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Abstract
We examine a year of political debate in a modern town hall to understand the following: 
when does moral talk turn to talk about action? For which ideological groupings do 
specific moral foundations matter and in the context of which issues? We analysed 
210,170 tweets about the Australian television programme Q&A – a panel show with 
synchronous live and online audiences. We examined the topics, prevalence of different 
moralities and how these moralities explain talk of collective action for different 
ideological groups. Across all issues and ideological groups, talk of action was most often 
associated with talk of authority but ideological differences between left- and right-
leaning participants emerged. Among left-leaning people, action was motivated by a range 
of moral foundations, but among right-leaning people action was primarily motivated by 
authority. Our findings map the ideological diversity found within modern town halls and 
confirm the critical role of these settings in contemporary socio-political life.

Keywords
Collective action, modern town hall, moral foundations, natural language processing, 
political ideology

Throughout history, town hall meetings have played a critical role in the regulation of 
social and political life within communities. Within such meetings, authorities and citi-
zens discuss, deliberate and plan actions for the betterment of their community and soci-
ety – reflections of an ‘iconic form of direct citizen democracy’ (Field, 2019: 2). With the 
advent of globalisation and the development of new media, town hall meetings changed 
(e.g. Forsyth, 2013; Lukensmeyer and Brigham, 2002). Indeed, Field (2019) laments the 
decline of town hall meetings and links them with a precipitous decline in democratic 
norms in general. This article is concerned with a mixed media approach to understand 
the modern town hall, exemplified in the Australian television programme Q&A. The 
programme invites panellists, such as public figures, politicians and experts, to engage in 
live discussions with the Australian public on various social and political issues (ABC, 
2023) – similar variants exist in other countries (e.g. Question Time on the BBC). In 
addition to live discussions, Q&A encourages the broader public to engage in the conver-
sation through synchronous and asynchronous online interactions on the social media 
platform Twitter/X. In this way, the traditional town hall has arguably progressed to 
encompass multiple modes of media (television, social media interactions) and includes 
those who are not physically co-present.

Town halls have historically been a primary way in which authorities are held to 
account, with deliberation and debate commonly arising from people having different 
views about social and political life. We aim to understand the diversity that exists within 
such real-world manifestations of political interaction. Given that town hall discussions 
revolve around notions of what is ‘right’ versus ‘wrong’, examining people’s moral 
worldviews may help to understand this diversity. Importantly, a typical outcome of town 
hall meetings is to address what should change or what action should be taken within the 
community (Field, 2019; Robinson, 2011). Therefore, we are especially interested in the 
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relationship between moral talk and talk of taking collective action to change the status 
quo (see Thomas et al., 2022a).

It is also the case that town halls range in terms of the political ideologies of those who 
are present. Most communities are pluralistic with different views about the ‘ideal arrange-
ment of society’ (i.e. ideology; Cohrs, 2012: 55). We look at how moral talk may differ 
among different ideological groupings, captured via the distinction between centrist, left- 
and right-leaning people. Finally, town hall meetings range in the issues that are can-
vassed, especially in an open democratic forum such as the Q&A programme. Given that 
different moral worldviews may be implicated in some issues more than others (e.g. 
Feinberg and Willer, 2013; Reimer et al., 2022), we focus on whether moral talk may 
explain action in some contexts (and for some ideological groups) but not others. 
Accordingly, bringing these points together, we examine the relationships between (dif-
ferent forms of) moral language use and talk of taking action with others to bring about a 
desired change. We look at these relationships in the context of specific ideological group-
ings and across different issues. Figure 1 provides a conceptual overview of our approach.

Does moral talk turn to talk of action?

Town halls are where people discuss what is right and ideal, wrong and undesirable – in 
this research, we capture these in terms of theories of moral reasoning (see Table 1). 
When a person holds a moral worldview about what is right versus wrong, this is known 
as endorsing a moral value (Skitka, 2010). Moralising an issue is an inherently interac-
tive process whereby an individual engages with or is persuaded by new information 
about the moral significance of an issue (Mooijman et al., 2018). When an attitude is held 
with moral conviction (i.e. it has become moralised; Skitka et al., 2005), this has several 

Figure 1.  Conceptual figure.
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consequences. First, individuals tend to hold a strong and absolute/universal stance on 
that topic (Ryan, 2017; Skitka et al., 2021). Critically, when moral values are in dispute, 
people with a moralised attitude are more likely to support actions to defend or protect 
their beliefs (Milesi and Alberici, 2018). For example, holding an issue with a strong, 
moralised stance predicts political action, including voting, activism and collective 
action (Agostini and van Zomeren, 2021; Milesi and Alberici, 2018) as well as more 
radical actions (Mooijman et al., 2018; Pauls et al., 2022). Collective action refers to 
actions that people perform on behalf of a group to promote that group’s goals (Wright 
et al., 1990). In the context of online interaction, constructive discussions can validate 
and strengthen moral judgements about an issue, in turn increasing support for collective 
action towards a political cause (Alberici and Milesi, 2018; Smith et al., 2018). Thus, 
endorsing strong moral values may influence support for collective action to bring about 
a desired change (see Figure 1).

