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Though there is widespread scholarly consensus that American political elites have become increasingly
ideologically polarized, there remains debate about how the mass electorate has responded to the increase
in polarization at the elite level. This article shows that as party elites have become more polarized,
individuals have become better able to identify the party that best matches their own ideological
positions, thereby contributing to polarization at the mass level. Using forty years of ANES and
DW-NOMINATE data to test this argument, it was found that the relationship between a voter’s position
in policy space and their political behavior is indeed conditional upon polarization at the elite level. This
ﬁnding demonstrates how changes in elite polarization translate to behavioral changes on the mass level.

Casual and academic observers alike have described American politics as increasingly subject
to division and animosity between partisans. Research in political science provides support for
this perception. A considerable amount of research has demonstrated the parties in Congress
have moved farther apart from one another ideologically while becoming more homogenous
internally.1 Roll call votes can now be predicted by a legislator’s position along a single
left–right ideological dimension – traditionally crosscutting issues such as civil rights have
largely disappeared and party unity has increased.2 While there is little disagreement over the
fact that political elites have become increasingly polarized, there is a considerable debate about
how this increase in elite polarization has affected mass-level attitudes and behaviors. Has it
gone unnoticed by all but the most attentive voters? Or has the growing ideological divide
between elected ofﬁcials affected how the majority of the electorate perceives the parties?
We argue that the increase in elite-level polarization has dramatically reshaped the political
behaviors of the American electorate in a multitude of ways – and not just among those voters
who are highly attuned to politics. Speciﬁcally, we argue that the distribution of voters’ basic
policy orientations has remained relatively unchanged over the past forty years, yet, how these
orientations affect political attitudes and behaviors has changed a great deal. We argue that these
changes in mass-level attitudes and behaviors are being driven by polarization on the elite-level.
Perceptions of the parties depend on what party leaders do, and individuals are better able
determine the parties’ ideological positions as the cues sent by party elites have become more
distinct.3 This relationship is evidenced by recent mass-level trends. Recent literature has
demonstrated that individuals have sorted into the political camp that best matches their political
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orientations. For example, those who hold conservative orientations have become increasingly
likely to identify as a Republican.4 Our ﬁndings support this view. However, we contend that
the effect of elite-level polarization on mass-level attitudes and behaviors goes beyond partisan
sorting and extends to other attitudes and behaviors as well. We argue that the increase in elitelevel polarization has led to increasingly polarized voting behavior and increasingly negative
attitudes toward partisan out-groups. Our analysis of American National Election Study (ANES)
survey data spanning 1972–2012 supports this argument.
Our attempt to establish the relationship between elite-level polarization and its mass-level
consequences is organized into ﬁve sections. First, we outline the relevant literature on political
polarization and ideological sorting and work to develop some expectations about the potential
consequences of the parties’ increasing ideological distinctiveness at the elite level. Second, we
turn to establishing the electorate’s political orientations.5 We utilize ANES data that spans
1972–2012 and a measurement model to develop a measure of each respondent’s latent policy
orientations. We ﬁnd that Americans’latent policy orientations are two dimensional, consisting of
independent economic and social dimensions. Third, we link a voter’s latent policy orientations
with their expressed attitudes and behaviors across these dimensions. We also ﬁnd that an
individual’s economic and social policy orientations have become a stronger predictor of their
attitudes and behaviors, but that this effect is conditional upon elite-level dynamics. It appears that
an increase in polarization on the elite level makes individuals more prone to identify with and
vote for the ideologically proximate party – this relationship is especially strong among individuals
with more extreme policy orientations. Last, we discuss the implications of our ﬁndings. In
particular, we draw upon the social psychology literature and discuss how the presence of
overlapping group memberships can contribute to an increase in political hostility.

Polarization and Ideological Sorting on the Mass Level
The label ‘polarized’ is generally used to describe how a trait is distributed in a population. In
the abstract, polarization is a state in which two points on opposite sides of a central tendency
(and with some distance from it) dominate the frequency of responses. Speciﬁc to our concerns,
describing an electorate as polarized requires that citizens are concentrated at ideological
extremes, rather than clustered around the median position – the distribution of citizens in
policy space is bimodal, with the poles carrying more weight than the center.6 When an
electorate or legislative body is polarized, there are necessarily fewer moderates and more
ideological extremists. Yet, many scholars have found that the American public is not especially
polarized across most issue dimensions – in many ways Americans appear ideologically
moderate (or normally distributed) as opposed to polarized.7 Some scholars have noted that
there actually appears to be a good deal of agreement between Republicans and Democrats (as
well as between red states and blue states).
Yet, we contend that polarization on the elite level can dramatically affect electoral behavior
even if it is not associated with any type of dramatic change of the electorate’s basic underlying
ideological or policy orientations. Levendusky demonstrated that individuals have become
increasingly well sorted into ideologically homogenous party coalitions.8 Conservatives have
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become more likely to identify as Republicans and liberals have become more likely to identify
as Democrats.9 Moreover, Levendusky established that elite polarization was causally linked to
mass-level ideological sorting – meaning voters are cognizant of partisan cues and respond to
them by adopting views that correspond with those of party elites.10 It is important to note that
sorting is not equivalent to polarization – sorting does not necessarily alter the ideological
distribution of voters in the electorate. Rather, the ideological distribution of voters remains
unchanged but an individual’s policy principles become a stronger predictor of their
partisanship – meaning voters are more likely to sort into the ‘correct’ ideological camp.
This process leads to a scenario where the distribution of individuals’ underlying policy
orientations remains constant, but their expressed attitudes and behaviors change.
The question is whether this process of sorting is politically meaningful if it is not connected
with an increase in ideological polarization? We contend that there is reason to think that sorting
is consequential in its own right, even in the absence of increased issue polarization in the mass
public. Many scholars have linked the sorting of the party coalitions to the increases in partisan
bias and hostility that have been observed in recent decades.11 Much of the recent research from
the social identity perspective has demonstrated that the process of partisan sorting is extremely
consequential and explains the rise of vitriolic politics.12 According to this perspective, the rise
of overlapping and mutually reinforcing partisan, ideological, and social identities has led to
increasingly hostile and divided (and commonly referred to as polarized) political process, even
without an associated increase in issue polarization. Thus, the process of partisan sorting is
likely of considerable importance, not only because it has led to the emergence of more
homogenous parties in the electorate, but also because this process of sorting is associated with
the increase in behavioral polarization and the increasingly negative assessment of political out
groups.

