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ABSTRACT 
 

Political scientists have hypothesized that empathy can be a key tool towards reducing 

affective polarization by encouraging cross-party understanding, but studies have shown that 

empathy can intensify either positive or negative emotions towards political out-groups. I 

propose that diversity of news readership modifies the effect of empathy to reduce overall 

affective polarization. However, my regression suggests that the interaction between empathy 

and news readership actually increases affective polarization. The directional change of the 

interaction variable compared to empathy provides evidence that the effect of empathy on 

affective polarization can differ depending on different mechanisms that can prime empathic 

behavior.  
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Chapter 1 Introduction 
 

Throughout America’s history, there have existed multiple periods of political turmoil 

that have sharply divided Americans on the basis of policy stances. The past few decades, 

however, have witnessed perhaps the highest levels of political polarization, sewing deep 

mistrust in Americans of their friends, family, and neighbors. Political affiliation has become 

intensely personal: In 1960, only 4% of Democrats and Republicans said they would be 

displeased if their child married someone of the opposite party; in 2019, that number has grown 

to 45% of Democrats and 35% of Republicans (Najle & Jones, 2019). Disapproval of individuals 

across the political spectrum simply for their affiliation has profoundly negative implications for 

the functioning of America’s political system. For example, many Democrats attribute the failure 

of America’s COVID-19 response to simply having a Republican president in office, rather than 

critically analyzing COVID-19 policies to prevent future policy failures (Druckman et al, 2019). 

As such, this increase in animosity could lead to further deterioration of effective policymaking. 

One key driver of this conflict is affective polarization: a form of political polarization 

where individuals are primed to accept their political party as one of their salient social identities 

and antagonize others who belong to opposing political parties and ideologies (Iyengar et al., 

2019). Prior research has proposed empathy as a psychological lever to reduce the effects of 

affective polarization, but the literature suggests that empathy can be primed to manipulate one’s 

level of affective polarization. On one hand, increased empathy could be a trait that decreases 

affective polarization if an individual can more easily identify with opposing perspectives, 

decreasing their negative perspective of political outgroups. However, recent research finds 
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evidence for another potential trend: individuals with an increased propensity for empathy may 

be more easily manipulated to empathize with their ingroup’s struggles and alienate the 

outgroup, leading to increased polarization (Simas, 2019). Empathy is further complicated by a 

wide range of demographics and individual characteristics, all of which may be manipulated for 

the benefit of the political elite. Hence, there exists a need for further exploration into 

mechanisms that could explain the influence of empathy on affective polarization.  

This thesis seeks to explore the interaction of empathy and news consumption as a driver 

of affective polarization. News readership across a variety of sources creates opportunities for 

individuals to establish commonalities with their political outgroup, therefore the breadth of 

news sources an individual reads could be an activating mechanism for empathy and reduce 

affective polarization (Wojcieszak & Warner, 2018). I begin by characterizing the difference 

between affective and policy-based political polarization, exploring the underlying mechanisms 

of affective polarization, and then connecting affective polarization to the levers of empathy and 

news readership. The methods of the current study follow, to include a series of multiple 

regression models on affective polarization by empathy, news readership, and salient predictors 

of affective polarization. The results and implications follow.  

This thesis relies upon data gathered from the America National Electorate Studies; a 

nationally representative sample of Americans taken during the 2020 election cycle. The study 

has measures of empathy, news consumption, like/dislike of the two major political parties in the 

United States (Democratic and Republican), and other critically important predictors of 

polarization. I find that the interaction effect between higher levels of empathy and higher 

diversity of news sources is positively correlated with affective polarization. Meanwhile, the 

isolated effect of empathy is negatively correlated with polarization, and the isolated effect of 
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news readership has no significant effect on polarization. This discovery further nuances 

previous studies on empathy increasing polarization, by narrowing this trend towards individuals 

who read more news sources. Furthermore, these results could indicate that the positive 

correlation between empathy and affective polarization is especially prevalent within the 

political elite or individuals highly involved in politics. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Affective (Expressive) Polarization vs. Instrumental Polarization 

Affective polarization provides a supplemental explanation to the traditional 

understanding of political polarization. Historically, research on partisanship within political 

science has relied on an instrumental perspective of political behavior: Individuals exhibit 

partisanship as an extension of their agreement on major policy issues, as well as party 

competency and performance (Huddy et al., 2015). Hence, polarization is hypothesized to 

increase with the increased distance in issue stances between political parties. However, decades 

of research examining this instrumental effect find that there are weakening relationships 

between an individual’s issue preferences and perception of their parties compared to their 

willingness to shift their political partisanship. For example, political identity appears to remain 

strong despite evidence of poor party performance or shifts in party platform (Green et al., 2002). 

Surveys conducted on voters also showed that many partisans either were not aware of 

ideological shifts on their party platforms or were only slightly aware of said changes (Adams et 

al., 2011; Fernandez Vazquez, 2014). 

Increasingly, the longevity of party identification and the increases in party-based 

polarization have been attributed to the expressive perspective of political behavior in the form 

of affective polarization. In the expressive case, political elites replicate identity politics by using 

political party as a salient identity (Huddy et al., 2015). Specifically, politicians may tie political 

party identification with another identity, such as black Americans voting Democrat as a social 

norm; this is expanded upon in the following paragraphs. Alternatively, political elites can 

encourage people to antagonize opposing political viewpoints with a process called “self-

categorization”, where individuals are prone to stereotype out-groups by a set of perceived 
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characteristics (Hogg, 2016). Many experiments have shown that priming people to self-

categorize based on innate or arbitrary group characteristics can create animosity and tension 

between the groups, as well as increase competitive intergroup behavior (Tajfel & Turner, 1986; 

Hogg, 2016). As such, self-categorization can be an effective tool to mobilize individuals and pit 

them against an outgroup. Recent studies on political behavior find support for expressive 

polarization overpowering instrumental polarization: the strength of affective polarization does 

not seem to be significantly affected by the policy stances of a political outgroup, indicating that 

the increase in polarization is likely due to increased polarization of social and identity cues 

rather than political ideology (Iyengar, 2012).  

Identity politics creating affective polarization 

One mechanism responsible for the rise of affective polarization is identity politics, or the 

act of mobilizing individuals on political action based on the shared injustices of a given group. 

