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Abstract

Recent work suggests that when Americans infer candidates’ partisanship or evaluate opposing-party members, policy cues influence their
judgments more consistently than group cues. However, this challenges
decades of research on the group foundations of mass partisanship. To
explain this disconnect, I posit that at present, it is easier to understand parties as policy coalitions rather than group coalitions. Using a
question wording experiment on the 2019 Cooperative Congressional
Election Study, I asked partisan identifiers how confident they would feel
guessing the percentages of opposing-party members or Americans with
party-stereotypical issue positions and group memberships. Consistent
with the underlying theory, partisans found it easier to associate their
opponents with prototypical positions on taxes and abortion – rather
than groups that might endorse these positions. After comparing the
Out-Partisans and Americans conditions, it was equally clear that policy offered more information about respondents’ political opponents. If
Americans can understand the parties’ policy differences with minimal
effort, scholars should not overstate the sophistication this knowledge
implies. However, if Americans are uncertain about the parties’ representation of party-stereotypical groups, then groups (per se) may no
longer anchor how Americans perceive political parties.
Keywords: partisan perceptions, party stereotypes, levels of
conceptualization, public opinion, mass ideology, policy reputations
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According to prevailing wisdom, Americans see partisan conflict as group
conflict. To the average citizen, it might be difficult (or boring) to understand
the parties in ideological or programmatic terms (Converse, 1964; Kinder &
Kalmoe, 2017). However, it is not boring to perceive that Republicans and
Democrats represent distinct religious persuasions, socioeconomic classes, or
racial and ethnic groups (Ahler & Sood, 2018; Mason, 2018b). Nor is it boring
to worry about the status of one’s in-group (Jardina, 2019; Mutz, 2018) or to
believe that particular groups are unworthy of government support (Gilens,
1999).
Nevertheless, while group theory explains why Republicans and Democrats
have strong partisan identities (Green, Palmquist, & Schickler, 2002; Mason,
2018b), it does not explain another trend: why Americans know so much about
the policies that divide Republicans and Democrats, and why they prioritize
this information in a variety of decision-making contexts. Perhaps unsurprisingly, polarized parties have made Americans more aware of the policies that
divide Republicans and Democrats (Hetherington, 2001), and more inclined
to associate candidates with their parties’ policy reputations (Sniderman &
Stiglitz, 2012). More problematic for group theory, however, is that Americans
seem to prefer this information to group or social cues. When Americans infer
candidates’ partisanship (Goggin, Henderson, & Theodoridis, 2020) and evaluate both opposing-party members (Orr & Huber, 2020) and elected officials
(Costa, 2021), policy cues guide their judgments. These results hardly suggest
that we jettison the group-based theory of party ID. However, they present
a puzzle: given the strength of group attachments, both to parties and the
groups that parties represent, why would partisan judgments ever depend on
anything else?
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In the following pages, I test a simple explanation for this phenomenon:

at present, it is easier for Americans to understand parties as policy coalitions rather than group coalitions. Citizens have strong group attachments,
and they understand which groups are loyal to the Republican or Democratic
parties (Ahler & Sood, 2018; Rothschild, Howat, Shafranak, & Busby, 2019).
Yet, citizens are also “cognitive misers” – seeking easy explanations for complex phenomena and easy criteria for rendering important decisions (Fiske &
Russell, 2010; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Tetlock, 1979). In earlier eras, Americans
might have avoided policy – either because they were incurious about politics (Campbell, Converse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Converse, 1964) or because
the parties were too internally divided for policy to anchor partisan choice.
Against the backdrop of elite polarization, however, policy differences might
offer an easy way to understand partisan conflict – easier, perhaps, than group
attachments otherwise fundamental to party ID.
To test this theory, the present analysis focuses on one form of partisan perceptions: how Republican and Democratic identifiers think about the
opposing party. Using a question wording experiment on the 2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES), I asked partisan identifiers to
consider either opposing-party members or Americans in general, and to indicate their confidence about the prevalence of party-stereotypical traits in
these populations. We will see that when respondents were asked to consider the opposing party, they felt more confident guessing the distribution
of party-stereotypical issue positions, rather than party-stereotypical group
memberships. Moreover, when respondents were asked about opposing-party
members rather than Americans, they were more confident about the distribution of party-stereotypical attitudes – but equally confident about the
distribution of party-stereotypical groups. In other words, partisan identifiers
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found it easier to associate their opponents with policies rather than groups,
and these policies offered higher-quality information about the opposing party.
As I explain, these results contribute to a burgeoning literature on partisan
perceptions. At least some of the time, Americans know what the parties advocate because this knowledge requires minimal effort. At least some of the time,
both Republican and Democratic identifiers are uncertain about their opponents’ representation of party-stereotypical groups. Thus, the present analysis
offers an important way station between group and issue-based models of mass
partisanship. On the one hand, if Americans can understand the parties’ policy
differences with minimal effort, their policy sophistication is not good evidence
that group attachments no longer anchor party ID. However, precisely because
it is easier for Americans to understand parties as policy coalitions, polarization might weaken the group basis of mass partisanship – not by eliminating
group attachments (per se), but by helping Americans summarize partisan
conflict without reference to groups.

Groups and Partisan Perceptions
Parties organize citizens’ choices, making it easier for them to cast informed
votes (see Aldrich, 1995; Sniderman, 2000; Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). Yet,
while scholars agree that citizens possess mental models of the Republican and
Democratic parties, they disagree about what these mental models contain. Do
citizens see parties in terms of the groups they represent – or do parties have
ideological significance, above and beyond their status as group coalitions?
Do perceptions depend on specific party systems? Or do they reflect concerns
common to all eras, such as our propensity to form and defend groups (Achen
& Bartels, 2016)?
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According to most research on this topic, Americans see parties as repre-

sentatives of specific groups rather than advocates of clear policies or ideologies
(Berelson, Lazarsfeld, & McPhee, 1954; Campbell et al., 1960; Converse, 1964).
Per this paradigm, when people consider how they feel about the major parties, they are most interested in knowing which party represents people like
them (Claassen, Djupe, Lewis, & Neiheisel, 2021; Converse, 1964; Green et al.,
2002; Kinder & Kalmoe, 2017; Mason, 2018b). Meanwhile, citizens are uninterested in ideological debate – either ignoring whether their party ID and
policy attitudes correspond (Kinder, 1983) or passively copying their parties’
stances (Freeder, Lenz, & Turney, 2018; Lenz, 2012).
In foundational research responsible for this assumption, Converse (1964)
found that citizens possessed minimal knowledge of party ideology and policy,
while 42 percent thought about parties in terms of “group interests.” Asked
their feelings about the parties, Converse’s respondents described demographic
groups believed to disproportionately support Republicans or Democrats.
While “group interests” responses sometimes noted that particular groups had
benefited from specific policies, they did not draw clear connections between
parties and their parent ideologies (see also Kalmoe, 2019).
Of course, when Converse (1964) wrote, the Democratic Party was dominant nationwide, and Democrats’ New Deal Coalition offered an obvious
framework for thinking about parties (see Berelson et al., 1954). Yet, because
realignment promoted a tighter correlation between party ID and group membership (Mason, 2018b), the dissolution of the New Deal Coalition has (by
some accounts) amplified the group basis of party ID. As Mason (2018b)
shows, realignment reduced the number of identities that “cross-cut” the party
coalitions, leaving Democrats and Republicans with fewer reasons to wonder
whether people like them might be better-represented by the opposing party
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(see also Mason & Wronski, 2018). Mason (2018b) finds that when Republicans and Democrats have strong partisan attachments and strong attachments
to their parties’ constituent groups, they mistrust (or even hate) their political opponents at higher rates. Notably, this partisan hatred goes far beyond
policy disagreement (see also Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes, 2012).
Alone, social sorting might have strengthened the group basis of party
ID. However, recent work documents not just that people associate parties
with specific groups, but that these perceptions are dangerously distorted.
Across several analyses, Ahler and Sood (2018) document that Americans
systematically overestimate the percentages of Republicans and Democrats
from party-stereotypical groups (see also Claassen et al., 2021; Green et al.,
2002). For example, in a March 2015 study, their respondents indicated (on
average) that 40 percent of Democrats were African American, 38 percent
were union members, and 32 percent were lesbian, gay, or bisexual. Similarly,
they indicated (on average) that 42 percent of Republicans were evangelical
Christians, and 39 percent earned more than $250,000 per year. In each case,
these overestimates were far-in-excess of the true percentages.
Far from benign, these misperceptions functioned like dangerous stereotypes. When Ahler and Sood’s respondents overestimated the percentage of
opposing-party members from prototypical groups, they expressed more prejudice against their political opponents, and perceived that their opponents
took more extreme views. Were that not enough, group attachments may also
motivate people to misperceive the compositions of their own parties. Claassen
et al. (2021) find that evangelical Republicans and non-religious Democrats
overestimate the number of co-partisans that share their religious beliefs.
To explain these trends, political scientists have drawn upon canonical
theories of intergroup conflict and social identity (e.g., Sherif, Harvey, Hood,
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Sherif, & White, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). From the standpoint of social
psychology, it makes sense that groups structure citizens’ beliefs about the
parties, because groups are fundamental to human and political life. Indeed,
Achen and Bartels (2016) suggest that group theory should anchor research on
democratic citizenship and representation. Similarly, Kinder and Kam (2009)
suggest that because most Americans are not “ideologues” in the Conversian
sense (Converse, 1964), the strong relationship between group-centrism and
public opinion is the most we can expect from democratic citizens (Kinder
and Kam 2009, pp. 232-233). That is, Americans care about defending group
interests even when they cannot be bothered with arcane policy debates.

