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Abstract When individuals picture the two parties, what do they
think of? Given the dominant understanding of partisanship as a social
identity, understanding the content of these mental images—individu-
als’ stereotypes of the two parties—is essential, as stereotypes play an
important role in how identity affects attitudes and behaviors, percep-
tions of others, and inter-group relations. The existing literature offers
three answers to this question: one that claims that people picture the
two parties in terms of their constituent social groups, a second that
claims that people picture the two parties in terms of policy positions,
and a third that claims that people view the two parties in terms of in-
dividual traits they associate with partisans. While not mutually exclu-
sive, these theories have different implications for the effects of
partisanship and the roots of partisan animosity. This paper adjudicates
between these theories by employing a new method that measures ste-
reotype content at the collective and individual level using a conjoint
experiment. An important advantage of the conjoint measure is that it
allows for the direct comparison of the importance of different attrib-
utes, and different kinds of attributes, to the stereotype. Using a pre-
registered 2,909-person survey, I evaluate the relative importance of
issues, groups, and traits to stereotypes of partisans. I find strong evi-
dence that issue positions and ideological labels are the central ele-
ments of partisan stereotypes. I also find that individuals who hold
issue- or ideology-based stereotypes are more affectively polarized
than those whose stereotypes are rooted in groups or traits.

Political scientists increasingly view America’s contentious politics through
the lens of social identity theory (Greene 2004; Iyengar et al. 2012; Mason
2018). According to this view, contemporary American politics are so
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divisive not because of greater ideological disagreement, but because a vari-
ety of trends have led Americans to identify more strongly as partisans
(Iyengar et al. 2019). This identification leads citizens to view normal politi-
cal disagreement as an “us vs. them” conflict between an in-group and an
out-group. Given this understanding of contemporary partisanship, it is criti-
cal to understand how people perceive the political parties as social groups.
What defines “us” and what defines “them”? In other words, what is the con-
tent of our partisan stereotypes?

Existing research offers three different answers to this question; while not
mutually exclusive, each answer highlights a different kind of attribute as
central to partisan stereotypes. First, some work assumes that the mass public
pictures parties in terms of their constituent social groups (Green et al. 2002;
Ahler and Sood 2018; Kane et al. 2021). A second body of work argues that
partisans are defined in terms of their positions on high-profile issues or the
ideological labels they adopt (Webster and Abramowitz 2017; Orr and Huber
2020). Finally, some recent work argues that the parties are defined directly
in terms of traits their members are thought to possess (Busby et al. 2021).
Partisan stereotypes might also be a combination of these. Put differently,
when a typical Democrat thinks about a typical Republican, do they picture
an old white man, a self-interested, prejudiced, and closed-minded person, a
conservative who opposes abortion, or some mixture of these three?

The answer to this question is important because individuals’ partisan ster-
eotypes determine how partisans perceive themselves and each other.
Stereotypes of groups have long been recognized as playing a central role in
the affect we feel toward social groups, the way we categorize individuals
and use these categories to draw inferences about them, and how our own
group identities affect our beliefs, behaviors, and self-concept (Bodenhausen
et al. 2012). In line with these expectations, a range of recent studies tie the
content of partisan stereotypes to inter-party animosity. However, these stud-
ies are grounded in different assumptions about the content of party stereo-
types and offer conflicting findings about what stereotype content is
associated with affective polarization. For example, proponents of the group-
based theory claim that affective polarization is driven by strong (and often
inaccurate) associations between the parties and disliked social groups (Ahler
and Sood 2018; Claassen et al. 2021; Kane et al. 2021). In contrast, propo-
nents of an issue-based understanding of partisanship argue that this dislike
is actually rooted in policy disagreement (Orr and Huber 2020), while work
advancing the trait-based understanding of partisanship argues that associat-
ing the out-party with disliked traits is most closely related with affective po-
larization (Busby et al. 2021).

We evaluate the relative importance of these different kinds of attributes
to partisan stereotypes and their relationship with affective polarization with
a new technique that measures stereotype content using a conjoint
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experiment. Conjoint experiments, most frequently used to measure choice,
have more recently been adapted to measure the content of stereotypes of so-
cial groups (Flores and Schachter 2018; Myers et al. 2022). Measuring
stereotype content using a conjoint experiment allows us to compare the im-
portance of different attributes simultaneously and on the same scale, making
it possible to compare the relative importance of different kinds of attributes.
We draw on this strength to adjudicate between competing claims about the
relative role of groups, issues, and traits in partisan stereotypes. Drawing on
an original preregistered survey of a 2,941-person nationally representative
nonprobability sample, we evaluate the importance of 17 attributes to stereo-
types of partisans.1 We also compare stereotype content across partisan sub-
groups to see if Republicans and Democrats hold similar stereotypes.
Finally, we estimate the content of individuals’ stereotypes (Zhirkov 2022)
and measure their relationship with polarization. We find strong evidence
that issues and ideological labels, rather than groups or traits, play the central
role in stereotypes of partisans. Further, we find that individuals who hold
issue-based stereotypes are more polarized affectively, ideologically, and per-
ceptually than those who hold group- or trait-based stereotypes.

