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1

Is Overcoming Division a Fantasy?

On a blustery January day, just moments after being sworn in as the forty- 
sixth president of the United States of America, Joe Biden delivered an ad-
dress centered on “that most elusive of things in a democracy: unity.” This 
was perhaps a slightly odd choice, as the country seemed to be more divided 
than ever. Just two weeks before, supporters of former President Trump had 
stormed the US Capitol in an attempt to block the certification of Biden’s 
victory in the November 2020 election. January 6 marked only the second 
time in US history that the Capitol had been breached, but the first time that 
American citizens— rather than foreign troops— had been the ones doing the 
ransacking. Even before that insurrection, few would have characterized the 
United States as unified: the country was seemingly torn asunder by divides 
over how to address the COVID- 19 pandemic and associated economic re-
cession, as well as a centuries- overdue reckoning about the legacy of slavery 
and racism. Dissolution, not unity, seemed like a more appropriate topic for 
the moment.

Biden acknowledged that there were deep and significant challenges to be 
overcome. But he argued that to confront these challenges, we have to “end 
this uncivil war that pits red against blue, rural versus urban, conservative 
versus liberal.” He acknowledged that this will be difficult, and that unity does 
not imply unanimity: “The right to dissent peaceably, within the guardrails 
of our Republic, is perhaps our nation’s greatest strength. Yet hear me clearly: 
Disagreement must not lead to disunion.” But he argued that if we could come 
together as one, we could “heal a broken land” and “write an American story 
of hope, not fear, of unity, not division, of light, not darkness” (Biden 2021).

Those stirring words, poetic as they were, likely seemed hopelessly na-
ïve to most Americans. Biden himself acknowledged as much, saying that he 
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knew his words sounded like “a foolish fantasy” to many. The public agreed 
with his assessment: in a poll by the Pew Research Center early in his term, of 
all of the issues polled, the public was the least confident in Biden’s ability to 
unify the country, even when compared to major challenges like responding 
to the COVID- 19 pandemic or reforming immigration policy (Pew Research 
Center 2021). This skepticism reflects the conventional wisdom about Ameri-
can politics: politicians in Washington, DC, are hopelessly divided and can-
not come together on almost any issue, and ordinary voters are little better. 
Indeed, not only do voters disagree with one another, they also fundamen-
tally dislike and distrust one another. This animosity seemingly eviscerates 
any calls for unity among members of the public.

Public opinion data reinforce this bleak outlook. When asked about their 
feelings toward the other party, 79 percent of Democrats, and 83 percent of 
Republicans, described those feelings as negative, rather than neutral or posi-
tive. Seventy- five percent of Democrats said that Republicans were closed- 
minded, and 55 percent of Republicans said that Democrats were immoral 
(Pew Research Center 2019c). Nearly 8 in 10 say that they “fundamentally 
disagree about core American values” with those in the other party (Pew Re-
search Center 2020), and more than 70 percent think that those from the 
other party are “a clear and present danger to the American way of life” (UVA 
Center for Politics 2021). Animosity and ill will between the parties have be-
come the norm.

Scholars term this phenomenon of partisan distrust and dissensus affec-
tive polarization (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012). Such partisan animosity 
damages our social and economic interactions with one another, and it also  
poisons our politics, potentially diminishing democratic accountability and 
complicating the response to significant, ongoing crises, such as the corona-
virus pandemic, economic inequality, and climate change. While affective po-
larization does not bear all of the blame for these issues, it is part of “Why 
Washington Won’t Work,” in Hetherington and Rudolph’s (2015) apt phrasing. 
What, if anything, can be done about this partisan animosity? Is there any way 
to lessen it and ameliorate some of these corrosive consequences?

This book argues that we can reduce affective polarization, and it outlines 
a set of strategies to do so. The unity that President Biden spoke of so stir-
ringly in his inaugural address will not be easy to achieve, and progress will 
be slow and halting, measured more in inches than in miles, as the months 
since Biden’s inauguration have illustrated. But it is possible to make progress 
toward that goal. To be clear, the strategies I present in this book reduce af-
fective polarization, but they do not eliminate it— this is about amelioration, 
not cessation. Affective polarization is a hard problem caused by a number 
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of different factors, and, as Finkel et al. (2020, 536) note, “there are no silver 
bullets” that will allow us to erase it altogether. There will be cases where our 
divides cannot— and should not— be bridged, and some people will not be 
moved from disliking the other party. In a diverse and pluralistic country, 
there will always be some level of partisan animosity that cannot be avoided. 
Nevertheless, it is still possible to lower the nation’s political temperature, and 
make our social and political interactions more constructive. This book fo-
cuses on how to do that.

My approach starts from the fact that there are many different factors that 
drive partisan animosity. But one important factor is that Democrats and Re-
publicans think they are more dissimilar than they actually are. This is not to 
say that they agree on everything, or even a lot: there are real and important 
differences between the parties. Yet most people still exaggerate those differ-
ences, and that heightens affective polarization. Reducing those mispercep-
tions reduces affective polarization.

How do I do that? How can I reduce this misperception that Democrats 
and Republicans have nothing in common? I do so by highlighting our com-
mon bonds: the things that Americans share, sometimes surprisingly, across 
the partisan divide. In particular, the book focuses on three sets of common 
bonds between Democrats and Republicans. First, partisans share a set of 
common identities that bind them together. Normally, Democrats and Re-
publicans see each other as rival partisans, but in fact they possess a num-
ber of common identities, most prominent among them their identity as 
Americans. If I prime this shared national identity, then this changes how 
they see members of the other party— not as partisan rivals, but as fellow 
Americans— and their animus toward them will fall. This same logic applies 
to other shared identities as well, and I explain how various sorts of identities 
can also help to bridge the partisan divide.

Second, they share a set of relationships that cross party lines. While it is 
true that Democrats are typically friends with other Democrats, and likewise 
for Republicans, it is equally true that almost all Americans— more than 80 per-
cent of us— have at least some close relationships with those from the other 
side of the political aisle. Some of those we know and respect— our friends, 
family members, neighbors, coworkers, and so forth— come from the other 
party. When we remember these connections, our image of the other party 
changes. It is no longer just partisan stereotypes and media caricatures— it 
contains important people in our lives. As a result of this re- envisioning of 
the other party, animus toward it falls.

Finally, and perhaps most surprisingly, Democrats and Republicans share 
some common ground with one another. This might seem odd given the 
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popular narrative of polarization, but there are areas where both parties agree 
(Fiorina 2017; Hill and Tausanovitch 2015; Fowler et al. forthcoming). This is 
not to say that the parties agree on most things, or even many things; clearly, 
they do not. Nevertheless, a narrower claim is true: on some issues, common 
ground remains. Further, and even more importantly, partisans exaggerate— 
often dramatically— the divergence between the parties (Levendusky and Mal-
hotra 2016b; Yudkin, Hawkins, and Dixon 2019). This is not just true of their 
issue positions; they also overestimate the degree of dissimilarity in terms of 
political interest, values, willingness to compromise, demographics, and many  
other factors. But if partisans realize that the other side is more similar to them 
in a variety of ways, animus will fall. I argue that can be accomplished with a 
civil cross- party dialogue, which functions as a powerful tool for highlighting 
commonalities across the partisan divide.

What unites these three distinct strategies is that they all use the ties that 
bind us together to lessen animosity. The media— and many political elites— 
emphasize what divides us, as trafficking in fear and division is often a win-
ning strategy (if for no other reason than that negative emotions are more 
powerful than positive ones; see Lau 1982). But this belies what we have in 
common. It is certainly the case that there are important divisions between 
the parties, and there are fundamental disagreements in American politics, 
especially at the elite level. But it is equally correct that many Americans re-
main more centrist than extremist (Fowler et al. forthcoming), and partisans 
of all stripes share a set of identities and friendships. When we emphasize what 
ordinary Democrats and Republicans have in common, rather than what di-
vides them, we can build bridges across the political divide. Political elites in 
Washington, DC, may well have irreconcilable differences, but in the wider 
public the divides are gaps more than chasms.

Using a variety of data sources— including large- scale national surveys, 
survey experiments, and a lab- in- the- field experiment— I evaluate these claims, 
and find that all of these methods do, in fact, lessen affective polarization and 
improve attitudes toward the other party. Not only that, I show that a series of  
downstream consequences also flow from efforts to reduce affective polariza-
tion, including reducing ideological polarization and partisan motivated rea-
soning more generally.

All of this demonstrates that it is possible to reduce partisan animosity, 
and that doing so has important consequences. But it is also worth emphasiz-
ing that sometimes partisan animosity can be a good thing. In a diverse and 
pluralistic society like the United States, there will likely always be some par-
tisan animosity, because there are real, and important, policy differences be-
tween the parties, and the choice between them matters. The danger is when, 
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as at the present moment, that animosity reaches a point where it damages 
our social and political lives. The goal here is to help reduce this more harm-
ful polarization, and help Americans find ways to engage more constructively 
with one another across partisan lines. This book lays out this argument, and 
explains how we can take small steps as individuals that can hopefully trans-
late into something more meaningful for our politics.

What Is Affective Polarization?

Debates over polarization in American politics are nothing new. In the mid- 
1980s, scholars first noticed that congressional politics had become more 
polarized and dysfunctional (Poole and Rosenthal 1984), a trend that that 
has only accelerated in the years since then (Lee and McCarty 2019). By the 
early 2000s, many argued that the same was true of the mass public as well, 
noting that issue positions in the public had grown more divided over time 
(Abramowitz and Saunders 2008; though, for the alternative view, see Fio-
rina, Abrams, and Pope 2008). This literature, however, focused almost exclu-
sively on changes in voters’ issue positions, and hence is often labeled “ideo-
logical polarization” (or issue- based polarization). In the end, the evidence 
suggests that this type of mass ideological polarization is limited (Hill and 
Tausanovitch 2015; Fiorina 2017), though voters’ issue positions have become 
considerably more strongly related to their partisanship over time, a process 
known as partisan sorting (Levendusky 2009; Mason 2018).

More recently, however, a different sort of polarization has emerged. Re-
gardless of how divided voters are on the issues, they often display high levels 
of animosity toward those from the other party (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 
2012; Mason 2015). Scholars argue that this reflects a new type of polarization: 
affective polarization, or “the tendency of people identifying as Republicans 
or Democrats to view opposing partisans negatively and copartisans posi-
tively” (Iyengar and Westwood 2015, 691).

One might wonder if affective polarization is simply another name for 
ideological polarization. After all, part of the reason people dislike and dis-
trust those from the opposing party is that they disagree with them on the is-
sues, often quite vociferously (for a lucid discussion of this point, see Fiorina 
2017). It is certainly the case that those who are more ideologically extreme 
are also more affectively polarized (Bougher 2017), and growing ideological 
divisions among political elites also fuel affective polarization (Rogowski and 
Sutherland 2016; Webster and Abramowitz 2017).1 But it is incorrect to con-
clude that ideological and affective polarization are synonymous. Many voters 
with moderate issue positions are quite affectively polarized. Indeed, the title 
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of Mason’s 2018 book— Uncivil Agreement— captures this logic: even when 
partisans agree on the issues, they view the other side with suspicion and hos-
tility. As Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes (2012, 424) note, “the evidence presented 
above . . . is at odds with the view that partisan affect is driven primarily by 
ideological affinity. Instead, the data suggest that the two  .  .  . [are] distinct 
forms of polarization” (see also Lelkes 2018). While affective and ideological 
polarization are closely related, they are best thought of as distinct concepts 
both theoretically and empirically.

Similarly, one might wonder if affective polarization is just another name 
for strong partisanship, with high levels of animosity being another indicator 
of partisan strength. The answer is, once again, no. While the two are cor-
related (Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018; Mason 2018), they are distinct con-
cepts. Strong partisanship is about a positive identification with one’s politi-
cal party (Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015), whereas affective polarization is 
more about negativity toward the other party (Iyengar and Krupenkin 2018). 
Attachment to one’s party and derogation of the other party are different con-
cepts: one can strongly identify with one’s own party without derogating the 
other, and vice versa (Bankert 2021; Groenendyk 2018; Mason 2018). Much 
like ideological polarization, the concept of partisan strength is distinct from 
(though obviously related to) affective polarization. Affective polarization is 
not simply old wine in new bottles.

h o w  d o  w e  k n o w  a f f e c t i v e  p o l a r i z at i o n  

w h e n  w e  s e e  i t ?

But how do scholars measure affective polarization, and how has it changed 
over time? In later chapters I will have more to say about the measurement 
of this concept, but for now, I will note that the best data on how levels of 
partisan animus have changed over time come from the American National 
Election Study (ANES), the gold standard survey for public opinion research-
ers. Since 1978, the ANES has been asking the public to rate both the Demo-
cratic and the Republican Parties (along with leading politicians and various 
social groups) on a feeling thermometer scale. This item shows respondents 
a 100- degree scale (depicted visually on a thermometer) and asks them to 
rate each party on it. A score of 0 means the respondent feels very negatively 
about the party, a score of 50 means they are ambivalent toward it, and a score 
of 100 means they feel very positively about it. While we cannot know why 
respondents are giving a party a particular rating (is it their foreign policy? 
their nominee for president? their congressional leadership?), these evalua-
tions give us a sense of their sentiment toward the party as a whole. As such, 
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Source: American National Election Study

scholars have used it as an over- time indicator of partisan animosity (Iyengar, 
Sood, and Lelkes 2012). Figure 1.1 plots the over- time trends in how individu-
als evaluate both their own party (in black) and the opposing party (in gray).

Note that in figure 1.1 there are two lines for same- party feeling thermome-
ters, and two for other- party feeling thermometers: a solid line, running from 
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1978 until 2016, and a shorter dashed line, running from 2012 to 2020. These 
two lines represent the two different modes of administration of the ANES. 
Traditionally, the ANES was administered face to face, with the interviewer 
sitting with the respondent in their home. But in 2012 the ANES began a 
mode experiment where some respondents would be interviewed face to face 
in the traditional format, and others would be interviewed online, in prepara-
tion for a potential web- only future. That future arrived sooner than expected 
when the COVID- 19 pandemic forced the ANES (and really all surveys) to 
pivot to an online- only format in 2020. As the data make clear, there are real 
mode effects, with the online ratings of both parties typically being somewhat 
lower. This difference stems from both sample selection issues (i.e., different 
sets of people are willing to respond online versus in a face- to- face survey; see 
Malhotra and Krosnick 2007) and the fact that respondents answer questions 
differently online than they do face to face (Homola, Jackson, and Gill 2016).

But while there are different levels across modes, the trends are the same, 
and are quite striking. Over time, respondents’ feelings toward their own 
party have been relatively constant at roughly 70 degrees— people like their 
own party. Indeed, if we exclude 2016, there is no time trend at all in face- to- 
face same- party ratings (though see Groenendyk, Sances, and Zhirkov 2020). 
The 2016 decline is likely due to the fact that both Hillary Clinton and Donald 
Trump were uniquely unpopular, even among their fellow partisans. When 
most people think about the Democratic or Republican Parties, they think 
about their most prominent politicians, chief among them the presidential 
nominee (Jacobson 2019), so negative evaluations of Clinton and Trump shaped 
how people perceived the parties in 2016. If we look at the online data, the 2020 
data look like the 2012 data, suggesting that 2016 was largely an aberration.2

To put an average same- party feeling thermometer rating of 70 degrees in 
perspective, consider how it compares to average ratings of other key social 
groups. The ANES has respondents use the feeling thermometer scale to assess 
many different groups of people and individuals, not just the political parties. 
Over the past forty years, the ANES has asked about dozens of social and politi-
cal groups: different social classes, labor unions, big business, Christian funda-
mentalists, feminists, environmentalists, the police, and many others. During  
that whole time, only two groups have had an average rating higher than  
70 degrees: the military and middle- class people. This is rarified company, and it  
underlines the point that people like their own party quite a lot.

The same cannot be said for the other party, though. In the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, people were relatively neutral toward the other party, with 
an average rating just below 50 degrees. By 2016, that had fallen dramatically 
to around 30 degrees, or a decline of nearly 40 percent since the item was 
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introduced. Looking at the online data, we see a steep drop as well: in 2012, 
the average other- party feeling thermometer rating was 32 degrees, but that 
fell to only 19 degrees by 2020, a 40 percent decline in just eight short years.3 
Ratings of the other party today have the ignominious distinction of being 
among the lowest ratings ever assigned to any social group. Indeed, the only 
groups who have lower average ratings are truly stigmatized groups from the 
past, such as Black militants or radical students. This is much less rarified 
company to keep.

Over time, we have constant same- party ratings, and declining other- 
party ratings, so the gap in how people feel toward the parties has grown 
considerably. In the late 1970s, it was less than 25 degrees, but by 2016, it had 
risen to almost 40 degrees, and in 2020 it ballooned to 53 degrees, more than 
one- half of the entire scale, and more than double its value at the outset of 
the time series. Sentiments toward the parties have diverged sharply over the 
past generation. From this vantage point, it is clear that the public has affec-
tively polarized in recent decades— people continue to like their own party, 
but they increasingly dislike the opposition.

w h y  a f f e c t i v e  p o l a r i z at i o n  m at t e r s

But it is not simply that respondents say they dislike the other party on a 
survey— there are broader, real- world manifestations of affective polarization 
as well. Americans today report that they do not want to interact with the 
other party in a wide variety of ways— they do not want to be their friends 
(Wehner 2016) or their neighbors (Pew Research Center 2016), and they do not 
want to date or marry them (Huber and Malhotra 2017; Iyengar, Konitzer, and 
Tedin 2018; Bonos 2020). Indeed, in extreme cases, differing political views 
are now even being cited in divorce proceedings (Gabriel 2019; Pajer 2020). 
This animosity makes Americans want to spend less time with their friends 
and families, even on ostensibly apolitical days like Thanksgiving (Chen and 
Rohla 2018). It affects hiring decisions (Gift and Gift 2015), which companies 
people patronize (Kam and Deichert 2020; Panagopoulos et al. 2020; Mac-
Farquhar 2021), and economic transactions more generally (McConnell et al. 
2018). Even on clearly apolitical tasks— like solving puzzles— politics affects 
whom we are willing to select as a partner (Iyengar and Westwood 2015), 
and how much we trust other people that we do not know (Carlin and Love 
2018). It affects the decisions we make about our own health care (specifi-
cally, whether to enroll in plans linked to Obamacare; see Lerman, Sadin, and 
Trachtman 2017), and the advice given by our health care providers (Hersh 
and Goldenberg 2016). Partisans discriminate against those from the other 
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party in a variety of different settings (Deichert, Goggin, and Theodoridis 
2019), and, in some settings, even perceive the other party to be less human 
(Martherus et al. 2021; Cassese 2021).

All of this demonstrates that affective polarization has politicized and 
damaged the social sphere, which is reason enough to be concerned about it. 
But its effects do not end there: it has also poisoned our politics in a number 
of important ways. First, it nationalizes elections (Abramowitz and Webster 
2016), thereby weakening democratic accountability. As out- party animus in-
creases, voters are less willing to vote for any candidate from the other party, 
even in down- ballot races (Rogers 2016). That means that rather than hold-
ing politicians accountable for their decisions (i.e., holding state legislative 
officials accountable for state- level policies and actions), voters simply treat 
the ballot box as a referendum on events in Washington, DC. All elections 
become increasingly nationalized in ways that do not benefit a highly federal-
ized system (Hopkins 2018).4

Second, it helps to undermine support for core democratic norms— “the 
‘fundamental values’ or ‘rules of the game’ considered essential for constitutional 
government” (McClosky 1964, 362), things like ensuring free and fair elections, 
protecting the right to free speech, limits on executive power, and so forth (see 
also Levitsky and Ziblatt 2018). The danger, as Simonovits, McCoy, and Littvay 
(2022) point out, is that people become democratic hypocrites: they support 
these principles when it benefits their own party, but not when it helps the op-
position (see also Druckman et al. 2022a). Democrats supported Biden using  
executive actions to extend the eviction moratorium, even though Biden himself 
admitted it was unconstitutional to do so (an assessment the US Supreme Court 
later confirmed). Likewise, Republicans supported Trump’s efforts to stonewall 
Congress and the Mueller investigation (again, actions of dubious legality). 
What are supposed to be bedrock constitutional principles become expedient 
political footballs for those with high levels of political animosity.

What’s worse, elites know that they are unlikely to be punished for this sort 
of behavior. Graham and Svolik (2020) show that because of voters’ dislike for 
the other side, and growing polarization, even when their party violates these 
norms, voters still support them. The price— seeing the other party gain 
power— is too great, so voters rationalize their way into supporting their own 
party. This highlights the point above about weakened accountability: if par-
tisans overlook bad behavior, what incentive do elites have to prevent it?

Affective polarization also makes government less functional and less 
able to respond to crises in two related ways. First, if such crises become 
politicized, then affective polarization drives responses to them. When the 
COVID- 19 crisis first emerged in the US, political elites here— unlike in most 
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other countries around the world— politicized the issue and transformed it 
into a partisan debate, rather than simply a public health crisis (Lipsitz and 
Pop- Eleches 2020; Fowler, Kettler, and Witt 2020; Merkley et al. 2020). Unsur-
prisingly, the media, and then the public, picked up on this fact (Hart, Chinn, 
and Soroka 2020). As a result, there were pronounced divisions between 
Democrats and Republicans in response to the crisis, with Republicans tak-
ing the crisis less seriously, being less likely to wear a mask, socially distance 
from others, or engage in other protective behaviors (Allcott, Boxell, et al. 
2020; Annenberg IOD Collaborative 2023). While we might worry that such 
survey responses simply reflect partisan cheerleading— answering a survey 
in a way that signals a respondent’s partisanship, even if those answers are 
untrue (Bullock et al. 2015; Schaffner and Luks 2018)— actual behavioral data 
(geo- located data gathered through cell phones) confirmed that these survey 
responses did, in fact, reflect genuine differences in how partisans responded 
to the crisis (Gollwitzer et al. 2020). But as Druckman et al. (2021) show, these 
partisan gaps were driven largely by animus— it is those who dislike the other 
side the most forcefully who cause these partisan gaps to emerge (see also 
Druckman et al. 2022a). This is because these polarized respondents are the 
ones who react most strongly to these elite cues, and hence drive the parties 
apart. This politicization, and subsequent polarization, makes problem solv-
ing immeasurably harder than it needs to be.5

Second, affective polarization hollows out trust in government more gener-
ally. It is a well- known finding that Americans today trust government much 
less than they did sixty years ago. While this is true, there is another fact about 
political trust that might be even more disturbing: Democrats and Republicans 
alike only trust the government when their party controls it (Hetherington and 
Rudolph 2015). When President Biden took office from President Trump, Dem-
ocratic trust increased while Republican trust fell, and the reverse happened 
when President Trump succeeded President Obama. This has significant con-
sequences because trust is crucial for building programs to address large- scale 
social problems like economic inequality, racial injustice, and climate change 
(Hetherington 2004). Just at the moment when we need trust the most, we have 
the least of it.6

What Are Our Common Bonds?

Seeing this litany of pernicious consequences, a question emerges: is there 
any way to ameliorate them? I argue that there is: we can emphasize our com-
mon bonds, the things that tie Democrats and Republicans together across 
the partisan divide. In chapter 2, I outline the theoretical rationale as to why 
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these factors help to ameliorate animus, but first, there’s a more basic ques-
tion: what, exactly, are these common bonds?

In this book, I focus primarily on three of them: Democrats and Repub-
licans share a set of common identities, a set of friendships that cross party 
lines, and a set of shared values and issue positions. As I explain in later chap-
ters, these bonds provide the mechanisms that can help us ameliorate the 
divisions that plague America. But these are far from the only ones that could 
be used— undoubtedly there are additional things that connect us, and future 
work will find even more effective ways of bridging the divide. These three 
are the start of the conversation, not the end of it.

a  s e t  o f  s h a r e d  i d e n t i t i e s

One of the most fundamental things that bind Democrats and Republicans 
together is that they share a set of common identities. We all have multiple 
identities: we are not just Democrats and Republicans; we are also Americans, 
parents, spouses, sports fans, music lovers, fans of particular TV shows, and 
so forth. How do Democrats and Republicans perceive these different identi-
ties: do they see the same ones as equally important, or do they prioritize dif-
ferent dimensions of their lives? Table 1.1 provides data from several different 
surveys that asked Americans to rate different dimensions of their identities, 
and breaks down the importance that they assigned to them by party.

Begin with the data from the 2018 Brigham Young University (BYU) Amer-
ican Family Survey (Karpowitz and Pope 2018). That survey asked respon-
dents to rate the importance of five different identities— their identity as a 
spouse or partner, their identity as a parent, their partisan identity, their occu-
pational identity, and their community identity— using a five- point Likert scale: 
extremely important, very important, somewhat important, not too impor-
tant, and not at all important.7 The question here is whether Democrats and 
Republicans prioritize different identities: for instance, perhaps Democrats 
see their occupational identities as extremely important, while Republicans 
instead prioritize their familial roles.

But the data here show similarity, not difference. Here, I look at the per-
centage of respondents who rate the given identity as extremely or very im-
portant, but the pattern would be very similar if I just looked at the average 
rating on the underlying 5- point response scale. What identities did people 
prioritize? Their most central identities were their most personal ones: their 
roles as parents and spouses, the identities that give shape to their family 
lives. While Republicans attached somewhat greater importance to these 
roles, this was largely a function of age: Democrats were somewhat younger 
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Item

 
Response

Democrats  
(%)

Republicans  
(%)

2018 BYU American Family Survey

Importance of your identity as a 
spouse or partner

Rated as very or extremely 
important

64 78

Importance of your identity as a 
parent

Rated as very or extremely 
important

64 79

Importance of your partisan identity Rated as very or extremely 
important

31 33

Importance of your occupational 
identity

Rated as very or extremely 
important

39 38

Importance of your local community 
identity

Rated as very or extremely 
important

32 32

2019 Druckman and Levendusky Affective Polarization Study

Importance of your identity as an 
American

Rated as very or extremely 
important

69 88

Importance of your gender identity Rated as very or extremely 
important

70 68

Importance of your racial identity Rated as very or extremely 
important

47 43

Importance of your social class 
identity

Rated as very or extremely 
important

35 31

Importance of your partisan identity Rated as very or extremely 
important

41 30

2020 More in Common American Fabric Study

I am proud to be an American Agree 66 93
I am grateful to be an American Agree 74 95
It is important to me to be an 

American
Agree 70 93

I feel a strong sense of connection to 
other Americans

Agree 69 87

If I could live anywhere in the world, 
I would still pick America

Agree 72 94

Readers Digest and More in Common American Unity Survey

We should all be Americans first,  
before being a Democrat,  
Republican, or Independent

Strongly Agree 75 76

2021 Associated Press Poll

A fair judicial system and the rule 
of law

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

91 88

Individual liberties and freedoms as 
defined by the Constitution

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

84 88

The ability of people living here to 
get good jobs and achieve the 
American dream

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

87 83

(continued)



14 c h a p t e r  o n e

ta b l e  1 . 1 .  (continued)

A democratically elected government Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

88 79

A shared American culture and set 
of values

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

63 71

A culture established by the country’s 
early European immigrants

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

25 36

A culture grounded in Christian 
religious beliefs

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

23 62

The mixing of cultures and values 
from around the world

Very or extremely impor-
tant to the United States’ 
identity as a nation

77 40

Bovitz Forthright Party Cue Study

Consider yourself a fan of any NFL 
team

58 58

Morning Consult

Have a very favorable opinion of at 
least one team in the NBA

42 26

Have a very favorable opinion of at 
least one team in the NFL

38 31

Have a very favorable opinion of at 
least one team in the MLB

38 32

Have a very favorable opinion of at 
least one team in the NHL

36 33

and hence less likely to be married or to have children. But even in the Demo-
cratic Party, a super- majority still attached a great deal of importance to these 
roles, so it is fair to say that these identities were significant for members of 
both parties. This is consistent with past work showing that these sorts of per-
sonal, relational identities are central to most people (Reid and Deaux 1996).

But it is worth noting which identities are not important. Democrats 
and Republicans alike attach little importance to their partisan identities, 
their occupational identities, and their identities as a member of their local 
community (though this last one is a bit hard to interpret, as it may be very 
geographically heterogeneous, with stronger community identities in some 
places than in others). The lack of importance both parties attached to their 
partisan identity is noteworthy, in that it runs against the grain of the total-
izing influence of partisanship, but it reinforces a long- standing result about 
ordinary people: for most of them, politics is not a central part of their lives 
(Dahl 1961; Krupnikov and Ryan 2022).
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Druckman and Levendusky’s (2019) data reinforce these patterns. At the 
end of their study, they asked respondents to rate the importance of five iden-
tities using an equivalent Likert scale. Using the same metric (the percentage 
of each party that rates each identity as extremely or very important), this 
data showed that people once again did not attach much importance at all 
to their partisan identities. Here, partisanship was rated similarly to social 
class, a consistently unimportant identity in American politics. They attached 
more importance to their gender identity and especially to their American 
identity, with the latter having the highest average importance rating.

The data from More in Common (Hawkins and Raghuram 2020) rein-
forces the centrality of American identity. Their study, which asked a slightly 
different set of questions, showed that both Democrats and Republicans saw 
their American identity as particularly salient. Super- majorities of both par-
ties were proud of and grateful for their identity as Americans, felt connected 
to other Americans, and saw their American identity as important to them. 
Indeed, if they were given the chance to live somewhere else, the vast ma-
jority of both parties would choose to remain in America. The study also 
asked people how grateful they were for a variety of different identities: their 
American, racial, religious, gender, and familial (i.e., parental/spousal) iden-
tities. While members of both parties are, by and large, grateful for all of 
them, they were most grateful for their familial identities, followed by their 
American identity, consistent with the BYU data above. Another study by 
More in Common, done in collaboration with Reader’s Digest, asked respon-
dents whether they agreed that “We should be Americans first, before be-
ing a Democrat, Republican, or Independent.” Three- quarters of both parties 
strongly agreed with the statement, and there was effectively unanimity once 
those who somewhat agreed with that statement were included (91 percent 
of Democrats, and 97 percent of Republicans, felt that way).8 Core identities, 
such as American or familial identities, are more important to ordinary citi-
zens than partisan identities.

The data so far highlight that partisans agree that American identity is im-
portant, but they do not say what they think American identity is. What are 
its key components? Data from the Associated Press (2021) speak to this ques-
tion. They asked Americans how important they thought various things were 
to American identity; the data in the table shows what percentage thought 
each dimension was extremely or very important to it. Once again, we find 
considerable convergence across parties: both parties emphasized a shared 
culture and set of values, the ability to achieve the American dream, individ-
ual liberties and freedoms, a fair judicial system, and a democratically elected 
government. The core of American identity is rooted in these creedal beliefs.
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To be clear, however, there was partisan disagreement about the impor-
tance of two dimensions of identity: religion (where Republicans put more 
emphasis), and immigration (where Democrats put more emphasis); these 
reflect long- standing divisions between the parties (Smith 1997; Schildkraut 
2010). Nevertheless, there is a core set of American values— centered on our 
political institutions and principles of government— that the vast majority of 
Americans of both parties share.

A recent report by FixUS (a nonprofit working to improve governance 
in the United States) reaffirms this shared sense of American identity. They 
asked Americans how important different values were to defining America 
as a nation, and there was a common set where both parties agreed. Both 
parties saw free speech (83 percent of both parties see it as extremely or very 
important to American identity), equal justice under the law (83 percent of 
Democrats, 80 percent of Republicans), ensuring everyone has an equal op-
portunity to succeed (82 percent of Democrats, 81 percent of Republicans), 
and working together toward the common good (77 percent of Democrats,  
79 percent of Republicans) as central tenets of American identity (FixUS 2021).  
Likewise, Americans share a similar set of individual values across party lines.  
When asked what values were important to them as individuals, Democrats 
and Republicans alike shared the same ranking: the most important value was  
honesty (91 percent of both parties rated it as extremely or very important to  
them), then being hard- working (85 percent of Republicans, 83 percent of 
Democrats), then being independent (82 percent of Republicans, 78 percent 
of Democrats; see FixUS 2020). American identity is not simply a matter of 
birth or geography (as it is in many other nations); rather, it reflects a deeper 
set of shared values and principles.

American identity is among our most important identities, but it is not 
the only one. Another set of identities centers on our hobbies and interests. 
While there is some political sorting of some of these behaviors (i.e., Repub-
licans are more likely to listen to country music), a good deal of mainstream 
entertainment and sports remains a shared bipartisan experience (Praet  
et al. 2022). In particular, both Democrats and Republicans root for and cheer 
on the same sports teams. As one example of this, at the close of one of my ex-
periments (the Bovitz Forthright Friendship Study discussed in chapter 4), I  
asked respondents whether they considered themselves to be a fan of any Na-
tional Football League (NFL) team (I asked about the NFL because football is, 
by far, the most popular professional sport in America). An identical 58 per-
cent of both parties considered themselves a fan of some professional football 
team! Paine, Enten, and Jones- Rooy (2017) found similar patterns in their data 
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as well: “every team in the NFL has both Democrats and Republicans in their 
fan base.” Football remains a bipartisan activity— Democrats and Republicans 
cheer on the same teams sitting side by side in the stands.

But this is not just true of football: other professional sports remain sim-
ilarly bipartisan. Take, for example, a poll conducted by Morning Consult 
(Silverman 2020). In that study, being a fan was defined as having a “very 
favorable” impression of at least one team in a given sports league. There were 
quite modest partisan differences across sports, though note that the percent-
ages were lower here because of how they classified partisanship (they did not 
break out partisan leaners, so this data had a much larger share of Indepen-
dents than the other data I analyzed). The largest gap was for the National 
Basketball Association (NBA), but that was also the sport with the largest 
non- White fan base, hence the larger partisan gap (given the correlation be-
tween race and partisanship in the United States). Looking across every team 
in every one of the major sports leagues, there were differences in the partisan 
composition of their fan bases (based largely on the partisan composition of 
the surrounding area; see Paine, Enten, and Jones- Rooy 2017), but all teams 
had substantial numbers of Democrats and Republicans rooting for them.

This is obviously just a subset of the types of different identities shared 
across party lines: Democrats and Republicans attend the same colleges and 
universities (and much like the above, root for the same college sports teams), 
watch the same movies and television shows (at least when considering main-
stream, popular shows, rather than niche programs), shop at the same big box 
stores, and so forth. Partisanship is a powerful identity that divides us, but there 
are nevertheless a set of identities that can serve to bridge the partisan divide.

s h a r e d  c r o s s -  p a r t y  f r i e n d s h i p s

It is a truism that social networks and friendships are homophilous along 
many dimensions, and partisanship is no exception (McPherson, Smith- Lovin, 
and Cook 2001). But largely homophilous does not mean completely so, and 
friendships can and do cross party lines. Most friendships form because of 
some shared bond: a shared hobby, workplace, or neighborhood, and while 
these are correlated with partisanship, the relationship is weaker than many 
think (Sinclair 2012). Table 1.2 presents the data on whether friendships can 
indeed be bipartisan.

Take the data from the Pew Research Center (2017). Here, we see that 
75 percent of Democrats, and 80 percent of Republicans, had at least some 
friends from the other party. To be clear, most people had more friends from 
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ta b l e  1 . 2 .  Cross- Party Friendships as a Common Bond

Item Response Democrats (%) Republicans (%)

2017 Pew Political Data

Have at least a few 
friends from the other 
party

Yes 75 80

2008– 2009 NES Panel

One of three main 
political discussion 
partners is from the 
other party

Yes 34 37

their own party than from the opposing side, as one would expect. But the 
overwhelming share of individuals did have friendships that crossed the par-
tisan divide, a finding that I also replicated in several original studies discussed 
in chapter 4. Simply put, most people’s circle of friends is bipartisan.

But do people talk about politics in those friendships? After all, if people 
are friends with those from the other party, but then never talk about politics, 
such friendships are unlikely to do much to reduce partisan animosity. While 
the Pew data did not include this question, there are some related data that al-
low me to examine this. The 2008– 2009 ANES panel study asked respondents 
to name up to three individuals with whom they had discussed politics in the 
past six months. Of those who named someone (i.e., they discussed politics 
with someone in that time frame), what percentage named at least one person 
from the other party? We see that roughly one- third of each party did so, sug-
gesting that cross- party discussion does occur, even in our polarized political 
moment. Indeed, as Levendusky and Stecula (2021) show, there is a surpris-
ing amount of cross- party discussion in nearly all demographic groups (see 
their table 1 on p. 14), suggesting that it is not just limited to one subset of the  
population.

There is another fascinating wrinkle to this data that is worth underlin-
ing. The ANES also asks respondents how different the discussants’ views 
were from their own. For conversation dyads that cross party lines, one might 
expect the answer to be that they were extremely different, but this was not 
the case. Among those who named a discussion partner from the other party, 
a majority (58 percent) said that the other person’s views were moderately 
different, not too different, or not at all different from their own. Indeed, an-
other study found that 60 percent of both Democrats and Republicans often 
or sometimes have constructive conversations with those who disagree with 
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them (Friedman and Schleifer 2021). This underscores a point I will discuss 
in later in this chapter, and will return to in chapters 4 and 5: while there 
are many important differences between the parties, there is more common 
ground than it might appear at first glance, and it is possible for people to 
bridge the partisan divide, at least in some circumstances.

One might worry, however, that the fraction reporting a regular discus-
sion partner from the other party is quite a bit lower than the fraction report-
ing at least a few friends from the other party. While true, it is important to 
note that the questions are really asking quite different things. It is a much 
lower bar to simply have a friend from the other party than it is to name 
someone from the other party as one of three people with whom you have 
discussed politics in the last six months. Indeed, from that perspective, that 
makes the fact that there is much cross- party discussion at all quite remark-
able, and suggests that with a broader lens (i.e., how often do you have discus-
sions with those from the other political party?), we would likely see an even 
higher number reported (see also Minozzi et al. 2020).

Taken together, these data suggest that friendships cross party lines, and 
at least some of those generate cross- party political discussions. This might 
seem surprising, in light of the rhetoric about political silos and the segrega-
tion between partisans. But it is worth remembering that most people do not 
seek out like- minded political company: instead, they form ties with others 
on some other grounds, and then friendships and conversations follow (Sin-
clair 2012; Minozzi et al. 2020). As a result, cross- party friendships, and politi-
cal discussions, do in fact occur.

s h a r e d  i s s u e  p o s i t i o n s

Another common bond between the parties is a set of shared issue positions. 
This might seem like a contradiction in terms: isn’t American politics deeply, 
perhaps irrevocably, polarized? No one would deny that there are deep fis-
sures between the parties, or that there has been considerable partisan sort-
ing in the mass public. Nevertheless, there remains a set of issues where there 
is common ground and consensus between the parties (Fiorina 2017; Hill 
and Tausanovitch 2015), and most Americans— including most partisans— 
remain closer to the center than to the extremes (Bafumi and Heron 2010; 
Fowler et al. forthcoming). Using data from several recent high- quality national 
surveys, table 1.3 presents some examples of policies where a majority (typically 
a super- majority) of both parties agree with one another.

Table 1.3 presents findings from a wide variety of different recent surveys: 
the 2020 Cooperative Election Study (Schaffner, Ansolabehere, and Luks 2021),  
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Item Source Democrats (%) Republicans (%)

Economic Regulations

Support retraining programs for 
emerging industries

Hidden Common 
Ground

82 86

Create incentives for companies 
that onshore jobs

Hidden Common 
Ground

82 88

Upgrade public infrastructure, 
such as roads and bridges

Hidden Common 
Ground

82 83

Fund research in science,  
technology, and green energy

Hidden Common 
Ground

83 71

Increase the minimum wage so 
that jobs pay enough to keep 
people over the poverty line

Hidden Common 
Ground

87 62

Permit right to work laws Nationscape 57 60
Require companies to provide 

paid maternity leave
Nationscape 90 69

Require equal pay for men and 
women

Cooperative Election 
Study Data

97 83

Trade with other countries has a 
positive effect on jobs for US 
workers

Nationscape 75 72

It is important to protect the 
US economy, even if it means 
letting China get away with 
unfair trade practices

Nationscape 54 64

Support “Buy American” rules Data for Progress 75 60

Reform Social Security and Medicare

Reduce Social Security benefits 
for the top 25% of wage earners

Program for Public 
Consultation

81 72

Raise the retirement age to 68 
over the next decade

Program for Public 
Consultation

81 78

Raise the cap on income subject 
to Social Security taxes to 
$215,000

Program for Public 
Consultation

92 84

Raise the Medicare payroll tax 
by 0.1%

Program for Public 
Consultation

68 69

Health Care

Allow the government to negoti-
ate lower drug prices from 
pharmaceutical companies

Cooperative Election 
Study

93 87

Allow importation of prescription 
drugs from other countries

Cooperative Election 
Study

74 64

Provide health insurance subsi-
dies for low- income workers

Nationscape 92 67

Allow those aged 55 or older to 
purchase a Medicare plan

Program for Public 
Consultation

88 70
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ta b l e  1 . 3 .  (continued)

Climate Change

Want to take steps to reduce the 
effects of climate change

Hidden Common 
Ground

86 55

Modernize the US electrical grid 
to reduce waste

Hidden Common 
Ground

83 70

Create stronger energy efficiency 
standards for buildings

Hidden Common 
Ground

82 63

Grow new forests and protect 
wetlands

Hidden Common 
Ground

83 73

Tax credits for carbon sequestra-
tion programs

Pew Research Center 90 78

Tougher emissions standards for 
power plants

Pew Research Center 93 64

Tax corporations for carbon 
emissions

Pew Research Center 89 55

Increase fuel economy standards 
for automobiles

Pew Research Center 86 52

the Nationscape Project (Tausanovitch and Vavreck 2020), the Hidden Com-
mon Ground Project,9 and the Program for Public Consultation (2021). There 
are other surveys that I could cite, but these different studies— conducted 
through different survey modes, at different times, by different vendors— 
provide a clear sense that there are places where the public does have some 
overlapping issue positions. Here, rather than organizing issues by survey, I 
organized them thematically, as that is an easier way of identifying areas of 
commonality.

The most striking example of unexpected common ground concerns work-
place regulations. Americans of both parties supported things like requiring 
gender pay equity and providing paid maternity leave, as well as expanding in-
frastructure, boosting job training programs, giving tax credits for onshoring 
jobs (i.e., bringing jobs back to the US from overseas), funding research into 
new technologies, and so forth. They also thought that trade benefits Ameri-
can workers, and wanted politicians to stand up to China. Likewise, the public 
also supported a range of policies that would help to ensure the solvency of 
Social Security and Medicare. These are not issues that rise to the top of the 
policy agenda, in no small part because they are not the messaging priorities 
for the parties. But many of these are examples of compromise policies that 
would actually help to improve people’s lives.

There is a parallel here to debates in Congress. When we look at congres-
sional legislation, we tend to focus on the highly partisan fights over budget 
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reconciliation, tax cuts, and so forth. But most policymaking remains bipar-
tisan; it is just that these issues rarely, if ever, rise onto the media agenda and 
public consciousness (Curry and Lee 2020). This is not to deny congressional 
polarization— it is certainly very real. But it is to say that the parties still do 
find ways to work together: perhaps halting and grudgingly, perhaps beneath 
the surface, but they do come together. There’s a parallel here for the public: 
Democrats and Republicans are divided on many issues, but not all issues, 
and there may be a way forward in some cases.

There is even some common ground on hot- button issues such as health 
care. The nation’s health care system has been the subject of perennial de-
bate since the 2010 passage of the Affordable Care Act, which might lead 
one to think that the parties are diametrically opposed on this issue. While 
there are important divisions on some parts of health care reform, when one 
digs beneath the surface a somewhat different picture emerges. Americans 
of both parties wanted to reduce costs (especially for prescription drugs) 
and improve affordability. There was broad support for having the federal 
government negotiate drug prices, for drug reimportation, for health insur-
ance subsidies for lower- income workers, and for allowing older Americans 
(55+) to buy plans from Medicare. Indeed, while the parties differed sharply 
in their opinion of the Affordable Care Act as a whole, especially when it was 
called “Obamacare,” there was overwhelming bipartisan consensus in favor 
of its actual provisions, such as allowing young adults to stay on their par-
ent’s health insurance, closing the “donut hole” in Medicare drug coverage, 
requiring companies to cover preexisting conditions, and so forth (Bialik and 
Geiger 2016). Further, even a number of heavily Republican states— such as 
Nebraska, Idaho, Utah, and Oklahoma— have expanded their Medicaid pro-
grams at the ballot box, suggesting that ordinary voters from both parties 
support this policy, even if political elites do not (Kliff 2020). The point is not 
that there is no disagreement in the public over health care; there is plenty. 
But there is also a good deal of common ground once we step beyond the 
flash points.