An example of the intensity of identity-based politics is the strong voting bloc consisting of 

black Americans who consistently vote Democrat, despite black voters being one of the most 

conservative blocs in the Democratic party (White & Laird, 2020). For black voters, voting 

Democrat is a form of racialized social constraint, or a behavioral expectation put onto other 

blacks ever since the Democratic party strongly backed the U.S. Civil Rights movement in the 

1960s (White & Laird, 2020). The association of the black identity with the democratic party is 

so strong that many black Americans rather influence the platform of the Democratic party by 

threatening to withhold their vote during elections than to vote for the Republican party, which 

contradicts the expectations of behavior for the instrumental view of politics (White & Laird, 

2020).  
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The case of the black, Democratic voter shows the strength of identity politics in creating 

strong party affiliation, but identity politics alone does not explain why opposing party 

antagonism has increased throughout the years. Additionally, one must consider the deliberate 

use of identity conflict by political elites. While solidarity around identities can strengthen party 

affiliation, political elites have found that antagonism of identities can also be a powerful tool for 

increasing political support. Individuals with multiple identities that are antagonized by an 

opposing party (i.e. intersectionalities between race, gender, class, etc.) will feel stronger 

affective polarization towards the opposing party (Mason, 2016). These differences are 

exacerbated by an increased willingness of political elites to engage in "conflict extension", 

which is the tying of major political issues to the cultural, racial, and social identities people 

identify with to political parties (Layman, Carsey & Horowitz, 2006).  

For example, the mobilization of identity became an extremely effective tool in 2016 for 

both Democratic and Republican presidential candidates. For example, in the 2016 election, 

candidate Donald Trump appealed to the poor, white, conservative voter base by tying the 

political issue of immigration to rhetoric antagonizing communities of color. Trump leveraged 

fears of a diminishing white identity in the United States by framing Mexican immigrants as 

rapists and job-stealers; and telling “the Squad”, a group of liberal minority congresswomen, to 

go back to their countries (Bacon Jr., 2016). Consequently, Trump captured 60% of Republican 

voters who believed immigration was the most critical issue in 2016 (Bacon Jr., 2016). In 

response to President Trump’s anti-immigration and divisive rhetoric, 2016 Democratic 

candidate Hillary Clinton mobilized the ‘Love trumps hate’ campaign slogan as part of the 

party’s appeal towards minority voters (Miller, 2017). Another one of Clinton’s key campaign 

slogans, ‘I’m with Her’, had multiple meanings, but one, in particular, appealed to the idea of 
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women’s empowerment and supporting women’s rights in the 21st century (Westby, 2017). 

These two slogans are a few out of many attempts by Clinton to maintain the minority and 

female support of the Democratic party, of is elaborated upon throughout this literature review. 

Academic literature similarly finds support linking the rise of group antagonism to affective 

polarization: Affective polarization has increased in parallel to the rising toxicity of political 

rhetoric, as well as antagonistic conversations between political candidates (Iyengar, 2012).  

Consequences of affective polarization 

 Affective polarization poses significant political and social issues for the American 

public. Politically, affective polarization leads to a decreased willingness to cooperate across 

party lines and a move away from policy-centered debate within American politics (Layman, 

Carsey & Horowitz, 2006). Affective polarization can deteriorate the functioning of our 

democratic institutions: many of our recent elections have focused on demeaning the opposition 

rather than addressing issues with policy proposals. Socially, affective polarization has divided 

the American public over relationships, friendships, economic behavior, and career advancement 

(Iyengar et al., 2019). In many instances, individuals experience discrimination based on who 

they support politically or their political affiliation rather than their experience and 

qualifications. Ingroup-outgroup perceptions driven by political labels also reduce the ability for 

an individual to connect with someone from the opposing party. Outgroups are often 

dehumanized and considered low on warmth and confidence. Recent studies show that people 

face more emotional exhaustion and reluctance to help others that are defined by negative biases 

and stigmas (Cameron, Harris & Payne, 2015).  

  



8 
Reducing affective polarization through empathy? 

These issues beg the question: How can society look to reduce affective polarization? In 

many domains, empathy has shown to be a potential contributor to reducing conflict and 

improving intergroup relations more generally (Stephan & Findlay, 1999). The definition of 

empathy varies based on the social science application but is generally known to consist of three 

measures: the ability to understand another’s emotions, a feeling of concern for others, and an 

understanding of others' intentions (Decety & Cowell, 2015). By exhibiting reactive empathy, 

which is responding to another person with your emotions; or parallel empathy, which is 

attempting to experience that person's emotions, one can reduce prejudice towards outgroups and 

reduce feelings in dissimilarity and/or anxiety (Stephan & Findlay, 1999). Practices that increase 

the propensity for people to feel empathy, hence extending empathic feelings more frequently, 

can play a significant role in reducing affective polarization (Cameron, 2018).  

However, empathy is a complex trait that, when activated in a specific context, may also 

lead to increased conflict. Specifically, while empathic concern for others is a powerful driver to 

wanting to assist others in need, empathy may also increase one's desire to harm outgroups that 

antagonize a person's identity group(s) (Hasson, 2018). Politically, increased levels of empathic 

concern have been shown to increase the level of favorability towards one's ingroups and 

decrease the level of favorability of one's outgroups, exacerbating affective polarization (Simas, 

2019). As expanded upon below in the additional variables section, individual demographics like 

race, class, and gender are all forms of identity that have been weaponized to increase 

polarization. Current literature supports the idea that empathy does increase one's concern for 

others, but barriers that divide one's ingroup and outgroup may effectively prevent people who 

are affectively polarized from attempting to empathize with an opposing position.  
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The Role of News Consumption 

News consumption may be a variable that modifies the effect of empathy on affective 

polarization. Most notably, the diversification of news sources has allowed for news stations and 

media companies to cater to specific political identities to drive viewership (Wojcieszak & 

Garrett, 2018). News sources with a political agenda have naturally contributed to the political 

divide by framing issues in a way that is consistent with ingroup favoritism and outgroup 

antagonism. Concernedly, individuals engage in selective exposure of news sources that they 

choose to view, which reinforces their existing preconceptions on political ingroups versus 

outgroups (Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). Additionally, individuals also practice affective 

learning, which is when individuals pick up specific cues of political attitude based on the 

actions and opinions of the political elite they follow (Wojcieszak & Garrett, 2018). In these 

ways, an individual who is highly empathic and is exposed to politicized news may become 

significantly more polarized. 

In contrast, exposure to media sources that exhibit counter-attitudinal perspectives—even 

sources that exhibit political leaning—has shown potential for depolarization; hence individuals 

who are exposed to media and news with opposing perspectives could potentially affectively 

depolarize (2018). This is supported by evidence that interparty contact increases the perceived 

commonality between opposing political groups, therefore an individual’s affective polarization 

(Wojcieszak & Warner, 2018). These mixed results are a primary cause for investigation: the 

diversity of news readership can either increase polarization by increasing selective exposure or 

decrease polarization through exposure to counter-attitudinal perspectives. This thesis proposes 

that an increase in both empathy and news readership reduces the tendency for selective 
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exposure and increases the willingness to expose oneself to counter-attitudinal perspectives, 

hence decreasing affective polarization. 

