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Abstract
Recent work on political divisions in the mass public has identified several manifestations of polarization
linked to different types of attitudes, orientations, and behaviors. Of these, affective polarization and per-
ceived polarization have attracted increasing attention, though we still know fairly little of the links
between these variants of polarization. In this paper, we examine the association between affective and
perceived polarization, with an aim toward disentangling any potential causal relationship between the
two processes. Using two sets of nationally representative panel data from 1992 to 1996 and 2008 to
2009, we find evidence that affective polarization causes perceived polarization, and that perceived polar-
ization is not related to future affective polarization. Stratifying the models by level of political informa-
tion, we find that the strength and statistical significance of the relationships between past and future
values of affective and perceived polarization are conditional on political sophistication: more sophisti-
cated individuals exhibit stronger relationships.
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Recent work on the nature of mass polarization reveals that while ordinary citizens disagree on
policy less than many tend to assume (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008; Fiorina and Abrams,
2008), there are large—and growing—divisions between opposing political groups in the
American political context. Specifically, the prominent characteristics of polarization center on
perceptions of differences between parties and candidates (Ahler, 2014; Westfall et al., 2015;
Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016), between oneself and the out-party (Enders and Armaly,
2019), and on affective evaluations of political “others” (Iyengar et al., 2012; Huddy et al.,
2015; Iyengar and Westwood, 2015; Mason, 2015). In other words, mass polarization is grounded
most firmly in perceptions of and negative emotional orientations toward the opposing side.

Heretofore, scholars have treated these phenomena separately, developing distinct theories of
perceived and affective polarization and empirically examining the processes without consider-
ation for the other (Ahler, 2014; Enders and Armaly, 2019). However, we have good reason to
believe that polarization born of affective orientations toward and perceptions of political and
social groups likely stem from similar psychological processes. For example, social identity theory
provides a conceptual backdrop for both processes in holding that individual orientations toward
groups—positive and negative, in-groups and out-groups—guide the formation of political atti-
tudes and choices, color political information, and generally animate the political experience
(Tajfel and Turner, 1979). More traditionally, ideological sophistication also plays this role, guid-
ing the organization of political objects and providing a basis for the negotiation between what
one likes and dislikes, politically (e.g., Converse, 1964; Granberg and Brown, 1992). Indeed,
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ideological commitments have even been shown to influence affective polarization, specifically
(e.g., Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017). More importantly,
both theoretical traditions provide similar clues as to the nature of the causal relationship between
perceived and affective polarization. If emotional orientations toward groups—whether they are
based more in identity, ideology, or a combination of both—lie at the heart of political interac-
tions, it may be the case that polarized affective reactions to political groups precede perceptions
of political “distance” between such groups.

In this paper, we use several datasets to explore the relationship between affective and per-
ceived polarization. Using the American National Election Studies (ANES) cumulative file, we
observe an association between perceived and affective polarization, as well as trends suggesting
that affective polarization precedes perceptions of polarization. We then test this possibility using
ANES panel data from 1992 to 1996 and 2008 to 2009. Panel data provide a fairly unique oppor-
tunity to test causal relationships (see Wooldridge, 2010), and data from two different decades
allows us to examine the robustness of observed patterns over time. Cross-lagged panel models
estimated on both datasets provide supportive evidence that affective polarization precedes per-
ceptions of polarization, while the opposite pattern does not find support. Consistent with pre-
vious studies (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017), we also find that
ideological extremity is related to both affective and perceived polarization, though more strongly
with the latter. Finally, we consider the role of political sophistication in moderating the strength
and direction of the relationship between perceived and affective polarization. Across both panel
datasets, we find that as political sophistication increases, the substantive effect of past affective
polarization on future perceptions of polarization increases, though past perceptions of polariza-
tion never significantly affect future affective polarization. Thus, the causal relationships we find
evidence for are robust across time and level of interaction with politics.

