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consequences of cognitive distortions, 
such as inaccuracy on a particul ar as-
pect of polarization, without explicitly ad-
dressing the distortions themselves.

Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT) offers 
a meaningful framework for understand-
ing divisions a nd strengthening depolari-
zation efforts.

CBT strategies, such as identifying recur-
ring patterns of distorted thinking, em-
phasizing skill-building, and fostering 
sustained contact and support, can en-
hance the effectiveness of depolarization
efforts.
Rising threat of political animosity
Political division is straining democracies worldwide. Leaders and legislators have become increas-
ingly divided and prone to incivility, hindering efforts to address global challenges, from climat e change
to health emergencies [1–4]. These conflicts have seeped into public discourse, shaping how citizens 
perceive one another. In many instances, people now dislike those who support the opposing side
more than they actually disagreewith them [4–7]. This rise in hostility is fracturing social ties [8,9], erod-
ing tru st [10], intensifying anxie ty [11,12], and undermining confidence in democratic governance [13]. 

In the last quarter century, over 10 000 scientific publications have grappled with political animus
and how to mitigate it (for a review, see [14]). While this research has provided valuable insights, it 
has notable limitations. For instance, interventions to reduce animosity often fail to lessen other
corrosive attitudes, such as support for political violence and undemocratic actions [15,16]. 
The impact of these interventions also tends to be short-lived, with effect s fading once individuals
return to polarizing environments [14]. 

Here, we propose that CBT offers a valuable and underutilized framework for mitigating acrimonious 
division. Extensive work has documented politically biased cognition, showing how partisan identities
can skew perception and deepen divides [17,18]. In the first section, we review this work through the 
lens of CBT. Our aim is to illuminate striking parallels between political biases and clinical cognitive dis-
tortions and demonstrate that existing knowledge can be usefully structured wi thin this framework. In
the second section, we demonstrate that many promising depolarization interventions (see
Glossary) draw, often inadvertently, on CBT principles. We argue that explicitly embracing these prin-
ciples provides insights about the cyclical mechanisms of intergroup conflict and offers a pra ctical
toolkit for improving the efficacy, generalizability, and durability of future efforts.

CBT offers insights for bridging political divides
More than 60 years ago, Aaron Beck proposed that illnesses that appear primarily emotional, 
such as depression, are often rooted in distortions of thought [19]. According to Beck’s cognitive
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Glossary 
Bridging organizations: nonprofit 
groups dedicated to overcoming 
politi cal division.
Collective action: the coordinated 
effort of a group working toward a 
shared goal to im prove their
circumstances.
Depolarizing interventions: 
structured efforts designed to improve 
cross-ideological interactions. These 
interventions can focus on reducing 
animosity, disagreement, and/or 
inac curacies between political groups.
Outpartisan: people who support the 
opposing political party – used most 
common ly in two-party systems.
Political elites: a  small,  influential 
group of individuals who wield significant 
power in a society, often shaping policy, 
governance, and public discourse. This 
group typically includes high-ranking 
government officials, legislators, judicial 
leaders, party strategists, and other key 
poli tical figures who influence decision-
making at national or regional levels.
Socratic questioning: an approach to 
dialogue that employs open-ended 
questions to foster critical thinking and
challenge assumptions.
model, exaggerated negative beliefs spawn maladaptive behaviors. For example, if a person be-
lieves they are unlovable or inferior, they might withdraw from social activities and opportunities 
for development. This avoidance, in turn, reinforces the person’s sense of inferiority. Inst ead of
focusing on the proximal issue – sadness – Beck and his patients engaged in collaborative em-
piricism; the practice of jointly identifying and challenging cognitive distortions [20].

We propose that entrenched conflict fosters cognitive distortions which, like those in clinical set-
tings, lead to cycles of counterproductive behavior that feed back into distorted thinking. While 
many depolarization interventions have successfully challenged specific misbeliefs, such as 
overestimating how much the outgroup dislikes one’s own party, they often fail to address the 
broader cognitive patterns that produce these errors. For example, learning that political oppo-
nents dislike one’s own party less than expected may momentarily reduce animosity, but if under-
lying distortions remain unaddressed, individuals may continue to interpret other outgroup
actions through a hostile lens. A CBT framework helps diagnose these underlying patterns and
clarifies how existing interventions might be adapted to promote more lasting change.

