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RICHARD HERRERA Arizona State University
ROS ALYN COOPERMAN University of Mary Washington

activists have played a leading role in "conflict extension"- the polarization of the parties
along multiple issue dimensions- in contemporary American politics. We argue that open nomination systems and the ambitious politicians competing within those systems encourage activists
with extreme views on a variety of issue dimensions to become involved in party politics, thus motivating
candidates to take noncentrist positions on a range of issues. Once that happens, continuing activists
with strong partisan commitments bring their views into line with the new candidate agendas, thus
extending the domain of interparty conflict. Using cross-sectional and panel surveys of national convention delegates, we find clear evidence for conflict extension among party activists, evidence tentatively
suggesting a leading role for activists in partisan conflict extension more generally, and strong support
for our argument about change among continuing activists. Issue conversion among activists has contributed substantially to conflict extension and party commitment has played a key role in motivating that

conversion.

in issue polarization between the
inclined to pursue reasonable agreements" (2007: 11).
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dom- scientists confirm that the policy gap between
inant feature of contemporary AmericanDemocrats
poland Republicans, both in government and
itics. "Fundamental issues are at stake," writes in
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and Saunders 1998, 2008; Black and
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less
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2000).
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unique- the major parties have been polarized on some

set of policy issues throughout much of American history (e.g., Gerring 1998; Sundquist 1983). What differs
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some of thesechange in the
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(2002a, 2002b) label this and
process
conflict
extension
an

tions,
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leadership inforce
Congress, behind
and developments
identify party activists as
the
driving
it.

outside a
of party
politics- also may
encourage
conflict
In this article, we provide
theoretical
and
empiriextension.
cal account of how multidimensional
party issue con

The most
common explanation
for greater policyresults
difflict develops. We argue that
conflict
extension

ferences between
the parties ambitious
in government is change
largely from the interplay
between
polit
in the mass electorate.
For a variety of
reasonscians, a participatory nomination
process,
and
the in
partyof
realignment
in the
South (Aldrich 1995;
centives and commitments
party
activists.
InPolsby
today'
2005; Rohde 1991);for
more effective
partisan
redistrictparties, office-seekers compete
party
nominatio
ingof
(Carson
et al. 2007; Theriault
2008); and That
increases com
by vying for the support
diverse
activists.
in Hispanic
immigration,
income inequality,
and
petition, and the ease with
which
activists
withracial
differen

class segregation,
and residential
mobility
(Gimpel
issue concerns can participate
in the
process,
encourage

andpositions
Schuknecht 2001; McCarty,
Poole, and Rosenthal
candidates to take polar
on multiple
issue
2006; Stonecash, Brewer,
and Mariani
2003)- the
pardimensions. As such candidates
grow
more
prevale
ties' mass
coalitions have
grown
increasinglyparties,
dissimilar.
and become the standard
bearers
of
their
a
This encourages
greater party polarization
govern-part
tivists and voters with strong
commitments
toin the
ment (Fleisher
and Bond 2004;
Jacobson
2000),
and
may bring their own issue
positions
into
line
with
t

noncentrist stands of the candidates and their active

may stimulate conflict extension. For example, partisan

supporters. The result is an extension of partisan con- change in the South has made southern whites, a group
with conservative views on race, culture, and social
flict to multiple issue dimensions.
Because party activists are not the only possible welfare (Black and Black 1987), a larger component of
cause of conflict extension, we begin by considering the GOP coalition and African Americans, who have
other catalysts: changes in the parties' mass coalitions, liberal views on a variety of issues, more important
party leadership in Congress, societal disruptions, and among Democrats.
Others contend that party leaders in Congress- usideological entrepreneurs packaging together diverse
policy positions. We argue that even if these other fac- ing more restrictive rules, exerting greater control over
tors contribute to conflict extension, party activists still the congressional agenda and committee assignments,
and devoting more resources to party efforts- have
play a critical role.

Our discussion then proceeds in four parts. First, pushed congressional party polarization beyond what
we explain how the interaction between activists and would result just from the differences between the parcandidates within a participatory nomination system ties' constituencies (Aldrich 1995; Rohde 1991; Sinclair
paves the way for conflict extension. Second, we discuss 2006; Theriault 2008). In fact, Cox and McCubbins's
the processes of individual-level change that produce (1993, 2005) "procedural cartel theory," with its focus
conflict extension among activists. Third, we employ on agenda control, suggests that party leaders may
surveys of delegates to national party conventions from initiate increases in party polarization by restricting
1972 to 2004 and data over the same time period on congressional voting to issues on which the two parties
the parties in Congress and the electorate to examine are unified internally and divergent from each other
the development of conflict extension among activists (see also Lee 2009). Using rules, committee assignand its broader consequences for partisan change. Our ments, and agenda control in a more partisan way also
evidence demonstrates that conflict extension has ocmay spur conflict extension, increasing party conflict
curred among activists and suggests that activist po- in areas where there is not much conflict outside of
larization may have instigated increases in partisan is-Congress.
A third possibility is that exogenous shocks to the posue polarization in Congress and in the mass public.
Fourth, we use a panel survey of convention delegateslitical system -wars, crises, or social movements- may
from 1992 to 2000 to examine issue change among in- force new issues onto the political agenda (Carmines
dividual activists and assess our argument about how and Stimson 1989) and may increase issue polarizaparty commitment structures such change. We find thattion in the larger society, perhaps causing the parties
issue conversion among activists has contributed sig- to follow suit (Sundquist 1983: 328). Such events may
nificantly to conflict extension and that this conversion help extend party conflict to new issues, much as the
has been greater for activists with higher levels of party civil rights movement helped bring the parties' racial
commitment.
issue positions in line with their social welfare stands

(Carmines and Stimson 1989). Noel (2006) suggests

that another external spark for partisan change is poPARTY ACTIVISTS AND THE POSSIBLE
CAUSES OF CONFLICT EXTENSION

litical intellectuals outside of the party system putting

diverse issue positions together into new ideological
packages. Conflict extension may be spurred by these
ideologues
A number of political scientists share our view
thatbringing new issues into existing philosoas they may have with abortion in the 1970s
the expanding role of issue-oriented activists phies,
in party
2006).
politics has been a catalyst for the growth of (Noel
partisan
Although change in the parties' mass coalitions,
issue polarization (Aldrich and Rohde 2001; Fiorina,
party leadership in Congress, external disruptions,
with Abrams and Pope 2005; Jacobson 2000). However,
and ideological elites all may contribute to conflict
scholars have suggested other causes of polarization,
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parties of office
seekers should
seek to avoid
noncenextension, these processes
leave
ample
theoret

space for activist influence.
trist positions
Party
on multiple
activists
issue agendas, help
and partisan
to n
inate and elect the legislators
change should
who
result inset
conflict
party
displacement.
agendas

Congress (Jacobson 2000),
and
they play
a party
key
However,
in a wide-ranging
critique of
re- rol
nominating presidential
candidates
et
al. 20
alignment
theory, Mayhew (Cohen
(2002) casts doubt
on the
whose positions serve as historical
important
cues
party
vo
accuracy of the
conflictfor
displacement
perers. The partisan change
literature
also
suggests
t
spective.
He questions the idea
that national
politics is

when crises or major social
normallychanges
dominated by a single,
create
hegemonic
new
dimension,
politi
issues, activists generally
are the
first
political
actor
highlighting
Gerring's
(1998) evidence
that the parties

champion distinct positions
on
them
(Sundquist
1
have differed
on multiple
issue agendas
throughout
Carmines and Stimson their
1989).
Similarly,
Noel
(2006)
history. Mayhew
also employs Gerring's
evidence
gues that ideological entrepreneurs
to argue that the periods generally
shape
considered
party
to be
a
das through their influence
who
realigning erason
do notactivists,
coincide with clear shifts
in the in t
control party nominations.
Thus,
although
many pol
policy cleavages
between
the major parties.

cal actors affect party agendas,
none
can been
claim
influ
If partisan change
has not typically
defined by
that is independent of party
activists.
conflict displacement,
it may be because political of-

fice seekers require assistance from activists who seek
political benefits other than just winning elections-

POLITICAL PARTIES, PARTY ACTIVISTS,

AND THE MACRO-LEVEL FOUNDATIONS
OF CONFLICT EXTENSION

public policies or professional benefits, for example- in

order to win party nominations and general elections.
Numerous scholars highlight the constraints that party

activists
To understand how change among party activists
con- place on the policy positions taken by canditributes to conflict extension, we need to considerdates
the and parties (Aldrich 1995; Masket 2007; Miller
Schofield 2003, 2008; Schlesinger 1991). These acpolitical incentives of activists, the organizational and
structivists may push the parties toward extreme stands on
ture of party politics, and how these factors combine
multiple
to shape the parties' policy positions. The leading
view issues if two conditions are met. The first is
that activists are motivated by policy goals and thus
of parties in political science is that parties are groups
advocate noncentrist positions on the policies that moof people focused mainly on winning political office.
tivatetothem. The other is that the parties' nomination
This "office-seeking" view of parties can be traced
are open to diverse actors other than those
Downs's assumption that "a political party is aprocesses
team
currently
of men seeking to control the governing apparatus
by controlling the party agenda, thus giving isactivists more influence over the selection of party
gaining office in a duly constituted election" sue
(1957:
and party issue positions.
25; see also Schumpeter 1942: 269-83, chaps.candidates
21-2).

In contemporary party politics, both of these condiAldrich reaffirms the centrality of office seekers, argu-

tionsofare clearly met. The 1950s and 1960s saw sharp
ing that "the major political party is the creature
in the partisan involvement of "amateur"
the politicians, the ambitious office seeker and increases
office
holder" and is created and maintained in order to ador "purist" activists motivated more by policy goals
than by material or electoral goals (Wildavsky 1965;
vance their goals (1995: 4; see also Cox and McCubbins
Wilson 1962). Then the parties' reforms of presidential
1993, 2005; Rohde 1991; Schlesinger 1991). The ambinominations in the 1970s- initiated by the Democrats,
tions of office seekers may be broader than just winning
but mirrored substantially by the Republicans- signifielections, but electoral success is the central objective.
cantly enhanced the influence of amateurs in both parThe office-seeking view implies that the parties will
ties. They did so by creating a participatory process in
candidates seek nominations in primaries and
ning. For many scholars, this means positions as close which
as
caucuses, where issue activists are disproportionately
possible to that of the median voter, minimizing policy

take issue stands that maximize their chances of win-

represented (Aldrich 1980, 1995; Polsby, 1983). With
differences between the parties (e.g., Davis, Hinich,
and Ordeshook 1970; Downs 1957). In classic studies the
of nomination process thus opened up, candidates
who lack support among activists supporting the curpartisan change, it has meant that parties strive to limit
rent party agenda have an incentive to reach out to
party conflict to a single dominant policy dimension,
other
activists with other agendas.
and suppress new policy dimensions that might divide
their electoral coalitions (Carmines and Stimson 1989;Consider the case of presidential nominations. Most
open contests feature multiple candidates vying for
Riker 1982; Sundquist 1983). When a new, cross-cutting
party's nomination. Because candidates within a
issue agenda emerges, the parties initially downplaya it

party generally have similar stands on issues that
and adhere to the center on it. If they eventually do take
distinct positions on the new issues, they then move to
the center on the old issues that now threaten to split
Stimson 1989; Miller and Schofield 2003; Riker 1982). However, as
their newly formed power bases. As Schattschneider
Carmines notes, "party leaders, even if they are part of the minority,
argues, "the old cleavage must be played down if the
receive a variety of material and symbolic benefits" (1991: 76) and
new conflict is to be exploited" (1960: 63). 1 In short,

thus have a stake in maintaining the dominant issue cleavage. Thus,
the leaders of both parties have a "powerful incentive to suppress
or avoid any new crosscutting issue that threatens the party's unity"
1 The minority party may have incentives to champion cross-cutting
(Sundquist 1983: 307).
issues in order to split the majority party's coalition (Carmines and
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a candidatethe
who is satisfactory
to all wings of the
party
traditionally have separated
two parties,
an
effe
(Cohenmay
et al. 2008).
If winning
nominations
means issu
aptive nomination strategy
be
to raise
new
pealing to all major sets
of policy
demanders
in a party,
that attract new constituencies
into
the
process.
A
then the successful
candidates are"will
likely to be
those em
Aldrich argues, nomination
candidates
not
stake outopponents
noncentrist positionsare
on multiple
policy
phasize issues on which who
their
known
have similar positions

dimensions.

to raise the salience of 'his' issue" (1980: 174). Thus,
open nominations encourage candidates to attract acTHE MICRO-LEVEL
FOUNDATIONS
tivists with noncentrist positions
on a range
of issuesOF
CONFLICT
EXTENSION
into party politics.