Functions of Party Stereotypes

Stereotypes are knowledge structures that allow individuals to store general
information about groups, and shape how individuals perceive out-groups,
other individuals, and themselves. At the inter-group level, an individual’s
stereotype of an out-group is highly related to their affect toward that group
(Esses et al. 1993). At the interpersonal level, stereotypes are used to catego-
rize unknown individuals by matching observed attributes of the individual
to the attributes that comprise the stereotype, particularly those that are cen-
tral to the stereotypes. Once categorized, the perceiver’s stereotype is used to
draw inferences about an individual’s other attributes (Bodenhausen et al.
2012). Finally, stereotypes play an important role in individuals’ self-
perception through the process of self-stereotyping (Turner 1987).
Individuals determine how well they fit with a group based on their stereo-
type of the group, and identification with a group motivates individuals to
define themselves in terms of the attributes central to their stereotype of that
group.

All of these processes have important implications for the role of partisan-
ship and can help understand a range of recent work on the role of partisan
identity in political behavior. Most recent work has focused on the inter-
group effects of partisan stereotypes, specifically how party images are

1. Preregistration: https://doi.org/10.17605/OSF.IO/QUPVS.
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related to affective polarization (Ahler and Sood 2018; Mason and Wronski
2018; Robison and Moskowitz 2019; Busby et al. 2021). Less work has fo-
cused on the interpersonal level, though an individual’s partisan stereotypes
have been found to affect their willingness to engage in interpersonal interac-
tion (Lee 2021). And while relatively little work has drawn on self-
stereotyping to explain the acquisition of and effects of partisanship (though
see Patrikios 2013; Han and Wackman 2017), claims that individuals deter-
mine their partisanship by comparing themselves to their stereotypes of the
two parties (Green et al. 2002, pp. 7–11) as well as findings that partisanship
can shape religious identity (Margolis 2018) can be interpreted through this
lens. In short, by defining what it means to be “us” and what it means to be
“them,” the content of partisan stereotypes mediates the effect of partisan
identity on political cognition and behavior.

Theories of Party Stereotypes

What, then, is the content of partisan stereotypes? Existing work describes
three different categories of attributes that might be part of party stereotypes.
Following Busby et al. (2021), we describe these as three different theories
of partisan stereotypes: a group-based theory, which holds that members of
the mass public think of the parties in terms of their constituent social
groups, a trait-based theory, which argues that the parties are basic social cat-
egories in their own right defined by the traits associated with individual par-
tisans, and an issue-based theory, which holds that members of the mass
public think of the parties in terms of the issue positions they hold. These
three theories are not mutually exclusive—individuals’ partisan stereotypes
may contain a mixture of different kinds of attributes, and the content of ster-
eotypes may differ across members of the mass public. However, most exist-
ing work on party images either explicitly or implicitly assumes that party
images can be categorized in terms of one of these kinds of attributes.

Group-Based Stereotypes of Parties

Currently, most prominent work on the content and role of party images
assumes, implicitly or explicitly, that partisan stereotypes consist primarily
of the social or demographic groups associated with the party (Green et al.
2002; Mason and Wronski 2018; Kane et al. 2021). This work, described by
Busby et al. (2021) as the coalitional model and Kane et al. (2021) as the
groups approach, is closely related to the long tradition that sees the parties
themselves as superordinate groups made up of more basic, nonpolitical
identities (Campbell et al. 1960; Green et al. 2002). A corollary of the claim
that parties are amalgamations of social groups is that parties are perceived
by members of the mass public in terms of their constituent social groups.

4 C.D. Myers

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/poq/nfad038/7275176 by U

niversity of M
innesota, Tw

in C
ities user on 20 Septem

ber 2023



Green et al. (2002, p. 8) state this claim most explicitly, defining an individu-
al’s partisan stereotypes as “What kinds of social groups come to mind as
I think about Democrats, Republicans, and Independents?” Ahler and Sood
(2018, p. 965) term these stereotypes the parties’ “Sociopolitical Brands,”
suggesting that “when thinking about the parties, one may call to mind a
Southern, Evangelical Republican or a young, nonwhite Democrat.”

Evidence for this view can be found in recent work that shows a connec-
tion between feelings toward partisans and feelings toward the groups that
are thought to make up that party. Partisans who feel closer to groups aligned
with their party have higher in-party feeling thermometer scores (Mason and
Wronski 2018), and feelings toward partisan-aligned groups affect the
strength of partisan identification and affect toward the parties (Robison and
Moskowitz 2019; Claassen et al. 2021; Kane et al. 2021). Ahler and Sood
(2018) find that misperceptions about the demographic composition of the
parties produce hostility toward the out-party and lead respondents to overes-
timate the out-party’s ideological extremity (Ahler and Sood 2018; cf. Orr
and Huber 2021).

