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Abstract: 

Why are some political arguments more persuasive than others? Extant theories have mainly 

explained argument strength with reference to familiarity. Such explanations suggest that 

arguments are only strong for particular populations: those living in particular cultures, those 

following particular news, or those holding particular political values. Here, we argue for and 

identify the existence of a universally strong class of arguments transcending such divides: 

arguments that are congruent with intuitively held cognitive biases. We focus on arguments 

about social welfare that are congruent with a particular cognitive bias: the deservingness 

heuristic. Embedding a novel experiment in representative surveys in the United States, Japan, 

and Denmark, we demonstrate that people intuitively process arguments that resonate with 

this heuristic and that such arguments are strong across cultural divides, across individual 

levels of familiarity with the arguments, and across individual differences in political values. 

Finally, against the idea that intuitive arguments are simplistic, we demonstrate that such 

arguments can be inferentially complex, as long as they resonate with a cognitive bias. 
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In democracies, “politics is, at the core, about persuasion” (Mutz et al. 1996). In the course of 

policy debates, political elites compete to craft the winning argument that resonates with 

citizens, triumphs over opposing arguments and, ultimately, guarantees popular support for 

their policies. Decades of political science research teaches us that particular political 

arguments do sometimes win the day by defeating opposing arguments (e.g., Chong and 

Druckman 2007; Cobb and Kuklinski 1997). Thus, some arguments are simply stronger than 

others and, as argued by Druckman (2011), argument strength “goes a long way towards 

determining who wins and loses in politics.” At the same time, we know surprisingly little 

about why some political arguments resonate more than others. Despite their centrality in 

theories of persuasion, the sources of argument strength remain under-theorized. As Chong and 

Druckman (2007: 104) point out, extant research tends to study the effects of political messages 

by manipulating argument strength empirically with the aid of pretest studies. Given this 

empirical orientation of past research, understanding what makes some political arguments 

strong has been described as “the most pressing question” in research on political 

communication (Druckman 2011).  

 Following Cobb and Kuklinski (1997: 115) we start with the premise that “political 

arguments will have no effect...if they do not penetrate people’s psyches.” Thus, broadly 

speaking, we aim to understand the psychological factors that shape the strength of the content 

of political arguments. In this regard, one important line of research focuses on the familiarity 

of the argument. When people find arguments to be familiar because they resonate with broader 

cultural themes (Gamson and Modiglina 1989), their political values (Brewer 2001), or because 

of repetition (Chong and Druckman 2007), they are deemed stronger. Another important, but 

less explored, line of research shows that people rate arguments stronger when they are 

congruent with deep-seated psychological rules of judgment (i.e., cognitive biases and 

heuristics) (Cobb and Kuklinksi 1997; Mercier & Sperber, 2017). 
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 This manuscript provides the first detailed, empirical comparison of argument 

familiarity and bias-congruency. Familiarity-oriented accounts suggest that strong arguments 

are only strong for those already familiar with an argument. Hence, an argument is only strong 

for individuals who follow particular debates, endorse particular values, or are immersed in 

particular cultures. In their efforts to persuade, political elites can only hope to win over those 

who are familiar with and endorse particular cultural values or frames of reference. In contrast, 

we contend that arguments can be deemed strong irrespective of familiarity, if they match 

intuitively held heuristics; in a nutshell, bias-congruent arguments are expected to be 

universally strong.  

 Empirically, we focus on the issue of social welfare and introduce a novel experimental 

design, the Scrambled Argument Experiment. This design randomly pairs premises and 

conclusions about social welfare and allows us to test the strength of individual arguments 

within the universe of possible arguments, using both self-reported and behavioral measures. 

We embedded the Scrambled Argument Experiment in large, representative surveys in three 

distinct cultures (United States, Denmark and Japan) and measured a number of relevant 

individual differences. Consistent with the bias-congruency account, we empirically identify a 

class of arguments that resonates with a relevant cognitive bias and is strong across these 

cultural and individual differences. Furthermore, whereas some theories have argued that 

heuristics primarily resonate with simplistic arguments (Cobb and Kuklinksi 1997), we 

demonstrate that strong arguments can be quite complex, as long as they are congruent with 

the mind's intuitive decision-rules (see also Mercier & Sperber, 2017).  

 

Familiarity, "Easy Arguments" and Cognitive Biases 

An argument couples a premise and conclusion, tied together by an inference. The strength of 

the argument depends on the strength of the inference—how well it connects premise and 
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conclusion. For instance, people find arguments more convincing when the connection 

between premise and conclusion seems straightforward (e.g., Alter et al. 2007). The perceived 

strength of the argument is weaker if people need to invest cognitive energy to make the 

inference or find the inference difficult to process. 

 The cognitive ease with which people connect premise and conclusion provides an 

underlying psychological mechanism for the effects of argument familiarity (e.g., Garcia-

Marques and Mackie 2001). People are more likely to process arguments that resonate with 

cultural themes and personal values with ease. As Gamson and Modigliani (1989: 5) explain, 

some arguments are deemed strong because they “resonate with...the stories, myths and folk 

tales that are part and parcel of one’s cultural heritage.” From this perspective, argument 

strength varies across individuals because they differ in their attachment to cultural values or 

their attention to political debates. 

 Moving beyond the familiarity account, we argue that particular combinations of 

premises and conclusions are strong, independent of their familiarity (Arceneaux 2012; 

Mercier & Sperber, 2017). Our argument proceeds from mounting evidence that the mind first 

processes information automatically and unconsciously (Stanovich 2011). This feat of the 

unconscious mind is achieved by a myriad of specialized and automated decision-making rules, 

often referred to as “judgmental heuristics” or “cognitive biases,” each scanning for particular 

inputs and producing particular outputs (Kahneman 2011; Kruglanski and Gigerenzer 2011). 

In the conscious mind, these outputs appear as intuitions and gut feelings. For example, when 

we stop in our tracks while hiking through the woods to make sure that a stick is not a snake, 

it is the automatic component of our mind that is making itself heard in our conscious mind by 

providing an intuition (e.g., “something dangerous is over there”). Intuitions such as these can 

exert a strong influence on conscious decisions, if they are deemed applicable to present goals 

(Kahneman 2011; Kruglanski and Gigerenzer 2011).  
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 Placed in the context of political communication research, we believe that this 

intuitionist account of human decision-making offers useful insights into the factors shaping 

arguments strength beyond familiarity. If the premises of an argument key into an applicable 

heuristic or cognitive bias, an intuition will appear without much effort. This intuition, we 

argue, will provide the basis for evaluating the conclusion of the argument. If the intuition and 

conclusion are aligned (e.g., if the premise activates feelings of compassion and the conclusion 

emphasizes help-giving), the argument should be perceived as strong. We refer to such 

arguments as "bias-congruent" arguments (Arceneaux 2012). In contrast, if the argument's 

premises do not match heuristics or biases, or if the premise produce intuitions that does not 

align with the conclusions, we will refer to the argument as "bias-incongruent."  