The cultural issue dimension provides some good
Conflict extension, as theorized in this article, cannot
examples of such strategic behavior. Consider George
occur unless activists are willing to accommodate one
McGovern in 1972. Lacking support from the party's
another's most important policy preferences by includdominant urban and labor wing, McGovern looked to
ing them in the party agenda. We have suggested, more
young antiwar and New Left activists as potential supstrongly, that some activists may even internalize the
porters and thus needed to appeal to their culturally
key positions of candidates and other activists. Other
liberal sensibilities. He "had to recruit his army and its
scholars maintain that activists are unwilling to make
troops from the most extreme of
the
peace groups and
such
accommodation.

the young of the campus- and if their cultural values
were not majority cultural values, nonetheless tactic
demanded he pursue them" (White 1973: 115).
Policy Commitment, Fixed Policy
Strategic imperatives also played
a role
inConflict
the RePreferences,
and
Displacement

publican party's move to the cultural right in the
In Aldrich's
1995)control
model of party activism, indilate 1970s and early 1980s. Trying
to (1983a,
wrest
viduals
decide and
to become
and/or the
remain party activists
from the GOP's moderate-liberal
wing
secure
basedRonald
on the proximity
of their
issue preferences to
1980 presidential nomination for
Reagan,
the
economic conservatives in the those
party's
of each party's
"New
current
Right"
activists. If such decisions
occur in a policy space
with two cross-cutting dimenwing tried to attract culturally conservative
evangelical
Christians into Republican politics.
sions, a New
growth Right
in the polarization
strateof party activists
along oneto
dimension
is accompanied
gists encouraged evangelical pastors
form
political by party convergence onReagan
the other dimension
(Aldrich 1983b: 87-92).
organizations (Oldfield 1996), while
and other
Miller and Schofleld
(2003,
2008;
Schofield and Miller
GOP leaders appealed to evangelicals'
views
on
cultural issues like abortion and school
2007) make
prayer.
a similar As
argument.
conserFor them, partisan
is triggered
by candidates
engaging in stratevative operative Paul Weyrich change
noted,
"The New
Right
is looking for issues that people
gic care
"flanking"
about
movesand
to capture
social
groups of potential
who have
noncentrist
positions
on the second
issues, at least for the present,activists
fit the
bill"
(quoted
in
dimension but not on the first, but the result is the
Reichley 1987: 79).
same-each
parties
normally
polarized on only one dimenOnce multiple groups of activists,
with
noncension at a time.
trist views on different issues, come
into a party, office

seekers have incentives to take ideologically
extreme
The expectation of conflict
displacement by Aldrich
byorder
Miller andto
Schofield
appears
to derive from
positions on all of those issuesand
in
appeal
to
them. Recent political history is two
replete
assumptions.
with
First,
examples
they assume that activists are
motivated
solelystands
by their policy
they beof presidential candidates moving
their
on preferences:
key
come involved
and remain
involved in a party only
issues toward the desired positions
of in
their
parties'
activists. These include Lyndonif Johnson's
movement
its policy positions
and those of its candidates are
toward racial liberalism in the relatively
late 1950s
et second
al.
close to (Cohen
their own. The
assumption
2008: 119-22; Evans and Novakis 1966:
137),
theonshift
that activists'
preferences
all major policy dimenof George H.W. Bush from a pro-choice
sions are fixed. People
position
whose political
on commitments

abortion during his unsuccessful are
bid
for
the on
GOP
based
entirely
theirnompolicy goals should not

ination in 1980 to a pro-life stance
inpositions
his successful
change their
because the stands of candidates
1988 campaign (Karol 2009: 66-68),
or otherand
activists
Jesse
are changing.
Jackson
As Miller and Schofield

moving from a staunch pro-life contend,
stance
in the
1970s
to a stripes are not
"warring
activists
of different

pro-choice position during his Democratic
generally willing to presidential
make ideological sacrifices in the
campaigns in 1984 and 1988 (Karol
71). candidates" (2008: 445).
interest2009:
of the parties'
Activist influence may be even
stronger
if, rather
Two
circumstances follow
from activists having fixed
than coalitions of office seekers,positions
parties
are
broad
coalion each
issue
dimension.
First, changes in the
tions of "interest groups, social group
activists,
aggregate leaders,
positions of the
two parties' activist corps

and other 'policy demanders' working
to gain
control
must result entirely
from changes
in individuals' parof government on behalf of their
goals,"
as
recent
re- dropping out
ticipation
decisionsfrom
some activists
search contends (Cohen et al. 2008:
From
this
perof party6).
activity
and being
replaced
by new activists
spective, party nominations arewith
decided
through
negodifferent views.
Second, cross-cutting
issues will
tiations between various kinds of activists in search of
remain cross-cutting over time. Thus, if there are two
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all issues fit easily
within existing
ideological framecross-cutting issue agendas,
then
increased
polar
works. For example,
the guiding principle on
of American
tion on one should reduce
polarization
the ot
the New Deal
era has been in
support
In short, party activist conservatism
changesince
should
result
conf
for limited government, but the conservative position
displacement.
on the newer cultural
issues supports
a stronger
role
There are limited scenarios
under
which
replace
government
in promoting
traditional values.
Thus
ment among activists for
with
fixed
policy
preferen
is not clear that Republican
party activists
would
might produce at least ait temporary
pattern
of
confl
moveif
toward
greater cultural
conservatism
simply extre
beextension. For example,
parties
stake
out
cause
they have conservative ideologies
and conserva-who
views on multiple issue
dimensions,
activists
tive hold
views on other
issues.
cross-pressured or who
moderate
views on t
ideological
constraint
on disparateby
isdimensions might drop However,
out and
be
replaced
ne
sue dimensions
is more likely if, as extreme
Converse sugmobilized individuals with
consistently
v
on both dimensions. Parties
gests, it results
alsonot
may
just from
form
"idea-elements
coalitions
go[ing]
single-issue activists. Such
individuals
noncentr
together
... for more abstractwith
and quasi-logical
rea-

sons,"
but also
from socialmay
diffusion, not
or elites or
creative out
attitudes on only one set
of
issues
drop
the party when it takes thinkers
extreme
stands
on
other
putting positions
on various
issuessuch as issu
social welfare
and cultural issues- together
into "packif only the first dimension
is important
to them.
However, parties and their
ages" thatcandidates
are consumed as "wholes"
are
by unlikely
activists and
t

voters
(Converse 1964: 211).
For Noel
(2006), such diftake extreme stands on
multiple
issue
dimensions

the long run unless the fusion
number
is initiated by
of
intellectuals
consistently
who package various
liber
or consistently conservative
issue positions
citizens
into new ideologies
mobilized
and sell their new
by su

stands is large enough packages
to offset
to political activists.
losses among activ
with extreme views on only one of or neither of
dimensions (Aldrich 1983b; Miller and Schofield 20
Moreover, if parties are merely "marriages of co
Party-based Conversion, Party Commitment,
nience" among unrelated
issue
publics, they could
and Conflict
Extension
fractured easily as some groups of activists leave
party or as the other party
tries
to
attract
dissid
We suggest that
the social
development
and diffusion
activists. Indeed, Miller
and Schofield
encourage
of ideological
constraint occurs within
parties. Party
contemporary Democrats
to
just are
that,
saying,
loyalty
and do
commitment
widespread
among acbest Democratic response
to the
powe
tive partisans
(Conwayincreasing
and Feigert 1968; Miller
and
social conservatives in Jennings
the Republican
Party
must
1986), even those motivated
principally
by
to seek the support ofpolicy
the
social McGlennon,
liberals
(Abramowitz,
and who
Rapoport are
1983;
creasingly disaffected"
in the
GOP
(2008:
444).
McCann
1995). As
McClosky,
Hoffman,
and O'Hara
observe, this "party spirit" motivates activists "not only
to belong to a party appropriate to their beliefs, but to
accept its doctrines" (1960: 421). Thus, as party leaders,

Ideology-based Conversion

candidates, and other activists begin to take extreme
stands on new issues, many activists may adopt more
Sustained conflict extension becomes more likely
consistently
if
extreme views themselves. That does not
necessarily mean that these activists will change their
activists' policy preferences are not fixed- if activists
uniformly on each issue dimension. Just as
can change on policy issues, bringing their ownpositions
views
withby
"issue publics" in the mass electorate (Converse
closer to the ideologically extreme positions taken
1964;
party leaders and fellow activists. Such conversion
byKrosnick 1990), activists are likely to care more
about some issues than others, and their attitudes may
activists allows the aggregate positions of Democratic
be less
and Republican activists to grow more polarized
on malleable on issues that are more salient to
multiple issue dimensions. Accordingly, several them.
schol-However, activists with high levels of party commitment should be inclined to accept the ascendant
ars show that conversion among continuing activists
positions of their party, bringing their views on most
contributes substantially to aggregate partisan change
dimensions closer to those positions.
(Miller and Jennings 1986; Rapoport and Stoneissue
1994;
Party commitment among activists has instrumenStone 1991).
tal, social, and psychological components, and each of
One source of such conversion may be activists' idethese facets may spur activists to embrace the ascenological frameworks. Converse (1964: 224-30) showed
dant issue positions in their parties. Many activists rethat activists are much more likely than ordinary citalize that the best, and sometimes only, way to achieve
izens to organize their policy preferences in an idetheir political goals is through one of the two major
ologically coherent manner (see also Herrera 1992;
parties. Having cast their lot with a particular party,
McClosky, Hoffmann, and O'Hara 1960). Thus as new
and Conflict Extension

sets of policy issues arise, activists may bring their positions on them into line with their abstract ideological
structures.

they understand that they may best advance within the
party and further their own agendas by supporting the
party, its candidates, and its overall policy agenda (e.g.,

Stone
A problem with an ideology-based explanation
forand Abramowitz 1983). Party involvement also
entails and sometimes is triggered by personal ties to

attitudinal conversion and conflict extension is that not
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ANALYSES
AND EXPECTATIONS
other active partisans (e.g.,
Conway
and Feigert 1968;
McClosky, Hoffmann, and O'Hara 1960). These conTo assess these ideas and arguments, we conduct a numnections may create social
pressures to support the
ber of different analyses.
First, wealthough
examine changes
issue agendas of one's co-partisans.
Finally,
over
time
in
the
level
of
polarization
between
Demoactivists' connections to their parties are more
comcratic
and
Republican
activists
on
three
major
issue
plex than the psychological attachments that define
social welfare,
culturalmost
issues. We
mass party identificationagendas:
(Campbell
etracial,
al. and
1960),
expect sustained or increased party polarization on all
activists do have strong subjective loyalties to their parthree. We also assess the degree to which change has
ties (e.g., Miller and Jennings 1986). Such loyalties may
been
asymmetricalactivists
across the two to
parties,
expecting
serve as a perceptual filter, leading
prefer
that recent increases in consistent conservatism in the

the positions taken by the candidates and other activists
GOP have been more pronounced than increases in
in their party to the positions taken by the other party.
consistent liberalism among Democrats. Moreover, we
Conversion by party-committed activists toward the
evaluate the claim that party activists play a leading
ascendant policy positions in their parties should mean
role in conflict extension by examining patterns of pothat more activists will hold extreme views on multiple
larization over time among activists alongside those for
issue dimensions and that activists' attitudes on various
party office holders and the parties' mass coalitions.