The nature of the relationship between these variants of polarization has a number of implica-
tions for our understanding of polarization more generally. That perceptions do not appear to
deepen the affective divide between groups suggests that mass polarization likely cannot be
tamed with more accurate information about policy differences or attempts to emphasize mod-
eration. Rather, perceptions of wide divergence between political groups and figures is a function
of deeper, more firmly entrenched emotional commitments and orientations. This finding, itself,
provides important nuance to our understanding of the individual-level psychological processes
behind polarization. The more one dislikes out-groups and identifies with a given political
in-group, the more psychological “distance” they perceive between those groups on a range of
issues (Granberg et al., 1988; Granberg and Brown, 1992). Thus, dislike, more than a directional
orientation (i.e., like versus dislike, positive versus negative), leads to a sort of detachment from
political “others.” Moreover, our findings suggest that political sophistication has an emotional
element to it, in addition to the ideological element, as historically conceptualized. More than
ideological constraint, sophistication entails emotional constraint.

Different sources of polarization: emotion and perception

Whether the masses largely disagree on matters of policy, or are polarized on ideological grounds,
is unsettled (Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008; Fiorina and Abrams, 2008; Rogowski and
Sutherland, 2016; Enders, Forthcoming). This is not to say, however, that the masses are not
polarized. There is substantial evidence that ordinary citizens perceive a great deal of polarization
(Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016; Enders and Armaly, 2019) and that individuals and groups are
polarized in emotional terms (Iyengar et al., 2012; Suhay, 2015). The masses are perceptually and
affectively polarized. Moreover, these distinct forms of polarization play important roles in pol-
itics by influencing a host of behaviors and attitudes, such as willingness to marry across party
lines (Alford et al., 2011) and engage in the political process (Westfall et al., 2015).
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Formerly, scholars have considered these types of polarization as distinct, despite increases in
both over time (e.g., Iyengar et al., 2012; Westfall et al., 2015) and evidence of their influence on
one another (Enders and Armaly, 2019). However, the psychological nature of both perceptions
of and affective reactions to various stimuli may suggest they are more intimately connected than
implied by their separate treatment in the literature. While affective polarization may be partially
grounded in ideology (at least among those that are politically sophisticated; see Rogowski and
Sutherland, 2016; Lelkes, 2018; Iyengar et al., 2019), the very nature of categorizing individuals
into groups tends to exacerbate the perceived differences between those groups (Tajfel and
Turner, 1979). Modern American politics is characterized by such categorizing (Huddy et al.,
2015; Mason, 2018). Once categorized, individuals tend to overestimate and exaggerate differ-
ences between groups (Pronin et al., 2002; Sherman et al., 2003; Boven et al., 2012). As merely
identifying with a group is sufficient to produce strong emotional reactions toward both the
in- and out-groups (Iyengar et al., 2012), affective identification may precede perceptions of
the political world.

But, the motivations for engaging in affectively biased behavior (such as against the out-party)
are not necessarily grounded in accurate perceptions (Kenyon, 2014). Americans “perceive more
polarization … than actually exists” (Levendusky and Malhotra, 2016, 378), and greater perceived
polarization relates to more strongly negative affective reactions to the out-party (Enders and
Armaly, 2019). In other words, because negative emotional reactions can be generated by skewed
perceptions of a stimulus, political perceptions may precede affective polarization. So, though
commonly treated independently, two forms of modern polarization for which there is a great
deal of support may reinforce one another.

Despite psychological foundations that may be indicative of reciprocal causation, we have sev-
eral reasons to believe that affective polarization exacerbates perceived polarization. First, identi-
fication—with a party, a candidate, or political group—generally precedes the evaluation of
“downstream” political stimuli (Campbell et al., 1960; Green et al., 2004; Lenz, 2013).
Individuals perceive the political world through the lens of the group with which they identify.
As such, it is sensible that affective evaluations—which are part and parcel of identification
(Iyengar et al., 2012)—are solidified before individuals make further assessments, such as a
group’s place in political space. This account is also consistent with evidence indicating that ideol-
ogy, at least partially, underlies affective polarization (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Webster
and Abramowitz, 2017); ideology, as a coherent worldview, should most certainly precede evalua-
tions of the out-party’s place relative to oneself.

