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A B S T R A C T

What explains the recent rise in extremely negative feelings towards presidential candidates? Using the American National Election Studies survey data from 1984 to
2016, we show that negative feelings towards presidential candidates have grown steadily in recent elections, with unusually large numbers of zero ratings on
candidate thermometers in 2004, 2012, and, especially, 2016. Such evaluations are primarily reserved for candidates of the other party and shown to be strongly
related to partisan polarization. Importantly, however, candidate traits have long played and continue to play major roles in candidate evaluations, though their
effects vary by year. Indeed, the unprecedented number of the most negative scores in 2016 appears due more to increases in negative perceptions of candidate
leadership, competence and empathy than to polarization. Clinton and Trump are just as much to blame for the public's animosity as the rising tide of polarization.

Partisan polarization has been increasing steadily over recent pre-
sidential elections. Originally, there was controversy in the literature as
to whether polarization was limited to elites or also extended to the
public (e.g., Abramowitz and Saunders, 2008), with Fiorina et al.
(2005) arguing that the movement was due to partisan sorting and that
most voters were still centrists even though they had to react to more
extreme candidate choices. However, there is now general recognition
that public reactions to the parties have become polarized (e.g.,
Greenberg, 2004; Jacobson, 2007; Bafumi and Shapiro, 2009; Iyengar
et al., 2012; Mason, 2015; Huddy et al., 2015). The polarization in the
public seemingly increased further in the early 2000s, with extreme
animosity developing as more partisans gave the opposite party's can-
didate the most negative rating possible. By 2016, Pew (2016) found
that 59% of Republicans put Clinton at the lowest score, with 68% of
Democrats doing so for Trump. As further evidence of the extent of
partisan dislike in modern times, they reported an April 2016 survey in
which just over 40% of the identifiers with each party considered the
other party's policies “so misguided that they threaten the nation's well-
being.”

However, it is important to distinguish between increased partisan
polarization and strong opposition to the opposite party's candidate.
The 2016 U.S. presidential election was marked by two of the most
unpopular major party candidates in recent history. Donald Trump was
controversial even within his own party, while the decades of in-
vestigations of the Clintons made Hillary Clinton's candidacy con-
troversial, even though she was relatively popular during the early

years of her service as Secretary of State. Pew (2016) found that Re-
publicans gave Clinton an average thermometer rating of 12, while
Democrats gave Trump an average of 11. Of course, there have been
unpopular candidates before, so understanding popular reactions to the
2016 candidates requires placing them in the context of public eva-
luations of the presidential nominees over recent decades. In particular,
both parties' candidates also received significant numbers of the most
negative ratings in 2012 and 2004, permitting comparisons with the
2016 race.

Thus, two clear trends—extremely negative ratings of candidates
and partisan polarization—have emerged in recent elections and spiked
in 2016 with little understanding of the relationship between the two, if
any. We ask whether the increase in negative feelings for the candidates
are better explained by the increase in partisan polarization or the
characteristics of the particular candidates. That is, do candidate eva-
luations have anything to do with the candidates themselves or are they
merely products of the broader trend in partisan polarization?

To understand the extent to which low evaluations of the 2016
presidential candidates were due to assessments of their characteristics
versus increased polarization—given differences across the public's
political, economic, and social characteristics—we make use of the
American National Election Studies (ANES) surveys from 1984 through
2016. The earlier elections are analyzed as a basis against which 2016 is
compared. An important part of this study is a detailed examination of
the factors that affect the public's rating of presidential nominees on the
feeling thermometer. While the thermometer has become a common
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measure of assessing candidate popularity in both academic writing and
in media surveys, there has not been a systematic study of the effects of
candidate characteristics alongside the longer trend in polarization.
Such a baseline is necessary in order to understand the seemingly
drastic changes in these ratings in recent elections. Furthermore, the
particular nature of extremely negative ratings suggest that there are
different dynamics for own and other party candidates. An additional
contribution of this study is therefore taking seriously the asymmetry in
candidate evaluations.

1. Keeping the candidate in candidate evaluations

The early voting behavior literature recognized the importance of
candidate characteristics in understanding vote change across pre-
sidential elections (Stokes, 1966). Subsequent research by Kinder
(1986) brought attention to the role of perceptions of candidate traits,
of which four trait factors are usually distinguished: leadership, in-
tegrity, competence, and empathy. Since then, a number of studies have
compared the perceived traits of the major party candidates in a host of
elections and found varying but overall strong effects on vote choice
(e.g., Kinder, 1986; Miller and Miller, 1976; Miller and Shanks, 1996;
Funk, 1999; Weisberg and Mockabee, 1999; Weisberg and Hill, 2004;
Weisberg and Christenson, 2007; Abramson et al., 2007; Holian and
Prysby, 2014). As such, they have become a fairly standard component
of vote choice models, and even basic elements in early structural
models of electoral behavior and candidate evaluations (Markus and
Converse, 1979; Markus, 1982; Page and Jones, 1979; Kenney and Rice,
1988; Funk, 1999). In line with these studies, we expect a positive re-
lationship between the standard four traits and overall candidate eva-
luations.1

Of course, there may be some patterns over the years as to which of
these four types of traits generally matter more. However, Funk (1999)
disproved early expectations that the same traits would be relevant for
all candidates, even for candidates of the same party (see also Miller
et al., 1986). Instead, different traits are evoked by election campaigns
in different years: for example, leadership might be stressed in one
election and competence in another. Usually own party candidates will
evoke more positive trait ratings than other party candidates, a phe-
nomenon that appears to have increased in recent years due to racial
and moral attitude changes (Hetherington et al., 2016). In terms of the
unusually extreme scores in candidate thermometers in the more recent
elections, we expect those when a candidate is rated low on some or all
of these traits, though it is not clear a priori which will have mattered
more in these three elections.

