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Summary

The United States feels roiled by polarization, and the philanthropic world is seized with 
debates about what to do. Some scholars claim that Americans are so polarized they are on 
the brink of civil war. Other polls suggest that voters agree on plenty of policies and that 
polarization is an illusion. Some philanthropists call for pluralism and civility, while others 
lean into activism, believing polarization is a byproduct of change toward a more just world. 
So, is the United States polarized or not? If it is, what is causing the polarization and what 
are its consequences? Should polarization be solved or tolerated? 

This paper is intended to answer these questions. It opens with five facts about polarization 
in the United States today and what those imply for possible interventions. A literature 
review follows, organized chronologically to explain the scholarly shift from thinking of 
polarization as an ideological, policy-based phenomenon to an issue of emotion, as well as 
the emerging understanding of polarization as both a social phenomenon and a political 
strategy. This paper is organized as follows:

Part I: Introduction
• Five Facts About Polarization in the United States

• What This Understanding Means for Interventions



Part II: The Literature on Polarization
• First Generation Understanding: Elite Ideological Polarization 

• Polarization Is Policy Difference, and Congress Is the Problem
• How Was America Polarized?
• What Caused Elite Polarization?
• Interventions to Reduce Policy-Based Polarization Among Political Elites

• Second Generation Understanding: Mass Affective Polarization
• Polarization Is Emotional Dislike Based on Identity That Affects Regular People
• How Was America Polarized? 
• What Is Causing Affective Polarization?
• Interventions to Reduce Affective Polarization

• Third Generation Understanding: Cracks in the Foundations
• Reducing Affective Polarization May Not Impact Violent or Antidemocratic Attitudes
• Antidemocratic Attitudes 
• Political Violence
• Political Structures Affect Incentives to Polarize 

Part III: Conclusion 
• What We (Think We) Know in 2023

• Ideological Polarization
• Affective Polarization
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Introduction
Five Facts About Polarization in the United States

1. American voters are less ideologically polarized than they think they are, and that 
misperception is greatest for the most politically engaged people. Americans across 
parties share many policy preferences. There is some overlap even on hot-button issues, 
such as abortion and guns, and more overlap on how to teach American history.1 It is 
important not to make too much of this overlap, however. For instance, a majority of 
Democrats as well as four in ten Republicans support banning high-capacity ammu-
nition magazines and creating a federal database to track gun sales; nearly as many 
Republicans support banning assault-style weapons. But only 18 percent of Republicans 
and Republican-leaners feel gun violence is a major problem (versus 73 percent of 
Democrats and Democratic-leaners). So despite the significant policy overlap, only one 
side is motivated to put the issue on the agenda.2 Democrats have moved to the left on 
racial issues and some social issues over the last decade, and Republicans have moved 
to the right on immigration under Joe Biden’s administration, though there remains 
overlap on these issues as well.3 In some cases, Republicans appear to be slowly adopting 
more progressive views on some social issues, resulting in what looks like polarization 
but is perhaps better characterized as faster moves by the left.4  

However, most partisans hold major misbeliefs about the other party’s preferences that 
lead them to think there is far less shared policy belief. This perception gap is highest 
among progressive activists, followed closely by extreme conservatives: in other words, 
the people who are most involved in civic and political life hold the least accurate views 
of the other side’s beliefs. Figure 1 shows the gap between what groups of Americans 
think the other side believes and what they self-report believing, as of 2019. 
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2. American politicians are highly ideologically polarized. In other words, they 
believe in and vote for different sets of policies, with little overlap. This trend has 
grown in a steady, unpunctuated manner for decades.5 One reason that the most 
highly politically engaged Americans may misunderstand the other side is that they 
correctly estimate the extreme ideological polarization among politicians.  

It is easy to assume that polarized voters are selecting more polarized leaders—and that 
theory may hold true for recent primary elections. However, that is not the main story. 
The process begins long before voters get a choice: more ideologically extreme politicians 
have been running for office since the 1980s.6 Among the pool of people wishing to run, 
party chairs more often select and support extreme candidates, especially on the right. 
(In 2013, Republican party chairs at the county level selected ten extreme candidates 
for every one moderate; the ratio was two to one for Democrats.) The increase in “safe” 
seats, in which one party is overwhelmingly likely to win, explains candidate and party 
preferences for more polarizing platforms, but it does not explain the depth of the 
Republican preference.7  

Parties and candidates clearly believe that more polarizing candidates are more likely to 
win elections. This may be a self-fulfilling prophecy: voters exposed to more polarizing 
rhetoric from leaders who share their partisan identity are likely to alter their preferences 

Figure 1. The Perception Gap Is Greatest at the Politically Involved Edges
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Figure 1. The Perception Gap Is Greatest at the Politically Involved Edges

Source: Daniel Yudkin, Stephen Hawkins, and Tim Dixon, “The Perception Gap,” More in Common, 2019, https://perceptiongap.us.
Note: Gap. error bars = 95% confidence interval  
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based on their understanding of what their group believes and has normalized—partic-
ularly among primary voters whose identity is more tied to their party. 8 However, only 
about 20 percent of each party votes in primaries, and 41 percent of Americans are in-
dependents who may not have strong party identity and are barred from voting in some 
states’ primaries.9 That leaves the majority of voters with a relatively low ability to pick a 
less polarizing candidate of their party. Philanthropists and prodemocracy organizations 
attempting to reduce polarization often assume that the problem they must grapple 
with is polarized voters, but their interventions should also take into account the fact 
that some of the ideological extremism and 
polarization since the 1980s is candidate- and 
party-driven. While at this point, candidates 
and parties may be responding to polarized 
primary voters, candidates and parties have 
been driving the polarization, and not all 
voters are ideologically polarized. 

The disparity between where leaders are ideologically and where their voters are pre-
cludes legislative policy agreement on many issues. Average voters are not able to assert 
their (often weak) policy preferences because they do not have an effective way to vote 
out representatives who do not accurately represent their constituents’ views, particu-
larly on the right where party chairs are likely to substitute one extreme candidate for 
another. 

3. Even though Americans are not as ideologically polarized as they believe them-
selves to be, they are emotionally polarized (known as “affective polarization”). In 
other words, they do not like members of the other party. Americans harbor strong 
dislike for members of the other party (though they also dislike their own parties, as 
well).10 While social media is often blamed for this phenomenon, affective polarization 
started growing before the internet: its onset more closely correlates with the rise of 
cable news and radio talk shows.11 It is also growing most swiftly among Americans over 
sixty-five years old, a demographic that uses the internet less, but watches television and 
listens to talk radio far more, than younger age groups who are less polarized.12 These 
findings and other studies about the effects of social media suggest that all media, not 
just social media, may be playing a role. 

Many studies have considered what could reduce these feelings of dislike for the other 
party. They have found that affective polarization appears to be driven largely by an 
individual’s misbeliefs about the policy beliefs of the other party, a sense that members 
of the other party dislike members of their party, a fear that the other party supports 
breaking democratic norms, and misunderstandings about the demographic compo-
sition of the other party (for example, believing that Republicans are old, wealthy, 
evangelical Christians, while Democrats are young, unionized minorities, when the 
median demographic characteristics of both parties are actually quite similar).13  

Candidates and parties have been  
driving the polarization, and not all 
voters are ideologically polarized.
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Correcting these misperceptions can help reduce affective polarization. Studies have 
found that telling people in a believable way that they share policy beliefs and similar 
demographics and creating a sense that there is a shared identity (though the latter is 
complicated for minorities who prefer dual identities) are interventions that can reduce 
affective polarization.14 Often, bringing people together across difference is used to ac-
complish these ends, and this contact between groups may reduce affective polarization.15  

There is a problem with engaging in such interventions to improve U.S. democracy, 
however. While affective polarization is growing quickly in the United States, it is 
actually not much higher there than in many European countries. In other words, many 
European countries show affective polarization at about the same level as that of the 
United States, but their democracies are not suffering as much, suggesting that something 
about the U.S. political system, media, campaigns, or social fabric is allowing Americans’ 
level of emotional polarization to be particularly harmful to U.S. democracy.16 

4. Affective polarization is unlikely to be causing democratic backsliding or political 
violence on its own. The problem is not polarized emotions alone but how those feel-
ings interact with voting systems, candidate incentives, and personal relationships.  

A series of studies found that it was possible to reduce affective polarization in lab 
tests, though these effects were only tested after short periods. (The most successful 
intervention managed to reduce animosity to its 1980s level, but the effects crumbled 
after a week.)17 But even successful lab interventions had no effect on attitudes toward 
political violence and other antidemocratic behaviors. For example, experiments that 
reduced affective polarization among participants found no marked changes in respon-
dents’ willingness to support their party if a candidate employed antidemocratic means 
to suppress the vote, redraw districts “even if it may be technically illegal,” suppress 
a protest by the other side, or engage in corruption.18 Reducing affective polarization 
also did not affect survey respondents’ loyalty to their members of Congress (who may 
have engaged in some of these behaviors) or increase their desire for bipartisanship. In 
other words, affective polarization levels describe how people feel interpersonally about 
the other party’s members. But those feelings do not directly influence how they may 
behave—they may feel more warmly toward another party but are still likely to vote the 
same way, support the same policy positions, and have the same levels of disrespect for 
democratic norms, among other behaviors. 

These studies are confounding: how can emotions change without people altering their 
attitudes or actions? It is more understandable if one considers a typical effort to reduce 
affective polarization, such as bringing a group of Democrats together with Republicans 
over a dinner, or a series of dinners, full of richly moderated discussions and interperson-
al insights. That experience may lead the individuals involved to understand each other 
better and feel more warmly toward the entire groups each side represents. But even if 
their emotions have shifted by 20 percent—a huge effect—their voting cannot alter by 
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20 percent because there are only two parties to choose from. So for feelings to affect 
votes in a two-party system, the dinner guests must engage in a major shift of identity.  

Alternatively, they may feel more warmly toward the other party but vote as they did 
before, leaving them with some cognitive dissonance. Most are likely to take the latter 
path and resolve the dissonance by reducing their warm feelings over time. Similarly, 
after the dinner has deepened understanding and positive feelings, most people will 
return to their existing religious congregations, friendships, workplaces, and other insti-
tutional affiliations. If they have really had a deep moment of change, they may speak 
up in these settings for their newfound appreciation. But if they meet resistance after 
sharing their new emotions, they are likely to retreat back into polarization over time. 
The lab experiments (and findings from real-world examples such as decades of attempts 
to improve relationships between Israelis and Palestinians) suggest that short-term work 
to change individual feelings will decay over time in the face of these broader pressures 
unless immense care is taken to build deep, long-term friendships or create another set 
of relationships or institutions for people to spend time in that will allow them to act on 
their altered feelings.19

In other words, it is not that affective polarization is unimportant: antidemocratic 
behavior is unlikely to change unless underlying emotions among the voting public 
change. But it is as if emotions are on a hypothetical dial that can be shifted by degrees, 
while most behavior is on a dial that has only a few preset settings. For emotional 
change to yield lasting impacts, people must have more behavioral options—groups of 
differently minded friends to shift to (which is particularly hard in sparsely populated 
rural areas), a broader set of political choices, and other options in their social and 
political spaces. 

5. Similarly, affective polarization is not causing political violence directly. It is 
probably contributing to an environment that allows politicians and opinion 
leaders to increase violence targeted at politicians, election officials, women, and 
many types of minorities. Affective polarization in the United States has been rising 
for decades, while political violence only increased sharply in 2016.20 Affective polariza-
tion is also quite symmetrical across parties, while political violence is overwhelmingly 
from the right.21 This suggests that emotional feelings of hatred toward members of the 
other party are not a primary cause of political violence. In fact, some scholars have 
found that affective polarization is not even correlated with political violence or justifi-
cations of such violence (though other surveys have found correlation between “strong 
Republicans” or “Make America Great Again (MAGA) Republicans” and support for 
violence, while the same does not hold true for “strong Democrats”).22  

It certainly feels as if the vitriol and violence-mongering in U.S. politics has something to 
do with the recent increase in political violence. How can this discrepancy be explained? 
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People who commit political violence have aggressive personalities.23 Many who commit 
forms of political violence that do not include preplanning—such as most hate crimes, 
threats, and violence at rallies—also have poor self-control or have lowered their 
self-control temporarily (by drinking, for instance).24 These traits are shared across indi-
viduals who commit all forms of violence. What is unique about political violence is that 
it does not arise from interpersonal friction. Instead, for people with low self-control (a 
large pool that includes, for instance, teenage boys and anyone who has drunk in excess) 
and aggressive personalities (which limits that pool somewhat) to turn to violence, they 
need to be enraged and have that anger directed at a group of people they don’t know. 
They also need to believe that they will not face severe consequences or not care about 
consequences (because they are too impulsive to care or because they think the conse-
quences are worth it).  