Partisan-Trait-Based Stereotypes of Parties

A second theory argues that the parties are not just seen as coalitions of other
social identities, but also as social identities in their own right. Under this
theory, parties are basic social categories, defined directly by the perceptions
of the characteristics party members tend to have; Busby et al. (2021) call
this the partisan-identity view of partisanship. Building on work on trait-
ownership (Hayes 2005), this view argues that members of the mass public
associate particular traits like “caring” or “patriotic” with partisans (Clifford
2020; Busby et al. 2021). While political scientists are accustomed to think-
ing about parties as defined by their subordinate groups, most work on ster-
eotypes of other kinds of groups defines these stereotypes in terms of
individual-level characteristics associated with members of the stereotyped
group (e.g., Katz and Braly 1933; Diekman and Eagly 2000).

Recent evidence for this view comes from Busby et al (2021) and
Rothschild et al. (2019), who analyze open-ended responses to a prompt ask-
ing for descriptors of the two parties and find that approximately twice as
many people describe the parties in terms of “trait” stereotypes as in terms of
what they term “issues/groups” stereotypes. Further, they find that individu-
als who hold “trait” stereotypes are more polarized and perceive more polari-
zation. Similarly, Clifford (2020) finds that individuals associate different
traits with the two parties. This view is also supported by work suggesting
that members of the mass public view in-partisans and out-partisans nega-
tively because they stereotype them as “highly-engaged ideologues”
(Druckman et al. 2022), who talk about politics frequently (Klar et al. 2018).
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While being politically engaged is a different kind of trait than those identi-
fied by Busby et al. (2021), it is still an attribute that is associated with the
partisan group directly, not via one of the groups that comprise the party’s
coalition.

Issue-Based Stereotypes of Parties

A third theory of partisan stereotypes, referred to by Busby et al. (2021) as
the instrumental view of partisan stereotypes, focuses on issue stances or pri-
orities. The earliest work to explicitly discuss party images as stereotypes
found an association between issue positions and party stereotypes and
showed that these stereotypes affected information processing and candidate
evaluation (Rahn 1993). This work was in line with contemporaneous theo-
ries of partisanship as a heuristic that substituted for detailed political knowl-
edge (Popkin 1991), work demonstrating the role of issue positions and
ideology in the acquisition of partisanship (Niemi and Jennings 1991), and
theories of issue ownership (Petrocik 1996).

More recently, Goggin and Theodoridis (2017) find that voters apply ster-
eotypes about party issue reputations when judging the competence of hypo-
thetical candidates, but do not attribute traits associated with the parties to
that party’s candidates. Similarly, Goggin et al. (2020) use a conjoint experi-
ment to show that voters draw on associations related to issue ownership to
judge whether a candidate is a Democrat or a Republican. A separate line of
work finds that information about an individual’s policy views reduces the
effect of partisanship on affect toward that individual (Orr and Huber 2020;
Druckman et al. 2022), that issue positions have a larger effect on candidate
evaluation than party (Lelkes 2021), and that partisans value policy congru-
ence over affective statements when evaluating representatives (Costa 2021).
If individuals evaluate and form affective judgements toward others based on
their policy views or ideological position, then these factors may also play a
central role in stereotypes of partisans.

Ideology and Ideological Labels

Finally, individuals may stereotype partisans in terms of ideology, or at least
ideological labels, but existing work disagrees about what “kind” of attribute
ideology is. Building on theories of symbolic ideology (Ellis and Stimson
2012), group-based theorists often treat ideological labels as another group
identity that can become associated with partisanship (Mason 2018). On the
other hand, issue-based theorists treat ideological sorting as evidence against
social identity theories of partisanship (Abramowitz and Saunders 2006;
Webster and Abramowitz 2017), or use the word “ideology” as synonymous
with issue positions (Orr and Huber 2020; Lelkes 2021). Finally, these labels

6 C.D. Myers

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/poq/nfad038/7275176 by U

niversity of M
innesota, Tw

in C
ities user on 20 Septem

ber 2023



may also function as traits associated with partisans; Busby et al. (2021) find
that “liberal” and “conservative” are listed more frequently by respondents
asked to list Republicans’ and Democrats’ “personality and character traits”
than by those asked to list issues or groups. We treat ideological labels as
their own type of attribute, but also analyze the implications of treating them
as a “group,” “issue,” or “trait” attribute.

Competing Theories of Partisan Stereotypes

Existing studies tend to assume that partisan stereotypes are made up of one
of these types of attributes, making it impossible to judge the relative impor-
tance of each type. For example, Ahler and Sood’s (2018) study of misper-
ceptions of the composition of the parties asks only about demographic
groups and not perceptions of the traits or issue positions of partisans.
Conversely, Druckman et al. (2022) measure perceptions of typical partisans’
ideological views and engagement with politics, but not about the group
composition of the parties. In both cases, no attention is paid to attributes
thought to be important by the missing theor(ies).

This presents two problems. First, this makes it impossible to ascertain
which of these attributes, and which kind of attribute, is more important to
the partisan stereotype. Second, the direct questioning techniques used by
these studies, and the fact that they only ask about one or at most two kinds
of attributes, means that they may artificially inflate the importance of the
specific attributes they ask about. For example, Ahler and Sood (2018) find
that Democrats overestimate the percentage of Republicans who are over 65.
Perhaps this is because, in line with group-based theories of partisanship,
“old” is a central part of the stereotype of Republicans. Or perhaps
“conservative” is the central element of the stereotype of Republicans, but
when asked only about the percent of Republicans who are over 65,
Democrats infer from their stereotype of Republicans as conservative that
they are also older on average.

