~ A Service of
’. b Leibniz-Informationszentrum

.j B I l I Wirtschaft
) o o o Leibniz Information Centre
Make YOUT PUbllCCltlonS VZSlble. h for Economics ' '

Krasa, Stefan; Polborn, Mattias

Working Paper
Elites or masses? A structural model of policy divergence,

voter sorting and apparent polarization in U.S. presidential
elections, 1972-2008

CESifo Working Paper, No. 3752

Provided in Cooperation with:
Ifo Institute - Leibniz Institute for Economic Research at the University of Munich

Suggested Citation: Krasa, Stefan; Polborn, Mattias (2012) : Elites or masses? A structural model of
policy divergence, voter sorting and apparent polarization in U.S. presidential elections, 1972-2008,
CESifo Working Paper, No. 3752, Center for Economic Studies and ifo Institute (CESifo), Munich

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/55874

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor durfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden. and scholarly purposes.

Sie durfen die Dokumente nicht fiir 6ffentliche oder kommerzielle You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
Zwecke vervielféltigen, 6ffentlich ausstellen, 6ffentlich zugénglich exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen. internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.
Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfiigung gestellt haben sollten, Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

genannten Lizenz gewahrten Nutzungsrechte.

Mitglied der

WWW.ECONSTOR.EU é@“}


https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/55874
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/

CESifo Working Papers

www.cesifo.org/wp

Elites or Masses? A Structural Model of Policy
Divergence, Voter Sorting and Apparent
Polarization in U.S. Presidential Elections,
1972-2008

Stefan Krasa
Mattias Polborn

CESIFO WORKING PAPER NO. 3752

CATEGORY 2: PuBLIc CHOICE
FEBRUARY 2012

An electronic version of the paper may be downloaded
e from the SSRN website: www.SSRN.com
e from the RePEc website: www.RePEc.org
o from the CESifo website: www.CESifo-group.org/wp


http://www.ssrn.com/
http://www.repec.org/
http://www.cesifo-group.de/

CESifo Working Paper No. 3752

Elites or Masses? A Structural Model of Policy
Divergence, Voter Sorting and Apparent
Polarization in U.S. Presidential Elections,
1972-2008

Abstract

One of the most widely discussed phenomena in American politics today is the perceived
increasing partisan divide that splits the U.S. electorate. A central contested question is
whether this diagnosis is actually true, and if so, what is the underlying cause. We develop a
model that relates the parties’ positions on economic and “cultural” issues, the voters’ ideal
positions and the electorate’s voting behavior, and apply the model to U.S. presidential
elections between 1972 and 2008. The model allows us to recover candidates’ positions from
voter behavior; to decompose changes in the overall political polarization of the electorate
into changes in the distribution of voter ideal positions and consequences of elite polarization;
and to determine the characteristics of voters who changed their party allegiance.
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1 Introduction

Polarization in Congress has increased substantially over the last ) frean a historic low achieved
between roughly 1940 and 1980 (Poole and Rosenthal 1984, 1986, &boseclose, Levitt, and Snyder
1999; Theriault 2008). Today, Congressional polarization, as meddy the diference between the me-
dian Republican and Demaocratic first-dimension Nominate-score is higheetearn the last 100 years,
and this is true of House and Senate alike. Elite polarization also appearsprevadent among party

activists (Abramowitz and Saunders 2008, Harbridge and Malhotra)2011

In contrast, conclusions about mass polarization vary substantially in thetuiter On the one hand,
many political commentators diagnose a sharp and increasing partisantti@idglits the U.S. electorate.
For example, the Economist writes that “the 50-50 nation appears to be mpadéno big, separate voting
blocks, with only a small number of swing voters in the middle”, and that “Amasicaore bitterly divided
than it has been for a generatioh’Hetherington (2001) demonstrates that voters behave in an increas-
ingly partisan way (e.g. perceive important policyfeiences between the parties, and are less inclined to
vote split-ticket), and links this change in voter behavior to elite polarization. Sigiksbramowitz and
Saunders (1998, 2008) provide evidence that Democratic and Regruphlcty members have become more

liberal among Demaocrats and more conservative among Republicans.

On the other hand, not everybody shares the diagnosis of electdaaization. In fact, research that
analyzes voter preferences offdient policy issues directly rather than voter behavior finds strongreséde
that the preferences of the American electorate on a number of policysiaseisimilar to what they were
a generation ago (Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2006; Bartels 2006; d&mmich Abrams 2008; Levendusky
2009). From this perspective, there does not appear to be a polariratie sense that voters have moved

from moderate positions to more extreme ones (DiMaggio, Evans, andrBi@8®; Baker 2005).

The seeming tension between the observation of more partisan voter brebratie one hand and no
fundamental change in voter preferences on the other is puzzling:tdfsy"dundamental preferences on
issues did not change, why do they now act in more partisan ways? Wietdassary to answer this funda-
mental question is a theoretical framework that provides for an explicit amsm linking elite actions and
mass voting behavior. In this paper, we develop such a model. It distirgguishcisely among the concepts

of elite polarization, voter preference polarization, and voter behaaiotalso allows us to estimate quan-

1“On His High Horse,” November 9, 2002 issue and “America’s Anglgdiion,” January 3, 2004 issue, respectively.



titative measures of their development over the course of several ekeclibis model allows us to answer
the following important questions: First, have the masses in fact become olar&zed, or is what has been
perceived and identified as polarization really just a reflection of clsingglite behavior? Second, to what
extent have elites and masses contributed, if at all, to changes in polar?zatninal, is polarization driven

primarily by economic or by cultural issues, and which types of voters ar¢ affested by it?

In analyzing the third question, our model also contributes to an ongoirajel@bthe literature about
what type of issues — economic or cultural — drive vote choice todayhendtheir relative &ects might
have changed over time. A common impression is that moral issues have bewménportant in re-
cent years. For example, in the popular bestseller “What's the matter witbasah Frank (2005) argues
that poor people often vote for Republicans because of cultural issiodsas abortion or gay marriage,
while their economic interests would be more closely aligned with the Democratic pdunter (1992),
Shogan (2002) and Greenberg (2005) present similar “culture-avgtiments. Others challenge this thesis,
however, and emphasize the importance of economic issues in explainimgreferences for candidates
(e.g., Bartels 2006; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006; Gelman, Baimi, and Park 2008; Bartels
2010). Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder (2006) provide some ewigdence, and show a substantially
increased importance of moral issues for vote choices in the 1990s ediatiie 1970s and 80s, but also

find that economic factors are still more important for voters than purelylrooes.

To gain an intuitive understanding of thfexts captured by the model, consider a society in which the
parties’ policy platforms are virtually indistinguishable. In this case, wheflenocrats or Republicans
win hardly makes a dierence for the implemented policy, so that voters may not base their voteshuwic
their ideological preferences, but rather on their personal and igioatic perceptions of the candidates.
When empirical researchers analyze the ideological determinants of Y&irayior in this society, it looks
as if voters do not care about issues. However, if party elites become potarized over time, creating
a more meaningful choice, then voters will expose previously buried ideallodivisions among them,
even if their preferences remain constant: In short, elite polarization @get woter behavior that appears
more polarized, but in reality is not. Moreover, whether voters appeae tmdre strongly polarized on
economic issues or on cultural ones depends crucially on whether thecgistatween the parties is larger

on economic or cultural issues.

That voters’ issue preferences more strondfec their vote choices, the more distant party positions

are from each other, assumes only rational behavior by voters archaoges in their underlying policy



preferences. In other words, we do not assume that elite polarizatian issue “makes people think more
about that issue” and that they consequed#yelopmore radical preferences on the issues. Rather, voters
always have preferences on the issues, and they are alwaysahilzeen — however, rational voters will not

to condition their vote choices on their issue preferences, if both canditdte the same policy stances.

This core intuition behind our structural model is present as a qualitatiee(&del sometimes even as
reduced form model) in earlier work. Fiorina et al. (2006) point out thrag multidimensional setting,
the direction of elite polarization hasfeects for the direction of the fault line through the electorate, and
Hetherington (2001) shows that tiveensityof elite polarization influences the intensity of voter polariza-
tion (see also Coleman (1996), Wattenberg (1998) and Bartels (2008affiier manifestations of similar

argumentsy.

In particular, Fiorina et al. (2006, p. 183) point out that tffeet of elite polarization on voter behavior
constitutes a severe challenge for interpreting empirical studies that antlg/determinants of voter behav-
ior: “The findings of scores if not hundreds of electoral studies arkiguous. The problem most deeply
afflicts attempts to study electoral change by conducting successive exiigsial analyses and compar-
ing the results.” For example, consider a hypothetical study that anahymesoters’ preferred positions
on abortion &ect their voting behavior, and compares voters in the 1970s to voters t&lgpose that
the researcher finds a significant increase in the probit regressfiiciamt of the abortion variable, which
means that a voter’s position on abortion today provides a more informagiva about his vote choice than
in the 1970s. It is tempting to interpret such a result as “abortion has beaonwe important issue for
voters.” However, the result does not necessarily mean that voters Ii®#0s had less intense preferences
on the issue of abortion; it might rather be a consequence of strongiactims between Democratic and

Republican elites on this issue.

Our model provides a formal framework for analyzing the connectiondsrtvelite actions (i.e., parties’
policy proposals), the distribution of voters’ policy preferences, aedi #oting behavior. The example
above shows that elite actions will influence how voters’ ideal positionsotioypissues translate into vote
choices. Conversely, observing voters’ behavior provides informatimut the underlying actions of elites.
Using NES data from the U.S. presidential elections between 1972 and ®@0ghow how we can use

observations of voter preferences offelient policy issues and voters’ choices of which candidate to vote

2Specifically, Hetherington (2001) shows that thffatience between Republican and Democratic DW-Nominate scores in the
House as a measure of elite polarization is a highly significant variable iasgigns that use severaffdrent measures of mass
polarization as dependent variables.



for, to draw inferences about thefidirences between Democratic and Republican presidential candidates’

positions on dferent issues during this time period.

The model also provides us with a better understanding of the underlyusgsaf electoral polarization:
Does the electorate look more politically polarized today than a generatiomagdf, so, is elite polariza-
tion, a change in the voters’ preferences, or both responsible for Tisthalyze these questions, we first
define a measure of the electorate’s polarization on political issues.ntifigsithe degree to which voters’
candidate choices depend on their preferred issue positions. Our estiprat@dure provides a distribution
of voters’ ideal points and the positions of candidates, ffetgnt elections. We can therefore synthetically
separate and quantitatively estimate the importance of the two potential rdasa@hgnges in the over-
all polarization measure. In a first thought-experiment, we fix the candidatheir positions in a previous
election, and look at only those changes that arise from changes inttieudisn of voter ideal points alone.
We call this dfect “voter polarization.” Second, we fix the electorate of an earlier elegtar and see how

this constant set of voters reacts to the observed change in the parsasims. We call thisfect “sorting.”

We further separate the two potential causes of sorting, policy diveegem cultural and on economic
issues, and use this to infer the marginal importance of cultural and ecopmfeécences for voters’ choices.
For example, if most of the policy divergence between parties is on cuissats, then the impact of
voters’ preferences on cultural issues for their vote choices will aseerelative to the impact of economic
issues. Again, however, this change reflects elite actions rather thaseafs genuine changes in voters’

preferences and in how they balancfetient issues.