There is good reason, however, to expect a generally diminishing
role for candidate traits over time. First, recent work looking at over 60
years of open-ended question comments about candidates finds a sub-
stantial decrease in the public's spontaneous use of candidate traits,
and, moreover, that such perceptions are increasingly tied to party
identification (Wattenberg, 2016). Second, and relatedly, general
findings of increased partisan polarization imply less explanatory
power for candidate specific factors. Thus, while there is an abundance
of historical evidence suggesting strong, albeit variable, relationships
between candidate traits and overall evaluations as well as vote choice,
the recent trends in partisan polarization may be supplanting this
link—a possibility we address more directly in the next section.

2. The all powerful partisan polarization?

The role of partisanship in candidate evaluations can only be
thought to have increased in recent years, given recognition of the vast

effects of partisan polarization, predominantly perceived at the in-
dividual level as differences between one's own party's and the other
party's thermometer evaluations (e.g., Bafumi and Shapiro, 2009;
Greenberg, 2004; Jacobson, 2007; Iyengar et al., 2012; Mason, 2015;
Abramowitz and Webster, 2016; Huddy et al., 2015). Unsurprisingly,
evaluations of one's own party's candidate have been found to be po-
sitive, though some partisans may be less satisfied with their party's
nominee in years when the race for that party's nomination was heavily
contested. In any case, evaluations of the other party's candidate are
generally more negative.

The discussion of polarization began in the voting behavior litera-
ture as a debate on whether polarization was limited to elites with most
of the public being centrist (Fiorina et al., 2005) or whether there was
also deep polarization among the public (Abramowitz and Saunders,
2008). A common ground was found, with recognition that partisan-
ideological sorting had occurred, such that party identification and
ideological self-identification became more consistent with one another
(Levendusky, 2009). As the sorting argument became widely accepted,
more nuanced analyses of the relationship of issues, identity, and po-
larization have been conducted.

Recent work in this vein emphasizes identity over issues. Attitudes
of partisans toward the opposite party have become increasingly ne-
gative, whereas the effects of economic policy preferences on attitudes
toward the out-party have not changed (Iyengar et al., 2012). Similarly,
partisan and ideological identification have become more aligned, with
this sorting leading to stronger partisan identity, greater differentiation
between attitudes toward the two parties, and greater anger toward the
other party's presidential nominee, even though issue positions have
not become more polarized (Mason, 2015). Of course, issue positions
are not necessarily fundamental to people's ideology. Converse (1964)
demonstrates that many people do not have tightly constrained issue-
based ideology. More recently, Ellis and Stimson (2012) show that
ideological self-identification (symbolic, or identity-based) does not
necessarily correspond to operational (issue-based) ideology, while
Mason (2018) emphasizes that identity-based ideology is associated
with increased polarization of ideological groups, even when issue-
based ideology is weak.

However, issue-based ideology may not be weak in every contest. If
the public perceives increased policy divergence between candidates,
the effect may be greater affective polarization, though biographical
information about the candidates—commonplace in presidential cam-
paigns—has been shown to mitigate the effect (Rogowski and
Sutherland, 2016). Bougher (2017) offers that perceptions of issue
disagreement underlie political dislike, and thus the alignment of is-
sues, contemporaneous with partisan polarization, helps explain recent
political hostility. In all, the current scholarly landscape paints a com-
plex picture for the relationship of ideology to polarization.

More widely agreed upon in the literature is that the movement in
party polarization has largely been in terms of increasingly negative
evaluations of the other party, while the public's feelings toward their
own party has remained fairly stable—though, as we show below, 2016
broke slightly from this trend. Such dynamics suggest an increased role
of negative partisanship. Stemming from multiparty voting behavior
studies (Rose and Mishler, 1998; Caruana et al., 2015; Medeiros and
Noël, 2014), the concept posits that negative feelings about the other
party—as opposed to positive feelings about one's own, which we also
expect from affective polarization—are dominant in political judgments
and behavior. It has been shown in the US context to increase party
loyalty and straight-ticket voting, among other effects (Abramowitz and
Webster, 2016). In line with the conclusion we might draw from evi-
dence of negative partisanship, the increase in those identifying as in-
dependents also exposes a limitation of affective polarization theory.
Though independents increasingly vote as partisans due to polarization
(Smidt, 2017), that they can have negative associations of partisanship
more generally is not easily explained by simple group attachment (Klar
and Krupnikov, 2016; Klar et al., 2018; Bougher, 2017). Indeed, Klar

1 Additional experimental work by Funk (1996) confirms the causal direction
as from specific candidate traits to overall candidate evaluations (for a contrary
argument, see Bartels, 2002).
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et al. (2018) find that affective polarization is limited to strong parti-
sans in 2016, with many preferring to simply avoid politics.

