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Abstract 

 

Many have noted increased levels of political polarization and sorting in the United States over 

the past couple of decades—most prominently at the elite level but also increasingly at the mass 

level.  We explore whether the nature and intensity of political advertising, often blamed for 

many of the ills that supposedly plague our democracy, has any impact on polarization at the 

mass level.   Political advertising has become increasingly negative and thus may be increasingly 

exposing people to the idea that the parties disagree on the issues of the day, potentially leading 

citizens to believe that the parties are far from each other.  That said, this process may be at work 

only in certain parts of the country.  Accordingly, we explore the possibility that political 

polarization is stronger in those states receiving high volumes of advertising year after year, 

though we condition our argument by noting that political advertising is not necessarily filled 

with partisan cheering content, and effects may be asymmetric across partisans or only 

influential on opposing partisans.  This study also allow us to explore the possibility that political 

advertising has longer term effects than the ones currently studied in examinations that focus on 

advertising impact during or immediately following particular elections in particular years. Our 

data on the volume of ads aired extend back to 1998 and come from both the Wisconsin 

Advertising Project and the Wesleyan Media Project.  We combine these data with survey data 

from the Pew Research Center that were gathered in 2014.  Ultimately, we find little impact of 

advertising on political polarization. 

 

  



3 

 

The Long-Term and Geographically-Constrained Effects of Political Advertising on 

Political Polarization 

 

Television advertising is the most visible part of most election campaigns and, in most 

competitive races, draws the largest share of campaign dollars.  Although researchers have 

looked at a variety of questions when it comes to the use and impact of television advertising, 

there has been a particular scholarly focus on the impact of negative advertising.  Initially 

spurred by the finding that negative advertising was the culprit for the decline in voter turnout 

that occurred in the United States in the last half of the 20th century (Ansolabehere et al. 1994), 

the normative and empirical debate around advertising tone has now spanned over two decades.   

Using lab experiments, field experiments, natural experiments, surveys, ad tracking information, 

and aggregate election results in a variety of years and in a variety of races, scholars have 

examined the effect that advertising volume and tone have on turnout and a series of citizen 

attitudes toward government and society.  

  At the same time that many scholars were focused on determining whether television 

advertising was the culprit for too little engagement and too much cynicism, others were focused 

on the question of whether people are too intense and too passionate about politics.   Namely, in 

recent years, concern has emerged and debate occasionally raged about increasing polarization 

among Americans. Scholars like Fiorina have argued that claims about the degree of polarization 

are overwrought and that the consistency among ideologues and partisan is a function of sorting 

(Fiorina and Abrams 2008).  On the other hand, scholars like Abramowitz argue that the 

increased consistency among partisan and ideologues is part of the movement of mass opinion 

from the center to the extremes (Abramowitz and Saunders 2008).  

  Both of these scholarly debates—on polarization and on the impact of television 

advertsing—have achieved unusual levels of attention outside the scholarly world as the news 

media and think tanks have discussed, and foundations have funded, a variety of studies on the 

nature of both.  That said, no matter the method, studies of advertising have focused on short-

term effects, and there has been no scholarship that has examined the effect of campaigns, in 

general, and television advertising, in particular, on political polarization.  

  While we have been as guilty as any of focusing on short-term effects, it is logical to 

assume that the nature of advertising over the long term and over many elections may influence 

long-term trends such as polarization.  There are certainly many possible reasons for the fact that 

partisan attitudes have hardened and that there is less overlap in issue positions across the 

partisan spectrum.  We wonder whether exposure to more advertising, in general, and more 

negative and contrast advertising, in particular, which by definition is defined to drive a voter 

away from the other party, influences levels of polarization.   