In moments of low political polarization, aggressive people whose impulse control is 
low are likely to focus most of their rage on personal interactions: domestic violence, 
road rage, violent crime, or even a school or workplace shooting. Some may commit 
hate crimes if they are prejudiced and come across a member of a minority group. Those 
experiencing psychosis or using particular drugs that create illusions of grandeur may 
direct anger toward political figures, but they are more likely to focus that desire for 
a sense of importance on a nearer target, such as their school or workplace. Only an 
insignificant number will act; most pose greater harm to themselves. In other words, in 
a low-polarization environment, aggressive, impulsive individuals who don’t fear con-
sequences may commit violence, but the targets will largely be apolitical. Meanwhile, 
violence is likely to be lower because people are facing only self-generated rage, not an 
additional level of anger and grievance projected toward people outside their personal 
interactions. 

However, as partisan leaders and media personalities demonize the other party, they can 
create feelings of rage among followers who fear the consequences of the other party’s 
perceived actions. Dehumanizing and denigrating rhetoric that normalizes violence or 
threats against some groups turns that sense of fear and anger into a target by making 
certain groups appear to be both threatening and, at the same time, vulnerable.25 
Finally, the normalization of violence by political leaders, in particular, may provide a 
sense that acting violently against those groups will be permitted, may not be punished, 
or could be lauded and turn one into a hero (such as how Kyle Rittenhouse was support-
ed monetarily and publicly embraced after he traveled to Wisconsin to offer “protection” 
from a Black Lives Matter protest and shot and killed two people).26

Thus, the individuals committing political violence may not be very polarized them-
selves; they may even be fairly apolitical. But in seeking to connect to and belong within 
a political community, they may find leaders who make violence seem normal or even 
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laudable, build followers’ rage, and suggest a target for that anger in a political figure, 
government official, or minority scapegoat. Affective polarization within society gives 
them a way to cloak violent impulses in a greater cause that may even allow them to 
imagine themselves socially embraced or heroized (a potent draw for individuals who 
may feel ostracized because of their irritable, aggrieved personalities). And hints that 
political leaders accept such violence reduces concerns about the consequences of their 
violence, which might otherwise stop them from taking part in a rally or other event 
where their aggression could manifest. 

As political leaders gin up anger and reduce the sense of consequences, and as affective 
polarization creates a sense of community and belonging for aggressive, more authori-
tarian personalities, all types of targeted violence are increasing. Not only are American 
politicians (from school board members to representatives in Congress) receiving more 
threats, but also, threats against judges are up, hate crimes are at the highest recorded 
point in the twenty-first century, and mass shootings are spiking, with perpetrators 
adopting some political rhetoric into their manifestos or targeting scapegoated groups.27  

Conversely, if Americans had very high levels of affective polarization, but politicians, 
media leaders, and local leaders maintained a stance of equanimity and civility toward 
the other party, political violence would probably not increase much outside of partic-
ularly virulent subcommunities. This is what occurred in the 1980s when violence rose 
within the neo-Nazi skinhead movement and in the 1990s when violence grew within 
the militia movement; both movements were viewed as unacceptable by the vast major-
ity of partisan leaders so violence did not spill into wider society. Affective polarization 
probably requires alterations to leader rhetoric, norms of violence acceptability within 
a community, and the perceived likelihood of punishment to increase violence across 
American society. These other variables may be amenable to faster alteration than levels 
of affective polarization across a society.  

Understanding the key role of political and opinion leaders in manipulating affective 
polarization has led to a newer way of looking at polarization that is just starting to 
spread to U.S. democracy experts but is more prevalent among scholars who compare dif-
ferent political systems and scholars who study civil wars. They consider the structure of 
politics, looking at whether a variety of identities have collapsed into just two opposing 
groups that see each other as threatening and even immoral. And they look at whether 
such polarization can be instrumentalized by politicians as a winning political strategy. 
Jennifer McCoy, who has pioneered looking at the ways in which emotions and political 
strategies intersect, finds that the United States has been more “perniciously polarized” 
for longer than any consolidated democracy has ever been.28 
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What This Understanding Means for Interventions

These findings suggest that efforts to tackle polarization must be carefully calibrated to 
have an effect on what is usually described as their ultimate goal: a resilient democracy with 
strengthened guardrails and less political violence.

1. Pluralism programs to bridge differences are not enough to improve democracy. 
Instead, interventions to change individuals’ emotions must be paired with efforts 
that alter how politicians are incentivized to instrumentalize or amplify affective 
polarization as a strategy.  

Programs focused solely on engaging individuals from different groups to talk about 
their differences are based on intergroup contact theory. That literature suggests that 
these programs can, if well structured, successfully change the feelings of the people 
who participate (though they can create backlash and harden prejudice if poorly struc-
tured).29  

However, just as affective polarization can be reduced in lab settings without impact-
ing views and behaviors regarding democracy and political violence, talking across 
difference can reduce individual affective polarization—but there is no evidence that 
it impacts those individuals’ antidemocratic behaviors, preferences for antidemocratic 
candidates, or support for political violence. Nor is there any evidence that changing 
feelings on an individual level will aggregate into democratic improvements.  

A literature review of peacebuilding programs in other countries concluded that “pro-
gramming that focuses on change at the Individual/Personal level, but that never links 
or translates into action at the Socio-Political level has no discernible effect on peace.”30 
Lab research suggests that similar results will hold in the United States. As Mina 
Cikara, a psychology professor at Harvard University, has explained, “we frequently see 
equivalent degrees of out-party dislike on both sides, but there’s only one party seeking 
to curb voting access and throw out election results.”31 Efforts to talk across divides 
and reduce emotional dislike can improve understanding and reduce prejudice, but 
these interventions will not result in social or political improvements unless the trusting 
relationships that are created eventually lead to collaboration that alters broader social 
norms or political incentives.32 

2. Interventions should aim to reduce feelings of threat, not just feelings of dislike. 
The most effective interventions for reducing both affective polarization and anti-
democratic attitudes involve reducing fears that the other side is intent on breaking 
democratic norms. A number of studies have found that partisans overestimate the 
willingness of the other side to break democratic norms and that overestimation makes 
them more likely to support or even take antidemocratic practices for their side.33 The 
same holds for political violence.34 The only interventions that currently appear to have 
a valuable effect on antidemocratic attitudes as well as affective polarization focus on 
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correcting the particular misbeliefs about the other side’s willingness to break democrat-
ic norms.35

For instance, lab experiments in which participants watched a video of Utah’s guberna-
torial candidates discussing how each would honor the results of the 2020 election re-
duced participants’ support for their own side taking antidemocratic action. Correcting 
misperceptions by simply presenting the data reduces support for antidemocratic action, 
but only marginally because people may find the data unbelievable. When best practices 
are used to increase believability—such as showing people talking—they can signifi-
cantly reduce support for antidemocratic action, but the effects do not seem to last for 
long, given the onslaught of contrary news in real-life contexts.36  

Nevertheless, it is worth focusing less on the emotions of dislike that Americans may 
have for one another and focusing more on perceptions of threat—particularly specific 
fears that the other party will undermine democracy to gain power. Quelling these fears 
could reduce the arms race.   

Unfortunately, much prodemocracy programming enhances fear that the other side 
poses an existential threat to democracy. The attempt to use fear to get voters to pay 
attention to serious threats to democracy is understandable, particularly raising alarms 
in certain states or about certain politicians given the degree to which the Republican 
Party is being taken over by an antidemocratic faction. However, the broad sweep of fear 
may encourage people to vote while also building support for antidemocratic behavior. 
This is a real problem the prodemocracy community must consider seriously, possibly by 
experimenting with more positive, aspirational mobilizing strategies rather than relying 
on threats. The effects on younger voters, 
who are already less attached to the dem-
ocratic system than other demographics, 
may be particularly harmful over time.37

At the same time, misinformation, disin-
formation, and malinformation regarding 
Democratic election malfeasance are 
creating the same real sense of threat and 
desire for undemocratic action to save 
democracy on the Republican side.  

This arms race is creating a self-fulfilling 
prophecy. This is the core issue of the affective polarization problem. But as the most 
recent understanding of polarization suggests, changing feelings alone is not enough. 
Altering the sense of threat also requires changing political incentives that allow poli-
ticians to use hatred, othering, and claims that the other side is immoral as a winning 
political strategy. 

It is worth focusing less on the emotions 
of dislike that Americans may have for one 
another and focusing more on perceptions 
of threat—particularly specific fears that 
the other party will undermine democracy 
to gain power. Quelling these fears could 
reduce the arms race.  
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3. Win-lose-style, adversarial advocacy on the right-left dimension might be danger-
ous. Based on the finding above, advocacy that amplifies the belief that members of the 
other party are bent on destroying democracy itself is likely to deepen polarization and 
support for antidemocratic action on one’s own side. (So might a similar style of advoca-
cy on issues adjacent to democracy, such as reproductive rights on the left or gun rights 
on the right, that campaigns by hardening beliefs that the other side is going to do away 
with democracy to solidify their control over the policy). The more each side fears the 
other is going to subvert the rules of the game, the more willing voters seem to be to do 
it first to lock in their party’s advantage.  

Meanwhile, highly partisan ideological advocacy may be subverting democracy indirect-
ly. Highly adversarial advocacy in which partisans on one side of an issue are amassed, 
angered, and organized to change a policy along strict partisan lines is very likely to 
fail, given the intense ideological polarization of U.S. leaders and the overuse of the 
filibuster such that supermajorities are required for legislation to pass. Frequent failure 
to achieve reforms may be hardening misperceptions among voters about the average 
voter in the other party. Advocacy efforts that organize people toward such failed efforts 
can leave people more cynical. Meanwhile, levels of affective polarization are such that 
highly publicized, adversarial advocacy attempts are likely to generate backlash. Thus, 
this form of adversarial advocacy is likely to achieve few victories at the national level 
(though it may be able to achieve state-level change in reliably red or blue states). In 
either case, such success will generate backlash in other states or at the national level, 
creating Pyrrhic victories that are quickly overturned at the national level or are met 
with opposing legislation in other states.  

The United States may reach a point where the best it can hope for is to shore up de-
mocracy and inclusion in some states while abandoning others to a less democratic and 
inclusive future. This is, after all, what occurred under Jim Crow for eight decades. But 
America is not at this point yet, and an advocacy style that pushes the country closer to 
such a dystopic fate is in no way helpful to the goals of social justice. Instead, intense 
mobilization efforts built around a positive future vision are needed to galvanize voters 
without exacerbating antidemocratic attitudes.