A potentially big implication from the literature is then that dif-
ferent dynamics may pertain to own and other party evaluations.
However, much of the literature that directly addresses the factors
underlying candidate thermometer ratings examines the ratings of
single candidates (e.g., Funk, 1999) or models the difference between
own and other party candidates (e.g., Abramson et al., 2007; Jacobson,
2010; Rogowski and Sutherland, 2016; Enders and Armaly, 2018).
While studies of this nature provide invaluable insights into candidate
evaluations, they do not allow one to determine whether different
factors might be driving own and other party candidate evaluations
more generally—a consideration that drives our approach in the ana-
lyses below.

Conventional wisdom as well as some clear trends over time suggest
a powerful role for partisan polarization in candidate evaluations,
though the extent to which this is related to group attachments, sym-
bolic identity, or policy positions is still a topic of debate.2 Regardless,
the question remains whether partisan polarization and/or con-
temporaneous changes in ideology are primarily responsible for the
increasingly negative evaluations of candidates—or are the perceived
characteristics of the candidates still in play? Moreover, which explains
the recent rise in extreme animosity towards the candidates?

3. Electoral trends

To explore our expectations above, we make use of the American
National Election Studies (ANES) datasets, both the 2016 Time Series
and the Time Series Cumulative Data File, the latter of which combines
the common questions from surveys conducted since 1948. The pre-
sidential candidate thermometers have been offered since 1968. The
left side of Fig. 1 plots the density of respondents’ thermometer ratings
for the Democratic and Republican Party candidates in each year.
Partisan leaners are coded with their respective parties. Evident from
the plot is the growing left tail over time. Though not without excep-
tion—1972 for the Democrats, in particular—recent years have seen a
marked increase in extremely low rating values. By 2016, for both
parties the distribution of values have entirely transformed, moving
from more moderate and warm peaks (the largest numbers of scores in

the center to right) to increasingly larger number of lower scores (on
the left).

In terms of the most extreme values, 2016 is a clear outlier. 24% of
the ANES sample gave Hillary a 0 as did 32% for Trump, versus pre-
vious highs of 14% for McGovern and 13% for W in 2004. Obviously
partisan polarization is part of that. 45% of Republican identifiers (not
including leaners) gave Hillary a 0. The previous high was 26% for
McGovern and for Obama in 2012. While just 4% of Democrats gave
Hillary a 0 (versus 9% for McGovern), 60% of Democrats gave Trump a
0 (previous high was 28% for Romney). While only 5% of Republicans
gave Trump a 0, this was the first time that more than 1% of them gave
their nominee a 0.

Given the strongly partisan nature of these evaluations, our sub-
sequent analyses look specifically at how the public evaluates their own
versus the other party's candidates.3 The right side of Fig. 1 plots the
density of respondents' thermometer ratings for their own party's and
the other party's candidate for each year. The distribution of ratings for
own party candidates had been remarkably similar over most of these
elections, with the exception of 1972 when Democrats were more ne-
gative toward McGovern. The 2016 distribution also evidences unu-
sually low enthusiasm for own party candidates. Ratings of the other
party candidates, however, follow a trend of becoming more negative
over the years, especially in 2004 and then even more so in 2012 and
2016. However, the patterns for 2004, 2012, and 2016 are somewhat
different. The zero ratings in 2004 were primarily of George W. Bush,
though there were also a small number of zero ratings of John Kerry. By
2012, the percentage of zero ratings for the two candidates were more
similar. The percentage of zero ratings for both candidates hit records in
2016, with, for the first time since 1972, a perceptible percentage of
zero ratings given by partisans to the nominee of their own party. In
addition, the 2016 ratings of the other party candidates were drastically
more negative than in any of the previous years.

Our primary expectations concern the degree to which candidate
traits and ideological distance to the candidates correlate with their
overall feelings towards them, particularly with respect to the ex-
pectedly large effect of partisan polarization. Before turning to multi-
variate tests of that nature, we look at their univariate dynamics. Fig. 2
provides density plots and mean values of each of these covariates for
each of the years that they are available.4 As we did with the candidate
thermometers above, the plots are constructed for respondents’ own

Fig. 1. Candidate thermometer distributions & means by year.

2 While some literature suggests that the causal direction implied here—from
party to candidate—is appropriate (e.g., Campbell et al., 1960; Whiteley, 1988;
Green et al., 2004; Achen and Bartels, 2017), it is entirely possible that the
relationship is reinforcing (Barber and McCarty, 2015) or that it works, at least
partially, in the other direction, given strong evidence of elite polarization (e.g.,
Jacobson, 2000; Fiorina et al., 2005).

3 Like the nominal partisanship measure, dividing evaluations into own and
other party measures includes the respective partisan leaners.