issues will grow more closely related in the aggregate.
Second, we evaluate the contributions of activist reIn other words, such conversion should make it more
placement
and issue conversion to increases in party
likely that conflict extension will occur.
polarization on all three issue dimensions, expecting
conversion to have played a key role. Third, we apParty Asymmetries in Conflict Extension
praise whether increases in partisan issue polarization

and the Effects of Party Commitment

have been accompanied by growing levels of constraint

in activists' attitudes toward the three issue agendas,
and, again, we expect issue conversion to play a major
issue change will be symmetrical across the two parrole. Fourth, we assess the degree to which issue conties. However, if conflict extension results in part from
version among party activists has been party-based or
party-committed activists altering their issue positions
based in activists' ideological frameworks. We expect
Spatial models of party activists generally predict that

in response to specific changes among party candidates
that party affiliation is related to issue conversion even
and fellow activists, then change need not be symmet-

rical. It is the interaction between candidates and ac-

while allowing for the possibility of ideology-based

conversion.

tivists within party nomination processes that starts the
Finally, we assess the effect of party commitment on

process of conflict extension. For a variety of reasons
issue conversion among continuing party activists. We
(e.g., candidate quality and funding, the presence of
expect that party-committed activists should be more
incumbents, other political events), strong candidates
likely than other activists to convert toward the domiwith consistently extreme policy positions and activist
nant policy positions of their party, and that the effect
groups advocating consistently extreme positions simof party commitment should be stronger in the GOP

ply may emerge in one party before they do in the other
than for Democrats.

party. In fact, although George McGovern's nomina-

tion brought a wave of activists with liberal positions on

CONFLICT EXTENSION AND GENERAL
race, welfare, and cultural issues into the Democratic
INCREASES IN PARTY POLARIZATION
party in 1972 (Kirkpatrick 1976), Ronald Reagan, with
his consistently conservative issue positions, did not
Although our account of partisan issue change highwin the GOP presidential nomination until 1980, and
lights conflict extension, there is a burgeoning literathe Christian Right, with its staunch cultural conser-

ture on the growth of party polarization more generally,
vatism, did not become a major influence in Republican

even on longstanding issue dimensions such as social
nomination politics until the late 1980s (Wilcox and
welfare (e.g., Abramowitz and Saunders 2008; Poole
Larson 2006). Thus, in more recent years, the factors
and Rosenthal 2006; Stonecash, Brewer, and Mariani
pushing activists toward consistently extreme positions
2003). Thus, it is important to note that our theory

may have been stronger in the GOP than in the Demosimply predicts that as the parties' activists grow more
cratic party.2

2 This comports with evidence that GOP candidates and office holders have moved right more than their Democratic counterparts have
moved left in recent years (Hacker and Pierson 2005; Sinclair 2006;
but see McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; Stonecash, Brewer, and
Mariani 2003). Another reason that party commitment and its relationship with issue conversion may be stronger among Republicans
than Democrats may be differences in the political cultures of the
two parties. Freeman asserts that the Democratic party is "pluralistic
and polycentric" (1986: 329), with activists' primary loyalties often
lying with the groups or causes that they represent rather than with
the party, whereas the GOP is a more hierarchical party in which

"activists are expected to be good soldiers who respect leadership

polarized on newer policy dimensions such as cultural
issues, party differences on older dimensions such as
social welfare will not diminish. It does not require
that increased polarization on newer issues will necessarily be accompanied by greater divergence between

party activists on older issue dimensions or by a general
growth in party polarization.3

and whose only important political commitment is to the Republican
party" (1986: 339, 346).
3 Consider, for example, issue conversion among continuing Republican activists. Our account suggests that long-time activists
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However, increases in party
polarization
both
The CDS are
particularly appropriateon
for this
analnewer and older issue agendas
consistent
ysis because are
they are
the longest-running with
set of sur- our
argument. If a party's candidates,
office
holders,
veys of American
party activists,
because theor
1992-new
activist groups stake out 2000
positions
on
older
issues that
panel study allows
us to
examine individual-level
are more extreme than the
party's
traditional
stands,
replacement
and conversion
processes, and because
nathen our account of individual
activist
behavior
sugtional convention
delegates are among
the most active
gests that continuing party
activists
may
their
and visible
participants in party
politics.move
These surveys
views on the older issues also
in
a us
more
extreme
direction,
allow
to examine
a group of activists
that is
whereas party involvement
may
grow
more
a bit broader
than
just the delegates
to aattractive
particular
to potential activists with year's
more
extreme
convention.
Because theviews
1980, 1984,on
1988,those
and
issues. Of course, increased
party
on
2000 CDS
surveys all differences
included panel components,
theythe
whole range of policy agendas
isindividuals
certainly
more
surveyed many
who, although
delegates conto
sistent with our conflict
extension
theory
than
with
earlier
conventions, were
not delegates to
that year's
the conflict-displacement convention,
perspective
on in
partisan
but were active
its presidentialissue
camchange.
paign. Our analysis focuses on this larger set of presidential campaign activists.
DATA

PARTISAN CONFLICT EXTENSION
To evaluate our hypotheses, we turn to the Conven- FROM 1972 TO 2004

tion Delegate Studies (CDS), a series of surveys of

Democratic and Republican national convention del- In this section, we assess our aggregate-level claims
egates and presidential campaign activists from 1972 that conflict extension should have developed among

to 2004. The CDS surveys from 1972 to 1992 were party activists in recent years, that issue change should

conducted by Warren E. Miller and other scholars.4 have been asymmetrical across the two parties, and
We conducted the 2000 CDS and modeled it after the
that party activists have helped to encourage conflict
earlier CDS surveys. It included both a cross-sectional
extension among the parties in government and in the
electorate. We evaluate these assertions in order.
survey of 2000 convention delegates and a panel survey

of respondents to the 1992 CDS.5 We also conducted
the 2004 CDS, which combined an online survey and a

Party Polarization in Activists'
Policy Attitudes

mail survey of delegates to the 2004 party conventions.6

To gauge changes over time in the level of policy polar-

motivated by social welfare conservatism may convert toward moreization

between Democratic and Republican activists,
structural equation models of the imon activists' attitudes toward all of the
social welfare, racial, and cultural issues included in
that they are active in the GOP. It does not suggest that social welfare conservatives should become even more conservative on social
the cross-sectional CDS surveys from 1972 to 2004.7
welfare or that culturally conservative activists should move their
Due to inconsistency in the questions asked in the
social welfare views to the right of the party's longstanding positions.
various CDS surveys, we use a different set of issues
4 See Herrera (1992), Layman (2001), and Miller and Jennings (1986)
for the analysis in each year.8 Thus, comparisons over
for more details about each of these surveys. No CDS survey was
conducted in 1976 or 1996.
time should be viewed with some caution.9 Each year's
conservative cultural issue positions as such positions grow more
we estimated
prevalent within the party, whereas newer culturally conservative
pact of party
Republicans may become more conservative on social welfare now

5 Like all of the earlier CDS surveys, the 2000 CDS was a mail survey.
For the cross-sectional portion of the study, we mailed surveys to all
of the delegates to the 2000 Democratic and Republican national(and mixed) format of this study and its rather low response rates,
the distribution of basic demographic and political variables in the
conventions for whom we had correct address information (4,284
2004 CDS is, for both parties, quite similar to those in the 2000 CDS
Democrats and 2,049 Republicans). Our response rate was 39%,
and in the surveys of 2004 national convention delegates conducted
which is comparable to response rates for earlier CDS surveys. For
by CBS and the New York Times.
the panel study, we mailed surveys to 1,888 respondents to the 1992

7 We estimate our models using Amos 4.0, which computes full inforCDS for whom we had correct address information, and our response
mation maximum likelihood (FIML) estimates even in the presence
rate was 48%, resulting in a panel of 911 respondents. Some of the
of missing data (Andersen 1957).
respondents in the panel were also delegates to the 2000 conven8 See Appendix A for a list of these issues.
tions and are included in the 2000 delegate cross section, so that

we have data on 1,907 delegates to the 2000 Democratic conven-9 There are, however, two factors that suggest that the changes in
tion and 985 delegates to the 2000 Republican convention. Therepolarization that we show are not due only to the different issue
are more Democrats than Republicans in our sample because there
items across the years. First, there is no discernible pattern over time
in either the variances of our items or their correlations with each
were roughly twice as many delegates to the Democratic National
Convention as there were to the Republican National Convention
other. The average variance across our items is 0.11 in 1972, 0.12 in

in 2000.

1984, 0.12 in 1992, and 0.13 in 2004. The average paired correlations
between social welfare indicators are .20 in 1972, .55 in 1984, .51
6 We sent e-mails to all of the 2004 national convention delegates
for whom we had valid e-mail addresses (2,730 Democrats and 605
in 1992, and .58 in 2004. For racial issues, they are .68 in 1972, .59
in 1984, .62 in 1992, and .51 in 2004. For cultural issues, they are
Republicans), asking them to participate in our online survey. Our
.35 in 1972, .53 in 1984, .51 in 1992, and .52 in 2004. Second, there
rather low response rates- 21% among Democrats and 22% among
Republicans- resulted in samples of 578 Democratic delegates and
are clear increases in party polarization on the issues for which we
134 Republicans. Because of the very small Republican sample, we
do have questions with identical or similar wording over significant
conducted a follow-up mail survey of GOP delegates, and we reperiods of time. For example, the difference between Republican and
ceived an additional 260 completed surveys. Despite the different
Democratic activists was 0.33 in 1988 and 0.41 in 2004 on government
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FIGURE 1. Polarization between Republican and Dem

Dimensions, 1972-2004
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Source. 1 972-2004 Convention Delegate Studies.
Note: Party differences are the estimated differences in Republican and Democratic means on latent variables (ranging from 0 for the
most liberal position to 1 for the most conservative position) from confirmatory factor analyses of policy attitudes.

analysis includes a confirmatory factor model in which das showed no signs of decline.12 In fact, polarization

social welfare, racial, and cultural issue attitudes com-on all three issue dimensions has grown since 1988.13

pose separate latent variables,10 and we allow a dummy

variable for party (coded 1 for Republicans) to affect
each of those variables. The coefficients on the partyAsymmetric Partisan Change
dummy indicate the difference between party meansHave the recent increases in party polarization on
on each dimension.
social welfare, racial, and cultural issues been driven
Figure 1 shows these estimated party differences. Inmore by an increase in consistent conservatism among
1972, the differences between Democratic and RepubRepublican activists than by growth in consistent
lican activists on social welfare and racial issues were

already quite large, but the parties' activists were much

12 Before we estimated the party polarization model in each year,

less polarized on cultural issues.11 The gap on cultural
we estimated three different measurement models: one with all of
issues between Republican and Democratic activists
the issues loading on a single latent variable, one with all of the
grew rapidly and substantially between 1972 and 1988.
social welfare and racial issues loading on one factor and the cultural

issues forming a separate factor, and one with racial, social welfare,
In keeping with our conflict extension argument, party
and cultural issues all loading on separate factors. Although the
differences on the older social welfare and racial agen-

correlations between the three factors are generally quite strong,
the x2 difference test- the difference between the overall fit for a

model with more latent factors and that for a model with fewer

help for blacks, 0.39 in 1988 and 0.50 in 2004 on federal spending on
latent factors (Kline 1998)- indicates that a three-factor solution
child care, 0.38 in 1988 and 0.48 in 2004 on spending on aid to public
explains a significantly (p < .001) larger proportion of the variance
schools, and 0.19 in 1988 and 0.38 in 2004 on spending on programs
in all
observed policy attitudes than does a one- or two-factor solution
that assist blacks. Abortion was the only issue asked about in

each year. Thus, what is occurring is not growing polarization
of the CDS surveys, and four fairly similar response options in
were
provided in all of the surveys. Party polarization on abortionalong
was a single ideological dimension, but conflict extension- party
polarization growing on newer issue dimensions, while not subsiding
0.09 in 1972 and 0.49 in 2004.
on older dimensions.

