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Abstract 

Research on polarization in the United States has primarily focused on two 

parallel tracks. First, electoral and institutional track that explores polarization by 

elites as the result of electoral competition, the second an affective polarization 

track that focuses on social identity among voters. Using insights from group-

competition and collective action research, I establish a framework to combine 

these tracks to develop a group-competition framework to explore polarization as 

a result in variation of in-group power and out-group threat. To demonstrate an 

empirical application of this framework, I investigate the relationship between 

usage of negative advertisements and the competitiveness of parties (the in-group 

power) and the ideological distance between them (the out-group) in gubernatorial 

races. I find that increased competitiveness and ideological distance between 

partisans in the state leads candidates to increase the amount of time they dedicate 

towards airing negative advertisements. 
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Introduction 

Politics in the United States has been increasingly defined largely by the presence of 

negative partisanship and high levels of affective polarization among voters (Abramowitz & 

Webster 2016; Iyengar & Westwood 2015) and high levels of competitiveness, often highly 

negative, between the parties (Koger & Lebo 2017; Lee 2016). Research on polarization, 

however, has been stifled by the lack of an underlying theoretical perspective that works to unite 

essentially two strains of thought: the group-identity perspective (Huddy 2001; Huddy, Mason, 

Aaroe 2015; Mason 2015), and a more traditional party and institutional incentive perspective 

(Koger & Lebo 2017; Lee 2016). This paper represents an attempt to establish a theoretical 

framework and apply it to an empirical question about the nature of campaign strategies. 

Drawing upon research on collective action movements (Klanderman & Van Stekelenberg 2013; 

Simon & Klandermans 2001), I argue that political parties can be viewed as a form of group 

competition influenced by two major variables: the perception of the out-group as a threat, and 

the perception of in-group strength. 

In this paper, I show an application of this framework to the question of communication 

strategies of political elites. Specifically, I focus on gubernatorial races and the prevalence of 

negative advertisements. The choice of this question as an application was inspired by similar 

work in Lee (2016), which found that increasing insecurity in majority control of Congress led to 

increasing levels of negative communication in Congressional and symbolic votes. Furthermore, 

while there has been plenty of ink spilled on the question of the effects of negative advertising – 

Mattes & Redlawsk (2014) offer a good review in the introduction of their book – not as much as 

has to my knowledge on determining when to expect negative ads, especially at the state level. 

Geer (2012) has noted the rise of negativity in Presidential elections, arguing a combination of 

increased media attention to ads and polarization (Geer 2006) as culprits, and Geer (2006) and 

Mattes & Redlawsk (2014) offer defenses of negative advertising, but otherwise there appears to 

be little work on developing a framework on analyzing when candidates choose to go more 

negative. 

Using gubernatorial races to gain across-state and across-time leverage, I find that the 

proportion of advertisement time dedicated towards negative advertisements increases as 

statewide party competitiveness increases and the ideological distance between voters increases. 

Furthermore, I find that these effects do not differ across parties, suggesting both Democrats and 



Republicans are sensitive to these concerns despite differences in the underlying nature of the 

parties according to asymmetric theories (Grossman & Hopkins 2016). 

 

Group Competition and Polarization 

Research on polarization in the United States has generally followed along two tracks. 

The first track, group-identity theories, have argued that politics has becoming increasingly 

polarized as a result of people developing strong, partisan identities that encourage derogation of 

the opposing side (Iyengar, Sood, Lelkes 2012) and the anger at the threat of electoral loss 

(Huddy, Mason, & Aaroe 2015). The effect of partisan identities has been further enhanced as a 

result of partisan sorting across various social, cultural, and demographic lines (Abramowitz & 

Webster 2016; Mason 2015).  The second track focuses on more traditional institutional and 

party-driven arguments, arguing that increased competition between the parties has encouraged 

greater levels of negative communications and competition-oriented strategies (Lee 2016) and 

enforce party unity in Congress (Koger & Kebo 2017) in order to undercut the opposing party 

and mobilize the base.  