 We are not the first to offer an intuitionist account of argument strength. In political 

science, Cobb and Kuklinski (1997) argued that the match between heuristics and arguments 

makes such arguments “easy” to understand. Nonetheless, since this pioneering research, our 

understanding of the psychology of heuristics has progressed in ways that are important for 

understanding argument strength. 

 First, initial work on heuristics described them as “learned” knowledge structures 

(Chaiken, Liberman, and Eagly 1989: 213), which fed expectations that heuristics primarily 

drive the political opinions of certain segments of the population (e.g., the more 

knowledgeable) (Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock 1991). However, further research found that 

many heuristics are ingrained elements of human psychology. Hence, while heuristics can be 

conditioned through memorization and repetition (e.g., the ability to do simple arithmetic or 

play a musical instrument), they can also emerge from “innately prepared” mental circuity 

acquired through human evolution (Haidt and Joseph 2004; Tooby, Cosmides & Barrett 2005), 

such as the easily learned and hard-to-conquer fear of spiders and snakes (New and German 

2015). Recent research suggests that some of the heuristics and biases involved in political 
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choice are also evolved, reflecting how our ancestors’ survival depended on heuristics for 

navigating life within and between social groups (Petersen 2015). For example, the 

deservingness heuristic, which we will return to below, is built to scan for information about 

the efforts of needy individuals and triggers compassionate motivations in the face of effortful 

individuals. These advances are important for understanding the psychology of argument 

strength. If argument strength depends on the match with learned heuristics, arguments will be 

strong only among those who have learned the relevant heuristic. In contrast, if cognitive biases 

are a constitutive aspect of human nature, arguments that match them should be strong for 

everyone.  

 Second, Cobb and Kuklinski’s conceptualization of what constitutes an “easy” 

argument focused on the affect-as-information heuristic. This focus entails the expectation that 

premises that portray individuals, groups, or events negatively will trigger negative affect, 

which resonates with negative conclusions (e.g., imposing costs on the negatively portrayed 

individuals or groups). Conversely, positively portrayed individuals and groups trigger positive 

affect, which resonates with conclusions to provide help and support. On this view, “easy” 

arguments are thus “simple and symbolic, making strong assertions without providing support” 

(Kuklinski and Quirk 2000: 173) and “eschew explanations” (Cobb and Kuklinski, 1997: 93). 

However, the emerging consensus in the recent literature on heuristics is (a) that a large number 

of heuristics exists and (b) that they reflect mechanisms that allow people to make intuitive 

inferences that integrate many sources of information beyond positivity and negativity (Tooby 

et al. 2005). Hence, to engage in adaptive behavior over human evolutionary history, the 

evolution of psychological mechanisms for rapid execution of complex inferences was 

necessary. On this alternative view, bias-congruent arguments are not required to follow the 

simple template demanded by the affect-as-information heuristic but can involve complex 

reasoning chains. Essentially, while bias-congruent arguments might indeed be processed 
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easily, it is not because they are inferentially simple but because unconscious mechanisms are 

doing the required inferences. Furthermore, in contrast to the view that strong arguments are 

simple, the strength of bias-congruent arguments should not be reduced by the availability of 

supporting explanations or the use of "because..." (cf. Cobb & Kuklinski, 1997: 93). As long 

as these explicit inferences are in line with the implicit inferences produced by the activated 

cognitive bias, they should add or subtract little. 

 

A Case of Bias-Congruent Arguments: The Deservingness Heuristic and Arguments 

about Social Welfare 

To test the intuitionist account against the familiarity and easy arguments accounts, we focus 

on a key political issue: social welfare. This issue accounts for a substantial portion of 

government spending, is highly contested among political elites and sharply divides the public 

along the left‒right ideological spectrum (Cook and Barett 1992). A growing consensus holds 

that welfare attitudes are not simply shaped by self-interested and ideological values, but also 

by judgment about whether welfare recipients deserve to receive public assistance (Cook and 

Barett 1992; Oorschort 2000; Petersen 2015). 

 Deservingness judgments emerge from a psychological heuristic designed to identify 

and discriminate against “cheaters”; that is, individuals who take benefits without paying 

appropriate costs. This deservingness heuristic emerges from the evolutionary history of 

humans, where intense cooperation favored the development of specialized mechanisms for 

identifying and punishing those who free-ride on the cooperative efforts of others (Cosmides 

and Tooby 1992). Consistent with the deep-seated origins of the deservingness heuristic, extant 

research finds that the deservingness heuristic influences social welfare attitudes in an 

exceptionally broad range of countries (Weiner 1995), that it operates through emotions 
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(Brandt 2013; Petersen et al. 2012; Weiner 1995), and that it draws on automatic processes 

(Petersen et al. 2011) and unobtrusive mental categories (Petersen 2012). 

 Because the deservingness heuristic is universal across cultures and automatically 

activated when people are asked to assist others, it is an optimal candidate for a deep-seated 

psychological mechanism that shapes the strength of political arguments. From a bias-

congruency perspective, a strong pro-social welfare argument would offer a premise that 

describes welfare recipients as deserving and a conclusion that implies support for welfare 

benefits; a strong con-social welfare argument would describe welfare recipients as 

undeserving and conclude with a rejection of welfare benefits. Arguments mixing these 

premises and conclusions should be viewed as weak. To the extent that a deservingness 

heuristic draws on deep-seated psychological dispositions, we ought to expect these arguments 

to be strong and weak, respectively, across cultures and across individual differences in values 

within cultures. 

 These expectations stand in sharp contrast to those drawn from the familiarity 

perspective. If deservingness judgments simply reflect deep cultural traditions for 

individualism or collectivism (Cook and Barrett 1992: 37; Gilens 1999: 63) as opposed to an 

evolved and universally shared heuristic, then individuals in individualistic cultures, such as 

the United States, should be more familiar with arguments linking individual deservingness to 

welfare policy and, thus, view this category of arguments as stronger. In contrast, individuals 

from collectivist cultures (e.g., Asia, Scandinavia) should be less familiar with deservingness-

linked arguments and rate them as weaker. The familiarity perspective also ascribes individual 

differences in welfare attitudes within cultures to ideological values. Conservatives tend to hold 

individualistic values in both individualistic and collectivist cultures, making them more 

familiar with deservingness-linked considerations and, thus, more susceptible to 

deservingness-based social welfare arguments (Skitka and Tetlock 1993). 
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 Some evidence already exists. As outlined above, previous research has shown that 

people respond to information that is congruent with the deservingness heuristic (e.g., Brandt, 

2013; Petersen et al., 2012; Weiner, 1995). Yet, existing studies have never compared the 

effects of bias-congruent information to the effects of bias-incongruent information and, hence, 

it is unclear whether the effects of the former are systematically stronger than the latter. 

