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Abstract

Data from the General Social Survey are used to examine the political polarization
in the United States, by examining presidential periods from 1972 to 2018. Our find-
ings indicate that there has been an increased correlation between party identifica-
tion and ideological identification, resulting in a steady shift towards the extremes.
Furthermore, we explore how subjective wellbeing plays a role in driving this
polarization. American politics is polarized between happy conservative Republi-
cans and unhappy liberal Democrats. Oscillating in the “happiness gap” between
these extremes are median voters whose happiness, low on average, falls the longer
in power the party of the opposing ideology. It is the rise and fall of median voters’
unhappiness that drives the regime change between the two major political parties in
the United States.
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Introduction: the Gap

The popular press has been quick to proclaim that there is a “happiness gap” in
American politics: Republicans are happier than Democrats; conservatives are hap-
pier than liberals (Montgomery, 2008; Taylor et al., 2006). The gap is said to have
been produced by a “Big Sort”! (Bishop & Cushing, 2008; Bishop, 2009; Fiorina
& Abrams, 2008; Fiorina et al., 2008; Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008; Levendusky,
2009; Johnston et al., 2016) that is the outcome of the confrontation of two political
cultures, competitive individualism and egalitarian collectivism, that are committed
to the conflicting core values of ordered liberty and social justice (Marietta, 2012)
and that separate party and ideology along the nation’s principal “political fault line”
(Brooks, 2008). In-group preference theory explains this “Big Sort” as a naturally
occurring phenomenon that is simply the result of humans being naturally attracted
to others like themselves and being happier among their in-group. The concern is
that the political parties have been taken over by ideological extremes that otherwise
might have become third party movements, and legislative consensus on significant
reforms has vanished (Haidt, 2022; Layman et al., 2006). The United States has
reached record-high levels of polarization (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008), yet this
polarization should not have been a surprise. We confirm in what follows not only
that the correlation between party identification and ideological identification has
increased steadily since 1972, leading to an increasingly tight relationship between
party and ideological identification (Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008), but that there
has been an equally steady shift to the extremes along this relationship. Furthermore,
we examine how “the median voter” (Holcombe, 2006), the so called “Independent”
voters with moderate political beliefs, play an important role in this polarization
and how their happiness oscillates between these extremes driving political change
between the two major political parties—using happiness significantly advances our
understanding of regime change between the two major parties.

The paper is organized as follows: first we discuss political polarization in the
United States and how happiness levels can influence polarization. We then present
the data and how we employ the General Social Survey to show that polarization has
increased steadily since 1972 with an equally steady shift to the extremes. We then
examine how the “median voter” fits into this scenario using the same dataset, dis-
cuss our findings, and conclude by providing directions for future research.

Why Polarization?
The American electorate has changed significantly in recent years. Democrats

have been moving to the left, whereas Republicans have been moving to the right
of the political spectrum. An important contributor for this growing division is the

! People sorting themselves in communities based on like-mindedness.
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increased educational attainment among the American population. Education is
strongly correlated with ideological awareness and sophistication (Campbell et al.,
1980; Smith, 1980; Abramowitz & Saunders, 2008). Individuals at the upper soci-
etal level, with the highest levels of education, have been moving to the extremes
resulting in an unprecedented division between voters within parties in the last dec-
ades (Poole & Rosenthal 1998, 2001; Stonecash et al., 2003). Some have argued that
the growing polarization among the upper classes resonated and led to a division
observed among the general public (Abramowitz & Saunders, 1998; Hetherington
2001; Layman & Carsey, 2002), while others have claimed that political beliefs of
the mass public has not changed since the 1950s (Fiorina et al., 2008). A growing
literature nonetheless has found that the political belief of Democratic and Republi-
can voters has diverged significantly in the last decades (Abramowitz & Saunders,
1998; Hetherington 2001; Jacobson, 2004, 2005; Jelen & Wilcox, 2003; Layman
& Carsey, 2002; Lindaman & Haider-Markel, 2002; White, 2003), which largely
reflect a difference in religious beliefs and practices and psychological orientations
(Layman, 1997, 2001; Layman & Carmines, 1997; Jost 2006). The emergence of
social media platforms and how they target people based on political inclination,
has increased people’s consumption of material that reaffirms their beliefs, widening
the political divide in recent years. Concurrently, in group preference or homophily
(love of the same) theory posits that humans have a preference for other humans who
are like themselves—ingroups typically contain similar persons (Fowler & Christa-
kis, 2008, McPherson et al., 2001; Putnam, 2007; Smelser et al., 1999; Tajfel, 1982;
Tajfel et al., 1971). The need to belong would also play a significant role in sorting
people based on political affinity (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Thus, people would
be drawn and more likely to move to the extremes as they become more exposed to
those with similar beliefs and attitudes.

