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Previous research has shown that political attitudes are highly heritable, but the proximal physiological
mechanisms that shape ideology remain largely unknown. Based on work suggesting possible ideological
differences in genes related to low-level sensory processing, we predicted that taste (i.e., gustatory)
sensitivity would be associated with political ideology. In 4 studies (combined N = 1,639) we test this
hypothesis and find robust support for this association. In Studies 1-3, we find that sensitivity to the
chemicals PROP and PTC—2 well established measures of taste sensitivity—are associated with greater
political conservatism. In Study 4, we find that fungiform papilla density, a proxy for taste bud density,
also predicts greater conservatism, and that this association is partially statistically mediated by disgust
sensitivity. This work suggests that low-level physiological differences in sensory processing may shape

an individual’s political attitudes.
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Tensions between the political left and right have been growing
in recent years, with greater polarization, increased animosity, and
less willingness to “reach across the aisle” to engage with indi-
viduals of the opposing ideology (McCoy, Rahman, & Somer,
2018; Pew Research Center, 2014, 2016, 2017a; Reiljan, 2019).
Indeed, recent polls suggest that the liberal—conservative divide is
now one of the most contentious divisions in modern American
society, often eliciting more explicit antipathy than divisions based
on race, religion, or social class (Iyengar & Westwood, 2015; Pew
Research Center, 2016, 2017a, 2017b). However, although the
ideological gap has been particularly acrimonious in recent years,
the divide between the political right and left is nothing new. This
core ideological dimension has exhibited remarkable stability
across both time and cultures (Bobbio, 1996; Burke, 1790/1987;
Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Jost, 2006; Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, &
Sulloway, 2003a; Lukes, 2003; McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal,
2006; Rosas & Ferreira, 2014), with social and political systems
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often being characterized by a push-and-pull between these two
opposing mindsets.

Adherents of these two “political ideologies”—here, defined as
“set[s] of beliefs about the proper order of society and how it can
be achieved” (Erikson & Tedin, 2003, p. 64)—hold opposing
positions across a wide range of domains. Research suggests that
those on the political right—often called “conservatives” in the
United States and many Western nations—tend to be relatively
more concerned with maintaining societal order, structure, and
stability, and are more resistant to social change and more tolerant
of inequality between social groups (Erikson & Tedin, 2003; Jost
et al., 2003a, 2003b; McClosky & Zaller, 1984; Rathbun, 2007).
Those on the political left—often called “progressives” or, in the
United States, “liberals”—tend to be more open to societal change
and to prefer less hierarchical relations between groups (ibid.).

Although ideological belief systems are complex (e.g., consist-
ing of partially independent facets of economic and social/cultural
beliefs; Duckitt, Wagner, Du Plessis, & Birum, 2002; Evans,
Heath, & Lalljee, 1996; Layman & Carsey, 2002; Saucier, 2000;
Stenner, 2005), and the exact political policies endorsed by each of
these ideological groups can to some degree vary as a function of
the specific political system in which they are embedded (Benoit &
Laver, 2006; Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990), these broad left-right
“political orientations” play a central role in structuring political
thought and behavior and do so in reliable ways (Benoit & Laver,
2006; Bobbio, 1996; Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Jacoby, 1991;
Jost, 2006; Lukes, 2003; Tomkins, 1963). For example, those on
the right tend to support political policies that impose harsher
punishments for criminals and social “deviants” or norm-violators
(e.g., the death penalty, mandatory minimum sentences), to sup-
port more aggressive foreign policy (e.g., militaristic responses to
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conflict), and to be less supportive of redistributive economic
policies (e.g., social welfare'; Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Jacobs
& Carmichael, 2002; Jost et al., 2003a; Marcus, Sullivan, Theiss-
Morse, & Wood, 1995; Skitka, 1999; Skitka & Tetlock, 1993a,
1993b; Tetlock et al., 2007; Tyler & Weber, 1982). Those on the
left tend to endorse the inverse set of policy preferences, support-
ing less punitive responses to crime and violations of social norms,
less aggressive foreign policy (e.g., favoring diplomacy over mil-
itary action), and greater support for economic redistribution
(ibid.).

However, the differences between those on the right and left are
not limited to political attitudes and behavior. Indeed, decades of
research has revealed that liberals and conservatives differ in
numerous aspects of everyday behavior (e.g., pastimes, jobs/ca-
reers, social groups; DellaPosta, Shi, & Macy, 2015; Pew Research
Center, 2014; Verdant Labs, 2016; Wilson, Ausman, & Mathews,
1973), values (e.g., conformity, self-expression; Schwartz, Ca-
prara, & Vecchione, 2010; Schwartz et al., 2014), preferences
(e.g., in art, humor, poetry, cuisines; Epstein, 2014; Gillies &
Campbell, 1985; Mikol, 1960; Ruch & Hehl, 1986; Schneider,
1985; Wilson et al., 1973; Yakovlev & Guessford, 2013), and
beyond. Generally speaking, those on the political right tend to
show more appreciation for tradition, to place greater value on
social conformity or “fitting in”” and to be less likely to seek out
novel and unfamiliar experiences. Conversely, those on the left
tend to value self-expression and uniqueness, and to be more open
to new and unfamiliar experiences. In sum, the divide between the
right and left is not simply a political one; those of opposing
ideologies have remarkably different values, lifestyles, and cul-
tures.

The breadth, depth, and stability of the differences between
liberals and conservatives led early researchers and theorists to
speculate that political ideology might be driven by deeper psy-
chological traits and motivations that are not specific to the polit-
ical realm (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford,
1950; Altemeyer, 1998; Frenkel-Brunswik, 1949; Tomkins, 1963;
Wilson, 1973). More than 70 years of research has borne out this
prediction, revealing robust ideological differences in many as-
pects of basic psychology, including cognition/cognitive style
(e.g., attention to negative situations and stimuli; Hibbing, Smith,
& Alford, 2014), major dimensions of personality (e.g., openness
to experience, conscientiousness; Gerber, Huber, Doherty, Dowl-
ing, & Ha, 2010), emotional experience (e.g., sensitivity to disgust;
Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2009), and psychological motivations
(e.g., needs for structure, certainty, and cognition; Chirumbolo,
2002; Cichocka & Dhont, 2018; Jost et al., 2003a; Kemmelmeier,
1997, for a recent meta-analysis, see Jost, Sterling, & Stern, 2018).

However, recent research has suggested that the foundations of
political ideology may go even deeper than previously believed
and that individual differences in political ideology may also stem
from more basic biological differences between individuals. This
work has suggested that a person’s genetic makeup plays a signif-
icant role in determining their political orientation—by some
estimates explaining 30% to 60% of the variance in political
liberalism/conservatism (Hatemi et al., 2014). However, the prox-
imal mechanisms by which these observed genetic differences are
translated into political attitudes and behavior remain largely un-
known.

