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Abstract—We measure trends in affective polarization in twelve OECD
countries over the past four decades. According to our baseline estimates,
the United States experienced the largest increase in polarization over this
period. Five countries experienced a smaller increase in polarization. Six
countries experienced a decrease in polarization. We relate trends in polar-
ization to trends in potential explanatory factors.

I. Introduction

AFFECTIVE polarization refers to the extent to which
citizens feel more negatively toward other political par-

ties than toward their own (Iyengar et al., 2019). Affective
polarization has risen substantially in the United States in
recent decades (Iyengar et al., 2019). In 1978, according to
our calculations, the average partisan rated in-party mem-
bers 27.4 points higher than out-party members on a “feeling
thermometer” ranging from 0 to 100. In 2020, the difference
was 56.3, implying an increase of 1.08 standard deviations as
measured in the 1978 distribution. Growing affective polar-
ization may have important consequences, including reduc-
ing the efficacy of government (Hetherington & Rudolph,
2015),1 increasing the homophily of social groups (Iyengar
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1See also Kimball et al. (2018). Commentators expressing related con-
cerns include Obama (2010); Blankenhorn (2015); and Drutman (2017). A
2018 survey shows that more than 70% of foreign policy opinion leaders

et al., 2012, 2019), and altering economic decisions (Gift &
Gift, 2015; Iyengar et al., 2019).

Partly due to the difficulty of constructing harmonized
data series on partisan affect, there is limited evidence
on long-term trends in affective polarization in developed
democracies other than the United States. Cross-country
comparisons can help assess why affective polarization has
risen in the United States. If affective polarization has risen
in countries other than the United States, then examining
commonalities may suggest promising explanations for the
United States experience. If affective polarization has not
risen elsewhere, then it may be fruitful to examine factors
that help distinguish the United States from other developed
democracies.

In this paper, we present the first cross-country evidence
on trends in affective polarization since the 1980s, focusing
on twelve OECD countries. In our baseline analysis, we find
that the United States exhibited the largest increase in affec-
tive polarization over this period. In five other countries—
Switzerland, France, Denmark, Canada, and New Zealand—
polarization also rose, but to a lesser extent. In six other
countries—Japan, Australia, Britain, Norway, Sweden, and
(West) Germany—polarization fell.

To conduct our analysis, we constructed a new database
from 149 different surveys, many of which we harmonized
manually. These data permit a first look at cross-country
trends in affective polarization since the 1980s, but they also
have important limitations. The set of years with available
survey data differs across countries. Question wording and
response scales differ across countries and, in some cases,
across survey years for a given country. We include informa-
tion about question wording and scale in our plots, analyze
the sensitivity of our findings to an alternative transforma-
tion of the response scale, and show direct evidence on the
sensitivity of measured affective polarization to survey ques-
tion wording and response scale. Because the number and
nature of political parties differ across countries and within
countries over time, even identically structured survey ques-
tions may take on different meanings in different contexts.
We analyze the sensitivity of our findings to restricting at-
tention to the top two parties in each country and focusing
on periods in which this pair of parties is stable.

We also assemble data on trends in economic, media,
demographic, and political factors that may be related to af-
fective polarization. Trends in measures of inequality, open-
ness to trade, the share getting news online, and the frac-
tion foreign-born are either negatively or weakly associated
with trends in affective polarization. Trends in the number of

consider political polarization a “critical threat” facing the United States,
ranking it above issues such as foreign nuclear programs (Smeltz et al.,
2018).
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private 24-hour news channels, the nonwhite share, partisan
sorting, and elite polarization are positively associated with
trends in affective polarization. The association is strongest
for the nonwhite share and elite polarization.

We are not aware of prior work that situates the rise
in affective polarization in the United States alongside
trends in as many as eleven other OECD countries over a
roughly four-decade span, and studies the relationship be-
tween trends in polarization and trends in potential explana-
tory factors over that period. Much previous comparative
work on affective polarization has been cross-sectional (e.g.,
Carlin & Love, 2018; Westwood et al., 2018; Martini &
Torcal, 2019) or has relied on data from the Compara-
tive Study of Electoral Systems (CSES) whose data begin
in 1996 (e.g., Reiljan, 2020; Gidron et al., 2019a,b, 2020;
Harteveld, 2021; Ward & Tavits, 2019; Wagner, 2021).2

There is also previous comparative work studying dimen-
sions of mass polarization, such as ideological polarization,
that may have causes and consequences distinct from those
of affective polarization (Iyengar et al., 2019). For example,
Draca and Schwarz (2021) analyze data from the World and
European Values Surveys from 1989 through 2010 and find
that the United States experienced the largest increase in ide-
ological polarization among the 17 countries considered.3

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Sec-
tion II describes our data sources and measure of affective
polarization. Section III presents our findings on trends in
affective polarization. Section IV presents our findings on
the relationship between trends in affective polarization and
trends in potential explanatory factors. Section V concludes.