The exception to this is work by Busby et al. (2021), who explicitly theo-
rize that partisan stereotypes vary across individuals. As described above,
these authors use open-ended questions that ask respondents to list “four
words that typically describe people who support the <Republican/
Democratic> party”; using a structural topic model, they sort individuals’
responses into a series of “topics,” each representing a stereotype. This open-
ended approach offers a valuable exploration of the content of partisan
stereotypes. However, it is limited in its ability to estimate the relative impor-
tance to partisan stereotypes of different attributes and thus to adjudicate be-
tween competing theories of partisan stereotypes. Open-ended responses rely
on individuals to report their own stereotypes in response to direct question-
ing. Further, the open-ended questions used by Busby et al. (2021) solicit
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only four one-word descriptors to describe each party, limiting the informa-
tion available to characterize each individual’s stereotypes. Busby et al.
(2021) attempt to label each topic produced by their structural topic model in
terms of the type of stereotype it describes, but label half of all respondents
as having “ambiguous” stereotypes and cannot distinguish between issue-
based and group-based stereotypes. Thus, while open-ended questions are a
useful way to describe the content of stereotypes in an inductive fashion,
other methods are needed to judge the relative importance of different attrib-
utes to these stereotypes and the degree to which the different kinds of ster-
eotypes described above actually exist in the population as a whole.

One such method is a conjoint experiment (Myers et al. 2022). Conjoint
experiments present a respondent with profiles that describe some political
object in terms of multiple attributes, each with multiple possible values, and
then ask the respondent to choose between profiles or rate them on some
scale. Because the value of each attribute is independently drawn, these rat-
ings can be used to measure the effect of each attribute-value on the choice
or rating, the Average Marginal Component Effect (AMCE). Conjoint
experiments were introduced to measure the effect of attributes on choice,
such as vote choice (Hainmueller et al. 2014). However, several recent stud-
ies have used conjoint experiments to measure the content of stereotypes of
groups (Flores and Schachter 2018; Myers et al. 2022). By asking respond-
ents to rate how typical the person described in the profile is of the group in
question, the resulting AMCEs can be interpreted as a measure of the impor-
tance of the attribute to the stereotype. While relatively new, this method
builds on the well-established paradigm of measuring group stereotypes by
asking people to rate the typicality of individual members of the group
(Garcia-Marques et al. 2006; Heit and Nicholson 2010; Nicholson et al.
2018).

The conjoint measure of stereotype content has a number of advantages.
Most importantly, for the purpose of judging the contribution of each theory
of partisan stereotypes, it can measure the effect of many different attrib-
utes—and different kinds of attributes—simultaneously. This is an improve-
ment over past studies that include only a few attributes, or only one kind of
attribute. The conjoint experiment can also directly compare the effect of
attributes on the same scale, allowing for a straightforward test of which is
more important. By comparing subgroup estimates of the effect of each at-
tribute, we can evaluate whether stereotypes of the parties are shared across
partisan subgroups. Additionally, the conjoint task, which asks respondents
to categorize individual exemplars, resembles an important cognitive func-
tion of stereotypes, while methods that use direct questioning rely on
respondents to access and accurately report their own stereotypes. Finally,
conjoint experiments reduce social desirability bias (Horiuchi et al. 2021).
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Two existing studies use conjoint experiments to measure mental associa-
tions between attributes and partisanship. Ogura et al. (2022) asks respond-
ents to judge the partisanship and strength of partisanship of individuals
described in terms of their political participation, parental partisanship, vote
choice, agreement with their party’s “positions on recent political issues,”
and whether they take criticism of the party as a personal insult. They find
the largest effects from the vote choice, policy agreement, and participation
in party activities attributes. Unlike the present study, Ogura et al. (2022) de-
scribe policy agreement in terms of general agreement with the party, not
positions on specific issues, and do not include any group or trait attributes.
Goggin et al. (2020) describe candidates for office in terms of issue positions
and demographic attributes and ask respondents to guess the candidates’ par-
tisanship. However, their study focuses on a small number of attributes, in-
cluding only issue priorities (but not positions), and explicitly excludes
group attributes like race because they are thought to be central to partisan
stereotypes. Our work builds on these studies by including a more complete
set of attributes that may be part of the partisan stereotype, and by asking
respondents to judge how typical individuals are of Republicans/Democrats
instead of asking them to guess the partisanship of the individual.

Method

Conjoint Design

The profiles in our conjoint design contain four categories of
attributes: groups, issue positions, traits, and ideological labels (see table 1
for a list of the specific attributes and attribute values used). In each cate-
gory, we attempt to include the attributes found or theorized to be the most
important to party stereotypes—in addition to our substantive interest in
comparing the importance of attributes highlighted in the existing literature,
this addresses concerns about information equivalence (Dafoe et al. 2018).
We draw on the open-ended responses from Busby et al. (2021), a 2021 rep-
lication of their survey (Busby et al. 2023), and attributes measured in previ-
ous studies of partisan stereotypes. Supplementary Material section B
describes the attribute selection process in detail.

