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Abstract the current debate over the extent of polarization in the 
American mass public focuses on the extent to which partisans’ policy 
preferences have moved. Whereas “maximalists” claim that partisans’ 
views on policies have become more extreme over time (Abramowitz 
2010), “minimalists” (Fiorina and Abrams 2009) contend that the major-
ity of Americans remain centrist, and that what little centrifugal move-
ment has occurred reflects sorting, i.e., the increased association between 
partisanship and ideology. We argue in favor of an alternative definition 
of polarization, based on the classic concept of social distance (Bogardus 
1947). using data from a variety of sources, we demonstrate that both 
republicans and democrats increasingly dislike, even loathe, their oppo-
nents. We also find that partisan affect is inconsistently (and perhaps arti-
factually) founded in policy attitudes. the more plausible account lies 
in the nature of political campaigns; exposure to messages attacking the 
out-group reinforces partisans’ biased views of their opponents.

Introduction

Scholarship on political polarization, with very few exceptions, focuses 
exclusively on policy preferences. By this definition, American party elites 
have become increasingly polarized over the past four decades (Fleisher and 
Bond 2001; hetherington 2002; Mccarty, Poole, and rosenthal 2006). roll 
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call analysis of congressional voting (Poole, rosenthal, and koford 1991; 
Mccarty, Poole, and rosenthal 2001), interest-group ratings of congress-
men (Stonecash, Brewer, and Mariani 2003), analysis of party platforms 
(layman 1999), and surveys of party activists (Aldrich 1995; layman 1999; 
layman, carsey, and horowitz 2006) all show increased division between the 
democrats and the republicans on the issues.

Some argue that elite polarization is not a response to mass polarization 
(Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005), but is instead an (unintended) conse-
quence of institutional changes (Burden 2001).1 relatedly, they argue that the 
elites haven’t persuaded their followers to take on more extreme positions 
(levendusky 2009). these scholars portray the median citizen as someone who 
is centrist on most issues. others contest this description of the masses, citing 
a decline in the number of ideological moderates (Abramowitz and Saunders 
2008; campbell 2008; Jacobson 2000), and a near doubling of the average dis-
tance between the ideological self-placement of non-activist democrats and 
republicans between 1972 and 2004 (Abramowitz and Saunders 2008). in 
short, there is considerable debate over whether the masses are ideologically 
polarized (for reviews of the evidence, see Fiorina and Abrams [2009] and 
hetherington [2009]).

Policy-based division is but one way of defining partisan polarization. An 
alternative, and in our view, more diagnostic, indicator of mass polarization is 
the extent to which partisans view each other as a disliked out-group. the defi-
nitional test of social identity (tajfel 1970; tajfel and turner 1979) requires 
not only positive sentiment for one’s own group, but also negative sentiment 
toward those identifying with opposing groups. So, to the extent that party 
identification represents a meaningful group affiliation, the more appropriate 
test of polarization is affective, not ideological, identity.2

Affect based on partisan identity may reflect some combination of ideo-
logical disagreements and group-centric impulses. Partisans may attribute the 
more extreme policy positions of party elites and activists to party support-
ers, producing “principled” dislike. We present evidence that partisan affect is 
inconsistently related to policy preferences and that the relationship between 
partisan affect and policy attitudes hasn’t notably strengthened over time. the 

1. other proposed explanations of elite polarization that exculpate the mass public include the 
changing basis of party activism, from clientelist to ideological (Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005), 
the rise of ideological interest groups (Scholzman and tierney 1986), changing composition of 
electoral districts (Stonecash, Brewer, and Mariani 2003), and the decline of Southern democrats 
in the post–civil rights era (rohde 1991).
2. Some of the scholars who have incorporated affect into the analysis of polarization include 
hetherington and Weiler (2009), who demonstrated that authoritarianism contributed to higher 
ratings of the republican Party by republicans and indirectly to lower ratings of the republican 
Party by democrats (pp. 150–53), and richardson (1991), who argued that european party sys-
tems that reflect long-standing social, cultural, and religious cleavages generate more intense 
conflict across party lines (richardson 1991).
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more plausible explanation, in our view, is that the mere act of identifying 
with a political party is sufficient to trigger negative evaluations of the oppo-
sition, and exposure to prolonged media-based campaigns only reinforces 
these predispositions. We present evidence showing that partisans’ feelings 
for their opponents become more negative following exposure to presidential 
campaigns.

our principal goal is to document the extent of affective polarization. We 
show that democrats and republicans not only increasingly dislike the oppos-
ing party, but also impute negative traits to the rank-and-file of the out-party. 
We further demonstrate that affective polarization has permeated judgments 
about interpersonal relations, exceeds polarization based on other prominent 
social cleavages, and that levels of partisan affect are significantly higher in 
America, compared to the united kingdom. Finally, we present evidence sug-
gesting that exposure to political campaigns is a potential contributory factor. 
overall, the evidence is unequivocal: in terms of affect, Americans are polar-
ized along party lines.

the article is organized as follows. We begin with a discussion of social 
identity theory and the prediction of enhanced social distance between par-
tisans. We then describe the data used to measure affective polarization. this 
is followed by a results section showing (1) increased polarization over time 
within the united States, (2) increased divergence between the united States 
and the united kingdom (a suitable “control” nation) in the extent of affective 
polarization, (3) that voters’ policy preferences are only weakly associated 
with partisan affect, and (4) that exposure to political campaigns in general 
and negative advertising in particular strengthens partisan affect. in closing, 
we discuss other potential explanations for heightened affective polarization, 
and discuss some of the implications for democratic politics.

theoretical framework

group dynamics have traditionally been at the forefront of social science 
research. Social psychology experiments demonstrate that any form of group 
membership, even one based on the most trivial of shared characteristics (e.g., 
the tendency to overestimate the number of dots), triggers both positive feel-
ings for the in-group, and negative evaluations of the out-group (tajfel et al. 
1971; Billig and tajfel 1973). these findings suggest that group-based affect 
is an ingrained human response, occurring even when group membership is 
assigned randomly (Billig and tajfel 1973).

