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Abstract

While Democrats and Republicans clearly dislike one another, scholars disagree about

whether this animosity reflects policy disagreement or the salience of partisan identities.

Presenting the policy preferences of candidates and citizens influences affective

evaluations, but preferences about partisan-branded issues may be proxies for partisan

identity. We distinguish these mechanisms by identifying salient policy issues on which

the parties do not have well-known stances. We then conduct three experiments to

examine whether introducing preferences about partisan-branded and unbranded policy

issues diminishes the effect of party affiliation on interpersonal affect. The effect of

party affiliation remains strong around unbranded preferences, but nearly disappears

around partisan-branded preferences. These findings affirm that partisan identities drive

affective polarization, and suggest that policy preferences influence affective polarization

largely by signaling partisan identity. They also indicate that partisanship reflects an

emotional attachment to a political party, and not merely citizens’ policy preferences.
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The Nature of Affective Polarization: Disentangling Policy Disagreement from Partisan

Identity

Republicans and Democrats loathe each other now more than ever previously measured

(Iyengar et al. 2019). This growing chasm between in- and out-party affect—called af-

fective polarization—encourages citizens to judge politicians and political outcomes in

emotional and biased ways, comprising our ability to hold elected leaders accountable

(Hetherington and Rudolph 2015; Martherus et al. 2019). It causes voters to reward

politicians that eschew compromise in favor of grandstanding (Hetherington and Rudolph

2015). Worse still, affective polarization’s effects are not limited to politics. It also moti-

vates social segregation along party lines and potentially distorts markets (e.g., McConnell

et al. 2018; Nicholson et al. 2016).

Researchers have offered various explanations for the emergence of affective polar-

ization, including social and partisan media (e.g., Levendusky 2013) and a decline in

cross-cutting social identities between the parties (e.g., Mason 2018). One major area

of debate focuses on the role—or lack thereof—of Americans’ increasingly extreme or

sorted policy preferences (Barber and Pope 2019; Bougher 2017; Rogowski and Suther-

land 2016). These accounts make different assumptions about the mechanisms by which

partisanship influences interpersonal affect. The first, which we call the party-over-policy

hypothesis, suggests partisan animosity is a powerful instance of a broader tendency to

dislike social groups that are not our own, notwithstanding disagreement about policy

(Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015; Theodoridis 2017). By contrast, the policy-over-party

hypothesis argues that partisan animosity is precisely a function of the parties’ disagree-

ments about salient policy issues.

While several studies have shown that people dislike others who hold policy pref-

erences different from their own (e.g., Orr and Huber 2019; Rogowski and Sutherland

2016), these studies have only examined the effects of preferences about partisan-branded

issues1—that is, well-known sites of conflict between Republicans and Democrats (e.g.,

1 We distinguish partisan branding from party issue ownership, which refers to
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Goggin, Henderson, and Theodoridis 2019). These issues pose an information equiva-

lence problem, because they signal identification with the parties as social groups, and

not simply policy disagreement (Dafoe, Zhang, and Caughey 2018). For example, learn-

ing an individual is pro-choice allows one to infer her party affiliation or, already knowing

her party affiliation, learn whether she is loyal to her political party. Thus, studies sup-

porting the policy-over-party hypothesis have not empirically distinguished it from the

party-over-policy hypothesis, and have likely overestimated the role of policy disagree-

ment in affective polarization. The present research experimentally manipulates whether

policy preferences are partisan-branded to provide a critical test of these two hypotheses.

In the process, we inform a broader debate about the nature of partisanship: is parti-

sanship an emotional attachment to a social group or a mere summary of one’s policy

preferences (e.g., Campbell et al. 1960)?

Study 1 surveyed a quota-matched sample of American adults to show that Repub-

licans and Democrats have easily distinguishable positions on policy issues used in past

studies of affective polarization.2 This underscored the need to test the effects of policy

preferences that do not cue partisan identity. Study 2 tested whether introducing in-

dividuals’ preferences about comparably salient partisan-branded and unbranded issues

diminished the effect of party affiliation on affective evaluations of those individuals. We

found that partisan-branded preferences nearly erased the relationship between party

affiliation and interpersonal affect, whereas unbranded preferences had little effect on

this relationship. Finally, Studies 3 and 4 demonstrated that unbranded preferences

behave as partisan-branded preferences when randomly associated with a party. This

confirmed that the effects of Study 2 were not merely driven by differences in the salience

of partisan-branded and unbranded issues.

Our results affirm that affective polarization is driven by partisanship as a social iden-

tity—not policy disagreement alone—and suggest that policy preferences drive affective

polarization largely by signaling partisan identity. These insights are critical to any at-

perceptions of the parties’ competency in different policy areas (Petrocik 1996).
2 All studies were preregistered (REDACTED).



NATURE OF AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION 5

tempt to address affective polarization. They also shed light on the nature of partisanship

itself: political parties are more than mere summaries of citizens’ policy preferences, but

social groups to which we are viscerally attached (Barber and Pope 2019).

Literature Review

Affective polarization has increased markedly in the United States since the 1970s: the av-

erage, individual-level gap in feeling thermometers ratings of the Republicans and Demo-

cratic parties grew from roughly 22 degrees in 1978 to more than 40 degrees in 2016

(Iyengar et al. 2019). Though scholars have offered myriad explanations for the rise in af-

fective polarization (ibid.), the majority of these accounts assume partisanship influences

interpersonal affect via one of two mechanisms. The first, called the party-over-policy

hypothesis, regards affective polarization as an outgrowth of humans’ innate tendency

to dislike social out-groups (e.g., Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015). The second, called

the policy-over-party hypothesis, argues affective polarization reflects the increasingly

broad or deep policy disagreements between the parties (e.g., Bougher 2017; Rogowski

and Sutherland 2016). Although affective polarization is a longitudinal trend, focusing

on its underlying mechanisms enables us to study its causes via cross-sectional analyses.