The Challenge of Policy Sophistication
Group theory helps explain why Republicans and Democrats have strong
partisan identities (Mason, 2018b), harbor deep prejudice toward their political
opponents (Iyengar et al., 2012), and overestimate the prominence of stereotypical groups in party coalitions (Ahler & Sood, 2018; Claassen et al., 2021). No
coherent account of mass partisanship can ignore group attachments, not least
because partisanship is an important social identity in its own right (Green et
al., 2002).
Yet moving forward, the group-based model of mass partisanship faces
two challenges. First, Americans understand that Republicans and Democrats
have major policy differences, and they know what these differences are
(Abramowitz, 2010; Hetherington, 2001; Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). Second,
and most importantly, policy cues influence partisan judgment more consistently than group cues (Costa, 2021; Goggin et al., 2020; Orr & Huber, 2020).
Below, I review these findings in turn, and explain why they challenge the
group-based model of mass partisanship.
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First, most Americans know that Republicans and Democrats advocate
different things, and that the left-right divide accounts for these differences.
Hetherington (2001) documents that as partisan loyalty grew between the
1950s and 2000, citizens became better-informed about the ideological differences between the parties, and more convinced that these differences were
important. Indeed, according to American National Election Studies (ANES)
data, almost three-quarters of Americans know that the Democratic Party
is more liberal than the Republican Party (Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012).
Moreover, as the parties-in-government polarized along ideological lines, voting patterns became more consistent (Smidt, 2017) – reflecting, perhaps,
the clearer choices that parties offer. In other words, one reason for policy
sophistication is that the parties have developed meaningful policy differences.
When we examine the attitudes of Republican and Democratic identifiers,
we find further evidence for policy sophistication. Republicans and Democrats
take increasingly distinct positions on economic, cultural, and racial issues
(Bafumi & Shapiro, 2009). These positions are increasingly consistent across
issue domains (Abramowitz, 2010), and especially consistent when citizens
can locate the parties’ positions on a variety of different issues (Freeder et
al., 2018). For example, Lupton, Myers, and Thornton (2015) find that when
Americans have above-average levels of political engagement, their attitudes
are almost as constrained as party activists.’ In large part, then, Republican
and Democratic identifiers disagree because they understand how the national
parties organize partisan conflict.
Whether group theory can explain this trend is an open question. Certainly,
elite communication is powerful, and identity shapes how citizens respond to
elite cues. Upon learning that their parties and candidates take particular
positions, people often adopt these positions as their own (M. Barber & Pope,
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2019; Layman & Carsey, 2002; Lenz, 2009, 2012; Zaller, 1992). For betterinformed citizens, issue positions represent an emotional investment, allowing
the position-taker to express their values and personality (Johnston, Lavine,
& Federico, 2018). Looking at abortion attitudes, Mason (2018a) finds that
people derive a sense of identity from taking specific positions, even if their
positions are not objectively extreme. Thus, group theory has something to
say about why people take their parties’ positions.
But are these explanations complete? Sniderman (2018) points out that
identity does not necessarily explain why citizens know so much about the
parties’ policy differences, let alone why they act upon this knowledge by
updating their beliefs:
To whom do partisans feel a need to justify identifying with a political
party? Not to themselves. There is no evidence that ordinary citizens who
identify with a party are troubled by having an emotional attachment to it
and, in consequence, feel a need to explain to themselves why they support
one party rather than the other. Nor is there evidence or reason to believe
that they feel a need to justify it to others. And, even if they did feel a need
to justify identifying with a party, whether to themselves or others, why
would they feel it necessary to adopt a whole idea system, to work through
the connections between their partisanship, their broad outlook on politics,
their understanding of the ideological logic of the party system, and their
position on issue after issue? Why wouldn’t adopting a position on this or
that issue do the trick? (Sniderman, 2018, p. 137)
If it were just that policy sophistication were higher than group theory
would expect, there would be good answers to Sniderman’s (2018) questions.
For example, if partisanship has become a “mega-identity” (Mason, 2018b),
people might feel pressure to learn (and conform to) their parties’ positions.
After all, if citizens perceive that one party represents all their salient group
identities, they might care about being consistent. Moreover, even if citizens
have no intrinsic motivation to copy party elites, they might belong to multiple
groups with distinct policy demands. If they belong to the party that reinforces
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these group identities, their attitudes might resemble the party platform even
in the absence of social pressure.
More problematic, however, is the priority citizens place on information
about party policy. It is well-known that to understand political issues and
render political judgments, people depend on “heuristics” or information shortcuts (Bartels, 1996; Lupia, 2016; Zaller, 1992). If policy sophistication posed
no challenge to the group-based model, Republicans and Democrats should
prefer heuristics that tap the relationship between parties and groups – even
if, in passing, their party ID has given them some knowledge of party policy.
Instead, several studies suggest the opposite: when Americans make partisan judgments, policy cues are more useful than group cues. For example,
Orr and Huber (2020) asked respondents to evaluate the subjects of short
vignettes – describing either individuals’ partisanship, policy preferences, or
both. In some cases, their experiments described the characters’ hobbies or
demographic information too.
Much like group theory would predict, Orr and Huber’s respondents
reported negative feelings about opposing-party members and positive feelings toward co-partisans. However, respondents were also concerned about
whether the characters shared their policy positions. Indeed, when respondents read about characters that shared their position on a salient issue, this
information accounted for most of their expressed bias toward co-partisans.
Meanwhile, respondents’ feelings were less influenced by the characters’
group memberships and hobbies, even when these denoted party-stereotypical
information.
Elsewhere, Goggin et al. (2020) explored how citizens determine whether
candidates are Republicans or Democrats. They presented respondents with
candidate biographies, describing candidates’ group memberships and policy
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priorities. Asked to guess candidates’ partisanship, respondents drew primarily
on candidates’ policy priorities, rather than information that signaled group
membership.
Goggin et al.’s (2020) results are impressive for several reasons. First, the
authors used a conjoint experimental design, randomizing (for each respondent) candidates’ issue priorities and group indicators. This better-simulated
the diversity of candidates in the real world, and reduced objections that policy outperformed group cues because the manipulations were weak. Second,
their results indicated that the parties’ policy reputations are not meaningful to highly-informed Americans alone. Rather, policy cues were more useful
even for respondents with low levels of political knowledge. Thus, while groups
have historically helped uninformed citizens make sense of politics (Converse,
1964; Kalmoe, 2019), this pattern might no longer hold.
Most recently, Costa (2021) provides further evidence for policy sophistication. Across several experiments, she examined how Americans evaluate
legislators that praise their own parties and denigrate the opposition. After all,
if party ID has minimal policy significance, Americans should prefer legislators
that use “partisan cheerleading” in their public appeals, even when these legislators take positions they oppose. But surprisingly, Costa (2021) found the
reverse. Respondents consistently preferred elected officials that shared their
policy positions, rather than elites that made superficial appeals to party ID.
This further complicates group theory’s claim to explain partisan politics
in the United States. Costa’s (2021) findings indicate that policy sophistication does not simply coexist with the group-centrism that party ID enables.
Given the choice, Americans oppose elites that would sacrifice policy for partisan cheerleading. Put differently, Costa’s respondents rejected legislators that
behaved as if group theory were sufficient to explain party ID.
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Fig. 1 Republican and Democratic Identifiers’ First-Provided Reason for Liking Their Own
Parties. Data: American National Election Studies Cumulative, 1972-2004. Percentages pertain only to respondents that said they liked something about their own party and provided
at least one justification for this position.