Prior research has established that morality is pluralistic. That is, different people (or 
groups) can be guided by different moral values, and by more than one value at a time 
(Milesi and Alberici, 2018). Moral Foundations Theory (MFT; Graham et al., 2011) cap-
tures five different cross-cultural moral convictions or foundations which people can be 
motivated by. These foundations include care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, 
authority/subversion and sanctity/degradation (see Table 1). Importantly, the foundations 
themselves reflect broader composites of attitudes, cognitions, emotions and linguistic 
styles (Frimer, 2020). For example, someone who endorses fairness may support univer-
sal human rights and be more likely to talk about equality and justice. As such, language 
can be a valuable window for examining these foundations, and discourse can give insight 
into the moralising process as something that is interactive and didactic (Boyd et al., 2022; 
Hoover et al., 2020). While prior research has examined the relationships between moral 
foundations and socio-political attitudes (see meta-analysis by Kivikangas et al., 2021), 
the role of moralising language use in social interaction has been relatively less studied.

Table 1.  Definition and example words for the five moral foundations.

Moral 
foundation

Definition Example words from Extended 
Moral Foundations Dictionary

Care/harm A desire to protect and care for 
others’ well-being

Compassion (+), cruel (–), 
distress (–)

Fairness/
cheating

A desire to protect others’ rights 
and sense of justice

Equality (+), fair (+), 
discriminate (–)

Loyalty/
betrayal

A feeling of loyalty towards one’s 
group including being prepared to 
self-sacrifice for the group

Supporter (+), solidarity (+), 
stealing (–)

Authority/
subversion

A valuing of leadership and 
respect for authority and tradition

Control (+), compliant (+), 
disrespect (–)

Sanctity/
degradation

A desire to live a noble life and 
maintain purity

Noble (+), God (+), 
disgusting (–)

‘+’ indicates the word is positively valanced for that moral foundation, whereas ‘–’ indicates the word is 
negatively valanced for that moral foundation.
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Moreover, moral foundations have been linked with specific forms of action. For 
instance, people who endorse sanctity were less likely to vaccinate against COVID-19, 
while those who endorse fairness and group loyalty were more likely to do so (Reimer 
et al., 2022). As such, the moral foundations people endorse can influence their willing-
ness to engage in action to bring about (or prevent) a desired change (see Figure 1). 
Given that town halls are places where people advocate for action to bring about change, 
we ask, ‘When does moral talk relate to talk about action?’

Does moral talk differ based on political ideology?

A further complexity is that according to MFT, the moral frameworks which people are 
motivated by can differ as a function of their political ideology (see Figure 1; Graham 
et al., 2011). There is evidence that liberals (left-leaning) rely mostly on care- and fair-
ness-based moral frameworks to navigate social and political issues (Graham et  al., 
2009; Haidt and Graham, 2007; Kivikangas et al., 2021). In contrast, moral foundations 
around loyalty, authority and sanctity are more commonly associated with a conservative 
(right-leaning) political orientation (Graham et  al., 2009; Haidt and Graham, 2007; 
Kivikangas et al., 2021).

The Intergroup Value Protection Model (van Zomeren et al., 2023) posits that people are 
motivated to protect the moral values which underpin their group memberships, and they 
do so by holding a moral conviction, protesting and/or supporting other forms of collective 
action. Indeed, Thomas et al. (2022b) found that for (right-leaning) supporters of a right-
wing rally in Australia, their online engagement and support for the rally was shaped by 
moral values of care, fairness, loyalty and authority. In comparison, (left-leaning) oppo-
nents endorsed loyalty and appeals to authorities to uphold their opposition to the rally 
(Thomas et al., 2022b). Curiously, the right-leaning supporters relied on moral frameworks 
which are more commonly associated with left-leaning people, and vice versa. Other work 
also shows that differences between liberals and conservatives’ moral rhetoric in political 
interactions are not always consistent with traditional readings of MFT (Garten et al., 2016; 
Roy and Goldwasser, 2021). These findings demonstrate how the same word or construct 
may have different meanings depending on the (social, political) context in which it is 
deployed (Boyd and Schwartz, 2021). Indeed, it is recognised within the moral psychology 
literature that MFT does not apply unconditionally, as context plays a role in the founda-
tions endorsed by different political ideologies (Haidt and Joseph, 2011; Suhler and 
Churchland, 2011). Thus, positions about right and wrong within town hall discussions 
may differ not only by ideology but also by the issue discussed (see Figure 1).