We also show that a turn in the direction of political conflict (e.g., an inceasportance of cultural
issues relative to economic ones) changes the sets of voters who arddilselpport Democrats and Re-
publicans, respectively. Specifically, our results shows how sociathgervative, but economically-liberal
voters have migrated from mostly supporting the Democrats in the 1970s to mastigring the Repub-
licans today, and that there is a group of socially-liberal but economicaltgervative voters who migrate
in the opposite direction. Analyzing the ideological and social characteristithese party switchers con-
tributes to the discussion among political practitioners, journalists and politieadtssts about the impacts
of cultural and economic preferences on partisanship, and abouéth&as shift of white working class

voters (“Reagan Democrats”) to the Republican party.

In the next section, we provide an intuitive description of our model, leafoning to the formal model

and estimation.



2 Anintuitive description of our model and procedure

In our model, we assume that voters’ policy preferences are charactdry two parameters andé that
measure their preferred positions on cultural and economic issuest fAgara policy payd determined
by the candidates’ economic and cultural policy positions relative to a satem position, each voter also
receives a non-policy pafidrom each candidate, which captures, like in a probabilistic voting model goth
systematic component (e.g., the candidate’s competence) and an ididsycmngonent (e.g., how likable

a voter finds each candidate).

In Figure 1, points D and R indicate the two party platforms (i.e., the voter tygeswtiom the par-
ties’ positions correspond to their ideal policy). Higher values ofdicate a more “socially conservative”
cultural position, and higher values @indicate more “economically liberal” preferencesando are pa-
rameters in the voters’ utility function (1) on page 8). Culturally consergatvters who also prefer a
low level of spending support the Republican position on both issues, wiiiierally liberal voters who
also prefer a high level of spending support the Democratic position thnissues. These core supporters
are unlikely to have an idiosyncratic candidate-specific preferenagk shat outweighs their policy pref-
erences. In contrast, economically-conservative, but socially-livetars and economically-liberal, but
socially-conservative voters are less firm in their support, and thedaouitine between the set of (likely)

Demaocratic and Republican supporters goes through these regionsypié¢tepace.

01 04
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(a) Small policy diferences (b) Large policy diferences

Figure 1: Platform dferences and voter intensities

Due to the voters’ idiosyncratic preferences, the separating line in tm®eago-cultural space does not
perfectly separatactual Democratic from Republican voters, but separates only those whoaeelikely

to vote Democratic from those who are more likely to vote Republican. The ityterfsa voter’s policy



preferences determines how likely he is to “cross over” to the policy-wise peeferred candidate. The
locus of the separating line is the same in both panels of Figure 1. Howeubg Ieft panel, candidate
positions are quite close, and the importance of idiosyncratic non-poliégrprees is high: The transition
in terms of the implied probability of voting Republican is rather gradual, with gaaéove the dividing

line slightly more likely to vote Democrat, and those below the line slightly more likely te Republican.

In contrast, policy dierences between candidates in the right panel are large. While voterareh
located exactly on the dividing line are still equally likely to prefer the Demammdtthe Republican, those
voters who are located slightlyffidhat line are now much more likely to prefer the candidate on their side of
the dividing line to his opponent, as policyidirences have become more important relative to idiosyncratic

non-policy preferences.

For each voter whose ideal positions we know, we can calculate a pligb#iat this voter will vote
Republican in an election. This probability can be used to make a predictionif(tleés probability is
greatefsmaller than 12, we predict that the voter votes Republi@@aemocrat). Of course, the prediction
will sometimes be wrong, and we can form a measure of how useful kngevefd/oters’ preferred positions
is, on average, for making such predictions based on how often alicpom is correct. We call this measure

predictivenessand compare changes in it over time.

The argument above discussing Figure 1 suggests one possible feaaarintertemporal increase in
predictiveness: Elite polarization (i.e., the movement of candidate platforem&rates the appearance of
a more “politically divided” electorate, in the sense that ideal points of vattis are not exactly on the
dividing line become better predictors of voting behavior. Alternativelgdptiveness can increase because
voters (on average) move away from the dividing line, and this meansrtteattarnal observer who learns
the voters’ ideal issue positions can, on average, make better prediabons voting behavior, even if
the candidates’ positions are unchanged. We call the fifstte“sorting” and the second one (electoral)
“polarization.” Of course, between two actual elections, bdthats arise simultaneously, but our model
can synthetically separate thegkeets, so that we learn which one is quantitatively more important for the

observed increase in political divisions.

What does voter behavior tell us about candidate platforms? First, frewlisbussion above, it is clear
that the extent to which the two voter blocs can be neatly divided by a lindesnad to infer how far apart
the two candidates’ positions are. Second, the data also reveal infornasibon the relative dierence

between party platforms in the economic and cultural dimension. To see thisideo Figure 2. In the



left panel, the platforms of the two candidateffeti primarily along the economic dimension, while their
cultural positions are fairly close. As a result, the separation line is faittyMast Republicans have low
values of9, while most Democrats have high valuegioin the intermediate range, cultural preferences do
play a role, but the “marginal rate of substitution between economic and aliésues” is low: Suppose
we start with a voter who is just infierent between the Democratic and Republican position. If this voter
becomes more socially conservative (i.eq ihcreases by one unit), how much daelsave to increase in
order to keep this voter on the separating line, i.e. just stochasticallfferetit between candidates? We

call this marginal rate of substitution tiaportance of cultural relative to economic issues

01 04
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(a) Primarily economic voter separatidip) Primarily cultural voter separation

Figure 2: Voter separation lines

Changing from the left to the right panel, the importance of cultural rel&dieeonomic issues increases,
i.e., the dividing line becomes steeper. The reason for the pivot of trerageqm line is the change of
the Democratic and Republican positions — culturéiledences between the candidates have become more
pronounced relative to the left panel, and economic ones less so.d@mlky, the polity has become more
divided along cultural lines. Note that the slope of the dividing line depealddy on the dierence between
the candidates’ economic and social positions. An increased importarcdtwfal relative to economic
issues is not driven by voters “becoming more concerned” with cultusaks angr less concerned with
economic issues. If the distribution of voter preferences changespmbability mass shifting from the
middle of the distribution to more extreme positions, this is a completely sepdfat that leaves the

dividing line unchanged (though iffects how many voters “cross-over” to the other party).

Finally, we can analyze the types of voters who switched their party allegiama result of changing
party platforms. Think of a graph that superimposes the two panels oféd=&juk pivot of the dividing line

has the #ect that socially-liberal and economically-conservative voters move tehgocratic party, while



socially-conservative and economically-liberal voters move to the Repuigtiarty? From our estimation,
we can identify those ideological voter types who are most likely to switch thegiance from Democrats
to Republicans and vice versa, and we can then look in the data for the dgshagcharacteristics of these
voters. For example, do those socially-conservative and economicalhgliboter types who we identify
as most likely to have shifted from Democrats to Republicans indeed look likK&kt#tegan Democrats” or

the “angry white religious fundamentalists” that have been described irofhdar literature?

3 Modd

Two candidates, labeled andR, are endowed with a cultural-ideological positi@n e [0, 1], P € {D,R},

an economic positiogp that denotes the gquantity of a public good that the candidate provides ifalecte
and an associated cost of public good provigipit Each voter is characterized by his cultural ideology
6 € [0, 1]; a parameteé € [0, 1] that determines his preferences for public goods, and a paragpeteR

that measures the impact of the personal charisma of the can@idat®, R on the voter. Specifically, a

voter’s utility from candidaté® is given by

u(s, 6, £p) = Ou(gp) — Cp — (5 — Jp)° + &p. (1)

Note thatv(-) is an increasing and strictly concave function that is the same for all vaBénse a voter's
gross utility from public goods i8 - v(g), high 6-types receive a higher paffdrom public goods and thus,
their preferred public good provision level, accounting for the costro¥ipion, is higher than for lowg-
types® We assume that there is a continuous distributionsa, ép, £r) in the electorate, that € [0, 1],°

and thatt = &g — &p is independent of ands. A voter is indiferent between the two candidates if and only

3Note that the two-dimensional nature of policy in our model is essentiahfsrpart of the analysis because it allows for
movement (by dferent groups) in both directions.

4For simplicity and in order to focus on theéfects of cultural and economic policy divergence on voter behavioniseea
model in which policy choices are exogenous. However, one coulegzxample, modify a dierentiated candidate framework to
obtain policy divergence as an equilibrium result (Krasa and Polbdd,2Z0D10a, 2010b). In particular, Krasa and Polborn (2011)
show this for voter utility functions very similar to the ones used here. Altamlg, Schnidman and Schofield (2011) present an
alternative model of non-convergence of party positions in a two-déinaal policy space. Their main driving force is the presence
of policy-motivated party activists who support the candidates conditantheir policy choices.

*We could generalize the utility function tgP, g) = fu(g) — cp — S(6 — Jp)? + &p, Wheres > 0. The cases = 1 corresponds to
(1), and highes means that voters put more emphasis on cultural issues. By setting's(s — 6) + &, for arbitrarys we can write
the new utility function asi(P, g) = 6v(g) — ¢ — (x — xp)? + &p, Which is exactly the same form (1) (just withreplacings). Thus,
our assumption that the parameter multiplying the ideological bsss¢)? is one is without loss of generality.

5This is just a normalization becaus@ can take arbitrary values.



if Bu(gp) — Cp — (6 — 6p)? + ép = Bu(gR) — Cr — (6 — 6R)? + £r, Which implies
~25(6r — 0p) + (v(90) — v(gR))E = Co — Cr — (05 — 53) + £. 2)

We assume that the Democrat provides (weakly) more of the public goodyfj.e:,gr) for a higher tax
cost (i.e.cp = Cr), and that the Republican is (weakly) to the right of the Democrat on cllaszes (i.e.,

SR > p).”

For any given value of, if gp = gr, the line of indiferent orcutgf votersin a (6, 6)-space is vertical.
Intuitively, if Democrat and Republican provide the same amount of publidsgothen only the voters’
ideological preferences) matter for their voting choice, while the voters’ economic preferefités(im-

material. If, insteadyp > gr, the cutdt value foré is given by

25(6r — 0p) + Cp — CR— (03— 63) + &

o(g0) = o(gR) )

0(6’ é:’ gD, gR) =

Equation (3) is a straight line in thie6 space, and has a positive slope. Intuitively, if the Democrat provides
more public goods than the Republican, then a voter idfierdint between the candidates either if he is
socially relatively liberal, but wants lower spending on public goods (i.e.,dand low§), or if he is
socially conservative, but likes substantial government spending lolicoods (i.e., higlt and high6).
Higher types o are more likely to vote for the Demaocrat, and for any given economic pedertype),

highers-types are more likely to vote for the Republican.

4 Estimating the Model

4.1 Overview

Our objective is to determine how a respondent’s answers to the surestians translates into a position
in thes-0-space, and a probability of voting Republican. Our model shows thabtiggn of the separating
line is determined by the candidates’ positions and may therefore changerielection to the next. Thus,

we estimate voters’ preference parameteasidd simultaneously with¥ and the position of the separating

"From a theoretical point of view, these are mere normalizations: Weiggntyscall the candidate who provides more public
good the “Democrat,” and measuté a way that the Democrat’s position is weakly to the left of the Republic&save will see
below, these normalizations make sense empirically in the U.S. context.



line. Specifically, we proceed as follows: Equation (3) implies that the slo@ed the interceps, of the

separating line are given by

_ _20r=060) , _ Colgp) = CrlgR) (05~ 0B) + &
v(gp) - v(gr)’ v(gp) — v(gr)

(4)

where¢ = E[£]. Define 3
£-¢&
£= ———— (5)
v(gp) — v(gR)
We assume thatis normally distributed with standard deviatior(given the normalization in (5), the mean

of £ is 0). Equations (3), (4) and (5) imply that a citizen votes Republican if auhdib
0—kéi—-a-e<0. (6)

LetX;,i=1,...,nandY;,i = 1,...,mbe random variables that describe the answers to survey questions on
cultural and economic issues, respectively. From these data, weladrastrindex of cultural and economic
preferences. Specifically, we assume that Zi”:l AiXi andg = Zi”;l,uiYi, where, of course, thg andy;

are parameters to be estimated.

