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Letter
Partisan Affect and Elite Polarization
DANIEL DIERMEIER The University of Chicago

CHRISTOPHER LI Yale University

We examine the interaction between partisan affect and elite polarization in a behavioral voting
model. Voting is determined by affect rather than rational choice. Parties are office-motivated;
they choose policies to win elections. We show that parties bias their policies toward their

partisans if voters exhibit ingroup responsiveness, i.e., they respond more strongly to their own party’s
policy deviations than to policy deviations by the other party. Our results suggest that affective polarization
is a driver of the growing elite polarization in American politics. Importantly, this observation does not
assume any shifts in the voters’ bliss points and is therefore orthogonal to the controversy over whether the
American electorate has become more polarized in ideology.

INTRODUCTION

The increase in party polarization in the United
States over the past 40 years is by now a well-
established phenomenon (see Layman, Carsey,

and Horowitz 2006). Yet, despite extensive research,
the debate over the causes of this phenomenon con-
tinues. One controversy pertains to the question of
whether the growing polarization of the political elite
reflects some fundamental shifts in the values and
ideological orientations of the American electorate.
Some argue that a “culture war” has taken place
(Abramowitz and Saunders 2008). Others contend that
the electorate’s issue preferences, even on contentious
matters such as abortion, have remained fairly stable
over the years (Fiorina and Abrams 2008).

Most of the empirical research focuses on voters’
attitudes on issues and policies. Yet, mass polarization
may manifest itself more directly in terms of partisan
affect; that is, in the feelings andattitudes of onepolitical
group toward another. Research in social psychology
suggests that group identity serves as a trigger for
emotions and attitudes. It is found that individuals have
an inherent affinity for members of their own social
group, the “ingroup”, and an aversion towardmembers
of the“outgroup” (Tajfel 1970;Tajfel andTurner 1979).
This is true even when group membership is randomly
assignedor is definedaccording to trivial characteristics.

In a political context, social groups are naturally
defined in terms of party identification. Indeed, voters
with strongparty affiliation areknown tohaveapositive
bias in the judgment of co-partisans and a negative bias
in the judgment of opposing partisans (Green,

Palmquist, and Schickler 2004). Recent survey-based
studies provide strong evidence that affective polar-
ization has intensified in theUnited States over the past
several decades (Abramowitz and Webster 2016;
IyengarandKrupenkin2018; Iyengar, Sood, andLelkes
2012); ordinary Republicans and Democrats harbor
increasingly antagonistic attitudes toward each other.1

Moreover, Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes (2012) indicate
that the rise of affective polarization is not “a symptom
of a divergent movement in policy attitudes” (p. 421).
That is, partisan affect may have intensified in spite of
issue preferences being relatively constant at the mass
level.

Scholars have long recognized the importance of
partisan affect in voting behavior. Beginning with the
classical studies by the Columbia andMichigan schools
in the ‘50s, research shows that people often vote based
on their habit and emotions rather than careful com-
parisons of the parties’ issue positions (Berelson, Laz-
arsfeld, andMcPhee1954;Campbell et al. 1960;Erikson,
Mackuen, and Stimson 2002; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008;
Miller, Shanks, and Shapiro 1996). Recently, Abramo-
witz and Webster (2016) show that partisan affect is a
good predictor of party loyalty in American presidential
and congressional elections.

Despite the extensive empirical research, there is a
lack of theoretical understanding of the interaction
between elite and mass polarization. One reason for
this gap is the tradition, going back to Downs (1957),
of modeling the electorate as rational decision-makers
who vote based on comparisons of candidates’ policy
positions. One of the most persistent findings of the
Downsian literature is the convergence of office-
motivated candidates to the center, in the form of the
median or mean voter theorems.2 Importantly, policy
convergence occurs for any distributions of voter
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1 Ina recentbook,Sunstein (2018, 10)pointsout that“in 1960, justfive
percent of Republicans and four percent of Democrats said that they
would feel ‘displeased’ if their child married outside their political
party. By 2010, those numbers had reached 49 and 33 percent,
respectively—far higher than the percentage of people who would be
‘displeased’ if their childmarried someonewith adifferent skin color.”
2 See Duggan (2017) for a survey of the literature.
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preferences; it does not co-vary with the ideological
polarization of the electorate.3