Moral talk in context: does the issue change the effect of moral 
foundations and political ideology on collective action?

Some moral foundations are more relevant to one issue than another (see Figure 1; Haidt 
and Joseph, 2011; Suhler and Churchland, 2011). For instance, a moral value of care/harm 
is relevant to climate change support (Feinberg and Willer, 2013), while respect for author-
ity and preserving hierarchies explains variation in anti-immigration interactions (Grover 
et al., 2019). Moreover, Richardson and Conway (2022) demonstrate that the nature of a 
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movement itself can influence the relationship between moral foundations and collective 
action: values of care and fairness explained people protesting in support of Black Lives 
Matter, while values of authority, loyalty and sanctity were more relevant to people who 
supported a counter-movement (i.e. Blue Lives Matter). Yet, relatively few studies have 
considered the effects of morality across multiple issues within a single setting. Adopting a 
macro, descriptive approach to model many elements side-by-side (moral foundations, 
action, ideology, issue) may be particularly important for understanding the complex, real-
world manifestation of political interaction in town halls. We examine the interplay between 
political ideology, moral foundations and collective action, in the context of three different 
issues covered in a years’ worth of political debate in an Australian town hall: Australian 
society and identity, climate change and the environment, and COVID-19 (see Figure 1).

The current research

With technological change, people now primarily engage with socio-political debates 
through multiple modes (live discussions, television, social media interactions). We con-
ceptualise these as modern town hall discussions and analyse the Q&A programme as a 
distinct context for mapping a year of socio-political interaction in Australia. Specifically, 
the Q&A dataset provides a snapshot of Australian political discussion in a year of con-
siderable socio-political upheaval. The year 2020 was marked by devastating wildfires 
across Australia and rising speculation about climate change, along with a global pan-
demic (COVID-19). In the context of border closures and a changing global order were 
discussions about the Australian identity and society more generally. We focus on exam-
ining how the general public moralises, and talks about acting upon, three different social 
and political issues (Australian society and identity, climate change and the environment, 
and COVID-19). We ask, ‘When does moral talk turn to talk about action?’ and ‘For 
whom (which ideological groupings) do specific moral foundations matter and in the 
context of which issues?’

To address these questions, we first characterise the online interactions for each issue by 
taking a data-driven approach using Structural Topic Modelling (STM). We then focus on 
the prevalence of moral content in these interactions by quantifying the degree to which 
different forms of moral language arose within each issue, for different ideological groups 
(see Figure 1). Finally, we explain how particular forms of moral language uniquely relate 
to talk of taking collective action on that particular issue by combining these more descrip-
tive (inductive) approaches with a deductive approach using hurdle models.

We draw on natural language processing of Q&A Twitter/X data to detect patterns of 
language use reflecting moral foundations and collective action. We use the moral founda-
tions (Hopp et al., 2021) and collective action (Smith et al., 2018) plug-ins to the Linguistic 
Inquiry Word Count tool (LIWC; Boyd et  al., 2022), which identify the percentage of 
words or word stems representative of the pre-defined dictionaries. LIWC has been exten-
sively adopted in social science research (Boyd and Schwartz, 2021; Tausczik and 
Pennebaker, 2010), and the moral foundations and collective action dictionaries have been 
validated to show that language-based psychological inferences credibly reflect underlying 
(cognitive, emotional) psychological states (Hopp et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2018). This 
‘bag of words’ approach has the benefit of being accessible to people without coding or 
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data science expertise; it is transparent (i.e. the dictionaries for the categories are in the 
public domain) and a standardised dictionary enables ready comparison across different 
groups and contexts (Boyd and Schwartz, 2021; Tausczik and Pennebaker, 2010).

One statistical complexity with using LIWC is that the processed data are often zero-
inflated and non-normally distributed (Bhattacharya et al., 2014; Xu and Zhang, 2018). 
That is, there are instances where the language of interest is not present, and a zero is 
assigned. To manage this aspect of the data, we employ hurdle models (Hu et al., 2011; 
Mullahy, 1986). Hurdle models are two-part count data models which, first, indicate 
whether an outcome occurred (as a binary variable) and, second, (after the hurdle is 
‘crossed’) estimate how much the outcome occurred (as a continuous variable; Hu et al., 
2011). In the current study, we distinguish between whether moral talk was associated 
with talk of collective action (i.e. as a binary variable; action language present or absent), 
and if so, by how much (i.e. as a continuous variable; degree of action language).

Finally, given the heterogeneity in the community and that political ideology can shape 
what kinds of moral foundations matter for predicting action, our approach examined how 
moral- and action-based language may be similar/different for those who approach the 
debate from different ideological backgrounds. We used an ideology classifier (Ram et al., 
2025) to categorise people’s political ideology as left, neutral, right or far-right.

