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Abstract 

One key component of mass polarization in the United States has been the increasing alignment of 

social identities with partisanship. Scholars have argued that this is a key driver of affective 

polarization and a likely source of the social consequences we have observed, such as a reluctance to 

form relationships with people from political outgroups. This line of research, however, has not 

extended far beyond the American context. This paper has two objectives: 1) to evaluate the level of 

social polarization and perceptions of this polarization in the Canadian public and examine their 

relationships with affective polarization; and 2) to identify a possible social consequence of 

polarization: a preference for romantic relationships with politically similar individuals. Using a pair 

of studies featured in the Digital Democracy Project’s 2019 study of the Canadian federal election 

and C-Dem’s May 2020 Democracy Checkup, I find that, while levels of social polarization are low 

in Canada, people tend to greatly exaggerate social differences between left and right-leaning parties, 

and both of these factors heighten animus toward political outgroups. I also demonstrate that 

people have a preference for romantic connections with politically similar individuals at levels 

comparable to that of shared religion and education. The degree of bias against political opposites 

varies considerably by levels of out-party animus and partisan-ideological sorting.   

 

  

                                                           
1 Many thanks to the C-Dem and Digital Democracy Project research teams for including my 
modules in their surveys. 
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Concern is growing about the consequences of mass polarization in democratic societies. Of 

particular worry has been the observation that supporters of political parties increasingly dislike 

outgroup parties and their supporters, known as affective polarization (Iyengar et al., 2012). This 

phenomenon has been observed in Canada, as well as the United States and a few other select 

countries (Boxell et al., 2020). Scholars have identified a number of social consequences of this form 

of polarization: most notably that it will shape the relationships we are willing to build with one 

another, from friendships to romantic connections (Huber & Malhotra, 2017). 

This line of research has been dominated by scholarship using the United States as a test 

case. However, certain aspects of the American situation may stand out in cross-national terms: not 

only has the United States experienced affective polarization, but it has socially polarized such that 

partisanship has become increasingly intertwined with other deeply held social identities like race 

and religion (Mason, 2018). Moreover, Americans tend to have wildly exaggerated beliefs about the 

degree of social polarization in society (Ahler & Sood, 2017). Social polarization – real or perceived 

– may play a key role in generating the social consequences of affective polarization that scholars 

fear. We do not yet know whether social polarization in Canada has gone hand-in-hand with 

affective polarization, as it has in the United States, nor have we evaluated the social consequences 

of such polarization.  

This paper has two objectives. The first is to shed light on the degree of real and perceived 

social polarization in the Canadian mass public and examine the association of these concepts with 

out-party animus or affective polarization. I use modules I included in wave 9 of the Digital 

Democracy Project’s study of the 2019 Canadian federal election to measure social polarization, 

‘false’ social polarization, and different dimensions of affective polarization, as well as to examine 

the relationships between them. I find that the level of social polarization is relatively low in Canada, 

but individuals who are socially polarized tend to have modestly higher levels of out-party animus. I 

also show that Canadians tend to highly the social differences between left-leaning and right-leaning 

parties, though less so than Americans, and these perceptions themselves are strongly associated 

with out-party animus. Social polarization exists in Canada, particularly in our perceptions, and this 

has likely consequences for our social lives.  

The second objective, then, is to examine the social costs of this phenomenon. I focus here 

on the romantic relationships people are willing to consider. I conduct a conjoint experiment in the 

May 2020 C-Dem Democracy Checkup that asks respondents their interest in responding to 

messages, sending messages, dating, or becoming friends with individuals featured in hypothetical 

online dating profiles whose attributes are randomized – including their political affiliation. I find 

that partisans tend to rate politically-matched profiles (compared to profiles of moderates and non-

partisans) more favourably, and these effects are comparable to or exceed those of matched profiles 

on education and religion. I also show that individuals who are highly sorted in their partisanship 

and policy beliefs or that harbour stronger levels of out-party animus are much less likely to select 

profiles of individuals that support their out-party. 

I begin by outlining the literature on affective and social polarization and their consequences. 

I then describe the data, method, and results of each of my studies in turn. 

 



Affective polarization and its consequences 

Considerable scholarship has been dedicated to mass polarization, particularly over the last decade. 

There is a sense that democratic mass publics are increasingly divided in both their beliefs and their 

feeling towards political opponents. The scope of the problem does depend on one’s definition of 

polarization. We often discuss polarization in terms of mass public’s being increasingly divided in 

their ideological or policy beliefs such that citizens are gravitating towards the ideological extremes, 

known as ideological polarization (Fiorina et al., 2005; Fiorina & Abrams, 2008; Fiorina et al., 2008; 

Levendusky, 2009a). Some instead refer to the pattern of people becoming more consistently left- or 

right-wing in their policy attitudes, known as ideological consistency (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2005, 

2008; Abramowitz, 2010). Still others may mean tendency of people to be increasingly sorted in their 

beliefs, such that their partisanship is increasingly aligned with their ideology or policy beliefs, 

thereby increasing the ideological distance between partisan groups, known as partisan or ideological 

sorting (Abramowitz, 2010; Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008; Levendusky, 2009b).  

Research has found Americans are slightly more ideologically polarized now than in the past 

(Lelkes, 2016), but are much more consistent and sorted in their beliefs (Abramowitz & Saunders, 

2008; Baldassarri & Gelman, 2008; Lelkes, 2016). Although cross-national research measuring 

polarization across its dimensions is limited, Canadians appear to be becoming increasingly 

ideologically consistent and sorted by partisanship (Kevins & Soroka, 2017; Merkley, 2020), though 

they are not becoming more ideologically polarized (Johnston, 2019; Merkley 2020). 

These forms of polarization, however, are not all that concerning on their own. Sharp policy 

divisions among citizens and between groups of partisans can be healthy for democracy. It may be a 

sign that political parties are signaling clear policy alternatives to voters. Rather, concern among 

scholars is principally about the growing dislike and distrust of political opponents such that politics 

becomes defined more by negative partisanship (Medeiros & Noël, 2014) or hatred towards political 

opponents, rather than support for one’s own party. This has been called affective polarization 

(Iyengar et al., 2012). 

There is no doubt that Americans are becoming more affectively polarized. American 

National Election Study feeling thermometers for out-parties have been on a steady decline over 

time and it now appears that negativity towards the out-party exceeds positivity towards the in-party 

(Finkel et al., 2020). There is no firm agreement on the causes of this process. It could be a 

consequence of partisan or ideological sorting, induced by elite polarization (Bougher, 2017; 

Rogowski & Sutherland, 2016; Webster & Abramowitz, 2017), or it could be the result of social 

polarization – the alignment of social identities with partisanship – a point to which we will return 

(Mason, 2018). Other scholars have argued increasing ethnic or racial diversity (Boxell et al., 2020) 

or increasing media choice (i.e., partisan media, social media) has played a role (Levendusky, 2013). 

But American exceptionalism may be somewhat exaggerated. In many ways, the United States 

is converging on levels of affective polarization that occur in many other national contexts (Gidron 

et al., 2020). A handful of other countries are also undergoing affective polarization, like Switzerland, 

New Zealand, and most importantly for our purposes here, Canada (Boxell et al., 2020; Finkel et al., 

2020). Canadian Election Study feeling thermometers have shown rising levels of out-party animus 

that closely resemble what is happening in the United States, with Liberal and NDP partisans 



increasingly disliking the Conservative party, or its legacies, and vice versa (Cochrane, 2015). Rising 

affective polarization may well be due to some combination of polarizing political elites and party 

sorting as is the case in the United States. There has been limited research to date on the causes and 

consequences of affective polarization in the Canadian context. 

A host of negative consequences have been identified by scholars related to affective 

polarization. First and foremost, it can heighten people’s motivation to believe and accept 

information that reflects positively on their partisan identities or negatively on one’s political 

opponents and to reject information that does the opposite, known as politically motivated 

reasoning (Bisgaard, 2019; Bolsen et al., 2014; Kahan et al. 2011; Kahan, 2013; Lodge & Taber, 

2013). This tendency comes at the expense of accuracy motivated reasoning, and could be a key 

source of misperceptions (Flynn et al., 2017) and vulnerability to fake news (Allcott & Gentzkow, 

2017; Osmundsen et al., Forthcoming). Evidence of politically motivated reasoning has even been 

found in Canada. People follow party elite cues when their partisan identity is primed and are more 

likely to correctly interpret information and perceive it as more credible when it is aligned with their 

political beliefs then when it is not (Merkley, 2021). 

Second, affective polarization can intensify patterns of selective exposure: a tendency to seek 

out and engage with information that is in line with one’s political beliefs. People tend to prefer 

information that is politically congenial (Iyengar & Hahn, 2009), though evidence that they 

deliberately avoid dissonant information is limited (Metzger et al., 2020), a finding with carries to 

Canada as well (Merkley, 2021). Preference for politically congenial content generates consumer 

demand for partisan news and when taken to an extreme can lead to the creation of echo chambers 

where people primarily encounter information that reflects and reinforces their political beliefs, 

rather that cross-cutting information that can challenge them (Stroud, 2010).  