Since individuals typically categorize themselves into multiple groups, an 
important question concerns the hierarchy of group affiliations. in contexts 
involving multiple groups, which affiliations provide the most meaningful 
cues? Social identity theorists posited identity salience as the basis from which 
to predict the extent of inter-group prejudice (see oakes 1987 and gaertner 
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et al. 1993): the more salient the affiliation, the more biased the individual’s 
beliefs about in-group and out-group members. Salience itself can depend on 
either dispositional factors, such as the strength of the individual’s loyalty to 
the group, or characteristics of the information environment, such as the num-
ber of times the individual is reminded of her affiliation to some group. in the 
case of party identification, for instance, we might expect strong partisans to 
carry more biased perceptions of their opponents. As we argue below, it can 
also be expected that exposure to political campaigns serves to heighten the 
salience of partisan identity among all identifiers.

reviSiting Fear and LOathing On the CamPaign traiL

despite its title, hunter S.  thompson’s (1973) classic account of the 1972 
presidential campaign described, at least by contemporary standards, a rel-
atively soft-spoken campaign. By any relevant measure—length of time, 
amount of campaign finance, scope and reach of television ads, volume of 
news media coverage—American presidential campaigns have since become 
more antagonistic and harder to ignore.

there can be no doubt about the increased negativity of campaign rhetoric. 
candidates routinely spend more time attacking their opponents than promot-
ing themselves (geer 2010). negative (but not positive) messages are recycled 
ad infinitum by journalists who seek conflict and controversy above all else. 
coverage of advertising has become a staple feature of news, so much so that 
the 2004 Swift Boat ad impugning Senator kerry’s vietnam record generated  
more news stories than the war in iraq (see geer 2010).

the availability of news coverage of the campaign has risen steadily since 
the advent of cable television networks. on Fox news and, more recently, 
MSnBc, partisans encounter news and commentary on the campaign that 
only confirms their stereotypes of the out-group. Access to campaigns was 
enhanced further in the post-internet era with news reports playing on lap-
top computers and cell phones on a daily basis. thus, greater exposure to the 
harsh rhetoric of political campaigns is one potential explanation of affective 
polarization.

Research design

We rely on data from national and cross-national surveys to assess whether 
partisans’ dislike of each other has risen over the past fifty years in the united 
States, and how the current and past levels of inter-partisan conflict compare 
with those in the united kingdom. First, we describe the trend in the feeling 
thermometer ratings of the in- and out-parties in the united States. Second, 
using multiple surveys conducted between 1960 and 2010, we describe paral-
lel changes in two indicators of inter-party social distance—stereotypes of 
party supporters and feelings about marriage across party lines.
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next, we present longitudinal and contemporaneous comparisons between 
the united States and the united kingdom. the uk provides us with a rela-
tively stringent baseline because British parties have strong roots in the class 
system. Since the sense of party identity reflects both ideological and social 
cleavages, we should anticipate higher levels of inter-partisan affect in the 
united kingdom. comparing the two nations over time allows us to assess 
whether the trend in the united States reflects a general over time trend or is 
a country-specific effect.

We then compare party affiliation with other prominent social cleavages 
in the united States, including gender, race, and religion, as bases for affec-
tive polarization. these data show that negative affect for the out-group is the 
greatest when group identity is defined in terms of partisanship.

having documented significant increases in affective polarization, we proceed 
to consider two possible explanations for this trend. First, we explore whether 
affective polarization is but a consequence of ideological polarization. the 
results show only a modest association between economic policy preferences 
and views of the out-party, but little change over time in the strength of this rela-
tionship. Second, we use two different national surveys and data on campaign 
advertising expenditures to show that exposure to negative advertising in 2004 
and to the overall campaign in 2008 contributed to increased partisan animus.

dAtA SetS

We take advantage of six different survey data sets—American national election 
Studies (AneS), a 2008 yougov poll of u.S. and uk voters, the Almond and 
verba 1960 five-nation study that formed the basis of the Civic Culture, a 2004 
Blair center election Study, the u.S. component of an eleven-nation study con-
ducted by yougov in 2010, and the AP-yahoo! news 2008 election study.

aneS: We take advantage of the time series, and the 1988 and 2004 
cross-sectional surveys. Since 1948, AneS has conducted national surveys 
measuring political attitudes and behaviors using mostly in-person interviews. 
the time series consists of both pre- and post-election interviews. Although 
declining over time, the AAPor 3 response rate for the AneS surveys has 
ranged between 60 and 71 percent.

Yougov/Polimetrix: (1) in March 2008, the economist and the hoover 
institution commissioned a survey of voters in the united States and the 
united kingdom. yougov samples from a pool of opt-in respondents using 
a two-stage procedure. A  conventional probability sample is drawn using a 
large-scale rdd sample (the target sample). next, for each member of the 
target sample, yougov selects one or more matched members—matching on 
race, gender, age, education, and imputed party identification—from their pool 
of opt-in respondents. the end result is a sample of opt-in respondents with 
equivalent characteristics as the target sample on the matched characteristics 
(rivers and Bailey 2009). the pooled—united States and uk combined—
AAPor 1 response rate was 42.1 percent. (2) As part of an eleven-nation 
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comparative study of citizen knowledge, yougov surveyed a sample of adult 
Americans between March and April 2010. the sampling procedures are as 
described above except for the fact that there was an oversample of households 
without cable television. the AAPor 1 response rate was 42 percent.

almond and Verba: Between 1959 and 1960, multistage probability sam-
ples of adults from the united States and the united kingdom were inter-
viewed as part of the Five-nation civic culture Study (Almond and verba 
1960). the AAPor 1 response rate in the united States was 83.3 percent, 
while it was 59 percent in the uk.

2004 Blair Center election Study: this knowledge networks survey 
was fielded immediately after the 2004 presidential campaign (see hillygus 
and Shields 2004); 2,837 respondents (1,168 from Southern states, 1,166 
from other states, 503 from general adult population) were interviewed 
between november 5 and 16, 2004. the overall survey completion rate was 
68.1 percent.

2008 associated Press-Yahoo! news election Panel Study: this survey, 
administered by knowledge networks, included eleven waves of data and 
was fielded between november 2007 and december 2008.3 the cumula-
tive response rate across the first nine waves (used in the analyses) was 
9.8 percent.