4 While the measures comprising the leadership, integrity and competence
indices were available by 1980, the empathy measures were not available until
1984. Thus, the models that follow begin in 1984.
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party versus the other party.
The top-left graphs in Fig. 2 illustrate the over time changes in the

thermometer ratings for one's own party and the other party (rescaled
from 0 to 1). Two major trends are evident. First, partisan polar-
ization—frequently measured as the difference between these score-
s—has been increasing fairly steadily over time since 1992, with the
high level in 2016 only second to 2012. Second, this is primarily due to
the growth in low ratings for the other party. Ratings of the own party
have been fairly stable over time, though 2016 was an all time low here.
In short, polarization has been on the rise across a broad swath of the
public, though it may be leveling off. To capture partisan polarization in

the analyses below, we follow standard practice and take the difference
in respondents' own party thermometer less that of the other party.5

The range of the data then is from −100 to 100, with zero implying
that a respondent rates both parties the same. Like all independent
variables in our analyses, we have rescaled the measure from 0 to 1.

The trend in ideological distance (top-right graphs) provides similar

Fig. 2. Key covariate distributions & means by year.

5 Enders and Armaly (2018) call this “perceived” partisan polarization, in
contrast to “actual,” which they operationalize as the difference between the
individual rating and that of the sample average.
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support for negative partisanship. This variable is created by taking the
absolute perceived difference between the respondent and each can-
didate on a five point strength of ideology scale. Again, we see over
time change largely confined to the other party, with the own party
distance remaining flat. While the difference in the two was only about
.12 in 1980 it steadily rose to almost 0.20 by its current high in 2016.
The public perceives the other party's candidate as having moved away
from them ideologically, while their own have remained constant.
Beginning in the 2000s, the density plot shows that a substantial
number of folks see the other candidate as far as possible from them
ideologically.

We also explore the standard candidate traits of leadership, in-
tegrity, competence, and empathy over this time period. To measure
these concepts, we create a competence index from subjective survey
questions on a candidate's “intelligence” and “knowledge,” a leadership
index on being “inspiring” and a “strong leader,” an integrity index on
“morality” and “honesty,” and, finally, an empathy index on “compas-
sion” and “care” for “people like me” (Kinder, 1986; Funk, 1996, 1999).
All four of the candidate traits saw substantial increases in the differ-
ence between own and other party candidate evaluations over time,
though the divergence for some occurs more recently than for others.
Today, the largest difference between own and other candidates is
found on leadership evaluations, followed by empathy. Still, notable
differences have developed on the integrity and competence indices as
well. In all cases the middle of the distribution has largely moved to the
tails for the other candidate, with the general effect on the distribution
looking evenly distributed around the mean or nearly flat in the 80s to
more bimodal in recent years.

In addition, 2016 stands out as an outlier on most of the evaluations.
Evaluations of traits of own party candidates hit record highs in 2008,
and even those of other party candidates spiked up that year, but there
have been sharp falls since. From 2012 to 2016, the largest drops occur
in integrity. Interestingly, the drops here are a bit larger for own party
candidates, though nontrivial for other party candidates as well. Other
party competence and own party empathy also drop considerably in
this four year span. The traits in 2016 for both own and other party
candidates show large negative movements that are fairly far from 2012
as well as the cumulative central tendency. In short, the mean per-
ceptions of the leadership, empathy, competence, and, especially, in-
tegrity of one's own party candidate and the other party's candidate
were much lower than in any of the elections for which we have data.

To emphasize this point further, the public was critical of both
major party candidates on the candidate trait questions in 2016.
Scoring each item as 1 for saying a trait described the candidate “ex-
tremely well” to 0 for “not well at all,” the only trait in which either
candidate averaged above 0.50 was Hillary Clinton's 0.64 when asked
about her knowledge (competence). There was a sharp gap between the
candidates on that trait, with Donald Trump's average only being .36.
The smallest gap between the candidates was on being a strong leader,
with Clinton's .44 rating just slightly above Trump's 0.40. Trump's
weakest rating was a 0.28 on “really cares about people like you,” with
Clinton's 0.38 being several points higher but still well below a neutral
0.5 value. Clinton's weakest rating was on being perceived as honest,
though her 0.27 was just a few points below Trump's 0.33. Even
Democrats were, on average, negative about Clinton's honesty (0.44),
and Republicans gave Trump an average above 0.5 only on leadership
(0.60). Partisans gave particularly low trait ratings in 2016 to the other
party's nominee: the only average above 0.25 given by partisans was a
nearly neutral 0.48 that Republicans gave Clinton on being knowl-
edgeable.

Overall, the trends are consistent with negative partisanship. Across
all the covariates, the gap between own and other party evaluations
have increased over the more than 30 years observed here, and the bulk
of the movement was in more negative evaluations of the other party
and other party candidate. However—unlike polarization and ideology,
where the own party evaluations were fairly flat—the own and other

party traits better reflect one another. That is, many of the own and
other dynamics for each evaluation have similar bumps and drops de-
pending on the year, suggesting that own and other party candidate
evaluations are not entirely independent from each other. Indeed, the
trends are not perfectly linear over time, exhibiting substantial varia-
tion both year-to-year and across each of the trait indices. Moreover,
2012, 2016 saw decreases in traits for both own and other party can-
didates, diverging from the negative partisanship trend. The hetero-
geneity suggests that while the trend may be one of increased partisan
division, not all candidates are equal nor are their evaluations solely
products of polarization. We turn to multivariate hypothesis tests of this
nature in the next section.