More importantly for the comparison between the forms of polarization, there is some evi-
dence that individuals consider the out-group when making sense of how various political objects
(e.g., groups and individual actors) are oriented toward one another. Ahler (2014), for instance,
demonstrates that individuals consider the out-group’s policy position when forming their own
opinions. Specifically, when given factual information about the true—that is, the average, self-
reported—issue positions of ideological groups, individuals moderate their own issue positions
(i.e., decrease the perceived differences between themselves and the out-group). This behavior
is consistent with our prediction that consideration of the out-group precedes perceived differ-
ences between groups. Indeed, individuals negotiate differences between political groups (includ-
ing their own) by taking the out-group, toward whom they have established feelings, position as
fixed.

Though Ahler (2014) establishes that individuals consider the political opposition when form-
ing their own opinions, the primal, foremost evaluation of that opposition—negative affect—is
not considered. We aim to capitalize on existing evaluations of the out-group, rather than assess
those that have been experimentally manipulated, and thereby explicitly consider the role of nega-
tive evaluations in producing perceived polarization. Do individuals who dislike the out-group
perceive a greater difference between the in- and out-group as a result of that affect? And, is
there heterogeneity in the degree to which individuals perceive polarization as a function of
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affect? We hypothesize that, because negative feelings lead to increases in the psychological dis-
tance one feels from the out-group (Granberg and Brown, 1992), affective polarization will simi-
larly precede and exacerbate perceived polarization.

Ours is not the first empirical investigation of the relationship between perceived and affective
polarization. Enders and Armaly (2019) discuss that very relationship, finding that those who
perceive greater distances between themselves and the out-party are more negative toward the
out-party, out-party candidates, and out-ideological groups. The direction of that relationship,
however, is not considered. Here, we build on the work of Ahler (2014) and Enders and
Armaly (2019) by explicitly considering the temporal relationship between perceived and affective
polarization.

Finally, we also suspect that political sophistication plays a role in the relationship between
affective and perceived polarization. More politically sophisticated individuals have more cohe-
sive, cogent views of the political world. This may lead to a closer connection between the two
forms of polarization. But, by the nature of being knowledgeable, politically sophisticated indivi-
duals could exhibit more perceptual acuity, which should yield accurate estimates of the distances
between political groups. Considering the conditional influence of sophistication allows us to
shed light on the question of whether affective polarization is partially rooted in ideological foun-
dations (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Lelkes, 2018) or is largely an emotional phenomenon
impacting even the politically disengaged (Mason, 2015). We more carefully elaborate on how
we believe political sophistication conditions the relationship between perceived and affective
polarization below.

What causes what?

We begin our analysis by considering the aggregate relationship between perceived and affective
polarization using the ANES cumulative file data from 1972 to 2016. Affective polarization is
measured as an additive index composed of the absolute differences in feeling thermometer
scores for opposing ideological groups, parties, and presidential candidates (Cronbach’s α =
0.69).1 Perceived polarization is a scale composed of the absolute differences in party placements
on a series of issue scales (Cronbach’s α = 0.86).2 Affective and perceived polarization are mod-
erately correlated (r = 0.41),3 consistent with the existing research on the two phenomena (Enders
and Armaly, 2019). We more carefully investigate this dynamic relationship in Figure 1. In light
of evidence that both types of polarization are increasing over time (Iyengar et al., 2012; Enders
and Armaly, 2019), we split each measure of polarization into thirds, and display one type of
polarization across tertiles of the other type. The upper three panels display affective polarization
from 1972 to 2016 across levels of perceived polarization, and the lower three panels perceived
across levels of affective. Dotted red lines represent the linear trends through the time series.