Furthermore, while existing research has addressed familiarity to some extent, this has 

primarily been done by comparing the effects of bias-congruent deservingness information for 

North American and European respondents and respondents on the left- and the right-wing 

(e.g., Aarøe & Petersen 2014; Petersen et al. 2012). Consistent with a bias-congruency 

perspective, these analyses show that individuals across these divides tend to react in similar 

ways. But, at present, it is unclear whether these effects extend outside Western countries and 

also whether they are robust to the use of more direct measures of familiarity with 

deservingness arguments. 

 To provide a framework for systematically comparing bias-congruent and bias-

incongruent arguments, we need to specify the particular cues that should render a welfare 

recipient deserving or undeserving, respectively. When making social judgments, people 

spontaneously attend to cues about the motivations (their ‘warmth’) and the competences of 

others (Fiske, Cuddy, and Glick 2007). In this regard, the deservingness heuristic gives primacy 

to cues about motivations (Delton et al. 2012). The deservingness heuristic is thus designed to 

scan for cues of whether an individual in need of help is a cheater (i.e., a free-rider) and, if so, 

activates punitive impulses—and altruistic impulses if not.  At the same time, the deservingness 

heuristic can also utilize information about competence as a way to indirectly assess people’s 

motivations (Weiner 1995). If competent people fail, it is because they are not motivated 

enough, while incompetence can serve as a morally relevant excuse. 
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 The dual role of competence and motivation in providing moral excuses for the need of 

welfare recipients provides an opportunity to (1) systematically compare arguments that are 

congruent and incongruent with the deservingness heuristic and (2) do so in a way that directly 

tests against the "easy arguments" perspective. From an "easy argument" perspective, 

arguments are strong when opposition towards a group is premised on negative information 

and when support for a group is premised on positive information. In relation to the 

deservingness heuristic, however, expectations are different from the perspective of bias-

congruency. To appreciate this, it is helpful to juxtapose arguments about the motivations of 

welfare recipients with argument about the competence of welfare recipients. When it comes 

to motivation-oriented arguments, the predictions of the "easy arguments" and bias-congruency 

accounts converge: Arguments that build on negative premises about the motivations of 

welfare recipients (i.e., “welfare recipients are lazy”) are bias-congruent when coupled with 

conclusions opposed to welfare. Arguments that couple negative premises about motivations 

with conclusions supportive of welfare are, in contrast, incongruent with the deservingness 

heuristic and predicted to be weaker. 

 The predictions from the "easy arguments" and bias-congruency accounts, however, 

diverge sharply in the context of competence arguments. For example, while arguments that 

build on negative premises about motivations (i.e., "welfare recipients are lazy") are 

deservingness-incongruent when coupled with conclusions supportive of welfare, it is 

completely opposite for arguments that couple support of welfare with negative premises about 

competences (i.e., “welfare recipients are incompetent”). While these arguments do not follow 

the logic of "easy arguments", they are nonetheless predicted to be strong because they provide 

a bias-congruent, moral excuse for the welfare recipients' need. By systematically comparing 

how the strength of arguments changes as a function of (1) whether an argument supports or 

rejects welfare, (2) whether it emphasize motivations or competences of welfare recipients and 
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(3) whether it portray these motivations or competences positively or negatively, we can 

systematically contrast the effects of bias-congruency and ease on argument strength.  

 

Test 1: Are Bias-Congruent Arguments Stronger than Easy Arguments Across Cultures? 

We examine the above arguments in four distinct tests, outlining the specific predictions as we 

proceed. Our initial test, Test 1, provides an experimental test of the effects of bias-congruency 

versus argument ease on argument strength by examining participants' evaluations of the 

strength of arguments that vary across the three factors outlined above.  

 In the context of the deservingness heuristic, the bias-congruency of an argument - and, 

hence, its predicted strength - depends on three different features of the argument: (1) is it 

premised on information about the motivations or competences of welfare recipients?; (2) is 

this information positive (e.g., “welfare recipients are competent”) or negative (e.g., “welfare 

recipients are incompetent”)?; and (3) is the conclusion in support of or opposed to welfare? 

Thus, positive information about welfare recipients’ motivations and negative information 

about their competence (i.e., moral excuses) will be congruent with the deservingness heuristic 

when coupled with support for welfare benefits. Conversely, we predict that information 

portraying welfare recipients as unmotivated and competent (i.e., signals of being a “cheater”) 

is congruent with the deservingness heuristics when coupled with opposition to welfare 

benefits. Other couplings of informational premises and policy conclusions should be judged 

as relatively weaker. An "easy argument" account, in contrast, predicts that arguments are 

strong when they couple negative portrayals of welfare recipients (i.e., that they recipients 

being unmotivated and incompetent, respectively) with opposition to welfare benefits. 

Similarly, from the perspective of an "easy argument" account, arguments are strong when they 

couple positive portrayals (i.e., that welfare recipients are being motivated and competent, 
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respectively) with support for welfare benefits. The final two columns of Table 1 sum up the 

predictions of the bias-congruency accounts and easy-arguments accounts, respectively. 

 Test 1 also provides a national-level tests of the role of familiarity. Hence, familiarity-

oriented accounts emphasize that deservingness-related judgments are particularly salient 

within individualistic cultures (Cook and Barrett 1992; Gilens 1999). Accordingly, the 

experiments underlying Tests 1 and 2 are embedded in nationally representative surveys in 

three countries that differ in their degree of individualism: the United States, Japan, and 

Denmark. The US and Japan are paradigmatic cases of individualistic and collectivistic 

cultures, respectively, the former being a highly individualistic culture, the latter highly 

collectivistic (e.g., Hamamura 2012). Denmark falls in between these two poles, containing 

both individualistic and collectivistic cultural elements (Nelson and Shavitt 2002). The 

familiarity-oriented account would predict that arguments that are congruent with the 

deservingness heuristic are strongest in United States and weakest in Japan. The bias-congruent 

perspective predicts that even in collectivist cultures deservingness-congruent arguments are 

stronger than deservingness-incongruent arguments. 
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Table 1. Scrambled Argument Experiment: Predictions and Design 

 

Wording of Argument 

Experimental Factors 
Predictions about 

Argument Strength 

Motivation or 

Competence? 

