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National Institute of Civil Discourse Research Brief 6: Political Polarization1 
 
American politicians have become polarized in their views on policy issues over the past forty 
years.  While the American public has become polarized in their attitudes toward the parties, this 
polarization does not necessarily reflect disagreement about issues or about what our 
government should do. 
 
 
Political polarization is often blamed for our government’s failure to take action to address 
national problems.  However, this term is often used in vague and misleading ways.  It is well-
established that polarization among elected officials, such as members of Congress, is far greater 
today than it was during the 1970s and 1980s.  Yet there is less evidence that the American 
people are polarized or that issue disagreements among the public have increased during this 
same time period.  To the extent that the American public is polarized, this polarization has more 
to do with which politicians we vote than with what we want from those politicians. 
 
Any time we hear a claim about why we are polarized, or what the results of polarization are, we 
should ask two questions:  who is it that is said to be polarized, and what is it that we are 
polarized about?  Any claim about polarization is a claim that two things have happened:  that 
there is substantial disagreement between two groups, such as political parties, and substantial 
consensus within them.  The term is often used to describe ideological disagreements – that is, 
conflict between liberals and conservatives – but the substance of these disagreements can vary 
over time and they do not need to have anything at all to do with ideology.  Parties can be 
polarized even when the definition of what is conservative or liberal changes.    
 
 
Who is Polarized:  Politicians or the American People? 
 
Polarization among elected officials (often referred to as “elite polarization”) is easy to measure 
– the most common way to do this is to consider the amount of bipartisan agreement on 
Congressional votes.  Analyses of congressional voting have shown that the two parties are much 
more internally homogeneous and much more ideologically distinct today than they were forty 
years ago.  Although there remains somewhat more variation among Democratic members of 
Congress than among Republicans (what is called “asymmetric polarization”) this development 
is not the fault of one party or the other.  As Congress has polarized, it has also become less 
representative of the voters.  In states or congressional districts where elections are close, 
members of Congress do not necessarily vote differently than members from states or districts 
that lopsidedly vote for one party or the other.  Party labels matter far more in determining how 
people will vote than, for instance, what part of the country they are from, whether their district 
is urban or rural, or whether their district is wealthy or poor.  Moderate Democrats and 
Republicans still exist, but there are far fewer of them than was the case in the 1960s and 1970s 
and moderates are particularly scarce in positions of power within Congress. 
 
Although we know that our politicians have grown more polarized, it is not at all clear that they 
are doing this because of changes among American voters.  Polarization among the American 
people (often referred to as “mass polarization”) is much harder to measure, for the simple 
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reason that we aren’t all called upon to vote on issues in any organized way.  When politicians, 
journalists, or academics use the term “polarization” to talk about the American people they are 
therefore using it in a less precise way; the term is often used to refer to divergence of opinions 
on issues or policies, to discuss people’s attitudes towards members of the opposing party, or to a 
divergence of cultural values among social groups.  For instance, the term can be used to 
describe disagreements between people of different races, genders, education levels, income 
levels, or places of residence. In part because the term “mass polarization” is used to refer to 
different types of disagreements, there is substantially more debate about levels of mass 
polarization than there is about elite party polarization. 
  
It is also important to be clear about which members of the public we are talking about when we 
discuss polarization.  To say, for instance, that there are differences among citizens who call 
themselves Democrats or Republicans can be misleading if we do not consider the fact that as 
more than one-third of Americans prefer to describe themselves as independents.  Likewise, it 
has been known since the 1960s that barely more than half of Americans who describe 
themselves as “liberal” or “conservative.”  The most politically engaged Americans are the most 
partisan and the most ideological, but these people are not necessarily representative of all 
Americans, and the voters who are often the most pivotal in election results are those who are 
more interested in competence or results than in scoring ideological points. 
 
 
Issue Polarization and Social Polarization 
 
Polarization among politicians may well be a feature of democracy.  American democracy 
almost collapsed during the first decades of our country’s existence as supporters of the two 
parties accused each other of being traitors over minor policy disagreements.  Researchers who 
have analyzed congressional voting patterns in Congress have also noted that the level of 
polarization during the late nineteenth century resembles what see today.  Some scholars have 
noted that polarization in Congress is somewhat correlated with measures of economic inequality 
such as the GINI coefficient or the share of income going to the top one percent of the 
population.  Others have noted that reforms of the Progressive Era, such as the direct primary, 
citizen initiatives, referendums, and recall elections, and the steps Congress took at the time to 
limit the power of congressional leaders can all be understood as responses to polarization. 
 