Subjective Well-Being? and Political Polarization

There’s a lack of research exploring happiness and political polarization specifically.
Most studies focus on the reasons driving voting behavior and electoral outcomes
(Autor et al. 2017; Frey et al. 2018; Enke, 2020; Knowles & Tropp, 2018). Recently,
scholars started to point and emphasize how a strong sense of discontent, or unhap-
piness, among certain sectors of the U.S. population led to the election of Donald
Trump in 2016 (Herrin et al., 2018). Trump seems to have tapped into increased
feelings of life dissatisfaction, especially among white working-class voters outside
of large urban areas (Florida, 2018). Is it possible that this unhappiness is also driv-
ing polarization in the United States? Ward et al. 2021 argue that SWB can be a
common psychological pathway to electoral choice. In this article, we argue that
there’s reason to posit that happiness might be an important factor driving polariza-
tion as well.

2 We use subjective well-being and happiness interchangeably in this article.
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Explanations for polarization by party and ideology are to be found not only
among political scientists, but also in the work of cultural anthropologists and politi-
cal psychologists. Culture (the “collective programming of the mind” (Hofstede,
1980) is what transmits values and sets priorities for sorting out and implementing
one code of behavior as opposed to others. For example, the fact that conservative
Republicans enjoy better health status than other Americans, even when controlling
for age, sex, income, etc., and are happier, for it, probably reflects the core value of
individual responsibility (Subramanian & Perkins, 2010).?

Prioritizing involves emotional commitment, with roots in the values that are
learned during socialization, when a child becomes committed to a particular para-
digm, a set of beliefs about the world that guides and legitimates subsequent action
— either the core values of the societal mainstream or values in opposition to them
(Lane, 2000). Through the process of legitimation, core values translate into ideol-
ogy and ideology drives politics (Jost et al., 2009). Party ideology thus serves as a
proxy for the broader influence of culture on happiness. Napier and Jost (2008 p.
265) write:

“political conservatism is a system-justifying ideology that is associated with
the endorsement of a fairly wide range of rationalizations of current social,
economic, and political institutions and arrangements ... the endorsement of
system-justifying beliefs is generally associated with high personal satisfac-
tion, as well as increased positive affect and decreased negative affect.”

There is discontent and feelings of unfairness, on the other hand, among those
who feel left out (Wildavsky, 1987; Piketty, 1995; Benabou & Tirole, 2005). At the
core is inequality, which conservatives see as the natural outcome of a fair, legiti-
mate meritocratic system (Napier & Jost, 2008) whereas liberals believe it reflects
discriminatory exploitation, is socially undesirable because it makes people, includ-
ing themselves, unhappy, and therefore must be corrected by governmental action
(Brooks, 2007). Inequality has increased in the U.S. since 1970 and liberals’ unhap-
piness with it (Napier & Jost, 2008). The result is argued to be a bipolar crystal-
lization: disparate political cultures have strengthened, with political parties taking
ownership of social and religious issues that once straddled the political divide (Gel-
man et al., 2008). DiMaggio et al. (1996) and Di Tella and MacCulloch (2005) relate
increased partisanship to polarization and to widening gaps in happiness. Research
shows that people are unhappy in polarized societies (Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010), but
is it possible that unhappiness is driving polarization? Recent research found that
places that swung most for Trump were those where residents had the lowest levels
of improvement in their happiness during the Obama administration, whereas the