For demographic groups we listed Race/Ethnicity, Gender, Age, Income
Level, Religion, and Education. For issue positions, we list general positions
on three issues that capture the economic and social dimensions of partisan
disagreement: taxes, abortion, and immigration. For traits we created pairs of
traits from a list of the most common traits reported in Busby et al.’s (2021)
data and the frequency with which an individual talks about politics
(Druckman et al. 2022). For ideology, we use the seven levels of the ANES
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ideological scale. The order of all types of attributes, as well as the order of
attributes within each type, was randomized for each respondent, but stayed
the same across all tasks completed by the respondent.

We introduced the conjoint task using language adapted from Druckman
et al.’s (2022) prompt to elicit responses about partisans in the mass public:
“In the following screens, we are going to ask you a series of questions
about ordinary people (e.g., voters) who are <Republicans/Democrats>.
On each screen, you will be shown a profile of a hypothetical

Table 1. Attributes and values for conjoint experiment.

Attribute and type Attribute values

“Groups” attributes
Race White, Black, Hispanic
Gender Female, male
Age Uniform distribution 25–85 (grouped to

24–44, 45–64, 65þ)
Income level Rich, middle-Class, poor
Religion Evangelical Protestant, Mainline

Protestant, Catholic, agnostic, atheist,
Nothing in particular

Education High school degree, some college, no
degree, undergraduate degree, graduate
degree

“Traits” attributes
Traits are paired into opposites Honest, dishonest

Open-minded, closed-minded
Caring, selfish
Smart, ignorant
Hard-working, lazy
Patriotic, unpatriotic

Talks about politics Rarely, occasionally, frequently

“Issues” attributes
Abortion Abortion should be legal, abortion

should be illegal
Immigration Immigration is good for the US,

Immigration is bad for the US
Tax cuts Taxes should be cut for everyone, taxes

should be raised, especially for the rich
Ideological labels Extremely conservative, conservative,

Slightly conservative, moderate,
slightly liberal, liberal, extremely
liberal
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individual. After reviewing the profile, please rate how much you think this
person is like a typical <Republican/Democrat>.” Next, respondents
rated the 30 profiles of one party. Figure 1 shows the task format and

Figure 1. Conjoint task example. An example of the conjoint task completed
by respondents.
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wording.2 We deviate from standard conjoint practice by showing one profile
at a time because this better mirrors a cognitive function of stereotypes—per-
son categorization.3

Survey Design

Our sample of survey respondents is recruited from LUCID, a provider of
nationally representative nonprobability samples that previous work has
found to match results from other probability samples (Coppock and
McClellan 2019). Following the guidance of AAPOR Standard Definitions
(2023) we do not report a response rate for this kind of panel. To address
concerns about inattentiveness in respondents from online panels (Kennedy
et al. 2021), we employ four attention check items, detailed in
Supplementary Material section L. A total of 7,304 respondents started the
survey, of whom 5,721 consented to participate and completed the survey.
Some 51 percent of respondents who consented to participate passed these
attention checks, providing a final sample of 2,909 respondents and an
AAPOR Minimum Cooperation Rate (COOP1) of 40 percent. Data collec-
tion ran from December 3, 2021 to February 7, 2022.

Respondents also completed a block of questions measuring affective, per-
ceived, and ideological polarization, and a block of questions measuring
party ID strength, political knowledge, and political interest. Full question
text and variable coding is described in Supplementary Material section M.
We randomize the order of the conjoint block and the polarization block and
always ask the strength/knowledge/interest questions last. We use LUCID’s
standard data delivery to measure demographic variables and party identifi-
cation, recoding leaners as partisans.

Analysis

To evaluate which attributes, and which kind of attributes, are more central to
partisan stereotypes, we estimate each attribute’s AMCE for stereotypes of
Republicans and stereotypes of Democrats using an OLS model with standard
errors clustered by respondent. To evaluate which kind of attribute is more im-
portant, we estimate four nonnested models, each containing one category of
attributes. We use pairwise Vuong (1989) tests to compare the fit of each pair
of models. Finding that one model has better fit than another supports the

2. Bansak et al. (2018) find that respondents can complete this many conjoint tasks without
degrading data quality. Question text is taken from Myers et al.’s (2022) validation of the conjoint
measure of stereotype content.
3. Supplementary Material Section A reports results from a 2018 pilot study that employed both
question formats and found no substantive difference. Supplementary Material Section I shows
results from the current study with responses recoded into a choice-like dichotomous variable.
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hypothesis that the first kind of attribute is more central to the stereotype than
the second kind of attribute. To evaluate the relationship between individuals’
stereotypes and their degree of polarization, we follow Zhirkov’s (2022) proce-
dure for estimating Individual Marginal Component Effects (IMCEs). IMCEs
make use of the fact that respondents rated a large number of profiles to
estimate the effect of each attribute level on typicality judgements for each
individual. IMCEs can be interpreted at the individual level in the same way
that AMCEs are at the aggregate level. We do not weight the data in our
analyses.