 It is especially important to examine this potential connection between political 

advertising and political polarization at the mass level in today’s campaign environment.  In 

recent years, the volume of advertising has skyrocketed (Fowler and Ridout 2012), thanks in part 

to the involvement of independent groups, which have been able to accept unlimited 

contributions and spend that money on ads in highly competitive races.  Moreover, the tone of 

advertising has become increasingly negative, thanks again—at least in part—to the increase 

involvement of outside groups (Fowler and Ridout 2012).   
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Literature   
Research on polarization in the U.S. focuses, by and large, on policy preferences. At the 

elite level, there is strong evidence that Democrats and Republicans in Congress are further apart 

than they once were—that there are few centrists anymore (Bond and Fleisher 2000; M. 

Hetherington 2001; McCarty, Poole, and Rosenthal 2006).  There is less agreement, however, on 

the extent to which the American mass public has polarized over the past few decades.  Some 

suggest that the American public, by and large, is centrist.  The bimodal distribution of opinion 

seen in Congress just isn’t seen in the American public (Fiorina and Abrams 2008).  Yet, that 

doesn’t discount the possibility that there are fewer people in the middle now—and more people 

at the extremes—than in the past.  Indeed, there is some evidence of this type of pattern.  

Abramowitz and Saunders (2008) finds that the differences between Democrats and Republicans 

in terms of their issue positions is much more stark than they were in the 1970s.  Levendusky 

(2009a) also finds evidence of some, though not large, individual-level conversion—Democrats 

moving to the left on issues and Republicans moving to the right.   

 For others, such a pattern is not evidence of polarization—that people are moving away 

from the center to take more extreme positions—but rather evidence of party-driven sorting 

(Baldassarri and Gelman 2008; Fiorina and Abrams 2008; M. J. Hetherington 2009; Levendusky 

2009b).  That is, as the parties have become more ideologically polarized at the elite level—

people with conservative issue positions now identify as Republicans and people with more 

liberal issue positions identify as Democrats.  In other words, there is much more alignment 

nowadays between issue positions and party identification.   Some, however, suggest that this 

process of party-driven sorting is driven by those who are sophisticated enough to understand the 

positions of party elites (Layman and Carsey 2002).   

 More recent research has examined outcomes beyond ideology or issue positions.  

Research on social polarization, for instance, examines such factors as partisan identity, affect 

toward political objects and political bias (Mason 2015).  The evidence in favor of social 

polarization—similar to the affective polarization described by Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes 

(2012)—seems to be stronger than the evidence in favor of issue polarization.  And thus even 

though issue polarization has been constrained—and there remain many centrists—the U.S. is 

still bitterly divided when it comes to its affective responses to the Democratic and Republican 

parties. 

 

Role of Media and Campaigns 

 One big question driving research on polarization is the question of the media’s role in 

the process, and most especially, the role of partisan news sources.  There is mounting evidence 

that people are moving to news sources most likely to be friendly to their own points of view 

(Hollander 2008). People prefer to hear about candidates with which they expect to agree—but 

seems to only hold on the Republican side in 2000 (Iyengar et al. 2008). 

 There is speculation that selective exposure into likeminded media sources could further 

polarize audience for news (Iyengar and Hahn 2009).  Levendusky’s (2013) experimental work 

backs this expectation, as exposure to likeminded news moved those people on the ends of the 

ideological spectrum and made them even more extreme; however, Arceneaux and Johnson’s 

(2013) work suggests that those tuning into partisan cable outlets are already polarized and that it 

is forced exposure to opposing partisan media that creates polarization. 
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 Little research has examined specifically the role of the campaign in leading to 

polarization, with one exception.  Iyengar, Sood and Lelkes (2012) suggest that the information 

environment can make partisan identities more salient, which can lead to affective polarization.  

They make a case for this in a few different ways.  First, they find that affective polarization, 

measured in terms of people’s favorability toward the political parties, increased over the course 

of the 2008 campaign.  Second, they found more affective polarization in battleground states—

those presumably receiving more messages that heighten partisanship—in the 2004 and 2008 

campaigns.  Finally, they found that the volume of negative advertising in a state in 2004 was 

positively related to affective polarization in that state. 