The Elite Roots of Attitudinal and Behavioral Polarization
We contend that the process of partisan sorting is being driven by increasingly distinct party
coalitions at the elite level. Moreover, we argue that elite-level factors are driving changes in a
number of attitudes and behaviors, including an increase in out-group hostility and polarized
voting behavior, as measured by a decrease in ideological crossover voting, where conservative
voters support the Democratic Party and liberal voters support the Republican Party.13 The
reason why we argue polarization on the elite level is connected with such a wide array of
individual level phenomena is due to the fact that individuals orient themselves in the political
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world by assessing where they stand relative to the positions of the parties.14 This assessment
becomes more straightforward as the parties’ offer more distinct choices and become ‘easier’ to
distinguish from one another.15 The distinctiveness of the available party options is important
because most individuals only pay a limited amount of attention to politics.16 This ‘rational
ignorance’, leads individuals to utilize heuristics such as party identiﬁcation and other shortcuts
in order to determine what party best represents their political orientations. However, there is no
guarantee that cost-saving heuristics will lead an individual to identify with the ‘right’ party.
Individuals could possibly identify with the party that is not ideologically proximate if the
parties’ ideological positions are difﬁcult to tell apart, or if there is considerable overlap in the
parties’ ideological positions.17
There is ample evidence that the parties are now more distinct than they were decades ago:
the parties are both more ideologically uniﬁed internally and farther apart from one another.18
As Poole and Rosenthal pointed out, the party system that emerged following the New Deal was
essentially a three party system, consisting of the Republicans, liberal Northern Democrats and
conservative Southern Democrats.19 Identifying the Democratic party with a particular
ideological position was difﬁcult during this time period because Democratic legislators ran the
gamut from liberal to conservative. Thus, voters likely had difﬁculty determining how
ideologically proximate the Democratic party’s position actually was, seeing that the Democrats
represented a wide variety of positions.
However, the ideological composition of the parties today is quite different to that which
existed before the breakup of the ‘Solid South’. The conservative Democrats from the South are
now largely extinct, as conservative white Republicans have replaced virtually all white
Southern Democrats in the House and Senate. Democrats can now be reliably described as
liberals while Republicans can be described as conservatives. The parties’ increasing internal
homogeneity is largely the product of increasing within-party agreement on multiple issue
dimensions. One of the key insights of Poole and Rosenthal’s research on congressional
ideology and roll call voting is that there are two ideological dimensions that can structure
congressional roll call voting. During the 1960s and 1970s legislative roll calls were
characterized by the presence of two-meaningful dimensions – different legislative coalitions
formed depending onto which dimension the vote fell.20 Typically, this meant Southern
Democrats voting with the Northern Democrats on economic issues (the ﬁrst dimension) but
with the Republicans on civil rights issues (the second dimension).
However, the explanatory power of this second dimension is fairly limited in a temporal
sense, and has decreased over time. Since the 1970s the importance of the second dimension has
decreased, as a legislator’s position on the general left–right dimension began increasingly to
explain their votes on racial and social issues as well.21 The legislative coalitions that now form
on economic issues are nearly the same as those that form on civil rights or other social issues.
14
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The implications of this are that the parties are now increasingly uniﬁed across both issue
dimensions – crosscutting legislative issues are an increasing rarity. For example, it is now
possible to predict accurately where a legislator stands on abortion based on their position on
tax cuts for the wealthy, because the positions of the party elites on these two dimensions have
become increasingly positively correlated.22 The increasing within-party ideological
homogeneity across a number of different issue dimensions is the process Layman and
Carsey termed ‘conﬂict extension’.23 Republican and Democratic elected ofﬁcials and activists
(as well as highly informed citizens) are now likely to agree with their party across a host of
issue dimensions.24 Elite cues are now much more uniﬁed than they were previously. Thus,
individuals are likely to be better able to determine the party that is more ideologically
proximate to them.25
The evidence of an increase in polarization on the elite-level is straightforward. The parties
are now farther apart ideologically and more ideologically homogeneous internally. Moreover,
crosscutting issues have largely disappeared as the dimensionality of congressional roll call
votes has moved closer and closer to one. This increase in congressional polarization has
coincided with a rise in partisanship and the ideological sorting of the electorate, meaning that
these elite and mass-level trends are collinear.26 Disentangling these collinear trends is an
analytical challenge, because it is difﬁcult to observe whether the elites or the masses are driving
the change in the other. This analytical challenge implies that we need to pay special attention to
research design in order to gain the leverage necessary to uncover the relationship between elitelevel and mass-level changes.
We address this challenge by utilizing a measurement model to uncover the American
electorate’s underlying policy orientations. These orientations are distinct from positions on
individual issues, partisanship, or ideological self-placement – they are best thought of as an
individual’s position along broadly deﬁned economic and social policy dimensions. Using this
measurement model we create two variables that capture an individual’s position along each of
the two policy dimensions. We can then assess how an individual’s underlying policy orientations
are translated into behaviors and attitudes and whether this translation into behaviors is
conditional upon changes on the elite level. The question is this: How does this increasing level of
polarization affect the political perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors of American citizens? We
argue that there is a direct link between the positions parties adopt and how individual voters
translate their ideological orientations into political attitudes and behaviors.
POLICY ORIENTATIONS

Policy orientations can be thought of as the predisposition to evaluate a set of government
actions within a speciﬁc issue domain with some degree of favor or disfavor.27 In this section
22
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we intend to measure individuals’ policy orientations, with the goal of creating a measure that is
comparable across individuals and across time. For this analysis, we use ANES data that spans
1972–2012. While the ANES has been in existence since 1948, it was not until 1972 that the
surveys began to ask and record respondents’ attitudes toward a wide variety of political issues,
including government involvement in the economy, healthcare, aid to minority groups,
abortion, civil rights, welfare, and gay rights. These questions do not gauge an individual’s
opinion on a speciﬁc policy – rather, these questions are geared toward capturing respondents’
broader political dispositions regarding government intervention in the economy and moral
traditionalism. We attempt to measure an individual’s underlying political orientations by
analyzing their pattern of responses across a variety of survey items.