Wisconsin advertising Project: the data set contains ads broadcast on the 
national broadcast and cable television networks in the top 100 media markets 
during the 2004 elections, as tallied by the campaign Media Analysis group.4 
the investigators coded advertisements for a variety of characteristics includ-
ing negativity (see goldstein and rivlin 2007a, 2007b).

Measures

therMoMeter rAting oF PArtieS, PArtiSAnS, And ideologicAl grouPS

aneS: respondents rated different groups on a thermometer scale5 ranging from 
0 to 100, where a score of 0 means the respondent feels “cold” toward the group, 
a score of 50 means the respondent either doesn’t know much about the group 
(before 1968) or doesn’t feel “particularly warm or cold toward” the group (after 
1968), and a score of 100 implies the respondent has “warm” feelings toward 
the group. intervening numbers can be seen as interpolations between these 
semantic points.

3. More information about the study methodology can be obtained at http://www.knowledgenet-
works.com/ganp/election2008/index.html.
4. We rely on 2004 data instead of 2008 because of the unavailability of presidential ad data for 
2008.
5. the precise wording of the question and some of the directions on how to use the scale have 
changed over time. See AneS guide 2010, available at http://www.electionstudies.org, for details.
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the AneS has asked the partisan thermometer in two different ways 
over the years. Between 1964 and 1982, the target group was “democrats” 
and “republicans,” whereas between 1978 and 2008 the target group was 
“democratic Party” and “republican Party,” with the 1980 and 1982 batteries 
featuring both sets. in these two years, therefore, we can test whether respond-
ents treated the parties interchangeably with party supporters, although we 
will not be able to clarify whether respondents were thinking of partisan voters 
or party leaders when providing their thermometer scores.

the thermometer ratings were also part of the 2004 issues Survey; respond-
ents were asked to evaluate “democrats” and “republicans.” the 2008 
AP-yahoo! news did not include feeling thermometers, but respondents rated 
the two parties on a four-point scale ranging from “very unfavorable” to “very 
favorable.” in both studies, we took the difference in self-identified partisans’ 
ratings of the out- and in-parties as a measure of net partisan affect. this vari-
able was rescaled to range between 0 and 1.

Since 1964, AneS respondents have also rated “liberals” and “conserva-
tives” on the thermometer. We use these ratings to carry out a parallel exami-
nation of how affect toward ideological groups has fared over the years.

in all the studies with the feeling thermometer questions, we use raw in- and 
out-group thermometer ratings as our measures of intra- and inter-party affect. 
however, when undertaking correlational analyses, we confine ourselves to a 
net difference measure (in-group score – out-group score), which is less sus-
ceptible to measurement concerns (see Winter and Berinsky 1999), while we 
use both raw and differenced scores for mean comparisons.6

FeelingS concerning inter-PArty MArriAge

this measure of social distance was asked by Almond and verba via the 
following question: “Suppose a son or daughter of yours was getting mar-
ried. how would you feel if he or she married a supporter of the republican/
democratic (conservative/labor) Party? Would you be pleased, would you 
be displeased, or would it make no difference?” A version of this question 
was included in the 2008 yougov study: “how would you feel if you had a 
son or daughter who married a republican/democrat (conservative/labor) 
supporter? not at all upset, somewhat upset, very upset?” the same wording 
was adopted in the eleven-nation study, but respondents were offered a slightly 
altered set of options ranging from very unhappy to very happy.

StereotyPeS oF PArty SuPPorterS

this indicator is limited to the yougov 2008 study and, in a limited form, to the 
Almond and verba study. yougov 2008 included an extensive battery of trait 

6. in all correlational analyses of the net thermometer ratings, we rescaled the difference to range 
between 0 and 1.
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terms that respondents could select to describe “people who are republicans 
or democrats” (or conservative or labor) “supporters.” the terms were patri-
otic, closed-minded, intelligent, hypocritical, selfish, honest, open-minded, 
generous, and mean.

the Almond and verba study asked respondents to think about “what sorts of 
people support and vote for the different parties.” respondents indicated whether 
a set of positive and negative terms applied to party supporters. the terms 
included “interested in national strength and independence,” “selfish people,” 
“intelligent people,” “fascists and militarists,” “betrayers of freedom,” “ignorant 
and misguided people,” and “people interested in the welfare of humanity.”

PArtiSAnShiP

All studies used in the article included either the AneS measure of party iden-
tification or a measure very similar to it. AneS has typically asked respondents 
about their partisanship in the following manner: “now we would like to know 
something about your party preference and how you vote. do you consider 
yourself a supporter of a particular political party? Which party?” depending 
on the answer to this question, respondents were further asked in the AneS 
one of the following: “Would you call yourself a strong republican or a not 
very strong republican?” or, “Would you call yourself a strong democrat or 
a not very strong democrat?” or, “do you think of yourself as closer to the 
republican Party, closer to the democratic Party, or equally close to both?” 
responses to the partisanship questions were used in two different ways—to 
create party dummies, and as a dummy for strong partisans.

Results

in- And out-PArty AFFect in the united StAteS

our general expectation is that over time partisans’ ratings of the opposing 
party will turn increasingly negative. given the increasing divide between 
party elites and followers in their policy preferences, we might also antici-
pate some downturn in ratings of the in-party. however, in-party affect has 
changed little over time (see figure  1, which is based on table A1 in the 
online Appendix); democrats and republicans generally provide enthusias-
tic thermometer ratings (averaging around 70) of their own party that have 
remained stable over the past three decades. on the other hand, the trend 
in thermometer ratings of the out-party is clearly downward; on average, 
the rating of the out-party has dropped by some fifteen points since 1988. 
A similar trend appears if one just tallies the proportion of respondents giv-
ing an out-party rating of less than 50 on the thermometer scale—the propor-
tion increases from an average of .40 in the 1980s to an average of about .53 
in the 1990s, to .56 (in 2004), and .63 (in 2008). thus, the thermometer data 
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indicate that it is the standing of the out-group that has changed; partisans 
like their opponents less and less.7

the latest numbers are impressive in absolute terms as well. in 2008, the 
average rating of the out-party was just above 30. to put this rating in some 
perspective, the average rating of catholics by Protestants was 66, of “Big 
Business” by democrats 51, of “gay men and lesbians (that is, homosexuals)” 
by republicans 42, and of “people on welfare” by republicans 50.