As affect largely determines the social groups with which we affiliate (Conover and

Feldman 1981), the question of what mechanism drives affective polarization intersects

a broader debate about the nature of partisanship itself. Is partisanship an emotional

attachment to a social group or a summary of one’s policy preferences (Campbell et

al. 1960; Downs 1957)? This debate is as old as The American Voter, which was the first

to prominently argue that citizens had attachments to their parties that transcended

rational considerations about policy (Campbell et al. 1960). Yet, despite its long history,

this debate is far from resolved.
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Evidence for the Party-Over-Policy Hypothesis

The party-over-policy hypothesis relies on the notion of social identity (Tajfel 1981).

People have an evolved tendency to divide the world into allies and competitors, in-

groups and out-groups (Tajfel 1974; Tajfel and Turner 2010). These identities are an

essential source of self-esteem and perceived security (Huddy 2013). Thus, group members

exaggerate the positive distinctiveness of their in-group relative to out-groups, as reflected

in both in-group favoritism and out-group animosity (Abrams and Hogg 1988; Martherus

et al. 2019). According to the social-identity model of partisanship, the Republican and

Democratic parties act as cherished social identities by which Americans distinguish “us”

from “them” (Greene 1999, 2004; Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015).

Several forms of evidence support that affective polarization reflects the increasing

salience of partisan identities, and not policy disagreement. Partisanship, affective polar-

ization, and partisan behavior (e.g., straight-ticket voting) are better predicted by par-

tisan identity strength than policy preferences (Greene 1999, 2004; Huddy, Mason, and

Aarøe 2015). Additionally, the growth of affective polarization tracks with the increasing

alignment of various social identities in the United States—namely partisan, ideological,

racial, and religious (Mason 2018). Put simply, the Republican Party has become the

party of White, Christian conservatives, and the Democratic Party has become the party

of non-White liberals. As a result, Americans have starkly different conceptions of who

makes up each political party (Ahler and Sood 2018), fewer cross-cutting identities bind

Republicans and Democrats together, and partisans have become militant about their

partisan identities (Mason 2018).

Partisanship also appears to determine policy preferences—and political judgments

more generally—more so than the other way around. While policy preferences fluctuate

considerably over time, partisanship is remarkably stable (Green and Palmquist 1994;

Kinder and Kalmoe 2017). Panel analyses indicate that partisanship affects subsequent

political judgments (e.g., of policies) to a greater extent than vice versa (Bartels 2002).

Lelkes (2018) finds that lagged levels of ideological sorting only predict affective polar-

ization among the politically knowledgeable, but lagged levels of affective polarization
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predict ideological sorting across all levels of political knowledge. Finally, several ex-

periments have shown that partisans readily change their policy preferences when given

information about which policies the in- or out-party supports (Barber and Pope 2019;

Cohen 2003). For example, Barber and Pope (2019) asked Republican respondents to

read liberal and conservative positions President Trump had taken about various policy

issues and then report their attitudes. Republicans—and especially strongly identified

Republicans—tended to adopt Trump’s position, regardless of its ideological slant.

Evidence for the Policy-Over-Party Hypothesis

According to the policy-over-party hypothesis, however, affective polarization does not

reflect an identity-protective disposition to dislike members of other social groups. In-

stead, partisans loathe members of the opposing party because they forcefully disagree

about how to address salient policy issues. For instance, Democrats are hostile toward

Republicans because they are anti-choice, anti-immigration, and anti-environment—not

because they are simply the “other” (Bougher 2017; Lelkes 2019; Orr and Huber 2019;

Rogowski and Sutherland 2016; Webster and Abramowitz 2017).

Some studies have shown that describing candidates as ideologically “moderate” or

“extreme,” without referring to particular policies, can affect individuals’ feelings of

warmth toward the candidate (Rogowski and Sutherland 2016; Webster and Abramowitz

2017). However, labels such as “liberal” and “conservative” can signify social identities

that are not necessarily tied to policy preferences (Conover and Feldman 1981; Ellis and

Stimson 2012). Thus, this approach conflates policy preferences with ideology as a social

identity.

Other studies have examined whether specific policy preferences predict affect toward

the political parties. Indeed, preferences about social policies are associated with feelings

of coldness toward the out-party and its presidential candidate (Rogowski and Sutherland

2016; Webster and Abramowitz 2017). Moreover, learning a candidate holds extreme

policy preferences can lead to larger shifts in feeling-thermometer ratings than learning

a candidate’s political party (Lelkes 2019). However, these studies have relied on policy
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preferences that are well-associated with the political parties (Goggin, Henderson, and

Theodoridis 2019). As such, these preferences may serve as a cue for party affiliation or

a candidate’s loyalty to his or her party as a social group.

Still other studies have examined how the alignment between one’s policy prefer-

ences and the parties’ platforms might drive affective polarization. According to this

explanation, broad disagreement with the out-party creates a sense of dissimilarity and

thereby animosity. Those who disagree with the out-party’s positions on multiple policy

issues—regardless of the depth of disagreement on any particular issue—do in fact feel

colder toward the out-party (Bougher 2017). Similarly, citizens who consistently support

their in-party’s positions on policy issues are more affectively polarized (Webster and

Abramowitz 2017). However, again, the consistency with which an individual endorses

her party’s policies may in itself be a reflection of partisan identity (Barber and Pope

2019; Cohen 2003).

In essence, the policy-over-party hypothesis argues that the relationship between party

affiliation and interpersonal affect is spurious. Policy is the root of partisanship, and in-

dividuals only feel animus toward the out-party because they use party affiliation to

infer others’ policy preferences. Thus, when information about policy disagreement is ex-

plicit, the relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect should disappear

(see Figure 1a). In a series of experiments, Orr and Huber (2019) showed participants

vignettes that randomly varied in their content: some included the subject’s party af-

filiation, some included the subject’s preference about a salient policy issue, and some

included both. When presented alone, information about party affiliation had a large

effect on the participant’s affect toward the vignette subject. However, this effect de-

creased by as much as 62% when information about the subject’s policy preferences was

also given.

Partisan Branding Conflates Policy Disagreement and Partisan Identity

A central limitation of past research on affective polarization, however, is its reliance on

measures of policy preferences that are strongly correlated with partisanship (Goggin,
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(a) Policy-Over-Party (b) Party-Over-Policy

Figure 1 . Directed acyclic graphs representing the policy-over-party and

party-over-party hypotheses of affective polarization. The dotted line in the left-side

figure represents the spurious relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal

affect.