Missing from this research is an attempt to bridge these two tracks, but fortunately the 

foundations for bridging the gap are already present. According to Simon & Klandermans (2001) 

model of politicized identities, in order to translate a group identity to a collective movement, 

three things are needed: a sense of shared grievance, an adversarial out-group, and demands for 

corrective or compensatory action. Fortunately, political parties offer all three of these by their 

very nature, and as such it is not a dramatic leap to treat political parties then as a particular form 

of collective action movements, susceptible to the same effects as any other one. Research on 

collective action and competition has focused on two variables that influence the nature of 

competition between groups: the perception of the out-group as a threat, and the relative balance 

of power between groups (Brown & Hewstone 2002; Klandermans & van Stekelenburg 2013; 

van Zomeren et al. 2004; van Zomeren, Postmes, & Spears 2008).  

First, threat. When members of a group perceive members of an out-group as a threat to 

the material or symbolic interests of the group, the groups are more likely to engage in 

competition (Brown  & Hewstone 2002; Hewstone, Rubin, & Willis 2002; Riek, Mania, & 

Gaertner 2006). In the United States, partisan sorting across various social, cultural, economic, 

and demographic lines is likely to increase the perception of out-group threat. To quote Jacoby 



(2014): “Stated simply, there is a lot at stake if people connect their partisan affiliations and issue 

preferences to their basic beliefs about what is good and bad in the world.” (p. 16).  

Threat by itself, however, is unlikely to lead to out-group derogation if the in-group 

perceives itself in a position of weakness. In order for out-group threat to translate to taking 

action against the out-group, members of the in-group must perceive the in-group as being strong 

enough to take action against the out-group (Mackie, Devos, & Smith 2000; Rydell et al. 2008). 

In the United States, the Democratic and Republican Party are relatively equal in strong, in the 

sense that control of government has become more competitive as the margins of control have 

decreased. As a result, politicians in the minority party have moved from being cooperative to 

competitive (Koger & Lebo 2017; Lee 2016). 

Taking these two variables into account, then provides a basic framework for thinking 

about polarization. When parties are both competitive and ideologically distant, we are likely to 

see the most intense forms of competition between the parties as political parties attempt to 

encourage a perception of the other party as a threat that must be stopped. In comparison, when 

elections are not competitive and/or ideological distance is low, there is no strong incentive to 

encourage group-competition as there is a lack of a threat to fight or need to mobilize. In 

theorizing on the strategies that parties may take in the fact of polarization, then, we need to take 

into consideration these two variables. 

 

Group Competition and Negative Advertising 

Much ink has been spilled writing on the effects of negative advertisement: turnout 

(Ansolabehere & Iyenger 1995; Brooks & Geer 2007; Goldstein & Freedman 2002; Krupnikov 

2011; Lau, Sigelman, Rovner 2007), information effects (Geer 2006; Mattes & Redlawsk 2014), 

and vote choice (Krupnikov 2012), just to name a few. Not as much has been written on, to my 

knowledge, on the strategic decisions behind choosing to use negative advertisements over other 

strategies. Geer (2012) mentions three broad categories of motivations that have been proposed 

for the increase of negativity overall: an increasing belief that negative ads are more effective 

than negative ads (Iyengar 2011), polarization between parties (Geer 2006), and that increased 

media attention on negative ads creates an incentive for parties to use more negative ads. In 

regards to specific strategy, the strongest and most consistent finding is that candidates are most 



likely to go more negative when campaigns are competitive (Damore 2002; Druckman, Kifer, 

and Parkin 2007; Lau and Rovner 2009; Skaperdas and Grofman 1995). 

In this sense, then, the current literature already supports at least one part of the 

theoretical framework I’ve established: when faced with a competitive election, partisans will 

favor attack versus other strategies. Missing, however, is a discussion on the role of ideology or 

threat in strategy, beyond some arguments that Democrats or Republicans might react differently 

to negative advertisements. Yet, as discussed above, the literature on group identity and 

collective identity suggests that the perception of the out-group as a threat is vital to effectively 

mobilizing supporters as anger encourages action-tendencies toward the out-group (Kuppens et 

al. 2003; Carver & Harmon-Jones 2009; Mackie, Smith, & Devos 2001; Rydell et al. 2008). 