one expectation is that increases in partisan affect will be concentrated 
among the “activists”8 (Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2008). And indeed, ratings 

7. We observe a roughly similar pattern in the case of the “likes-dislikes” question. in 1996, 2004, 
and 2008, AneS respondents were asked to rate various political parties “on a scale from 0 to 
10, where 0 means you strongly dislike that party and 10 means you strongly like that party.” We 
rescored the variable to range between 0 and 1. the average level of in-party liking increased from 
0.71 to 0.76, while the mean for the out-party decreased from 0.39 to 0.37.
8. respondents who report doing three or more campaign-related activities (Fiorina, Abrams, and 
Pope 2008). in the AneS, respondents were asked if they had (1) attended “any political meetings, 
rallies, speeches, dinners, or things like that in support of a particular candidate,” (2) worn “a cam-
paign button, put a campaign sticker on [their] car, or placed a sign in [their] window or in front of 
[their] house,” (3) done “any (other) work for one of the parties or candidates,” (4) contributed money 
to a candidate running for public office, or (5) “talk[ed] to any people and tr[ied] to show them why 
they should vote for or against one of the parties or candidates?” responses to the questions were 
dichotomously coded (1 = engaged in the activity, 0 = did not engage in the activity) and summed.

figure 1. thermometer Ratings of Parties.
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among activists are more polarized—the difference between in-party and 
out-party thermometer ratings of activists and non-activists has been about 13.3 
points in each survey. however, the over-time linear trend among non-activists 
is also significant. Moreover, it appears that the number of activists has risen 
sharply over the past decade—from an average of 5 percent in the preceding 
two decades to an average of nearly 8.5 percent in the past two presidential 
election cycles. this upturn in activism is likely partly attributable to increas-
ing partisan affect that motivates partisans to participate in campaign activities.

changes in evaluations of liberals and conservatives do not exhibit the same 
pattern as evaluations of the parties; rather, both in-group and out-group rat-
ings remain more or less stable over the entire series (see figure 2, based on 
table A2 in the online Appendix). these data also confirm the conventional 
wisdom about the privileged status of conservatism in American political cul-
ture (ellis and Stimson 2009); while democrats’ evaluations of conservatives 
remain in the 45–50 range over the entire period, republicans’ ratings of lib-
erals are some 5–8 points lower. the more important point, however, is that 
compared to party affiliation, ideology is a weaker basis for subjective politi-
cal identity (c.f. Malka and lelkes 2010).

the neS surveys also allow us to compare trends in evaluations of the par-
ties with party supporters, albeit only for the 1980 and 1982 surveys. As shown 
in table 1, the differences between in-party and in-partisan ratings are minimal 

figure 2. thermometer Ratings of Ideological Identifiers.
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and non-significant, while differences between out-partisan and out-party rat-
ings amount to about 5 points (p < .01) in favor of party supporters. the aver-
age correlation between the two measures (for both parties) is strong (r = 
.69; p < .001), which suggests the possibility that people perhaps extend their 
dislike of the parties to dislike of people within the parties. the lower level of 
hostility directed at out-party supporters is not surprising given the evidence 
in psychology of a pervasive “person positivity bias”—across a variety of con-
texts, individuals respond more favorably when the attitude target is at the 
individual rather than abstract level (see Sears 1983).

it is worth noting that the increased level of out-group negativity expressed 
toward parties appears to be unrelated to particular electoral outcomes. in 
1984 and 1992, party thermometer measures were asked in both the pre- and 
post-election waves. When we compare the change in out-group thermometer 
ratings of winning and losing identifiers, there is no evidence that the “agony 
of defeat” has any bearing on the level of out-party sentiment. in 1984, for 
instance, republican thermometer ratings of democrats were more negative 
after the election than before it (p < .01), exactly the opposite of what the 
theory would predict.

our final piece of evidence concerning the thermometer ratings is a compari-
son of the thermometer ratings of political parties with ratings of other groups. 
the AneS has often included thermometer ratings of racial and social groups. 
We can thus assess changes in in-group and out-group affect associated with 
these alternate bases of group identity. As shown in figure 3, race and religion 
are weaker forms of identity than partisanship; over the past three decades, it 
is the partisan cleavage, rather than racial or religious divisions, that is greater.

Social distance

inter-PArty MArriAge

our observations begin with the 1960 Almond-verba five-nation survey and 
extend to two separate two-nation comparisons administered in 2008 and 

table 1. Average thermometer Rating of Partisans and Parties

ratings of democrats/ 
republicans

ratings of democratic  
and republican Party

difference 
of 

differencesyear in-group out-group
in-group –  
out-group in-party out-party

in-party –  
out-party

1980 71.74 52.78 18.97 71.97 46.54 25.43 –6.46*
1982 72.71 49.03 23.68 73.80 44.26 29.54 –5.86*

note.—*p < .01. tests of significance are two-tailed. All data are weighted.
Source.—neS; sample limited to self-identified republicans and democrats only.
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2010. the three surveys included similar questions asking how respondents 
would feel if their son or daughter were to enter into marriage with someone 
with a similar or dissimilar party affiliation. We focus on the trend over time as 
well as the difference in social distance between partisans in the united States 
and united kingdom. As shown in figure 4 (based on table A3), we observe 
significantly greater increases in polarization in the American samples; by 
2008, American partisans feel more apart than their British counterparts.

in 1960, Almond and verba found that only five percent of republicans and 
four percent of democrats felt “displeased” if their son or daughter married 
outside their political party. the number who reported feeling “pleased” by 
the prospect of an in-party marriage was no greater: two and three percent, 
respectively. thus, the prospects of either an in- or out-party marriage within 
the family elicited little affective response.

in 1960, the question of inter-party marriage was more consequential in 
the united kingdom. twelve percent of conservative identifiers responded 
that they would be displeased by an out-party marriage. the figure was much 
lower for labor supporters (three percent), but on average the level of dis-
pleasure was significantly higher in the British sample (p < .05). thus, while 
party identification proved irrelevant as a marker of social distance in the 

figure  3. comparing Party Polarization with Racial and Religious 
Polarization.

Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes416

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/poq/article-abstract/76/3/405/1894274
by UC Davis user
on 21 February 2018



united States, it was a cleavage with at least some inter-personal ramifications 
in the united kingdom, particularly for supporters of the conservative Party.

Fifty years later, we obtained a perfect reversal of results. in the present era, 
it is the Americans who take their partisanship more seriously. in the 2008 
yougov survey, the proportion of democratic and republican identifiers who 
indicate feeling “somewhat upset” or “very upset” at the possibility of an 
out-party marriage of a child increased to 0.27 and 0.20 for republicans and 
democrats, respectively. the difference in the level of distance maintained by 
republicans and democrats was significant (p < .05). As in the case of the 
1960 British results, it is the party that draws from the upper tail of the wealth 
distribution that exhibits greater social distance.

the level of social distance in the united kingdom increased only modestly 
between 1960 and 2008. Among supporters of the conservative Party, 10 per-
cent reported feeling somewhat or very upset; for labor supporters, the cor-
responding figure was almost twice as high (19 percent). the sharp increase 
in social distance among laborites may reflect the legacy of thatcherism and 
the generally weakened state of the union movement in the post-thatcher era. 
these developments possibly embittered laborites, leading them to treat tory 
supporters in a more exclusionary manner. Averaging across party supporters, 
the mean level of social distance in the united kingdom was 0.15, consider-
ably below the corresponding average of 0.24 in the u.S. sample (p <  .001).

figure 4. dissatisfaction with Inter-Party Marriage.
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turning to the 2010 survey, respondents were asked whether they felt some-
what or very unhappy at the prospect of inter-party marriage. nearly half of 
the republicans in the sample (0.49) selected one of these options. the cor-
responding level of unhappiness was 0.33 among democrats. the difference 
in social distance between the parties was highly significant (p < .01). unlike 
the thermometer data, where democrats and republicans showed roughly the 
same level of out-group negativity, republicans maintain greater social dis-
tance from democrats. As in the case of the 2008 survey, the average level 
of distance in the united States was considerably higher (p < .01) than in the 
united kingdom.

the results from both recent surveys thus stand in stark contrast to the 1960 
findings.9 Party affiliation is far from an irrelevant cue when Americans think 
about marriage partners; significant numbers of democrats and republicans, 
but especially the latter, express displeasure at the prospect of a family 
member marrying into the out-party. Social distance between partisans in 
the united States significantly exceeds the corresponding distance in the 
united kingdom.

All told, the social distance indicator suggests that Americans feel much 
more divided along party lines today than they did fifty years ago. in the cur-
rent era of polarized politics, the level of inter-party ill will is sufficient to 
inject partisanship into decisions that are entirely personal. not only have 
Americans become more polarized over time, they now also show greater ani-
mus for the out-party than do the British, even though party identification in 
Britain is an expression of both political identity and class identity.

trAit rAtingS

the trait ratings data are also available for 1960 and 2008, although in very 
limited form for the former.10 only two traits—intelligence and selfishness—
are common to the 1960 and 2010 questionnaires, and we present results for 
them separately. As shown in table 2, we computed average ratings for the 
positive and negative traits.11 in 1960, the level of in-party bias in the positive 
ratings was relatively modest in both nations. republicans gave fellow parti-
sans the edge, but only by 0.10 on a 0–1 scale. the corresponding in-party bias 
was 0.12 for democrats. in Britain, partisans were significantly more likely to 

9. two concerns potentially vitiate over-time comparisons: 1) mode differences—while the inter-
views in 1959–1960 were conducted face-to-face, the 2008 data come from online surveys, and 
2) differences in question wording. the sheer size of the observed differences over time makes it 
improbable that the effect is simply an artifact of social desirability bias in face-to-face interviews, 
or question-wording differences. however, we acknowledge that the real effect may be somewhat 
smaller.
10. the Almond-verba survey included two positive traits—intelligent and interested in the wel-
fare of humanity—and four negative traits—selfish, ignorant, betrayers of freedom, and fascist.
11. For the complete set of trait ratings, see table A5 in the appendix.
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offer more positive ratings of their party; for conservatives, the in-party bias 
was 0.25; for labor, it was 0.18. the difference in the average level of in-party 
bias across the two nations (0.12 in the united States and 0.22 in Britain) was 
significant (p <  .01).

negative stereotypes of party supporters revealed the very same pattern—
relatively lower levels of out-party stereotyping among American partisans. in 
1960, democrats and republicans were more apt to impute negative traits to 
their opponents by a margin of less than 0.1. (note, however, that many more 
were willing to label out-partisans as selfish.) Partisans in the uk were only 
slightly more negative in their beliefs about the opposition. the cross-national 
difference in out-group bias, although modest, was significant (difference = 
.05, p <  .01).

Between 1960 and 2008, stereotyping of partisan supporters and opponents 
increased exponentially. Among the Americans, in-party bias—the tendency 
to view one’s party more favorably than the opposition—climbed from 0.47 
to 2.86!12 the increase in negative stereotyping of the out-party was just as 
extensive; in comparison with 1960, democrats and republicans were nearly 
fifty percent more likely to associate negative traits with opponents than sup-
porters in 2010.

When we limit the over-time comparisons to the pair of common indicators, 
the trend is no less spectacular. the level of in-group favoritism on intelligence 
increased from 0.06 to 0.48 in the u.S. sample and from 0.17 to 0.29 in the 
uk sample. the tendency to rate opponents more than supporters as selfish 
increased from 0.21 to 0.47 in the American samples and actually declined 
from 0.29 to 0.28 in the uk data.

the dramatic strengthening of party stereotypes in the united States was not 
matched in Britain. in the case of positive traits, in-party bias increased to 0.41 
among conservative identifiers (an increase of 200 percent) and remained stable 
at 0.22 among labor supporters. the accentuation in negative beliefs about the 
other side increased to 0.3 for conservatives and 0.28 for laborites. thus, by 
2008, party stereotypes were significantly more polarized among Americans.13

the changes over time and the pattern of cross-national differences in 
the trait ratings both indicate that party stereotypes were initially weak, but 