Parallels between clinical and political cognitive distortions
Beck and others pinpointed common cognitive distortions. For instance, depressed patients think 
in black-and-white terms, overgeneralize based on limited evidence, magnify the negative, and 
catastrophize – drawing drastic interpretations of ambiguous events. A wellspring of new evidence 
suggests that similar distortions characterize cognition in polarized settings (Figure 1 and Box 1).

Black-and-white think ing
Black-and-white thinking involves perceiving situations in extreme and mutually exclusive terms. 
For example, someone struggling with generalized anxiety disorder may view their performance in 
a task as either flawless or a complete failure, with no in between. In political contexts, black-and-
white thinking manifests as dichot omous views of complex political phenomena. People on both
sides of the political spectrum often engage in zero-sum thinking, ascribing any positive outcome
to the other side as a loss for their own [21]. 

Relative to moderates, people who are more politically extreme view politics in simplistic catego-
ries [22]. For example, in the context of the EU refugee crisis, people on the extremes of the ideo-
logical spectrum were more likely than moderates to cling to simple answers ( e.g., letting all
refugees in or keeping them all out), and were more certain of their position, irrespective of their
subject knowledge [23]. 

People in polarized environments also tend to moralize political stances, portraying their own 
side’s stereotypical positions as entirely correct and the opposing side’ s views as wholly immoral,
even on issues where there is diverse opinion within each political group [24,25]. Partisans even 
mistakenly believe those on the other side support blatant wrongs such as child pornography and
animal abuse [26]. These beliefs fuel the dehumanization of political outgroups and shape reluc-
tance to interact across political disagreements [26]. 

Black-and-white thinking can also impede compromise [27]. When people perceive fundamental 
moral differences between their ingroup and the outgroup, they become more supportive of au-
thoritarian leaders [28] and engage in and justify violent political behavior [29]. 

Overgeneralization 
Overgeneralization is the inclination to draw sweeping conclusions based on limited evidence. For 
instance, a person with depression might view a setback, such as a friend canceling a date, as an
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Figure 1. Exemplifying cognitive distortions. (A) Nonexhaustive list of cognitive distortions observed in both clinical and
political contexts, with dashed boxes illustrating common beliefs associated with each distortion. (B) Schematic model of self-
escalating distortions in both clinical (right) and political (left) settings: erroneous beliefs drive intense emotions and
maladaptive behaviors, which, in turn, confirm the original distorted beliefs. All images were created using Canva, a
graphic design software.
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Box 1. Distinguishing between political cognitive distortion s and mental illness

Although we draw parallels between cognitive distortions in political and clinical contexts, we do not equate partisan animos-
ity with mental illness. Mental illnesses are clinically significant disturbances in cognition, emotion regulation, or behavior that 
cause substantial distress or dysfunction, as defined by diagnostic manuals like the DSM-5 or ICD-11. By contrast, political 
biases – while theymay lead to personal or societal harm – are widespread, often normalized, and not primarily understood as 
a pathology. There is no public or professional consensus that political animosity is dysfunctional. Our goal is to illustrate how 
insights from CBT, which targets distor ted thought patterns, can inform strategies to reduce partisan division and hostility,
without implying that political disagreements or animosity should be categorized as a mental disorder.
indication that they should never rely on others. People also consistently overgeneralize in polar-
ized contexts, making negative assumptions about entire groups.

Across 26 countries, people exaggerate the extremism of political outgroups [30]. For example, in 
the USA, Democrats and Republicans perceive outpartisans as twice as likely to support un-
democratic practices and at least three times as likely to support political violence than they ac-
tually are [31,32]. Partisans also overestimate the uniformity of outgroup opinions, extending 
stereotypical positions to all outgroup members [24]. 

CBT models hold that overgeneralization leads to self-fulfilling prophecies: a depressed patient 
who believes no one wants to spend time with them might avoid social interactions and lose
friendships. Similarly, political misperceptions can lead people to act in ways that confirm their ini-
tial fears [33]. For instance, believing that the majority of political rivals are undemocratic or violent 
leads people to justify and support their own party’s undemocratic and violent behavior [31,32]. 