10 The one exception to this is in 1980, when there were only one
13 To test whether the changes over time in levels of party polarizatudes. For all of the other years, and for cultural attitudes in 1980, tion
we on the three issue dimensions were statistically significant, we
constrained the level of polarization on a particular issue dimension
take into account measurement error in each observed indicator. To
in 2004 to equal the level of polarization on that dimension in 1972,
provide a scale for the latent variables, we constrain the factor loading
and computed the x2 difference test for the goodness of fit of the
for one observed indicator to be equal to one. All observed indicators
constrained and unconstrained models in 2004. Each of those x2 difare coded to range from 0 (most liberal) to 1 (most conservative).
ference tests was highly significant (p < .0001), indicating that party
11 The difference between the party means is significant (p < .001)
polarization grew significantly on each of the three issue dimensions.
on each issue dimension in each year.

indicator of social welfare attitudes and one indicator of racial atti-
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liberalism among Democratic
directly from activists?
Figure I.16 The massTo
series answer
have been
question, we took each
respondent's
mean
taken CDS
from Layman,
Carsey, and Horowitz (2006),
who
sition on all of the cultural,
racial,
and with
social
wel
computed levels
of party polarization
the Amerissues in each year. Then,
defining
"liberal"
posit
ican National
Election Studies
(NES) using the same
on each dimension as all values below 0.5 on the zeromethod we used for activists. The congressional series
to-one scales and "conservative" positions as all values
are based on the roll call votes cast on social welfare,
above 0.5, we computed the percentages of Democratic
racial, and cultural issues in the U.S. House and Senand Republican activists in each year with liberal poate in presidential-election years from 1972 through
sitions on all three issue agendas, with conservative
2004. We computed the difference between the mean
positions on all three agendas, and with cross-pressured
proportions of Republican and Democratic members
or moderate positions on the three agendas.
of each chamber voting on the conservative side of all
Figure 2 displays these percentages over time. As
votes within a particular issue domain in a given year,
earlier work suggests (e.g., Kirkpatrick 1976), Demoand averaged those differences in the House and the
cratic activists were already quite consistently liberalSenate.17
in
Because all of these measures are based on different
1972, when a majority of them supported the staunch
liberal George McGovern for president. Nearly 63%
questions and specific issues and all have different metof Democratic activists had liberal positions on eachrics,
of we standardized all of them to have means of 50
and standard deviations of 25. That allows us to comthe social welfare, cultural, and racial issue agendas.
Consistent liberalism had dropped sharply by 1980,
pare the trends in each series, but, of course, prevents
when the party renominated moderate Democratic
us from comparing levels of party polarization across
president Jimmy Carter. However, it rebounded the
in three series.
1984 and rose even further in 2004.
We do, however, have one issue on which it is possiIn contrast, nearly 72% of Republican party acble to make stronger comparisons: abortion, the only
issue included in all of the CDS studies. To make our
tivists in 1972 were in the cross-pressured or moderate category. Over the next three decades, uniformly
measures of party polarization on abortion among acconservative positions increased sharply. Importantly,
tivists and citizens as comparable as possible to the
the growth of consistent conservatism in the GOP has
congressional measure, we computed the percentage of
not resulted only from the increase in cultural conser- each party's members taking the pro-life side on aborvatism among Republican activists. The party's active
tion and then took the difference between the pro-life
base has indeed grown much more conservative on cul- percentages of Republican and Democratic activists
tural concerns since 1972, but it also has turned sharplyand identifiers.18
rightward on social welfare.14
Although our very small number of time points

Figure 2 makes it clear that the main force behind
makes it difficult to ascertain any causal patterns,

partisan conflict extension in recent years has been the
sharp growth in the presence of consistently conserva-

tive Republican activists. However, that is not because
start the process by themselves. Activists might mobilize themselves
Democratic activists have clung to the ideological ceninto party politics and provide the initial spark for conflict extension,
ter, but, at least in part, because a large percentage of
but that spark also might come from strategic office-seekers, who
take extreme stands on a new issue dimension to attract new sets
them already had consistently liberal stands when our
of activists into the parties. Another reason is that our data include
time series began.

only nine time points with four years between each two consecutive
points. If issue change at one level of the party system does respond
to change at another level, the response should take less than four
Party Polarization among Activists,
years to develop, and thus may appear as simultaneous change in our
in Congress, and in the Electorate
presidential-election-year data.
16 Because the CDS surveys were not conducted in 1976 and 1996,
To gauge the extent to which conflict extension among levels of polarization for those years are simply the averages of the
activists has helped to spark conflict extension in
levels in the preceding and subsequent election year.
other political spheres, Figure 3 shows the level of17 Online Appendix 1 provides a list of all of the roll call votes used
party polarization on social welfare, racial, and cultural to construct the congressional polarization measures.

issues between members of Congress, activists, and18 The pro-life percentage of each party in the House and Senate
is simply the mean percentage of the party's members voting on
mass party identifiers in presidential-election yearsthe pro-life side of all bills involving abortion in a given year. We

the only years in which we have data on activists- fromtook the yearly difference in party means in both chambers and then

1972 to 2004. 15 The activist series have been taken averaged the House and Senate differences to produce the measure

of party polarization on abortion. For activists and the electorate, we
used the four-category abortion items in the NES and CDS. We show
14 The percentage of Republican activists with conservative positions
the response options over time in the two surveys in Appendix B.
on social welfare issues was 31 % in 1972 and 77% in 2004. On cultural
We coded the two most restrictive options as pro-life and the least
issues, it was 42% in 1972 and 70% in 2004. On racial issues, it wasrestrictive option as pro-choice. To make the mass and activist mea-

77% percent in 1972 and 80% percent in 2004. The percentage ofsures of party polarization on abortion as comparable as possible

Democratic activists with liberal positions was 77% in 1972 and 98% to the congressional measure- based on yes or no roll call votes on
in 2004 on social welfare, 74% in 1972 and 79% in 2004 on race, and abortion legislation- we eliminated the option in between the two
82% in 1972 and 91% in 2004 on culture.
most restrictive options and the least restrictive option (e.g., "permit
abortion for [other] reasons . . ."). We then took the percentage of
15 Even if party activists play a leading role in the development
the remaining respondents on the pro-life side. Polarization is the difof conflict extension, it is quite possible that we will not find clear
ference between these percentages for Republicans and Democrats.
patterns of causality. One reason is that activists do not necessarily
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FIGURE 2. Combination of Social Welfare, Racial, and Cultural Issue Positions

among Democratic and Republican Activists, 1972-2004
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Source: 1972-2004 Convention Delegate Studies.

we draw three conclusions from visual inspection ofsection of the figure on abortion makes it plain that the
Figure 3. First, party polarization on all of these issueparties in the electorate are considerably less polarized
dimensions grew noticeably between 1972 and 2004 than the parties in government or party activists, just as
in Congress, among party activists, and in the elec-other research has argued (e.g., Fiorina with Abrams
torate. Second, the patterns of polarization for theseand Pope 2005). However, as the parties' activists and
three different components of the party system appear legislators have diverged on abortion, the abortion
to have trended together fairly closely, especially fordifferences between Republicans and Democrats also
party activists and the congressional parties. Third, the have grown.
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FIGURE 3. Issue Polarization among Party A

Parties in the Electorate, 1972-2004
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The results are shown in Table
1. Looking first at
explore
causa
activist and Congressional polarization,
the Granger
basic
anal
causality
tests show a causal effect of activist polarizaamong
Congressi
tion on polarization in Congress (p = .01), but
no signifpolarization,
and
abortion because our measures on this issue are the
icant effect of Congressional polarization on abortion
differences among party activists (p = .84). Similarly,
most comparable across the three series. Our first type
To

very

the joint F-test in the ECM is statistically significant (p
of analysis is a set of bivariate Granger causality tests,
= .06)
where we regress one series on its own past value
andfor activist polarization's effect on congressional
party+ divergence, but is not significant (p = .87) for the
the past value of one other series: Yt = c¿o + ai Y,_i
Congressional series' effect on activist polarization. We
ß'Xt^' -h 6t. We use single lags due to small sample
also on
find that changes in levels of abortion polarization
sizes. If the past value of X has a significant effect
among
party activists and the parties in Congress cause
the current value of Y in these models, then X may
be

in mass party polarization (columns (3) and
said to Granger-cause Y (Granger 1969). We alsochanges
un-

(5)), but that the reverse is not true (columns (4) and
dertake bivariate causality tests using the most general
This pattern appears in both the Granger causality
error correction model (ECM), suggested by De(6)).
Boef
tests and the joint F-tests from the ECM results.19
and Keele (2008). We regress the change from one time
point to the next in one series on the past value of that
series, the past value of one other series, and change in
the second series: AYt = «o + <*i Yt-' + ßo&Xt + 19
ß'Xt-'
A natural extension of our bivariate Granger-causality tests is
+ st. Here, a joint F-test on ß0 and ß' is an appropriate
a vector autoregression (VAR) model in which the current value

test of whether X causes Y.

of each of the three series is a function of its own past value and
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TABLE 1. Bivariate Tests of Causality in the R
Party Activists, the Parties in Congress, and th
Causal Relationship Tested

Type of Causal Model and (1) Activists (2) Congres

Independent Variables -» Congress -» Activists

Granger Causality Models (Dependent Variable = Yt)

Congress

f_i

Activists

,_i

Electorate
Constant

-0.01 -0.10 - - 1.02* 1.26*
(0.97) (0.47) (0.22) (0.22)
1.09*

1.10*

0.83*

1.17*

-

-

(0.29) (0.46) (0.25) (0.15)
M - - -0.41 -0.28 -0.67 -0.28
(0.39) (0.23) (0.34) (0.33)

-3.45

5.48

-26.90*

0.09

-27.51*

-2.16

(2.54) (4.08) (9.68) (5.74) (7.24) (7.03)

(N=8)

AIC

BIC

34.97 42.56
35.21 42.80

Error

48.96
49.20

Correction

40.61
40.84

Models

45.22
45.46

44.74
44.98

(Dependent

Variabl

Congress M -0.99* -0.32 - - 1.06* 0.42
(0.32) (0.98) (0.28) (0.54)
Activists

i_1 1.07* 0.68 0.87* 0.23 - (0.31) (0.98) (0.31) (0.29)
Electorate f_i - - -1-47* -1.72* -1.72 -0.56
(0.50) (0.41) (0.41) (0.88)
Activist change in polarization 0.15 - -0.21 - - (0.30) (0.84)

Congress change in polarization - 0.39 - - -0.17 (0.78)

(0.51)

Electorate change in polarization - - - -0.07 - -0.16

(0.29) (0.48)
F-TestonXf_! ano X(df= 2, 4) 6.22* 0.15 4.53* 0.62 8.57* 0.35
(N=8)
AIC 36.49
BIC 36.81

*p<

.10

44.07
44.39

50.84
51.16

42.48
42.80

46.99
47.30

46.51
46.83

(two-tailed).