 

Expectations 

We follow Iyengar and colleagues (2012) in positing that exposure to more political 

advertising increases the salience of a voter’s identity as a partisan.  Although it is true that most 

candidates in the U.S. do not mention their own partisan labels in their political advertising (89 

percent of federal advertising in 2014 did not mention a party, only 4 percent of ads mentioned 

the word liberal and 8 percent mentioned the word conservative; similarly only about 11 percent 

of Senate ad airings and 12 percent of House airings in 2012 mentioned a party label), ads do 

sometimes attack the other party. Importantly, we do not believe that mention of a party label is 

essential for increasing the salience of partisan identities.  For most people, an ad approved by 

Barack Obama that attacks Mitt Romney is likely to result in the same partisan cheering or 

defensiveness as a Democratic ad that attacks Republicans. The candidates’ party labels are 

known, and indeed, the candidates themselves are almost inseparable from them.  Thus, most 

political advertising, provided the candidates’ party labels are known, is likely to raise the 

salience of partisan identities. 

 There is, however, a second possible mechanism linking advertising exposure with 

polarization.  Advertising may also inform one about differences between the parties.  These 

better informed voters, then, may be better able to express opinions consistent with the positions 

of their own political parties, which are highly distinct in today’s political environment.   

 It is also plausible that certain types of ads—namely, negative and contrast ads—may be 

more likely to polarize.  Although much research examines only the impact of negative ads, we 

believe it makes sense to lump contrast ads—those that mention both competing candidates—

with negative ads in this context.  Indeed, contrast ads may be even more likely than negative ads 

to heighten the salience of partisan identities as they explicitly make comparisons between 

candidates aligned with the two parties.   

 We suggest that negative and contrast ads may lead to polarization because they increase 

the salience of partisan identities.  Iyengar and colleagues (2012) posit that “greater exposure to 

the harsh rhetoric of political campaigns is one potential explanation of affective polarization.”  

One additional reason for this is that the news media tend to amplify the negative messages 

coming from campaigns much more than the positive messages (Fowler and Ridout 2009; Geer 

2010; Ridout and Smith 2008).  Thus, negative and contrast advertising may increase partisan 

salience simply by increasing the amount of coverage of advertising.  Second, positive ads are 

less likely to focus on issues than are negative ads (Geer 2006), and thus negativity may do a 

better job of educating voters about where their own party stands than positivity.   

 Finally, it may be the case that certain types of people are more open to polarization as a 

result of their exposure to political advertising.  We speculate, first, that political advertising 

might be more prone to affect the views of younger people—who typically have less strong 
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partisan attachments (Krosnick and Alwin 1989).  Thus, whereas there may be little chance to 

alter what a 65-year-old thinks about the political parties, there may be considerable opportunity 

for advertising to change a 25-year-old’s views of the parties.  Second, people with attachments 

to the different parties may respond differently to advertising from candidates affiliated with 

their own party and candidates from the other party.  We suggest that more advertising from the 

party one is affiliated with is more likely to result in polarization as one is more likely to find 

claims about the other party’s unlikeability or extreme views more credible. 

 

Data and Methods 

 We draw on the multi-part, nationally representative Pew Research Center polarization 

survey fielded January 23 through March 16, 2014.  Pew surveyed over 10,000 adults, but many 

of the questions, including many of our dependent variables assessing polarization, were only 

asked of a third of the sample.  We generate multiple measures of polarization: evaluative 

assessments (the extent to which citizens believe the parties are too extreme or a threat, etc.), 

affective assessments (the extent to which respondents feel happy with a marriage match to a 

similar partisan and very unhappy with a marriage match to an opposing party) and issue 

assessments (the extent to which citizens agree with partisan positions).   

 We draw on several questions to create the evaluative polarization measures: 1) “Do you 

think the [Republican/Democratic] Party is too extreme?” 2) “Do you think the 

[Republican/Democratic] Party is [too willing to cut government programs, even when they 

work/too often sees government as the only way to solve problems]” and 3) “Would you say that 

the [Republican/Democratic] Party’s policies are so misguided that they threaten the nation’s 

well-being, or wouldn’t you go that far?”  Responses to all six questions were recoded such that 

agreement with the statement was given a 1 whereas disagreement with the statement was given 

a 0 and “don’t knows” and refusals to answer were excluded.  