Catastrophizing future event s
Catastrophizing future events is the tendency to anticipate dire outcomes from ambiguous situ-
ations. After a bad date, someone suffering from generalized anxiety disorder may conclude 
that they will never find love. In a polarized environment, individuals may outweigh the likelihood
of disastrous political outcomes. For instance, 40% of Americans believe the USA is on the
brink of a second civil wari , even though civil wars – defined as internal conflicts resulting in 
>1000 battle-related deaths within a year [34] – are exceedingly rare in western democracies. 
This shows how cognitive distortions can reinforce one another: overgeneralizing the outgrou p’s
propensity for violence can heighten catastrophized fears about the future.

Another type of political catastrophizing is the belief that conflicts are irreparable. In long-term 
conflicts, those who lack hope for intergroup reconciliation are also the least supportive of
peace-promoting policies [35]. Over time, this sense of collective hopelessness becomes in-
grained into the national narrative and becom es a core psychological mechanism sustaining divi-
sion [36]. In other words, when people predict dire and inevitable political conflict , their actions
can inadvertently sustain it.

Magnifying the negativ e
Magnifying the negative involves viewing ambiguous situations through a negative lens. For exam-
ple, a depressed person might receive neutral feedback at work and interpret it as subtle criticism. 
In polarized environments, individuals selectively interpret political events in ways that confirm po-
larization. For instance, people on both sides of the political divide find the same me dia content un-
fairly biased against the position they support – a phenomenon known as hostile media bias [37]. 

Even perceptions of objective economic conditions can be skewed through a partisan lens [38]. In 
the USA, <30 days after Donald Trump’s 2025 inauguration, Democrats’ ratings on economic con-
ditions declined by 30 points, while Republicans’ assessments improved by the same marginii .
16 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1



Trends in Cognitive Sciences
Political identification even shapes selective or false recall of memories. In one recent study, 
Democrats were more likely to recall fictitious events that seemed damaging to Republicans, 
such as President Trump allowing companies to dump waste in the Great Lakes. Republicans 
were more likely to remember false events that would confirm their negative beliefs about
Democrats, such as President Obama colluding with liberal media for positive coverage [39]. 

In clinical settings, this distortion reinforces negative feelings, furthering symptomatology. In polit-
ical contexts, it makes people believe the worst about their opponents and fortifies polarized iden-
tities, even when evidence contradicts their assumptions.

Self-reinforcing cycles in political conflict
CBT posits that distorted beliefs generate maladaptive emotions and behaviors, which in turn re-
inforce the original beliefs in a self-perpetuating loop. This dynamic extends to political contexts
as well (Figure 1B). For example, believing that the opposing party is inherently hostile can 
evoke anger and prompt aggressive engagement with outgroup members online, interactions 
that often serve to confirm the initial belief. Over time, these cycles can unfold collectively, inten-
sifying group-based animosity. Although prior research has highlighted self-fulfilling prophecies
as barriers to conflict resolution [40], a CBT framework emphasizes the role of cognitive distor-
tions in perpetuating hostility. By applying this perspective, we aim to bridge intergroup conflict 
research with clinical science and underscore the importance of cultivating robust psychological
skills that can disrupt these reinforcing loops.

Factors that fuel political cognitive distortions
Cognitive distortions in polarized settings can originate from various sources, including the prolif-
eration of inflammatory political news, the rapid rise of social media, the growth of polarizing po-
litical leadership, a decline in civil discourse, and the increased segregation of the electorate.
Once established, these distortions spread rapidly and become self-reinforcing – prompting ac-
tions that worsen the very biases from which they stem.

In some countries, the televised media ecosystem is becoming fragmented along ideological 
lines, leading citizens to inhabit increasingly siloed informational worlds. In the United States, 
viewers increasingly gravitate toward televised news that aligns with their political views [41] 
and deeply distrust the outlets relied on by the other sideiii . 

Likewise, on social media platforms such as X, a small group of ideologically extreme users 
generates the bulk of political content [42]. This skew in content is compounded by imbalanced 
sharing patterns: outrage-inducing and moralized posts spread far m ore widely than balanced
political discussions [43–45]. As a result, this online ecosystem paints a misleading picture, 
making extreme opinions appear far more widespread and representative than they truly are
[46,47]. 