We normalizeX; andY; such that (i) the lowest and highest realizations for each question areg 0;a
(i) high values onX; andY; increase the estimated valuesadndd, respectively (i.e., we code answers such
that all 4; andy; are non-negativé). Finally, we normalize},! ; 4 = 1 and} ", i = 1 so thaw, s € [0, 1],
to keep the distribution of ands comparable over time. This normalization is without loss of generality

because multiplying all variables in (6) by a positive constant will not chamgether (6) is satisfied.

Let ®(:) denote the cdf of a normal distribution with mean 0 and standard deviationeh (B) implies
that the probability that a voter votes Republican is given by

cb(l[kzn:/lixi—zm:um+a]. (7)
Sl i1

In principle, this objective function is similar to a probit model. However, thalehge is that, unlike in a

standard probit model, the argumentdfs not a linear function of the model parameters to be estimated.

8We can do (ii) without loss of generality by redefining a new varidble 1—X; (orY; = 1-Y;) if the corresponding cdkcient
A (or ) in a regression using the original answ¥rr Y, is negative.

°In the estimation, multiplying all variables in (6) by the same constant leagepatameter estimate férunchanged and
multiplies the estimate of the standard deviatioms afcordingly.

10



We now describe how the maodel can be used to identify changes in the distetneeen the candidates’

platforms. Taking the standard deviation on both sides of (5) we get

g¢

oj= ———— 8
= W0 — o) ®
whereo is the standard deviation ¢f'° Using (4) implies
e Tk Voo < ZE
0p,j —O0Rj = 20, , andu(gp,j) — v(grj) = = )

We can use (16) and (17) to estimate the vatngandk; from the data of the election in yea(as described
in more detail in Theorem 1 below). This allows us to identify both the culturdlesxonomic dierence in

the candidates’ platforms, if we normalize the policffeliencer(gp) — v(gr) in a base year.

In Section 4.2, which the more substantively interested reader can skiprowv&le more technical

details on the estimation procedure.

4.2 Estimation Procedure

In order to get the best estimate of voters’ valueg ahdg, we estimatel andu using pooled data from
several elections. Because candidate platforms change from oneretedtie next, this means that we must
allow thatk ando change over time and thus index them by the year of the electionD{,.¢t= 1,...,s

be the year dummy for year= 1,...s(i.e.,D; = 1 if the observation occurred in yearand 0 otherwise).

Then (7) generalizes to

t=

In order to determin&;, a;, o, t =1,...,8 4;,i =1,...,n,andy;, i = 1,..., m, we first estimate the model

in which the probability of voting Republican is given by

OHere,o is assumed constant over time. We discuss this assumption in Section 7.3.

11



where there are no restrictions on theandyi, i.e., they could be negative or greater thaXlandY; are
the responses to the survey questions, solely normalized to be betwednlQ @t absent the additional

requirement that higher realizations of the response to each questieasatando.

Denote byd j, X, andyi ; observationj of random variable®, X;, andV;, respectively. Let

b oS

i=1

Zj =

m S
ﬁiyi,y) + > &d ,-l : (12)
i=1 t=1

and letvj = 1 if the voter in observation votes Republican, ang = 0 if he votes Democrat. To estimate

ai, Bi, A, fi, andg;, we maximize the log-likelihood function, i.e., solve

max
{0 pifi=2,.... 8} (& li=1,.... S}(Aili=L,.... 0] {fii=1,....m)

M

0jIN®(z) + (1 - vj)In(1- B(z)). (13)
=1

We use Newton’s method to determine a zero of the first order condition ofridsigmization problem.
Note that, in contrast to a standard probit modgis not a linear function of the model parameters. This
generates some numerical challenges, as the region of convergeslet¢ively small, thus requiring a good
start valuet! The computer code for performing the estimation can be obtained from therswuiiheorem 1

shows how the parameter estimates of (13) translate into parameters of thalarigdel.

Theorem 1 Definep; = a1 = 1. Letay, prandd forte {1,...,s}; 4, i €{1,....n}; &, i € {1,...,m}, be
the parameters of the modified mode(1d). Then the parameters of the original mo¢tEd) are determined

as follows:

1. 6 and@ are given by

Zin;l[;li Xi — min{;, 0}] Zinzl[ﬁi\?i — min{;, 0}] 1)
B m 1A ’ B Sy [l
2. The weights of cultural and economic issues are given by
il i
Ai = —, i = — 15
B TR Nl (15)

11\We obtain such a start value by first optimizing oder andd, use the resulting solution as a start value for optimizing over
ai, pi, andd. Starting from this value, convergence can be obtained for the comiteization problem.
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3. The standard deviation of the individual preference stk period t is given by

1
T @) S 4o

4. The slope of the separating line in tfed) space in period t is

Q+a) X, il

- _ 17
(L+p1) X2y Il (17)
5. The vertical intercept of the separating line in {ag9) space in period t is
1+ min{zi, 0} + (1 + mln/l,O
- (1+p1) Z {ii, 0} + (1 + ay) Z i } (18)

X+ p0) 20 Il

After determining weightsA, x) for a set of base years, we can deterndia@dd by using (14). Diferent
base years give slightly fierent results because which preferred policy positions are economécally
culturally “conservative” (i.e., leaning towards the Republican position) oeynge over time. Fierent
approaches haveftierent advantages. Pooling all years gives us the largest data sirapdres all years
against a common benchmark. In contrast, focusing on late base yatisehadvantage of measuring
people’s preferences in a way that is more consistent with what is coaedideonomically and culturally
liberal or conservativeodayas opposed to an average over the last generation, and this the dypihatage
will choose for the main part of the paper. However, it should be noteéaetivanain results are not sensitive

with respect to the choice of the base period.

For given values of& 6) (i.e., obtained for 4, u) from fixed base years), estimatikga, ando for a

single election year is much easier. In particular, the probability of voting Blijam is given by
1
cI)(_ [ko; — 6; +a]). (29)
g
We can estimate this model by first estimating

® (B56i — Bobi + Ba) » (20)
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which is a standard probit model, and by then using the identities

1, k:&, a:&. (22)
Bo Bo Bo

Of course, if we compare the values that we get from a direct estimatidBhfgnd the values obtained by
this simplified method in a year that is one of the base years used in the estimatk8) ¢ife., using the

values of §, §) obtained from the direct estimation), then we get identical valuek, foranda.

5 Conceptsand Data

Economic and cultural issues. It is useful to start by defining what we mean by economic and cultural
issues. We think oéconomic policiesis those policies thatfact net personal income or consumption of
public goods directly for a significant number of people. For example, tilisyparea would contain the
level of taxation and of public good provision, legislatidieating the power of unions in wage bargaining,

and general business regulatidfeating profits and capital incomes.

In contrast, the notion afultural issuess somewhat more amorphous. In our view, policies in this area
have to do with the government regulating or influencing behavior, andpeosgie care about these policies
even if they are not personallyfacted one way or the other. For example, most heterosexual voters have
a view on gay marriage, even though the legality of gay marriage doedtaot their dfective personal
choice set (i.e., marrying someone from the opposite gender, or notintgra all. Clearly, those policies
labeled “moral issues” by Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder Y 28l0éto this category. However, there
are other policy issues that do, too, but are not “moral issues” in amaenseé? For example, people fier
widely in whether they see the U.S. as a force for good in the world thatghopose its policy preferences
on other countries, often by using military medfsRelated to this specific example is the whole complex

of patriotismijingoism which is also broached by Frank (2005) as an important cultuddevissue.

We use data from the post-election survey of the American National Electioreysfor Presidential

election years during the time period from 1972 to 2008. We considerediedtigns that were continu-

2We discuss the quantitative robustness to the definition of cyttooadl issues in Section 7.1, where we restrict the cultural
factors to purely moral ones.

130f course, one could expand the definition of the “moral” category tecthese cases. It is not immediately obvious why
the legality of abortion for U.S. residents is a “moral” issue, but the aumsgces of U.S. military occupation in foreign countries
(whether killing children as collateral damage in drone strikes, or enagiifggto go to school) are not a “moral” issue.
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ously available between 1972 and 2008 and could be identified as eitheatalteconomic? As a result,
we use the following questions in order to determine the cultural ideology ifidd»a voter: Questions
VCF0837 (1980 and before) and VCF0838 (1984 and after) abbether abortion should be always legal,
mostly legal, mostly illegal or always illegal; Question VCF0834 about the rolgavhen, with answers
ranging from “Women and men should have an equal role” to “Women’sgkamn the home”; Question
VCF0206, about the respondent’s thermometer score feeling towards puestion VCF0830, about af-
firmative action and the government’s responsibility to help minorities, with arssaaging from “Govern-
ment should help minority groufidacks” to “Minority groupg blacks should help themselves”; Question
VCF0213 about the respondent’s thermometer score towards the U.S. mipaegtion VCF0130 about
church attendance, which we use as a dummy with 1 for respondents wibacharch weekly or almost

every week.

For economic preferences, we use the following questions: QuestioA8d%Fon the role of the govern-
ment in the economy, with answers ranging from “Government should geb tmd good standard of liv-
ing” to “Government should let each person get ahead on his own'siigus VCF0209 and VCF0210 about
the respondent’s thermometer scores towards unions and “big busiresgsdctively; Question VCF0114
about family income. Here, respondents are put into 5 groups accdodivagv their income compares with

the percentiles of the U.S. income distribution.

The thermometer issues we include measure the respondgimtiydo certain groups, which we inter-
pret as proxies for policy issues. For example, we believe that the attitwded® unions and big business
should be a good proxy for right-to-work legislation or business regulatigeneral. We interpret the ques-
tion about aid to minorities as primarily aboufiemative action and hence more cultural than economic.
With respect to the patriotistthauvinism complex, there is unfortunately no direct question about a&tion
ism; but since chauvinism (i.e., extreme nationalism characterized espegiallydiligerent foreign policy)

requires power projection by means of armed forces, the attitude towardslitary is a useful proxy.

Nodemographicvariables. We do notinclude demographic measures such as gender, race ecageé®
we believe it is more useful to take the voter’s preferences on policyssssia measure of his ideological
position. It is certainly true that a voter's demographic characteristicseimfkl his preferred positions. For

example, women have on average a more liberal position on abortion rightsidrg so if one did not know

14Because we need continuously available questions, we start our arnial§8ig2, as moving to the 1960s would have meant
losing a substantial number of questions.
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a voter's preferences on abortion, including information on the voterisigr is a useful proxy for preferred
positions. However, since the NES has information on policy preferemeeprefer to use this information
directly. The idea is that, controlling for the respondent’s opinion abaut@im and the role of women, the

respondent’s gender does not provide much additional informatiort #®uoter’s preferences.

We do not include any measure of partisdfiliation or self-placement on a one-dimensional liberal-
to-conservative scale. Including such a measure would defy the ggigdamur analysis. We want to know
which policy-preferences (on both the economic and the cultural dimértsaslate into a preference for
the candidate of one of the parties. Regressing individuals’ vote chimc&emocrats or Republicans on

whether the individuals feel attached to either party is not very helpful.