Climate change is another case in point. The link between belief in climate 
change and partisanship is well documented (Kahan 2010), but there is far 
more common ground once you ask people about actual policies, rather than 
the polarizing issue itself. Majorities of both parties wanted to take steps to 
reduce the effects of climate change, and supported modernizing the elec-
tric grid, strengthening energy efficiency standards for buildings, protecting 
wetlands and re- growing forests, promoting carbon sequestration (removing 
carbon dioxide from the atmosphere), and even toughening standards for 
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power plants and automobiles (Tyson and Kennedy 2020). As Chris Jackson 
of Ipsos noted, “when you don’t use partisan, tribalized language, you see that 
people are in the same place [on climate change]” (Weise 2020). Once we get 
beyond the issues where partisan symbols dominate, there is the prospect of 
finding some commonality between the parties. Of course, all of this is not 
to say that Democrats and Republicans agree on all or even most issues: very 
clearly, they do not. But that should not be read to imply that there is never 
agreement.

But there is an even deeper, and more important, area where there is a 
surprising commonality between the parties: Democrats and Republicans 
both systematically underestimate how similar they are to those in the other 
political party. This was first noted in terms of ideological beliefs and issue 
positions, where it was named false polarization (see, among others, Westfall 
et al. 2015; Levendusky and Malhotra 2016b; Yudkin, Hawkins, and Dixon 
2019). But it is not simply that we mis- estimate the degree of ideological over-
lap between the parties; we systematically mis- estimate how similar we are 
to them on many different dimensions. Partisans overestimate their dissimi-
larity with the other party in terms of their demographics (Ahler and Sood  
2018), political interest (Druckman et al. 2022b), support for democracy (Pasek 
et al. 2021), support for political violence (Mernyk et al. 2022), and so forth. In-
deed, we even overestimate how much the other side dislikes our party, and 
thereby exaggerate partisan animosity (Lees and Cikara 2020; Moore- Berg et al. 
2020)! So even when disagreement exists, individuals exaggerate its extent, and 
they underestimate the possibility of bridging these divides.

But this poses a puzzle: how can we show Democrats and Republicans 
that they are not as different as they think they are from those on the other 
side of the aisle? There are multiple ways of doing this, but cross- party dia-
logue offers a particularly promising path. This is because such discussion al-
lows both sides to see not only where they might agree with the other side (or 
at least disagree less than they had imagined), but also that they can, in fact, 
have a civil conversation with those with whom they disagree. Democrats 
and Republicans alike will see that they had a flawed and exaggerated view of 
the other side, and animus toward them will lessen.

There is one more common bond that amplifies the effect of everything I 
discussed above: Democrats and Republicans see political division and dis-
sensus as problems and want to mitigate them. In a recent survey by the Hid-
den Common Ground Initiative, 92 percent of Republicans, and 96 percent of 
Democrats, thought that it was important to reduce divisiveness, and while it 
would be challenging to do so, they wanted to try. Roughly two- thirds of both 
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parties said they needed to better understand those from the other side, and 
a majority said that they needed to learn how to engage more constructively 
with the other party. A super- majority of  both parties— 65 percent of Demo-
crats and 76 percent of Republicans— thought that the media and political 
leaders exaggerated our differences (Friedman and Schleifer 2021). While 
there are undoubtedly some voters who want to be polarized, most do not— 
many Americans are receptive to finding ways to bridge the divide.

Pulling back, all these common bonds— a set of shared identities, a set 
of shared friendships, and a set of issues where there is common ground be-
tween the parties, highlighted through civil cross- party dialogue— offer us a 
way to bridge the divide between the parties. But the proof of the pudding is 
in the eating. To get there, this chapter concludes with a brief overview of the 
book to give readers a sense of what lies ahead.

Outline of the Book

Chapter 2 develops the core theoretical logic of my argument. I begin by re-
viewing the literature on the roots of affective polarization, and I build on 
that literature to explain how the psychological underpinnings of this con-
cept also help us to reduce it. In particular, I argue that individuals think 
that the parties have nothing in common, but that is not true. By empha-
sizing our common bonds— the things that bring us together across party 
lines— I can lessen this animosity. I explain why each of the three strategies I 
discuss— priming shared identities, emphasizing cross- party friendships, and 
highlighting commonalities through cross- party dialogue— lessens partisan 
animosity.

Simply reducing partisan animosity is important in and of itself. But there 
is also another set of downstream consequences that flow from these efforts as 
well. First, when affective polarization falls, individuals also perceive the elec-
torate to be less polarized, which in turn changes elites’ incentives to engage 
in bipartisanship and compromise. Second, reducing affective polarization 
also reduces ideological polarization and heightens partisan ambivalence. 
The benefits of reducing partisan animosity extend quite broadly indeed.

Chapters 3 through 5 form the empirical heart of the book, and they test 
the three different strategies for reducing affective polarization that I outlined 
in chapter 2. First, in chapter 3, I test the idea that priming common identi-
ties, most notably our American national identity, can lower levels of affective 
polarization. Using data from a set of original experiments, as well as natural 
experiments surrounding the July 4 holiday and the 2008 Summer Olympics, 
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I show that priming American identity reduces affective polarization and 
lessens partisan animosity, though the effectiveness of that prime varies over 
time in response to how elites politicize our national identity.

While American national identity is perhaps the most salient identity 
shared by both Democrats and Republicans, it is not the only one. I also 
show that I can use sports fandom as a way to reduce affective polarization. 
Respondents are much less negative about individuals from the other party 
when they find out that they all root for the same sports team. The shared 
team fandom serves as a common link that makes their differing partisanship 
somewhat less important. But there is nothing special about sports fandom 
per se; it is simply a strong identity that some Democrats and Republicans 
have in common. There are many others as well— ties through civic organiza-
tions, community groups, colleges and universities, et cetera. Multiple types 
of shared identities— not just American identity— can help bridge the divide, 
and that in turn has important implications for other strategies to reduce 
partisan animus.

In chapter 4, I test the argument that cross- party friendships lower par-
tisan animus by allowing us to remember that the other party includes in-
dividuals that we know and like. Using data from the Pew Research Cen-
ter as well as two large population- based survey experiments, I show strong 
support for this argument. More than 80 percent of partisans have friends, 
family members, neighbors, or coworkers from the other party, and for 
most people, this cross- party friend sits closer to the center of their social 
network than to the periphery. When individuals reflect on these friend-
ships, they have much lower levels of animosity toward those from the other  
party.

Chapter 5 tests the argument that civil cross- party dialogue can lessen 
partisan animus. When individuals talk across party lines, it allows them to 
break down stereotypes about members of the other party, and to realize what 
they share in common. As a result, individuals realize not only that they have 
friends from the other party, but that many other members of the other party 
are also at least somewhat reasonable, and not the belligerent media stereo-
types they had imagined them to be. Using an original lab- in- the- field ex-
periment, I show that when Democrats and Republicans come together for a 
cross- party discussion, levels of animus fall markedly, and the effects endure 
for at least one week.

In chapter 6, I examine whether there are broader attitudinal conse-
quences to reducing affective polarization, looking at the downstream con-
sequences on perceived polarization, cue- taking, and partisan ambivalence. 
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I show that all of these downstream consequences follow efforts to reduce 
partisan animosity. This has important implications for how we think about 
the links between affective and ideological polarization (and why the for-
mer has increased so much more dramatically than the latter) and how we 
might vitiate partisan motivated reasoning more generally. Reducing affec-
tive polarization is important, but it also has other important downstream  
benefits.

In chapter 7, I discuss some of the broader implications of my findings. 
The core logic of my argument shows how it is, in fact, possible to lessen af-
fective polarization. In turn, this suggests that for most ordinary Americans, 
partisan animus is less hardened and inflexible than we might imagine: when 
confronted with new information, or asked to think in a slightly different 
fashion, most people are willing to change how they perceive the other party. 
In turn, this has important implications for how political scientists reason 
about this concept (see also Lelkes and Westwood 2017; Klar, Krupnikov, and 
Ryan 2018).

My findings also demonstrate that the personal is a bridge to helping 
improve the political. Highlighting our personal ties to the out- group— our 
shared identities, our friendships, our civil conversations— improves atti-
tudes toward them as a whole. But it does more than just produce warm feel-
ings toward the other party; it also makes us trust the other party to do what 
is in the country’s best interest, and to be willing to interact with them in a 
variety of different settings. These treatments, in other words, reduce not just 
indicators of affective polarization, but also some of its more pernicious con-
sequences. In the conclusion, I discuss how we can use these insights to foster 
cooperation and reduce the consequences of animus not just in surveys, but 
in the real world outside of academic studies.

But even beyond animosity itself, my findings also provide a new lens 
through which to see a number of other topics in political science. For exam-
ple, they offer new perspectives on political participation, civic education, the 
role of partisanship and parties, and how we can evaluate citizen competence. 
The implications of reducing animosity extend quite broadly indeed.

In the end, perhaps the ultimate lesson of all of this is that focusing on 
what we have in common is one strategy for overcoming animus, though not 
the only one. In the conclusion, I also talk about ways to move beyond what I 
have done here and think about other mechanisms that could reduce partisan 
animosity. To be clear, there is no magic wand to wave that will overcome 
decades of anger and recrimination. While these efforts might make things 
somewhat better, nothing here is a cure- all for our politics; such a thing does 
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not, and cannot, exist. But the limits of these strategies also highlight their 
importance. One might dismiss them as hopelessly quixotic, but that would 
be a mistake. Small steps are just that: small. But over time, and across many 
people, they can add up to something more meaningful, and to a better poli-
tics. This book is hopefully a small step toward that goal.



2

How Can We Mitigate Partisan Animosity?

This chapter lays out my theoretical argument explaining how our common 
bonds work to mitigate partisan animosity. The key word in that sentence, 
however, is “mitigate:” I can reduce animosity, but I cannot eliminate it al-
together. This undoubtedly will disappoint some readers who had hoped for 
a grand unified theory of how to abolish animus. Sadly, however, no such 
theory can exist: many different factors cause animus, as we will see below, 
so there is no way to simply remove it (see also Finkel et al. 2020). A more 
realistic goal is to think about different strategies that allow us to reduce it, 
which is what I do here. To that end, this chapter lays out the logic of my 
argument, by first explaining why Americans have become more affectively 
polarized over time, and then explaining how to use our common bonds to 
lessen this animosity.

Why Have We Become More Affectively Polarized?

There is little doubt today that Americans are affectively polarized, and they 
have become more so over the past generation. While scholars have called 
affective polarization by a number of different names— social polarization 
(Mason 2015, 2018), partisan prejudice (Lelkes and Westwood 2017), negative 
partisanship (Abramowitz and Webster 2018; Bankert 2021), partisan animus/
partisan antipathy (Pew Research Center 2016; Pew Research Center 2019c), 
or partyism (Sunstein 2015)— the basic underlying idea is the same: over time, 
there is greater differentiation in people’s sentiments between the parties, with 
people becoming especially negative toward the other party (see figure 1.1).

At its core, affective polarization stems from individuals’ identification 
with a political party (Iyengar, Sood, and Lelkes 2012).1 While we have many 
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different identities, arguably none are as consequential in contemporary poli-
tics as our partisan identities. As a result of identifying with a political party 
(or any other social group), we divide the world into an in- group (our own 
party) and an out- group (the other party; see Tajfel and Turner 1979; Tajfel 
1981). Lumping the world into in- groups and out- groups gives rise to in- 
group favoritism and bias, the tendency to view in- group members (one’s 
own party) positively and out- group members (the opposing party) nega-
tively. Identifying with a political party causes individuals to accentuate even 
minor differences between their own party and the opposition (Tajfel and 
Wilkes 1963), and to think that the other party is a distant and extreme other 
(Armaly and Enders 2021; Mullen and Hu 1989).2

But there is a puzzle that follows from this line of argumentation: if the psy-
chological mechanism underlying affective polarization is so deeply rooted in 
how we see the world, why has this phenomenon only emerged in recent de-
cades? The answer, quite simply, is politics. The political world has changed, 
and those changes activate the psychological forces that motivate out- group 
animus. Psychology alone does not explain affective polarization (West and  
Iyengar 2022). Instead, psychology gives us the raw ingredients (social groups 
that differ from one another), but it is the contemporary political environ-
ment that magnifies and weaponizes them into partisan animus. Or more 
succinctly, affective polarization is as much a political process as a psycho-
logical one.3

h o w  p o l i t i c s  g e n e r at e s  o u t -  p a r t y  a n i m u s

Three important political changes in recent decades have heightened partisan 
animosity. First, and most importantly, political elites genuinely are polar-
ized, and each party will implement very different policies if elected.4 In an 
earlier era, one could reasonably complain that the nation’s parties “repre-
sent nothing but a choice between Tweedledee and Tweedledum,” but to-
day’s parties offer much more choice than echo.5 Comparing what President 
Biden would do relative to President Trump, or which bills Majority Leader 
Schumer would advance relative to those from Majority Leader McConnell, 
it becomes clear that the elite- level parties have markedly different govern-
ing philosophies. Such policy divergence fuels animus toward the other party 
(Rogowski and Sutherland 2016; Webster and Abramowitz 2017).6 For many 
Americans, when they say they dislike the other party, what they mean is that 
they disapprove of the other party’s elites and their policies (Druckman and 
Levendusky 2019).7

But it is not simply that today’s elites are polarized. Because the mass parties 
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are roughly evenly divided, either party could take power in any given elec-
tion (Fiorina 2017). This means that small shifts in voter behavior or elite 
strategies can change the balance of power in Washington, DC, as we have 
seen in election after election in recent years. If one of the parties was ef-
fectively locked out of power— as Republicans in Congress were for much 
of the post– World War II period— then the stakes would be lower. But in 
recent decades, the stakes are always high, as control of at least one branch 
of Congress— not to mention the presidency— is typically up for grabs (Lee 
2016). Given this, it is only logical that partisans would dislike and distrust 
those working to implement the other party’s policy agenda.8

Second, not only have the elite parties pulled apart ideologically; the mass 
parties have changed as well. Even if voters have not polarized, they have 
sorted over time, so that partisanship is now increasingly aligned with is-
sue positions (Levendusky 2009) as well as political identities, such as race, 
religion, geography, and gender (Mason 2018; Mason and Wronski 2018). Par-
tisanship today is no longer a single social identity, but a “mega identity” 
combining multiple different dimensions (Mason 2018, 14)— it represents “all 
your values aligned neatly under a single label” (Gardiner 2020).

This alignment of partisanship, issue positions, and identities ramps up 
animus. Partisans dislike those who hold more dissimilar issue positions— 
Democrats feel much more warmly toward a moderate pro- choice Repub-
lican who believes in climate change than toward a conservative Republican 
who is pro- life and a climate- change skeptic (Bougher 2017; Orr and Huber 
2020). Partisan sorting magnifies affective polarization, especially among the 
most politically sophisticated voters (Lelkes 2018). Indeed, as Fiorina (2017, 
60) notes, “nothing . . . allows us to separate the affective from the cognitive”— 
differences on the issues, driven by voter sorting and elite polarization, are a 
key ingredient in why many voters dislike the opposing party.

This elite polarization and voter sorting mean that the two parties are 
more distinct from one another now than they were in earlier decades. The 
parties today prioritize different issues and values, and reflect different geo-
graphic bases of support. Of course, not only are the parties more distinct 
than they used to be, but our underlying psychology also works to further 
magnify these differences. Because our partisan identities are social identi-
ties, we naturally inflate the differences between the in- group (our own party) 
and the out- group (the opposing party), and small gaps become chasms, 
thereby heightening partisan animus. In short, the nature of our contem-
porary politics magnifies and exaggerates the divides between the parties, a 
point to which I return below.
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Media coverage of politics— with its focus on conflict and the loudest 
voices in the room— adds further fuel to this perceptual fire. Most voters’ 
social networks are largely, though not completely, homophilous with respect 
to partisanship: Democrats are friends with Democrats, and Republicans are 
friends with Republicans (McPherson, Smith- Lovin, and Cook 2001; Mutz 
2006).9 So for most voters, when they think about those from the other party, 
they draw on their most accessible source of information about them— how 
those partisans are depicted in the mass media. But such media accounts 
are systematically skewed, leading to inaccurate beliefs about the other side. 
When the media cover political elites, they tend to focus on the most extreme 
voices in the room: very liberal and very conservative members of Congress 
get more media coverage than do their more moderate peers (Padgett, Dun-
away, and Darr 2019). This same effect also occurs when the media discusses 
ordinary voters— it is the loudest, and most extreme, voters journalists high-
light when they write about politics (Levendusky and Malhotra 2016a). The 
media are much more likely to interview a Trump rally attendee wearing her 
Make America Great Again hat, or a Sanders supporter with his Feel the Bern 
t- shirt, than they are to interview the far more numerous Americans who are 
largely politically indifferent— after all, reading about those who are disen-
gaged is not terribly interesting (see also Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005).

Mainstream outlets contribute to affective polarization, but partisan out-
lets are an especially potent driver of such animus. As Klein (2020, 149) notes, 
such outlets do not “emphasize commonalities, it [sic] weaponizes differences,” 
by focusing on the worst and most outrage- inducing behavior from the other 
side (Berry and Soberaj 2014). Such content heightens animus toward the other 
party (Levendusky 2013), and the availability of broadband Internet— and with 
it the ability to seek out more partisan content online— does the same (Lelkes, 
Sood, and Iyengar 2017; though see Boxell, Gentzkow, and Shapiro 2017).

Social media further skew our perceptions of those from the other side. 
The vast majority of Americans— more than 70 percent of us— avoid politi-
cal discussions on social media. But there is a small set of people, roughly  
10 percent of the public, who do discuss politics online, and do so with gusto 
(McClain 2021). The problem is that these individuals are the most extreme 
and politically engaged (Cohn and Quealy 2019; Pew Research Center 2019b). 
As Bail (2021) aptly puts it, social media acts as a prism, magnifying extrem-
ists’ voices and muting moderates’, thereby skewing our perceptions of the 
political world and sending false polarization— our exaggeration of political 
polarization— “into hyperdrive” (Bail 2021, 101).10 Unsurprisingly, then, stud-
ies consistently find that social media heighten affective polarization (Kubin 



32 c h a p t e r  t w o

and von Sikorski 2021). Even those who abstain from social media are still 
affected by this pattern, due to both two- step communication flows (Druck-
man, Levendusky, and McLain 2018) and journalists’ tendency to report on 
social media as if they accurately reflected public opinion (McGregor 2019). 
So, as with the mainstream media, social media distort, rather than inform, 
our perceptions of those from the other party (Settle 2018). As a result, users 
succumb to the out- group homogeneity effect (Quattrone and Jones 1980): 
rather than thinking that only a small segment of the other party are rabid 
partisans, they think that all members of the other party are.

a  c o m m o n  t h r e a d :  m i s p e r c e p t i o n s

This discussion highlights that while many factors give rise to partisan ani-
mosity, a particularly important one is misperceptions. It is certainly correct 
that Democrats and Republicans differ on many issues, and there are genuine 
disagreements between them. But because of how our underlying psychol-
ogy intersects with changes in the political and media environment, voters 
systematically exaggerate the differences between the parties. This in turn 
heightens the salience of our partisan identities, because it is what differen-
tiates our own party (the in- group) from the other party (the out- group). 
Politics and psychology combine to skew how we perceive the other side in a 
vicious feedback loop.

How skewed are these misperceptions? Quite dramatically skewed, as it turns  
out. For example, Druckman et al. (2022b) asked a sample of Americans what 
percentage of the other party was simultaneously ideologically extreme and 
highly politically interested. While in reality only 14 percent of Americans fit 
this description, their respondents overestimated it by a factor of 3.5, assuming 
that it characterized 49 percent of the country. While the modal partisan in 
actuality was a moderate who was not terribly interested in politics, Americans 
imagined the typical member of the other party was an ideological extremist 
who thought about politics all the time— the type of person we see on Face-
book, Twitter, or on the news at a political rally. Our perceptions look much 
more like political elites and activists than ordinary voters.

This finding is not limited to this one study. Americans systematically 
exaggerate the differences between the parties in terms of demographics 
(Ahler and Sood 2018), ideology (Westfall et al. 2015), specific issue posi-
tions (Levendusky and Malhotra 2016b; Yudkin, Hawkins, and Dixon 2019), 
values (Barasz, Kim, and Evangelidis 2019), support for democracy (Pasek 
et al. 2021; Braley et al. 2021; Bright Line Watch 2021), support for political/
partisan violence (Mernyk et al. 2021), motivations underlying their actions 
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(Schwalbe, Cohen, and Ross 2020; Freeder 2020; Goya- Tocchetto et al. 2022), 
and so forth. Given the logic spelled out above, it is no surprise that people 
assume that the disliked other party is quite different from them; the problem 
is that it is not true. Such misperceptions are also noteworthy because of their 
size: on average, people double the amount of distrust and animosity that ex-
ists between the parties (Beyond Conflict 2020). We think we are much more 
dissimilar to those in the other party than we are in reality.

These skewed perceptions, in turn, make the other party the enemy instead 
of the opposition. Because “they” are so different from “us,” partisans are ex-
tremely motivated to prevent the other side from taking power (Huddy, Mason, 
and Aarøe 2015). This becomes even more salient when the parties are evenly 
matched nationally, as they are today. This is why President Trump said of the 
2020 election that “at stake in this election is the survival of the nation. It’s true 
because we’re dealing with crazy people on the other side. They’ve gone totally, 
stone- cold crazy” (Tamari 2020). Not to be outdone, President Obama argued 
that voters’ choices in 2020 would “echo through generations to come,” as “our 
democracy” was at stake in the election— if Trump were to win, he would de-
stroy the republic (Tamari 2020). This existential threat conveys a sense that 
the other side is not just wrong, but immoral— partisanship becomes not just 
a social identity, but a reflection of fundamental questions of right and wrong 
(Skitka et al. 2021; Parker and Janoff- Bulman 2013; Hetherington and Weiler 
2009). Because there is a strong affective differential between the parties— and 
partisans especially dislike the other side— they become more likely to engage 
in partisan motivated reasoning and to behave in ways that will differentiate 
themselves from the other party (Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012; 
Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013; Klar 2014).

All of this makes clear that while there are important differences between 
the parties, the public also systematically exaggerates how different they are 
from one another, which fuels partisan animus by making the other side into 
an existential threat, rather than simply the opposing party. Part of the prob-
lem of affective polarization, then, is a problem of misperceptions.

Is It Possible to Lessen Partisan Animosity?

The discussion above is simultaneously depressing and encouraging. It is de-
pressing in that it highlights that animosity has deep roots in how our psy-
chology intersects with our current political and media environment. But it 
is also encouraging in that it underscores that part of this animosity stems 
from misperceptions. To be clear, even if I removed all of these misperceptions 
(which is not possible), I would not cure animosity, as there are many other 
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contributing factors. But it does suggest that if partisans realize that they have a 
flawed impression of the other party, their attitudes toward it should improve.

Indeed, there is good reason to think that reducing misperceptions can 
ameliorate partisan animosity. For example, Ahler and Sood (2018) show 
that individuals significantly misperceive how dissimilar the other party is to 
them demographically, but when they learn the correct information, hostil-
ity toward the other side decreases. Similarly, individuals think that the other 
party dislikes and distrusts them a great deal, but they significantly exaggerate 
the degree to which this is the case. Once this misperception gets corrected, 
animosity toward the other side abates (Lees and Cikara 2020; Moore- Berg 
et al. 2020; Ruggeri et al. 2021). Reducing misperceptions, then, can lessen 
animosity.

My approach here builds on this important insight from these earlier 
studies. I adopt the general focus of correcting misperceptions, but rather 
than simply giving people the corrective information directly (as these stud-
ies have done), my strategy is to emphasize the common bonds that we all 
share, heightening awareness of similarity between the parties that way. This is 
a related but distinct mechanism, and emphasizes that there is not one way to 
lessen animosity, but multiple ways, many of which are worth pursuing.11 As 
I explain below and demonstrate in subsequent chapters, our common bonds 
provide a powerful technique for overcoming political adversity in America.

p r i m i n g  s h a r e d  i d e n t i t i e s

Normally, individuals perceive the political world through the lens of their 
partisan identities. Seen from this perspective, Democrats and Republicans 
are members of different teams, with little in common. But this belies the fact 
that we have multiple identities, some of which divide us and some of which 
unite us. If there is a shared identity that binds Democrats and Republicans 
together— one that unites them rather than divides them— that should lessen 
their animosity toward one another (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000).

One way of doing this is to find a superordinate identity— an identity that 
supersedes partisanship that both Democrats and Republicans share. Given 
the political significance of partisanship, this task is easier said than done. 
Precisely because partisanship is so central to our political identities, few 
other identities supersede it, and that list narrows even more once you re-
strict it to identities shared by both Democrats and Republicans. But there is 
one important identity that fits the bill: American national identity, which as I 
showed in chapter 1, is a central identity to members of both political parties.
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While there are many dimensions to American national identity (see, 
among many others, Smith 1997; Schildkraut 2010), in this context I mean 
“a subjective or internalized sense of belonging to the [American] nation” 
(Huddy and Khatib 2007, 65). This is not, however, tied to an endorsement 
of a particular ideology or political belief; rather, it reflects “being or feeling 
American” (Huddy and Khatib 2007, 65; see also Theiss- Morse 2009). Schild-
kraut (2010, 45, table 3.1) asks respondents which factors they think are im-
portant to being an American; more than 90 percent say “feeling American” 
and “thinking of oneself as American”; this also reinforces the findings in 
chapter 1. This sense of national identity transcends racial, ethnic, and parti-
san/ideological boundaries (Citrin, Wong, and Duff 2001; Huddy and Khatib 
2007; Theiss- Morse 2009), and reflects a broadly held conception of being 
American. Further, American identity is also a potent identity: 50 percent 
of Americans strongly identify as Americans, a significantly larger percent-
age than those who strongly identify with their religion, race, or sex (Theiss- 
Morse 2009, 47, fig. 2.1; see also table 1.1).

The Common In- group Identity Model explains how identifying as an 
American lessens the influence of partisanship, thereby ameliorating affective 
polarization (Gaertner et al. 1989; Gaertner and Dovidio 2000).12 This model 
argues that individuals have multiple identities, which vary in strength and 
relevance depending upon the situation, with the most salient identity being 
the one driving behavior. Normally, when Democrats think about Republi-
cans, they see the other party through a partisan lens, and therefore dislike 
them. But suppose that I prime Democrats’ American identity. Now they’ll 
see those same Republicans as fellow Americans— they go from members 
of an out- group (the other party) to an in- group (the nation). By changing 
the salience of an individual’s identities— partisan versus American— I can 
change how they evaluate those from the other party.

But superordinate identities such as American identity are not the only 
way to lessen partisan animus. Indeed, one limitation of a superordinate 
identity appeal is that there simply are not very many of them that all par-
tisans share. But because identities are complex (Rocas and Brewer 2002), 
there are many identities that some Democrats and Republicans share. For 
example, as I discussed in chapter 1, members of both parties attend the same 
colleges, like the same actors and musicians, have the same hobbies, and, 
perhaps most especially, root for the same sports teams. In the contempo-
rary context, because there is so much emphasis on what divides us, ex ante, 
partisans think they have no common identities. But if they learn that they 
have shared identities with those from the other party (as sports fans, college 
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alumni, etc.), then their attitude toward them should improve— a phenome-
non known as cross- cutting categorization (Crisp and Hewstone 2000; Crisp, 
Hewstone, and Rubin 2001). Shared identities— even if they are not shared by 
all members of a group— lessen partisan animosity as well.

Common Identity Hypothesis: Priming common identities shared by both 
Democrats and Republicans will reduce affective polarization.

c r o s s -  p a r t i s a n  f r i e n d s h i p s

A second common bond is cross- partisan friendships. It is certainly true that 
most social networks are largely homophilous with respect to partisanship— 
Democrats are typically friends with other Democrats, and Republicans 
are most often friends with other Republicans, both online and offline. But 
largely homophilous does not mean completely homophilous. Because social 
networks often form for apolitical reasons— such as sharing a hobby, work-
place, or neighborhood— our friendships can and do cross party lines (Sin-
clair 2012). For example, looking at data from the 2000 presidential election, 
Huckfeldt, Johnson, and Sprague (2004, 37) show that nearly 60 percent of 
Gore and Bush voters can name at least one person in their social network 
who supported the opposing party’s candidate (see their table 2.1). Similarly, 
Mutz (2006) shows that among close friends, there is considerable expo-
sure to diverse political views (see esp. 26– 29). Even in our current politi-
cal moment, most partisans report that at least some of their social network 
comes from the other party (Poteat et al. 2011; Pew Research Center 2017). 
As I showed in chapter 1, more than three- quarters of both Democrats and 
Republicans have at least some friendships that cross the partisan divide, and 
nearly all demographic groups discuss politics across party lines (Levendusky 
and Stecula 2021). While we might think that social networks are completely 
segregated by party, in reality they are not.

Such cross- party networks provide a mechanism for overcoming affective 
polarization. Normally, people’s image of the other party is that of the polar-
ized political elites or the ideologues they see discussing politics online or in 
the media. But this is an inaccurate perception: the other party does contain 
these individuals, but it also contains their friends, family members, and co-
workers. When they think about these people from the other party— whom 
they know and like— the opposing party seems less like a distant other (Mul-
len and Hu 1989). As a result, empathy for the other side increases (Barlow, 
Louis, and Hewstone 2009) and in- group favoritism declines (Page- Gould, 
Mendoza- Denton, and Tropp 2008; Pettigrew and Tropp 2011).
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Fascinatingly, thinking about a cross- party friend changes attitudes to-
ward the other party overall— people use their friend to draw inferences 
about the other party as a whole (Pettigrew 1997; Page- Gould et al. 2010). 
Reflecting on a friend from the other party makes someone realize that they 
can, in fact, have productive encounters across the partisan divide (Barlow, 
Louis, and Hewstone 2009). In turn, individuals generalize from this experi-
ence, and realize that if they can do that with their friend, they can also do it 
more generally (Pettigrew 1997; Tropp and Pettigrew 2005).13 In essence, the 
personal becomes the political— friendships are a way to improve attitudes 
toward those from the other side of the aisle.

The point is not necessarily that people will agree with those from the 
other party— they often will not. Rather, it is that they recognize that they 
might sometimes agree, but even if they disagree, they can do so produc-
tively. The other side is not simply the caricature presented by the media, but 
contains reasonable people who have legitimate rationales for their beliefs. 
Interviewing residents of Watertown, New York, a location characterized by 
low levels of polarization, Ripley (2019) finds two women who share a close 
friendship despite their partisan and ideological differences. In an interview, 
they express the core of why close ties with those from the other side can 
foster respect and reduce affective polarization: “It’s not like my opinions are 
the only ones anybody can ever have . . . I have opinions, but somebody else 
might also. I could learn from that person, and that person could learn from 
me.” President Obama noted a similar sentiment in a 2015 interview when he 
remarked that “everybody’s got a family member or a really good friend from 
high school who is on the complete opposite side of the political spectrum. 
And yet, we still love them, right?” (Klein 2020, 66).

Given this, I argue that asking subjects to reflect on members of the other 
party that they like and respect— their cross- party friendships— will reduce  
affective polarization. While I use the phrase “cross- party friendships” through-
out the book, this is a shorthand term that includes not just friends from 
the other party, but also family, coworkers, neighbors, et cetera— those 
that they know and like. It is the fact that one knows and respects them 
that changes attitudes toward the other party, not the specific nature of the  
relationship.

While I expect this relationship to hold generally, it should be particularly 
strong in two cases. First, close friendships should have stronger effects— 
when the cross- party friend is someone with whom the individual has spent 
a great deal of time, and considers to be part of their inner social circle, the 
effect should be larger (Tropp and Pettigrew 2005; Davies et al. 2011). Indeed, 
the number of cross- party friendships has little effect on one’s attitudes, but 
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the closeness of those friendships is much more important— a few deep bonds 
with the other party are worth more (in terms of changing attitudes) than 
many casual ones (Pettigrew 1997). It is our close friends— those with whom 
we spend significant time and interact frequently, and whom we respect a 
great deal— that prompt us to rethink our assessments of the other party.

Second, the effect should be larger for those who actually talk about poli-
tics with their friends from the other party. This might seem counterintuitive, 
as one might imagine that perhaps avoiding politics is the way forward. But 
this does not work: when there is no political discussion, the effect of cross- 
party friendship is quite weak. Without actually discussing politics— and re-
alizing that there is disagreement, but also commonality, and the ability to 
learn from one another— then there is no generalization to the other party as 
a whole. It is the successful navigation of politics with a cross- group friend 
that leads people to realize that they can interact with others from the other 
side of the aisle. This, in turn, is crucial to transferring the warm affect from 
one’s friend to the out- group overall (Barlow, Louis, and Hewstone 2009, see 
esp. 399). Discussing their cross- party marriage— a particularly striking ex-
ample of cross- party friendship— Susan and Nelson Peacock noted that “we 
don’t shy away from those conversations [about politics], but have mutual 
respect for each other’s perspective” (Pajer 2020).14 That highlights the key 
ingredient for making this sort of exchange work— engagement, but on civil 
terms, where individuals try to take the other person’s perspective. Rather 
than avoiding politics, these cross- party friendships need to dive into it head-
first to actually change how partisans feel about the other side.

The Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis: Reminding individuals that they 
have friends, family, and coworkers from the other party will reduce partisan 
animus. Such effects will be especially strong when the person is a close friend 
or is someone with whom they actually discuss politics.

c r o s s -  p a r t y  p o l i t i c a l  d i s c u s s i o n

Finally, I argue that cross- party dialogue also provides a way to ameliorate 
animus by reducing misperceptions about the other side. Given the media 
narrative of a deeply polarized America, most Americans expect there to be 
little to no common ground between the parties. But as I discussed in chap-
ter 1, there are a surprising number of issues on which there is broad agree-
ment between them. Even more importantly, people exaggerate the extent of 
partisan disagreement along many different dimensions, in terms of not just 
issues, but also their interest in politics, their ideology, their demographics, 
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their values, and so forth. If partisans realized the depth of this mispercep-
tion, they would see what they have in common, and also recognize that they 
had misjudged the other party, sometimes quite markedly; their attitudes to-
ward the other party would then likely improve.

Having a civil cross- party dialogue is a particularly effective mechanism 
for correcting these sorts of misperceptions. I am hardly the first to sug-
gest that dialogue between those from different political points of view has 
salubrious effects, both in theory and in practice (e.g., Dryzek 2005; Delli- 
Carpini, Cook, and Jacobs 2004). But such discussions are an especially ef-
fective mechanism for reducing the misperceptions that give rise to affective 
polarization. Because it involves a give- and- take of viewpoints, political dis-
cussion prompts reflexive thinking, causing individuals to parse arguments 
from the opposing point of view more carefully (Levitan and Visser 2008). In 
turn, this increases awareness of the other side’s positions (Lyons and Sokhey 
2017; Mutz 2006), and recognition that the other side has a legitimate basis for 
its viewpoint (Lord, Lepper, and Preston 1984), thereby improving attitudes 
toward the other side (Caluwaerts and Reuchamps 2014). Exposure to op-
posing rationales also mitigates partisan motivated reasoning and moderates 
issue positions (Klar 2014), which fits with other arguments that discussion 
prompts citizens to approach politics as a cooperative dialogue rather than 
a battle to be won (Groenendyk and Krupnikov 2021; MacKuen et al. 2010).

Cross- party (i.e., politically heterogeneous) discussion should therefore 
reduce affective polarization in at least two ways. First, the discussion allows 
individuals to replace outdated stereotypes with more accurate information 
(Pettigrew and Tropp 2008; Dorison, Minson, and Rogers 2019). Second, the 
back- and- forth nature of political discussion allows participants to engage in 
perspective- taking (Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). Hearing the other side helps 
individuals to better understand their opponents’ point of view (Lord, Lep-
per, and Preston 1984). Indeed, the key step of perspective- taking is really 
“perspective getting”: hearing from the other side why they adopt the posi-
tions that they do, which allows individuals to see that their opponents have 
real, and legitimate, justifications for their opinions (Kalla and Broockman 
2020; Kalla and Broockman, forthcoming a; Kalla and Broockman, forth-
coming b).15 This explains why exposure to compelling arguments for diver-
gent viewpoints improves people’s assessments of those on the other side of 
the issue (Stanley et al. 2020).

Both of these effects underscore the ways in which discussion serves to 
reduce misperceptions and thereby mitigate animosity. The argument is not 
that dialogue will erase differences and lead everyone to agree. Instead, it is 
that by having a reasonable exchange of views, individuals will realize that 
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there are some issues on which they agree with the other side, and when they 
disagree, they are often not as far apart as they had imagined and are able to 
disagree without devolving into conflict (note the parallel to the argument 
about cross- party friendship earlier in the chapter). More generally, they will 
also see that the opposition is less intransigent than they’d imagined, and is 
willing to listen to their views. This increases their feelings of being respected 
and understood by the other party, which will also improve their attitudes 
toward the other side (Livingstone, Rodríguez, and Rothers 2020; Simon and 
Schaefer 2015; Voelkel, Ren, and Brandt 2021). It is both the discovery of some 
common ground and the realization that the other side is more reasonable 
than one had imagined that work to lessen animosity.

But to accrue these positive benefits, the dialogue actually has to occur; 
individuals cannot simply think about doing it. There is a large literature 
on imagined contact, or the process of how thinking about a constructive 
encounter with someone from an opposing social group reduces animos-
ity toward them (Crisp and Turner 2009). But studies that attempted to test 
this argument in the partisan context generally found that it did not work 
(Wojcieszak and Warner 2020), or worked only in certain conditions (Ros-
siter 2021; more generally, on the limits of imagined contact, see Bigler and 
Hughes 2010). The argument above explains why: most people who imag-
ined a dialogue with those from the other side would expect it to go poorly, 
with few, if any, positive exchanges, and would expect it to be unpleasant and 
unproductive (Dorison, Minson, and Rogers 2019). This is why most Ameri-
cans do not want to engage in cross- party discussions and try to avoid them 
(Rainie, Keeter, and Perrin 2019; Settle and Carlson 2019). Imagining a con-
servation does not allow people to engage in the sort of perspective getting 
discussed above, so they never realize that their stereotypes were inaccurate. 
Especially for political topics, one needs to actually engage in dialogue to see 
that this works (Rossiter 2021).

It is worth emphasizing that these salubrious effects are predicated on 
the civil exchange engendered via face- to- face discussion. But what does a 
“civil” discussion entail? A civil discussion is one where there is the “free and 
respectful exchange of ideas” (Coe, Kenski, and Rains 2014, 658) and where 
there is “discourse that does not silence or derogate alternative views but in-
stead evinces respect” (Jamieson et al. 2017, 206). This involves recognizing 
that differences “are philosophical not personal, that parties to a debate are 
entitled to the presumption that their views are legitimate even if not correct” 
(Jamieson and Hardy 2012, 412).

But civility should not be equated with mere politeness (Papacharissi 
2004). The deeper dimension of civility is that it calls on all of us to genuinely 
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listen to one another, and to treat each other as equals. Indeed, Keith and 
Danisch (2020, 18) call politeness “weak civility,” to distinguish it from “strong 
civility,” which they define as “a network of behavior and norms that can be 
used to engage differences in a way that will deepen a sense of community” 
(see also Bardon et al. forthcoming). While their conception of strong civility 
is somewhat broader than the type of dialogue I discuss here (in that it can 
contain non- discursive elements, such as protests), the underlying idea— a 
set of practices that entails genuinely engaging with the opposition and their 
ideas— is the same. Engagement need not imply acceptance, however; it sim-
ply requires that one listen to opposing viewpoints with an open mind and be 
willing to be persuaded (Gutmann and Thompson 2012). Civility, in short, re-
quires that we hear the other side and listen to their arguments in good faith.

This also highlights why uncivil conversations are so harmful. Take, for 
example, political discussion on social media. A number of studies have 
shown that cross- party discussion online hurts more than it helps, exacer-
bating divisions and reducing understanding between the groups (Kiesler, 
Siegel, and McGuire 1984; Bail et al. 2018). While not the only reason, civil-
ity is a part of why these conversations go wrong: instead of trying to listen 
thoughtfully to better understand the other side, online discussions typically 
focus on simply casting aspersions on opponents and reiterating one’s own 
talking points. In the concluding chapter, I return to this important scope 
condition, and discuss what this means for efforts to encourage cross- party 
dialogue online.

Such heterogeneous discussions are an example of inter- group contact, 
the argument that constructive interactions can reduce animus in a wide va-
riety of different settings (the locus classicus is Allport 1954; for more recent 
reviews, see Pettigrew and Tropp 2011 and Paluck, Green, and Green 2019). 
For example, inter- group contact has been shown to reduce animus toward 
those of different races and ethnicities (Boisjoly et al. 2006), those of differ-
ent economic or social classes (Mo and Conn 2018), and those of different 
sexual orientations and gender identities (Dessel 2010). That said, while con-
tact generally ameliorates animus, its effectiveness varies considerably across 
contexts (Paluck, Green, and Green 2019): in some cases it does not really 
work (Busby 2021), and can even backfire and increase tensions (MacInnis 
and Page- Gould 2015). Whether cross- party dialogue reduces animosity is an 
important question both theoretically and for its applicability to our current 
political moment (see also Fishkin et al. 2021).

While there are many different types of cross- party contact in which 
Democrats and Republicans could engage, the civil political discussion I pro-
pose here should be a particularly effective form of it, as it satisfies a set of 
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conditions for effective inter- group contact that were outlined in Allport’s 
(1954) original work.16 Contact works best when there is equal status between 
the groups, they share a common goal, there is between- group cooperation, 
and there is institutional support for cooperation. Here, all four conditions 
are met. Within the discussion, Democrats and Republicans have equal stand-
ing, and they are working together collaboratively toward a common goal 
of better understanding one another (and these effects are likely reinforced 
through the emphasis on civility). Finally, there is institutional support for 
said goal provided by the researcher— though more generally, community 
groups or other organizations could also provide this support (see, e.g., Gra-
ham 2018). All of this suggests that the structure of heterogeneous political 
discussion should be an effective vehicle for mitigating partisan bias.

While there is a great deal of value in having Democrats and Republi-
cans come together for these conversations, most people would rather avoid 
them. Half of Americans say that talking about politics is stressful because 
there is so much disagreement, and when given the choice, many Americans 
would rather discuss religion than politics (Pew Research Center 2019a)! To 
the extent that Americans do want to talk about politics, they prefer that it 
occur among those from their own party, as this minimizes the possibility 
for conflict (Mutz 2006; though see Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018). Such 
partisan homogeneous political discussion heightens motivated reasoning, 
and increases social conformity within the group (Isenberg 1986). As a result, 
homogeneous political discussion will tend to increase both affective polar-
ization (Parsons 2015) and ideological polarization (Druckman, Levendusky, 
and McClain 2018). All of this underlines the importance of cross- party 
discussion: it may be less common, but its consequences are particularly 
important.

Cross- Party Discussion Hypothesis: Bringing Democrats and Republicans 
together for a civil face- to- face discussion will reduce affective polarization.

Are There Downstream Consequences to  
Reducing Affective Polarization?

The three strategies discussed above— emphasizing a shared American identity, 
cross- party friendships, and civil cross- party political discussions to high-
light what the parties share— all lower affective polarization. But the theoreti-
cal logic embedded therein also suggests that there are some “downstream” 
consequences to such efforts: by reducing affective polarization, these strate-
gies should also change other attitudes.17
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First, subjects should perceive less polarization and think that there is 
more common ground between the parties. Perceived polarization is, quite 
simply, the extent to which Americans think the mass public is divided (West-
fall et al. 2015; Yudkin, Hawkins, and Dixon 2019). While humans naturally 
overestimate divisions between groups (Robinson et al. 1995), given the cur-
rent political environment it should come as no surprise that Americans 
think that the mass public is deeply polarized today. Indeed, Levendusky and 
Malhotra (2016b, 386, table 2) find that Americans perceive twice as much 
polarization as exists in reality! This perceived polarization stems from the 
same underlying psychological dynamics as affective polarization itself: sub-
jects harbor a desire to differentiate the opposing party from their own party, 
so they perceive the other party to be more ideologically distant than they 
are in reality. Because both affective polarization and perceived polarization 
are driven by this same underlying psychological phenomenon, reducing af-
fective polarization should also decrease perceived polarization, and subjects 
should think there is more common ground and consensus (Armaly and 
Enders 2021).

Note that this implies that perceived polarization and affective polariza-
tion are likely endogenous to one another. Perceived polarization (or more 
exactly, misperceptions and false polarization) fuels partisan animosity, as I 
argued earlier in the chapter. But then as animus increases, individuals feel 
more of a need to psychologically distance themselves from the disliked other 
party, so animosity increases perceived polarization. But when animus is re-
duced, perceived polarization will also fall, so that should limit the growth of 
animus in the future.