Research on emotion in campaign advertisements has recognized this, finding that anger is more 

effective at encouraging participation and turnout than enthusiasm (Brader 2006; Valentino et al. 

2011). While competition and lack of status is by itself threatening (Huddy, Mason, & Aaroe 

2015), the absence of threat in the form of underlying ideological differences in the audience in 

theories of campaign advertisement strategies, to my knowledge at least, is a hole in the 

literature. The exception to this is Henderson (2013;2016), whose finding that candidates will 

attempt to position themselves as moderate and their enemies as ideologically extreme suggests 

candidates are already aware the benefits of encouraging perceptions of increasing ideological 

distance can have in encouraging support for them. 

The group-competition perspective of polarization I propose, then, serves as a theoretical 

foundation for hypothesizing about the role of ideology in campaign advertisement strategy, and 

leads to the following two hypotheses: 

 

H1) Like the current literature finds, the amount of negative advertisements will 

increase as elections become more competitive. 

 

H2) The amount of negative advertisements will increase as the ideological 

distance between the parties increases. 

 

 

 



Data and Methods  

In order to investigate these hypotheses, I follow a plan similar to Lee (2016). I take 

advantage of variation across time and states in order to estimate the effect of competitiveness 

and ideological distance between the parties on the advertisement strategy of candidates. I 

specifically focus on gubernatorial races, for multiple reasons. First, they are likely to be the 

most sensitive to the state-wide political environment. While Senate elections are also state-wide 

elections, their behaviors are also likely to be influenced by the congressional and national 

political environment as well, which complicates the analysis. State legislators, meanwhile, are 

possibly more sensitive to the environment in their state districts over the state as a whole. Both 

Senate and state legislature are complicated by the effect of incumbency and/or lack of 

competition in races, and state legislators may also be influenced things such as partisan 

segregation and partisan gerrymandering that also influence the lack of competition for them. 

There were also data concerns with state legislators, as the data set used offered much less data 

on state legislator advertisements than higher offices. 

Starting with the dependent variable, party communications during an election, I 

collected data on campaign advertisements from the Wisconsin Advertising Project (Goldstein et 

al. 2011; Goldstein, Franz, and Ridout 2002; Goldstein and Rivlin 2005, 2007)1 and the 

Wesleyan Media Project (Fowler, Franz, and Ridout 2014, 2015, 2017a, 2017b)2. Specifically, I 

collected data on advertisements ran during governor elections for the years 2000, 2002, 2004, 

2006, 2007-2008, and 2010-2014. I then calculated the proportion of advertisement time the 

Democratic and Republican Party general election candidates dedicated to attack (ads that focus 

on the opposing candidate only) and contrast ads (ads that contrast the sponsor candidate with 

the opposing candidate) to form a total proportion of advertisement time spent on “negative” 

advertisements in each governor race during the years stated above. 

One difficulty in comparing advertisements across time, however, is that during the 2000-

2006-time period, the Wisconsin Advertising Project was limited to initially the top 75 and then 
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by a grant from The Pew Charitable Trusts. The opinions expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 

reflect the views of the University of Wisconsin Advertising Project or The Pew Charitable Trusts. 

 



the top 100 media markets. Starting in 2007, however, information from all media markets were 

collected. As a result, all analyses in the initial section of this paper are presented using all data 

that was available. Table 2 in the appendix presents the key effects across using only the top 75 

markets in 2000 and using only data from 2007-2014. As will be discussed in more depth later, 

this does reduce the significance of some variables, but this is likely as a result of a loss of data 

leading to a loss of power than there being no effect. 

To measure competitiveness, I follow a strategy similar to that of Lee (2016) and use a 

variety of measures of competitiveness since states may vary in how competitive they appear 

based on which measures are used. It should be noted that all measures presented are 10-year 

averages prior to the election of interest. So, for example, for elections held in 2000, all measures 

are the average of the measures during the period of 1990-1999. This was done to reflect the 

long-term conditions within the state.  