In this paper, we take a different approach to mod-
eling spatial politics and establish partisan affect as a
potential driver of elite polarization.Ourmodel departs
from the Downsian tradition in that voting behavior is
determined by a retrospective heuristic rather than the
evaluation of the “expected party differential.” In
particular, a voter’s decision to reelect the incumbent is
not only influenced by the incumbent’s policies, but also
by the voter’s partisan affect as well as random events
outside of the incumbent’s control, such as the global oil
price.4 Voters need not be aware of their own ideo-
logical positions, the parties’ policy locations, or any
other aspects of the model; all that matters is that
policies influence the voters’ experience and affect, and
consequently, voting behavior. Politicians, on the other
hand, are rational and office-motivated.

In our model, partisan affect influences voting
behavior through a key principle taken from the liter-
ature on group identity—ingroup responsiveness.
Studies from social psychology suggest that individuals
are more sensitive to the behavior or traits of ingroup
members than to those of outgroupmembers. A person
judges ingroup members more favorably for exhibiting
positive traits, but more harshly for exhibiting negative
traits (Marques and Paez 1994). This phenomenon is
also known as the “black sheep effect” (Marques,
Yzerbyt, and Leyens 1988). One explanation is that
individuals apply more extreme norms to ingroup
members than to others and, therefore, judge more
severely ingroup members who violate the norms
(Mackie and Cooper 1984).

In a political context, ingroup responsiveness implies
that voters with stronger partisan affect tend to be more
zealous; that is, theyexhibit strongeremotional responses
to their own party’s actions, such as its policy positions.
The Tea Party movement provides a good illustration
of this phenomenon. While the ideological position of
Tea Party supporters is not very different from that
of the typical Republican (Jones 2010; Newport 2010),
Tea Party supporters are distinguished by their greater
affinityfor theRepublicanpartyandtheirstrongerdislike
for theDemocratic party (Kimball, Summary, andVorst
2014, 37–55). Congruent with the idea of ingroup
responsiveness, TeaParty supporters exhibit greater zeal
for holding their representatives to conservative ideals.
At the height of the Tea Party movement, Republican
congressmen felt intense pressure to remain uncom-
promising on policies, as “any deviation from the con-
servative line is met with a flood of phone calls and a
credible threat of a primary challenge” (Lee 2013).

Ingroup responsiveness creates an impetus for a
party tobias its policies toward the ideological positions
of its partisans. Specifically, thepartyhas little incentive
tomoderate its policies becausedoing so results in a loss
of support from its partisans that is larger than the gains
in support from neutral and opposing voters.5

Our paper contributes to the nascent field of be-
havioral models of politics. The adaptive learning
approach has been used to address various questions in
political science.6 Bendor, Diermeier, and Ting (2003)
explore the “paradox of voting” in an adaptive voting
model. Diermeier and Li (2017) study electoral ac-
countability with behavioral voters. Andonie and
Diermeier (forthcoming) model multiparty elections
with behavioral voters. Bendor, Kumar, and Siegel
(2010) demonstrate how behavioral voters develop
partisanship toward parties with fixed ideologies.

THE MODEL

There is amajority-rule election between two parties,A
and B. One of the parties is the incumbent; the other is
the challenger. The incumbent chooses policy u 2 [21,
1] to maximize the expected share of votes.7 Note that
the parties do not differ in exogenous valence nor do
they have policy motivations. This precludes policy
divergence in the standard Downsian models (see
Roemer 1994).

There is aunitmass of voters that is indexedby i. Each
voterhasabliss pointbi 2 B � �1; 1½ �,whereB isfinite.8

We refer to the group of voters who have bliss point b
as “b voters.” We assume that voters are distributed
symmetrically around zero.9 Voters have different
levelsof affinities for theparties,which captures the idea
of partisan affect. Voter i’s affinity for party A and B is
denoted by pAi 2 ½0; 1� and pBi ¼ 1� pAi , respectively.
Let Gb ¼ Pr pAi # xjbi ¼ b

� �
denotes the cumulative

distribution function (CDF) of the affinities for partyA
among b voters.