This is not simply a matter of misperception; rather, it speaks to the 
broader issue of whether compromise is possible with the other side. Such 
common ground is important not only because it corrects misperceptions, 
but because it also changes the signal voters send to political elites (Gutmann 
and Thompson 2012). If the parties are hopelessly polarized and divided, 
there’s little to be gained from searching for bipartisanship, and no incentive 
for elites to work together. But if voters perceive common ground, there is 
room for compromise, and hence an incentive for legislators to find biparti-
san solutions.

Common Ground Hypothesis: Efforts to reduce affective polarization will 
also increase perceptions of common ground between the parties, and de-
crease perceived polarization.

Second, individuals should also become less likely to adopt their party’s 
issue positions, a process known as party cue- taking (Zaller 1992). While 
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much cue- taking occurs because individuals follow their party’s leaders (Lenz 
2012), in an era of elite polarization cue- taking may also stem from rejecting 
the other party’s positions. For example, during the 2008 election, Nichol-
son (2012) found that when President Obama endorsed an immigration bill, 
Republicans opposed it, but an endorsement from President Bush or Sena-
tor McCain had no effect on their opinions. The exact opposite was true of 
Democrats— Obama’s endorsement had no effect, but an endorsement by 
McCain or Bush led them to oppose it (see esp. 57, figure 2). In essence, cues 
from the other party serve as “anti- cues” of what not to do (Levendusky and 
Malhotra 2016a; Pierce and Lau 2019). So even if voters ultimately adopt their 
own party’s position on the issue, it may be because it is the opposite of what 
the other party proposed (see also Merkley and Stecula 2020; Lelkes 2021; 
Goren, Federico, and Kittilson 2009).

This is, of course, a very similar logic to that of affective polarization— a 
desire to differentiate oneself from the disliked out- group— so affective polar-
ization should drive party cue- taking (Druckman et al. 2021). Indeed, as Lel-
kes (2018) documents, as partisan animus rises, so too does party cue- taking, 
at least among those high in political sophistication (see also Bakker, Lelkes, 
and Malka 2020). When affective polarization falls, then, and voters view the 
other party less negatively, then they should be less repulsed by out- party 
cues, and hence less likely to unreflexively adopt their party’s position on the 
issues. Reducing affective polarization should also reduce party cue- taking.18

But reducing such cue- taking has an important implication, as it is one 
of the primary drivers of increased levels of party sorting and ideological 
polarization in the electorate (Levendusky 2009; Lenz 2012). Earlier work 
highlights how ideological polarization helps to fuel affective polarization 
(e.g., Rogowski and Sutherland 2016), but this reverse possibility has been 
largely overlooked— affective polarization can also lead to ideological polar-
ization. Affective polarization, ideological polarization, and party sorting are 
therefore very strongly linked to one another in ways not fully appreciated 
heretofore.

Party Cue- Taking Hypothesis: Efforts to reduce affective polarization will 
also reduce partisan cue- taking.

But this cue- taking shift also suggests that there is another, even broader 
implication: reducing affective polarization should also increase partisan am-
bivalence, and therefore reduce partisan motivated reasoning. Partisan am-
bivalence is “a disjuncture between an individual’s long- term identification 
with a political party and his or her short- term evaluations of the parties’ 
capacities to govern and deliver benefits to the public” (Lavine, Johnston, and 
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Steenbergen 2012, 3, emphasis in original). Normally, most partisans are uni-
valent partisans: they believe that their own party is best able to govern the 
country and handle the most pressing issues of the day. Given this, they feel 
positively toward their own party, and negatively toward the other party, so 
their identity and evaluations align (hence the name univalent). But ambiva-
lent partisans are those for whom this is not true: they realize that either their 
own party is responding poorly to a crisis (say, Republicans in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Katrina), or that the other party is doing an exceptionally good 
job at governance (say, Democrats during the peace and prosperity of the 
Eisenhower years). They are ambivalent because they feel either negatively 
toward their own party, positively toward the opposing party, or both.

Affective polarization is, not surprisingly, tied to partisan univalence— 
those who are more affectively polarized like their own party more and (es-
pecially) dislike the opposition more (Druckman and Levendusky 2019). But 
when affective polarization falls, individuals should be less likely to feel ani-
mus toward the other party, given that affective polarization is grounded in 
negative out- party sentiments. As affective polarization falls, partisans there-
fore should become less univalent, and more ambivalent.

This might seem to be a minor point, but it is not: as Lavine, Johnston, 
and Steenbergen (2012) demonstrate, it is univalent partisans, not ambivalent 
ones, who engage in partisan motivated reasoning. Partisan motivated rea-
soning is the tendency of individuals to interpret the political world in ways 
that are consistent with their partisanship (i.e., they are motivated to defend 
their partisan priors; see Leeper and Slothuus 2014). Empirically, this means 
that individuals uncritically accept arguments from their own party and reject 
them from the opposition (Druckman, Peterson, and Slothuus 2013), reinter-
pret reality in ways that portray their party in a good light (Schaffner and Luks 
2018), and selectively give credit or blame to political actors for their successes 
and failures (Bisgaard 2019). Simply put, partisan motivated reasoning allows 
citizens to reinterpret the world through partisan- colored glasses. Ambiva-
lence undercuts this tendency: it “promotes open- mindedness, doubt, and a 
willingness to think through alternative courses of action” (Lavine, Johnston, 
and Steenbergen 2012, 220), and hence helps individuals become “good” citi-
zens. If reducing affective polarization fosters greater partisan ambivalence, 
then that in turn should mitigate partisan motivated reasoning more gener-
ally, with significant implications for politics more broadly.

Partisan Ambivalence Hypothesis: Efforts to reduce affective polarization 
will also increase partisan ambivalence, especially for attitudes about the other 
party.
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s u m m a r y  o f  t h e  h y p o t h e s e s

Table 2.1 provides a summary of all six key hypotheses that I will test in sub-
sequent chapters, with an indication of the chapter in which I test each one of 
them, as well as the different types of data used to test them.

The next set of chapters test the three main strategies I document here, and  
examine how each one of them does— or does not— actually reduce affective 

ta b l e  2 . 1 .  Hypotheses Tested in This Book

 
Hypothesis Name

 
Argument

Chapter  
Tested In

 
Data Sources Used to Test

Common Identity 
Hypothesis

Priming common identities 
shared by both Democrats and 
Republicans will reduce affective 
polarization.

3 + American Identity 
Experiment (SSI)

+ 2008 National 
Annenberg Election 
Study

+ Sports Fan Experiment 
(Bovitz Forthright)

Cross- Party Friendship 
Hypothesis

Reminding individuals that they 
have friends, family, and coworkers 
from the other party will reduce 
partisan animus. Such effects 
will be especially strong when 
the person is a close friend or is 
someone with whom they actually 
discuss politics.

4 + Pew Research Center 
American Trends Panel

+ Friendship Experiment 
(AmeriSpeak NORC)

+ Friendship Experiment 
(Bovitz Forthright)

Cross- Party Discussion 
Hypothesis

Bringing Democrats and 
Republicans together for a civil 
face- to- face discussion will reduce 
affective polarization relative to an 
apolitical or same- party political 
discussion.

5 + Cross- Party Discussion  
Experiment (Lab- in- 
the- Field)

Common Ground 
Hypothesis

Efforts to reduce affective 
polarization will also increase 
perceptions of common ground 
between the parties, and decrease 
perceived polarization.

6 + Friendship Experiment  
(AmeriSpeak NORC)

Partisan Ambivalence 
Hypothesis

Efforts to reduce affective 
polarization will also increase 
partisan ambivalence, especially 
for attitudes about the other party.

6 + Friendship Experiment 
(Bovitz Forthright)

Party Cue- Taking 
Hypothesis

Efforts to reduce affective 
polarization will also decrease 
the importance of respondent’s 
partisanship.

6 + Friendship Experiment  
(AmeriSpeak NORC)

+ Friendship Experiment  
(Bovitz Forthright)

Note: For each experiment, the vendor used to collect the data is given in parentheses.
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polarization. Chapter 3 examines the effects of common identities, chapter 4 
takes up the case of cross- party friendships, and chapter 5 explores the conse-
quences of cross- party discussion and dialogue.

To be clear, if all the strategies above do is simply reduce affective polar-
ization, that in and of itself is a valuable contribution, given the deleterious 
effects discussed in chapter 1. But if my argument is correct— and these other 
consequences also flow from it— then it becomes an even more important 
theoretical contribution. Chapter 6 takes up the question of the downstream 
effects of efforts to reduce affective polarization, and explores how they shape 
other behavior.

How Do I Evaluate These Claims?

But how will I actually test these hypotheses? While I have more to say about 
this in each chapter, it is worth having a brief discussion here of the book’s 
overall empirical strategy.

As demonstrated in table 2.1 above, I use both observational data and ex-
perimental data to evaluate these claims. Both have their strengths and weak-
nesses. The strength of observational datasets— like the 2008 National An-
nenberg Election Study data, or the Pew American Trends data— is that they 
come from the “real world,” so we do not have to worry about putting subjects 
in an artificial setting that they otherwise would never encounter (i.e., gener-
ating demand effects, though such effects are less common than many fear; 
see Mummolo and Peterson 2019). The downside is that, except in rare cases, 
we cannot be sure that we have pinned down cause and effect. For example, 
in the Pew American Trends data used in chapter 4, I show that those who 
have more friends from the other party have lower levels of animus toward 
it. But I cannot know which is the cause, and which is the effect: Is it that 
cross- party friendships reduce affective polarization, consistent with my ar-
gument above? Or instead is it that those who are low in affective polarization 
to begin with have more cross- party friendships? The answer is likely both 
(Pettigrew 1997). To be clear, such data are nevertheless extremely valuable, 
since they help to establish when effects can actually be detected outside of 
an experimental setting. But I need an additional type of data to help provide 
more definitive evidence to evaluate my core hypotheses.

To help show that it is the strategies that I outline above— and not some 
other factor— that lead to a reduction in affective polarization, I primarily rely 
throughout the book on a set of original experiments I designed for this proj-
ect. Here, that includes both a set of survey experiments and an original lab- 
in- the- field experiment conducted throughout the metropolitan Philadelphia 
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area. I use the lab- in- the- field experiment to test the Cross- Party Discussion 
Hypothesis in chapter 5 because it required physically bringing people to-
gether in person for face- to- face discussion, and hence could only be done 
with a more limited geographic scope.

The remaining experiments are all survey experiments conducted online. 
To carry them out, I used a variety of different vendors, including both opt- in 
Internet panels (from vendors such as SSI and Bovitz Forthright) and a prob-
ability sample from AmeriSpeak at the National Opinion Research Center. 
The latter is especially valuable, as it is a true random sample of the American 
public (for more on the AmeriSpeak sampling methodology, see Dennis 2018). 
With opt- in survey respondents, the concern is that participants are simply 
different from the general population somehow— for example, they likely have 
higher levels of political interest (Malhotra and Krosnick 2007; Yeager et al. 
2011). A random sample addresses this concern, because the people who take 
the study are randomly selected, rather than opting into it. The limitation, 
however, is that such studies are many times the cost of opt- in ones, so even 
with the generous support I received to conduct this research, I could only 
field one such study. Happily, its results are very consistent with the other 
samples I use elsewhere in the book, which helps to allay the concern that 
other experimental results are an artifact of simply using such non- random 
samples (though to be clear, one can never completely remove this concern). 
Indeed, the value of blending a variety of different sources— observational 
datasets, a lab- in- the- field experiment, opt- in and probability survey experi-
ments— is that I can leverage the strength of these different data sources and 
not rely on only one type of data.

Across these different data sources, I use a variety of different items to mea-
sure affective polarization. Because affective polarization is a complex subject, 
I use not one measure, but rather a series of measures, to capture it. In chap-
ter 1, I introduced the first (and most common) measure of partisan animus: 
individuals’ ratings of the opposing party on the 100- point feeling thermom-
eter scale. This is an invaluable metric not only for comparability with other 
studies, but also for ease of interpretation. But as I noted in chapter 1, it is 
unclear why anyone assigns (say) the Republican Party a particular rating: 
is it that they like President Trump? That they like the party’s emphasis on 
limited government? That they like the social groups they associated with the 
party, such as evangelical Christians? The answer is unclear. While feeling 
thermometers are incredibly useful, they are also limited.

Given this, I also use several other items in my experiments to try and 
capture other dimensions of partisan animosity (while the exact items differ 
slightly from study to study, this is the set of items used across experiments). 
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First, I use a set of trait ratings to get at how well various positive (open- 
minded, generous, patriotic, etc.) and negative (mean, selfish, etc.) adjectives 
describe each party (Garrett et al. 2014). Second, I use assessments of how 
much individuals trust the other party to do what is in the best interest of the 
nation. And finally, I use a set of social distance items, which measure how 
comfortable the respondent is interacting with those from the opposing party 
(the social distance items originally come from Bogardus 1959, and were 
named that long before that phrase came to mean something quite different 
within the context of the COVID- 19 pandemic).19 These items get at different 
dimensions of the underlying theoretical construct of partisan animus, and 
happily, they are all interrelated (Druckman and Levendusky 2019). These are 
also, by far, the most common set of measures in the literature (see the discus-
sion in Iyengar et al. 2019), and by using a similar set of items across studies, I 
can compare across them more easily (see the discussion in chapter 5).

Given the theoretical argument above that affective polarization is, at its 
core, about out- party animosity, I focus throughout the text on how people 
assess the other party— how warmly Democrats (Republicans) rate Repub-
licans (Democrats) on the feeling thermometer scale, how much they trust 
them, think that words like patriotic or trustworthy apply to them, and so forth. 
But some scholars prefer a slightly different measure: the gap between in- 
party and out- party ratings (e.g., Lelkes and Westwood 2017; Klar, Krupnikov, 
and Ryan 2018). The advantage of using this differenced measure is that it can 
help to address differences in how respondents use each item’s response scale 
(i.e., your rating of 50 degrees on a feeling thermometer may mean something 
different from what my rating of 50 degrees means; see Wilcox, Sigelman, and 
Cook 1989). I use the out- party measures throughout my analyses for two 
reasons. First, in this instance, the measurement point above is less relevant 
since I am interested in the treatment effects, and there is no reason to think 
that differential scale usage is correlated with a randomly assigned treatment. 
Second, the treatments I examine in this book aim to reduce out- party ani-
mus (moreso than to mitigate same- party support), and therefore looking at 
out- party ratings is the more theoretically relevant construct.20 That said, I 
have verified that I would obtain similar findings using this difference mea-
sure, so this does not influence my substantive conclusions. But now, with 
those preliminaries out of the way, it is time to test these hypotheses and see 
which, if any of them, are supported by the data.



3

Can Our Shared Identities Bridge the Partisan Divide?

One of the great challenges of becoming president is that you have to almost 
immediately overcome the fundamental divide generated by the election: 
while your party’s supporters will have cheered when you took the oath of 
office, those from the other party will have grimaced. The president’s first  
job is to bridge this divide and unite the country, bringing everyone together 
as one.

Especially in an age of polarization, that is not easy. But there are ways 
to accomplish this goal. One of the most powerful is to remind citizens of 
all parties that are we are in this together, and we share a common identity, 
and a common fate, as Americans. Recognizing this, presidential rhetoric has 
long echoed this notion, from Jefferson’s famous remark at his first inaugural 
address that “we are all Federalists, we are all Republicans,” to Truman’s call 
to put country ahead of party, to Reagan’s call to unite not as partisans but 
as Americans in common cause. President Obama’s rhetoric, time and again, 
called on Americans to find the better angels of our nature and build bridges 
with the other side. For example, speaking after the 2013 government shut-
down, he remarked that “we come from different parties, but we are Ameri-
cans first.  .  .  . Our regard for them [the American people] compels us all, 
Democrats and Republicans, to cooperate, and compromise, and act in the 
best interests of our nation— one nation, under God, indivisible with liberty 
and justice for all” (Obama 2013).

Given his background, and the unique moment in which he was elected, 
President Biden’s rhetoric has— perhaps even more than Obama’s— emphasized 
the power of American identity as an ideal that unites us. In his victory speech 
after he won the November 2020 presidential election, Biden invoked the 
logic of American identity when describing how he would govern: “I pledge 
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to be a President who seeks not to divide, but to unify. Who doesn’t see Red 
and Blue states, but a United States. . . . I ran as a proud Democrat. I will now 
be an American president. I will work as hard for those who didn’t vote for 
me as those who did” (Biden 2020). His inaugural address echoed that same 
theme, and called on Americans to “see each other not as adversaries, but as 
neighbors . . . [to] stop the shouting and lower the temperature” in our rheto-
ric and discourse (Biden 2021), a theme his presidential rhetoric continues  
to invoke.

It would be easy, especially in our current moment, to say that such flowery  
oratory ignores our harsh political reality. But to do so would be a mistake, 
as these calls for unity reflect a deep psychological insight: by highlighting a 
shared identity, they help to reduce the animosity between Democrats and 
Republicans (Gaertner and Dovidio 2000; Gaertner et al. 1989). Normally, 
Democrats and Republicans see each other as rivals competing for control of 
the government and the ability to set policy. But when the president, or any-
one else, primes their identity as Americans, and reminds them of their com-
mon bonds, they see the other side in a different light. They are no longer a 
rival partisan out- group, but members of a national in- group. As such, think-
ing of those from the other party as fellow Americans, rather than as partisan 
competitors, should reduce partisan animus; this is the logic of the Common 
Identity Hypothesis from chapter 2. In this chapter, I first test it using Ameri-
can identity, as it is among our strongest and most powerful identities; later 
in the chapter, I explore how other types of shared identities can also help to 
bridge the partisan divide.

Does American Identity Bridge the Partisan Divide?

To test the Common Identity Hypothesis, I designed an original survey exper-
iment. To prime American identity, those assigned to the treatment condition 
read an article celebrating America, modeled on Novarro (2014). Originally 
published on the Fourth of July, it outlines a set of reasons why Americans 
should be proud of their national identity— our system of government, our 
freedoms, our natural beauty, and so forth. After reading the article, subjects 
then write a brief paragraph reflecting on why they themselves are proud 
to identify as an American. Control group subjects read an apolitical article 
about a New Mexico cat library that allows office workers to borrow a cat to 
play with in their office (Mackie 2015), and then write an unrelated paragraph 
about the types of restaurants they like to visit and why (to mimic the length 
and format of the treatment condition). I recruited 1,729 respondents to take 
this experiment through Survey Sampling International (SSI; now known as 
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Dynata) between July 15 and July 18, 2015. These data are not a true random 
(probability) sample of the US population; rather, they come from an opt- in 
Internet panel (i.e., a set of respondents who sign up online to take surveys in 
exchange for small rewards). That said, using a non- probability sample here 
should not be a terribly important impediment to drawing valid conclusions, 
because American identity does not vary much by demographics, and be-
cause I also use other, more representative data (described below) to examine 
this hypothesis in other contexts.

As I discussed in chapter 2, I use a common set of items across experi-
ments to measure partisan animosity. In this analysis, I ask subjects to assess 
the other party using a feeling thermometer, as well as a trait battery, ask-
ing them to rate how well various adjectives (i.e., American, honest, trust-
worthy, etc.) describe those from the other party. Here and throughout the 
book, independents who lean toward one of the political parties are treated as 
partisans (Keith et al. 1992), and pure independents are excluded from these 
analyses (Levendusky 2010). I focus primarily on graphical analyses of my 
data, and as much as possible, relegate regression results to the appendix of 
each chapter. Readers interested in more detailed analyses of these particular 
data are referred to Levendusky (2018a), where they are experiment 1.

Before turning to an analysis of the treatment effects, it is worth consider-
ing why participants felt proud to be Americans— when given the opportu-
nity to write about this, what did they say in their open- ended responses? To 
do this, I had a research assistant code their answers and classify them into a 
set of categories; figure 3.1 displays this data. While respondents could list as 
many responses as they wanted to, most focused on one or two reasons they 
are proud to be an American.1

Not surprisingly, the modal answer is that Americans are proud of our 
freedoms— the fact that we have freedom of speech, freedom of the press, 
freedom of religion, and so forth. Indeed, more than half of respondents 
mention freedom as a core rationale for their pride in their national identity. 
Second, but far less popular (selected by 25 percent of respondents), was the 
idea that America is a land of opportunity: anyone who works hard enough 
can succeed here, they are not constrained by where they started in life, and 
they too can achieve the “American dream.”2 Those are— by far— the most 
common answers, which in and of itself is telling about the American creed 
and American identity.

The next set of answers— each of which was provided by approximately 
5– 10 percent of respondents— spoke of America’s diversity (i.e., America is 
a melting pot, we are a land of immigrants, etc.) or our system of govern-
ment and founding documents (especially the Constitution and the Bill of 
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f ig u r e  3.1. Sources of Pride in American Identity, 2015

Note: Bars show the percentage of respondents who listed a given category as a reason they were proud of their 
American identity. Because respondents could pick more than one category, the bars do not sum to 100 percent.
Source:  American Identity Experiment

Rights), or expressed patriotism. This last category is particularly interesting, 
as it typically did not say anything in particular, but rather simply stated that 
America is the best nation on earth, noted how proud the flag made them, 
and so forth— it is more a general sentiment than a specific argument. The 
other substantive rationales were pride in our economy (6 percent of subjects; 
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this was largely focused on American innovation and our standard of living), 
pride in our natural beauty (3 percent of subjects), or an answer that could 
not be coded into one of these categories (3 percent).

Fascinatingly, approximately 6 percent of subjects rejected the prime, and 
they noted that they were not proud of their American identity. These came 
from both the left and the right, invoking their shame in America’s legacy of 
slavery and racism, as well as claiming that America had lost its way, become a 
socialist nation, and so forth. I include these individuals in the analysis below, 
so the effects I estimate are really intent- to- treat (ITT) effects. If anything, 
these ITT estimates are a lower bound on the effects, as the treatment likely 
had no effect (or perhaps even increased affective polarization) for these indi-
viduals who rejected the treatment (though additional data would be needed 
to establish this point). As I note below, while American identity is a powerful 
identity, it is clearly not embraced with equal gusto by all Americans.

Looking across all these categories, however, the pattern is clear: Ameri-
cans have a variety of reasons why they are proud to be an American, focused 
largely on our national story: American is a nation born in freedom, and one 
where anyone can work hard and achieve success. The notion of America as 
a melting pot and a land of immigrants clearly also remains a core part of the 
American ethos. While the study was conducted prior to the Trump presi-
dency, by 2015 (when the study took place) immigration had already become 
a hot- button issue, suggesting that while it is divisive, it is also an important 
part of how Americans see themselves.

Regardless of what subjects wrote about, the key question is whether the 
treatment changed their levels of partisan animus. To begin, consider respon-
dents’ assessment of the other party on the feeling thermometer scale. If the 
Common Identity Hypothesis is correct, then I would expect to find that 
those in the treatment condition— who had their American identity primed 
and should have seen those from the other party as fellow Americans more 
than as rival partisans— should have rated the other party more positively 
than those in the control condition (who, given the political climate of 2015, 
likely will have rated the other party quite negatively). Figure 3.2 plots the dis-
tribution of feeling thermometer scores in both treatment and control groups 
to test this logic.3

Figure 3.2 follows a number of graphical conventions that I will use 
throughout the book. Here, the control group is shown in dark gray with 
a solid outline, while the treatment group is shown in light gray with a dot-
ted outline. The x- axis shows the feeling thermometer scores from 0 (coldest 
rating) to 100 (warmest rating), and the y- axis shows the relative number 
(density) of respondents who provided a given response, with higher values 



55c a n  o u r  s h a r e d  i d e n t i t i e s  b r i d g e  t h e  pa r t i s a n  d i v i d e ?

0 25 75 10050
Out−Party Feeling Thermometer

Control Treatment

f ig u r e  3.2. American Identity Improves Out- Party Feeling Thermometer Ratings
Note:  The distribution of out- party feeling thermometer ratings for control group respondents is given in 
dark gray; the corresponding data for treated subjects is in light gray.
Source:  American Identity Experiment

indicating that more people gave that response. Here we can see that in the 
control condition, most respondents rated the other party quite negatively:  
the modal response was a rating at 0 degrees, the coldest rating, which 13 per -
cent of respondents in the control condition gave. Further, 50 percent of sub-
jects in the control condition rated the other party at 20 degrees or lower, 
reinforcing my expectations: absent any intervention, partisans have consid-
erable animus for those from the other party.

But what happened to those in the treatment condition? Here, responses 
were quite different. While many respondents still rated the other party at the 
low end of the feeling thermometer scale, the distribution shifted markedly to 
the right, and many respondents gave warmer evaluations of the other party. 
On average, subjects in the treatment condition rated those from the other 
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party six degrees warmer than those in the control condition (p < 0.01), a 
one- quarter of a standard deviation difference.

This treatment effect is immediately visible in figure 3.2. Note that there 
are far fewer responses at the coldest end of the scale, and far more responses 
at 50 degrees or higher. For example, the number of ratings of the other party 
at 0 degrees— the coldest rating— fell by 25 percent, from 13 percent in the 
control condition to only 9 percent in the treatment condition (p < 0.05). Not 
only did the number of cold ratings fall; the number of warm ratings rose. Rat-
ings of 50 degrees (neutral) or warmer grew from only 19 percent of respon-
dents in the control condition to 28 percent in the treatment condition, an 
increase of nearly 50 percent. This provides us with strong initial evidence in 
favor of the Common Identity Hypothesis: priming American identity— and 
thinking of the other party as fellow Americans rather than rival partisans— 
decreased animus and improved attitudes toward them.

Looking at figure 3.2, readers might wonder if there is any partisan hetero-
geneity: were Democrats or Republicans especially moved by the treatment? 
What about by strong versus weak partisans? The answer, perhaps surpris-
ingly, is no, not only for the feeling thermometer item, but also for the other 
items used in this study— for many different subgroups, the story is the same. 
This finding was replicated throughout the analyses in the book, and except 
in a few instances clearly noted in the text, the story was one of homogeneous 
effects, not heterogeneous ones. I therefore pooled Democrats and Repub-
licans, as well as strong, weak, and leaning partisans, together in my analy-
ses throughout the book.4 Overall, the story is one where all respondents— 
Democrats and Republicans, weak partisans and strong— respond similarly 
to the treatments.

Figure 3.2 tells a clear story about the reduction of animus from this treat-
ment, but it is worth commenting more generally on the effect size from this 
treatment, as the same point arises in later experiments as well. Here, the 
modal response in both the treatment and control groups is to rate the other 
party at 0 degrees, and the average rating in the treatment condition is still a 
relatively chilly 31 degrees— warmer certainly than in the control condition, 
but still not especially warm. While the effects of the treatment are real, they 
are modest rather than massive. This makes good sense, as this is brief and 
relatively simple treatment, and it would be unrealistic to expect a wholesale 
change in attitudes as a result. As I noted in earlier chapters, these treatments 
are about reducing animus, not eliminating it.

That said, these reductions in animus are important and substantively 
meaningful. To help grasp their magnitude, consider the data on the over- 
time feeling thermometer ratings presented in figure 1.1. Between 2016 and 
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2020, out- party feeling thermometer ratings fell by 6 degrees (from 25 to  
19 degrees, using only the online respondents for consistency). Here, I found 
that the American identity prime increased feeling thermometer ratings by  
6 degrees, so the treatment effect is equivalent to turning back the clock from 
2020 to 2016, before Trump’s election. To be clear, such a move would not 
eradicate animus, but it represents an important change in it. My treatments 
do not cure partisan animosity, but they do ameliorate it.

The evidence above demonstrates that priming American identity im-
proves out- party feeling thermometer ratings, but does it also improve trait 
ratings of the other party? Subjects were asked how well eight adjectives 
described the other party: American, intelligent, honest, generous, open- 
minded, hypocritical, selfish, and mean. For each item, respondents could 
select one of five responses: “not at all well,” “not too well,” “somewhat well,” 
“very well,” or “extremely well.” If the Common Identity Hypothesis is cor-
rect, then when a respondent has their American identity primed, they 
should think that the positive traits (American, intelligent, honest, generous, 
open- minded) better describe those from the other party, and the negative 
traits (hypocritical, selfish, and mean) are less applicable. In an earlier pub-
lication, I showed that the treatment improved these trait ratings on average 
by one- fifth of a standard deviation (Levendusky 2018a, 64, table 1). But to 
better unpack what that means substantively, consider the responses to one 
particular item: how well “intelligent” describes to the other party. Figure 3.3 
shows the distribution of responses to this item in both the treatment and 
control conditions.

Figure 3.3 shows clear graphical evidence of the treatment effects noted 
above. In both conditions, the modal response is that intelligent described the 
other party “somewhat well”— 35 percent of subjects in both conditions felt 
this way. But in the treatment condition, far more subjects thought that the 
term intelligent described the other party “very well” or “extremely well.” In 
the control condition, only 16 percent and 8 percent of subjects gave these rat-
ings, but that jumped to 22 percent and 11 percent in the treatment condition, 
an increase of 38 percent. Likewise, those who say that intelligent described 
the other party “not at all well” or “not too well” fell by 18 percent (from  
39 percent to 32 percent). Clearly, treated subjects rated the other party more 
positively.5

So far, the evidence above is consistent with the Common Identity Hy-
pothesis, but nothing there can directly speak to the particular mechanism 
underlying it. If this hypothesis is correct, then the treatment should also 
make respondents more likely to say “American” is an apt description of those 
from the other party (after all, it is their shared American identity that is 
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driving these effects). Figure 3.4 shows the distribution of responses to this 
item in both conditions.

Here, we see that even in the control condition, most respondents thought 
that American does a good job of describing those from the other party. But 
note that, relative to those in the control condition, treated subjects were 
more likely to say that American described the other party “very well” or 
“extremely well” (an increase of 16 percent), and less likely to say it described 
the other party “not at all well” or “not too well” (a decrease of 30 percent). By 
priming American identity, Americans saw the other party as more Ameri-
can, exactly as the Common Identity Hypothesis predicted. Of course, one 
cannot really prove a particular mechanism (Bullock, Green, and Ha 2010), 
but this evidence is certainly consistent with my underlying argument. When 
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American identity is primed, subjects come to view those from the other 
party as more American, and indeed, view them more positively along a 
number of different dimensions.

The evidence from this experiment is clear: American identity can serve 
as a bridge between the parties, uniting them rather than dividing them. But 
of course, this is just one experiment, with a single manipulation used to 
prime American identity. In particular, this is a strong treatment (containing 
both a newspaper article and a brief writing task) that also conflates Ameri-
can identity with pride in that identity (by asking subjects what makes them 
proud to be American). Would other primes, especially weaker ones, pro-
duce similar results? The results in Levendusky (2018a) speak directly to this 
point. In that study, I conducted two additional experiments with different, 
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and weaker, treatments to explore the robustness of these findings. In one 
experiment, I simply had respondents complete the free writing task on why 
they were proud to be American (without first reading the newspaper ar-
ticle), and in the other, I had them answer a few close- ended items about 
whether they saw themselves as Americans (without reading any articles or 
completing any writing task). The results from both of these experiments 
confirmed the results above: even a weaker prime of American identity had 
similar effects on reducing affective polarization. American identity helps to 
bridge the partisan divide.

Evidence from Outside the Experimental Context

The analysis above provides strong experimental evidence in support of the 
Common Identity Hypothesis. But do these effects extend beyond the ex-
perimental context— can I find evidence of them in the “real world”? To do 
so, I need to find some event that exogenously increases American identity. 
Happily, there is a real- world event that does so: America’s Independence 
Day, July 4. The day is a celebration of America, and many Americans com-
memorate the day by displaying national symbols such as the American flag, 
attending parades, and singing patriotic songs. As a result, Americans feel 
more American on that day (Madestam and Yanagizawa- Drott 2012). July 4 
therefore serves as a natural experiment to test this hypothesis, and allows me 
to gather valuable non- experimental evidence of these effects.

To examine the effects of the July 4 holiday, I turn to the 2008 National 
Annenberg Election Study (NAES) Online Panel, which interviewed over 
30,000 re  spondents during the course of the 2008 campaign. Not only is this 
dataset extremely large, allowing me to search for small effects; the inter-
view date is also randomly assigned within wave, so that there should be no 
systematic differences between the subjects who respond to the survey near 
July 4 and those who answer it at other times (see Johnston 2008 for more 
on the NAES design). Here, I use the responses from wave 3 of the NAES 
panel, which interviewed subjects between April and August 2008. Because 
the Democratic Party primaries in 2008 ran until early June, responses before 
June could be different from those that come afterward (due to learning about 
the candidates in the Democratic primary). To avoid this potential confound, 
I focus my analyses on those interviewed between June and August. Unfortu-
nately, the NAES does not include party feeling thermometers, but they did 
ask respondents to rate Barack Obama and John McCain, the major- party 
nominees, on the feeling thermometer scale. As Lelkes, Sood, and Iyengar 



61c a n  o u r  s h a r e d  i d e n t i t i e s  b r i d g e  t h e  pa r t i s a n  d i v i d e ?

(2017) demonstrate, these candidate feeling thermometer ratings closely track 
party feeling thermometers, so this should not be a significant limitation to 
my analysis (see the supplemental appendix of Levendusky 2018a for more on 
this point). So here, I examine how Democrats (Republicans) rate McCain 
(Obama) on the feeling thermometer scale, and whether those responses are 
more positive for those interviewed near July 4.

My expectation is that those interviewed “close” to July 4 will evaluate the 
other party’s nominee more positively. But what does “close” mean? The an-
swer is unclear, so in Levendusky (2018a), I operationalized this difference in a 
wide variety of different ways. Here, for the sake of simplicity, I say that those 
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Note:  Out- party candidate feeling thermometer ratings for those interviewed in the three- day window 
around July 4 are given in light gray; the data for those in the comparison windows in June/August are 
given in dark gray.
Source:  2008 National Annenberg Election Study Online Panel
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who were interviewed in a three- day window around July 4 were interviewed 
close to the holiday, and I compare them to those interviewed in similar three- 
day windows earlier and later in the summer. Figure 3.5 shows the results.

Here, we see results similar to those in figure 3.2 above— on average, for 
those interviewed close to July 4, feeling thermometer ratings increased by 
roughly 3.6 degrees (p < 0.05), and that shift was driven by fewer ratings at the 
coldest end of the scale, and more ratings at 50 degrees and higher. Of course, 
this is just one potential operationalization of closeness to July 4; there are 
many others. In the earlier publication (Levendusky 2018a), I showed that a 
variety of different operationalizations of this concept— windows of various 
sizes, as well as measuring the number of days or weeks from the holiday— 
give substantively similar results. Measured many different ways, those inter-
viewed around Independence Day feel warmer toward the other party.6

But is this the only time when national sentiments rise? Fortuitously, there 
is another time when I can examine the effects of priming national identity: 
the 2008 Beijing Summer Olympics.7 The Olympics are structured around 
competition between nations, where individuals march with their country’s 
flag, compete under their country’s banner, and wear uniforms bearing their 
country’s national colors. As a result, the Olympics increase a sense of national 
identity among viewers (Elling, Van Hilvoorde, and Van Den Dool 2014), espe-
cially during salient events, such as when their nation does particularly well in 
the medal count (Van Hilvoorde, Elling, and Stovkis 2010).8 The 2008 Beijing 
Summer Olympics featured a particularly noteworthy event for Americans: 
the weekend of August 15– 17, when Michael Phelps won his sixth, seventh, 
and eighth Olympic gold medals in the Beijing games, which approached, 
tied, and then broke Mark Spitz’s 1972 record for most gold medals won by an 
individual athlete in a single Olympics. This historic event, widely covered in 
the US press, should bring all Americans together around this achievement, 
thereby priming American identity and reducing partisan animus. To assess 
this effect, I compare the effect among those interviewed over that weekend 
(August 15– 17) to the effect among those interviewed on the weekend that pre-
ceded the start of the Olympic games. Figure 3.6 presents these results.

The results here directly parallel those in figures 3.2 and 3.5 above: sub-
jects interviewed during Phelps’s gold medal weekend— which should prime 
American identity— view the other party’s nominee more positively. Here, the 
average feeling thermometer rating for the other party’s candidate increased 
by 4.8 degrees (p < 0.05), ratings at 0 degrees fell considerably (by 20 percent), 
and those at 50 degrees or warmer rose notably (by 25 percent). Much like 
July 4, a record- breaking Olympic result can bring us together as a nation and 
bind us as one, reducing hostility toward those from the other party.
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Out−Party Candidate Feeling Thermometer

Weekend before the Olympics Phelps Medal Weekend
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f ig u r e  3.6. Olympic Victories Reduce Out- Party Animus
Note:  Out- party candidate feeling thermometer ratings for those interviewed on Michael Phelps’s record- 
breaking weekend are given in light gray; the data for those interviewed just before the Olympic games 
are given in dark gray.
Source:  2008 National Annenberg Election Study Online Panel

Overall, then, in both instances— July 4 and the Olympic games— I find 
strong non- experimental evidence buttressing my experimental findings. 
When we come to see those from the other party as fellow Americans, rather 
than as rival partisans, we view them more positively. American identity can 
serve as a powerful bridge to those from the other side of the aisle.

Does American Identity Still Bind Us Together?

The data so far in this chapter suggest that priming American identity reduces 
partisan animosity. But all of those data— both the experimental data and the 
NAES data— were collected before Donald Trump’s term in office. President 
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Trump’s tenure in office might have eliminated the power of this sort of 
prime, for two related sets of reasons. First, past political leaders have used 
American identity as a bridge beyond politics, as the discussion at the start of 
the chapter suggests. Trump, however, did not. He was a divider, not a uniter 
(to use Jacobson’s 2006 phrasing); his instinct was to cast blame and em-
phasize our differences rather than our similarities (Leibovich 2020). When 
former President George W. Bush called for Americans to come together 
and avoid partisanship in response to the COVID- 19 pandemic, President 
Trump mocked him (Baker 2020a). When evaluating the nation’s response to  
COVID- 19, racial justice, or really any other topic, “Trump regularly divides 
the country into the parts that support him and the parts that do not, reward-
ing the former and reproving the latter” (Baker 2020b).

Trump’s politicization of the July 4 holiday— holding a military parade in 
2019 and a de facto campaign rally in 2020 at Mount Rushmore— exemplified 
this tendency. Normally, July 4 is a day to celebrate all Americans, but Trump 
instead took it as an opportunity to attack his opponents. In his Mount Rush-
more address, Trump argued that “our nation is witnessing a merciless cam-
paign to wipe out our history, defame our heroes, erase our values and indoc-
trinate our children,” linking these efforts to his 2020 rival, Joe Biden (Karni 
2020).

Second, Trump’s rhetoric has— time and again— linked American iden-
tity with Whiteness. His campaign narrative calling to “Make America Great 
Again” seeks a return to a world where White Americans— particularly White 
men— held unquestioned political power in this country. Trump’s arguments 
are about activating the fear of “the erosion of the ability to define main-
stream America as white,” as Ashley Jardina succinctly put it (Chotiner 2019). 
For example, he emphasized his desire for immigrants from Norway and 
other European countries rather than “sh**hole” countries like Haiti (Dawsey 
2018), told several prominent non- White Congresswomen to “go back” to 
their home countries, despite the fact that all but one of them were born in 
the United States (Sonmez and Bade 2019), and gave what many heard as tacit 
support for a widely disparaged white supremacist group (the Proud Boys) 
during the first presidential debate in 2020 (Timberg and Dwoskin 2020). 
Trump’s rhetoric linked and activated racialized understandings of American 
identity (Smith and King 2021), drawing on long- standing tropes that Whites 
are the quintessential Americans (Devos and Banaji 2005).

Given the ways in which Trump has manipulated American identity, this 
raises the possibility that it may no longer serve to bridge the partisan divide. 
Instead, the appeal may only work for Republicans and White respondents, 
because Trump effectively defines them as Americans (and removes others 
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from that in- group). It is therefore worth considering the effectiveness of the 
prime overall, as well as its effects by race and party, in a more recent sample. 
In the experiments analyzed earlier in the chapter, the prime worked for all 
Americans, and there were no differential effects by race or party, but that 
homogeneity may no longer hold.

Beyond simply replicating the American Identity prime used in the ear-
lier experiments, I propose an additional treatment to further probe the lim-
its of using our shared bonds to overcome animus.9 This is not an identity 
per se, but a collective memory of a time when Americans came together as 
one. Over time, societies form a collective memory of an event, and how we 
remember an event is, in many ways, more important for our politics than 
what actually happened (Edy 2006). Events that we remember as moment 
of national unity could be another effective mechanism for overcoming dis-
sensus by triggering a recollection of a time when divisions were subsumed 
by appeals to national unity. This is, effectively, an indirect route to priming 
national identity (by triggering the memory of a specific event, rather than 
the general concept of national identity).

There are a number of examples of such events in the American past. 
The Olympic games are a perennial source of these events, from the famous 
“Miracle on Ice” in 1980, to Mary Lou Retton’s gold medal in 1984, to Michael 
Phelps’s record- breaking eight gold medals in 2008, as I discussed above. 
Military victories— such as World War II and the Cold War— also serve as 
powerful reminders of national unity.

Here, I investigate whether evoking the memory of the aftermath of 9/11 
can trigger this sense of national unity. In the wake of that tragedy, members 
of Congress locked arms across party lines and sang “God Bless America” on 
the steps of the Capitol, and ordinary Americans rushed in record numbers 
to volunteer, donate blood and money, and help those who were affected by 
the attacks. The increased salience of such national unity pushed President 
Bush (temporarily) to the highest approval rating on record (Kam and Ramos 
2008) at 90 percent, according to Gallup,10 and pride in American identity to 
reach an all- time high (Brenan 2019).

Americans collectively remember the time after those attacks in a similar 
way. Every year around September 11, there are renewed calls to rediscover 
this sense of unity and to come together to solve our common problems. 
Such articles have appeared in major papers, such as the Washington Post 
(Dvorak 2020) and the Wall Street Journal (Henninger 2011), as well as scores 
of smaller, more regional outlets (see, e.g., Falce 2020, Gainesville Times 2020). 
Priming this post- 9/11 unity, therefore, may also heighten national identity 
and reduce animus toward the other party. Here, to parallel the article used to 
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prime American national identity, I adapted an article about how the nation’s 
post- 9/11 unity should inspire us to come together once again (Cobern 2020).

To measure out- party animus, I replicated the items from my earlier 
study— the feeling thermometer ratings and trait ratings of the other party— 
and also ask an additional item, how much respondents trust in the other 
party to act in the country’s best interest. I tested these hypotheses in a study 
using respondents from the Bovitz Forthright Panel collected between Octo-
ber 5 and October 13, 2020. This is a particularly strong test of my argument, 
as it occurs not only during the Trump era, but also in the final month of a 
highly competitive presidential election. If the prime works even here, it is a 
testament to its power to bridge the partisan divide.

As before, prior to examining the treatment effects I had a research as-
sistant go through and code the open- ended responses about why respon-
dents were proud of their American identity, using the same coding scheme I 
used for the original experiment. These responses are presented in figure 3.7. 
There is a great deal of continuity, but also some change, in these responses 
relative to the patterns seen in figure 3.1 using the data from the original 2015 
experiment. As before, the modal answer was that Americans are proud to 
be American because of our freedoms (50 percent), with the idea of opportu-
nity (the American dream) coming in second (30 percent). But the third an-
swer was markedly different— now it was those who were not proud of their 
American identity (12 percent). In 2015, only about 6 percent of respondents 
rejected the prompt, but here that figure doubled. This suggests that Ameri-
can identity may be more contested in 2020 than it was in earlier eras.

Why were respondents not proud of their American identity? Their rea-
sons fell into three roughly equally sized groups. The first group pointed to 
the structural racism in America, especially in light of the disproportionate 
impact of the coronavirus pandemic on racial and ethnic minorities, as well 
as the deaths of many Black Americans, such as Breonna Taylor and George 
Floyd, at the hands of the police; these themes were acutely highlighted dur-
ing that summer’s Black Lives Matter protests. A second group pointed to the 
corrosive effects of the Trump presidency and the ways in which he damaged 
American democracy (Carey et al. 2019), especially with his claims that he 
would only lose the upcoming 2020 election if there was voter fraud (a false 
claim Trump repeated again and again after the election, even after the tragic 
events of January 6 and his second impeachment). Finally, the last group 
pointed to a litany of other problems, most notably the rising cost of a col-
lege education, health care, and the explosion in income inequality in recent 
decades.
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f ig u r e  3.7. Sources of Pride in American Identity, 2020

Note:  Bars show the percentage of respondents who listed a given category as a reason they were proud 
of their American identity. Because respondents could pick more than one category, the bars do not sum 
to 100 percent.
Source:  2020 American Identity Experiment
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But it was not simply that more people were not proud of their American 
identity: in 2020, these responses took on a distinct partisan cast. In 2015, 
there were no significant differences between the parties in the rate at which 
they rejected the prompt and said that they were not proud of their American 
identity. But in 2020, there was a marked difference: 85 percent of those who 
rejected the prompt were Democrats. This is the first hint that the prime may 
be a less effective bridge in 2020 than it was in 2015.

