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Visualizing polarization in American public opinion

Some issue positions reveal 
bipartisan agreement, suggesting 
polarization may be overstated

• Thermometer questions about Donald Trump, 
Kamala Harris, and Joe Biden had among the 
highest response rates, maybe suggesting strong 
opinions about political figures.

• Thermometer questions about racial and ethnic 
groups showed much higher nonresponse, possibly 
due to discomfort, fear of judgment, or objections 
to rating by race.

• Liberal respondents were more likely than 
conservatives to answer race and ethnicity 
thermometer questions.

American National Election 
Studies

Political disagreement is on 
the rise in the United States, 

but how polarized are we 
really?3

Political polarization is the movement of political 
views and attitudes away from the center towards 
more ideological extremes.4 

• Polarization has been increasing since the 1970s, 
with Democrats becoming more liberal and 
Republicans becoming more conservative.3

We aim to turn large-scale survey data into clear 
accessible visualizations of political polarization. 

ANES is the longest-running public opinion survey in 
the United States. It is a high-quality probability-
based sample of the U.S. population.1

• Designed to reach diverse populations with high-
quality sampling methods and response incentives.

• Our project uses 2024 ANES survey data: 5,521 
observations, and variables include demographics, 
issue positions, thermometer ratings, and survey 
weights.
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Common Ground in Ideologies    
Affective Polarization: an emotional dislike and distrust of the opposing party/group. 
Partisans feel much warmer about “their own” group versus “the other” group.2

Bipartisanship in Policy?

Visualizing Polarization: Our 
Website

Despite widespread ideological polarization, Americans can still find common ground on 
key issues.

Democrats and Republicans gave similar responses on:
• Background checks for gun purchases.

• Government spending on crime, highways, and Social Security.

• Free trade and military force, perceptions of China and Iran as threats. 

• Importance of addressing the opioid crisis. 

• Opposing political violence and censorship.

Individuals within the same ideological and political groups often express diverse opinions, 
highlighting variation even among those who share ideological and political labels.

Our team built an interactive website for the Duke 
Polarization Lab that lets users explore trends in 
public opinion across major political issues. Our 
website highlights both division and common ground 
using data from the ANES 2024 survey.

Users can:
• Explore thermometer ratings through density plots.

• Analyze policy questions through flow charts.

• Compare plots by social characteristic groups.

• Input their information and be compared to the 
general survey data.

• Save and compare plots.

• View raw data.

Scan the QR code to explore.
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Ideological Polarization: voters align their political views to match their party’s stance, with 
increasing differences in policy positions.2

Republicans

Democrats

Liberals

Conservatives

Americans share more common ground ideologically than politically.

• People rate their own group warmly and the opposing group coldly, showing in-group 
favoritism and out-group hostility.

• Democrat and Republican survey respondents are more polarized than Liberal and 
Conservative respondents.

• This suggests that disagreements may lie in party politics rather than fundamental beliefs.

Next Steps
• Investigate patterns among other interview modes.

• Analyze group trends in selecting 50 on 
thermometer questions.

• Smooth data peaks.

• Expand the website to include data from additional 
years.

Recognizing shared 
ideological ground may 
help bridge political divides 
and reduce polarization.

Polarization may be overstated. 
Select questions reveal 
bipartisanship in ideology among 
various groups.
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