3 There are interesting subcultural variations. Podhoretz (2010) asks why American Jews “live rich but
vote poor.” American Jews, despite their material success in America, vote predominantly for Democrats.
Podhoretz says this is because the Democratic Party represents the closest counterparts to the forces on
the left that favored Jewish emancipation in Europe. As a result, the American Jewish attitude towards
Christian conservatives is most frequently one of contempt. There is a strong echo of the Menshevik
Jews who fled to America, with a gradual attenuation of Marxism into social democracy and social
democracy into the liberalism that has become the very essence of American Jewish culture.
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places that swung most for Clinton had the highest levels of improvements in well-
being during the same time (Herrin et al., 2018). These studies suggest that SWB is
a powerful high-level marker that should be considered alongside economic expla-
nations of electoral choice to understand political polarization (Ward et al., 2021).
Yet, as mentioned, the literature on the role of SWB in explaining polarization and
electoral outcomes is scant.* And missing in this discussion is the “median voter”
(Holcombe, 2006). This leads to our research questions: Does the median voter hap-
piness and vote run counter to the party in power, or is there a different dynamic?
Does an increase in party identification and ideology contribute to political polariza-
tion? What role does happiness play in these processes? We will explore these ques-
tions next.

Data and method
We begin by postulating our two main research hypotheses:

a) There is an increased correlation between party identification and ideological
identification, resulting in a steady political shift towards the extremes.

b) There is a relationship between median voter’s happiness and voting behavior
driving political polarization in the United States.

The evidence in this paper is derived from the General Social Survey (GSS),
which has been conducted by the National Opinion Research Center annually since
1972, except for the years 1979, 1981 and 1992 (a supplement was added in 1992),
and biennially beginning in 1994 — a total of 32 surveys in all. For each survey the
Roper Center for Public Opinion Research prepares a cumulative dataset that merges
previous years of the GSS into a single file, with each year of survey constituting a
subfile. The content of each survey changes only slightly as some items are added
to or deleted from the interview schedule. Main areas covered in the GSS include
socioeconomic status, social mobility, social control, the family, race relations, sex
relations, civil liberties, and morality.

In the surveys, the happiness question is:

Taken all together, how would you say things are these days—would you say
that you are very happy, pretty happy, or not too happy?

Very happy 1

Pretty happy 2

Not too happy 3

* Few studies have explored the topic. Di Tella and MacCulloch 2005 found that people are happier
when their chosen party is in power, while Flavin and Keane (2012) observed that SWB is related to
turnover intentions. Goldman et al (2019), found that despair is associate with the county-level Trump
vote swing in 2016, while a few studies have found that SWB is correlated with voting intention and out-
come in Europe and the US (Herrin et al., 2018; Liberini, Redoano and Proto 2017; Ward 2020).
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To facilitate analysis in this paper this scale was reversed from “very happy” 3
to “not too happy” 1.

The GSS also provides information on each respondent’s party preference and
ideology. The party preference question is:

Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, Dem-
ocrat, Independent or what?

Republican (ASK A) 1

Democrat (ASK A) 2

Independent (ASK B) 3

Other (SPECIFY AND ASK B) 4

No preference (ASK B) 8

A. Would you call yourself a strong (Republican/Democrat) or not?

Strong 1

Not very strong 2

B. Do you think of yourself as closer to the Republican or Democratic
Party?

Republican 3

Democratic 4

Neither 8

Party affiliation was collapsed into three groups: Republican and leaning
Republican (1 +B3). Democrat and leaning Democrat (1 4+ B4), and Independent
(B8). Grouped in this way 35.5% of the survey respondents classified themselves
as Republicans, 49.57% as Democrats and 14.88% as Independents.