Third, there may be economic consequences of affective polarization, by distorting product 

and labour markets. Field experiments have shown that people are 1) willing to earn less money 

from copartisan employers (McConnell et al., 2018); 2) more willing to respond to product offers 

from copartisans (McConnell et al., 2018); 3) willing to forego money from companies that support 

opposing PACs (Panagopoulos et al., 2016), or that comes with an ancillary benefit for opposing 

political organizations (McConnell et al., 2018); and 5) discriminate against opposing party applicants 

for job opportunities (Gift & Gift, 2015). The degree to which out-party animus or in-party 

favouritism shapes these factors is still to be determined, however.  

Fourth, there may be important political consequences. Affective polarization may increase 

political participation and reduce trust in out-party governments (Heatherington & Rudolph, 2015). 

In may also may complicate the challenge of governing, leading to a rise of straight ticket voting in 

the United States, undermining efforts at compromise (Finkel et al., 2020), heightening people’s 

“radical partisanship” or their endorsement of politically-motivated violence (Kalmoe & Mason, 

2018). These effects, however, may stem from a unique social and institutional U.S. context – there 

is less evidence of these problems in other established democracies with already high levels of 

affective polarization.  

 

 



The social consequences of affective polarization 

Most importantly for this analysis is that affective polarization may have social consequences. This is 

not obviously apparent with traditional measures of affective polarization, which capture feelings 

towards parties. For affective polarization to be particularly problematic, it should influence how we 

feel about ordinary citizens as well, thereby shaping who we are or are not willing to interact with in 

our day-to-day lives. 

There is plenty of evidence that this is the case in the United States. Using measures of what 

scholars label social distance, upwards of 40% of Americans report that they would be upset if a son or 

daughter married someone from an out-party, a number which has risen dramatically in the last 40 

years and far exceeds what has been found in other contexts like the United Kingdom (Iyengar et al., 

2012). These self-reports are coupled with behavioural data showing that around 80% of married 

couples share partisanship, which is far greater than what would be expected by chance (Iyengar et 

al., 2018). This also extends to dating behaviour. Partisan matching increases the likelihood of 

exchanges on dating applications by 9.5% – an effect that rivals education (Huber & Mahotra, 2017). 

Affective polarization can also influence our friendships. Most Americans report having few if any 

close friends from another party (Pew Research, 2017), and those living in partisan incongruent 

areas are more likely to report having difficulty finding friends (Chopik & Motyl, 2016). 

The reason for these problematic findings is likely that affective polarization is more than just 

about negative feelings toward opposing parties. Recently, prominent scholars have introduced a 

concept called political sectarianism: “the tendency to adopt a moralized identification with one 

political group and against another,” which is characterized by “othering—the tendency to view 

opposing partisans as essentially different or alien to oneself; aversion—the tendency to dislike and 

distrust opposing partisans; and moralization—the tendency to view opposing partisans as 

iniquitous” (Finkel et al., 2020: 533).  

Their characterization of rising political sectarianism that corrodes social and political life in 

the United States may well be correct, but it is far from clear whether this can be extended into other 

contexts based on evidence provided by party feeling thermometers. A critical difference between 

the United States and other national contexts might be the existence of social polarization, where 

partisan identities come into increasing alignment, not just with ideology, but with other social 

identities that people highly value like race, ethnicity, class, and religion (Mason, 2018). This process 

may create a form of polarization qualitatively different than what is found in other contexts. Out-

party supporters do not just have increasingly different policy beliefs from oneself in this context, 

they become different from oneself in a multitude of other ways that are deeply important for 

people. 

And indeed, Americans do not just perceive these increasing social differences between 

parties, they tend to wildly exaggerate these differences. Democrats overstate the prevalence of 

party-stereotypical groups, like African Americans and union members, by 214%, while Republican 

do so by 306%. Democrats overestimate the percentage of Republican-stereotypical groups, like 

evangelicals and southerners, by a whopping 515%, compared to 381% for Republicans (Ahler and 

Sood, 2017). These misperceptions appear to be strongest among people with high levels of political 

interest, and there appear to be downstream consequences of these perceptions for people’s 



willingness to engage with out-partisans in their social lives. Social polarization and perceptions of 

social polarization appear to be a critical ingredient in American affective polarization.  

There has been little research in the Canadian context on the social dimension of mass political 

polarization and on its downstream consequences for social life. This paper aims to answer four 

questions with a pair of studies: 1) to what degree are Canadians socially polarized? (Study 1) 2) to 

what degree to Canadians perceive themselves to be socially polarized? (Study 1) Are real and 

perceived social polarization related to affective polarization, and across what dimensions of this 

concept? And 3) does partisanship shape Canadians’ willingness to explore possible romantic 

connections? (Study 2).  

Study 1 – Are Canadians socially polarized? 

It appears that Canadians are affectively polarizing – in fact, we are one of only a handful of 

countries where that is true (Boxell et al., 2020). And yet, there is a nagging sense that Canadian 

polarization is qualitatively different from what exists in the United States. One way the American 

context may be uniquely polarized is in its social dimension. Liliana Mason (2018) was the first to 

observe that partisan identity is not just increasingly intertwined with ideology, but with other social 

identities like race and religion such that Republicans and Democrats are becoming increasing 

dissimilar on a large number of dimensions that people care about. Social polarization is an 

important driver of affective polarization in the American context. It is possible that these increasing 

social differences are particularly important in explaining the social consequences of affective 

polarization. 

Unfortunately, there has be no research to date on the social dimension of polarization in the 

Canadian context. That is, does Canadian partisanship align with other social identities? Do 

Canadians perceive there to be a strong alignment between social groups and partisanship? Do either 

of these factors influence animus towards out-parties and their supporters, and across what 

dimensions is this true? Study 1 speaks to these questions. 

Data 

My data come from wave 9 of the Digital Democracy Project’s study of the 2019 Canadian federal 

election, fielded from October 24-November 4, 2019 (N = 2,068). The DDP used Qualtrics to 

provide an opt-in non-probability sample of adult Canadian citizens. Quotas were set on gender, 

age, region (i.e., Atlantic, Quebec, Ontario, and West), and language (i.e., English and French) to 

match population benchmarks from the 2016 Canadian census. I restrict my analysis to identified 

supporters of the three main parties. 

Measuring out-party animus 

I measure out-party animus in three ways. First, I use standard 0-100 feeling thermometers for the 

Liberal, NDP, and Conservative parties. An average of the Liberal and NDP thermometers is used 

as the out-party animus measure for Conservative partisans and the Conservative party thermometer 

is used as the out-party measure for Liberal and NDP partisans. I do this for all my measures of out-

party animus as well since affective polarization is characterized in Canada by a polarization in affect 

between the parties of the left and the party of the right (Cochrane, 2015). The mean out-party 



feeling thermometer score is 26 on the 0–100 scale, comparable to the level of out-party animus 

found in the United States using these measures (Druckman & Levendusky, 2019). The in-party and 

out-party feeling thermometers are plotted in the left panel of Figure 1 for left-leaning (i.e., Liberal 

and NDP) and right-leaning (i.e., Conservative) partisans. 

There are issues with traditional feeling thermometers. The 0-100 scale provides artificial 

precision, while they measure feelings towards parties rather than their supporters. I supplement these 

feeling thermometers first with a battery of questions asking respondents to rate how well certain 

positive or negative words apply to either voters or election officials (randomly assigned) from the 

three main parties (response categories: extremely well, somewhat well, not very well, not at all well, 

see Garrett et al., 2014). I average responses to the positive and negative words separately and take 

the difference to create a measure of net affect. I rescale the measures from 0–100 for comparability 

with the out-party feeling thermometer.  

The mean out-party trait-based affect score is 44 on the 0–100 scale. There is only limited 

evidence that respondents are disproportionately hostile towards party officials. The affect score for 

respondents in the party elite condition was only 1.1 points lower than those in the party supporter 

condition, which is only marginally significant (p = 0.08). Negative affect appears to extend to party 

supporters as well. The middle panel of Figure 1 shows how this breaks down by party groupings. 

 

Figure 1. Individual-level affective polarization according to party feeling thermometers (left), trait-

based affect (middle), and social distance (right). Note: left partisans include the Liberals and NDP, 

right partisans include Conservatives. 

