Framing the Past, Shaping the Future: The Role of Political Identity and Media Bias in Collective Memories and Future Thoughts

[bookmark: _Hlk114135797]Nawël Cheriet1,2,3 & Christine Bastin1,2,3
1 GIGA Research, CRC Human Imaging Unit, University of Liège, Belgium
2 Psychology and Cognitive Neuroscience, University of Liège, Belgium
3 F.R.S.-Fonds National de la Recherche Scientifique, Bruxelles, Belgium

Author note
Nawël Cheriet https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7795-4676 
Christine Bastin https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4556-9490

Corresponding Author
Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Nawel Cheriet, GIGA-Cyclotron Research Center Human Imaging Unit, University of Liège, Allée du 6 Août, B30, 4000 Liège, Belgium, Telephone: +32 4 366 23 16, Fax: +32 4 366 2515, Email: nawel.cheriet@uliege.be  
Acknowledgments
This work was supported by a FRESH grant from the F.R.S.-FNRS (Nawël Cheriet). Christine Bastin is a senior research associate of the F.R.S.-FNRS.
Declaration of Interest Statement
The authors declare no conflict of interest.
Data Availability Statement
Deidentified data and materials can be found here: https://osf.io/eu8y7/
Words count: 9200 words




Abstract
This study examines how media exposure and political identity affect the similarity of collective memories and future thoughts. 127 left- and right-leaning Americans were exposed to CNN or FOX news, creating ideologically congruent and incongruent media conditions. Participants read the news, recalled it, and imagined related future scenarios. Text similarity analyses revealed key effects. First, memories were more similar than future thoughts. Then, media congruency increased the similarity of memories and future thoughts only among right-leaning individuals. Specifically, right-leaning individuals in the congruent condition had more similar narratives about the past and the future than right-leaning in the incongruent condition and left-leaning participants in both conditions. Overall, findings suggest that political identity and media framing shape collective cognition, with implications for democratic discourse and social cohesion.
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Introduction
Political identity influences a range of behaviors, such as attitudes toward vaccines (Fridman et al., 2021), climate changes (McCright & Dunlap, 2011), and intergroup hostility (Iyengar & Westwood, 2015). Beyond shaping opinions and behavioral tendencies, political identity also structures how individuals engage with information, with individuals seeking ideologically aligned information sources (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Stroud, 2011). This tendency for selective media exposure extends beyond personal choices to a socially embedded process that influences how groups interpret, remember, and share information (DeVerna, Aiyappa, et al., 2024; Frost et al., 2015), thereby shaping collective memories and potentially collective future thoughts (Cheriet, Topcu, et al., 2023). 
This capacity for individuals to recall their group’s past and to imagine a collective future is referred to as collective mental time travel (Bain et al., 2013; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016). From a cognitive perspective, remembering and imagining rely on shared narratives, schemas and interpretative frameworks (Bain et al., 2013; Bartlett, 1932; Cheriet et al., 2026; Michaelian & Sutton, 2019; Wertsch, 2002). These cognitive structures influence not only what is remembered, but also which futures appear plausible, desirable, or threatening for the group (Mert et al., 203; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016). As a result, collective representations of the past and the future should be particularly sensitive to ideological narratives (Jost et al., 2003) and media framing practices (Neiger et al., 2011) that structure these shared resources.
Although the influence of political identity on individual behaviors is well documented, its influence on collective memories and collective future thoughts, particularly in terms of inter-individual similarity, remains less understood in psychology. The present study addresses this gap by exploring how political identity combined with media exposure influences the semantic similarity of collective memories and collective future thinking within different political groups.
Selective Media Exposure & Political Identity in Memory Formation
Research on partisan selective exposure indicates that people tend to consume media that aligns with their political beliefs (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009; Stroud, 2011). In the U.S., liberals are more inclined to watch CNN - a left leaning channel-, avoiding FOX News - a right leaning channel-, while conservatives favor FOX News and avoid CNN (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). This preference for ideologically congruent information impacts behaviors beyond media choices, extending to information sharing and memory formation. In psychology, this aligns with the self-reference effect showing that information related to the self, such as one’s values, beliefs and goals, is better encoded and recalled (Conway, 2005; Klein, 2012). Political beliefs are often central to one’s identity, and ideologically congruent information resonates with these self-concepts, reinforcing memory encoding. Furthermore, individuals are more likely to recall events that favor their political group, even if these memories are based on false information (Calvillo et al., 2021; DeVerna, Aiyappa, et al., 2024; Frenda et al., 2013).
Exposure to ideologically congruent media fosters memory bias (Frost et al., 2015; Stroud, 2011), through confirmation bias and motivated reasoning. Confirmation bias leads individuals to unconsciously retain information that aligns with their beliefs (Frost et al., 2015). In contrast, motivated reasoning involves actively allocating cognitive resources to remember information that aligns with their belief as it is usually goal-driven (Bolsen & Palm, 2019; Kunda, 1990). When exposed to media that is congruent with their beliefs, people tend to be more engaged and less inclined to question the information's credibility (Baum & Groeling, 2008; Hovland & Weiss, 1951), leading to better memory encoding (Frey, 1986; Frost et al., 2015; Klein, 2012). When faced with information that contradicts their beliefs, people can experience cognitive dissonance, causing discomfort, consequently prompting them to diminish the attentional resources allocated to that information (Festinger, 1957; Vraga, 2015), thereby reducing the likelihood of encoding and recalling the information (see Chun & Turk-Browne, 2007 for a review; Frost et al., 2015).