intervals suggestive.
than is desirable; and they include
very d
These results are attime
best
They
few datachanges
points. Qualified as they
are, these
results are
into account parallel
on
other
is
first causal evidence of which
we are aware
for
abortion; they are the
bivariate;
they
are
bas
the widely shared assumption in the parties literature
that political activists drive change in party positions,
the past values of each of
theasother
two
series.
We
including,
we add in this
article,
the extension
of e

model and the results are quite similar to those in Tab
party conflict to new issue domains.
higher demands this model places on our limited data

the idea that activist change led Congressional cha
rather than the reverse, whereas mass change has re

not

caused,

elite-level

change.
Congressiona
REPLACEMENT,When
CONVERSION,

the dependent variable, the lagged value of activist p
AND CONFLICT EXTENSION AMONG
a statistically significant (p = .02) effect on it, wh

mass

the

series

lagged

does

mass

not.

series

PARTY ACTIVISTS
Neither
the

has

any

lagged

effect

on

Congress

activist

pola

conversion among current
party activist
when the mass series isAttitudinal
the dependent
variable,
Co
larization has a positive plays
effect
approaches
a critical that
role in our
account of conflict sign
extenone-tailed). Activist polarization
does
not have
sign
sion. However, the
cross-sectional
survey a
data
exam
this model, so its effect on mass polarization on abo
ined so far cannot distinguish conversion from replace-

be exerted indirectly through its influence on Congr
ment, which
prior research
identifies
as critical fo
tion. Of course, collinearity
between
the
Congressi

series,

coupled

with

party
activist sample
change. Thus, to
assess will
the contribution
our
small
size
infl

error estimates in these models. We were not able to estimate error
correction models in which each of the three series was a function

of replacement and conversion to conflict extension,

we turn to the 1992-2000 CDS panel and the cross
surveys in 1992 and 2000, limiting our fo-

of the other two series. Such models require two more independent
sectional
variables (change in each of the other two series in addition to their

cus
lagged values) than the VAR model and thus demanded too much

of our very limited data.

to only those issues that were asked with identica
questions and response options in both surveys. There
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TABLE 2. Party Polarization among Preside
and 2000: Overall Change, Replacement Effe
Level of Party Polarizationa

Group and Type of Change Abortion Social Welfare Racial Issues (A/)
Overall Change

All activists in 1992 0.37 0.43 0.38 (2,791)
All activists in 2000 0.43 0.49 0.45 (2,993)

Change from Activist Replacement

Dropoutsin 1992 0.37 0.36 0.36 (150)
Newcomers in 2000 0.47 0.47 0.48 (140)

Change from Issue Conversion

Stayers in 1992 0.36 0.44 0.33 (722)
Stayers in 2000 0.41 0.48 0.39 (722)

Percentage of Overall Change Due to:b

Replacement 29.4% 31.5% 29.1%
Conversion 70.6% 68.5% 70.9%

Source: 1992 and 2000 Convention Delegate Studies.
Note: "Dropouts" are 1992 activists (in the panel stu
campaign. "Newcomers" are 2000 activists (in the 2
"Stayers" are individuals (in the panel study) who w
campaigns.
a Entries are coefficients on a party dummy (coded 0 for Democrats and 1 for Republicans) affecting the
confirmatory abortion, racial, and social welfare factors (all ranging from 0 for most liberal to 1 for most
conservative) in structural equation models. The effect of the party dummy on all three latent variables is
significant at p < 0.001 in each year.
b Replacement's contribution to the increase in party polarization is the proportion of 1992 activists dropping
out of party activity by 2000 (0.17) multiplied by the difference in the polarization level between newcomers in

2000 and dropouts in 1992. Conversion's contribution to the increase in party polarization is the proportion
of 1992 activists remaining active in 2000 (0.83) multiplied by the difference in the polarization level between

stayers in 2000 and stayers in 1992 (Rapoport and Stone 1994). These contributions were divided by the
overall change to compute the percentage contributions.

In the first set of rows in Table 2, we examine the
overall change in party polarization between 1992 and
(specifically, abortion).20
2000, showing the estimated differences between the
policy attitudes of all Republican and all Democratic
activists in the two years (computed with the same
20 The six social welfare questions are about the proper level of
method that was used for Figure 1). On all three digovernment services and spending, government providing health inmensions, polarization was already large by 1992, with
surance, and whether or not federal government spending on child
the gap between Democrats and Republicans ranging
care, welfare programs, programs that assist the unemployed, and aid
to public schools should be increased, decreased, or kept at the same
from 0.37 to 0.43 points on zero-to-one scales. Howlevel. The two racial issue questions ask about government responsiever, it still grew noticeably between 1992 and 2000 in
bility to help African-Americans and federal spending on programs
all three issue domains: by 0.06 on social welfare, 0.06
to assist blacks. The three indicators of abortion attitudes are the
on
respondents' views on the legality of abortion, feeling thermometer abortion, and 0.07 on racial issues.21
ratings of pro-life groups, and thermometer ratings of pro-choice To assess the contribution of activist replacement
groups. Attitudes on government services and spending, health in-to these increases in party polarization, we use the
surance, and help for blacks are measured on seven-point scales
1992-2000 panel and the 2000 cross-sectional survey to
with questions and response options identical to those used in the
compare
the attitudes of "dropouts" (1992 presidential
National Election Studies (NES). Abortion attitude is a four-point
scale (see Appendix B). The federal spending items are all three-campaign activists who were not active in 2000) with

were 11 such questions, including six on social welfare, two on racial issues, and three on cultural issues

category variables ranging from increase to decrease. We employ
those of the "newcomers" (2000 campaign activists who

feeling thermometer ratings (ranging from 0 to 100) as measures of
said that they first became active in party politics after
abortion attitudes for two reasons. First, the only question about cul-

1992) who replaced them between 1992 and 2000. We

tural policy with the same wording in the 1992 and 2000 surveys is the

one on abortion, and we need more than one observed indicator of estimate our party polarization model for both groups.

cultural attitudes to correct for measurement error when we examine

change in individual activists' issue attitudes between the two panel
waves. Second, unlike social groups that may be associated with a set21 Constraining the level of polarization on each issue dimension in
of political issues but exist apart from the issues (e.g., poor people2000 to equal the level in 1992 and computing the difference in x2
and social welfare issues), pro-life and pro-choice groups exist only for the constrained and unconstrained models in 2000 shows that the
in relation to the abortion issue. So feelings toward these groupsgrowth in polarization on all three issue variables was statistically
should be good indicators of actual attitudes toward abortion policy.significant (p < .001).
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set of rows in
Table 2
shows that aboutthe
70% of the
To gauge conversion effects,
we
employ
1992-20
in party
activist
polarization
on each
panel data and estimate overall
our increase
model
for
the
attitudes
issue
agenda stemmed
from
only
"stayers" (individuals who
were
active
inconversion,
both whereas
the 1992
about 30% 1992
was due to
replacement.25
Thus, conflict
and 2000 campaigns) in both
and
2000.22
The results are shown in the second and third sets of
extension might have occurred if replacement was the
rows in the table. Turning first to replacement effects, only process of activist change, but issue conversion
party differences on abortion, social welfare, and racial has made it more likely and larger in scope.
issues were all significantly larger for new activists in
2000 than they were for the 1992 activists whom they
REPLACEMENT, CONVERSION, AND THE
replaced. Moving to conversion effects, Democrats andGROWTH OF ATTITUDINAL CONSTRAINT
Republicans active in both 1992 and 2000 were moreAMONG PARTY ACTIVISTS
polarized in 2000 than they had been in 1992 on every
issue dimension. As we expected, both replacement Because conflict extension occurs when Republican
and conversion contributed to conflict extension.
activists adopt more consistently conservative posiThe fact that replacement effects are consistently
tions on a variety of issue agendas and Democratic
larger than conversion effects seems to suggest that
activists adopt more consistently liberal positions, the
factors outside of party politics contributed more thanemergence of partisan conflict extension should have
developments within the parties to conflict extension.
been accompanied by an increase in the degree to
However, there are two reasons to be skeptical of
which activists' preferences on social welfare, racial,

this conclusion. First, although the mobilization of newand cultural issues are related to each other. Like con-

activists may be influenced by factors external to the
flict extension generally, increases in aggregate attitude
parties, it also may be shaped by partisan factors. Parconstraint should result from both replacement and
conversion.
ties are involved in recruiting new activists and those
new activists already may have strong attachments toWe assess these predictions in Table 3. In the first
a party. In that case, the emergence of new activists
two columns, we examine overall changes in constraint
with extreme positions on multiple issue agendas may
by showing the correlations between latent abortion,
result in part from mass party identifiers taking cues
social welfare, and racial attitudes for all activists and
from party candidates and platforms and moving theirfor Democratic and Republican activists separately
in 1992 and 2000. The correlations between abortion
own views in the direction of those cues (Layman and
Carsey 2002a).23
and social welfare attitudes and between abortion and
Second, the contributions of replacement and conracial attitudes grew between 1992 and 2000 among

version depend on the proportion of activists who
all activists and within each party's activist group. The
correlation between social welfare and racial attitudes
stay involved in and drop out of party politics, and
a large majority (83%) of 1992 presidential campaign
did not grow for all activists, but it already was quite

activists remained active in 2000. Based on formulas

large in 1992. The results also provide further evidence

developed by Rapoport and Stone (1994),24 the last
of an asymmetrical increase in issue polarization and
constraint across the two parties. The correlation be-

tween social welfare and racial attitudes increased in
22 Because delegates to a particular year's national convention
are
the
GOP, but not among Democrats. Also, the growth
very likely to be active in subsequent campaigns even if they are
in the relationship of abortion attitudes to views on the
not delegates in those years (Miller and Jennings 1986), the large
other
majority (83%) of individuals who responded to both the 1992
and two agendas was clearly larger for Republicans
than Democrats.
2000 CDS were active in the presidential campaigns in both years.
Thus, our sample of stayers (N = 722: 459 Democrats and 263 Republicans) is a good bit larger than our samples of dropouts (N =
150: 108 Democrats and 42 Republicans) and newcomers (N = 140:

96 Democrats and 44 Republicans).
at time 2, N2 is the mean opinion of Newcomers at time 2, and Di is
23 In fact, evidence from the 2000-2004 American National Election
the mean opinion of Dropouts at time 1. Using these formulas and
Studies (NES) panel survey suggests that newcomers to party
acreplacing
mean opinion with the difference in party means at time 1
tivism already are more strongly tied to a political party before
they
and
time 2, the contribution of replacement to the increase in party

become active than are people who never become active in party
polarization is 0.02 ((1 - 0.83) x (0.47 - 0.37)) on abortion (29.4% of
politics. We defined party activists as respondents who performed
the overall increase in party polarization on abortion), 0.02 (31.5%)
two or more of the five partisan campaign activities (trying to
oninsocial welfare, and 0.02 (29.1%) on racial issues. The contribution
fluence someone else's vote; displaying a button, sign, or sticker;
of conversion to increased polarization is 0.04 (0.83 x (0.41 - 0.36))
attending a party or candidate meeting or rally; doing some on
other
abortion (70.6% of the overall increase), 0.03 (68.5%) on social
sort of work for a party or candidate; and giving money to a party
or
welfare,
and 0.05 (70.9%) on race.
candidate) asked about by NES. Among individuals who were25not
Although the consistency of activism in our CDS panel is greater
party activists in either 2000 or 2004, 30% identified themselves
as it is at more grassroots levels of party politics, it is not much
than
strong Democrats or strong Republicans in 2000. Among 2000
non- In a panel survey of caucus attendees in Iowa, Michigan, and
greater.
activists who became activists in 2004, 44% were strong partisans
in
Virginia
from 1984 to 1992 (Abramowitz et al. 1996), 75% of 1984
2000.
caucus attendees were active in the 1988 presidential campaign and
24 According to Rapoport and Stone (1994), the contribution of67%
conremained active in the 1992 presidential campaign. In the 2000version to overall issue change is a(S2 - S'), where a is the proportion
2004 NES panel study, nearly 63% of individuals who were party
of time 1 activists who remain active through time 2 (.83 here),activists
S2 is in 2000 also were activists in 2004. Even if we substitute the
the mean opinion of stayers at time 2, and Si is the mean opinion
of
NES consistency
rate for that in our CDS panel, conversion accounts
stayers at time 1. The contribution of replacement is (1 - a)(N2
for a -majority of the increase in polarization on abortion and racial
issues
and over 40% of the increase on social welfare issues.
D'), where 1 - a is the proportion of time 1 activists dropping
out
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TABLE 3. Attitude Constraint among Presiden
Overall Change, Replacement Effects, and Con