I also create a measure of social distance by using a battery of questions asking respondents how 

comfortable they would be with having 1) neighbours or 2) friends that were supporters of each of 

the main parties (response categories: very comfortable, somewhat comfortable, not very 

comfortable, not at all comfortable) and 3) how upset they would be with having a supporter of each 

of the parties as an in-law (response categories: very upset, somewhat upset, not very upset, not at all 

upset). These items were used to create a 0-100 index of out-party social distance. The survey also 

asked these questions in relation to other social groups, like Christians, Muslims, Anglophones, 



Francophones and those from another race. These measures were averaged together to create an 

index of non-partisan social distance. 

There also appears to be affective polarization in Canada by social distance, though it is not as 

stark as what is found in the United States. For instance, only 24% of Liberal and NDP partisans 

would be somewhat or very upset if their son or daughter married a Conservative supporter, while a 

similar 24% and 21% of Conservative partisans would feel the same about having a daughter- or 

son-in-law who was a Liberal or NDP supporter, respectively. These numbers are closer to what is 

found in the United Kingdom (Iyengar et al., 2012). On average, respondents scored 28 points on 

the 0–100 scale of social distance towards out-party supporters, which is 13 points higher than social 

distance towards in-party supporters and approaching the social distance score for Muslims (32 

points). The partisan breakdown can be found in the right panel of Figure 1. 

Table 1. Associations between social identities and partisanship or ideology 

  Partisanship Ideology 

 % Correlation p-value Correlation p-value 

Evangelical 7.7 0.29 0.000 0.37 0.000 

Catholic 15.1 -0.05 0.195 0.10 0.020 

Secular 7.5 -0.18 0.000 -0.30 0.000 

Upper class 1.5 -0.07 0.514 0.37 0.001 

Middle class 31.3 0.04 0.131 0.01 0.852 

Lower class 5.6 -0.12 0.027 -0.15 0.031 

Working class 12.1 0.08 0.054 0.00 0.044 

Anglophone 10.5 0.08 0.063 -0.04 0.397 

Francophone 12.3 -0.04 0.342 -0.04 0.404 

Acadian 0.6 -0.24 0.038 -0.29 0.032 

Indigenous 2.0 -0.12 0.136 -0.24 0.037 

Ethnic or racial minority 4.6 -0.19 0.000 -0.32 0.000 

Immigrant 4.1 -0.05 0.417 0.05 0.547 

LGBTQ 3.9 -0.30 0.000 -0.46 0.000 

Westerner 6.8 0.39 0.000 0.23 0.000 

British Columbian 5.9 -0.07 0.209 -0.13 0.034 

Albertan 7.9 0.36 0.000 0.12 0.038 

Saskatchewanian 2.3 0.24 0.026 0.09 0.418 

Manitoban 2.2 0.02 0.829 -0.20 0.072 

Ontarian 15.0 -0.01 0.774 -0.10 0.016 

Quebecois 12.6 0.01 0.766 0.06 0.329 

Maritimer 2.5 0.01 0.766 -0.10 0.418 

New Brunswicker 1.2 -0.14 0.240 -0.02 0.912 

Nova Scotian 1.9 -0.08 0.383 -0.25 0.047 

Newfoundlander 0.9 -0.07 0.572 0.16 0.152 

|Average |  0.13  0.17  

 



Measuring social polarization 

I measure social polarization using a multi-step procedure. First, I ask respondents to report which 

of the following identities they consider themselves:  

 An evangelical Christian 

 A Catholic 

 Secular 

 Upper class 

 Middle class 

 Lower class 

 Working class 

 An Anglophone 

 A Francophone 

 An Acadian 

 Indigenous (Inuit, Metis, Aboriginal, 

First Nations) 

 A racial or ethnic minority  

 An immigrant 

 LGBTQ 

 A Westerner (if living in the West) 

 A Maritimer (if living in Nova Scotia, 

New Brunswick, or PEI) 

 A [insert provincial identity based on 

respondent’s residence]  

 

For all the identities they selected they were asked how important it was personally for them 

to be of that identity (response categories: extremely, somewhat, not very, not at all), and whether 

they use the word “we” rather than “they” when talking about people of that identity (response 

categories: never, rarely, some of the time, most of the time, always). These questions are designed 

to elicit the importance of that identity to respondents (see Mason, 2018). Respondents were coded 

as having that identity if they scored above 0.5 on an 0-1 index created from those two items. 

Table 1 displays the share of respondents that at least somewhat intensely identified with a 

social group. This table also displays the rank serial correlation of these identities (and corresponding 

p-value) with left-right ideological self-placement and a measure of strength of partisanship running 

from strong partisans of the left-leaning parties (i.e. Liberal, NDP, Green) to strong partisans of the 

Conservative party.  

The rank biserial correlations show modest to weak positive associations between evangelical, 

Western, Albertan, Saskatchewanian, and working class identity with Conservative partisanship, 

while secular, lower class, Acadian, LGBTQ, and ethnic or racial minority identity is positively 

correlated with partisanship of the left-leaning parties. These associations are all rather modest. 

Correlations between ideology and social identities are perhaps a bit stronger on average, with 

modest positive associations between evangelical, Catholic, Western, Albertan, and upper class 

identity and right-leaning ideology, as well as positive correlations between secular, lower class, 

Acadian, LGBTQ, ethnic minority, Indigenous, British Columbian, Manitoban, Ontarian, and Nova 

Scotian identity and left-leaning ideology. The average correlation between these social identities and 

partisanship is a relatively weak 0.13. This number increases to 0.17 for their correlation with 

ideological self-placement. For sake of comparison, the correlation between partisanship and 

ideological identification is 0.48. 

I create a composite measure of social polarization that increments upward by one for every 

partisan- or ideology-correlated identity a person has that is aligned with their partisanship and 

decrements downward by one for any such identity that aligns with the out-party (e.g., +1 for a 



Liberal or NDP partisan with an LGBTQ identity and -1 for a Western identity; +1 for a 

Conservative partisan with an Evangelical identity and -1 for a lower class identity). The mean score 

on this index is 0.25 on a scale that theoretically runs from -7 to 7, indicating generally low levels of 

social polarization. 22% of respondents have more identities opposed to their partisanship than 

aligned with it; 41% scored 0 on this index; and 36% have some degree of alignment between their 

social identities and their partisanship. This measure is central to my first hypothesis: 

H1: Social polarization is associated with higher levels of out-party animus.  

Measuring false social polarization 

Social sorting appears to be limited in Canada. Correlations between a variety of social identities and 

both partisanship and ideology are relatively weak with some important exceptions. However, it is 

possible that Canadians perceive social polarization to be relatively stark and these perceptions may be 

an important driver of out-party animus in Canada. 

I asked respondents to estimate the percentage of Conservative, Liberal, or NDP supporters 

that are 1) evangelical Christian; 2) Westerners; 3) LGBTQ; 4) ethnic or racial minorities; 5) under 

the age of 35; 6) over the age of 65; and who 7) earn under $30,000; 8) earn over $150,000; 9) live in 

rural areas; and 10) live in large cities. I can compare these estimates to the actual social composition 

of the parties as gleaned from responses to the survey. I cleaned the data by removing all responses 

that were not numbers between 0 and 100 and I removed responses for a given party if respondents 

straight-lined responses to all the items for that specific party. I treat evangelicals, Westerners, 

people over 65, people who earn over $150,000, and people who live in rural areas as stereotypical 

Conservative groups. I consider LGBTQ, ethnic or racial minorities, people under 35, people who 

earn less than $30,000, and people who live in cities as stereotypical left-leaning groups. I consider 

counter-stereotypical groups the reverse of these (e.g., Conservatives under the age of 35).  

 
Figure 2. Perceived and observed gaps in party social coalitions. 



Figure 2 shows the observed difference in the social composition of supporters of the left-

leaning parties (an average of the Liberal and NDP) and Conservative partisans across these 

dimensions, as well as the perceived difference between the party groupings in their social 

composition. Higher values indicate larger stereotype-consistent differences. Respondents 

exaggerated differences between partisan groups on every single item. For instance, respondents 

perceive a 13 point gap between the share of Conservative supporters and Liberal/NDP supporters 

that earn over $150,000, when in fact that gap is a trivial 0.4 points. And, there is a perceived 19 

point difference in the share of Liberal/NDP supporters and Conservative party supporters that are 

ethnic or racial minorities when it is 6 points in reality. Across these items there is an average of a 

5.4 point gap between partisan groups in their social composition, while respondents perceive these 

differences to be almost 3 times as large (15.9 points). For the remainder of this paper I call the 

difference between observed and estimated differences in social composition “false social 

polarization.” 