To these findings, Figures 1 and 2 add an independent test. For decades, the
American National Election Studies (ANES) has asked respondents whether
they liked or disliked anything about the major parties, and offered them up
to five justifications for their position. I looked specifically at Republican and
Democratic identifiers that liked something about their own party (Figure 1) or
disliked something about the opposing party (Figure 2). Then, for respondents
that provided at least one justification, I looked at the content of these firstmentions, drawing on official codes assigned by ICPSR to open-ended responses
(American National Election Studies, 2020).1
1
For these first-mentions, variable numbers are as follows: Republican likes (VCF0387b), Republican dislikes (VCF0393b), Democratic likes (VCF0375b), and Democratic dislikes (VCF0381b).
Group Connections responses were already assigned their own unique code; to classify Party
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Fig. 2 Republican and Democratic Identifiers’ First-Provided Reason for Disliking The
Opposing Party. Data: American National Election Studies Cumulative, 1972-2004. Percentages pertain only to respondents that said they disliked something about their own party
and provided at least one justification for this position.

Figures 1 and 2 show that from 1972 through 2004, Republican identifiers
were more likely to cite policy or governance, rather than group connections,
as their principal reason for liking the Republican Party or disliking the Democratic Party. Moreover, while Democrats have tended to be less ideological
than Republicans (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016), this trend narrowed. In 1972,
Democrats were about twice as likely to invoke group connections (52 percent), rather than policy or governance (25 percent), as their principal reason
Policies or Governance responses, I pooled responses coded as “Government management,” “Government activity/philosophy,” “Domestic policies,” and “Foreign policies.” Content codes past
2004 were not available in the ANES cumulative file. However, in his updated (and thorough)
analysis of these items, Wattenberg (2019) shows that in response to the open-ended likes/dislikes
questions, Americans have continued to cite the parties’ policy positions – at far higher rates than
Converse (1964) would have anticipated.
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for liking the Democratic Party. Yet by 2004, this gap had disappeared; among
Democrats that liked something about the Democratic Party, 35 percent cited
group connections as their principal justification, but 40 percent cited policy
or governance. Similarly, among Democrats that disliked something about the
GOP, group connections composed 55 percent of first-mentions in 1980, but
only 34 percent in 2004. Indeed, from 1994 to 2004, Democratic identifiers consistently flagged policy or governance as their modal, first reason for disliking
the Republican Party.

An Improved Model of Partisan Perceptions
Together, these trends challenge standard, group-based models of mass
partisanship. If group theory were sufficient to explain partisan politics,
Republicans and Democrats would not know so much about the parties’ policy
differences, and they would not prioritize this information at the expense of
group cues. Increasingly, policy and ideology structure how Americans think
about political parties – even though policy considerations are comparably
abstract, esoteric, and far-removed from group models of mass politics.
To address this disconnect, consider one place where the group-based model
might go wrong. According to conventional wisdom, policy and ideology are too
complicated for citizens to understand, while groups offer an intuitive way to
understand politics. On this point, Achen and Bartels (2016) write that “The
favorability or antagonism of candidates and parties toward various ethnic,
religious, or other social groups is much easier to learn than the intricacies of
foreign affairs, and human nature makes group attachments powerful forces in
political thinking” (232, emphasis mine).
To be sure, foreign policy likely is above the democratic citizen’s paygrade
(but see Aldrich, Sullivan, and Borgida 1989). On other issue dimensions,
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however, what if it were easy to understand what parties advocate? If citizens
could understand party policy with minimal effort, policy sophistication would
pose no challenge to the group-based model of mass partisanship. Rather,
people would understand what parties advocate because polarized parties make
these details trivial to understand.
Right now, it makes sense that people understand what Republicans and
Democrats advocate. The parties in government take distinct positions on
multiple issue domains. Democrats advocate liberal policies; Republicans, conservative policies (McCarty, Poole, & Rosenthal, 2008; Theriault, 2008). Party
activists consistently express their parties’ commitments to liberalism or conservatism (Layman, Carsey, Green, Herrera, & Cooperman, 2010; Lupton et
al., 2015; Noel, 2013). By stylizing partisan conflict for entertainment purposes,
partisan media have likely clarified things even further (Druckman, Levendusky, & McLain, 2018; Levendusky, 2013). Indeed, scholars have linked elite
polarization with higher rates of party identification (Hetherington, 2001) and
more consistent voting patterns (Smidt, 2017).
If the parties’ policy differences were easy to understand, it also makes
sense that policy cues would outperform group cues. Consider that when people
make important decisions, we often behave like “cognitive misers” (Fiske &
Russell, 2010; Fiske & Taylor, 1991; Tetlock, 1979). On the one hand, we
want to make accurate decisions on the basis of relevant information. However,
we want to acquire this information with minimal effort. As a result, our
decisions tend to reflect information that is both high-quality and easy to
obtain. For our purposes, this means that when citizens draw conclusions about
the Republican and Democratic parties, they should overweight information
that makes minimal cognitive demands. Moreover, they should perceive this
information to be sufficient for fulfilling their democratic responsibilities.
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As partisan heuristics, policy cues might indeed offer more information
than group cues. Suppose I conclude that party A represents my group while
party B does not. On balance, I am probably correct. But why am I correct?
With no programmatic context, my inference is flimsier than meets the eye. It
does not help me infer whether party A is committed to policies that help me.
Nor does it help me respond to counter-stereotypical behavior from in-group
members. If party B nominated a candidate from my group, or if a family
member did not feel similarly represented by party A, I would have no basis
for criticizing their behavior.
In contrast, suppose that I could correctly identify the parties’ positions on
the liberal-conservative spectrum. Using this information, I could summarize
partisan conflict and draw meaningful inferences about the parties. If I were
unsure where the parties stood on a particular issue, I could make an educated
guess. Moreover, because parties often take positions that reflect the demands
of constituent groups (Bawn et al., 2012; Cohen, Karol, Noel, & Zaller, 2009), I
could infer which groups composed the Republican and Democratic coalitions,
even if my inferences were often imprecise and exaggerated (see Ahler & Sood,
2018).
Indeed, if the parties’ policy reputations anchored my attitudes (see Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012), I could extrapolate most of what makes party ID so
intense – not least, the groups that compose the major-party coalitions (Ahler,
2018; Ahler & Sood, 2018). But if I began by inferring that party A represented
people like me, I would have less to build upon. H1 and H2 formalize this logic
– positing that compared to the parties’ coalition groups, policy offers an easier
(H1 ), more informative (H2 ) framework for understanding partisan politics.
H1 : Americans find it easier to associate parties with the policies they
advocate, rather than the groups they represent.
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H2 : When Americans think about political parties, the policies that parties
endorse – rather than the groups that parties represent – provide higherquality information.
To be sure, others have suggested that polarization has made it easier to
understand the parties’ policy differences (Hetherington, 2009; Smidt, 2017;
Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012). However, H1 and H2 go further. Simply put,
they posit that policy represents the lowest-effort, most informative way to
understand partisan conflict – surpassing the usefulness of group interests. If
supported, these hypotheses would explain both citizens’ awareness of party
policy, and their preference for this information.