Voter i’s behavior is a function of her experience,
which is shaped by the incumbent’s policy, her party
affinities, and by exogenous shocks that are inde-
pendent of other features of the environment. We treat
the shocks as a random variable, pi, which is identically
distributed across voters.

3 Policy divergence in the Downsian setting typically requires policy-
motivation and uncertainty about the location of the median voter
(Calvert 1985; Roemer 1994; Wittman 1983) or, alternatively, one
candidate having a valence advantage (Ansolabehere and Snyder
2000; Groseclose 2001). One exception to this is Kamada and Kojima
(2014), which we discuss in more detail below.
4 Evidence suggests that such events influence voter behavior (see
Achen and Bartels 2017; Cole, Healy, and Werker 2012; Gasper and
Reeves 2011; Wolfers 2007).

5 A similar tradeoff appears inKamada andKojima (2014), who show
that policy divergence could arise in a Downsian setting when voters’
policy preferences are convex. The response of behavioral voterswith
ingroupresponsiveness topolicydeviations is similar to thatof rational
voters with convex preferences.However, the behavioral foundations
of the two models are quite different. Kamada and Kojima (2014)
cannot account for the influence of partisan affect of the electorate on
the parties’ ideological positions.
6 Papers that use other approaches tomodel behavioral voters include
Ortoleva and Snowberg (2015) and Bisin, Lizzeri, and Yariv (2015).
7 The results hold when the incumbent maximizes the probability of
winning under some additional assumptions. See the online appendix
for detail.
8 This assumption simplifies exposition; qualitatively similar results
hold for B ¼ ½�1; 1�.
9 Formally, the measure of b voters is equal to the measure of 2b
voters.
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Formally, the probability that voter i votes for the
incumbent is given by the function:

a pi; di;pið Þ 2 0; 1½ �;
where pi is the voter’s affinity for the incumbent anddi5
|u 2 bi| is the “policy distance.” We assume that a is
continuous in pi, and that it is differentiable and strictly
decreasing in di. The latter assumption is the behavioral
analogy to the single-peaked preferences found in
Downsianmodels. Inparticular, thecloser thepolicy is to
the voter’s bliss point, the more likely she is to have a
positive experience and vote for the incumbent. It is
worth noting that such positive experiencemaynot arise
from any rational evaluation or reasoning of the voter;
indeed the voter may not be aware of the relationship
between the incumbent’spolicyandherownexperience.

We assume that voters exhibit ingroup responsive-
ness, i.e., voters with stronger partisan affect are more
sensitive to policy deviations by their own party. This is
formalized in Assumption 1.

Assumption 1 (Ingroup Responsiveness). ∂a
∂di

��� ��� is strictly
increasing in pi.

The derivative ∂a
∂di measures the voter’s attitudinal/

behavioral response to changes in the incumbent’s
policy. Assumption 1 states that the greater a voter’s
affinity for the incumbent, the stronger her response is
to changes in thepolicy. Figure 1provides an illustration
ofa (definedasa functionofu) that satisfiesAssumption

1, and Example 1 provides a parametric form of a that
satisfies Assumption 1.

Example 1.Let the support ofpibe a subset of [0, 1]. For
a parameter b 2 [0, 1], define

a pi; di;pið Þ ¼ b
pi � 2� dið Þ

2

� �
þ 1� bð Þpi:

Note that a 2 [0, 1], and ingroup responsiveness is
satisfied as ∂a

∂di

��� ��� ¼ bpi
2 is increasing in pi. The functional

formresembles thewell-knownBush–Mostellerrule inthe
adaptive learning literature (Bush and Mosteller 1955).

Wepresent themain results in theResults section.All
proofs are relegated to an online appendix.