II. Data and Measure of Affective Polarization

Among members of the OECD as of 1973, there are ten,
including the United States, for which we are aware of an
election study with a partisan affect question prior to 1985.
Our sample includes these ten countries, as well as Australia
and New Zealand, which we believe make interesting com-
parisons to the United States. Appendix figure 10 and ap-
pendix table 2 provide information on data availability for
all 1973 OECD members, including those we do not include
in our sample. We extract a survey weight associated with
each respondent. Appendices A.5 and A.6 detail the survey
variables and data sources for each sample country and in-
cluded survey year.

We extract each respondent’s party identification, exclud-
ing “leaners” who only choose a party identification in re-
sponse to a second prompt. We exclude “leaners” from our

2Iyengar et al. (2012) compare how individuals in the United States and
UK between 1960 and 2010 feel about their children marrying across party
lines, and find larger increases in displeasure in the United States.

3Some other studies examine long-term trends in mass polarization in
individual countries outside the United States, including Canada (Kevins &
Soroka, 2018), Germany (Munzert & Bauer, 2013), Britain (Adams et al.,
2012a,b), and the Netherlands (Adams et al., 2011), but do not report trends
in affective polarization.

sample because not all surveys include a second prompt.4

Appendix figure 1 depicts trends in the share of respondents
identifying with a party and the share of affiliates who are
affiliated with the top two parties, separately by country.

We extract a measure of each respondent’s affect toward
the parties in the respondent’s country. Questions about af-
fect vary across surveys, commonly asking respondents how
they feel toward a given party, how much they like the party,
or to what extent they sympathize with the party.5 Numeri-
cal response scales also differ across surveys. We apply an
affine transformation to the responses in each survey so that
the minimum transformed response is 0 and the maximum
transformed response is 100. We refer to the transformed re-
sponse as the respondent’s reported affect toward the given
party.

To define affective polarization, fix a given survey and let
P denote the set of parties toward which respondents are
asked their affect. Let N denote the set of respondents with
nonzero weight who both provide a valid party identifica-
tion in P and report a valid affect toward their own party
and at least one other party in P .6 For each respondent
i ∈ N , let p (i) ∈ P denote the party with which the re-
spondent identifies and let Pi ⊆ P denote the set of parties
toward which the respondent reports a valid affect. Let Ap

i ∈
[0, 100] denote the reported affect of respondent i toward
party p ∈ Pi. Finally, let wi � 0 denote the survey weight
of respondent i ∈ N and let W

(
P ′) = ∑

{i∈N :p(i)∈P ′} wi

denote the weighted number of respondents in any set of par-
ties P ′ ⊆ P , with W

(
P

)
denoting the weighted number

of respondents in N .
We define the partisan affect πi of respondent i as

πi =
∑

p′∈Pi\p(i)

W
(
p′)

W
(
Pi

) − W (p (i))

(
Ap(i)

i − Ap′
i

)
.

Partisan affect πi reflects the extent to which respondent i
expresses a more favorable attitude toward her own party
than toward other parties.

We define affective polarization � as the weighted aver-
age of respondents’ partisan affect:

� =
∑
i∈N

wi

W
(
P

)πi.

If there are two parties and all respondents state their af-
fect toward both, then affective polarization � is the differ-
ence between weighted mean own-party affect and weighted
mean other-party affect, as in Iyengar et al. (2019).7 In the

4Keith et al. (1992) discuss the interpretation of “leaners.”
5Druckman and Levendusky (2019) study the interpretation of such

questions.
6We iteratively define P and N after excluding parties with zero affili-

ates in N from P .
7In this case,

� =
∑
i∈N

wi

W (P )
Ap(i)

i −
∑
i∈N

wi

W (P )
AP\p(i)

i .
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multi-party case, our definition is similar to ones adopted by
(Gidron et al., 2019b, 2020, equations 1 and 2); (Reiljan,
2020, equation 3); and (Harteveld, 2021, equation 1).8

We obtain data on various potential explanatory variables
at the level of the country and year from a range of sources
that are detailed in appendix A.7. We try to collect variables
that can be measured reasonably well across different coun-
tries and years, and that have been linked in the literature
to the rise in affective polarization. Though not exhaustive,
we believe that the variables we collect reflect many of the
important factors that meet these criteria.