 In addition, respondents were asked, “Think about how Barack Obama and Republican 

leaders should address the most important issues facing the country. Imagine a scale from zero to 

100 where 100 means Obama gets everything he wants and Republican leaders get nothing they 

want, and zero means Republican leaders get everything and Obama gets nothing. Where on this 

scale from zero to 100 do you think they should end up?”  We recode responses into a 

“compromise” measure equal to the absolute value of 50 minus the respondent’s answer and 

rescale that so the variable is continuous, ranging from 0 to 1, where 0 represents the answer of a 

50/50 split (the least polarized position) and 1 represents either Obama or Republican leaders 

getting everything (the most polarized position).  The evaluative polarization index is the average 

of these seven measures together. 

 Affective polarization is measured through a respondent’s feelings about cross-party 

marriage.  The question wording was “First, how do you think you would react if a member of 

your immediate family told you they were going to marry a [Republican/Democrat]? Would you 

be generally happy about this, generally unhappy, or wouldn’t it matter to you at all?”  We 

recode “unhappy” responses to 1, “happy” responses to -1 and “doesn’t matter” responses to 0, 

again excluding “don’t knows.”  The affective polarization measure is the absolute value of the 

Republican response minus the Democratic response, which sets those who are “happy” with one 

type of partisan match but “unhappy” with the opposing partisan match as 2s (the most 

polarized), those who are happy or unhappy with one match but not bothered by the other as 1s 

and those who are uniformly happy, unhappy or not bothered by both matches as 0s (the least 

polarized).   
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 Issue polarization was trickier to measure in the Pew dataset as respondents were not 

asked how much they agreed with various issue positions but rather were asked to choose 

between two competing positions.  For example, respondents were asked which of the two 

statements comes closest to their view, “This country should do whatever it takes to protect the 

environment” or “This country has gone too far in its efforts to protect the environment.”  From 

these pairwise statement agreement questions, we selected three more that contained specific 

policies upon which the two parties have commonly identified positions and created a summed 

measures of the number of times respondents agreed with Republican positions (coded as 1 while 

the Democratic position or those answering “both equally” were both set to 0) and vice versa for 

Democratic positions.  The other three statements were: 1) “Stricter environmental laws and 

regulations cost too many jobs and hurt the economy” or “Stricter environmental laws and 

regulations are worth the cost”, 2) “Homosexuality should be accepted by society,” or 

“Homosexuality should be discouraged by society”, and 3) “It’s not the government’s job to 

protect people from themselves” or “Sometimes laws to protect people from themselves are 

necessary.”  We thus were able to create two indexes, one measuring the extent to which the 

respondent consistently agreed with the Republican Party and the other measuring the extent to 

which the respondent consistently agreed with the Democratic Party. 

For our key independent variables, we capitalized on the advertising data from the 

Wisconsin Advertising Project and the Wesleyan Media Project’s collections, spanning the time 

period from 1998 to 2012.  Both rely on data from Campaign Media Analysis Group (CMAG) 

tracking.  Using the advertising data, we created several measures at the media market level, 

including the total volume of advertising and the total volume of negative and contrast ads.  Only 

presidential and federal ads (U.S. and U.S. House) for or on behalf of the two major party 

candidates were included in these measures.  One of our independent variables contain only 

advertising aired in 2012, while the other contains ads aired between 1998 and 2012.  This latter 

measure was modified using an exponential decay function, such that each cycle’s worth of ads 

is weighted less than the more recent period’s volume to account for the fact that more recent 

advertising should factor more heavily in influencing opinion.1  Because ad tracking data were 

only available for the top 75 media markets in the country in 1998 and 2000, we limit analyses 

relying on counts of ads from 1998-2012 to only those respondents living in those 75 media 

markets—about 80 percent of the U.S. population.  Several survey questions were also used to 

control for respondents’ partisanship, age, sex, educational level, and race (measured as an 

indicator for white). 