4. A different form of pluralistic work that coordinates groups to act on shared goals, 
despite other differences of opinion, may work to bridge partisanship, build trust, 
and advance a more just democracy. Even in today’s ideologically polarized Congress, 
progress has been made toward a more inclusive and stronger democracy using a strategy 
of coordinated action across difference. In 2022, with current levels of affective polar-
ization, this type of programming led to success in reforming the Electoral Count Act, 
a crucial node for shoring up the U.S. democracy’s guardrails. It achieved the country’s 
only lasting, national modern criminal justice reform in 2018 and enshrined a national 
legal right to gay marriage in 2022. Advocacy framed to welcome Republicans as well 
as Democrats has allowed reproductive rights to gain ground in multiple states since the 
Supreme Court overturned Roe vs. Wade. Such programming has also been the bedrock 
of effective peacebuilding efforts in countries such as Colombia and Sierra Leone. 
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Programming to bridge differences, not simply to talk but to find common ground 
among unlikely allies in order to act on shared problems, has another benefit: it may 
build trust and a sense of agency. A majority of the voting public are disgusted by 
politics in general, which they feel is corrupt and rigged against people like themselves.38 
While they report feelings of affective polarization against the other party, 40 percent of 
Republicans also did not like their own political side until the MAGA movement.39 The 
affective polarization conversation misses the reality that a portion of angry, low-trust 
Americans do not simply dislike the other party but distrust nearly every institution in 
American life: big business, schools, newspapers, television news, Congress, the criminal 
justice system, and organized religion, among others.40 In reality, they are polarized 
from a political and economic system that feels separate (hence “elite”) and insensitive to 
their needs. While polling geared toward affective polarization has found them disgust-
ed with the other party, they in fact feel frustrated and hopeless about the entire U.S. 
political and economic system in general. Instead of focusing on polarization, the alien-
ation they feel needs to be addressed by enabling agency around problems they—and 
the people they are often pitted against in more simplistic media accounts—both want 
solved. These issues may be highly local, for instance, building a community’s resilience 
against more frequent extreme weather. Or they may entail major national mobilization, 
such as bringing together conservative religious groups and gay activists to pass the 
Respect for Marriage Act, which enshrined gay marriage as a national law just as it was 
under threat from Supreme Court rulings. Understanding which problems are shared 
and solvable cannot be guessed beforehand: it requires discussion and trust-building.  

Empirical evidence from overseas and from the United States has found that assembling 
groups across difference to talk can make a significant difference in a highly polarized 
atmosphere, if the goal is to uncover shared elements of a common agenda on which 
groups can act.41 In these cases, talking is not an end in itself but is used to build trust 
so that groups can work on concrete advocacy that moves countries toward less-polar-
ized politics. Such advocacy can be highly adversarial, but against new lines of polar-
ization rather than the right-left dimension (for example, uniting minority and White 
working-class Americans for better working conditions or bringing together rural White 
and minority Americans for recognition of rural needs as opposed to urban assump-
tions). Ironically, since misbeliefs about the other side’s policy preferences are strongest 
among highly educated, partisan political activists (and highest on the left), programs 
that attempt to solve problems by gaining understanding and working with unlikely 
allies on shared issues of concern may face the greatest pushback by those who claim 
to be most politically knowledgeable. This may obstruct the ability to build trust and 
agency among less politically engaged minority and White Americans whose preferences 
are quite different from those of engaged political elites. 
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5. Polarization is a highly nuanced field, and small assumptions can lead to big 
mistakes. Practitioners and philanthropists should be particularly careful about 
assumptions regarding moderation. People who poll as moderates may also be 
antidemocratic or supportive of political violence, especially on the right. On the 
left, support for democracy may coincide with support for violence. 

Many people think of Americans as arrayed along a straight line, with the far left on 
one side and the far right on the other. They assume that the people at the edges are the 
most polarized, the most partisan, hold the most extreme ideological views, and are the 
most supportive of antidemocratic actions and violence. This is not the case. Consistent 
conservatives and liberals who are more politically engaged are both more affectively and 
ideologically polarized and more prodemocracy than those in the middle.42

A frequent misunderstanding is that people who hold ideological views that contain 
elements from both sides of the aisle are moderates because they fall in the middle of the 
left-right spectrum. In fact, a Democracy Fund survey in 2018 found that Americans 
who held the least polarized ideological beliefs were actually the voting cohort least 
in favor of democracy and most supportive of a “strong leader” who does not need to 
bother with Congress or elections.43  

It is a common assumption that people who hold views from both sides of the aisle are 
economically conservative and socially liberal—the profile of many in the upper-mid-
dle-class political elite trying to reduce polarization. In fact, a 2016 study showed that 
this type of moderate ideology was held by only 3.8 percent of the electorate. Instead, 
the preponderance of Americans who respond to ideological survey questions with an-
swers on both sides of the aisle (28.9 percent of the electorate) tend to be pro–economic 
redistribution while also upholding the belief that American citizens should be White, 
Christian, and born in the United States.44 That mix of views led this group to be swing 
voters for many years, although since 2016 many have moved more decisively into the 
Republican Party.  

This group, many of whom support an authoritarian leader and some of whom justify 
political violence when necessary to maintain traditional gender roles and a White-
dominated racial hierarchy, may be highly affectively polarized—but they also may 
not be, since they tend to distrust all American institutions and elites.45 Some view 
themselves as strong partisan Republicans, so surveys such as Bright Line Watch found 
that people who strongly identified as Republican a year after the contested 2020 
election were the most supportive of political violence.46 But others feel little partisan 
affiliation. They have voted for both parties in the past and seek someone to represent 
their views; if a third party of a Trumpian orientation emerged, they might switch to it. 
While they were united by their votes for Donald Trump in 2020 and their belief that 
the 2020 presidential election was stolen, they may be willing to mobilize in the future 
behind another strong, extreme leader: many of the most radical are no longer willing to 
turn out violently for Trump rallies because they feel let down by his failure to provide 
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monetary support for those arrested on January 6.47 They are probably best characterized 
simply as the antidemocratic right, a growing counterculture with high distrust, a low 
sense of agency, and strong feelings of grievance and victimhood.  

On the left, the most partisan Democrats are actually far more moderate ideologically 
than progressives. In other words, on the left, extreme partisanship coincides with 
moderate ideology. The problem for democracy on the left is not those who report high 
polarization (those individuals tend to be active and politically engaged in a positive way 
for democracy), but a very small but vocal group that the international anti-polarization 
organization More in Common terms “activist mavericks.”48 These individuals are 
younger and wealthier than average Americans and more often male. They are far-left 
in their ideology, but they dislike the Democratic Party and so are not partisan (though 
they may be affectively polarized and hate Republicans). They claim to be very strongly 
prodemocratic. But they do not believe America has achieved democracy, and so they 
are willing to support political violence to achieve greater racial and democratic repre-
sentation. Six in ten support property crime (versus 6 percent of Americans overall), and 
28 percent support violence against people (versus 4 percent of the population overall).  

These two groups are asymmetric: the antidemocratic right is a plurality of somewhere 
between a quarter and a third of the Republican Party.49 The proviolence left is tiny and 
composes an insignificant part of the vote share of Democrats, especially since many 
may vote for third parties. Both are surrounded, however, by a penumbra of apologists 
and soft supporters who normalize their behavior. This has allowed the antidemocratic 
faction of the right to achieve a nearly complete takeover of the Republican Party that 
is giving it significant political power. Maverick activists on the left hold virtually no 
political power at any level of government, but their views have achieved outsized cultur-
al sway. Despite their asymmetry, the bogeyman of these two groups is fueling the other 
and is the main force tearing the country apart—not a more generic or symmetrical 
polarization.  

Thus, it may be worth testing interventions focused precisely on these groups, as well 
as supporting independent, high-quality research alongside these programs to track 
behavioral outcomes over the short, medium, and long term. Or it might be worth 
testing interventions to build the prodemocracy habits and norms of Americans who 
are supportive of but not quite within these more virulent subcultures. To be of any use, 
these interventions and research must be done in real-world conditions, not just quick 
lab experiments, and studied over time. 
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The Literature on Polarization

In the 1950s, some influential U.S. scholars argued that America needed more polarization, 
which they defined as members of different parties holding differing policy beliefs. At the 
time, each of the two dominant parties encompassed a breadth of often overlapping political 
views thanks to conservative Southern Democrats and liberal Rockefeller Republicans. A 
famous American Political Science Review study from 1950 concluded that more polarization 
would help voters differentiate between the parties.50 These beliefs persisted among some 
of the most highly regarded scholars in the polarization field, such as the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Matthew Levendusky, well into the 2000s.51

Yet other experts took into account massive sociopolitical changes that affected how they 
viewed polarization. First came the Civil Rights Movement. The Civil Rights Act of 1964 
sent former Southern Democrats into the Republican Party, accelerating a process of party 
sorting by ideology that was largely influenced by racial prejudice.52 Subsequent cultural 
cleavages over women’s rights, gay rights, and the environment, combined with polarization 
over the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal, continued the process of deepening 
ideological differences, while demographic sorting among the electorate put more liberals 
on the Democratic side and more conservatives on the Republican side of the aisle.53 A few 
crucial politicians, notably speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives Newt Gingrich, 
amplified these cleavages during the 1990s through a style of intensely partisan leadership 
that deepened the effects of these cultural and ideological differences on key institutions—in 
particular, Congress.54 

First Generation Understanding: Elite Ideological Polarization 

Polarization Is Policy Difference, Congress Is the Problem

By the early 2000s, members of Congress and people working on what was then called 
“good government” began to feel that polarization was a problem. They bemoaned a lack 
of compromise in Congress and a more poisonous atmosphere that appeared to be harming 
Congress’s ability to govern and undertake formerly uncontentious activities; for instance, 
the filibuster began to be routinely applied around 2010. They pointed to polarization as a 
core reason for the malfunctioning of Congress and other democratic institutions.

Political scientists began to look into the issue and brought with them the tools of their dis-
cipline, which conceived of polarization as ideological distance between policy preferences. 
To measure that ideological distance in Congress, they used a dataset called DW-Nominate 
that looked at how members voted.55 Three seminal studies published between 2006 and 
2015, including a task force convened by the American Political Science Association, sum-
marized scholarly opinion.56 They found that:
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Figure 2. Polarization in Congress
Figure 2. Polarization in Congress

Source: Michael Barber and Nolan McCarty, “Causes and Consequences of Polarization,” in “Negotiating Agreement in Politics,” 
eds. Jane Mansbridge and Cathie J. Martin, American Political Science Association, Task Force Report, December 2013, 
https://www.apsanet.org/portals/54/Files/Task%20Force%20Reports/MansbridgeTF_FinalDraft.pdf
 

Note: Average distance between positions across parties. The y-axis shows the di�erence in means positions between the 
two parties in both the House of Representatives and the Senate from 1879 to 2011 using the DW-NOMINATE measures. 
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Polarization had risen in the Senate since the mid-1950s and in the House since the mid-
1970s (see figure 2). That finding ruled out event-driven polarization such as president 
Bill Clinton’s impeachment. It also ruled out  developments that happened well-after 
polarization had become entrenched, such as the rise of the right-wing movement known as 
the Tea Party, which created its own House caucus.57 In the House, the seven states with a 
single representative (districts that clearly cannot be gerrymandered) also had quite partisan 
representatives.58 

Ideological polarization was highly asymmetric. Republican members of Congress were 
moving to the right ideologically much faster than Democratic members were moving to the 
left (see figure 3). 

Findings on ordinary Americans’ polarization were disputed. Polarization among the public 
seemed to depend on what scholars were measuring. Pew Research Center found growing 
antipathy as well as ideological distance among political activists that was bleeding into 
regular voters, but it also found that a broad center still held.59 
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Figure 3. Republicans in Congress Have Moved Further Right than Democrats in 
Congress Have Moved Left

Source: Reprinted from Pew Research Center analysis of Voteview DW-NOMINATE data accessed on February 18, 
2022,  https://www.pewresearch.org/ft_22-02-22_congresspolarization_featured_new/. 

Note: Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.   
The opinions expressed herein, including any implications for policy, are those of the author and not of Pew  
Research Center.  

Scholars who looked at self-identification found that conservatives were more likely to 
identify as Republicans and liberals as Democrats, suggesting that the parties were sorting 
by ideology much more than in past decades. Self-reporting also showed that ideological 
moderates had declined, and the self-described distance between mainstream Democrats 
and Republicans (not their respective activist wings) had doubled between 1972 and 2004.60 
In fact, voters seemed to have the opposite asymmetry to their representatives: the share of 
Democrats who claimed to be liberal doubled between 1994 and 2014, and those who were 
consistently liberal quadrupled. Republican voters did not experience as much movement to 
the right or consolidation. Pew Research Center speculated that Democratic voters might 
be consolidating in reaction to Republican members of Congress moving to the right in a 
highly public way, such as with the release of Gingrich’s Contract With America.61 Scholars 
also found that voters were more likely to change their positions to match their party affil-
iation, rather than switching parties to support candidates who supported their positions.62 
These findings suggested that the public was also polarizing over policy. 