III. Comparison of Trends in Affective Polarization

Figure 1 shows the time path of affective polarization in
each of the twelve countries that we study. Plot markers in-
dicate the response scaling in the original survey question.
The depicted intervals constitute a uniform 95% confidence
band for affective polarization, computed following Montiel
Olea and Plagborg-Møller (2019).

Each plot depicts an estimated linear time trend and re-
ports its slope. For no country does the uniform confi-
dence band contain the linear fit, indicating that the linear
fit should be taken only as a convenient summary of the av-
erage change, not as a complete description of the dynamics
of the series.9 Each plot also reports the 95% confidence in-
terval for the slope of the linear trend, computed following
Imbens and Kolesár (2016). Although these intervals and
associated p-values are designed for small-sample settings
(using an adjustment from Bell & McCaffrey, 2002), we nev-
ertheless suggest interpreting statements of statistical signif-
icance regarding the linear trends with caution, especially
for countries with relatively few survey years.

Consistent with the existing evidence (e.g., Iyengar et al.,
2019), figure 1 shows that affective polarization grew rapidly
in the United States over the sample period. The estimated
linear trend is 5.6 points per decade (p-value < 0.001). For
comparison, the standard deviation in partisan affect in the
base period of 1978 was 26.7.

Five other countries—Switzerland, France, Denmark,
Canada, and New Zealand—exhibit a smaller positive trend.
The trend is statistically significant for Denmark. Switzer-
land’s is the largest trend of the five, with a slope of 5.1
points per decade (p-value = 0.090). Panel A of table 1
shows that we can reject the (pairwise) equality of linear
trends between the United States and each of the five other
countries with a positive trend, except Switzerland.

The remaining six countries—Japan, Australia, Britain,
Norway, Sweden, and Germany—exhibit a negative linear
trend, which is statistically significant for Sweden and Ger-

8See also Wagner (2021, section 4.1).
9Some countries appear to exhibit cyclicality in affective polarization. In

some of these countries (e.g., Britain), the surveys we rely on coincide with
elections, suggesting that election years themselves are not the source of
the apparent cyclicality.

many. Germany exhibits the largest negative trend, equal to
3.7 points per decade (p-value < 0.001), which can be com-
pared to a standard deviation in partisan affect in the base
period of 1977 of 25.4. Panel A of table 1 shows that we can
reject the (pairwise) equality of trends between the United
States and each of the six countries with a negative linear
trend.

Appendix figure 2 breaks down the trends in affective po-
larization into affect toward the respondent’s own party and
affect toward other parties. Consistent with an existing liter-
ature on negative partisanship (e.g., Abramowitz & Webster,
2018), affect towards other parties decreased at a rate of 6.2
points per decade (p-value < 0.001) in the United States, a
more negative linear trend than in any other country in our
sample.

Panel C of table 1 shows estimated linear trends separately
for the periods before and after 2000. After 2000, all coun-
tries except Britain and Germany exhibit a positive linear
trend, with the United States having the largest estimated
trend among all sample countries. We can reject the (pair-
wise) equality of post-2000 linear trends between the United
States and Australia, Norway, and Germany.

Figure 2 shows the time path of affective polarization
when restricting attention to the two largest parties in each
survey round and to a set of surveys with the same two
largest parties. The estimated trend changes sign for Canada
and Japan. In this specification Japan exhibits a large, pos-
itive linear trend, more positive than that for the United
States, though estimated using only three surveys.

Our baseline sample excludes “leaners” who provide a
party affiliation only when prompted a second time. Recall
that we exclude this group from our main sample because
not all surveys include a second prompt. For those countries
where it is feasible, appendix figure 3 shows the time path of
affective polarization when including “leaners.” In this exer-
cise, the United States remains the country with the largest
linear trend. Appendix figure 4 shows the time path of affec-
tive polarization when assigning party affiliation based on
the party toward which the respondent reports the most pos-
itive affect. In this exercise, the United States and Switzer-
land are tied (at reporting precision) for the largest linear
trend.