Table 3.1 presents the results of my experiment to test whether American 
identity still reduces affective polarization. The table presents a seemingly 
happy picture, as it appears that both the original American identity prime 
and the 9/11 prime both lessened animus. The results in the first column show 
the effects of the treatments on an index of all three affective polarization 
measures included in this study (α=0.82), with higher values indicating lower 
levels of partisan animus. The remaining three columns show the effects on 
each of the individual measures: out- party feeling thermometers, out- party 
trait ratings, and out- party trust (again, scaled so that higher values indicate 
lower levels of animus). Both the index and the individual measures indi-
cate that both treatments mitigated partisan animus. Even in the Trump era, 
American identity helped to bridge the partisan divide.11

Fascinatingly, there was also no significant difference in the effective-
ness of the two treatments. While the effect of the 9/11 treatment on trait 
ratings and trust fell just shy of conventional levels of statistical significance, 

ta b l e  3 . 1 .  Treatment Effects of Trump- Era Common Identity Primes

AP Index Out- Party FT Out- Party Traits Out- Party Trust

Constant  0.313*** 16.123*** 2.222*** 1.654***
(0.006) (0.794) (0.032) (0.033)

American Identity 
Prime  0.019** 2.392** 0.101** 0.079*

(0.009) (1.153) (0.046) (0.047)
9/11 Prime  0.015* 2.591** 0.061 0.029

(0.009) (1.143) (0.046) (0.047)
American Identity 

Prime
More Effective?  

N N N N

p- value   0.62 0.87 0.39 0.3
N  1988 1958 1988 1984
R- Squared   0.003 0.003 0.002 0.001

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: 2020 American Identity Experiment
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ta b l e  3 . 2 .  Racial & Partisan Heterogeneous Effects, Trump- Era Identity 
Primes

Type of Heterogeneity:

Race Partisanship

Constant  0.343*** 0.315***
(0.012) (0.008)

American Identity Prime  - 0.010 0.030**
(0.018) (0.012)

9/11 Prime  - 0.013 0.024**
(0.017) (0.012)

White Respondent  - 0.039***
(0.014)

American Identity*White  0.039*
(0.021)

9/11 Prime*White  0.037*
(0.020)

Democrat  - 0.004
(0.012)

American Identity*Democrat  - 0.022
(0.017)

9/11 Prime*Democrat  - 0.018
(0.017)

Non- White/Dem Treat Effect?  
(Amer. Iden.)  N N

p- value  0.62 0.87
Non- White/Dem Treat Effect? (9/11)  N N
p- value  0.39 0.3
N  1986 1988
R- Squared   0.007 0.007

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard errors 
in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: 2020 American Identity Experiment

the effect could not be differentiated from the effect of the American iden-
tity prime (Gelman and Stern 2006). In the rows labeled “American Iden-
tity Prime More Effective?” and “p- value,” I give the p- value from the test 
of the null hypothesis that the two treatments were equally efficacious.12 In 
every case, I fail to reject the null hypothesis. Priming American identity and 
priming the unity in the aftermath of 9/11 both worked to lessen the partisan 
divide, and did so to a similar extent. Table 3.1 presents a salubrious finding 
for our democratic politics: even when the president works to divide us, our 
national identity still serves as a powerful balm to help reduce inflamed par-
tisan passions.
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But before celebrating too much, I need to examine whether there were 
heterogeneous effects by race or party— perhaps American identity was a 
more powerful tonic for some groups than for others, and hence this aggre-
gate effect may have masked important heterogeneity. Table 3.2 presents the 
results testing for heterogeneous treatment effects by race and by party. Con-
sistent with the concern I expressed above, we see here that the treatment 
was more efficacious for Republicans and White respondents. For simplicity, 
I only present results here for the combined index of affective polarization, 
but the results look very similar for the individual items. Indeed, if I exam-
ine whether the treatment effect for non- White or Democratic respondents 
could be differentiated from 0,13 I find that it could not (see the middle por-
tion of the table). That paints the results in table 3.1 in a different light: I found 
an overall effect of both primes, but that was due to effects among White re-
spondents and among Republicans. In the Trump era— unlike earlier eras— 
there is clear evidence of differential treatment effects in response to appeals 
to American identity.

This is consistent with the findings in figure 3.7 above about why indi-
viduals were not proud of their American identity in 2020: systemic racism, 
Trump’s actions as president, and other problems in America such as the ris-
ing cost of college education and health care. These are all factors dispropor-
tionately cited by Democrats, rather than Republicans, so it is perhaps no 
surprise that the prime is less effective for Democrats and non- White voters. 
For Whites and Republicans (identities that are obviously linked in an era of 
socially sorted parties; see Mason 2018), their American identity was still seen 
in overwhelmingly positive terms, and it reminded them of unity and coming 
together for a common purpose. But for people of color, and for Democrats, 
the experience was quite different: they saw American identity as politicized, 
with more negative overtones, and hence the prime divided rather than uni-
fied them. To be clear, animus still fell overall, and that is a valuable finding. 
But that decrease was due to shifts in a particular subgroup.

This highlights how American identity works to unify the country only 
if the president— and other political leaders— work to use that identity as a 
bridge. If American identity becomes politicized and/or racialized, it becomes 
just another political symbol, and it loses its power to unite us all as one. This 
highlights the fragility of these appeals: while they worked in the past, it was 
because past presidents sought to reach across the aisle and bring us together 
as one. If leaders no longer do that, then their effectiveness wanes. The obvi-
ous solution is to have leaders speak to what unites us and brings us together 
across party lines. But even if they do— as President Biden has done— it may 
not be enough. Once an identity like this has become politicized, the damage 
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is long- lasting. That does not mean that American identity cannot bring us 
together— I discuss this point more in the conclusion to this chapter, as well 
as the final chapter of the book— but it certainly complicates its cross- party 
appeal.

Are There Other Identities That Can Bridge the Partisan Divide?

So far, I have tested the Common Identity Hypothesis by evaluating the power 
of American identity to bridge the partisan divide. But the underlying theo-
retical argument was focused on common identities more generally, not just 
superordinate identities such as American identity. If the hypothesis is cor-
rect, then shared identities beyond our national identity should also lessen 
partisan animosity.

But what identities do Democrats and Republicans share? As I illustrated 
in chapter 1, sports fandom is a salient— and widely shared— identity across 
party lines. If (say) a Democratic Green Bay Packers fan meets a Republican 
Packers fan, then their shared passion for the Packers should mitigate some 
of the partisan animus they would otherwise feel for one another. Indeed, as 
George Dorfman, the author of Superfans, an account of die- hard sports fans, 
notes, sports team identity is “one of the few things left in our society that 
bridges our divides” (New Yorker 2018).

More generally, sports team fandom is crucial to many Americans’ lives. 
Americans spend over $56 billion per year attending live sporting events 
(O’Brien 2017), and that does not count the billions more spent on branded 
apparel, cable packages to receive sports channels, and so forth. Sports fans 
don their team’s colors, tattoo their bodies with their team’s logo, and see their 
team identifications as an important part of their self- conception (Heere and 
James 2007). They work references to their teams not only into their everyday 
lives, but even into life’s most significant rituals, like weddings and funerals 
(Cottingham 2012). Indeed, identifying with a sports team is a quintessential 
example of social group identification, and much like other types of social 
identity, team fandom serves as an in- group/out- group boundary (Wan and 
Branscombe 1993).

Prior work suggests that such fandom can be politically consequential as 
well. Harrison and Michelson (2017) show that messages from athletes and 
sports league officials supporting same- sex marriage persuade their fans to 
become more supportive of marriage equality, and Healy, Malhotra, and 
Mo (2010) show that local sports team wins can affect election outcomes. 
While sports fandom is ostensibly apolitical, it can provide a bridge to po-
litical persuasion. Indeed, a recent paper by Engelhardt and Utych (2020) 
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tests a question distinct from but related to the one I examine here. They ask 
whether shared partisanship can help bridge the divide between rival teams. 
If a (say) Michigan fan finds out that an Ohio State fan is from the same party, 
do they trust each other more? They find, consistent with my expectations, 
that they do. Here, however, I want to see if shared fandom reduces affective 
polarization between parties, which calls for the converse of their design.14

To test whether sports team fandom can reduce the partisan divide, I re-
cruited a sample of 2,121 fans of professional football from the Bovitz Forth-
right Panel between November 24 and December 2, 2019.15 After recording 
baseline demographics, the study asked respondents for their favorite foot-
ball team, and then primed their identification with that team using the social 
identity measures proposed by Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe (2015), as well as 
by asking them to write a brief paragraph explaining why being a fan of their 
team is important to them.

To measure attitudes toward the other party, I showed respondents a vi-
gnette of an individual they were asked to evaluate. The experimental treat-
ment was the information they were told about that person (for a similar 
setup, see Orr and Huber 2020). Respondents were told either four or five dif-
ferent pieces of information about the person: their age, race, gender, favorite 
sports team, and partisanship. All subjects were shown someone matched to 
their gender, race, and age range to avoid confounds on these variables; the 
variation comes from whether the person’s favorite sports team and/or parti-
sanship were provided. There were five experimental conditions:

 1.  The target individual shared the respondent’s favorite sports team and 
partisanship

 2.  The target individual shared the respondent’s favorite sports team, but 
their partisanship was not stated

 3.  The target individual shared the respondent’s favorite sports team, but be-
longed to the opposite political party

 4.  The target individual shared the respondent’s partisanship, but their fa-
vorite sports team was not stated

 5.  The target individual came from the opposite political party and their fa-
vorite sports team was not stated

Respondents were shown their randomly assigned vignette, and then asked 
to rate the person represented therein using the three measures of affective po-
larization included in the 2020 American Identity Experiment: out- party feel-
ing thermometer ratings, out- party trait ratings, and how much they trust the 
other person to do what is in the best interest of the nation as a whole.
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f ig u r e  3.8. Shared Sports Fandom Reduces Partisan Animus
Note:  Data show the mean in each condition, with bars indicating the 95 percent confidence interval.
Source:  Sports Fandom Experiment

Here, the question is whether shared team fandom can overcome the par-
tisan divide. To answer that, I estimated two different quantities of interest 
using this data. First, does shared fandom reduce animus toward the out- 
party? This is simply comparing the responses of those in condition 3 to those 
in condition 5; I would expect lower levels of animus in condition 3 (shares 
respondent’s team identity but from a different party) than in condition 5 (no 
team affiliation, and different partisanship from the respondent).

Second, and very relatedly, does shared fandom reduce the gap between 
the parties? This is a difference- in- difference estimator: (condition 1 –  condi-
tion 3) –  (condition 4 –  condition 5); put into words, the partisan gap in the 
same- team condition minus the partisan gap in the no team condition. This 
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is, in many ways, a refinement of the estimate above, but it adjusts for same- 
party ratings, much like the estimator used in Lelkes and Westwood (2017).

In the analysis below, I focus on the feeling thermometer item given that it is 
easy to interpret. The regressions needed to formally test these effects are given 
in the appendix, where I also show that if I use all three measures of affective 
polarization, I get the same answers. To begin, it is useful to look at the esti-
mated mean (with its standard error), by condition; figure 3.8 presents this data.

Figure 3.8 shows strong support for my argument that sports fandom re-
duces partisan animus. Take the first quantity of interest: did shared fandom 
improve assessments of the other party? In the different party / no sports 
team condition, the average feeling thermometer rating was 53.7 degrees, but 
that increased by 11.4 degrees— or 21 percent— when that person rooted for 
the same sports team (p < 0.01). Shared team identity reduced animus toward 
those from the other party.

Similarly, shared fandom also reduces the affective gap between the par-
ties. When no team affiliation was provided, individuals rated those from 
their own party 21.4 degrees warmer than those from the other party (75.1 de -
grees versus 53.7 degrees). But when those hypothetical individuals rooted 
for the same NFL team, that gap was only 13.4 degrees (78.5 degrees versus 
65.1 degrees). In the same- team condition, the gap between the parties was 
almost 40 percent smaller (p < 0.01)! Sports fandom— much like American 
identity— helps to bridge the partisan divide.16

Conclusions

Can shared identities bridge the partisan divide? The Common Identity Hy-
pothesis from chapter 2 argued that they could, focusing in particular on the 
role of American national identity. When we see those from the other party 
as fellow Americans, rather than rival partisans, we perceive them differently. 
As members of the other party they are part of a disliked out- group, but as 
fellow Americans they are members of a liked in- group— our fellow citizens. 
Testing this hypothesis with both an original survey experiment and survey 
data exploiting the natural experiments of the July 4 holiday and the 2008 
Summer Olympics, I find strong and persuasive evidence in support of the 
Common Identity Hypothesis. When individuals are primed to think about 
members of the other party as Americans rather than partisans, their feelings 
toward those others improve quite markedly (Levendusky 2018a). While this 
held in the pre- Trump era, it becomes more complicated in the post- Trump 
world, with implications to which I return below.
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But American identity is not the only identity shared by Democrats and 
Republicans— far from it. I ask further whether sports fandom can also 
bridge the partisan divide. If individuals root for the same team, but come 
from different parties, their shared team loyalty should blunt the animus they 
would normally feel for one another. Using another original experiment, I 
find strong support for my argument: rooting for the same team makes in-
dividuals like those from the other party more than they otherwise would. 
So not only does American identity help to bridge the partisan divide; other 
identities can do so too.

But these results raise several important questions. First, if rhetorical ap-
peals to American identity, or other shared identities, lessen animus, why 
don’t politicians employ them more frequently? The short answer is that 
most politicians do employ them, as the examples earlier in the chapter dem-
onstrate. Anyone who doubts this need only listen to nearly any speech by 
President Biden, who constantly invokes American identity and appeals to 
American ideals when speaking to the public. And these appeals do work, at 
least in the short run. But such effects fade as the warm glow of the speech 
recedes and those from the other party rebut and reframe these appeals. In 
the end, it is challenging for these sorts of appeals to overcome the typical 
partisan rhetoric that characterizes our contemporary politics.

There is a further limitation to using American identity. American iden-
tity is a powerful identity that brings us together, but it can mean different 
things to different people.17 Perhaps this is nowhere more apparent than with 
respect to race: because Whiteness is typically symbolically linked to Amer-
icanness (Devos and Banaji 2005), White and Black Americans often have 
different understandings of what it means to be American, especially in the 
wake of public controversies surrounding race (Dach- Gruschow and Hong 
2006). For example, while there was no evidence of this heterogeneity in the 
original American identity experiment from 2015, I found evidence of this 
heterogeneity by race and party in 2020, in the wake of the Trump presidency 
and that summer’s Black Lives Matter protests. This type of heterogeneity 
problematizes the use of these primes to reduce partisan animosity.

This also suggests the potential limitation to using another important 
identity to bridge the partisan divide: our identity as parents. The data I pre-
sented in chapter 1 showed that Democrats and Republicans alike attach a 
great deal of importance to their identity as parents, so this could, in the-
ory, be a bridge to overcoming partisan divisions. And in some cases, this 
can work. For example, Zeng (2021) shows that priming parental identity 
shrinks the partisan polarization on how to respond to COVID- 19 by making 



76 c h a p t e r  t h r e e

Republicans more likely to think that COVID- 19 is a serious threat. This sort 
of prime— reminding parents that they have children who depend on them, 
and who are vulnerable to the disease— uses a powerful identity to mitigate 
the influence of partisanship. But such identities only work to bridge the gap 
when the parties want the same thing, and that is not always the case. Pitched 
battles over critical race theory in schools (really, debates about the central 
role played by racism and slavery in American history and even our con-
temporary society) are an example of where parental primes might well fail: 
if Democratic and Republican parents want different things, then appealing 
to their parental identity would likely deepen, rather than bridge, the gap 
between them (see Klar 2018 for an example in the context of gender). Shared 
identities only work when the two sides understand them in the same way.

Where does this leave us in terms of appeals to American identity? Can it 
still work to lessen animus? The answer is complicated, but there is, I believe, 
a path forward; I discuss this point in the book’s concluding chapter. But for 
now, I would make two points. First, the role of American identity reminds 
us of how much overcoming our divides depends on the actions of politi-
cal elites. If the president and other politicians use our national symbols to 
unite us, rather than to divide us, then they can potentially bring us together, 
but if not, then they shatter our consensus rather than reifying it. When the 
president calls on our worst impulses rather than our best— when making 
America great again requires a return to a world where one race and one 
gender held unquestioned political power— a tool of unity becomes a tool of 
division. As we see again and again when analyzing political behavior, where 
elites lead us— good or bad— is where we often end up.

Second, this underlines the importance of apolitical factors like sports 
teams serving as a bridge between the parties. Here, I chose sports as a mean-
ingful and compelling identity, one where people spend tremendous sums 
of money and invest considerable emotional energy in the success of their 
teams. But this is not the only identity that can bridge these divides; so could 
many groups, such as college and university alumni organizations, churches, 
civic and community groups, organizations like Rotary or Kiwanis Club, and 
so forth. Indeed, this provides another argument in favor of these organiza-
tions that foster social capital (e.g., Putnam 2000; Mutz 2006). Of course, 
while such cross- cutting organizations are vital to our political life, they  
are also becoming less common, as people self- sort into more reinforcing 
groups (Mason 2016). Finding ways to connect with others from across the 
political aisle independent of politics would help our politics, even if it is dif-
ficult to do.
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ta b l e  a 3 . 1 .  Effects of Shared Fandom on Feeling Thermometer Ratings

Model 1 Model 2
(1) (2)

Same Party, Same Team 24.80***
(1.46)

Other Party, Same Team 11.39*** 11.39***
(1.60) (1.45)

Same Party, No Team 21.39***
(1.45)

Constant 53.66*** 53.66***
(1.13) (1.02)

Observations 849 1,677
R2 0.06 0.17

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard 
errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Sports Fandom Experiment

Appendix: Regression Analysis of the Sports Fandom Experiment

In the body of this chapter, I argued that shared sports fandom can reduce 
affective polarization, relying primarily on presenting graphical results, and I 
referred readers interested in the statistical results to this appendix.

Consider the two models I discussed in the body of the chapter. First, con-
sider whether shared fandom reduces animus toward the other party. Using 
the numbering of conditions from the body of the chapter, this is simply yi = 
β0 + β1C3 + ϵi if (C3 = 1 | C5 = 1), where C3 and C5 are indicators for condi-
tions 3 and 5. Second, we can ask whether shared fandom reduces the partisan 
gap. To estimate this quantity, I run the regression: yi = β0 + β1C1 + β2C3 + 
β3C4 + ϵi if ! C2 (i.e., exclude subjects assigned to condition 2). So here, C5 
(different party, no team) is the baseline (β0), and the others are offsets rela-
tive to that condition. So this hypothesis test becomes: H0: (β1 -  β2) = β3, with 
the expectation that β3 > β1 -  β2. First, I run these models on just the feeling 
thermometer data, since that is what I focused on in the chapter; table A3.1 
presents these results.
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ta b l e  a 3 . 2 .  Effects of Sports Fandom on Affective  
Polarization Index

Model 1 Model 2
(1) (2)

Same Party, Same Team 0.19***
(0.01)

Other Party, Same Team 0.07*** 0.07***
(0.01) (0.01)

Same Party, No Team 0.18***
(0.01)

Constant 0.57*** 0.57***
(0.01) (0.01)

Observations 849 1,677
R2 0.04 0.22

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated 
standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Sports Fandom Experiment

Note that the results follow from the discussion in the body of the text. 
Using the data from Model 2 I can test H0: (β1 -  β2) = β3 to see if the partisan 
gap shrinks in the same- party condition. Here, F = 14.979, p < 0.01, which 
suggests that we can easily reject the null of no difference between the same- 
party and no- party conditions.

To ensure that these effects are not simply due to using only the feeling 
thermometer scale, I can re- scale all three measures to lie in the [0,1] range 
(where higher scores imply lower levels of animus toward the other party) 
and then take the average between them (α = 0.81); table A3.2 presents these 
results. Note that these results replicate the feeling thermometer results pre-
sented in the body of the text. Again using the data from Model 2, I can test 
H0: (β1 -  β2) = β3 to see if the partisan gap shrinks in the same- party condi-
tion. Here, F = 18.17, p < 0.01, so once again we can reject the null of no differ-
ence between the same- party and no- party conditions.



4

Why Can’t We Be Friends: Can Cross- Party Friendships 
Mitigate Affective Polarization?

I never considered a difference of opinion in politics, in religion, in philosophy, as cause 
for withdrawing from a friend.

t h o m a s  j e f f e r s o n , in a letter to William Hamilton, April 1800

Take a moment and think about your social network— your friends, family 
members, coworkers, neighbors, and other acquaintances. Do any of them 
come from the other political party? You might initially be tempted to say no, 
as you probably see the other party as somewhat distant from yourself. But 
upon closer reflection, the answer is likely yes, at least if you are similar to 
most Americans— more than 8 in 10 Americans have at least some partisan 
heterogeneity in their social networks, as I showed in chapter 1. While we 
might think that we don’t know anyone from the other party, on reflection 
almost all of us do.

And these cross- party social ties can help to reduce partisan animus. 
Normally, when we think about the other party, we bring to mind the party 
leaders in Congress or the White House, or the extreme exemplars we see 
depicted on the nightly news or Facebook. But if we remember that the other 
party includes people we know and like as a part of it, then our attitudes to-
ward it improve, as the Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis predicts.

This chapter tests this hypothesis, and in so doing examines whether our 
existing social networks might be able to help us mitigate and reduce affec-
tive polarization. The findings in this chapter show that they can. Even in our 
contemporary political moment, the vast majority of Americans can name 
someone they know and respect from the other party, and briefly reflecting 
on this friendship sharply lowers their animosity toward it. While Americans 
might think that they have nothing in common with those from the other side 
of the political aisle, that is not true, as nearly all of us have friends, family, 
coworkers, and neighbors from the other party. Reflecting on this fact, and 
what it tells us about who is actually in the other party, provides a first step 
toward overcoming these partisan divides.
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Do Cross- Party Friendships Mitigate Partisan Animus?

As a first test of whether cross- party friendships can reduce partisan animus, 
I turn to data collected by the Pew Research Center. In spring 2016, the Pew 
Research Center asked respondents in its American Trends Panel how many 
friends they had from the other party, as part of a larger survey on politi-
cal polarization.1 I use these data to examine whether having more cross- 
party friendships actually helps to reduce partisan animus, as the Cross- Party 
Friendship Hypothesis predicts that it would.

The advantage of using this Pew data is that it is a large, nationally repre-
sentative sample, as Pew uses both random- digit dialing and address- based 
sampling to recruit subjects into its American Trends Panel (for more on the 
methodology behind the American Trends Panel, see Keeter 2019). Further, 
because this is an observational study rather than an experiment, there is less 
concern about the artifice of the situation. The downside, however, is that 
cross- party friendships are not randomly assigned, and those whose social 
networks are bipartisan are likely different from those who have only same- 
party friends. Given this, I use these results to verify that a link exists between 
cross- party friendships and lower levels of partisan animus before I turn to 
experimental tests later in the chapter.

First, just at a descriptive level, how many Americans had friends from 
the other party? Pew asked respondents how many of their close friends came 
from the other party: a lot, some, just a few, or none. Note that by asking 
respondents about “close friends,” this item implicitly gives us a conservative 
estimate of cross- party friendship, as (all else equal) close friends will tend to 
be more similar to us in partisanship than those with whom we have weaker 
ties. Figure 4.1 plots the percentage of respondents who had a lot, some, just a 
few, and no friends from the other party.

This figure shows us unequivocally that friendships did cross party lines, 
even in 2016.2 While few people had a lot of cross- party friendships, the 
modal partisan had some cross- party friendships, and only roughly 10 per-
cent had no friends from the other party. At the outset, it is worth noting that 
in a large, nationally representative survey, the vast majority of partisans did 
have friends from the other side of the aisle.

But did those with such cross- party friendships actually report lower lev-
els of partisan animus? To assess this, I used two items from the Pew study: a 
feeling thermometer rating of the other party, and an item asking whether the 
other party has any good ideas. To begin, consider the effect on feeling ther-
mometer ratings of the other party. If the Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis 
is correct, then I would expect those who report higher levels of cross- party 
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friendships to also give higher feeling thermometer ratings of the other party. 
Figure 4.2 plots this relationship. Consistent with the Cross- Party Friendship 
Hypothesis, those with more friends from the other party rated them more 
positively on the feeling thermometer scale. Those with no friends from the 
other party rated the other party at a chilly 19 degrees. But those who had at 
least some friends from the other party rated them 37 percent more warmly 
(almost half of a standard deviation higher), and those with a lot of friends 
from the other party rated them a full 10 degrees warmer, a 60 percent in-
crease from those with no cross- party friendships. Those with more bipar-
tisan social networks felt more warmly toward those from the other party.3

Did this effect also extend to thinking that the other party had good ideas? 
Figure 4.3 plots this relationship. Once again, we see a strong correlation 
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f ig u r e  4.2. Cross- Party Friendships Improve Out- Party Feeling Thermometer Ratings
Note:  Bars show the average out- party feeling thermometer rating by the frequency of cross- party friendships.
Source:  Pew American Trends Panel

between cross- party friendship and lessened animus toward the other party. 
Only about 11 percent of those with no cross- party friendships thought that 
the other party had some good ideas, but that jumped to 26 percent— a  
136 percent increase— for those who had some cross- party friendships. It is 
not simply that individuals rated the other party more warmly; they also saw 
them as having more good ideas, suggestive of greater possibilities for bipar-
tisanship, compromise, and consensus. This suggests— foreshadowing what 
we will see in chapter 6— that these cross- party friendships do more than sim -
ply reduce animus; they also shape other important attitudes toward politics 
more broadly.

Together, these results show that those whose social networks are more bi-
partisan also report lower levels of partisan animus. But of course, the limitation 
is that the degree of partisan homophily in one’s social network is not randomly 
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assigned, but rather is the result of deliberate choices individuals make. Indeed, 
in the appendix, I show that stronger partisans and stronger ideologues are less 
likely than others to report cross- party friendships, perhaps not surprisingly. 
Given that partisan strength, as well as ideological strength, predict affective 
polarization, this suggests that part of the effect above is due to these differ-
ences.4 To see if there is a treatment effect— that is, if bipartisan social networks 
reduce partisan animus— I need to turn to experimental techniques.

An Experimental Test of the Effects of Cross- Party Friendships

In an ideal world, I would randomly assign people to have either partisan ho-
mogeneous or partisan heterogeneous friendship networks and then examine 
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the consequences. For a variety of ethical and practical reasons, that obvi-
ously cannot happen. But I can do something similar that approximates this 
experiment. As we saw in figure 4.1, most Americans do have at least some 
cross- party friendships. I can ask respondents to think about someone they 
know and like from the other party, and then to write a brief paragraph ex-
plaining why they feel that way about them. Previous research suggests that 
even the act of thinking about such cross- party friendships can powerfully 
affect attitudes (Crisp and Turner 2009).

To deliver this treatment, I fielded a population- based survey experiment 
with the National Opinion Research Center’s (NORC) AmeriSpeak Panel. To 
construct the panel, NORC uses its national sampling frame to randomly se-
lect households, and then contacts them via a variety of methods to recruit 
them to join the panel and complete surveys online (Dennis 2018). These re-
spondents are therefore a true random sample of American households, and 
not simply an opt- in sample, which are biased toward those with higher levels 
of political interest and engagement (Malhotra and Krosnick 2007). Given 
the extraordinary cost of a random sample, this is the only experimental one 
included in the book; elsewhere I rely on opt- in samples to test my claims 
(though note that the NAES data from chapter 3, and the Pew data from this 
chapter, are also random samples). But the fact that these results parallel 
those from my other experiments provides some reassurance that other ex-
perimental findings in the book are not simply artifacts of using non- random 
samples. Between December 6 and December 18, 2018, 1,805 individuals com-
pleted this survey, with a cumulative response rate of 8.32 percent.

If the Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis is correct, treated subjects should 
rate the other party more warmly on the feeling thermometer scale, evaluate 
them more positively on various traits, and say that they are more trusting of 
the other party to do what is right for the country.

d i d  s u b j e c t s  c o m p l y  w i t h  t h e  t r e at m e n t ?

Before examining whether the treatment prime actually reduced affective 
polarization, it is worth digging into the open- ended responses to consider 
whether treated subjects were actually willing to comply with the prompt. 
That is, did they actually write about someone from the other party that they 
like and respect? In an era of elite polarization, merely complying with this 
sort of treatment is an indicator of affective polarization. In a previous pub-
lication (Levendusky 2018b), I attempted to mitigate affective polarization by 
having subjects say two things they dislike about their own party and two 
things they like about the opposing party (i.e., priming partisan ambivalence; 
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see Lavine et al. 2012). Unfortunately, subjects in that study did not com-
ply: only 38 percent were willing to actually say something they liked about 
the other party. Many respondents simply responded that they liked nothing 
about the other party or replied (often quite creatively) with vitriol and pro-
fanity. While that treatment was designed to mitigate affective polarization, it 
ironically ended up augmenting it.

Did the same thing happen here— did subjects reject this treatment as 
well? To determine this, I had a research assistant go through and code each 
response to see if the respondent actually wrote about someone from the 
other party that they like and respect. Overall, 81 percent of treated subjects 
did so. Three percent of subjects wrote gibberish (i.e., just a nonsense string 
of characters) or skipped the item, and 16 percent responded that they did 
not like or respect anyone from the other party. This has several important 
implications. First, subjects complied with the treatment, so it makes sense 
to examine treatment effects below. Second, because any failure to comply 
with the treatment is highly non- random, I present the intent- to- treat (ITT) 
effects (i.e., the effects of being assigned to the treatment condition, whether 
or not subjects actually complied with it) for all analyses here, consistent with 
what I did in chapter 3.

But it’s also worth considering why subjects might have been willing to 
write positive things about a friend from the other party, when they were un-
willing to do so about the other party more generally. This contrast highlights 
an important theoretical point I made in chapter 2: when people think about 
the Democratic and Republican Parties without any further prompting, they 
imagine stereotypes and polarized political elites (Druckman and Levendusky 
2019). But when they think about someone they know and like from the other 
party, their mental image of the party shifts. In part because we cannot know  
“the Democratic Party” as a collective, we fall back on the cognitively accessi-
ble stereotypes that are in our heads (Druckman et al. 2022b). But when asked 
to think about those we know in the other party, we do not bring those ste-
reotypes to mind. This is not simply a manifestation of person- positivity bias 
(Sears 1983), but rather suggests the importance of how individuals conceptu-
alize the other party, as that powerfully shapes their reaction to it.

In addition to having my research assistant determine if subjects actually 
complied with the treatment, I also had them note any other features of how 
the respondents talked about those from the other party. Two important fea-
tures of these open- ended responses stick out. Sixteen percent said that, for 
them, politics and political views are simply irrelevant to whether you like 
someone, and they would not let politics stand in the way of a personal rela-
tionship. This suggests that while we hear stories of people ending friendships 
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over politics in the age of Trump (Wehner 2016), that is a particular segment 
of the population— the most partisan and politically engaged segment. Most 
Americans are like President Jefferson— they think of friendship as some-
thing too important to end over a political disagreement. Another 10 percent 
noted that they had some common ground with this person, and agreed with 
them on some issues, again reinforcing the point made in other work that 
most voters are not strict ideologues (Fiorina 2017). This is a hint that, for 
many voters, politics does not sit at the center of their identities, even in an 
age of affective polarization, and it may well be possible to build bridges to 
the other side.

w h o  a r e  t h e s e  c r o s s -  p a r t y  f r i e n d s ?

But who are these cross- party friends? I had my research assistants attempt 
to code the nature of these relationships in this data, but it proved impossible 
to do so systematically. Subjects wrote about why they liked and respected 
the person, but not who that person was. To address this limitation, I ran a 
second study with the Bovitz Forthright Panel between October 28 and No-
vember 5, 2019. In this follow- up study, I repeated this prime and then asked 
respondents to classify the person they had just written about: was this per-
son a friend, a family member, a coworker, a neighbor, or someone else? All 
“someone else” responses were asked to clarify. I then had my research assis-
tants code these clarifications; nearly all of them could be classified into one 
of the existing categories. Figure 4.4 presents this data.5

The data show a clear pattern: nearly 8 in 10 respondents wrote about 
a friend or family member! My ex ante expectation was that more people 
would name a family member than a friend, but that turned out not to be 
the case: 45 percent named a friend, while only 30 percent named a family 
member. Eleven percent named a coworker, consistent with the arguments 
from Mutz and Mondak (2006) that the workplace fosters cross- party in-
teraction, and another 6 percent named a neighbor, consistent with argu-
ments that most neighborhoods are politically mixed (Mummolo and Nall 
2017; Martin and Webster 2020). Finally, roughly 6 percent of subjects named 
a celebrity, mostly politicians like the late Senator John McCain or former 
President Jimmy Carter; in less than 1 percent of cases, my research assistants 
and I could not classify the response.6 These findings underline that far from 
existing in partisan bubbles, Americans do, in fact, interact with those from 
the other side of the political aisle. Friendships— as well as families, neighbor-
hoods, and workplaces— straddle the partisan divide.
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f ig u r e  4.4. Who Are People’s Cross- Party Friends?
Note:  Bars indicate the type of relationship respondents have with the person they know and respect from 
the other party.
Source:  Bovitz Forthright Friendship Experiment

I also asked respondents how close they were to the individuals they 
named in the prompt. One concern might be that individuals can name some-
one from the other party, but this isn’t someone that they know well, and all 
of their close friendships are with those from their own party. The Pew data 
presented above suggested that this is not the case, as there we saw cross- party 
friendships even among respondent’s “close friends” (as you may recall, that is 
how Pew asks the question). Figure 4.5 shows us whether this is true in these 
data as well. Here, I removed the 6 percent of subjects who named a celeb-
rity or public figure; the subjects who named such figures do not know these 
individuals well, so including them would skew the results. Of the remain-
ing sample— those who named an actual personal acquaintance— the data 
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overwhelmingly show that these were close friends and family. Eighty- five 
percent of subjects were at least “somewhat close” to the person they named, 
with roughly one- quarter being “extremely close” and nearly a third being 
“very close,” which was the modal answer. People reported being closest to 
their family members, then their friends, then coworkers, and finally neigh-
bors, but in all of those cases the average respondent was at least “somewhat 
close” to the person they named. It is simply not the case that people are 
naming those from the periphery of their social networks; rather, cross- party 
friendships occur even among those at the center of our social milieu. For 
many people, such cross- party interaction occurs quite regularly.

Together, these findings provide important evidence that our social net-
works are not as politically homogeneous as they might appear at first glance, 
and that many Americans have very close friends and family members from 
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the other party. It is simply incorrect to conclude that most Americans do not 
interact across party lines.

d o  t h e s e  f r i e n d s h i p s  l e s s e n  a n i m u s ?

But did priming these cross- party ties actually reduce affective polarization? 
The results above showed that subjects were willing to comply with the treat-
ment, but did not show whether it had any effects. Consider first whether 
the treatment changed feeling thermometer ratings for the other party. Fig-
ure 4.6 follows the exact same conventions as in chapter 3: the responses for 
those in the control condition are plotted in the darker gray with a solid line, 
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f ig u r e  4.6. Cross- Party Friendships Improve Out- Party Feeling Thermometer Ratings
Note:  The distribution of out- party feeling thermometer ratings for control group respondents is given in 
dark gray; the corresponding data for treated subjects is in light gray.
Source:  AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment



90 c h a p t e r  f o u r

responses from those in the treatment condition are in the lighter gray with a 
dashed line. With even a quick glance at the figure, it is immediately obvious 
that treated subjects rated the other party more positively. Here, the treat-
ment effect was 4.5 degrees, or approximately 20 percent of a standard devia-
tion (p < 0.01). This was not simply due to the treatment increasing positivity 
more generally: in the appendix, I show that the treatment had no effect on 
feeling thermometer ratings for one’s own party. Consistent with the Cross- 
Party Friendship Hypothesis, the treatment only changed respondents’ as-
sessment of the other party. When individuals reflect on those they know and 
respect from the other party, their mental image of the other party changes, 
and as a result, they feel less animus toward it. Cross- party friendships help 
to bridge the partisan divide.

To further clarify the effect on other- party feeling thermometer ratings, 
I also considered the effects on three different types of ratings: (1) the per-
centage of subjects who rated the other party at 0 degrees, the coldest rating;  
(2) the percentage of subjects who rated the other party at 5 degrees or lower, 
which is the bottom quartile of feeling thermometer ratings in the control 
condition; and (3) the percentage of subjects who rated the other party at  
50 degrees or warmer (neutral or positive ratings). All of these analyses rein-
force the message of figure 4.6: the treatment reduced out- party animus. In 
particular, treated subjects were one- third as likely to rate the other party at 
0 degrees: 15 percent of control group subjects, but only 10 percent of treated 
subjects, assigned the other party the coldest rating of 0 degrees. Similarly, 
the treatment reduced ratings of 5 degrees or colder by 25 percent, and it in-
creased neutral or warm ratings (50 degrees or warmer) by 40 percent. Cross- 
party friendships reduce animus toward the other party.

But there is a deeper and more fundamental insight to glean from these ef-
fects as well. In chapter 3, in the sports fandom experiment, I asked if common 
identities— there, sports fandom— improved assessments of a particular indi-
vidual, and found that they did. In this chapter, I show that this prime has effects 
on the other party as a whole. Individuals primed to think about cross- party 
friendships rate “the Democratic Party” or “the Republican Party” more posi-
tively, not just their one friend. The effects generalize from the specific friend-
ship to the group at large, just as the Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis pre-
dicted they would. Knowing someone that you like and respect from the other 
party is a bridge to improving aggregate assessments of that party as a whole.

I also asked subjects to rate the other party on an eight- item trait battery, the 
same one used in chapter 3.7 If the Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis is cor-
rect, then I expect to find that those in the treatment condition rate those in the 
other party more positively along all of these trait measures. Figure 4.7 shows 
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how the treatment affects ratings of the other party as “honest.” The graph shows 
a sharp improvement in assessments of the other party, with the average rating 
improving by 0.15 scale points on the 1– 5 scale (p < 0.01). In the control condi-
tion, more than one- third of subjects (34 percent) said that the word “honest” 
described the other party “not at all well,” but in the treatment condition, that 
figure dropped to 25 percent, a nearly 30 percent decline. Further, those who 
said that honest described the other party at least “somewhat well” increased by 
over 50 percent: only 25 percent of control condition subjects assigned ratings 
in this range, but 40 percent of treated respondents did. This one trait is not an 
aberration. In the appendix, I show that when I analyze the traits pooled into 
various indices, I find the same pattern: treatment subjects gave more positive 
assessments of those from the other party than did control subjects.
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 Well  Well  Well  Well  Well

f ig u r e  4.7. Cross- Party Friendships Increase Perceptions of Out- Party Honesty
Note:  Control subjects’ ratings of how well the term “honest” describes the other party are given in black; 
the ratings for treated subjects are given in light gray.
Source:  AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment
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As a final indicator of affective polarization, consider whether respon-
dents trust the other party to do what is right for the country. Figure 4.8 pre-
sents these results, underlining what many other studies of trust have found:  
in our current political moment, most Americans have little trust in our po-
litical parties and other institutions (Hetherington and Rudolph 2015). Even 
in the treatment condition, most respondents only trusted the other party 
to do what is right “once in a while,” and virtually no one trusted them to  
do what is right “almost always.” Nevertheless, those in the treatment condi-
tion did have higher levels of trust than those in the control condition (p < 
0.01). In the control condition, 31 percent of subjects “almost never” trusted the 
other party to do what is right, but that fell to 28 percent in the treatment con-
dition, a decline of roughly 10 percent. Likewise, the proportion of those who 
trusted the other party “about half the time” increased by roughly one- quarter. 
Trust in the other party increases when we think about those we know in that  
party.

The fact that trust in the other party increases is also particularly note-
worthy, as it suggests that this treatment helps to overcome the political con-
sequences of affective polarization. It is not simply that individuals rated 
their cross- party friends more warmly on a feeling thermometer; they also 
trusted the other party to do what is right for the nation. This suggests that 
by building on the personal ties between individuals, we can help to improve 
politics— the personal can be a bridge to the political. I return to this point in 
chapters 6 and 7 later in the book.

But the consistency of results here also suggests something important 
about why these effects occur. Much of the psychological literature on this 
topic suggests that cross- party friendships, like other types of cross- party 
contact, reduce prejudice through an affective, not a cognitive, pathway: in-
dividuals like those from the other side more, even if the contact does little 
to change underlying attitudes about them (Tropp and Pettigrew 2005). Yet 
that’s not quite what happens here. While there is certainly an affective shift— 
feeling thermometer ratings improve— so do more cognitive assessments: 
trait ratings get better, and individuals trust the other party more as well. 
What explains why this scenario does not fit the typical pattern? The answer, 
I suspect, is that the cross- party friendships here are working to provide dis-
confirming information to respondents. Normally, they think of the other 
party as quite remote and distant, but remembering that they have friends 
or family in it— and they actually agree about politics sometimes, and can 
disagree without being disagreeable— disrupts this image of the other side. 
As they shift how they think about the other party, individuals not only like 
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f ig u r e  4.8. Cross- Party Friendships Increase Out- Party Trust
Note:  Control subjects’ ratings of how often they trust the other party are given in black; the ratings for 
treated subjects are given in light gray.
Source:  AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment

the other side more— their stereotypes about it break down as well (Rothbart 
and John 1985). This type of cross- party exchange— where one builds a lasting 
friendship across party lines— is a particularly powerful type of interaction.8

Looking across these various measures of affective polarization, a clear 
pattern emerges: irrespective of the metric used, treated subjects felt less 
animus toward those from the other party. They liked the other party more, 
rated them more positively on the feeling thermometer, gave them more 
positive trait ratings, and trusted them more to do what is the country’s best 
interest. To be clear, it is not that affective polarization completely dissipated 
in the treatment condition— these are modest, not massive, effects. But they 
should also give pause to those who claim that the divides between the parties 
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are irreconcilable and insurmountable. Affective polarization is real, but it 
is more malleable than we would have thought given what we hear about in 
both the media and the scholarly literature.

So far, I have focused the results on the data from the AmeriSpeak study, 
but readers might also be curious about the effects in the Bovitz Forthright 
data as well— did I find that cross- party discussion reduced partisan animus 
in that study as well? I did, and I present the results in the appendix in to this 
chapter (and discuss them in table 4.2 below). I also present similar results on 
the effects of cross- party friendship elsewhere (Levendusky 2022), suggesting 
that this is a quite robust treatment for overcoming partisan animus.

w h at  e x p l a i n s  t h e s e  e f f e c t s ?

In chapter 2, I argued that while cross- party friendships should generally 
reduce partisan animus, there were two subgroups for whom these effects 
should be especially strong: those who have political discussions with their 
cross- party friends, and those who are especially close to their cross- party 
friends. It is having political discussions and seeing how to bridge the par-
tisan divide that make these friendships so efficacious. Further, these types 
of conversations— and the trust they require— are more likely to occur with 
our close friends and family, those with whom we have a reservoir of trust 
and mutual respect from which to build. In the AmeriSpeak data, I asked 
about the frequency of political discussion; in the Bovitz Forthright data, I 
asked about the closeness of the relationship (see figure 4.5). In table 4.1 I test 
whether those who discuss politics with their friends have stronger effects, 
and in table 4.2 I test whether those who are closer to their friend have stron-
ger effects. Here, we see that political discussion with a cross- party friend 
improves attitudes toward the out- party. The results in the first column show 
the effects on an index of the three affective polarization measures (α = 0.76), 
and the remaining columns report the effects for each measure individually. 
Happily, they all tell the same story. Those who talked about politics more 
with their cross- party friend rated the other party more warmly on the feel-
ing thermometer, evaluated them more positively on positive traits (though 
there was no significant effect on negative traits), and trusted the other party 
more. Cross- party political discussions attenuated animus.