There are a number of ways to visualize this finding. Ahler and Sood (2017) calculate the 

following for party-stereotypical groups, where i indexes n party-stereotypical groups: 

𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 =
1

𝑛
∑

𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 %𝑔𝑖
− 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑔𝑖

𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑔𝑖

∗ 100
𝑛𝑖

𝑔𝑖=1
 

This shows us the average error for party stereotypical groups expressed as a percentage of the 

observed value. I am able to make the same calculation with these data. While Ahler and Sood find 

that respondents overestimated their size of party-stereotypical groups by an average of 342% within 

their respective parties, I find that my respondents did so by 87%. This number ranges from a 307% 

overestimate of the share of Liberal/NDP supporters that are LGBTQ to an underestimate of 9% for 

the share of Liberal/NDP supporters that are under the age of 35. Similar to what Ahler and Sood 

find, out-party groups are more likely to be overestimated than in-party groups (97% vs. 79%, 

p<0.001). 

There are some potential limitations of Ahler and Sood’s approach. First, they focus their 

attention only on stereotypical groups (e.g., Republican evangelicals) rather that incorporating 

counter-stereotypical groups (e.g., Democratic evangelicals). This may give a misleading descriptive 

impression of the degree to which there truly is bias in these evaluations because people tend to 

exaggerate the prevalence of groups with low base rates regardless of political motivation. So, for 

example, it may well be true that people estimated 38% of Republicans earned over $250,000 per 

year, compared to a true value of 2.2%, but they almost certainly also overestimate the share of 

Democrats who earn the same income, but this goes unreported and unaccounted for in their 

estimate of bias. 

Second, their composite measure of bias is highly sensitive to the base rate of party-

stereotypical groups. Mechanically there is likely to be much higher estimated bias for party-

stereotypical groups with lower rates in the general population. For example, they found people 

estimated the share of Democrats who are LGBTQ to be 31% when it is in reality 6% – a 25 

percentage point difference or an error amounting to 417% of the observed value. They also found 

people estimated the share of Democrats who are African Americans to be 42% when it is 24% in 



reality – a reasonably similar 18 percentage point difference that translates into a bias figure less that 

one fourth that of LGBTQ. 

It may be worth estimating bias in ways to make it less sensitive to low base rates. First, we 

could incorporate counter-stereotypical groups into our analysis. I calculate the same bias metric as 

Ahler and Sood but for stereotypical and counter-stereotypical groups. These results are shown in 

the left panel of Figure 3. I then take the difference between the error for stereotypical groups and 

their matched counter-stereotypical group (e.g. error for Conservative Evangelicals minus error for 

left-leaning evangelicals) to create an bias score for each group pairing. These results are shown in 

the right panel. 

 

Figure 3. Error in estimates for stereotypical and counter-stereotypical groups as a percentage of 

the observed value (left). Difference in error between stereotypical and matched counter-

stereotypical groups (right). 

 

These results make it clear why it is important to take counter-stereotypical groups into 

consideration. Stereotypical groups tend to be overestimated in their respective party coalitions, but 

the same is sometimes true of counter-stereotypical groups as well. Respondents exaggerated the 

prevalence of evangelicals among Conservative supporters by 92%, but they did so among 

supporters of left-leaning parties by 160%. Similarly, respondents exaggerated the prevalence of 

LGBTQ identifiers among supporters of the left-leaning parties by 307%, but they did the same for 

Conservatives by 388%. Counter-stereotypical groups are overestimated on four of these items and 

underestimated on six. The second thing to notice is the variation in the estimates. Numbers are 

much higher for groups with lower base rates, such as LGBTQ and those with incomes above 

$150,000. Averaging across this measures would give these components of any index considerable 

weight. 



Nonetheless, as the right-side panel shows, people still typically exaggerate the size of 

stereotypical groups more than counter-stereotypical groups. They do so by an average of 30 

percentage points above and beyond those of matched counter-stereotypical groups. I create a 

composite measure of false social polarization averaging the bias for each group pair where s 

represents a stereotypical group and c represents a matched counter-stereotypical group and i 

indexes the group pairings: 

𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛

=
1

𝑛
∑ (

𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 %𝑠 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑠

𝑇𝑟𝑢𝑒 %𝑠
∗ 100) − (

𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 %𝑐 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑐

𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑐

𝑛𝑖

𝑔𝑖=1

∗ 100) 

This composite measure is somewhat unsatisfying because it will give undue influence to 

groups with low base rates. Another approach is to calculate group-specific bias as the difference 

between the estimated and observed share of stereotypical and counter-stereotypical groups. These 

results are shown in the left-side panel of Figure 4. I then take the difference between the bias for 

stereotypical and matched counter-stereotypical groups. These results are shown in the right-side 

panel. 

 

Figure 4. Percentage point error in estimates for stereotypical and counter-stereotypical groups 

(left). Difference in error between stereotypical and matched counter-stereotypical groups (right). 

 

People exaggerate the prevalence of evangelicals among Conservative supporters by 17 

percentage points compared to 10 percentage points for left-leaning parties. They inflate the 

prevalence of ethnic or racial minorities among supporters of the left-leaning parties by 10 



percentage points and underestimate their prevalence among Conservatives by 3 points. The right-

side panel shows the difference between stereotypical and counter-stereotypical evaluations. People 

exaggerate the size of stereotypical groups an average of 10 percentage points above those of 

matched counter-stereotypical groups. I create a composite measure of false social polarization by 

averaging the overall bias for each group pairing:  

𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒 𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛

=
1

𝑛
∑ (𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 %𝑠 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑠) − (𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑 %𝑐 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑 %𝑐)

𝑛𝑖

𝑔𝑖=1

 

I use this measure of false social polarization in the analyses that follow, but results are robust to 

using the previous measure that divides group error by the observed values. 

And who exactly is more biased in their perceptions of the social compositions of the parties? 

Table A1 of the Appendix estimates a model regressing this composite measure of false social 

polarization on social polarization (described above), partisan or ideological sorting, ideological 

extremity, partisan strength, ideology, partisanship, traditional and social media exposure, political 

interest and knowledge, numeracy and demographics. Bias is higher among those who 1) have policy 

beliefs and partisanship that are more closely aligned; 2) are more ideologically extreme; 3) are more 

politically interested and knowledgeable; and 4) have stronger numerical aptitude. It is lower among 

those with more traditional news and social media exposure, controlling for other factors. Notably, 

social polarization is not associated with false perceptions of such polarization in our sample after 

controlling for these factors. This measure of false social polarization is central to my second 

hypothesis: 

H2: False social polarization is associated with higher levels of out-party animus.  

Control variables 

Having now described my measures of out-party animus, as well as observed and false social 

polarization, I turn to my controls. First, I account for partisan or ideological sorting – the alignment 

of partisanship with policy or ideological beliefs. I use a battery of 15 policy items included in the 

DDP survey. I coded responses to each of these question as right, left, or don’t know/neutral and 

created an index from these items that theoretically ranges from ‘15’, for those that gave 15 

consistently right or left-leaning responses aligned with their partisanship, to ‘-15’, for those that 

gave 15 consistently right or left-leaning responses that are aligned with their out-party. The 

alignment of partisanship with policy or ideological beliefs is likely linked to out-party animus and 

may itself be associated with real or perceived social polarization. 

Second, I control for ideological extremity and strength of partisanship. Individuals who are 

ideologically extreme or who have strong partisan attachments exhibit higher levels of out-party 

animus as well as biased perceptions of the social composition of parties. Ideological extremity is 

created by folding a 0-10 ideological self-placement scale. Third, I control for left-right ideological 

self-placement and partisanship to ensure that partisan and ideological differences in out-party 

animus and real or perceived social polarization do not confound the results. 



Fourth, I include controls for political information exposure and political or cognitive 

sophistication. I account for traditional and social media exposure because exposure to political 

information may generate out-party animus for reasons other than real or perceived social 

polarization, while themselves being associated with these factors. The same can be said for political 

interest and political knowledge. I also control for numeracy because this specific dimension of 

cognitive sophistication may reduce biased perceptions of party coalitions while being correlated 

with out-party animus due to directional motivated reasoning. Fifth, I control for basic 

demographics such as age, education, gender, and region. Sixth, in the social distance models I 

control for a composite index of social distance towards non-partisan groups. It is possible that 

general social alienation is associated with both exaggerated beliefs as well as out-party animus. 

Descriptions of these control variables can be found in Table A2 of the Appendix. 

Finally, in my models examing the association between out-party animus and false social 

polarization I include a measure of false partisan-ideological polarization. It is possible that a link between 

false social polarization and out-party animus is really picking up the effects of perceived differences 

in the beliefs of partisans, rather than identities, which are themselves prone to similar exaggeration.  

I asked respondents to place themselves and the major parties or their supporters (which was 

randomly assigned) on left-right self-placement scales for four issues with the following prompts: 

 Some people think the federal government needs to regulate business to protect the 

environment. They think that efforts to protect the environment will also create jobs. Let us 

say this is point 0 on a 0-10 scale. Others think that the federal government should not 

regulate business to protect the environment. They think this regulation will not do much to 

help the environment and will cost us jobs. Let us say this is point 10 on a 0-10 scale. And, 

of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between, at points 1 through 9.  