The GSS respondents’ political ideology comes from the question:

We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives. I'm going
to show you a seven-point scale on which the political views that people
might hold are arranged from extremely liberal —point 1 — to extremely
conservative — point 7. Where would you place yourself on this scale?
Extremely liberal 1

Liberal 2

Slightly liberal 3

Moderate, middle of the road 4

Slightly conservative 5

Conservative 6

Extremely conservative 7

Ideology was collapsed into three categories: liberal (1424 3), moderate
(4), and conservative (5+6+7). So grouped, the surveys yielded 34.09% con-
servatives, 38.66% moderates and 27.25% liberals. First, responses to these ques-
tions were used to create a set of 3 X3 matrices, two for each of six “presiden-
tial periods” (Nixon-Ford-Carter 1972-1980, Reagan-Bush 1980-1992, Clinton
1992-2000, Bush 2000-2008, Obama 2008-2016, Trump 2016-2020), separating
male and female respondents, and with party affiliation in the columns (Republi-
can, Independent, Democrat) and political ideology in the rows (Conservative,
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Moderate, Liberal). Party affiliation was derived from the GSS question as
Republican (1+B3), Independent (3 + B8) and Democrat (2+R4) and political
ideology as Conservative (5 + 6+ 7), Moderate (4) and Liberal (1+2+ 3).

Entries in the matrices are percentages of responses to the two questions for
the observations collected by the surveys conducted during each time-period in
question.

Results
Shifts to the extremes

The percentage distribution of GSS respondents by party and ideology between
1972 and 2018 is as follows:

Republicans Independent Democrat Sum
Conservative 18.99% 3.99% 11.12% 34.09%
Moderate 11.62% 7.26% 19.77% 38.66%
Liberal 4.95% 3.68% 18.67% 27.25%
Sum 35.55% 14.88% 49.57% 100.00%

Clearly, party and ideology are not closely related. If they were not related at
all but had the same marginal percentage breakdowns, the joint probability of inde-
pendent events yields a somewhat different subgroup breakdown:

Republicans Independent Democrat Sum
Conservative 12.12% 5.07% 16.90% 34.09%
Moderate 13.74% 5.75% 19.16% 38.66%
Liberal 9.69% 4.05% 12.51% 27.25%
Sum 35.55% 14.88% 49.57% 100.00%

The difference between these tables (actual minus independent) provides esti-
mates of the extent and location of the relationship between party and ideology:

Republicans Independent Democrat Sum
Conservative +6.89% -1.08% -5.78% 0
Moderate -2.12% +1.51% +0.61% 0
Liberal -4.74% -0.42% +5.16% 0
Sum 0 0 0 0

There is a clear shift of 13.53 percentage points to the principal axis, with 12
percentage points of this to the pair of polar extremes, +6.86% conservative Repub-
licans, and + 5.16% liberal Democrat. Polarization thus exists along a main axis, but
there also are moderate Independents on that axis.
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The upper matrix in the Appendix Table 6 summarizes men’s responses to
the party and ideology questions in the 1972-1980 time period, when presi-
dents Nixon, Ford and Carter occupied the White House. If party and ideology
had been highly correlated along a “principal fault line” the responses would
have been aligned along the principal diagonal of the matrix, but fully 56.5 per
cent of the responses were off-diagonal. If completely independent, which can
be measured by the joint probabilities derived from the marginal distribution of
party affiliation and political ideology, the proportions would be those expected
purely by chance in the middle of the matrix in Appendix Table 6. The third
matrix shows the observed minus the random expectations (top matrix minus
middle matrix). Only 10.88 per cent of the responses appear on the diagonal,
evidence of a weak fault line with mild polarization: 4.22 per cent are greater-
than-expected liberal Democrats (LD) and 5.91 per cent greater-than-expected
conservatives Republicans (CR), drain away from purely random associations of
party preference and ideology to the principal axis. For women in the same time
period (Appendix Table 7) only 6.69 per cent of responses were drawn to the
diagonal beyond randomness, 2.36 per cent LD and 3.49 per cent CR. Tables 8,
9,10, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 in the Appendix provide the same summaries for
each of the other five presidential periods.

Table 1 summarizes the greater-than-random “draws” to the main diagonal for
each revealed in the appendices. By 2016, 28.11 per cent of the male electorate and
22.16 per cent of the female voters had moved from off-diagonal random locations
to on-diagonal positions on the principal political axis, and as a result party prefer-
ence and political ideology had become much more highly aligned.