Methodological Approach
To test H1 and H2 , I launched a question-wording experiment on the
2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES, module sponsored
by my home institution). Republican (n = 367) and Democratic identifiers
(n = 455) received different versions of the experiment, each asking about
policies and groups associated with the opposing party. Republican identifiers
were asked about Democrat-stereotypical policies and group memberships;
Democratic identifiers, about Republican-stereotypical characteristics.2 However, the experiment randomized whether respondents were asked to associate
these traits with opposing-party members (Out-Partisans) or Americans in
general (Americans).3
After randomization, respondents were asked how confident they would feel
guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans or Americans that matched each
2
In recent years, citizens’ antipathy toward the opposing party has outpaced positive feelings
toward their own party (Groenendyk, 2018). This implies that partisan perceptions place heavier
weight on considerations associated with the opposing party – making these perceptions (for our
purposes) more useful than perceptions of co-partisans.
3
For ease of exposition, I use the shorthand Out-Partisans to refer to respondents’ confidence judgments about the percentages of opposing-party members with party-stereotypical
characteristics. The Out-Partisans conditions referred to Democrats and Republicans.
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description. Figure 3 illustrates how these items appeared to respondents taking the online survey; confidence was assessed on a six-point Likert scale,
ranging from “extremely confident” to “extremely not confident.” Instructions
read:
For each of the following, please tell us how confident you would feel
if we asked you to guess the answer within 5 percentage points.
We aren’t interested in what you would guess, just how
confident you would feel guessing a number between 0 and 100
percent.
Republican identifiers indicated how confident they would feel guessing the percentages of Democrats (Americans) that supported a woman’s
right to choose; supported raising taxes; were atheist or agnostic; or were
union members. For their part, Democratic identifiers indicated how confident they would feel guessing the percentages of Republicans (Americans) that
opposed a woman’s right to choose; opposed raising taxes; were evangelical
Christians; or earned more than $250,000 per year. Note that the partystereotypical groups were drawn from Ahler and Sood’s (2018) research on
partisan misperceptions.4
Of course, these items did not exhaust the universe of stereotypical policies and groups. For example, one might have asked about racial policies and
groups, such as the percentages of Democrats that are African American or
support affirmative action. Nevertheless, recent literature suggests that religion and socioeconomic status still inform how Americans perceive the parties
(Ahler & Sood, 2018; Claassen et al., 2021; Green et al., 2002; Nicholson &
Segura, 2012). As an initial test, these items promised to disentangle whether
these perceptions were rooted in policy or group considerations.
4
The appendix provides more information about the question wording experiment, items, and
response options.
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Fig. 3 Example frame, 2019 Cooperative Congressional Election Study. The example shows
one item fielded to self-identified Democrats in the Republicans condition.

Most importantly, each party-stereotypical policy complemented one of
the stereotypical groups, representing an issue position that group members
might be expected to hold. Indeed, the policies and groups-in-question reflected
the influence of “intense policy demanders” in party organizations (Bawn et
al., 2012; Noel, 2013). Republicans that earned more than $250,000 might
have been expected to oppose raising taxes; Republicans that were evangelical Christians, to oppose abortion; Democrats that were union members, to
support raising taxes; and Democrats that were atheist or agnostic, to support a woman’s right-to-choose. Because respondents were asked about policies
and groups with conceptual overlap, the design was biased toward minimal
differences.
By asking respondents their confidence guessing the answer, the experiment directly tested H1 : that Americans find it easier to associate parties
with policies rather than groups. To demonstrate H1 , partisan identifiers
should have felt more confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans
with party-stereotypical issue positions, rather than the percentages of OutPartisans from party-stereotypical groups. Moreover, this finding should have
been present even when policies and groups had some logical overlap.
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Next, by randomizing whether respondents answered questions about OutPartisans or Americans, the experiment tested whether policies conveyed more
information about parties (H2 ). To be clear, each item should have offered
some information about Republicans or Democrats. However, by comparing the Out-Partisans and Americans conditions, we could assess whether
each item conveyed high or low-quality information. For example, suppose
that Republican identifiers felt similarly confident guessing the percentages
of Democrats and Americans that were atheist or agnostic. This would not
mean that Republicans saw no association between Democratic partisanship
and being “atheist or agnostic.” However, it would suggest that this association was modest. Meanwhile, if Republican identifiers felt significantly more
confident guessing the percentage of Democrats (rather than Americans) that
were pro-choice, this would indicate that support for abortion rights offered
high-quality information about Democrats.
To demonstrate H2 , then, we should have seen two things. First, when
respondents were asked about party-stereotypical issue positions, they should
have felt more confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans – rather
than Americans – that shared these positions. Second, these differences should
have been stronger than those seen for the party-stereotypical groups. That is,
even if the group items conveyed some information about the opposing party,
the policy items should have provided even more.
To estimate treatment effects, I used normal linear regression. Since they
received different versions of the experiment, I estimated separate models for
Republican and Democratic identifiers. In each model, the dependent variable
was Confidence ij , indicating respondent i’s confidence guessing the percent of
the target population (Out-Partisans or Americans) with characteristic j. On
the right-hand-side, I modeled Confidence ij as a function of two categorical
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variables and their interaction: whether respondents answered questions about
the opposing party (Out-Partisans Condition) rather than Americans; and
the specific descriptors (e.g. % Atheist/Agnostic; % Evangelical Christians)
for which respondents indicated their confidence guessing the answer. Models
used clustered standard errors by respondent; marginal effects were quantified
using Bonferroni corrections for multiple comparisons.
As the appendix materials detail, the Out-Partisans and Americans conditions were balanced across many standard, right-hand-side control variables.
Nevertheless, I estimated two versions of each model: one that controlled
only for the principal interaction (Out-Partisans Condition × Item j ); the
other, a fully specified model. Results reported below, including discussion of
marginal effects, reflect the fully specified models. However, conclusions were
substantively similar with or without control variables.5
Alongside the principal interaction, models controlled for Age (in years),
Female gender, Non-White racial/ethnic background, attainment of a FourYear Degree, Family Income (0-to-15 scale, 0 = less than $10,000, 15 =
$500,000 or higher) and refusal to report one’s income on the survey (Income
Missing),6 identification as a Born-Again Christian, and residence in the South.
Since sophistication might be associated with confidence, I controlled for Political Knowledge, an additive index of correct responses to eight questions about
partisan control of elected office (see M.C. Barber & Pope, 2018). Finally,
dummy variables indicated Strong Partisanship and Weak Partisanship, with
partisan “leaners” as the omitted reference category; partisan strength was
based on the seven-point party ID scale.
5
For information about the coding of control variables, see the appendix materials. In addition,
the appendix materials provide information about the distribution of confounding variables across
the Out-Partisans and Americans conditions.
6
Respondents with Income Missing were coded at the median of the Income distribution;
Income Missing is a dummy variable indicating whether respondents refused to report their
income on the CCES.
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Why Not Ask Them to Guess?
Measuring “confidence guessing the answer,” rather than asking respondents to guess the answer directly, might strike some as a foreign (and
needlessly indirect) way to assess how citizens conceptualize the parties. Yet
for our purposes, this offered a straightforward way to assess partisan perceptions. By not asking for percentage estimates, the approach honored Converse’s
(1964) decision to assess the nature of citizens’ beliefs about the parties, rather
than judge the accuracy of their perceptions. Then and here, it was far more
important to know which associations were obvious.
For example, had a Democratic respondent signaled that she was “confident” guessing the percent of Republicans that opposed a woman’s right to
choose, she would not have confirmed which direction she believed Republicans
leaned. However, she would have indicated that she regarded the question as
easy to answer. Moreover, if the same respondent also indicated that she felt
“somewhat not confident” guessing the percent of Republicans that were evangelical Christians, this would have signaled that she found it easier to associate
Republicans with anti-abortion attitudes rather than evangelical Christians.
Not asking for percentages avoided additional pitfalls. First, since respondents were not required to guess the prevalence of particular traits, responses
were less susceptible to social desirability bias. The experiment did not require
people to signal that they believed nearly all Republicans and Democrats
shared the same positions or belonged to the same groups. Second, confidence
offered a face-valid measure of whether respondents found associations easy or
difficult to draw. In other words, if someone felt confident guessing the percentage of Republicans or Democrats that matched characteristic A, this meant
that it was easy for them to associate A with the party-in-question.
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Third, because respondents knew their responses would not be evaluated

for accuracy, results should have been less confounded by non-response or conservative guessing. As Mondak (2000) suggests, survey respondents are often
embarrassed to signal that they are uninformed, and might avoid “guessing”
even when they know the correct answer. Perhaps because the present analysis did not ask respondents to reveal their ignorance, only three respondents
(of 822 partisan identifiers) failed to answer all four questions.
Finally, asking for raw percentages would have measured political knowledge, rather than the effort required to associate parties with particular
characteristics. As such, percentages could not have clarified whether respondents found it easier to associate parties with policies or groups. Indeed, to
have inferred from percentages which connections were easiest, we would have
first needed to determine which guesses signaled that questions were easy
to answer. We might have gleaned that questions were easier to answer if
respondents’ guesses were more accurate. Alternatively, imprecise or distorted
estimates might have signaled which stereotypes were especially potent (see
Ahler & Sood, 2018). For that matter, guesses approaching 0 or 100 percent
might have indicated which answers were obvious to respondents. In other
words, faced with estimates between 0 and 100 percent, it would have been
impossible to identify a face-valid, qualitative distinction that neatly tested
which associations were easier to draw. By assessing variation in confidenceguessing-the-answer, we avoided confusion about the proper sample statistics
for testing H1 and H2 .
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Fig. 4 Republican Identifiers (n = 367): Confidence Guessing the Percentages of Democrats
or Americans that Match Democratic Party Stereotypes. Marginal effects visualized with
83.4-percent confidence intervals.