For the first two measures of competitiveness, I gathered data on state partisan balance 

from Klarner (2013) for all years up to 2011, and then gathered the remaining data from state 

legislature websites. With this, I was able to calculate the two-party seat proportion of the 

Democratic and Republican Party in the state legislators. Using this data, I calculated the 

effective number of parties using the strategy suggested by Aldrich & Battista (2002) and 

Chhibber & Kollman (1998), which is based on the Laakso-Taagepera (1979) “effective” 

number of parties index. For this measure in the United States, the closer the seat share 

proportion of each party is equal, the more competitive the state. I calculated the effective 

number of parties in each state chamber and then averaged across chambers. I also calculated a 

state competitiveness index based on Lee (2016), which uses an average of the Democratic 

governor candidate two-party vote share and the Democratic Party seat share in the state 

legislature chambers. This average is then “folded” by subtracting from .5 and taking the 

absolute value. For my purposes, I then rescaled the measure so that higher levels equal more 

competitiveness. My last measure of competitiveness is the presidential vote margin, also 

rescaled so higher levels equal more competitiveness, which has traditionally been used as a 

proxy for partisanship at the district level in Congressional research (Levendusky, Pope, & 

Jackman 2008). 

For ideology, I use two different measures, but unlike competitiveness, these measures 

represent two different potential considerations for a governor candidate. First, I use estimates 



devised by Shor & McCarty (2011) for the ideology of state legislatures to estimate the distance 

between the median Democrat and Republicans in each chamber and averaged. This represents 

ideological distance between the parties in government. I also use a measure constructed by 

Erikson, Wright, & McIver (1994)3 to measure the ideological distance between voters in a state 

based upon respondent ideology in pooled CBS News/New York Times surveys. Taking the 

average ideological identification for each party, I took the absolute value of the difference 

between the parties. Unlike the competitiveness measures, which represent three different 

attempts at getting to a similar underlying concept, the analyses will include both measures of 

ideological distance to represent two different potential sources of information a gubernatorial 

candidate may have on the ideology of the parties in the state. 

Finally, for controls based in part on similar controls from Lee (2016), I include 

information on: whether the election is a special election, if an incumbent is running for office, 

the 1st-dimension professionalism scores from Bowen & Greene (2014), if the state is from the 

South, and the percentage of the state that is urban. For later analysis based on the candidates 

themselves, I also include data on the individual candidate expenditures using Jensen & Beyle 

(2003) “Gubernatorial Campaign Finance Data Project”. 

 

Impact of Competition and Ideology on Campaign Ad Tone 

Table 1 represents the main test of the hypotheses of the impact of competition and 

ideological distance on the type of campaign ads run by gubernatorial candidates. As noted, this 

data is the results of using all data available without controlling for differences in the number of 

markets across the years. All three models are OLS-regression estimates with fixed effects for 

years and standard errors clustered around states. Since dependent variable is a proportion, and 

therefore is bounded by 0 and 1 inclusive, I also run a Tobit analysis, the results presented in 

Appendix Table 1. Since the analysis offers no substantive difference, I use the OLS-regression 

results for ease of discussion of coefficients. 

As we can see, the ten-year averages of Aldrich effective number of parties and the state 

competition index are in the right direction, but are not statistically significant. This is not a 

surprising outcome. Since both of these measures of competitiveness are based on the proportion 

                                                           
3 My thanks to Gerald Wright for responding to my constant questions about the nature of this measurement and 
how to calculate these estimates. 



of seats at the state level, anything that may lead to a disjuncture between state legislature seats 

and gubernatorial performance is likely to weaken the impact of these measures on predicting the 

behavior of gubernatorial candidates.  