Figure 1 charts the steady rise of the polar CR and LD positions on this axis
for both men and women, men somewhat more rapidly than women. The modest
increase in Moderate Independents (MI) ensured that even though party and ideol-
ogy were becoming more closely aligned, polarization was splitting the axis into its
extremes. What is also revealed is that the alignment-and-polarization process is not
new but has been under way at least since Richard Nixon was president.

Next, we test our first research hypothesis using OLS regression of political ide-
ology/views on interaction between year and party affiliation in Table 2. The results
show that political views are better predicted by party affiliation over time. The
interaction is positive indicating that over time, the more strongly Republican, the
more extremely conservative view. The same is true for Democrats and liberals.

We also explore how happiness is affected by political ideology and party identi-
fication in Table 3. The results confirm that conservatives are happier than liberals,
and that Republicans are happier than Democrats.

The Happiness Gap
What role does happiness play in this polarization? Fig. 2 illustrates a phase-space
rendering (Baumol & Benhabib, 1989) of the changes in happiness of conservative

Republicans (CR) and liberal Democrats (LD) over the 1972-2018 timespan, as
recorded by 32 successive General Social Surveys. The figure reveals that happiness
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Fig. 1 Percentage greater than expected by presidential terms

Table 2 OLS of think of self as liberal to conservative

Political ideology (Liberal- Political ideology
conservative) (Liberal-conserv-
ative)
Variables Al A2
Year -0.02%** -0.02%%*
Political party affiliation -11.06%** -11.68%**
Year * political party affiliation 0.01%** 0.01%**
Income quantiles 0.05%**
Highest year of school completed -0.04%%*
Male 0.04#5#*
Age 0.01%#%*
Race of household =2, black 0.13%%*
Race of household =3, American indian 0.07
Race of household =4, asiatic, oriental -0.13%*
Race of household =5, other, mixed 0.00
Constant 35.83 %% 37.93%#%*
Observations 55,077 40,792
R-squared 0.135 0.153

Robust standard errors in parentheses
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

cycles up and down along a principal axis. Consistent with the extant literature,
there is a clear gap between the ideological extremes of the two parties: there is

clear evidence of the Big Sort.

@ Springer



Median Voters' Happiness Cycles in the United States Along... 331

Table 3 Ols of SWB by political ideology and party identification
) (@) )] (@)

Variables HHI HH2 H1 H2
Republican 0.14%* 0.09%#*

Democrat 0.02%* 0.02*

Conservative 0.08 %% 0.05%**
Liberal -0.02%** -0.02%%*
Income quantiles 0.08*%#%* 0.08%**
Highest year of school completed 0.01#%* 0.01 %
Male -0.047##* -0.04%%*
Age 0.007%#* 0.00%3#:*
Race of household =2, black -0.1 %% -0.13%%*
Race of household =3, american indian 0.02 0.02
Race of household =4, asiatic, oriental -0.06%* -0.06%*
Race of household =5, other, mixed, -0.04%* -0.04%*
Constant PA R 1.86%#* 2.17%%* 1.89%**
Yr dummies y y y y
Observations 59,697 41,507 53,599 39,443
R-squared 0.009 0.055 0.004 0.054

Robust standard errors in parentheses
% p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

The phase-space plot’s axis (an “attractor”) in Fig. 2 provides an initial sugges-
tion of an “equilibrium or limit time path of a stable dynamic system” (Baumol &
Benhabib, 1989, p. 91). When the data reveal a closed loop, the limit path is a cycle,
which implies an endogenous causal process.

The Middle Ground

Polarization is not the end of the story, however: there is a middle ground. The
national exit polls also show an Independent vote that ranges from 37 to 57 percent
for Democrats and 39 to 56 percent for Republicans, each high when the other is
low. Between 1972 and 2018 this Independent vote cycled up and down along the
nation’s principal political axis, reaching a high point for Democrats when Obama
was elected and falling to lows in the Nixon and Reagan second terms (Fig. 3). Inde-
pendent votes for Republicans were at their highest during the Carter and Reagan
presidencies and lowest under G. W. Bush (Fig. 4).