This partisan bias in memory reflects in-group favoritism (Turner et al., 1979), a tendency that seems more pronounced among conservatives (DeVerna, Guess, et al., 2024). Recently, research showed that conservatives are more likely to persist in rumor-sharing even after they were corrected while rumor-spreading decreased for liberals after the information was corrected (DeVerna, Guess, et al., 2024). Cognitive traits differences between political groups may contribute to these biases. Studies show that conservatives, who generally exhibit a greater need for cognitive closure, skepticism, stability, and consistency (Kraft et al., 2015; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Jost, 2021), seem to be more prone to conspiratorial theories and false information (Calvillo et al., 2021; Losee et al., 2020; Van der Linden et al., 2021). On the other hand, liberals demonstrate more openness to experience and cognitive flexibility (Carney et al., 2008). These traits influence media consumption, with conservatives more likely to engage in selective exposure (Stroud, 2008) and liberals tending to diversify their sources (Garrett, 2009). These differences between liberals and conservatives can often be mapped onto broader ideological divides categorized as respectively left-leaning and right-leaning orientations (Oppenheimer & Trail, 2010).
Media as Distributed Memory Systems
Beyond selective exposure, media framing further shapes how people interpret, encode and later retrieve information from memory. Media framing theory posits that media can present the same topic through different narrative lenses, using distinct language and phrasing and emphasizing certain aspects of the event (Lecheler & de Vreese, 2012). Gentzkow and Shapiro (2010) specifically showed that FOX News, a right-oriented channel, framed stories by stressing values like individual responsibility and patriotism, while CNN, a left-oriented channel, often highlighted social justice issues and government accountability. 
These framing differences, which are grounded in broader ideological narratives, may reinforce existing cognitive biases and shape how people interpret and remember public events in ways that are consistent with their values (see Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023 for a similar discussion). In this sense, ideologically aligned media can function as socially distributed memory systems, stabilizing shared interpretations of public events across individuals. Through repeated framing and the circulation of similar narratives and vocabularies, media can contribute to the emergence of common reference points within groups. These shared narrative frameworks not only influence what is remembered, but also how events are collectively organized, interpreted, and made meaningful over time. Drawing on schema theory (Bartlett, 1932; Wertsch, 2002), ideologically aligned media chronically activate specific knowledge structures, making certain aspects of the past more cognitively accessible and emotionally salient (Bartlett, 1932; Frost et al., 2015). 
Political Identity, Collective Memories and Collective Future Thoughts
Collective memories are memories shared within a group that support the group identity (Hirst et al., 2018; Hirst & Manier, 2008). Drawing on the importance of group identity in collective memories, most research has focused on national identity (Cheriet, Topcu, et al., 2023; Zaromb et al., 2018) and, more recently, on sociopolitical identity (Hacibektasoglu et al., 2022; Mutlutürk et al., 2023). Building on the notion of shared memories, a novel approach in memory studies explores the similarity of memories across individuals within a group rather than focusing on the quantity of detail of memories recalled (Cheriet, Folville, et al., 2021; Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023). For instance, research on national identity found that Belgians and Americans did not share similarly the memories about the Capitol Riots in 2021 within their respective groups (Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023). Belgians had more similar memories than Americans about the context and the causes of the Capitol riots. In contrast, Americans showed greater similarity in recalling the consequences of the events than Belgians. The authors suggest these differences may reflect the polarized political U.S. media landscape, where contrasting political narratives lead to divergent recollections within Americans, compared to a more unified European reporting that could facilitate the similarity of shared memories (Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023).
	An emerging research area in cognitive psychology investigates how group identity influences collective future thinking (Hacibektasoglu et al., 2022; Mert et al., 2023). Collective future thinking, defined as “the act of imagining an event that has yet to transpire on behalf of a group” (Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016, p.378), draws on collective memories. This process is described in the constructive episodic simulation hypothesis, which proposes that people rely on the past to imagine the future (Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016). For instance, studies revealed that participants recalled topics about the COVID-19 pandemic and used them to imagine future situations (Cheriet et al., 2026; Öner et al., 2023). While the future relies on the past, there are still differences between these two temporalities. Studies have found collective future thoughts to be less specific, including less details (Cheriet et al., 2026; Topcu & Hirst, 2020), and to be more negative than collective memories (see Liu & Szpunar, 2023 for a review). Perception of control over the events (agency) (Topçu & Hirst, 2020), and national identification (Mert et al., 2023) can influence this negative view of the future. For instance, Mert et al. (2023) showed that the Chinese had a more positive view of their country's future than Americans and Turkish participants. Building on the links between the past and the future, it is plausible that the across-individuals similarity of collective future thoughts would rely on the similarity of collective memories, while also being less similar than collective memories. 
Besides nationality, specific group affiliations are rarely examined in this context. Therefore, it remains unclear whether political identity and media exposure influence the similarity of memories and future thoughts within ideological groups. Given that ideologically congruent media reinforces shared beliefs, it is worth asking: Do right-leaning and left-leaning people imagine the future similarly within their respective groups? To what extent is this shared vision of the future influenced by the media they consume, and by the past? Understanding these dynamics can provide insights into how media and political identity jointly shape both collective memories and collective future thoughts in terms of similarity.