12. the 2008 survey included five positive traits—generous, honest, intelligent, open-minded, 
and patriotic. the negative set consisted of mean, hypocritical, selfish, and closed-minded. 
once again, the over-time comparisons may be compromised by the use of different trait terms. 
however, as discussed below, the results for the two traits asked in all the surveys (intelligent and 
selfish) also show accelerated polarization in the united States.
13. trait ratings of partisans can be thought to represent an underlying “latent trait” of partisan 
affect. the more the respondent dislikes the out-party, the more likely the respondent is to ascribe 
a negative trait to out-party supporters, and a positive trait to in-party supporters. Fitting an irt 
model to the trait ratings replicates the pattern based on mean comparisons—Americans are con-
siderably more polarized than their counterparts across the Atlantic. (these results are available 
from the authors.)
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somewhat more frequent in the united kingdom. By 2008, however, stereo-
typing was widespread, and it was the Americans who expressed more posi-
tive views of party supporters and negative views of their opponents. Along 
with the inter-marriage question, these results indicate that partisan identity is 
stronger among American partisans.

in summary, our three indicators of affective polarization all demonstrate 
that partisans in America are increasingly divided. the sense of partisan iden-
tity is increasingly associated with a Manichean, “us against them” view of the 
political world. democrats and republicans harbor generally negative feelings 
toward their opponents. Stereotypes of party supporters have become increas-
ingly differentiated; positive traits accrue to members of the in-party, while 
negative traits are ascribed to opponents. there is sufficient animosity to make 
partisan affiliation relevant to inter-personal relations. today, American parti-
sans are highly polarized in their feelings about each other.

Possible explanations

We consider two possible explanations for affective polarization—movement 
in policy attitudes among the masses and the elites, and exposure to increas-
ingly negative political campaigns. We analyze potential spillover from ideo-
logical to affective polarization by examining the impact of policy preferences 
on thermometer ratings of the parties. We also report two tests of the relation-
ship between exposure to political campaigns and polarization.

SPillover BetWeen ideologicAl And AFFective PolArizAtion

is affective polarization simply a symptom of divergent movement in policy 
attitudes among both partisan supporters and party elites? the evidence sug-
gests otherwise. First, if ideological disagreement has contributed to affective 
polarization, we should observe considerably sharper thermometer differences 
among sorted partisans, i.e., liberal democrats and conservative republicans. 
however, the differences in thermometer ratings among the sorted partisans 
are only modestly higher (see table A4 in the online Appendix).

As a more precise test of possible spillover between ideological and affective 
polarization we used the 1988 and 2004 AneS data sets to examine the impact 
of policy preferences on partisan affect, and to assess whether this relation-
ship has changed over time.14 using layman and carsey (2002) as our guide, 
we assessed preferences on the two major issue dimensions in contemporary 
American politics—social welfare and cultural issues. Preferences on the 

14. the 1988 AneS study was used, as it was the first to include all three cultural attitude issues. 
We use the 2004 data because the inclusion of innumerable question-wording experiments on the 
issue preference scales in the 2008 AneS study makes any analysis of issue-based polarization 
daunting.
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former were measured via items soliciting attitudes toward government spend-
ing on social security, support for a government health insurance plan and for 
more government services, and the expectation that government should guaran-
tee jobs and a standard of living. cultural preferences were measured via items 
asking respondents about their attitudes toward abortion, laws, gay rights, and 
gender equality.15 We imputed missing data using amelia ii (honaker, king, 
and Blackwell 2006) and created 25 data sets. next, using confirmatory fac-
tor analysis, we computed factor scores from a two-factor (Social Welfare and 
culture) solution for each imputed data set. these scores were scaled so that 
higher values indicated more conservative (anti-spending, pro-traditional val-
ues) stances for republicans and more liberal stances for democrats.

to test the relationship between policy attitudes and partisan affect, we 
regressed the differenced in-party and out-party thermometer scores on the 
factor scores corresponding to each policy dimension16 as well as a number of 
other variables associated with partisan affect, including strength of partisan 
identity, interest in elections, and a set of demographic factors.17 All variables 
were coded to lie between 0 and 1. A p-value of less than .05 indicated that 
the 95-percent confidence interval did not include zero; because we utilized 
imputed data, confidence intervals were calculated using rubin’s degrees-of-
freedom estimate (rubin 1987). the results are presented in table 3.

Surprisingly, given the “heat” associated with cultural issues, it was the 
social welfare dimension that more strongly predicted inter-party animus.18 
Social welfare preferences significantly influenced partisan affect (b = .20, 
p < .05 for democrats in 1988 and 2004; b = .12, p < .05 and b = .18, p < 
.05 for republicans in 1988 and 2004, respectively),19 while cultural prefer-
ences exerted no influence at all.20 the 12–20-point difference in thermometer 

15. the only variable that appeared in layman and carsey’s analysis but not our own dealt with 
attitudes toward food-stamp spending. We excluded this variable as it did not appear in the 2004 
election study.
16. other plausible specifications include regressing difference in thermometer ratings on dif-
ference in self-placement (or in-party placement) and out-party placement. our specification is 
defensible for the following two reasons: (1) party placements on issues are likely endogenous 
to partisan affect (though so are, to likely a far lesser degree, self-placements), and (2) following 
the first point, given the plausible scenario of out-party placement being negatively correlated to 
self-placement, our specification gives the more conservative estimate of the effects of differences 
in self-placement and out-party placement on partisan affect.
17. We split our analyses by party for clarity and to account for possible differences across parties 
in the relationship between ideological positions and partisan affect.
18. the relative influence of economic over cultural policy preferences as predictors of party 
affect is consistent with Bartels’ findings (Bartels 2010, p. 86).
19. Between 1988 and 2004, the effect of economic attitudes on affective polarization did not 
change among democrats (t(1,544) = 0.76, n.s.), but was strengthened among republicans 
(t(1,315) =  5.16, p < .001).
20. taking out the strength of partisan identification predictor (which likely tracks both social 
identity and policy preferences) increases the size of the coefficients on policy preferences, but the 
improvement is at least in part a result of omitting an indicator of social identity.
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scores between the least and most ideological partisans was equivalent to the 
difference in the in-/out-party thermometer differences between weak and 
strong party identifiers (b = .18, p < .05 and b = .26, p < .05 for democrats in 
1988 and 2004; b = .17, p < .05 and b = .22, p < .05 for republicans).