One intriguing possibility is that at least some of the observed
variability in ideology is attributable to genetic influences on
low-level physiological mechanisms, such as those that govern
sensory perception. This possibility was suggested by Hatemi et al.
(2011), who conducted a genome-wide analysis of 13,000 people
to identify the specific genomic regions that accounted for the
heritability of political attitudes. Their analysis identified several
regions that accounted for variance in respondents’ liberalism/
conservatism. Interestingly, one of these regions, on chromosome
9, contained a large number of genes related to taste and olfaction
(Lacazette, Pitiot, Jobert, Mallet, & Gachon, 1997; Rajab et al.,
2008), suggesting that individual differences in sensory processing
may relate to political ideology.

Two additional areas of research converge to suggest possible
associations between sensation, particularly gustation, and politi-
cal ideology. They also suggest a possible psychological mecha-
nism for this association: sensitivity to disgust.

Taste and Disgust

Researchers have posited a deep and evolutionarily ancient
connection between taste and disgust. Specifically, some elements
of taste (particularly bitterness perception) are believed to have
evolved to detect potentially poisonous and pathogen-laden fea-
tures of our environment, such as poisonous plants and rotten food
(Curtis & Biran, 2001). These stimuli elicit an unpleasant (usually
bitter or sour) taste sensation, which triggers a set of physiological
and behavioral responses (e.g., opening of the mouth, projection of
the tongue) that serve to prevent the ingestion of the offending
substance.

The emotion of disgust is believed by many to have its origins
in this initial oral rejection response (Rozin, Haidt, & McCauley,
2008; Tybur, Lieberman, Kurzban, & DeScioli, 2013). It is argued
that this system was repurposed (or “preadapted,” in evolutionary
terms; Mayr, 1960) to respond to other environmental cues and
other classes of sensory stimuli (e.g., sights and smells that signal
the presence of pathogens) to avoid contamination and disease.
Consistent with this theorizing, neuroimaging studies have re-
vealed that the area of the brain that is most often implicated in the
disgust response, the anterior insula (Vytal & Hamann, 2010), is
also intimately involved both in the processing of taste stimuli and
the visceral experience of nausea (Rolls & Scott, 2003; Stern,
Koch, & Andrews, 2011).

Providing further support for this connection, research from the
sensation and perception literature has recently identified a con-
nection between greater taste sensitivity and heightened sensitivity
to disgust. This work has shown that individuals who are more
sensitive to the chemical compound PROP, the most widely used
measure of taste sensitivity (Bartoshuk, Duffy, & Miller, 1994),
are more prone to experiencing certain forms of disgust. Specifi-
cally, Herz (2011, 2014) found that individuals who experience
greater bitterness in response to the chemical PROP—indicating
greater taste sensitivity (Bartoshuk et al., 2003)—also tended to

! Although research suggests that welfare attitudes—as well as eco-
nomic conservatism more broadly—may be more closely related to social
conservatism in the United States and other developed Western nations
(e.g., Benoit & Laver, 2006; Malka et al., 2019), as will be discussed in
more detail below.
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experience greater disgust in response to vignettes depicting situ-
ations with the potential for contamination or the transmission of
disease. Given that taste sensitivity (e.g., sensitivity to PROP, taste
receptor density) has been shown to be largely genetically deter-
mined (e.g., with a single gene TASR238 being responsible for
58% of the phenotypic variation in PROP bitterness sensitivity;
Barbarossa et al., 2015), this work suggests that having a more
sensitive sense of taste may predispose a person toward developing
a heightened sense of disgust.

Disgust and Political Ideology

Recent social psychological research has demonstrated that dis-
gust sensitivity, in turn, may have implications for political atti-
tudes. This work has reliably found that greater dispositional
sensitivity to disgust is associated with greater political conserva-
tism (e.g., Inbar et al., 2009; Terrizzi, Shook, & McDaniel, 2013).
This association is primarily attributable to a relation between
higher dispositional disgust sensitivity and greater cultural tradi-
tionalism and sexual restrictiveness (vs. permissiveness; Tybur,
Inbar, Giiler, & Molho, 2015; Tybur et al., 2016). Specifically, this
research suggests that individuals with higher disgust sensitivity
tend to place greater value on adherence to social norms (which
often evolve culturally to limit pathogen transmission; Billing &
Sherman, 1998; Schaller & Murray, 2008) as well as to adopt more
monogamous (vs. promiscuous) mating strategies (which also
serve to limit pathogen transmission; Schaller, 2011; Schaller &
Murray, 2008). Because political conservatism tends to align with
these concerns/positions (e.g., through harsher punishment of
norm violators and favoring traditional vs. nontraditional sexual-
ity; Fuchs & Klingemann, 1990; Jacobs & Carmichael, 2002;
Marcus et al., 1995; Sherkat, Powell-Williams, Maddox, & de
Vries, 2011; Tyler & Weber, 1982; Whitley, 1999), this leads more
disgust-sensitive individuals to tend to adopt more politically
conservative ideologies.

Several additional psychological mechanisms have been pro-
posed to explain the relation between disgust and political conser-
vatism. For example, liberals and conservatives tend to differ in
the extent to which they regulate the emotion of disgust, with
liberals more readily reappraising their disgust away from poten-
tially disgust-inducing stimuli (Feinberg, Antonenko, Willer,
Horberg, & John, 2014). Other researchers have posited that dis-
gust is linked to conservatism as a means of avoiding potential
pathogen threats brought by contact with outgroups (Fincher &
Thornhill, 2012; Thornhill, Fincher, & Aran, 2009). This outgroup
prejudice/ingroup favoritism account argues that contact with out-
group members (who may carry pathogens against which the
individual has less immunity; Fincher & Thornhill, 2008a, 2008b;
Roberts, 1989) is more likely to lead to an infectious disease than
contact with ingroup members. However, more recent work sug-
gests that the link between disgust sensitivity and outgroup prej-
udice (and/or specific political positions like opposition to immi-
gration) is best explained by a connection with the traditional
norms of the ingroup (Karinen, Molho, Kupfer, & Tybur, 2019;
Tybur et al., 2016). Thus, people who are more easily disgusted,
and those induced to feel disgust (e.g., Helzer & Pizarro, 2011;
Inbar, Pizarro, & Bloom, 2012), endorse ideological positions that
preserve cultural traditions—a position that is associated with
political conservatism.

The Present Research

Integrating these various lines of research led us to hypothesize
that basic physiological differences in taste sensitivity would be
associated with political ideology, such that individuals with more
sensitive senses of taste would tend to be more politically conser-
vative, particularly on social and cultural issues. Further, we pre-
dicted that this association would be accounted for, at least in part,
by sensitivity to disgust. We tested these hypotheses in four studies
(total N = 1,639), in which we assessed taste sensitivity using
commercially available chemical test strips (Studies 1-3) as well
as tongue fungiform papilla density (Study 4).