Recall that we expect that affective polarization causes perceived polarization. If this is true,
perceived polarization should be the highest, and increase the most, among those who are the
most affectively polarized. While we cannot determine causality with certainty using these data
(though we use appropriate data below), Figure 1 serves as preliminary evidence of our proposed
causal relationship. Beginning with the lower three panels, those who are the most affectively
polarized perceive the greatest amounts of polarization; the average level of perceived polarization
increases when moving left to right across tertiles of affective polarization. Not only is this true in

1We further examine the dimensionality and measurement properties of the polarization scales in the Supplementary
Appendix. We also provide a series of robustness checks designed to examine how inferences change when only individual
indicators of affective and perceived polarization are employed in the models below.

2We use the government health insurance, defense spending, government spending and services, aid to minorities, guar-
anteed jobs, and ideology scales.

3The correlation between the two variants of polarization holds in the face of extensive controls. See Supplementary
Appendix.
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levels, but the temporal increases are the greatest among the most affectively polarized. Indeed,
the slope coefficients from ordinary least squares regressions of perceived polarization onto
year increase across affective polarization tertile; specifically, the standardized coefficient is
0.16 for the lower third of affective polarization, 0.19 for the middle third, and 0.27 for those
highest in affective polarization. In other words, perceived polarization rises across levels of affect-
ive polarization, and the temporal increase in perceived polarization is stronger across levels of
affective polarization.

We also find preliminary support for our prediction that there is no reverse causality. Though
levels of affective polarization relate to perceived polarization, the over time increases—where
they exist—are inconsistent with the empirical patterns we would expect if affective polarization
was caused by perceived polarization. The standardized slope coefficients from a regression of
affective polarization onto year are − 0.002 for the lower third of perceived polarization, 0.08
for the middle third, and 0.05 for the upper third. In sum, affective polarization relates to
both the levels of, and changes in, perceived polarization. Perceived polarization only relates to
the levels of, but not changes in, affective polarization.4

While the information above reveals that the relationship between affective and perceived
polarization over time hints at the former causing the latter, we utilize two panel datasets

Figure 1. Affective polarization over time among tertiles of perceived polarization (top) and perceived polarization over
time among tertiles of affective polarization (bottom), 1972–2016. Dashed line represents a linear trend.

4Affective polarization was relatively high in 1972. If we remove that year from Figure 1, we might conclude that perceived
polarization has a greater over time influence on affective polarization than is suggested when using the entirety of the data.
To be sure, the patterns are less stark when removing 1972. However, the relative patterns described using the full comple-
ment of data still appear to hold. The standardized slope coefficients from a regression of affective polarization onto year are
still inconsistent with perceived polarization causing affective polarization when omitting 1972. Specifically, these values are
0.08 for the lower third of perceived polarization, 0.13 for the middle third, and 0.07 for the upper third. While levels of
affective polarization in 1972 seem to have a non-trivial impact on the patterns displayed in Figure 1, our conclusions remain
unchanged.
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(the 1992 and 1996 waves of the 1992–1994–1996 ANES panel, and waves 6 and 9 of the 2008–
2009 ANES panel) to more appropriately test this relationship.5 More specifically, we estimate
cross-lagged panel models where 1996 (wave 9) affective and perceived polarization are regressed
on 1992 (wave 6) perceived and affective polarization and a host of control variables recorded in
earlier panels (Finkel, 1995; Wooldridge, 2010). Coefficients, given in Table 1, are standardized so
that the magnitudes of effects can be compared. If past affective polarization is significantly
related to future perceived, but past perceived is not significantly related to future affective, we
would have support for our prediction that affective polarization precedes and causes perceived
polarization.6 This is precisely what the estimates in Table 1 suggest. In both the ’90s panel and
the ’00s panel, affective polarization at t− 1 predicts perceived polarization at t, but the converse
is not true. The coefficients for affective polarization from the perceived polarization regressions
(the first row in columns 1 and 3) are statistically significant; the coefficients for perceived polar-
ization from the affective polarization regressions (the second row in columns 2 and 4) are not.