Additional Predictors of Affective Polarization  

Race  

 Several variables strongly correlate with affective polarization and need to be controlled 

for in this thesis. In this thesis, the control variables selected to control for affective polarization 

are in the context of the U.S. political system. First, demographic characteristics correlate with 

affective polarization as a result of conflict extension, which is the tying of social identities to 

political policies or movements. The previous example showed how black Americans extend the 

issue of social justice and equity to the success of the Democratic party, hence connects one’s 

allegiance to the Democratic party to the well-being of their racial background. The Civil Rights 

Movement cemented the Democratic party’s identity as a staunch supporter of racial justice, 

hence we would expect similar attitudes in other minority groups towards the Democratic party 

as exhibited by black Americans, although the effects are not as strong (White & Laird, 2020).  

 

Gender 

 Similarly, gender and education have also been tied to the Democratic and Republic 

parties. For women, gender equality is a significant topic that has gained identity salience with 

our political parties. There exists a significant divide on gender equality, with a majority (76%) 

of Democrats believing that the country has not gone far enough in providing equal rights to 

women, compared to a plurality (48%) of Republicans believing that gender equality policy has 

been about right (33% of Republicans believe that gender equality has not gone far enough) 

(Barroso, 2020). Divisions between the parties on ideology-based issues exist as well—with 72% 
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of Democrats believing there are not enough women in positions of power compared to 41% of 

Republicans who believe the same thing (Horowitz & Igielnik, 2020). These divisions cause a 

high degree of party sorting among gender lines, with millennial women holding a 29-point 

margin in identifying Democrat over Republican, and black women reporting an 80-point margin 

in identifying Democrat over Republican (Doherty, Kiley & Asheer, 2020).  

 

Participation/Partisanship 

 Political elitism and the level of engagement in politics need to be controlled for, as 

politicians and the politically active are likely to be more polarized than the public (Parker, 

2017). The increase of party sorting amongst political elites has become a lot more substantial in 

recent years, meaning that there is a lessening of political elites who express views that are 

moderate or that reflect the views of an opposing political party (Banda & Cluverius, 2018). As a 

result, individuals tend to express views that are more consistent with the opinions of their fellow 

partisans, widening the gap between the political parties and increasing the likelihood for 

polarization (Baldassarri & Gelman, 2018). Intricately linked to partisanship is the frequency of 

participation in politics by individuals. According to a 2014 Pew Research Survey, "Among both 

Republicans and Democrats, those who see the other side in very unfavorable terms are 

significantly more likely to be regular voters, to make campaign donations, and  

to participate in the political process in other ways (Dimock et al., 2014)." Hence, partisanship 

can increase the frequency at which on participates in actions that exacerbate polarization.  
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Social class 

 Political partisanship and political polarization are strongly linked to increases in 

affective polarization, and both aspects are driven by middle- and upper-class representation in 

politics. Three variables included in this thesis to control for the effect of social class on 

partisanship and polarization are income, employment, and education. 

 The previous section discussed how political participation is intricately linked to affective 

polarization, and there is evidence to suggest that there is a class divide that correlates to the 

level of participation and enfranchisement by the U.S. political system. In the 115th U.S. 

Congress, 40% of representatives were millionaires and almost all representatives in the House 

and Senate held a bachelor’s degree—with a majority of members of both the House and Senate 

holding post-graduate degrees (Edwards-Levy, 2018) (Manning, 2017). Public opinion on 

feeling represented by Congress is also heavily related to class and income: From a YouGov 

survey, 36% of those making 100,000 or more feel that they are well represented, compared to 

16% of those making 50k or less (Edwards-Levy, 2017). Evidence also suggests that wealthy 

individuals are more politically sophisticated, hence are more likely to become polarized 

(Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008). Income is included as a variable to control for this effect.  

 Traditional literature on the relationship between education and political participation 

hypothesizes that increased educational attainment is cause for greater political participation 

(Berinsky & Lenz, 2010). However, recent studies controlling for extraneous effects stemming 

from education show that education itself is not a direct cause for increased political 

participation; rather, educational attainment is likely a proxy for variables like family 

background and childhood experiences—which affect political participation (Berinsky & Lenz, 

2010) (Kam & Palmer, 2008). Both Berinsky et al. and Kam et al. find that higher educational 
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attainment is associated with the increased opportunities in life that an individual in a middle or 

upper class may experience, which increases their likelihood of being engaged in politics later on 

due to the class gap in politics as mentioned above (2010) (2008).  

 While education can indirectly relate to affective polarization through increased political 

participation, education is also directly associated with increased affective polarization: Highly 

educated individuals are more adept at motivated reasoning and “miscalibration” than less 

educated individuals (Drummond & Fischhoff, 2017). Specifically, well-educated people may be 

more selective of information that conforms with their beliefs and be more certain that the 

information they find is accurate by virtue of their educational attainment (Drummond & 

Fischhoff, 2017). Both the indirect and direct effects of education on affective polarization 

necessitate its inclusion as a control variable.  

 While the wealthy and well-educated may be more polarized due to their strong interest 

and participation in politics, lower-class individuals may be polarized as a consequence of 

disenfranchisement by the political system. Specifically, people who are unemployed or are low 

income may be manipulated more easily by politicians who take advantage of their financial 

weaknesses. For example, right-wing populism has been increasing in the United States and is 

linked to rhetoric that frames poor, white populations as victims of migrants stealing jobs and 

increasing social welfare programs for minorities (Greven 2016). Conveniently, the right 

connects these grievances to the Democratic party and their initiatives for welfare and social 

justice. Images like the ’Welfare queen’ stereotype create images of a corrupt liberal wing of 

U.S. politics taking money from the poor and hardworking and giving it to minorities who are 

taking advantage of a system (Demby, 2013). Individuals who are white and unemployed are the 
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targets of this rhetoric and may be affectively polarized due to this narrative. Employment 

controls for the spread of populist sentiments as a medium for polarization.  

Social Media 

 Social media use is a variable not accounted for in the news readership portion of the 

ANES but is important to control for due to its increasing popularity as a news source. Numerous 

studies have been conducted on the relationship between social media and affective polarization; 

while it appears that polarization may lead to increased social media usage and not vice versa, 

there is a positive correlation between social media use for political news and one’s level of 

affective polarization (Nordbrandt, 2021; Rojas & Yamamoto, 2021). Different social media 

platforms also have differing effects on affective polarization, but the one that is often cited to 

have the greatest effect on polarizing the public is Twitter (Yarchi, Baden & Kligler-Vilenchik, 

2020). Given this information, I created two separate models controlling for social media: One 

with general social media usage and one controlling for the frequency of Twitter use. The 

separation of these two variables is to prevent high levels of collinearity.  
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Chapter 3 Hypotheses 

 Drawing from the literature review, this thesis seeks to investigate three sets of 

hypotheses. The first set (H1) aims to replicate the results of previous studies on how empathy 

relates to affective polarization. Due to the mixed literature on the directional relationship of 

empathy, there are two sub-hypotheses in H1 accounting for both instances. H2 is derived from 

the understanding that news sources can either reduce or increase an individual’s affective 

polarization, depending on whether selective exposure or counter-attitudinal perspective-taking 

is stronger. Finally, H3 is the primary hypothesis of interest: The interactive effect of empathy 

and news readership on affective polarization. I have listed these hypotheses below: 

 

H1.1: Greater levels of empathy are likely to correspond to higher levels of affective 

polarization in individuals.  