A Measurement Model
The measurement of policy orientations involves several practical and theoretical issues that
must be addressed before moving forward. We generally think of these orientations ranging
from liberal to conservative, however, a one-dimensional model is likely to be too simplistic. A
considerable amount of recent research has demonstrated that at least two independent
ideological dimensions structure the electorate’s policy orientations.28 Therefore, we must
utilize a measurement strategy that is capable of both determining the dimensionality of the
electorate’s orientations as well as assessing where each individual respondent is located along
each dimension.
We determine the dimensionality of the policy space using conﬁrmatory factor analysis.
Factor analysis is a statistical technique that is used to uncover the latent dimensions that
structure individual attitudes by examining the patterns of interrelationships that exist among a
set of variables.29 Factor analysis has been used by a number of scholars to analyze ANES data
in an effort to determine the ideological dimensions that structure Americans’ political
ideologies.30
28
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The results of the factor analysis reveal that there are two underlying dimensions that
structure individual orientations – economic issues load highly on the ﬁrst dimension while
social issues load highly on the second dimension.31 These two dimensions are stable across
each of the eleven elections in the sample.32 The two dimensions that we uncover are broadly
similar to those found by Schoﬁeld, Miller and Martin’s factor analysis of ANES data from
1964 and 1980 and Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder’s analysis of ideological constraint and
issue voting.33 We use the scoring coefﬁcients from the factor analysis as each individual
voter’s coordinates in the two-dimensional policy space.
By construction, the mean (0) and standard deviation (1) of these dimensions is the same in
each year. Scores range from approximately −3 (the most liberal) to +3 (the most conservative),
with the majority of respondents being located between −1 and +1. We ensure that the
measurement of individuals’ policy positions is consistent from year to year by using questions
that are common to all survey years as anchors. We assess the degree that the measurement
model measures the same underlying concept in each year by assessing the factor loadings of
questions that are common to every year. We present this analysis in full in section 1.1 of the
supplemental online appendix (see Table A1 speciﬁcally). The core ﬁnding of this analysis is
that factor loadings for the questions that are common to each year are quite similar across the
entirety of the sample. The substantive interpretation of this ﬁnding is that a score of −1 on the
economic or social dimension means roughly the same thing in 2012 as it did in 1972. This is
vital because change can only be evaluated relative to some constant, and our measure of the
electorate’s political orientation provides us with a constant measure that we can use as a
benchmark to assess change.
The strength of this model is that it ﬁxes the policy space and allows us to make valid
comparisons across time.34 This means the policy content and measurement of the dimensions
(i.e. the mean and standard deviations) are constant across years. Accordingly, whatever
changes we observe in the level of behavioral/attitudinal sorting or polarization that have
occurred cannot be the result of a shift in the electorate’s policy orientations – a constant cannot
explain a change. However, as we demonstrate below, the relationship between an individual’s
policy orientations and that individual’s expressed political attitudes and behaviors is
31
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conditional upon the level of elite polarization. An exogenous change – presumably some type
of change on the elite level – must be the underlying catalyst of attitudinal and/or behavioral
polarization on the mass level. In the next section we assess the relationship between an
individual’s underlying policy orientations and their political self-identiﬁcation and their
evaluation of political groups.

THE CHANGING RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN POLICY ORIENTATIONS, ATTITUDES, AND
BEHAVIORS

So how do an individual’s underlying policy orientations affect how they behave? In our ﬁrst
analysis we assess how well an individual’s position in policy space predicts their vote choice,
party identiﬁcation, ideological self-labeling and the level of hostility felt toward the opposing
party (i.e. affect polarization). We are interested in these outcomes because they all relate to
how an individual’s underlying policy orientations affect how they evaluate their own position
relative to the parties. Simply put, if the electorate is becoming more attitudinally and
behaviorally polarized in response to polarization at the elite level, then we should expect an
individual’s basic underlying policy orientations to become an increasingly strong predictor of
political attitudes and behaviors.
First, we utilize an individual’s underlying position on the economic and social dimensions as
independent variables, which we use to predict four outcomes of interest: (1) Vote choice –
coded 1 if voted Democratic and 0 otherwise; (2) An individual’s reported position on the
seven-point Party ID scale, with 1 being strong Democrat and 7 being strong Republican; (3)
An individual’s self-placement on a seven-point ideology scale, with 1 being strong liberal and
7 being strong conservative;35 (4) Affect polarization – the difference in the feeling
thermometer (which runs from 0 to 100, with 100 being the most favorable) scores between
the respondent’s in-party evaluation minus the respondent’s out-party evaluation (e.g.
100IP − 30OP = 70). Accordingly, larger values on this variable mean greater affect
polarization. The base equation we use to test these possibilities is the same in all four
instances is shown below:
Yi ¼ a + B1 Ei + B2 Si + ei
where,
Yi is the dependent variable (i.e. Vote choice, PID, Ideology, or Affect polarization);
a is a ﬁxed regression constant;
Ei is individual i’s position on the economic dimension;
Si is individual i’s position on the social dimension;
And ei is an error term.
All four models are speciﬁed identically. We estimate all models using Ordinary Least
Squares, with the exception of the vote choice, which is estimated using a probit model. We
present a separate regression for each year (1972–2012). Thus, we are able to assess the
relationship between a voter’s underlying policy orientations and their expressed attitudes and
behavior for each year of the ANES data. Rather, we can directly observe how the coefﬁcients
change over time, both in terms of substantive effect/magnitude and statistical signiﬁcance. The
empirical expectation here is that the coefﬁcient on voters’ position in policy space should
Ellis and Stimson (2012) take care to distinguish symbolic ideology (labeling oneself ‘liberal’ or ‘conservative’) from operational ideology (actual policy attitudes). Our analysis here measures how closely an
individual’s symbolic ideology corresponds with their operational ideology.
35
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become a larger over time. In addition, model ﬁt should improve as individuals’ underlying
policy orientations begin to explain an increasing proportion of the variance in attitudes and
behaviors. We present the results of these analyses in Table 1.36
The results of these models demonstrate that individuals’ underlying policy orientations have
become an increasingly strong predictor of their expressed attitudes and behaviors. Both the
social and economic dimension have become stronger predictors of individuals’ evaluations of
partisan objects. The economic dimension is generally signiﬁcant for all years in all four series.
The substantive impact of these coefﬁcients also appears to increase over time. The changes in the
coefﬁcients for a respondent’s position on the social dimension are also quite striking. The sizes
of the coefﬁcients for the social dimension have at least doubled across all four series of analyses.
In the case of partisan identiﬁcation, the sign ﬂips after 1972, and the coefﬁcient on the social
dimension becomes consistently statistically signiﬁcant beginning in 1996. Similarly, the social
dimension for the vote choice models becomes statistically signiﬁcant starting in 1980, and the
magnitude of the coefﬁcient generally increases over time. The model ﬁt statistics also generally
improve over time, suggesting that as a whole, there is an increasingly strong link between an
individual’s policy orientations and the party they support, the ideological label that they apply to
themselves and their evaluations of partisan out-groups.37 Overall, the results of these models
provide evidence that the electorate has sorted, and that underlying policy orientations
increasingly serve as strong predictors of individuals’ expressed attitudes and behaviors.
The basic set of conclusions that we draw from this analysis are fairly simple: individuals
with conservative (liberal) underlying policy orientations are increasingly likely to self-identify
as conservative (liberal), self-identify as Republicans (Democrats), vote Republican
(Democrat), and to express negative attitudes toward the opposite party.38 Moreover, the
effect of these underlying policy orientations is strengthening over time. Rather, the marginal
effect of an increase in the underlying ideology scales is greater in 2012 than in 1972. The
question, then, is what force is driving these changes? We contend that the masses have sorted
because it has become increasingly easy to identify the party that more closely matches an
individual’s underlying political orientations. We test the relationship between polarization on
the elite-level and mass attitudes and behaviors in the next section.