Henderson, and Theodoridis 2019; Grynaviski 2010; Woon and Pope 2008). Several

trends following the 1970s have caused policy preferences and partisanship to become

increasingly equivalent (Baldassarri and Gelman 2008). First, party elites have become

more ideologically polarized, providing “clearer cues” about the parties’ issue positions

(Levendusky 2010; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2016). Second, mass partisans from

each of the parties have become ideologically sorted and homogeneous (Levendusky 2009).

Third, the rise of partisan media has provided an ample supply of information with which

citizens can learn the expectations of being a Republican or Democrat (Levendusky 2013).

For example, Goggin, Henderson, and Theodoridis (2019) found that respondents as-

sumed an unbranded political candidate was Republican when the candidate supported

strengthening national defense, addressing the immigration “problem,” and reducing the

budget deficit. By contrast, respondents assumed an unbranded candidate was a Demo-

crat when he or she supported improving healthcare, assisting the poor, and strengthening

Social Security. These associations were largely shared by respondents high and low in

political knowledge (see also Grynaviski 2010; Heit and Nicholson 2016; Rothschild et

al. 2019).

The link between many policy preferences and partisanship suggests these preferences
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can become written into the “script” of what it means to identify as a Democrat or

Republican (Lodge and Hamill 1986; Rahn 1993). If conservative or liberal preferences

about issues like abortion typify a Republican or Democrat, then learning an individual

supports abortion restrictions likely prompts people to infer that individual’s party af-

filiation, rightly or wrongly (Goggin, Henderson, and Theodoridis 2019). Even given an

individual’s party affiliation, people may use policy preferences to infer that individual’s

attachment or loyalty to her political party as a social group.

In this way, policy preferences become symbolic of partisan identity. Thus, perhaps

what a policy preference symbolizes in terms of partisan identity is more important than

what it specifically entails about policy substance. If a pro-choice Democrat dislikes a

co-partisan after learning he is pro-life, this change in feelings may have occurred because

the co-partisan has signaled he is not a loyal Democrat. Likewise, the same pro-choice

Democrat may feel greater warmth toward a pro-choice Republican because he is not

loyal to the out-party. Indeed, past studies of social identity have already accounted

for behavioral patterns of this kind. Individuals feel especially warm toward typical

in-group members, and cold toward deviant in-group members, when said typicality or

deviance is defined by a group-relevant trait (Marques, Yzerbyt, and Leyens 1988; Zouhri

and Rateau 2015). Typical or deviant out-group members can be similarly punished or

rewarded (Marques et al. 1998; Rutland et al. 2015).

Hence, past literature does not distinguish the party-over-policy and policy-over-party

hypotheses. Mechanically, introducing policy preferences may erase the relationship be-

tween party affiliation and interpersonal affect, as Orr and Huber (2019) observe, because

partisan-branded preferences provide more informative cues about an individual’s par-

tisan identity. In other words, partisan-branded policy preferences might mediate—not

confound—this relationship (see Figure 1b). As long as policy preferences convey infor-

mation about partisan identity, the two hypotheses are empirically indistinguishable.

That said, the opposing directions of the party-policy relationship in either hypothe-

sis suggest a critical test. If stripping partisan branding from policy preferences changes

how much they diminish the effect of party affiliation on interpersonal affect, it would
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imply that policy preferences inherit significance from partisanship. It would also imply

that partisan-branded preferences act as a mediator between party affiliation and inter-

personal affect. However, if unbranded policy preferences still wipe out the effect of party

affiliation on interpersonal affect, it would suggest party affiliation is only a cue for policy

disagreement. Such a test requires identifying policy issues that lack partisan branding,

but are nonetheless comparably salient to partisan-branded issues.

Study 1

Our first task was to verify that those policy issues typically used in studies of affective

polarization are partisan-branded—that is, that the parties’ positions on these issues are

well-known. If so, it would suggest that preferences about these issues signal partisan

identity in addition to policy disagreement, and illustrate the need to study policy issues

that lack any such partisan branding. We also sought to identify a handful of unbranded

issues that are comparably salient to partisan-branded issues used in past studies.

Methods

Five hundred American adults were recruited from the Forthright Panel, a high quality,

quota-matched online sample, on February 28, 2020 (Mage = 45.73, SDage = 16.03, 49.2%

female).3 Participants provided their partisanship using the American National Election

Study’s (ANES) three-question battery. They then indicated which position they thought

“most Democrats” and “most Republicans” would take on five policy issues. After placing

the parties on each issue, respondents indicated the issue’s salience using a four-point

importance scale ranging from “Not at all important” to “Very important” (Niemi and

Bartels 1985).

The five policy issues seen by each participant were randomly selected from a list of

35 issues pulled from the 2016 ANES, Orr and Huber (2019), votes in Congress or state

3 A complete demographic breakdown of all study samples is available in Online

Appendix C, p. 9.
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legislatures4—or were otherwise perennial issues discussed in national news outlets (e.g.,

requiring a year of national service). For each issue, respondents were given two positions

(and a “Don’t know” option) on which they could place the parties. For example, the

two positions given for the issue of ease of gun purchasing were “the federal government

should make it more difficult for people to buy a gun” and “the government should make

it easier for people to buy a gun.”5 Each policy issue received an average of 71.43 ratings

(SD = 8.76).

Results

Republicans and Democrats were widely perceived to take opposing positions on those

policy issues typically used in studies of affective polarization (right side of Figure 2).

For instance, respondents perceived cross-party disagreement about the issues used by

Orr and Huber (2019) and Lelkes (2019)—namely, immigration, welfare, guns, abortion,

and child adoption by same-sex couples. Preferences about these issues thus likely signal

partisan identity in addition to policy disagreement. However, a number of issues were

not viewed in partisan terms (left side of Figure 2). For example, participants did not

reliably place Republicans and Democrats on opposite sides of the issues of eminent

domain, occupational licensing, or whether mobile phone carriers should sell customers’

data.

Policy issues varied considerably in terms of their salience (M = 2.86, SD = 0.95).