Issue Attitudes

Overall Change Replacement Effects Conversion Effects
All Activists All Activists Dropouts in Newcomers Stayers in Stayers in
Group and Pair of Issues in 1 992 in 2000 1 992 in 2000 1 992 2000
Both Parties' Activists
Abortion-social welfare 0.67 0.76 0.56 0.79 0.69 0.75
Abortion-racial 0.54 0.61 0.43 0.59 0.55 0.60
Social welfare-racial 0.86 0.87 0.85 0.86 0.86 0.87

(A/) (2,791) (2,993) (150) (140) (722) (722)
Democratic activists
Abortion-social welfare 0.32 0.36 0.14* 0.28 0.38 0.40
Abortion-racial 0.24 0.29 0.07* 0.15* 0.31 0.36
Social welfare-racial 0.75 0.74 0.69 0.63 0.76 0.76

(A/) (1,829) (1,963) (108) (96) (459) (459)
Republican activists

Abortion-social welfare 0.35 0.54 0.27* 0.71 0.29 0.47
Abortion-racial 0.18 0.32 - - 0.13* 0.29
Social welfare-racial 0.74 0.83 - - 0.83 0.81

(A/)

(962)

(1,030)

(42)

(44)

(263)

(263)

Source: 1992 and 2000 Convention Delegate Studies.
Note: Entries are correlations between latent abortion
See Table 2 for explanation of dropouts, newcomers, an
*p > .05. All other correlations are significant at p < .05

The last four columns of Table 3 show that both
PARTISAN OR IDEOLOGICAL
ISSUE CONVERSION?
activist replacement and activists converting toward

more consistent policy attitudes contributed to the in-

Our analysis thus far suggests that issue conversion
crease in ideological constraint. Among all activists,
among
continuing activists has been more important
the correlations between abortion attitudes and both
than activist replacement for conflict extension and the
social welfare attitudes and racial attitudes were clearly

growth of attitude constraint among activists. It also
stronger for new activists in 2000 (.79 and .59) than
leaves open the possibility that extra-party factors, such
they were for the dropouts in 1992 (.56 and .43). The
as the influence of ideology, may have shaped the views
relationship between social welfare and racial attitudes
of both new and continuing activists and contributed
was no different for the two groups, but was large for
to conflict extension. In this section and the next, we
both. Moving to conversion effects, individuals active
assess the importance of inherently intra-party factors
in presidential campaign politics in both 1992 and 2000
for conflict extension.
displayed more ideologically consistent policy attitudes
We first consider the possibility that the conversion

in 2000 than in 1992. Among all continuing activists,
effects shown in Tables 2 and 3 may not reflect the
abortion attitudes became more strongly correlated

with social welfare and racial attitudes. The relation-

influence of party- or the positions of party candidates,

ship between social welfare and racial attitudes did platforms, and fellow activists- on activists' attitudes.
Instead, in keeping with Converse's (1964) evidence
not grow, but, again, was already extremely strong in
that
people active in politics tend to have ideologically
1992.26 We again see some asymmetry across the two

constrained policy preferences, they may be due to acparties, as both the replacement and conversion effects
tivists bringing their views on particular issue dimenare stronger for Republicans than for Democrats.27

sions into line with their ideologies or their attitudes

on other issues.

To assess the effects of partisan and ideological influences
on changes in activists' social welfare, racial,
in attitude constraint shows that conversion contributed more than
and
cultural
attitudes, we use the 1992-2000 panel data
replacement across the three issue dimensions. For the correlation
26 Applying the Rapoport and Stone (1994) formulas to changes

between abortion and social welfare preferences among all activists,

replacement's contribution was .04 and conversion's was .05. For

the abortion and racial attitude correlation, the contributions were
.03 for replacement and .04 for conversion. For the social welfare model for these groups. So, for both dropouts and newcomers in the
GOP, we estimated a two-factor model that combined social welfare
and racial correlation, they were .002 for replacement and .008 for
conversion.
and racial attitudes into a single factor. Thus, the only correlation
shown for these groups is the one between the social welfare-racial
27 The very small samples of Republican dropouts and newcomers
factor and the abortion factor.
in our panel created difficulties for the estimation of our three-factor
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and estimate the structuralThe
equation
model
illustrated
estimates of this
model are
presented in
in the following equations:Table 4.29 Not surprisingly, there is considerable stability in attitudes toward all three types of issues over
our eight-year period. The unstandardized stability coAbortion/,
efficients (the regression coefficients found on the diagonal of the first four rows of the table) are all .38
= o?i + A.iAbortion/,-1 + y'' Social Welf|,f_i
or greater and are all highly statistically significant
+ y12Racial/,f_i + yi3ldeologyí í_1
(p < .0001). We also see evidence of activists bringing
+ ftParty/r_1 + eUt

their attitudes into line with their views on other issue

agendas or with their ideological identifications. Ac-

tivists who were more conservative on social welfare

Social Welf *

= 0L2 + A^Social Welf/tí_i + y2iAbortionif_i
+ X22Racial/,r_i + /23 Ideology it_x
+ j82PartyI.ff_1+e2,i7

Racial//

= «3 + À3Racial/5Í_i + 73! Abortion/,r_i

+ y32SocialWelf/,r_i + ^Ideology, t_x
+ APartyI.if_1+e3,if

Ideology,,

in 1992 were more likely than social welfare liberals

to convert in a conservative direction on racial issues

and in ideology between 1992 and 2000. The gaps in
racial attitudes and ideological identification between

activists with the most conservative social welfare attitudes and those with the most liberal social welfare

attitudes both increased by .16. Racial conservatism
in 1992 is associated with conservative change in individuals' ideologies and social welfare and abortion
attitudes, whereas activists who were more pro-life on
abortion in 1992 moved their ideological, social welfare, and racial orientations to the right. Conservative
ideological identification is related to increases in con-

servatism on both social welfare and abortion.

= «4 + A.4Ideologyf f-1 + 3/41 Abortion^-i

+ y42SocialWelf/>i_i + ^Racial^-i
+ ^4Partyf- í_1 + ¿?4,ir.

However, issue conversion over this period was not
based only on ideology. Part of it clearly was partisan. Even controlling for the influence of ideology and

other issue attitudes on attitude change and stability,
Republicans were still significantly more likely than

Democrats to become more conservative in their so-

The À parameters connecting ideology and each issue
attitude at time t (2000) to their own previous values
at time t-' (1992) capture individual-level stability in
ideology and abortion, social welfare, and racial attitudes (all ranging from 0 for most liberal to 1 for most
conservative) over time.28

The ß parameters linking party (a dummy variable
for Republicans) at t-' to issue attitudes at t capture
the potential influence of party affiliation in 1992 on
current ideology and current attitudes on abortion, so-

cial welfare, racial, and abortion attitudes- and in their

ideological identifications- between 1992 and 2000.
Specifically, the gap between continuing Republican
and Democratic activists increased by 0.03 on racial
issues, 0.05 on abortion, 0.11 in ideological identification, and a sizeable 0.17 on social welfare issues. Partybased conversion by individual continuing activists
clearly did lead to greater polarization between Democratic and Republican activists on each of these issue

dimensions.

cial welfare, and racial issues. Because the model con-

trols for past values of each endogenous variable, these

parameters can be viewed as measuring the impact of
party on change in ideology or policy attitudes from
1992 to 2000- in other words, party-based conversion.
The y parameters connecting ideology and each issue

PARTY COMMITMENT AND
PARTY-BASED ISSUE CONVERSION

Because party-based conversion occurs among

tivists, we next assess whether it is most prevale

among the most party-committed activists by estima
ing
this model separately for each party:
or ideology at t-' capture the impact of ideology or

attitude at t to attitudes on the other issue dimensions

attitudes on one issue dimension in 1992 on change
in attitudes on another issue dimension or in ideology Abortion;,
between 1992 and 2000- in other words, ideological
= ot' + AiAbortion¿í_i + ynSoc Welf/,f_i
conversion.
+ ]/i2Racial;,,_i + ]/i3Ideolítí_i
28 Social welfare, racial, and cultural attitudes are latent variables
with corrections for measurement error in the observed indicators.
We allow the measurement errors for each observed indicator to be

+ yi4Party Commit/if_i + e'jt

29 Tables 4 and 5 show the estimates of the structural portions of our

correlated across the two panel waves. Because we only have one
various models: the causal relationships across time between party

indicator of ideology (self-placement on a seven-point scale ranging
or party commitment, issue attitudes, and ideology. The estimates of
from very liberal to very conservative), it is simply an observed
the measurement portions of the models and any structural estimates
variable with no measurement error correction.
not in the tables are displayed in on-line Appendix 2.
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TABLE 4. Partisan Conversion? The Effects
Other Issues on Issue Attitude Change amon
Endogenous Variables

2000 Social 2000 Ideological
Exogenous Variables Welfare 2000 Racial 2000 Abortion Identification
1992 Social Welfare 0.39*** 0.16*** -0.05 0.16***
1992

1992

Racial

(0.02). (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)

0.29***

Abortion

0.71***

0.10***

0.14***

(0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03)

0.10***

0.04*

0.89***

0.18***

(0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02)
1992 Ideological Identification 0.06*** -0.01 0.10*** 0.38***
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Party affiliation (1 = Republican) 0.17*** 0.03* 0.05*** 0.11***
(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
(A/)
(722)

X2(df) 3497.19(258)
A1/A2a

0.89/0.89

p1/p2b 0.86/0.87

Source: 1992-2000 Convention Delegate Study Panel.

Note: Entries are unstandardized full information maximu
attitudes and ideological identification range from most libe
a Bentler and Bonett's (1980) normed fit index/Bollen's (1989
b Bollen's (1986) relative fit index/Bentler and Bonett's (1980
***p < .001 . **p < .01 . *p < .05 (one-tailed tests).

SocWelf,-,

more committed to their parties should be more likely

= a2 + A.2S0C Welf^-i + K2iAbortion;,,_i
+ ^Racial/,,-! + K23ldeol,-ti_i
+ /24Party Commit/^ + S2m

to move their issue attitudes and ideologies toward

positions growing more popular in their party between

1992 and 2000. We do not have clear expectations for

change in party commitment, but it is possible that activists who share the ascendant issue positions in their

parties will grow more committed to the parties over

Racial,,

time.

= a3 + ^Racial/,,-! + fti Abortion¿,r_i
+ K32S0C Welf,-tf_i + y&Ideol/,,-!
+ y&Party Commit/,,_i + ¿3,/r

Ideol,7
= «4 4- A.4ldeol/r_i + ya' Abortion/, t-i
+ 3/42S0C Welf,-if-i + y43Racial/,i_i
H- /44Party Commit/,,_i 4- Sam

The observed indicators of latent party commitment

in our model are similar to those used to measure ac-

tivists' party loyalties and commitments in previous re-

search (e.g., Abramo witz, McGlennon, and Rapoport
1983; Conway and Feigert 1968; Miller and Jennings
1986). They include self-identified strength of party
support, the degree to which presidential campaign
activity was motivated by commitment to party, the

difference in the respondent's feeling thermometer rating of his or her party and the other party (with higher

scores representing more positive ratings of the GOP
and more negative ratings of the Democratic party for

Party Commit/,

= «5 + À5Party Commit/í-i + y5iAbortion/,_i
+ y52SocWelf/,,_i + y&Racial/,,-!
+ K54Ïdeol/,,_i + £5,/,.