This evidence supports political scientists’ “median voter” hypothesis that
rests on election alternatives being arrayed along a single political spectrum from
right to left (Hotelling, 1929) as well as the part that argues that election out-
comes are consistent with the preferences of the median voter (Holcombe, 2006).
The first question we ask is therefore whether the cycling of electoral outcomes is
correlated with swings in the happiness of Independent voters. Do median voters

@ Springer



332 B.J.L.Berryetal.

b 4
g
%
g . 8689' 91
o 87
3
CR '78«'£ g
pvialys
) L96\ 7764
@
14 08
10 -
X1z
; g ) , 16
g AB
=
=
©
o~
A 2 4
) -
o of 78
=3 o B 19302
%‘.‘-’. 8 1% ;o
< 12 \ 84, A2 LD
%
o
o ) 06
n
o
o~
o~
2 2.05 21 215 2.2 2.25 2.3 2.35 24

happiness at time t-1

Fig.2 Smoothed average happiness scores for conservative Republicans (CR) and liberal Democrats
(LD) from 1972—2018 plotted in t/t-1 phase space. The data come from the 32 successive General
Social Surveys described in Appendix A, smoothed with a 5-survey moving average (2 lags each forward
and back, plus the present term). Survey years are dated by two digits, i.e., 91 is 1991, etc. The CR are
top right and are tightly clustered, except for the recent lag during the Obama presidency (2010-2016).
The LD shows wider cycling, with the lower values during the G. W. Bush presidency (2006-2008)

become unhappier the greater the longevity of the party in power, leading to vote
swings, as implied by Merrill et al. (2008), or is there some other dynamic at
work, or perhaps no relationship at all? To provide insights we examine the vary-
ing levels of happiness of different ideological subgroups of Independent voters
over the 1972-2018 timespan.

First, the GSS tells us that over the 1972-2018 period Independent voters of all
ideological persuasions were unhappier than Republicans and slightly less happy
than Democrats. Across all three party preferences, conservatives were happier
than moderates who in turn were slightly happier than liberals. At the extremes,
the average happiness score of conservative Republicans was 2.33 while that of
liberal Democrats was 2.15, as shown in Table 4.
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Fig. 3 Shares of the votes of Democrats, Independents and Republican voters for Democratic candidates
1972-2018 plotted in tit-1 phase space. The data are smoothed using the same process as in Fig. 1. The
plot reveals a single political spectrum with three non-overlapping blocks cycling along it

Information on the accompanying dynamics can be gleaned from three phase
space diagrams, Figs. 5, 6 and 7. What these diagrams reveal is the volatility of
the happiness of the three ideological subgroups of Independent voters, a greater
than that of the CR and LD extremes, which is consistent with the greater overall
levels of unhappiness of the Independent voters. Liberal Independents plunged to
the lowest levels of happiness during the G. W. Bush presidency (Fig. 5), moder-
ate Independents cycled in a range overlapping the higher happiness levels of the
LIs (Fig. 6) and conservative Independents maintained higher happiness levels that
peaked during Ronald Raegan’s first term in office (Fig. 7). Together, the subgroups
of Independent voters’ happiness scores range over and above those of the liberal
Democrats but do not rise to that of the conservative Republicans.

More detailed inspection of the graphs yields further insights into the links
between unhappiness and regime change. The Merrill-Grofman-Brunell thesis, a
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share of the votes for Republican candidates t
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Fig.4 Shares of the votes of Republican, Independent and Democrats voters for Republican candidates
19722018, plotted tlt-1 phase space. The data are smoothed using the same process as in Fig. 1. There
is much greater variability in the Republican vote shares, as evidenced by the wider cycling along the
nation’s political axis than in Fig. 2