RESULTS

In this section, we characterize the policy choices of the
parties when the electorate is affectively polarized.
Definition 1 formalizes the notion of affective polar-
ization. To gain an intuitive understanding of this def-
inition, consider a simplified settingwhereinvoters have
either bliss point l , 0 or r . 0. The electorate is
affectively polarized if, subject to a possible switch of
party labels, l voters are more likely than r voters to
have high affinities for party A.10 In other words,

FIGURE 1. a as a Function of u at Different Levels of p for Voter i With bi 5 0

10 Since pBi ¼ 1� pAi , this immediately implies that r voters are more
likely than l voters to have high affinities for party B.
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the distribution Gl first order stochastic dominates
(henceforth FOSD) the distribution Gr.

11 Definition 1
extends this idea to the general setting.

Definition 1.The electorate is affectively polarized ifGb
FOSD Gb9 for any b , 0 , b9.

When the electorate is affectively polarized, leftist
voters, i.e., those with bliss points b, 0, are (affective)
partisans of party A, and rightist voters, i.e., those with
bliss points b . 0, are partisans of party B. Our main
result, Proposition 1, states that the incumbent biases its
policy toward its partisans. Note that for the result (and
the ones that follow), we implicitly assume the
uniqueness of optimal policy, which simplifies the
statements without affecting the insights.12

Proposition 1. Suppose the electorate is affectively
polarized, then party A’s optimal policy, uA, is biased to
the left (i.e., uA # 0), and party B’s optimal policy, uB, is
biased to the right (i.e., uB $ 0).

To see the intuition for Proposition 1, consider the
case where party A is the incumbent. When party A
deviates from themedian policy, 0, it gains support from
one group of voters and loses support from the other
group. Given ingroup responsiveness, the leftist voters
are more responsive to policy deviations than rightist
voters. Therefore, party A has an incentive to bias its
policy to the left since the increased support from leftist
voters outweighs the decreased support from rightist
voters.13

Proposition 1 does not rule out the possibility that the
incumbent chooses the median policy. Corollary 1
shows that policy divergence arises when there are few
centrist voters (i.e., those with bliss point b 5 0).

Corollary 1. If themeasure of centrist voters is sufficiently
small, then the incumbent chooses a nonmedianpolicy (i.
e., uA , 0 and uB . 0).

Intuitively, centrist voters serve as a centripetal force
that moderates the incumbent’s policy; the incumbent
loses support from the centrist voters when its policy
deviates from the center. This loss is small when the
size of centrist voters is small, and consequently the
incumbent is willing to deviate from the center so as to
appeal to its partisans. Note that the condition in
Corollary 1 refers to ideological polarization since it is a
statement about the distribution of voter bliss points.
This is distinct from the idea of affective polarization,
whichdealswith thedistributionof party affinities and is
an intrinsically psychological concept.

Empirical research suggests that affective polar-
ization has intensified over the past few decades (see
Iyengar and Krupenkin 2018). Proposition 2 provides a
theoretical foundation for the hypothesis that the
increase in affective polarization at the mass level is
a driving force for the growing elite polarization in
America. Specifically, as affective polarization increa-
ses, the parties choose more extreme policies. This
observation does not assume any shifts in voters’ bliss
points and is, therefore, orthogonal to the controversy
over whether or not the American electorate has
become more polarized on policy issues.

For exposition purposes, we consider a simplified
setting in which the electorate is evenly divided among
three bliss points: l 5 21, m 5 0, and r 5 1.14 Here,
affective polarization increases when l voters or r voters
becomemore partial to partyA orB, respectively. This
can be formalized using the following concept.

Definition 2. A distribution G FOSD increases if G is
replaced byG9, whereG9 FOSDG;GFOSD decreases
if G is replaced by G9, where G FOSD G9.

Given Definition 2, we can say that affective polar-
ization increases if Gl FOSD increases or Gr FOSD
decreases. Proposition 2 shows that policy divergence
increases when affective polarization increases. On the
other hand, a party moderates its policy when centrist
voters have stronger affinities for the party.

Proposition 2.LetB ¼ l;m; rf g. IfGl FOSD increases or
Gr FOSD decreases, then uA decreases and uB increases,
i.e., party A (B)’s optimal policy shifts to the left (right).
If Gm FOSD increases, then both uA and uB increase.
The changes are strict if uA, uB Ï {21, 0, 1}.