Similarly, the liberal-conservative scale is not helpful because it colkagsetwo dimensions of our
interest into one: For example, if a voter claims to be moderate, is that beltausea social liberal but a
fiscal conservative, or a social conservative but a fiscal liberalnooderate in both dimensions? Also, when
comparing the distribution of political self-identification over a long time period itnclear whether the
social constructs of “liberal”, “moderate” and “conservative” meanstume to voters in 2004 as they meant
in 1972. Attitudes on particular political issues that made an individual nedobp classified as “liberal” or
“conservative” some decades ago may today lead tferdnt classification, and affrent voting behavior.
Our model allows us to analyze how this reclassification has played outrevéast 35 years with respect

to economic and cultural positions.

Missing issues and bias. Finally, it is useful to discuss the impact of data limitations on our results.
Suppose that the true relationship for yehas the same structure as the model we estimate, bdtdrady
influenced by more issues than we have datad‘or:zi'\il AiX; andg = Zi'\ﬂluiYi, whereN > nandM > m
(i.e., we have data only on the firsendmissues, respectively, but the true model is determined by afid

M issues). This problem may arise particularly acutely because we havgtiiotreurselves to questions
that were asked in the NES in every year from 1972 to 2008. Clearly, mgissime issues on the cultural
dimension will lead to an underestimate of the importance of cultural issueseetateconomic issues,
and vice versa. Moreover, missing questions implies that we will ascribe vadegion to the idiosyncratic

shocke than justified in the true model. Thus, the absolute valuesifould not be over-interpreted in the

15In fact, we have run our regression including a number of demograintrols, and with some exceptions, they have turned
out to be small and often insignificant. Also, dummies for the major religiwaaps (Protestants, Catholics) turned out to be very
close to zero and statistically insignificant.

16



sense thak < 1 (k > 1) implies that “cultural issues are less (more) important than economic is3ies.
value ofk depends, among other things, on which questions we use for our measiiref economic and
cultural preferences and therefore, how well measured prefesarflect “true” preferences on economic
and cultural issues. If, for example, we measure cultural prefesenaeh better than economic ones, then
is higher than it would be if we measured economic preferences in a betteHaaever, the interpretation
of the development of variables over tisenot systematicallyféected by this problem as long as the true

issue weights (of the included and omitted issues) do not change systematealtyme.

Which type of systematic change of the issue weights of included and omittedblesrover time can
we expect? Presumably, the committee deciding on which questions to ask in $1@d$Esome notion
of the importance of diierent issues that guides their decision — when a new issue becoffie®istly
important in political discourse, a new question will be included, and if the itapoe of an existing issue
falls below some threshold, its usage will be discontinued. However, sord@aity of questions is a very
important feature for many studies, the importance threshold for inclusioresaimably higher than the
threshold for exclusion. Thus, if a question remains in the NES for the wieried between 1972 and
2008, the NES committee must have felt in 1972 that its importance warrantesiom;land its importance
remained sfiiciently high over the entire period to prevent exclusion. Issues thahiaportant within
this time period, but were not yetficiently important to be included in 1972 are not in our data set so that
we would expect that the sum of the true normalized weights of the questidodéal in our analysis may
have been higher in 1972 than in 2088 this is the case, then our estimate of the degree to which policy
positions influence voting behavior is biased downward late in our sampteleslative to the estimate in
early years), as too much variation is attributed to idiosyncratic shocks thtreunmeasured variations in
a voter’s position. Fortunately, in the empirical results, the influence ofyppbsitions on voting behavior

increases significantly even without taking into account this bias, whichgttrens our results.

1%For example, a respondent’s attitude towards gay people is now probajuigd predictor of social conservatism, but in the
1970s, the NES did not contain any questions on this complex. Similarly, eudvsuspect that a question about the respon-
dent’s confidence in scientific results (say, in evolution or global warjniragild be more informative about a respondent’s social
conservatism today than it was 40 years ago.
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6 Empirical Results

6.1 Probit regression for 6 and 0

Table 1 reports the values ff, A, andu for two different pooled base periods, the first five elections (1972-
1988) and the last five presidential elections (1992-2008). Below timé¢ @stimates for each parameter, we

report the corresponding 95 percent confidence interval (obtayeding bootstrap resampling).

’ | (A, f)1972-1988 | (A, [)19922008 | (4, 1)1972-1988 | (4, 1)1992-2008 |

military (thermometer) 1.183 1.254 0.331 0.308
[0.819,1.601] | [0.911,1.672] | [0.269,0.393]| [0.248,0.369]
aid to minorities (high answers 0.543 0.618 0.152 0.152
= against aid to minorities) [0.335,0.760] | [0.401,0.852] | [0.093,0.209]| [0.099,0.205]
black (thermometer) -1.294 -0.912 0.362 0.224
[-1.728,-0.924]| [-1.303,-0.589]| [0.297,0.426]| [0.161,0.283]
role of women (high answers 0.147 0.454 0.041 0.112
= women'’s place is in the house)[-0.014,0.320] | [0.250,0.691] | [0.003,0.088]| [0.063,0.162]
abortion (high answers -0.304 -0.746 0.085 0.183
= should be legal) [-0.479,-0.142]| [-0.977,-0.559]| [0.041,0.128]| [0.143,0.227]
attends church 0.106 0.082 0.030 0.020
[0.004,0.214] | [-0.027,0.187]| [0.004,0.057]| [0.001,0.045]
income -0.541 -0.665 0.122 0.159
[-0.722,-0.363]| [-0.887,-0.469]| [0.084,0.159]| [0.119,0.199]
big business (thermometer) -1.458 -0.818 0.330 0.196
[-1.815,-1.155]| [-1.154,-0.537]| [0.289,0.371]| [0.140,0.249]
union (thermometer) 1.478 1.739 0.334 0.416
[1.194,1.813] | [1.421,2.124] | [0.295,0.374]| [0.367,0.468]
government standard of living -0.947 -0.962 0.214 0.230
(high answek no gov. welfare) | [-1.184,-0.735]| [-1.226,-0.740]| [0.178,0.252]| [0.187,0.274]

Table 1: Estimation of Parameters; 95 percent confidence interval

The first two columns of Table 1 show the expectéiets of political positions on voting behavior.
Remember that our model is normalized in a way that a high value of the cultdexddrand a low value
of the preference for public goodg, increase a voter’s likelihood of voting Republican. Consequently,
Table 1 indicates that a person is more culturally conservative (i.e.ghifjhe likes the military; is against
special government support for minorities; feels “less warm” towardskbl|abelieves that caring for the
family is better for women than working outside the home; believes that abotimulds be illegal; and
attends church weekly or almost every week. A person is more econonticalbervative (i.e., lovd) if

he has a high income; likes big business; dislikes unions; and does htitefegovernment should provide

18



guaranteed jobs and a standard of living for everyone.

The third and fourth column report the implied values for theand u;. Remember that these are
normalized so that they are positive and sum to 1, respectively. Theswedinebe interpreted as the relative
weight of diferent issues in determining whether a person is culturally or economicakbgoa@tive. Since
answers are normalized such that they go from 0 to 1, the vallid®the dfect on the value of that arises

when a respondent changes from the most liberal answer in questitime most conservative one.

Overall, the importance of fierent issues for the determination of the cultural and economic scores are
relatively stable when comparing the earlier and the later period. In termgltofal issues, the gender-
specific questions (role of women, abortion) increase in importance, whilegbortance of racial relations
decreases. For the measurement of economic preferences, the @tiaidrunions gains some importance

relative to the opinion on big business.

We choose the 1992-2008 weights as the standard base becausdituepest what identifies voters’
cultural and economic conservatisatlay(rather than more than 20 years ago). We report only results based
on the 1992-2008 weights but figures for the two alternative base2{1988, and 1972-2008; available on

request) show that the choice of base period does not matter qualitatvelyrfresults.

We now analyze how much the distribution of voter ideal points on these two diorenchanged over
time. Note that this is a logically independent concept — the preference digtrilmay change significantly
even if the determining factors of conservatism remain constant. Tabl®&sd¢pe average values ®and
0 (based on 4, u)1992-2009) for all years between 1972 and 2008, as well as the correspontdindasd

deviations for both voters and non-voters.

year | av.§ | stdé | av.6 | stdd | corr. year | av.§ | stdé | av.6 | stdd | corr.
1972 | 0.500| 0.149| 0.496 | 0.149]| -0.190 1972 | 0.526| 0.151| 0.521| 0.156| -0.141
1976 | 0.502| 0.142| 0.451| 0.154| -0.121 1976 | 0.489| 0.135| 0.493| 0.145]| -0.089
1980 | 0.485| 0.135| 0.486 | 0.151| -0.190 1980 | 0.478| 0.140| 0.532| 0.162| -0.105
1984 | 0.470| 0.140| 0.495| 0.156| -0.193 1984 | 0.486| 0.132| 0.537| 0.134| 0.002
1988 | 0.491| 0.133| 0.478| 0.159| -0.208 1988 | 0.491| 0.131| 0.534| 0.153| -0.062
1992 | 0.466 | 0.137| 0.477| 0.153| -0.242 1992 | 0.493| 0.119| 0.536| 0.152| -0.135
1996 | 0.489| 0.130| 0.474| 0.150| -0.249 1996 | 0.477| 0.127| 0.537| 0.138]| -0.115
2000 | 0.486| 0.125| 0.485| 0.150| -0.293 2000 | 0.482| 0.143| 0.526| 0.151 | -0.057
2004 | 0.490| 0.143| 0.502| 0.159| -0.372 2004 | 0.492| 0.131| 0.545| 0.156 | -0.215
2008 | 0.483| 0.139| 0.534| 0.171| -0.427 2008 | 0.493| 0.128| 0.547| 0.145| -0.159

(a) Voters (b) Nonvoters

Table 2: Cultural and economic indices: Average and standard deviation
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The averagé andé move around in a relatively unsystematic way over time. Looking at the develop
ment of the standard deviations, it is also quite apparent that there is mdigiedrend. The distribution
of economic or cultural issue preferences certainly does not becomenaie polarized over time, as this
would require a substantial increase in the standard deviations. Thisngsrifie results of DiMaggio,
Evans, and Bryson (1996), Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope (2006) mmith& and Abrams (2008) who all find

that overall issue preferences of American voters have remained miadilg sver time.

Table 2 reports the ideological distribution of voters and nonvoters in thesgonding years. The
correlation between economic and cultural conservatism among votetsffttable) has increased from a
low of —0.12 in 1976 t0-0.43 in 2008. Since high values é6fand low values o correspond to cultural
and economic conservatism, this means that the two types of conservatismdayenore closely related
among voters, although that correlation is still not perfect. While it is oftemeld that voting behavior of
members of Congress has become essentially one-dimensional in remenitysill be quite clear from the

figures in the next subsection that such a claim cannot be made for théecAmetectorate at-large.

The right part of Table 2 reports the ideological distribution of nonvoitete corresponding years.
There is not much of a systematidigirence between voter and nonvoters on cultural issues, but nawoter
tend to be on average more liberal than voters on economic issues. A [dantébpretation is that (some)
liberals face substantially higher costs of voting, for example, becaugeasforganization and therefore
longer voting lines in inner cities, so that they are more likely to abstain. It isialsmesting that, among
non-voters, the correlation between the two types of conservatism isewaall does not follow a clear

trend over time.