Aims & Hypotheses
This study examines whether political identity and media congruence influence the creation of collective memories and collective future thoughts. Instead of focusing on how much or what kind of information individuals recall, this study examines the semantic similarity of individual narratives within a group. This semantic similarity corresponds to the degree to which participants share conceptually overlapping representations of a shared event. Our design uses a 2 (Temporal Orientation: Past vs. Future) x 4 subgroups (political identity x media outlet: left-CNN (congruent), left-FOX (incongruent), right-CNN (incongruent), right-FOX (congruent)) factorial structure. In this design, media congruence is operationalized as the match between participant ideology and outlet (e.g., Left-CNN = congruent; Left-FOX = incongruent).
Unlike previous studies that focus on politically charged events, we used a minimally politicized event (the launching of ChatGPT) to test the following hypotheses. The choice of this event was deliberate to minimize the influence of pre-existing biases and emotional reactions associated with partisan topics, allowing us to isolate the effect of political identity and media congruence on shared memories and future thoughts. A politically charged event would have introduced emotional biases, distorted recall, and reinforced pre-existing beliefs. We acknowledge that technological topics are not political content-free, as conservatives may view AI through lenses of economic disruption or cultural decay, while liberals may emphasize equity and regulation (Yi et al., 2024). However, this event remains less polarized than traditional partisan topics such as immigration and abortion, making it a suitable case to isolate media-driven divergence. Using a topic related to technology ensured a focus on media influence rather than political content. It also minimized confirmation bias and enhanced the generalizability of results beyond political contexts, but addressing fundamental memory processes.
Temporal Orientation Effect
Based on the constructive episodic simulation hypothesis (Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016), we predict a temporal orientation effect with collective memories showing higher semantic similarity than collective future thoughts. According to this hypothesis, future imagination is a constructive process that recombines and flexibly reconfigures episodic elements from past experiences, drawing on a broader range of personal and schematic knowledge (Schacter & Addis, 2007). Because future thoughts are not constrained by a single shared event, they are expected to be more variable across individuals, resulting in lower inter-individual semantic similarity than memories of a commonly experienced event.
Media Congruence Effect
Building on ingroup bias and confirmation bias, we predict that exposure to ideologically aligned media will be associated with greater similarity in collective memories and future thoughts within ideological groups than exposure to incongruent media (Conway, 2005; Frost et al., 2015; Klein, 2012; Turner et al., 1979). The latter may introduce identity-inconsistent information, potentially eliciting cognitive dissonance, and reducing the attentional resources allocated to processing the information, which in turn would lead to an impoverished encoding of the material. Such impoverished encoding may result in a weaker memory trace transcribed as less detailed memory representations across individuals, thereby decreasing the amount of similar information recalled by people. Furthermore, reduced encoding may limit the amount of available information to rely on for constructing future thoughts, hence reducing the similarity of future thoughts (Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016). In contrast, the exposure to ideologically aligned media facilitated by self-consistent processing, should enhance memory encoding and retrieval, thereby promoting greater similarity in both collective memories and future thoughts.
Political Identity Effect
Next, we hypothesize a political identity effect drawing on studies showing cognitive and personality traits differences between left-leaning and right-leaning individuals (Kraft et al., 2015; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996; Jost, 2021; Stroud, 2008). Therefore, right-leaning people should have more similar memories than left-leaning, as they are more oriented to cognitive closure and uniformity than liberals. The latter are more open and used to diverse media sources which can lead to higher flexibility and consideration of diverse interpretations and should reduce the similarity of memories. While the investigation of political identity on the similarity of future thoughts was exploratory, we expected to find group differences similar to the one found for the memories’ similarity, as the past is used to imagine the future (Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016).
Additional Variables Influence on Collective Memories and Future Thoughts
Finally, the degree of political identity, national identity, media frequency, emotional valence of the event, the importance of the event, and agency for past and future events were measured to explore their potential influence in shaping the relationship between political identity, media exposure and the similarity of shared memories and future thoughts (Cheriet, Folville, et al., 2021; Cheriet, Topçu et al., 2023; Mert et al., 2023; Topçu & Hirst, 2020). Given the limited prior work directly linking these factors to semantic similarity, no specific directional hypotheses were formally tested. 
The most innovative aspect of the study, beyond examining the similarity of memories rather than a quantity of information, is to examine collective future thoughts. This investigation should prompt discussion on political identity, media, and cognitive dissonance's influence on collective future thinking. The results could impact the understanding of cognitive processing in political psychology, bridging cognitive psychology with political and media psychology.