We estimate five sets of models predicting 1) the evaluative polarization index, 2) the 

evaluative polarization compromise scale question on its own, 3) the affective polarization 

combined measure, and the issue polarization agreement with the 4) Democratic Party and with 

the 5) Republican Party.  For each dependent variable, we estimate one model that includes 2012 

advertising only and one that includes advertising from 1998-2012 (with a decay function) for 

the top 75 markets only. We also examine specifications that include total volume only along 

with specifications that include the count of negative and contrast ads with a control for total 

volume. In addition, we estimate these models using only those respondents age 35 and under, 

and we estimate these models separately for Democrats, Republicans and independents.  Because 

the dependent variable ranges from 0 to 1 for the evaluative and affective polarization measures, 

we used a generalized linear model with a binomial link function.  For the two issue polarization 

                                                 
1 Specifically, we set the exponential decay rate at 0.5 such that advertising from the previous cycle factors into the 

total count at roughly 60 percent, and ads from two cycles back are factored in at 37 percent, etc. 
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measures, we used an ordered logit model because the dependent variable is an ordinal scale.  

For all models, we clustered at the media market to account for non-independence of 

observations. 

 

Results 
 One thing is clear from our ad data:  there is great variation in the volume of campaign 

messages that people are exposed to depending on where they live.  Thus, there is real potential 

for variation in how much partisan identities are made salient—and thus how much polarization 

may take place.  Figure 1 shows the distribution of federal ad volumes by market in 2012.  It 

ranges from 0 in places such as Eugene, Oregon, and Cheyenne, Wyoming to over 140,000 ads 

in Las Vegas.  The median market received 7,953 airings of federal ads in 2012. 

 

 

Figure 1: Distribution of Ads by Market in 2012 

 
 

Figure 2 displays the total ad volume in federal races from 1998 to 2012 for the 75 largest media 

markets in the U.S.   Again, the range is quite large—from 17,500 ad airings across those eight 

election cycles in San Francisco to almost 350,000 ad airings in Las Vegas.  Clearly, some 

markets are being pelted with advertising year after year, while other markets are largely being 

ignored. 
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Figure 2:  Distribution of Ads by Market from 1998-2012 (Top 75 Markets) 

 

 
 

 

 But does that variation in ad volumes have an impact on political polarization?  Recall 

that, with other individual-level factors held constant, we expected a greater volume of 

advertising in one’s media market to result in greater polarization, but the model estimates in 

Table 1 lend no support to that expectation.  The volume of advertising as measures in 2012 is 

unrelated to any of the five polarization measures, and the volume of advertising from 1998 to 

2012 (weighted more heavily in more recent elections) is negatively related to two of the 

measures: the evaluative polarization index and our measure of affective polarization, which 

measures people’s unhappiness with a family member marrying someone affiliated with a 

different political party.  In short, we find no evidence backing our expectations that increased 

advertising volumes, either in the previous election or across many election cycles, leads to more 

polarization.   
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Table 1: Impact of Advertising Counts on Measures of 

Polarization 

 

Evaluative Polarization-Compromise 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 0.743 1.111 -1.811 2.233 

     

Evaluative Polarization-Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count -0.110 0.536 

-1.903 0.961** 

     

Affective Polarization-Marriage 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count -2.226 1.371 -7.088 3.454** 

     

Issue Polarization-Republican Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count -0.771 0.779 -1.315 1.976 

     

Issue Polarization-Democratic Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 0.422 0.850 0.214 2.036 

     

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

 But perhaps it’s not the volume of advertising that matters most, but its tone.  We 

speculated earlier that negative and contrast advertising, which serves to highlight differences 

between the political parties, might be driver of polarization much more than positive 

advertising, which often focuses on the personal characteristics of the candidates.  Table 2 speaks 

to this idea, showing some support for the idea that increased numbers of negative and contrast 

ads lead to additional polarization.   The volume of negative ads in 2012 led to increases in the 

affective polarization measure and in perceptions of Republican issue polarization.  The volume 

of ads across the 1998-2012 time span (again, weighting more recent years more heavily) also 

predicted greater perceptions of Republican issue polarization.  These effects, however, did not 
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extend to our measure of Democratic issue polarization—nor did it extend to our two measures 

of evaluative polarization.   