The model is the same as that used for Table 4 except
that party affiliation has been replaced by party com-

mitment and, unlike party affiliation, we allow party
commitment in 2000 to be endogenous to policy preferences and ideology in 1992. Our expectations for the
effects of party commitment are plain: activists who are

Republican activists and just the opposite for Democratic activists), the extent to which the activist saw
himself or herself as representing the party organiza-

tion at the national convention, and whether or not the
activist held party office at the time of the survey.30

This set of items seems to capture the psychological, social, and instrumental components of party com-

mitment among activists. Self-identified strength of
party support comes closest- both conceptually and
in measurement- to the psychological attachment to
30 Appendix C provides more details about the measurement of
these indicators and their distributions in our panel.
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than the
least committed
GOPpossess.
activists did between
a party that activists are
likely
to
Activis

1992stimulated
and 2000. The effect by
of party
commitment was
whose campaign activity is
commitment
slightly largerby
for racial
and abortion attitudes, factor
and was
to the party may be motivated
instrumental
particularly large for
ideology.33
viewing campaign involvement
as
a way to enhanc

As we
expected,
the influencein
of party
committheir own political career
or
standing
the
party
ment is noticeably
smalleralso
and lessbe
consistent
among
Party-based campaign activity
may
driven
b
Democrats.
effects areor
largely
in the expected
di- t
psychological loyalties to
the The
party
close
social
rection,difference
with Democrats within
higher
levels of party
to other party activists. The
respondents
commitment
being
more likely than
their less partyratings of the two parties
may
reflect
a psychologi
counterparts
to convert towardaffect
the party's f
attachment to one's owncommitted
party
and negative
positions on social
welfare
issues,
the other party, as welldominant
as anliberal
activist's
social
identit
racial issues, and
ideology. The effect
is strong
and staas being part of one partisan
"team"
and
in opposi

tion to the other team. Activists who view themselves

tistically significant on racial issues, but is much weaker

as representing the party organization at the national and barely approaches significance on social welfare
convention may do so for instrumental reasons or be- issues and is nowhere close to significant for ideology.
cause of strong loyalty to the party or social ties to On abortion, party commitment's effect is in a proother activists. Finally, party office-holding may reflect life direction, although it does not approach statistical
the instrumental ingredient of party commitment most significance. Thus, party commitment does play some
closely and should also increase activists' social and role in pushing Democratic activists toward greater
liberalism. However, in keeping with the less partypsychological ties to the party and fellow partisans.
centered culture of the Democratic party and the fact
Table 5 presents the estimates of the model for each
party, and clearly supports our argument about the role that its movement toward consistent liberalism began
of party commitment.31 Even controlling for the effects well before the GOP's lurch toward consistent conserof ideology and other issue attitudes on issue and ideo- vatism, the impact of party commitment on change in

logical change, party commitment had positive effects activists' policy preferences is clearly less impressive
on change between 1992 and 2000 in social welfare, among Democrats than among Republicans.
racial, cultural, and ideological orientations among To get a better sense of the importance of party
continuing Republican activists. These effects indicate commitment to conflict extension, we estimated the
that Republican activists who are more committed to level of party polarization on latent abortion, social
the party are more likely than other continuing activists welfare, and racial attitudes for all activists in 1992 and
to convert toward the GOP's conservative positions on 2000 with low and high levels of party commitment.34
social welfare, racial issues, abortion, and ideology.32 Table 6 presents the results. Levels of polarization on
The effects of party commitment for social welfare, all three issue dimensions already were higher among
racial, and ideological orientations are all statistically party-committed activists than their less committed
significant, and the effect for abortion attitudes ap- counterparts in 1992, but the differences between the
proaches statistical significance. The effects also are two groups had grown even greater by 2000. Party
substantively meaningful. The most party-committed differences increased slightly for the low-commitment
Republicans moved 0.10 units- one-tenth of the full group, but the increases for more committed activists
range of the variable- farther right on social welfare were over three times as large on every dimension.35
For example, on social welfare, the party difference in
1992 was 0.48 in the high-commitment group and 0.40
31 Both party affiliation and party commitment may be associated
for
the low-commitment group. Over the next eight
with a number of other factors that may influence attitude change
on various issue dimensions. These factors include demographic years, that partisan gap grew to 0.57 among partycharacteristics, religious affiliation and commitment, membership in committed activists, but only to 0.42 among the less

various types of political and social groups, and support for particular
presidential candidates. To assess whether these factors account for 33 The size of the discrepancy between party commitment's effect

the influence of party or party commitment on issue conversion, on change in ideology and change in policy attitudes is likely due

we estimated several different specifications of the models shown in
to our inability to correct for measurement error in ideological
Tables 4 and 5 with a variety of different control variables. In none of identification.
these specifications did the basic effect of party or party commitment
34 In other words, we reestimated the basic party polarization model
on attitudinal conversion change.

32 As we suggested above, party-committed activists may be more
likely to convert on issue dimensions that are less salient to them.
Unfortunately, we are unable to provide a satisfactory test of that
possibility. Such a test would need measures of the salience of various
issue agendas in the first wave of our panel (to ensure that issue
salience was not endogenous to issue conversion), and there were
no measures of issue salience in the 1992 CDS. However, the 2000
CDS did ask respondents to rank the importance of various issues.
We estimated our model of the impact of party commitment on
attitude change separately for activists attaching low and high levels
of salience to each of the three policy domains. Among GOP activists,
the positive (conservative) effect of party commitment on change on
each issue dimension was significantly larger for activists attaching
less importance to the issue agenda than for activists attaching more
importance to it.

used to determine the levels of polarization for all 1992 and 2000

activists in Table 2 for low- and high-party commitment activists. To

define the low- and high-party commitment groups, we created a
factor score from a principal components factor analysis of the five
indicators of party commitment. We classified those respondents in
the bottom 50% of the factor score values as having low party commitment and those in the top 50% as having high party commitment.
35 For both the low- and high-party commitment groups, we con-

strained the level of polarization on each issue dimension in 2000
to equal the level in 1992 and computed the difference in x2 for the
constrained and unconstrained models. The difference in x2 statistics
indicates that the increase in party polarization for low-commitment
activists was statistically significant (Difference in /2 = 10.57, df =
3, p < .02), but the increase for high-commitment activists was much

more significant (Difference in x2 = 47.64, df= 3,p < .00001).
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TABLE 5. The Impact of Party Commitment

from 1992 to 2000

Endogenous Variable

2000 Social 2000 2000 2000 2000 Party
Exogenous Variables Welfare Racial Abortion Ideology Commitment
Republicans

Stability Coefficient 0.82*** 0.83*** 0.98*** 0.50*** 0.52***
(Effect of variable's 1 992 value on its 2000 value) (0. 1 3) (0. 1 3) (0.06) (0.05) (0.09)
Effects of 1992 Issue Attitudes and Ideology
1992 Social Welfare - 0.55*** 0.06 0.45*** 0.06
1992

1992

Racial

0.27***

Abortion

-

(0.15) (0.14) (0.11) (0.06)

0.10

0.001

-0.05

(0.05) (0.08) (0.06) (0.04)

0.11***

0.07*

-

0.22***

0.03*

(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
1992 Ideology 0.02 -0.07 0.12* - 0.01
(0.03) (0.05) (0.06) (0.03)
Effect of 1992 Party Commitment 0.10** 0.14** 0.13* 0.30*** (0.05) (0.08) (0.10) (0.09)
(A/)
(263)

X2(df)

A^A2a

1063.08(488)

Pi/P2*

0.95/0.97

0.94/0.96

Democrats

Stability Coefficient 0.28*** 0.95*** 0.80*** 0.34*** 0.47***
(Effect of variable's 1 992 value on its 2000 value) (0.05) (0.09) (0.05) (0.04) (0.07)
Effects of 1992 Issue Attitudes and Ideology
1992

Social

1992
1992

Welfare

Racial

0.44***

Abortion

-

0.08

-

-0.08**

0.13**

0.03

(0.06) (0.05) (0.06) (0.03)

0.20***

0.33***

-0.07**

(0.06) (0.04) (0.06) (0.03)

-0.02

-0.02

-

0.11**

-0.03

(0.04) (0.05) (0.05) (0.03)
1992 Ideology 0.06** 0.002 0.08** - 0.004
(0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.02)
Effect of 1992 Party Commitment -0.07* -0.19** 0.05 -0.03 (0.05) (0.10) (0.07) (0.10)
(A/)
(459)

X2(df)

1390.04(488)

A1/A2a

Pi/P2ò

Source:

0.94/0.96

0.96/0.96

1992-2000

Convention

Delegate

Stu

Note: Entries are unstandardized full inform
errors are in parentheses. Issue attitudes and
range

from

0

to

1

.

a Bentler and Bonett's (1980) normed fit index
b Bollen's (1986) relative fit index/Bentler and

***p

<

.001.

**p

<

.05.

*p

<

.10

(one-tailed

t

committed. Thus,
of activistsby 2000,
advocating issues
party-com
from civil rights to th
were markedly more
rights of the polarized
unborn to universal health
than
insurance
taken advantage
of this openness to support can
activists on each have
policy
dimension.
didates committed to their preferred policies. Our pri-

mary empirical contribution in this article has bee
to show how continuing activists have responded to
We have argued that the interplay between party
ac-activists and to candidates who support thei
the new
tivists and party office seekers within a participatory
new issues. Due to their commitment to their partie

CONCLUSION

nominating system has opened the way for conflict
manyexcontinuing activists have brought their attitudes

tension in contemporary American politics. Aon
variety
at least some policy dimensions into line with th
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TABLE 6. Party Polarization among Presid

in 1992 and 2000 by Level of Party Commitm
Level of Party Polarization3

Abortion Social Welfare Racial Issues (A/)
Low Party Commitment

1992
2000

High

0.35
0.39

Party

1992
2000

0.37
0.50

Source:

0.40
0.42

0.36
0.40

(1,069)
(1,081)

Commitment

0.48
0.57

1992

and

0.41
0.54

(1,046)
(1,097)

2000

Convention

Deleg

a Entries are coefficients on a party dumm
confirmatory abortion, racial, and social we
conservative) in structural equation models.
significant at p < .001 for both groups in ea

positions

emerging
party
cand
We haveamong
provided extensive evidence
on issue change
among activists and some limited evidence suggesting
sion in the parties' activist bases. Because of activists'
a leading role for activists in partisan issue change and
importance in today's nomination and election politics,
polarization.
the multidimensional growth of party activist polariza- Second, the fact that conflict extension among action has helped to extend partisan conflict between thetivists rests heavily on attitudinal conversion among
parties in government and in the mass electorate.
continuing activists should make it a more stable and
We presented an array of empirical evidence suppermanent feature of the political landscape. Converporting both the macro-level and micro-level claims
sion increases the proportion of activists with ideologiin our argument. First, conflict extension clearly has
cally extreme policy positions on multiple issue dimencharacterized recent change among party activists. Likesions, and individuals who have been active in the past
Mayhew's (2002) and Gerring's (1998) evidence on
are more likely than political newcomers to remain
active in the future.
historical party change, this casts doubt on the classic
view of Sundquist and others that new party conflictsThird, our evidence speaks to at least two of the core
displace old ones during periods of partisan change.
controversies in the literature on general party polarSecond, the extension of partisan conflict among acization. One of those concerns the degree to which the
tivists has been either at or very near the front lines of
recent increases in polarization have been driven by
conflict extension in the party system more generally.changes in the mass electorate and in the parties' mass
Our paucity of over-time data prevented rigorous testscoalitions (e.g., Polsby 2005) or by elite-level political
of causal ordering. However, increases in activist podevelopments (e.g., Cox and McCubbins 2005). Our aclarization on social welfare, cultural, and racial issues
count clearly is in the latter camp, with the interplay beclearly coincided with the growth of party issue diftween strategic office seekers and party activists pushferences in Congress and the electorate, and, at least
ing the parties toward noncentrist views on multiple
on the abortion issue, may have been the leading force
policy issues, and our limited time-series evidence sugbehind that growth. Finally, we demonstrated that issue
gests that mass polarization has followed from, rather
conversion among party activists contributed substanthan caused, increases in polarization among party
tially to conflict extension and that such issue converelites and activists. Another dispute is about whether
sion was motivated significantly by party commitment.
polarization has resulted from the parties and their
To be sure, activist replacement and ideological faccoalitions moving toward more ideologically extreme
tors have also played a role. However, conflict extenpositions (Abramowitz and Saunders 2008) or simply
sion would have been less likely and less substantial
from liberals and conservatives "sorting" themselves
and other activists. The result has been conflict exten-

without attitudinal conversion among party-committedinto the correct parties (Fiorina with Abrams, and Pope
2005). Although that debate is largely about the parties

activists.