Positive or 

Negative? 

 Oppose or 

Support 

Welfare? 

Bias-

Congruency 

Predictions 

Easy Argument 

Predictions 

Many people on welfare are not very motivated to find a job. I think we 

should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Motivation Negative Oppose Stronger Stronger 

Many people on welfare are not very motivated to find a job. I don’t think 

we should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Motivation Negative Support Weaker Weaker 

Many people on welfare are very motivated to find a job. I think we should 

make it harder for people like this to get social welfare benefits. 
Motivation Positive Oppose Weaker Weaker 

Many people on welfare are very motivated to find a job. I don’t think we 

should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Motivation Positive Support Stronger Stronger 

Many people on welfare do not have very useful job skills. I think we 

should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Competence Negative Oppose Weaker Stronger 

Many people on welfare do not have very useful job skills. I don’t think 

we should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Competence Negative Support Stronger Weaker 

Many people on welfare have very useful job skills. I think we should 

make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Competence Positive Oppose Stronger Weaker 

Many people on welfare have very useful job skills. I don’t think we 

should make it harder for people like this to get welfare benefits. 
Competence Positive Support Weaker Stronger 
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Materials and Methods 

To identify the psychological roots of argument strength, we are required to overcome 

a methodological challenge. Thus, a common strategy among researchers is to use 

arguments directly from political debates. The strength of such arguments is 

overdetermined, however, as they tend to be both familiar and match heuristics. To 

remedy this, we provide a methodologically novel design: the Scrambled Argument 

Experiment. This design randomly pairs premises and conclusions about social welfare 

and, thereby creating all possible arguments, whether familiar or unfamiliar and 

whether they resonate with the deservingness heuristic or not. This allows us to pinpoint 

the exact combinations of premises and conclusions that emerge as strong within the 

universe of possible arguments.  

 The Scrambled Argument Experiment systematically varies the relationship 

between informational input (i.e., premise) and policy recommendations (i.e., 

conclusion) in political arguments. Specifically, our predictions relate to how political 

arguments vary on three dimensions: (1) whether they refer to the motivations or the 

competence of welfare recipients, (2) whether they portray welfare recipients positively 

or negatively, and (3) whether they support or oppose welfare benefits. Accordingly, 

the basic protocol is a 2 × 2 × 2 design1 that varies these factors to create all eight 

potential combinations. The first column in Table 1 displays the specific arguments for 

each combination and the next three columns provide a breakdown of the argument into 

the three experimental factors. 

 Arguably, some of the arguments predicted to be bias-incongruent might appear 

as strange. At the same time, it is important to note that none of them defy logic. For 

 
1 As we return to in Test 2, there is an additional experimental factor that we average across in the 

initial tests. 
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example, there is nothing illogical in arguing that we should invest more social benefits 

in competent rather than incompetent individuals (after all, they might be a better 

investment). For example, one argument in favor of social welfare benefits is that they 

allow the unemployed to wait for jobs that better match their abilities—a consideration 

that could be especially important for competent individuals. Similarly, there is nothing 

illogical in arguing that we should invest social benefits in the unmotivated. For 

example, John Rawls (1971) argues that people lack responsibility for both their 

competences and their motivations and, accordingly, we should base the granting of 

social welfare benefits on neither. 

 As described above, we included the Scrambled Argument Experiment in 

surveys in the United States, (n = 2414), Japan (n = 1001), and Denmark (n = 1009). In 

each country, we hired YouGov to sample its web panel to achieve approximate 

national representativeness by quota-sampling on gender, age, education, and 

geography. In each of these surveys subjects read a brief introduction and were then 

randomly assigned to read one of the arguments from the Scrambled Argument 

Experiment. 

 After argument exposure, subjects were asked to evaluate the perceived strength 

of the argument using an 8-item scale. For each item, subjects indicated their level of 

agreement with a statement on a 7-point scale from “Strongly disagree” to “Strongly 

agree.” The statements where: “This argument is unclear,” “This argument is coherent,” 

“This argument is illogical,” “This argument is convincing,” “This argument is not very 

persuasive,” “This argument is strong,” “I agree with this argument,” and “I would use 

this argument in discussions about welfare.” For each respondent, we summed together 

these items into a Perceived Argument Strength scale and recoded the scale to vary 

from 0 to 1, high values indicating that the argument was perceived as strong. In all 
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three countries, the scale was reliable (US: α = .84; JPN: α = .86; DK: α = .89). 

Importantly, these measures of argument strength do not simply ask people to evaluate 

the arguments as neutral, detached spectators (Chong and Druckman 2007: 104). 

Instead, they also ask them to evaluate whether they themselves agree with the 

argument. This approach provides a strong, direct test of the strength of bias-congruent 

arguments. 

 The Perceived Argument Strength scale constitutes the dependent variable. As 

independent variables, we rely on two sets of coded variables from the three 

experimental treatments. First, we code each experimental variable as follows: Welfare 

Opposition, i.e., whether the argument opposes welfare benefits (1) or not (0); Negative 

Information, i.e., whether the argument is premised on a negative (1) or positive (0) 

depiction of welfare recipients; and Motivation Information, i.e., whether the negative 

or positive information relates to the motivations (1) or competence (0) of the welfare 

recipients. In terms of the predictions, this implies that the bias-congruency account 

entails the existence of a three-way interaction between these factors. In contrast, the 

easy argument account merely implies the existence of a two-way interaction between 

Negative Information and Welfare Opposition. Second, to facilitate the interpretation 

of these effects, we coded two variables, Bias-Congruent and Easy Argument, which 

measures whether the argument in question is (1) or is not (0) bias-congruent and easy, 

respectively. To code these variables, we simply followed the predictions outlined in 

Table 1. Thus, an efficient way to compare the relative explanatory power of the two 

accounts is simply to compare the explanatory power of these two variables.2  

 
2 As this simple coding averages across multiple distinct arguments and, especially, across the 

theoretically relevant distinction between motivation and competence, we discuss and replicate the 

effect of the Bias-Congruency measure for both types of arguments in the Online Appendix Figure A2. 

This more detailed analyses provide additional support for the findings and theoretical arguments 

reported here in the main text. 