 Some people feel that federal and provincial governments should see to it that every person 

has a job and a good standard of living. Suppose these people are at one end of a scale, at 

point 0. Others think the government should just let each person get ahead on their own. 

Suppose these people are at the other end, at point 10. And, of course, some other people 

have opinions somewhere in between, at points 1 through 9.  

 Some people think the federal and provincial governments should provide fewer services 

even in areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending. Suppose these 

people are at one end of a scale, at point 0. Other people feel it is important for the 

government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending. 

Suppose these people are at the other end, at point 10. And, of course, some other people 

have opinions somewhere in between, at points 1 through 9. 

 Some people think the government should admit many more immigrants into Canada. 

Suppose these people are at one end of a scale, at point 0. Other people feel the federal 

government should admit many fewer immigrants. Suppose these people are at the other 

end, at point 10. And, of course, some other people have opinions somewhere in between, at 

points 1 through 9. 



There is no significant difference between placement of parties and their supporters on these 

scales, so I collapse responses across these two conditions for my analyses. From these items I 

construct a measure of false party-ideological polarization by taking the difference between 

erroneous perceptions of Conservative ideological placement (c) and the same for the left-leaning 

parties (l) and averaging across my four items (i).  

𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 − 𝑖𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙𝑜𝑔𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑙 𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛

=
1

𝑛
∑(𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑𝑐 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑𝑐) − (𝐸𝑠𝑡𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑑𝑙 − 𝑂𝑏𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑒𝑑𝑙)

𝑛𝑖

𝑖=1

 

On average respondents exaggerated the ideological distance between parties by about 0.84 

points on the 0-10 scale of ideology. This measure is highly correlated with the false social 

polarization measure I introduced earlier (0.50). All of my non-categorical variables are standardized 

for ease of comparison in the analyses that follow. 

Table 2. Estimated associations between social polarization and out-party animus, OLS 

DV =  Thermometer Character traits Social distance 

 Coef. SD Coef. SD Coef. SD 

Social polarization -0.05** 0.03 -0.07** 0.03 0.11*** 0.03 

Partisan sorting -0.21*** 0.03 -0.23*** 0.03 0.19*** 0.03 

Ideological extremity -0.09*** 0.03 -0.09*** 0.03 0.13*** 0.03 

Partisan strength -0.19*** 0.03 -0.07** 0.03 0.10*** 0.03 

Ideology 0.18*** 0.03 0.04 0.04 -0.05 0.04 

Conservative PID -0.28*** 0.07 -0.10 0.08 0.01 0.07 

NDP PID -0.01 0.07 -0.06 0.08 -0.03 0.08 

News exposure 0.13*** 0.04 0.13*** 0.03 -0.09** 0.04 

Social media exposure 0.07* 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.04 

Political interest 0.00 0.03 0.00 0.03 0.01 0.03 

Political knowledge -0.08** 0.03 -0.03 0.03 0.12*** 0.03 

Numeracy -0.02 0.03 0.03 0.03 -0.02 0.03 

Education 0.02 0.03 -0.03 0.03 -0.02 0.03 

Age -0.13*** 0.03 0.07** 0.03 0.02 0.03 

Female -0.19*** 0.06 -0.01 0.06 0.12** 0.06 

Quebec -0.24** 0.12 0.09 0.12 0.16 0.11 

Ontario -0.12 0.11 -0.09 0.10 0.00 0.09 

West -0.13 0.11 -0.12 0.11 0.07 0.09 

Social distance average     0.22*** 0.04 

Constant 0.35*** 0.11 0.12 0.10 -0.13 0.098 

R2 0.24 0.15 0.18 

N 1172 1182 1182 

* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 

Models 

I estimate a trio of models testing associations between social polarization (socialpolarize) and each 

of my measures of out-party animus after controlling for confounds (X). The coefficient should be 



negative in my models using feeling thermometer- and character trait-based measures of out-party 

animus and positive when using social distance to support H1. 

𝑜𝑢𝑡 − 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑚𝑢𝑠 =  𝛼 + 𝛽𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑒 + 𝛽𝑋 +  𝜀 

I then re-estimate these models including false social polarization (falsesocial) as well as false 

partisan-ideological polarization (falseideol) 

𝑜𝑢𝑡 − 𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 𝑎𝑛𝑖𝑚𝑢𝑠 =  𝛼 + 𝛽𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙 + 𝛽𝑓𝑎𝑙𝑠𝑒𝑖𝑑𝑒𝑜𝑙 + 𝛽𝑠𝑜𝑐𝑖𝑎𝑙𝑝𝑜𝑙𝑎𝑟𝑖𝑧𝑒 + 𝛽𝑋 +  𝜀 

The coefficient on false social polarization should be negative in my models using feeling 

thermometer- and character trait-based measures of out-party animus and positive when using social 

distance to support H2. All estimations use heteroskedastic-robust standard errors. 

Table 3. Estimated associations between false social polarization and out-party animus, OLS 

DV =  Thermometer Character traits Social distance 

 Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

False social polarization -0.14*** 0.03 -0.16*** 0.04 0.09*** 0.03 

False ideological polarization -0.17*** 0.03 -0.14*** 0.04 0.13*** 0.04 

Social polarization -0.05** 0.02 -0.07** 0.03 0.11*** 0.03 

Partisan sorting -0.15*** 0.03 -0.18*** 0.03 0.14*** 0.03 

Ideological extremity -0.05 0.03 -0.06* 0.03 0.09*** 0.03 

Partisan strength -0.19*** 0.03 -0.08** 0.03 0.11*** 0.03 

Ideology 0.16*** 0.03 0.03 0.04 -0.06 0.04 

Conservative PID -0.31*** 0.08 -0.10 0.08 0.06 0.07 

NDP PID -0.01 0.07 -0.03 0.08 0.01 0.09 

News exposure 0.10*** 0.04 0.10*** 0.03 -0.08** 0.04 

Social media exposure 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.03 0.05 0.04 

Political interest 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.00 0.03 

Political knowledge -0.01 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.07** 0.03 

Numeracy 0.02 0.03 0.07** 0.03 -0.05* 0.03 

Education 0.03 0.03 -0.01 0.03 -0.02 0.03 

Age -0.15*** 0.03 0.05 0.03 0.03 0.03 

Female -0.17*** 0.06 0.02 0.06 0.14** 0.06 

Quebec -0.17 0.12 0.09 0.11 0.18 0.11 

Ontario 0.03 0.11 0.01 0.09 -0.03 0.09 

West 0.00 0.11 -0.04 0.10 -0.02 0.09 

Average social distance     0.24*** 0.04 

Constant 0.22** 0.11 0.03 0.09 -0.11 0.08 

R2 1084 1089 1089 

N 0.28 0.20 0.21 

* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 

Results 

Table 2 presents estimates of the effect of social polarization on out-party animus. Again, effects of 

non-categorical variables are standardized for ease of interpretation. Social polarization is indeed 

associated with all three of my measures of out-party animus, in support of H1, though with rather 



small effects. A one standard deviation (SD) increase in social polarization is associated with a 0.05 

SD decrease in out-party feeling thermometers holding all other factors constant (p=0.04). This is in 

comparison to 0.21, 0.09, and 0.19 SD decreases associated with partisan sorting, ideological 

extremity, and partisan strength, respectively.  

Similarly, a one SD increase in social polarization is associated with a 0.07 SD decrease in out-

party character trait-based affect (p=0.03), compared to decreases of 0.23, 0.10, and 0.08 SDs for 

partisan sorting, ideological extremity, and strength of partisanship, respectively. Finally, a one SD 

increase in social polarization is associated with a 0.11 SD increase in social distance (p<0.001) 

compared to 0.19, 0.13, and 0.10 SD increases for partisan sorting, ideological extremity, and 

strength of partisanship, respectively. Social polarization does appear to be associated with out-party 

animus.2 

Table 3 presents the results of my models estimating the associations between out-party 

animus and false social polarization. There are significant meaningful associations between false 

social polarization and my three measures of out-party animus, in support of H2. A one SD increase 

in false social polarization is associated with a 0.14 and 0.16 SD decrease in the out-party feeling 

thermometer and in character trait-based affect, respectively (p<0.001 & p<0.001) and a 0.09 SD 

increase in out-party social distance (p=0.01). These effects rival or exceed those of false party-

ideological polarization, partisan sorting, ideological extremity, and strength of partisanship.  

Study 2 – Do partisanship and out-party animus drive dating preferences? 

Study 1 provides some evidence of social polarization in the Canadian context. Correlations between 

social identities and partisanship do exist, but are relatively weak (with some exceptions) and not 

many Canadians are sorted on this dimension. But, they do perceive themselves to be socially 

polarized and these perceptions in particular matter for levels of out-party animus and social 

distance. Study 2 aims to provide behavioural evidence that mass polarization shapes social 

preferences with a conjoint experiment that evaluates the effect of partisan or ideological matching 

on willingness to interact with people featured in dating profiles. 