Because these regression coefficients can be difficult to understand, con-
sider the feeling thermometer ratings of subjects who reported different lev-
els of political dialogue with the other party. As a baseline, in the control 
condition the average feeling thermometer rating for the other party was 
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ta b l e  4 . 1 .  Effects of Frequency of Political Discussion on Partisan Animus

Affective  
Polarization Index
(1)

Out- Party Feeling 
Therm.
(2)

Positive Trait 
Ratings
(3)

Negative Trait 
Ratings
(4)

Out- Party  
Trust
(5)

Frequency of 
Political  
Discussion 0.02*** 3.36*** 0.06** - 0.002 0.10***

(0.01) (0.89) (0.03) (0.04) (0.03)
Constant 0.37*** 21.83*** 2.34*** 2.58*** 1.91***

(0.01) (1.90) (0.06) (0.08) (0.07)
Observations 878 780 876 873 875
R2 0.01 0.02 0.005 0.0000 0.01

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment

23.9 degrees. In the treatment condition, that average rating increased to  
28.4 degrees, but as we can see in table 4.1, this varied based on the frequency 
of political discussion. Among respondents who talked about politics “not 
at all frequently” with the person they named, feeling thermometer ratings 
were actually very slightly lower than in the control condition: 23.5 degrees. 
But among those who talked about politics with them more than this, we 
saw larger effects. For those who talked about politics “not too frequently,” 
the average rating was 30.9 degrees; for those who talked about it “some-
what frequently,” the average rating was 30.7 degrees; and for those who 
talked about it “very frequently,” the average rating was 31.6 degrees. The fact 
that there was any discussion was the crucial factor, and the extent of politi-
cal discussion mattered less. It is those who are willing to dialogue with the 
other party— and see where they might either agree or at least recognize that 
the opposition has a reasonable point— who feel more warmly toward the 
other party. Of course, knowing and liking someone may reflect that you’ve 
positively discussed politics with them, so I want to avoid pushing this argu-
ment too far. But it is not simply that cross- party friendships work because 
they are apolitical. Rather, discussion across party lines is a mechanism to 
mitigate affective polarization and discord, a point upon which I expand in  
chapter 5.

This also speaks to why these effects occur in another subtle but important 
way. Part of why the political nature of the conversation is key is that it rein-
forces that their friend is, in fact, an exemplar of their larger political party. 
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If a respondent never discusses politics with their cross- party friend, respon-
dents see them as atypical of the members of that party: they are the pro-
verbial exception that proves the rule, and even if they like their friend, that 
need not have implications for their feelings about the other party (Hewstone 
and Brown 1986). But if they actually engage in a political discussion— and 
see that they can converse about politics without it ending their friendship— 
then they realize that they might be able to do that with other members of 
that party, and attitudes toward the group improve (van Oudenhoven, Groe-
newoud, and Hewstone 1996). Constructive discussions allow individuals to 
generalize from this one friend to the other party as a whole.9

Do we similarly see larger effects when individuals are closer to the per-
son they named? Table 4.2 presents these results. Here, because the main goal 
of the Bovitz Forthright friendship study was to study downstream effects of 
reducing partisan animus (see chapter 6), I only included two measures of 
affective polarization in this study: the opposite- party feeling thermometer 
rating, and trust in the other party to do what is right for the nation. And just 
as in table 4.1, the results confirm the logic from chapter 2: it is those who are 
closer to their cross- party friends that drive these effects. Indeed, just look-
ing at the effects for the feeling thermometer rating, those who were “not at 
all close” or “not too close” to their cross- party friend had ratings at or below 
the mean in the control condition. The positive treatment effects seen in fig-
ure 4.6 above were driven by those who were at least “somewhat close” to the 
person they named, with feeling thermometer ratings (and trust) increasing 
as closeness increases.

Taken together, these analyses flesh out why cross- party friendships re-
duce partisan animus. Cross- party friendships lessen animus (1) when they 
are close relationships, and (2) when those involved actually discuss politics 
with one another. Both factors matter: it is not as effective to have these con-
versations on the periphery of our social networks; we need to have them at 
the very core (and luckily, most people do). And these friendships need to 
confront politics, rather than sidestepping it. Political discussion seems to be 
especially key, because it is how we recognize where there is common ground, 
and equally importantly, how to disagree without letting it harm the bonds 
of friendship. Our personal relationships can help us to see how to bridge the 
partisan divide more generally.

Conclusions

Can friendships that cross the political aisle help mitigate affective polariza-
tion? The Cross- Party Friendship Hypothesis argues that they can. Normally, 
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ta b l e  4 . 2 .  Effects of Closeness to the Cross- Party Friend on Partisan 
Animus

Out- Party Feeling
Thermometer
(1)

Out- Party Trust
(2)

Closeness to Cross- Party  
Friend 2.48*** 0.07***

(0.47) (0.02)
Constant 18.28*** 1.69***

(1.79) (0.07)
Observations 1,856 1,871
R2 0.01 0.01

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated stan-
dard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Bovitz Forthright Friendship Experiment

when someone brings to mind the other political party, they think about par-
tisan stereotypes, extreme media exemplars, and polarized political elites. But 
when they think about the fact that they know and like many people from the 
other party— their friends, family, coworkers, and neighbors— their image of 
it changes. Rather than simply thinking that the other party is full of people 
quite different from them, they remember that it contains people they know 
and like, and their assessment of it improves.

I found strong support for this argument. First, more than 80 percent of 
Americans know and like someone from the other party, and indeed, a non- 
trivial fraction of Americans explicitly say— without prompting— that they 
would not let partisanship get in the way of friendship. We might think that 
many of these cross- party friendships occur on the edges of our social net-
works, but that too is incorrect— the people named are typically close friends, 
and the plurality of them are friends, rather than family members, coworkers, 
or neighbors. As political identities have become important social identities, 
there are no doubt some friendships that have broken apart over politics, es-
pecially in the aftermath of the Trump presidency. But these data suggest that 
this is a relatively atypical pattern. For most Americans, friendships— as well 
as family ties, workplaces, and neighborhoods— can and do cross the politi-
cal divide.

Not only do people have friends from the other party— those friendships 
matter. When Americans are asked to reflect on their friendships with those 
from the other party, their assessments of the other party improve. They rate 
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them more warmly on the feeling thermometer, give them more positive trait 
ratings, and trust them more to do what is in the best interest of the nation. 
Further, and importantly, these results are not simply driven by respondents 
who avoid talking about politics with those from the other party. Rather, they 
come from those who are willing to talk politics at least some of the time: 
it is political discussion, and the recognition that there can be some com-
mon ground and mutual understanding, that improves sentiments toward 
the opposition. The effects are also larger when those cross- party friendships 
are with our closest friends, rather than our more distant ones. Our close 
friendships— where we have a reservoir of goodwill and trust built up over 
time— allow us to probe these political differences most effectively with one 
another.

These results suggest the importance of partisan diversity in social net-
works, but if anything, they are an underestimate of these effects. One of the 
classic findings from network studies is that most Americans overstate the 
partisan homogeneity of their social networks: we project our own views 
onto our friends and family members (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987). Further, 
because of social conformity, people often do not disclose their own political 
views, especially if they think it will lead to strife (Cowan and Baldassarri 
2018; Noelle- Neumann 1974). For most Americans, there are people within 
their social network who are from the other party, and they just don’t realize 
it. In reality, people likely know and respect even more people from the other 
party than they think they do, which in turn has important implications for 
how we think about not only these effects, but more generally the role of our 
social networks in the broader political environment— a point to which I re-
turn in the concluding chapter.

Appendix: Regression Results from This Chapter

Here, I provide results for those interested in the regressions rather than the 
graphs presented in the body of the chapter. Below, in table A4.1, I analyze the 
data from the Pew Research Center.

Column 1 shows that those with more cross- party friendships report lower 
levels of partisan animus, consistent with figure 4.2. As I noted in note 3, 
the feeling thermometer item used in this analysis was asked in wave 15 of 
Pew’s American Trends Panel, while the friendship item was asked in wave 
16, approximately one month later. Because it is unlikely that one’s friendship 
network would change dramatically in a one- month span, and the Pew Re-
search Center (2016) presented a similar analysis, I include the item here. To 
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ta b l e  a 4 . 1 .  Effects of Cross- Party Friendship

Other Party Feeling 
Thermometer
(1)

Other Party Candidate 
Feeling Thermometer
(2)

Belief the Other Party 
Has Good Ideas
(3)

Number of Cross-  
Party Friendships 3.83*** 2.26*** 0.25***

(0.48) (0.36) (0.02)
Constant 15.02*** 10.94*** 1.21***

(1.25) (0.95) (0.05)
Observations 2,106 2,256 2,244
R2 0.03 0.02 0.07

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Pew American Trends Panel

ensure that there is not some odd reverse causality here (i.e., those who are 
less polarized toward the other party in wave 15 then construct more bipar-
tisan social networks in the month before wave 16), I analyzed the candidate 
feeling thermometer items included in wave 16 of the study. In that wave, 
Pew asked respondents to rate all of the leading candidates still seeking their 
respective party’s presidential nomination: Hillary Clinton, Ted Cruz, John 
Kasich, Bernie Sanders, and Donald Trump. I average these ratings by party 
and then ask whether more bipartisan friendship networks also raise feel-
ing thermometer ratings of these candidates; column 2 shows that they do. 
Column 3 gives the results for the item asking respondents whether the other 
party has good ideas.

In table A4.2, I use respondents’ political and demographic characteris-
tics to predict which individuals are most likely to have more cross- party  
friendships. Because the dependent variable is ordinal (respondents can 
have no, a few, some, or a lot of cross- party friendships), I analyze this item  
using ordinal logistic regression. Column 1 uses only political variables, and 
finds that partisan and ideological strength are both negatively associated 
with the number of cross- party friendships. Fascinatingly, so too is being  
a Democrat— on balance, Democrats have fewer cross- party friendships. 
Technically, in the limit, this cannot really be true, but it likely reflects that 
Republicans may simply be more aware of cross- party friendships. Note  
that in column 2, these relationships survive controlling for a whole set of de-
mographic variables. While there is a modest effect of political participation 
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(such as attending a rally or donating money) in column 1, once we con-
trol for these other factors, the effect is no longer statistically significant. The 
main demographic factor— not surprisingly— is race, with Black Americans 
being less likely to have cross- party friendships. This, however, is almost cer-
tainly due to patterns of racial, and hence partisan, segregation (White and 
Laird 2020). That said, as I noted in the body of the chapter, there are no het-
erogeneous effects based on race or party, so while there are differences in the 
frequency of cross- party friendships, their effects are quite similar.

But what about the regression results from the experimental data? Table A4.3 
presents the results for the AmeriSpeak data used in figures 4.6 through 4.8. 
Here, column 1 shows the effects on other- party feeling thermometer ratings, 
and column 2 shows that the treatment had no effect on same- party feeling 

ta b l e  a 4 . 2 .  Predicting Frequency of Cross- Party Friendship

 
Political Variables Only
(1)

Including Demographic  
Controls
(2)

Democrat - 0.82*** - 0.68***
(0.11) (0.12)

Partisan Strength - 0.15*** - 0.14***
(0.05) (0.05)

Ideological Strength - 0.52*** - 0.56***
(0.06) (0.06)

Political Participation 0.22*** 0.11
(0.08) (0.08)

Female - 0.02
(0.08)

College Graduate 0.16*
(0.09)

Caucasian 0.12
(0.16)

African- American - 0.86***
(0.21)

Hispanic - 0.24
(0.22)

Income 0.11***
(0.02)

Observations 2,253 2,219

Note: Cell entries are ordinal logistic regression coefficients with associated  
standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Pew American Trends Panel
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thermometer ratings; columns 3 and 4 show that the treatment reduced the  
number of ratings of 0 degrees and increased the number of ratings of  
50 degrees of higher. Columns 5– 7 show the effects on trait ratings: the treat-
ment improved positive and negative traits (both scaled so that higher values 
indicate more positive trait assessments, i.e., higher values on positive traits 
and lower values on negative ones), as well as an aggregate index of all trait 
ratings. Column 8 provides the results for the “trust in the other party” item, 
and column 9 shows the results on an omnibus measure where I rescaled all 
three measures (out- party feeling thermometer ratings, average trait ratings, 
and out- party trust) to the [0,1] scale and averaged them. These findings con-
firm the discussion from the body of the chapter.

While the analysis in the chapter relied primarily on the AmeriSpeak  
data, I also ran a second study using this prompt with Bovitz Forthright in 
2019. Given space constraints, I could only include a few items to measure  
out- party animus. Here, I included just the out- party feeling thermometer  
ratings, as well as the out- party trust measure to capture partisan animosity.  
Table A4.4 presents the results. Here, we see that the treatment once again 
successfully reduced partisan animus— treated subjects had higher out- party 
feeling thermometer ratings, as well as higher trust in the other party. Note, 
however, that these effects were somewhat smaller than those in the Ameri-
Speak study. There, the treatment effect on feeling thermometer ratings was 
4.5 degrees, here it was only 1.85 degrees. It is difficult to compare the effect 
size magnitudes, however, because of the order of the survey instrument. In 
the AmeriSpeak study, as in most of the other studies in this book, the key 

ta b l e  a 4 . 4 .  Treatment Effects of Cross- Party Friendship

Out- Party Feeling Therm
(1)

Out- Party Trust
(2)

Treatment 1.85*** 0.05*
(0.64) (0.03)

Constant 24.42*** 1.88***
(0.45) (0.02)

Observations 4,723 4,771
R2 0.002 0.001

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated 
standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Bovitz Forthright Cross- Party Friendship Experiment
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dependent variable items are asked immediately after the treatment. In the 
Bovitz Forthright study, however, subjects answered another block of items 
first, so the smaller effects might either indicate a less effective treatment, or 
some dissipation of the treatment effect (or both). The key result, however, is 
the substantive effect replication.



5

Does Cross- Party Dialogue Reduce Partisan Animus?

Growing up, every student learns the classic aphorism that politics and religion 
should not be discussed in polite company, lest one create an uncomfortable 
atmosphere. While experts on manners might endorse this advice, political sci-
entists, psychologists, and communication scholars would not. The academic 
literature is full of studies that document the benefits of “hearing the other side” 
and being exposed to different points of view (Mutz 2006). Heterogeneous po-
litical discussions help participants to better understand the perspectives of 
those from across the political aisle (Mutz 2002), and also lower attitudinal po-
larization (Isenberg 1986; Druckman, Levendusky, and McClain 2018). Indeed, 
the vast literature on deliberative democracy argues that political discussion is 
crucial to legitimately resolving political controversies (Gutmann and Thomp-
son 1996). While there are, of course, critics of this approach (e.g., Gardner 
1995; Sanders 1997), most scholars see political discussion among people of dif-
ferent perspectives as something of an unalloyed good.1

Given the value of such discussions, then, one might assume that Ameri-
cans engage in them frequently and with gusto, but such an assumption 
would be incorrect. A litany of work shows that most political discussion, like 
most discussion overall, occurs among like- minded individuals (McPherson, 
Smith- Lovin, and Cook 2001; Mutz 2006). This sets up a paradox: if discus-
sion with those holding different viewpoints is so valuable, why do most 
Americans avoid it? Mutz (2006, 9) nicely summarizes this puzzle:

But if everyone is so deliriously enthusiastic about the potential benefits of 
exposing people to oppositional political perspectives, then what exactly is 
the problem? Given the unusually strong consensus surrounding its assumed 
value, one would assume this activity to be widespread. Why don’t people go 
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home, to church, or to work and discuss politics with their non- like- minded 
friends or acquaintances?

The answer is that most Americans find such discussions to be deeply uncom-
fortable, as they assume it will expose conflicts that will damage their relation-
ships. Fifty percent of Americans think that discussing politics with those with 
whom they disagree is stressful and frustrating (Pew Research Center 2019a), 
and nearly 60 percent think their fellow Americans cannot have such discus-
sions across lines of difference in a civil manner (Rainie, Keeter, and Perrin 
2019). Many Americans do not even want to discuss apolitical topics like sports 
and pop culture with those from the other party (Settle and Carlson 2019)!

This desire to avoid cross- cutting dialogue, however, carries a hefty price. 
As I noted in chapter 2, because of both the power of partisanship and the con-
temporary political and media environment, individuals’ perceptions about the 
other party are skewed and inaccurate. While there is some common ground 
and consensus between the parties— at least on some issues, as I discussed in 
chapter 1— because people rely on inaccurate stereotypes of the other party, 
they typically fail to recognize it, and higher levels of animus are the result.

But discussion across lines of difference offers a way to address this. As I 
argued in chapter 2, when individuals talk to those from the other party, they 
realize both that they have shared values and agree on some issues, and that the 
other party is not simply the stereotypical caricatures presented in the media. In 
short, they learn not only that they share some common ground with the other 
party, but also that the other party is less unreasonable than they had imagined. 
This logic explains the rationale for the Cross- Party Discussion Hypothesis— 
engaging in civil discussion across party lines will reduce partisan animus.

So even if individuals are not enthusiastic about cross- party discussion, 
it has some particularly valuable consequences. Cross- party discussion pro-
vides individuals with an important mechanism to learn about the other 
party and to substitute accurate information for inaccurate stereotypes. Much 
as cross- party friendship offers a route to improved attitudes toward the other 
party (see chapter 4), so too does cross- party discussion. Cross- party discus-
sion is the political equivalent of eating kale: it might be mildly unpleasant, 
but it has tremendous benefits.

The Cross- Party Discussion Experiment

To test this argument, I designed an original lab- in- the- field experiment, the 
Cross- Party Discussion Experiment, which I then fielded working jointly 
with Dominik Stecula (for more details, see Levendusky and Stecula 2021). 
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The crux of this experiment involves comparing subjects who participated 
in an apolitical discussion (which serves as the baseline control condition) 
to those who participated in a cross- party (politically heterogeneous) dis-
cussion.2 If the Cross- Party Discussion Hypothesis is correct, then I would 
expect those who took part in the heterogeneous discussion, with members 
of both parties, to have lower levels of affective polarization than those who 
took part in the apolitical discussion.

To recruit participants for this experiment, we worked with a team of re-
search assistants to run Facebook advertisements about our study in the met-
ropolitan Philadelphia area. We conducted studies throughout the broader 
metropolitan area, focusing in particular on politically heterogeneous subur-
ban and exurban areas (where we were more likely to attract both Democratic 
and Republican participants), between November 2018 and July 2019. To ap-
peal to the broadest set of respondents, we organized our group discussions 
at easily accessible locations throughout the region, mostly public libraries 
and community centers. While our subjects in no way approximate a random 
sample, even of the Philadelphia area, they constitute a diverse sample.3 Par-
ticipants who took part in our one- hour study were compensated with $20 
for their time. We recruited 553 subjects, spread across 28 different sessions 
over that nine- month period, to take part in our study.

When subjects showed up at one of the sites we had chosen for our study, 
the actual experiment proceeded in several steps. They first filled out a brief 
pre- test questionnaire to record their partisanship and baseline demograph-
ics. Next, they completed a brief distractor task (a set of logic puzzles), dur-
ing which we randomly assigned subjects to experimental conditions, subject 
to two related constraints. First, when forming heterogeneous discussion 
groups, we ensured that there were an even number of Democrats and Re-
publicans in each group so that the groups would be balanced with respect to 
party. Second, subjects were assigned to discussion groups of approximately 
four individuals, consistent both with prior studies (Druckman, Levendusky, 
and McClain 2018) and with work suggesting that political discussion net-
works are often this size (Klofstad, McClurg, and Rolfe 2009).4

Once subjects had been assigned to discussion groups, each group was seated 
together at a table, and we distributed an article to them that provided the basis 
for their discussion. Here, subjects in the apolitical control condition read an 
article about the best beach towns on the New Jersey shore, and subjects in the 
heterogeneous discussion condition read an article suggesting that there is a sur-
prising amount of consensus and common ground between the parties. Once 
everyone in the group had finished reading the article, they proceeded to the 
discussion. We began the discussion by asking each person in the group to state 
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briefly whether or not they agreed with the article. Once everyone had an op-
portunity to offer their initial opinion, subjects spent the remaining time in open 
discussion about the article and the topic more generally. In total, the discussion 
lasted fifteen minutes. After the discussion was finished, subjects completed a 
brief post- test battery to measure their attitudes, received their payment, and left.

To be clear, this is a strong treatment, as it combines the newspaper article 
with the political discussion. In this experiment, I cannot separate out these ef-
fects, and simply present the results of this treatment in toto; an important task 
for future work is to unpack these different dimensions of the treatment and es-
timate the effects of discussion without reading anything beforehand (for a dis-
cussion of potential strategies for doing so, see Levendusky and Stecula 2021).

To measure affective polarization, I use the same items as in the previ-
ous chapters: the feeling thermometer rating of the other party, the trait rat-
ing battery, and whether or not the respondent trusts the other party to do 
what is in the best interest of the nation. In this experiment, however, I also 
asked a set of social distance items that measure how comfortable the respon-
dent would be interacting with those from the other party. Here, I asked how 
comfortable individuals would be having a political discussion with someone 
from the other party, having them as a neighbor on their street, having them 
as a friend, and finally, how upset they would be if their son or daughter 
wanted to marry someone from the other party. As Druckman and Leven-
dusky (2019) note, these social distance items are only modestly correlated 
with other measures of affective polarization, such as the feeling thermom-
eter and trust items. But I include them here to measure a different dimen-
sion of affective polarization, and to see whether it too changes in response 
to cross- party discussion. Indeed, the social distance items are a particularly 
valuable addition here, because they simulate exactly the sort of contact and 
interaction with the other party that is alleged to be so valuable.

Does Cross- Party Discussion Reduce Partisan Animus?

To begin, consider the effects of heterogeneous (cross- party) discussion on 
feeling thermometer ratings of the other side. If hearing the other side does al-
low people to substitute accurate lived experiences for inaccurate stereotypes, 
and to realize what they have in common with the other side, then I would 
expect to find that cross- party discussion improves feeling thermometer rat-
ings of the other party. Figure 5.1 presents the results. As in earlier chapters, we 
see a large effect on ratings of the other party. In the treatment condition, sub-
jects rated the other party at a very cold 17 degrees, with roughly one- quarter 
of them rating the other party at the coldest possible rating. Those ratings 
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improved by 70 percent in the cross- party discussion treatment: the average 
feeling thermometer rating jumped to 29 degrees, 12 degrees warmer than in 
the control (obviously, such large differences are statistically significant; for the 
regression analyses of these data, see Levendusky and Stecula 2021).

Just as in the experiments in earlier chapters, this average increase came 
because respondents replaced especially cold ratings— particularly ratings at 
0 degrees— with much warmer ones, often over 50 degrees. Ratings of 0 de-
grees fell by 35 percent, from 28 percent of subjects in the control condition to 
18 percent in the cross- party discussion condition, and ratings of 50 degrees 
or higher increased by an astounding 150 percent, from 11 percent in the con-
trol condition to 26 percent in the cross- party discussion treatment. Cross- 
party discussion markedly shifted feeling thermometer ratings.

Control Heterogeneous Discussion

0 25 50
Out−Party Feeling Thermometer

75 100

f ig u r e  5.1. Cross- Party Discussion Improves Out- Party Feeling Thermometer Ratings
Note: The distribution of out- party feeling thermometer ratings for control group respondents is given 
in dark gray; the corresponding data for heterogeneous discussion group respondents are in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment
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These effects are not only statistically significant; they are substantively sig-
nificant as well. Here, the heterogeneous discussion treatment improves feeling 
thermometer ratings by 12 degrees. To put that in perspective, out- party feel-
ing thermometer ratings declined by approximately 12 degrees between 1992 
(when they stood at 42 degrees) and 2016 (31 degrees; using only face- to- face 
respondents for consistency). This experimental effect is equivalent to taking 
the country from the end of the Obama era back to the start of the Clinton era. 
Simply put, this is a noteworthy, and important, shift in partisan animosity, 
erasing more than two decades’ worth of heightened ill will between the parties.

Similarly, much as it improves average feeling thermometer ratings, the 
cross- party discussion condition should also improve trait ratings of the other 
party. Here, as in other chapters, I show the effects for one particular trait, but 
other traits show similar effects. Figure 5.2 shows how the treatment changes 
perceptions of out- party generosity. Once again, participating in cross- party 
discussion changed how respondents perceived the other party. In the con-
trol condition, 31 percent of subjects said that “generous” described the other 
party “not at all well”; that negative rating fell to only 18 percent of subjects in 
the treatment condition, a 40 percent decline. Likewise, the percentage that 
said “generous” described them “somewhat well,” “very well,” or “extremely 
well” increased by 85 percent, from 28 percent in the control condition to  
52 percent in the treatment condition. As with the feeling thermometer rat-
ings above, cross- party discussion engendered sizable shifts in how individu-
als viewed those from the other party.

Does the discussion also increase trust in the other party? Figure 5.3 shows 
that it did. As in chapter 4, the modal respondent in both conditions said that 
they trusted the other party only “some of the time,” consistent with the rela-
tively low trust levels in nearly all institutions and organizations in contempo-
rary America (Rainie, Keeter, and Perrin 2019). But the shift in the second most 
popular option is particularly striking. In the control condition, the second most 
popular option was to trust the other party “almost never,” but that changed to 
trusting them “about half the time” in the treatment condition. Indeed, relative 
to the control condition, the lowest trust rating (“almost never”) fell by 40 per-
cent, and the more trusting responses (“about half the time” or greater) more 
than doubled. Cross- party discussion markedly increased political trust.

d o e s  c r o s s -  p a r t y  d i s c u s s i o n  r e d u c e  

s o c i a l  d i s t a n c e ?

But what about the social distance measures? Bogardus (1959) developed 
these indicators to measure comfort interacting across lines of difference, so 
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here, if out- party animus declines, subjects should feel less socially distant 
from the other party— they should be more comfortable having a political 
discussion with them or having them as friends or neighbors, and less upset 
if their child were to marry someone from the other party. To begin, I first 
analyze the cross- party marriage item. Did a heterogeneous political discus-
sion reduce how upset a cross- party marriage would make respondents?

Figure 5.4 shows that it did. In the treatment condition, nearly half of sub-
jects (49 percent) were “not at all upset” by their child’s cross- party marriage, 
an increase of 53 percent relative to the control condition, where only 32 per-
cent felt that way. Further, those who were “somewhat upset” or “extremely 
upset” declined by 46 percent (from 41 percent of subjects in the control to 
22 percent of subjects in the heterogeneous discussion condition). So even  
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f ig u r e  5.2. Cross- Party Discussion Increases Perceptions of Out- Party Generosity
Note: Control group respondents’ ratings of how well the term “generous” describes the other party are 
given in black; the ratings for heterogeneous discussion group respondents are given in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment
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f ig u r e  5.3. Cross- Party Discussion Increases Out- Party Trust
Note: Control group respondents’ ratings of how often they trust the other party are given in black; the 
ratings for heterogeneous discussion group respondents are given in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment

on this canonical item— one of the key pieces of evidence that Iyengar, Sood, 
and Lelkes (2012) used to argue that affective polarization had increased—  
I find strong evidence that the treatment reduced partisan animus.

But there is another social distance item that speaks quite powerfully to 
the efficacy of this treatment: are individuals willing to have a political conver-
sation with someone from the other party? This is a crucial question, because 
this item speaks to the power of the treatment to become self- reinforcing: if 
individuals participate in one cross- party exchange, are they willing to par-
ticipate in others? Figure 5.5 presents the data.

The data show, once again, the remarkable power of cross- party dis-
cussion— treated subjects were much more likely to be willing to discuss pol -
itics across party lines in the future. In particular, the shifts in the “not too 
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comfortable” and the “extremely comfortable” categories are noteworthy. In 
the control condition, 31 percent of subjects were “not too comfortable” with 
a cross- party discussion, but that fell by 39 percent in the control condition 
(to 19 percent of subjects). Likewise, the percentage of subjects who were “ex-
tremely comfortable” with such conversations increased by 55 percent (from 
18 percent to 28 percent). This highlights that cross- party discussion can, in-
deed, become self- reinforcing.

While cross- party discussion did reduce social distance, another aspect of 
figures 5.4 and 5.5 is equally important: even in the control condition, most 
respondents were quite comfortable interacting with those from the other  
party. For example, for the cross- party marriage item (figure 5.4), nearly 60 per-
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f ig u r e  5.4. Cross- Party Discussion Decreases Discomfort with Cross- Party Marriage
Note: Control group respondents’ ratings of how upset they would be if one of their children married 
someone from the other party are given in black; the ratings for heterogeneous discussion group respon-
dents are given in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment
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cent of respondents (59 percent) were either “not at all upset” or “not too up-
set” by their child marrying someone from the other party, and with respect to 
cross- party discussion (figure 5.5), 62 percent were “somewhat comfortable” 
or “extremely comfortable” having a political conversation with those from 
the other party. The other two measures show very similar results: 85 percent 
of control condition subjects were either “somewhat comfortable” or “ex-
tremely comfortable” being neighbors with those from the other party, and 
73 percent felt the same way about being friends with them. So even though 
there is a treatment effect, and comfort interacting with the other party in-
creases after cross- party discussion, the baseline level of comfort interacting 
with the other party is reasonably high as well.
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f ig u r e  5.5. Cross- Party Discussion Is Self- Reinforcing
Note: Control group respondents’ ratings of how comfortable they would be having a conversation with 
someone from the other party are given in black; the ratings for heterogeneous discussion group respon-
dents are given in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment
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One might wonder if this is just a fluke of one study— perhaps I just drew 
an odd group of individuals who were especially willing to interact with those 
from the other. This is not the case. In another publication (Levendusky 2022) 
I show the exact same pattern of results using a very different sample (a set 
of respondents from the Qualtrics panel) and a different treatment (priming 
cross- party friendship). In that study, I find the same substantive conclusion: 
even in the control condition, respondents are quite willing to interact with 
those from the other party. Even if individuals say that they do not like the 
other party, they are willing to interact with partisans from across the aisle.

This has both methodological and substantive implications. First, from 
a methodological perspective, this highlights a finding from Druckman and 
Levendusky (2019): social distance measures are only modestly correlated 
with other measures of affective polarization. In theory, they tap similar un-
derlying constructs, and it makes sense that those who feel more animus to-
ward the opposition would be less willing to interact with them. But in actu-
ality this relationship is not an especially strong one. There is an even deeper 
point, though, that reinforces a finding seen in earlier chapters. Individuals 
draw a distinction between “the party” as an entity and individual members 
of it. The treatments change attitudes toward “the Democratic Party,” but in 
all cases, individuals feel even more positively toward individual Democrats. 
This highlights the argument from chapter 4— personal relationships and 
conversations are a bridge to changing attitudes about the other party.

This is also a win from the perspective of normative theory. These data show 
that social distance is actually quite low. Individuals are, by their own account, 
quite willing to interact with those from the other party, even if they dislike “the 
Democratic Party” or “the Republican Party.” While affective polarization is a 
real— and significant— component of American life, it is also important not to 
exaggerate its extent (see also Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018).

d o e s  d i s c u s s i o n  c h a n g e  b e l i e f s  

a b o u t  t h e  o t h e r  p a r t y ?

The data above show strong support for my argument that cross- party dis-
cussion reduces partisan animosity. In chapter 2, I argued that it would do so 
both by highlighting where the parties might agree, and by showing individu-
als that the other side was more reasonable than they had thought. To assess 
whether discussion shifted these sorts of beliefs, I asked respondents whether 
they agreed with three items: “I have a good understanding of the experi-
ences, feelings, and beliefs of [the other party]”; “Even when I disagree with 
them, [the other party] adopt reasonable policy positions”; and “[The other 
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party] respect my political beliefs and opinions,” where [the other party] is 
replaced with Democrats or Republicans, as appropriate. These items tap 
whether individuals think the other party is, in effect, more reasonable than 
they’d imagined, and whether they have legitimate rationales for their beliefs, 
consistent with the perspective- taking argument outlined in chapter 2.

Begin with whether individuals feel that they understand the other side. 
Did heterogeneous discussion affect this belief? Figure 5.6 shows that it did. 
While the modal category stayed the same (respondents in both conditions 
agreed that they understood the other party), 35 percent fewer respondents 
disagreed with the statement, and 30 percent more agreed with it, in the treat-
ment condition. Understanding of the other side’s point of view increases.
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f ig u r e  5.6. Cross- Party Discussion Increases Understanding of the Other Party
Note: Bars give the percentage of respondents who think they have a good idea of the feelings, beliefs, and 
ideas of the other party. Control group respondents are given in black; heterogeneous discussion group 
respondents are given in light gray.
Source: Group Discussion Experiment
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Similarly, did cross- party discussion increase the prevalence of the belief 
that the other side has a legitimate rationale for their beliefs? This is perhaps 
the core dimension of perspective- taking: realizing that the other can jus-
tify their opinions with facts, rather than just prejudice. In figure 5.7, we see 
evidence of this effect, but with notable limitations. Disagreement with the 
statement fell by 25 percent, and agreement doubled (from 8 percent to 16 
percent), so there were treatment effects. But there were also real, and im-
portant, limits on how much respondents changed their attitudes. Note that 
no one in this study strongly agreed with the statement, and even among 
those assigned to the discussion condition, a majority disagreed with it. This 
highlights that discussion is not a magic salve that heals all political wounds. 
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Yes, it can improve attitudes, but there are limits: years of angry politics and 
recrimination do not simply disappear as the result of one conversation.

We see a similar pattern in respect for the other party in figure 5.8. Again, at-
titudes clearly improved, and respect for the other party increased, though the 
aggregate effect was largely driven by the decrease in those strongly disagreeing 
with the item in the discussion condition. But again, while more people felt re-
spected by the other side post- discussion, many did not, which again highlights 
both the power and the limits of discussion to change attitudes.

But pulling back and looking across all three measures, the more im-
portant point is that discussion did perform the vital perspective- taking 
functions discussed in chapter 2. Part of why discussion improves attitudes 
is that it allows individuals to see both where common ground exists, and 
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that the other side is more reasonable than they might have suspected. Post- 
discussion, respondents can use that lived experience to replace inaccurate 
stereotypes about the other party, and hence attitudes toward them improve.

d o  t h e s e  e f f e c t s  e n d u r e ?

One concern with any experiment is that the study simply creates a transi-
tory shift in attitudes that quickly fades once subjects leave the study. To help 
address these concerns, as part of the Cross- Party Discussion Experiment I 
conducted a follow- up study with respondents one week later. In the follow-
 up study, subjects were asked to complete a brief online survey, which simply 
asked them the key dependent variables from the post- test instrument; 35 per-
cent of the sample completed this follow- up survey. In any panel study like this, 
non- random attrition is a significant concern. I tried to combat this by incen-
tivizing respondents to participate (all of those who completed the follow- up 
study were entered into a lottery to win a $50 Amazon gift card), but this only 
reduces this concern— it does not eliminate it entirely. Here, neither treatment 
assignment nor political characteristics (partisanship, strength of party, liberal- 
conservative self- identification, political activity, political interest, or frequency 
of political discussion) predict taking the follow- up survey (see the appendix to 
Levendusky and Stecula 2021 for more details). While there are some expected 
demographic differences (i.e., younger and better- educated participants are 
more likely to take the follow- up study), they are relatively minor, and control-
ling for these factors does not change the substantive results.

The key question here is whether the effects found above can still be de-
tected one week later; table 5.1 presents those results.5 The results demonstrate 
that the effects lasted for at least a week. One week later, those assigned to the 
heterogeneous discussion condition still rated the other party more warmly 

ta b l e  5.1. The Effects of Cross- Party Discussion Persist for at Least One Week

Out- Party FT
(1)

Out- Party Trust
(2)

Social Distance
(3)

Heterogeneous Discussion 11.86** 0.45** 0.47***
(4.63) (0.22) (0.15)

Constant 24.76** 2.03*** 3.13***
(11.79) (0.15) (0.64)

Observations 98 110 110
R2 0.38 0.27 0.21

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with fixed effects for experimental session; standard errors 
(clustered by discussion group) are in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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on the feeling thermometer scale, trusted the other party to do what is in the 
nation’s best interest, and felt less socially distant from them (i.e., they are 
more comfortable interacting with them in a variety of different settings).6 
Overall, this suggests that these effects were not simply transitory shifts, but 
endured for at least several days after the study. Cross- party discussion mean-
ingfully changes attitudes toward the other party.

Comparing Across Experiments: Which Treatment Is Most Effective?

Over the past three chapters, I have presented results from several different 
experiments examining the effectiveness of using different strategies to re-
duce affective polarization: the American Identity Experiment, the Cross- 
Party Friendship Experiment, and the Cross- Party Discussion Experiment. 
All of these experiments asked respondents about the same target— the other 
party— and did so using a common measure— the feeling thermometer scale.7 
So I can use this item to compare across the three treatments to say something 
about their comparative effectiveness.

Looking back at the evidence in the past three chapters, we can see that 
the American identity prime in chapter 3 increased out- party feeling ther-
mometer ratings by 6 degrees, the cross- party friendship prime in chapter 4  
improved out- party feeling thermometer ratings by 4.5 degrees, and the 
cross- party discussion prime in this chapter improved ratings by 12 degrees. 
Clearly, the cross- party discussion prime is the most effective, but that is not 
really surprising— the first two treatments are simple primes that are deliv-
ered within the context of a brief survey, whereas the third involves a more 
elaborate treatment.

But this also makes an important theoretical point: survey experimental 
results are really akin to existence proofs. They demonstrate that it is possible 
to change people’s beliefs, but because they are not terribly realistic, we do not 
know what sort of longer- term change they engender (likely not much). To 
get larger and longer- lasting results, we need more comprehensive interven-
tions like the one here, where subjects get a more sustained dose of cross- 
party contact. And indeed, to be truly effective, such discussions need to take 
place over an extended period of time. The sort of intervention I conduct 
here is a beginning, rather than an end.

Conclusions

Can cross- party discussion lessen partisan animus? The Cross- Party Discus-
sion Hypothesis argues that it does so by allowing respondents to substitute 
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accurate information— from their interaction with the other party— for inac-
curate stereotypes. In the discussion, respondents will see that the parties 
sometimes agree on the issues, and that even when they do not, the other side 
is more reasonable than they had imagined. Using an original experiment, I 
show that affective polarization falls sharply as a result of heterogeneous po-
litical discussion, with subjects rating those from the other party much more 
positively after these encounters. Further, these effects persist for a week after 
the study, indicating that they are not simply momentary aberrations forgot-
ten soon after the treatment is administered.

These results might be a bit surprising, as some readers might suspect that 
attempting to bridge the partisan divide in the present moment would lead to 
angry shouting matches and fisticuffs rather than greater understanding and 
unity. There are two important reasons why I find the more positive effects 
here. First, as I have argued elsewhere in the book, respondents are not as  
affectively polarized as they think they are (Druckman et al. 2022b). When 
they actually meet someone from the other party and talk to them, and re-
alize what they share in common, animus falls. The argument is not that 
someone from the resistance can meet a Trump devotee and start singing 
kumbaya. Rather, it is that ordinary people from both parties— who are less 
political and less ideological than is commonly assumed (Druckman et al. 
2022b)— can do so. The partisan rancor we see depicted in the media occurs 
primarily in a narrow swath of the electorate.

Second, the setup of the experiment itself facilitated this productive en-
counter. Because respondents discussed politics in a face- to- face setting, this 
engendered a strong set of social norms about how they should interact with 
one another. Social norms of interpersonal dialogue emphasize politeness 
and respect, and those who violate these norms are sanctioned (van Kleef 
et al. 2015). But if these norms are absent, heterogeneous discussion can be 
deleterious. For example, online discussions, which lack these norms, often 
exacerbate divisions and reduce understanding between groups (Kiesler, Sie-
gel, and McGuire 1984; Bail et al. 2018). Indeed, one need only glance at Face-
book or Twitter to see this pattern confirmed time and time again. This sug-
gests that a genuine conversation centered on mutual respect— and not just a 
shouting match— will be needed to overcome political differences. Whether 
the discussions are face- to- face or online, maintaining these norms underly-
ing discussion will be important to having productive cross- party dialogue; I 
return to this point in the conclusion to this book.8

This also helps to explain the scope conditions for this sort of study. 
To reduce animus, discussion needs to involve members of both parties— 
individuals actually have to hear from the other party, and listen to their 
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point of view, to change their opinion. Simply interacting with those from 
their own party is unlikely to improve anything, as that conversation likely 
just reflects on inaccurate stereotypes of the other party. But these discus-
sions actually need to be centered on politics. There’s a parallel here to chap-
ter 4, where I found that cross- party friendships that avoid politics do little 
to ameliorate partisan animus. Individuals actually need the disconfirming 
evidence from dialogue and discussion to change levels of partisan animosity 
(Rothbart and John 1985). One can use something apolitical to open up the 
conversation and build bridges with the other side. But if the conversation 
never moves beyond that, and participants do not learn that they have more 
in common with the other side than they had realized, its effects will be more 
limited. The value here is not just in learning that there are decent people on 
the other side; it is in learning that they are not so different from us.

There is a wrinkle here, though: as I noted at the start of the chapter, 
Americans do not like to engage in these sorts of cross- party dialogues. But 
there is an important implication to this research. Americans think they will 
not like cross- party encounters, because they expect them to devolve into 
shouting matches. But this typically does not happen, and most people end up 
enjoying such interactions much more than they thought they would (Dori-
son, Minson, and Rogers 2019). This also helps us to reinterpret past find-
ings about Americans’ hesitancy to engage in these conversations— people 
do not want to have them because they imagine the worst- case scenario, and 
see themselves shouting at a stereotype from the other side of the aisle. But 
in a more normal, and reasonable, exchange, they can find some common 
ground, and they realize that it need not be so uncomfortable. If people have 
conversations across political lines, things are likely to go better than they 
expect, and perhaps they will be less hesitant to do so again.

This also highlights the importance of everyday political discussion. Yes, 
people want to avoid cross- party political dialogue. But most political con-
versations are incidental, not purposive (Minozzi et al. 2020): people do not 
seek out political conversations, they just happen in the course of everyday 
life. People might want to avoid cross- cutting discussion, and they might try 
to use social cues to avoid it (Carlson and Settle 2021), but it occurs neverthe-
less. This is exactly the sort of “everyday talk” that Mansbridge (1999) empha-
sizes: the small encounters between different people that help us to better un-
derstand and tolerate one another. Conversation is not a cure- all, but it does 
help us learn what we share in common across the aisle. This sort of everyday 
dialogue really is crucial, and I return to this point in the concluding chapter.
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Are There Downstream Consequences  
to Reducing Affective Polarization?

So far, the analysis in the book has focused on testing whether various strate-
gies actually reduce affective polarization. But as I argued in chapter 2, if those 
strategies succeed, then there should be a set of downstream consequences 
that also follow from those efforts. This chapter focuses on three such effects. 
First, perceived polarization should also fall— when affective polarization de-
clines, individuals should think that the parties are less divided and polar-
ized, and they should perceive that there is more common ground between 
them (the Common Ground Hypothesis). Second, individuals should be less 
likely to adopt the positions espoused by their party leaders— they should 
be less likely to follow party cues (the Party Cue- Taking Hypothesis). Third 
and finally, individuals should also have higher levels of partisan ambivalence 
(the Partisan Ambivalence Hypothesis)— which in turn should reduce parti-
san motivated reasoning more generally. As I explain below, these latter two 
effects— on party cue- taking and partisan ambivalence— are especially im-
portant, as they have broader implications for theories of ideological polar-
ization, partisan sorting, and partisan motivated reasoning. If I find support 
for these hypotheses, then, it suggests that reducing affective polarization has 
quite wide- ranging implications for citizens’ attitudes, and is even more im-
portant than it seems at first glance.

This chapter tests whether such downstream effects exist. I find strong 
support for all three of them— reducing affective polarization has further at-
titudinal consequences, with important normative implications for our un-
derstanding of American political behavior more broadly.
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Does Reducing Affective Polarization Decrease  
Perceived Polarization?

As I argued in chapter 2, part of why Democrats and Republicans dislike and 
distrust one another is that they think they have less in common than they ac-
tually do, following on the logic of social identity theory and how it intersects 
with our contemporary media and political environment. As a result, ordi-
nary voters greatly exaggerate the degree of polarization in the mass public: 
they think Democrats and Republicans are more divided than they actually 
are (Levendusky and Malhotra 2016b). But if affective polarization falls, and 
the other party is seen less as a dissimilar other, then perceived polarization 
should also fall— individuals should think that the parties are less polarized 
and there is more common ground between them. This is the logic of the 
Common Ground Hypothesis.

To test this argument, at the end of the AmeriSpeak Cross- Party Friend-
ship Experiment used in chapter 4 I asked respondents two different items. 
They were asked to assess how much common ground exists between the 
parties on a scale ranging from “a great deal” to “none at all,” and how often 
Democrats and Republicans agree on the issues of the day, on a scale ranging 
from “all the time” to “never.” I expect that treated subjects (those primed 
to think about their cross- party friendships) will perceive more common 
ground, and think that the parties agree on more issues, relative to subjects in 
the control condition. Figures 6.1 and 6.2 show the distribution of responses 
to these items for subjects in both the treatment and the control conditions.1

Both results strongly support the Common Ground Hypothesis. In fig-
ure 6.1, note that treated subjects were more likely to perceive there to be 
more common ground: in the control condition 37 percent of respondents 
perceived at least some common ground between the parties, but that rose 
to 46 percent in the treatment condition— a 25 percent increase. Likewise, 
the fraction of those who said that there was no common ground at all fell by  
27 percent, from 11 percent in the control to 8 percent in the treatment.