Analytic Plan and Statistical Power

We preregistered two of the four studies we conducted. All
deviations from our planned analyses and predicted results are
explicitly described in the main text. Following our preregistered
analysis plans, we tested our primary predictions using linear
regression. In these analyses, all predictors are grand-mean cen-
tered, and we report standardized beta weights. We list all predic-
tors and control variables that were included in the models. (If no
covariates are stated, none are included.) We exclude no partici-
pants: All participants who provided complete, analyzable data are
included in our analyses.

We took three additional approaches to maximizing statistical
power in the present research. All of these approaches are consis-
tent with current recommendations for best practices. First, we
conducted power analyses to determine sample sizes for all studies
after Study 1A, using observed effect sizes in power analyses to
ensure that our studies were adequately powered. Second, we
collected large sample sizes to obtain stable observations of effect
sizes. We based these minimum samples sizes on simulation
studies indicating that correlational effect sizes of around r = .1
(our anticipated effect size, based on a review of the literature)
tend to achieve stability of 80% confidence at sample sizes of
around 250 participants (Schonbrodt & Perugini, 2013). All four of
our studies involved samples larger than 250. Third, following
recent best practices recommendations (e.g., McShane & Bocken-
holt, 2017), we also conducted a random-effects internal meta-
analysis of our studies to further increase statistical power and
better estimate the true size of any observed effects (Braver,
Thoemmes, & Rosenthal, 2014).

All materials, data, syntax, and preregistration documentation
are available on the Open Science Framework (OSF) at https://osf
.10/fv436/.

Study 1

In Study 1, we provided an initial test of the association between
taste sensitivity and political conservatism. To do so, we assessed
participants’ levels of taste sensitivity using a widely used measure
of taste sensitivity: taste strips containing the chemical compound
6-n-propylthiouracil (PROP). PROP is a chemical that, depending
on a person’s genetically determined level of taste sensitivity, can
be extremely bitter, completely tasteless, or anywhere in between
(Barbarossa et al., 2015; Bartoshuk et al., 1994). Because sensi-
tivity to PROP is associated with sensitivity to bitterness general-
ly—and, some research suggests, general taste sensitivity (Bar-
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toshuk et al., 1994; Tepper, 2008)—it provides an efficient and
informative index of individual differences in taste sensitivity.

Method

Participants. For this initial test of our hypothesis, we re-
cruited a convenience sample of students from an introductory
psychology course. We included all students who elected to par-
ticipate in the study, resulting in a total sample of N = 343.

Ethics statement. All research was approved by the Cornell
University Institutional Review Board under protocol #1601006066,
“Taste Sensitivity and Political Ideology.”

Procedure. Participants were provided with a PROP taste
strip and a paper survey packet. They were instructed to place the
PROP strip on their tongues for 30 s and to rate the bitterness of
the strip on two 100-point scales. They then indicated their general
political orientation and their social and cultural liberalism/con-
servatism.

Materials. Taste strips contained 3-5 pg of PROP per strip
and were purchased from Sensonics International (sensonics.com).

Participants rated the bitterness of the taste strip on two 100-
point quasi-logarithmic scales developed by Bartoshuk and col-
leagues (Bartoshuk et al., 2003). These scales asked participants to
compare the taste sensation from the taste strips with other sensory
experiences. The first scale asked participants to compare the
intensity of the bitterness to auditory sensations of differing inten-
sities, ranging from “Absolute silence” to “An airhorn next to your
ear.” The second scale asked participants to compare the bitterness
of the strip to “the full range of sensations that [they] have ever
experienced,” ranging from no sensation to strongest imaginable
sensation of any kind. These scales were developed in order to
overcome the difficulties inherent to comparing subjective sensory
experiences between individuals and have been shown to accu-
rately identify between-subjects differences in taste sensitivity
(Bartoshuk et al., 2003).

General political orientation was assessed with the question
“Where on the following scale of political orientation would you
place yourself?” and social and cultural liberalism/conservatism
was assessed with the question “In terms of social and cultural
issues, how liberal or conservative are you?” Participants provided
their response to each question on a 7-point Likert-type scale
ranging from extremely liberal to extremely conservative.

Results

Twenty-two participants did not provide information about their
political ideology, and one additional participant did not rate the
bitterness of the taste strip. This left us with a sample of 320
participants with analyzable data. The correlation between our two
taste sensitivity scales was high (r = .83), so we averaged them
into a single index of taste sensitivity.

As predicted, participants who reported greater bitterness from
the taste strip (i.e., those with higher taste sensitivity) identified as
more politically conservative, both on the measure of general
political orientation (3 = .14, #{318] = 2.46, p = .01), as well as
on the measure of social and cultural conservatism (3 = .15,
1[318] = 2.73, p = .007).

Discussion

The results of this study provided initial support for the hypoth-
esized connection between taste sensitivity and political conserva-
tism, using a well-established measure of taste sensitivity. Al-
though these results are correlational and cannot speak to the
causal direction of this relation, past research has established that
the ability to taste PROP is largely genetically determined (Bar-
barossa et al., 2015). These findings therefore provide an initial
indication that taste sensitivity—particularly sensitivity to bitter-
ness—may play a role in shaping political ideology.

Study 2

In Study 2, we conducted a preregistered conceptual replication
and extension of Study 1 using a more diverse sample of partici-
pants collected from a student and community center on Cornell
University’s campus. For this study, we used another widely used
index of general taste sensitivity, phenylthiocarbamide (PTC).
Although sensitivities to PROP and PTC are positively related
(Barnicot, Harris, & Kalmus, 1951; Lawless, 1980), they are
believed to be subject to different genetic controls (Bufe et al.,
2005). Further, the genetic basis of sensitivity to PTC has been
more extensively studies and is better established (Bufe et al.,
2005; Drayna et al., 2003; Hansen, Reed, Wright, Martin, &
Breslin, 2006), with an estimated 55% to 85% of the phenotypic
variance in PTC sensitivity being determined by three functional
single nucleotide polymorphisms of the TAS2R38 gene (Kim et
al., 2003). Therefore, in addition to providing further support for a
general association between taste and ideology, the existence of
ideological differences in sensitivity to PTC would also provide
additional evidence suggesting a possible genetic basis for these
differences.