Data  

The data for Study 2 were collected as part of the C-Dem May 2020 Democracy Checkup – a survey 

of adult Canadian citizens and permanent residents 18 years or older fielded from May 5-11, 2020 

using the online non-probability sample provider Qualtrics. Quotas were set by the C-Dem research 

team on age, gender, and province to match population benchmarks from the 2016 Canadian 

census. The experimental module was included for a subsample of 997 of these respondents. 53% of 

the subsample is female, 25% is under 35 and 46% are over 54 years of age. 19% completed the 

survey in French. 7% live in Atlantic Canada, 22% in Quebec, 38% in Ontario, and 33% in the 

Western provinces. In this subsample, 677 identify as supporters of the Liberal party, Conservative 

party or NDP. The following analysis is restricted to these individuals. 

                                                           
2 There is one important caveat. Results are stronger when using social identities correlated with 
ideological self-placement rather than with strength of partisanship. When using only groups 
associated with partisanship, results are only significant for social distance.  



Methods 

The consequences of affective and social polarization – real or perceived – are likely to spill over 

into people’s day-to-day lives, affecting their decisions of who they do and do not want to interact 

with. One area where this may be particularly true is in romantic relationships (Huber & Malhotra, 

2017). I use a paired rating-based conjoint experiment to evaluate this possibility. Conjoint 

experiments are ideal in situations where decision making is complex and multidimensional. Politics 

may shape people’s interest in potential romantic partners, but so might religion, education, income, 

hobbies, and so on.  

Respondents were first given the following introduction: “For the following few questions, set 

aside your current relationship status in your mind and imagine that you are using an online dating 

application for the purpose of finding a romantic partner. We are going to give you a series of 

simulated profiles and will ask you questions about how likely you would be to engage with the 

people featured in these profiles.” They were then asked whether they preferred romantic partners 

were are male, female, or “don’t know/prefer not to answer.” 

Respondents were given two pairs of hypothetical online dating profiles that matched their 

romantic preference. Those who indicated they didn’t know or preferred not to answer to the 

romantic preferences question were randomly assigned either female or male profiles. Each profile 

contained the following randomized non-political attributes: 

 Age: 40 (reference category), 35, 30, 25 

 Height: for men: 5’6” (reference category), 5’9”, 6’; for women: 5’1” (reference category), 

5’4”, 5’7” 

 Job: unlisted (reference category), between jobs, manager, sales clerk 

 Hobby: unlisted (reference category), Netflix, hiking, reading 

 Religion: non-religious (reference category), Catholic, Protestant 

 Education: high school (reference category), undergraduate, graduate 

Each profile included a randomized stock profile photo of a male or female from a set of 12 

for each gender. These photos were randomized without replacement so people would not see the 

same photo twice. There were also categories fixed across profiles for sexual orientation (i.e., 

straight), whether they want kids (i.e., want someday), drinking behaviour (i.e., socially), and whether 

they smoke (i.e., no). Most importantly, I include a randomized attribute for political views. One half 

of respondents got attribute labels based on ideology (i.e., moderate (reference category), left-

leaning, and right-leaning) and the other half got partisanship (i.e., non-partisan (reference category), 

Liberal or NDP, and Conservative). I collapse the partisanship and ideology conditions together for 

the following analyses. An example of the conjoint profiles can be seen in Figure 5. 

After a given pair of dating profiles, I asked how interested they would be doing the following 

based on the information provided in a specific profile: 1) responding to a message from the person; 

2) messaging the person; 3) dating the person; and 4) becoming friends with the person (response 

categories, very interested, somewhat interested, not very interested, not at all interested, don’t 

know/prefer not to say, the last of which was recoded as missing). Each of these items was rescaled 

from 0-1 and a composite index was created of all of the response items. 



 
Figure 5. Example profile pair 

Research on social homophily in relationships has focused on the importance of matching on 

religion and education, in addition to a more recent focus on politics. I am able to establish matches 

on these dimensions to show their comparative effects in my sample. First, I create a variable for 

matching on education which is scored as ‘1’ for those with a high school education or less who see 

a profile of a person with a high school diploma, as well as those with undergraduate education or 

above who get a profile of an individual with an undergraduate or graduate degree. The variable is 

scored ‘0’ for every other possible match. Second, I create a variable for matches on religion that are 

scored ‘1’ for Protestants, Catholics, or atheists/agnostics who get a profile of a Protestant, Catholic, 

or someone who was not religious, respectively, and ‘0’ otherwise.  

Finally, I create a variable for matches on politics that are scored ‘1’ for people who receive a 

profile that matches their partisanship (i.e., an in-party match; left-leaning/Liberal or NDP for 

Liberal and NDP partisans or right-leaning/Conservative for Conservative partisans), and ‘2’ for 

people who receive a profile that identifies with an out-party (i.e., an out-party match; left-

leaning/Liberal or NDP for Conservative partisans or right-leaning/Conservative for Liberal or 



NDP partisans). The baseline of ‘0’ is for those that received a profile of a non-partisan or moderate 

(called “no match” profiles for the remainder of the paper).3 

For each outcome measure I estimate a model with OLS that regresses each outcome measure 

and the composite index on the randomized attributes for picture, age, height, job, and hobby (X) 

and my matching variables, where i indexes by respondent and n by profile. Standard errors are 

clustered by respondent. 

𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑖,𝑛 +  𝛼 +  𝛽1𝑖𝑛𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑛  +  𝛽2𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑛 +  𝛽3𝑟𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑔𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑐ℎ𝑖,𝑛

+  𝛽4𝑒𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑐ℎ𝑖,𝑛 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖,𝑛 +  𝜀𝑖,𝑛  

My general expectations are that people should be more positive towards in-party profiles 

(H3) and less positive toward out-party profiles (H4) compared to no match profiles. They should 

be significantly different from one another as well. 

Treatment effects are likely to be heterogeneous across a number of different dimensions. 

First, effects should be most apparent among those with stronger partisan attachments, which I 

measure by asking respondents who indicated a partisan attachment whether this attachment is very 

strong, fairly strong, or not very strong.    

Second, if affective polarization heightens desires for political homophily in social 

relationships, we should see stronger effects among those who really like their own party or really 

dislike their out-party. I operationalize this two ways. First, I use 0-100 party feeling thermometers. 

The in-party feeling thermometer is treated as the party feeling thermometer of one’s own party, 

while I take an average of the thermometers for the Liberal and NDP parties to use as the out-party 

thermometer for Conservative partisans, while the Conservative party feeling thermometer is used as 

the out-party feeling thermometer for Liberal and NDP partisans. Respondents who indicated 

uncertainty were coded as 50. 

I also construct a 0-100 index of social distance from a series of questions asking how 

comfortable respondents would be with members of the out-party as their neighbours, close friends, 

or in-laws (response categories: very comfortable, somewhat comfortable, not very comfortable, not 

at all comfortable, and don’t know/prefer not to say, the last of which was coded as missing). I also 

construct a 0-100 index of nonpartisam social distance using similar items for Christians, Muslims 

and individuals of another race to be used as a control. Overall social alienation may drive 

responsiveness to the conjoint attributes while being correlated with social distance. I include it and 

its interaction with the political match attributes, in my model using social distance as a moderator. 

Finally, effects should be stronger among those who show a closer alignment between their 

ideological beliefs and their partisanship (i.e., partisan or ideological sorting). Unfortunately, 

respondents in my survey module were not asked their ideological identification, but they were asked 

a series of eight policy questions from which I constructed a scale of partisan sorting. I coded 

responses to each question as right (1), left (-1), or don’t know (0). I created an index from these 

items with a theoretical range of ‘8’, for those that gave 8 consistently right or left-leaning responses 

                                                           
3 I am not able to match on respondent ideology because this variable wasn’t included in my module 
of the C-Dem study. 



aligned with their partisanship, to ‘-8’, for those that gave 8 consistently right or left-leaning 

responses aligned with their out-party. 

I estimate a series of models where I interact the in-party and out-party binary variables with 

each of the above moderators. This tell us whether treatment effects vary across these attributes, but 

we importantly cannot apply causal interpretation to these results because these moderators are not 

randomly assigned. I use only the composite outcome index because of the similarity of effects we 

observe across its individual components and for ease of exposition. 

𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑐𝑜𝑚𝑒𝑖,𝑛 +  𝛼 +  𝛽1𝑖𝑛𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑛  +  𝛽2𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦𝑖,𝑛  +  𝛽3𝑚𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑖,𝑛   

+  𝛽4𝑖𝑛𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 ∗ 𝑚𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑖,𝑛  +  𝛽5𝑜𝑢𝑡𝑝𝑎𝑟𝑡𝑦 ∗ 𝑚𝑜𝑑𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑖,𝑛 + 𝛽𝑋𝑖,𝑛 +  𝜀𝑖,𝑛  

I provide marginal mean estimates of these interaction effects – in addition to marginal effects 

– because the interpretation of subgroup effects in conjoint experiments is heavily dependent on the 

reference category. The full OLS estimates can be found in Tables A3 and A4 of the Appendix.   