In figure 6.2, we see a similar increase in assessments of the frequency 
of agreement between the parties. Not surprisingly, in both the treatment 
and the control condition, most respondents felt that there was not too much 
agreement between the parties, reflecting the reality of high levels of per-
ceived polarization seen elsewhere (Levendusky and Malhotra 2016b). None-
theless, the treatment led respondents to perceive more cross- party agree-
ment. Thirty percent more subjects agreed that the parties agree “sometimes,” 
and 25 percent fewer subjects say that they “never” do so in the treatment 
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relative to the control. Reminding subjects of what they share across parties 
(here, cross- party friendships) increases their perception of shared common 
ground (readers interested in the regression analyses of the data underlying 
figures 6.1 and 6.2 are referred to the appendix to this chapter).

This tells us something powerful about the link between partisan animus 
and perceptions of polarization. Part of the reason why perceptions of polar-
ization are so high is that animosity toward the other side leads us to expect 
that the other party is very distant from our own— it’s similar to the contrast 
effect in candidate placements (Judd, Kenny, and Krosnick 1983). But if we 
lessen that animosity, then there is less psychological need to distance our-
selves from them, and hence perceived polarization falls (see also Armaly and 
Enders 2021).
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f ig u r e  6.1. Cross- Party Friendships Increase Perceptions of Common Ground
Note: Control group respondents’ assessment of how much common ground exists between the parties 
is given in black; the assessment for heterogeneous discussion group respondents is given in light gray.
Source: AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment
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This is not simply a matter of reducing misperceptions, a valuable goal in 
and of itself; it has two broader implications as well. First, it strengthens legisla-
tors’ incentives to find compromise and consensus. If citizens are truly divided 
by party, and there is no common ground, what incentive do legislators or 
other elected officials have to compromise with one another? But if there is actu-
ally overlap in the public’s attitudes, then there is more reason to find the “spirit 
of compromise” and look to reach across the aisle (Gutmann and Thompson 
2012). Indeed, support for compromise and bipartisanship in the mass public 
drives elite support for bipartisan legislation (Harbridge and Malhotra 2011). A 
divided America would support little such consensus building. But if, instead, 
Americans of both parties have at least some shared commonalities, and can 
agree on some issues, then compromise is a more fruitful activity.
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f ig u r e  6.2. Cross- Party Friendships Increase Perceptions of Cross- Party Agreement
Note: Control group respondents’ assessment of how much the parties agree with one another is given in 
black; the assessment for heterogeneous discussion group respondents is given in light gray.
Source: AmeriSpeak Friendship Experiment
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Second, as citizens perceive more common ground between the parties, 
then it becomes possible for them to consider voting for the other party. Af-
fective polarization nationalizes elections, so that voters are unwilling to vote 
for even down- ballot candidates from the other party (Abramowitz and Web-
ster 2016)— how could you support a candidate from the other side when they 
disagree with your core values and issue positions? But if there is some com-
mon ground between the parties, then voters can see that there are some ar-
eas of consensus, even if many differences remain. This strengthens account-
ability, because it allows voters to support someone from the other party in a 
case, say, where their own party has performed poorly or has been involved 
in scandal. The point is not that voters will suddenly begin frequently split-
ting their tickets— that’s not realistic. The argument is that it makes them 
more open to voting for a candidate from the other party under some cir-
cumstances, and to using their ballot to help discipline elected officials to 
better promote accountability.

Does Reducing Affective Polarization Reduce Partisan Cue- Taking?

The evidence above supports the first hypothesis about the downstream ef-
fects of lessening partisan animus: reducing affective polarization also re-
duces perceived polarization and increases perceptions of common ground 
between the parties. But does it also reduce partisan cue- taking, as the Party 
Cue- Taking Hypothesis predicts? Affective polarization heightens individu-
als’ desire to differentiate their own liked party from the disliked other party, 
which implies that as affective polarization increases, individuals are more 
likely to follow their own party’s cues and less likely to follow those from the 
other party (Druckman et al. 2021). When affective polarization falls, so too 
does the psychological desire to differentiate between the parties, and indi-
viduals are both less tied to their own party and less repulsed by the opposing 
party. Given this, partisan cue- taking should fall.

To test this hypothesis, at the end of the AmeriSpeak Cross- Party Friend-
ship Experiment subjects were asked to provide their opinion of two policies: 
how much the government should expand urban growth (modeled on the 
item from Chong and Druckman 2007) and whether the government should 
place additional restrictions on class- action lawsuits. Both of these issues are 
the sort of low- salience issues where this type of treatment could plausibly af-
fect respondents’ attitudes (Bartels 1993), and they are issues where the parties 
have a position, but one that is not especially widely known in the mass public 
(to avoid pre- treatment effects). Subjects are told the parties’ positions on the 
issues (Democrats support limits on urban growth but oppose restrictions on 
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class- action lawsuits, Republicans the reverse), and then asked where they 
themselves stand. If my hypothesis is correct, treated subjects should be less 
likely to follow the party cue and therefore will be less likely to adopt their 
party’s position on these issues.

To test this claim, I pool across issues and estimate the following model:  
PartyPositionij = β0 + β1Treatedi + φj + εij, where PartyPositionij indicates whether 
sub ject i adopted their party’s position on issue j, treatedi is an indicator for 
whether subject i was assigned to the treatment condition, φJ is an issue fixed- 
effect, and εij is a stochastic disturbance term. Column 1 in table 6.1 below 
presents the results, with standard errors clustered by respondent.

As I hypothesized, treated subjects were less likely to adopt their party’s 
position on the issues. In the control condition, approximately 55 percent of 
subjects adopted their party’s position on the issues, but that decreased to 
52 percent in the treatment condition— a 5 percent relative decrease. This is 
undoubtedly a very modest shift. But this is what we should expect: it would 
hardly be realistic for this sort of simple affective polarization treatment to 
cause major shifts in cue- taking, but it does have some effect.

In the Bovitz Forthright Cross- Party Friendship Experiment, I included a 
replication of this party cue study, with the same setup as before. Here, all re-
spondents received the class- action lawsuit item from the original study and 
were then randomly assigned to answer one of two additional items: whether 
we should allow more citizens to vote by mail, and whether we should expand 
the use of nuclear power.2 While vote by mail became a higher- salience par-
tisan issue in 2020 given Trump’s argument that it would be used to perpetu-
ate voter fraud, it was a much lower- salience, less partisan issue when the 
study took place: for example, Pennsylvania adopted Act 77 (which greatly 

ta b l e  6.1. Cross- Party Friendships Reduce Party Cue- Taking

AmeriSpeak Data
(1)

Bovitz Forthright Data
(2)

Treatment Prime - 0.03* - 0.03*
(0.02) (0.02)

Constant 0.55** 0.50**
(0.01) (0.15)

R2 0.018 0.013
N (Total) 3540 3706
N (Respondents) 1780 1595

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients, with standard errors are 
clustered by respondent given in parentheses. Both models include fixed 
effects for issues.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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expanded mail balloting in the state) on a bipartisan basis in 2019. Column 2  
of table 6.1 shows that I found an almost identical effect here: once again, 
treated subjects were less likely to adopt their party’s position on the issues, 
all else being equal.

The analysis above looks at whether respondents adopt their party’s posi-
tion on the issue, which makes sense given the theoretical logic of the Party 
Cue- Taking Hypothesis. But subjects answered the items on five- point Likert 
scales (strongly agree to strongly disagree). Digging into the raw data, I found 
that treated subjects moved away from their own party’s position, but they 
did not adopt the other party’s position. Instead, they became more likely 
to select the scale midpoint. For example, in the AmeriSpeak Cross- Party 
Friendship Experiment, in the control condition 19 percent of subjects adopted 
the other party’s position (i.e., a Democrat who wants to restrict the use of 
class- action lawsuits), 33 percent adopted the scale midpoint (neither sup-
porting nor opposing the policy), and 48 percent adopted their party’s posi-
tion. In the treatment condition, those figures were 18 percent, 37 percent, and 
45 percent, respectively; the same pattern appears in the Bovitz Forthright 
data as well.3 The treatment here does not shift people to adopt the other 
party’s position; rather, it moves them away from their party’s position and 
onto the scale midpoint. With lower levels of animus, they move away from 
their party, even if they do not embrace the other side’s positions.

What drives these cue- taking effects? There are two non- exclusive pos-
sibilities. First, subjects might become less likely to follow their party’s cues 
because they feel a weaker identification with their own party (i.e., they be-
come less univalent partisans, see Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012). 
Second, they might feel less negativity toward the opposing party’s cue, and it 
would therefore be less of an “anti- cue” (Nicholson 2012; Goren, Federico and 
Kittilson 2009; Merkley and Stecula 2020). Undoubtedly, both factors matter, 
but which one is dominant? Here, given the design, I cannot say definitively. 
I followed the standard format of party cue studies, and presented subjects 
with the positions of both parties, so these results cannot directly address this 
debate. Even if I presented subjects with just one party’s position, they would 
most likely be able to infer the other party’s position (i.e., if I tell you that 
the Democrats support position X, then you will most likely infer that the 
Republicans support not- X), so providing dispositive evidence here would 
be extremely difficult and would require a more complicated research design 
(and as I discussed in chapter 2, additional theorizing as well).

Regardless of the particular mechanism, though, the fact that these primes 
decrease cue- taking has broad and important implications. Party cue- taking 
is one of the main mechanisms driving both ideological polarization and 
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partisan sorting (Lenz 2012; Levendusky 2009; Levendusky 2010). What my 
findings here show is that affective polarization causes ideological polariza-
tion and sorting via cue- taking. While earlier work highlighted how ideologi-
cal polarization could fuel affective discord (Bougher 2017; Orr and Huber 
2020), this reverse possibility has been largely overlooked. This suggests that 
we cannot really untangle affective and ideological polarization, that the two 
are inextricably linked (see also Druckman et al. 2021). Part of the reason 
why affective polarization has risen is that the parties have pulled apart on 
the issues, but part of the separation on the issues is the result of increasing 
animus between the parties. The two are intertwined at a deep level (see also 
Fiorina 2017).

These results also help to explain Lelkes’s (2018) findings about the linkage 
between affective polarization and partisan sorting. In that study, he examines 
the effects of affective polarization on partisan sorting, and finds that the rela-
tionship is rather modest. Such a finding is entirely consistent with my results 
here. Partisan sorting and affective polarization are linked, but that linkage is 
via cue- taking, which occurs predominantly among those with more cogni-
tive resources (Bakker, Lelkes, and Malka 2020; Bang- Peterson et al. 2013). So 
affective polarization does increase partisan sorting, but only among a subset 
of the mass public, and hence the relationship is modest rather than massive.

This also explains why sharp increases in affective polarization have not 
generated large increases in ideological polarization: the cue- taking mecha-
nism works best for a subset of respondents who were likely already quite 
ideologically polarized ex ante. While ideological polarization has a large ef-
fect on affective polarization, the reverse causal process— from affective po-
larization to ideological divisions— is considerably weaker. There are deep, 
but subtle, connections between affective polarization, ideological polariza-
tion, and party sorting.

But there is another implication of these cue- taking effects for how we 
think about citizens’ behavior. Numerous studies argue that party cues serve 
as a type of heuristic shortcut for voters (e.g., Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 
1993), a way for them to make some sense of the political world (Sniderman 
and Stiglitz 2011) and even hold elected officials to account (Achen and Bartels 
2016). If I reduce party cue- taking, am I also undercutting these more desir-
able effects of cues? This is a reasonable concern, but the results above suggest 
that it is not a serious limitation. The effect on cue- taking is quite modest, 
and is very unlikely to shift factors like vote choice (see, e.g., Broockman, 
Kalla, and Westwood forthcoming). If anything, this is about reducing reflex-
ive party cue- taking, and as the results below suggest, getting citizens to be 
slightly more even- handed in how they view the political world. But that will  
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not remove all effects of partisanship— it will just dampen down some of its 
excesses.

Does Reducing Affective Polarization Heighten Partisan Ambivalence?

The results above suggest that reducing affective polarization works to lessen 
partisan cue- taking. But, as I argued in chapter 2, there may be a related, but even 
more fundamental, shift engendered by falling levels of partisan animus— 
partisan ambivalence may also fall, as I predicted in the Partisan Ambiva-
lence Hypothesis. As animus toward the other party falls, individuals have 
less incentive to differentiate their liked party from the disliked other party. 
As a result, they should become more ambivalent toward the other party, 
seeing both its good and its bad sides. This is obviously closed tied to animus 
itself, but as I explain below, it has a broader, and important, implication in 
how it connects to partisan motivated reasoning more generally.

To measure partisan ambivalence, in the Bovitz Forthright Friendship 
Experiment I included the items suggested by Lavine, Johnston, and Steen-
bergen (2012). These questions first ask respondents whether they have any 
favorable thoughts or feelings toward a given party, and if they do, how posi-
tive those feelings are. It then repeats the process for the unfavorable thoughts 
and feelings about that party. Then subjects repeat the battery for the other 
party. This procedure ultimately generates four measures: same- party posi-
tive thoughts, same- party negative thoughts, other- party positive thoughts, 
and other- party negative thoughts. The resulting metrics parallel the classic 
party likes and dislikes format of the ANES (which I used in Levendusky 
2018a), but in a way that is less cognitively demanding, as well as more ac-
curate (see the discussion in Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012, 57– 60).

Here, I expect that treated subjects (those primed to think about cross- 
party friendships) display more positivity, and less negativity, toward the 
other party— rather than simply disliking it (as we would normally expect), 
they now see some positive aspects as well.

The data in table 6.2 show that there were modest, but real, effects: treated 
subjects were more ambivalent about the other party, with more positive, and 
fewer negative, thoughts about it. For example, column 1 contains a sum-
mary measure of out- party ambivalence, which is simply the difference be-
tween positive and negative out- party feelings, with higher values indicating 
more positive thoughts about the other party. Here, the treated subjects were 
0.036 units more positive (on a [- 1,1] scale). In the control condition, only 
28 percent of subjects were neutral or positive toward the other party (note 
that that constant term is negative, suggesting that in the control condition, 
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subjects have more negative than positive thoughts toward the other party). 
In the treatment condition, this increased to 32 percent, a 14 percent increase. 
Likewise, treated subjects had more positive thoughts toward the other party, 
as well as fewer negative thoughts (p = 0.12, two- tailed, so this just misses 
standard cutoffs for statistical significance).

Note that these effects were not simply due to the fact that respondents 
liked both parties more. I asked these same items for the respondent’s own 
party as well, as a placebo check; the treatment had no effect on these ratings 
(columns 4– 6 of table 6.2).4 Rather than just being about positivity overall, 
the effect was about changing attitudes toward the other party (due, as I ar-
gued in chapter 4, to changing one’s conception of it). So when animus falls, 
partisan ambivalence increases.5

These downstream consequences speak more broadly to the political 
consequences of affective polarization. As Iyengar et al. (2019) note, we have 
learned a tremendous amount about the apolitical consequences of affective 
polarization— everything from its effect on dating and relationships (Huber 
and Malhotra 2017), to the length of time people spend at Thanksgiving din-
ner (Chen and Rohla 2018), to roommate preferences (Shafranek 2021), to 
economic and consumer behavior (Gift and Gift 2015; McConnell et al. 2018; 
Panagopoulos et al. 2020), to medical decisions and health care (Hersh and 
Goldenberg 2016; Lerman, Sadin, and Trachtman 2017). But despite this im-
pressive array of effects, much less is known about how animosity has changed 
politics (though see Hetherington and Rudolph 2015; Druckman et al. 2021; 
Druckman et al. 2022a). These findings highlight how animosity also shapes 
perceived polarization, partisan cue- taking, and partisan ambivalence, help-
ing to further document the political relevance of animosity.

ta b l e  6 . 2 .  Cross- Party Friendship Increases Partisan Ambivalence

Net Out-  
Party Effect
(1)

Out- Party 
Positive  
Feelings
(2)

Out- Party 
Negative 
Feelings
(3)

Net Same-  
Party Effect
(4)

Same- Party 
Positive 
Feelings
(5)

Same- Party 
Negative 
Feelings
(6)

Treatment 0.036*** 0.018*** - 0.017 - 0.013 - 0.0005 0.011
(0.014) (0.007) (0.011) (0.013) (0.009) (0.008)

Constant - 0.505*** 0.131*** 0.634*** 0.291*** 0.538*** 0.228***
(0.009) (0.005) (0.008) (0.009) (0.007) (0.006)

Observations 4,680 4,767 4,684 4,154 4,158 4,767
R2 0.002 0.001 0.001 0.0002 0.00000 0.0004

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients with associated standard errors in parentheses.
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.

Source: Bovitz Forthright Friendship Study
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All of the downstream consequences have important implications for  
how we understand American politics more broadly, but the implications of 
increasing partisan ambivalence are arguably the most important of all, as 
partisan ambivalence vitiates partisan motivated reasoning (Lavine, Johnston, 
and Steenbergen 2012). Such partisan motivated reasoning weakens demo-
cratic accountability, because it makes subjects more responsive to partisan 
cues than to factual information (Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012;  
Druckman et al. 2013; Little, Schnakenberg, and Turner 2022) and skews 
how citizens assign credit and blame to government figures (Bisgaard 2015; 
Bisgaard 2019). It prompts a “partisan” type of citizenship (MacKuen et al. 
2010), one where citizens see politics through a lens of debate and argumenta-
tion rather than deliberation and reasoned consideration (Groenendyk and 
Krupnikov 2021). As such, scholars have invested considerable effort in think-
ing about how to minimize this type of thinking (e.g., Druckman 2012), but 
it turns out to be quite difficult (Lavine et al. 2012). The results here offer a 
potential path to doing so.

But there is another point here as well. Because partisan motivated rea-
soning also drives party cue- taking (Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012; 
Druckman et al. 2013), in many ways the Party Cue- Taking Hypothesis is really 
a corollary of the Partisan Ambivalence Hypothesis: if partisan ambivalence  
increases, and partisan motivated reasoning falls, then cue- taking will also 
abate. And because cue- taking is so intimately tied to partisan sorting and ideo -
logical polarization, this implies that to study any one of these concepts— 
partisan motivated reasoning, affective polarization, party sorting, ideologi-
cal polarization, and partisan ambivalence— is to study all of them. While 
they have some unique causes and consequences, they are also inextricably 
bound together.

This, in turn, has a further implication. Because they are so closely linked, 
if you can reduce one, you should be able to reduce others of them as well. 
Typically, moderating these sorts of tendencies— especially motivated rea-
soning— is very difficult (Redlawsk, Civettini, and Emmerson 2010). But by 
working to reduce affective polarization, the strategies outlined in this book 
also reduce these other pernicious effects. This has considerable importance 
for our contemporary politics, as I discuss in the concluding chapter.

Conclusion

Are there downstream consequences to reducing affective polarization? Even 
simply lessening partisan animus is an important goal in and of itself, but 
the consequences become even more important and significant if there are 
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other downstream effects. This chapter tests the three downstream effects hy-
potheses from chapter 2: reducing affective polarization should reduce per-
ceived polarization and increase perceptions of common ground between the 
parties (the Common Ground Hypothesis); reducing affective polarization 
should reduce partisan cue- taking (the Party Cue- Taking Hypothesis); and 
finally, reducing affective polarization should increase partisan ambivalence 
(the Partisan Ambivalence Hypothesis). Using the data from my original ex-
periments, I find strong support for all three of these hypotheses.

These results have several broader consequences. First, as the discussion 
earlier in the chapter highlights, affective and ideological polarization are 
deeply intertwined, and cannot really be disentangled. The results here show 
that when affective polarization falls, so too does party cue- taking. But the 
converse is also true: as affective polarization has increased, so too has cue- 
taking, and because cue- taking is one of the primary mechanisms driving 
partisan sorting and ideological polarization (Levendusky 2009; Levendusky 
2010), rising affective polarization helped to fuel ideological polarization 
as well. So sorting and ideological polarization are both causes and conse-
quences of affective polarization, and they should be understood to be endog-
enous to one another. Ideological polarization helps to fuel affective discord, 
but affective discord contributes to ideological polarization as well.

Further, and even more broadly, these results also show that there are 
significant political consequences to reducing affective polarization. While 
much of the extant work in this area focuses on the counterintuitive effects 
of affective polarization on apolitical outcomes, my work here also shows 
how this matters politically. This is true not just for party cue- taking, but 
also for partisan ambivalence: reducing affective polarization reduces par-
tisan motivated reasoning more generally. This implies that when affective 
polarization falls, subjects should be less likely to engage in a host of related 
behaviors— less likely to engage in expressive survey responding (Schaffner 
and Luks 2018), less likely to show confirmation and disconfirmation bias 
(Taber and Lodge 2006), and so forth. Just as rising affective polarization has 
shaped American politics in recent decades, if it were to fall, there could be 
equally broad consequences.
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Appendix: Regression Results from This Chapter

ta b l e  a6.1. Effects in Perceptions of Common Ground & Party Agreement, Ameri-
Speak Friendship Data

Perceptions of Common Ground
(1)

Extent of Party Agreement
(2)

Treatment 0.16*** 0.08**
(0.04) (0.03)

Constant 2.40*** 2.24***
(0.03) (0.02)

Observations 1,801 1,794
R2 0.01 0.003

Note: Cell entries are OLS regression coefficients, with associated standard errors in 
parentheses. 
*p<0.1; **p<0.05; ***p<0.01.
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What Does This All Mean?

A Recap of the Argument: Where Have We Been?

Our Common Bonds lays out an argument for how we can reduce the affective 
polarization that plagues American society. Part of why Americans dislike and 
distrust those from the other side of the political aisle is that they hold signifi
cant misperceptions about them: individuals think they have much less in com
mon with the other party than they do in reality. But if we correct this false be
lief, and show people what the parties share (our common bonds), we can lessen  
partisan animosity and lower the nation’s political temperature.

Throughout the book I outline three strategies for doing so. First, our com
mon identities— chief among them our American national identity— can unite 
us. If Democrats and Republicans see each other as fellow Americans, rather 
than rival partisans, their attitudes toward the other party improve; the other 
party goes from a disliked out group to a liked in group (this is an application  
of the Common Ingroup Identity Model; see Gaertner and Dovidio 2000). 
Us ing a set of original experiments, as well as natural experiments resulting 
from the July 4 holiday and the 2008 Summer Olympics, I show that priming 
national identity improves attitudes toward the other party, though with some 
caveats about that effectiveness in 2020 and beyond that I return to below.

But our American national identity is not the only common identity we 
share. I started with American identity because it is a strong and salient iden
tity that binds us together across parties— indeed, it is one of the most salient 
identities among all Americans (Theiss Morse 2009), and it has been shown 
to ameliorate other cross group tensions (e.g., Transue 2007). There are, how
ever, other identities that cross the partisan divide, and the same theoretical 
logic suggests that they too should lessen partisan animus. I test this more 
general claim using sports fandom, and find that this too mitigates animus: 
when individuals find out that someone roots for their favorite team, but is 
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from the other party, they like and respect them much more than they oth
erwise would. Other identities— not just our national identity— can help to 
bridge the partisan divide.

Second, cross party friendships can lessen partisan animus. While it is 
true that most social networks are relative homophilous with respect to par
tisanship, they are not completely so— in large scale national surveys, I found 
that approximately 8 in 10 Americans know and respect someone from the 
other party. These are most typically friends, but they also include family 
members, coworkers, and neighbors. Further, these people are often closer 
to the center of our social networks than to the periphery, so these are not 
merely occasional contacts, but rather people we see as important to our ev
eryday lives. When we remember that these individuals that we know and 
respect are part of the other party, we come to see it differently— it is not 
just the stereotypes and caricatures depicted in the media; it contains our 
friends, family, and community members as well. As a result, animus toward 
the other party falls. Consistent with my theoretical account, these effects 
are especially large when the cross party friend is a close friend, and when 
the individuals discuss politics with each other. Bridging the political divide 
with a friend, family member, or colleague— or at least disagreeing without 
becoming disagreeable— lessens animosity.

Third, civil cross party dialogue also mitigates affective polarization. Nor
mally, because we carry around inaccurate partisan stereotypes about the other 
party, we think that we have nothing in common with them, and they are a dis
tant and unreasonable other. But when we have a civil exchange with them, 
we realize that we share values and common ground with them, and they are 
not the negative “other” we perceived them to be— “they” are more like “us” 
than we had realized. Using data from an original lab in the field experi
ment, I show that bringing Democrats and Republicans together for a cross 
party dialogue reduces partisan animus quite dramatically.

Reducing affective polarization is an important end goal in and of itself, but 
in chapter 2 I explained why there should also be several downstream effects 
on other attitudes and behaviors. Three such effects occur here. First, perceived 
polarization— the extent to which people think the electorate is divided— will 
decrease. Perceived polarization drives animosity by making people think they 
have less in common with the other party than they do, but heightened animos
ity also makes us think the electorate is even more divided than it is— partisan 
animosity and perceived polarization feed on one another. When animus falls, 
and individuals see the other party less as a disliked other, they have less incen
tive to perceive it as very ideologically distant from themselves. As a result, 
when affective polarization falls, so too does perceived polarization.
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Second, individuals will also become less likely to follow political cues 
and adopt their party’s position on the issues. Affective polarization height
ens people’s sensitivity to both their own party’s cues and the opposing par
ty’s cues, so as animus rises, so too does cue taking (Druckman et al. 2021). 
In contrast, when animosity falls, and people are less sensitive to party cues, 
then cue taking will fall as well, as I show using two experiments. This, in 
turn, has important implications for our understanding of the relationship be
tween affective and ideological polarization. Partisan cue taking is a primary 
mechanism driving partisan sorting, as well as ideological polarization more 
generally (Lenz 2012; Levendusky 2009; Levendusky 2010): affective polariza
tion increases ideological polarization through this cue taking mechanism. 
Prior work emphasized how ideological polarization— particularly at the elite 
level— contributed to affective polarization (Rogowski and Sutherland 2016; 
Webster and Abramowitz 2017). This work shows that the converse is also 
true— affective polarization contributes to ideological polarization by chang
ing our receptivity to partisan cues. Put slightly differently, affective polariza
tion and ideological polarization are endogenous to one another, and the two 
concepts cannot be fully disentangled (see also Druckman et al. 2021).

Third, reducing affective polarization also heightens partisan ambiva
lence. When partisan animus falls, individuals will have more positive feel
ings about the other party, and fewer negative thoughts about them, so they 
come to see them in a more balanced light. Rather than just seeing their own 
party as good and the other party as bad, they have a more complex and nu
anced view of them. This is a particularly important finding, as such ambiva
lence helps to vitiate partisan motivated reasoning (Lavine, Johnston, and 
Steenbergen 2012), with broader implications that I explain below.

Taken together, these results demonstrate that it is indeed possible to re
duce partisan animus in the mass public, and when we do so, a number of 
other consequences follow. In the remainder of the chapter, I discuss several 
implications for political science, before turning my attention to thinking 
about the lessons for more practical everyday politics and then offering some 
closing thoughts. In so doing, I also emphasize some of the limitations of 
these findings and important topics for future work.

Affective Polarization Is More Malleable Than We Think

The findings throughout the book show that affective polarization can be 
mitigated, at least in some circumstances. While it is not possible to elimi
nate partisan animosity, my findings demonstrate that we can reduce it by 
using what Americans share across the partisan divide. But the fact that these 
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strategies work highlights that animus is not as ingrained in ordinary vot
ers as we might think just from reading political media or scrolling through 
Twitter.

There is a parallel here to the literature on ideological polarization. Based 
on what the media report, it might seem as if people are irrevocably divided 
and polarized. But when we look closer at attitudinal data, we see that this is 
incorrect: most Americans are more centrist, and less certain of their views,  
than it seems at first glance (Fowler et al. forthcoming). While some voters are 
polarized, it is primarily those who are most active and engaged (Abramowitz 
2010). There is a parallel lesson here about affective polarization. While the 
media make it seem as if ordinary partisans are on the brink of a civil war, this 
is incorrect. Most people have negative perceptions of partisan stereotypes, 
but not of ordinary citizens (Druckman et al. 2022b), and in many contexts, 
animus is far more muted than we would assume (Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 
2018; Lelkes and Westwood 2017; Westwood, Peterson, and Lelkes 2019). As 
Hersh (2019, 34) puts it, “in real life, we don’t shout at people, penalize them, 
or treat them badly because they support the other party.” My results here 
reinforce this point. If simple psychological primes can lessen partisan ani
mus, then that tells us something about its durability. This does not mean 
we should ignore partisan animosity— far from it. But it does mean that we 
should think carefully about how our own measurement of it might help to 
exaggerate it (see also Druckman et al. 2022b).

There is also a lesson about the centrality of partisanship to people’s lives. 
For a small set of individuals— political scientists included— partisanship and 
politics sit at the center of our identities. But for most people, this is not what 
defines them: as I showed in chapter 1, it is people’s personal and familial ties 
that are most central to them, not their political views. For most Americans, 
politics remains a sideshow in the great circus of life, as Dahl (1961) so elo
quently put it many decades ago. Given this, it is perhaps not that surprising 
that affective polarization can be mitigated in the ways I document here. As 
I explain below, recognizing that not everyone is intensely partisan is a good 
thing rather than a bad thing.

t h e  p e r s o n a l  i s  a  b r i d g e  t o  t h e  p o l i t i c a l

Arguably the core lesson of my argument is that our personal ties offer us a 
route to improve our politics. In the experiments I analyze here, I build on 
the common bonds between Democrats and Republicans— be they a shared 
identity, a friendship, or a discussion— to show how to lessen animus. But 
these personal ties have political ramifications. It is not simply that thinking 
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about a cross party friendship makes you like that friend more, or that a 
dialogue with the other party improves your opinion of your interlocutors. 
Rather, these treatments make respondents like Democrats or Republicans as 
a whole more, so there is generalization to the entire group. They also trust 
the other party more, and they are more willing to interact with them in a 
wide variety of different settings. The trust point is a particularly important 
finding, as that underlines a key political ramification of affective polariza
tion. Affective polarization hollows out trust in government (Hetherington 
and Rudolph 2015), but my findings show that these treatments improve such 
trust, often by striking amounts. To be clear, in no experiment do my treat
ments cause everyone to fully trust the other party, but they certainly trust 
it more, and that increased trust matters, especially in an age with so many 
significant governance challenges.

There’s another subtle, but important, point here. In chapter 3, in the 
sports fandom experiment, I asked respondents to evaluate a particular in
dividual, and then varied that person’s partisanship and favorite sports team. 
But even in the least liked condition— when the person was from the other 
party and was not a fan of the respondents’ favorite team— the average feeling 
thermometer rating was 54 degrees. This is quite a bit higher than the rating 
for the other party as a whole in any of the other experiments, which is often 
around 20– 30 degrees. This is not just an artifact of this one experiment: Orr 
and Huber (2020) report an equivalent pattern— see especially their table 2 
and figure 5. People feel much less animus toward an individual from the 
other side of the aisle than they do toward the party as a whole, reinforcing 
a methodological point made by Druckman and Levendusky (2019). But this 
matters substantively as well: exploiting this fact, we can build on warm feel
ings toward people from the other party to help improve attitudes toward the 
party more generally. Rather than trying to make Republicans like “Demo
crats” as a collective, try just getting them to like a few individual Democrats 
and build from there. Let the personal be a bridge to the political.

An earlier, failed effort to reduce partisan animosity also reinforces this 
point. While the strategies I used in this book lessen animus, in an earlier 
paper I found examples of strategies that did not: in particular, having indi
viduals list things they liked about the other party (Levendusky 2018b). My 
hope in that study was that people would reflect on the fact that they like 
particular individuals from the other party, or the way in which they handled 
particular issues or crises. Instead, most respondents reacted with notable 
vitriol, and said that they liked nothing about the other party. From their 
responses, it seems that they envisioned “the party” as its key leaders and 
policies (Jacobson 2019; Druckman and Levendusky 2019). But as I discussed 
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in chapter 4, when they were pushed to think about cross party friendships 
respondents reacted much more positively, and saw the other party in a new 
light. If we start with national politics (or prime people, even inadvertently, 
to think about national politics), then anger and animus are the result. But if 
we encourage people to see things through a new lens, then they behave quite 
differently.

My findings also underscore the fact that once we have opened with the 
personal, we need to bring in politics to uncover any common ground that 
might exist, or at least the ability to disagree without being disagreeable. The 
results about cross party friendship in chapter 4 speak to this point: it is those 
friendships where the pairs discuss politics that work most effectively to re
duce animosity. It is that political engagement with the other side that is cru
cial, even if we might need something apolitical to start off the conversation.

In turn, this has implications for future studies of political discussion, 
building on the work I did in chapter 5, where I gave subjects a strong prompt 
grounded in politics. But it also suggests that perhaps a more effective strat
egy in the future would be to first have participants talk about something 
personal and apolitical to build trust with one another, and then discuss a 
political topic to get the crucial stereotype disconfirming evidence that comes 
from political conversation. An important topic for future work, then, is test
ing these sorts of insights to better understand how to help Americans bridge 
the partisan gap.

t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e  d o w n s t r e a m  

c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  a f f e c t i v e  p o l a r i z at i o n

The finding that there are strategies that can reduce affective polarization is 
important in and of itself. But the downstream effects of these shifts also have 
important implications for our politics. Take, for example, the effects on per
ceived polarization. Reducing perceived polarization is important not only 
for correcting a perceptual bias, but because it also changes the message vot
ers send to elites. If the mass public is divided and polarized with no common 
ground, there is little incentive for elites to support the “spirit of compromise” 
(Gutmann and Thompson 2012)— efforts to build bipartisan solutions and 
find common ground. Indeed, part of the reason why elites do not compro
mise or look for common ground much of the time is that key voting blocs do 
not want that (Harbridge and Malhotra 2011). But if voters understood that 
there was common ground between the parties, at least on some issues, then 
their message to elites might be somewhat different, focused more on coming 
together to solve problems. Indeed, while not a cure all for elite polarization 
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(such a thing does not exist), one positive outgrowth of this could be voters 
demanding more compromise and consensus, rather than rallying for more 
grandstanding and political hardball (see also Wolak 2020).

Reducing affective polarization highlights the deep connection between 
ideological polarization, party sorting, and affective polarization, as I discussed 
above. But my findings also explain why ideological polarization and party 
sorting have a larger effect on affective polarization than affective polarization 
has on them. Affective polarization heightens ideological polarization and sort
ing through cue taking, but cue taking is predominantly concentrated among 
those with more cognitive resources (Bang Peterson et al. 2013; Bakker, Lelkes, 
and Malka 2020). This helps to explain why these concepts are only weakly em
pirically related (Lelkes 2018). Reducing affective polarization will lessen ideo
logical polarization, but only to a very modest degree. Even more important is 
the realization that the two are fully endogenous to one another.

The effects on cue taking, as well as the effects on partisan ambivalence, 
point to a broader implication— reducing affective polarization reduces parti
san motivated reasoning more generally. This is perhaps the most important 
downstream benefit of these efforts— helping citizens to become more objec
tive in how they perceive the political world.

Given the difficulty of reducing partisanship’s effects on voters’ psychol
ogy (i.e., Druckman 2012), this is no small feat. Getting citizens to perceive 
the political world more objectively is hard: “Perhaps, then, there is some way 
to prompt citizens . . . to make better political judgements on a more regular 
basis. Unfortunately, we do not see how in practice this can be done” (Lavine, 
Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012, 222). Indeed, because partisanship, and the 
accompanying group centrism, sits so powerfully at the core of our political 
identities, we naturally want to see our party as good and the other side as 
bad. But if we can break this way of thinking, then citizens can escape this 
trap, and can more objectively evaluate the evidence at hand.

This also suggests another insight into motivated reasoning more gener
ally. Previous strategies to mitigate motivated reasoning focus on heighten
ing accuracy motivations (Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014; Mullinix 2018) 
or prompting greater reflection (Arceneaux and Vander Wielen 2017). The 
difficulty, however, is that we rarely have incentives to pursue accuracy and 
reflection in politics, even if they are unquestionably good things. My results 
suggest a slightly different pathway forward— reducing the centrality of par
tisanship as a motivation. When we reduce animus, we also reduce the power 
of partisanship to skew how we perceive the political world, and the effects 
extend even more broadly than we might expect. Exploring the robustness of 
this general finding is an important area for future research.
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Fascinatingly, several recent studies suggest that reducing affective polar
ization may not translate into changes in more distant downstream behaviors. 
In particular, several studies highlight that reducing partisan animosity does 
not reduce support for anti democratic attitudes (Broockman, Kalla, and  
Westwood forthcoming; Voelkel et al. 2021). What explains why these stud
ies find no effect on downstream behaviors, while I find some? I suspect it 
centers on the nature of the downstream inference, in two ways. First, all of 
my downstream outcomes are more focused on proximate factors (i.e., per
ceptions of common ground, cue taking, etc.). These studies focus on a more 
distant factor— support for anti democratic attitudes— by asking respon
dents whether they would prefer an out party candidate who respects consti
tutional safeguards over a same party candidate who does not (building on 
the work of Graham and Svolik 2020). Yet all of the treatments used in these 
studies change how individuals feel toward out partisans, rather than out 
party elites, and scholars know that voters see these as related, but distinct, 
entities (Druckman and Levendusky 2019). It may be that changing attitudes 
toward the other party’s politicians requires a different strategy; this is an 
important topic for future research (see, e.g., Voelkel et al. 2022).

Second, these relationships are likely quite subtle and indirect, and hence 
may be more complicated than they appear at first glance. For example, 
Druckman et al. (2022a) show that support for democratic norms is related to 
partisan animus, but the effect is modest, limited to a particular subset of vot
ers, and conditional on the type of norm in question (such norms are related 
to, but distinct from, support for anti democratic politicians).1 As Druck
man et al. (2022a) explain, understanding which voters drive these effects is 
an important dimension of these effects. Understanding the subtlety of these 
effects— and why, theoretically, they occur— is an important component to 
the future research agenda in this area.

What Other Strategies Could Work?

Much of the discussion above focuses on the implications of my work for po
litical science theories about citizen decision making. But there is another set 
of implications that I need to consider— what do these consequences mean 
more practically for actual politics? One obvious question to ask is what other  
strategies could work here. As I noted throughout the book, I focused on a set 
of interconnected strategies that tackle affective polarization stemming from 
a common source: misperceptions of how much the parties share in com
mon. But there are many other strategies that could also lessen animosity, and 
it is worth discussing some of them.
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One set of strategies would build quite directly from the approach that I 
adopted here. My strategies focused on reducing misperceptions about the 
dissimilarities between the parties, but this same strategy could work in other 
contexts as well. For example, one could highlight demographic similarities  
(Ahler and Sood 2018) or similarities in terms of political interest and ex
tremity (Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 2018; Druckman et al. 2022b) to reduce 
animus. This highlights that common bonds can extend even beyond the 
factors I explored here (on overcoming misperceptions more generally, see 
Bursztyn and Yang 2021).

Researchers could also help individuals recognize that their identities are 
complex and multifaceted. As I showed in chapter 3, shared identities— not 
just as Americans, but also as fans of the same sports teams— can help to 
bridge the partisan divide. This latter type of explicitly apolitical identity is an 
especially useful one, as there are many such identities that bring us together 
across party lines. Democrats and Republicans attend the same colleges and 
universities, watch the same mainstream TV shows, are fans of the same mu
sic groups, and are part of the same community and social groups. Recogniz
ing these bonds helps us see what we share with the other side. I return to 
this point below, as it highlights the importance of these types of nonpolitical 
organizations as a means to lessening partisan animus.

But there is a subtler point as well— we all need to recognize the “identity 
complexity” in ourselves and in one another (Klein 2020). If I told you that 
someone was a Republican and an evangelical Christian, you would likely get 
a clear image of that person in your mind, and with it a set of issue positions 
they would be likely to hold. You might, for example, think that they are likely 
to not believe in climate change, and to oppose policies designed to address 
it. But for some evangelicals this is not the case, as they believe the Bible calls 
on mankind to protect and defend the earth, and such individuals (especially 
younger ones) are attempting to push the Republican Party to address this 
issue (Anderson 2020). The groups “Republican,” “evangelical,” and “climate 
change believer” might seem not to overlap, but they do. This same pattern 
is true more generally: we tend to paint all Democrats and Republicans with 
a broad brush, but those stereotypes are often inaccurate. This reflects social 
identity complexity: our social groups cross cut, rather than just reinforce, 
one another (Rocas and Brewer 2002). While identities have become more 
aligned over time (Mason 2018), that process remains incomplete. Not all 
Trump supporters think the election was stolen, and not all Biden supporters 
want to defund the police; failing to recognize the fact that most people have 
complicated attitudes obscures the reality of public opinion in America. This 
sort of identity and attitudinal complexity helps us to realize what we share 
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with the other side, and lessens our animus toward them (Brewer and Pierce 
2005). We all contain multitudes, and recognizing this makes us better able to 
understand others and bridge the partisan divide.

In addition, we could encourage people to de emphasize national politics 
in their everyday lives. Many who care about politics— myself included— 
focus most of our efforts on the machinations in Washington, DC. But as 
Hersh (2019) notes, in the contemporary period this leads us to become polit
ical hobbyists— we watch Fox News or MSNBC, write checks to the DNC or 
RNC, and post about politics on Twitter and Facebook. But what difference 
does that make? In the end, it is largely sound and fury, signifying nothing— 
while the decisions McConnell and Biden make are hugely significant, our 
own contribution is not. Spending time on Facebook, Twitter, and other 
websites only adds fuel to the fire of polarization by skewing our mispercep
tions of the other side (Lelkes, Sood, and Iyengar 2017; Settle 2018). Watching 
cable news or creating a Facebook meme might make us feel better, but it 
only heightens our in group identification and riles us up against the other 
party without actually accomplishing very much. It is the political equivalent 
of a sugar high: satisfying in the moment, but ultimately unproductive and 
unhelpful.

This should not be read as discouraging political activity or interest— far 
from it. If people want to be active, that activity is better directed toward the 
local or state level (though I have more to say about how we might encour
age meaningful national level engagement later in the chapter). While we all 
constantly glance at our phones for the latest New York Times news alert, de
cisions with much more tangible consequences are being made in state capi
tals and city governments around the country. Indeed, many decisions— from 
school funding, to policing and criminal justice, to efforts to fight climate 
change and boost sustainability— are made primarily at the state and local 
level, not nationally. Getting involved in your community is a more effica
cious strategy to enact political change than is national level hobbyism.

But there is an even deeper point here. Many issues at the state and espe
cially the local level do not lend themselves to easy ideological stereotyping— 
they are “more tangible and less symbolic”: everyone wants safer streets, 
good schools, and a robust business community (Klein 2020, 266). Working 
genuinely in politics at a local level, caring about concrete issues more than 
the latest manufactured national outrage, would help us to see how we could 
more directly make a difference in our communities (Hersh 2019). As Hop
kins (2018) notes, while there are over 5,000 elected officials in America, only 
537 are at the national level. While we should not ignore those 537, we should 
also pay attention to the many thousands of others as well.
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There’s also a corollary to this local engagement piece: Americans should 
consume more local media. There are more political media than ever before, 
but they nearly all focus on national politics inside the Beltway; few, if any, of 
them devote any attention at all to state and local politics. This matters not 
only because it affects vote choice (Moskowitz 2021; Darr, Hitt and Dunaway 
2018), but also because it can affect levels of affective polarization. Darr, Hitt, 
and Dunaway (2021) report on what happened when the Palm Springs Desert 
Sun stopped printing national politics editorials or letters to the editor for one 
month in 2019, instead shifting its attention to state and local issues. As a re
sult, the paper’s readers became less affectively polarized: local news is about 
less polarizing and partisan topics, and gets covered with less inflammatory 
rhetoric, so readers feel less animosity toward the other side. Not only would 
more local news help to lower the political temperature, it would also keep 
us all better informed about our local communities, a positive good in and of 
itself (Hayes and Lawless 2021).

We could also encourage individuals to engage in community building 
activities independent of politics, but have them do so (unknowingly) with 
members of the other party. So, for example, individuals could work to solve 
a problem (say, a set of puzzles) in cross party groups. Solving the problem 
collaboratively would allow them to bond and form positive associations with 
one another without realizing that they come from different parties (this is 
akin to the “fast friends” protocol in psychology; see Aron et al. 1997). After
ward, subjects could be informed that they came from different parties, and 
the bonds formed through the common activity would help to tamp down 
partisan animus. In short, the initial activity helps people to realize what 
they have in common, and that they can get along, and the partisan divisions 
should then not seem such an overwhelming divide (this is similar to the ar
gument that national service would reduce polarization; see Mason and Liu 
2019; Ignatius 2020; Holloway 2021).