Our baseline estimates of affective polarization also de-
pend on an affine transformation of responses into a common
scale. Appendix figure 5 shows the time path of affective
polarization when we coarsen reported affect to a five-point
scale so that surveys do not differ in the fineness of the af-
fect scale. In this specification, the linear trend is more posi-
tive for Switzerland than for the United States. Appendix fig-
ure 6 compares the time path of affective polarization in the
United States measured from the survey question we use in
our main analysis with the time path of affective polarization
measured from an alternative survey question with a differ-
ent response scale asked in a subset of survey years. The
estimated trends differ by 1.2 points per decade (SE = 0.7),
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FIGURE 1.—TRENDS IN AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION BY COUNTRY

The plot shows our estimates of affective polarization � as defined in section II. In each plot, one point represents one survey. The line displays a fitted bivariate linear regression line with affective polarization as the
dependent variable and survey year as the independent variable. Each plot reports the estimated slope (change per year) and the corresponding 95% confidence interval computed following Imbens and Kolesár (2016).
The error bars display a 95% uniform confidence band for affective polarization in the given country, constructed following the plug-in sup-t method described in Montiel Olea and Plagborg-Møller (2019), under the

assumption that estimates are independent across surveys. These calculations use 1000 simulation draws and estimate the standard error of affective polarization in a given survey as

√∑
i∈N

(
wi

W (P)

)2
(πi − �) 2 .

which can be compared to a baseline trend of 6.4 points per
decade. Appendix figure 7 compares measured affective po-
larization between our data sources and those in the CSES.

Panel B of table 1 reports the estimated trends and confi-
dence intervals for the sensitivity analyses in appendix fig-
ures 3–5.

IV. Comparison of Trends in Potential
Explanatory Factors

Figure 3 presents evidence on trends in potential explana-
tory factors. Each panel corresponds to a different group of
variables. Each plot within a panel corresponds to a differ-
ent variable. Each plot is a scatterplot where the y-axis is the
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FIGURE 2.—TRENDS IN AFFECTIVE POLARIZATION BY COUNTRY – TOP TWO PARTIES

The plot shows our estimates of affective polarization � as defined in section II. In each survey, we restrict the universe of parties P to the two parties p with the largest weighted number of respondents W(p)
identifying with that party. We plot only those surveys in which the set of top two parties coincides with the modal set across all survey years for the given country. In each plot, one point represents one survey. The
line displays a fitted bivariate linear regression line with affective polarization as the dependent variable and survey year as the independent variable. Each plot reports the estimated slope (change per year) and the
corresponding 95% confidence interval computed following Imbens and Kolesár (2016).

estimated linear trend in affective polarization, the x-axis is
the estimated linear trend in the explanatory variable, and an
observation is a country. Each plot also reports the Spearman
rank correlation between the two trends and the p-value from
a permutation test of the statistical significance of the rank
correlation. The line of best fit is also plotted. Appendix fig-

ure 8 plots the individual series for each of the explanatory
variables that we consider.

With only twelve countries in our sample, it is diffi-
cult to draw firm conclusions about the association between
trends in affective polarization and trends in explanatory fac-
tors, especially because trends in explanatory variables are
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FIGURE 3.—TRENDS IN POTENTIAL EXPLANATORY VARIABLES

Each plot is a scatterplot. The y-axis variable is the estimated linear trend in affective polarization reported in figure 1. The x-axis variable is the estimated linear trend in the explanatory variable reported in
appendix figure 8, subject to the sample restrictions detailed there. The rank correlation is the Spearman rank correlation between the y-axis and x-axis variables. The rank p-value is for a test of the hypothesis that the
rank of the linear slope of affective polarization is independent of the rank of the linear slope of the explanatory variable. The test statistic is the Spearman rank correlation and the p-value is computed via permutation,
except in the case of exact ties in the ranks when we use the AS89 approximation (Best & Roberts, 1975). The solid line is the line of best least-squares fit to the scatterplot. See appendix figure 8 for plots of the
available data for each country and explanatory variable and appendix A.7 for additional details on data sources and construction.

correlated across countries. Moreover, our analysis necessar-
ily includes only a subset of the potentially important fac-
tors. Appendix table 1 reports the pairwise Spearman rank
correlation across the linear trends in the explanatory vari-
ables used in figure 3, and appendix figure 9 presents scat-
terplots for additional potential explanatory variables.

Panel A of figure 3 considers economic and media-related
variables. A number of authors (e.g., Payne, 2017; Pearl-
stein, 2018) have linked polarization in the United States
to growing inequality and other related economic changes.
Similarly, a number of authors (e.g., Lelkes et al., 2017;
Sunstein, 2017; Settle, 2018) have linked polarization in the
United States to the rise of digital media, and others (e.g.,
Duca & Saving, 2017; Martin & Yurukoglu, 2017) have
linked the growth in polarization to the rise of partisan ca-
ble news networks in the United States.10 None of the plots
in panel A of figure 3 exhibits a statistically significant rank
correlation between the linear trend in the explanatory vari-
able and the linear trend in affective polarization.