 17 

 

Results 

To assess the evidence for the respective predictions from the bias-congruency and easy 

arguments accounts, we begin by regressing Argument Strength on the relevant 

interactions between the experimental indicators (for full regression models, see Table 

A1 in the Online Appendix). The easy arguments account predicts a two-way 

interaction between Welfare Opposition and Negative Information. While this 

interaction is significant in United States (b=.12, p<.001), it is not significant at 

conventional levels in neither Denmark (b=.04, p=.15) nor Japan (b=.04, p=.08). The 

bias-congruency account argues that these mixed findings reflect that the two-way 

interaction is qualified by a three-way interaction between Welfare, Opposition, 

Negative Information and Motivation Information. This prediction is supported across 

countries (United States: b=.40, p<.001; Denmark: b=.45, p<.001; Japan: b=.21, 

p<.001). 

 To ease interpretation of these interaction effects, Figure 1 displays the effects 

of the two overall variables for Bias-Congruency and Easy Argument (in Online 

Appendix Figure A1, we display the predicted values for Perceived Argument Strength 

across the full set of experimental variables). As can be seen bias-congruent arguments 

are consistently between 5 and 11 percentage points stronger than bias-congruent while 

the difference between easy versus non-easy arguments are insignificant in two out of 

three tests. Furthermore, the effect of Bias-Congruency is significantly larger than the 

effect of Easy Argument across all countries (United States: F1, 2411=9.67, p=.002; 

Denmark: F1, 1006=20.87, p<.001; Japan: F1, 998=4.71, p=.03). 
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Figure 1. Effects of Bias-Congruency and Argument Ease on Perceived Argument 

Strength. 

 

Notes. Predicted marginal effects (with associated 95 % confidence intervals) of Bias-

Congruency and Easy Argument on Perceived Argument Strength. All variables vary 

between 0 and 1. 

 

Turning to the differences between the bias-congruency and familiarity accounts, two 

observations are noteworthy. First, as discussed above, Perceived Argument Strength 

is significantly predicted by Bias-Congruency in all three countries. This is consistent 

with the bias-congruency account, suggesting that there is a cross-cultural logic to 

argument strength. Second, however, the effects of Bias-Congruency do differ across 

countries. Specifically, the effects are significantly smaller in Japan, the most 

collectivistic country, compared to United States (p=.005) and Denmark (p=.002). This 

is consistent with the familiarity account and suggests that while bias-congruent 

arguments are strong across cultures, their strength increases even further if the 

arguments also resonate with broader cultural themes. Thus, there are reasons to expect 
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that deservingness-oriented arguments resonate better with the cultural values and 

narratives in more individualistic cultures. At the same time, however, the fact that bias-

congruent arguments do not differ significantly between Denmark and United States 

suggests that cultural differences need to be quite large before shaping the strength of 

bias-congruent arguments.  

 

Test 2: Does Explicit Inferences Harm Bias-Congruent Arguments? 

Against the easy argument account, but consistent with the bias-congruency account, 

Test 1 demonstrated that strong intuitive arguments can rely on complex inference 

chains, as long as these are bias-congruent. Test 2 provides an experimental test of the 

second major point of difference between the bias-congruency and easy arguments 

accounts: Whether it matters whether these inferences are explicitly available or not? 

According to the easy argument account, the presence of explanations should interfere 

with the ease of processing the argument and, hence, reduce its strength. According to 

the bias-congruency account, the presence of elaborations for bias-congruent 

arguments should not influence their strength. 

 Specifically, the intuitionist theory of argument strength contends that bias-

congruent arguments are stronger because their structure match intuitively held 

cognitive biases. That is, the connection between premises and conclusions of bias-

congruent arguments are supplied by deep-seated cognitive structures in the mind of 

the citizens rather than being grounded in, e.g., logic or explicit instruction. Consider 

the arguments that are congruent with deservingness heuristic. These involve a complex 

set of premises about motivations, competences, positive information and negative 

information. If the argument is about motivations, positive information (“welfare 

recipients are unlucky”) is congruent with support for welfare. If the argument is about 
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competences, negative information (“welfare recipients are incompetent”) is congruent 

with support for welfare. In both cases, the intuitionist theory entails that people 

intuitively infer that these sets of premises are evidence of a morally relevant excuse 

for the economic need. This inference is spontaneously produced by the structure of the 

deservingness heuristic. This implies, on the one hand, that people do not need to be 

taken by the hand and have the inferential logic explicitly laid out. Hence, for bias-

congruent arguments, the existence of an explication of the underlying inference should 

not increase their strength. On the other hand, such explications should also not reduce 

their strength. Thus, in contrast to the easy argument account, the bias-congruency 

account entails that people do in fact use inferences to evaluate the link between an 

argument's premise and conclusion. As long as any given explicit inference match the 

intuitive inferences, the availability of explicit inferences will add or subtract little. 

 It is a priori less clear how bias-incongruent arguments will be shaped by the 

presence of an elaborate inference. One possibility aligned with the easy argument 

account is that elaborations always reduce the strength of arguments, even for 

arguments that are already weak. Another possibility, more aligned with the intuitionist 

theory, is that the presence of a more elaborate inference will function as substitute for 

the intuitive inference that is missing in bias-incongruent arguments. In this case, the 

presence of an explicit inference might increase the perceived strength of bias-

incongruent arguments.  

  

Materials and Methods 

To test the effect of the presence of explicit inferences on the strength of bias-congruent 

and -incongruent arguments, we again rely on the Scrambled Argument Experiment. 

Thus, in all samples the experiment included an additional experimental factor not 
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analyzed above. Specifically, for a randomly selected half of the subjects in all three 

countries, the arguments included an explicit inference between the premise and 

conclusion, focusing on the existence of a moral excuse for welfare recipients’ plight. 

The inference was always aligned with the conclusion—whether or not a harder policy 

against welfare recipients was supported. When a harder policy was recommended, the 

inference read: “It is their own responsibility if they are without work.” When a harder 

policy was opposed, the inference read: “It is not their responsibility if they are without 

work.” In both cases, the inference specifically stressed the degree of responsibility that 

is crucial for deservingness judgments (Weiner 1995). For the other half of the subjects, 

no inference was included and, hence, the arguments appeared as in Table 1, providing 

a fourth experimental manipulation: Explicit Inference (coded 1 if an explicit inference 

was presented with the argument, 0 if no inference was included). 