6.2 Platform Differentiation

We now turn to the changes in the distance between the candidates’ platfecw! from equation (9) in
Section 4.1 that the model identifies changes in the policy distance, relative distnce in the base year.
We chose 1976 as base year since divergence on both policies is Inwiest year. Figure 3 displays the

results for cultural and economic positions.

The difference between the two parties’ cultural positiaiss- 6p increases by more than 200 percent
in all years after 1992, and by about 300 percent in the last decamfeecBnomic positions, the change

in the distance between positions is considerably smaller; the maximum incregseuis50 percent in
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Figure 3: Cultural and economic policy divergence of candidates, t92@08

1996. However, we should stress that our method only allows us to idehi#fiyges of the distance in
cultural positiongelative tothe same distance in 1976, and many researchers have argued thatigds pa
positions on “moral issues” (a subset of our cultural issues here) guete close to each other in the 1970s
(e.g. Fiorina, Abrams, and Pope 2006; Ansolabehere, Rodden, raut#iS2006), while the distance on

economic issues may have been more substantial already in the base year.

It is useful to contrast our model and its implications about the polarizaticzanflidate platforms
in presidential elections with Poole and Rosenthal’s DW-nominate score tregunes polarization in
Congress. The DW-nominate score is based on legislators’ votes in €sngParty polarization is com-
monly operationalized by considering thdéfdrence between the average Democratic and the average Re-
publican score. The positions of presidential candidates usually chemmompared using the DW-nominate
measures because very rarely, both candidates serve in Congriegglole same time period and thus voting
on the same laws (Obama vs. McCain in 2008 was the only exception to this irctre past, and clearly,

a single data point does not tell us anything about the development oizadian over time).

In contrast, our method is based on comparing the behavior of votershasidn their understanding
of what the diterences between candidates are. Crucially, our data have a meathee/ofers’ preferred
positions, as well as their vote choices. This allows us to reconstruct betimfiortance of economic
and cultural positions for vote choices and a measure of the distancedepokcy platforms on both the

cultural and the economic dimension.
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6.3 Polarization and Sorting of the Electorate

Figure 4 provides some insights into the changing voting behavior of the edéztdt displays the values of
6 and@ for all voters, together with the voter’s choice (red for Republican, fdlu®emocrat). The left panel
is for the 1976 election, the right one for the 2004 election. In both pawelfiave drawn the 50 percent
separating line, i.e., voters on this line have an implied probability of voting Rigantor Democrat that is
exactly /2. Voters below and to the right of the separating line are more likely to votthéoRepublican,

while voters above and to the left of the line are more likely to vote for the Degthocr
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Figure 4: Voter preferences and vote choices in the 1976 (left) andl @@Mt) U.S. Presidential elections.
Demaocratic voters in blue, Republican ones in red

Remember that the electorate’s voting behavior becomes more determinetlicpyppeferences if the
two party platforms are farther apart from each other. Thus, we éxpatithe increase in policy divergence

is reflected in a cleaner separation of the voting blocks in 2004, and thiagtyewhat we see in Figure 4.

It is useful to provide a more formal measure for this separafitaceintuitively captured by the visual
comparison of elections. A natural way to measure the importance of poksitjqms for voter choices is the
following measure oposition predictivenes®’. Suppose that we have to predict the voting behavior of a
large group of voters in a tight election. If we did not have any informatmmyuathese voters, we could not
do better than flipping a coin, and this would give us a 50 percent “ssicgesa.” Using information about

the preferred political positions of a voter enables us to make better predicte predict that a voter
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votes Republican (Democrat) whenever his position is below (above) paeading line, and the probability
of being correct for voter with this prediction is simplyb(ait[ktéi -6 + a{]), where k;, a, ot) denote the
parameters for a separating line for yeaWhen we average this measure over all voters, we have a measure

of how important political issue preferences are for predicting votingizien

Note that a problem could arise in lopsided elections. For example supmisitpercent of voters
vote for the Republican candidate in an election because that candidatéainge expected valeng_eThen
even a completely uninformed guesser could achieve a 70 percenssaer#a (by guessing that each voter
votes Republican). To avoid this problem, we adjust the valence such ¢eteittion would have ended

in a tie. More formally, we find a new intercegt such that the weighted vote share of the Democrat (and

i (D(U-%[ktéi—ei‘*'at’])wi
Zil=]_wi

then measure the quality of information about political positions by how muchubeess quota of our

Republican) is exactly /2, i.e. = 0.5, whereuw) is the sample weight of votér'’ We

forecasting system lies above the success quota of a pure coin flip:

22::1 |(D (a_%t[ktéi -6 + a{]) — O.5| Wi
Zilzl wj .

Y =

(22)

Note that|d> (Uit[kt& -0 + a{]) - 0.5| is the increase in the success probability relative to a pure coin flip,
and the factor 2 in front normalizeE such that it lies between 0 and 1. For example, if knowledge of
political preferences allows to correctly forecast 80 percent of gpteen this is 2(8 — 0.5) = 60% better

than a pure coin flip.

If ¥ = 1, society is extremely divided along ideological lines: Every consewatdies Republican,
and every liberal votes Democratic. This means that most voters would whah party they will vote for
before they know who are the actual candidates of each party — thepageing to give the other party’s
candidate a chance to convince them to switch parties in this election, so thagtdiswing voters.” In
contrast, if¥ = 0, knowledge of a voter’s issue preferences does not help to preding behavior — all

voters are ex-ante open to both candidates.

Figure 5 shows the development®fover the last 10 presidential elections, and the parallels to cultural
polarization in Figure 3 are quite obviousl decreases from 1972 to 1976 (to around 0.35), and then

increases substantially throughout our observation period to end atleofeabout 0.58. In other words,

17In most years in the NES, all observations have the same sample weighigcimcaseu; = 1 and the term in the denominator
is simply the number of voters.
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voters’ political issue preferences are a substantially better predictbewfvoting behavior in the 2000s

than in the 1970s — knowing them allows about 65 percent better prediati@d@94 than it did in 1976.
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Figure 5: Position predictiveness, 1972-2008, with 95% confidenceratser

To put Figure 5 into historical context, note first that the lowest valu& otcurs in the 1976 election
between Ford and Carter. From today’s perspective, Ford wasyckearoderate Republican. While Jimmy
Carter today is probably considered the most liberal president in thelasdss, this reputation to a large
extent derives from his foreign policy positions (say, not bombingild®79, or being unusually critical of
Israel for a U.S. politician), and therefore may have been surprisingteswho probably expected Carter
(an evangelical Christian and Southern governor) to be a relativelyeceative Democrat. It is therefore

plausible that the predictiveness of policy positions for vote choices is lpwitan 1976.

A particularly large increase M occurs with Ronald Reagan’s first presidential election in 1980. Rea-
gan’s success as a conservative is generally considered a keygtpaiirt in American politics and initiates
a process of ideological realignment of the parties, with liberal Repulsiiead conservative Democrats
switching party #iliations throughout the 1980s and 1990s. There is no significant chiaNg&om 1980
to 1988, but the values in the next decade are somewhat higher. Thieigiaxcrease i’ occurs in 2004.
While George W. Bush had campaigned as a “compassionate consériagivex relatively moderate Re-

publican), his first term showed that he was much more conservativefpacted; moreover, in 2004, he
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ran against John Kerry, a very liberal Democrat. Thus, the resultingditéerence between candidates that
gave rise to the quote in the first paragraph of the introduction (that “tfe03tation appears to be made up
of two big, separate voting blocks, with only a small number of swing voterseimialdle”) is reflected by

the large increase i¥. Interestingly,¥ remained at almost the same level in the 2008 election.

It is instructive to compare the development of predictiveness as shokigune 5 with diferent mea-
sures of mass polarization in the literature. For example, the percentagéeos ¢asting a straight ticket
for President and House (Hetherington 2001, Figure 3), and themtage of respondents who perceive im-
portant diferences between the parties (ibid., Figure 5) show a secular increastht 1970s on, just like
Y. The same is true of the percentage of strong partisans (Bartels 2006 Ejgand the estimated impact
of party identification on presidential voting (ibid., Figure &)Overall, this external validation confirms
that ¥ measures something that has been interpreted as mass polarization in theg éiestiture. The
main advantage o? is, though, that we can decompose it to disentangleftieets of elite polarization and
changes in the voters’ preference distribution. Evidently, this would bessiple for any of the measures

cited above, and we turn to this task next.

Our model suggests two distinct possible reasons for the deeper politicabs between voters re-
flected in the increase of predictiveness: First, for a fixed distributiomotifical preferences in society,
divergence of the two candidates’ policy platforms implies that every vaberig/not exactly on the divid-
ing line moves more firmly into his ideologically preferred camp, in the sense ithatdbability of voting
for his ideologically-preferred party increases, while the likelihood o$sing-over because of idiosyncratic
preferences for the other candidate diminishes. Second, if we keeprid@lates’ policy platforms fixed,
but move voters’ ideal positions away from the dividing line, then the gespaeference of voters for their
ideologically closer party also increases. The fifs¢é@ captures what we cadbrting, while the second
one relates to the notion of votpolarization® Since we estimate the voter preference distribution and the
dividing line for each year, we can isolate theffeets: We can fix the electorate in the previous election and

just focus on the change in sorting, or we can fix the dividing line in theipuswelection and thus isolate

18The only substantial qualitative fiirence is for the 1972 election, which has no particularly remarkableréem these 4
measures (and is often measured as less polarizing than 1976), bentigiéd as a considerably more polarizing election than
1976 by¥.

19 evendusky (2009) explains sorting and polarization using an examiftetivee voter types, liberals, conservatives and
moderates. Suppose that in yéahalf of the liberals vote Republican and half of the conservatives voteoDeatic, while in
yeart; all liberals vote Democratic and all conservative vote Republican. Theeldttorate is more sorted ipnthan int,, but
polarization has not changed since the number of voters of each ty@éned the same. In contrast, suppose that in yethere
are more conservatives and liberals, and fewer moderates tlarTimen the electorate is more polarizedithan int.
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changes in voter polarization.

Formally, let'(te, tp) denote the predictiveness for the electorate of yge#ithe politicians’ positions
are as in yeatp,. The total change in predictiveness in y¢drom the previous election in year- 4 is
AV = P(t, 1) - P(t—4,t—4). We callAS(t) = Y(t—4,t) — ¥Y(t - 4,t—4) the level of sorting in yedr taking
as given the base electorate of the last election. The remaining chafige aomparison to the last year is

due to polarization, measured aB(t) = W(t,t) — P(t — 4,1).
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Figure 6: Sorting and polarization contributions to position predictived&582-2008, by election (left) and
cumulative relative to 1976 (right)

The left panel of Figure 6 plotaS(t) andAP(t) to decompose the change in predictiveness into polar-
ization and sorting. Since we do not have data for 1968 (i.e., the electioredE972), the left panel starts
from 1976. Note that, in those years where both polarization and sortingpise (1984, 1992, 2004), we
draw the &ects stacked above each other so that the height of the column in thesésyegaral to the whole
effect (i.e., A¥}). In the other years, both polarization and sorting are drawn startingZevo, and the total
change inAY; is equal to the dference between the positive and the negative column. The right panel
presents the same information in &dient way, plotting the aggregate change of polarization and sorting,
relative to 1976: The values in 1976 are zero by definition, and in all fatigwears are’; _, ,,AS(i) and

i_1976AP(i); the values for 1972 are just the negative of the values for 1972 infthesleel.