4. Explaining candidate evaluations

In what follows, we test whether perceptions of candidate traits and
ideological distance to candidates affect general feelings towards them,
as measured by their thermometer ratings. The strongly partisan nature
of these evaluations demand an analytical approach that controls for
such asymmetry. As in the longitudinal univariate analyses above, our
hypothesis tests look specifically at how the public evaluates their own
versus the other party's candidates, both in terms of the dependent and
independent variables. In this way, we directly control for the strongest
correlation with candidate evaluations, partisanship, allowing us to
perceive more general trends and relationships.

For purposes of comparison, we do so for the last nine presidential
elections, beginning with Ronald Reagan's reelection over Walter
Mondale and ending with Donald Trump's election over Hillary Clinton,
as well as a pooled model with year fixed effects.6 Beyond being the
most recent elections and therefore the most comparable, a benefit of
this selection is that they are nearly balanced in terms of partisanship,
in so far as it includes five elections in which Republicans won and four
in which Democrats won. While the candidate thermometers span 13
presidential elections, the availability of other covariates are limited to
more recent elections. In particular, 1984 was the first year all measures
for the four trait indices were available. Due to the significantly larger
sample sizes in 2012 and 2016 afforded by internet samples, the pooled
model uses only the face-to-face interviews for 2012 and 2016, so as to
be more similar to and not overpower the earlier year sample sizes. The
single election year analyses use the full sample (i.e., including the
internet samples), with a dummy variable to control for potential online
mode effects.7

In the multivariate analyses, we group the values of the candidate
thermometers into seven categories to better represent the underlying
distribution of the data. As illustrated in Fig. 1, the distributions are not
smooth across the full set of values. That is, the respondents’ place-
ments of candidates occurs primarily in a limited number of categories
across the full 101 point range, and thus the measure may be better
considered as ordinal in practice even though its theoretical motivation
is a continuous variable (Rabinowitz, 1976; Alwin, 1992, 1997; Lupton
and Jacoby, 2016). Importantly, and despite this lumping into common
values, candidate thermometer ratings appear to be appropriate for
candidate comparisons (Weisberg and Miller, 1979) and reliable mea-
sures (Lupton and Jacoby, 2016). For our variable, the zero category
remains zero, while values 1–25 are coded to 1, 26–49 to 2, 50 to 3,
51–74 to 4, 75–96 to 5, and 97–100 to 6.8

With seven point ordinal scales on the dependent variables, we use

6 We include pooled models with linear time trends, instead of year dummies,
in the Appendix. The substantive results are unchanged.

7 The Appendix includes a pooled model with internet samples and a control
for online mode effects. The substantive conclusions are unchanged.

8 The ANES grouped the 97–100 values together in a single category for some
early elections—due to missing value conventions at the time—making them
inseparable.
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ordinal probit to model the expected relationships. However, as dis-
cussed above and evident in the right-side of Fig. 1, there is substantial
zero inflation in a few of the years for the other party candidates: 2004,
2012 and 2016. Moreover, we are explicitly interested in understanding
the (potentially unique) factors that lead to the most negative evalua-
tion for the other party candidates and whether these differ from those
that predict higher evaluations. To these ends, we rely on zero inflated
ordinal probit models for these years, which use a double-hurdle
combination of a split probit and ordered probit (Harris and Zhao,
2007). That is, we account for the high number of zeros in the other
party evaluations by assuming that they come from both a probit and
ordered probit model. We use the same set of covariates to test whether
the factors that lead to higher evaluations also explain the lowest one.

The literature motivates a test of the relationships of partisan po-
larization, ideology and candidate traits with candidate evaluations.
Importantly, comparing separate year and pooled analyses means that
our models allow for evidence of polarization to show up in multiple
ways. For example, partisan polarization might be at play if ideology is
shown to become more important over time, particularly if ideology is
responsible for the increase in zero ratings, rather than candidate spe-
cific factors. Another indication of polarization would be if year effects
in a pooled model were greater in recent elections after controlling for
the other factors; i.e., that polarization is essentially or not completely
observed by our partisan polarization or ideological distance measures,
and thus captured by the increasing explanatory power of the year
dummies.

Beyond the candidate specific factors of primary interest, there may
also be general patterns of particular types of people being more likely
to rate candidates higher or lower, though it would probably be difficult
for social-demographic factors to have much influence beyond those of
partisan identity and candidate perceptions. Nonetheless, it is worth
checking for gender and race effects as well as income, marriage, and
religiosity, but the most likely effects would be ones related to age since
older citizens are likely to be stronger partisans and hence rate their
party's candidate more positively. There may also be systematic effects
associated with education since people with more education might be
less likely to react with extremely negative responses.