Method

Data collection

Social media data were collected from Twitter/X’s standard live stream on discussions 
related to the Australian television programme Q&A in 2020. The filter keyword ‘qanda’ 
was used to collect a total of 754,475 tweets spanning all 44 episodes of Q&A which 
screened from February to November 2020 (see Supplemental Table S1 for a summary 
of episodes). We used a subset of these tweets: a corpus of 210,170.

Research approach

Our research approach involved five steps of analysis. We first identified the political 
ideology of Twitter/X users via an ideology classifier (see Measures; Ram et al., 2025). 
Next, we used STM to characterise the online interactions. In a third step, we conducted 
natural language processing using LIWC-22 (Boyd et  al., 2022) to classify tweets in 
terms of their attributes of moral language and collective action language. Using this 
output, the fourth step examined the overall presence of moral language and whether the 
language was generally positive or negative in sentiment. As a final step, we conducted 
a series of hurdle models to examine whether moral language was associated with col-
lective action language across ideological group and issue. Language use reflecting the 
five moral foundations (care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/subver-
sion, sanctity/degradation) was treated as a continuous predictor variable of collective 
action language (present or absent, degree of action language). There were two categori-
cal moderators: political ideology (left, neutral, right and far-right) and issue (Australian 
society and identity, climate change and the environment, and COVID-19).
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To assess the validity of the computerised LIWC scoring, we hand-coded a stratified 
sample of N = 360 tweets (n = 30 for each of the three issues by the four ideologies) and 
compared human codes to the moral foundations and collective action dictionaries. The 
agreement for moral foundation scores (88.1%), moral foundation sentiment scores 
(81.5%) and collective action scores (94.5%) was acceptable (see Supplemental Table S2 
for the agreement and precision/recall for each category). The full validation methodol-
ogy is reported in the Supplementary Materials.

Measures

Moral foundations.  The Extended Moral Foundations Dictionary (eMFD; Hopp et  al., 
2021) was used to identify language reflecting care/harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/
betrayal, authority/subversion and sanctity/degradation (see Table 1). The dictionary 
provides two kinds of output: sentiment values indicate the valence of the language (e.g. 
positive vs negative values indicate care- vs. harm-based language, respectively) and 
score values represent the overall prevalence of the language per moral foundation (i.e. 
higher scores indicate higher prevalence; Hopp et al., 2021). We use the sentiment values 
to first provide a descriptive overview of the language use across the five foundations; 
then, we use the score values in the hurdle models to look at associations between moral 
and collective action language.

Collective action.  Language use reflecting collective action (e.g. act, protest, march) was 
measured by the Collective Action Dictionary (Smith et al., 2018). Higher scores indi-
cate a higher prevalence of action language.

Political ideology.  We utilised an ideology classifier developed by Ram et al. (2025) to identify 
the political ideology of Twitter/X users. Ideology was classified based on the media sources 
that each user shares and the average political leaning of those sources. The Left-Right Media 
Publication Proxy classified users as left (195,656 tweets; 93.1%), neutral (8602 tweets; 
4.1%) or right (1330 tweets; 0.2%), and the Media Bias Fact Check Media Publication Proxy 
classified far-right users (5582 tweets; 2.7%). The proxies were trained on five social media 
datasets (three Australian and two American) with 1.2 million profiles.

Issue.  There were 44 televised episodes of Q&A in 2020, and each episode covered mul-
tiple issues. We manually coded the episodes into three discrete issues: Australian soci-
ety and identity, climate change and the environment, and COVID-19 (see Supplemental 
Table S3 in the Supplementary file for a detailed breakdown). The number of tweets per 
issue was 68,989 for Australian society and identity, 75,506 for climate change and the 
environment and 65,675 for COVID-19.

Results

Describing the content: topic models

To assess the validity of the dataset based on interactions about Australian society and 
identity, climate change and the environment, and COVID-19, we first conducted 
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unsupervised STM on unigrams using the stm package in R v4.3.2 (Roberts et al., 2014). 
STM assumes a given text has clusters of semantically relevant ideas (‘topics’) which can 
be identified by capturing correlations between word frequencies. All code for analyses is 
available on the Open Science Framework (OSF) at: https://osf.io/5g7dv/overview?view_
only=1c85c25f68ac4c1fbd969960c675cb16. For each issue, tweets were pre-processed 
using the tm package to remove whitespace, numbers, punctuation, weblinks, English 
stop-words; convert words to lowercase; and lemmatize words. Special abbreviations spe-
cific to the dataset were also adjusted (e.g. auspol = australian politics). We removed the 
keyword used to collect the data (‘qanda’), and case-specific stop words (e.g. abc, abctv). 
Finally, we removed sparse terms with frequency counts of <2% or >99%. The final 
number of tweets per issue was 63,658 for Australian society and identity, 71,819 for 
climate change and the environment and 62,471 for COVID-19.