 

Figure 6. Effects of conjoint attributes on composite index (left); Effects of profile matches on 

index components (right). 95% confidence intervals. 

Results 

The unconditional estimates are shown in Figure 6. H3 is confirmed across outcomes. An in-party 

match is associated with an increase of 0.05 points on the 0-1 composite index compared to a no 

match baseline (i.e. a profile of a moderate or non-partisan), which amounts to 0.15 standard 

deviations on this measure (p=0.003). This is a bit higher than the effect of a match on education 

(0.03; p=0.010) and about the same effect as a match on religion (0.05, p<0.001). The effect is nearly 



identical across individual components of the index ranging from 0.04 (0.11 SDs) for interest in 

sending a message (p=0.027) to 0.06 (0.18 SDs) for becoming friends with the person featured in 

the profile (p<0.001). Interestingly, we see no evidence for H4, out-party matches do not lower 

interest compared to a no match baseline – at least unconditionally. There are significant differences 

in the effect of in-party and out-party matches on all outcome measures at the 0.05 level, however. 

Matching on politics appears to matter just as much as religion and education, but the results appear 

to be driven by in-party favouritism rather than out-party animus at first glance, contra H4.  

 

Figure 7. Marginal effects of in-party (top-left) and out-party (top-right) matches across strength of 

partisanship. Marginal means of outcome variable across strength of partisanship in the no match 

(bottom-left), in-party match (bottom-centre), and out-party match conditions (bottom-right). 95% 

confidence intervals. 

 

Next, we turn to our sub-group analyses. Each of the following figures presents sub-group 

marginal effects in the top panels and sub-group marginal means in the bottom panels. Figure 7 

presents the results for partisan strength. The marginal effects plots show us that the effects of in-

party and out-party matches compared to no match profiles (i.e., non-partisans and moderates) are 

not more apparent among very strong partisans. The marginal means show us that profile 

evaluations aren’t particularly responsive to strength of partisanship regardless of the type of 

political match. 



 

Figure 8. Marginal effects of in-party (top-left) and out-party (top-right) matches across in-party 

feeling. Marginal means of outcome variable across in-party feeling in the no match (bottom-left), 

in-party match (bottom-centre), and out-party match conditions (bottom-right). 95% confidence 

intervals. 

 

Figure 8 presents the results for in-party affect. Interestingly, the marginal effect plots show us 

that in-party warmth does not significantly shape preferences for in-party matches compared to no 

match profiles, but it does for out-party matches. Individuals who are neutral towards their own 

party (i.e., scoring 50) are actually 7 points more positive in their evaluation of out-party profiles 

compared to no match profiles (p=0.04). This drops to 9 points more negative for those who score 

100 on this scale (p=0.002). The marginal means show us that this isn’t due to the baseline. An 

individual with a score of 50 on the feeling thermometer is expected to rate an out-party match with 

a score of 0.52 on the composite index. This drops to 0.42 for those who score 100 on the 

thermometer. 



 

Figure 9. Marginal effects of in-party (top-left) and out-party (top-right) matches across out-party 

feeling. Marginal means of outcome variable across out-party feeling in the no match (bottom-left), 

in-party match (bottom-centre), and out-party match conditions (bottom-right). 95% confidence 

intervals. 

 

Results are even stronger for out-party animus. The predictions for the out-party feeling 

thermometer are displayed in Figure 9. Out-party animus does not shape the favourability of in-

party matches compared to no match profiles, but it does so for out-party matches. The effect of an 

out-party match, compared to no match profiles, for those who score 0 in their out-party feeling 

thermometer is expected to be -0.11 or 0.33 SDs in the composite index (p<0.001). This effect falls 

out of significance around 25 on the scale (the 42nd percentile) and rises to a positive 0.08 points at 

70 on this scale (approximately the 95th percentile; p=0.005), shedding some light on why out-party 

matches exhibited null effects unconditionally. People with neutral to positive feelings toward their 

out-party appear to prefer these profiles to those of moderates or non-partisans. This effect is not 

due to the baseline. The marginal means show us that an individual with a score of 70 on the 0-100 

out-party feeling thermometer is expected to rate an out-party profile with a score of 0.58 on the 

composite index. This drops to 0.37 for those with a score of 0 on the out-party thermometer. 

When both in-party and out-party feeling thermometers are included in the model, both interactions 

remain significant. Affect matters. 



 

Figure 10. Marginal effects of in-party (top-left) and out-party (top-right) matches across out-party 

social distance. Marginal means of outcome variable across out-party social distance in the no match 

(bottom-left), in-party match (bottom-centre), and out-party match conditions (bottom-right). 95% 

confidence intervals. 

 

We see this again with estimates using the social distance index, the predictions of which are 

shown in Figure 10. Out-party social distance does not shape the favourability of in-party matches 

compared to no match profiles, but it does so for out-party matches. The marginal effects plot 

shows us that an individual with a social distance score of 0 (approximately 44% of the sample) is 

expected to rate no match and out-party profiles similarly. A significant negative effect emerges past 

0.25 on the index (approximately the 62nd percentile). An individual who scores 70 on the index 

(approximately the 95th percentile) is expected to rate out-party profiles 0.16 points less favourably 

than no match profiles, approximately 0.48 SDs on the composite index (p<0.001). Again, this 

effect is not the result of the baseline, as shown by the marginal means. An individual with a score of 

0 on the social distance index is expected to rate an out-party profile with a score of 0.54 on the 

composite index. This drops to 0.30 for respondents who score a 70 on the social distance index.  



 

Figure 11. Marginal effects of in-party (top-left) and out-party (top-right) matches across partisan 

sorting. Marginal means of outcome variable across partisan sorting in the no match (bottom-left), 

in-party match (bottom-centre), and out-party match conditions (bottom-right). 95% confidence 

intervals. 

 

Finally, we see the same results with the index of partisan sorting, shown in Figure 11. The 

marginal effects show us that an individual with a score of -4 on the partisan sorting index 

(approximately the 5th percentile) is expected to rate out-party profiles 0.08 points more favourably 

than no match profiles (p=0.007). This drops to -0.12 points for those who score 8 on the partisan 

sorting index, approximately 0.39 SDs on the composite index (p<0.001). This is not a result of the 

baseline as shown in the marginal means. An individual with a score of -4 on the partisan sorting 

index is expected to rate an out-party profile with a score of 0.55 on the composite index, dropping 

to 0.38 for those who are perfectly sorted in their beliefs.  

Discussion 

This paper offers two central contributions.  It provides a first look at the state of real and perceived 

social polarization in Canada and their relationships with affective polarization. I find some evidence 

of limited social polarization. There are weak to modest correlations between several social 

identities, such as evangelical Christian, working class, lower class, ethnic minority, and partisanship 



or ideology. Individuals who are more “sorted” in their identities harbor higher levels of out-party 

animus across different measures and dimensions of this concept (H1). On the social distance 

dimension these effects approach those of partisan or ideological sorting, ideological extremity and 

partisan strength. 

Even more important are perceptions of social polarization. Canadians exaggerate the social 

differences between parties of the left and the right, although at more modest magnitudes than what 

we see in the United States. This bias is not simply a function of a lack of numeracy. In fact, 

individuals who are more politically interested, knowledgeable, and more numerically astute show 

higher levels of bias in their evaluations of the social composition of the party groups. These 

perceptions are an even larger correlate of out-party animus than actual social polarization (H2).  

Second, it provides a first test of a possible social consequence of these polarization processes: 

a preference for romantic connections with politically similar individuals. I find that people do rate 

potential romantic connections more favourably if they match their partisanship compared to 

moderates, non-partisans (H3), but this preference is not notably stronger among strong partisans or 

those with warmer in-party affect. In contrast, people are not less favourable to out-party matches 

compared to moderates and non-partisans, contra H4. This null result is due to heterogeneous 

effects. People with very high levels of out-party animus and those who have a tight linkage between 

their policy beliefs and partisanship are much less favourable to out-party profiles. But those who 

are ambivalent towards out-parties and who are not well sorted in their beliefs may actually prefer 

out-party matches to moderates and non-partisans. 4 

There are some limitations to the analyses presented. First and foremost, we cannot say from 

these data whether false perceptions of the social composition of parties cause animus. The reverse 

could well be true or some combination of the two. What we can say is that perceived social 

polarization is bound up with affective polarization in the Canadian context. Future work can 

randomly assign motivational primes or information on the social composition of parties to tease 

out causal directions. My approach to measuring social polarization – both real and perceived – was 

also necessarily inductive. We need richer literature examining the intersection of social identity and 

partisanship in the Canadian context to guide measurement of these concepts. I am likely 

understanding the importance of these concepts here owing to the limitations of this approach. 