Table 4 Average happiness

i Republicans Independent Democrat
scores by party and ideology,
1972-2018 Conservative 2.33 2.15 2.18
Moderate 2.25 2.14 2.16
Liberal 222 2.11 2.15

component of their voter party interaction model, is “that voters near the center of
the voter distribution and hence the median voter—move away from the position of
the party in power, by an amount proportional to the distance between the median
voter and the party’s position. In other words, swing voters including the median
voter may react negatively to politics implemented by the party in power”. Evidence
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Fig.5 Variations in the happiness of liberal Independents in tlt-1 phase space, with data smoothed con-
sistent with Fig. 1

in support of this thesis is to be found in Figs. 5, 6 and 7, revealing that increased
unhappiness goes hand in hand with the incumbency of the opposing ideology.
Liberal and moderate Independents joined with liberal Democrats in their unhap-
piness during the conservative Reagan and G. W. Bush presidencies. Conservative
Independents and conservative Republicans shared extreme unhappiness during the
Obama administration, and to a lesser extent during the George H. W. Bush presi-
dency as he retreated from Reagan’s conservative principles. At the other extreme,
liberals and moderates were at their happiest after Carter replaced the Nixon-Ford
administration and as the Reagan-Bush presidency drew to an end. Conservatives’
happiness was greatest after Reagan was elected and Democrats were ousted from
office.

Table 5 summarizes these findings. There are two ideologically differentiated
groups of responses. Liberal Independents shared surging happiness with liberal
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Fig.6 Variations in the happiness of moderate Independents in tlt-1 phase space, with data smoothed
consistent with Fig. 1

Democrats during the post-Nixon/Ford presidency of Carter and as the Reagan/Bush
presidencies drew to an end. Maximum unhappiness occurred during Reagan and
G. W. Bush presidencies. Self-named “moderate” Independents also followed this
pattern, consistent with the ideological drift of this group. At the other extreme con-
servative Independents and conservative Republicans were happiest when the con-
servative Ronald Reagan was in office and have been at their unhappiest during the
left-wing presidency of Barack Obama.

These results suggest that happiness level for liberals is greatest when con-
servative regimes approach their end but for conservatives it is at its peak when
a conservative is president. Unhappiness soars for both groups when the White
House is occupied by a president of the opposite ideology. Mounting unhappiness
with the party in power thus lies at the heart of periodicities in political realign-
ment (Schlesinger, 1939). Incumbents lose vote share over time (Samuels, 2004):
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Fig.7 Variations in happiness of conservatives Independents in tlt-1 phase space, with data smoothed

consistent with Fig. 1

Table 5 Happiness highs and

lows 1972-2018 by party, Respondents’ Ideology Happiness

ideology and presidency Highest Lowest
Liberal Carter GHW Bush
Democrats GHW Bush Reagan
Liberal Reagan 2 G. H. W. Bush
Independent Carter Reagan 1
Moderate Carter G. W. Bush
Independent G. W. Bush Reagan 1
Conservative Reagan 1 Obama
Independent G. H. W. Bush
Conservative Reagan 1 Obama
Republican
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as easy issues are dealt with, what is left are more intractable problems (Bartels
& Zaller, 2001). These accumulate to a “common national mood (that) responds
thermostatically to government policy. Mood becomes more conservative under
liberal governments, more liberal under conservative regimes” (Stimson, 2015).
Thus, subjective well-being seems to be an important factor in driving polari-
zation and election outcomes, and examining happiness significantly advances
our understanding of regime change between the two major parties in the United
States.

Limitations

The data source used to examine the relationship between happiness, party iden-
tification, and ideology for median voters yields only 32 data points from 1972
to 2018, which is insufficient for in-depth statistical analysis. These results are
therefore preliminary, and we leave it to future research to examine our research
questions as they pertain to happiness using a different type of data that allows
for more in-depth analyses. The dataset employed is also observational, and the
findings are descriptive rather than causal. There’s the possibility of reverse
causation when it comes to happiness and political polarization. In fact, some
research has already pointed out that people are unhappy in polarized societies
(Okulicz-Kozaryn, 2010). Therefore, it’s important that future research should
look for natural or quasi experiments to establish that the relationships observed
in this study show the same causal patterns and that happiness has a causal effect
on political polarization.