To decide on the optimal number of topics for each issue, we used a combination of fit 
statistics and visual inspection of the models (Brookes and McEnery, 2019; Kosinski et al., 
2016; Roberts et al., 2014). After running STM models with k ranging from 5 to 25, model fit 
was assessed using the trade-off between semantic coherence and exclusivity, with the opti-
mal solution chosen to maximise coherence while retaining sufficient exclusivity (Mimno 
et al., 2011; Roberts et al., 2014). Figure 2 shows that optimal k ranged between 10 and 15 for 
both Australian society and climate change, and between 13 and 17 for COVID-19.

We then visually inspected this narrower range by examining high probability terms, 
high FREX terms (a weighted measure of word frequency and exclusivity), Rank-1 val-
ues (Evans, 2014) and example tweets for every k. We identified a final model of k = 12 

Figure 2.  Statistical fit of models with different k.
Model fit was assessed using the trade-off between semantic coherence and exclusivity, with the optimal 
solution chosen to maximise both.

https://osf.io/5g7dv/overview?view_only=1c85c25f68ac4c1fbd969960c675cb16
https://osf.io/5g7dv/overview?view_only=1c85c25f68ac4c1fbd969960c675cb16
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for Australian society, k = 12 for climate change and k = 15 for COVID-19. In the interests 
of space, we present the three most prevalent topics (per issue) to provide a broad over-
view of the content of each issue. Figure 3 displays word clouds of the most frequent 
words assigned to each topic (per issue).

As shown in Figure 3a, conversations about Australian society and identity included 
the equal representation of social groups in socio-political discussions (topic 1); domes-
tic violence, especially in Indigenous communities (topic 8); and political figures’ ability 
to handle crises (topic 10). Interactions about climate change and the environment (see 
Figure 3b) focused on holding Australian politicians accountable for climate action 
(topic 2), identifying inconsistencies between scientific evidence and political action 
(topic 3), and called for politicians to take responsibility for the Australian wildfires 
(topic 11). Finally, discussions about COVID-19 (see Figure 3c) demonstrated a sense  
of solidarity with, and gratitude for, a specific political figure (i.e. Victorian Premier  
Dan Andrews; topic 6) while also covering COVID-19 prevention (topic 12) and 

Figure 3.  Word clouds for the top three frequent topics for each issue.
Words assigned to each topic are the Top 20 FREX words (a weighted measure of word frequency and 
exclusivity).
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dissatisfaction with government leadership (topic 13). See Supplementary Materials for 
a more detailed summary of the topic model results. Our analysis below draws, inter alia, 
on this content in interpreting key findings.

Quantifying the moral content in online interactions

Next, we examined the prevalence of moral content in the online interactions about the 
different issues, for the different ideological groups (see Figure 4). The sentiment scores 
from the eMFD indicate the valence of the moral language and were thus well suited to 
providing a sense of whether a particular foundation was discussed in positive (e.g. care) 
or negative (e.g. harm) terms, and to what degree. Figure 4 shows that, across all four 
ideological groups, there was similar use of negatively valanced language which focused 
more on harm (vs care) and degradation (vs sanctity) when talking about all three issues. 
In general, the different ideological groups were unexpectedly similar in as much as all 
used more negatively valanced moral language. However, the moral language of the 
ideologically neutral group was more positively valanced, suggesting that politically par-
tisan groups may be more critically engaged in socio-political conversations.

However, one distinction between left- and right-leaning people was their use of loy-
alty-based language. Left-leaning people spoke more about loyalty, whereas ideologi-
cally right people spoke more about betrayal. Moreover, when right-leaning people 
spoke about Australian society, they also spoke about a rejection of authority, whereas 
those who identified with far-right groups spoke more about respect for authority (e.g. 
reflected in topic 10, above).

Modelling when moral talk turns to talk of action in online interactions

We conducted a series of hurdle models using Mplus v8.10 to examine whether moral 
language was associated with collective action language across ideological group and 

Figure 4.  Heat map of sentiment of moral language across ideological group and issue.
Red shading represents care, fairness, loyalty, authority and sanctity language. Blue shading represents harm, 
cheating, betrayal, subversion and degradation language. See Table S4 in Supplementary Materials for specific 
regression values.
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issue. We used the score values from the eMFD which represent the prevalence of the lan-
guage for each moral foundation (see Supplemental Table S5 for score values). The analy-
ses distinguished between whether moral talk was associated with talk of action (i.e. as a 
binary variable; present or absent), and if so, by how much (i.e. as a continuous variable; 
degree of action language). Given the volume and complexity of the information generated 
by these analyses, we have provided summary plots of the effects for the different moral 
foundations for each of the binary and continuous predictors, for each of the ideological 
groups (see Figures 5–7; see Supplemental Table S6 for specific regression values).