On a more informal level, we could help individuals understand the true 
heterogeneity of their partisan networks. A generation of social network stud
ies have demonstrated that we think our networks are much more homophi
lous than they are in reality, as we tend to project our own opinions onto 
others (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987). Even our online social networks are 
more heterogeneous than they might seem at first glance, with much more 
exposure to cross cutting opinions than the narrative about echo chambers 
would suggest (Messing and Westwood 2012; Goel, Mason, and Watts 2010). 
If we realized that our online and offline social networks really were quite 
diverse— that our dog walker is a Republican, or our next door neighbor is 
a Democrat— then we would get a more accurate picture of the other party. 
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If we genuinely heard from the other party— instead of just from the loud
est and most strident voices in the room— then we would likely perceive the 
other party more positively.2

Fifth, one could also prime a set of civic ideals surrounding non partisanship 
and accuracy. Mullinix (2018) shows that priming a sense of civic duty reduces 
the effect of partisanship on decision making, presumably by reminding them  
of the ideals of impartiality (i.e., looking at evidence evenhandedly and trig
gering our desire to form accurate opinions). This, in effect, reminds people 
that American politics has norms of respecting opinions from both sides of the 
aisle, listening carefully, compromising, and so forth (Gutmann and Thomp
son 2012). Triggering those norms would likely reduce animus toward the 
other party as well (see also Mullinix and Lythgoe forthcoming). Relatedly, 
Wojcieszak, Winter, and Yu (2020) show that priming open mindedness (a 
willingness to hear the other side) reduces partisan selective exposure and af
fective polarization. Reminding Americans that a part of our civic culture in 
volves transcending partisanship can be a good thing.

Finally, there are two entirely separate sets of strategies that one could use 
that work from different theoretical starting points. First, all of the strate
gies discussed in this book focus on reducing out group animus. But another 
strategy would be to try to decrease in group identification— to find ways of 
making people see the downside of their own party, to remind them of when 
its leaders are embroiled in scandal, when it performs poorly, and so forth 
(see Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen 2012; Klar 2014). While that strategy 
might work, it also has the potential to backfire and even increase out party 
animus: because many people are somewhat ambivalent about their own 
party, they engage in a “lesser of two evils” defense to justify their identifica
tion with it (Groenendyk 2012). Scholars who wish to use this sort of route 
will need to think through this issue carefully.

Second, all of the strategies here focus on changing how ordinary citizens 
behave. But of course, another strategy would be to think about how elite level 
changes can lessen animus. One example of that would be to highlight success
ful bipartisan legislation, such as the First Step Act of 2018, which was a biparti
san effort to reform the criminal justice system. While such examples are not 
as common as they once were, they do still exist, and bipartisanship remains 
a strategy in Congress (Harbridge 2015; Curry and Lee 2020). Reminding in
dividuals of these sorts of bipartisan policy successes can help them to see 
that even the party elites can bridge the divide, which should in turn lower 
their animus toward the other party (Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014). 
Of course, one could— correctly— note that Americans are treated daily with 
more partisan elite communications, so the effects of this sort of treatment 
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are likely to be extremely muted (this is a classic “pre treatment” effect; see 
Druckman and Leeper 2012). This makes me skeptical that this is right ap
proach to reducing animosity. Ultimately, change at the elite level requires 
more fundamental structural alterations (for a discussion of this point, see 
Azari and Hetherington 2016).3

To be clear, these strategies are— again— just the tip of the iceberg, and no 
doubt there are myriad others that could work just as well, if not better, than 
any I have discussed here (for more discussion of other possible strategies, see 
Hartman et al. 2022). There is, no doubt, more to the story.

Can These Strategies Work in the Real World?

The other obvious question— beyond asking whether other strategies can 
work at all— is asking how well any of these strategies work in the “real world” 
outside the context of a survey or lab in the field experiment. To be clear, 
none of these is any sort of magic spell— we cannot simply sprinkle in a few 
references to American identity and expect partisan animus to fade into the 
ether. For example, as I explained in chapter 3, presidents do try to appeal 
to our national identity to rally the public and move us to action. But ex
cept in extraordinary circumstances— say, like the aftermath of 9/11 or Hur
ricane Katrina— the effect is quite muted, precisely because it gets interpreted 
through the lens of partisan politics. The blame for that failure, however, lies 
much more with elites, who have systematically chosen to prioritize political 
gain over problem solving (see also Lee 2016). If we want a wholesale change 
in our politics, it is political elites who need to lead the way.

But that does not absolve ordinary voters of the need to act. Encouraging 
respectful and civil discussion across party lines with a goal of mutual under
standing is a good first step. This is what a host of organizations are attempt
ing to do, from Unify America, to Braver Angels (originally Better Angels), to 
Living Room Conversations, to Younify, to ListenFirst, to the Bridge Alliance, 
just to name a few (Graham 2018; for efforts to evaluate these sorts of pro
grams, see Baron et al. 2021; Fishkin et al. 2021).4 Doing so also helps citizens 
to find their own voices and show them what they can do to solve problems 
in their own communities (see the discussion in Hersh 2019, 208).

This also suggests an important point about civics education in Amer
ica. For generations, civics education has focused on teaching people “civic 
skills” about how to vote and how to participate in politics more generally, 
but my results show that we’ve overlooked an important part of this skill set: 
teaching people how to have productive conversations around political top
ics. There are a variety of dimensions to this, including the structure and 
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civility I discuss above, as well as other skills such as asking probing ques
tions about others’ viewpoints (Kalla and Broockman 2020; Voelkel, Ren, and 
Brandt 2021), focusing on personal experiences to explain why they hold the 
positions they do (Kubin et al. 2021), and being open to opposing viewpoints 
(Yeomans et al. 2020). Part of being a citizen in a democracy is learning how 
to converse civilly and productively across lines of difference, to see politics as 
about dialogue and not just conflict. Learning how we can engage with each 
other to seek out commonalities, but also not lose our individual differences, 
is crucial, and it is something sorely missing from society, as evidenced by the 
organizations above. But that makes it more rather than less important that 
we learn how to have these conversations collectively.

Of course, such conversations are difficult, and that’s why most Ameri
cans try to avoid them. The literature on political discussion and delibera
tion is replete with evidence about how uncomfortable this type of discus
sion makes people, and how much they want to avoid it (see, among many 
others, Mutz 2006; Settle and Carlson 2019). Indeed, in data gathered by the 
Pew Research Center, nearly 60 percent of Americans have little confidence 
that their fellow citizens can have civil discussions across lines of political 
difference (Rainie, Keeter, and Perrin 2019). To be sure, cross party dialogue 
contains within it the seeds of potential discomfort. But the key word there is 
potential, and how we have that conversation shapes whether that discomfort 
emerges. Indeed, the reality is that many of these conversations are much 
more enjoyable than people imagine (Dorison, Minson, and Rogers 2019). 
But this also highlights another point: part of why we fear them is because 
when we are asked if we want to talk to someone from the other party, we 
imagine a stereotype, not a real person. Actual conversations— which typi
cally are much more productive— are also more pleasant. As the evidence in 
chapter 5 suggests, once people have this sort of discussion, and it goes well, 
they are more willing to engage in such interactions in the future (see also 
Levendusky and Stecula 2021). Little by little, people can be convinced that 
they need not fear all cross party conversations.

Another way of encouraging such conversations is fostering the type of 
cross cutting social institutions that allow us to build apolitical bonds across 
lines of difference. Calls for these organizations are nothing new, and a 
whole generation of scholarship has investigated their decline. While the 
Kiwanis Club and the Rotary Club may no longer be what they once were, 
other groups— from hobby groups, to choirs, to gardening clubs, to coffee 
klatches— allow us the opportunity to build such ties. Precisely because they 
are apolitical, they allow individuals to build social ties and friendships before 
politics is brought into the mix, and they therefore help to foster the sorts of 
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bonds that can reduce animus. Indeed, ties that bind us in some other way— 
like sports and entertainment— are often an excellent pathway to bringing 
together diverse voices (Wojcieszak and Mutz 2006). I am far from the first 
to call for a strengthened civil society; indeed, there is a cottage industry of 
scholarly work encouraging precisely that. But this work highlights the cru
cial role that such outlets play in exposing us to those who are unlike us. They 
allow us to form apolitical bonds over time that, as they deepen, can help us 
overcome political divides.5

Anyone who has spent any amount of time on social media discussing 
politics (or, really, discussing anything at all) might be scratching their head 
and asking if I’m on some powerful psychotropic drugs after reading the pre
vious few paragraphs. Political discussions there rarely improve attitudes; if 
anything, they deepen animus and hostility (Bail et al. 2018; Settle 2018). But 
this is why social media harm our politics more than they help it. These outlets 
feature the loudest voices shouting for attention in the most extreme fashion. 
It is worth remembering that Twitter, Facebook, and so on are most assuredly 
not real life. As just one example, only slightly more than one in five Ameri
cans uses Twitter, and 10 percent of Twitter users are responsible for 97 percent 
of political tweets (Pew Research Center 2019b). This implies that almost all 
political conversation on Twitter comes from slightly more than 2 percent of 
the public! Other social media sites are not quite so lopsided, but they still 
feature the loudest voices in the room: 70 percent of Americans never or rarely 
post about politics on social media; only 10 percent do so often, and they are 
more extreme (McClain 2021; McClain et al. 2021). Political conversations on 
social media are awful in no small part because they draw disproportionately 
on the loudest, most extreme, and most confrontational voices out there.

Online social media coarsen our politics in part because they lack the 
face to face norms of civility that undergird everyday political dialogue. Nor
mally, there are norms of civility and politeness that make it possible for us to 
discuss difficult issues, and there are social sanctions that punish those who 
violate these norms (van Kleef et al. 2015). Lacking those norms, the online 
environment seems to illustrate that incivility simply begets more incivility 
(Kim et al. 2021). Part of the reason why online discourse is so nasty is that it 
is much easier to yell at a screen than it is to say the same thing to someone’s 
face— it is easier to rage at a disembodied “other” than at an actual person 
sitting across from you (for an interesting first person account of this effect, 
see Glass 2015). Put simply, “when it comes to bridging differences, in person 
contact really helps” (Heller 2021).6

Does that mean social media can only worsen our politics and not im
prove it? No, it can improve it, but not in its current form. One shift is the 
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need to adopt stronger norms of civility for these sorts of conversations— 
norms that focus not just on politeness, but on the dimension of civility I 
discussed in chapter 2: the idea that we should engage with the other side’s 
arguments carefully and seriously, rather than in a more superficial way.

A second way forward comes from Bail (2021). He reports on the results 
of an experiment where users could engage in anonymous conversations 
with one another on controversial topics (immigration and gun control). The 
idea was that people would put their ideas before their arguments, since they 
would not see the other person’s partisanship, age, race, gender, and so forth 
(conversation partners were given androgynous pseudonyms when using the 
platform). The results show that these conversations moderated attitudes, 
and mitigated animus toward the opposing party (Bail 2021, 122– 27). This 
reflects the tenets that I discussed in earlier chapters: individuals trying to 
genuinely understand one another, rather than just scoring political points. 
Undoubtedly, there is much more to be done to study social media and limit 
its polarizing impact, and no doubt scholars will make important advances 
in the years to come. Online discussion can mitigate animus and enrich our 
politics, but to do that it needs to more closely resemble face to face interac
tion and not simply become a shouting match.7

This also highlights two things that such conversation asks of us: to speak 
thoughtfully, but also to listen well. Scholars have spent a great deal of time 
considering the thoughtful speech part of the equation, discussing the need 
to “talk with each other in a way that heals, not in a way that wounds” (Obama 
2011)— trying to persuade, and put our best arguments forward, but doing so 
with an eye to other’s positions as well (see also Harrison 2020). There is, 
indeed, a whole body of work on deliberation and persuasion that seeks to do 
exactly that. But the second part— the need to listen well— is no less impor
tant, and often gets overlooked (Dobson 2012). Barber (1984) argues that, just 
as we need to try and persuade others, we need to listen to others’ efforts to 
persuade us— what he calls “mutualistic listening”:

“I will listen” means . . . not that I will scan my adversary’s position for weak
nesses and potential trade offs, nor even (as the minimalist will think) that 
I will tolerantly permit him to say whatever he chooses. It means, rather, “I 
will put myself in his place, I will try to understand, I will strain to hear what 
makes us alike, I will listen for a common rhetoric evocative of a common 
purpose or a common good.” (175)

Note that this conception of listening has both a positive and a negative com
ponent: we will not look solely to undermine our opponents, or even to aban
don our position, but rather will try to find a position of mutual understanding 
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and compromise (see also Gutmann and Thompson 2012). This is why the 
sort of canvassing discussed in Kalla and Broockman (2020) works— people 
listen, and try to see the other person’s point of view, and they realize what 
they actually have in common. Persuading someone requires helping them 
see why they want to change, not why you think they should change. Speak
ing in the aftermath of the shooting of Arizona Congresswoman Gabby Gif
fords, President Obama invoked this point quite eloquently, asking us to “lis
ten to each other more carefully, to sharpen our instincts for empathy and 
remind ourselves of all the ways that our hopes and dreams are bound to
gether” (Obama 2011). Thinking of how we can genuinely listen to what those 
across the political aisle are saying is an important habit to develop.8

American Identity and the Quest for a More Perfect Union

In chapter 3, I found that while American identity still reduced partisan ani
mosity in 2020, it did so primarily for White and Republican respondents; the 
prime was less effective for non White and Democratic individuals. Does this 
mean that American identity no longer bridges the divide: is it now just one 
more symbol of our divided republic, much like the debates over whether to 
display the American flag (Nir 2021)? The answer is no— American identity 
can still be a common bond, but its role is now more complicated than it was 
in the past.

There are two different ways in which American identity can build bridges 
in the contemporary era. First, one could prime American identity in a com
pletely apolitical manner. This could be done, as I suggested in chapter 3, 
by having subjects watch the movie Miracle, for example, which depicts the 
US men’s ice hockey team’s victory over the heavily favored USSR team in 
the 1980 Olympic semifinals, or perhaps footage of some of Simone Biles’s 
record setting gymnastics routines. The event need not be a sporting event; 
the point is simply that it primes American identity in an apolitical context. 
The obvious non sports example used to be the July 4 holiday, but after Presi
dent Trump celebrated the day with a military parade in 2019 and a de facto 
campaign rally in 2020, it lost some of its unifying force. In 2021, President 
Biden held a more muted celebration of the holiday, consistent with concerns 
about the virus, but the lingering shadow of the pandemic, and its attendant 
politicization and polarization, likely curbed its ability to serve as a mecha
nism to bridge the divide. Once a symbol like July 4 becomes politicized, its 
ability to serve as an apolitical cue wanes.

But there is still a common basis for American identity. Despite their many 
differences, Democrats and Republicans are still proud and grateful to be 
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American, and still agree on the core ideas and elements of civic engagement 
that undergird American life (Hawkins and Raghuram 2020; see also the data 
presented in chapter 1). The disagreement is about how we can best realize 
those ideals, and how we tell the story of America. This is perhaps our oldest 
and most enduring debate; it is reflected in the contradiction embedded in 
our very founding documents. All men are created equal, yet slavery is the 
nation’s original sin; Jefferson’s ability to think and write the stirring rhetoric 
in the Declaration of Independence was made possible by the stinging lash 
of the overseer’s whip. American identity encompasses both the promise and 
the peril of what this nation has meant for more than two centuries. Speaking 
at his inauguration, President Biden (2021) highlighted this paradox:

Our history has been a constant struggle between the American ideal that 
we’re all created equal and the harsh, ugly reality that racism, nativism, fear, 
and demonization have long torn us apart. The battle is perennial. Victory 
is never assured. Through the Civil War, the Great Depression, World War, 
9/11, through struggle, sacrifice, and setbacks, our “better angels” have always 
prevailed. In each of these moments, enough of us came together to carry all 
of us forward. And, we can do so now.

This is the tension highlighted by those who had a negative view of their 
American identity in 2020: the failures of systemic racism, of police brutality, 
of inequality and so forth, the ways in which our past and present are sources 
of shame more than of pride. This is perhaps the deepest, and truest, form of  
American identity— the recognition that America is imperfect, and yet is 
worth striving for. As Huntington (1983, 262) famously put it, “critics say that 
America is a lie because its reality falls so far short of its ideals. They are 
wrong. America is not a lie; it is a disappointment. But it can be a disappoint
ment only because it is also a hope.” The sentiment was put more poetically 
by James Thompson, a young Black cafeteria worker from Wichita, Kansas, 
on the eve of World War II. Noting that he would go to fight for and return 
home to a segregated nation that would deny him his political equality and 
his full humanity, he wrote that “I love America and am willing to die for the 
America I know will someday become a reality” (Johnson 2020).

Striving to ensure that America does the hard work of living up to its 
founding ideals is not easy, and it is never without controversy. Indeed, part 
of the debate is over what those ideals are, and not just whether we live up to 
them (Smith 1997). But most Americans embrace our “greatest professed com
mitments, to liberty and justice for all” (Smith 1983, 228) and share a desire 
to embody the best of the founding ideals.9 As Steven Smith (2021, 154) notes, 
taking pride in one’s American identity requires recognizing this struggle: it 
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“does not allow complacency or self satisfaction with what we are but, to the 
contrary, entails a lively awareness of our present imperfections and our fail
ures to live up to what we might become.” To do this, we must be frank about 
where the nation has succeeded, but also— and more importantly— where it 
has failed, most notably in its failure to address the legacy of slavery and rac
ism. To do less than this— and particularly to ignore our failures— is to ignore 
the lessons of our past, and to fail to live up to our American ideals.

But this also lays bare what we owe one another as fellow citizens, in two 
profound ways. First, we owe each other equal treatment as citizens:

In this huge, sprawling nation, teeming with ethnic, religious, cultural, and 
ideological variety, there is one thing that binds all Americans together. And 
that is, we are all Americans, all citizens of the same republic, all bound by the 
same laws that all of us have at least some power to shape and to change. We 
share full and equal membership in one body politic, and we therefore owe all 
our fellow members the mutual respect that this common equal status entails. 
To be good citizens, we should treat all Americans, even those with whom 
we have political differences, as our civic and political equals. (Lindsey 2021)

Müller (2021) summarizes this more succinctly when he notes that in a democ
racy, “no distinction is drawn between first  and second class citizens”— we 
are all equal by virtue of our citizenship (see also Allen 2014). This means that 
we must genuinely listen and hear one another, and realize that in a diverse 
and pluralistic democracy others will disagree with us, and that is a good 
thing, not a bad thing— it reflects the real and genuine differences between 
the parties. Politics does not promise us an idyll where we all agree; instead 
it offers us a system for self government, a “legitimate forum for the harsh 
clashes that may be necessary for progress” (Osnos 2020). The price of living 
in a pluralistic society is discord and some level of partisan animosity. But the 
promise of it is that we also have mechanisms for coping with, and managing, 
that conflict.

This helps us to see that rather than competing teams, we are all members 
of the same American team who alternate playing on the field and cheer
ing from the bench (Lindsey 2021). We must practice what Sabl (2005) calls 
“democratic sportsmanship,” and recognize that we are all working toward 
the same goals, albeit from slightly different angles. As President Biden put 
it on the one year anniversary of the January 6 insurrection, “you can’t love 
your country only when you win”— we all must work together to fully achieve 
our nation’s founding ideals (Biden 2022). In a country that is more closely 
divided than deeply divided (Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2005), small shifts 
in opinion swing elections and the control of government. But neither side 
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is close to winning all out control in the ways seen in earlier eras (Ansola
behere, Rodden, and Snyder 2006), so finding ways to work together toward 
common ends is a valuable goal. For if the nation fails, we all fail, red and 
blue, Democrat and Republican alike.

Indeed, there is a parallel here to the literature on legislating. Much of the 
focus in Washington, DC, in recent years has been on unilateral behavior 
(through executive orders and other types of presidential action) or partisan 
lawmaking (where one party uses tools like the budget reconciliation process 
to enact policy with little to no input from the other side). Partisan, rather 
than bipartisan, policy is seemingly the order of the day. To be sure, partisan 
pathways have yielded important policy changes in recent years. But as Curry 
and Lee (2020) note, contra our expectations, this is the exception, not the 
norm: most lawmaking remains bipartisan, not least the significant COVID
 19 relief bills that passed in 2020. Indeed, in recent years many lower profile, 
but still quite significant, legislative achievements were passed this way, from 
the Every Student Succeeds Act (revamping K 12 education policy), to the 
Support Act (to revamp and expand opioid treatment options), to the First 
Step Act (reforming criminal justice), to the No Surprises Act (which banned 
out of network charges from medical providers), and many others. As Ba
zelon and Yglesias (2021) note, getting policy passed this way requires not 
framing the “issue as a ‘win’ for your party; talk about it as a common sense 
reform. Do the work of trying to find and convince people across the ideo
logical spectrum that it’s a good idea and that it’s in their interest to support 
it.” Our system of governance requires finding compromise and common 
ground, and progress comes from coming together, not fracturing apart.

One could easily counter argue that this necessarily trims the sails of what 
the parties can achieve, at least legislatively; big challenges require big solu
tions. Few would disagree, but the point is that the system cannot enact those 
solutions at the moment. What it is capable of delivering is these small bore 
(or perhaps smaller bore) solutions. The parallel in the public is that it may 
not be possible to bridge the gap on every issue, but there are cases where 
compromise and coming together is possible, and finding those pathways is 
worthwhile. There will be profound differences on some issues in the public, 
especially high profile issues. But that does not mean that common ground 
can never be found.

But this also highlights the second, and even more important, implica
tion of this conception of American identity: what it places out of bounds. 
If we treat each other as civic and political equals, then efforts that deny one 
another’s political and legal standing are necessarily illegitimate. So, for ex
ample, efforts that deny the legacies of slavery and racial discrimination, or 
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seek to restrict the franchise and political voice of our fellow citizens, or un
dermine the legitimacy of our democratic institutions, are not acceptable. 
Treating one another as equals requires recognizing that we all have a right 
to sit at the table, but rejecting that fundamental truth is grounds for exclud
ing those voices from the political realm, akin to Popper’s (1945) paradox of 
tolerance. One could rightly note that such ideas have often been part of our 
political culture. But this line of argument shows why they had no legitimate 
place then, and they have no legitimate place moving forward. Encouraging 
dialogue and debate, then, is not a reason to accept bigotry, intolerance, and 
other ideas that reject our equality with one another; it is a reason to reject 
those forces (see also Keith and Danisch 2020). There are some divides that 
cannot be bridged, and recognizing that some debates are not legitimate is 
part of a healthy democratic culture.

This sets up American identity as a profoundly powerful force for unity in 
the longer term, but as a force for division and dissensus in the shorter term. 
We all understand and share some of the most important core values; we have 
differences about how best to realize them and how to tell our national story. 
There will be clashes over how to right the wrongs our nation has perpetu
ated for centuries, as these are hard problems with no easy answers. The path 
forward is not an easy one, but it is the one we must all travel together.

d i d  2 0 2 0  a n d  j a n u a r y  6  c h a n g e  e v e r y t h i n g ?

I finished the initial draft of the book in fall 2020, just as the campaign be
tween Trump and Biden was coming to a close. Like many in our profession, 
I expected Trump to try to cast some doubt on the election, and I expected 
some angry tweets and a few lawsuits if he lost, but I thought that would be 
the end of it. I was profoundly wrong. Despite the fact that academic ex
perts (Eggers, Garro, and Grimmer 2021), security experts (Tucker and Ba
jak 2020), state election officials (Corasaniti, Epstein, and Rutenberg 2020), 
and the Department of Justice (Balsamo 2020) all found no evidence of voter 
fraud— even when pressed to do so by the president (Benner 2021)— President 
Trump and his allies continued to repeat the lie that Biden stole the election. 
This mendacity tragically culminated in the attack on the US Capital on Janu
ary 6. Not only that: some Republicans attempted to downplay the severity of 
this attack in the weeks and months that followed by saying that the insur
rectionists were Antifa members pretending to be Trump supporters (Gryn
baum, Alba, and Epstein 2021), or that the insurrection was a peaceful protest 
(Fandos 2021). We also know that Trump’s allies in Congress and elsewhere 
coordinated to help perpetrate those tragic events, even when they knew the 
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underlying claims of voter fraud were false (Clark, Berzon, and Berg 2022). 
Do these lies render compromise and coming together beyond the pale?

In many ways, this event is really just an extension of the debate I discussed 
above about the role of race in American history. Throughout the campaign, 
Trump’s arguments about voter fraud centered on plurality Black cities such 
as Philadelphia, Detroit, and Atlanta, implicitly linking race with voter fraud. 
Support for the storming of the Capitol is strongly correlated with concerns 
about demographic and cultural change in America, better known as status 
threat (Annenberg IOD Collaborative 2023). The January 6 insurrection was, 
in no small part, about America’s transition toward becoming a truly multira
cial democracy, perhaps best symbolized by the insurrectionists carrying the 
Confederate battle flag inside the US Capitol, achieving what Jefferson Davis 
and Robert E. Lee never could. This attack on our democratic institutions 
is a way of attacking the equality and legitimacy of our fellow citizens, and 
as such, sits outside the bounds of legitimate debate. To again quote Presi
dent Biden, “Those who stormed this Capitol and those who instigated and 
incited and those who called on them to do so held a dagger at the throat of 
America, at American democracy” (Biden 2022). Such attacks cannot be toler
ated, as they are an attack on the legitimacy of our system, and an attack on 
our political equality as citizens. There is a path forward toward healing, but 
it recognizes the lies and falsehoods that led to that day. It punishes those 
who assaulted our democracy, and ensures that it cannot happen ever again. 
There can be legitimate grievances aired, but it must be clear that violence, 
mob rule, and efforts to undermine the legitimacy of the system are beyond  
the pale.

This underscores two important points. First, January 6 is largely a con
sequence of elite cue taking. Ordinary Republican voters did not spontane
ously decide that the election was illegitimate; they did so because Republican 
elites, led by President Trump, told them that for months on end despite the 
lack of valid evidence to support their claims. Belief in election fraud did not 
spring into being fully formed, like Athena from the head of Zeus; it emerged 
from trusted elites telling people that the election was stolen ad nauseam. In
deed, in the panel data reported by the Annenberg IOD Collaborative (2023), 
in spring 2020 Democrats and Republicans were equally confident that the 
election would be free and fair; they only diverged after President Trump 
began to question the election’s legitimacy. Republican elites bear most of the 
blame, and therefore the central solution to the problem will lie with them as 
well. The types of mass public solutions I discuss in this book are an impor
tant first step, but to truly solve the problem, elite level changes are needed.
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This does not mean dialogue necessarily ceases, though. There is little to 
be gained by trying to have Biden and Trump supporters debate the events 
of January 6; that will only serve to harden the battle lines. After all, this isn’t 
an issue on which compromise is really possible: “there isn’t really any middle 
ground on overthrowing the government” (Williamson 2021). But a different 
approach— one that, say, asked them to begin with what they disliked about 
their party or its standard bearer, or what their candidate did that disap
pointed them— could well yield more fruitful and productive conversations, 
as it would ask people to dialogue in a way that opens up space for conversa
tion, rather than foreclosing it. It would recognize the identity complexity 
we all have, and that we can support a political candidate without endors
ing many of their positions. Treating each other as political equals requires 
that both sides make a good faith effort to see where some possible common 
ground might be found.

Responsible Partisanship, Participation, and Citizenship

Perhaps most profoundly, these findings suggest that we should rethink what 
we ask of political parties, and of citizens, along several different dimensions. 
One of the oldest calls to improve American politics is the call for “respon
sible” parties: strong, ideologically coherent parties that offer voters a clear 
choice at the ballot box (APSA Committee on Political Parties 1950; Ranney 
1951). Such parties are indeed essential to democracy, for they allow us to 
hold parties accountable for what government actually does (Fiorina 1980). 
In many ways, the last few decades seem to have given us exactly that: regard
less of what else one can claim, it is hard to say that today’s political parties do 
not offer voters a clear choice. Likewise, no one would argue that partisanship 
does not powerfully shape how voters behave. From this perspective, perhaps 
we got what the reformers recommended, and have found it wanting.

But this is not quite right, as our contemporary system falls short of what re
formers wanted. The partisan spirt that animates voters is not terribly respon
sible— it “sends partisans into action for the wrong reasons” and gives them “a 
desire for victory that exceeds their desire for the greater good” (Mason 2018, 
6). This strong but irresponsible partisanship then partners with hollow par
ties: parties that are adept at raising ever increasing sums of money, and enforc
ing discipline in Congress, but little else (Schlozman and Rosenfeld 2019; see 
also Azari 2016). This is problematic because these hollow parties can do little 
to drive change and to channel this spirit in constructive directions. Partisan
ship drives behavior, but parties are ill equipped to harness it.



158 c h a p t e r  s e v e n

The parties’ voter outreach strategy highlights this mismatch. Parties are 
quite adept at mobilizing voters— their strategies can, quite literally, bring 
millions of additional citizens into the electorate via their get out the vote 
efforts (McKenna and Han 2015; Enos and Fowler 2018). But the engagement 
ends there, and voters are never asked to do anything beyond showing up at 
the polls. The one effort to do this— when Obama for America became Or
ganizing for America— largely died on the vine. Having turned voters out in 
ever greater numbers, the parties do nothing to have them contribute to pol
icy change (by, say, contacting and putting pressure on members of Congress, 
attending town halls, etc.). In short, mass partisanship is a way of winning 
elections, but not of governing. We have substituted electoral participation 
and shouting on social media for actual civic participation, and our nation— 
and our politics— is poorer for it.

What, then, can I recommend? Perhaps most importantly, the answer is 
not some sort of mythical anti partisanship or independence— parties are 
too important, and too fundamental, to our democracy for this to work. The 
point is to recognize the value of parties and partisanship, while also mitigat
ing the extreme partisan animus that has infected our politics. This involves 
thinking about a more productive partisanship. This would entail the parties 
engaging voters more meaningfully, and helping them to see how to pro
duce policy, not just win an election. Why is this more productive? Simply  
put, because policy change requires compromise and consensus building, what 
Gutmann and Thompson (2012, 100) call “mutual sacrifice,” which is the abil
ity to “adjust principles to improve the status quo”; this is also central to the 
idea of treating one another as political equals discussed above. Seeing that 
there are ways to come together to make people’s lives better is the goal of 
government— that is how we promote the general welfare and secure the 
blessings of liberty. But doing that requires us not only to hold firm to our 
convictions, but also to recognize where progress might be made— in short, 
to both realize the value of our own party’s ideals, and also recognize that 
governing involves compromise and a willingness to accept that no one has 
a monopoly on truth. Rather than mobilizing based on fear of the other side, 
parties would mobilize around the hard work of improving citizens’ lives— 
justifying themselves through reason giving, rather than just demonizing the 
opposition and saying that “chaos” will reign if the other party wins.

The goal of such partisanship is not to erase the differences between 
parties— far from it. Indeed, the whole point of parties is that Democrats and 
Republicans have different policies rooted in different philosophies about the 
world, and differences between them are a good thing, not a bad thing. As 
Muirhead (2014, 256) notes, “what vital democratic politics needs is . . . deeper 
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clarity about the public choices that cannot be avoided.” At its best, partisan
ship is a mechanism for clarifying such choices— as Rosenblum (2011, 302) 
argues, parties draw “lines of division” and clarify what is at stake in a given 
conflict. Such contrasts help partisans recognize not just the strength of their 
own party’s program, but also its weaknesses, developing what Muirhead 
(2014, 257) calls “negative capacity,” the ability to accept that one’s own side’s 
ideas might be incomplete or lacking.10 This is what a focus on governing 
gives partisans: the ability to advocate for their views while recognizing that 
improving the status quo might also necessitate compromise.

This highlights a third, and perhaps most important, point. Much as civic 
education should teach us how to have productive conversations with those 
who are different from us, it should also educate us all on the value of parties 
and partisanship, and their vital role in American politics. The anti party tra
dition in America is strong, as Rosenblum (2008) notes— it can hardly be any 
other way in a nation resting on Madisonian principles where the first presi
dent warned of the dangers of partisanship in perhaps his most famous public 
address. Yet parties are, simply put, indispensable for democracy, as scholars  
dating back to Schattschneider (1942) have noted, but that point rarely pen
etrates the public consciousness. Civic education could teach all citizens that 
parties are what make mass democracy possible:

Party antagonism focuses attention on problems, information, and interpreta
tion are brought out, stakes are delineated, points of conflict and commonality 
are located, the range of possibilities is winnowed, and relative competence on 
different matters is up for judgement. . . . Shaping conflict is what partisans do, 
and it will not be done, certainly not regularly and reasonably coherently in the 
way representative democracy requires, without them. (Rosenblum 2011, 301)

Parties structure political competition and make it possible for ordinary voters 
to actually participate in politics (Sniderman and Levendusky 2007). They do 
this by articulating a vision and principles of what those conflicts are, and how 
they are related to more fundamental values that underlie their philosophies. 
It is in outlining this vision of the good society, and this connection to more 
fundamental principles— what Muirhead (2014) calls “high partisanship”— that 
reminds us all of the essential role of parties and partisanship. One could, quite 
rightly, note that modern parties are failing at this task, and our reality is quite 
distant from this ideal. But in emphasizing the disjuncture between reality and 
the ideal, it would help us all to see what we can strive toward, and perhaps help 
us overcome some of what ails our politics.

But any such reforms bring with them a potential downside. The an
ger and animus of affective polarization leads citizens to participate in the 
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political process (Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015; Webster 2020). A different 
sort of partisanship— one that shows them that the other side might have 
some worthwhile ideas— exposes them to opposing arguments, and poten
tially makes them less likely to participate (Mutz 2006; Lavine, Johnston, and 
Steenbergen 2012). But perhaps this is not such a bad thing. Participation 
itself is not some unalloyed good; rather, the goal of participation is to have 
government policy reflect the public’s preferences. One would struggle to 
make the case that government policy today does that, and that the shout
ing and vitriol improve our democracy. As numerous scholars note, we need 
citizens to be open minded and willing to change their attitudes, their vote 
choice, and even their partisanship in response to changing circumstances— 
otherwise, accountability is a hollow concept (Mason 2018; Lavine, Johnston, 
and Steenbergen 2012). The sort of closed minded tribalism promoted by af
fective polarization— what Mason (2018, 126) calls “blind activism”— is not es
pecially helpful. But a more productive partisan engagement might be, by help
ing people see how to engage in governance, rather than just electioneering.

This also underscores the role of civic organizations in helping to bring 
voters into the political process more fully (Han 2014; Han 2017). Getting citi
zens to see how to be more meaningfully engaged in their democracy might 
also bring individuals who feel disengaged from the process back into the 
public sphere. If it is about something other than just winning the next elec
tion, citizens might become less cynical and be more willing to take part in 
our democracy. Participation and partisanship are means, not ends; they are 
ways to have the government function more effectively and more accurately 
reflect the public’s preferences. That, ultimately, should be our collective aim.

These arguments also call for us to rethink our conceptions of what “good” 
citizenship means. For decades, scholars have debated what opinions should 
look like. While that is always a fraught discussion, the consensus— to the ex
tent that there is one— is that such opinions should reflect what Mansbridge 
(1983) terms “enlightened preferences,” essentially the preferences one would 
hold in a world of perfect information (see also Lau and Redlawsk’s 1997 con
ception of “correct voting,” which draws on the same normative ideal, as well 
as Althaus 1998 and Fishkin 1995 for related ideas). But achieving this is quite 
hard, if not effectively impossible for most citizens most of the time. But the 
work here suggests a new standard— we want opinions that reflect genuine 
engagement with different viewpoints and carefully consider the evidence 
at hand (see also Druckman 2012). This asks citizens to avoid the types of 
partisan motivated reasoning that plague contemporary political decision 
making, and instead to truly listen to different viewpoints. Note that this goal 
is also implicit in a more responsible conception of partisanship: by engaging 
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with the other side, it asks citizens to recognize what the other party might 
have to offer and to try to find a way to come together to compromise. Even 
if we cannot get to our enlightened preferences— or simply consider a way of 
understanding that counterfactual scenario— hearing and thinking about the 
other side provides us with a more achievable, but still laudable, goal.

In the end, the reader might be disappointed that none of the things I pro
pose here will transform American politics. I can offer no grand strategy to 
eliminate polarization, and frankly, neither can anyone else. It is unclear what 
such a strategy would even look like beyond some sort of realignment that 
altered the dimensions of political competition. But at some level, that’s also 
the point. Yes, fixing polarization in some macro sense requires structural 
changes to politics from elites. But from a more realistic perspective, this is 
what we can actually do in the here and now.

There is no deus ex machina to resolve this conflict, and as long as elites 
think it is in their interest to foment animosity, they will do so, as we have 
seen again and again in recent years. But to accept that elites are largely to 
blame does not absolve us all as citizens of the responsibility to do something 
about our body politic; rather, it leads us to work across the divide to build 
bridges and a common future. If we the people accept that there are things we 
can do, we can rise to the challenge. Working together, there is no doubt that 
ordinary citizens can do just that.
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Data Sources Used

This appendix gives the full question wording and response options for each 
of the original datasets used throughout the book. Details on each sample are 
provided in the chapters.

American Identity Experiment (chapter 3)

For full details, see the supplemental appendix to Levendusky 2018a.

American Identity Experiment under Trump (chapter 3)

We’d like you to read a brief article that recently appeared in the news. Please 
read it carefully, and then we’ll ask you a few about it.

To give you time to read the article, the “next screen” button will not ap-
pear right away. When you are ready to begin reading the article, please click 
to advance to the next screen.

[randomly assign subjects to T0, T1, or T2.]
[if T0, show:]

w h y  i s  k e e p i n g  u p  w i t h  t h e  k a r d a s h i a n s  e n d i n g ?

After fourteen years and twenty seasons, Keeping Up with the Kardashians 
is coming to an end. On Tuesday, Kim Kardashian announced on Insta-
gram that her family had made “the difficult decision” to move on and that 
the long- running reality TV show would air its final episodes in 2021. She 
thanked her fans and loyal viewers, saying “I wouldn’t be where I am today” 
without them and the series.
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But what Kim didn’t reveal is exactly why she and her siblings had decided 
now was the best moment to walk away from the lucrative franchise. According 
to sources who spoke with Page Six, it was simply that the family wanted to end 
on a “high note,” adding, “It was a good time to end.” A source who spoke to En-
tertainment Tonight more or less confirmed that reasoning, saying, “There was 
no big reason why the family decided to end KUWTK; it was a mutual decision. 
The kids who started the show now have their own kids and it’s getting very 
hard to film all together or get enough footage separately. The family is grateful 
for their time and is happy they have all of these memories filmed for the rest 
of their lives. The family wanted time to focus more on their family and future 
projects and the show is a major job that takes up a lot of time.”

They also added that despite the rumors, it is “not true” that Kris Jen-
ner will be joining The Real Housewives of Beverly Hills. Rich Greenfield had 
another take on the decision, telling the LA Times, “Obviously they bring 
their own audience like nobody else, and they have an ability to monetize 
like nobody else in all sorts of different ways. If you’re the Kardashians, you 
realize your audience is watching less and less TV every day.” Thanks to the 
show, Kylie Jenner has amassed 195 million Instagram followers and Kim 188 
million. It also helped them launch their beauty brands to massive success, 
making them both billionaires. But regardless of the real reason why it’s over, 
Kim wrote on her Instagram, “This show made us who we are and I will be 
forever in debt to everyone who played a role in shaping our careers and 
changing our lives forever.”

[New Screen]
How often do you see articles like this in the news?

1. Very often
2. Somewhat often
3. Not too often
4. Never

[New Screen]
When you go out to restaurants, what types of restaurants do you prefer 

and why? Please explain briefly in the space below.
[medium textbox]
[if T1, show:]

a m e r i c a :  w h at  m a k e s  i t  g r e at

The Declaration of Independence, whose signing we celebrate every July 4th,  
established America as one of the first representative democracies in the 
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world. As we begin America’s 239th year, we wanted to reflect on some of the 
factors that continue to make America a great nation. Here are some of the 
top reasons we love America.

innovation— Edison, Gates, Jobs: they and we are known for thinking outside 
the box. As a people, we create and innovate; we don’t wait for others, then appro-
priate their creations. From search engines to social networks— Google, Yahoo, 
Twitter and Facebook— it all started here.
technology— From cotton gin to light bulb, records to movies, rockets to 
Internet, the gadgets and discoveries originating from the US have changed the 
world, and continue to do so today.
diversity— “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to 
breathe free. . . .” So says the inscription on the Statue of Liberty in the middle of 
New York Harbor. We are a nation of immigrants whose spirit of hard work and 
desire for a better life have been a hallmark since the first settlers arrived here 
more than 400 years ago.
economy— Despite the spotlight on China and other Asian countries, the 
United States still possesses the world’s richest economy and consumer base— 
larger than Japan, Germany, China and Great Britain combined. The economy of 
a single US state— California— would be among the top 10 economies in the world 
if it were a country.
individual sprit vs. class system— Unlike other countries such as In-
dia, China or much of Europe, where one’s station in life is determined by a caste 
system, government monolith or an outdated monarchy, in America you are free 
to carve out your own destiny. Wealth carries huge influence, but unlike most 
countries, where one’s fate is determined by others, in the US you are free to chart 
your own course.
tolerance— While other cultures in Syria, Iraq and Africa are slaughtering 
each other in the name of religion, in America Jews, Catholics, Sikhs, Protestants, 
Hindus, Muslims— and atheists— live and work together in peace.
entrepreneurship— The US, by far, has more self- made millionaires and 
billionaires proportionally than anywhere in the world. Much has been said of 
late about the rapid rise of a millionaire class in China and Vietnam. But that’s 
still— pardon the cliche— a drop in the ocean.
institutions and law— We are a nation of laws and equality under the law; 
those laws provide stability, continuity, structure and protect against intellectual 
theft.
education— Students from everywhere in the world come here for their edu-
cation, not the opposite.
entertainment— OK, we didn’t invent classical music, but we created Dixie-
land, ragtime, jazz, swing, big band, bluegrass, Hawaiian, pop, rock ‘n’ roll, hip- 
hop, rap and even disco; then there’s radio, television, movies, video games, hula 
hoops, Hollywood and Disneyland.
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natural beauty— From the California coast, through the Rocky Mountains 
to the forests of Maine and Vermont, and including our national parks, we are 
a nation of contrasts, with two oceans, numerous lakes and rivers, gargantuan 
mountains, vast plains and spacious deserts, all with their individual charm.
generosity— Americans are the most generous nation in terms of donating to 
charities, both in total dollars given and total hours. No other nation has Ameri-
ca’s generosity of spirit and willingness to help their fellow man.
endurance— After 238 years, we are still here in, basically, the same form. No 
nation in modern times has come close when it comes to longevity. And that goes 
for our human life span— longer than anywhere else but Okinawa.
standard of living— The highest in the world; nothing more to be said.

[New Screen]
In the article you just read, the article gave a number of reasons why many 

people love America and think it is a great country. Now we’d like to know 
what you think. What do you think is the most important reason people like 
America and are proud to be an American?

You should try your best to be as thorough and convincing [sic], because 
we want to use these answers to explain to people who have never been to 
America why Americans are proud of their country.

Please take your time and do not rush. To help with that, the next screen 
arrow will not appear for a few moments to give you time to write out your 
answer.

[medium textbox]
[if T2, show:]

9 / 1 1  r e m i n d s  u s  o f  a m e r i c a n  u n i t y

All of us, those who remember where we were, carry a little bit of that morning with us 
each and every day moving forward.

If you were an adult on September 11, 2001, chances are good that you remem-
ber exactly where you were that morning. You remember looking up at the 
sweet blue sky above you knowing that it was full of ash and smoke in New 
York City, Washington, DC, and a field in Pennsylvania. We who lived it share 
that pain; we remember those who died, as well as those who survived. All of 
us carry a little bit of that morning with us each and every day.

This is not the time to forgo our solemn celebrations of this event. We 
promised the first responders, the families, and the friends of the 2,977 Amer-
icans who died in the terrorist attacks that day that we would “never for-
get.” We stood strong as a united people following that awful day and showed 
our deep gratitude to the police, firefighters, and military every chance we 
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could. We worked together to find our common purpose. We volunteered, 
we helped one another, and we improved our communities. We found that 
we were not so different, and that we were united by the common bond of 
being Americans.