Results

Figures 2 and 3 show the AMCE of each attribute for Democrats and
Republicans among all respondents. Stereotypes of partisans show a clear
pattern across the different types of attributes: issues and ideological
labels play the largest role, followed by traits and groups. Views on abortion
and immigration along with ideological labels are the most important
attributes for stereotypes of both parties.4 Some group and trait attributes
achieve statistical significance. For stereotypes of Democrats, “Nothing in
Particular” is significantly more typical than other religious categories,
though other nonreligious categories are not, while being closed-minded, dis-
honest, or unintelligent are significantly less typical. For stereotypes of
Republicans, income level affects typicality judgements, with rich most
typical followed by middle-class followed by poor, while white profiles
are judged more typical than non-white profiles and atheists significantly
less typical than being Catholic or Evangelical Protestant.5 Patriotism is the
trait most closely associated with Republicans, while profiles labeled dishon-
est, unintelligent, and lazy were judged less typical. Still, the effect of all of
these attributes pales in comparison to the effect of ideology or issue
positions. The point estimate of the effect of the least important issue
position (taxes) is greater in magnitude than that of any demographic
group or trait.

Figures 4 and 5 show AMCEs by partisan subsample.6 As with the full-
sample results, issues and ideology play a larger role than groups or traits.

4. Supplementary Material Section J reports a nonpreregistered analysis of whether holding ideo-
logically consistent issue positions affected judgements of typicality. We find no evidence of this.
5. Notably, however, being Evangelical is not significantly associated with being a Republican,
except in comparison to atheists, and not particularly disassociated with being a Democrat (cf.
Claassen et al. 2021). Additionally, the recent polarization of voters by education level and age
also does not seem to have affected respondents’ stereotypes.
6. We present results for partisan subsamples because an F-test finds a significant difference be-
tween Republicans’ and Democrats’ stereotypes (Democrats: F ¼ 7.80, p < .001; Republicans:
F ¼ 31.77, p < .001).
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Figures 6 and 7 show the difference in AMCE between partisan subsamples,
allowing for evaluation of whether stereotypes of Democrats and
Republicans are shared.7 Figure 6 suggests that this is largely true for

Figure 2. Content of stereotypes of Democrats (AMCEs of attributes). The
AMCE of each attribute for respondents asked to rate the typicality of
Democrats. The AMCEs for ideological labels and issue positions are larger
than those for issues or groups.

7. Our preregistration specifies conducting these tests with a Bonferroni corrected a ¼ .00294.
For ease of comparison between figures, we show results with a ¼ .05. Supplementary Material
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stereotypes of Republicans, the exception being that Democrats judge Black
profiles to be less typical of Republicans than white profiles. Stereotypes of
Democrats are less consensual. Republicans’ stereotypes of Democrats

Figure 3. Content of stereotypes of Republicans (AMCEs of attributes). The
AMCE of each attribute for respondents asked to rate the typicality of
Republicans. The AMCEs for ideological labels and issue positions are larger
than those for issues or groups.

Section F shows the same figures with the preregistered a level; few differences change from sta-
tistically significant to statistically insignificant.
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appear more rooted in issues and ideological labels than Democrats’ stereo-
types of themselves. Democrats do not judge liberal profiles to be more typi-
cal of their party than moderate profiles, while Republicans judge liberal,

Figure 4. Content of stereotypes of Democrats by partisan subsample. The
AMCE of each attribute for respondents asked to rate the typicality of
Democrats, with separate plots for Democratic respondents and Republican
respondents. For both partisan subsamples the AMCEs for ideological labels
and issue positions are larger than those for issues or groups.
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and especially “extremely liberal,” to be much more typical. Additionally,
positions on immigration and taxes are more important to the Republican ste-
reotype of Democrats, though these issues play a large role in both parties’

Figure 5. Content of stereotypes of Republicans by partisan subsample. The
AMCE of each attribute for respondents asked to rate the typicality of
Republicans, with separate plots for Democratic respondents and Republican
respondents. For both partisan subsamples the AMCEs for ideological labels
and issue positions are larger than those for issues or groups.
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stereotypes of Democrats. Both sets of partisans are slightly more willing to
judge profiles with negative traits as typical of the out-party than of the in-
party, but there is little difference in this tendency across traits.

Figure 6. Differences between Republicans’ and Democrats’ stereotypes of
Democrats. The difference in AMCEs among Republicans and Democrats
asked to rate the typicality of Democrats. Republican respondents judged lib-
eral and extremely liberal profiles as more typical of Democrats than did
Democrats.
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Examining the effects of individual attributes appears to validate the
“issues” theory of partisan stereotypes. To formally test this, Supplementary
Material section C reports Vuong tests comparting the fit of four models for

Figure 7. Differences between Republicans’ and Democrats’ stereotypes of
Republicans. The difference in AMCEs among Republicans and Democrats
asked to rate the typicality of Republicans. There were minimal significant dif-
ferences between partisans’ stereotypes of Republicans.