The dating preferences conjoint also has important limitations. Sufficed to say, such a task, 

especially for those with existing relationships and who have not used online dating applications, is 

exceptionally artificial. Validating these results with real-world observational data would be an 

invaluable extension, though detailed tests regarding sub-group effects would be impossible in that 

context. Future work should also examine the relative importance of partisan or ideological 

matching. It could include political attributes that are left unlisted or that note a lack of interest in 

politics to see how the effects I observe for in-party and out-party matches compare to those 

baselines. The fact that the effects of in-party matches relative to moderates or non-partisans didn’t 

vary by the strength of partisan attachment or the warmth of feelings to one’s own party is a puzzle 

that deserves unpacking. We could also examine whether we see stronger effects among those who 

                                                           
4 This is not an artifact of the linearity assumption imposed on these models. Including a quadratic 
term in the interactions produces substantively similar results. 



are socially polarized or perceive high levels of social polarization. Sorting out whether these effects 

are driven by ideology, social identity, or affect would be an interesting avenue of future research. 

Social polarization and perceptions of this form of polarization have been important drivers of 

affective polarization in the United States. We have our own less developed form of these processes 

in Canada as well. Much more research needs to be done in conceptualizing and measuring these 

developments and identifying their effects. 
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Appendix 

 

Table A1. Correlates of false social polarization 

 Coef. SE 

Social polarization 0.01 0.03 

Partisan sorting 0.13*** 0.03 

Ideological extremity 0.10*** 0.03 

Partisan strength -0.03 0.03 

News exposure -0.07** 0.03 

Social media exposure -0.09*** 0.03 

Political interest 0.10*** 0.03 

Political knowledge 0.18*** 0.03 

Numeracy 0.10*** 0.03 

Ideology -0.05 0.03 

Conservative PID -0.02 0.07 

NDP PID -0.06 0.08 

Education 0.10*** 0.03 

Age -0.06** 0.03 

Female 0.09 0.06 

Quebec -0.22** 0.10 

Ontario 0.18* 0.10 

West 0.22** 0.10 

Constant -0.15 0.09 

R2 0.22 

N 1127 

* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01 

 

Table A2. Variable descriptions, Study 1 

Variable Description 

News Exposure 

Index of news outlets used in previous week: Globe and Mail, 

Toronto Star, National Post, Journal de Montreal, La Presse, 

Journal de Quebec, Toronto Sun, Montreal Gazette, Le Devoir, 

Vancouver Sun, The Province, Local newspaper, Macleans, CBC, 

CTV, TVA-Nouvelles, CP24, CityNews, Global, CPAC, TV5, 

OMNI, APTA, Radio-Canada, Sirius-SXM, Local radio 

Social Media Exposure 

Index of social media applications used in past week: Twitter, 

Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Reddit, LinkedIn, Tumblr, 

Snapchat, WhatsApp 

Political Interest 0-10 scale, 10= very interested in politics generally 

Political knowledge 
0-4 scale; correct responses to question on unemployment rate and 

the party with the second most seats in Parliament following the 



2015 election; correct placement of Conservatives to the right of 

the Liberals; correct placement of the NDP to the left of the 

Liberals. 

Numeracy 

0-8 scale; correct responses to the following: 1) Imagine that we roll a 

fair, six-sided die 1000 times. Out of 1000 rolls, how many times do you 

think the die would come up as an even number? 2) In the BIG BUCKS 

LOTTERY, the chances of winning a $10.00 prize are 1%. What is your 

best guess about how many people would win a $10.00 prize if 1000 

people each buy a single ticket from BIG BUCKS?; 3) In the ACME 

PUBLISHING SWEEPSTAKES, the chance of winning a car is 1 in 

1000. What percent of tickets of ACME PUBLISHING 

SWEEPSTAKES win a car? 4) If Person A’s chance of getting a disease 

is 1 in 100 in 10 years, and person B’s risk is double that of A, what is B’s 

risk out of 1000? 5) If the chance of getting a disease is 20 out of 100, this 

would be the same as having a _____% chance of getting the disease; 6) 

A bat and a ball cost $1.10 in total. The bat costs $1.00 more than the 

ball. How much does the ball cost? (in cents); 7) In a lake, there is a patch 

of lily pads. Every day, the patch doubles in size. If it takes 48 days for 

the patch to cover the entire lake, how long would it take for the patch to 

cover half of the lake? (in days); 8) The table below summarizes all of this 

information. Imagine that your friend tests positive (as if she had a 

tumor), what is the likelihood that she actually has a tumor? (in %) 

Ideological Extremity Folded 0-10 ideological self-placement 

Partisan Strength 1=Not very strong; 2=Fairly strong; 3=Very strong 

Ideology 0-10 ideological self placement 

Liberal Partisanship 1=Liberal PID 

Conservative Partisanship 1=Conservative PID 

NDP Partisanship 1=NDP PID 

Education 

1=No schooling; 2=Some elementary; 3=Completed elementary; 

4=Some secondary; 5=Completed secondary; 6=Some technical; 

7=Technical; 8=Some university; 9=Bachelor's; 10=Master's; 

11=Doctorate/Professional 

Age Age in years 

Female 1=Female 

Atlantic 1=Resides in Atlantic Canada 

Quebec 1=Resides in Quebec 

Ontario 1=Resides in Ontario 

West 1=Resides in Western Canada 

Non-partisan Social Distance 

Average 

Average of social distance scores for: person of another race; 

Anglophone, Francophone, Christian, Muslim 

 

 

 

 

 



Table A3. Conjoint results 

 Composite Respond Message Date Friend 

In-party 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.04** 0.04** 0.06*** 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Out-party -0.00 -0.00 -0.01 -0.01 0.03 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Education match 0.03*** 0.04** 0.04** 0.04** 0.03* 

 (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) 

Religion match 0.05*** 0.05*** 0.04*** 0.06*** 0.06*** 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) 

35 years 0.00 -0.00 -0.01 0.01 0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

30 years 0.00 0.01 -0.01 0.02 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

25 years -0.00 0.00 -0.01 0.00 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

5'4"/5'9" 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.00 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

5'7"/6' 0.00 0.00 -0.00 0.01 0.00 

 (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01) 

Between jobs -0.04** -0.05** -0.04** -0.04* -0.05*** 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Manager -0.00 -0.00 0.00 0.01 -0.01 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Sales clerk 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.02 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Netflix 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.01 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Hiking 0.03* 0.03 0.05** 0.03* 0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Reading 0.00 0.01 0.01 -0.00 -0.00 

 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 

Constant 0.38*** 0.40*** 0.34*** 0.33*** 0.47*** 

 (0.03) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) 

R2 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.05 0.04 

N 3242 3189 3183 3176 3177 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01. Models include profile 

picture attributes. 

 

 

 

 

 



Table A4. Sub-group estimates 

 

Partisan 
strength 

In-party 
feeling 

Out-party 
feeling 

Social 
distance 

Partisan 
sorting 

In-party 0.103** 0.072 0.018 0.053** 0.033* 

 (0.040) (0.078) (0.028) (0.025) (0.019) 
Out-party 0.072* 0.113 -0.106*** 0.009 0.014 

 (0.043) (0.082) (0.028) (0.025) (0.018) 
Fairly strong PID 0.054     

 (0.038)     

Very strong PID 0.045     

 (0.047)     

Fairly * In-party -0.090**     

 (0.045)     

Very * In-party -0.035     

 (0.056)     

Fairly * Out-party -0.102**     

 (0.048)     

Very * Out-party -0.098*     

 (0.059)     

In-party feeling  0.001    

 
 (0.001)    

In-party feeling * In-party -0.001    

 
 (0.001)    

In-party feeling * Out-party -0.002*    

 
 (0.001)    

Out-party feeling   0.000   

 
  (0.001)   

Out-party feeling * In-party  0.000   

 
  (0.001)   

Out-party feeling * Out-party  0.003***   

 
  (0.001)   

Social distance    -0.001  

 
   (0.001)  

Distance * In-party    0.001  

 
   (0.001)  

Distance * Out-party   -0.003***  

 
   (0.001)  

Sorting     0.003 

 
    (0.004) 

Sorting * In-party     -0.000 

 
    (0.004) 

Sorting * Out-party 
    -

0.016*** 

 
    (0.004) 

Constant 0.352*** 0.348*** 0.418*** 0.458*** 0.422*** 

R 0.058 0.057 0.071 0.085 0.064 
N 3020 2554 2554 2343 2554 

Clustered standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01. Models include 

randomized attributes. Social distance model includes interaction of non-political social distance and 

out- and in-party match.  