However, two of the leading academics in the field of polarization studies, Morris Fiorina of 
Stanford University and Levendusky, argued strongly that the median voter remained a cen-
trist on most issues.63 They found that Americans held a number of policy beliefs in common 
despite party affiliation, including on abortion, immigration, and gun rights.64 They also 
found that a broad group of voters held beliefs from both the left and right of the ideological 
spectrum and termed these individuals “moderates.” They concluded that Democrats and 
Republicans who were not political activists held far less unitary views than their own party 
elites, were more moderate ideologically, and therefore (since polarization was defined as 
ideological distance), Americans were mostly unpolarized. Their views held sway. 
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How Was America Polarized? 

Scholars drew a number of conclusions from these findings about what was causing polariza-
tion and, therefore, what could be done to stop it.

1. Ideological polarization was an elite issue. Polarization at the congressional level was 
worrisome but not deadly to democracy. It was causing difficulty with nominations to 
Congress and with legislation that broke along party lines. But it had not stopped major 
bipartisan legislation on important issues. 

2. Polarization among the American public was occurring, but it was largely among the 
politically engaged public, which was not the majority. There still seemed to be a broad 
middle, and there was disagreement about whether polarization even existed.65

What Caused Elite Polarization? 

1. Competition over power was likely to be playing a significant role. Since the country’s 
founding, congressional power was usually held by one party for decades at a time. But 
since 1980, it had been more up for grabs than in any period since the Civil War and 
Reconstruction, leading to more bare-knuckled politics and uglier campaigns as each 
election could be decisive for congressional control. The Gilded Age was another period 
in which control of Congress changed parties frequently because each party was close 
to 50 percent of the voting public. Frances Lee of Princeton University was the main 
proponent of this theory.66

2. One book-length study suggested the problem was that as the personal and financial 
costs of running for office increased and the benefits of holding office decreased, moder-
ate candidates were disproportionately less likely to run, leaving the field to ideological 
extremes. The study, looking at all candidates who had run for House seats and not just 
the winners, found that all candidates had polarized significantly since the 1980s—so 
that whoever won would be more polarized, regardless of voter preferences.67 Further 
suggesting that the issue was structural and candidate-driven rather than voter-driven, 
another study found that in 2013, Republican party chairs at the county level preferred 
extreme candidates by a ten-to-one margin. Democratic party chairs also preferred 
extreme candidates, by a two-to-one margin. The safety of seats explains why both 
chairs preferred strong partisans but not why Republicans leaned so much more heavily 
in that direction.68 

3. The rise in economic inequality in the United States appeared to be causing congressio-
nal ideological polarization—but congressional ideological polarization was also leading 
to increases in inequality, so causality was a vicious circle.69 Nolan McCarty, Keith T. 
Poole, and Howard Rosenthal found in 2007 that inequality exacerbated ideological po-
larization, and ideological polarization led to policies that further increased inequality. 
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In other words, they found that people with vastly differential wealth had different 
policy preferences. But ideological differences between Republican and Democratic 
partisans led to the failure of redistributive policies, thus exacerbating inequality.70 

4. Religious or evangelical voters were one of many factors—not the driving factor—
behind polarization. Religiously driven political polarization was a concern at the 
time because of the organization of the Moral Majority and post-1980s evangelical 
movements.71 

5. Gerrymandering was not the problem (in terms of polarization) that democracy activists 
believed it to be. Since the Senate was also polarized (in fact, had been polarizing for 
decades before the House had been), as were members who held impossible-to-gerry-
mander, single-state House districts, gerrymandering could at best be a modest cause 
of polarization.72 Voter sorting by geography was the greater cause of what looked like 
geographic polarization. 

6. The abolishment of the Fairness Doctrine in 1987 may have caused polarization by al-
lowing for greater media partisanship and self-selection into different news silos. When 
it was in effect, the Fairness Doctrine saw television news as a near monopoly because 
there were only three major channels, so it required news outlets to provide equal time 
to different ideological viewpoints; as the number of cable and radio news outlets grew, 
news appeared to be a more regular private market and president Ronald Reagan’s 
administration removed this requirement of equal time. That change meant partisans 
could self-select into media bubbles, while most Americans could opt out of news in 
favor of entertainment.73  

There were also concerns that the way the media had started to cover the horse race of 
politics rather than policy issues led people to be more angered about their losses and 
that incivility in argumentation in order to increase drama and entertainment value 
encouraged a more black-and-white view of the world.74

7. Elite polarization among members of Congress was leading to greater partisan sorting 
of Americans into separate parties based on their policy preferences. Thus, solving the 
problems in Congress would help whatever polarization existed among the general 
public.75 

Interventions to Reduce Policy-Based Polarization Among Political Elites

Based on this understanding of polarization, what was then best described as the “good 
government” field coalesced in the 2010s around the idea that the United States faced a 
problem of policy-based polarization among political elites. Therefore, many people working 
in the field of improving American governance concluded that the need was to find ways 
for Congress to compromise, negotiate, and break partisan incentive structures to win at all 
costs in order to win ultimate power. 
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• Some efforts were technical alterations to encourage compromise and working 
together, such as the House Select Committee on the Modernization of Congress, a 
truly bipartisan congressional committee, assisted by outside help, that worked from 
2019 to 2022 to improve congressional effectiveness and transparency, as well as 
other efforts to change congressional rules. 

• Others were based on altering political incentives to encourage bipartisan 
cooperation. For instance, the Democratic House majority proposed bringing back 
earmarks, which allowed legislation to direct congressionally appropriated funds 
to specific uses in districts. Earmarks had been implicated in corruption and were 
banned by the Republican House majority in 2011. Yet they also incentivized com-
promise by giving members something of real worth to trade—taking a vote that 
could be difficult ideologically or could risk bringing on attack ads by an opponent 
in the next campaign could be neutralized if a member could show that they had 
brought home something desired by their district, such as funding for a new health 
center or bridge. Moreover, by letting members bring valued goods back to their 
districts, earmarks could show that the government was functioning for the people.76 

• Still other interventions focused on members’ emotions, such as restoring a greater 
number of bipartisan congressional trips (CODELS) where members socialized and 
got to know one another across the aisle. 

• There was a lack of consensus and general skepticism that voting reforms, such as 
altering primaries, would reduce elite polarization. Fiorina and Levendusky argued 
that regular Americans were not very polarized. That accorded with findings in 
many other countries that partisan polarization tended to be an elite problem that 
had little effect on regular voters. If voters were more moderate than politicians, 
then electorates were not causing the polarization in Congress and electoral reform 
would not help.77 Few reformers paid attention to the findings on candidates and 
how candidate incentives might be influenced by beliefs about campaigning and 
fundraising.

• The problem of growing inequality fit the data for when ideological polarization 
began in both chambers of Congress, but the good government field at the time 
generally paid little attention to economics. 

Second Generation Understanding: Mass Affective Polarization

Polarization Is Emotional Dislike Based on Identity That Affects Regular People

By 2016, experts were struggling to describe a landscape that appeared to have high mass 
public polarization, despite the fact that many scholars continued to find a great deal of 
overlap among Americans’ policy views on contentious issues.78 
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Scholars from new disciplines, such as political psychology and comparative politics, started 
to formulate a new hypothesis about what was occurring in the United States and other 
polarized democracies. Working separately and writing in hundreds of papers and books, 
these scholars crafted what became known as the idea of affective polarization: emotional 
dislike and disgust between members of opposing parties based not on policies but on 
identity.79 Partisans who were affectively polarized might actually overlap in their policy 
views (without knowing it due to misperceptions), or they might differ; policy alignment was 
not a good measure of emotional feelings.80 As political psychologist Lilliana Mason argued, 
“identity-based ideology can drive affective ideological polarization even when individuals 
are naïve about policy. The passion and prejudice with which we approach politics is driven 
not only by what we think, but also powerfully by who we think we are.”81 In some cases, dif-
ferences in policy beliefs even appeared to shrink as affective polarization increased.82 Using 
measures based not on what policies people supported but on feeling thermometers ranking 
“warmth” or “coolness” toward the other party, trust and trait measures (such as asking if 
the other party was more hypocritical or more trustworthy), and social distance measures 
(such as “would you mind if your child married a member of the opposite party” and spousal 
agreement on party),83 scholars attempted to understand the public’s emotional state.

Scholars claimed that affective polarization was more destabilizing than policy polarization 
because it wove itself into a country’s social fabric. Different studies drew implications for 
the economy,84 health,85 and democracy itself. In particular, affective polarization seemed to 
allow one’s own political side to get away with undemocratic behavior to prevent the other 
side from winning, enabling the election of leaders who harmed democracy with the support 
of their base voters.

• The international peace-building organization Beyond Conflict found that 
Republicans and Democrats who overestimated the degree of dehumanization, 
dislike, and disagreement between parties were more likely to support putting their 
political party over the general good of the country. They also found lower levels of 
trust in the country’s civic institutions, such as local and state governments or the 
Supreme Court, among those who overestimated the affective polarization of the 
other side.86 

• A survey of American voters found that they were less willing to support same-day 
voter registration if they were told that it would primarily benefit the other party.87

• Studies by Milan Svolik and coauthors found in lab experiments in Türkiye, the 
United States, and Venezuela that the most polarized voters were the most willing 
to turn a blind eye to antidemocratic behavior committed by their party in order to 
prevent opponents from gaining control because they feared subversion by the other 
side.88 Actual voting data showed that Americans were willing to trade democratic 
principles for partisan loyalty or policy preferences and that only a small portion of 
Americans would prioritize democracy when these goals came into conflict.89 An 
online experiment by Alia Braley and coauthors with nearly 2,000 Americans found 
that voters were particularly willing to allow democratic norm-breaking by their side 
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if they were credibly concerned that the other side wanted to break the rules—sim-
ilar to the security dilemmas faced by countries locked in potential future conflict, 
where the incentive is to attack first if one fears being attacked.90

How Was America Polarized?

1. The American public is affectively polarized today, and affective polarization has been 
increasing steadily since the 1980s and possibly earlier, depending on the measurement 
used. (For one such measurement, see figure 4, based on data modeled by Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology election expert Charles Stewart III.) Since at least the mid-
1990s, affective polarization had been growing for all age groups, but it had grown most 
quickly among people over sixty-five.91 

2. Affective polarization is being driven primarily by dislike of the other party rather than 
positive feelings toward one’s own, since positive feelings toward one’s own party has 
also dropped slightly since the late 1980s (see upper lines in figure 4). Republicans re-
ported liking their own party more in 2016, in correlation with the MAGA movement. 
Affective polarization, however, is quite symmetric across the parties.92 

3. Affective polarization appears to be largely driven by misperceptions. Misperceptions 
about the actual demographic identities of the other party, the policy beliefs held 
by members of the other party, how much members of the other party disliked and 
disagreed with the respondents, and whether members of the other party supported 
democratic norm-breaking are all driving the problem.93 

Figure 4. How Warmly Partisans Feel Toward Their Party and the Opposing Party

Source: American National Election Studies survey data, Time Series Cumulative data file (1948–2020),   
https://electionstudies.org/data-center.
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4. While the public feels a great deal of emotional dislike and polarization between 
the parties, ideological divergence in the mass public has not increased greatly over 
time.94 It is increasing somewhat: liberals are becoming more liberal on social issues 
and Democrats have moved to the left on racial issues since 2010, while Republicans 
have largely remained in the same place. Meanwhile, under the Biden administration, 
Republicans have started to move right on immigration.95 Yet most scholarship contin-
ues to agree with earlier findings that there is significant ideological overlap and agree-
ment on policies, including on contentious issues such as guns and abortion, in part 
because there is a lot of ideological inconsistency in the parties—particularly with the 
move of a group of conservative but economically redistributive former swing voters into 
the Republican Party in 2016.96 However, it is worth noting that most Americans do 
not hold very intense policy beliefs; for many years, scholars have found that American 
voters alter their policy preferences to match their partisan identities. In contrast to 
Congress, which appears to be ideologically polarized, the problem for the public seems 
to be emotional rather than ideological—though some of the emotional polarization 
is based on real and perceived ideological differences among the activist edges of each 
party.