H1.2: Greater levels of empathy is likely to correspond to lower levels of affective 

polarization in individuals. 

H2.1: An exposure to a diverse set of news sources is likely to decrease an individual’s 

level of affective polarization. 

H2.2: An exposure to a diverse set of news sources is likely to increase an individual’s 

level of affective polarization. 

H3: The interaction of higher empathy levels and higher news engagement is likely to 

have a multiplicative effect on reducing affective polarization. 
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Chapter 4 Methods 

Data 

To test my hypotheses, I used the 2020 American National Electorate Study (ANES) 

Time Series Study; a national U.S. study on electorate trends that has been regularly conducted 

on American citizens since 1948.1 The 2020 ANES dataset contains pre-election responses from 

8,280 Americans spanning the topics of electoral behavior, political participation, and public 

opinion. In some cases, a single variable from the ANES was not sufficient for proper analysis of 

the impact of that variable in the overall model. In these cases, multiple questions from the 

ANES were consolidated and/or transformed to accurately describe the model. I provide the 

rationale for these cases in the variable discussion below.  

Model 

 To measure the effect of empathy and news readership on affective polarization, I 

require a model that explains the effect of a unit change of the explanatory variables on the 

response variable. Hence, I chose to use a multiple regression which identifies relationships 

between variables by searching for general patterns that relate to unit changes of those 

variables. Additionally, a multiple regression allows me to add additional variables into the 

analysis to control for exogenous variation that is evidenced to be salient in affective 

polarization, such as gender, race, and income. The unit of analysis of this experiment is 

individuals in the U.S. electorate, which is appropriate as affective polarization reflects an 

individual’s polarization towards opposing political parties due to political party being one 

of their salient social identities. Additional variables in the model include regressors highly 

 
1 https://electionstudies.org/about-us/history/ 
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correlated with social identity theory as addressed in the literature review. Notably, I chose 

to create two different models based on the two different measures of social media as 

explained in the literature review: The first model regresses affective polarization on the 

control variable of using any form of social media listed in the ANES, while the second 

model regresses affective polarization on the frequency of Twitter Use by a respondent. This 

variable is listed as b11.1 and b11.2 in the models below. Below is the complete model, 

wherein affective polarization is a function of empathy, diversity of news readership, and an 

interaction variable between empathy and diversity of news readership.  

Model  1 

Affective Polarization = Intercept - b1 (Empathy) + b2 (Diversity in 

News Readership) + b3 (Empathy*Diversity in News Readership) + control 

variables [-b4 (White) - b5 (Male) + b6 (Education) + b7 (Income) + b8 

(Political participation) + b9 Employment) – b10 (Partisanship) + b11.1 (Social 

media use)] 

 

Model 2 

Affective Polarization = Intercept - b1 (Empathy) + b2 (Diversity in 

News Readership) + b3 (Empathy*Diversity in News Readership) + control 

variables [-b4 (White) - b5 (Male) + b6 (Education) + b7 (Income) + b8 

(Political participation) + b9 Employment) – b10 (Partisanship) + b11.2 

(Frequency of Twitter Use)] 
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Variable Creation  

 Several variables within this model could not be found directly within the ANES 

database and were, instead, created by consolidating and recoding multiple variables from the 

survey into a new variable. This section covers the creation of these variables as well as the 

underlying theory used to justify their creation. The table below shows the summary statistics of 

the variables, while density graphs can be found in Appendix B. 
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Table 1: Summary Statistics of Variables 

 

Descriptive Statistics 
Variable Mean Median Min Max Standard Deviation 

Polarization 5.64 6 0 10 3.2 
Empathy 3.47 3.57 1 5 0.78 

News Readership 5.95 4 0 50 5.75 
Empathy x News Readership 21.64 15 0 150.857 22.35 

Participation 1.92 1 0 12 2.29 
Education 3.387 3 1 5 1.11 

Partisanship 2.988 3 1 4 1.07 
Male 0.46 0 0 1 0.5 
White 0.754 1 0 1 0.43 

Employment 0.67 1 0 1 0.47 
Social Media 0.91 1 0 1 0.28 
Twitter Usage 2 1 1 8 1.9 
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 In order to capture the intensity affective polarization within respondents, I replicated the 

method of measuring affective polarization taken by Simas et al., creating a variable from the 

absolute difference in feeling thermometer values of each respondent regarding their feeling 

towards the democratic party and the republican party (2019). This variable was created by 

modifying two variables from the ANES: Two feeling thermometers that measure the 

individual’s dislike for the Democratic/Republican parties on a scale of 0-10, with 0 being 

strongly dislike and 10 being strongly like. In turn, this measures the strength of the difference in 

feelings one exhibits towards the two parties. An individual who strongly favors one party but 

dislikes the other party would register as a high number, which indicates high polarization, while 

someone who either greatly likes or greatly dislikes both parties would register as a low number. 

For this study, I assume equally strong positive feelings for both parties reflect minimal levels of 

polarization, while equally strong negative feelings for both parties likely reflect disillusionment 

with politics, hence political affiliation likely not being a salient social identity for that 

individual. Therefore, either extreme can be considered non-polarized and will show up as a low 

number in the data. Notably, the boxplot of the affective polarization variable (Appendix B) 

shows a bimodal distribution of responses, indicating that respondents tend to feel that they are 

either extremely polarized or neutral. This explains the high standard deviation (3.2) of the 

polarization variable, compared to the variable’s range of 10.  