 

Table 1: Effect of Party Competitiveness and Ideology on Campaign Ad Tone 

 Dependent Variable 

 Proportion of Total Ad Time Coded Negative 

 (1) (2) (3) 

Aldrich Parties 
0.178 
(0.12) 

  

State Competition  
 0.235 
(0.35) 

 

Presidential Margin   
      0.751*** 

(0.20) 

Legislative Ideology 
-0.095 
(0.08) 

-0.072 
(0.07) 

-0.078 
(0.07) 

Voter Ideology 
   0.442* 

(0.18) 
   0.428* 

(0.17) 
 0.436* 
(.019) 

Special Election 
0.007 
(0.15) 

0.008 
(0.15) 

 0.029 
(0.13) 

Incumbent Running 
-0.001 
(0.03) 

-0.000 
(0.03) 

-0.009 
(0.03) 

Legislative 
Professionalism 

   0.042* 
(0.02) 

  0.041* 
(0.02) 

  0.042* 
(0.02) 

South 
0.065 
(0.06) 

0.070 
(0.06) 

 0.056 
(0.06) 

Percent Urban 
-0.002 
(0.00) 

-0.003 
(0.00) 

-0.002 
(0.00) 

Constant 
0.233 
(0.27) 

    0.577** 
(0.19) 

 0.319 
(0.19) 

Observations 179 179 183 

R-Squared 0.122 0.113 0.172 

Notes 
OLS Regression with Year fixed effects, standard errors clustered on state. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 



Issues like partisan segregation (Brown & Enos 2017) and partisan gerrymandering 

(Stephanopoulos & McGhee 2015) – which arise from the fact state districts are tied to 

geographic units -  or incumbency advantages (Ansolabehere & Snyder 2002; Uppal 2010) may 

lead a governor to not rely on the performance of the party in the state legislature as a guide to 

the party’s performance in a statewide race.  

In comparison, we see a substantively and statistically significant effect of 10-year 

average presidential vote margin, with the proportion of ad time spent on negative ads increasing 

by about .75-percentage point for every 1% increase in the 10-year average presidential vote 

margin. As mentioned, presidential vote margins have long been used as a proxy for statewide 

partisanship, and as such may be a bigger signal to a gubernatorial candidate on their party’s 

performance in a statewide race than relying on state legislature seat proportions. Turning to 

ideology, we see that there is no effect of the 10-year average of ideological distance in the state 

legislature on the proportion of ad time coded negative, but there is a statistically significant 

effect of increased ideological distance between party identifiers in the state. Again, it makes 

sense that a gubernatorial candidate may be more sensitive to statewide measures than those 

reliant on state legislatures. Figure 1 shows the marginal effect plots competitiveness and 

ideology, with Appendix Figure 1 showing the plots for the Tobit regression. 

 

Figure 1: Marginal Effects of Competition and Ideology on Ad Tone 

 

 
Note: Graphs based on OLS-Regression results in Table 1 



 

 

Table 1 and Figure 1 present several results 

that support both hypotheses. A combination of high 

presidential-election competitiveness and high 

ideological distance between partisan identifiers will 

net the highest level of negative advertisements in a 

race, while low competitiveness and low ideological 

distance will have the lowest levels of negative ads.  

In Table 2 I present the results of testing for 

an interaction effect between presidential margins 

and partisan ideology to determine if these effects 

are conditional. The interaction, however, is both in 

the wrong direction and statistically insignificant, 

suggesting that the effect of these two variables are 

independent of one another. This allows for 

additional combinations of high competitiveness/low 

ideological distance and low competitiveness/ high 

ideological distance that also have higher levels of 

negative ads.  

The first combination makes sense based on 

the results of Huddy, Mason, & Aaroe (2015), which 

find that simply the threat of losing an election is 

enough to encourage partisan anger independent of 

ideological concerns. This second possible 

combination, however, is a bit more surprising. 

Intuitively, one might expect that even if ideological 

distance is high, if the other party is not competitive 

then there is no strong incentive to engage in a negative ad campaign. In the conclusion I discuss 

several potential reasons why in this scenario politicians may still decide to engage in some level 

of negative advertisement, but otherwise leave the question unexplored. 