An Analysis of the Link between Elite Polarization and Mass Level Sorting
The question we have is simple: Is polarization on the elite level driving increasing partisan
conﬂict on the mass level? Rather, do individuals become better able to sort themselves into the
36

One question that arises from these models is whether these effects are consistent across the entire electorate, or whether the relationship between policy principles and political attitudes and behaviors varies as a
function of political sophistication. Is the relationship between policy principle and attitudes and behaviors
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37
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attempting to demonstrate how these two variables have become increasingly intertwined.
38
A second possible explanation for the increase in this gap between in-party and out-party evaluations is that
individuals have become more favorably disposed toward their in-party. However, a quick examination of the
data fails to provide support for this possibility. Individuals’ evaluations of their in-party have been constant
while evaluations of the out-party have become increasingly negative.
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Predicting Outcomes with Economic and Social Dimension Ideology Scores
1972

1976

1980

1984

1988

1992

1996

2000

2004

2008

2012

Party ID – All Sophistication Levels
Economic
0.487***
0.428***
(0.058)
(0.043)
Social
−0.189**
0.012
(0.059)
(0.046)
Observations
1,080
1,697
R-squared
0.060
0.047

0.775***
(0.052)
0.020
(0.056)
997
0.150

0.952***
(0.048)
0.067
(0.052)
1,201
0.210

0.947***
(0.047)
0.169***
(0.050)
1,311
0.210

0.965***
(0.040)
0.048
(0.042)
1,892
0.230

1.177***
(0.039)
0.272***
(0.046)
1,355
0.325

0.953***
(0.047)
0.405***
(0.048)
1,213
0.254

1.102***
(0.048)
0.360***
(0.057)
966
0.311

1.101***
(0.037)
0.286***
(0.040)
1,733
0.302

1.201***
(0.033)
0.233***
(0.036)
1,822
0.371

Ideology – All Sophistication Levels
Economic
0.522***
0.426***
(0.046)
(0.035)
Social
0.215***
0.381***
(0.045)
(0.036)
Observations
770
1,280
R-squared
0.225
0.210

0.570***
(0.050)
0.429***
(0.045)
701
0.275

0.576***
(0.041)
0.281***
(0.039)
987
0.215

0.561***
(0.040)
0.383***
(0.037)
1,052
0.255

0.462***
(0.034)
0.390***
(0.035)
1,459
0.241

0.646***
(0.033)
0.487***
(0.033)
1,110
0.378

0.543***
(0.056)
0.657***
(0.056)
453
0.391

0.731***
(0.038)
0.524***
(0.043)
778
0.426

0.606***
(0.035)
0.594***
(0.036)
1,283
0.306

0.688***
(0.032)
0.456***
(0.033)
1,304
0.343

Vote Choice – All Sophistication Levels
Economic
−0.668***
−0.330***
−0.663***
−0.820***
−0.780***
−0.782***
−1.004***
−0.833***
−0.925***
−1.035***
−1.295***
(0.055)
(0.038)
(0.064)
(0.057)
(0.056)
(0.047)
(0.062)
(0.058)
(0.063)
(0.053)
(0.069)
Social
−0.053
−0.033
−0.130*
−0.178***
−0.263***
−0.261***
−0.363***
−0.479***
−0.337***
−0.419***
−0.363***
(0.053)
(0.036)
(0.056)
(0.046)
(0.045)
(0.041)
(0.051)
(0.051)
(0.052)
(0.045)
(0.053)
Observations
773
1,233
662
908
943
1,182
925
826
755
1,312
1,213
Log-Likelihood −414.407
−814.881
−374.478
−467.545
−505.864
−575.577
−419.618
−399.966
−364.319
−554.472
−395.137
Affect Polarization – All Sophistication Levels
Economic
Social
Observations
R-squared