Policy issues with well-established party positions (i.e., partisan-branded issues) tended

to be highly salient. For example, the average salience rating for the issues of ease of gun

purchasing and DREAMer naturalization both sat above the “Somewhat important” scale

point (Mguns = 3.20, SDguns = 0.81; MDREAMers = 3.08, SDDREAMers = 0.87). The issue of

child adoption by same-sex couples sat just below this point (M = 2.85, SD = 0.96). Non-

partisan (i.e., unbranded) issues tended to be less salient for participants, though several

4 Votes were pulled from the non-partisan organization Vote Smart (votesmart.org).
5 The text of each issue position is available in our online replication materials

(REDACTED).
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of these issues were comparably salient to partisan-branded issues. The issue of whether

mobile carriers should sell customer data was considered as important as most partisan-

branded issues (M = 3.16; SD = 0.78). Likewise, the issues of eminent domain (M = 2.96,

SD = 0.70) and occupational licensing (M = 2.78, SD = 0.90) were comparably salient to

the issue of allowing child adoption by same-sex couples. Indeed, a paired t-test revealed

the salience of the issues of eminent domain and occupational licensing was statistically

indistinguishable from that of allowing child adoption by same-sex couples (tEminent Domain

= 0.76, dfEminent Domain = 102.3; tOcc. Licensing = 0.42; dfOcc. Licensing = 120.37).

Study 2

The findings of Study 1 illustrated that past studies of affective polarization have conflated

the effects of policy disagreement and partisan identity by relying on policy issues that

also signal partisan identity. As such, these results suggest that existing research has likely

overestimated the role of policy disagreement in affective polarization, and challenge the

idea that policy disagreement confounds the relationship between party affiliation and

interpersonal affect. However, Study 1 also identified a number of salient, unbranded

issues that could be used to isolate the effects of policy disagreement in an experimental

context.

To test whether the relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect is

spurious, as the policy-over-party hypothesis predicts, we replicated one of Orr & Huber’s

(2019) survey experiments, but dissociated partisan branding from policy disagreement.

Respondents were randomly assigned to view vignettes that mentioned comparably salient

partisan-branded or unbranded policy issues, as identified in Study 1. If party affiliation

strongly predicts interpersonal affect when juxtaposed with unbranded preferences, it

would indicate the relationship between them is not spurious and provide support for

the party-over-policy hypothesis. It would also indicate that stances on partisan-branded

issues mediate the relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect.

We also examine whether the difference in the effects of partisan-branded and un-

branded policy preferences is moderated by partisan identity strength (Huddy, Mason,
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and Aarøe 2015). If the key difference between partisan-branded and unbranded issues

is their ability to signal partisan identity, as we suggest, the difference in their effects

should be larger for those participants who have strong partisan identities.

Methods

Study 2 was split between two waves, separated by one week. 3,070 adult U.S. residents

were first recruited from the Amazon Mechanical Turk (MTurk) on March 9, 2020.6 All

participants who completed Wave 1 were asked to complete Wave 2, with the exception

of 324 participants who reported they did not lean toward either the Republican or

Democratic party. In total, 2,266 participants completed both survey waves (Mage =

39.31, SDage = 12.63, 48.6% female).

Wave 1 participants answered demographic questions before providing their positions

on a subset of 12 policy issues drawn from Study 1. These included the three issues

used by Orr and Huber (2019) that were perceived to be the most partisan by Study 1

participants: ease of gun purchasing, DREAMer naturalization, and child adoption by

same-sex couples. We also included two unbranded issues found to be comparably salient

to the issues pulled from Orr and Huber (2019): eminent domain and allowing mobile

carriers to sell customer data. All remaining issues were arbitrarily selected and included

to obscure the goal of the study (with one exception explained below). After providing

their policy preferences, participants indicated their partisanship using the ANES three-

question battery. Finally, participants completed Huddy et al.’s (2015) four-item partisan

identity index, which measures how much a participant considers his or her political party

an important social identity.

Wave 2 participants were randomly assigned to read vignettes that either only men-

tioned the vignette subject’s party affiliation, only mentioned the subject’s preference

about a policy issue, or mentioned both pieces of information. The party affiliation of

6 Although not representative of the American adults, MTurk workers typically

replicate findings from experimental studies of political attitudes with national

probability samples (Berinsky, Huber, and Lenz 2012; Coppock 2019).
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vignette subjects (where included) randomly varied between Democrat and Republican.

When a vignette included a policy preference, the issue to which that preference referred

was randomly selected from a list of six issues. Then, the vignette subject’s preference

on that issue was randomized such that the participant shared the subject’s preference

roughly half the time. In addition to information about party affiliation and policy pref-

erences, all vignettes included two randomly selected social facts—such as the subject’s

state of residence, occupation, or hobbies—to make the descriptions seem more complete

and natural. Example vignettes are presented in Figure 3.7

Party Affiliation Only: Suppose you meet a person who enjoys watching TV, is from

South Carolina, and is a Democrat.

Policy Preference Only: Suppose you meet a person who listens to rock music and

works as a police officer. They believe that consumers voluntarily provide data to

their mobile phone carriers, and carriers should be allowed to sell this data.

Party Affiliation + Policy Preference: Suppose you meet a person who is from Mas-

sachusetts, enjoys reading, and is a Republican. They believe that immigrants

brought to the U.S. illegally as children should be sent back to where they came

from.

Policy Preference + Party Affiliation: Suppose you meet a person who is from Ohio and

works as an electrician. They believe that the government should never be allowed

to seize a citizen’s private land, even if the land is needed for a public project

and the owner is fairly compensated. This person is a Republican.

Figure 3 . Example stimuli from Study 2. Randomly manipulated features are

boldfaced.

7 All vignette features seen can be found in Online Appendix D, p. 10.
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The issues referenced in vignettes were evenly split between partisan-branded and

unbranded issues. All issues were asked about in Wave 1, with the exception of occupa-

tional licensing.8 Each participant saw three vignettes. In vignettes that included both

party affiliation and a policy preference, the order of these features was randomized per

participant to account for order effects. Two other features remained constant across

the three vignettes each participant read: the types of information given in the vignettes

and whether the issues referenced in the vignettes were partisan-branded. These features

were held constant across vignettes to again obscure the goal of the experiment. All other

features were randomly assigned per vignette.