Since voters exhibit ingroup responsiveness, parties
havean incentive toappeal tovoterswhoaremorepartial
to them. An increase in affective polarization means that
voters with extreme ideologies become more partisan.
Therefore, parties are willing to choose more extreme
policies toappeal to theextremevoters.Bysimilar logic, if
the centrist voters become more partial to a party, then
the party is more willing to moderate its policy.15

CONCLUSION

While thegrowingpartypolarization inAmericahasbeen
well-documented, there is ongoing debate about the
causes of this phenomenon. In contrast to elite polar-
ization, there is no definitive evidence for a significant
increase in mass polarization on policy issues. Recent
research, however, suggests that the intensity of partisan
affect,oraffectivepolarization,hasdramatically increased

11 AdistributionFFOSDadistributionG ifF(x)#G(x) for everyxon
the support and F(x) , G(x) for some x.
12 The statements of the results that account for the multiplicity of
optimal policies can be found in the online appendix.
13 The parties in Kamada and Kojima (2014) face a similar tradeoff,
which arises because voters are rational and have convex policy
preferences. Note, however, that in our model, amay be concave in u
(See Figure 1).

14 The result for the more general setting is in the online appendix.
15 Proposition 2 resembles Proposition 5 in Kamada and Kojima
(2014), which notes that policy divergence ismore likely to arisewhen
voter preferences become more convex. In particular, increasing
partisanaffect and increasing convexityhavea similar effect onvoters’
marginal responses to deviations in the incumbent’s policy.
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over the past few decades. This paper proposes a
behavioral model of elections that takes partisan affect
into account.We show that office-motivated parties have
an incentive to bias their policies toward their affective
partisansgiventhatvotersexhibit ingroupresponsiveness.
Moreover, greater affective polarization leads to greater
policy divergence. This observation does not assume that
voters’ positions on policy issues havemoved. That is, the
result is consistent with a world wherein an increase in
affective polarization, by itself, is sufficient to induce an
increase in elite polarization.

Recent evidence byRogowski and Sutherland (2016)
suggests that elite polarization reinforces affective
polarization. This leads to interesting questions about
the dynamic interaction between partisan affect and
elite behavior. For example, what are the conditions
underwhichaffectivepolarizationandelitepolarization
are mutually sustaining? Also, can temporary shocks,
such as an economic crisis, have long-term con-
sequences on party ideologies and affective polar-
ization? We hope to address these questions in future
work by adapting our framework to a dynamic setting.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL

To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000655.

REFERENCES

Abramowitz, Alan, and Kyle Saunders. 2008. “Is Polarization a
Myth?” The Journal of Politics 70 (2): 542–55.

Abramowitz, Alan, and StevenWebster. 2016. “TheRise of Negative
Partisanship and the Nationalization of US Elections in the 21st
Century.” Electoral Studies 41: 12–22.

Achen, Christopher, and Larry Bartels. 2017.Democracy for Realists:
WhyElectionsDoNotProduceResponsiveGovernment. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Andonie, Costel, and Daniel Diermeier. Forthcoming. “Impres-
sionable Voters.” American Economic Journal: Microeconomics.

Ansolabehere,Stephen,andJamesM.Snyder. 2000.“ValencePolitics
and Equilibrium in Spatial Election Models.” Public Choice 103
(3–4): 327–36.

Bendor, Jonathan, Daniel Diermeier, and Michael Ting. 2003. “A
Behavioral Model of Turnout.” American Political Science Review
97 (2): 261–80.

Bendor, Jonathan, Sunil Kumar, andDavid Siegel. 2010. “Adaptively
Rational Retrospective Voting.” Journal of Theoretical Politics 22
(1): 26–63.

Berelson, Bernard, Paul Lazarsfeld, and William McPhee. 1954.
Voting: A Study of Opinion Formation in a Presidential Campaign.
Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Bisin, Alberto, Alessandro Lizzeri, and Leeat Yariv. 2015. “Gov-
ernment Policy with Time Inconsistent Voters.” American Eco-
nomic Review 105 (6): 1711–37.