−13.753***
(1.029)
−1.895
(0.989)
997
0.168

−18.468***
(0.989)
−4.481***
(0.991)
1,209
0.244

−18.361***
(1.007)
−3.958***
(0.963)
1,317
0.225

−16.296***
(0.755)
−2.511**
(0.775)
1,897
0.215

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

−23.334***
(0.866)
−6.058***
(0.899)
1,360
0.352

−18.421***
(0.902)
−9.555***
(0.977)
1,223
0.275

−22.150***
(1.116)
−8.169***
(1.183)
980
0.313

−22.975***
(0.856)
−7.269***
(0.876)
1,752
0.288

−27.291***
(0.771)
−5.705***
(0.822)
1,822
0.375
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most ideologically proximate party as the two party options become more distinct from one
another? This explanation presupposes that there have been signiﬁcant changes in the
level of elite polarization in the past several decades. In order to assess this possibility
empirically, we need to operationalize the level of elite ideological polarization in a
way that comparable across years. We assess the level of elite polarization using Poole and
Rosenthal’s Common Space DW-NOMINATE Data, which provide an estimate of the
ideological position of each member of Congress based on their observed pattern of roll call
votes.39 The Common Space DW-NOMINATE data allow for comparisons of legislators’
ideological positions both across years and across chambers. Thus, this measure provides us
with a common benchmark with which we can evaluate change in the level of elite polarization
across time.
We operationalize elite-level polarization as the ideological distance between each party’s
mean NOMINATE score (this measure includes both Representatives and Senators). The party
positions in the aggregate become more distinct as the mean scores move farther apart. The
difference between the means represents the ideological distance between each party’s average
legislator.
Figure 1 displays the mean of the ﬁrst dimension NOMINATE scores for each party, and the
distance between the mean values, for each Congress between 1972 and 2012.40 As Figure 1
demonstrates, the level of elite polarization has increased substantially over the past forty years.
The parties have adopted increasingly opposing positions in policy space. This increase in
polarization has largely been driven by the Republican party’s increasing level of ideological
conservatism. The Democratic party has also drifted to the left, but the magnitude of this shift is
less than the Republican shift to the right. The increasing distance between the party positions
has created a situation in which the parties are increasingly distinct from one another. Our
question is this: How do these changes relate to the increasingly strong relationship between an
individual’s policy principles and their evaluation of the parties?

A Combined Model
In the two preceding sections we have established two basic facts: ﬁrst, that an individual’s
underlying policy orientations have become a stronger predictor of a number of political
behaviors, attitudes, and evaluations. Second, the parties have become more polarized on the
elite level. In this section we present a model that is designed to examine the relationship
between these two patterns, and to explore some additional extensions. Our model speciﬁcation
is as follows:
Yi ¼ a + B1 Ei + B2 Si + B3 ðRj  Dj Þ + B4 ðEi Rj  Dj Þ + B5 ðSi Rj  Dj Þ + Xi + ei
where
Yi is the dependent variable (i.e. Vote choice, PID, Ideology, or Affect polarization);
a is a ﬁxed regression constant;
Ei is individual i’s position on the economic dimension;
Si is individual i’s position on the social dimension;
Rj is the mean Republican Congressional NOMINATE position in year j;
39
Carroll et al. 2013; Poole and Rosenthal 1997. See Poole and Rosenthal’s description of the Common Space
computation procedure: http://voteview.com/dwnomin_joint_house_and_senate.htm
40
The year shown represents the last year of a given Congress. For example, 2012 is the last full year of the
112th Congress, and thus represents polarization for the 2011–2012 time period.
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Fig. 1. Mean congressional ideological position by party and difference in party means (polarization)

Dj is the mean Democratic Congressional NOMINATE position in year j;
Xi is a vector of control variables for each individual respondent;
ei is an error term.
The intuition behind this model is fairly simple: the relationship between an individual’s
underlying policy orientations and their evaluation of the parties is conditional upon the
‘distinctiveness’ of the available party choices. Rather, how individuals’ underlying policy
orientations on the economic and/or social dimensions translate into political behaviors or
expressed attitudes is conditional upon elite-level factors. As we have established previously,
the coefﬁcients on the economic and social dimensions for individual voters become stronger
over time. We argue that individuals’ translation of their political orientations into
corresponding behaviors and evaluations of the parties varies as a function of the choices
available. Thus, we should expect any given position in the underlying policy space to translate
into evaluations differently depending on the how distinct the party positions are. It is for this
reason that our theoretical model includes an interaction between an individual’s position on
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both dimensions of the individual policy orientation measures, and our variable capturing
polarization at the elite level, which is the distance between the parties’ mean ideological
positions in Congress (i.e., Ei * Rj − Dj and Si * Rj − Dj). The expectation is that an individual’s
underlying policy orientations will become increasingly strong predictors of attitudes and
behaviors as the parties become increasingly distinct from one another. In the next subsection
we test the relationship between increasing elite-level polarization and corresponding mass level
changes using a series of analyses testing our combined model.

Testing the Relationship between Elite Level Polarization and Mass Level Sorting
We begin our analysis by assessing the relationship between congressional polarization,
individuals’ underlying policy orientations, and their expressed political attitudes and behaviors.
We utilize the four basic analyses that we conducted in the third section as a starting point,
however, there are some key differences between this ﬁrst set of models and the models we
present here, which are designed to test our core argument. One key difference is that rather than
presenting individual analyses for each year, here we pool the yearly panels into one data set,
which includes panels for all presidential election years from 1972 through 2012. In order to test
how increasing elite-level polarization has affected the translation of individuals policy
orientations into observable choices, it is necessary to pool the data so as to allow our elite-level
measures to vary over time. In order to do this we include the distance between the party means
(polarization) as an independent variable, as well as the interaction between an individual’s
position on the economic dimension and the polarization variable, and also the interaction
between an individual’s position on the social dimension and the polarization variable.41
The inclusion of this interaction term allows us to test whether an individual’s behaviors and
expressed attitudes are conditional upon the interaction between elite-level factors and
individual-level factors.
We include several demographic control variables in addition to our primary independent
variables. We include controls for respondent race, level of education, income and region. We
also include controls for the mean congressional ideological position, and the Democratic share
of the two party vote in the given election year, in order to account for short-term forces that
might lead voters to support/identify with a particular party at a higher rate than would be
expected under normal conditions. We present our initial set of analyses in Table 2. Given the
inclusion of several interaction terms, we will rely primarily on a series of ﬁgures to aid in
interpreting the results. Additionally, we should note that we display the marginal effect of a
change in the elite-level variables. That is, the marginal effects graphs display the marginal
effect of an increase in elite-level polarization across the range of the individual-level policy
orientation variables. We do this so we can examine how individuals’ underlying policy
orientations respond differently to such elite-level changes. The marginal effects that we plot
essentially capture the between-group differences for an increase in polarization from one
standard deviation below the mean to one standard deviation above the mean. That is, how the
outcome variable differs for a 1 (for example) between conditions of high and low polarization.
Accordingly, for any given point on the X-axis, we can see whether or not the increasing elite
polarization corresponds to a change in the attitudes or behavior of voters at that position.
Note that the marginal effect in the linear models represents a change from one standard
41
Our measure of polarization is taken from the gap between the Democratic and Republican Party’s DWNOMINATE scores in the two years leading up to the election. Accordingly, we use an ‘unlagged’ version of the
polarization variable in our primary models. For example, in 2012 we use the polarization values for the 112th
Congress (2011–2012). Given the timing of ANES polling, this measure constitutes a ‘natural’ or ‘effective’ lag.
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TABLE