Political elites can also be a source of distorted thinking. Politicians’ polarization has acceler-
ated faster than that of the general public [3,48]. However, people often perceive the public as 
nearly as polarized as elites, suggesting they may generalize elite behavior to society at large
[49]. Political elites have also grown more uncivil over time. An analysis of 1.3 million Twitter 
posts by US Member s of Congress (2009–2019) found a 23% rise in incivility over that decade
[2]. A study of the 2018 Italian general election also noted a pervasive use of uncivil attacks by
candidates online [50]. Political leaders shape norms around acceptable conduct in political dis-
agreements [51]. Across a range of issues and countries, merely invoking messages from political 
elites can polarize the public’s attitudes and increase their animosity [52–54].
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1 17
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Populist rhetoric, which has resurfaced prominently in the 21st century, also amplifies 
cognitive distortions. Populist leaders frame political debates in terms of a struggle between 
'the people' and 'corrupt othe rs', advocate for challenging the establishment, and express
antagonism towards ostensible outsiders [55]. Populism normalizes the vilification of 
opponents and uses crisis-laden narratives that fome nt black-and-white thinking and cata-
strophizing [56]. 

Finally, people are increasingly sorted by political differences. In the USA, people tend to live i n
politically homogeneous neighborhoods [57] and express a desire to move away from commu-
nities that do not share their political views [58]. Even when opportunities to engage across 
party lines arise, many choose to avoid them. For example, Thanksgiving dinners are short-
ened, by as much as 50 min, when family members come from opposing voting precincts
[8]. As direct contact diminishes, an information vacuum emerges, allowing cogni tive distor-
tions to grow.

CBT-inspired treatments for political division
In Beck’s hands, CBT was not merely a theory of disorder but also a recipe for new treat-
ments. As such, CBT offers insight into the types of interventions that may be successful in 
reducing division and hostility. We organize several nove l interventions into interrelated cate-
gories of CBT techniques: reality testing, cognitive reframing, and behavioral experiments
(Table 1). 
Table 1. Categories of CBT-relevant treatments and their characteristics
Category of CBT-relevant
treatments

Example treatment 
charac teristics

Definition of characteristics Empirical examples 

Reality testing Misperception correction The extent to which the 
treatment corrects
misperceptions of
outpartisans

[15,26,30–32,82,85–87] 

Heterogeneity of views The extent to which the 
treatment displays the 
heterogene ity of outgroup
attitudes or individualizes
outgroup members

[24,88] 

Countervailing narratives The extent to which the 
treatment challenges 
traditional depictions of 
co nflict and highlights unity

[15,16,59–61,89] 

Cognitive reframing Emotional reappraisal The extent to which the 
treatment helps partisans 
reframe their emotional
experiences

[62,77,83] 

Emotional beliefs The extent to which the 
treatment changes 
people’s beliefs about
conflict-relevant emotions

[32,63,64,90] 

Behavioral experiments Intergroup contact The extent to which the 
treatment fosters
intergroup contact

[32,63,65–67,91] 

Dialog training The extent to which the 
treatment teaches people 
better ways to interact
across differences

[72,92,93]

18 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1
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Reality testin g
Patients in CBT are encouraged to challenge their distorted thoughts through evidence. For in-
stance, if a patient thinks, 'If I make a mistake at work, I’ll never succeed again', the therapist 
might help the patient critically ev aluate the validity of their belief by searching for counterevidence.

A growing body of literature on misperception corrections suggests that reality testing can also be 
beneficial in polarized contexts (for a review, see [33]). In these studies, participants first estimate 
the attributes of the outgroup – for example, the extent to which the average member of a political 
outgroup dislikes their side. Then, participants are randomly assigned to receive either accurate 
information about the outgroup’s actual views (known as a misperception correction) or no addi-
tional information. Results from these studies demonstrate that misperception corrections can in-
terrupt cycles of e scalation. For instance, when people learn that outpartisans are opposed to
political violence and undemocratic practices, they become less supportive of these actions
themselves [31,32]. Likewise, when participants learn that outgroup members hold more diverse 
opinions than they initially believed, they perceive the outgroup as less threatening and experi-
ence less animosity [24]. 