Table 2: Test For Interaction Effect 

 Dependent Variable 

 
Proportion of Total Ad 
Time Coded Negative 

 (1) 

Presidential 
Margin 

1.718+ 
(0.99) 

Partisan 
Ideology 

0.702+ 
(0.36) 

Margin x 
Ideology 

-1.436 
(1.47) 

Special Election 
0.013 
(0.13) 

Incumbent 
Running 

-0.016 
(0.03) 

Professionalism 
0.030 
(0.01) 

South 
0.032 
(0.06) 

Percent Urban 
-0.002 
(0.00) 

Constant 
-0.029 
(0.03) 

Observations 183 

R-Squared 0.1618 

Notes 

OLS Regression with 
Year fixed effects, 

standard errors 
clustered on state. 
+p<.1, * p<0.05, ** 

p<0.01, *** p<0.001 



Test for Partisan Asymmetry 

One additional consideration to investigate is the possibility of asymmetric effects of 

competition and ideological distance on the behavior of gubernatorial candidates as a result of 

differences in the nature of the political parties. According to Grossman & Hopkins (2016), the 

Republican Party can be viewed as primarily a vehicle for an ideological movement that 

emphasizes ideological purity & general appeals to principle. The Democratic Party, meanwhile, 

is more of a coalition of interest groups that emphasizes concrete government action and the 

impact of policy on certain groups. Furthermore, plotting of the median House member in each 

party using DW-NOMINATE scores has traditionally shown Republican members moving 

ideologically to the right faster than their Democratic counterparts. Finally, there has been some 

evidence of party differences in negative advertisements in the past, such as Ansolabehere & 

Iyengar (1995) hypothesizing positive ads were more effective on Democrats while negative ads 

were more effective for Republicans, or Theilmann & Wilhite (1998) finding that Republican 

consultants were more open to using negative ads than Democratic consultants. 

What form the ideology asymmetry may take, however, is hard to determine from a 

group-competition framework. On the one hand, if Republicans are driven primarily by 

ideological concerns, one could argue that therefore Republican candidates may be more 

sensitive to growing ideological distances between the parties and desire more negative ads. The 

larger social identity framework in this paper, however, would argue that we might expect 

Democrats may be more sensitive as a result of the need to appeal to and mobilize specific group 

identities, which requires politicization and activation of anger. The research on negative 

partisanship and partisan identity in general does not appear to show many cases of asymmetric 

effects or suggestions of mechanisms that would lead to them (Abramowitz & Webster 2016; 

Huddy, Mason, Aaroe 2015; Iyengar, Sood, & Lelkes 2012; Iyengar & Westwood 2015). 

To test for the possibility of asymmetric effects, I reorient the data so that the dependent 

variable is the proportion of a candidate’s advertisement time dedicated towards negative coded 

advertisements instead of proportion of the total amount of negative advertisements in the 

election. Since only presidential margin and partisan ideology were found to have significant 

effects in the state analysis, I also only use those two variables in the analysis. By reorienting the 

data so that the dependent variable is based on individual candidates instead of states, I can 

search for asymmetric effects simply by looking for an interaction between the party of the 



candidate, presidential margins, and/or the partisan ideology measures. In this case, I set party so 

that Democrat = 0 and Republican to 1. I also introduce the natural log of candidate spending as 

a control. As with the state analysis, the analysis presented in Table 3 and Figure 2 are based on 

OLS-regression results, with Appendix Table 3 presenting the Tobit regression results. I also 

include the analyses for restrictions to both only the Top 75 markets and only years in which all 

markets were available as well. 