We also made two other changes to our experimental design to
rule out potential confounds. First, because both age and sex have
previously been shown to relate to taste sensitivity (Bartoshuk et
al., 1994; Mojet, Christ-Hazelhof, & Heidema, 2001), we asked
participants to provide this information to test whether these fac-
tors explained the observed association between taste sensitivity
and political conservatism. Second, we also asked participants to
rate the specific taste that they detected on the test strip (e.g., bitter,
sour, salty). This question allowed us to ensure that we were
specifically analyzing participants’ ratings of the target chemical
PTC (rather than their ratings of the paper strip in which it was
embedded). Because past work has shown that people experience
the taste of PTC to be bitter, or sometimes sour (Bartoshuk et al.,
1994), responses of “salty,” “sweet,” and “no flavor” were inter-
preted as indicating a lack of ability to taste PTC, as specified in
the preregistration for this study.

Method

Participants. We conducted a power analysis for 80%
power to detect an effect size of r/f = .145, the effect size we
observed in Study 1. This analysis recommended a sample size
of 368 participants, which we increased to 400 to increase
statistical power. We preregistered this target sample size for
Studies 2 and 3.

Materials and procedure. Research assistants set up a table
and invited passersby to participate in the study in exchange for a
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piece of chocolate. Participants were provided with a PTC taste
strip (purchased from Nasco Precision Laboratories) and a paper
survey packet. They were instructed to place the taste strip on their
tongue for 30 s. After tasting the test strip, but before rating its
intensity, participants were asked to indicate the taste of the strip,
with the following response options: no flavor, bitter, salty, sour,
or sweet. Participants then rated the intensity of the taste they
experienced using the same general intensity scale from Study 1.
They then indicated their political orientation and social and cul-
tural liberalism/conservatism using the same scales from Study 1
and provided information about their age and sex. Additionally,
participants also answered nine questions regarding their food
preferences. As specified in our preregistration documentation,
however, the results of these questions were not analyzed in
relation to the current research question.

Results and Discussion

Two participants did not indicate their political ideology and
therefore could not be included in analyses, leaving us with an
analyzable sample of 398 participants.” Seventy-one participants
(17.75%) reported no taste from the taste strip, and were therefore
coded as “0” for the intensity measure. Additionally, six partici-
pants (1.5%) rated the strip as salty and four (1%) rated it as sweet,
indicating a lack of ability to taste PTC. Following our preregis-
tered analysis plan, we coded intensity as “0” for these partici-
pants. The remainder of the participants indicated that the strip
tasted bitter or sour, indicating an ability to detect PTC. (Results
are nearly identical if “sour” responses are also coded as indicating
a lack of ability to taste PTC.)

Replicating the results of Study 1, we found that greater taste
sensitivity—indicated by the intensity of bitterness experienced
from the PTC strip—was associated with greater general political
conservatism (3 = .19, 1[396] = 3.80, p < .001) and greater social
and cultural conservatism (3 = .19, #{396] = 3.80, p < .001). This
association remained significant (and in fact became slightly stron-
ger) when controlling for participants’ age and sex (general con-
servatism: B = .21, #[390] = 4.16, p < .001; social/cultural
conservatism: 3 = .21, 1[390] = 4.18, p < .001), providing further
evidence for the hypothesized association between taste sensitivity
and political conservatism.

Study 3

In Study 3, we sought to extend these findings by moving to an
issue-based measure of political conservatism, in which we asked
participants to indicate their attitudes on 12 political issues. We
included this scale to determine whether taste sensitivity would pre-
dict individuals’ positions on specific political issues or whether this
association held only for overall ideological self-identification. Based
on previous research on disgust sensitivity and political ideology (e.g.,
Tybur et al., 2015), we predicted that taste sensitivity would be most
closely correlated with political issues related to traditional sexuality
(e.g., LGBT rights, pornography, abortion). Additionally, in this study
we also collected a more demographically and ideologically diverse
sample recruited from two shopping malls in the northeastern United
States.

Method

Participants. Based on the power analysis outlined in Study
2, we set a target sample size of 400 participants. We received 406
responses.

Procedure. Research assistants set up a table and invited
passersby to participate in the study in exchange for a piece of
chocolate. Participants were provided with a PROP taste strip and
a paper survey packet. As in Study 2, participants were first asked
to rate the taste of the strip (sweet, salty, sour, bitter, or “no
flavor”). They then rated the intensity of the strip using the same
general intensity scale from Studies 1 and 2. They then completed
the issue-based measure of conservatism, indicated their age and
sex, and indicated their general political ideology and social and
cultural liberalism/conservatism using the same scales from Stud-
ies 1 and 2.

Measures. The taste strips used in this study were the same as
those used in Study 1 (purchased from Sensonics International).
Our issue-based ideology measure was adapted from Everett
(2013). Participants were asked to rate their positivity/negativity
toward 12 political issues/values on 11-point scales ranging
from —5 = extremely negative to +5 = extremely positive, with
the midpoint labeled 0 = neutral. Ten of these items were bor-
rowed or adapted from Everett’s scale. Additionally, we added two
items (LGBT rights and pornography) to include a wider range of
issues relating to (non)traditional sexuality.

In our preregistration, we designated five items as relating to
traditional sexuality: the family unit, traditional marriage, LGBT
rights (reverse-scored), abortion rights (reverse-scored), and por-
nography (reverse-scored). We designated the remaining seven
items as nonsexuality relevant: lowering corporate taxes, reducing
immigration, gun ownership, limited government, religion, tradi-
tional values, and welfare benefits (reverse-scored).

Results

Four participants did not indicate their political ideology, eight
did not indicate their social/cultural conservatism, and 14 partici-
pants did not complete our issue based-ideology measure. These
participants could therefore not be included in analyses using these
measures (although they were included in all other analyses). All
other participants provided complete, analyzable data.

As in Study 2, we coded responses of “no flavor” (n = 88,
21.57%), “salty” (n = 5, 1.23%), and “sweet” (n = 2, 0.49%) as
“0” for the intensity measure. (Results do not change—and in fact
become somewhat stronger—if individuals who rated the strips as
“sour” are also coded as “0”.) Reliability for our issue-based
measure of conservatism was acceptably high (full 12-item scale
a = .81; five-item sexuality-relevant subscale o = .70; seven-
item nonsexuality relevant subscale o = .73), so we averaged
across the individual items to create separate indices of overall
issue-based conservatism, conservatism on issues related to

2 Although we sought only to recruit participants aged 18 or older, a
number of participants under 18 also participated in our studies (3% of the
total sample, N = 53). Because we had permission from the Cornell
University Institutional Review Board to recruit participants under 18, we
include the data from these participants in our analyses. However, our
results do not meaningfully change if these participants are excluded from
analyses.
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traditional sexuality, and conservatism on issues unrelated to
traditional sexuality.

In this study, the association between taste sensitivity and self-
reported political conservatism was not statistically significant,
although it was directionally consistent with our previous studies,
with greater taste sensitivity being associated with greater political
conservatism (3 = .07, #{399] = 1.45, p = .15; social conserva-
tism: 3 = .06, #[395] = 1.19, p = .23). When controlling for age
and sex, these associations became somewhat stronger: the asso-
ciation between taste sensitivity and general political conservatism
was B = .11, #390) = 2.23, p = .03, and the association between
taste sensitivity and social/cultural conservatism was = .1,
1(386) = 1.91, p = .057.