Reality testing can also take the form of countervailing narratives – qualitative information that 
challenges traditional depictions of conflict and highlights unity. For example, witnessing two 
people with deeply opposing views engage in amicable conversations about their differences re-
duces partisan animosity among viewers [15]. Similarly, learning about high-profile cross-party 
friendships (e.g., Joe Biden and John McCain) leads people to feel less negatively toward the op-
posing side [16]. Countervailing narratives can also help reduce opinion polarization; for instance, 
Republican voters become more trusting of the electoral process and more supportive of COVID-
19 vaccines when they see Republican leaders endorsing these efforts [59,60]. A real-world ex-
ample of this approach is the Disagree Better Campaign, which ran advertisements depictin g US
governors from different parties working together respectfully.

Finally, reality testing can challenge catastrophic thinking about the irreparability of conflict. In po-
larized settings, people can become convinced that groups possess fixed traits, such as believing 
that outgroups are evil and will always remain that way. This belief precludes the possibility of rec-
onciliation. Israelis who participate in a training program emphasizing that groups are capable of
change become more willing to make concessions for peace [61]. 

Cognitive reframi ng
The second type of CBT-style treatment pertains to cognitive reframing. This technique helps pa-
tients recognize that their initial interpretation of a situation may be overly negative and prompts 
them to explore different viewpoints. For example, after receiving a bad grade on a test, a patie nt
might believe they are not smart enough to succeed. The therapist might guide the patient to con-
sider how they would respond if a friend had the same reaction to one disappointing exam.

In political contexts, cognitive reframing can reduce negative emotions and increase support for 
reconciliation. In one experiment, people who were taught to respond to conflict-r elevant infor-
mation like scientists experienced less anger and were less supportive of aggressive political ac-
tions [62]. Bridging organizations, like Braver Angels and the Constructive Dialogue Institute, 
use cognitive reframing techniques to help participants adopt an explorer mindset and reappraise
stress during disagreements.

Cognitive reframing techniques can also reshape people’s beliefs about emotions in political con-
texts. For example, people often underestimate the practical benefits of empathizing with political
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1 19
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rivals. However, learning about its instrumental value encourages greater empathic engagement 
across differences, reducing animosity and fostering common ground [63]. Additionally, interven-
tions that frame empathy as an abundant rather than a scarce resour ce enhance prosocial be-
havior toward outgroup members [64]. 

Behavioral exper iments
A third category of CBT-relevant treatments encourages people to gather new data. The goal is to 
help the patient see for themselves that their negative beliefs are often unsupported by actual 
experience, thereby promoting more adaptive thinking. A patient who fears public speaking 
might be encouraged to give a short talk in front of friends to see if their prediction of rejection
comes true.

In the political realm, conversations across ideological divides can function as powerful behavioral 
experiments. Rather than relying on secondhand information, direct engagement provides an op-
portunity to update beliefs about others and their social groups. A person expecting hostility from 
a political opponent may instead find openness or nuance. For instance, one study found that 
participants expected conve rsations with political opponents to be far less positive than discus-
sions with like-minded individuals. However, participants found conversations across political di-
vides to be as informative and enjoyable as those with people who shared their views [65]. 

In addition to being more pleasant than expected, these conversations can also improve com-
mon ground. Across several experiments, conversations across political differen ces can lead
people to durably revise their negative stereotypes about outgroups [66]. Many bridging organi-
zations, such as Living Room Conversations, facilitate workshops that allow constituents to con-
nect face-to-face to explore policy disagreements and identify shared values. Even less personal 
settings, such as texting anonymously with an outpartisan, can increase common ground on
contentious issues, like immigration and gun control [67]. 

Not all intergroup contact yields positive outcomes [68]. Just as in clinical settings, the effective-
ness of behavioral experiments in the political realm relies on creating a safe environment for indi-
viduals to test their assumptions. These cross-party contact interventions are more likely to yield 
positive results when interactions are civil [67], empathic [63], and encourage people to learn 
more about the perspectives of outgroup members [69]. 

Improving depolarizing interventions with CBT principles
As we have reviewed, existing depolarizing interventions often connect with principles from CBT. 
That said, those connections tend to be incidental. We argue that applying CBTmore deliberately
can strengthen interventions.

