling studies.

(Hart et al., 2009; Vedejová &
Čavojová, 2021; Kaanders et
al., 2022)

Motivated reasoning can polarize attitudes
after exposure to mixed evidence.

Strong

Seen in classic political
studies and climate-
message experiments.

(Taber & Lodge, 2006; Taber
et al., 2009; Zhou & Shen,
2021)

Higher analytic ability amplifies motivated
reasoning.

Moderate

Findings are mixed, with
prominent replications
failing.

(Kahan et al., 2017; Persson
et al., 2021; Stagnaro et al.,
2023)

Apparent motivated reasoning sometimes
reflects prior beliefs or credibility judgments
rather than directional motivation itself.

Weak

Plausible and supported,
but harder to disentangle
cleanly.

(Druckman & McGrath, 2019;
Pennycook & Rand, 2021;
Freiling et al., 2021)

FIGURE 6  Key claims and evidence across included papers

5. Conclusion

The literature answer is yes: motivated reasoning does cause people, on average, to favor information that fits their preexisting
beliefs and to scrutinize or reject discordant evidence more heavily. That conclusion is supported by decades of experiments, a
meta-analysis of selective exposure, recent blinding paradigms, and convergent neuroscience and behavioral evidence (Celniker &
Ditto, 2024; Hart et al., 2009; Park et al., 2024).
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But the stronger claim that reasoning ability itself reliably intensifies this bias is not settled, and some settings show that accuracy
motivation or stronger evidence can reduce the effect (Stagnaro et al., 2023; Rathje et al., 2023; Redlawsk et al., 2010).

Research Gaps

The main open problem is disentangling directional motivation from alternative explanations like prior factual beliefs, source trust,
and expressive responding. The field also needs more work outside Western partisan politics and more designs that track actual
belief updating over time.

Topic/Outcome
Experimental
Causality

Longitudinal
Change

Representative
Samples

Mechanism
Isolation

Political evidence
evaluation

10 3 5 6

Misinformation belief 8 2 6 4

Climate-science
judgments

6 2 4 3

Neural mechanisms 4 GAP 1 4

Debiasing interventions 5 1 3 3

FIGURE 7  Research gaps across outcomes and study attributes

Open Research Questions

Future work should test when biased processing reflects identity defense versus rational updating from different priors, and which
interventions durably shift real-world belief revision.

Question Why

When do prior factual beliefs, rather than directional
motives, fully explain apparent partisan bias?

This would resolve a central conceptual dispute and improve
interpretation of many existing political-information experiments.

Which debiasing interventions produce lasting reductions
in selective acceptance outside laboratory tasks?

Current evidence shows short-term improvement, but durability and
real-world transfer remain unclear.

How do neural signatures of motivated reasoning map onto
actual belief updating over time?

Existing neuroimaging studies identify correlates, but fewer link
them to longitudinal changes in beliefs and behavior.

FIGURE 8  Open questions for future motivated reasoning research

Motivated reasoning does selectively favor congenial information and scrutinize contradiction, but the field is now focused on
measuring exactly when, why, and how strongly that happens.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright holders’
consent.
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