We operationalized interpersonal affect in two ways: a feeling-thermometer rating

for the vignette subject and an index of two social-distance measures commonly used in

studies of affective polarization (Druckman and Levendusky 2019). The first index item

asked respondents to rate how comfortable they would be having the vignette subject as

a neighbor on their street, on a four-point scale ranging from “Not at all comfortable”

to “Extremely comfortable”. The second asked how upset the respondent would be if her

hypothetical son or daughter married the vignette subject, on a four-point scale ranging

from “Not at all upset” to “Extremely upset”. These two items were averaged to produce

the index (r = 0.74).

To maximize statistical power, we concatenated the responses to each of the three

vignettes and estimated respondent random effects and vignette fixed effects.9 The fol-

8 The issue of compelled child vaccinations was asked about in Wave 1, and initially was

to be included in the vignette experiment. However, the surge of COVID-19 in the

United States coincided with the launch of Wave 2, creating concerns that the partisan

branding and salience of vaccines had changed since Wave 1. As such, we replaced this

issue with that of occupational licensing for electricians. To obtain respondent’s

positions on the issue of occupational licensing, we again asked respondents for their

preferences about policy issues following the vignette experiment.
9 Vignette fixed effects were not preregistered. However, including these controls made

no qualitative difference to our models. Results without vignette fixed effects are
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lowing model was used to test whether policy preferences changed the effect of party

affiliation on our dependent variables:

Affecti = β0 + β1MatchParty + β2PolicyPresent+ β3MatchParty ∗ PolicyPresent+ εi

The model estimates the effect of a sharing a vignette subject’s party affiliation when

information about the subject’s policy preferences is versus is not present. MatchParty is

an indicator for whether a vignette subject belonged to the respondent’s in-party (versus

the out-party), and PolicyPresent is an indicator for whether the vignette included any

policy preference. Thus, the interaction term (β3) represents the change in the effect of

sharing the vignette subject’s party affiliation when information about policy preferences

is added to the vignette.10

Results

Consistent with past studies using feeling thermometers, participants felt approximately

15 degrees warmer toward co-partisan vignette subjects, as compared with out-partisan

vignette subjects, when no information about the subject’s policy preferences was given

(p < .001, SEunbranded = 1.39, SEpartisan-branded = 1.50). The effect of shared partisanship

shrunk when vignettes included the subject’s preference about a policy issue. However,

as expected, the size of this change depended upon whether that preference referred to a

partisan-branded or unbranded issue.

As shown in the left-side panel of Figure 4, shared partisanship increased thermome-

ter ratings by only 4 degrees when vignettes included the subject’s preference about a

partisan-branded issue. That is, the effect of shared partisanship decreased by 71% (15 to

4 degrees) when preferences about partisan-branded issues were introduced to vignettes

available in our online replication materials (REDACTED).
10 As in Orr & Huber (2019), and in line with our preregistration document,

respondents who did not see the vignette subject’s party affiliation were dropped from

the analyses. Analyses examining the effect of shared policy preferences can be found in

the Online Appendix E, p. 15.
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(p < .001, SE = 1.88). This difference is consistent with the findings of Orr and Huber

2019, who relied on partisan-branded issues in their study. However, shared partisan-

ship continued to have a strong effect—increasing thermometer ratings by 11 degrees—in

vignettes that included preferences about unbranded policy issues. In other words, the

effect of shared partisanship fell by only 27% (15 to 11 degrees) when vignettes introduced

the subject’s preference on an unbranded issue (p < .05, SE = 1.72). This is illustrated

in the right-side panel of Figure 4.

A post-hoc random effects model indicated that the difference between effect of shared

partisanship, given partisan-branded versus unbranded policy preferences, was statisti-

cally significant (Difference = 6.81, p < .001, SE = 1.55). Analyses of each individual

policy issue additionally indicated the difference in these effects was unlikely the result of

issue idiosyncrasies: every unbranded issue depleted the effect of shared partisanship to a

lesser extent than every partisan-branded issue (see Online Appendix B, p. 7). As such,

the relationship between party affiliation and thermometer ratings was not spurious: it

only weakened substantially when other, more informative cues about partisan identity

were present. By signaling partisan identity, partisan-branded policy preferences appear

to have mediated the relationship between shared partisanship and interpersonal affect.

The effects of shared partisanship on our social-distance index mirrored those on

thermometer ratings (Figure 5). Shared partisanship mattered considerably when par-

ticipants were given no information about a vignette subject’s policy preferences: par-

ticipants were more willing to have close social ties with co-partisan subjects than out-

partisan subjects, by about a half-scale point on a four-point scale (β= 0.53, p < .001,

SE = 0.04). As seen in the left-side panel of Figure 5, the effect of shared partisanship

decreased by 47% when vignettes introduced the subject’s preference about a partisan-

branded issue (β= -0.25, p < .001, SE = 0.05). However, the decline in the effect of shared

partisanship was much less dramatic (20%) when unbranded preferences were introduced

to vignettes, per the right-side panel of Figure 5 (β= -0.10, p < .05, SE = 0.05).

A post-hoc random effects model indicated that the difference between the effect

of shared partisanship on the social-distance index, given partisan-branded versus un-
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Figure 4 . Effects of shared partisanship on thermometer ratings when information

about policy preferences was versus was not present. Error bars represent 95%

confidence intervals.

branded preferences, was statistically significant (Difference = 0.14, p < .001, SE = 0.04).

Moreover, analyses of individual issues revealed that every unbranded issue depleted the

effect of shared partisanship to a lesser extent than every partisan-branded issue (see On-

line Appendix B, p. 8). Thus, our findings show a consistent pattern: the effect of party

affiliation on interpersonal affect remains strong in the presence of unbranded policy pref-

erences, but not partisan-branded preferences. The relationship between party affiliation

and interpersonal affect was not confounded by policy disagreement, but mediated by

partisan branding.