We also note that issue extremity seems to exacerbate both forms of polarization, though more
strongly and consistently with respect to perceived polarization. The relationship between issue
extremity and perceived polarization is rather unsurprising; more extreme individuals project
that extremity onto others (see Boven et al., 2012), resulting in large perceived differences between
political groups. That issue extremity produces greater affective polarization (at least in the more
modern sample) is consistent with the literature elucidating the ideological foundations of affect-
ive polarization. Increasing ideological consistency and ideological divergence between groups
underlie negative affective evaluations of the out-group (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016;
Webster and Abramowitz, 2017). Our findings lend support to the proposition that affective
polarization is, at least partially, rooted in substantive ideological concerns.

Does political sophistication play a role?

Finally, we consider the role of political sophistication in the relationship between affective and
perceived polarization, as sophistication tends to moderate or exacerbate a number of relation-
ships in political science (e.g., Lelkes, 2018). We expect the strength of the patterns observed
in Table 1 to be positively associated with level of political sophistication. By definition, political
sophisticates are those individuals who know “what goes with what” (Converse, 1964). They pos-
sess a coherent view of the political world, owed to a belief system that tightly organizes the
objects of the political world around a set of abstract political principles and values. As such,
we might expect these individuals to exhibit orientations—such as emotional reactions to partisan
stimuli and perceptions of group differences—that are more closely related than the same orien-
tations among less politically sophisticated individuals. To be knowledgeable about and interested
in politics is to have clearly defined views of one’s feelings about the parties, and about the par-
ties’ orientations with respect to each other.

Of course, this is not the only possibility. Sophisticated individuals are more ideological in
nature than the average individual. A high reliance on ideological principles relative to emotional
orientations may suppress affective polarization, just as political knowledge may promote more
accurate perceptions of polarization. Some combination of these alternatives may result in a rela-
tionship between affective and perceived polarization that is weaker than that among less

5Due to data availability, some variables are measured differently across panels, and relative to the cumulative file data
detailed above. See Supplementary Appendix for all question wording and variable coding.

6For this claim to be true, we must also be fairly confident that the model is specified correctly. In the Supplementary
Appendix we undertake a series of model robustness checks, as described by Young (2009) and Young and Holsteen
(2017). These entail estimating models with all possible combinations of independent variables from a pre-specified set
and then examining the distribution of estimates associated with key independent variables of interest. We find, across
8192 models (4096 for each set of panel data), that our substantive conclusions are largely robust to alternative model
specifications.
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politically sophisticated individuals. However, Ahler and Sood (2018) report a positive association
between misperceptions and sophistication and Lelkes (2018) observes high levels of affective
polarization among the politically knowledgeable. As such, we are skeptical of a negative effect
of political sophistication, while remaining open to the possibility of observing such a pattern.

To begin our investigation, we examine the relationship between affective and perceived polar-
ization by level of political information over time, which is shown in Figure 2. Political informa-
tion is measured via interviewer ratings of respondent knowledge about politics, the most
consistently fielded operationalization of political information over time. In general, the trends
in affective and perceived polarization track each other reasonably closely for each level of polit-
ical information. However, the rates of polarization are visually more congruent for those exhi-
biting high or middling levels of information. The correlation between the two variants of
polarization increases fairly linearly from 0.51 among low information individuals to 0.60 and
0.70 among those possessing middling and high levels of political information, respectively.7

Similar to above, we now turn toward a more rigorous test of this relationship using cross-
lagged panel models. The models are identical to those specified above, except that we omit

Table 1. Cross-lagged panel models of temporal relationship between affective and perceived polarization, with controls

1992–1996 ANES panel 2008–2009 ANES panel

Perceived Affective Perceived Affective
polarizationt polarizationt polarizationt polarizationt

Affective polarizationt−1 0.128* 0.457* 0.158* 0.664*
(0.052) (0.044) (0.028) (0.018)