 

Results 

As we have already shown that bias-congruent arguments are stronger than easy 

arguments, we exclusively focus on the distinction between congruent and incongruent 

arguments. Thus, Figure 2 shows the cross-national effects of Explicit Inference on 

Perceived Argument Strength for bias-congruent and bias-incongruent arguments, 

respectively. Against the easy argument account, we find no significant effects of 

Explicit Inference on Perceived Argument Strength for bias-congruent arguments in 

any of the countries (United States: b=-.02, p=.13; Denmark: b=-.02, p=.43; Japan: b=-

.00, p=.91). On the one hand, however, it should be noted that the effects are 

descriptively in the direction predicted by the easy argument account (i.e., negative). 

Thus, it may be that the absence of evidence for an effect is a matter of statistical power. 

On the other hand, all of the samples are well-powered with over 1000 participants in 
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each. Furthermore, it is possible to perform tests of equivalence, which are specifically 

designed to test the evidence in favor of the absence of an effect (Lakens, 2017). Using 

the conventional significant level of .05, equivalent tests demonstrate that we can reject 

all negative effects of the presence of an explicit inference larger than -.05, -.06 and -

.03 for United States, Denmark and Japan, respectively. Thus, even if there is any 

negative effect of providing explicit inferences, these effects are small.     

 

Figure 2. Effects of The Presence of Explicit Inferences on Perceived Argument 

Strength for Bias-Congruent and Bias-Incongruent Arguments. 

 

Notes. Predicted marginal effects (with associated 95 % confidence intervals) of 

Explicit Inference on Perceived Argument Strength for bias-congruent and in-

congruent arguments, respectively, calculated from OLS models. All variables vary 

between 0 and 1. 

 

Turning to the effect of the presence of explicit inferences for bias-incongruent 

arguments, we find some evidence that their presence increases the perceived strength 

of the arguments. Thus, in both United States (b=.03, p=.01) and Denmark (b=.04, 
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p=.03), there is a significant positive effect of Explicit Inference on Perceived 

Argument Strength for bias-incongruent arguments. In Japan, however, the effect is not 

significant at conventional levels (b=.02, p=.26). Overall, the evidence thus supports 

the intuitionist theory. Explicit inferences aligned with the intuitive inferences of a 

cognitive bias does not harm the strength of a bias-congruent argument. In the case of 

bias-incongruent arguments, such explicit inferences might even increase their strength 

as they serve as substitutes for the missing intuitive inference.  

 

Test 3: Is the Strength of Bias-Congruent Arguments Shaped by Individual 

Differences in Familiarity? 

Test 1 showed that arguments are deemed stronger when congruent with the 

deservingness heuristic across individualistic and collective cultures. Consistent with 

the intuitionist theory, political arguments can gain strength by keying into universally 

shared cognitive biases. Nonetheless, Test 1 reports effects that average across 

individuals. These aggregate effects might mask how arguments resonate with some 

people more than others. 

 Two types of individual differences are relevant from a familiarity perspective. 

First, an argument in existing research is that Americans are particularly susceptible to 

deservingness-congruent arguments because they are more likely to encounter these 

arguments in public debate (Gilens 1999). Thus, more generally, the familiarity account 

predicts that people who pay more attention to welfare debates are more familiar with 

deservingness-linked welfare policy arguments than those who do not and therefore 

find such arguments stronger (Galston 2001). If our findings above reflect processes 

related to familiarity rather than bias-congruency, we should find that greater attention 

to public debates about social welfare increase the perceived strength of deservingness-
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congruent arguments. Furthermore, we should find that deservingness-congruent 

arguments are not considered stronger among those who do not attend to public debates 

about social welfare. 

 Second, beyond attentiveness, another strand of research emphasizes how 

individual differences in political values shape the resonance of political arguments 

(e.g., Skitka and Tetlock 1993). Consequently, individuals who are committed to values 

extolling personal responsibility should be more familiar with deservingness-congruent 

arguments as well as being more inclined to view them as strong. Also, people who 

hold opposing values should not consider deservingness-congruent arguments stronger. 

 The aim of Test 3 is to investigate whether individual differences related to 

familiarity and political values moderate the effects reported in Test 1. Because many 

cognitive biases, including the deservingness heuristic, are basic features of human 

cognition, the intuitionist theory of argument strength predicts that people will 

intuitively recognize which arguments resonate with them and which do not—even if 

they do not follow politics or do not hold political values extolling personal 

responsibility.  

 

Materials and Methods 

Again, we rely on the Scrambled Argument Experiment. In all samples, we collected 

three measures in connection to Test 3. First, to measure attention to debates about 

welfare debates, we asked respondents to answer the following 5-item battery: “I often 

follow political news about welfare benefits,” “I often discuss questions about welfare 

benefits with family and friends,” “I often overhear arguments about welfare benefits,” 

“I am familiar with the basic positions in debates about welfare benefits,” and “I don’t 

pay much attention to debates about welfare benefits.” Answers were placed on a 7-
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point scale, endpoints labeled “Strongly disagree” (0) to “Strongly agree” (6). For each 

country, the items were summed into a reliable Debate Familiarity scale (US: α = .78; 

JPN: α = .83; DK: α = .73), recoded to vary between 0 and 1, high values indicating 

high levels of familiarity. 

 Second, to measure individual differences in political values, we measured the 

respondents’ self-categorized ideology. Previous research shows that political ideology 

strongly shapes views on social welfare (Cook and Barrett 1992) and that conservatives 

are more motivated to deter free-riding than are liberals, causing them to evaluate social 

welfare policies through the lens of personal responsibility and deservingness (Skitka 

and Tetlock 1993). We phrased the survey item to reflect ideological labels in each 

country. To assess political ideology in the United States, we used the standard question 

from the American National Election Survey: “Generally speaking do you consider 

yourself to be: extremely liberal, liberal, slightly liberal, moderate or middle of the road, 

slightly conservative, conservative or extremely conservative?” In Denmark and Japan, 

we used the same basic question format, but the ideological labels were “left-wing” and 

“right-wing” in Denmark and “progressive” and “conservative” in Japan. For all three 

countries, this Ideology measure was recoded to vary between 0 and 1, higher values 

indicating ideological values that should resonate with harsher deservingness 

judgments (i.e., conservative/right-wing). 

 Third, we obtained a direct measure of argument familiarity, Perceived 

Argument Familiarity. After respondents evaluated the strength of each argument, we 

directly asked respondents to indicate their agreement with the statement, “People often 

make this argument." Answers were placed on a 7-point scale, endpoints labeled 

“Strongly disagree” (0) to “Strongly agree” (6) and recoded to vary between 0 and 1, 

with higher values indicated higher Perceived Argument Familiarity. This allow us to 
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directly assess how much of the effect of bias-congruency is channeled through 

perceptions of familiarity.  