It is apparent from the left panel that sorting is more volatile than polarizat8orting increases in
five elections, and decreases in four elections, while polarization ireg@amost elections, though usually

by a small amount. Also, the average absolute change in sorting is coldydierger than the average
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absolute change in polarization. This is intuitive because changes in sarérn@aused by changes in the
distance between the candidates’ positions from year to year, and sincarttidates change from election
to election, while the electorate remains mostly the same as in the previous eledtiaesit plausible that

there are much larger swings possible in sorting than in polarization.

Sorting decreases sharply in 1976 (i.e., going from Nixon vs. McGoteford vs. Carter) and re-
bounds sharply in 1980 (Reagan vs. Carter). Somewhat surprisihglgecond largest increase in sorting
is in 1996 (Dole vs. Clinton) relative to 1992 (G.H.W. Bush vs Clinton). Ass@e, Dole does not nec-
essarily appear to be that much more polarizing than G.H.W. Bush. Hoviteseu|d well be the case that
the first term of Bill Clinton with the attempted health care overhaul, and the fwifptake-over of the
House of Representatives by the Republicans lead by Newt Gingriehiaged the perception among voters
of increased policy divergence between Democrats and Republicdepgindent of the specific candidates
for the presidency. The values for the next two elections are consugitnthe general perception among
political pundits: In 2000, the electorate was not perceived as polaf@el] in part, rather frustrated with
the small perceived policy fierence between Bush and Gore), while 2004 was perceived as toreleith

a stark policy contrast between Bush and Kerry.

Finally, it is useful to compare the aggregate contributions of sorting aladipation to predictiveness.
Of course, since polarization changes usually by a much smaller amouomtefeztion to election, and
the sign of the change in sorting is sometimes positive and sometimes negatiaggtegate numbers
depend a lot on the time period considered. Relative to 1976 as the basthgemgregate sortingtect is
considerably larger than the aggregate polarizatitecein all years, and sorting accounts for about three
quarters of the total change by 208¥8However, the aggregate polarizatiofieet in the last three elections
(i.e., in 2008 relative to 1996) is considerably larger than the aggregategehn sorting during the same
time period. This may indicate that the elite polarization that started around 4p&€,and in addition to
its effect on votebehavior is eventually also having arfect on the fundamental preferred policy positions
of the electorate. In this context, remember that the correlation betsvandé takes its highest value in
2004 and 2008 (see Table 2 in Section 6.1), so voters who are sociaflgreative are also becoming more

fiscally conservative (and vice versa).

20Because the 1972 election was also very characterized by deep peigipus, these numbers change significantly when we
measure changes relative to 1972 instead of 1976. Predictivene®388rs2about one third higher than in 1972, with the increase
coming from polarization and sorting to about equal parts.
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6.4 Relativeimportance of cultural and economic issues

We now turn to another interesting question: How did the relative importancealtwiral and economic
issues for the determination of individuals’ voting behavior change fréi2%o 2008, and how did this
change fiect the behavior of dierent voter types? Remember that we can interpret the slope of the dividing
line as a “marginal rate of substitution” between cultural and economic pasitibran individual on the
dividing line becomes one unit more culturally conservative, his economi@libe needs to increase ky

units in order for him to remain stochastically iffiégrent between the candidates.

Returning to Figure 4 in the preceding subsection with the 1976 and 200dbrleae see that the
slope of the dividing linek, is low 1976: Voters split primarily along economic issues (with higlipes
mostly voting for Carter, and low types mostly voting for Ford). In contrast, in 2004, the separating line
is considerably steeper and thus, to a higher degree along culturaMitiespcial liberals primarily voting

for Kerry, social conservatives for Bush.

Figure 7 displays the development of the sl&ger all years. Given the values 6fand¢; for each voter
in each year, we estimate the model given in equation (20), and use (2dtptonihek ando-. After the ini-
tial decrease ik from 1972 to 1976, the relative importance of cultural issues starts taigete reach high
points in 2000 and 2008. The confidence intervals in Figure 7 clearly itediicat, while election-to-election

changes are often not statistically significant, the long-term trend definitstgtistically significant.
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Figure 7: The development &ffrom 1972 to 2008, with 95% confidence intervals
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Since the standard deviation @fs about 10-20 percent larger than thatph value ofk around 1.1 or
1.2 would indicate that an increase of cultural conservatism by one sthddaiation can approximately
be compensated by an increase in economic liberalism by one standaribtetleave the voter’s prob-
ability of voting Republican unéected. In this sense, cultural and economic factors are roughly equally
important in the last elections, while in the 1970s, economic factors weréastilbdly more important than

cultural oneg?

6.5 Voter Migration

The secular increase kis accompanied by a downward trend in the inter@go that the dividing line
pivots around some center of gravity in the general neighborhood ofghter of the voter preference
distribution. Thus, the change of the separating lifiecs some voter types much more than others: Voters
whose ideological types are close to the pivot point remain more-or¥desgyesplit between both parties.

In contrast, an increase kimeans that, to the right of the pivot point, voters become more likely to vote

Republican, and to the left of the pivot point, they become more likely to votedaeatic.

Specifically, the voters who move in the Republican direction are those withllgomonservative, but
economically liberal views. It is tempting to identify these voters with what han lwalled “Reagan
Democrats” (we will discuss this in more detail in Section 6.6 below). Thoses/mteo move in the oppo-
site direction, towards the Democrats, are voters with socially liberal antbatioally conservative views.
For example, it is often argued that a substantial number of professiomitgncial sector executives fall

into this group.

Figure 8 illustrates thisfeect for the election with the largest increasekjnin 1980. Consider first the
left panel. We draw the separating line of the 1976 election as a dashedrithi¢he 1980 one as a solid
line. The area between the dashed and solid lines shows the area of pet®thgat are mostiected. To
the Northeast of the intersection between the two separating lines, thet8.6rpercent of the electorate
who change from being more likely to vote for the Democrat in 1976 to being filaly to vote for the
Republican in 1980. Of course, due to the stochastic nature of votarenees, not all voters in this area

change their actual vote (i.e., some may already have voted Republican@n&lfi¥ others may continue

2IRemember that this result it a consequence of voters directly putting more weight on cultural issseshan they did in
the past, but rather follows from increased party divergence. @saimgthe distribution of preferences are independent of these
changes irk.
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Figure 8. “Reagan Democrats” in the 1980 U.S. Presidential elections dlefial separating lines; right:
valence-adjusted); Democratic voters: blue; Republican voters: red

to vote Democratic in 1980). However, in terms of their probability of switchifegance, these are the
most dfected voters. They have a highfor example because of lower income or positive attitude towards
unions, but they are culturally conservative and many found Reagahigal conservatism appealing. In
exchange for these voters, some fiscally-conservative but socialtglibaters might have migrated to the
Democrats, but in the NES sample, there was not a single voter in this regsoitjmg in a landslide victory

for Reagan.

Of course, focusing on the actual separating lines may be a bit misleadirgf ih¢bnflates theféects
of increased policy divergence on cultural issues (i.e., highand changes in net valence: In addition to
emphasizing cultural conservatism, Reagan may also have been “betteCainir; by itself, such a pure
valence diference results in a parallel upward shift of the separating line, andithas, increase of the
“Reagan Democrat” area (and a corresponding decrease of the Stiadit Liberals” area). To correct for
this valence ffect, the right panel of Figure 8 shifts in parallel the separating lines satkhy correspond
to a tied election, respectively. The Reagan Democrat area in the right panel is therefore the areteds vo
who would (stochastically) switch from Democrats to Republicans just basélte new platforms, even if

valence is corrected in a way that keeps the parties’ vote shares dorggain, it is evident that there are

22That is, we calculate a value of the intercepguch, if we substitute this value in (7) and sum over all voters, the expected
number of Republican voters equals that of Democratic voters.
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significantly more voters in the Reagan Democrat area.

Finally, it is instructive to discuss why having a model with (at least) two polioyedisions is very
helpful for the analysis of voter migration. By contrast, consider whaphas in a one-dimensional model
where voters have an ideal position in a liberal-conservative spectawglbas an idiosyncratic preference
shock like in our model. When comparing two tied elections (i.e., when adjustintethalence just as we
did above), there is always the same ¢ltoter type such that voters who are more liberal are more likely
to vote for the Democrat, and those who are more conservative are mdyetdikete for the Republican.
The only diference that can arise between overall tied elections is whether the tagreer liberals and
conservatives that vote for Democrats and Republicans, respegcts/egry high (this will happen if there
are large policy dferences between candidates) or barely higher thian(this will happen if the policy
differences are small). However, a type that votes predominantly Republieatieid election can never
vote predominantly Democratic in another tied election — in contrast to our frarkewsuch an event is
excluded by construction in a one-dimensional framework. Furthernsgstematic electoral shifts that
increase or decrease the republican vote share (induced by nefeshianvalence) mustfigct all voter

types in the same direction, making all types either more or less likely to vote Regub

6.6 Who ischanging party preferences?

The question of the changing fault line through the electorate and the rgsutlti@r migration is a highly
controversial issue in the study of American voting behavior. The terragRe Democrats” was originally
coined by Demaocratic pollster Stan Greenberg for the culturally consesvediters of Macomb County,
Michigan (largely white, unionized auto-workers). More recently, dalist Thomas Frank (2004) has
written the bestseller “What’s the matter with Kansas?” in which he argues it working class voters in
relatively poor states often vote for Republicans because Democratmbenore similar to Republicans on
economic issues, and because their preferences on cultural isshexssabortion or gay marriage are more
closely aligned with Republicans: “The Democratic Leadership Councildmasbeen pushing the party to
forget blue-collar workers and concentrate instead on recruifthgeat white-collar professionals, who are
liberal on social issues. [...They] stand rock solid on, say, thechaiee position while making endless
concessions on economic issues, on welfare, NAFTA, social sedabty;, law, privatization, deregulation
and the rest of it” (p. 243). “By dropping the class language that omtenguished them sharply from

Republicans they have left themselves vulnerable to cultural wedge ilseiggins and abortion and the
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rest whose hallucinatory appeal would ordinarily be far overshaddoyematerial concerns.” (p.245)

Interpreted in terms of our model framework, we read Frank’s claim Beafs: (1) Over time, the
policy difference between Democrats and Republicans has diminished on economs; &l increased
on cultural “wedge” issues; (2) this change in the economic and cultargy} platforms has induced some

“natural Democrats” (which Frank identifies as the white working classiitrk to the Republicans.

Regarding the first claim, remember that Figure 3 indicates that economic glegence was lowest
in the 1970s and thus has increased rather than decreased over thisriodépEowever, this divergence
has been overshadowed by the relatively much larger increase igelas on cultural issues. In relative
terms, Frank’s first claim is correct. Policyfflirences on cultural issues have become more salient for the
distinction between Democrats and Republicans, and while economic iseustsl aery important for vote

choices, they have becomaativelyless important.

The analysis of the last subsection identifies people who were most likelyitthdwom Democrats to
Republicans as those with culturally conservative, but economically lipefily preferences. To evaluate
whether these party switchers are in fact predominantly the “Reagan Datsioar “white working class

voters” that Greenberg and Frank talk about, some additional analyseded.

For each voter type (i.e., @ @) combination), we can calculate the probability that the type “moved”
from the Democrats in yedp to the Republicans in yedf as Mp_r = (1 — ®y,)Pt,, Whered, is the
probability of voting Republican in yedar We can then rank all ffierent voter types that are present in
our sample of yeat; according to their value oMp_r (or the analogously definedlr_,p), and we will
consider the 5 or 10 percent of types that rank highest accordingde theasures as the “most likely party
switchers” (either in the Republican or in the Democratic direction). We will tireadyze how these voter

types look demographically and in terms of issue preferefftes.