 Empathy is often measured through surveys that include a battery of questions that appeal 

to an individual’s different empathic cognitive functions. One of the most commonly referenced 

and validated empathy surveys is the Interpersonal Reactivity Index (IRI). The IRI is a 28-item 

questionnaire that measures an individual’s propensity for empathy along four sub-scores: 

empathic concern, perspective-taking, personal distress, and fantasy (Davis, 1983). For my 
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thesis, the two areas of interest in measuring empathy are empathic concern and perspective-

taking, which are also the ones most likely to be related to direct empathic behavior (Baron-

Cohen & Wheelwright, 2004). Using the IRI as a model, I drew questions from the ANES that 

strongly reflected perspective-taking or empathic concern and averaged their scores to create an 

Empathy measure. While I have no direct evidence in this data that these scores are significantly 

correlated with the IRI, these questions are explicitly referred to as Empathy in the ANES by 

existing articles (Holian & Prysby, 2014) (Laustsen, 2017). The scores for each variable were 

recoded with higher responses indicating greater empathy, and all were standardized to a scale of 

1-5. The questions used to create this variable can be found in Appendix A. The distribution of 

scores indicates that individuals tend to rank themselves with a high empathy score, with a mean 

response of 3.47 and a standard deviation of 0.78. 
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Table 2: Correlation matrix between empathy variables 

 Support 
Welfare 

Support aid 
to poor 

Ensure 
society 
success 

Inequality 
not a big 

deal 

Fewer 
problems if 

more 
equality 

Self-control 
of harmful 

speech 

Support 
Welfare 1.000 0.591 0.291 0.318 0.375 -0.097 

Support aid 
to poor 0.591 1.000 0.334 0.339 0.387 -0.101 

Ensure 
society 
success 

0.291 0.334 1.000 0.375 0.461 -0.097 

Inequality 
not a big 

deal 
0.318 0.339 0.375 1.000 0.401 -0.075 

Fewer 
problems if 

more 
equality 

0.375 0.387 0.461 0.401 1.000 -0.106 

Self-control 
of harmful 

speech 
-0.097 -0.101 -0.097 -0.075 -0.106 1.000 
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 Directional validity and internal consistency were tested by running a correlation 

matrix and performing a Cronbach’s alpha test. Table 2 above shows that all variables 

are directionally consistent with one another except for the variable for ‘Self-control on 

harmful speech’, which tends negative compared to the other variables and has a 

noticeably weak correlation. While there is no definitive explanation for this occurrence, 

it may be possible that individuals of the same level of empathy may interpret the 

question differently than others. For example, someone with high empathy may be 

concerned about speaking insensitively, hence may rate themselves high on the scale. At 

the same time, someone else may be less concerned about speaking insensitively because 

they know that they exhibit high levels of empathy, hence are less worried about having 

an incident with insensitive speech and rate themselves less worried. The Cronbach’s 

alpha score for these questions is 0.67, which is a reasonable score for the internal 

validity of the relationship between these variables.  

 Two other variables that were created as a culmination of ANES survey responses are 

News Readership and Political Participation. News Readership was created by summing the 

binary responses from the ANES survey pertaining to the different media sources that an 

individual interacted with for their daily news and/or politics. Specifically, the ANES asked 

whether the respondent has heard about the 2020 presidential campaign from a broad selection of 

tv programs, newspapers, internet sites, and radio news channels. I pulled the data points for all 

forms of media that pertained to political news, including tabloids and multilingual news 

stations, and summed the values for a comprehensive value for how many different news sources 

an individual interacted with. The political participation variable was created in a similar manner 

by summing up all the binary questions in the ANES pertaining to whether the respondent had 
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performed various actions that would contribute meaningfully to a political campaign. I did not 

find it necessary to run a correlation matrix or a Cronbach’s alpha test on the news readership 

variable as it is meant to be presented as the simple sum of all the news sources a respondent 

interacts with.  

 A majority of individuals consume a few news sources, while a few individuals consume 

many news sources; the news readership variable has a mean of 5.95 unique sources and a 

median of 4 sources. There is a strong right skew on the data shown in both the histogram and 

the high standard deviation (5.75). We see the same result for political participation, where there 

is a strong right skew, and the mean number of unique political actions performed is 1.92 while 

the median of unique political actions performed is 1. These results conform to the expectations 

that a majority of people consume political or news content as a small extension of their life, 

while a few individuals are deeply invested in politics.
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Table 3: Correlation Matrix of Political Participation Variables 

 Contact 
Congressman 

Posted online 
about 

campaign 

Signed 
petition 

Attend 
protest 

Donate to 
other 

groups 

Donate 
to party 

Donate to 
candidate 

Work 
for 

party 

Wear campaign 
merchandise 

Attend in-
person 

candidate 
events 

Attend virtual 
candidate 

events 

Talk about 
candidates 

Contact 
Congressman 1.000 0.245 0.355 0.230 0.267 0.229 0.297 0.183 0.175 0.137 0.290 0.206 

Posted online 
about campaign 0.245 1.000 0.361 0.198 0.153 0.131 0.204 0.110 0.228 0.151 0.256 0.284 

Signed petition 0.355 0.361 1.000 0.292 0.205 0.199 0.242 0.145 0.199 0.130 0.266 0.228 

Attend protest 0.230 0.198 0.292 1.000 0.185 0.107 0.182 0.155 0.189 0.288 0.255 0.151 

Donate to other 
groups 0.267 0.153 0.205 0.185 1.000 0.283 0.341 0.211 0.141 0.103 0.274 0.147 

Donate to party 0.229 0.131 0.199 0.107 0.283 1.000 0.674 0.180 0.213 0.137 0.345 0.173 

Donate to 
candidate 0.297 0.204 0.242 0.182 0.341 0.674 1.000 0.233 0.252 0.200 0.449 0.221 

Work for party 0.183 0.110 0.145 0.155 0.211 0.180 0.233 1.000 0.144 0.241 0.279 0.152 

Wear campaign 
merchandise 0.175 0.228 0.199 0.189 0.141 0.213 0.252 0.144 1.000 0.247 0.276 0.235 

Attend in-person 
candidate events 0.137 0.151 0.130 0.288 0.103 0.137 0.200 0.241 0.247 1.000 0.397 0.135 

Attend virtual 
candidate events 0.290 0.256 0.266 0.255 0.274 0.345 0.449 0.279 0.276 0.397 1.000 0.231 

Talk about 
candidates 0.206 0.184 0.228 0.151 0.147 0.173 0.221 0.152 0.235 0.135 0.231 1.000 
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 A correlation matrix for political participation questions is presented in Table 3 above. 

The results indicate that all forms of political participation are slightly, positively correlated with 

other forms of political participation. The Cronbach’s alpha for the selected political 

participation variables is 0.77, indicating strong internal consistency between the variables. A 

full list of questions pulled from the ANES to create the news readership variable and the 

political participation variable can be found in List B in the supplementary materials.  

 The interaction term between empathy and news readership was created by multiplying 

the level of empathy an individual exhibits with the number of news sources that individual is 

exposed to. This is to investigate the existence of a multiplicative effect between empathy and 

readership, where the effect of empathy on polarization is conditional on an individual’s breadth 

of news consumption. The inclusion of all three terms within the model may introduce a high 

level of multicollinearity, but this is to be expected with the close variation of interaction terms 

with their constitutive terms. 