the other thing to note is that coefficients for strong partisan identification 
are considerably stronger in 2004. this suggests a rising premium for parti-
san identification, beyond issue preferences. Finally, when we regress in-party 
thermometer scores on the same set of variables, the coefficients on policy 
preferences are uniformly weaker (and outside of Social Welfare preferences 

table 3. effect of Policy Preferences on Net Partisan Affect, olS 
coefficients (standard errors in parentheses)

1988 2004

Predictors democrats republicans democrats republicans

intercept .23* .04 .19* .00
(.05) (.05) (.08) (.09)

cultural attitudes –.06 .04 .05 .04
(.04) (.04) (.07) (.06)

economic attitudes .20* .12* .19* .19*
(.05) (.05) (.07) (.06)

Strong identifier .18* .17* .26* .22*
(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

Political interest .05 .06* .07* .12*
(.02) (.03) (.03) (.03)

gender: female .01 –.02 .04 .02
(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

race: White –.04 .11* .00 .01
(.02) (.04) (.02) (.03)

region: South –.03 .06* .05* .05*
(.02) (.02) (.02) (.02)

education: high school –.05* .00 –.16* .05
(.02) (.03) (.06) (.08)

education: some college –.02 .00 –.16* .03
(.03) (.03) (.06) (.08)

education: college or higher –.09* –.02 –.16* .02
(.04) (.04) (.07) (.08)

n    830    954    592    485
Adjusted r-squared .16 .17 .25 .27

note.—* indicates that the 95-percent confidence interval does not contain zero. confidence 
intervals were calculated using rubin’s (1987) multiple-imputation degrees-of-freedom estimate.
All variables ranged between 0 and 1. larger values on the cultural attitudes and economic atti-
tudes variables indicate more liberal attitudes among democrats and more conservative attitudes 
among republicans.
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among democrats in 1988, always insignificant) than when we regress out-
party thermometer scores on policy preferences.

in sum, the evidence presented above—the non-effects of sorting on the 
level of affective polarization, and the moderate to weak effects of policy pref-
erences on net partisan affect—is at odds with the view that partisan affect is 
driven primarily by ideological affinity. instead, the data suggest that the two 
indicators tap distinct forms of polarization.

the weak association between ideological and affective polarization is 
consistent with the vast literature demonstrating that partisan identity in the 
united States has only weak ideological underpinnings. For parties to be seen 
in ideological terms would require an awareness of their policy stances, yet 
most Americans have difficulty correctly locating parties on issue scales (see, 
e.g., delli carpini and keeter 1993). As we emphasize in the concluding sec-
tion, partisan identities are primarily affective attachments.

exPoSure to negAtive cAMPAignS

next, we analyze the degree to which partisan affect can be attributed to 
increasingly loud and negative political campaigns. our identification strat-
egy rests upon exploiting exogenous variation in actual campaigning based on 
electoral college incentives, possibility of winning a state based on early polls 
and punditry, etc. these strategic considerations mean that otherwise identical 
voters are exposed to vastly different amounts of campaigning depending on 
the area they live in. “Battleground states”—states that see particularly intense 
campaigning—are a prominent example of the intersection between geogra-
phy and campaign strategy. We naturally expect partisans living in these states 
to have a stronger partisan affect than those living in non-battleground states.

We begin with data from the 2004 Blair center election Study.21 to esti-
mate the effects of residence in a battleground state22 on net partisan affect, 
we regressed the difference between the in- and out-party thermometer ratings 
on battleground status, political interest, partisan identity, strength of parti-
san identification, gender, age, race, and education.23 As displayed in the first 

21. the decision to use this survey instead of the AneS was based on sample size. After exclud-
ing independents, the AneS sample was substantially smaller (n = 1,066 in the AneS versus 
n = 2,276 in the Blair Survey).
22. States with the two parties’ vote difference of less than 5 percent in the 2000 elections were 
defined as battleground states: Fl, iA, Mo, Mn, nh, nM, nv, oh, or, PA, and Wi (hillygus and 
Shields 2005). ideally, we would like to use battleground-state residence as an instrument for expo-
sure and estimate the impact of exposure (Ashworth and clinton 2007). here, we opt for this reduced 
model due to the lack of ad recall measures in the survey data. thus, our estimate is of the impact of 
difference in all campaign-related activity between battleground and non-battleground states.
23. the party favorability, political interest, and partisanship questions used in this survey were 
parallel in form to those in the AneS; age was measured in years, race was entered as a dummy 
for non-hispanic whites, and education was measured using four categories (less than hS, hS, 
some college, college or higher).
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column of table 4, battleground-state residence positively predicted net parti-
san affect (b = .02, p <  .05).

As a robustness test, we combined the number of general election attack 
ads24 run in each state (as a lower-level geographic indicator was not available) 
and used this measure of the total volume of negative advertising to predict 
partisan affect, controlling for other ads run in the state along with all the other 
covariates used in the previous analysis. As shown in the second column of 
table 4, the volume of general election attack ads aired in a state25 positively 
predicted net partisan affect (b = .19, p < .05).26

We acknowledge that the effect size associated with exposure to negative 
ads is modest. this is only to be expected, since advertising contributes only a 

table 4. effect of Negative Advertising on Net Partisan Affect in 2004, 
olS coefficients

Predictors

in-party minus out-party
thermometer ratings

Model 1 Model 2a

Battleground-state residence .02* –
total negative ads run in state 

during general elections – .19*
total (other) ads run in state – –.11*
republican .04*** .04***
Strong identifier .20*** .21***
Political interest .03* .03*
Age –.05** –.05**
Female .01+ .02**
race: white –.03*** –.03**
education: high school .00 .00
education: some college –.04** –.03*
education: college or higher –.05*** –.05***

Adjusted r-squared .27 .28
n 2,276 1,882

note.—+p < .10; *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001. tests of significance are two-tailed. 
intercept not reported.

an for Model 2 is lower because respondents living in states not covered fully by the advertis-
ing data were excluded.