If the difference in the effects of partisan-branded and unbranded policy preferences

is truly a function of these preferences’ differing capacity to signal partisan identity,

then this gap should be larger for those participants with stronger partisan identities.



NATURE OF AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION 21

Figure 5 . Effects of shared partisanship on social-distance index when information

about policy preferences was versus was not present. Error bars represent 95%

confidence intervals.

Simply put, signals about partisan identity should matter more to participants who are

themselves strongly identified with a political party. We subset to those participants in

the top and bottom terciles of partisan identity strength, respectively, and repeated our

analyses.11

As shown in Figure 6, strength of partisan identity dramatically moderated the condi-

tional effects of shared partisanship on thermometer ratings. The difference in the effect

of shared partisanship, given partisan-branded preferences versus unbranded preferences,

was particularly large for strong party identifiers (Difference = 15.17, p < .001, SE =

11 We initially intended to median-split our samples for moderation analyses. However,

we learned that this approach might be problematic (Hainmueller, Mummolo, and Xu

2019).
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2.95). However, this gap was statistically insignificant for weak party identifiers (Differ-

ence = 3.70, SE = 2.53).12 A similar pattern was observed for the social-distance index:

the difference in the effects of partisan-branded and unbranded policy preferences was

larger for strong party identifiers (Difference = 0.22, p < .001, SE = 0.08) than weak

party identifiers (Difference = 0.15, p < .05, SE = 0.07).13

Figure 6 . Effects of shared partisanship on thermometer ratings when information

about policy preferences was versus was not present. Left panel represents the bottom

tercile of partisan identity. Right panel represents the top tercile of partisan identity.

Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.

12 The three-way interaction between shared partisanship, issue type, and partisan

identity strength was also significant (p < .01, SE = 3.89).
13 The three-way interaction between shared partisanship, issue type, and partisan

identity strength was not significant (SE = 0.11).



NATURE OF AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION 23

Study 3

The results of Study 2 contradicted the policy-over-party hypothesis and supported the

party-over-policy hypothesis. The relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal

affect was not confounded by policy disagreement. Instead, partisan-branded policy pref-

erences appear to have mediated the relationship between party affiliation and interper-

sonal affect by signaling partisan identity. Although based on a common measure of issue

salience (Niemi and Bartels 1985), one could argue that our measure of issue importance

did not credibly match issues in terms of salience. To address this possibility, we sought

to make our unbranded issues behave as partisan-branded issues by explicitly stating

where Republicans and Democrats stood on these issues. Democrats and Republicans’

positions on the issues were fully randomized and the importance of the policy issues to

the political parties was not emphasized. Significant findings under these circumstances

would provide strong support for the idea that partisan-branded preferences mediate the

relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect.

Methods

2,004 U.S. residents were recruited from MTurk on March 21, 2020, and a total of 1,799

Republicans and Democrats (including party leaners) completed the study (Mage = 38.33,

SDage = 12.87, 52.9% female).14 Within a single survey, participants indicated their

partisanship using the ANES three-question battery, answered demographic questions,

and then completed a modified version of the experiment from Study 2. In this version of

the experiment, the party affiliation of the vignette subject was always given and policy

preferences were drawn exclusively from the unbranded issues of occupational licensing,

eminent domain, and allowing mobile carriers to sell customer data.15

14 As with Study 2, we limited our analyses to self-identified partisans and those

participants who leaned toward either the Republican or Democratic party.
15 We omitted conditions in which vignettes only included policy preferences, because

we were primarily interested in the relative influence of shared partisanship.
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Instead of being assigned to partisan-branded or unbranded issues, participants whose

vignettes included a policy preference were randomly assigned to view one of two pre-

vignette introductions to the referenced policy issue. One indicated that Democrats and

Republicans had taken opposing stances about the issue, whereas the other merely refer-

enced that nondescript groups had been debating the issue (see Figure 7). Republicans

and Democrats’ positions on the issues were randomized. Participants saw a total of two

vignettes, and were only asked to provide thermometer ratings for the vignette subjects.

Data were analyzed in a manner identical to that of Study 2.

Introduction without Partisan Branding: Some argue that the government should be

able to seize private land if it is needed for a public project and the owner is fairly

compensated. Critics disagree and argue that the government should never be allowed to

seize a citizen’s private land, even if the land is needed for a public project and the owner

is fairly compensated.

Introduction with Partisan Branding: Republicans argue that electricians should be re-

quired to have licenses, because poor electrical work can create serious damage and even

danger. Democrats disagree and argue that requiring electricians to have licenses does

not improve the quality of their work, and prevents people from joining the profession.

Figure 7 . Example stimuli from Study 3. Randomly manipulated features are

boldfaced.

Results

Similar to Study 2, participants felt approximately 14 degrees warmer toward co-partisan

vignette subjects, as compared with out-partisan vignette subjects, when given no infor-

mation about the subject’s policy preferences (p < .001, SEunbranded = 1.26, SEpartisan-branded

= 1.28). As expected, adding policy preferences to vignettes diminished the effect of

shared partisanship on thermometer ratings, and the size of this change depended on
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whether these preferences had been indicated to be partisan.

When policy preferences were branded as partisan, introducing preferences decreased

the effect of shared partisanship by 71% (left side of Figure 8, β= -10.10, p < .001, SE

= 1.80). This effect is identical to the effect of partisan-branded preferences in Study 2.

However, when preferences were presented without reference to the political parties, the

effect of shared partisanship decreased by only 47% (right side of Figure 8, β= -6.59, p

< .001, SE = 1.78). Thus, policy preferences diminished the relationship between party

affiliation and interpersonal affect far more when they provided signals about partisan

identity. However, the effect of policy disagreement was still substantial. A post-hoc ran-

dom effects model indicated that the difference in the effects of shared partisanship, given

policy preferences that had versus had not been branded as partisan, was statistically

significant (Difference = 3.47; p < .05, one-tailed; SE = 1.86).