Methods
Transparency and Openness
We report below how we determined our sample size using G*Power software (Faul et al., 2007) and describe all collected manipulations and measures. Deidentified data and materials can be found here: https://osf.io/eu8y7/. Data were analyzed using Jamovi, version 2.2 (The Jamovi Project, 2021). The study was not preregistered.
Participants
Power analyses were conducted using G*power (Faul et al., 2007) with alpha = .05 and power = .80. First, to detect a main effect of political identity or media congruence using a student t-test for independent sample with a medium effect size (cohen’s d = 0.5), the analyses revealed that a minimum of 102 participants was required in total. Then, to test the interaction between political identity and media congruence in a 2 x 2 between-subjects design, an ANOVA with a medium effect size (cohen’s f = .25) indicated a required sample of 118 participants. Finally, because media congruence is defined by the combination of political orientation and media outlet, analyses were conducted using a four-level between-subject factor reflecting the ideological-media subgroups rather than treating these variables as independent factors. Therefore, using F test for a within-between subject design, the a priori estimation is to include in total 40 participants to have 80% statistical power to detect an effect size of 0.29 (a priori Cohen’s f medium effect size) (Calvillo et al., 2022), for an interaction effect between 2 temporal orientation as a repeated measure (past and future) x 4 subgroups (match between political identity group and the media outlet). Building on these analyses, we aimed to recruit at least 118 participants to test our hypotheses.
This study recruited 141 Americans. Seven participants were excluded from the analyses due to average scores on the political identity Likert scale (i.e., moderate), which prevented us from classifying them as one of the two political groups of interest (right-leaning vs. left-leaning). The final sample (N = 127) included 57 women, 68 men, and two nonbinary persons. Participants were aged between 20 years old and 69 years old (Mage = 37.8, SDage = 9.38). There were 60 participants in the left-leaning group and 67 in the right-leaning group. Political orientation was operationalized as a categorical variable (left-leaning vs. right-leaning) to reflect the study’s theoretical focus on polarized ideological groups and their alignment with distinct media ecosystems. This grouping approach was chosen to examine within-group convergence under conditions of media congruence or incongruence, rather than to model ideological variation along a continuous dimension. There was no age difference (t = -1.17, p = .24, d = -0.21, 95% CI [-0.56 – 0.14]) or education degree between political groups (p = .06). 
Media congruence was operationalized based on the ideological orientation of the news outlet (CNN vs. FOX News), relying on widely shared brand associations in the U.S. media landscape. No explicit manipulation check was included to assess participants’ subjective perceptions of ideological bias or credibility of the articles.
Each participant gave informed consent to participate in the study. The study was conducted by the Declaration of Helsinki. Ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Psychology Faculty at the University of Liège (protocol number: 2324-094).  Participants were recruited through the Prolific database from the 11th of July 2024 to the 19th of September 2024, and from the 15th of April 2025 to 20th of April 2025.[footnoteRef:1] Participants were preselected based on the following criteria: they were Americans residing in the United States, English-speaking and identified either as conservative or liberal. Participants were remunerated at approximately 10 dollars per hour. The study lasted around 35 minutes. [1:  A small but statistically significant main effect of timing (wave of recruitment) was observed. Since this effect did not interact with the main analysis of interest, detailed results are reported in the Supplemental Material Section 1.] 