24. We pooled presidential and gubernatorial, Senate, house advertisement data. As is common 
practice, both “attack” and “contrast” ads were coded as “negative.”
25. Both volume of general election attack ads and volume of other ads were jointly rescaled to 
lie on the same scale, ranging from 0 to 1. A unit increase corresponds to an increase of about 
130,000 ads.
26. taking a log of number of ads run (both attack ads and other ads) leaves the substantive results 
unchanged.
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small share of the total information stream in presidential campaigns and voters 
are more likely to encounter campaign messages through news coverage. For 
instance, while campaigns undoubtedly air more ads in battleground states, the 
ads are recycled in the national media, thus exposing people across the country.

our second test of the effects of campaigns on affective polarization takes advan-
tage of the panel structure of the 2008 AP-yahoo! news study to examine changes 
over time in the level of polarization in relation to campaign exposure. We have 
twin predictions—a general trend toward increased affective polarization as the 
campaign progresses, with a steeper temporal gradient in the battleground states.

We implemented a hierarchical linear model for predicting net partisan affect 
from battleground-state residence, time of interview, gender, race, residence 
in the South, and education, with random effects for each respondent, and 
designated market area.27 As shown in table 5, affective polarization increased 
significantly over the course of the campaign (b = .02, p < .05). Moreover, as 
predicted, partisans in battleground states were especially likely to become 
more polarized. in fact, the interaction between time and battleground-state 

27. Favorability of parties was measured using a four-point scale running from “very unfavora-
ble” (0) to “very favorable” (1), age was measured in years, education was coded the same way 
as in previous analyses, the political interest variable was used from the november 2007 wave to 
avoid potential post-treatment bias, and the wave variable ran from 1 to 9 but was rescaled to lie 
between 0 and 1. the following states were defined as battleground states: co, Fl, iA, Mi, Mn, 
nc, nM, nh, nv, oh, or, PA, Wi, and Wv (see Jackman and vavreck 2009).

table 5. effect of the 2008 campaign on Net Partisan Affect, 
Hierarchical linear Model coefficients

Predictors
in-party minus out-party 

favorability ratings

Battleground –.01
Wave .02*
Wave × Battleground .02*
republican .06*
Strong identifier .36*
Age .00
Female .00
race: white –.00
education: high school .02
education: some college .02
education: college or higher .01

log likelihood 6,669
n 1,401

note.—tests of significance are two-tailed. intercept, random effects for dMA, and individ-
ual respondents not reported; * indicates that the 95-percent hPd interval does not contain zero.
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residence indicates that the effects of the campaign doubled among residents 
of battleground states.

overall, our analyses suggest that greater levels of negativity in advertis-
ing campaigns and general exposure to political campaigns both contribute to 
higher levels of affective polarization. campaigns reinforce voters’ sense of 
partisan identity and confirm stereotypical beliefs about supporters and oppo-
nents (for a similar argument concerning identification with the nation state 
in the aftermath of national security crises, see Althaus and coe 2011). these 
results implicate the “son et lumière” of American politics as a possible cause 
of increased out-group animus.

discussion

is the American public politically polarized? the answer depends on the indi-
cator. on construct validity grounds, we contend that affect is a more appropri-
ate indicator of mass polarization than ideology. Beginning with the pioneering 
work of lane (1959) and converse (1964), political scientists have repeatedly 
demonstrated that the vast majority of the public does not think about parties 
in ideological terms and that their ties to the political world are instead affec-
tive, based on a primordial sense of partisan identity that is acquired very early 
in life and persists over the entire life cycle (Alwin, cohen, and newcomb 
1991, p. 159; green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002; hyman 1959; Sears and 
Funk 1999; Jennings, Stoker, and Bowers 2009).

As our examination of the interplay between policy preferences and party 
thermometer ratings reveals, “principled” dislike of the out-party makes up 
only a small component of inter-party affect. As we have suggested, the more 
plausible explanation of intensified inter-party animus lies in the rhetoric of 
political campaigns. virtually every study of campaign advertising documents 
the steep increase in the frequency of attacks and counterattacks (Benoit 2001; 
geer 2010). the tendency of the media to recycle the candidates’ negative 
messages only confirms partisans’ suspicions about those on the other side.

exposure to loud negative campaigns is very likely not the strongest factor, 
much less the only factor, contributing to affective polarization. technology 
has facilitated citizens’ ability to seek out information sources they find agree-
able and tune out others that prove dissonant (see iyengar and hahn 2009; 
Stroud 2008, 2010). As consumers begin to exercise their ability to select 
“friendly” sources, an increasing number of news providers deliver slanted 
news (Mullainathan and Shleifer 2005; gentzkow and Shapiro 2006). As par-
tisan news sources expand their share of the market, the congruence between 
prior beliefs and incoming information will only increase.28 the ability to 

28. Such self-selection is also likely to incentivize elite movement toward the poles. See also gul 
and Pesendorfer (2011).
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select information sources that routinely denigrate the out-party is likely to 
lead to increased out-party animus (levendusky, forthcoming).

naturally, the increased level of affective polarization poses considerable 
challenges to the democratic process. Partisan bias in perceptions of economic 
conditions means that voters will fail to credit opposing-party incumbents 
when the economy grows under their stewardship and fail to penalize in-party 
incumbents whose economic performance is suspect. Biased beliefs about 
opposing elites—that they are duplicitous, self-interested, stupid, etc.—make 
it improbable that elites can persuade out-party partisans.

 A more serious concern is that those who impugn the motives and character 
of political opponents are less likely to treat as legitimate the decisions and 
policies enacted when the opponents control government, and may also be 
less satisfied with institutions that respond to popular will. A measure of “sat-
isfaction with democracy” shows an increasing divide between partisans since 
2000.29 in recent years, partisans on the losing side have been substantially 
more dissatisfied. dissatisfaction with policy outcomes and democratic insti-
tutions can escalate into mass protest, and in some cases to acts of violence.

in closing, we would like to reiterate that our principal goal has been to 
reframe the debate over polarization in terms of affect rather than ideology. 
the evidence is strong that partisans are affectively polarized. it is less clear 
what exactly underlies this development. the evidence we have presented sug-
gests that political campaigns are implicated, and there are reasons to believe 
that the fragmentation of the media market is a further contributory factor, 
but future research will need to address these possible explanations more 
systematically.

Supplementary data

Supplementary data are freely available online at http://poq.oxfordjournals.org/.
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