Perceived polarizationt−1 0.320* 0.085 0.357* 0.019
(0.046) (0.045) (0.024) (0.021)

Ideological strengtht−1 0.009 0.108* 0.043 0.031
(0.046) (0.042) (0.027) (0.021)

Partisan strengtht−1 0.060 0.046 0.088* 0.153*
(0.047) (0.043) (0.027) (0.021)

Issue extremityt−1 0.153* 0.071 0.112* 0.060*
(0.044) (0.041) (0.025) (0.020)

Interest in politicst−1 −0.053 0.034 0.123* 0.030
(0.046) (0.042) (0.025) (0.020)

Information about politicst−1 0.130* 0.012 0.061* −0.008
(0.050) (0.046) (0.027) (0.021)

Educationt−1 −0.047 −0.052 0.023 −0.009
(0.052) (0.047) (0.027) (0.021)

Aget−1 − 0.101* −0.038 −0.007 −0.019
(0.045) (0.041) (0.025) ( 0.019)

Incomet−1 0.003 0.083 0.083* 0.012
(0.048) (0.044) (0.026) (0.021)

Femalet−1 0.005 0.028 −0.020 0.014
(0.044) (0.040) (0.025) (0.019)

Blackt−1 −0.012 −0.021 0.035 −0.017
(0.044) (0.040) (0.025) (0.019)

Southt−1 0.030 −0.044 −0.026 0.011
(0.044) (0.040) (0.024) (0.019)

Intercept 0.954* 0.044 0.216 −0.137
(0.301) (0.269) (0.145) (0.112)

n 421 1138

Standardized maximum likelihood coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
*p≤ 0.05 with respect to a two-tailed test.

7Just as was true in Figure 1, affective polarization in 1972 seems to non-trivially impact the patterns displayed in Figure 2.
When omitting 1972, the relationships displayed in Figure 2 persist, but are markedly stronger. Specifically, the correlations
between variants of polarization are 0.72 for low information, 0.81 for mid, and 0.87 for high. Despite different estimates of
the association between the two forms of polarization, our inferences are unchanged when omitting 1972.
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political information as a control variable so that we can stratify the samples and associated mod-
els by level of information.8 Estimates of the relevant coefficients are given in Table 2.

Considering first the 1992–1996 panel, those low is political information exhibit no statistically
significant relationships between different measurements of affective and perceived polarization;
indeed, these processes are not even related to past values of the same process.9 Among those
exhibiting high or middling levels of information, the pattern is similar to that observed in
Table I with respect to statistical significance: affective polarization at t− 1 (partially) explains
perceived polarization at t, but past values of perceived polarization do not explain later values
of affective polarization. We also find that all coefficients are larger for those with high levels
of political information, compared to middling levels. For instance, the effect of past affective
polarization on perceived polarization nearly doubles from 0.103 to 0.200, moving from middling
to high information.

Findings are similar for the 2008–2009 data. Here, those low in political information exhibit
statistically significant lagged relationships, but no crossed relationships. In other words, past
affective polarization explains future affective polarization and past perceived polarization
explains future perceived polarization, but the two variants of polarization are never related to
each other. We suspect that this minor discrepancy in empirical patterns across panels may be
due to the short period between surveys in 2008–2009 data, relative to the four year period
between the 1992 and 1996 surveys—even those low in political sophistication are able to connect
affective and perceived polarization from the very recent past to polarization today. Regardless,
the coefficient patterns for middling and high levels of political information are nearly identical
to those associated with the 1992–1996 data. Namely, past perceived polarization never explains
future affective polarization, and the substantive effect of past affective polarization on future per-
ceived polarization increases with political information.

We wish to be clear that the sources of affective polarization are, as of yet, unsettled (Iyengar
et al., 2019). Affective polarization is connected to both ideological foundations (Rogowski and

Figure 2. Affective and perceived polarization over time by level of political information, 1972–2016.