Table 3: Test of Partisan Asymmetry in Effects 

 Dependent Variable 

 Proportion of Total Ad Time Coded Negative 

 Top 75-Markets All Markets (2007-2014) No Specifications 

Presidential Margin 
0.513 
(0.38) 

0.483 
(0.35) 

.594 
(.31) 

Wright Ideology 
0.267 
(0.24) 

-0.073 
(0.32) 

.220 
(0.21) 

Republican 
-0.125 
(0.25) 

-0.641 
(0.35) 

-0.245 
(0.24) 

Pres. Margin x Rep 
0.178 
(.44) 

0.234 
(0.63) 

0.354 
(0.48) 

Partisan Ideo x Rep 
0.030 
(0.30) 

0.779 
(0.51) 

0.191 
(0.31) 

Special Election 
 -0.342* 

(0.16) 
-0.042 
(0.11) 

-0.113 
(0.12) 

Incumbent 
     -0.176*** 

(0.03) 
     -0.192*** 

(0.04) 
      -0.180*** 

(0.03) 

Log Campaign 
Spending 

0.040 
(0.05) 

0.059 
(0.05) 

0.017 
(0.04) 

South 
0.054 
(0.06) 

-0.020 
(0.09) 

0.023 
(0.06) 

Constant 
-0.032 
(0.35) 

0.108 
(0.41) 

0.123 
(0.35) 

Observations 265 153 310 

R-Squared .1442 .1570 .1400 

Notes 
OLS Regression with Year fixed effects, standard errors clustered on state. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 



 

The results are relatively clear, with no interaction between party of the candidate and 

either of the two variables. Figure 2 shows the marginal effects plots for both Democratic and 

Republican candidates for both variables, which show little difference in appearance between 

them, which suggests this not an issue of lack of power. 

 

Figure 2: Test for Asymmetric Effects 

 

 
Note: Graphs based on OLS-Regression results in Table 3 (No Specifications) 

 

Conclusion 

To understand political polarization across both the public and elites, a theoretical 

framework of polarization is needed. Working from the assumption that elections and parties are 

at their core politicized groups in competition, I propose a theory of partisan polarization that is 



centered around the perception of out-group threat and the perception of in-group power as the 

two key variables that influence polarization. This paper presents an attempt to show the 

usefulness of this framework in understanding the behavior of political elites by arguing that in 

deciding what type of campaign strategies to pursue, elites will remain sensitive to these two 

variables. Campaign advertisements, as one of the primary ways that individuals receive 

information from the parties directly, were a perfect choice for demonstrating the application of 

this framework to an empirical question. Translating out-group threat and in-group power into 

ideological distance and party competitiveness, the results show that gubernatorial candidates are 

more likely to engage in highly negative campaigns when their party is competitive in statewide 

races and the ideological distance between the parties among partisans is high. Furthermore, the 

results show that both parties engage in this, with no evidence of asymmetric effects. 

The lack of an interaction effect, however, does leave several questions open for further 

study as it suggests that these two factors work independently. As mentioned, competitiveness 

alone may be enough to trigger the desire for more negative-based campaigning as the threat of 

loss of status is enough to trigger anger outside of ideological concerns (Huddy, Mason, & Aaroe 

2015). However, that ideological distance alone can be enough to trigger more negative 

campaigning independent of competitiveness does suggest that politicians even in safe states 

may perceive there to be a benefit to using negative ads when they perceive the parties to be 

ideologically distant from one another. Henderson (2013;2016) finds that candidates may 

strategically position themselves using ads as moderate while attacking the opposing candidate 

as extreme through negative advertisements, which Henderson’s evidence suggests voters are 

more likely to use to infer policy positions. This would suggest, then, that even in safe states 

candidates may have an incentive to attack the extremeness of the opposing party as a campaign 

strategy. Another, or possibly related, explanation would be that in an age of negative 

partisanship “the other side is horrible so vote for me” may be an ideal strategy even in a non-

competitive state. Attempting to parse out these possible different motivations for engaging in 

negative advertisement even in non-competitive states is left open for further research to explore. 