Australian society and identity.  Figure 5 shows that, for both ideologically left- and right-
leaning people, talk of authority/subversion was associated with a greater degree of talk 
of collective action within the context of Australian society. When engaging in online 
interactions about panel representation (topic 1), domestic violence (topic 8), and how 
crises are handled (topic 10) per the topic models, it seems that respect (or rejection) for 
authority and the government was central to the conversation for both ideologically left 
and right groups. This effect was strongest for those who identify with the far-right 
group, and notably, talk of authority/subversion was the only moral foundation associ-
ated with action for this group.

Nevertheless, there were notable differences between ideologically left and right peo-
ple in their moral language as a predictor of action language. For instance, talk of acting 
was associated with talk of fairness/cheating for both ideologically left and right groups; 
however, the groups differed in the direction of this relationship: less action talk for 
right-leaning people but more action talk for left-leaning people. In addition, for left-
leaning and ideologically neutral people (but not right-leaning people), talk of sanctity/
degradation was uniquely associated with less talk of collective action. For the ideologi-
cally neutral group, sanctity/degradation was the only foundation that was associated 
with both the presence and degree of action language.

Climate change and the environment.  Across all four ideologies, we found no instances 
where moral talk was reliably associated with both the presence and degree of collective 
action language when discussing climate change (see Figure 6). Nevertheless, among 
ideologically left, neutral and far-right groups, the presence of action talk was commonly 
associated with talk of authority. The topic model showed a focus on accountability 
(topic 2), evidence (topic 3) and political responsibility (topic 11) and suggests that, 
bound up with these discussions, was talk of authority and grassroots action.

Figure 6 shows that, while for left-leaning group members, talk of acting was pre-
dicted by a range of moral foundations (fairness, loyalty, authority and sanctity), for 
ideologically far-right people talk of protest was explained only by authority language. 
Talk of fairness/cheating was also associated with talk of acting for ideologically neutral 
groups. Strikingly, action talk among ideologically right people was not explained by 
moral talk.

COVID-19.  As shown in Figure 7, talk of acting in the context of COVID-19 was 
explained by a common range of moral foundations (loyalty, authority and sanctity) for 
all four ideological groups. Specifically, for all ideological groups, talk of sanctity/
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degradation was linked with greater talk of action. In line with the topic models, action 
and shared concerns for loyalty, authority and sanctity were intertwined with COVID-19 
conversations about political figures (topic 7), disease prevention (topic 12) and 

Figure 5.  Australian society and identity: moral language as a predictor of action language by 
ideological group.
Values are regression values with 95% Confidence Intervals. The x-axis scale for the right group is different 
to the left, neutral and far-right groups because of larger variations in scores (see Supplemental Table S6). 
Word count was controlled for.
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leadership (topic 13). These similarities in moral foundations endorsement were particu-
larly prevalent for the right-leaning ideologies who both had the same pattern of associa-
tion between moral and action talk.

Figure 6.  Climate change and the environment: moral language as a predictor of action 
language by ideological group.
Values are regression values with 95% Confidence Intervals. Word count was controlled for.



Haines et al.	 15

However, more noticeable differences between left and right ideological groups 
arose regarding whether the care and fairness foundations predicted action. For ideo-
logically neutral and right-leaning groups, but not left-leaning groups, their talk of 

Figure 7.  COVID-19: moral language as a predictor of action language by ideological group.
Values are regression values with 95% Confidence Intervals. Word count was controlled for.
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fairness/cheating predicted a greater degree of action talk. The strength of this effect 
was strongest for those ideologically far-right. In contrast, care/harm talk was more 
often linked to action talk for ideologically left and neutral people, but not for right-
leaning groups.

Discussion

The current paper sought to map a year of socio-political interaction in a modern town 
hall as an important setting for the regulation of social and political life within democra-
cies. We examined the interplay between political ideology, moral foundations and col-
lective action in the context of three different issues covered in a years’ worth of 
Australian political debate: Australian society and identity, climate change and the envi-
ronment, and COVID-19. We found evidence supporting that town hall discussions 
about collective action to bring about a desired change were motivated by talk of moral 
values, but that both the quantity and quality of the moral language use differed across 
discrete ideological groupings (left, neutral, right, far-right) and socio-political issues.