Table 3 shows the 5 and 10 percent of most likely party switchers in the diggttion, by income
category, race, education, occupation and social class. Voter typtdikedy to move in the Republican

direction ((first two lines, our notion of “Reagan Democrats”) are carsidly more likely to be lower

23Clearly, the extent and direction of economic policy divergence depenevhat one considers as the base period. For example,
in the 2000 election (the last one before Frank wrote his book), ecordineigence is in fact rather low and quite a bit lower than
in the 1980s.

24t is useful to think of®d, as the proportion of all those voters in the overall population (i.e., notijuthe NES sample)
with a specific preference type who vote Republican in ye&towever, one should not necessarily thinkhéfas the transition
probability of a specific individual, especially from one election to the needabise the error ternaf an individual voter may be
intertemporally correlated (nothing in our estimation procedure needsdddyged if they are, because the NES data are anyway
just sequential cross sections rather than panel data).
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Income| Income | Income | Income| Race: | High School Prof. Work. | U. Mid.

<16% | 17-33% | 34-67%| >67% | White or less & Man. Class | Class
All % 10.6 15.7 34.1 39.5 75.1 28.0 41.6 28.4 18.1
D % 134 18.0 34.6 33.9 64.0 28.6 47.7 35.0 15.9
R % 7.9 134 33.7 45.0 85.9 27.5 35.7 22.0 20.3
D=R 10.7 28.6 42.9 17.9 89.3 50.0 214 42.9 7.1
TOp 5% _/_/_ * /_/** _/_/_ *% /* /*** *x /*** /_ Kk /*** /*** *x /*** /* * /_/** * /_/**
D=R 5.3 33.3 38.6 22.8 84.2 49.1 21.1 42.1 8.8
Top 10% _/** /_ *k /** /*** _/_/_ ke /_/*** ke /*** /_ Kkk /** /*** Kkk /*** /** *k /_/*** Kk /* /**
R=D 3.6 0.0 42.9 53.6 71.4 10.7 60.7 14.3 25.0
TOp 5% * /** /_ Kkk /*** /*** _/_/_ * /** /_ _/_/* ke /** /** ke /* /*** Hk /*** /_ _/_/_
R=D 7.0 1.8 31.6 59.6 68.4 12.3 66.7 175 31.6
Top 10% * /** /_ Hkk /*** /*** _/_/_ *k /*** /_ _/_/*** Hkk /*** /** *okk /*** /*** *k /*** /_ *k /** /*

Table 3: Voter Migration, =, =« indicates whether the filerence to all votefemocratfRepublicans is
significant at the 90%, 95% or 99% level.

middle class than the general population, with about 30 percent locateédretive 16th and the 33rd
percentile of the income distribution, and another 40 percent between tieaB8 the 67th percentile; in
contrast, fewer of them are either very poor or very rich. They aesadgificantly whiter and less educated
than the population at-large: about 50 percent have high school axdabeir highest degree, and they are
less likely to be in professional and managerial positions. They are alsificagtly more likely to identify

as “working class” and less likely to identify as upper middle class (or ugpss)?®

In contrast, the voter types most likely to switch from Republicans to Demograts“country club
liberals”, in the second two lines) are considerably more likely to be high in¢éther 60 percent from the
upper third of the income distribution), and considerably less likely to be lawatbn than the population

at-large. They are also considerably more likely to be in professionainameégerial positions.

Table 4 continues to provide some information about the behavior and the gdghitimts of view of
the two groups. Reagan Democrats are extremely unlikely to be agnostio-@hrgstian, and they attend
church at least almost weekly substantially more often than the populatiomat(@ even Republicans).
In contrast, the voters who are most likely to switch from Republicans to Dextsoare more than twice

as likely than the average voter to be non-Christian or agnostic, and omly 46 percent of them attend

Z\We use question VCF0148 and take answers 1 and 2 (“working clad$amarage working class”) as the dummy variable in
the penultimate column, and answers 6 and 7 (“upper middle class” @pefelass” as the dummy variable in the last column of
Table 3.
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OtheyNo | Attends | Low Therm.| Abortion Bible Gays not

Religion | Church Jews Never Literal Adopt
All % 16.5 38.1 2.8 11.6 30.8 47.0
Dem % 17.0 33.7 3.2 6.4 25.9 32.0
Rep % 16.0 42.5 2.4 16.7 35.5 61.7
Dem=Rep 3.6 57.1 14.3 42.9 60.7 89.3
Top 5.0% xx [k [xx xx [k [x * [ [ e el I B L e B e
Dem=Rep 5.4 53.6 7.1 35.7 57.1 80.4
Top 100% Koxk /*** /*** ke /*** /* * /* /* Hoxk /*** /*** Hoxk /*** /** Hkk /*** /***
Rep=Dem 35.7 14.3 3.6 0.0 7.1 14.3
Top 5.0% xx fik [xx wox fronx e —/—/— R e N B e e e
Rep=Dem 32.1 16.1 1.8 0.0 12.5 16.1
Top 100% Kk /** /** Hkk /*** /*** _/_/_ Kkk /*** /*** Kkk /*** /*** Hkk /*** /***

Table 4: Voter Migrationx, =, =« indicates whether the fierence to all voteyemocratgRepublicans is
significant at the 90%, 95% or 99% level.

church often. Reagan Democrats are also significantly more likely to “té&l about Jews (thermometer
score of 49 or less) than the general population; the 5 percent of ttteralee most likely to switch from

Democrats to Republicans accounts for a quarter of all voters whocééegl about Jews.

The diference in religiosity between the two switching groups is also reflected in agtitNdaeeof the
10 percent of the electorate who we identified as most likely to switch to the Datadelieves that abortion
should be always illegal, while around 40 percent of Reagan Demoar gty @domparison, only every sixth
Republicanvoter holds this point of view). Similarly glaring fierences obtain for the question whether
the whole Bible is literally true, and whether gay couples should be allowedojat atildren. Overall, the
voters most likely to have switched from the Democrats to the Republicansrtant@rge percentage of
extremely religiously and socially conservative voters, and the votersandmost likely to have switched

from Republicans to Democrats are mostly on the extreme liberal end of theatsipectrunt®

Previous empirical analysis of Frank’s hypotheses. Thomas Frank’s book has stimulated substantial
research that critically examines some of Frank’s diagnosis and thatwelisouss. Bartels (2006) uses
NES data to empirically analyze whether white working class voters attach magktwesocial issues than

to economic issues, either absolutely or relative to other voters. SpecifiBaltiels runs two regressions

26This is quite consistent anecdotal evidence about party switchersx&mipée, in 1988, Rick Perry was the Texas chairman of
the Al Gore campaign, while Jon Steward of the Daily Show recently admitteaviog voted for George H.W. Bush for President
(seehttp://articles.latimes.com/2011/jun/22/entertainment/la-et-onthemedia-20110622).
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similar to those in our Table 1, one for college educated whites and onerfezailege educated whites, and
then compares the regression fiméents of the two regressions. In the terminology of our framework, this
approach tests whethelifidirent subsets of voters are characterized figidint separating lines (specifically,

different slopeg).?’

Bartels finds that the regression @ibedents for most cultural issues are smaller among non-college
educated whites than among college-educated whites. On the other haruhliege educated whites also
have generally smaller regression fiments for economic issues. Interpreted in our model framework, this
says that the vote-choice of college educated voters is determined by riieired policy positions to a
larger extent than the vote-choice of non-college educated voterspamdrsely, less by their idiosyncratic
preferences for the candidates. This is a very interesting and plausithiedj especially considering that
college educated voters may be better in figuring out what the positions pétties actually are. (We have

run a similar test on our data set and receive the same result).

However, whether the separating line has fietent slope among two groups only tells us whether
two individuals who have identical policy preferences but belongftemint groups would vote fierently.
Independent of whether the two groups have the same separating linmtitige behavior of the average
group member can bdfacted diferentially by changes in the parties’ positions (and the resulting changes

in the separating line) if the distribution of preference$ais between the two groups.

Figure 9 provides an intuition for why this is the case. There are two sets@fsvthat dier in observ-
able characteristics — think “working class voters” and the complement Sebi- working class voters”
— but also in the distribution of voter preferences in each group (the obltre shading indicates the
density of voters, with darker shades denoting the areas with most volereach set, some voters vote
Democratic and some vote Republican, and this can be used to estimate drsgpaega separately for each
group. This provides us witk; andka, the relative importance of cultural and economic issues in groups 1

and 2, respectively.

To keep things simple, suppose that we find that the separating line betwesciats and Republicans
in each group is actually the same (&9,= k). Does this mean that the behavior of voters is necessarily
affected in the same waylfchanges over time (again, remaining the same across the two groups)y,Clear

given the way we have drawn the preference distributions for the twapgrim Figure 9, the answer is neg-

2"Bartels does not aggregate economic or cultural issues, and heat@ggue based aelativeimportance of cultural and eco-
nomic issues, but rather focuses on absolutedinces between the dheients of the same exogenous variable in both regressions.
However, it is clear that one can translate his findings into our framework
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Figure 9: Diferential impact of increased importance of cultural issues in groupstildtef 2 (right)

ative. In group 1, some voters change from Democrats to Republicashsoame change from Republicans
to Democrats. The gains and losses of each party in this group are apately equal. Thus, if we just
look at the average propensity to vote republican in group 1, it wouldaagpat it did not change at all
(although, of course, there are also migrations of group 1 voters, indireittions). In contrast, most of the

voter migration in group 2 is from Democrats to Republicans.

Thus, the following two statements are both true in Figure 9: (1) “Voters fgooap 2 have become
more supportive of Republicans because of an increased culturaizptilan (or a decreased economic
difference) between parties” and (2) “The vote choice of voters in gragglétermined by their cultural

and economic positions in the same way as the vote choice of voters in gtoup 2.

7 Robustness

7.1 Robustnessto the selection of policy issues

Our measure of “cultural issues” is rather broad: It includes essersifiyon-economic” policy questions
that have been asked in the National Election Survey in all presidentigiogigears from 1972 to 2008.
Much of the existing literature has focused instead on purely “moral” questian excluding both racial

issues and those related to patriotisnfitarism. For example, Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder (2006)
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find that economic issues are at least twice as important as moral isstidsatiine importance of moral
issues for vote choice has increased from close to zero in the 197@9ana a nontrivial size in the latest

elections.

We include more than just “moral” issues in our cultural category, and thisssarily increases the
weight of that category and the overall explanatory power of the aisalewever, we will now show that
the main results of our analysis remain qualitatively unchanged if we redacattables in our “cultural”
category to the narrowly “moral” ones (abortion, role of women and d¢hattendance). Figures 10, 11

and 12 are the analogues of Figures 3, 5, 7 and 6. The results displsgrigequalitative behavior as in
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Figure 10: “Moral” and economic policy divergence of candidates21672008

the corresponding figures in the main text, but there are also some interdifitngnces. Figure 10 shows
that “moral” policy divergence increases even more dramatically than auftoticy divergence, reaching,
between 1996 and 2004, more than 600 percent of tfierdnce in 1976. Moreover, there is a substantial

decline of moral policy divergence in 2008.