 Strength of partisanship is measured through the seven-point scale for political leaning 

reported on the ANES. V201231x on the ANES is a scale that asks respondents for their party 

identification, ranging from 1 = strong democrat and 7 = strong republican, with 4 = 

independent. I recoded this variable by folding the scale in half and setting 1 = independent 

while 4 = strong democrat or strong republican. Hence, the scale in my thesis ranges from 1 – 4 

with 1 being independent and 4 being a strong partisan. Notably, many people report being 

strong partisan, with a mean partisanship score of 2.988 and a median score of 3. Even so, there 

is a sizable number of individuals who report lower levels of partisanship as well, as seen in the 

box plot and the high standard deviation (1.07) 
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 The variables for white, male, education, employment, income, social media, and Twitter 

use were created with simple recoding of the ANES responses. The variables of white, male, 

employment, and social media are binary responses where 1 indicates the presence of that 

characteristic in the respondent. Employment is a dummy variable capturing people who are 

employed, in the educational system, or both; the rationale for including current education under 

the employment variable is the perceived productivity of an individual as they are responding to 

a question, and how that may impact their relationship towards political parties. In the case of 

social media, 1 indicates that the individual uses any form of social media, while 0 means the 

individual uses no social media at all. The descriptive statistics for all four variables conform to 

expectations: A majority of respondents were white (0.75), there is an even distribution of men 

and women (Male = 0.46), A high proportion of individuals are employed or are currently in 

college (00.67), and an overwhelming number of individuals use some form of social media 

(0.91). 

  Education is left as-is from the ANES, with inapplicable values removed. The range of 

education variable is from 1 = less than a high school diploma to 5 = graduate degree. The mean 

education level of respondents is 3.39, corresponding to the value for ‘some college education 

and ‘college diploma’. There is a strong left skew, indicating educational outcomes of 

respondents tend towards some level of college education or post-graduate education. The 

income variable was created by taking the brackets  

 The variable for Twitter use was changed to include ‘inapplicable’ respondents in the 

scale as individuals who have never used Twitter. This was done for statistical consistency, as a 

majority of respondents do not use Twitter, so the exclusion of those individuals in the dataset 

and regression omits a large number of individuals. Hence, I added increased the scale from 1-7 
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(1 = Use Twitter multiple times every day; 7 = Use Twitter less than once a month) by one to 

include a value for individuals who have never used Twitter and inverted the scale so that the 

highest value corresponds to the most frequent Twitter users. This change introduced a strong 

right skew as a large number of respondents do not use Twitter. From analyzing the histogram, it 

appears that for those who do use Twitter, there is a high number of individuals who have used 

Twitter less than once a month. For respondents who use Twitter more than once a month, there 

appears to be an even distribution of the frequency of Twitter use.  
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Chapter 5 Results 

Regression Model 

Table 4: Regression Results of Polarization by Explanatory Variables 

Dependent Variable: Affective Polarization (Scale: 0-10) 
Variable Estimate 

  Model 1 Model 2 
Constant 5.625*** 5.627*** 
Empathy -0.301*** -0.296*** 

News Readership -0.394 -0.402 
Empathy x News Readership 0.724** 0.743** 

Participation 1.168*** 1.185*** 
Education -0.362*** -0.351*** 

Partisanship 2.809*** 2.806*** 
Male -0.091 -0.077 
White 0.235*** 0.229*** 

Income -0.045 -0.039 
Employment -0.255*** -0.244*** 
Social Media -0.059   
Twitter Usage   -0.147** 

      
Total Observations n = 6140 (2128 omitted) n=6142 (2126 omitted) 
Adjusted R-Squared 0.274 0.275 

F-Statistic p<0.01 p<0.01 

Significance: * = p<0.1; ** = p<0.05; *** = p<0.01 
 
Note: All independent variables were mean standardized by two standard deviations.   
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 Due to the variability of the different scales of variables, all input variables were mean 

standardized by two standard deviations before regressing for easier scaling and interpretation of 

the coefficients. Standardizing by two standard deviations allows for binary variables to be 

interpreted as such, while other variables are standardized on one scale (Gelman, 2007). This 

thesis uses p<.05 to test for significance. 

 Empathy was statistically significant across both models, but news readership was not in 

either model. Due to the existence of the multiplicative interaction model, the individual effects 

of empathy and news readership can only be interpreted the pure effect of each constitutive 

variable, which is the effect of one variable on the dependent variable when the other variable’s 

value is set to 0 (Brambor, Clark & Golder, 2006). Hence, the effect of a two standard deviation 

increase in empathy, when news readership is 0, is a 0.301-point decrease in affective 

polarization in model 1, and a 0.296-point decrease in affective polarization in model 2. 

Meanwhile, news readership was not statistically significant in either model. Both models show 

a statistically significant effect of the interaction term on affective polarization. In both models, 

the empathy x readership interaction variable is positively correlated with affective polarization, 

with a two standard deviation increase in the interaction between empathy and news readership 

corresponding to a 0.724-point increase in affective polarization for model 1 and corresponding 

to a 0.743-point increase in affective polarization for model 2. 

 Several other control variables were statistically significant in both models, including 

political participation, partisanship, and race. The strongest effect within these variables appears 

to be partisanship strength, where a two standard deviation increase in the strength of one’s 

partisanship leads to a 2.809-point increase in one’s level of affective polarization in model 1 and 

a 2.806-point increase in model 2. Other variables positively and significantly correlated with 
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affective polarization level include political participation and race. A two standard deviation 

increase in one’s political participation corresponds to a 1.168-point increase in affective 

polarization in model 1 and a 1.185-point increase in model 2. Being white corresponds to a 

0.234-point increase in affective polarization in model 1 and a 0.229-point increase in model 2.  

 Meanwhile, education, employment, and Twitter use are significantly and negatively 

correlated with affective polarization. A two standard deviation increase in education 

corresponds to a 0.362- and 0.351-point decrease in affective polarization in models 1 and 2, 

respectively. Being employed or being a student in college is correlated with 0.255- and 0.244-

point decreases in affective polarization for model 1 and model 2, respectively. Twitter Usage 

was also statistically significant in model 2, where a two standard deviation increase in Twitter 

usage corresponds to a 0.147-point decrease in the level of affective polarization. However, there 

is no significant relationship between the social media control variable in model 1 and affective 

polarization. Income is the only other variable besides news readership that is not significantly 

correlated with affective polarization. 

 The adjusted R-Squared of both model 1 and model 2 is 0.275, which shows that 27.5% 

of the variation in model 1 can be explained by the regression run in my thesis. Additionally, the 

F-Statistic test holds a p-value of <0.01 in both models, showing that the regression has 

correlative explanatory power.  

Control variables in the regression model 

 Political participation and partisanship being positively correlated with affective 

polarization are to be expected, as political elites are the ones often most invested in politics and 

reflect the issues of the time (Parker, 2017). Individuals who are more involved in politics, 

especially the campaigns and mobilization of political parties, likely subscribe to the issues and 
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identity of their party. At the same time, because the literature shows that America is moving 

towards an expressive view of politics, increased partisanship is likely to be related to increased 

affective polarization. Future research in affective polarization may benefit from additional 

research into this interaction to understand whether increased participation polarizes individuals, 

or if polarization pushes individuals into political participation.  