First, whereas CBT techniques explicitly help people recognize and correct broader cognitive dis-
tortions, depolarizing intervention s focus on correcting specific incorrect thoughts one at a time
(Figure 2A). This circumscribed approach limits their effectiveness, as correcting one type of inac-
curacy does not necessarily lead to improvements in others. For instance, when participants learn 
that outpar tisans dislike them less than they initially believed, they do not become more realistic
about outpartisans’ support for democracy or peace [15,70]. These interventions also are not ro-
bust to the presence of conflicting information, undermining their applicability in real-world sce-
narios [71]. By applying CBT principles, interventions could teach individuals how these 
isolated inaccuracies are part of a larger cognitive distortion (Figure 2B). For example, researchers 
might design a repeated exposure study that teaches participants about common distortions and 
helps them reflect on whether their exaggerated perceptions of outpartisans’ hostility, propensity
20 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1
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Figure 2. Comparing approaches to addressing political divisions. (A) Example of how existing interventions treat 
political divisions by correcting one downstream political misperception at a time. (B) Schematic depiction of how treating 
divisions by helping people identify and challenge upstream cognitive distortions can cast a wider net – potentially 
triggering cascading corrections across multiple misperceptions. Cognitive behavioral therapy aims for patients to become
their own therapists, identifying and challenging distortions on their own. This figure illustrates how depolarization
interventions can pursue a similar goal in political contexts.
for violence, and undemocratic support reveal a pattern of overgeneralization. This active learning 
approach could bolster the generalizability and robustness of the intervention effects.

Second, CBT seeks to enhance patients’ self-efficacy by equipping them with concrete skills to 
identify and correct cognitive distortions in everyday life. For example, patients are taught to 
write diaries to monitor their beliefs and emotions. They also engage in Socratic questioning; 
a structured method that prompts critical thinking through questions like 'What is the evidence 
for this thought?' and 'Is there an alternative perspective?'. In contrast, many depolarizing inter-
ventions treat participants as passive recipients of information, offering statistics or curated
stories without guiding people in questioning their own biases. This approach fails to equip indi-
viduals with transferable skills they can apply once they finish a study and re-enter divisive infor-
mation environments. CBT-inspired interventions should emphasize skill-building, such as
Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1 21
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seeking counterexamples to negative assumptions or practicing conversational strategies that
improve political discourse [72,73]. For example, researchers could design a daily diary study in 
which participants reflect on recent political thoughts or conversations and are prompted to iden-
tify any cognitive distortions they may have exhibited. Participants could then be guided to gen-
erate alternative interpretations and track how these reappraisals influence their emotions and 
subsequent behavior. By equipping individuals with these tools, such interventions can allow
them to self-correct outside of the lab, potentially offering resilience against the pressures of an
increasingly polarized society.

Third, we hope that a CBT framework invites scholars to engage more deeply with adaptive think-
ing strategies developed in clinical psychology. For example, dialectical behavior therapy culti-
vates dialectical thinking – the ability to hold and integrate seemingly opposing viewpoints – 
and distress tolerance – the capacity to manage intense emotions without resorting to ha rmful
behaviors. Acceptance and commitment therapy promotes values-driven action over emotional
reactivity. These clinically developed techniques are complementary to the aims of depolarization
interventions and offer an underexplored toolkit for improving them.

Fourth, CBT illuminates the degree of sustained effort that is often required to achieve long-term 
change. CBT treatments require an average commitment of 12–20 weeks and rely on a collabo-
rative relationship between patient and therapist [74]. In contrast, depolarizing interventions often 
rely on quick, light-touch, one-size-fits-all treatments that are increasingly deployed anonymously 
online. We often expect durable cognitive change from these brie f, superficial engagements,
overlooking the sustained effort necessary to create lasting shifts in beliefs and behaviors [75]. 

Caveats to the model
We argue that CBT provides a useful framework for understanding and mitigating political con-
flict. However, ther e are some important caveats to a CBT model of division.

First, while CBT is effective in improving affect, negative emotions are not always maladaptive in 
political contexts. Emotions such as outrage can play a crucial role in motivating collective ac-
tion [11,76]. As such, interventions that reduce animosity might diminish individuals’ willingness 
to engage in political behaviors, such as volunteering or protesting [77]. However, high levels of 
chronic negative emotions can also decrease collective action by increasing cynicism and hope-
lessness [78]. We propose that animosity becomes detrimental when it is based on cognitive dis-
tortions. When individuals hate political opponents for views they do not actually hold, they risk 
engaging in behaviors that needlessly escalate conflict. Future work should investigate how to
mitigate cognitive distortions while preserving people’s motivation for constructive political partic-
ipation (see Outstanding quest ions). 