 

Table 2: Impact of Negative Advertising Counts on Measures of Polarization 

 

Evaluative Polarization-Compromise 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total Count 14.245 14.652 6.494 22.199 
Neg-Con Count -16.450 17.995 -10.753 27.703 
     

Evaluative Polarization-Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total Count 1.305 6.455 1.955 8.448 
Neg-Con Count -1.722 7.875 -4.980 10.637 
     

Affective Polarization-Marriage 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total Count -26.321 13.321** -30.950 16.495* 

Neg-Con Count 29.240 15.805* 30.702 21.441 

     

Issue Polarization-Republican Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total Count -35.686 9.865** -32.036 14.414** 

Neg-Con Count 42.451 11.829** 39.471 17.919** 

     

Issue Polarization-Democratic Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total Count 0.532 0.978 0.000 0.000 

Neg-Con Count -0.045 0.184 -0.033 0.554 

     

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

 We had also suggested that advertising might have a more pronounced effect on issue 

polarization among those who are relatively young, as their attitudes have not solidified as much 

as those who are older.  And yet table 3, which shows the impact of ad counts on the measures of 

polarization, shows no significant relationship in any of the models.  Our hypothesis receives 

absolutely no support. 
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Table 3: Impact of Advertising Counts on Measures of 

Polarization (Age 35 and Younger) 

 

Evaluative Polarization-Compromise 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 0.468 2.369 1.289 4.364 
     

Evaluative Polarization-Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 0.172 1.161 -0.070 2.321 
     

Affective Polarization-Marriage 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 2.284 3.565 -0.494 7.567 
     

Issue Polarization-Republican Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count -0.735 1.717 -0.048 3.889 
     

Issue Polarization-Democratic Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Total 

Count 0.963 1.793 1.050 3.868 
     

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

 

 Finally, we suggested that it may not be the total volume or tone of advertising that 

matters the most for polarization but the balance of Republican and Democratic advertising.  

Table 4 shows the results of several models showing the impact of the partisan balance of 

advertising (measured as Democratic minus Republican advertising) on our measures of 

polarization.  Here we find a pattern of results that we have not seen before.  Effects of 

advertising are largely limited to Republicans.  As the share of Democratic ads increases, 

Republicans are less likely to polarize on the two measures of evaluative polarization.  Another 

way to state that is that seeing an increased share of Republican ads leads Republicans to believe 

that the parties are unwilling to compromise and are too misguided and extreme.  And this is true 
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regardless of whether one uses the measure of ads across all eight election cycles or just the 2012 

measure.   

 The one other statistically significant coefficient was found for Democrats.  Democrats 

who were exposed to a greater share of Democratic advertising from 1998 to 2012 were less 

likely to see issue polarization in the Republican Party.   

 

 

Table 4: Impact of Democratic and Republican Ad Difference on Measures of 

Polarization Among Democrats, Republicans and Independents 

 

Evaluative Polarization-Compromise 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Republicans -43.958 11.942*** -81.265 21.303*** 

Democrats -10.781 12.625 -13.862 24.540 

Independents 7.008 10.947 30.492 18.622 

     

Evaluative Polarization-Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Republicans -13.553 5.684** -26.534 11.554** 

Democrats 0.055 6.276 2.230 11.852 

Independents -0.630 5.718 6.692 9.047 

     

Affective Polarization-Marriage 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Republicans 19.428 22.341 45.120 41.202 

Democrats 5.821 14.377 14.807 25.466 

Independents 18.238 14.222 34.471 31.373 

     

Issue Polarization-Republican Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Republicans -7.871 9.840 -28.670 15.659 
Democrats -2.096 8.991 -42.288 21.062** 

Independents 5.621 6.126 -14.640 12.807 

     

Issue Polarization-Democratic Index 

 2012  1998-2012  

 Coef. S.E. Coef. S.E. 