 Demographic indicators of race and education appear to run contrary to our expectations 

of affective polarization as discussed in the literature review. Increased levels of higher 

education appear to correlate with lower levels of affective polarization, which runs contrary to 

the literature suggesting that higher education can both be directly and indirectly related to 

increased levels of polarization. One potential reason for this coefficient running contrary to 

expectations is that increasing education may lead to a broader perspective of the world, which 

may help to increase awareness of group differences or the impact of political strategy around 

identity politics and therefore reduce affective polarization. However, this hypothesis has yet to 

be tested or has yet to garner conclusive results in academic literature. Similarly, the coefficient 

for white also seems to be opposite of what is expected given how strongly racial identities are 

tied to politics as a form of conflict extension. Instead, the regression suggests that white 

individuals are correlated with a higher level of affective polarization as compared to people of 

color.  

 The result on male and income are surprising given that neither variable is significant in 

my models, despite literature indicating both variables to be correlated with affective 

polarization. Gender is typically hypothesized to be a highly ideological and charged topic within 

politics, as well as contributes to a high degree of party sorting (Doherty, Kiley & Asheer, 2020). 

Of course, party sorting is not necessarily indicative of affective polarization, but nonetheless, 
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the expressive view of politics would support that politics is increasingly tied with identity and 

affective polarization. Existing literature also supports that wealthiness is related to participation 

in politics, which should cause income to be highly correlated to polarization due to the wealthy 

participating heavily in politics. However, we do not see this interaction supported in the thesis. 

 As expected, an increase in employment results in a decrease in affective polarization. 

Employment and the economy remain prime issues for both primary U.S. political parties, and 

the issue is likely tied to different intersectional characteristics that lead to polarization. 

Unemployment and social benefits have long been a platform goal for Democrats, but welfare 

recipients are often antagonized by Republicans and welfare-opposition as being “welfare 

queens” (Demby, 2013). Meanwhile, conservatives hold a strong rural, poor white voter base 

that may be susceptible to right-wing propaganda and populism—as seen from the tactics used 

by Donald Trump to mobilize voters in the 2016 election (Greven, 2016). It stands to reason that 

the unemployed with either political party may harbor resentment towards the other. The effect 

of employment on polarization is nuanced from the effect of income and wealth, as the 

employment variable seeks to capture the effect of populist propaganda on the American public, 

while income attempts to capture the effect of wealth or class on political participation. 

 Finally, the directionality of social media usage is consistent with existing literature, 

while Twitter usage appears to have an effect opposite to what was hypothesized. While social 

media is hypothesized to host “echo chambers” and increase affective polarization, research 

shows that social media can lead to polarization when the primary purpose is to seek attention 

and incite political responses (Twitter) but lead to depolarization is the service is used as a means 

of messaging and deliberating on issues (WhatsApp) (Yarchi, Baden, Kligler-Vilenchik (2020)). 

Because the ANES uses a variety of social media platforms that encompass polarizing 
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applications like Twitter and Facebook, but also longer-form social media applications like 

Reddit and YouTube the effects of polarization could be canceled out across the two different 

categories of social media applications, hence leading to no significant relationship between 

whether one uses social media platforms indicated on the ANES and their level of affective 

polarization. On the other hand, the results indicate that an increase in the frequency of Twitter 

use correlates with lower levels of affective polarization, which is puzzling given the strong 

positive correlation between affective polarization and Twitter found in Yarchi et al. A potential 

explanation for this conflicting result is that individuals who use Twitter most frequently do so as 

a source of entertainment beyond politics, hence are not as impacted by polarizing news, though 

more research is needed to confirm this hypothesis. 
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Chapter 6 Discussion 

Empathy and news readership regression model 

 In both regression models, an increase in empathy is correlated with a decrease in 

affective polarization, indicating responders to the ANES who exhibit higher levels of empathy 

also appear to have lower levels of affective polarization. While this is in line with the notion 

that an increase in empathy results in a decrease of affective polarization, the correlation 

contrasts with Simas' findings that higher empathy leads to higher affective polarization. 

Potential sources for this discrepancy could be a difference in the survey group, as well as 

differences in the creation and interpretation of the empathy variable. For one, Simas’ 

experiment gathered responses from a YouGov poll in 2016, which may result in more 

polarizing responses given that the survey was distributed during an election year than the ANES 

survey taken in 2020. In both instances, selection bias may also take effect as the Simas survey 

was an opt-in panel, and multiple questions in the ANES can be optional or skipped by 

respondents. Simas & Clifford also use a much more comprehensive empathy value for their 

study in running a survey experiment using the questions from the Interpersonal Reactivity Index 

(IRI), a widely cited index for measuring empathy across multiple dimensions (Simas, 2019). In 

contrast, this thesis pulled data from the ANES to create the empathy battery, and the questions 

used are assumed to be correlated with empathy but there is no way to externally validate this 

assumption.  

 News readership is not significantly related to affective polarization, which is surprising 

given the literature on how news is a significant medium of which individuals can be either 

polarized or depolarized. Additionally, the news sources used in the ANES include potentially 

polarizing sources, such as liberal and conservative talk shows, as well as news channels with 
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heavy political affiliation like Fox News and CNN (ANES, 2020). However, the interaction 

between empathy and political polarization runs contrary to our hypothesis that empathy and 

news readership would reduce affective polarization. This could be due to the fact that I did not 

have a method to control for the type of news media an individual consumes, so someone who 

reads multiple news sources could be feeding into their polarization by reading sources that 

reinforce their existing worldview. Existing literature points to political elites being more 

polarized, hence news readership could be a proxy for some form of political elitism that could 

not be controlled for with the political participation variable (Parker, 2017). Future research 

could investigate a similar question while controlling for the partisanship bias of news sources to 

see if individuals who consume news from all different political perspectives result in lower 

levels of polarization.  

Limitations and additional considerations 

 There are a few considerations regarding the validity and generalizability of this thesis. 

Most importantly, many of the variables created are based on assumptions garnered from current 

literature and are not externally validated. For example, the empathy score was created from 

questions taken from the ‘Egalitarian’ section of the ANES, and the direct relationship between 

these questions and the true empathy score of an individual on a validated empathy test (such as 

the IRI) is unclear. I assume that these questions are suitably reflective of traits important for the 

perspective-taking view of empathy, but an experiment in which the IRI, Empathy Quotient, or 

another cross-validated empathy test would find more accurate results. Similarly, the variable for 

news readership was created with the news sources that were provided by the ANES and may not 

encompass all of the news sources that individuals consume in the United States. These 



37 
differences in measurement due to self-created variables could account for the coefficients 

contradicting existing literature.  