5. Affective polarization has been rising much more rapidly in the United States than in 
most other Western countries (see figure 5). Attitudes across countries are notoriously 
hard to measure and compare; different systems of evaluation have yielded different 
measurements even when using the same data. However, most scholars agreed that 
America’s overall level of affective polarization, though rising, was only middling when 
compared with other countries in the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD). A number of peer democracies with multiparty systems had 
higher levels of affective polarization but were showing much less democratic strain.97 
That finding suggests that if affective polarization is harming U.S. democracy, it is not 
acting alone but is being exacerbated by other factors, such as the structure of the U.S. 
political system or the media environment.  

Trends in affective polarization also look very different across OECD democracies—
rising in some, falling in others, and sometimes staying the same. That suggests that the 
United States’ swift rise in affective polarization has a domestic cause rather than being 
caused by an internationally systemic issue.  

Scholars such as McCoy and Murat Somer have very different findings based on a differ-
ent way of looking at polarization. Their measurement of “pernicious polarization” not 
only includes affective polarization but also considers whether the process of polarization 
has collapsed a variety of identities into two opposing camps that view each other with 
so much distaste, othering, and aversion that each group sees the other as immoral. It 
further considers whether politicians are using polarization as an instrumental strategy. 
Viewing polarization as a process rather than just an amount of dislike provides a way of 
measuring how hardened polarization is likely to be and whether there are negative feed-
back loops between public emotions and political incentives that create a fundamentally 
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Figure 5. Trends in Affective Polarization by Country

Source: Levi Boxell, Matthew Getzkow, and Jesse M. Shapiro, “Cross-Country Trends in Affective Polarization,”  
National Bureau of Economic Research Working Paper, November 2021, https://www.nber.org/papers/w26669.  

Source: Levi Boxell, Matthew Getzkow, and Jesse M. Shapiro, “Cross-Country Trends in A�ective Polarization,” National Bureau
of Economic Research Working Paper, November 2021, https://www.nber.org/papers/w26669.  
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different environment than can be gauged by a single snapshot of mass feeling. Using 
this definition and measures based on expert opinion rather than self-reported feelings, 
their research finds that the United States is polarized at extraordinary rates compared 
to other countries and that no other wealthy, consolidated democracy has been as per-
niciously polarized for as long as the United States.98 This observation may be incorrect, 
as the expert data is subject to a presentism bias (since the measure was created recently 
and coded for past years). But it may also be more accurate than self-reported feeling 
thermometers because different countries report their feelings differently (that is, what 
feels like intense polarization to a Swede might feel quite mild to an American) and 
because their underlying definition of polarization is a better measure of antidemocratic 
attitudes than affective polarization alone.

What Has Been Causing Affective Polarization? 

Theories of what has been driving affective polarization draw from psychology, sociology, 
comparative democracy, and political science. Each discipline sees the problem through the 
lenses it brings to the world. The problem could have many causes—there is no reason to be-
lieve it is only one. There is also no reason to believe that the same cause affects both parties 
equally—they could each be affectively polarized for different reasons. A number of theories 
that are common among the public are not supported by research. Eight major theories or 
explanatory narratives have emerged in recent years.

1. Stacked and sorted identities. People’s brains are wired to form in-groups for safety 
and then use shortcuts based on shared values, stories, symbols, and language to decide 
who is in and who is out. It is possible to prefer one’s own group without feeling much 
antagonism for an out-group (known as “in-group affinity”). But human brains are 
constantly scanning for threats to in-groups. As people affectively polarize, they appear 
to blow out-group threats out of proportion, exaggerating the out-group’s dislike and 
disgust for their own group and getting ready to defend their in-group, sometimes 
aggressively. Once polarization starts, it can become a vicious cycle because the human 
tendency toward motivated cognition seeks out information that proves these exaggerat-
ed beliefs and discounts information inconsistent with those beliefs.99

Mason and other scholars claim that polarization entered this cycle in the United States 
because of increasingly well-sorted parties. Americans have sorted themselves into par-
ties based on their ideological affinities (meaning there are fewer liberal Republicans and 
conservative Democrats) at the same time that other racial, religious, sexual, geographic, 
and cultural identities have been increasingly aligned with partisanship.100 This “stack-
ing” of identities within each party has allowed partisanship to become a social identity, 
not just a marker of one’s policy preferences.101 People with stacked identities are quicker 
to take offense when any of their identities are perceived to be maligned. So these in- 
and out-group dynamics are operating at high sensitivity, in which a threat against any 
one of many stacked identities can be perceived as an attack against one’s group.102 



Rachel Kleinfeld   |   25

2. Geographic and social sorting. Other scholars point to people sorting into more 
homogenous groups of friends and geographic sorting,103 two factors that are leading 
people to socialize more with people they already agree with.104 Partisans may have 
incidentally self-sorted into different geographies because of preferences for urban or 
rural living or other factors. After that, they socialize with copartisans and their beliefs 
deepen as a result of that social homogeneity.  

This is not the same as self-sorting purposefully with the primary goal of living among 
copartisans, for which there are anecdotal claims but evidence is unclear. Mobility data 
and voter records suggest that people are moving because of other issues, such as jobs 
or the quality of public schools.105 However, these could be linked to partisan identity 
and ideology (that is, what one views as a quality school may differ based on ideology, 
or one could look for a job in another state because the laws in one’s current state feel 
threatening). 

3. Media bubbles. Another common claim is that Americans are sorting themselves into 
media echo chambers whose lack of balanced content further radicalizes and polarizes 
them.106 Social media is particularly singled out for its negative effects because its algo-
rithms and business models have been shown to exacerbate outrage and anger.107 Social 
media has also been found to help recruit and provide platforms to extremists.108

However, scholarship is extremely mixed regarding the effects of social media.109 Four 
recent landmark studies by dozens of researchers conducting tests on tens of thousands 
of Facebook and Instagram accounts found that social media algorithms did not affect 
users’ polarization.110 While scholarship points in multiple directions, those findings 
support the preponderance of empirical studies that suggest, insofar as social media 
may be exacerbating affective polarization, the problem is small. And, the problem is 
not social media alone but the country’s entire media system. A recent literature review 
into media and social media in the United States found that media in general was likely 
increasing ideological and affective polarization. (It also noted significant methodolog-
ical issues in the literature, particularly an overreliance on Twitter to measure social 
media usage, which is a problem because Twitter’s user demographics are not those of 
the median voter).111  

Most studies do not find much correlation between internet news or social media use 
and affective polarization. That may be because most Americans do not use social 
media to discuss politics; politics is a very incidental part of life for most Americans, 
who largely avoid it.112 Scholars find that internet usage has increased similarly across 
Western Europe and in OECD countries, but affective polarization has skyrocketed 
in the United States while it has shown no consistent trend across OECD countries. 
Another cross-country study found that online news is slightly negatively correlated 
with affective polarization across countries—Americans get far less news online than 
Norwegians or Swedes, for instance, but affective polarization is rising in the United 
States while declining in the two other countries.113 Other studies argue that the internet 
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only became a significant part of news in the 2000s, yet affective polarization has been 
growing since at least the 1980s and correlates more closely with the rise of cable news.114 
(However, affective polarization from Democrats seems to have experienced a sharper 
rise since the early 2000s; see figure 6.) A large-scale experiment in which individuals 
deactivated their Facebook accounts for four weeks prior to the 2018 midterm elections 
did find that the deactivation reduced affective polarization, but only slightly.115

Meanwhile, affective polarization is growing most quickly among Americans over 
sixty-five years old. Yet younger Americans use more social media than older adults, 
while those over sixty-five spend more than six and a half hours a day in front of their 
televisions.116  

Social media remains a problem for polarization, but in context. Multiple studies show 
that most Americans are not seeking out political news on social media, and so the loose 
connections they get through social media actually tend to bring them into connection 
with less polarizing news, rather than amplifying media bubbles. However, for the small 
segment of the public that is highly engaged with politics, social media is probably 
polarizing.117 Since nearly everyone running or funding efforts to reduce polarization 
is, by definition, highly engaged with politics, this group may overstate the effects of 
social media versus the entire media environment. Meanwhile, for violent individuals, 

Figure 6. Among Both Partisans and Leaners, Unfavorable Views of the   
Opposing Party Have Increased

Source: Reprinted from “Political Independents: Who They Are, What They Think,” Pew Research Center, March 14, 
2019,  https://www.people-press.org/2019/03/14/political-independents-who-they-are-what-they-think. 

Note: Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.  The 
opinions expressed herein, including any implications for policy, are those of the author and not of Pew  
Research Center.  
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particular sites are used for organizing, though the degree of radicalization occurring 
through those sites is unclear. 

In the United States, surveys (such as one by Public Religion Research Institute) find 
more intense and consistent negative democratic effects from far-right and right-wing 
cable news and radio companies and channels, such as Newsmax, One America News, 
and Fox News, rather than social media.118 Exposure to these offline forms of partisan 
news makes those with extreme attitudes even more extreme.119 Only one-tenth of 
insurrectionists arrested after the January 6 attack on the U.S. Capitol received most of 
their news from social media; most favored conservative television and radio.120 An ex-
periment in which people were incentivized to shift from watching Fox News to CNN 
showed that further exposure to partisan outlets, such as Fox News, was radicalizing 
and that incentivizing a shift from Fox to CNN led to more accurate and less polarized 
information.121  

But causation is unclear: people who are more polarized might also be more motivated 
to watch partisan news. After Fox News made an early call during the November 2020 
election that the majority of Arizonans had voted for Biden for president, 37 percent of 
the network’s prime-time viewers chose to move their viewership temporarily to more 
extreme outlets, such as Newsmax and One America News, that reported for months 
that a Trump victory was possible (or had actually occurred). Viewers were shaping the 
content, rather than being led by it.122 Similarly, after Fox News fired its most popular 
host, the right-wing personality Tucker Carlson, viewership plummeted—while viewer-
ship increased during the same period at Newsmax.123 More polarized people may also 
be more motivated to engage with polarizing social media. Studies of YouTube showed 
that most engagement with extremist content was largely confined to a small, concen-
trated group of people who had preexisting, negative views on gender and race.124 And 
while partisan traditional news sources do seem to exacerbate polarization in America, 
in Europe there is little evidence to suggest that exposure to partisan or populist tradi-
tional media causes widespread polarization.125

It could be that social media and partisan traditional media are having more polarizing 
effects in America than elsewhere because of other factors. For instance, having a trusted 
media source—whether a national source of record or a strong local news source—
might mitigate the polarizing effects of social and partisan media. In the United States, 
no single news source is trusted by more than 50 percent of Americans, while in the 
United Kingdom, for example, 86 percent of Britons say that they are satisfied with their 
state broadcasting service.126 Countries that spend more on public broadcasting have 
seen greater decreases in polarization, though the direction of causality is unclear.127 In 
the United States, it is possible that local news played the mediating, trusted role that 
a government broadcaster plays in some other democracies and that the decline of local 
news is enhancing affective polarization. One study found that after communities lost 
a local newspaper, voters were less likely to split their ticket in federal elections.128 The 
decline of local news has also been linked to lower voter turnout and citizen engagement 
in general.129
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4. Inequality and economics. While ideological polarization in Congress is correlated 
with inequality, inequality’s relationship with affective polarization is much less clear—
in part because there are very few studies on it. 

• One multicountry study found that high inequality and unemployment were 
correlated with greater affective polarization; however, another study using the same 
data but a different evaluation method found that the role of inequality no longer 
held.130

• Other studies looking across countries suggest that inequality is poorly correlated 
with affective polarization. For instance, affective polarization has been falling 
in Australia at the same time as inequality has been rising, while affective po-
larization is rising quickly in Denmark while income inequality is quite low. In 
the Netherlands, affective polarization is growing relatively swiftly while income 
inequality is also low (though wealth inequality is higher).131

• In Belgium, affective polarization is distributed quite differently in different parts 
of the country. One study found that differences in economic performance over 
the past few years drove affective polarization, particularly if wealthier areas were 
located near poorer places. But the rural/urban divide also still mattered, separate 
from these dynamics.132

• One theoretical model suggests that inequality could contribute to polarization by 
encouraging people who are more risk averse due to a harder economic environment 
to limit their interactions to in-group members.133 Low levels of social trust are 
associated with these people being more risk averse and retreating to doing business 
within their in-group.134 But if inequality is having these effects, its role needs to be 
teased out from other factors that could be lowering social trust. 