Comparing Theories of Partisan Stereotypes 19

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/poq/advance-article/doi/10.1093/poq/nfad038/7275176 by U

niversity of M
innesota, Tw

in C
ities user on 20 Septem

ber 2023

https://academic.oup.com/poq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/poq/nfad038#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/poq/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/poq/nfad038#supplementary-data


stereotypes of each party, one containing each type of attribute. For stereo-
types of both parties in the full sample and both subsamples, the “issues”
model has a significantly better fit than any other model. The “ideology”
model provides the second-best fit. The fit of the “groups” and “traits” mod-
els are indistinguishable in the full sample, but for each partisan subsample
traits are more important to the stereotypes of the in-party while groups are
more important to the stereotype of the out-party. In sum, the results of these
comparisons of model fit confirm the impression produced by figures 1–4:
issue positions are clearly the most central element of partisan stereotypes,
followed by ideological labels, and both of these are significantly more cen-
tral than either traits or groups.8

Analyses of Individual-Level Stereotypes

In addition to these results, Supplementary Material sections D and E report
preregistered analyses of the correlates on holding different stereotypes at the
individual level and of the relationship between holding different stereotypes
and ideological, perceived, and affective polarization. Briefly, we find few
significant demographic predictors of holding any particular stereotype. We
find that high levels of knowledge and interest predict stronger stereotypes in
terms of ideology and issue positions, but we find no relationship between
sophistication and stereotypes in terms of groups or traits. We find that ster-
eotyping the parties in terms of issues and ideology is associated with higher
levels of perceived and affective polarization, even in models that include
controls for demographics and political sophistication.

Conclusion

If partisanship is primarily social identification, then individuals’ images of
the parties play a critical role in political behavior. An individual’s stereo-
types of the parties affect perceptions of the parties as social groups, allow
the individual to categorize other individuals as in-partisans or out-partisans
and draw inferences from this categorization, and determine how an individ-
ual’s partisanship will shape their beliefs, behaviors, and nonpartisan social
identifications. Through these mechanisms, stereotypes play a role in affec-
tive polarization, social and ideological sorting, and social interaction be-
tween partisans.

8. Supplementary Material Section G presents a nonpreregistered analysis that tests whether ster-
eotypes differ between high- and low-knowledge-and-interest respondents. We find that the mag-
nitude of AMCEs among the highly engaged is larger, but the content of these stereotypes is
substantively similar across levels of engagement.
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Political scientists have recognized the role of partisan stereotypes in the
development and effects of partisanship. As Green et al. (2002, p. 8) say,
“As people reflect on whether they are Democrats or Republicans (or nei-
ther), they call to mind some mental image, or stereotype, of what these sorts
of people are like.” Yet, a long tradition in political science simply assumes
that these images are rooted in social groups. Green et al. continue: “People
ask themselves . . . what kinds of social groups come to mind as I think about
Democrats, Republicans, and Independents?” This assumption that parties’
constituent social groups are the central, or even sole, element of individuals’
stereotypes of the parties underlies the recent move toward a group-based un-
derstanding of mass politics, and away from an understanding rooted in ide-
ology or issue positions (Achen and Bartels 2016; Mason 2018; Kane et al.
2021).

We suggest that this assumption is incorrect. Using a conjoint experiment,
we compare the centrality of different attributes, and different kinds of attrib-
utes, to partisan stereotypes. While using conjoint experiments to measure
stereotype content is relatively new, this method builds on a long-established
paradigm in social psychology that measures stereotype content by asking
respondents to judge the typicality of individual exemplars. We find limited
evidence that groups or traits play a central role in stereotypes of partisans.
Instead, we find strong evidence that positions on high-profile issues and
ideological labels are the central attributes of partisan stereotypes. Put differ-
ently, when people picture the two parties, they are much more likely to pic-
ture an antiabortion conservative or a proimmigration liberal than an elderly
Evangelical or a young Black woman.

Why do these results differ from other work that places social groups at
the center of individuals’ perceptions of the two parties? Most existing stud-
ies examine perceptions of the parties in terms of one, or one kind, of attrib-
ute, and measure perceptions using direct questioning. Asking about
individual attributes in isolation may measure the effects of not just that at-
tribute, but also of other attributes that are part of the individuals’ stereotypes
of the parties. For example, asking about Evangelical Christians (e.g. Ahler
and Sood 2018; Claassen et al. 2021) may bring to mind an image of people
who are opposed to abortion. In this case, the reported effect of perceptions
of Republicans as Evangelical Christians will be a combination of the effect
of stereotyping Republicans as Evangelical Christians and the effect of ster-
eotyping Republicans as being pro-life. By simultaneously measuring the im-
pact of multiple attributes, conjoint experiments avoid this problem. Direct
questioning may also artificially inflate the importance of an attribute by
temporarily increasing its salience.

While our results suggest that issues and ideological labels play a larger
role in American politics than some group-based explanations suggest, we
do not take this as evidence that most Americans think about politics in
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terms of clearly defined ideologies (Converse 1964; Kinder and Kalmoe
2017). As we note above, the existing literature has treated ideological labels
variously as indicators of issue positions, as groups that individuals may
identify with, and as traits—indeed, Busby et al. (2021) suggest that mem-
bers of the mass public think of “liberal” and “conservative” as all three of
these things. Similarly, the issue positions used here may serve as signifiers
of identity; for example, knowing that a woman is pro-choice may communi-
cate information about what kind of woman she is (Klar 2018). Nevertheless,
this is a different kind of group identity, one infused with more political con-
tent than the group identities commonly discussed in the literature. Picturing
a conservative anti-immigrant Republican or a liberal pro-choice Democrat is
different from picturing “a Southern, evangelical Republican or a young,
nonwhite Democrat” (Ahler and Sood 2018, p. 965), even if “conservative”
and “liberal” lack coherent ideological content.