2

Models Regressing Party ID, Ideology, Affect Polarization and Vote Choice on
Individual Level Orientations and Congressional Polarization: Main Models,
Elite and Mass Polarization

Congressional polarization
Mean congress. ideology
Individual ﬁrst dimension
Individual second dimension
First dimension × Cong. polariz.
Second dimens. ×
Cong. polariz.
Education
Family income
South
Non−White
Democ. vote share
Constant
Observations
R−Squared
Log−Likelihood

Party ID
(1)

Ideology
(2)

Affect polarization
(3)

Vote choice
(4)

−1.975**
(0.815)
2.042**
(0.815)
−0.509***
(0.0942)
−0.745***
(0.100)
1.795***
(0.128)
1.420***
(0.136)
0.212***
(0.0175)
0.0399***
(0.0120)
−0.131***
(0.0320)
−0.730***
(0.0363)
0.0234
(0.444)
4.645***
(0.309)
15,267
0.264
NA

−1.948***
(0.617)
1.939***
(0.617)
0.108
(0.0830)
−0.126
(0.0837)
0.627***
(0.114)
0.803***
(0.116)
0.0602***
(0.0135)
0.0103
(0.00943)
0.0474*
(0.0261)
−0.0625**
(0.0327)
0.898***
(0.330)
5.015***
(0.242)
11,177
0.292
NA

122.0***
(17.80)
−133.9***
(17.80)
9.507***
(2.476)
7.305**
(2.524)
−36.62***
(3.303)
−19.18***
(3.378)
−2.222***
(0.368)
−1.113***
(0.251)
−1.290*
(0.682)
12.91***
(0.783)
−12.34
(8.978)
−71.63***
(7.597)
12,557
0.320
NA

1.768*
(0.831)
−0.974
(0.831)
0.637***
(0.121)
0.632***
(0.104)
−1.892***
(0.173)
−1.387***
(0.147)
−0.164***
(0.0170)
−0.0632***
(0.0118)
−0.0634*
(0.0331)
0.727***
(0.0411)
3.211***
(0.439)
−2.216***
(0.303)
10,732
NA
−5093.1

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

deviation below the mean to one standard deviation above the mean, which represents a fairly
substantial change and takes many years to unfold.42
Figure 2 shows the marginal effect of an increase in congressional polarization for the
following outcomes: Party ID, Individual Ideology, and Out-Party Evaluations. The top row of
graphs shows the interaction with the ﬁrst dimension policy orientation score, while the bottom
row shows the second dimension policy orientation score.
The results indicate that as elite-level polarization increases, more liberal individuals (X < 0)
tend to more strongly identify themselves with the Democratic party, while more conservative
individuals (X > 0) tend to identify more strongly with the Republican party. Similarly, we see
that as elite-level polarization increases, individuals with more liberal policy orientations tend to
self-identify as more extreme liberals. This effect is not symmetrical, however, as more
conservative individuals do not appear to change in response to increases in elite polarization.
Lastly, we see that as polarization increases, more liberal individuals are likely to express less
favorable opinions of the Republican party, while the most conservative individuals express
42

See Berry, Golder and Milton (2012) for more on the symmetry of interaction terms.
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Fig. 2. Marginal effect of change in congressional polarization on party evaluations

slightly less favorable opinions of the Democratic party.43 This ﬁnding mirrors those of Iyengar,
Sood and Lelkes, as well as Mason.44 Interestingly, the effects are most consistent for liberal
individuals. Where the effects are signiﬁcant for conservatives, they tend to be smaller in
magnitude.
The second row shows the estimated marginal effects for an increase in polarization across the
range of the second dimension. Here we see similar relationships, with a few minor caveats. For
Party ID, expressed ideology, and evaluations of the out-party, we can see that an increase in
polarization leads individuals with more socially liberal policy orientations to identify more
closely as strong Democrats and/or as extremely liberal. The estimated effects also indicate that as
elite polarization increases, more socially liberal individuals tend to express increasingly
unfavorable attitudes about the Republican Party. In the case of ideology, we see that increasing
elite polarization is not correlated with increasingly strong self-identiﬁcation as a conservative for
the most socially conservative individuals. This result mirrors the result for economic ideology
(top row), which was not correlated with any difference in ideological self-identiﬁcation for the
most conservative individuals. In the case of party identiﬁcation, strong social conservatives see a
small statistically signiﬁcant effect, meaning that an increase in elite polarization leads to strong
social conservatives identifying more closely with the Republican party.
Figure 3 shows the marginal effect of an increase in congressional polarization on
Democratic vote choice for each of the two individual dimensions. In the left panel, which
shows the economic dimension, we can see that an increase in elite-level polarization correlates
with an increase in the predicted probability that more liberal individuals voted for the
Democratic candidate in a given election. Alternatively, increasing polarization is correlated
43