Overall, these results suggest that developing a framework of polarization as group-

competition, by bridging social identity and institutional/electoral theories, can prove useful to 

answering questions not just about individual voters but can also be extended to investigating 

questions about the actions and decisions of partisan elites as well. 
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Appendix 

Appendix Table 1: Effect of Competitiveness and Ideology on Campaign Ad Tone - Tobit 

 Dependent Variable 

 Proportion of Total Ad Time Coded Negative 

 (1) (2) (3) 

Aldrich Parties 
0.180 

(.127) 
  

State Competition  
0.235 

(.367) 
 

Presidential 

Margin 
  

      0.786*** 

(0.211) 

Legislative 

Ideology 

-0.090 

(0.082) 

-0.661 

(0.74) 

-0.08 

(0.071) 

Partisan Ideology 
  0.445* 

(0.178) 

  0.430* 

(0.174) 

0.445* 

(0.195) 

Special Election 
0.020 

(0.147) 

0.021 

(0.15) 

0.045 

(0.13) 

Incumbent 

Running 

0.000 

(0.033) 

0.000 

(0.341) 

-0.01 

(0.034) 

Legislative 

Professionalism 

  0.045* 

(0.02) 

  0.043* 

(0.019) 

  0.46* 

(0.016) 

South 
0.068 

(0.06) 

0.073 

(0.061) 

0.059 

(0.061) 

Percent Urban 
-0.003 

(0.001) 

-003 

(.001) 

-0.003 

(0.002) 

Constant 
0.240 

(0.282) 

    0.524** 

(0.191) 

0.327 

(0.195) 

Observations 179 179 183 

Psedo R-Squared 0.331 0.307 0.444 

Notes 
Tobit Regression with Year fixed effects, standard errors clustered on state. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 

 



Appendix Figure 1: Marginal Effects of Competition and Ideology on Ad Tone  

 

 
Note: Graphs based on Tobit Regression Results 

 

Appendix Table 2: Reported Effects Across # of Market Specifications 

 Dependent Variable 

 Proportion of Total Ad Time Coded Negative 

 Top 75-Markets 
All Markets (2007-

2014) 
No Specifications 

Presidential 

Margin 

  0.504* 

(0.23) 

  0.731* 

(0.30) 

      0.751*** 

(0.20) 

Legislative 

Ideology 

-0.021 

(0.08) 

-0.022 

(0.13) 

-0.078 

(0.07) 

Partisan Ideology 
0.418 

(0.08) 

0.351 

(0.23) 

   0.436* 

(.019) 

Observations 158 98 183 

R-Squared 0.201 0.175 0.172 

Notes 
OLS Regression with Year fixed effects, standard errors clustered on state. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 



Appendix Table 3: Test of Partisan Asymmetry in Effects - Tobit 

 Dependent Variable 

 Proportion of Total Ad Time Coded Negative 

 Top 75-Markets 
All Markets (2007-

2014) 
No Specifications 

Presidential 

Margin 

0.575 

(0.45) 

0.588 

(0.49) 

0.665 

(0.39) 

Partisan Ideology 
0.306 

(0.30) 

-0.106 

(0.44) 

0.229 

(0.26) 

Republican 
-0.153 

(0.32) 

-0.902 

(0.49) 

-0.340 

(0.31) 

Pres. Margin x 

Rep 

0.284 

(0.59) 

0.406 

(0.89) 

0.593 

(0.66) 

Partisan Ideo x 

Rep 

0.032 

(0.37) 

1.058 

(0.70) 

0.219 

(0.38) 

Special Election 
-0.464 

(0.25) 

0.015 

(0.16) 

-0.108 

(0.17) 

Incumbent 
      -0.224*** 

(0.04) 

      -0.273*** 

(0.06) 

     -0.236*** 

(0.04) 

Log Campaign 

Spending 

0.050 

(0.06) 

0.070 

(0.07) 

0.020 

(0.06) 

South 
0.069 

(0.07) 

-0.027 

(0.12) 

0.031 

(0.07) 

Constant 
-0.141 

(0.47) 

0.040 

(0.56) 

0.081 

(0.47) 

Sigma 
       0.355*** 

(0.02) 

       0.420*** 

(0.03) 

       0.366*** 

(0.02) 

Observations 265 153 310 

Pseudo-R-Squared 0.119 0.109 0.166 

Notes 
Tobit Regression with Year fixed effects, standard errors clustered on state. 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

 

 