Republicans 1.871 12.734 19.474 21.502 

Democrats 0.741 8.296 33.187 16.204 

Independents -5.306 6.223 17.520 12.513 
     

*p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

 This research examines the idea that great variations in volumes of advertising in 

different media markets could vary with levels of polarization.  We hypothesized that people 

living in areas that are bombarded with ads each election cycle might be more polarized because 

the barrage of advertising would make their partisanship more salient.  In short, we found no 

evidence to support this idea, and thus was true when we just examined advertising in 2012 and 

when we examined advertising across the entire 1998-2012 time span.  Further, we hypothesized 

that greater volumes of negative and contrast advertising, which are more likely to highlight 

party differences, would similarly result in greater polarization.  There was slightly more 

evidence speaking in favor of this hypothesis, as greater volumes of negative and contrast 

advertising were associated with greater affective polarization and perceptions of Republican 

issue polarization.  Still, the impacts of negative and contrast advertising were scattered. 

 There was no support for our idea that increased ad volumes would have more impact on 

younger peoples, whose partisan identities had yet to crystallize.  In retrospect, one might 

hypothesize that there might be greater potential to make partisanship salient among older 

individuals, who have stronger partisan attachments to make salient.  But an analysis (not shown) 

of only those age 35 and older lends no support to this idea either; a greater volume of 

advertising does not lead to increased polarization among these older respondents. 

 Finally, when we broke down the analysis by the partisanship of the respondent and the 

party being endorsed by the ad, we found a few interesting findings.  Namely, the greater the 

share of Republican ads, the more polarized Republicans became, though this held only for our 

measures of evaluative polarization.   

 All told, then, it is difficult to “blame” advertising for recent political polarization in the 

United States, given the evidence that we compile.  And maybe this shouldn’t be a surprise to us 

given that most political ads in the U.S. are candidate-focused, not explicitly mentioning a 

political party, as we showed earlier.  Maybe seeing an ad about particular candidates does not 

immediately draw to mind the political parties, even though those candidates are running under 

those party labels.  Or maybe it’s the case that only the politically sophisticated are able to make 

the connection between candidates and parties.  Future research thus could test whether 

advertising might have an impact on polarization among those who have high levels of political 

knowledge.   

 There are other possibilities as well.  One is that the impact of advertising is fleeting and 

that the effects of a dose of advertising wear off quickly (Hill et al. 2013; Gerber et al. 2011).  

Keep in mind that polarization was measured over a year after Election Day 2012 in the spring of 

2014.  Perhaps if polarization had been measured in November of 2012 then the impacts of 

advertising might have been more evident.  Still, in those few instances in which advertising did 

have an impact on polarization—namely, when we examined the impact of negative and contrast 

advertising—our models that included 2012 advertising as a predictor performed no better than 

the models that included advertising spanning over a decade.  

 Another important caveat is that our measures of advertising included only federal ads—

those aired in presidential, Senate and U.S. House races.  Although we believe this is a 

defensible approach—congressional and presidential races, we believe, highlight partisanship 

much more than races for state supreme court, state senate or city council—it still might be 
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worth examining the impact of advertising in other types of races.  Unfortunately, data on 

advertising in these other races are not available consistently over the time span that we examine.   

 One of the major concerns of political scientists and policy-makes is the recent rise of 

outside group spending in federal campaigns (Franz 2012).  This has led to a situation in which 

Americans living in a small number of media markets with competitive races are seeing massive 

amounts of political advertising while those who live in place with uncompetitive races are 

seeing little to no advertising.  At the same time, political scientists and policy-makers worry 

about the increased polarization in the United States.  Yet our research is fairly clear that the two 

concerns may be unrelated to each other.     
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