8For the 1992–1996 data, information is based on interviewer ratings. For the 2008–2009 data, information is based on
responses to six political knowledge questions. Those correctly answering 0–2 questions are classified as “low,” 3–4 as
“mid,” and 5–6 as “high.”

9This may also be due to a small sample size for the 90s panel estimated on those low in political sophistication. However,
the pattern moving from middling to high levels of sophistication is as we expected, and we observe no reciprocal relation-
ships between polarization types among the least sophisticated in the 2008–2009 panel, even though the sample is more than
four times as large.
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Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes, 2018) and social identity (Iyengar et al.,
2012; Mason, 2018). We believe our investigation lends additional support to the ideological
account (though does not discount the prerequisite social categorization endemic to group pol-
itics). Here, the connection between affective polarization and perceived polarization is strongest
among the most politically sophisticated. This is consistent with previous work that demonstrates
affective polarization is stronger among the more ideologically constrained and the most ideo-
logically extreme (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Lelkes, 2018). Of course, the more politically
sophisticated are more likely to possess a coherent ideological worldview, and are better able to
bring that ideology to bear on other political evaluations.

If perceived polarization was merely a function of perceptual acuity among the most politically
sophisticated, we would not see an increase in the strength of the relationship between the forms
of polarization by level of political sophistication. Likewise, if affective polarization were exclu-
sively driven by ideological considerations—something we doubt, given the lack of ideological
constraint among the mass public (Lupton et al., 2015) and the relatively few strong partisans
among whom affective polarization is most concentrated (Klar et al., 2018)—we would expect
only the levels of affective polarization to increase with sophistication. In other words, levels of
both affective and perceived polarization increase with sophistication; that the relationship
between them also increases with sophistication suggests that ideology plays an important mod-
erating role. Our claim, then, that affective polarization exacerbates perceived polarization is con-
sistent with the position that affective polarization has an ideological component (e.g., Rogowski
and Sutherland, 2016; Webster and Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes, 2018). Indeed, we are implicitly
accounting for ideological considerations via sophistication.

Conclusion

Our findings suggest that the greater the discord in affective orientations toward political in- and
out-groups, the greater the perceived differences between those groups and their representatives
when it comes to ideology and issue positions. More specifically, we find supporting evidence that
the former causally promotes the latter. This dynamic provides some useful nuance to theories of
mass polarization. First, it suggests that the many different manifestations of polarization that
researchers have uncovered may be connected. In this case, a combination of social identity
and ideological concerns nicely account for many of the major features of affective and perceived

Table 2. Cross-lagged panel models on samples stratified by level of political information

Low info Mid info High info

Perceivedt Affectivet Perceivedt Affectivet Perceivedt Affectivet

1992–1996 ANES panel
Affective polarizationt−1 0.100 0.067 0.103* 0.336* 0.200* 0.556*

(0.189) (0.193) (0.097) (0.090) (0.064) (0.050)
Perceived polarizationt−1 0.319 0.331 0.258* 0.153 0.373* 0.019

(0.203) (0.207) (0.093) (0.092) (0.052) (0.050)
Controls? ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
n 35 119 267

2008–2009 ANES panel
Affective polarizationt−1 0.076 0.565* 0.159* 0.715* 0.186* 0.672*

(0.079) (0.054) (0.044) (0.027) (0.049) (0.028)
Perceived polarizationt−1 0.396* 0.066 0.325* −0.002 0.343* 0.029

(0.067) (0.058) (0.038) (0.031) (0.041) (0.032)
Controls? ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓
n 147 482 400

Standardized maximum likelihood coefficients with standard errors in parentheses.
*p≤ 0.05 with respect to a two-tailed test.
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polarization, unifying our understanding of the psychological sources of mass polarization. The
categorization that is natural to group politics appears to exacerbate other sources of polarization,
even when considering the role of ideological extremity (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016).