Results
Figures 4 and 5 show marginal effects from the linear regressions detailed
above. For each party-stereotypical trait, they illustrate how confident Republican (Figure 4) and Democratic identifiers (Figure 5) felt guessing the
percentages of Out-Partisans or Americans that matched the description.
Graphs were generated using jtools (Long, 2019) for R (R Development Core
Team, 2008). Tables 1 and 2 (right-hand side columns) show the originating
regressions used to estimate marginal effects.7
By examining just those respondents that answered questions about OutPartisans, we tested whether citizens found it easier to associate parties with
programmatic policies rather than constituent groups (H1 ). To test H1 , Figures
7
Note that since confidence took on six distinct values, normal linear regression was justified.
Nevertheless, using ordered logistic regression produced substantively similar effects.
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Fig. 5 Democratic Identifiers (n = 455): Confidence Guessing the Percentages of Republicans or Americans that Match Republican Party Stereotypes. Marginal effects visualized
with 83.4-percent confidence intervals.

4 and 5 implied eight distinct comparisons: between confidence guessing the
percent of Out-Partisans with a party-stereotypical issue position, and confidence guessing the percent of Out-Partisans from a party-stereotypical group.
Tables 3 and 4 document all comparisons used to test H1 and H2 .
Across these tests, all eight comparisons supported H1 . Even for policies
and groups with logical overlap, partisan identifiers still found it easier to
associate their opponents with programmatic positions – rather than groups
that might advocate these positions. For example, although respondents might
have expected wealthier citizens to oppose higher taxes, Democratic identifiers
felt more confident guessing the percent of Republicans that opposed raising
taxes, rather than the percent of Republicans that earned over $250,000 per
year (d = 0.43; t = 3.82; p < 0.01). Similarly, Republican identifiers felt more
confident guessing the percentage of Democrats that supported a woman’s right
to choose, rather than the percent of Democrats that were atheist or agnostic
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Table 1 Republican Identifiers: Confidence Guessing Percentages of Democrats or
Americans with Democrat-Stereotypical Issue Positions or Group Memberships
Constant
Target Population: Democrats
% Atheist/Agnostic
% Pro-Choice
% Union Members
Democrats × % Atheist/Agnostic
Democrats × % Pro-Choice
Democrats × % Union Members
Age
Family Income
Income Missing
Four-Year Degree
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Female
South
Non-White
Strong Republican
Weak Republican
N
# of Clusters
AIC
BIC
log L

Model 1
2.63∗∗∗ (0.14)
0.57∗∗ (0.20)
−0.32∗ (0.13)
0.07
(0.11)
−0.34∗∗ (0.13)
−0.41∗ (0.18)
−0.03
(0.17)
−0.39∗ (0.19)

1464
366
5441.94
5566.83
-2688.97

Model 2
2.47∗∗∗
(0.48)
0.59∗∗
(0.18)
−0.32∗
(0.13)
0.07
(0.11)
−0.35∗∗
(0.13)
−0.41∗
(0.18)
−0.03
(0.17)
−0.39∗
(0.19)
0.00
(0.01)
0.02
(0.02)
−0.58∗
(0.28)
0.03
(0.14)
−0.03
(0.14)
0.10
(0.26)
−0.44∗∗
(0.15)
0.02
(0.15)
0.47∗
(0.20)
−0.07
(0.20)
−0.06
(0.21)
1464
366
5366.98
5663.58
-2607.49

†
significant at p < .10; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001. Standard errors in
parentheses; models use clustered standard errors by respondent. Dependent
variable indicates how confident (0 = extremely not confident; 5 = extremely
confident) respondents feel guessing the percentages of the target population (Democrats or Americans) that match each Democrat-stereotypical trait.
The omitted reference item asks about confidence guessing the percent of
Democrats or Americans that support raising taxes.

(d = 0.77, t = 6.82, p < .001). These patterns were consistent; all eight tests
roundly confirmed H1 .
Partisan identifiers were not just more confident guessing the percentage of
Out-Partisans with stereotypical issue positions (H1 ). They were objectively
under-confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans from stereotypical
groups. Recall that on the six-point Likert scale used to measure “confidence
guessing the answer,” average scores lower than 3 indicated low confidence.
Republican identifiers (ceteris paribus) were not confident guessing the percentages of Democrats that were atheist or agnostic, or union members.
Democratic identifiers were not confident guessing the percentages of Republicans that earned over $250,000 per year or were evangelical Christians. Asked
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Table 2 Democratic Identifiers: Confidence Guessing Percentages of Republicans or
Americans with Republican-Stereotypical Issue Positions or Group Memberships
Constant
Target Population: Republicans
% Evangelical Christians
% Oppose Abortion
% Earn Over $250,000 Yearly
Republicans × % Evangelical
Republicans × % Oppose Abortion
Republicans × % Earn $250,000+
Age
Family Income
Income Missing
Four-Year Degree
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Female
South
Non-White
Strong Democrat
Weak Democrat
N
# of Clusters
AIC
BIC
log L

Model 1
2.84∗∗∗ (0.10)
0.11
(0.17)
−0.34∗∗ (0.12)
−0.17
(0.13)
−0.16
(0.14)
0.03
(0.16)
0.37∗ (0.14)
−0.29
(0.18)

1820
455
6597.13
6728.98
-3266.57

Model 2
2.37∗∗∗ (0.30)
0.11
(0.16)
−0.34∗∗
(0.12)
−0.17
(0.13)
−0.16
(0.14)
0.03
(0.16)
0.37∗
(0.15)
−0.28
(0.18)
−0.01†
(0.00)
0.04∗
(0.02)
0.05
(0.16)
0.18
(0.15)
0.10
(0.18)
0.54∗
(0.21)
−0.12
(0.12)
0.18
(0.14)
−0.05
(0.14)
0.14
(0.16)
−0.17
(0.19)
1820
455
6482.20
6795.35
-3165.10

†
significant at p < .10; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001. Standard errors in
parentheses; models use clustered standard errors by respondent. Dependent
variable indicates how confident (0 = extremely not confident; 5 = extremely
confident) respondents feel guessing the percentages of the target population
(Republicans or Americans) that match each Republican-stereotypical trait.
The omitted reference item asks about confidence guessing the percent of
Republicans or Americans that oppose raising taxes.

about party-stereotypical groups, Republican and Democratic identifiers were
uncertain about these groups’ representation in the opposing-party coalitions.
H2 implied that compared to party-stereotypical groups, issue positions
would confer higher-quality information about the opposing party. To support
H2 , partisan identifiers should have felt more confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans rather than Americans with party-stereotypical issue
positions. To this end, H2 implied four distinct comparisons.
Across these comparisons, there were three instances where partisan
identifiers indeed felt more confident (at the p < .05 level) guessing the
percent of Out-Partisans rather than Americans that shared the position-inquestion. Republican identifiers felt more confident guessing the percentages
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Table 3 Republican Identifiers, Key Comparisons: Confidence Guessing Percentages of
Democrats or Americans with Democrat-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group
Memberships
Confidence
Judgment 1

Conf.
Guessing

Confidence
Judgment 2

Conf.
Guessing

|T|

p-value

Democrats
that support
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.43

Americans
that support
woman’s
right-to-choose

2.86

3.39

p < 0.05

Democrats
that support
raising taxes

3.39

Americans
that support
raising taxes

2.80

3.30

p < 0.05

Democrats
that are union
members

2.66

Americans
that are union
members

2.45

1.19

n.s.

Democrats
that are atheist
or agnostic

2.66

Americans
that are atheist
or agnostic

2.48

1.10

n.s.