Procedures
First, participants completed a questionnaire with demographic information including age, gender, neurological history, cognitive disorders, educational level, ethnic group, and geographical information.
Memory task
In the first part, participants were randomly distributed to one of the media conditions (FOX news or CNN). They were asked to read carefully one text about ChatGPT creation. Then, immediately after reading the text all participants were asked to write down everything they remembered about the article they had just read. There was no space or time limit. The articles were real articles retrieved from CNN and FOX News website and were about the launching of ChatGPT. They were rearranged to be shorter while keeping the exact same layout as the real website (e.g., the content, the structure, the colors and the journalist names). Although the event was the same, media framing still differed. For instance, FOX News emphasized negative human consequences like job loss, whereas CNN adopted a different narrative. These variations allowed us to assess how media congruence shape memory and future thinking. Our rationale was that news sources themselves (CNN and FOX News) serve as ideological cues. The article from FOX news included 900 words, and the CNN one 743 words. Both articles contained information related to the title, author, date, and information related to who (openAI), when, what is it about, what it does, the concerns/issues, the solutions, how to use it, and how much it costs. Supplementary information related to the material can be found on https://osf.io/eu8y7/.
Afterwards, all participants were asked to write down everything they imagine that would happen to America in the future if these technologies kept evolving. Participants were free to write as much as they wished, with no time limit or constraint on the number of events described. They could write in a narrative or list format. After completing the future task, participants evaluated their responses as a whole (i.e., all the future content they had produced was rated together using the same phenomenological scales as for the memory (see below)).
Participants completed the following questions right after recalling the article they read (past) and imagining the collective future (future) (see Topçu & Hirst, 2020 for a similar method). Mean scores and standard deviation by group and temporality orientation can be found in Table 1 for the importance of event, the emotional valence, and agency.
Importance of the Event. Participants were asked to assess the extent to which the past (i.e., the information about ChatGPT they had read and recalled) and future events (i.e., the events they imagine happening in America if technologies like ChatGPT keep evolving) were important for them on a Likert scale from not at all (-3) to extremely (+3). There was no difference between left-leaning and right-leaning individuals for the importance of the past events (t = 0.34, p = .73) and neither for the future events (t = 1.77, p =. 08).
Emotional Valence. Participants assessed the emotional valence of the assessed past and future events from negative (-3) to positive (+3). There was no difference between left-leaning and right-leaning individuals for the emotional valence of the past events (t = -0.20, p = .84) nor of future events (tWelch = -1.85, p = .07). 
Agency. Participants assessed the extent to which they think themselves, someone else, or circumstances beyond anyone’s control caused/might cause these events on a scale from not at all (-3) to extremely (+3). In addition, there was a specific question related to group agency “Some people think groups act as a collectivity. So, it is not an individual or a small set of individuals that act but the group as a whole. Keeping this in mind, at the time of this event how much do you think that the event was caused/might be caused by your political group?” from -3 to +3 (Topçu & Hirst, 2020). No significant difference was found between political groups for any of the agency type (ps = .07). 
The temporal distance. Regarding the future events only, participants specified the year they thought it would happen (these data are not analyzed in this study).
Finally, participants completed the last section which included national identity and political identity scales, and questions related to media.
National Identity. Participants completed a national identity scale, including five items retrieved from Stone et al. (2014), adapted to identify the United States of America as a nation. For each of the following items, participants could rate their answer on a scale going from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5); “I feel attached to the United States of America”,” “My destiny is linked to other United States of America citizens’ destiny”, “I feel united with other United States of America citizens”, “I am proud to tell other ‘I am a United States of America citizen”, “I identify closely to United States of America”. No difference was found between right-leaning (M = 5.35; SD = 0.10) and left-leaning (M = 5.06; SD = 0.13) participants (t = 1.85, p = .07, d = 0.33, 95% CI [−0.02, 0.68]).
Political Identity. The same five items described previously from Stone et al. (2014) were adapted to their identification with their political group (e.g., I feel attached to my political group). No difference was found between right-leaning (M = 4.22; SD = 1.27) and left-leaning (M = 4.13; SD = 1.39) participants (t = 0.41, p = .68, d = 0.07, 95% CI [-0.28, 042]). Additionally, participants were asked to assess on a scale going from right-leaning (0) to left-leaning (100) where they identify (this data is not used in the analyses). Finally, they were asked to place themselves on a political ideology scale from very conservative, conservative, slightly conservative, moderate, slightly liberal, liberal, and very liberal (as in Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023). Participants who identified as moderate (N = 7) were excluded from the analyses. Participants who identified as very conservative, conservative or slightly conservative would be included to the right-leaning group. Individuals who identified as very liberal, liberal or slightly liberal were included in the left-leaning group.
Media. Participants were asked to choose the main sources of information they usually follow, which were TV, social media, discussion with others, books or other publications, and others. They were asked to list the TV channels they frequently watch. The left-leaning participants were asked to assess the frequency of watching CNN and the right-leaning individuals were asked about FOX News (less than one hour a day, between one and five hours a day, more than 5 hours a day, once a week, more than once a week, once a month, one to three times a month, never, and other). No significant difference was found (t = 0.55, p = .59, d = 0.10, 95% CI [-0.25, 0.45]) between left-leaning (M = 3.10; SD = 2.32) and right-leaning (M = 2.88; SD = 2.24) individuals.
Finally, they were asked to list the social media they use the most to have news about public events.
Table 1. Mean scores (with standard deviation) by group and temporal orientation for the importance of the event, the emotional valence and agency variables.
	Group
	Temporal Orientation
	Importance of the Event
	Emotional Valence
	Agency
Self
	Agency Someone Else
	Agency Anyone Control
	Agency Group

	Left
	Past
	1.72 (1.15)
	0.82 (1.56)
	-1.20 (2.07)
	1.22 (1.74)
	0.32 (1.94)
	-0.15 (1.90)

	
	Future
	1.68 (1.28)
	0.95 (1.50)
	-0.85 (2.12)
	1.38 (1.54)
	1 (1.70)
	0.43 (1.78)

