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Americans are much more likely to be socially connected to copartisans, both in
daily life and on social media. However, this observation does not necessarily mean
that shared partisanship per se drives social tie formation, because partisanship is
confounded with many other factors. Here, we test the causal effect of shared
partisanship on the formation of social ties in a field experiment on Twitter. We
created bot accounts that self-identified as people who favored the Democratic or
Republican party and that varied in the strength of that identification. We then
randomly assigned 842 Twitter users to be followed by one of our accounts. Users
were roughly three times more likely to reciprocally follow-back bots whose
partisanship matched their own, and this was true regardless of the bot’s strength
of identification. Interestingly, there was no partisan asymmetry in this
preferential follow-back behavior: Democrats and Republicans alike were much
more likely to reciprocate follows from copartisans. These results demonstrate a
strong causal effect of shared partisanship on the formation of social ties in an
ecologically valid field setting and have important implications for political
psychology, social media, and the politically polarized state of the American public.
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