Democrats
that support
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.43

Democrats
that are atheist
or agnostic

2.66

6.82

p < .001

Democrats
that support
raising taxes

3.39

Democrats
that are union
members

2.66

5.42

p < .001

Democrats
that support a
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.43

Democrats
that are union
members

2.66

4.63

p < .001

Democrats
that support
raising taxes

3.39

Democrats
that are atheist
or agnostic

2.66

5.57

p < .001

Notes: point estimates are based on marginal effects from the fully specified model
in Table 1 (column 2). p-values associated with each t-statistic use Bonferroni
corrections for multiple comparisons, assuming the model’s maximum number of
implied comparisons between confidence judgments.

of Democrats (rather than Americans) that supported raising taxes (d =
0.59; t = 3.30, p < 0.05) and supported a woman’s right to choose abortion
(d = 0.57; t = 3.39; p < 0.05). For their part, Democratic identifiers felt more
confident guessing the percentage of Republicans (rather than Americans)
that opposed abortion rights (d = 0.49; t = 3.16; p < 0.05). Nevertheless,
Democrats expressed similar confidence guessing the percentages of Republicans and Americans that opposed raising taxes (d = 0.11; t = 0.71; n.s.) –
preventing us from confirming H2 on all counts.
Since Democratic identifiers were responsible for this null effect, “asymmetric polarization” (Grossman & Hopkins, 2016) might be at work. According to
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Table 4 Democratic Identifiers, Key Comparisons: Confidence Guessing Percentages of
Republicans or Americans with Republican-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group
Memberships
Confidence
Judgment 1

Conf.
Guessing

Confidence
Judgment 2

Conf.
Guessing

|T|

p-value

Republicans
that oppose
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.05

Americans
that oppose
woman’s
right-to-choose

2.56

3.16

p < 0.05

Republicans
that oppose
raising taxes

2.84

Americans
that oppose
raising taxes

2.73

0.71

n.s.

Republicans
that earn over
$250,000 per
year

2.41

Americans
that earn over
$250,000 per
year

2.57

1.07

n.s.

Republicans
that are
evangelical
Christians

2.54

Americans
that are
evangelical
Christians

2.39

1.03

n.s.

Republicans
that oppose
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.05

Republicans
that are
evangelical
Christians

2.54

4.91

p < .001

Republicans
that oppose
raising taxes

2.84

Republicans
that earn over
$250,000 per
year

2.41

3.82

p < .01

Republicans
that oppose a
woman’s
right-to-choose

3.05

Republicans
that earn over
$250,000 per
year

2.41

5.25

p < .001

Republicans
that oppose
raising taxes

2.84

Republicans
that are
evangelical
Christians

2.54

2.97

p < 0.10

Notes: point estimates are based on marginal effects from the fully specified model
in Table 2 (column 2). p-values associated with each t-statistic use Bonferroni
corrections for multiple comparisons, assuming the model’s maximum number of
implied comparisons between confidence judgments.

Grossman and Hopkins (2016), Republican identifiers perceive their party as an
ideological coalition, while Democratic identifiers emphasize the groups their
party represents. This implies that Democrats might not attach much informational value to Republicans’ positions on social spending – even if Republican
identifiers perceive Democrats’ support for raising taxes to be comparably
informative.
Alternately, the null effect might expose not partisan asymmetries, but
issue-specific asymmetries in the usefulness of information about the parties’
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spending attitudes. After all, while Republicans are perceived to oppose taxation, the prospect of raising taxes is generally unpopular – in much the same
way that Republicans and Democrats both distrust the U.S. Congress (Hetherington & Rudolph, 2015). Thus, if “oppose raising taxes” provided Democratic
identifiers minimal information about Republicans, this might just reflect the
fact that tax increases are unpopular. Meanwhile, since Democrats’ commitment to social spending has defined their programmatic agenda for more than
80 years (Nicholson & Segura, 2012), Republican identifiers should still (as the
data indicated) have felt more confident guessing the percentage of Democrats
rather than Americans that support raising taxes.
In either case, we should not make too much of this null result, because
the results were otherwise so consistent.8 Of the four party-stereotypical issue
positions in the experiments, “oppose raising taxes” was the only case where an
issue position provided partisan identifiers no information about the opposing
party. Moreover, while Democratic identifiers were not particularly confident
guessing the percent of Republicans that opposed raising taxes, they were
significantly less confident guessing the percent of Republicans with a strong,
group interest in keeping taxes low: people that earned over $250,000 per year.
Equally consistent with H2 , the group descriptions appeared to offer less
information about respondents’ political opponents. In no case were Republicans or Democrats more confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans
rather than Americans with stereotypical group memberships. To reiterate,
8
When we control for the type of item, the results for Democratic identifiers become somewhat
tidier. In the appendix materials, I model Confidence ij as the interaction between item type (1
= issue position; 0 = group membership) and condition (1 = Out-Partisans; 0 = Americans).
Tables D4 and D5 model Republican and Democratic identifiers’ confidence judgments separately;
Table D3 pools partisan identifiers. Figures D1, D2, and D3 provide marginal effects plots for
these alternative specifications. Modeled this way, Democratic identifiers were more confident
about the percent of Republicans, rather than Americans, with Republican-stereotypical issue
positions (d = 0.30, t = 2.16); however, this result was only marginally significant after Bonferroni
corrections for multiple comparisons (p < .10, one-tailed test).
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this does not mean that these groups offered no information about the opposing party. But it does indicate that compared to the policies respondents were
asked about, the groups offered lower-quality information. Compared to their
confidence guessing the percentages of Americans from each group, Republican identifiers felt no more confident guessing the percentages of Democrats
that were union members (d = 0.21; t = 1.19; n.s.) or “atheist or agnostic” (d = 0.18; t = 1.10; n.s.). Democratic identifiers were no more confident
guessing the percentages of Republicans (rather than Americans) that were
evangelical Christians (d = 0.15; t = 1.03; n.s.) or earned more than $250,000
(d = −0.16; t = −1.07; n.s.).