	Right
	Past
	1.79 (1.27)
	0.76 (1.57)
	-1.43 (1.83)
	1.42 (1.67)
	0.15 (1.78)
	-0.34 (1.82)

	
	Future
	2.07 (1.21)
	0.39 (1.91)
	-0.57 (2.04)
	1.85 (1.31)
	0.75 (1.97)
	0.34 (1.85)



Data Analysis
Semantic similarity analyses were conducted in Python using the sentence-transformers package (Reymers & Gurevych, 2019) to quantify how semantically similar each participant’s text was to others within their experimental subgroup. Each participant had written their memories of the article, and their future thoughts related to the topic discuss in the article. We used the all-MiniLM-L6-V2 model from the Sentence-BERT (SBERT) framework to generate semantic embeddings of participants’ narratives. This model encodes each text into a fixed-size numerical vector that represents its semantic content. 
Before embedding, all narratives were manually reviewed to correct for major spelling and grammatical errors, but no additional manual preprocessing was applied. The SBERT tokenize automatically handled all standard text normalization steps including tokenization, casing and punctuation management. SBERT embeddings capture semantic similarity at the sentence level and are less sensitive to surface lexical overlap than word-based similarity measures. However, narrative length and lexical diversity were not explicitly controlled. All participants responded under identical instructions and time constraints, limiting systematic variation in narrative production across conditions. 
Once the embeddings were generated, cosine similarity was used to compute the semantic proximity between each participant’s text and those of all other participant belonging to the same experimental subgroup. Four subgroups were computed by the combination of political orientation (left-leaning or right-leaning) and the media type (congruent vs. incongruent with their political beliefs). The analyses were performed separately for memory texts and future texts. Similarity was computed strictly within experimental subgroups, which reduces the influence of global lexical or stylistic differences between political groups and ensures that similarity scores reflect convergence relative to a common narrative context. 
For each participant, a single similarity score was computed by averaging cosine similarity values across all pairwise comparisons with other members of the same subgroup, excluding self-comparisons. In total, each participant had two similarity scores (one for the memory and one for the future thinking). These values were used a dependent variable in repeated-measures ANOVA, with time (past vs. future) as a within-subjects factor.
This approach allows us to capture the conceptually overlapping representations of a shared event between members of a group. Higher similarity scores indicate that people within a group recall or imagine the event in more similar terms, suggesting narrative convergence. 


Results
A 4 (subgroups: political identity x media outlet) x 2 (temporal orientation: past and future) mixed design ANOVA was conducted on the similarity scores of shared memories and future thoughts, with temporal orientation set as a repeated measure. Similarity scores were significantly different from zero (see Table 2 for mean scores, standard deviations, and 95% CI) indicating a measurable level of between-individual similarity in memories and future thoughts. Post Hoc Holm tests were computed.
Correlations analyses between the similarity scores of the memories and the future thoughts were computed using Pearson correlation. Correlations analyses with additional variables of interest were analyzed with Pearson correlations and can be found in Table S1 in Supplemental Material. All statistical analyses were computed using Jamovi version 2.2 (The Jamovi Project, 2021). Plots were computed in Python using matplotlib package (Hunter, 2007).
The Effects of Media, Temporal Orientation and Political Identity
For the repeated measures ANOVA 4 (subgroups: political identity x media congruency) x 2 (temporal orientation) on the similarity scores, there was a significant main effect of temporal orientation (memories versus future thoughts), F(1,123) = 69.64, p < .001, ηp² = 0.36. Participants shared significantly more similar memories (M = 0.56; SD = 0.12) than similar future thoughts (M = 0.46; SD = 0.10).
The results revealed a significant main effect of the subgroups, F(3,123) = 8.94, p <.001, ηp² = 0.18. Post hoc test revealed a significant effect of media type for right-leaning individuals (t = -3.87, pholm <.001, d = - 0.72, 95% CI [-1.23, -0.21]) with more similarity in the congruent condition (M = 0.57; SD = 0.08) than incongruent condition (M = 0.50; SD = 0.06). This effect was not found for left-leaning individuals (t = -1.39, pholm = .50, d = - 0.27, 95% CI [-0.80, 0.25]). In addition, right-leaning individuals in the congruent media type condition had significantly higher similarity scores (M = 0.57; SD = 0.08) than left-leaning in the congruent condition (M = 0.48, SD = 0.10) (t = 4.93, pholm < .001, d = 0.93, 95% CI [0.41, 1.48]) and  left-leaning in the incongruent condition (M = 0.50, SD = 0.08) (t = 3.40, pholm =.004, d = 0.67, 95% CI [0.13, 1.22]).
The interaction between groups and temporal orientation was not significant: F(3,123) = 0.95, p = .42, ηp² = 0.02. 