5. Economic shocks. Some research suggests that calamitous economic shocks—such as 
the Great Depression and the 2008–2009 financial crisis—increase support for populist 
parties that denigrate social out-groups and thus cause affective polarization.135 However, 
globally, populist parties began winning power in 2000, prior to the 2008–2009 
financial crisis, though the crisis may have increased their success: populist leaders hit 
their modern peak in 2018. If economic shocks are exacerbating affective polarization by 
leading voters to elect populist candidates, then inequality is mediated through populist 
political leaders who interpret economic realities and is not a direct cause.

• Michael Podhorzer’s analysis of majority-White congressional districts showed 
that after the 2008–2009 financial crisis, the majority-White districts that voted 
Republican (prior to or after the shock) had a much slower economic recovery than 
those that voted for Democrats (see figure 7).136

These trends in recovery strongly correlate with rural-versus-urban geographies  
(see figure 8).137
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Figure 7. Median Household Income   of Majority White Districts

Figure 8. Employment Rates, Urban and Rural Areas After 2008 Recession

Source: Michael Podhorzer, “Socioeconomic Polarization,” Weekend Reading, May 15, 2022, private  
subscriber-based newsletter. 

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service using data from Bureau of Labor Statistics, Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics, https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/charts/62816/employmentindices2021lausfinal_d.html?v=4870.
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Affective polarization among the American public had started long before 2008. But 
these trends—given direction by a concerted effort at political organizing by deep-pock-
eted donors—could explain the rise of the Tea Party, which firmly moved affective 
polarization from a feeling into a political force that led to candidates getting elected. 
These are the ways in which emotion, mediated by political incentives and politicians, 
can create changes to democracy. 

Another financial shock that may have played a role is the rise in Chinese imports, 
which, according to one study, reduced U.S. manufacturing jobs and increased unem-
ployment, particularly among non-college-educated groups.138 Meanwhile, the regions 
most affected by reduced employment due to Chinese imports shifted their media 
viewing toward Fox News. Majority-White regions most affected by the substitution of 
Chinese imports for local jobs were more likely to elect a Republican congressperson and 
majority-minority regions a Democratic one.139

6. Racial resentment. People holding hostile attitudes toward racial minorities had been 
found within both parties throughout the twentieth century. They began moving to the 
Republican Party after the Voting Rights Act of 1965. The 2016 election was another 
punctuation point, when a new group of voters scoring high on racial resentment 
moved from being Democrats or swing voters into the Republican Party.140 A study of 
5,000 Americans conducted throughout the 2016 election found that White Trump 
supporters adopted more racially hostile views toward Black Americans over the course 
of the campaign in line with their preferred candidate’s rhetoric.141 Nathan Kalmoe and 
Mason found that White Republicans with higher levels of minority resentment were 
also more likely to see Democrats as evil or subhuman—that is, to be affectively polar-
ized.142 These alterations coincided with Republicans holding a more racialized view of 
the Democratic Party (thinking of the party as containing a larger number of minorities 
than was accurate).143 Meanwhile, for approximately a decade, Democrats had been 
moving to the left on racial issues.144 

7. Status anxiety. Economics and race may work together to create a sense of fear and 
othering. The idea that fear of economic scarcity exacerbates racism is corroborated by 
experiments showing that in a lab context, White Americans primed to be thinking 
about economic scarcity reduce resource allocations to Black Americans.145 The problem 
may be linked to the idea of relative deprivation: when individuals feel deprived of 
success they had anticipated achieving or felt they deserved, they can experience a sense 
that they deserve better than their current situation and that someone else is to blame.146 
Usually these grievances must be articulated and exploited by a conflict entrepreneur or 
political leader, and until that person or movement comes along, structural inequality 
per se does not move people into extremism.  

Consider again the rise of the Tea Party. As voters face greater economic precarity in 
general, particularly following a shock, they become more attuned to further threats and 
are more sensitive to political appeals that out-group members are supposedly taking 
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their rightful place. Affective polarization grows because of the confluence of economic 
precarity, status threat, and the existence of a leader or common narrative that blames 
the situation on particular people or causes.  

The need for other factors to interact with economics may be why other markers such 
as living in poverty, being working class, being unemployed, and fearing economic loss 
do not correlate with support for nativist or xenophobic parties in the United States 
or Europe.147 Some research suggests that nativism (which is not the same as affective 
polarization but is potentially linked) may be most attractive to those doing less well 
relative to others within a growing economy—even if those individuals are doing better 
than they previously had been. For instance, many of the poorest European countries 
have not seen a major rise in nativist parties, while countries with relatively high em-
ployment and prosperity (such as Austria and the Netherlands), as well as regions with 
expanding economies and employment (such as Saxony and Brandenburg in Germany), 
have seen rising nativism.148 Poverty also has no correlation with political violence.149 In 
fact, domestic terrorists are, if anything, slightly better educated and more wealthy than 
other Americans.150 

8. Politicians and political incentives. Other scholars pointed to the particular role of 
political leaders and structural incentives in stoking affective, identity-based polarization 
to win elections. The literature suggests three mechanisms.

• Personality or individual-level explanations: The rise of populist leaders suggested 
some politicians’ personalities led them to use polarization as their means to create 
intense ties to their voting base and thus win elections.151 For instance, countries 
such as Brazil and Poland, which were previously fairly unpolarized, polarized 
quickly during the campaigns and under the governments of populist leaders. 
Meanwhile, in Hungary, a politician drew on old but long-submerged fissures to 
scapegoat portions of society (which did not exactly polarize because there were not 
many minorities to form the other “pole”).152 

• Structural incentives: Others pointed to political incentives in both places with close 
races where control over power was under dispute and in places with first-past-the-
post, winner-take-all systems in which moving a tiny number of voters might give a 
politician a total win over a district or country.153 Majoritarian systems seem to favor 
affective polarization by creating a binary of political actors.154 For this reason, po-
litical scientists have recommended a broad array of structural changes to America’s 
two-party, winner-take-all system to affect these incentives.155 

• Campaign incentives: Negative campaigns also seemed to play a role. Across recent 
election cycles, voters were 50–150 percent more affectively polarized by Election 
Day than they were a year earlier. Political advertisements, especially negative 
advertising, had particularly strong effects on affective polarization.156 
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Interventions to Reduce Affective Polarization

These findings led to a diverse set of early experiments to bring down affective polarization. 
Four strands of such work have received the most scholarship.

1. Correct misperceptions about the other party, one-on-one or through broader 
awareness campaigns. Since people who are affectively polarized are known to hold 
erroneous beliefs and perceptions about the other party, one path that initially appeared 
promising was correcting these misbeliefs.

• Correct misperceptions based on identity. Democrats tend to think Republicans 
are wealthier, older, and more evangelical than they are (for instance, believing that 
over a third of Republicans earned over $250,000 when the reality is 2 percent), 
while Republicans think Democrats are more often members of unions and more 
likely to be atheists, sexual minorities, or people of color (for instance, believing that 
nearly a third of Democrats were members of the LGBT community while the real-
ity is six percent). Like ideological misperceptions, these demographic misbeliefs are 
strongest among those who are more politically informed. They increase the feeling 
that the average member of the other group has little in common with themselves 
and increase animus.157  

In fact, the modal member of both parties is a middle-aged, White, nonevangelical 
Christian. In one set of lab experiments, scholars found that when respondents’ 
misperceptions about the demographics of the other party were corrected, affective 
polarization decreased.158 Because many people hold biases against the other party’s 
stereotypical groups, correcting these biases back to the modal member helps—
though done without care, correcting misperceptions can further the implicit con-
nection between Whiteness, Christianity, and heterosexuality with “Americanness” 
(see the discussion in point 2).159 

• Correct misperceptions based on policies. People who are affectively polarized 
may dislike one another and be unaware that their policy beliefs overlap. Multiple 
studies found that when partisans were made aware that they shared policy beliefs 
across parties, their affective polarization declined.160 This finding suggested that 
although affective polarization is emotional, it may still have a strong policy basis 
and thus could be changed by correcting misperceptions about policies supported by 
the other side. Some studies found that issue positions influenced feelings about the 
other party more than partisanship. If voters learned they shared the same policy 
beliefs, they rated each other more warmly. Those feelings cooled if they learned 
they were in different parties, but they were still warmer than feelings toward 
copartisans who held different political beliefs.161 Another study, part of Stanford 
University’s Strengthening Democracy Challenge, found that watching a short 
video in which Democrats and Republicans discovered they shared more common 
ground than they previously believed reduced affective polarization.162
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2.  Increase the salience of a common identity. Multiple studies suggested that efforts to 
create a “superordinate identity,” or a common, overarching identity, could reduce affec-
tive polarization. The “one-group” model emphasizes a shared identity that encapsulates 
members of all groups. For instance, Levendusky used the Fourth of July to prime 
American identity and the killing of Osama bin Laden to prime a common threat. He 
found emphasizing these things that Americans share could reduce partisan animus.163 
This was in keeping with other studies that have consistently found that emphasizing a 
shared, single group membership reduces intergroup bias.164  

However, America’s partisan polarization is interwoven with racial identity, creating 
an important caveat. Some scholarship has found that subordinating minority identity 
to a common identity (that is, “we are all Americans”) makes minorities less interested 
in engaging over time.165 Even if minority individuals are willing to engage in the 
intervention program, they tend to reassert their minority or subgroup identities, often 
with some intensity.166 As minority individuals reassert their minority identities (such 
as claiming that language like “we are all Americans” risks erasing the specific histories 
of their groups), other people in the intervention may respond with an increase in 
bias (for instance, feeling that the strong assertion of minority identity is the reason 
Americans cannot get along).167 Other scholars worry that insofar as creating a superor-
dinate American identity does reduce polarization, it may do so by further associating 
American identity with Whiteness. Not only could such associations exclude minorities 
from American identity, but also, the implicit connection between race and American 
identity could enhance divides as the United States transitions to a country with an in-
creasing proportion of minorities. In other words, so long as the modal member of both 
parties is White, increasing the salience of American identity reduces partisan prejudice. 
But efforts to create a single identity can implicitly engage race: for instance, asking 
people to recall the imagery of America’s founding may implicitly call to mind images of 
White people. If there is a mismatch between the concept of American identity as White 
and the actual composition of the opposing party, increasing the salience of American 
identity could actually correlate with higher levels of partisan hostility.168  

For these reasons, scholars have tried interventions that emphasize both a common 
American identity and other identities. A 2011 study found that this “dual identity” 
approach maintained the willingness of disadvantaged groups to engage.169 A 2013 
study found that this dual identity approach enabled majority groups to recognize and 
decrease prejudice against minority groups in America, and studies of other countries 
showed it worked in reducing prejudice.170

3. Bring groups together to have social relationships across difference.171 Often called 
“bridging programs,” these interventions are based on a tradition of intergroup contact 
theory that dates back to the 1960s and was developed predominantly in reaction to 
America’s racial divide. In the United States, programs usually bring people together 
who self-identify as Republican or Democratic to talk across that divide, often to talk 
about the divide or about divisions on policy issues. Years of scholarship show that 
programs like these can reduce prejudice if they are very well moderated.172  
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However, a 2021 meta-analysis of 
the extensive literature on intergroup 
contact theory found serious limitations 
in applying this theory to political 
polarization.173 The majority of the 
studies were conducted with young 
adults and teenagers, whose identities 
are still in formation, but interventions 
are being applied to older adults whose 
identities are fully formed. Studies 

largely focused on overcoming prejudice based on characteristics that individuals are 
born into, such as race and religion, but there is no evidence that the theory continues 
to work when applied to political identities that people choose and that they may be 
held morally culpable for holding. Most studies were too small to know whether they 
could scale. Meanwhile, evidence suggests that these programs work only under tightly 
circumscribed conditions: for instance, participants across a divide must be of the same 
economic class. If these programs are run poorly or preconditions are not met, they can 
backfire and deepen bias. 