Additionally, we found that taste sensitivity significantly pre-
dicted greater conservatism on the issue-based ideology scale (3 =
.11, #[390] = 2.27, p = .02). This association remained significant
when controlling for age and sex (B = .16, [379] = 3.15, p =
.002). Interestingly—and contrary to our predictions—this relation
was weaker for issues related to traditional sexuality (B = .04,
1[390] = .70, p = .48; controlling for age and sex: B = .08,
1[379] = 1.55, p = .12) and was stronger for other political issues
(e.g., those related to immigration, gun ownership, and welfare
benefits; B = .15, #[390] = 3.05, p = .002; controlling for age and
sex: B = .13, #[379] = 2.56, p = .01).

To better understand the reason for the smaller effect size that
we observed with self-identified political orientation in this study,
we conducted a meta-analysis (described in detail below) to ex-
amine how this effect compared to our other studies. We found that
the size of this effect did not significantly differ from those we
observed in our other studies (test of heterogeneity of effect sizes:
Q[7] = 8.0, p = .33; test of moderation: Q[1] = 3.31, p = .07).
This suggests that the relatively smaller effect size documented
in this study was likely due to random variation between
samples, rather than to any meaningful difference between the
studies (Lakens & Etz, 2017). Although it is common in the
scientific literature to report only significant results (Fanelli,
2010), we nonetheless report this study here in order to increase
transparency in our research (Lakens & Etz, 2017) and to
provide a more accurate estimate of the true size of this effect
(Braver et al., 2014).

Table 1

Discussion

Although the association between taste sensitivity and self-
reported conservatism was not statistically significant in this study,
the effect was directionally consistent with our previous studies,
and did not significantly differ from our other studies. Further-
more, the significant association that we observed between taste
sensitivity and the issue-based measure of political ideology con-
stitutes a conceptual replication of our previous studies using a
different measure of conservatism, providing convergent evidence
in support of our hypothesis that higher taste sensitivity is associ-
ated with greater political conservatism.

The pattern of results with the individual political issues (see
Table 1), although contrary to our predictions, also offers potential
insight into the nature of this effect. Taste sensitivity significantly
predicted more conservative positions on three of the 12 political
issues/values: gun ownership, welfare benefits, and religion. Al-
though these analyses are post hoc and should therefore be inter-
preted with caution, it is notable that these issues are all closely
related to intergroup attitudes and orientations (Brown-lannuzzi,
Dotsch, Cooley, & Payne, 2017; Johnson, Rowatt, & LaBouff,
2012; O’Brien, Forrest, Lynott, & Daly, 2013). This pattern of
results appears consistent with recent theory and research on the
nature of the relation between disgust sensitivity and conservatism,
which suggests that disgust sensitivity may lead to greater conser-
vatism specifically on issues that relate to outgroup aggression and
promotion of ingroup norms (e.g., Aarge, Petersen, & Arceneaux,
2017). Also consistent with this perspective, the issue that related
most directly to economic conservatism—and least directly related
to social conservatism—‘reducing corporate taxes,” showed no
association whatsoever with taste sensitivity (3 = —.005, p =
.92). Although this pattern of results appears to be consistent with
our hypothesized disgust-based explanation for the relation be-
tween taste and conservatism, in Study 4 we directly measured
disgust sensitivity in order to provide a more decisive test of this
prediction.

Study 4

We next sought to assess taste sensitivity with a more objective
measure that did not rely on participants’ self-reported taste expe-

Zero-Order Correlation Table Showing the Relations Between Taste Sensitivity and Degree of Positivity Towards Each of the 12
Political Issues/Values Included in Our Issue-Based Conservatism Measure (Adapted From Everett, 2013) in Study 3

Variable 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1. Taste sensitivity —

2. Traditional marriage .07 —

3. Pornography —.06 —-.25 —

4. LGBT rights .03 —41 .26 —

5. Abortion rights .001 —.40 .26 .59 —

6. The family unit .03 51 -2 —.18 —.19 —

7. Corporate taxes —.005 18 —.08 —-.25 —.31 12 —

8. Limited government .08 25 —.05 —.19 —.18 18 .30 —

9. Welfare —.14 —.20 .06 .35 30 —.09 —.20 —.26 —
10. Traditional values .06 .55 —.23 —.32 —.37 49 24 31 —.32 —
11. Reducing immigration .09 33 —.07 —.46 -.33 17 17 36 —.49 37 —
12. Religion 13 .33 —.29 —.27 —.36 .33 .10 15 —.11 42 17 —
13. Gun control 18 34 .07 -.30 -.32 21 23 35 —.43 .39 51 23
Note. Bolded items are those that we designated as relating to traditional sexuality. A correlation of 0.1 is statistically significant at p < .05, two tailed.
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riences. To do so, in this study we used a direct physiological
measure of taste sensitivity: the density of fungiform papillae on
participants’ tongues. Fungiform papillae are small mushroom-
shaped structures on the surface of the tongue that are the primary
location of taste receptors (Miller, 1986). Greater fungiform pa-
pilla density indicates greater taste receptor density and thus higher
taste sensitivity (Miller, 1986; Zuniga et al., 1993). Importantly,
because fungiform papillae can be directly observed, they provide
a more objective means of assessing taste sensitivity (Shahbake,
Hutchinson, Laing, & Jinks, 2005; Zuniga et al., 1993).

Additionally, in this study we included a measure of disgust
sensitivity to assess whether disgust sensitivity accounts for the
association between taste sensitivity and political orientation. We
also collected information about participants’ degree of economic
conservatism. Because economic conservatism is not reliably re-
lated to disgust sensitivity (e.g., Inbar et al., 2009; Inbar, Pizarro,
Iyer, & Haidt, 2012; Olatunji, 2008; Smith, Oxley, Hibbing, Al-
ford, & Hibbing, 2011; Terrizzi, Shook, & Ventis, 2010), we
predicted that economic conservatism would not be associated
with taste sensitivity—a pattern of results that would provide
additional convergent support for our hypothesized mechanism of
disgust. Finally, we included a wider range of demographic ques-
tions (e.g., race/ethnicity, income) to more conclusively rule out
the possibility that demographic factors might account for our
observed effects.

Method

Participants. In this study, we increased our target sample
size from 400 to 500, given the additional uncertainty associated
with using a different measure of taste sensitivity. We recruited a
mix of students, staff, faculty, and community members of diverse
demographic backgrounds from a student and community center
on Cornell University’s campus. Ten participants did not complete
their survey packet, leaving us with a final sample of 490 partic-
ipants.