The only way to measure polarization among elected officials is to look at how they voted – to 
look at issues.  Yet party loyalty often matters more than issues.  The two parties have nearly 
changed positions on trade policy, for instance, while remaining highly polarized.  Members of 
Congress may feel obligated to support a proposal offered by a president of their party, but to 
oppose an identical proposal when it is offered by a president of the opposing party.  Some 
members of Congress have reported being reluctant to cosponsor legislation written by the 
opposing party even when they agree with the substance of that bill, in order to deny the other 
party credit for passing it.  So polarization within government is not merely about issues, but we 
at least know for certain that polarization on issues exists within government today. 
 
What about the American public?  In their book Culture War, Morris Fiorina and colleagues 
argued that on a range of policy issues American voters’ opinions have been relatively stable for 



3 
 

decades, suggesting that regular Americans are far less polarized than elites.  Alan Abramowitz, 
in several works published in the early 2010s, argued that in fact the American public is highly 
polarized, but that this polarization is not as much about policy issues as it is about identities; 
Abramowitz argues that Americans have shown increasing levels of “negative partisanship,” of 
hostility toward supporters of the opposing party.  Instead of reflecting characteristics of people’s 
interests and identities, partisanship itself has become a form of identity.  To give just one 
example, the number of people who would be unhappy if their child married someone of the 
opposing party has risen substantially since the 1950s.  Americans are far more willing to have 
their child marry someone of another race or religion than of another party.  One major 
difference between these two approaches has to do, however, with people’s level of political 
engagement.  The most politically active people are the ones who are most polarized. 
 
During the 2010s, a variety of studies appeared showing that Americans’ views on issues are 
often influenced by whether they associate positions on them to political parties.  That is, 
substantial majorities of Americans told survey researchers that they supported elements of the 
Affordable Care Act (ACA), but the number of Americans who supported the same elements 
declined when they were told that these were parts of the ACA, or that they were elements of 
Obamacare.  Researchers have shown, as well, that people do not change these beliefs even when 
provided with further information about them.  Some scholars have analyzed whether those who 
identify as Democrats and those who identify as Republicans have different socio-cultural 
values. Researchers have also examined the degree to which people cluster geographically 
according to their political partisanship or ideology, opinions on issues or socio-cultural 
preferences.  Catch phrases such as “the two Americas,” “red state/blue state” and America’s 
“culture wars” may foster an exaggerated sense of the scope of mass polarization.  Yet there is 
evidence that Americans have begun to choose the neighborhoods they live in based on the 
political characteristics of those areas. 
 
 
What, or Who, Causes Polarization? 
 
At the elite level, some political scientists associate rising polarization with the appearance of 
what became known as “amateur politicians” in the 1960s – as citizen activists gained power 
within both political parties, the United States began to elect leaders who pursued clearer 
ideological goals.  Keith Poole and Howard Rosenthal have associated elite polarization with the 
movement of white Southerners into the Republican Party beginning in the 1960s – a movement 
which reduced the number of conservatives in the Democratic Party.  Studies of changes in 
Congressional politics have proposed that the leftward shift in the Democratic Party during the 
1970s prompted a series of changes in the power of committee chairs, in the ability of the party 
leadership to bring legislation to the floor, and to prevent amendments to bills.  These tactics – 
many of which were adopted by Republicans following the 1994 election – have been said by 
members of both parties to have harmed the ability of parties to cooperate and have made 
“unorthodox lawmaking” more common in both chambers.   Frances Lee’s work on Congress 
shows that our current era is unusual because of the narrow partisan balance – in virtually every 
election since 1994 majority control of one chamber or the other has been at stake.  These narrow 
margins, Lee argues, encourage party member to prioritize defeating the other party’s proposals 
even when some members agree with them.   
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Studies of political campaigns also show that polarization can be an effective way to win 
elections.  Fundraising pitches that use inflammatory language or exaggerate the dire 
consequences if the opposing candidate wins election are more effective than more factual or less 
extreme appeals.  Persuading people that there are big differences between the parties is also a 
more effective way to get them to vote.  The advent of social media and the ability to precisely 
target messages at small slices of the public makes it easier for campaigns to reach the most 
ideological voters.  It is less costly for candidates and parties to mobilize their core supporters 
than it is to persuade uncommitted voters. 
 