Table 2. Mean scores (with standard deviation) and confidence intervals for memories and future thoughts similarity scores by media type and groups.
	Media Outlet
	Political ID
	Groups
	N
	Memories Similarity
	95% CI  
	Future Thoughts Similarity
	95% CI 

	CNN
	Left
	Left congruent
	32
	0.51 (0.12)
	[0.47, 0.56]
	0.44 (0.12)
	[0.39, 0.48]

	
	Right
	Right incongruent
	37
	0.55 (0.10)
	[0.51, 0.58]
	0.45 (0.08)
	[0.42, 0.48]

	FOX
	Left
	Left incongruent
	28
	0.57 (0.12)
	[0.52, 0.62]
	0.44 (0.09)
	[0.40, 0.47]

	
	Right
	Right congruent
	30
	0.63 (0.11)
	[0.59, 0.67]
	0.52 (0.10)
	[0.49, 0.56]




Figure 1. Visual representations of the memories and future thoughts similarity mean scores by groups and media outlet. 
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Correlational Analyses
Building on the literature revealing the influence of event importance, agency, emotional valence, collective identity, and media frequency in the cognitive investigation of collective memory, these variables were included in the exploratory analyses (Cheriet, Topçu, et al., 2023; Liu & Szpunar, 2023; Mert et al., 2023; Topçu & Hirst, 2020). Correlations were computed between memories and future thoughts similarity scores and the variables of interest (without differentiating between conditions and group). Of note, for future thoughts, all questionnaire items were adapted to future events, except national identity and political identity. None of the correlation was significant after Bonferonni’s correction (p <.006) (see Table S1 in Supplemental Material).