Materials and procedure. Research assistants set up a table
and invited passersby to participate in the study in exchange for a
piece of chocolate. Individuals who chose to participate were
provided a paper survey packet and were guided through the
papilla-counting procedure. To assess fungiform papilla density,
we used a well-established staining procedure (Shahbake et al.,
2005). Participants were first provided a vial of blue food coloring
and a cotton swab with which they dyed the anterior (i.e., front)
portion of their tongues. They were then given a small plastic ring
(174" diameter) and were instructed to place the ring near the tip of
their tongue, just to the left of center (see Shahbake et al., 2005 for
detail). A research assistant then photographed each participant’s
tongue using a high-resolution camera.

Participants then completed the five-item contamination sub-
scale of the revised Disgust Scale (DS-R; Haidt, McCauley, &
Rozin, 1994; Olatunji et al., 2007), which served as our measure of
disgust sensitivity. They then indicated their general political ori-
entation and social and cultural liberalism/conservatism using the
same scales from Studies 1-3. They also indicated their degree of
economic liberalism/conservatism: “In terms of economic issues,
how liberal or conservative are you?” (Consistent with our items
assessing general and social/cultural conservatism, participants
responded on a 7-point scale ranging from extremely liberal to

extremely conservative.) Participants then provided demographic
information: age, sex, and income. They also indicated their race/
ethnicity by choosing any combination of the following eight
racial/ethnic categories: White, Black, Latino/Hispanic, East
Asian/Pacific Islander, Native American, Southeast Asian, Middle
Eastern, and Other Ethnicity. Participants also completed several
exploratory measures. (These measures did not moderate any of
our observed effects and are therefore not discussed further. See
OSF page for all measures.) Fungiform papilla density, defined as
the number of papillae within the area demarcated by the plastic
ring, was assessed by a trained research assistant at the study site.
Two additional trained research assistants later independently as-
sessed papilla density off-site.

Results

The assessments of fungiform papilla density were highly reli-
able, ICC(2,3) = .87, and were therefore averaged into a single
index of papilla density. The photographs for 15 participants could
not be matched to their survey packets because of poor quality
photographs and were coded only by a single research assistant at
the study site. We therefore do not include these participants in
analyses (however, the results are nearly identical if only this
single coder’s score is used and these participants are included in
analyses). An additional three participants did not complete the
disgust sensitivity scale, and therefore could not be included in
analyses that examined this measure.

As predicted, we again found that greater taste sensitivity—as
measured by higher fungiform papilla density—predicted greater
social/cultural conservatism (3 = .15, [473] = 3.35, p = .001;
Table 2). Fungiform papilla density was also directionally, al-
though nonsignificantly, associated with greater general political
conservatism (B = .08, #[473] = 1.8, p = .07; Figure 1). Also
supporting our predictions, the association between papilla density
and economic conservatism was significantly weaker than that
between papilla density and social conservatism, F(1, 473) = 4.19,
p = .04, and was not statistically significant (p = .52), providing
additional convergent evidence suggesting that disgust sensitivity
may be a psychological mechanism underlying this association.

We also verified that demographic factors could not explain this
effect. Given that race/ethnicity has been shown to relate both to
political orientation and to taste sensitivity, we were particularly
stringent in controlling for this variable. We first dummy-coded all
eight options of our race/ethnicity question (“1” if selected, “0” if
not). We then entered all eight of these variables as covariates in

Table 2

Zero-Order Correlation Table Showing the Relations Between
Taste Sensitivity, Disgust Sensitivity, and Our Two Measures of
Conservatism (General and Social) in Study 4

Variable 1 2 3 4 5
1. Taste sensitivity —
2. Disgust sensitivity 197 —
3. Social conservatism 15" 25" —
4. General conservatism .08 147 66" —
5. Economic conservatism .03 —.02 327 66" —

*p < 0l ***p < .00l
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Figure 1.

Scatterplot illustrating the relation between taste sensitivity (standardized) and political orientation,

Studies 1-4. The x axis represents the 7-point measure of general political orientation used in all studies, with
horizontal jitter added for ease of interpretation. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

the regression model, along with age, gender, and income. The
results of this analysis revealed that the association between taste
sensitivity and conservatism was nearly identical when controlling
for these variables (social/cultural conservatism: B = .16, 1{426] =
3.25, p = .001; general conservatism: 3 = .08, #[426] = 1.72,p =
.09).

We then examined whether disgust sensitivity statistically me-
diated this association. To test for mediation, we used the PRO-
CESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2012) to estimate the indirect effect
using 10,000 bootstrapped samples. As predicted, we found that
disgust sensitivity significantly statistically mediated the associa-
tion between papilla density and social conservatism (indirect
effect 95% CI [.02,.07]), with 35% of the total effect mediated
through disgust. Although these data are only cross-sectional and
therefore cannot speak to causal direction, these findings are
consistent with our prediction that the relation between taste sen-
sitivity and ideology is at least partially accounted for by sensi-
tivity to disgust.

Internal Meta-Analysis

Following recent best-practices recommendations (e.g., Mc-
Shane & Bockenholt, 2017), we conducted an internal, “within-
paper” meta-analysis to determine the average effect size of the
taste sensitivity-conservatism association. We used a random-
effects model to better extrapolate these effects beyond the current
studies to the general population (Hedges & Vevea, 1998). Be-
cause we had a nested structure, with measures of both general and
social conservatism collected from the same participants, we fit a
multilevel meta-analysis model (see Konstantopoulos, 2011),

specifying nested random effects for study and measure type
(general vs. social conservatism). The average effect size across
these studies was 3 = .13 (SE = .026, z = 4.87, p = .000001,
Figure 2), and the 95% confidence interval for the true effect size
was 3 = .08-.18. We also computed separate average effect sizes
for general conservatism and social conservatism. Both analyses
yielded similar estimates (general conservatism: 3 = .12, SE =
029, z = 4.12, p < .0001, 95% CI [.06, .18]; social conservatism:
B = .14, SE = .028, z = 5.01, p < .0001, 95% CI [.08, .19]).
Cochran’s Q-test was not significant (p = .33), suggesting that our
effect sizes were relatively homogenous.

General Discussion

Across four studies using diverse methods, including sensitivity
to the chemical compound 6-n-propylthiouracil (PROP) and a
physiological measure of tongue taste receptor density, we found
consistent evidence that individuals higher in taste sensitivity were
more politically conservative than those lower in taste sensitivity
(Figures 1 and 2). We also found evidence (Study 4) that this
association may be at least partially explained by the link between
higher taste sensitivity and heightened sensitivity to disgust.