Left and right: similarities and differences in how moral talk relates to 
action

Prior research using self-report methods would suggest that care- and fairness-based 
moral foundations would be most consistently associated with action for left-leaning 
people (Graham et al., 2009; Kivikangas et al., 2021). However, we found that variations 
of all five foundations are associated with talk of collective action when left-leaning 
people engage in socio-political interactions (see also Wang and Inbar, 2021), confirm-
ing prior work suggesting there is considerable heterogeneity in such ideological group-
ings in online interaction (e.g. Weber and Federico, 2013). Left-leaning people can be 
motivated to act from concerns for the welfare and rights of individuals (care and fair-
ness foundations) and by the belief in groups and institutions which keep individuals in 
check (authority, loyalty, sanctity foundations; see also Milesi and Alberici, 2018). Thus, 
when left-leaning groups talk about moral values, they are also likely to talk about acting 
to protect or advance those positions (van Zomeren et al., 2023).

Traditional readings of MFT would suggest that more right-leaning or conservative 
people would be motivated to act collectively from a sense of loyalty, obedience to 
authority and purity (‘binding foundations’; Graham et  al., 2009; Kivikangas et  al., 
2021). While ideologically right and far-right groups’ talk of acting was consistently 
explained by talk of authority, we did not find reliable support for the role of loyalty and 
sanctity, aligning with previous recognition that moral foundations play a role in some 
contexts more than others (Haidt and Joseph, 2011; Suhler and Churchland, 2011). 
Indeed, in the context of climate change, moral values were not found to motivate action 
for right-leaning people, even though such language was prevalent in their interactions 
(Supplemental Figure S4). That is not to say that morality is less relevant to right-leaning 
groups; rather, our findings suggest that in these data, online talk about morality did not 
coincide with talk of protecting the group’s moral values via collective action. 
Alternatively, it may be that engaging in collective action for climate change out of moral 
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conviction is less relevant for right-leaning groups given they are less likely to believe in 
climate change (see meta-analysis by Hornsey et al., 2016). However, one limitation of 
measuring the presence, and not the nature, of action language means we cannot differ-
entiate between whether groups were talking about acting to change or maintain the 
status quo (i.e. progressive vs conservative actions; Thomas and Osborne, 2022).

When far-right groups engage in town hall discussions about socio-political issues, it 
seems that talk of action is motivated by a narrower range of moral foundations than 
MFT would suggest (Graham et al., 2009; Haidt and Graham, 2007). For far-right groups, 
a moral value of authority/subversion was the only foundation associated with collective 
action when talking about Australian society and climate change. That is, far-right 
groups’ action was primarily motivated by concerns for leadership, government and tra-
dition. This pattern is consistent with work by Alizadeh et al. (2019) who similarly found 
greater concerns for authority among far-right groups in online Twitter interactions, 
compared to ideologically right groups or left-wing extremists. We extend this work to 
show that a moral value of authority is important not only for discussions among far-
right groups about socio-political issues, but it can also motivate talk of action in these 
contexts. This finding is perhaps unsurprising given that far-right parties are commonly 
in favour of systems which emphasise a respect for authority and discipline (Golder, 
2016; Mudde, 2019). Notably, however, the sentiment of the language changed across 
contexts. For example, far-right groups were more likely to speak about a rejection of 
authority when discussing climate change. Far-right groups are often less likely to 
believe in climate change (Hornsey et al., 2016), suggesting they may have contested 
authorities who spoke about climate action and its role in the Australian wildfires. In 
contrast, a respect for traditional values and ways of life among far-right groups (Blee 
and Creasap, 2010) may explain a respect for authority when talking about Australian 
society and identity.

Nevertheless, concerns for authority were not unique to far-right groups. Rather, for 
all ideological groups, a moral value of authority/subversion was associated with collec-
tive action across all three contexts (with once exception of climate change for the right-
leaning group). Throughout a year of political debate in Australia, talk of action was 
most often associated with talk of maintaining social order and respecting (or rejecting) 
government leadership. As such, people with different political orientations can be moti-
vated to act based on the same moral foundation. Thomas et al. (2022b) similarly found 
that both left- and right-leaning groups in Australia used authority moral language when 
engaging in online interactions about a right-wing rally. Within an Australian context, 
talk of authority may be particularly relevant because democratic societies are typically 
concerned with the legitimacy of, and trust in, government institutions (Buchanan, 2002), 
especially in the online space where the spread of mis/disinformation can undermine 
democratic values and trust in the government (Dowling, 2022; McKay and Tenove, 
2021). This goes to the heart of what collective action is within a democracy – it is to do 
with people seeking to change the societies of which they are part of through a dialogue 
with authorities. Indeed, across all three socio-political contexts there were recurring 
discussions about the democratic processes on the Q&A programme, including concerns 
for whether social groups were equally represented on the panel and general critiques of 
government leadership. These discussions touch on common concerns for procedural 
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justice within democratic societies and highlight the role of town hall meetings in creat-
ing a platform for the regulation of socio-political life (Field, 2019).