We proceed by discussing the multivariate results in a series of fo-
cused sections. We begin by addressing our expectations on the re-
lationships of polarization, ideology and traits both in 2016 and across
the previous eight presidential elections as well as a pooled model of all
them for context. We do so by first examining the relationships for own
party candidates before turning to the other party candidates, the
former serving as a baseline for the latter.

4.1. Own party candidates

Table 1 presents the results of the ordinal probit models for the own
party candidate evaluations. Looking first at the predictors of thermo-
meter ratings of one's own party's candidate provides a point of com-
parison for our more central expectations on the ratings of the other
party's candidate. Here, the four candidate traits look important overall,
but there are differences across elections. In particular, integrity has a
significant effect on ratings in only six of the eight preceding elections.
Competence, while consistently significant, appears to have a weaker
effect, overall, than leadership and empathy. Leadership had the largest
effect in most of the early years, with empathy sometimes coming close
or even larger, as in 2000, 2008 and 2016. However, in 2016, integrity
had the largest effect of these four candidate trait perceptions, so that
partisans who were least positive about the integrity of their party's
candidate were giving that candidate a lower rating. Also notable in
2016, competence mattered the least in own party candidate evalua-
tions.

Three demographic predictors have significant effects when all the
election years are pooled—age, race, and religious guidance—but none
is significant in every election. Whites usually give lower ratings to

their party's candidate, though they did not do so in 2004 and the ef-
fects were substantively marginal in many years. Older people typically
give more positive ratings to their party's candidate. Marriage effects
are never significant, though religious guidance was consistently posi-
tive and significant in both 2000 and in the pooled model. Women were
only more likely to support their party's candidate in Bill Clinton's 1996
reelection, but not in Hillary Clinton's 2016 run. The sign of the coef-
ficient on education varies over the years, but there is a significant
negative effect in 2012 and 2016 with the more educated respondents
being more likely to give their party's candidate a lower rating, perhaps
suggesting greater objectivity among the most educated—a possibility
we return to in the final results section below. The sign on income is
also unstable over the years, but in 2016 those with higher incomes
gave their party's candidate a lower rating, though this just fails the
conventional cutoff for statistical significance. Indeed, it is interesting
that the identity predictors (white and religious) were not effectual for
one's own party candidate in 2016, while age and education (and in-
come, nearly) were.

The party thermometer difference capturing partisan polarization is
always significant, positive and relatively large: the more highly the
person rates her own party versus the other party, the higher she rates
her party's candidate on the thermometer. However, there is not much
trend to the coefficients. Indeed, rather than an increase in recent
elections, the coefficient for 2016 is smaller than it had been in any of
the preceding elections. This implies that increased partisan polariza-
tion over the years has not had a comparable increasing effect on own
party candidate evaluations. Likewise, the year dummies do not show a
steady increase over time, though the dummy for 2008—one of the
most extremely negative rating years—was considerably larger than the
other years. Finally, note too that ideological distance from one's own
party's candidate was negative, as expected, but it was only incon-
sistently significant: partisan considerations trumped ideological factors
in evaluating one's own party's candidate.

4.2. Other party candidates

Table 2 presents the results of the ordinal probit and zero inflated
ordinal probit models for the other party candidate evaluations. The top
half of the table provides coefficients and standard errors for the ordinal
probit equation, while the bottom half does so for the inflation equa-
tions of the zero inflated models for 2004, 2012 and 2016. Once again,
we do not include party identification in the equation because it is
handled through the construction of the dependent variable. In general,
if thermometer ratings are just thermometer ratings, one would expect
similar patterns for ratings of the other party's candidate as we saw with
the own party's candidate. Here, however, we find strikingly different
relationships.

Looking first at the ordinal equations, we find that whereas integrity
mattered least over the years of the traits in rating own party's candi-
date, competence holds that position for the other party's candidate;
that is, it seems easier to discount the competence of the candidate of
the other party. As in the previous years, that was also the case in 2016.
However, perceptions of integrity mattered substantially more to po-
sitive evaluations of other party's candidate in 2012 and, especially, in
2016 than it did in previous election years. Equivalently, perceptions of
lack of integrity led to more negative evaluations of the other party's
candidate in 2016 than in previous elections. Leadership and empathy
had consistently strong and significant effects over the years in evalu-
ating the other party's candidate, and that remained evident in 2016,
though the empathy coefficient is clearly on the historically low side.

Some demographic effects are again evident. Whites gave lower
ratings to the other party's candidate in nearly every year. Age also has
a significant coefficient overall, but only in two of the years, 2012 and
2016. Gender, this time, was not significant in any of the years, in-
cluding in the Bill Clinton election of 1992. While insignificant, its sign
actually reversed in 1988, 2008 and 2016 with women giving lower
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ratings to the other party's candidate. Marriage was largely insignif-
icant, though in 1988, with HW Bush versus Dukakis, it was negative
and significant. Overall, the more religious were more likely to give
higher evaluations to the other party's candidate, with single year ef-
fects in 2004 and 2012. However, education has become significantly
more important in rating the other candidate, with the more educated
giving lower scores especially in 2004 and 2016. Similarly, income is
consistently negative after 2000, though significant only in 2004 and
2012, where the wealthier gave lower ratings. Thus, the identity pre-
dictors (race and religiosity, but not gender) matter in other party's
candidate evaluations, along with education and age.