4. Make structural alterations to electoral systems. A number of scholars have suggested 
an array of structural alterations to electoral systems. These are sometimes framed as 
a way to reduce affective polarization but are more commonly discussed as a way to 
reduce political incentives to polarize the public or to reduce the likelihood of more 
extreme partisans or antidemocratic personalities getting elected. Intervention sugges-
tions include forms of proportional representation, such as requiring states with more 
than a minimum number of districts to elect half of their congressional delegations by 
individual districts and the other half at large, whether from the entire state at large or 
from larger, nongerrymandered regions;174 abolishing primaries or making primaries 
nonpartisan, in which all candidates run and the top two vote getters qualify for the 
general election;175 instituting ranked choice voting, which is supported both for its 
possible effects in getting around polarizing primaries and because it may reduce 
negative campaigning based on a study by the advocacy organization FairVote;176 and 
finally, setting up proportional representation systems, which allows a broader spectrum 
of political options to gain representation and ensures that no significant percentage of 
the population fails to get represented because it represents a minority within a given 
geography in the way winner-take-all systems allow.177

Third Generation Understanding: Cracks in the Foundations

Reducing Affective Polarization May Not Impact Violent or Antidemocratic Attitudes

More recent data, however, has introduced some core challenges for any interventions that 
are intended to reduce affective polarization alone.

Interventions to decrease affective 
polarization . . . don’t seem to affect the 
antidemocratic or violent attitudes and 

behaviors that were supposedly being 
caused by affective polarization



Rachel Kleinfeld   |   35

A number of recent studies have found that interventions to decrease affective polarization 
can change participants’ feelings toward members of the other party. But they don’t seem 
to affect the antidemocratic or violent attitudes and behaviors that were supposedly being 
caused by affective polarization.178 

A study of the interventions in Stanford’s Strengthening Democracy Challenge (which 
tested short, online interventions on 30,000 participants) found that many of the lab 
interventions reduced partisan animosity immediately, and some effects even persisted two 
weeks later.179 But the interventions did not reduce antidemocratic attitudes or justifications 
for political violence. In fact, one intervention that was based on creating a shared identity as 
an “exhausted majority” actually increased support for antidemocratic practices. Meanwhile, 
a video that graphically depicted social instability and violence in collapsing democracies 
around the world reduced affective polarization while increasing conservative Republican 
support for political violence (possibly because it included footage of January 6).180 A sepa-
rate study by an overlapping group of researchers used three completely different tests on the 
findings from the Strengthening Democracy Challenge. They also found that interventions 
that reduced affective polarization in lab environments did not seem to affect antidemocratic 
attitudes.181 A third study with different researchers conducted five different lab-based tests 
and agreed that affective polarization is linked to how people feel interpersonally about 
the other party’s members, but it is not related to their support for partisan views, policy 
positions, or democratic norms, nor is it related to how people react to actual information 
about their real representatives and other tested political effects.182

Stepping back from the interventions, these scholars also looked at whether affective 
polarization was even correlated with antidemocratic attitudes or political violence. They 
found that social distrust, partisan animosity, and biased evaluation of politicized facts 
(all hallmarks of affective polarization) did group together. But these factors were not 
correlated closely with support for undemocratic practices, political violence, and undem-
ocratic candidates, and interventions that affected the first set of variables that characterize 
affective polarization did not necessarily affect the second set of variables, which were what 
researchers ultimately wanted to change.183 Subsequent testing by an overlapping group of 
researchers using different tests found that there was no reliable correlation between affective 
polarization and antidemocratic attitudes or political violence.184 These findings echo the 
literature review on intergroup contact theory, which showed that bridging programs can be 
successful at changing the feelings of the people who participate but provided no evidence 
that changing such feelings will affect individuals’ actual behaviors, such as voting for 
antidemocratic candidates or supporting political violence.185 

Antidemocratic Attitudes

A few interventions within the Strengthening Democracy Challenge were found to reduce 
both affective polarization and antidemocratic attitudes. These were interventions that 
reassured participants that the other side was not going to undermine democracy itself.
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One intervention that reduced antidemocratic attitudes was a video showing Utah’s guber-
natorial candidates from both parties committing themselves to honor the results of the 
2020 election. Another program corrected misperceptions about the other party’s willingness 
to engage in antidemocratic behaviors, such as reducing the number of polling stations, 
refusing to accept election results, or using violence to block laws.186 

Learning that partisans on the other side were not so bent on playing dirty and destroying 
democracy reduced support for antidemocratic actions from one’s own side.187 That inter-
vention found support from other scholars who showed that voter decisions to support an 
antidemocratic candidate seem sensible if they think the harm from their decision is small 
while the consequences of the opposition winning are catastrophic to democracy.188 These 
findings by scholars such as Svolik previously cited affective polarization as a cause, but in 
fact, they could be right about their empirical findings but wrong about the cause. Newer 
research suggests that the problem is not general feelings of dislike for the other party but 
instead specific fears that the other party will undermine democracy.

Political Violence 

The data do not support the idea that affective polarization directly causes political violence. 
In fact, justifying political violence seems separate from both affective polarization and an-
tidemocratic attitudes. That makes sense given what is known about violence; the literature 
suggests it has much more to do with personality and self-control than emotions or ideology.

In addition to the lab tests and survey responses already described that show a lack of 
correlation between attitudes supporting political violence and affective polarization, other 
facts do not match. For instance, Democrats are about equally affectively polarized as 
Republicans. In fact, from 2017 to 2020—the years for which Kalmoe and Mason published 
survey data—political violence justifications were nearly as common (and sometimes more 
prevalent) on the left as on the right.189 The Strengthening Democracy Challenge also found 
Democrats to be almost as supportive of political violence as Republicans and only slightly 
less tolerant of antidemocratic attitudes. 190 But actual political violence is vastly higher on 
the right. If emotions were driving violence, there would be more correlation between the 
depth of emotion and the intensity of violence.

Moreover, the timing of the rise in affective polarization does not match the rise in political 
violence in the United States. Affective polarization has been rising fairly steadily since the 
1970s or around 2000, depending on which measure is being used, and took another leap 
around 2008, after which it continued to rise steadily (see earlier, figure 6). 

Yet hate crimes in the United States spiked after the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001, 
and then fell through 2014, when they started to rise to what is now the highest-recorded 
level in the twenty-first century (see figure 9).191 

Premeditated violent attacks by the left and right started to rise around 2011–2012 and then 
spiked sharply in 2016 (see figure 10). 
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Figure 9. Total Hate Crime Incidents Reported

Figure 10. Terrorist Attacks in the United States by Ideology, 2000–2020

Source: “Comparison of FBI Hate Crime Statistics (2000–2020),” Anti-Defamation League, accessed March 9, 2023,   
https://adl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/2022-05/BRI%20Crime%20Statistics%20Comparison%202000-2020.pdf. 

Note: The number of total incidents includes both single-bias and multiple-bias incidents as reported by FBI data. The  
original 2012 data reports just 5,796 incidents, but the 2012 addendum added an additional 777 incidents. See endnote  
191 for more on this data. 

Source: Global Terrorism Database data, coded by the author, in Rachel Kleinfeld, “Five Strategies  
to Support U.S.  Democracy,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, September 15, 2022,  
https://carnegieendowment.org/2022/09/ 15/five-strategies-to-support-u.s.-democracy-pub-87918. 
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Source: “Comparison of FBI Hate Crime Statistics (2000–2020),” Anti-Defamation League, accessed March 9, 2023, 
https://adl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/2022-05/BRI%20Crime%20Statistics%20Comparison%202000-2020.pdf.

Note: The number of total incidents includes both single-bias and multiple-bias incidents as reported by FBI data.
The original 2012 data reports just 5,796 incidents, but the 2012 addendum added an additional 777 incidents. See 
endnote 191 for more on this data. 
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Threats against members of Congress remained fairly steady until 2016, when they rose 
tenfold in five years (then fell after 2020).192 Threats against local officials, electoral officials, 
and public health and school officials show even less correlation. While data are poor retro-
spectively, local elected officials and electoral officials seem to have faced increased threats 
since around 2018 or 2019, while health and school officials report greater threats starting in 
2020.193 While these forms of political violence could be a lagging indicator (growing only a 
few years after affective polarization had risen), that would not explain the drop in total hate 
crimes and right- and left-wing domestic terrorism during years when affective polarization 
was rising after 2001. The time lines for various forms of political violence simply do not 
correlate with rising affective polarization. 

• Having an aggressive personality is the variable that most strongly predicts whether 
someone justifies political violence. It is a trait that is completely separate from 
ideology. People from both parties who hold more hostile sexist beliefs are also more 
likely to justify violence.194 For most politically violent individuals, ideology tends 
to be a rationale that is used to cloak an aggressive personality in a larger cause. 
Further demonstrating that violence is not directly related to affective polarization, 
hostility toward racial minorities is the variable most predictive of right-wing 
affective polarization. But aggression and hostility toward women is more predictive 
than racism for right-wing justifications for violence.195  

There is also some new research suggesting that an authoritarian personality may 
play a role in augmenting someone’s aggression in the case of political, but not 
interpersonal, violence. The traditional authoritarian scale was built in the 1930s 
to explain fascism and has questions that conflate authoritarianism with conserva-
tivism and with working-class child-rearing, which tends to emphasize obedience 
to authority. (Researchers have suggested that this may be because working-class 
parents are trying to prepare their children for jobs in which obeying a boss is 
more important for success than creativity or thinking for oneself.) The scale thus 
overpredicts for Republicans being authoritarian and is more of a measurement of 
ideology than personality. A new scale by Emory University researchers examines a 
constellation of cognitive and personality traits to create a definition of authoritari-
anism that works across ideologies by looking for a willingness to use coercion and 
punitive measures to enforce values in the political sphere. While the values being 
supported through coercion are polar opposites between the right and left, there is 
significant overlap in the personality traits, suggesting that ideology is secondary to 
a mindset that leads those with authoritarian personalities to advocate more auto-
cratic, antidemocratic action, including violence, in support of their preferred world 
order.196 

• The strongest correlation with committing any form of violence is having poor 
self-control, which is correlated with childhood abuse, alcohol and drug abuse, 
untreated psychosis, being a young male, and other factors, none of which are 
ideological and all of which describe large groups of people, most of whom are 
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not violent. Hate crimes, for instance, are more frequently committed by young, 
unemployed men with criminal histories.197 Other than premeditated domestic 
terrorism incidents, most violent acts that occur at political events or hate crimes are 
also likely spontaneous, impulsive decisions by individuals influenced by a crowd. 
Such spontaneous crowd dynamics are why placing violence instigators (agents 
provocateurs) within crowds is a long-standing tactic of authoritarian leaders. 

How do lifelong personality traits held by a relatively stable percent of a population 
transform into sudden changes in the rate of political violence? Increased fear 
and sense of threat as well as stress are likely to play a role. These feelings may be 
triggered by events (such as a pandemic or a rise in crime). But who aggressive 
people are violent toward, and how much they feel their violence is tolerated by state 
authorities, is likely to be affected by polarization. Aggression that may have been 
directed toward neighbors or intimate partners may be channeled toward other tar-
gets based on in-group cues of who is believed to be creating a threat. A sense that 
public aggression is less likely to be punished also appears to play a role in political 
violence—this variable is not related to polarization but to state response. In-group 
leaders, such as politicians and media personalities, play a particularly important 
role in normalizing violence; dehumanizing certain groups or individuals to make 
violence against them more likely; suggesting who or what group is a threat; and, by 
aggrandizing violent individuals, paying their legal fees, or offering them pardons, 
creating a sense of who is and is not likely to be punished.198 Government leaders 
also play a role based on whether they hold the violent individual accountable. A 
sense that the state will provide impunity increases the likelihood of violence and 
suggests another strong role for political structures and incentives.199

Political Structures Affect Incentives to Polarize

Increased understanding that reducing affective polarization does not reduce antidemocratic 
attitudes or political violence has made U.S.-focused democracy scholars more aware of the 
importance of the interplay between political incentives and mass emotions.