 

Results 

The familiarity account entails two predictions: First, the existence of a positive 

moderating effect of Attention to Welfare Debates and Political Ideology, respectively, 

on the effect of Bias-Congruency on Perceived Argument Strength. Second, that people 

with low values on the two moderating variables do not consider bias-congruent 

arguments stronger. To assess these arguments, we estimate two-way interactions 

between Bias-Congruency and Attention to Welfare Debates and Political Ideology, 

respectively, in each country sample (see Online Appendix Tables A2 and A3 for full 

models). Against the familiarity account, we find no significant interaction effects with 

neither Attention to Welfare Debates (United States: b=.08, p=.09; Denmark: b=.12, 

p=.12; Japan: b=.01, p=.88) nor Political Ideology (United States: b=-.01, p=.78; 

Denmark: b=.06, p=.32; Japan: b=-.04, p=.50). 

 Figure 3 displays predicted marginal effects of Bias-Congruency on Perceived 

Argument Strength across levels of Attention to Welfare Debates (Panels A-C) and 

Political Ideology (Panels D-F), respectively. To avoid extrapolation, we estimate 

marginal effects for mean levels of the moderating variables plus and minus two 

standard deviations. As can be seen some of the effects, especially in Denmark, are 

descriptively in the direction predicted by the familiarity account. Thus, one possible 

objection is that our failure to find support for the familiarity account reflects lack of 

statistical power, despite the use of well-powered samples. However, even if a small 

moderating effect of familiarity cannot be completely disregarded, it is relevant to note 

that the effect of Bias-Congruency is significant at the lowest estimated levels of both 
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Attention to Welfare Debates (United States: b=.07, p<.001; Denmark: b=.07, p=.03; 

Japan: b=.05, p=.04) and Political Ideology (United States: b=.10, p<.001; Denmark: 

b=.08, p=.009; Japan: b=.07, p=.006). Hence, deservingness-congruent arguments are 

stronger than deservingness-incongruent arguments, even among those who pay little 

attention to welfare debates and those with left-wing values. 

 

Figure 3. Effects of Bias-Congruency on Perceived Argument Strength Across 

Individual Differences. 

 

Notes. Predicted marginal effects (with associated 95 % confidence intervals) of Bias-

Congruency on Perceived Argument Strength across levels of Attention to Welfare 

Debates (Panels A-C) and Political Ideology (Panels D-F), respectively, calculated 

from OLS models. Marginal effects are shown for +/- 2 standard deviations from the 

mean of the moderating variable. All variables vary between 0 and 1. 

 

As an even more conservative test, we can directly assess the role of perceived 

argument familiarity. If processes of familiarity fully account for the strength of 

deservingness-congruent arguments, we should find that, first, perceived argument 
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familiarity predicts argument strength and, second, that controlling for perceived 

argument familiarity removes the effects of Bias-Congruency on argument strength. 

This test is conservative because it relies on observational data of Perceived Argument 

Familiarity and, hence, assumes that Perceived Argument Familiarity is neither caused 

by the bias-congruency of an argument nor is an effect of Perceived Argument Strength.  

 Consistent with the familiarity account, the analyses show significant 

correlations between Perceived Argument Strength and Perceived Argument 

Familiarity in all three countries (United States: b=.16, p<.001; Denmark: b=.08, 

p=.007; Japan: b=.32, p<.001). However, against the notion that familiarity is all there 

is to argument strength, the effect of Bias-Congruency remains statistically and 

substantively significant, even after controlling for Perceived Argument Familiarity 

(United States: b=.08, p<.001; Denmark: b=.10, p=.002; Japan: b=.04, p<.001). 

Furthermore, analyses of the degree of statistical confounding (Kohler et al., 2011) 

reveal that Perceived Argument Familiarity only accounts for a minority of the total 

effect of Bias-Congruency (United States: 16 %; Denmark: 6 %; Japan: 32 %). These 

latter results are consistent with the intuitionist theory. Familiarity matters but does not 

provide a complete account of the underlying persuasive power of bias-congruent 

arguments. 

  

Test 4: Do Bias-Congruent Arguments Reflect Intuitive Inference Mechanisms? 

Bias-congruent arguments are strong (a) even if they involve complex inferences (Test 

1), (b) whether or not an explicit inference is present (Test 2), (b) even among people 

who are not familiar with them (Test 3) and (c) across levels of political attentiveness 

and ideology (Test 3). The intuitionist theory of argument strength argues that these 

effects emerges because the mind generates the inferences that undergird them 
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effortlessly and automatically. Test 4 provides a direct test of this contention using 

behavioral outcomes. 

 The specific outcomes we focus on is accuracy and bias in recall. Within 

cognitive psychology, an often-used method for identifying implicit processes is by 

analyzing biases in recall (Petersen, 2012). Thus, when recalled, information tends to 

be put into greater alignment with implicit processes. In the case of bias-congruent 

arguments, this implies, first, that the existence of cognitive biases for making 

automatic inferences from particular premises to particular conclusions should facilitate 

the ability to recall and recognize bias-congruent arguments accurately. If an argument 

is bias-congruent, an individual does not need to remember the entire argument. 

Instead, individuals can succeed by merely recalling parts of it, filling in the rest of the 

argument by way of their own reasoning, either moving from a recalled conclusion to 

the most likely premise or from the recalled premise to the most likely premise. Thus, 

bias-congruent arguments should be easier to recall. Second, people exposed to bias-

incongruent arguments should be more likely to mistakenly recall having encountered 

a bias-congruent one. As the memory of the bias-incongruent argument fades, people 

are likely to recall part of the argument and then use their cognitive biases to fill in the 

rest of the arguments and, in the process, arrive at a bias-congruent argument. 

 

Materials and Methods 

To test these predictions, the American survey was planned and administered as a two-

wave panel study. Ten days after completing the first wave, respondents were re-

contacted. 1,658 subjects completed the second wave (69% re-contact rate). 

 Based on previous research, ten days should be sufficient for a substantial 

number of subjects to forget the content of the arguments from the first wave. In the 
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second wave, respondents were provided with a list of all of the arguments used in the 

first wave. They were presented with 16 in total, reflecting the 2 x 2 x 2 x 2 design, and 

asked to indicate which argument they read in the first wave. From this answer, we 

code two variables. The first variable reflects whether the respondent correctly recalled 

the argument from the first wave (coded as 1) or not (coded 0). The second variable 

reflects whether the argument indicated by the respondent in wave 2 is congruent with 

the deservingness heuristic (coded as 1) or not (coded 0). 