September 11th, 9/11, or Patriot Day— whatever you want to call it, we as 
Americans need it. We need that reminder, that common bond of united suf-
fering, to remind us that we are one people— we are Americans. Even those 
who don’t remember it for themselves, it is still their shared history. Let’s not 
wait until the next tragedy to remember that more unites us than divides us. 
Look to your neighbor, to your coworker, to your family member and make 
a conscious effort to look more for the good than the bad. Look past our dif-
ferences to find what we share in common. Give grace to those who need it, 
and make sure you extend that to yourself as well. We are Americans. And 
like World War II in the 1940s, like the Cold War in the 20th century, we will 
overcome and triumph. It will take all of us now, just like it did then.

[New Screen]
Think back to the days immediately following 9/11, and think about how 

Americans came together to help one another. How did that coming together 
and unity make you feel? If you do not remember that day yourself, think 
about what others have told you about that event, and what you learned in 
school about it, and how learning about it made you feel. Please take your 
time and do not rush. To help with that, the next screen arrow will not appear 
for a few moments to give you time to write out your answer.

[medium textbox]
[all subjects answer:]
I’d like to get your feelings toward some groups or individuals who are in 

the news these days. Below, you’ll see the name of a group next to a feeling 
thermometer. Ratings between 50 and 100 degrees mean that you feel favor-
ably and warm toward that group; ratings between 0 and 50 degrees mean 
that you don’t feel favorably toward that group. You would rate the person 
at the 50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or cold toward the 
group.

Please use the feeling thermometer to indicate your feeling toward the 
following groups.

What about the $outparty?
[horizontal scale 0– 100]
What about the $inparty?
[horizontal scale 0– 100]
Now we’d like to know more about what you think about $outparty.1 

Below, we’ve given a list of words that some people might use to describe 
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them. For each item, please indicate how well you think it applies to $out-

party: not at all well, not too well, somewhat well, very well, or extremely well.

Grid Items:
A. Patriotic
B. Intelligent
C. Honest
D. Open- minded
E. Generous
F. Hypocritical
G. Selfish
H. Mean

Response Options:
1. Not at all well
2. Not too well
3. Somewhat well
4. Very well
5. Extremely well

How much of the time do you think you can trust $outparty to do what 
is right for the country?

1. Almost never
2. Once in a while
3. About half the time
4. Most of the time
5. Almost always

Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with these items using the 
scale provided.

The religion of Islam supports acts of violence.

1. Strongly agree
2. Somewhat agree
3. Neither agree nor disagree
4. Somewhat disagree
5. Strongly disagree

The religion of Islam is Anti- American.

1. Strongly agree
2. Somewhat agree
3. Neither agree nor disagree
4. Somewhat disagree
5. Strongly disagree
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Sports Fandom Experiment (chapter 3)

Generally speaking, I think of myself as:

1. Democrat
2. Independent
3. Republican

[If Democrat/Republican:]
Would you call yourself a strong $party or a not so strong $party?

1. Strong $party

2. Not so strong $party

[If Independent:]
Do you think of yourself as closer to the Democratic Party or the Repub-

lican Party?

1. Closer to the Democratic Party
2. Closer to the Republican Party

Which of the following teams is your favorite professional football team?
[Respondents see a list of all NFL teams]
How important is being a $team fan to you?

1. Extremely important
2. Very important
3. Somewhat important
4. Not too important
5. Not at all important

How well does the term “$team fan” describe you?

1. Extremely well
2. Very well
3. Somewhat well
4. Not too well
5. Not at all well

To what extent do you see yourself as a typical $team fan?

1. A great deal
2. A fair amount
3. Somewhat
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4. Not too much
5. Not at all

When talking about $team fans, how often do you say “we” instead of 
“they”?

1. Always
2. Most of the time
3. Sometimes
4. Not too often
5. Never

You are a $team fan. Why is being a fan of the $team important to you? 
Please take a moment and write your answer in the box below. Please explain 
your reasoning, as we want to explain to people who are not sports fans why 
fans think rooting for their team is important. To give you time to think, the 
“next screen” button will not appear for a few moments.

[Respondents are shown a brief text box]
How often do you go to the movies?

1. Very often
2. Somewhat often
3. Not too often
4. Not at all often

When you go to the movies, what types of films do you like to see? Please 
write your answer in the box below.

[Respondents are shown a brief text box]
Think about the next place you would like to go on vacation. Which of the 

following best describes that location?

1. A beach, lake, or island
2. A mountain
3. A theme or amusement park, such as Walt Disney World
4. A city, such as New York, Paris, or London
5. Somewhere else

Now we would like to get your feelings toward people you might meet on 
any [sic] everyday basis, and then we’ll ask you to rate them on several dif-
ferent dimensions. Suppose you met someone who is a $age year old $race 
$gender. This person is also a [$inparty/$outparty/(Blank)] and a 
[$team/(blank)] fan.2
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We’d like you to rate your feelings towards this person using something we 
call the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 degrees and 100 degrees mean 
that you feel favorable and warm toward the person. Ratings between 0 de-
grees and 50 degrees mean that you don’t feel favorable toward the person and 
that you don’t care too much for that person. You would rate the person at the  
50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or cold toward the person.

How would you rate someone who was a $age year old $race $gender 
who is also a $inparty and a $team fan?

[0– 100 slider]
Suppose you met someone who is a $age year old $race $gender. This 

person is also a $inparty and a $team fan.
How much of the time do you think you can trust this person to do what 

is right for the country?

1. Almost always
2. Most of the time
3. About half the time
4. Once in a while
5. Almost never

Suppose you met someone who is a $age year old $race $gender. This 
person is also a $inparty and a $team fan.

Below, we’ve given a list of words that some people might use to describe 
others. For each item, please indicate how well you think it applies to this per-
son: not at all well; not too well; somewhat well; very well; or extremely well.

Grid Items:
I. Patriotic
J. Intelligent
K. Honest
L. Open- minded
M. Generous
N. Hypocritical
O. Selfish
P. Mean

Response Options:
1. Not at all well
2. Not too well
3. Somewhat well
4. Very well
5. Extremely well
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Pew American Trends Data (chapter 4)

In politics today, do you consider yourself a:

1. Republican
2. Democrat
3. Independent
4. Something else

[Ask if Independent or Something Else:]
As of today do you lean more to . . . 

1. The Republican Party
2. The Democratic Party

[Ask if Republican/Democrat:]
Do you identify with the [Republican/Democratic] Party . . . 

1. Strongly
2. Not strongly

We’d like to get your feelings toward a number of groups in the US on a 
“feeling thermometer.” A rating of zero degrees means you feel as cold and 
negative as possible. A rating of 100 degrees means you feel as warm and 
positive as possible. You would rate the group at 50 degrees if you don’t feel 
particularly positive or negative toward the group.

How do you feel toward:

Republicans
Democrats
Hillary Clinton
Bernie Sanders
Ted Cruz
John Kasich
Donald Trump3

Overall, would you say the $outparty has . . . 

1. A lot of good ideas
2. Some good ideas
3. A few good ideas
4. Almost no good ideas
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AmeriSpeak Cross- Party Friendship Experiment (chapter 4, chapter 6)

Generally speaking, I think of myself as a:

1. Democrat
2. Republican
3. Independent

[if d/r:]
Would you call yourself a strong $party or a not very strong $party?

1. Strong $party

2. Not very strong $party

[if ind/other:]
Would you think of yourself as closer to the Democratic Party or the Re-

publican Party?

1. Closer to the Democratic Party
2. Closer to the Republican Party

[randomly assign subjects to treatment or control.]
[if control:]
How often do you go to the movies?

1. Very often
2. Somewhat often
3. Not too often
4. Not at all

When you go to the movies, what types of movies do you like to see, and 
why? Please explain briefly in the space below.

Think about the next place you would like to go on vacation. Which of 
these best describes that destination?

1. A beach, lake, or island
2. A mountain
3. A theme or amusement park, such as Walt Disney World
4. A city, such as New York or Paris
5. Somewhere else

[if treatment:]
Although you are a $party, you likely know people who are $outparty. 

Think about one such $outparty that you like and respect a great deal. This 
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person could be a friend, relative, neighbor, coworker, or just someone that 
you know. Please explain why you feel this way about this person.

Please think about the answer carefully, and then write it in the space 
below in as much detail as you would like. To give you time to reflect on your 
answer, the “Continue” button will not appear for a few moments.

[medium textbox]
How often do you talk about politics with this person?

1. Very frequently
2. Somewhat frequently
3. Not too frequently
4. Not at all frequently

We’d like to get your feelings toward some groups or individuals who are 
in the news these days. Below, you’ll see the name of a group next to a feel-
ing thermometer. Ratings between 50 and 100 degrees mean that you feel 
favorably and warm toward that group; ratings between 0 and 50 degrees 
mean that you don’t feel favorably toward that group. You would rate the per-
son at the 50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or cold toward  
the group.

Please use the feeling thermometer to indicate your feeling toward the 
following groups.

What about the $outparty?
[horizontal scale 0– 100]
What about the $inparty?
[horizontal scale 0– 100]
In general, how much common ground is there between Democrats and 

Republicans?

1. A great deal
2. A fair amount
3. Some
4. Not too much
5. None at all

How often do you think Democrats and Republicans agree on the issues 
of the day?

1. All the time
2. Most of the time
3. Sometimes
4. Not too often
5. Never
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Now we’d like to know more about what you think about $outparty. Be-
low, we’ve given a list of words that some people might use to describe them. 
For each item, please indicate how well you think it applies to $outparty: 
not at all well, not too well, somewhat well, very well, or extremely well.

Grid Items:
Q. Patriotic
R. Intelligent
S. Honest
T. Open- minded
U. Generous
V. Hypocritical
W. Selfish
X. Mean

Response Options:
11. Not at all well
12. Not too well
13. Somewhat well
14. Very well
15. Extremely well

How much of the time do you think you can trust $outparty to do what 
is right for the country?

6. Almost never
7. Once in a while
8. About half the time
9. Most of the time
10. Almost always

Many cities are discussing proposals that would channel urban growth 
toward cities’ centers. They would do this by prohibiting development out-
side of a growth boundary. Democrats typically favor these proposals to limit 
urban development, and Republicans typically oppose them. What do you 
think: do you support or oppose creating boundaries that limit urban growth?

1. Strongly support boundaries to urban development (i.e., clear limits to 
urban development)

2. Mildly support boundaries to urban development
3. Neither oppose nor favor boundaries to urban development
4. Mildly oppose boundaries to urban development
5. Strongly oppose boundaries to urban development (i.e., no limits to urban 

development)
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A class- action lawsuit is when a group of people come together to sue a 
company for a faulty product or an unfair policy. Congress has recently con-
sidered legislation that would limit class- action lawsuits, with Republicans sup-
porting such limits on class- action lawsuits and Democrats opposing them. 
What do you think: do you support or oppose limiting class- action lawsuits?

1. Strongly support limits on class- action lawsuits
2. Mildly support limits on class- action lawsuits
3. Neither oppose nor favor limits on class- action lawsuits
4. Mildly oppose limits on class- action lawsuits
5. Strongly oppose limits on class- action lawsuits

Bovitz Cross- Party Friendship Experiment (chapter 4, chapter 6)

Generally speaking, I think of myself as a:

1. Democrat
2. Republican
3. Independent

[if democrat/republican:]
Would you call yourself a strong $party or a not very strong $party?

1. Strong $party

2. Not very strong $party

[if independent or is skipped:]
Would you think of yourself as closer to the Democratic Party or the Re-

publican Party?

1. Closer to the Democratic Party
2. Closer to the Republican Party

[randomize subjects into T1 = 0 or T1 = 1. if T1 = 0, show:]
How often do you go to the movies?

5. Very often
6. Somewhat often
7. Not too often
8. Not at all

When you go to the movies, what types of movies do you like to see, and why?
Please think about the answer carefully, and then write it in the space 

below in as much detail as you would like. To give you time to reflect on your 
answer, the “Continue” button will not appear for a few moments.
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[medium textbox]
Think about the next place you would like to go on vacation. Which of 

these best describes that destination?

6. A beach, lake, or island
7. A mountain
8. A theme or amusement park, such as Walt Disney World
9. A city, such as New York or Paris
10. Somewhere else

[if T1 = 1, show:]
Although you are $party, you likely know people who are $other-

party. Think about one such $otherparty that you like and respect a great 
deal. This person could be a friend, relative, neighbor, coworker, or just some-
one that you know. Please explain why you feel this way about this person.

Please think about the answer carefully, and then write it in the space 
below in as much detail as you would like. To give you time to reflect on your 
answer, the “Continue” button will not appear for a few moments.

[medium textbox]
Which of the following best describes the person you just wrote about?

1. Friend
2. Family member
3. Coworker
4. Neighbor
5. Someone else [text box for explanation]

How close are you to that person?

1. Extremely close
2. Very close
3. Somewhat close
4. Not too close
5. Not at all close

[all subjects answer the following questions:]
[Show on screen:]
Now we’d like to ask for your opinion about a few issues that have recently 

been in the news. There are no right or wrong answers, we simply want to 
know what you think.

[New screen:]
A class- action lawsuit is when a group of people come together to sue 

a company for a faulty product or an unfair policy. Congress has recently 
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considered legislation that would limit class- action lawsuits, with Republicans 
supporting such limits on class- action suits and Democrats opposing them. 
What do you think: do you support or oppose limiting class- action lawsuits?

1. Strongly support limits on class- action lawsuits
2. Somewhat support limits on class- action lawsuits
3. Neither oppose nor favor limits on class- action lawsuits
4. Somewhat oppose limits on class- action lawsuits
5. Strongly oppose limits on class- action lawsuits

Congress has recently considered legislation to allow more citizens to vote 
by mail, rather than needing to visit a polling place on Election Day to cast 
their ballot, with Democrats supporting this legislation and Republicans op-
posing it. What do you think: do you support or oppose allowing more citi-
zens to vote by mail?

1. Strongly support allowing more citizens to vote by mail
2. Somewhat support allowing more citizens to vote by mail
3. Neither support nor oppose allowing more citizens to vote by mail
4. Somewhat oppose allowing more citizens to vote by mail
5. Strongly oppose allowing more citizens to vote by mail

Congress has recently considered legislation to expand the use of nuclear 
power plants to generate electricity, with Republicans supporting this and 
Democrats opposing it. What do you think: do you support or oppose ex-
panding the use of nuclear power plants to generate electricity?

1. Strongly support expanding the use of nuclear power plants to generate 
electricity

2. Somewhat support expanding the use of nuclear power plants to generate 
electricity

3. Neither support nor oppose expanding the use of nuclear power plants to 
generate electricity

4. Somewhat oppose expanding the use of nuclear power plants to generate 
electricity

5. Strongly oppose expanding the use of nuclear power plants to generate 
electricity

Now we’d like to get your feelings toward some groups or individuals who 
are in the news these days. Below, you’ll see the name of a group next to 
a feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 and 100 degrees mean that you 
feel favorably and warm toward that group; ratings between 0 and 50 degrees 
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mean that you don’t feel favorably toward that group. You would rate the per-
son at the 50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or cold toward 
the group.

What about the $outparty?
[slider 0– 100]
What about the $inparty?
[slider 0– 100]
How much of the time do you think you can trust the $outparty Party 

to do what is right for the country?

1. Almost never
2. Once in a while
3. About half the time
4. Most of the time
5. Almost always

You might have some favorable thoughts or feelings about the $out-

party Party. Or you might have unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the 
$outparty Party. Or you might have some of each. We would like to ask you 
first about any thoughts or feelings you might have about the $outparty 
Party. Then, in a moment, we’ll ask you some separate questions about any 
unfavorable thoughts or feelings you might have.

First, do you have any favorable thoughts or feelings about the $out-

party Party?

1. Yes
2. No

[if yes:]
How favorable are your favorable thoughts or feelings about the $out-

party Party?

1. Extremely favorable
2. Very favorable
3. Moderately favorable
4. Slightly favorable

Do you have any unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the $outparty 
Party?

1. Yes
2. No

[if yes:]
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How unfavorable are your unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the 
$outparty Party?

1. Extremely unfavorable
2. Very unfavorable
3. Moderately unfavorable
4. Slightly unfavorable

You might have some favorable thoughts or feelings about the $inparty 
Party. Or you might have unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the $in-

party Party. Or you might have some of each. We would like to ask you first 
about any thoughts or feelings you might have about the $inparty Party. 
Then, in a moment, we’ll ask you some separate questions about any unfavor-
able thoughts or feelings you might have.

First, do you have any favorable thoughts or feelings about the $inparty 
Party?

1. Yes
2. No

[if yes:]
How favorable are your favorable thoughts or feelings about the $in-

party Party?

1. Extremely favorable
2. Very favorable
3. Moderately favorable
4. Slightly favorable

Do you have any unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the $inparty 
Party?

1. Yes
2. No

[if yes:]
How unfavorable are your unfavorable thoughts or feelings about the 

$inparty Party?

1. Extremely unfavorable
2. Very unfavorable
3. Moderately unfavorable
4. Slightly unfavorable
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Cross- Party Discussion Experiment (chapter 5)

p r e -  t e s t  i t e m s :

Generally speaking, which of the options below best describes your partisan 
identification?

1. Strong Democrat
2. Weak Democrat
3. Leaning Democrat
4. Independent
5. Leaning Republican
6. Weak Republican
7. Strong Republican

Which point on this scale best describes your political views?

1. Very liberal
2. Mostly liberal
3. Somewhat liberal
4. Moderate
5. Somewhat conservative
6. Mostly conservative
7. Very conservative

In general, how interested are you in politics?

1. Not at all interested
2. Not too interested
3. Somewhat interested
4. Very interested
5. Extremely interested

What is the highest level of education you have completed?

1. Less than high school
2. High school graduate
3. Some college
4. 4- year college degree
5. Advanced degree

What is your estimate of your family’s annual household income (before 
taxes)?

1. Less than $30,000

2. $30,000– $69,000
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3. $70,000– $99,999

4. $100,000– $200,000

5. More than $200,000

Which of the following do you consider to be your primary racial or eth-
nic group?

1. White
2. African- American
3. Asian- American
4. Hispanic
5. Native American
6. Other

What is your age?

1. 18– 24

2. 25– 34

3. 35– 50

4. 51– 65

5. Over 65

Are you male or female?

1. Male
2. Female

How often do you participate in political activities (e.g., working on a 
campaign, attending a rally)?

1. Never
2.
3.
4. A few times a year
5.
6.
7. Weekly

About how many days a week, on average, do you talk about politics with 
your family and/or friends?

1. Never
2. 1 day a week
3. 2 days a week
4. 3 days a week
5. 4 days a week
6. 5 days a week



185d a t a  s o u r c e s  u s e d

7. 6 days a week
8. Every day

For the text of the news articles subjects read, or the full instructions, 
please see Levendusky and Stecula (2021).

p o s t -  t e s t  i t e m s :

We’d like to get your feelings toward some of our political leaders and other 
groups who are in the news these days. We’ll ask you to do that using a 0 to 
100 scale that we call a feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 degrees and 
100 degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm toward the person. Rat-
ings between 0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don’t feel favorable to-
ward the person and that you don’t care too much for that person. You would 
rate the person at the 50 degree mark if you don’t feel particularly warm or 
cold toward the person. Using that 0 to 100 scale, how would you rate each of 
the following groups or people below?

[show a slider for each group below:]

The Democratic Party
The Republican Party

How comfortable are you having a political discussion with a $outparty?

1. Extremely comfortable
2. Somewhat comfortable
3. Not too comfortable
4. Not at all comfortable

How comfortable are you having neighbors on your street who are 
$outparty?

1. Extremely comfortable
2. Somewhat comfortable
3. Not too comfortable
4. Not at all comfortable

How comfortable are you having close personal friends who are 
$outparty?

1. Extremely comfortable
2. Somewhat comfortable
3. Not too comfortable
4. Not at all comfortable
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Suppose one of your children was getting married. How would you feel if 
he or she married a $outparty?

1. Extremely upset
2. Somewhat upset
3. Not too upset
4. Not at all upset

How much of the time do you think you can trust the $outparty to do 
what is right for the country?

1. Almost never
2. Once in a while
3. About half the time
4. Most of the time
5. Almost always

Below, we’ve given a list of words that some people might use to describe 
individuals. For each item, please indicate how well you think it applies to 
$outparty: extremely well, very well, somewhat well, not too well, or not 
at all well.

Grid Items:
A. Patriotic
B. Intelligent
C. Honest
D. Open- minded
E. Generous
F. Hypocritical
G. Selfish
H. Mean

Response Options:
1. Extremely well
2. Very well
3. Somewhat well
4. Not too well
5. Not at all well



Notes

Chapter One

1. Unsurprisingly, core values such as egalitarianism and moral traditionalism— which are 
closely linked to issue positions (Jacoby 2006)— also shape affective polarization (Enders and 
Lupton 2021).

2. Consistent with this assertion, ratings of Biden and Trump in 2020 look more like rat-
ings of Obama and Romney in 2012 than they do like ratings of Clinton and Trump in 2016 
(restricting 2012 and 2016 to online respondents). Indeed, Republicans rate Trump (on average) 
14 degrees more warmly in 2020 than they did in 2016. This suggests that Clinton and Trump’s 
unique unpopularity in 2016 did drag down same- party feeling thermometer ratings in 2016, but 
this represents more of an aberration than a shift in the longer- term trend.

3. The reader might wonder if there are partisan differences in these patterns. While there 
are differences in the levels (on balance, Republicans have liked their own party less and the 
other party more), the patterns over time are the same: stability for same- party ratings, a decline 
for other- party ratings.

4. While on balance affective polarization has some negative effects, there are some positive 
benefits to it, most notably an increase in correct voting (Pierce and Lau 2019).

5. Subsequent debates over masking and vaccines only reinforce this point.
6. Some might wonder why I do not include support for partisan violence in this list (Kal-

moe and Mason 2022). While that is an important topic, it is only modestly related to animosity; 
indeed, as Uscinski et al. (2021) explain, such attitudes are at least as much about antiestablish-
ment sentiments as they are about partisan animus (see also Annenberg IOD Collaborative 
2023).

7. The survey also asks about the importance of religious identity, and unsurprisingly, there 
is a large and statistically significant difference between the parties here. But given the religious/
religiosity sorting that has taken place in recent years (Margolis 2018; Campbell, Layman, and 
Green 2020), this is hardly noteworthy.

8. For the cross- tabs from the survey, see https://www.rd.com/wp- content/uploads/2020/06 
/Readers- Digest_More- in- Common- American- Unity- Survey.pdf.

9. For the cross- tabs from the Hidden Common Ground project, see https://www.publica 
genda.org/wp- content/uploads/2020/09/HCG- Economic- Opportunity- Inequality.pdf.
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Chapter Two

1. There are a number of additional psychological dispositions that also affect individuals’ 
level of affective polarization. These include, but are not limited to, their level of authoritarian-
ism (Hetherington and Weiler 2009; Luttig 2017; Johnston 2018), their propensity to moralize 
(Garrett and Bankert 2020), their level of self- monitoring (Weber and Klar 2019), their need for 
affect and/or need for cognition (Arceneaux and Vander Wielen 2017), their intellectual humil-
ity (Bowes et al. 2020), and so forth. While these individual- level patterns are interesting, they 
are orthogonal to my purpose here, though an interesting future project would be to consider 
how shifting these traits could lower levels of partisan animus. For one example of how to use 
these sorts of psychological correlations to reduce partisan animosity, see Wojcieszak, Winter, 
and Yu (2020).

2. Individuals engage in this sort of reasoning because keeping a differential between the 
liked in- group and the disliked out- group helps to maintain positive self- image and self- esteem 
(Hogg and Abrams 1988, see esp. chapter 4).

3. A related puzzle is why partisan animosity is rooted in out- group animus, rather than 
in- group favoritism, which is the typical mechanism driving this sort of social identity– driven 
animosity (Brewer 1999). This is a fascinating question, but it is less relevant to the discussion 
here, though this broader question deserves more careful study.

4. By elites, I mean elected officials who have control over policy— most notably, presidents 
and members of Congress. There is clear evidence that these individuals have polarized ideo-
logically in recent decades (McCarty 2019). Similarly, there is also clear evidence that partisan 
activists have polarized (Layman et al. 2010). These groups sit in contrast to the mass public, 
where there is much less evidence showing ideological polarization (Fiorina 2017).

5. The quote comes from Thomas Dewey, the former New York governor and 1944 Repub-
lican Party presidential nominee, as quoted in Klein (2020, 5).

6. In addition, the parties in Congress have become uncivil to one another over time. Both 
elite incivility and elite ideological divergence fuel affective polarization (Skytte 2021).

7. Further, as Hall (2019) notes, moderate candidates— even though they have an electoral 
edge— are less likely to run today than they were in the past. This further polarizes elites, as 
moderate candidates are not even running for office, often leaving voters with a choice between 
two extremist candidates (see also Thomsen 2017). Likewise, as Drutman (2020) notes, the 
winner- take- all nature of our elections also serves to exacerbate these trends.

8. Relatedly, the parties now are divided not just on economic issues, but on a whole host 
of economic, cultural, and racial issues (Layman and Carsey 2002; Hare forthcoming). The rise 
of these non- economic dimensions— where compromise is more difficult— further fuels elite 
polarization and animosity (Hetherington and Weiler 2009).

9. In reality, most social networks are more heterogeneous with respect to partisanship than 
we realize, but because of projection (Huckfeldt and Sprague 1987), as well as social conformity 
(Cowan and Baldassarri 2018), most people exaggerate the degree of partisan similarity. This 
distinction has important implications, which I explain later in the chapter.

10. Unsurprisingly, those who are more active on social media say it is a way for them to ex-
press their opinions (McClain et al. 2021): 77 percent of highly active Twitter users say that they use 
Twitter as a way to express their opinions, versus only 29 percent of low activity Twitter users. But 
as Bail (2021) shows, because people are selective about what they show online, the opinions they 
express are designed to present a slanted— and more extreme— version of their political selves.
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11. Of course, there are still other techniques scholars have used to reduce animosity. For 
example, scholars might prime open- mindedness (Wojcieszak, Winter, and Yu 2020) or intellec-
tual humility (Bowes et al. 2020; Stanley, Sinclair, and Seli 2020), or have respondents read about 
warm interpersonal relationships between politicians (Huddy and Yair 2021). For an overview of 
various tactics that have been used, see Hartman et al. (2022).

12. This is not the first application of this model to political science: Kam and Ramos (2008) 
use it to study presidential approval, and Transue (2007) uses it to study racial tolerance. Reid 
(2012) uses a similar argument (though a slightly different theoretical model) to show effects on 
hostile media bias. Here, I extend these arguments by using it to study affective polarization.

13. Another possible mechanism is that that interacting with an out- party friend with whom 
you are close makes you think of the other party as part of your in- group via self- expansion 
theory (Page- Gould et al. 2010; Aron, Aron, and Smollan 1992). Differentiating among these ex-
act mechanisms is not per se the goal here, though in chapter 4, when I analyze these data, I talk 
about the extent to which the data are consistent with different potential theoretical accounts.

14. Perhaps not surprisingly, while cross- party marriages are rare (only 6 percent of mar-
riages cross party lines), those individuals are less affectively polarized than other Americans 
(Fisk and Fraga 2020).

15. Indeed, perspective- getting works both ways: the listener benefits from hearing the new 
perspective, and the speaker benefits by feeling like they are being heard by someone from the 
other side of the political divide (Bruneau and Saxe 2012).

16. Allport’s (1954) text argued that these conditions were essential for contact to reduce 
between- group animus. Later studies, however, argue that they are not required, but simply make 
such contact more effective (Pettigrew and Tropp 2006; though see Paluck, Green, and Green 2019).

17. Gerber and Green (2002) introduce the idea of “downstream” benefits of experimenta-
tion: the idea that experimental interventions can have indirect effects on other outcomes of 
interest beyond the main dependent variables (see also Klar 2014). Here, I use it in this sense: 
while the main focus of the study is on reducing affective polarization, the treatments used to do 
so will also affect other attitudes.

18. The theoretical logic here assumes that the parties signal opposite preferences from  
one another: Democrats are pro- choice, Republicans are pro- life; Democrats want to increase 
fuel economy standards, Republicans want to lower them; etc. Given the contemporary logic of 
American politics, this is often, but not always, the case. What the logic of the argument predicts 
in other cases, such as when the cue is more one- sided (i.e., only one party is really talking about 
an issue), is less clear; I leave that topic for future research.

19. While the 1959 volume is the classic statement of the argument, Bogardus’s original work 
was done in the 1920s; see Wark and Galliher (2007).

20. An example of a treatment that is designed to reduce same- party support would be to 
ask respondents to list several things they did not like about their own party (see, e.g., Klar 2014).

Chapter Three

1. This figure excluded the roughly 7 percent of subjects who wrote gibberish (random non-
sense text strings) or otherwise did not respond to the prompt (writing “nice survey,” “this is 
good,” etc.), though I include these respondents in the subsequent analyses in this chapter.

2. Whether or not the American Dream is actually achievable (Chetty et al. 2016), most 
Americans continue to believe in it (Younis 2019).
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3. To ensure that subjects in the treatment condition had, in fact, reported higher levels of 
American identity, the study contained a manipulation check battery asking subjects to report 
how strongly they identified as Americans, using the items from Huddy, Mason, and Aarøe 2015 
(i.e., how well does the term “American” describe you, when you talk about Americans do you 
use “we” rather than “they,” etc.). The treatment strengthened American identity: on a 1 (low) to 
5 (high) scale, American identity grew from 4.3 in the control condition to 4.4 in the treatment 
condition, a statistically significant increase (p < 0.01).

4. The limitation, of course, is that perhaps I simply do not have large enough sample sizes 
to detect such heterogeneity, as the experiments were designed to have enough power to detect 
the main effects, rather than interactive effects. I leave exploring this sort of heterogeneity for 
future studies.

5. In an earlier publication (Levendusky 2018a), I note that the effects of the American 
identity prime are much stronger for positive traits (like intelligent) than for negative traits 
(like mean), but I could not offer a theoretical explanation as to why. Mullinix and Lythgoe 
(forthcoming) show that because of our innate negativity bias, it is easier to manipulate positive 
trait ratings than negative ones, which may well explain the gap. This is an area ripe for future 
exploration.

6. Brandt and Turner- Zwinkels (2020) attempted to replicate this effect in 2019, and found a 
null effect. But their study suffers from a number of significant limitations, most notably being 
dramatically under- powered, as well as using a single item from the social distance scale, which, 
as Druckman and Levendusky (2019) show, is a measure of affective polarization distinct from 
those I use here. Further, to celebrate the day, President Trump held a large military parade, 
which potentially changed the meaning of the day for respondents in that year.

7. I thank Omer Yair for suggesting this analysis.
8. In a similar vein, Depetris- Chauvin, Durante, and Campante (2020) show that during inter-

national competition, national football team wins increase national identity and reduce ethnic vio-
lence in sub- Saharan Africa.

9. I used the same stimulus to prime American national identity, but I used a new control 
group article. When I had initially done the original experiments, I used an article on a New 
Mexico cat library that allowed office workers to borrow a kitten to play with in their office 
(Mackie 2015). But given the COVID- 19 pandemic, and the fact that people were (by and large) 
not working in their offices in fall 2020 when I conducted the experiment, I thought this might 
come across as very strange. Given this, I substituted an article on the end of the popular reality 
TV show, Keeping Up with the Kardashians (Kirkpatrick 2020).

10.  https://news.gallup.com/poll/116677/presidential- approval- ratings- gallup- historical 
- statistics- trends.aspx.

11. One concern with using a prime that asks subjects to remember the time around 9/11 
would be that it would prime Islamophobia, which increased in the wake of the attacks (Panago-
poulos 2006). To test for this, I included a set of items from the Islamophobia scale developed by 
Lee et al. (2009). I found no detectable increase in Islamophobia as a result of either treatment 
in the sample as a whole, or in either party or racial group.

12. That is, H0 : βamerican = β9/11.
13. That is, testing the null hypothesis: H0 : βtreat + βtreat*dem = 0, or the equivalent one for non- 

white respondents.
14. There is also evidence that sports fandom might also be able to reduce prejudice; see 

Alrababa’h et al. (2021).
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15. To identify professional football fans, at the end of an earlier study I included a set of 
questions measuring team fandom. I focused on football fans because professional football is—  
by far— the most popular sport in the US (Norman 2018).

16. I also re- estimated these models interacting the treatment conditions with strength of 
fandom, on the expectation that those who were more attached to their team might display 
larger effects. The effects of this interaction were quite muted, but this may well reflect the fact 
that I only included those who were already sports fans in the sample, so there was limited varia-
tion in strength of fandom in my sample.

17. Further, invoking Americanness can also lead to more animosity toward non- Americans 
(Wojcieszak and Garrett 2018), though it may be possible to temper this by reminding subjects 
of America’s legacy of accepting immigrants (Williamson et al. 2021).

Chapter Four

1. The data used here are waves 15 and 16 of Pew’s American Trends Panel. Full question 
wording for all items can be found in the data appendix.

2. Because I count partisan leaners as partisans, I increase the fraction of the public that has 
cross- party friendships relative to the Pew Research Center (2016) report, which counts only 
strong and weak partisans as partisans in its analysis. This coding choice does not change the 
substantive conclusions that I draw from this analysis, as Pew Research Center (2016) also shows 
that those with cross- party friendships report lower levels of partisan animus.

3. Following Pew Research Center (2016), I analyze the effect of cross- party friendships on 
feeling thermometer ratings of the other party. This is a slightly odd choice, however, in that the 
feeling thermometer ratings were asked in wave 15, while the cross- party friendship item was 
included in wave 16, approximately one month later. Because social networks are stable over a 
one- month period, this should not pose an analytical problem. As a robustness check, I also 
examined the effect of cross- party friendships on candidate feeling thermometers, since wave 16 
included feeling thermometer ratings of Bernie Sanders, Hillary Clinton, John Kasich, Ted Cruz, 
and Donald Trump, the candidates then seeking their party’s 2016 nomination. The results of 
this candidate- centered analysis are substantively identical to the party analysis I present here; 
see the appendix to this chapter for the results.

4. Given this finding, I re- analyzed the Pew data to see if there were heterogeneous treatment 
effects: perhaps the effects of cross- party friendship are weaker for strong partisans or ideologues. 
This analysis, however, yielded null results, as even for this sub- population the more cross- party 
friendships respondents had, the less affectively polarized they were (though again, all of the usual 
treatment vs. selection caveats apply, as well as concerns about a lack of statistical power to detect 
this sort of heterogeneity). Likewise, given concerns about racial homophily in friendship net-
works, I also searched for heterogeneous effects by race, given the strong correlation between race 
and partisanship in America (White and Laird 2020). While non- White Americans are less likely 
to have cross- party friends, there is no evidence of heterogeneous treatment effects.

5. Here, slightly more respondents— approximately 85 percent— gave a valid response to 
the prompt, suggesting that the 81 percent figure in the AmeriSpeak study is not an aberration.

6. Though one respondent did name the singer— and onetime presidential candidate— 
Kanye West.

7. The only difference is that here I used the original battery from Garrett et al. (2014), which 
used “patriotic” rather than “American.” Otherwise, the batteries are identical.
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8. The discussion in this chapter centers a cognitive account of these effects: cross- party 
friendship changes how individuals see the other party. An alternative mechanism is that the 
treatment changes the respondent’s motivation in answering the question. By asking about 
cross- party friendships, I might disrupt a type of partisan cheerleading: normally, people will 
see the feeling thermometer and other types of affective polarization measures as an opportunity  
to engage in expressive responding (i.e., signaling their commitment to their party by saying 
something negative about the other party). This is, of course, possible. But this cannot fully 
explain these effects because of the findings I presented earlier in the Pew data. There, I find 
that those who have more cross- party friendships have lower levels of out- party animus. If the 
story were simply motivational, then the number of friends should not matter (since it is just 
about changing people’s propensity to engage in partisan cheerleading). This suggests that the 
effects are more likely to be due to the fact that people with more cross- party friends think about 
the party differently (i.e., they have more information at hand that disconfirms their negative 
view of the other side). In the end, one cannot really separate out these effects fully, but the data 
suggest that this is not simply a story about cheerleading. I thank a reviewer for this insightful 
comment.

9. This effect— where evaluations of one person change evaluations of an entire group— is 
known as an assimilation effect (i.e., you assimilate your positive views of the friend into the 
assessment of the larger group). This occurs in a number of other contexts as well (see, e.g., 
Henderson- King and Nisbett 1996; Hamill, Wilson, and Nisbett 1980). Of course, not all situa-
tions generate assimilation effects; some generate contrast effects (when one does not generalize 
from the individual to the group; see Schwarz and Bless 1992). The classic exemplar of this is 
someone who claims that they cannot be a racist because they have a Black friend; Herschel 
Walker provided such an illustration for Donald Trump at the 2020 Republican National Con-
vention. So why does a cross- racial friend generate a contrast effect, but a cross- party friend an 
assimilation effect? Fully fleshing out this distinction is beyond the scope of this study, but I sus-
pect it partially depends on the durability of these stereotypes, as well as the conversations that 
occur in the different types of friendships. Most people have stereotypes of the other party, but 
they are rather fluid, as my experiments illustrate. In contrast, their views of racial minorities are 
more fixed, due in large part to prejudice. The stereotype disconfirming evidence of an out- party 
friend therefore confronts a lower barrier to attitude change than for a cross- racial friend. In-
deed, because of the durability of prejudice, and the difference in social standing between White 
and Black Americans, cross- racial friendships often do not reduce racial animus (Jackman and 
Crane 1986). Further, to the extent that cross- racial friendships do not discuss the problems of 
racism, and the lived experiences of Black Americans encountering this racism, they are un-
likely to break down this prejudice. I thank an anonymous reviewer for raising this point.

Chapter Five

1. There are a number of thoughtful critiques of the structure of political discussion and de-
liberation, paying special attention to the role of inequalities of power due to factors like race and 
gender (e.g., Lupia and Norton 2017; Karpowitz and Mendelberg 2014). But these studies ultimately 
want to mitigate such inequality, rather than do away with political discussion altogether.

2. In the experiment, subjects were also assigned to a third condition of homogeneous po-
litical discussion (i.e., discussion with others from only their own party). The goal of that condi-
tion was to see if such discussions heightened affective polarization, consistent with arguments 
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that homogeneous discussions prime social identity (Isenberg 1986). Because this is less relevant 
for my purposes here, I omit those subjects from the discussion in this chapter. Full results are in 
Levendusky and Stecula (2021), but I note that such partisan homogeneous discussion had only 
very weak effects, largely because subjects came into the study quite affectively polarized (and so 
there was almost certainly a ceiling effect).

3. The sample is 63% white, 55% female, 26% student- aged, 26% very interested in politics, 
47% with a college degree, and 29% making at least $100,000 per year. This skew toward higher 
political interest, income, and education is typical of such non- random samples (i.e., Druckman, 
Levendusky, and McClain 2018).

4. Due to variation in the number of subjects who came to a particular session, and the 
need to form discussion groups with partisan balance, not all groups have exactly 4 subjects. 
All heterogeneous discussion groups have either 4 or 6 subjects, again with an equal number of 
Democrats and Republicans in each group— 4- person groups have 2 Democrats and 2 Republi-
cans, and 6- person groups have 3 Democrats and 3 Republicans (as in the other experiments in 
the book, partisan leaners are treated as partisans). Control groups vary between 3 and 7 subjects 
per group, and we found no heterogeneous treatment effects based on group size (see the ap-
pendix to Levendusky and Stecula 2021).

5. We conducted our study in 28 experimental sessions over a nine- month period. Because 
there could be differences across sessions (given who showed up, timing effects, etc.), I include 
fixed effects for sessions here to control for such differences (see Gerber and Green 2012). In-
cluding or excluding them has no effect on the substantive results.

6. Here, I analyzed the social distance items as an index, since they all scale together (α = 0.8).  
Analyzing the items separately produced the same substantive results.

7. In chapter 3, I also used another common identity— shared sports team fandom— to ex-
amine whether other identities could reduce affective polarization. But because the target of 
evaluation is different in that experiment— a particular person, rather than the other party— it 
does not make sense to compare it to the other results here.

8. Another possibility is that the heterogeneous discussion condition article helped to prime 
these norms as well, as it emphasized areas of consensus and common ground between the parties.

Chapter Six

1. In Levendusky and Stecula (2021), using the discussion data examined in chapter 5, we 
argue that perception of common ground is a mechanism driving those effects, rather than a 
downstream consequence. Ultimately, differentiating these two pathways (treatment → common 
ground → lessened animus vs. treatment → lessened animus → common ground) is not possible 
without additional, more complicated data. And indeed, as I argued in chapter 2, perceived 
polarization is likely both a cause and a consequence of partisan animosity.

2. Some subjects were also randomly assigned to be asked about whether we should expand 
concealed carry laws, but there was an error in how that item was administered to respondents, 
so I drop it from the analysis here. So for some respondents, I have their opinion only on one 
item (the class action lawsuit item), not two. Because this is random, it reduces my power, but 
otherwise does not affect the experiment.

3. For the Bovitz data, in the control condition, the figures are 24% adopt the other party’s 
position, 22% adopt the scale midpoint, and 54% adopt their party’s position. In the treatment 
condition, the figures are 23%, 26%, and 50%.
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4. All subjects were asked about the other party first, and then completed the battery about 
their own party second.

5. To use the language of Lavine, Johnston, and Steenbergen (2012), the treatment increases 
identity- conflicting responses, ones that cut against the norm (driven by the greater number of 
positive thoughts about the other party).

Chapter Seven

1. Consistent with this finding, in the American identity experiment I conducted in 2020 I 
included a short battery to measure out- party spite, building on the work on Moore- Berg et al. 
(2020). I wanted to test whether lowering out- party animus lowered spite, but it did not. Of course, 
interpreting this null effect is complicated by the fact that the treatment only lowered animus among 
Republican/White subjects (see chapter 3), but even looking only at these groups, I find no effects.

2. One might ask then why we do not know most people’s partisanship, and why we might 
often misperceive it. The reason is relatively straightforward: most people do not begin con-
versations by talking about their partisanship, in part because they think it will cause trou-
ble (Cowan and Baldassarri 2018). Instead, they try to make a good impression by discussing 
other topics, as politics is a topic most people would rather avoid (Klar and Krupnikov 2016; 
Krupnikov and Ryan 2022).

3. The essays in Persily (2015) highlight just how difficult it will be to reduce animosity at 
the elite level, as the book offers few workable solutions to reduce animus (reflecting the fact 
that few of them likely exist). Indeed, the only published mechanism for reducing animosity 
by focusing on elite politics comes from Huddy and Yair (2021), who show that highlighting 
warm personal relationships between the party leaders (Schumer and McConnell in the Senate) 
reduces animus.

4. Partnering with these sorts of groups will also be vital to testing the types of interventions 
in the “real world” that I discuss here. Of course, that brings with it a separate set of challenges 
centered around the different needs of researchers and practitioners (for more discussion of the 
challenges of scaling such efforts, see Al- Ubaydli et al. 2021).

5. This might also help individuals learn to frame their arguments in ways that are more 
receptive to the other side (Feinberg and Willer 2019).

6. Further, those who are the least civil are simply more visible online: you can only shout at 
someone in person if you are physically in the same space, but shout on Facebook and the whole 
world can hear you. So even if they are few in number, they seem more prevalent online (see 
Bor and Bang- Peterson 2022). A small subset of trolls are responsible for most attacks online on 
Reddit (Kumar et al. 2018), highlighting that small numbers of people are the ones doing much 
of the damage in our online spaces.

7. Allcott, Braghieri et al. (2020) show that when people are paid to deactivate their Face-
book accounts, partisan animus falls, but so too does factual political knowledge. This suggests 
a tough trade- off with efforts to limit the polarizing effects of social media, since doing so may 
also limit political knowledge.

8. For an empirical effort to measure listening in the context of difficult political conversa-
tions, see Eveland et al. (2020).

9. I say the best of the founding ideals because, as Smith (1997) and others note, many in 
the founding era— and subsequent periods— saw racial and gender discrimination as American 
“ideals.”
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10. This is likely why intellectual humility helps to lessen animus (Bowes et al. 2020). Real-
izing what we don’t know is an important step to helping foster a recognition that perhaps the 
other party might have some good ideas.

Appendix

1. Here and throughout the data appendix, I use $OUTPARTY to refer to those from the 
other party. So, for example, if a Democrat reads the item, they will be asked “Now we’d like to 
know more about what you think about Republicans.”

2. All respondents see someone who is the same age range, gender, and race. The treatments 
consist of whether they are told the person’s partisanship (same party, other party, not given) 
and their favorite sports team (same as respondent, or not given).

3. As I noted in the text, Pew asked the party feeling thermometer items in wave 15, and the 
remaining items in wave 16.
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