Second, while cognitive distortions may be common across affectively polarized societies, CBT-
informed interventions should be culturally adapted. For instance, behavioral experiments involv-
ing direct conversations across political divides may be less appropriate in cultures where open 
disagreement is discouraged. In such contexts, interventions might rely on less confrontational 
formats, such as structured st orytelling exercises. A recent narrative intervention in West Africa
leveraged popular radio dramas to reduce support for violence [79], demonstrating the power 
of culturally resonant formats to promote attitudinal change.

Third, unlike clinical patients seeking relief, politically polarized indiv iduals may not want to change
[80], posing an important challenge to the applicability of CBT-informed interventions. Yet, people 
often experience physical and emotional costs from exposure to political divisiveness [12],
22 Trends in Cognitive Sciences, January 2026, Vol. 30, No. 1
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Outstanding questions 
How can we effectively balance the 
need to mitigate cognitive distortions 
in political discourse while preserving 
the mot ivation for meaningful political
action?

How can the principles of CBT be 
scaled to address the roots o f cogni-
tive distortions at a societal level?

What mechanisms underlie the way 
individual cognitive distortions (such as 
overgeneralization and catastrophizing) 
reinforce one another, and what 
strategies can disru pt these feedback
loops to mitigate escalation?

Beyond those discussed, how do other 
distortions, such as emotional reasoning 
(i.e., assuming emotions reflect objective 
truth) and the minimization of positive in-
formation, contribute to political p olariza-
tion, and how can they be effectively
targeted by interventions?

What cognitive skills are most effective 
at helping individuals resist future 
polarization triggers, such as exposure 
to partisan media or inflammatory 
rhetoric, and how can these be
systematically taught?

How can depolarization interventions 
ensure that individuals apply cognitive 
techniques beyond controlled settings, 
integrating these skills into everyday 
political discus sions and decision-
making?
creating an opportunity to design interventions that align with motivations such as self-
improvement and enhanced well-being. CBT offers several strategies for engaging ambivalent 
patients. Motivational interviewing, for example, helps individuals clarify personal goals – such 
as reconnecting with others or reducing conflict – and examine how their current beliefs might un-
dermine those aspirations. Researchers can also draw on entertainment-based strategies: games
are widely used in CBT to promote cognitive restructuring, and depolarizing games have shown
promise in reducing animosity, with some effects lasting up to 4 months [81]. These strategies 
can support both recruitment and retention, helping to scale de polarization efforts.

Fourth, whereas our approach focuses on individual-level strategies to mitigate cognitive distor-
tions, these distortions often stem from complex systemic structures. Although CBT is typically 
applied at the individual level, it lends theoretical support for system-level interventions. Examples
include social media ranking algorithms that incentivize constructive engagement, interventions
targeted at political leaders [82], and integrating CBT skill-building into educational curricula 
and public campaigns. We believe that public awareness itself can be a mechanism of change. 
In the clinical domain, recognition of cognitive distortions in mood disorders has contributed to 
increased openness to therapy. In the political context, knowledge about common distortions 
could normalize the idea that these beliefs should be challenged. CBT-inspired interventions 
can also address group-l evel conflict by harnessing social network dynamics, where a single in-
dividual’s change can ripple through their community. For example, in the Israeli–Palestinian con-
text, an emotion regulation intervention with a subset of group members benefited the rest of the
group [83], and teaching one person empathy strategies reduced partisan animosity among their
outgroup contacts [63]. These effects could be amplified by targeting highly connected individ-
uals, such as political elites, media figures, or community leaders, whose influence can shift
broader group norms [84]. 

Concluding remarks 
The latest World Economic Forum report listed political polarization as one of the top global risks
facing the world todayiv . There are real shared threats in our political worlds, and effectively ad-
dressing these threats requires clarity. Cognitive distortions obscure this clarity and divert energy 
toward battling caricatured versions of political opponents. By drawing from CBT, we offer a 
framework for understanding how these distortions escalate conflict and highlight how current in-
terventions can be enhanced to achieve a broader, more lasting impact.
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