Although moral talk of authority/subversion was common among the four ideological 
groups, the sentiment of this talk differed within the online interactions. In particular, the 
neutral group engaged in town hall discussions about Australian society, climate change 
and COVID-19 using more positively valanced moral language compared to the other 
groups. This finding may reflect that politically engaged groups (vs neutral groups) are 
more likely to be critical of and aggrieved over socio-political issues (e.g. by talking about 
cheating, betrayal, subversion). It is worth noting that while left- and right-leaning people 
differed – descriptively – relatively little, the associations between the moral talk and 
action talk were quite different. Given much of the literature on MFT and political ideol-
ogy take a dichotomous approach to compare left- and right-leaning ideologies (Kivikangas 
et al., 2021; Suhler and Churchland, 2011), our findings offer new insights into centrist 
positions which are particularly relevant to an Australian setting where political ideology 
sits centre-left and centre-right (Bongiorno, 2022). Although we have adopted a macro, 
descriptive approach to focus on many elements simultaneously (moral foundations, 
political ideology, action, issue), future research could adopt a narrower focus to explore, 
for example, this difference in moral sentiment among centrist and partisan groups.

The role of context: moral values differ based on the issue

When considering the socio-political context of the online interactions, the interplay 
between political ideology, moral foundations and action was most distinct for discus-
sions about COVID-19. While left-leaning people endorsed a wider range of moral foun-
dations when discussing action for all three issues, for ideologically neutral, right and 
far-right groups this pattern was only observed when interacting about COVID-19. It 
seems that when engaging in town hall discussions about a deadly, existential threat, 
moral values mattered in general for collective action, regardless of ideology.

This finding aligns with other work on COVID-19 and moral foundations showing 
that morality is more salient when faced with disease threat (Henderson and Schnall, 
2021) and vaccine controversies (Zhang et al., 2023). Indeed, recent theorising suggests 
that our understanding of relatively universal psychological phenomena may change as 
a function of COVID-19 (Henderson and Schnall, 2021; Rosenfeld et al., 2022). Overall, 
these findings demonstrate that talk of collective action within town hall settings is 
shaped by not only the type of moral talk, but also the socio-political context in which 
the moral attitude is held.

Limitations and future research directions

To map a year of political debate in a modern town hall setting, we focused on the Q&A 
programme as a distinct context where such debates take place. However, a limitation of 
the data is that the ABC viewership tends to be more left-leaning (Meade, 2023) and 
Twitter is/was also a more left-leaning platform (Pew Research Centre, 2020). This is 
reflected in our dataset where the ideology classifier identified our sample as primarily 
left-leaning. Of course, the ideology classifier itself is subject to a certain degree of error 
(Ram et al., 2025). An important direction for future research would be to collect data 
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from a more right-leaning platform (or perhaps parliamentary records) and offer a com-
parison of the role of moral foundations, political ideology, action and context.

Second, LIWC has been extensively adopted in the social sciences (Boyd and Schwartz, 
2021; Tausczik and Pennebaker, 2010) and the moral foundations and collective action 
plug-ins have been validated (Hopp et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2018). However, they have 
not been validated in an Australian context and the use of lexicon-based sentiment analysis 
in general is not without its limitations. LIWC can often over-identify expressions and, as 
a ‘bag of words’ dictionary approach, overlook context (Bantum and Owen, 2009; Lizzio-
Wilson et al., 2025; Puschmann and Powell, 2018). Future research should account for 
these limitations by adopting a machine-based learning approach (e.g. Hoover et al., 2020).

Finally, the degree of talk about collective action throughout a year of political debate 
in Australia is probably underrepresented in these data. Given we collected these data in 
2020 amid COVID-19, Australians were limited in their ability to engage in protests and 
other major offline gatherings due to social distancing rules and state lockdowns aimed 
at reducing the transmission of disease. The all-encompassing nature and threat of a 
global pandemic also means it is likely there were discussions about COVID-19 among 
the interactions about Australian society and climate change.

Conclusion

Throughout a year of political debate in an Australian modern town hall, talk of action 
was most often associated with talk of respecting (or rejecting) authority, across all 
socio-political contexts and all ideological groups. This signals the very heart of what 
collective action is: it represents a form of dyadic exchange between people who seek to 
bring about a particular social change, and the authorities who (in a democracy) are 
responsible for enacting it (Louis et al., 2020). Yet, differences also emerged within the 
discrete ideological groups. When left-leaning groups spoke about action, it was com-
monly motivated by a range of moral foundations, whereas talk of action by right-lean-
ing ideologies was mostly motivated by a moral value of authority. Finally, associations 
between morality and collective action were more uniform across ideological groups in 
some socio-political contexts relative to others, such as COVID-19. Our findings con-
firm the critical role of the combination of moral positions, ideology and context in regu-
lating socio-political life within communities.
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