Discussion
This study examined whether media alignment with political beliefs in left-leaning and right-leaning Americans influenced the similarity of collective memories and collective future thoughts. Three main results emerged. First, as expected, we found a temporal orientation effect, with memories being more similar than future thoughts. Second, differences emerged across ideological-media subgroups suggesting a political identity effect, and a media congruency effect. Right-leaning participants exposed to ideologically aligned media shared more similar memories and future thoughts than right-leaning participants exposed to a misaligned media, and than left-leanings regardless of the media alignment. In contrast, no difference in similarity was observed between left-leaning participants as a function of media-alignment, highlighting a group-specific pattern.
Temporal Orientation Effect: Greater Similarity in the Past than the Future
This study brings an innovative aspect to political psychology by exploring the future as a second temporal dimension alongside the past. As predicted, participants shared more similar memories than future thoughts. We built this hypothesis in line with the constructive episodic simulation hypothesis, which posits that people use past events and knowledge as a scaffold to imagine the future (Schacter & Addis, 2007; Szpunar & Szpunar, 2016). In our study, participants likely relied on shared textual content from the article for memory recall, whereas collective future thoughts drew on broader frameworks including personal knowledge and experiences beyond the article. This reliance on a variability of sources for future thinking can account for the lower similarity of future thought. 
Ideological Group Differences: Greater Similarity for Right-Leaning 
Our results revealed distinct patterns in how left-leaning and right-leaning participants approach collective memories and collective future thoughts. Right-leaning individuals had significantly more similar memories and future thoughts suggesting that their narratives were more conceptually aligned with one another than those of left-leaning participants. This increased similarity may reflect stronger internal coherence in the way right-leaning individuals select and frame memories and future thoughts content compared to left-leaning individuals. 
These group differences can be interpreted in light of prior work linking ideological orientations to differences in cognitive style, although such traits were not directly assessed in the present study. Right-leaning individuals, often associated with preferences for stability, organization and cognitive closure (Carney et al., 2008; Jost et al., 2003; Kruglanski & Webster, 1996), may exhibit greater consistency in recalling structured past events by relying on shared schematic narratives templates (Bartlett, 1932). In contrast, left-leaning individuals, more open to novelty and showing greater cognitive flexibility (Carney et al., 2008), may rely less on such shared templates which reduce consistency across participants memories and future thoughts. 
Taken together, these findings suggest that cognitive traits not only shape media consumption and memory encoding, but also the semantic similarity of groups narratives of the past and the future. In this light, collective future thinking may function as a projection of shared ideological templates, shaped cognitive style and by group identification. However, this interpretation should be taken with cautious as it is based on a single primed topic and does not allow conclusions about whether such ideological templates generalize across other nationally significant issues.
The right-leaning individual’s specific case
Based on the cognitive dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), we predicted that participants exposed to incongruent media would experience cognitive discomfort. This discomfort should push individuals to reduce cognitive resources allocated to memorize the incongruent information and leads to a weak memory trace. This reduced cognitive resources hypothesis was also built on the self-reference effect revealing that events are more easily encoded if they relate to the self (one’s values and goals) (Conway, 2005; Klein, 2012). Drawing on both effects, we predicted that congruent sources would lead to a better encoding, making it more likely to be recalled similarly by several people from the same group. Our results support to some extent these hypotheses as exposure to congruent media sources promoted greater similarity in memories and future thoughts than incongruent sources only for right-leaning individuals and not left-leaning individuals. Right-leaning participants had greater narrative similarity in the congruent condition than in the incongruent condition. For left-leaning participants, media congruence had no significant effect. This result suggests a more balanced processing of information regardless of alignment which could be explained by political identity differences such as left-leaning individuals being more cognitively flexible as previously mentioned. It is important to note that cognitive dissonance was not directly measured in the present study. The interpretation of our results through this framework remains speculative. Future studies should include direct measures of experienced discomfort to test whether the observed effects are mediated by cognitive dissonance.
Interestingly, the reduced similarity observed in the incongruent condition among right-leaning individuals suggests that exposure to opposing viewpoints may disrupt shared reference points and weaken group-level similarity. Right-leaning individuals seem to diverge more in their representations when ideological alignment is absent. This highlights a potential asymmetry in how political groups respond to media content. Compared to left-leaning, right-leaning individuals seem to be more influenced by whether the information aligns with their worldview.
[bookmark: _Hlk181715037]These findings have important implications for understanding political polarization. The structured cognitive stance possibly observed with right-leaning individuals facing congruent media suggests that exposure to oppositional viewpoints diminish shared cognition within right-leaning individuals and that left-leaning are not prone to such influence. Moreover, the political groups differences suggest that collective future thinking may serve as a lens for examining how ideological identities influence group goals and societal visions. Future studies should further investigate how congruent sources intensify encoding processes by reinforcing shared values and group identity, potentially leading to a more unified group view. This would offer deeper insights into the cognitive mechanisms that reinforce group coherence in political contexts. 
Factors Influencing Memory Similarity
Exploratory analyses revealed that the similarity of memories and future thoughts showed no significant correlations with anticipated factors such as event importance, emotional valence, personal and collective agency, national identity, political identity, and media consumption frequency. Importantly, the similarity of future thoughts though lower than memories was still above zero. This shows that people relied on shared knowledge for constructing future scenarios. These results suggest that factors reinforcing ideological consistency may not directly translate to shared memory similarity within neutral contexts, as ideological biases are more pronounced in politically charged scenarios (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009). The complexity of cognitive processing in collective memory likely interacts with these variables in fine-grained ways and in a less straightforward way than hypothesized, possibly requiring more specific or emotionally salient stimuli to elicit the expected effects.
The questions examined in this article relate to societal current issues. Political polarization is enhanced in the US and in other parts of the world (Iyengar et al., 2012; McCarty et al., 2016). If political groups develop less similar vision of the past and the future, this will impact the capacity of the society to build a common future. The asymmetry found between conservatives and liberals suggest that communication strategies in politics and media consumption should take into consideration the cognitive differences between groups. Practically, the results suggest that media and politics should consider how their message could contribute to the creation of a shared past and future. Understanding the cognitive mechanisms that drive collective future thinking has important implications for civic cohesion, public policy and democratic discourse. In polarized societies, fostering shared visions of the future may help bridge ideological divides. Insights from this research could inform educational strategies, media literacy programs and policy communication approaches that aim to counter polarization by promoting balanced exposure.
Limitations and Future Directions
While this study contributes to understanding media and political identity in collective memory, it has some limitations. First, the use of a single neutral event to minimize biases limits the generalizability of findings to more politicized contexts. Future research should examine politically charged events to better understand the interplay between media congruence, political identity and collective memory. Future studies should examine whether these effects generalize to emotionally charged or politically polarizing events and explore whether similar asymmetries emerge in non-American political contexts. Second, the findings were limited to the extreme polarization of the political group in the U.S. Additionally to previously discussed future perspectives, next studies should examine the spectrum of political groups and across different events to better understand the complex interplay between media and collective memory.  Finally, the study relies on SBERT-based semantic similarity as a tool to quantify overlap in collective narratives. While this approach enables scalable comparisons of textual content, it primarily captures semantic proximity at the lexical level and does not explicitly model higher-order narrative structures such as temporal sequencing or causal relations. Future research could complement embedding-based measures with approaches that account for narrative organization, allowing a more nuanced assessment of convergence in collective narratives.
Conclusion
This study provides a first set of evidence that media alignment with political beliefs shapes the formation of collective memories and future thoughts. Our results reveal three main findings. First, memories were more similar than future thoughts. Then, right-leaning individuals had more similar narratives than left-leaning individuals. Finally, we found that exposure to media that is congruent with one’s political beliefs increased similarity, but only among right-leaning participants. These findings highlight the asymmetric effects of media alignment on shared cognition across ideological lines. While left-leaning participants appeared more flexible across congruent and incongruent conditions, right-leaning participants showed greater cognitive coherence when exposed to ideologically aligned media. This pattern may reflect deeper motivational and cognitive traits, such as a stronger need for closure or preference for ideological consistency. By bridging political psychology with cognitive theories of collective memory and collective future thinking, this research offers new insights into how groups collectively represent the past and imagine the future. As societies face polarization, our results point to the role of media congruency in reinforcing or not shared collective narratives. This highlights the necessity for institutions to promote pluralistic media exposure and narrative-building practices.
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