These findings have important implications for unin the electorate, our account suggests that polarizaderstanding the dynamics of American party politics.
tion among activists has resulted in part from greater
First, they provide important evidence on party acextremism, with many activists moving their own issue
tivists, a component of the party system to which politpositions in more extreme directions.
ical scientists have assigned considerable importance inFinally, despite important differences between partheir theoretical accounts of partisan change and partytisan change at the activist and mass levels, conflict
polarization, but have devoted little attention in empir-extension at both levels is facilitated by individuals
ical work (see Carmines and Stimson 1989 and Saunwith strong party commitments bringing their policy
ders and Abramo witz 2004 for notable exceptions).
attitudes into line with the ascendant positions in their
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parties (see Carsey and Layman 2006, Layman

Carsey 2002a, 2002b for the mass-level evidence)
reinforces the view that partisanship is a movin

in politics. Parties are not simply vehicles thr

which political
* pursue
v goals. For 6
that
^^ federalfunding
blacks Cultural:
Abortion
cell research, legality of gay
/,..,, actors
pursue
* , . their
v i •policy
•. marriage,
federal
6 of ofstem
cellstem
research,

many individuals, party support , is . a goal i m • its •. own marriage, 6 6

right, motivating political involvement, shaping policy

preferences, and serving as a potent force in structuring APPENDIX B" RESPONSE OPTIONS ON

political change. ABORTION IN THE NES AND CDS SURVEYS

APPENDIX A: ISSUES INCLUDED IN THE American National Election Studie

ANALYSIS OF PARTY POLARIZATION OVER 1972 and 1976

TIME (FIGURE 1)

1972: Social Welfare: Work requirements for welfare recipi- (1) Abortion should never be permitted
ents, government action against inflation. Racial: Bus- (2) Abortion should be permitted only if the life and hea

ing to achieve school integration, stopping crime vs. of the woman is in danger

protecting rights of the accused. Cultural: Abortion, (3) Abortion should be permitted if, due to personal r

support for women's liberation movement. sons, the woman would have difficulty in caring for t
1980: Social Welfare: Government efforts to reduce infla- child
tion vs. unemployment. Racial: Busing to achieve (4) Abortion should never be forbidden, since one sh
school integration. Cultural: Abortion, equal rights not require a woman to have a child she doesn't wa
amendment (ERA).

1984: Social Welfare: Federal spending on public schools,

federal spending on social security, federal spending 1980-2004

on medicare. Racial: Busing to achieve school inte-

gration, federal spending on assistance to minorities. . .

Cultural: Abortion, ERA, prayer in public schools. £) By law, law abortion sh°uld . should never be permitted .
1988: Social Welfare: Federal spending on aid to education, (2) ™e law sh°uld ™h™ the Permlt ab?«}?n hfe ^ ln case of raPe'
federal spending on social security, federal spending ^ J™«* or ™h™ the woman s hfe f in danêer other . .
on care for elderly, federal spending on the home- (3) ^ ™e law should permit abortion for reasons other . than .

less, federal spending on child care. Racial: Busing raPe' need in«f> for or the danger abortion to the has woman been s life, but established only after
for school integration, government help for blacks, ^ *e need for the abortion should has alwavs been clearly able to established obtain

federal spending integration, on assistance government to minorities. help Cultural: ^ W BV law' a woman should of alwavs cholce ^. able to obtain an

Abortion, prayer in public schools, ERA, role of abortlon as a matter of Personal cholce
women.

1992: Social Welfare: Government services and spend-

ing, government providing health insurance, federal Convention Del

spending on aid to public schools, federal spending on social security, federal spending on assisting 1972
the homeless, federal spending on child care, federal

*s^^t£ss££gsi£ g> (2) ír;ionr¡ddbneverbetrrrfth should be permitted only if the rf life and „h^ health

the unemployed Racial: Government help for blacks, (2) Afb«rtlon « me woman should is in be permitted only if the life rf and „h^ health
federal spending on programs that assist blacks, deal- ... « " me woman and is her in aanger doctor

ing with problems of programs urban unrest. Cultural: Abor- <3) ... " a woman and her doctor agree, she should be able to

tion, thermometer
role, prayer
of in public
thermometer
rating ofwomen's
pro-life groups,
thermometer
v > / schools, thermometer feeling v > /ny womanwho wants to have an abortion should be

rating of pro-choice groups. able to have one

2000: Social Welfare: Government services and spending, government providing health insurance, federal 1980-1988
spending on aid to public schools, federal spending

on child care, federal spending on welfare programs,

federal spending on programs that assist the unem- (i) Abortion should never be permitted
ployed, social security privatization, using budget sur- (2) Abortion should be permitted only if the life and health
plus for tax cuts. Racial: Government help for blacks, of the woman is in danger
federal spending on programs that assist blacks, racial (3) Abortion should be permitted if, due to personal reaminorities given preference in hiring and promo- sons, the woman would have difficulty in caring for the

tion. Cultural: Abortion, prayer in public schools, child

feeling thermometer rating of pro-life groups, ther- (4) Abortion should never be forbidden ("prohibited" in

mometer rating of pro-choice groups, government ef- 1988)

forts to protect homosexuals from job discrimination,
parental consent for teenager to have an abortion.

2004: Social Welfare: Government services and spend- 1992 to 2004
ing, government providing health insurance, federal CDS response options were identical to the 1980-2004
spending on aid to public schools, federal spending NES response options
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APPENDIX C: DESCRIPTION OF THE
INDICATORS OF PARTY COMMITMENT

Aldrich, John H. 1995. Why Parties? The Origin and Transformation

of Political Parties in America. Chicago: University of Chicago

Press.

Aldrich, John H., and David W Rohde. 2001. "The Logic of ConStrength of party support. Respondents were asked to "Please
choose the number that best describes how strongly you ditional
sup- Party Government: Revisiting the Electoral Connection.
In Congress Reconsidered. 7th ed., eds. Lawrence C. Dodd and

port your political party" and were provided with a seven-

Bruce I. Oppenheimer. Washington, DC: CQ Press, 269-92.

point scale ranging from "not very strong" to "very strong."
Andersen, T. W. 1957. "Maximum Likelihood Estimates for a MultiOver 82% of panel respondents rated themselves at 6 or 7variate
on Normal Distribution When Some Observations Are Miss-

the scale, with nearly 54% (57% of Republicans and 52%
of Journal of the American Statistical Association 52 (278): 200ing."
203.
Democrats) choosing the highest value.
Bentler, Peter M., and Douglas G Bonett. 1980. "Significance Tests
Importance of party commitment for presidential campaign

and Goodness of Fit in the Analysis of Covariance Structures."
activity. Whether "none," "some," or "a lot" of 1992/2000
Psychological Bulletin 88: 588-606.
presidential campaign was motivated by being "committed
Black,
to party work." Over 70% (75% of Republicans and 68%
of Earl, and Merle Black. 1987. Politics and Society in the South.
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Democrats) chose "a lot."
Black, Earl, and Merle Black. 2007. Divided America. New York:
Difference in Thermometer Ratings of Parties. The differSimon and Schuster.
ence between respondents' ratings of their own party
on a Kenneth A. 1986. "Sample Size and Bentler and Bonett's
Bollen,
feeling thermometer (ranging from 0 to 100) and their Nonnormed
ratFit Index." Psychometrika 51: 375-77.
ings of the other party. Higher scores indicate more positive
Bollen, Kenneth A. 1989. "A New Incremental Fit Index for General
feelings toward the GOP and more negative feelings toward
Structural Equation Models." Sociological Methods and Research
17: 303-16.
the Democratic party for Republican respondents and just
Brewer,
the opposite for Democratic respondents. The mean rating
of Mark D. 2005. "The Rise of Partisanship and the Expansion
of Partisan Conflict within the American Electorate." Political
the Republican party in 1992 was 26.7 for Democratic panel
Research Quarterly 58: 219-30.
respondents and 86.8 for Republican respondents. The mean
Mark D., and Jeffrey M. Stonecash. 2006. Split: Class and
rating of the Democratic party was 27.9 for RepublicansBrewer,
and
Cultural Divides in American Politics. Washington, DC: CQ Press.
Brownstein, Ronald. 2007. The Second Civil War. New York: Penguin

86.3 for Democrats.

Representation of the party organization at the national conPress.

vention. Respondents were asked "Which of the groups listed
Campbell, Angus, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. Miller, and
below comes closest to describing the ones you represented
Donald E. Stokes. 1960. The American Voter. Chicago: University
at the 1992 (2000) convention?" In 2000, they were provided
of Chicago Press.
with six groups- party organization, candidate support group,
Carmines, Edward G 1991. "The Logic of Party Alignments. "Journal
geographic place, demographic group, organized group, and
of Theoretical Politics 3: 65-85.
"other"- and asked to rank them from one to six. In 1992,
Carmines, Edward G, and James A. Stimson. 1989. Issue Evolution:
Race and the Transformation of American Politics. Princeton, NJ:
they were provided with four groups- party organization,
Princeton University Press.
candidate support group, partisan voters, and "other,"- and

Carsey, Thomas M., and Geoffrey C. Layman. 2006. "Changing Sides
asked to rank the top three. Our indicator is a dummy variable
or Changing Minds? Party Identification and Policy Preferences in
for respondents who ranked the party organization first. In
the American Electorate." American Journal of Political Science
1992, 54% of Republicans and 32% of Democrats ranked the
50: 464-77.
party organization first. In 2000 (with more choices to rank),
Carson, Jamie L., Michael H. Crespin, Charles J. Finocchiaro, and
27% of Republicans and 18% of Democrats ranked the party
David W. Rohde. 2007. "Redistricting and Party Polarization in
organization first.
the U.S. House of Representatives." American Politics Research
35 (6): 878-904.
Holding party office. A dummy variable for respondents
Cohen, Marty, David Karol, Hans Noel, and John Zaller. 2008. The
who held local, state, or national party office in 1992/2000.

In 1992, 66% of Republicans and 58% of Democrats heldParty Decides: Presidential Nominations before and after Reform.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
party office. In 2000, that was true of 49% of Republican
Converse, Philip E. 1964. "The Nature of Belief Systems in Mass
respondents and 42% of Democratic respondents.
Publics." In Ideology and Discontent, ed. David E. Apter. New

York: Free Press, 206-61.
Con way, M. Margaret, and Frank B. Feigert.1968. "Motivations, Incentive Systems, and the Political Party Organization." American
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