Discussion and Conclusion
Conventional wisdom suggests that groups (per se), rather than policy or
ideology, anchor how Americans perceive the parties. However, these results
suggested the opposite. On each count, Republican and Democratic identifiers
were more confident guessing the percentages of Out-Partisans with prototypical issue positions, rather than the percentages of Out-Partisans with
prototypical group memberships. Consistent with H1 , it was easier for them
to associate their opponents with economic and cultural policies, rather than
groups associated with these policies.
Of course, future work should test whether policy anchors how Americans
regard their own parties – not just their political opponents. Yet as a standalone finding, it was noteworthy that respondents felt most confident about
their opponents’ issue positions. After all, Republicans and Democrats dislike
the opposing party more than they like their own parties – a phenomenon
dubbed “negative partisanship” (Iyengar, Lelkes, Levendusky, Malhotra, &
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Westwood, 2019; Webster, 2020). Simply put, these results implied that when
Americans think about the opposing party, issue positions are front-and-center.
In addition, the experiment signaled that policy offered higher-quality
information about respondents’ political opponents (H2 ). Respondents felt
more confident guessing the percent of Out-Partisans, rather than Americans,
with prototypical issue positions. However, they expressed similar confidence
about the percent of Out-Partisans and Americans from groups associated
with the opposing party. To reiterate, this did not mean that Democratic identifiers failed to associate Republicans with evangelical Christians or people that
earn over $250,000 per year. Nor did it mean that Republican identifiers failed
to associate Democrats with union members or atheists and agnostics. Rather,
it signaled that compared to the parties’ positions on taxes and abortion, these
groups conveyed less information.
Together, these findings help explain why Americans both understand the
parties’ policy differences and act upon this information: it is easy for them to
do so. To be sure, others have suggested that ideologically distinct parties make
it easier for Americans to understand the programmatic substance of partisan
conflict (Hetherington, 2001; Sniderman, 2000; Sniderman & Stiglitz, 2012).
However, it is rare for this proposition to be put to a direct test. Similarly,
recent work has shown that when Americans make partisan judgments, they
prefer policy cues to group cues (Costa, 2021; Goggin et al., 2020; Orr & Huber,
2020). Yet, without knowing which connections are easier for Americans to
draw, it is unclear whether these results challenge the group-based model of
mass partisanship.
By assessing the effort required to draw partisan associations, I put these
results in context. Republican and Democratic identifiers found it easier to
associate parties with economic and cultural policies, rather than groups that
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might be expected to endorse these policies. Moreover, policies appeared to
offer superior information about opposing-party members. This suggests that
polarization has reduced the information costs associated with party policy. It
indicates that policy sophistication is real, and not simply a byproduct of more
intuitive associations between parties and groups. Indeed, it indicates that
for citizens hoping to understand partisan conflict, policy offers an especially
intuitive foundation.
Most importantly, this analysis helps reconcile group and issue-based models of mass partisanship. It is true that citizens make associations – often
very competent ones – between parties and the policies they advocate. Yet,
because these associations require minimal effort, scholars should not be overly
impressed by this trend. Rather, for citizens paying even a modicum of attention, policy sophistication might simply be par-for-the-course. Scholars can
accept this without implying that group conflict and social identity no longer
structure party ID.
At the same time, however, these results suggest that group theory is not
sufficient to explain mass partisanship in the United States. We should no
longer conclude that groups are the principal anchor for Americans’ conceptualizations of the major parties – nor that policy and ideology are too abstract
for Americans to understand. When asked about opposing-party members,
Republicans and Democrats felt more certain about the distribution of taxation and abortion attitudes, rather than socioeconomic and religious groups.9
At least on the two major dimensions of public opinion (Carmines, Ensley, &
Wagner, 2012), policy anchors partisan perceptions in a way that groups do
not.
9
Moreover, there was no reason to suspect that respondents under-reported their confidence
about groups in the opposing-party coalition. The groups-in-question (e.g. evangelical Christians;
union members) were unlikely to cue social desirability bias.
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In fact, respondents were unsure about the percent of Out-Partisans from
prototypical groups. At some level, they seemed to understand that parties
are complicated, and that their constituencies do not always overlap. There
was no reason to think that Republicans failed to connect Democrats with
union members and non-religious people; or that Democrats failed to connect
Republicans with evangelical Christians and high-income Americans; as Ahler
and Sood (2018) show, these stereotypes are both potent and prominent. But
here, respondents might have recognized that their opponents are not monolithic. Asked how confident they felt guessing the percent of Out-Partisans
from these groups, they had more trouble than the group-based model would
predict.
To be sure, these findings might only apply to the parties’ economic
and cultural policies. Some might reasonably question the selection of partystereotypical positions and groups, especially because racism and sexism have
re-emerged as potent determinants of vote choice among non-Hispanic Whites
(DeSante & Smith, 2020; Schaffner, MacWilliams, & Nteta, 2018). More
bluntly, some might argue that by not asking about the parties’ racial and
ethnic composition, I ignored the central fault line in partisan politics today
(Parker & Barreto, 2013; Westwood & Peterson, 2020).
This is a reasonable objection, and it cannot be addressed in the present
analysis. Future research must explore whether policy anchors partisan perceptions even when Americans are asked about prototypical racial and ethnic
groups. If H1 and H2 hold even when respondents are asked about racial policies and groups, this would further indicate that policy drives how Americans
think about partisan conflict. However, suppose that Americans find it easier
to associate parties with racial groups rather than positions on racial issues.
In that case, the above findings would still help contextualize that pattern. As
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the GOP doubles down on Donald Trump’s xenophobia and racist appeals (see
Sides, Tesler, & Vavreck, 2018; Valentino, Neuner, & Vandenbroek, 2018), race
and racial issues will dominate debates about mass partisanship and partisan
perceptions. By showing that economic and cultural groups no longer anchor
partisan perceptions, my analysis makes that debate easier to litigate.
However, if these results replicate for other (perhaps more salient) policies and groups, this would underscore a potential virtue of polarization. At
present, it is unclear whether polarization can foster healthier democratic
citizenship. It is dangerous when Republicans and Democrats regard each
other as existential threats (Kalmoe, 2020), when politics amplifies negative
emotions (Albertson & Gadarian, 2015; Webster, 2020), and when partisanship provides a sense-of-belonging (Mason, 2018b) traditionally reserved for
healthier outlets. Nevertheless, the above findings suggest that policy drives
partisan perceptions more efficiently than groups, that Americans have trouble comprehending parties as group coalitions, and that they freely admit their
uncertainty about the parties’ group composition. It is possible, at least, that
polarization enables Americans to reason about politics without reference to
the group composition of the major parties. That would by no means solve the
ills of polarization. Nevertheless, it would offer a small comfort: Americans’
political passions are marshaled toward political ends.

Appendix A

Question Format and Coding

• For all respondents, the prompt read as follows:
– For each of the following, please tell us how confident you would feel
if we asked you to guess the answer within 5 percentage points.
We
aren’t
interested
in
what
you
would
guess,
just how confident you would feel guessing a number between
0 and 100 percent.
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• For Republican identifiers in the DEMOCRATS (n = 178) or AMERICANS (n = 189) conditions, the items (presented in random order)
read:
– The percent of DEMOCRATS (AMERICANS) that support a
woman’s right to choose abortion.
– The percent of DEMOCRATS (AMERICANS) that support raising
taxes.
– The percent of DEMOCRATS (AMERICANS) that are union members.
– The percent of DEMOCRATS (AMERICANS) that are atheist or
agnostic.
• For Democratic identifiers in the REPUBLICANS (n = 240) or AMERICANS (n = 215) conditions, the items (presented in random order)
read:
– The percent of REPUBLICANS (AMERICANS) that oppose a
woman’s right to choose abortion.
– The percent of REPUBLICANS (AMERICANS) that oppose raising
taxes.
– The percent of REPUBLICANS (AMERICANS) that earn more
than $250,000 per year.
– The percent of REPUBLICANS (AMERICANS) that are evangelical
Christians.
• Response options (with directionality of response options randomized) were:
–
–
–
–
–
–

Extremely confident guessing the answer
Confident guessing the answer
Somewhat confident guessing the answer
Somewhat not confident guessing the answer
Not confident guessing the answer
Extremely not confident guessing the answer

Appendix B

Coding of Control Variables

• Female is a binary variable based on responses to the gender identity
question (1 = female gender identity; 0 = other).
• South is a binary variable based on CCES coding of respondents’ region (1
= South; 0 = Northeast, Midwest, or West).
• Strong Partisan is a binary variable based on responses to the seven-point,
party-identification branching question (1 = strong Democrat or strong
Republican; 0 = other).
• Weak Partisan is a binary variable based on responses to the seven-point,
party-identification branching question (1 = “not very strong” Democrat or
“not very strong” Republican; 0 = other).
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• Four-Year Degree is a binary variable based on responses to the CCES Common Content question on educational attainment (1 = four-year degree or
post-graduate training; 0 = other).
• Family Income treats the CCES Common Content question as a 0-to-15
scale (0 = less than $10,000; 15 = $500,000 or more). Respondents that
“preferred not to say” were coded at the median of the distribution.
• Income Missing is a dummy variable indicating whether the respondent
“preferred not to say” their income when asked on the CCES.
• Political Knowledge is a 0-to-1 scale indicating the proportion of correct
responses to eight questions about partisan control of legislatures and elective office. Missing responses are coded as incorrect. If one or more questions
were inapplicable to the respondent (e.g. respondents in Nebraska have no
state lower chamber; respondents in the District of Columbia have no state
governor), their Political Knowledge score was based on the percentage of
applicable questions that they answered correctly.
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

Partisan control of the United States Senate
Partisan control of the United States House of Representatives
Partisanship of respondent’s state governor
Partisanship of respondent’s U.S. House member
Partisanship of respondent’s first U.S. senator
Partisanship of respondent’s second U.S. senator
Partisan control of respondent’s state Senate
Partisan control of respondent’s state lower chamber

• Born-again Christian is a binary variable indicating whether the respondent
identified as a born-again Christian on the CCES Common Content.
• Non-White is a binary variable based on responses to the questions
about racial background and Hispanic/Latino ethnicity (1 = racial/ethnic
minority; 0 = white, non-Hispanic).
• Age is a continuous variable from 19 to 91, based on the respondent’s birth
year.
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Distribution of Confounding
Variables

Table C1 Republican Identifiers: Distribution of Confounding Variables, Americans and
Democrats Conditions
Variable
Female
Strong Republican
Weak Republican
Four-Year Degree
Income Missing
South
Non-White
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Age (in years)
Family Income

Americans
Condition
0.53
0.46
0.24
0.23
0.10
0.44
0.22
0.45
0.67
51.70
6.34

Democrats
Condition
0.44
0.55
0.26
0.36
0.18
0.39
0.15
0.49
0.80
55.20
6.63

Mean or
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Mean
Mean
Mean

|T|

p-value

1.38
1.55
0.50
2.46
1.66
0.90
1.24
0.77
3.44
1.48
0.65

n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
p < 0.05
p < 0.10
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
p < 0.01
n.s.
n.s.