Although it is theoretically possible that the increasing gap between in-party and out-party evaluations has
been the product of individuals becoming systematically more favorably disposed toward their more preferred
party, there is no evidence this has occurred. Individuals’ evaluation of the in-party has remained static while
their evaluation of the out-party has become consistently more negative. See Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes 2012.
44
Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes 2012; Mason 2013.
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Fig. 3. Marginal effect of congressional polarization on vote choice

with a lower probability that more conservative individuals voted for a Democratic candidate in
a given election. Given the sigmoid curvature of the plotted effects and associated conﬁdence
intervals, there appears to be a statistically signiﬁcant change in the magnitude of this effect for
liberal voters. Speciﬁcally, the effect appears larger for center-left voters, and smaller for the
most liberal voters. This is likely to reﬂect the fact that the many liberal voters have always been
more likely to vote for Democratic presidential candidates, but increasing polarization has had
the strongest effect on more moderate liberals, who perhaps had a lower baseline probability of
casting a Democratic vote. More broadly, the substantive implication of this ﬁnding is that
ideological crossover voting is increasingly rare as polarization increases, which might help to
explain why presidential campaigns have become increasingly focused on turning out core
supporters rather than persuading undecided voters.45
We observe similar dynamics for the social dimension. More liberal individuals are more
likely to vote for a Democratic presidential candidate as elite-level polarization increases, and
more conservative individuals are less likely to vote for a Democrat. Interestingly, the
magnitudes of the estimated effects for the social dimension are considerably larger as
compared to the economic dimension. The Y-axes in Figure 3 are held constant, helping to
clarify the relative magnitude of the marginal effects. Unlike the economic dimension, we do
not see a sharp curve to the predicted effect, indicating that increasing elite-polarization interacts
in a more uniform manner with the social policy orientation dimension across liberal and
conservative voters. That is, given the shape of the curve and the overlapping conﬁdence
intervals, moderate liberals and extreme liberals appear to have responded in similar ways to
increasing elite-level polarization.
An important detail should be emphasized here. One question might be whether or not the
relationships that we are capturing herein are spurious: are we getting these results because
individuals are increasingly sorting themselves into ideologically homogeneous camps, just as
political elites have sorted themselves? If this were the case, the correlations we ﬁnd could
simply be the result of two variables trending over time in a similar fashion. However, by
construction the measures capturing an individual’s underlying policy orientations have a mean
45

Campbell 2005, pp. 224–5.
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Fig. 4. Scatter-plot of ﬁrst dimension ideology score with linear ﬁt
TABLE

3

Correlation Matrix for Individual Ideology Measures, Congressional Polarization, and Mean NOMINATE Measure

First dimension
Second dimension
Polarization
Mean NOMINATE

First dimension

Second dimension

Polarization

Mean congress.
NOMINATE

1
0.0623
0.0003
0.0004

1
−0.0000
−0.0002

1
0.9307

1

of 0 and a standard deviation of 1. Figure 4 shows a scatter plot of the ﬁrst dimension of the
individual policy orientation scores over the time frame covered by the data. The black line
indicates the best linear ﬁt. As this ﬁgure makes clear, there is no temporal trend in the
individual ideology scores. Accordingly, our regressions are telling us that individuals with
relatively similar latent policy orientations are behaving differently as congressional
polarization increases. Rather, the expressed attitudes and behaviors of a +1 or a −1 on this
individual policy orientation measure change in response to elite-level changes.
Lastly, to further illustrate this point, Table 3 shows a correlation matrix for the congressional
polarization measures and the individual policy scores. As Table 3 shows, there is no indication
of a bivariate correlation between the individual policy scores and the measures of
congressional polarization. We argue that in light of the lack of a trend in the individual
measures, the results presented above provide a strong indication of a link between elite-level
polarization and changes in mass political attitudes. This claim stems from a basic logical
precept – a constant cannot explain a change. Therefore, an exogenous change, which we argue
is the fundamental realignment of the parties on the elite level, is driving the increasing level of
partisan conﬂict in the electorate.

Establishing Causality with Coincident Trends
One of the potential issues with our analysis stems from the fact that elite-level polarization
increases relatively consistently over time. This raises the concern of whether we can attribute
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changes on the mass level to this increased level of polarization among elites. The potential
problem here is that polarization trends positively over time, and is thus highly correlated with a
simple linear time trend and literally any other positively trended variable (Gross Domestic
Product, the stock market, oil prices, etc.).
While polarization indeed positively trends over time, there is a relatively simple
methodological and theoretically relevant way to distinguish it from a simple linear trend. The
change from one point in time to the next is necessarily constant for a linear time trend, but not
for the polarization measure. Though the level of polarization generally increases over time and is
necessarily highly correlated with a linear time trend, the variation in the change in polarization is
not highly correlated with time. For example, there were particularly large increases in
Congressional polarization between 1992 and 1996 and between 2008 and 2012. Therefore, the
change in polarization from one presidential election year to the next is not so highly correlated
with time (r ≈ –0.30 across our estimation sample). If mass attitudes are indeed responding to
changes in elite-level polarization, then we should also expect to observe larger changes in masslevel behaviors and attitudes in years characterized by large increases in elite polarization.46
The model in Table 4 substitutes the change in polarization from one presidential election
year to the next (e.g., from 1972 to 1976) for the level polarization variable that we use in our
primary models. We also include a linear time trend variable. We interact the change in
polarization variable and the linear time trend variable with our individual-level policy
orientation variables, as we do with the polarization level variable in our primary models.
Including the linear time trend variable and its interactions with the individual-level policy
orientation variables serves as a proxy for a hypothetical positively trended alternative
mechanism. If individuals are actually responding to ﬂuctuations in elite-level polarization, and
not some other positively trended force, then we should expect the following models to yield
results for the change in polarization variable that are similar to the results we ﬁnd for the level
of polarization in our primary models. Accordingly, the models in Table 4 contain two sets of
interactions: the ﬁrst is between the polarization change variable and each of the individuallevel policy orientation variables; the second is between the time trend and each of the
individual-level policy orientation variables.
The idea here is that even if we assume there is some other process, aside from elite
polarization, that is also unfolding over time, we can control for that with the linear time trend,
but we should still expect to see results on the polarization change variable as well if masses are
responding to increasing elite polarization. We plot the marginal effects from these models in
Figures 5 and 6 to illustrate the estimated effects better. Generally speaking, the marginal effect
of the change in polarization continues to match our primary ﬁndings, but especially on ﬁrst
dimension individual orientation scores. The marginal effects for the second dimension tend to
be signiﬁcant across most values of the social orientation measure as well, although in some
instances the strength of the effect across various orientation values differs from the primary
models presented in Tables 2 and 3.
On the whole, we believe that these relatively simple tests provide considerable support for
our argument and primary ﬁndings. While it is true that polarization clearly trends upward over
time, changes in polarization do not. If, as our argument suggests, masses are responsive to
increasing elite-level polarization, then we should see masses respond to larger changes in elite
polarization more than smaller changes. These robustness tests indicate that, even when we
attempt to control for some hypothetical alternative mechanism by using a simple linear time
trend, changes in polarization are still generally having the effects that we expect them to have.
46