Panel B of figure 3 considers demographic and political
variables. Many authors (e.g., Mason, 2016, 2018; Valentino
& Zhirkov, 2018; Abramowitz, 2018; Mason & Wronski,
2018; Westwood & Peterson, 2020) have suggested connec-
tions between affective polarization and racial and other so-
cial divisions.11 The linear trend in the share foreign-born
has a negative and statistically insignificant rank correla-
tion with the linear trend in affective polarization. The linear
trend in the nonwhite share of the population has a positive

10But see also, for example, Arceneaux and Johnson (2013).
11See also Craig et al. (2018); Bertrand and Kamenica (2018); and

Desmet and Wacziarg (2021).

rank correlation with the linear trend in affective polariza-
tion, with an associated p-value of 0.052.

There is also evidence of growing partisan-ideological
sorting in the United States in recent decades (e.g., Fiorina &
Abrams, 2008; Levendusky, 2009; Fiorina, 2016, 2017), and
this may have influenced the growth in affective polariza-
tion (e.g., Webster & Abramowitz, 2017; Lelkes, 2018; Orr
& Huber, 2020).12 The linear trend in partisan-ideological
sorting has a positive and statistically insignificant rank cor-
relation with the linear trend in affective polarization.

Elite polarization increased in the United States over the
period we study (e.g., McCarty et al., 2006) and changes in
elite polarization may influence affective polarization (e.g.,
Banda & Cluverius, 2018).13 The linear trend in elite po-
larization has a positive and statistically significant rank
correlation with the linear trend in affective polarization
(p-value = 0.011).

V. Conclusion

The main contribution of our paper is to situate the rapid
rise in affective polarization in the United States over the

12See Fiorina (2017, chapter 8) for a discussion of cross-country dif-
ferences in sorting, and see Kevins and Soroka (2018) and Adams et al.
(2012a) for studies on partisan sorting in Canada and Britain respectively.

13See also Rehm and Reilly (2010). Elite polarization may of course
be influenced by affective polarization as well as the reverse. Within the
United States, some aspects of the growth in elite polarization, such as
the realignment of the parties in the South following the civil rights era,
seem to originate at least in part in the strategic choices of political elites
rather than the shifting views of voters themselves (Fiorina & Abrams,
2008, p. 581; Levendusky, 2009, 2010; Lupu, 2015; Banda & Cluverius,
2018). Regarding the Southern realignment, see Black and Black (2002);
Valentino and Sears (2005); and Kuziemko and Washington (2018).

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://direct.m

it.edu/rest/article-pdf/106/2/557/2351541/rest_a_01160.pdf by U
niversity of Toronto user on 16 M

ay 2024



564 THE REVIEW OF ECONOMICS AND STATISTICS

preceding four decades in an international context. Accord-
ing to our baseline estimates, the United States experienced
the most rapid growth in affective polarization over this pe-
riod among the twelve OECD countries we consider, with
five other countries experiencing smaller increases in polar-
ization, and six experiencing declines in polarization.

A secondary contribution of our paper is to examine the
relationship between trends in affective polarization and
trends in a set of potential explanatory variables. In some
cases (e.g., the nonwhite share of the population and elite
polarization), there is evidence of a positive association be-
tween the trend in the explanatory variable and the trend
in affective polarization; in other cases (e.g., inequality,
the trade share of GDP, and internet penetration), there is
not.

Our analysis has important limitations. Differences in sur-
vey format, political systems, and other factors make cross-
country comparisons of affective polarization challenging.
Well-known limitations of cross-country data (e.g., Mankiw,
1995) make it difficult to reach firm conclusions about the
causal role of different explanatory factors. Furthermore,
though we have attempted to measure variables that capture
many of the most prominent explanations for the rise in af-
fective polarization in the United States, we have not mea-
sured all of them. For example, an existing literature relates
mass polarization to the extent to which a person’s political
party is aligned with other aspects of the person’s identity,
such as their race or religion (Mason, 2016, 2018; Mason &
Wronski, 2018). Measuring this type of social sorting in a
comparable way across countries, and relating trends in so-
cial sorting to the long-term trends in affective polarization
that we have documented here, seems an interesting direc-
tion for future work.14

14Harteveld (2021) studies the relationship between affective polariza-
tion and measures of social sorting in a panel of countries drawn from the
CSES.
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