Bush, Robert, and Frederick Mosteller. 1955. Stochastic Models for
Learning. Oxford, UK: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Calvert, Randall. 1985. “Robustness of the Multidimensional Voting
Model: Candidate Motivations, Uncertainty, and Convergence.”
American Journal of Political Science 29 (1): 69–95.

Campbell, Angus, Philip Converse, Warren Miller, and Donald
Stokes. 1960. The American Voter. New York: JohnWiley & Sons.

Cole, Shawn, Andrew Healy, and Eric Werker. 2012. “Do Voters
Demand Responsive Governments? Evidence from Indian Dis-
aster Relief.” Journal of Development Economics 97 (2): 167–81.

Diermeier, Daniel, and Christopher Li. 2017. “Electoral Control with
Behavioral Voters.” The Journal of Politics 79 (3): 890–902.

Downs,Anthony. 1957. “AnEconomicTheoryof PoliticalAction in a
Democracy.” Journal of Political Economy 65 (2): 135–50.

Duggan, John. 2017. “A Survey of Equilibrium Analysis in Spatial
ModelsofElections.”unpublishedmanuscript. https://drive.google.
com/file/d/1cTZQtnRMrL4O7gUI9AEYrohGOk62aQ2K/view.

Erikson, Robert, Michael Mackuen, and James Stimson. 2002. The
Macro Polity. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Fiorina,Morris, andSamuelAbrams. 2008.“PoliticalPolarization in the
American Public.” Annual Review of Political Science 11: 563–88.

Gasper, John, and Andrew Reeves. 2011. “Make It Rain? Retro-
spection and the Attentive Electorate in the Context of Natural
Disasters.” American Journal of Political Science 55 (2): 340–55.

Green,Donald, Bradley Palmquist, andEric Schickler. 2004.Partisan
Hearts andMinds:PoliticalParties and theSocial IdentitiesofVoters.
New Haven: Yale University Press.

Groseclose, Tim. 2001. “AModel of Candidate Location When One
CandidatehasaValenceAdvantage.”AmericanJournalofPolitical
Science 45 (4): 862–86.

Iyengar, Shanto, Gaurav Sood, and Yphtach Lelkes. 2012. “Affect,
Not Ideology: A Social Identity Perspective on Polarization.”
Public Opinion Quarterly 76 (3): 405–31.

Iyengar, Shanto, andMasha Krupenkin. 2018. “The Strengthening of
Partisan Affect.” Political Psychology 39: 201–18.

Jones, Jeffrey. 2010. “Debt, Gov’t Power Among Tea Party Supporters’
TopConcerns.”GallupNews (July 5, 2010). http://news.gallup.com/poll/
141119/debt-gov-power-among-tea-party-supporters-top-concerns.aspx.

Kamada, Yuichiro, and Fuhito Kojima. 2014. “Voter Preferences,
Polarization, and Electoral Policies.”American Economic Journal:
Microeconomics 6 (4): 203–36.

Kimball, David, Bryce Summary, and Eric Vorst. 2014. “Political
Identify and Party Polarization in the American Electorate”. In In
the State of the Parties, ed. John Green, Daniel Coffeey, and David
Cohen. London, UK: Rowman & Littlefield, 37–55.

Layman, Geoffrey, Thomas Carsey, and Juliana Horowitz. 2006.
“Party Polarization in American Politics: Characteristics, Causes,
and Consequences.” Annual Review of Political Science 9: 83–110.

Lee, Timothy. 2013. “How the Tea Party Broke the Constitution.”
WashingtonPost(October14,2013).https://www.washingtonpost.com/
news/wonk/wp/2013/10/14/how-the-tea-party-broke-the-constitution.

Lewis-Beck,Michael,William Jacoby, HelmutNorpoth, andHerbert
Weisberg. 2008. The American Voter Revisited. Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press.

Mackie,Diane, and JoelCooper. 1984.“AttitudePolarization:Effects
of Group Membership.” Journal of Personality and Social Psy-
chology 46 (3): 575.
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