See section 1.5 of the online appendix for a more in-depth discussion of these issues.
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4

Models Regressing Party ID, Ideology, Affect Polarization and Vote Choice on
Individual Level Orientations and Change in Congressional Polarization:
Polarization Change Models with Time Interactions

Δ Polarization
Mean cong. ideology
Individual ﬁrst dimension
Individual second dimension
First dim. × Δ polarization
Second dim. × Δ polarization
Time trend
First dim. × time trend
Second dim. × time trend
Education
Family income
South
Non-White
Democratic vote share
Constant
Observations
R-Squared
Log-likelihood
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Party ID
(1)

Ideology
(2)

Affect polarization
(3)

Vote choice
(4)

−4.142***
(1.084)
2.564***
(0.989)
−27.03***
(2.175)

−2.782***
(0.919)
2.769***
(0.822)
−7.335***
(1.920)

151.6***
(21.89)
−164.4***
(20.82)
480.9***
(61.44)

4.240***
(1.114)
−2.574***
(0.974)
26.64***
(2.741)

−23.00***
(2.315)
1.646***
(0.518)
−0.264
(0.574)
−0.0150***
(0.00470)
0.0139***
(0.00109)
0.0117***
(0.00116)
0.205***
(0.0175)
0.0420***
(0.0120)
−0.131***
(0.0319)
−0.740***
(0.0363)
0.561
(0.580)
33.12***
(9.180)
15,267
0.265
N/A

−13.00***
(1.954)
0.911**
(0.448)
−0.507
(0.454)
−0.0183***
(0.00392)
0.00394***
(0.000966)
0.00675***
(0.000983)
0.0593***
(0.0135)
0.0108
(0.00943)
0.0468*
(0.0261)
−0.0653**
(0.0327)
1.588***
(0.467)
39.94***
(7.670)
11,177
0.292
N/A

319.4***
(62.56)
−65.25***
(11.34)
6.263
(11.58)
1.168***
(0.103)
−0.249***
(0.0308)
−0.163***
(0.0314)
−2.015***
(0.369)
−1.207***
(0.251)
−1.348**
(0.681)
12.66***
(0.784)
−58.58***
(11.65)
−2296.7***
(202.0)
12,557
0.321
N/A

22.44***
(2.363)
−2.363***
(0.782)
0.398
(0.623)
0.0203**
(0.00475)
−0.0137***
(0.00138)
−0.0114***
(0.00119)
−0.161***
(0.0170)
−0.0648***
(0.0118)
−0.0649
(0.0332)
0.725***
(0.0412)
2.163***
(0.560)
−40.99***
(9.280)
10,732
N/A
−5,079.4

Notes: Robust standard errors in parentheses: *p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p <0.01.

Considering the added computational strain that the additional interaction terms put on the
model, we believe this level of consistency is reasonably impressive.
DISCUSSION

The results of our analysis demonstrate that the process of ideological sorting, as well as
increasing behavioral and attitudinal polarization on the mass level has been driven by the
increasing polarization of elites. This fact raises a question: What are political and social
implications of polarization within the electorate? We contend that the implications are both
numerous and important. The most notable of these implications relates to the ﬁndings from the
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social psychology literature, which has linked the sorting of the electorate to the increase in
political vitriol and hostility toward out-groups. When multiple group identities overlap their
combined inﬂuence on perceptions and behavior becomes more powerful than a simple sum of
the parts. As a result, the sorting process has led to an electorate that is more ‘biased, active, and
angry’.47 The results of our analysis directly relate to these ﬁndings by providing a link between
47
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the behavior of elites, the sorting of the electorate, and the behavioral consequences of
increasingly ideologically homogenous coalitions in the electorate. Political hostility is not
simply a function of the amount of disagreement that exists over basic policy issues; it is a
function of fewer overlapping group memberships and clearer distinctions between partisan
in-groups and out-groups.
One facet of the sorting process that has not received as much attention in the existing
literature is the increasing importance of the social dimension. Americans’ policy orientations
are more complex than a uni-dimensional measure of ideology can account for. This is not a
minor distinction. An individual’s position on the social dimension was once a much weaker
predictor of political behaviors and attitudes than it is today. In addition, an individual’s
position on the economic dimension, which has always been an important predictor of behavior,
has become even stronger. Americans have sorted on not one but both ideological dimensions.
The parties are not only more clearly divided on both the elite and mass level, but they are
divided on a wider set of issues. The increasing importance of the social dimension has not
supplanted the importance of the economic dimension; rather the predictive power of both
dimensions is increasing. The results of our analysis support those of Layman and Carsey, who
coined the phrase ‘conﬂict extension’ to describe the growing divide between the parties across
multiple policy dimensions.48
However, every analysis has its limits, and ours is certainly no exception. Our analysis
attempts to explain the link between elite-level polarization and mass-level attitudes and
behaviors, but we do not address why the elites themselves have become more polarized. One
important extension to this analysis is to investigate the sources of increasing polarization
among elites. Scholars have proposed a wide variety of explanations for this increase, including
issue evolution, changes in campaign ﬁnance laws, increased partisan gerrymandering,
increasingly partisan media, and the increasing authority of party leaders in the House. Because
increasing polarization on the elite level is driving the rise of vitriolic politics on the mass level,
determining the genesis of these elite-level changes is of considerable importance.
In sum, sorting is very likely to be associated with a variety of micro and macro political
phenomena of considerable political importance. This article helps to establish the important
link between polarization on the elite level and individual-level attitudes and behaviors.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
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