Studies of mass polarization have suggested several major causes.  In his book Democratic 
Challenges, Democratic Choices, Russell Dalton shows that declining trust in government since 
the 1960s has also coincided with the increase in polarization.  Studies of political polarization 
by Markus Prior, among others, have linked polarization to changes in media; the rise of cable 
television, then the internet, and then social media have had the effect of decreasing the amount 
of shared media content Americans receive.  It is easier to find, by design or inadvertently, news 
stories that fit one’s ideological precepts.  For many of these relationships, it can be difficult to 
determine whether polarization is the cause or consequence. 
 
 
Consequences of Polarization 
 
A certain amount of polarization can be beneficial to voters.  Elite party polarization has led to 
increased recognition of party differences and a heightened sense that electoral outcomes matter.   
Empirical research suggests that elite party polarization exacerbates the negative impact of 
divided control of Congress and the Executive Branch on federal government capacity for policy 
making. There is substantial evidence that increased elite party polarization since the 1970s has 
been accompanied by increased, rather than decreased, political engagement, although some 
attribute this increased engagement to enhanced political party mobilization rather than to 
increased polarization itself. 
 
That is, it is certainly possible for people with different ideological views to discuss their views 
in a constructive fashion.  Yet the fragmentation of media and the increasing public distrust in 
information provided by the opposing party can make constructive conversations difficult 
because people become less able to begin conversations with agreement on the same set of facts.  
Distrust in the motives of the opposing side can also heighten conflict. 
 
In the case of some of the relationships listed above, such as economic inequality, declining trust 
in government, or media fragmentation, polarization could just as easily be the cause as the 
consequence.   Comparative studies, such as Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt’s How 
Democracies Die, allege that polarization often precedes civil wars or a turn toward authoritarian 
government.  A range of recent works on “democratic erosion” contend that heightened 
polarization fosters the perception among both political parties that election losses will be costly 
enough that they should seek to manipulate election rules.  American state legislatures where the 
parties are particularly polarized, such as Wisconsin and North Carolina, have experienced major 
efforts to strip opposition parties of power and to gerrymander legislative districts. 
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At a more immediate level, some have argued that polarization makes it more difficult for 
Congress to pass consequential legislation and to resort to techniques such as continuing budget 
resolutions, greater use in the Senate of the reconciliation process, and other creative legislative 
techniques.  In the House, frequent calls to adjourn or other delaying techniques have increased 
with polarization.  And at the state level, use of the recall process has increased in states with 
high levels of polarization.  In short, routine lawmaking can become more difficult in highly 
polarized environments. 
 
 
Solutions to Polarization 
 
The types of solutions offered to polarization often depend on what people think the cause of 
polarization is.  Some of those who are principally concerned with polarization among elected 
officials have worked with members of Congress to encourage bipartisan legislation, to increase 
opportunities for members of Congress to create social connections, and to limit the use of 
dilatory tactics.  A question regarding many of these proposed changes is whether they would 
reduce polarization or would simply enable Congress to legislate despite being highly polarized. 
NICD’s Commonsense American program has sought to address both of these things – NICD 
has sought to mobilize the public around reforms to how Congress operates while also helping 
members of Congress understand which issues have strong bipartisan support among voters. 
 
Advocates of ranked choice voting (RCV) have contended that RCV and other alternatives to 
plurality elections may be a way to elect more moderate candidates.  Advocates for a wide range 
of other election reforms, such as campaign finance reform, changes to primary elections, or 
changes to redistricting laws have at times referred to reducing polarization.  While there may be 
good reasons why such reforms should be pursued, there is little evidence that changes in these 
areas would result in major changes in how polarized congress is. 
 
NICD is one of several organizations that have developed discussion-based programs aimed at 
bridging societal divides.  NICD’s Golden Rule 2020 initiative, for instance, has involved work 
with faith communities to mobilize citizens around a commitment to open and civil discourse 
with each other.  NICD’s Engaging Differences program has helped citizens to acquire the tools 
to create community-based discussion forms.  It is of course a challenge to scale up such efforts, 
but NICD’s programs are just a few of the major efforts that have sought to bridge the gap 
between citizens and political leaders. 
 
 
In Sum 
 
A certain amount of differentiation between political parties is necessary in order to give voters a 
choice between policies.  When polarization becomes too high, or when polarization ceases to be 
based on issue preferences and becomes a matter of identity, democratic norms begin to break 
down.  Addressing polarization requires a clear understanding that Americans have far more in 
common than our political conflicts suggest. 
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