Again, here, we find strong effects for partisan polarization. The
party thermometer difference is always significant, but, again, there is
no trend across the years; that is, no sign of increasing polarization
effects, which is corroborated by the inconsistency in the year dum-
mies.9 In stark contrast to the own party candidate, the relationship to
ideology was significant in every election. Ideological distance from the
other party's candidate decreases evaluations of that candidate on the
feeling thermometer, and, as Fig. 2 shows, that distance has been
steadily increasing over the years.

4.3. Zero inflation

We use a zero inflated ordinal probit model in Table 2 to examine
separately the factors that lead more people to give the most extremely
negative thermometer score to the other party's candidate in 2004,
2012 and 2016. To revisit the arguments above, the recent and un-
precedented increase in the number of these scores are coterminous
with increases in partisan polarization and ideological sorting, leading
to expectations that candidate specific qualities have become less

relevant to their overall evaluations, and, in particular, the extremity of
negative feelings toward the candidates. Thus, the focused examination
here on zero ratings is the most direct and difficult test for our hy-
potheses.

Before turning to the covariates of primary interest, we note that
demographic factors had surprisingly minimal effects on zero inflation.
Notably, education was significant in both 2012 and 2016, but in 2012
having more of it led to an increase in rating scores, while in 2016 it led
to an increase in zero ratings for the other party candidate. The only
other significant effects were for race and income in 2012. Then, whites
were more likely to give zero ratings and the wealthy less likely to do
so. In all, and particularly in 2004 and 2016, the demographic vari-
ables, including the identity predictors, were relatively ineffectual on
predicting an extremely negative rating of the other party's candidate.
The backgrounds and considerations that lead to zero ratings are quite
different from those that lead to the higher categories of ratings.

Turning to our major concern on the relationships of polarization,
ideology, and traits with candidate evaluations, we again note that the
excess zero ratings of the other party candidate diverge both from the
own party candidate (in Table 1) and the higher ratings of other party
candidate (in the top-half of Table 2). However, apart from 2004, where
leadership and ideology are ineffectual and polarization unusually
strong, the differences do not appear to be quite as stark. Greater par-
tisan polarization consistently leads to more zero ratings, while per-
ceiving positive traits for the other party candidate leads to higher
ratings, though the effect sizes vary by year.

To more precisely compare the magnitude of these effects, Fig. 3
illustrates estimates of the average marginal effect of the ideology, trait,
and polarization variables on giving excess zero ratings. Here, we
compute the marginal effects for each variable for each observation
using the observed covariates and then average across all the ob-
servations. Standard errors are calculated via the delta method.10

Overall, party polarization has the strongest relationship with zero
ratings. The greater difference in one's evaluation of the two parties, the
more zeros are given to the other party's candidate. In each year, po-
larization increases the predicted probability of a zero rating to more
than .5. Notably, while the effects are large, they are also consistent
over time. That is, there is no evidence that they are playing a greater
role in the increasing number of zero ratings over time. Even in 2016,
the magnitude of the effect is about the same as in the two previous
years with high zero ratings.

By contrast, the effects for ideological distance show an increasing
trend over time. While substantively ineffectual and statistically insig-
nificant in 2004, the effect grew in 2012 and again in 2016, though only
marginally so. In 2012, 2016, the greater one's ideological distance
from the other party's candidate, the more likely one is to give a zero
rating to that candidate. Still, the effects are fairly small relative to
polarization.

We find a similar, though oppositely signed, trend in one of the
candidate traits, leadership. Seeing the other party's candidate as a
strong leader in 2004 had little to no effect on zero ratings. However,
eight years later, it pushed respondents away from giving the other
party's candidate the most negative score. It made a similarly sized
jump in only four years, making it even more powerful than ideology in
2016. In contrast to the other traits, leadership appears to be playing an
increasing role in preventing zeros.

Competence and empathy are consistently significant, though the
magnitude is generally larger for the latter. In addition, for both cases
we find a similar pattern, in so far as 2016 looked more like 2004 than
2012. Specifically, perceptions of the other party's candidate as com-
petent and empathetic were more powerful in moving that candidate's
evaluation away from zero in 2004 and 2016 than in 2012. As such, the

Fig. 3. Average marginal effects of key covariates on excess zero by year.
Note: The point estimates are averages of the marginal effects at every observed value
of the covariates. The confidence intervals are based on standard errors calculated
via the delta method.

9 Despite the lack of trend, the year dummy coefficient is largest in 2016,
which may suggest that ideological distance and partisan polarization did not
do as good a job of capturing the effect of polarization on candidate evaluations
in that year, though this could also be due to campaign effects.

10 Discrete changes in predicted probabilities for these are illustrated in the
Appendix.

D.P. Christenson and H.F. Weisberg Electoral Studies xxx (xxxx) xxx–xxx

10



over time pattern for integrity was the most unusual of the bunch. The
other party candidates were most protected from the zero ratings by
positive perceptions of integrity in 2012.