For instance, after an interview with Herbert P. Kitschelt, a political scientist at Duke 
University, New York Times columnist Thomas B. Edsall wrote that “too much of the debate 
over affective polarization and democratic backsliding has been restricted to the analysis 
of competing psychological pressures.” Instead of a “myopic and U.S.-centric” focus on 
psychology, Kitschelt said, it is important to acknowledge the incentives “for politicians 
to prime this polarization and stoke the divides, including fanning the flames of affective 
polarization.”200 Meanwhile, Brendan Nyhan, a political scientist at Dartmouth, explained, 
“we should renew our scrutiny of the role of elites and political systems in fomenting illiberal 
behavior.” To him, the problem “is not affective polarization as such; it’s a political system 
that is failing to contain significant democratic erosion and illiberalism being driven by 
G.O.P. elites (though affective polarization may help encourage and enable such tactics).”201 
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This understanding accords with the more recent scholarship among experts on comparative 
political systems and scholars of civil war, who have begun to look simultaneously at affec-
tive polarization among the public and at whether political structures incentivize political 
parties and elites to catalyze or amplify such emotional polarization. For instance, looking 
at a definition of “pernicious polarization” that includes both these structural and emotional 
factors, McCoy and Benjamin Press found that among less-developed, less-wealthy democ-
racies that had become perniciously polarized, half of the cases had their democracy ratings 
downgraded in Varieties of Democracy data.202 The U.S. government–funded Political 
Instability Task Force, charged with finding the variables most correlated with a regime 
facing instability or war, found that factionalized political parties where multiple identities 
aligned with partisanship was the most correlated variable with future conflict, in part 
because of the ways that correlation incentivized politicians to amplify the fissures political-
ly.203 Barbara F. Walter, a scholar of civil wars who served on that task force, claims that elite 
factionalization and affective polarization played a role in civil conflict in other countries.204 

Conclusion
What We (Think We) Know in 2023 

Ideological Polarization

• Congress remains very ideologically polarized. Since the Tea Party Caucus entered 
in 2011, there has been almost no issue area overlap between members of Congress 
across the two parties (see figure 11).

• Within the American public, Democrats have moved ideologically to the left and 
Republicans to the right (see figure 12). Both have also become more consistent in 
their beliefs (that is, liberals moved into the Democratic Party and conservatives 
into the Republican Party). But there remains overlap and policy agreement on 
many issues. As previously mentioned, because of the polarization among politically 
engaged partisans, this may be difficult for many people who form this paper’s 
audience to believe. But it is worth remembering that the overwhelming majority 
of Americans do not think much about politics, do not hold strong ideological 
views, and can remain quite inconsistent or apt to alter replies when survey wording 
changes because their views are so weakly held. What is held strongly is a sense of 
identity. However, political campaigns trigger identity, making it hard to disaggre-
gate in the real world. 

• In 2016, a cohort of White swing voters who favor economic redistribution but also 
exhibit greater racial hostility moved into the Republican Party.205 Since then, the 
Republican Party has had greater ideological heterogeneity—and more demographic 
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Figure 11. In Congress as Well as Public, the Center Increasingly Cannot Hold

Source: Reprinted from Drew DeSilver, “The Polarization in Today’s Congress Has Roots That Go Back  
Decades,” Pew Research Center, June 12, 2014. Updated version from March 10, 2022, now accessible at 
 https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2022/03/10/the-polarization-in-todays-congress-has-roots- 
that-go-back-decades.  

Note: Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here.   
The opinions expressed herein, including any implications for policy, are those of the author and not of Pew  
Research Center.  
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homogeneity (see figure 13). In other words, when more party members are White 
men but fewer hold the same views on low taxes and small government, the party 
has an incentive to use identity-based affective polarization as a strategy.

• A consistent misunderstanding is that people who hold views from both sides of 
the aisle are moderates. In fact, survey findings from the Democracy Fund Voter 
Study Group found that Americans who held the least polarized ideological beliefs 
were actually the voting cohort least in favor of democracy and most supportive of a 
“strong leader” who did not need to bother with Congress or elections. The prepon-
derance of Americans who respond to ideological survey questions with answers 
on both sides of the aisle tend to be pro–economic redistribution (for their group) 
while also upholding a White, Christian, U.S.-born norm of American citizenship.206 
These voters were long (and correctly) classified as swing voters, although they have 

Figure 12. The Shift in the American Public’s Political Values

Source: Reprinted from “The Shift in the American Public’s Political Values,” Pew Research Center, October 20, 2017, 
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/interactives/political-polarization-1994-2017. 

Note: Pew Research Center bears no responsibility for the analyses or interpretations of the data presented here. The 
 opinions expressed herein, including any implications for policy, are those of the author and not of Pew  
Research Center. 
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since 2016 moved more decisively into the Republican Party. But these former 
swing voters are often erroneously classified as centrist or moderates by surveyors 
because they hold cross-partisan beliefs. They are better viewed not as moderates 
but as disgruntled, not very intense on policy or partisanship, and only very loosely 
attached to democracy. 

Affective Polarization

• The American public feels affectively polarized largely because of misunderstand-
ings about the other side (though the misunderstandings seem sensitive to actual 
ideological differences). Older Americans are polarizing more quickly than younger 
Americans. And the United States is polarizing much more rapidly than other 
Western democracies; partisans even more so. However, the United States may not 
be more affectively polarized than a number of other multiparty democracies whose 
systems are functioning much better. The rapidity of U.S. polarization compared 
to similar wealthy, consolidated democracies suggests that domestic issues in the 
United States are likely to be driving more of the country’s polarization than issues 
affecting many other countries.

Figure 13. Republicans Have More Diverse Views on Economic Issues

Source: Oscar Pocasangre and Lee Drutman, “Undecided Voters: Who They Are, What They Want, and How They 
Decide Out Politics,” New America, updated November 7, 2022, https://www.new america.org/political-reform/
reports/undecided-voters-who-they-are-what-they-want-and-how-they-decide-our-politics. 

Figure 13. Republicans Have More Diverse Views on Economic Issues

Each circle shows the share of Republicans who hold di�erent combinations of progressive and conservative views on economic 
issues: 34 percent have only conservative views toward these issues; 9% of Republicans hold only progressive views on 
economics, and most have mixed views.

Source: Oscar Pocasangre and Lee Drutman, “Undecided Voters: Who They Are, What They Want, and How They Decide 
Out Politics,” New America, updated November 7, 2022, https://www.new america.org/political-reform/reports/undecided-
voters-who-they-are-what-they-want-and-how-they-decide-our-politics. 
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• A number of interventions have been shown in lab settings, games, and short experi-
ments to reduce affective intervention in the short term. These include: 

• correcting misperceptions about the other party’s demographics; 

• correcting misperceptions about the other party’s ideological beliefs; 

• forming a dual identity that builds a shared common identity alongside 
existing minority or other identities; and 

• bringing people of similar economic class and age together in controlled, 
well-moderated circumstances to engage in a shared activity while building 
understanding.

• Reducing affective polarization through these lab experiments and games has not 
been shown to affect regular Americans’ support for antidemocratic candidates, sup-
port for antidemocratic behaviors, voting behavior, or support for political violence.

• People may be more at risk of affective polarization and more supportive of 
same-party antidemocratic breaches if they fear that the other party will gain power 
and use it to undermine democracy. Affective polarization is likely driven more by 
feelings of threat than simply feelings of dislike.

• America’s entire media system—not just social media—may be playing a role in 
both ideological and affective polarization. Highly polarizing cable news and talk 
radio shows are probably more to blame than social media, and all of their polar-
izing effects are likely exacerbated because the United States lacks a single trusted 
media source or trusted local media organizations. Increasing the availability of 
trusted local media may be a helpful remedy but requires more study.

• The interaction of economic precarity in rural areas facing a tougher recovery from 
the 2008–2009 financial crisis—at a moment when greater cultural attention was 
being directed at racial identity and politicians were exacerbating a sense of status 
anxiety—may be making rural Americans more vulnerable to racial resentment and 
affective polarization.

•  Politicians and political incentives are probably playing a larger role in driving 
affective polarization than structural issues such as inequality or geographic sorting.

• Interventions to reduce affective polarization will be ineffective if they operate only 
at the individual, emotional level. Ignoring the role of polarizing politicians and 
political incentives to instrumentalize affective polarization for political gain will 
fail to generate change while enhancing cynicism when polite conversations among 
willing participants do not generate prodemocratic change.
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• Adversarial approaches that position other Americans as immoral and antidemocrat-
ic also ignore the understanding that affective polarization is a political strategy. By 
deepening the binary, us-versus-them frame, they offer a gift to polarizing politi-
cians who wish to generate backlash and deepen polarization.

Finally, it’s appropriate to draw two takeaways from the decade’s worth of research into 
polarization in general, and recent findings regarding affective polarization. 

First, researchers are drawing overly broad, even hyperbolic, conclusions in both 
positive and negative directions from short-term lab experiments. For example, a 2022 
paper by Jan G. Voelkel and other researchers analyzing a “megastudy” of the dozens of 
Stanford anti-polarization interventions found that a number of “successful” interventions 
reduced affective polarization based on effects that were tested at most two weeks afterward.207 
A second paper released later that year by Voelkel and an overlapping group of scholars 
declared, “our findings suggest that affective polarization may not be as problematic for 
democratic societies as is widely assumed.”208 

Self-reported surveys based on short, online interventions, trust games, and other lab tests 
are not necessarily indicative of actual behavior in the real world, where people are subject 
to greater social cues, accountability, media bombardment, and other pressures pushing in 
multiple directions. All claims of success or failure should be taken with a grain of salt.

Second, it is not enough to focus only on interventions that reduce the emotions of af-
fective polarization at the individual level. Interventions should consider the interplay 
between affective polarization and political structures, incentives, and strategies. 

Interventions that focus on individuals’ emotions may not be useful at all because they tend 
to target willing and more moderate participants who are not driving current democratic 
problems. Or they may not be useful unless carried out in tandem with interventions that 
directly address antidemocratic behaviors and/or violence at the social and political level. 
That understanding would accord with the growing literature on comparative democracies 
and civil war scholarship. A metastudy of interventions to reduce conflict in other countries, 
for instance, found that “programming that focuses on change at the individual level that 
never links or translates into action at the Socio-Political level has no discernable effect on 
peace.”209 Dialogue can improve understanding and reduce prejudice, but it will not result 
in social or political improvements at the state or national levels unless those relationships 
are directed toward collaborative action that creates positive change in a broader cultural or 
political context, not just the feelings of individuals.210 

At the same time, interventions focused on changing political or social structures that 
ignore how polarization is used as a political strategy are likely to generate backlash, deepen 
polarization, and exacerbate a sense of threat that enables antidemocratic behaviors. In a 
perniciously polarized environment like the United States, highly adversarial, polarizing 
advocacy—even to achieve prodemocratic ends—can be used instrumentally by polarizing 
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politicians to cement their political success. Efforts at cultural and political change are 
essential, but in an environment in which affective polarization is rife and is being used stra-
tegically by politicians, advocacy for change must sidestep polarization by engaging unlikely 
allies who agree on the particular issue despite often being on opposite sides of polarized 
debates. Advocacy that attempts to overcome the other side by simply amassing on one side 
of a polarized divide will generally result either in failure or in cycles of Pyrrhic victory and 
cultural or political backlash that deepens the extremism of the other side.211 

Finally, the third generation understanding of polarization, which is just emerging in the 
United States but is more established abroad, considers the political structures that incen-
tivize politicians to exacerbate affective polarization for their own benefit. Winner-take-all 
political systems, where winning 50.1 percent of the vote wins the entire district even if 49.9 
percent of the voters wanted someone else, are correlated with more affective polarization, 
as well as greater discontent with one’s own party. 212 Altering U.S. political structures in 
order to change the political incentives that are exacerbating affective polarization is almost 
certainly part of the solution to ensuring a more cohesive citizenry that supports a stronger 
democracy in the United States.
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