Table C2 Democratic Identifiers: Distribution of Confounding Variables, Americans and
Republicans Conditions
Variable
Female
Strong Democrat
Weak Democrat
Four-Year Degree
Income Missing
South
Non-White
Born-again
Christian
Political
Knowledge
Age (in years)
Family Income

Appendix D

Americans
Condition
0.48
0.54
0.24
0.35
0.17
0.26
0.39
0.19

Republicans
Condition
0.57
0.56
0.22
0.33
0.09
0.42
0.41
0.21

Mean or
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion
Proportion

|T|

p-value

1.43
0.25
0.28
0.26
1.74
2.62
0.43
0.30

n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
n.s.
p < 0.10
p < 0.01
n.s.
n.s.

0.70

0.69

Mean

0.22

n.s.

46.60
6.80

47.20
6.21

Mean
Mean

0.30
1.15

n.s.
n.s.

Alternate Specifications

In the text, I model Confidence ij as the interaction between condition (OutPartisans or Americans) and Itemij . Here, I report an alternate specification,
where Item is dichotomized to indicate the type of confidence judgment
respondents were asked to make (1 = policy item; 0 = group item). I applied
this specification to partisan identifiers (pooled), and to Republican and Democratic identifiers separately. Results, with regression output and marginal
effects plots, are shown below.
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Table D3 Partisan Identifiers (Pooled): Confidence Guessing Proportion of Out-Partisans
or Americans with Out-Party-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group Memberships.
Note: item-confidence remains the unit-of-analysis; but Policy Item dichotomizes items by
general subject manner (1 = policy position; 0 = group membership).

Constant
Republican Party ID
Out-Partisans Condition
Policy Item
Republican Party ID × Out-Partisans
Republican Party ID × Policy Item
Out-Partisans × Policy Item
Republican × Out-Partisans × Policy Item
Age
Family Income
Income Unreported
Four-Year Degree
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Female
South
Non-White
Strong Partisan
Weak Partisan
N
# of clusters
AIC
BIC
log L

Model 1
2.59∗∗∗ (0.08)
−0.29† (0.15)
−0.02 (0.13)
0.17∗ (0.08)
0.19 (0.21)
0.20† (0.12)
0.31∗ (0.12)
0.07 (0.17)

3284
821
12032.42
12183.16
-5984.21

Model 2
2.23∗∗∗ (0.27)
−0.23
(0.15)
−0.02
(0.13)
0.17∗ (0.08)
0.13
(0.20)
0.20† (0.12)
0.31∗ (0.12)
0.07
(0.17)
−0.00
(0.00)
0.03∗ (0.01)
−0.25
(0.17)
0.14
(0.10)
0.02
(0.12)
0.44∗∗ (0.17)
−0.27∗∗ (0.10)
0.11
(0.11)
0.12
(0.12)
0.07
(0.13)
−0.11
(0.15)
3284
821
11898.83
12256.83
-5873.41

†
significant at p < .10; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001. Standard errors in parentheses; models use clustered standard errors by respondent. Dependent variable
indicates how confident (0 = extremely NOT confident; 5 = extremely confident)
respondents feel guessing the percentages of the target population (Out-Partisans
or Americans) that match issue positions and group memberships associated with
the opposing party. Democratic identifiers were asked their confidence guessing the
percent of Republicans (Americans) with prototypical policy attitudes (opposes
a woman’s right-to-choose and opposes raising taxes) and prototypical group
memberships (people that earn over $250,000 per year and evangelical Christians). Republican identifiers were asked their confidence guessing the percent of
Democrats (Americans) with prototypical policy attitudes (supports a woman’s
right-to-choose and supports raising taxes) and prototypical group memberships
(union members and atheists or agnostics).
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Table D4 Democratic Identifiers: Confidence Guessing Percentage of Republicans or
Americans with Republican-Stereotypical Issue Positions or Group Memberships. Note:
item-confidence remains the unit-of-analysis; but Policy Item dichotomizes items by
general subject manner (1 = policy position; 0 = group membership).

Constant
Republicans Condition
Policy Item
Republicans × Policy Item
Age
Family Income
Income Unreported
Four-Year Degree
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Female
South
Non-White
Strong Democrat
Weak Democrat
N
# of clusters
AIC
BIC
log L

Model 1
2.59∗∗∗ (0.08)
−0.02
(0.13)
0.17∗ (0.08)
0.31∗ (0.12)

1870
455
6596.58
6662.50
-3282.29

Model 2
2.12∗∗∗ (0.29)
−0.01
(0.13)
0.17∗ (0.08)
0.31∗ (0.12)
−0.01† (0.00)
0.04∗ (0.02)
0.05
(0.16)
0.18
(0.15)
0.11
(0.18)
0.54∗ (0.21)
−0.12
(0.12)
0.18
(0.14)
−0.05
(0.14)
0.15
(0.16)
−0.17
(0.19)
1870
455
6482.42
6729.64
-3181.21

†
significant at p < .10; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001. Standard errors in parentheses; models use clustered standard errors
by respondent. Dependent variable indicates how confident (0 =
extremely not confident; 5 = extremely confident) respondents
feel guessing the percentages of the target population (Republicans or Americans) with Republican-stereotypical qualities.
Democratic identifiers were asked their confidence guessing the
percent of Republicans (Americans) with prototypical policy
attitudes (opposes a woman’s right-to-choose and opposes raising taxes) and prototypical group memberships (evangelical
Christians and people that earn over $250,000 per year ).
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Table D5 Republican Identifiers: Confidence Guessing Proportion of Democrats or
Americans with Democrat-Stereotypical Issue Positions or Group Memberships. Note:
item-confidence remains the unit-of-analysis; but Policy Item dichotomizes items by
general subject manner (1 = policy position; 0 = group membership).

Constant
Democrats Condition
Policy Item
Democrats × Policy Item
Age
Family Income
Income Unreported
Four-Year Degree
Born-again Christian
Political Knowledge
Female
South
Non-White
Strong Republican
Weak Republican
N
# of clusters
AIC
BIC
log L

Model 1
2.30∗∗∗ (0.12)
0.17
(0.17)
0.36∗∗∗ (0.08)
0.38∗∗∗ (0.11)

1464
366
5434.24
5496.68
-2701.12

Model 2
2.13∗∗∗ (0.48)
0.19
(0.13)
0.36∗∗∗ (0.08)
0.38∗∗∗ (0.11)
0.00 (0.01)
0.02 (0.02)
−0.58∗ (0.28)
0.03 (0.14)
−0.03 (0.14)
0.10 (0.26)
−0.44∗∗ (0.15)
0.02 (0.15)
0.47∗ (0.20)
−0.07 (0.20)
−0.06 (0.21)
1464
366
5359.30
5593.45
-2619.65

†
significant at p < .10; ∗ p < .05; ∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001.
Standard errors in parentheses; models use clustered standard
errors by respondent. Dependent variable indicates how confident (0 = extremely not confident; 5 = extremely confident)
respondents feel guessing the percentages of the target population (Democrats or Americans) with Democrat-stereotypical
qualities. Republican identifiers were asked their confidence
guessing the percent of Democrats (Americans) with prototypical policy attitudes (supports a woman’s right-to-choose and
supports raising taxes) and prototypical group memberships
(union members and atheists or agnostics).
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Fig. D1 Partisan Identifiers (Pooled): Confidence Guessing the Percent of Out-Partisans
and Americans with Opposing Party-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group Memberships.
Model reflects an alternative specification that pools partisan identifiers and dichotomizes
the items that respondents saw (1 = issue position; 0 = group membership). Marginal effects
visualized with 83.4-percent confidence intervals.

Fig. D2 Republican Identifiers: Confidence Guessing the Percent of Democrats and Americans with Democrat-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group Memberships. Model reflects
an alternative specification that dichotomizes the items that respondents saw (1 = issue
position; 0 = group membership). Marginal effects visualized with 83.4-percent confidence
intervals.
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Fig. D3 Democratic Identifiers: Confidence Guessing the Proportion of Republicans and
Americans with Republican-Stereotypical Issue Positions and Group Memberships. Model
reflects an alternative specification that dichotomizes the items that respondents saw (1
= issue position; 0 = group membership). Marginal effects visualized with 83.4-percent
confidence intervals.
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