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CROSSING PARTY LINES 

Affective Polarization Turns Disagreement 
Into Social Threat 

Research on partisan dislike, distrust, avoidance, hostility, and social separation 

CPL research claim 
Studies on affective polarization demonstrate that people increasingly view those with opposing 
viewpoints not just as wrong, but as threatening—leading to avoidance, hostility, and isolation. 
 

Bottom line 
Affective polarization refers to the emotional and social divide between political groups: people feel warmer 
toward their own side and colder, more distrustful, or more hostile toward the opposing side. It is different 
from ideological polarization, which concerns distance on policy positions. People can disagree strongly 
without dehumanizing one another, and they can also dislike one another even when their policy differences 
are smaller than they assume. 

Research in the United States documents substantial growth in negative feelings toward opposing partisans 
over recent decades. Partisans increasingly attribute unfavorable traits to the other side, prefer social 
distance, and discriminate on the basis of party identity. Threat perceptions are an important part of this 
pattern, although scholars caution that the relationship between affective polarization and the most extreme 
outcomes—such as political violence or democratic backsliding—is not simple or uniform. 

What the research shows 

1. Political identity operates as a social identity 
Party affiliation is not only a set of policy preferences. It can function as a group identity that shapes whom 
people trust, like, and consider morally acceptable. As party identity has become more closely aligned with 
race, religion, geography, education, and cultural identity, political disagreement can feel like rejection of 
one’s community and way of life. 

2. Out-party dislike has increased 
Long-running survey measures show a widening emotional gap between feelings toward one’s own party and 
the opposing party. Much of the change reflects growing dislike of the out-party rather than steadily increasing 
affection for the in-party. This is why scholars sometimes describe contemporary partisanship in terms of 
“negative partisanship.” 

3. Partisans exaggerate how extreme and hostile the other side is 
People often overestimate the opposing party’s policy extremity, social hostility, and rejection of democratic 
norms. These misperceptions can create a feedback loop: if the other side is assumed to hate, threaten, or 
dehumanize us, avoidance and defensive hostility begin to feel justified. 



CPL Research Brief 4  |  Prepared July 2026 

4. Affective polarization influences social behavior 
Experimental studies find partisan bias in nonpolitical judgments, including evaluations of résumés, 
scholarship applicants, and potential social relationships. Survey research finds reluctance to date, marry, 
socialize with, or live near opposing partisans. The strength of these effects varies by context and measure, 
but the evidence shows that political identity can spill into ordinary social life. 

5. Threat perceptions are associated with stronger polarization 
When people believe the opposing group threatens their safety, status, values, rights, or national identity, 
negative out-party feelings tend to intensify. Political messages that portray every contest as existential can 
therefore increase fear and moral hostility. At the same time, not every person with cold feelings toward the 
other party supports violence or rejects democracy; those outcomes require separate measurement. 

What this supports in CPL’s model 
• Addressing how people think and feel about political opponents—not only what policies they support. 
• Helping participants distinguish an individual person from a stereotype about an entire political group. 
• Creating direct experiences that correct exaggerated assumptions about the motives, values, and hostility 

of the other side. 
• Encouraging curiosity about the experiences and moral concerns behind a viewpoint. 
• Reducing unnecessary threat signals while allowing genuine risks and substantive disagreements to be 

named. 
• Building relationships and communities in which political difference does not automatically require social 

separation. 
• Measuring success in part through reduced contempt, avoidance, and dehumanization—not through 

forced policy agreement. 

Important qualifications 
The phrase “people increasingly view opponents as threatening” is broadly consistent with the literature, but it 
should not imply that every American is intensely polarized or that affective polarization rises in a straight line 
on every measure. Scholars debate how much reported partisan dislike reflects genuine personal animosity, 
expressive survey responding, elite cues, or dislike of political parties as institutions. 

Researchers also caution against treating lower affective polarization as a complete solution to democratic 
conflict. People may become warmer toward opponents without changing support for undemocratic behavior, 
and interventions aimed at democratic norms do not always reduce partisan dislike. CPL can credibly claim to 
address an important part of the problem without claiming that dialogue alone resolves every political danger. 

A careful public-facing statement 

Political division is increasingly emotional and social, not only ideological. 
Many people distrust, avoid, or stereotype opposing partisans, often 
imagining them as more extreme and threatening than they are. Constructive 
contact can help restore a more accurate and human view of one another. 
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