Second, the causal dynamic has important normative implications regarding cooperation and
discord. Had we found that perceptions of political divisions were culminating in negative affect-
ive orientations toward out-groups, we may have considered taming polarization through political
information and cues that deemphasize partisan and ideological differences between groups and
figures. However, we observed the opposite pattern. Increasingly negative affective orientations
toward out-groups cause individuals to perceive greater ideological and issue-based differences
between parties and candidates, irrespective of the truth. This is a powerful dynamic.
Discordant emotional orientations toward in- and out-groups promote psychological distance
between those groups, potentially on grounds other than one’s own emotions. Thus, perceptions
of polarization are, themselves, a product of motivated reasoning—further evidence that polariza-
tion is a “self-fulfilling prophecy” (Ahler, 2014).

We also believe our results speak to the role of sophistication in processing political informa-
tion, more generally. Genuinely viewing opposing political factions as extreme would be a System
2 form of judgment, according to dual processing theory (see Kahneman, 2003). That is, percep-
tions of the distances between political groups based on perceptual acuity would be a function of
slow, analytical reasoning. However, our results indicate that a System 1 process is likely at play;
individuals perceive political distances based on fast, automatic judgments that stem from affect-
ive reactions to political out-groups. We might expect the role of sophistication to promote the
more measured, System 2 style of processing, but this is not what we find. In fact, those who
are more politically sophisticated are more likely to rely on a heuristic (here, affective polariza-
tion) when assessing the relative divergence of groups on various issues. Our results suggest
that perhaps sophistication is less about having a vast trove of political knowledge, and more
related to possessing a cogent cognitive map of politics and being able to more readily access vari-
ous heuristics. Simply put, the consistency and coherence defining political sophistication are not
synonymous with accuracy motivations; rather they are oftentimes negatively correlated when
political attitudes and predispositions are involved.

The patterns we observe also provide additional insight into an emotional component to pol-
itical sophistication. More than ideological constraint, sophistication entails emotional constraint.
The historic conceptualization of sophistication holds that, among the sophisticated, commit-
ments to abstract ideological principles guide lower-order attitudes about more specific political
objects, such as public policies (Converse, 1964). The relationships we observe also suggest that
abstract emotional orientations toward in- and out-groups guide perceptions of specific ideo-
logical and policy stances, among political sophisticates. Thus, to be politically sophisticated is
not merely to be more ideologically consistent than others, but to be more emotionally consistent.
Perhaps, then, the divisions between ideological and (supposedly) emotional processes are not as
stark as we tend to treat them, as others have begun to suggest (Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016;
Webster and Abramowitz, 2017).

Our findings also build on and clarify the relationship between affective and perceived polar-
ization revealed in previous work. Specifically, Enders and Armaly (2019) use cross-sectional data
to demonstrate that perceived polarization is more strongly related to affective polarization, rela-
tive to actual polarization. Here, we utilize panel data to determine whether affective polarization
precedes perceived. The correlational results reported by Enders and Armaly (2019) do not speak
to our main question here: the relationship between affective polarization at t− 1 and perceived
polarization at t. As such, we clarify the direction of the relationship between perceived and
affective polarization uncovered in previous work.

We recommend that future work continue to examine the relationship between different man-
ifestations of political division. To date, scholars have theorized about and empirically examined
identity-based sorting, issue-based sorting, ideological polarization, affective polarization,
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perceived polarization, and many other types of geographic and sociodemographic-based sorting
and polarization. These constructs productively highlight the many ways that political divisions
can be sowed and have unfolded over the course of time. However, they are also surely not dis-
tinct from one another at the level of the individual, or perhaps even community. Our own inves-
tigation provides nuance to our understanding of how political perceptions are formed, and
divisions exacerbated. By examining the relationships between other flavors of political discord,
we may similarly uncover common threads, perhaps in the form of psychological mechanisms
and orientations, that further develop our understanding of mass polarization.

Supplementary material. To view supplementary material for this article, please visit https://doi.org/10.1017/psrm.2020.24.
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