The values of display the same secular increase as with cultural issues, but, as expleetadues are
somewhat lower. Alsd increases steadily from a low in 1976, but the numerical valdei@Eubstantially
lower than in the basic model — clearly, when only “moral issues” are indluttee importance of this
category relative to the unchanged economic category is lower. Finatigng®sing the increase W into
changes in sorting and polarization in Figure 12 shows essentially the same [@s for general cultural

issues in Figure 6.
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7.2 Restricting the set of voters

Several papers in the existing literature look at the question whetfferatit subsets of voters such as

working class voters and those with college educatidfedin what determines their vote choice. That is,

do the estimated céigcients for the same variables in probit regressions fferdint subsets of votersfiir

in size? There are flerent interesting partitions that one could look at: For example, does theatieg

line differ by income, race or gender? How does the standard ergodidfer by the voters’ educational

level? In principle, we can analyze these questions in our frameworkaipal problem is, however, that
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focusing on subsets of voters reduces the respective sample sitasiatly and thus, the size of confidence
intervals increases substantially so that it is often impossible to know whestireaged diferences i’ ork

in different subsets are due to redfteliences in the underlying true parameters, or due to random variations.

For example, one of the secular changes in the U.S. political landscapeprtisan realignment of in
the former confederate states. After the Civil War and Reconstructidodse most Southern whites felt an
animosity against the Republican party, and in the 1930s, Roosevelt ndisagelude Southern whites in
his New Deal coalition. As a consequence, the Deep South remained threerobst Democratic regions of
the country for the next generation. Thus, during this time, both partiesuiadally conservative wings.
Following the civil rights legislation of the 1960s, a large block of socialservatives (white, southern
evangelicals) migrated to Republican party. This partisan realignment ofailih $roceeds throughout
the period we consider in our paper. The reader may therefore wavtdgher our results pick up this
realignment of voters, rather than a change in the position of parties. \g@ower all years, there is nio
for any subset of voters (either Southerners or Northerners) tearifficantly diferent from thek for the

whole United States. Details are available from the authors upon request.

7.3 Changesin the Variance of Valence ¢

In our analysis in Section 6, we assume that the standard deviatipdag#s not change over the sample
years?® In a probit model that analyzes data from only one year, the assumptibthéheesidual error is
drawn from a standard normal distribution is a mere normalization — if we writenthenization problem

of a probit regression, but assume that the probability of voting Repubiecd®, (@ + SX) (Whered,, is

the cdf of aN(0, o) distributed random variable), then the objective function is homogenaodegree
zero in @,B,0). Thus,o is not determined and can be normalized to one, without loss of generality. In
contrast, we look at a sequence of years. Of course, the argunmsm holds for each year, but since we
want to interpret the change of regressionfioents (or functions of regression dbeients) over time,

we dfectively have assumed that the standard deviation of idiosyncratic @nefeshocks is constant over
time. This is a standard assumption when the analysis is based on a compéarsgpression ca@icients

over time (e.g. Bartels 2006, McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006)saradlyinot even discussed.

If the standard deviation of idiosyncratic preference shocks is canstan time, we can interpret our

28\We do not need to make any assumption about the average valiretbe population, i.e. the average net valence of candidates
is allowed to vary over time.
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empirical results as evidence of policy divergence. If, instead, one/saffor o to vary over time, the
interpretation of the policy divergence results can change; for exariipdee were to assume that,
decreased considerably over time (i.e., the size of the average idiosymreference shock decreased),
then one would have to think of overall policy divergence between pasieslatively constant (though there
still would have to be an increase of cultural divergence relative toaoandivergence). If, instead
increases over time, the divergendékeets would be magnified relative to the basic model. The mathematical
logic behind our model (and, more generally, intertemporal probit modebs dot allow us to isolate one

of these interpretations as the “true” one any more than a relativist physsisdetermine an absolute

coordinate systerf’

This said, what is a natural way of thinking about the temporal developafentin our context? The
net-valence ternd is determined by the voters’ interpretation of candidate traits that are netlgilieked
to the candidate’s economic or cultural platform, and the NES containsaseperstion about such charac-
teristics that go back siiciently many years to enable a comparison acro§erént elections: VCF0354 —
VCF0356 and VCF0366 — VCF0366 ask, respectively, whether the Drexnand Republican presidential
candidates are knowledgeable, moral and provide strong leadershgh. dE these variables is measured
on a 4-point scale, and if we denote the responses of \jaieithe questions about the Democratic and

Republican candidate at tinmey XJ Y]

)Yl i = 1,2.3, respectively, the@] = 32 (X, - Y!) is a useful

proxy that is proportional to the net valence of the Democratic candidatedtex j perceives. We can then

compute the standard deviatiom§Z;) = \/ E[(Ztj - E(th))z] for the presidential election years from 1980
(the first year for which these data are available) to 2008, which giegfeliowing values: 3.10, 3.00, 2.62,
3.08 3.13 3.20, 4.21, and 4.05.

The solid line in Figure 13 recalculates the time series from Figure 3 in Sectigirty these standard
deviations forog. For comparison, we plot the values derived from assumingot(egtis constant (i.e., the
values of Section 6) as a dashed line. Note that the two curves are veeytoleach other until 2000, and
thus, the overall picture of the development until this time is qualitatively urggwinHowever, for 2004
and 2008, the adjusted curve displays even more policy divergencertlitae basic model where; is

assumed to be constant.

29 e., if the physicist pushes the gas pedal in a car, does the carratedtethe direction it is pointing, or does the car stand still,
but the trees move faster in the opposite direction? Modern physics is bifileaotion that there is no absolute coordinate system,
S0 we cannot say which of the two statements is in any absolute sense tad’is still the case that certain interpretations are
more natural than others in certain applications.
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8 Conclusion

In this paper, we analyze some of the central questions in American poligbalvior. Do voters increas-
ingly split along ideological lines, and if so, what does their behavior tedhait the underlying fundamen-
tal causes? Are voters today more polarized than they were a geneigaioor alo they jusappear more

polarized because they face more polarizing choices? And, if the typesss$ that support the two parties,

respectively, have changed over the long run, who has become moredaic and who has become more

Republican?

When candidate positions are very similar, then voters choose candidatesily based on non-policy
attributes. This is trueven if voters would, in principle, care a lot about polieyif there is no meaningful
policy difference between candidates, the voters cannot express the direciansity of their policy
preferences through the act of voting for one of the candidates.niinast, more divergence between party
positions translates into a starker choice for voters, and one that is icéldenore by the voters’ ideal

positions relative to the candidates.

Our formal model shows that we can recover the extent and the diredtipolioy divergence from
the voting behavior of voters whose ideal positions we know from theiwvarssto policy question in the
National Election Survey. Our empirical results show that Democrats apdidReans have diverged sub-

stantially since the mid-1970s, in particular on cultural, but also on econoniesssAs a consequence,
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policy positions have become significantly and substantially more importantdatettermination of voting
behavior. Most of this fect is due to increased “sorting” because of increased policy diveegigetween
the parties, but our model can also identify some “electoral polarizationstlyndue to the fact that the

voters’ ideal economic and cultural positions have become more strongslated recently.

Finally, our results resolve a seeming paradox in the existing literature. Plofiticdits often claim
that, over the last generation, the Republican party gained substanpaktshyp their increased emphasis on
cultural issues which appealed to “Reagan Democrats” — socially catservoters who previously voted
Democratic because of their economically liberal preferences. Yetjrang political science research
appears to show that working class voters do not put more emphasigiahissues than other groups of
voters. Our model shows why these claims can be logically consistent whtodzer. Statements about the
weights of diferent issues for flierent groups of voters deal with the question how voters traitipeticy
differences between their own preferred positions and those of the ciasdigad the marginal tradéfmay
very well be the same for two very distinct groups. The reason whyinestgments of the electorate move
in the Republican direction is that they are socially conservative and th& poticy difference between
parties has increased, and not because they “care more” aboutshese than other voters (in the sense of

having a higher weight on these issues when deciding whom to vote for).

We show empirically that the voters whose behavior is most likely toftexted by the change in
the fault line brought about by the parties’ changing positions in factalismany of the characteristics
stipulated by the informal literature. The voters who our model predicts te f@obabilistically) shifted
from Republicans to Democrats are significantly better educated, likely togrefiessional or managerial
positions, are more agnostic, and more liberal in terms of gay rights antlaabtitan the population at
large; and those voters who have moved in the opposite direction, from @atado Republicans, display
the opposite characteristics: They are less educated, lower-middlemlas®( poor), and are more likely

to be religious fundamentalists.

Our methods are, of course, applicable to other data sets and the qudstmadzation” in other
countries. In particular, it would be very interesting to analyze whethedalielopments that we identified
for the US in the last generation — policy divergence between partiesstesmtyer divergence on cultural
issues than on economic ones — are also reflected in other countries @therirvoting systems such as
proportional representation), or whether the experience in the UnitégsSsaunique in this respect. Such

a cross-country comparison will be instrumental for finding out the raase for the developmentwhy
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is it that parties have diverged over the last generation? And, is this adadopment that should be
corrected (and, if so, how?), or is the increased exteohoicebetween parties actually a desirable feature.
Evidently, these are some very fundamental questions that will requirenaoi@ work, but we hope that

the instruments that we have developed in this paper will prove useful in tigsteym project.
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Appendix

Proof of Theorem 1. Let N, be the set of all with 2j < 0. Then letX; = 1 — X, if i € Nj, andX; = X;,

otherwise.

Similarly, letNy be the set of all with i < 0. Then letY; = 1 - Y; if i € Ny, andY; = V;, otherwise.

Note thatl;X; = —1j(1- %) + Ai. Thus, fori € Ny we getliXi = % X1, [i|+ 4;. Fori ¢ N, it follows

thatdiX = 4% X, 14il. Similarly, @Y = Y 50, 5] + & for i € Ny and@ ¥ = wiYs 3 il for i ¢ N

Thus,

D A% =Y % Y LT+ ) min(i,0) andZu.Y. Zﬂ.Y.Zw.HmeM.,O} (23)

Sinces = Y1, 4iX;, andd = Y1, 14;Y; equation (23) immediately implies (14).

It remains to prove that the modified model corresponds to the original model.

Note that (18) and (16) imply

& =& -(1+p) E min{g;, 0} + (1 + at) E min{A;, O}.
Ot
i=1 i=1

(24)

(23) implies
(1+at)zn:i>2 = 1+a/t)2/lX, Zu|+ 1+ ar) Z A = i AXi +(1+at)zn1min{7li,0} (25)
i=1 ieNA i=1 i=1
(1+Pt)z = 1+Pt)Z,U|Y|Z|,U||+(1+Pt)ZIJ|— Zﬂ.\(.+(1+pt)zmlnuu0} (26)
ieNm

m
=

Next, note thaf’? , Dy = 1, since the year dummy for exactly one of the years is 1, and all otheranees
zero. Thus(l +X0, Dtat) = Yo, Di(1 + ay). Similarly, it follows that}g | Dt =Yz Zt 1 Dik;. Let

ag = po = 0. Then, (25), and (26) imply

(1+ iatDt]Zn]ii% - [1+ iptDt]Zm]ﬁi\?i + Zs]étDt
t=2 i=1 t=2 i=1 t=1
S n S
=ZDt(1+01t)Z ZDt(l"'Pt)Z,UlYu"‘ZatDt
t=1 i=1 t=1



—

t=1 i=1 =1 "'zl
S . m
+ Z Dt |& + (1 + ) Z min(i, 0} - (1+ 1) > min(ji, 0}
t=1 i=1 i=1
S Dt S n m S
- Z—t{ZktDtZA.X. Zu.v. +ZD
t=1 t=1 i=1 i= t=

where the last equality follows from (24). The two models are therefanaignt. m
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