 One potential explanation for the mixed results across papers that attempt to characterize 

the relationship between empathy and affective polarization is misspecification of the 

relationship between empathy and affective polarization. To explore the relationship between 

empathy and polarization as described in hypothesis 1, I created a scatterplot with a smoothed 

line of best fit, as seen in Figure 1 in the supplementary materials. Due to the discrete nature of 

the polarization variable, it was difficult to identify trends in the data. However, the smoothed 

line appears to reflect a U-shaped relationship between an individual’s empathy score and their 

level of polarization. I then created a boxplot with the same data to reduce the effect of 

overplotting for clearer analysis, which can be seen in Figure 2.  

 The boxplot better reflects the relationship shown in the smoothed scatterplot, with 

individuals at either end of the empathy scale exhibiting the most polarized responses and 

displaying a dip in polarization score in the middle of the empathy scale. This is also consistent 

with the descriptive statistics that show that polarization has a bimodal distribution where 

individuals are either extremely polarized or not polarized. This U-shaped relationship could 

potentially confound the interpretation of statistical analysis, where a transformation of the 

polarization variable may yield more effective results. Additionally, this may also bring into 

consideration errors where a study, survey, or experiment only captures the lower half versus the 

higher half of the affective polarization graph, contingent on the sample of data and the way 

respondents are primed: if, for some reason, a study only captures the individuals with low or 

medium levels of polarization, the results could show a strong, negative correlation between 

empathy and affective polarization. However, if the study only captures individuals with higher 



38 
levels of affective polarization, the study may find results suggesting that increased levels of 

empathy leads to greater polarization.  

 Another consideration to be made is the significance and interpretation of the news 

readership variable. The variable was created by summing up all of the news sources that an 

individual reported consuming when responding to the ANES, but I did not have a method of 

controlling for the political bias of each type of news consumed. Instead, I assume that seeking 

out multiple news sources actively is a proxy for an individual who is willing to understand 

issues from different perspectives. However, there may be a fundamental difference between an 

individual who consumes multiple news sources that reinforces their perspective, versus an 

individual who consumed news sources across a political spectrum to be well versed on how 

different communities perceive an issue. Additionally, confirmation bias may pose an additional 

error when considering individuals who seek out opposing news sources, as they might do so 

with the goal of discrediting opposing views to reinforce their own. If this study were to be 

replicated, it is paramount to have a measure that not only considers how many news sources one 

consumes but also the extent to which the news sources contrast one another on the political 

spectrum.  
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Chapter 7 Conclusion  

The steady increase of effective polarization in recent decades remains a pressing concern 

to the health and longevity of the United States’ democratic system. As such, social scientists 

have taken an interest in discovering what attributes embed affective polarization into our 

political system, and what mechanisms can be used to reduce affective polarization in society. 

Empathy has long been thought to reduce levels of polarization through perspective-taking of 

opposing ideologies, but social scientists have also shown that empathy can be used to increase 

polarization under specific conditions. This thesis attempts to further nuance the discussion on 

the impact of empathy on affective polarization by introducing diversity of news readership as an 

interactive term with empathy.  

The results indicate that the interaction between empathy and the diversity of news 

consumption is significantly correlated with an increase in affective polarization, while empathy, 

as an isolated variable, has a negative relationship with affective polarization. The explanatory 

power of this model of course has limitations; while the sample was nationally representative, 

and the political polarization and other variables are well tested, the study relied on a proxy 

variable for empathy versus a measure specifically designed to capture it. Additionally, while 

this thesis provides support for the hypothesis that an increase in empathy is correlated with a 

decrease in affective polarization, there still remains the question of why empathy in specific 

contexts can lead to an increase in affective polarization.  

Future studies may build upon this thesis by creating an original survey that provides 

responses more closely reflecting the intended concepts from this thesis' proxy variables. 

Additionally, the news consumption variable could be controlled for political diversity rather 

than the number of unique news sources read. It is crucial that further research also dives into 
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other potential variables that interact with empathy, as there may be levers beyond diversity of 

news consumption that directly alter how empathy reacts to levels of affective polarization.   
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Chapter 8 Supplementary Materials 

Appendix A 

Questions used to create empathy and political participation variables 

List of ANES questions used to form empathy variable [Including shortened names in 
correlation matrix] 
 
V201312: What about welfare programs? Should federal spending on welfare programs be 

increased, decreased, or kept the same? [Support Welfare] 

V201318: What about aid to the poor? Should federal spending on aid to the poor be increased, 

decreased, or kept the same? [Support aid to poor] 

V202260: Our society should do whatever is necessary to make sure that everyone has an equal 

opportunity to succeed. [Ensure society success] 

V202262: It is not really that big a problem if some people have more of a chance in life than 

others. [Inequality not a big deal] 

V202263: If people were treated more equally in this country, we would have many fewer 

problems. [Fewer problems if more equality] 

V201627: How often do you stop yourself from saying something because you think someone 

might call you a racist, a sexist, or otherwise a bad person? [Self-control of harmful speech] 
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List of ANES questions used to form political participation variable [Including shortened 

names in correlation matrix] 

V202009: During the campaign, did you talk to any people and try to show them why they 

should vote for or against one of the parties or candidates? [Talk about candidates] 

V202013: Did you participate in any online political meetings, rallies, speeches, fundraisers, or 

things like that in support of a particular candidate? [Attend virtual candidate events] 

V202014: Did you go to any political meetings, rallies, speeches, dinners, or things like that in 

support of a particular candidate? [Attend in-person candidate events] 

V202015: Did you wear a campaign button, put a campaign sticker on your car, or place a sign in 

your window or in front of your house? [Wear campaign merch] 

V202016: Did you do any other work for one of the parties or candidates? [Work for party] 

V202017: During an election year people are often asked to make a contribution to support 

campaigns. Did you give money to an individual candidate running for public office? [Donate to 

candidate] 

V202019: Did you give money to a political party during this election year? [Donate to party] 

V202021: Did you give any money to any other group that supported or opposed candidates? 

[Donate to other groups] 

V202025: During the past 12 months, have you joined in a protest march, rally, or 

demonstration, or have you not done this in the past 12 months? [Attend protest] 

V202026: During the past 12 months, have you signed a petition on the Internet or on paper 

about a political or social issue, or have you not done this in the past 12 months? [Signed 

petition] 



43 
V202029: During the past 12 months, have you posted a message or comment online about a 

political issue or campaign, or have you not done this in the past 12 months? [Posted online 

about campaign] 

V202030: During the past 12 months, have you contacted or tried to contact a member of the 

U.S. Senate or U.S. House of Representatives, or have you not done this in the past 12 months? 

[Contact congressman] 
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Appendix B 

 

Distribution of Variables – Box plots 
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Distribution of Variables: Histograms 
 
  



47 
 



48 

 
  



49 
Empathy Correlation with Affective Polarization 

 

Figure 1: Scatterplot of Empathy Score and Level of Affective Polarization 

 

  

Figure 2: Boxplot of Empathy Score and Level of Affective Polarization 
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