Limitations and Future Directions

Sample diversity. Although the participants in these studies
were all recruited from the Cornell University campus and sur-
rounding communities, they were nonetheless demographically
diverse. Participants spanned an age range of 73 years, and in
Study 4, 49% of the sample identified as non-White and 27% were
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Effect Size (B/r)
Study/Measure [95% CI]
Social Conservatism
Study 1 ——— 0.15[0.04, 0.26]
Study 2 —. 0.19[0.10, 0.28]
Study 3 I E— 0.06 [-0.04, 0.16]
Study 4 —l— 0.15[0.06, 0.24]
Social Conservatism Average —~EE 0.14 [0.08, 0.19]
(se =0.03,z=5.01, p = 0.000001)
General Conservatism
Study 1 T — 0.14 [ 0.03, 0.25]
Study 2 —a 0.19[0.10, 0.28]
Study 3 —— 0.07 [-0.03, 0.17]
Study 4 —a— 0.08 [-0.01, 0.17]
General Conservatism Average B 0.12[0.06, 0.18]
(se = 0.03,z = 4.12, p = 0.00004)
Average Effect Size i 0.13[0.08, 0.18]
(se=0.03, z = 4.87, p = 0.000001)
[ I I 1
-0.1 0 0.1 0.2 0.3

Effect Size (B/r)

Figure 2. Forest plot from internal meta-analysis illustrating the relation between taste sensitivity and both
social and general conservatism, Studies 1-4. See the online article for the color version of this figure.

born outside of the United States. Further, the observed relation
between taste sensitivity and political conservatism was not mod-
erated by age, gender, race/ethnicity, income, or whether or not the
participant was born in the U.S. (all ps > .15), suggesting that the
taste-ideology link emerges to an equal degree across these major
demographic dimensions. These findings, as well as the fact that
both the taste-disgust and disgust-conservatism links have been
documented by other research groups (e.g., Herz, 2011; Terrizzi et
al., 2013), have strong theoretical support (Rozin et al., 2008;
Tybur et al., 2013, 2015), and, in the case of the disgust-
conservatism association, have been observed across different
cultures (Aarge et al., 2017; Terrizzi et al., 2013), lead us to
conclude that the observed association between taste sensitivity
and ideology is likely to generalize beyond the samples examined
here. Nevertheless, future research should continue to examine the
degree to which these associations generalize to other nations and
cultures.

Relatedly, an additional remaining question concerns the degree
to which the effects documented in these studies are truly indica-
tive of associations with political ideology in general, versus
individual facets of ideology. Although our predictions in these
studies concerned how taste would relate to social and cultural
conservatism in particular, in most of our studies we found that
taste sensitivity exhibited a similarly strong relation with general
political orientation. However, past research provides reason to
suspect that these associations with general conservatism may be
unique to Western democratic nations such as the United States.

As discussed above, although the left-right dimension is ubig-
uitous in politics (Bobbio, 1996; Burke, 1790/1987; Huber &

Inglehart, 1995; Jost, 2006; Jost et al., 2003a; Lukes, 2003; Mc-
Carty et al., 2006; Rosas & Ferreira, 2014), research has increas-
ingly suggested that there exist independent facets or dimensions
of ideology (Duckitt et al., 2002; Evans et al., 1996; Layman &
Carsey, 2002; Saucier, 2000; Stenner, 2005) and that these may be
driven by distinct psychological motivations (Altemeyer, 1998;
Duckitt et al., 2002; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003; Malka & Soto,
2015; Sibley & Duckitt, 2008). The most important and well-
studied among these dimensional distinctions is that between so-
cial/cultural conservatism—conservatism on issues such as immi-
gration and sexual morality (e.g., gay marriage, abortion)—and
economic conservatism—conservatism on issues related to eco-
nomic redistribution and the appropriate scope of government
involvement in economic affairs. In recent years, research has
suggested that the psychological motivations that are typically
posited as underlying political conservatism (e.g., disgust sensitiv-
ity, motivations for certainty and safety) might be better charac-
terized as driving social/cultural conservatism specifically (Fed-
erico, Fisher, & Deason, 2011; Federico & Goren, 2009; Federico,
Johnston, & Lavine, 2014; Feldman, 2013; Feldman & Johnston,
2014; Hibbing et al., 2014; Malka, Lelkes, & Soto, 2019).
Although empirical research has documented associations be-
tween these psychological motivations and economic conservatism
(e.g., Sterling, Jost, & Pennycook, 2016), some researchers have
argued that these associations stem from the fact that social and
economic conservatism are positively correlated in the nations
where most past research has been conducted (specifically, devel-
oped Western nations, and in particular, the United States; Malka
et al., 2019). Supporting this contention, research suggests that
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associations of the psychological motivations typically thought to
underlie conservatism (e.g., disgust sensitivity, epistemic/existen-
tial needs) with economic conservatism are typically weaker than
those with social conservatism (Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Federico
et al., 2014; Malka & Soto, 2015). Further, these associations with
economic conservatism tend to be further attenuated in non-
Western nations where social and economic conservatism are less
closely related (Duriez, Van Hiel, & Kossowska, 2005; Golec,
2002; Kossowska & Van Hiel, 2003; Malka et al., 2019; Roccato
& Ricolfi, 2005).

This argument is particularly relevant in light of recent empir-
ical work suggesting that positive correlations between social and
economic conservatism may actually be the exception, rather than
the rule. For example, Malka and colleagues (2019) examined the
association between social and economic conservatism across 99
nations and found a net negative correlation between these two
dimensions of ideology (though see also Benoit & Laver, 2006,
who found a positive correlation across 41 of 44 nations). Malka
and colleagues argue that although there tends to be a strong
correspondence between social and economic conservatism among
political elites (Benoit & Laver, 2006; De Vries & Marks, 2012;
Gabel & Hix, 2002; Huber & Inglehart, 1995; Wiesehomeier &
Benoit, 2009), the same is not always true of the general public.
Rather, the correspondence between social and economic conser-
vatism among a citizenry depends on factors such as political
sophistication and exposure to elite rhetoric (Bullock, 2011; Fed-
erico & Goren, 2009; Federico et al., 2011; Levendusky, 2009;
Malka & Lelkes, 2010).

In this research, we included measures examining both of these
facets of conservatism—social/cultural and economic—as well as
general or “global” political orientation. We reliably found that
taste sensitivity was associated not only with the social/cultural
dimension of ideology but also with global political orientation.
However, it is possible that the nature and strength of this relation
with general conservatism may differ as a function of the national
context in which it is examined. In particular, the strength of this
association may be attenuated in nations in which there is a lower
correspondence between social and economic conservatism. Inter-
national replications will be required to assess these predictions
and to determine the degree to which the findings presented here
can be generalized to other nations and cultures.

Additional psychological mechanisms. In this research, we
found evidence that the association between taste sensitivity and
conservativism is statistically mediated by sensitivity to disgust.
However, the partial mediation that we observed suggests that
disgust sensitivity is only part of the story, and that other psycho-
logical mechanisms are likely to play a role in this association.
Future research may wish to explore this possibility.