4.4. The 2016 election

Looking across these results, 2016 stands out in several respects.
The effect of ideological difference from the candidate was on the high
end both for own and other party candidates. And while party polar-
ization was substantively and statistically significant, by historical
standards the effect size was relatively average to low. Integrity, for
once, predominated as a consideration for trait effects on the higher
rating categories of both own and other party candidates—and that was
the only trait on which the public rated Clinton below Trump. By
contrast, Clinton had a strong lead over Trump overall on perceived
competence, but, unfortunately for Clinton, that mattered least for own
and other party candidate evaluations.

As to zero ratings of the other party's candidate, empathy and lea-
dership mattered the most of the traits in 2016, and the two candidates
obtained fairly similar ratings on those (Clinton's 0.23 from
Republicans on leadership versus Trump's 0.22 from Democrats;
Clinton's 0.17 from Republicans on empathy versus Trump's 0.10 from
Democrats). Relative to previous years with many zeros, the zero in-
flation story is that of the highest marginal effects for ideological dis-
tance as well as for at least half of the candidate traits. Leadership and
competence had their greatest effects, with empathy approximately the
same as in 2004. Only integrity had a lesser effect in 2016 than in
previous years, and even that effect was fairly large. The effect of po-
larization, however, is typical for high inflation years. Thus the re-
lationship of traits to the lowest candidate evaluation appears unusually
strong in 2016. In sum, candidates' images—i.e., their perceived char-
acteristics—appear to be as responsible as the rising tide of polariza-
tion, if not more so, for the public's extreme hostility in 2016.

5. Conclusion

Both the descriptive statistics and multivariate analyses of candidate
evaluations suggest support for the recognized trend of partisan po-
larization, and negative partisanship in particular (e.g., Iyengar et al.,
2012; Abramowitz and Webster, 2016). The thermometers for party
candidates have dropped substantially over the last couple of decades,
and the bulk of the movement has been in the evaluations of the other
party candidates, with own party candidates remaining fairly con-
sistent. Moreover, three of the last four elections set records in the
number of zero ratings for candidates, the absolute lowest score
available on the thermometer, and, again, these were predominantly for
other party candidates. What, if anything beyond partisan polarization,
explains these recent trends?

Using ANES data on the last eight presidential elections we show
that partisan polarization was a consistent and powerful factor in the
own and other party candidate ratings, though the effect appears to
have diminished rather than grown in recent years. Still, its effect on
predicting the most negative ratings in 2016, 2012 and 2004 were
second to none. Furthermore, its effect is beyond that of ideological
distance, suggesting that partisan polarization is more tribalism than
ideological.

However, the strong polarization effects did not crowd out the use
of candidate traits. The public relied on these in their evaluations of
both own and other party candidates, though to somewhat different
degrees depending on the candidates, confirming Funk (1999) on
variability in the importance of the different traits across election years.
In explaining the most extreme negative ratings, leadership and com-
petence appear to be on the rise, with empathy and integrity also quite
powerful, but not as much as in past years. Given the rather static ef-
fects of polarization then, the large number of zero ratings in 2016
appear primarily due to big drops in key candidate traits. Clinton had

an unusually long and controversial history, while Trump exhibited a
unique ability to stir up controversy that rebounded on himself. The
dismal showing of both Clinton and Trump on the standard candidate
trait items is directly responsible for their low thermometer scores and
the intense dislike that many Americans felt towards them. Trait per-
ceptions matter, and depictions by campaigns of their opponents as
“crooked” or “lying” lead to intensely negative thermometer scores.

The results here should not be interpreted without context. While
looking at own and other party candidates allows us strong control for
partisanship, it comes with a price. Specifically, the analysis does not
permit us to say anything about the small number of pure independents
(recall that leaners are included in their respective parties). Indeed,
candidate traits may be particularly important to independents (see,
e.g., Holian and Prysby, 2014), and subsequent work may shed light on
whether the relationships uncovered here exist for them as well.

Additionally, our analyses are purely correlational, and should not
be interpreted as causal without caution. As we mentioned above, there
is unexplored potential for reverse causality or reinforcement in the
relationship between party and candidate evaluations. Neither the data
nor the statistics applied here allow us to test the causal directions
between the various measures in our models, suggesting that future
research is necessary to clarify them.

Finally, we have examined feelings toward the presidential candi-
dates rather than actual vote. People nearly always vote for the can-
didate they like more, so the difference between the candidate ther-
mometers is, of course, highly correlated with vote choice. Still, our
evidence that the public relies heavily on candidate specific factors
when evaluating candidates may not translate perfectly to votes, where
the calculus may be slightly different and even more closely tied to
partisanship (Miller and Shanks, 1996; Bartels, 2002). Regardless, the
fact that candidate traits have varied in their relative influence but
generally remained substantively significant factors of both own and
other party candidate evaluations across nine elections—and particu-
larly in 2016—suggests that claims of the end of candidate considera-
tions in the age of polarization are premature.

Appendix A. Online Appendix

Supplementary Appendix can be found online at https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.electstud.2019.03.008.
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