Figure 8 . Effects of shared partisanship on thermometer ratings when issues were versus

were not randomly branded as partisan. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals.
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Study 4

Study 3 provided additional evidence that the relationship between party affiliation and

interpersonal affect is not spurious, and that policy preferences can drive affective polar-

ization by conveying information about partisan identity. Indeed, the effect of partisan-

branded preferences was identical in Studies 2 and 3. However, the effect of unbranded

preferences on the relationship between party affiliation and thermometer ratings was

considerably larger in Study 3 than in Study 2. One reason for this difference is that,

in introducing policy issues, Study 3 gave participants a considerable amount of policy

information to process. This may have made policy considerations particularly salient to

respondents’ decisions.

We conducted a final experiment using a shorter, within-vignette manipulation of

partisan branding that avoided this pitfall. In doing so, we also considered whether the

effects of partisan branding varied according to whether said branding indicated that a

vignette subject was loyal or disloyal to their party. Given that partisanship is arguably

synonymous with loyalty to one’s political party, informing respondents that a partisan

endorses their party’s policy preferences may convey little additional information to par-

ticipants. Thus, we predicted that the effect of partisan branding would be especially

pronounced when said branding indicated that a vignette subject was disloyal to their

party.

Methods

2,506 U.S. residents were recruited from MTurk on May 11, 2020, and a total of 2,254

Republicans and Democrats (including party leaners) completed the study (Mage = 36.74,

SDage = 12.22, 49.0% female). Within one survey, participants indicated their partisan-

ship using the ANES three-question battery, completed Huddy et al.’s (2015) partisan

identity index, answered demographic questions, and completed a modified version of the

experiment from Studies 2 and 3.

As in Study 3, the party affiliation of the vignette subject was always given, and policy
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preferences were drawn from unbranded issues. However, participants who saw vignettes

that included a policy preference were randomly assigned to see one of three presentations

of that preference (see Figure 9). One presentation indicated that the vignette subject’s

preference was loyal to that of many lawmakers and voters from the subject’s party.

Another indicated that the subject’s preference was disloyal to that of the subject’s party,

and a third provided no information as to where the vignette subject’s party stood on the

issue. Republicans and Democrats’ positions on the issues were randomized. Participants

saw three vignettes, and were only asked to provide thermometer ratings for the vignette

subjects. Furthermore, the text of policy preferences were shortened slightly to avoid

overwhelming participants with information (see Online Appendix D, p. 13).

Party-Loyal Preference: Suppose you meet a person who enjoys reading, works as a physi-

cian’s assistant, and is a Republican. Like many Republican lawmakers and voters,

they believe that mobile phone carriers should be prohibited from selling consumers’ data.

Party-Disloyal Preference: Suppose you meet a person who listens to rock music, is

from Massachusetts, and is a Republican. Unlike many Republican lawmakers and

voters, they believe that the government should be allowed to seize a citizen’s private land

in some cases, if the owner is fairly compensated.

Unbranded Preference: Suppose you meet a person who is from California, enjoys watching

sports, and is a Republican. They believe that electricians and other skilled workers should

not be required to have professional licenses.

Figure 9 . Example stimuli from Study 4. Party-loyal and party-disloyal feature

manipulations are boldfaced.
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Results

Consistent with Studies 2 and 3, participants felt approximately 14 degrees warmer

toward co-partisan (as opposed to out-partisan) vignette subjects when information

about the subject’s policy preferences was not given (p < .001, SEunbranded = 1.36,

SEpartisan-branded = 1.39). The effect of shared partisanship also declined when infor-

mation about policy preferences was introduced to vignettes. Unlike in Studies 2 and 3,

however, the size of this change did not differ between partisan-branded and unbranded

preferences. Whether or not policy preferences were indicated to be partisan, the intro-

duction of policy preferences decreased the effect of shared partisanship by 45–47% (p <

.001, SEunbranded = 1.69, SEbranded = 1.58).

However, the main effect of partisan branding hid considerable heterogeneity between

the effects of party-loyal and party-disloyal preferences, as depicted in Figure 10. When

a vignette subject took a policy position loyal to that of the subject’s party, the effect

of shared partisanship declined by only 26% (β= -3.65, p < .05, SE = 1.75). However,

when the vignette subject’s position was disloyal to that of the subject’s party, the effect

of shared partisanship declined by 64% (β= -8.94, p < .001, SE = 1.77). Thus, despite

the lack of a main effect, these results confirm that the effect of policy preferences on the

relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect is largely dependent on what

they signal about partisan identity. A post-hoc random effects model indicated that the

effect of shared partisanship, given party-loyal versus party-disloyal policy preferences,

was statistically significant (Difference = 5.32, p < .001, SE = 1.51).

General Discussion

Our findings reaffirm that partisan identity is a critical mechanism of affective po-

larization, as well as clarify how policy preferences contribute to affective polarization.

Republicans and Democrats have easily distinguishable preferences about those policy

issues used in past studies of affective polarization, suggesting that these preferences sig-

nal both policy disagreement and partisan identity (Study 1). Policy preferences only
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Figure 10 . Effects of shared partisanship on thermometer ratings when policy

preferences were not present, unbranded, party-loyal, or party-disloyal. Error bars

represent 95% confidence intervals.

erase the effect of party affiliation on interpersonal affect when preferences are partisan-

branded—that is, provide cues about partisan identity (Study 2). This suggests the

relationship between party affiliation and interpersonal affect is not confounded by policy

disagreement, and that policy preferences drive affective polarization by signaling partisan

identity. Finally, by associating the parties with unbranded policy preferences, Studies

3 and 4 confirmed that partisan-branded preferences mediate the relationship between

party affiliation and interpersonal affect by signaling partisan identity—and particularly

by signaling party disloyalty.

While our results give weight to the party-over-policy hypothesis, we acknowledge that
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an intermediate position between the party-over-policy and policy-over-party hypotheses

is likely most accurate. To be sure, our experiments suggest that past studies have

drastically exaggerated the role of policy disagreement on affective polarization. However,

policy disagreement still has a substantial effect: in Studies 3 and 4, the effect of shared

partisanship on affect toward vignette subjects decreased by 46–47% when preferences

about unbranded policy issues were added to vignettes. This effect can only be a function

of policy disagreement. Moreover, sharing a vignette subject’s policy preference on an

unbranded issue was associated with a 19-point increase in thermometer ratings (p < .001,

SE = 2.06, see Online Appendix E, p. 15). This effect is comparable in size to the 15-point

increase observed when participants shared a vignette subject’s party affiliation. However,

a large portion of each vignette was, unavoidably, devoted to explaining subjects’ policy

preferences. As such, policy preferences may have had an unfair advantage over party

affiliation.