One potentially fruitful area of investigation may be openness to
experience. Research suggests that more intense sensory experi-
ences may lead to a relative dominance of negative (vs. positive)
sensations (Cantoni, Hudson, Distel, & Laska, 1999; Duffy, Bar-
toshuk, Striegel-Moore, & Rodin, 1998; Dunn, 1997, 2001; Gilbert
& Wysocki, 1991; Miller, Anzalone, Lane, Cermak, & Osten,
2007; Nordin, Broman, Olofsson, & Wulff, 2004; Tomchek &
Dunn, 2007). There is evidence that this may be true in the realm
of taste sensitivity as well: for people higher in taste sensitivity,
bitter, sour, and spicy tastes are often unpleasantly intense and tend

to take greater prominence in taste experiences (Bartoshuk, 2000;
Kauer, Pelchat, Rozin, & Zickgraf, 2015).

Research from outside the realm of sensory sensitivity has
shown that the frequency and intensity of negative experiences, in
turn, influence the way that a person engages with and explores the
world around them, with a relatively greater frequency or intensity
of negative (vs. positive) experiences inhibiting exploration and
openness to novel stimuli (Fazio, Eiser, & Shook, 2004; Fazio,
Pietri, Rocklage, & Shook, 2015). Consistent with these findings,
there is some evidence suggesting that more taste-sensitive indi-
viduals® greater frequency of negative (vs. positive) taste experi-
ences may lead them to avoid novel or unfamiliar flavors, foods,
and cuisines (Bajec & Pickering, 2010; Kauer et al., 2015; Tepper,
2008).

Although research on the behavioral and personality correlates
of taste sensitivity has so far been limited to openness specifically
in the culinary realm, the research above suggests that the frequent
negative sensory experiences experienced by those higher in taste
sensitivity might have wider influence, perhaps even shaping a
person’s general openness to experience. And openness to expe-
rience, in turn, is among the most robust personality correlates of
political liberalism (e.g., Sibley, Osborne, & Duckitt, 2012). As
such, openness to experience appears to hold potential promise as
an additional psychological mechanism underlying the association
between taste sensitivity and conservatism. Future research will be
necessary to fully elucidate the multiple mechanisms that are likely
to underlie the taste-conservatism link.

Other sensory domains. Relatedly, future researchers may
wish to extend this line of inquiry beyond the realm of taste to
other domains of sensory sensitivity. For example, olfaction—or
smell—is closely related both to taste (Doty, 2015) as well as
disgust (Croy et al., 2013; Croy, Olgun, & Joraschky, 2011).
Individual differences in olfaction—for example, heightened sen-
sitivities to certain odorants; specific anosmias or olfactory “blind
spots”—may also have the potential to shape political attitudes and
behavior.

Research also suggests additional possible pathways by which
sensory sensitivity may shape personality and political attitudes.
As mentioned above, the relation between sensory sensitivity and
propensity toward negative sensory experience is not limited to
taste, but appears as though it may hold true across a range of
sensory domains. For example, more global forms of heightened
sensory sensitivity, such as that which characterizes certain types
of sensory processing disorder (Dunn, 1997, 2001), are associated
with a high frequency of negative sensory experiences, whereby
sensations that are innocuous for most individuals (e.g., indoor
lighting, other people’s cologne/perfume, a t-shirt tag touching the
back of the neck) are experienced as intensely unpleasant (Dunn,
1997, 2001; Miller et al., 2007; Tomchek & Dunn, 2007).

Based on research (discussed above) demonstrating that the
frequency and intensity of negative experiences, in turn, influence
exploration and openness to novel stimuli (e.g., Fazio et al., 2004,
2015), we may predict that, for example, individuals with certain
olfactory sensitivities individuals may avoid situations or experi-
ences that have the potential to expose them to unfamiliar odors, or
that more interoceptively sensitive individuals may avoid situa-
tions with the potential to induce unfamiliar bodily sensations.
Future research may wish to explore these possibilities, as well as
whether these differences in exploratory behavior and openness to
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new experiences may even extend beyond these individual sensory
domains to shape broader personality traits like openness, risk
aversion, and sensitivity to threat—and, in turn, perhaps even more
complex belief systems such as political ideology.

The nature of the taste-conservatism association. An addi-
tional limitation of this research is the correlational nature of these
data. The nature of our variables of interest—taste sensitivity and
political ideology—renders them highly resistant to experimental
manipulation/intervention. This is particularly true in the case of
taste sensitivity: We are aware of no established method of ma-
nipulating a person’s general level of taste sensitivity. Accord-
ingly, the studies presented here rely on correlational data. How-
ever, as discussed above, given that PTC/PROP sensitivity and
fungiform papilla density are largely genetically determined, the
more probable causal pathway would appear to be that taste
sensitivity shapes ideology. Nevertheless, the alternative causal
direction—that ideology shapes taste—as well as the possibility
that both taste sensitivity and conservatism may be driven by some
yet-unidentified third variable, should be investigated in order to
better understand the nature of this association.

Based on the results of these studies, we hypothesize that the
association between taste sensitivity and conservatism is likely to
develop over time—for example, with greater taste sensitivity first
shaping more proximal mediating factors (e.g., disgust sensitivity,
openness to experience), which, in turn, guide the development of
a person’s political belief system. Because political ideologies
often crystallize in later adulthood (Alwin, Cohen, & Newcomb,
1991; Converse, 1976; Jennings, 1990; Jennings & Markus, 1984;
Miller & Shanks, 1996; Sears & Funk, 1999; though see also
Converse, 1970 and Zaller & Feldman, 1992), becoming rela-
tively more inflexible, it seems possible that there may also be
more sensitive “window periods” (cf. Sears, 1975, 1983; Sears
& Levy, 2003) during which taste sensitivity would play a
stronger role in shaping political attitudes. Longitudinal data
will be necessary to examine these processes and understand
how the taste-conservatism association unfolds over time.

Conclusion

In this research, we identified a novel correlate of political
ideology—taste sensitivity—finding evidence that political con-
servatives generally have more sensitive senses of taste. Although
the correlational nature of these data does not allow us to speak to
the causal direction of this association, given that both PTC/PROP
sensitivity and fungiform papilla density are largely genetically
determined, this research suggests that individual differences in
taste sensitivity may serve as a biological predisposition that can
lead an individual toward adopting one political ideology over
another. More broadly, this work constitutes, to our knowledge,
the first evidence of an association between low-level physiolog-
ical differences in sensory sensitivity and complex attitudinal and
belief systems and suggests a possible biological mechanism that
may underlie the high heritability of ideological beliefs docu-
mented in previous research. We hope that this work will prove
generative for future research exploring the intersection of sensory
processing and higher-level attitudes and beliefs.
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