We also find that issue- and ideology-based stereotypes are more strongly
associated with polarization—ideological, perceived, and affective—than
trait- or group-based stereotypes. It is perhaps unsurprising that individuals
who stereotype the two parties in terms of issues and ideology also hold
more ideologically extreme positions and perceive more ideological polariza-
tion between the parties. However, recent literature suggests that affective
polarization is driven by seeing parties as constellations of disliked groups
(Mason 2018), or as social groups associated with disliked traits (Busby
et al. 2021). Our finding echoes other work that blames affective polarization
on ideological polarization (Bougher 2017; Webster and Abramowitz 2017).
This is not necessarily inconsistent with the idea that increased social identi-
fication with a political party is associated with affective polarization, but it
suggests that this connection is driven by a sense that the two parties hold
different positions on high-profile issues, not that they consist of different so-
cial groups. Importantly, these results are descriptive, not causal; it is possi-
ble that more affectively polarized individuals develop issue-based
stereotypes instead of the other way around.

This study has several limitations. First, the profiles in this study are pre-
sented in a relatively context-free manner. When individuals actually use
stereotypes, contextual factors likely increase or decrease the importance of
some attributes, and future work should examine such contextual factors.
Relatedly, the profiles presented here include the full set of information
about the individual described, including attributes that may not be readily
observable in unknown individuals, such as issue positions or traits like hon-
esty. When using stereotypes to categorize unknown individuals, the per-
ceiver must rely on observable information, which is more likely to include
information about “group” attributes (e.g., race) than trait or issue attributes.
However, we would argue that the “full stereotype” measured here is the
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relevant mental object for other functions of stereotypes, such as self-
stereotyping or determining affect toward the out-party.

Second, the stereotypes measured here should be considered cross-
sectional snapshots. While stereotypes show remarkable stability over time
(Garcia-Marques et al. 2017), individuals’ stereotypes respond to contextual
and motivational factors driven, for example, by current events. At the aggre-
gate level, long-term trends can change the content of stereotypes or make
some aspects more salient than others.9 We would not expect the major news
stories during this study period, inflation and the Omicron wave, to have
short-term effects on the AMCEs of the attributes included in this study.10

However, partisan sorting and elite ideological polarization may mean that
issues and ideological labels play a more central role in partisan stereotypes
than they would have at other points in American history. Other work using
other methods has documented changes in party stereotypes over time
(Busby, Howat, and Myers 2023), but future work should examine how these
broader contextual factors affect the content of partisan stereotypes.11

Finally, while the conjoint measure allows the inclusion of many more
attributes than most direct questioning techniques, the design still excludes
some attributes that potentially play a role in partisan stereotypes. The conjoint
design can include many attributes, but readers could doubtless suggest dozens
of others, including group attributes like sexual orientation, traits like
“traditional,” or other issue positions. We include those attributes that previous
work, theory, and open-ended data collection suggest are most important. We
think it unlikely, though certainly possible, that some unincluded attribute
would be sufficiently influential to overturn our basic finding. A related con-
cern is that the fact that we include only three issues means that the issues we
selected might stand in for positions on economic, social, and “populist” issues
more generally. For example, respondents might infer that a profile opposed to
abortion is also opposed to gay marriage, and rate the profile partially based
on this inference. Nevertheless, this concern should not affect our general find-
ing that issues in general are more important than group or trait attributes.

9. For example, Goldman and Mutz (2014) find that Obama’s presidential campaign changed
whites’ stereotypes of African Americans, but that this effect faded after the campaign ended.
10. The only major news story during this period that was directly related to one of the study’s
attributes were the Dobbs oral arguments; these concluded three days before data collection began
and did not appear to increase the salience of abortion (Gallup 2021).
11. A related concern is our use of a nonprobability sample, which may raise concerns about re-
sponse quality (Kennedy et al. 2021) and representativeness in terms of political engagement
(Kalmoe 2020). Supplementary Material Section G shows that our core finding holds across lev-
els of political knowledge and interest, Supplementary Material Section L details our attention
checks, and Supplementary Material Section A reports substantively similar results from a 2018
pilot study using a different convenience sample. Still, care should be taken in generalizing from
these findings, which should be replicated with other samples.
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Alternately, perhaps some kind of attribute beyond groups/issues/traits is
central to the partisan stereotype. For example, recent work suggests that
core human values underlie partisanship (Goren, Smith, and Motta 2020);
perhaps they are also central elements of partisan stereotypes. We focus on
the most prominent competing theories of partisan stereotypes, but future
work should examine whether other kinds of attributes play an important
role in stereotypes of partisans.

Supplementary Material

Supplementary Material may be found in the online version of this article:
https://doi.org/10.1093/poq/nfad038.
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