A few caveats to our findings should be acknowledged. Study 4 found no overall differ-

ence between the effects of unbranded and partisan-branded preferences—only between

party-loyal and party-disloyal preferences. Yet, this was because party-loyal preferences

diminished the effect of shared partisanship far more in Study 3 than in Study 4.16 In

Study 4, party-disloyal preferences likely diminished the effect of shared partisanship more

than party-loyal preferences because participants assumed vignette subjects held prefer-

ences consistent with their party. This was likely true in Study 3 as well. However, Study

3 introduced each policy issue as a subject of current debate and, in the partisan-branded

conditions, made these issues loci of partisan conflict. Thus, party-loyal preferences may

have substantially decreased affect toward vignette subjects in Study 3 because they

implied subjects were embroiled in said conflict (Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018).

Orr & Huber (2019) also found that party-disloyal policy preferences drove larger

changes in the effect of shared partisanship, and interpreted these findings in similar

terms. However, Orr & Huber argue that the key difference between party-loyal and

16 Analysis on the effects of party-loyal and party-loyal preferences in Study 3 can be

found in our online replication materials (REDACTED).
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party-disloyal preferences is the amount of information they provide about policy dis-

agreement above party affiliation alone. This interpretation cannot account for our find-

ings, as the parties’ positions on the issues were randomized. Our findings can only be

explained in terms of the party-loyalty signals we provided to participants. As such, the

results strongly suggest that one of the operative cues policy preferences provide deals

with partisan identity.

Our results may only be generalizable to the handful of policy issues that we utilize in

our studies. Additionally, though our partisan branding interventions in Studies 3 and 4

do not reference particular policies, one might still argue that any cue about party loyalty

allows participants to infer other policy preferences a vignette subject might hold (e.g.,

"If the subject believes in immigration restrictions, they may also be pro-choice, pro-gun,

and anti-welfare.") In other words, the difference in the effects of partisan-branded and

unbranded preferences may still be a function of inferences about policy disagreement.

We believe this interpretation to be unlikely. First, it requires the participant to do

considerable mental work retracing a network of policy preferences and summarizing its

contents for the purpose of a simple affective judgment. Our interpretation only requires

the recognition that a preference is partisan.

Second, if the effects of partisan branding were a function of policy inferences, one

would expect that, for participants low in political knowledge, partisan-branded pref-

erences would do relatively little to diminish the effect of shared partisanship on in-

terpersonal affect. This is because low-knowledge respondents have somewhat weaker

party-policy associations (Goggin, Henderson, and Theodoridis 2019). This is not the

case, however: the effect of partisan-branded preferences on low-knowledge participants

is comparable to that on high-knowledge participants.17 The difference in the effects of

shared partisanship, given partisan-branded versus unbranded preferences, was indeed

larger for high-knowledge respondents. However, this was due to low-knowledge respon-

dents being more affected by unbranded policy preferences. Nonetheless, we are exploring

17 Analyses on this point can be found in our online replication materials

(REDACTED).
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the possibility that partisan branding triggers policy inferences in an ongoing study.

Our findings have both methodological and substantive implications. In terms of

the former, they underscore the importance of design-based approaches to overcoming

information equivalence in survey experiments (Dafoe, Zhang, and Caughey 2018). Failed

attempts to separate cues about policy disagreement and partisan identity have led past

studies to overestimate the importance of policy disagreement to affective polarization.

In terms of the latter, our findings cast doubt on the idea that affective polarization

is primarily a function of Republicans and Democrats’ having increasingly extreme or

sorted policy preferences (Bougher 2017; Orr and Huber 2019; Rogowski and Sutherland

2016; Webster and Abramowitz 2017). Importantly, however, our results cannot arbitrate

between different accounts of why political parties have become increasingly important

social identities for the American public.

In line with the argument made by The American Voter 60 years ago, our results

suggest that partisanship is more than a mere summary of policy preferences (Campbell

et al. 1960; Downs 1957). Partisanship also entails an emotional attachment to, and

a desire to protect the integrity of, the political party as a social group. Citizens care

about whether others conform to their parties’ policy preferences, regardless of what the

content of those preferences are. As shown by Study 4, shared partisanship does little to

boost affect toward vignette subjects when those subjects espouse preferences that break

from the party line. This pattern is consistent with that found in studies of other social

identities, suggesting that partisanship acts as a social identity as well.

The disconnect between partisan animosity and policy disagreement also has clear

implications for attempts to mitigate affective polarization. Insomuch as affective polar-

ization reflects policy disagreement, closing the gap between in- and out-party affect will

likely require the reversal of decades of elite polarization (McCarty, Poole, and Rosen-

thal 2016) or mass ideological sorting between the political parties (Levendusky 2009).

By contrast, insomuch as affective polarization reflects the salience of partisan identities,

interventions that shift citizens’ focus to shared identities (Levendusky 2018) or correct

misconceptions of who makes up the parties (Ahler and Sood 2018) might be useful
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in reducing polarization. Both are tall orders. However, at least, some identity-based

interventions have shown promise.

Insights into the mechanisms of affective polarization are of the utmost importance,

as mounting evidence suggests that affective polarization has a debilitating impact on

representative democracies. It drives voters to reward politicians that eschew compro-

mise in favor of grandstanding (Hetherington and Rudolph 2015). Affectively polarized

citizens are less likely to evaluate politicians and political outcomes in a fair-minded and

evidence-based manner, undermining democratic accountability and perceptions of elec-

toral legitimacy (Hetherington and Rudolph 2015). Perhaps most concerning, the effects

of affective polarization are spilling out from the political sphere, encouraging social segre-

gation and potentially distorting product and labor markets (e.g., McConnell et al. 2018;

Nicholson et al. 2016). Understanding the mechanisms of affective polarization is thus

critical to ensuring the future viability of representative democracies.
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