 

Results 

First, we analyze the proportions of correctly recalled arguments in Wave 2 separated 

by whether the respondent received a bias-congruent or bias-incongruent argument in 

Wave 1. We find that only 14% of the respondents exposed to a bias-incongruent 

argument correctly recalled it, whereas 21% of the respondents exposed to a bias-

congruent argument correctly recalled theirs (z = -3.72, p < .001). Given the 16 

available choices, people should have a 6.25% chance of a correct recall. People beat 

chance in both conditions, but they do so even more impressively in the face of bias-

congruent arguments. Hence, as predicted, bias-congruent arguments are more easily 

recalled than bias-incongruent arguments. 

  Next, we turn our focus to the respondents who did not correctly recall their 

first-wave argument. Among this subset of incorrect guessers, a massive 87% recalled 

being exposed to a bias-congruent argument in Wave 1. In reality, only 47% of these 

respondents were actually exposed to a bias-congruent argument (albeit a different one 

than they recalled). The difference between these two percentages is highly significant 

(z = 44.92, p < .001). Finally, we can restrict the analyses to those who received a bias-

incongruent argument in Wave 1. Of these, 81% misremember the argument as bias-
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congruent. This percentage is significantly different from chance (i.e., 50%; z = 23.20, 

p <.001). That is, there is a strong tendency for people to re-structure arguments in 

memory such that they are aligned with a cognitive bias. 

 Together, these two results—that people more accurately recall bias-congruent 

arguments and that they misremember bias-incongruent arguments as bias-congruent—

provide strong evidence that the deservingness arguments resonate with deep-seated 

inference mechanisms that allow people to move between premises and conclusions in 

bias-consistent ways. 

 

Conclusion 

We have offered a theory of the psychological foundations of an important class of 

persuasive political arguments—those that key into innately prepared cognitive biases 

(see also Mercier and Sperber, 2017). In doing so, we have extended and integrated 

previous strands of research. One strand focused on the cultural and ideational factors 

rendering some arguments more “familiar” than others, while another considered how 

"easy" arguments are stronger. Our contribution is to incorporate recent advances in the 

understanding of human psychology into these extant models of argument strength and 

provide proof-of-concept for a class of bias-congruent, strong arguments. Our updated 

model of argument strength considers the role played by the numerous species-typical 

heuristics and biases with built-in inferential mechanisms that populate the human 

mind. In contrast to familiarity and argument ease, this account emphasizes the 

congruency between the structure of arguments and the mind's heuristics and biases.  
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Table 2. Overview of Tested Predictions, Their Theoretical Basis and Empirical 

Support 

# Theory Prediction Test 
Empirical 

Support 

1 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

bias-incongruent arguments. 
1 Supported 

2 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

easy arguments. 
1 Supported 

3 
Bias-

Congruency 

The strength of deservingness-congruent arguments is 

not substantially reduced by explicit inferences. 
2 Supported 

4 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

deservingness-incongruent in both individualistic and 

collectivistic cultures. 

1 Supported 

5 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

deservingness-incongruent arguments even among 

people who do not pay attention to welfare debates. 

3 Supported 

6 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

deservingness-incongruent arguments even among 

people on the left-wing. 

3 Supported 

7 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger than 

deservingness-incongruent arguments are strong even 

among people not explicitly familiar with the 

argument. 

3 Supported 

8 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are more 

accurately recalled than deservingness-incongruent 

arguments. 

4 Supported 

9 
Bias-

Congruency 

Deservingness-incongruent arguments are recalled as 

deservingness-congruent. 
4 Supported 

10 
Easy 

Arguments 

Arguments congruent with the affect-as-information 

heuristic are stronger than incongruent arguments. 
1 Rejected 

11 
Easy 

Arguments 
Explicit inferences reduce the strength of arguments. 2 Rejected 

12 Familiarity 
Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger in 

individualistic cultures than in collectivistic cultures. 
1 Supported 

13 Familiarity 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger 

among people who pay attention to welfare debates 

than among people who do not pay attention to welfare 

debates. 

3 Rejected 

14 Familiarity 

Deservingness-congruent arguments are stronger 

among people on the right-wing than people on the 

left-wing. 

3 Rejected 

15 Familiarity 
Explicit familiarity with an argument increases its 

strength. 
3 Supported 

 

We derived 9 predictions from the bias-congruency perspective and examined them 

over four tests. The predictions and findings are summarized in Table 2. Overall, we 

found that arguments that key into an evolved cognitive bias appear strong and 
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persuasive to individuals across cultures and the ideological spectrum (findings #1 and 

#4-#7). Also, consistent with the view that adaptive behavior requires the ability to 

rapidly execute complex inferences, we found that complexity did not reduce the 

strength of arguments as long as these were congruent with a cognitive bias (findings 

#2 and #3). Finally, we showed that a key reason why bias-congruent arguments are 

strong is because they map on to intuitively generated inferences and expectations as 

demonstrated by the findings that people, on the one hand, remember these arguments 

accurately and, on the other hand, misremembers bias-incongruent arguments as if they 

were congruent (findings #8 and #9).  

 While our focus was to evaluate predictions generated from the intuitionist 

theory of argument strength, we also tested several key features of the existing 

theoretical accounts, highlighting familiarity and ease, respectively. As summarized in 

Table 2 and consistent with prior studies, we found some evidence for the role of 

familiarity. Thus, familiar arguments are stronger (finding #12) as are arguments that 

resonate with broader cultural themes (finding #15). Importantly, however, our findings 

show that familiarity is not all there is to strength. Thus, bias-congruent arguments are 

strong even if they are unfamiliar (findings #4-#7) but, at the same time, familiarity can 

add to the strength of bias-congruent arguments. In contrast, as is evident from Table 

2, we did not find support for the easy argument perspective (findings #10 and #11). 

When considering deservingness-congruent arguments, at least, simple does not equal 

strong. Rather, people evaluate such arguments according to a moral logic that is both 

elaborate and intuitive.  

 Finally, it is important to keep in mind the limitations of the current study. First, 

we utilized a novel experimental design: the Scrambled Argument Experiment, which 

allowed us to examine how different arguments are perceived and processed with high 
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degrees of internal validity and cross-cultural robustness. A limitation of this design, 

however, is its reliance on stylized arguments. To increase ecological validity, an 

important next step is therefore to examine how bias-congruent arguments fare when 

embedded in realistic communication formats, such as newspaper articles or news 

broadcasts. Second, because we had to start somewhere, our empirical tests focused 

only on a single but well-established cognitive bias, the deservingness heuristic. Thus, 

future research should consider the strength of arguments that are congruent with other 

cognitive biases. 
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