Finally, U.S. politics is arguably very country-specific, and the results cannot be
generalized elsewhere. Future research should nonetheless study other countries like
Brazil, Italy, and others, where political polarization is on the rise to see if hap-
piness plays a similar role in other countries. Research establishing a relationship
between subjective wellbeing to political polarization is new, and replications are
needed in other contexts to show that these results are not specific to the U.S. politi-
cal landscape.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results presented in this article provide support for the assertion that polari-
zation in America has been growing steadily in the last decades. The evidence
contradicts those who argue that Americans “seek the center while the parties
and candidates hang out on the extremes” (Fiorina et al., 2006, xiii). Our regres-
sion analyses show an increasing division in political ideology, accompanied by
an increasing and steady shift towards the extremes among all Americans. Is
happiness one of the causal processes driving this polarization? The descriptive
results seem to indicate that the political polarization at the extremes means that
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the critical mood swings are those driven by rising unhappiness among those
in the middle: as happiness increases liberal and moderate Independents cast
less votes for Democrats: they support their own party most when they are the
unhappiest — the greater the perceptions of unfairness the greater the misery
and the greater the party support (Brooks, 2008). On the other hand, the vote
share of conservative Independents for Democrats remains constant. Conserva-
tive Independents are happiest during the early years of Republican adminis-
trations but unhappiest as they approach their end. Moderate and liberal Inde-
pendents are unhappiest in the early stages of Republican administrations, but
their happiness grows as the prospect of the replacement of the Republicans by
a Democratic administration increases. The greatest volatility in the vote asso-
ciated with happiness/liberal policy mood is seen among moderate and liberal
Independents. The greater their unhappiness the less likely they are to support
the Republicans and more likely to vote for Democrats. Not unexpectedly, the
elasticity of this vote shift appears to be greater for their Republican vote than
for their Democrat support. Importantly, the conservative Independents’ vote
shares for Republicans and Democrats appear immune to swings in their hap-
piness. It is the vote shares of liberal and moderate Independents that fluctuate.
The greater their unhappiness the more likely they are to vote for Democrats.

These results are important because they indicate the existence of a connection
between happiness, political outcome and political polarization for the first time.
Historically, scholars have focused on economic motivations as main drivers of vot-
ing behavior, but our findings suggest that subjective well-being may be more useful
in predicting and understanding electoral outcomes in the U.S. than conventional
economic explanations. This preliminary examination can be particularly relevant
as governments around the world start to focus beyond GDP and economic meas-
ures and use SWB as complementary measures of progress and key objectives of
public policy. Subjective well-being data should be considered as an official indica-
tor of national performance to direct and inform public policymaking, and as a key
indicator in the evaluation of government programs. Although these are descriptive
results, they suggest that using this kind of SWB data to inform and assess public
policy may have electoral benefits since it has evident political relevance. Analyzing
and measuring happiness may be essential for understanding changes in the political
landscape.

A caveat, however, is that Independents pay the least attention to politics
and are the least likely to vote (compared to partisans), thus we should be cau-
tious in interpreting these results and more research is needed to explore the
link between Independent’s happiness and their voting choice. It is important to
underscore that the data source used to examine the relationship between happi-
ness, party reference and ideology for median voters, yields only 32 data points
from 1972 to 2018, too few for refined statistical analyses. What therefore are
discussed in this paper are preliminary findings and research questions that ulti-
mately will need to be resolved by using different kinds of data that permit more
refined analyses which we leave to future research.
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Appendix

Distribution of GSS Respondents by Party and Political Ideology by Gender

Table 6 Distribution of GSS

responses 1972-1980, men Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total

Liberal 21.70 433 5.44 31.47
Moderate 20.35 5.62 8.84 34.82
Conservative  13.49 4.04 16.18 33.71
Total 55.54 13.99 30.46 100.00
Expected % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 17.48 4.40 9.59 31.47
Moderate 19.34 4.87 10.61 34.82
Conservative ~ 18.72 4.72 10.27 33.71
Total 55.54 13.99 30.46 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +4.22 -0.07 -4.15

Moderate +1.01 +0.75 -1.77

Conservative  -5.23 -0.68 +591

Table 7 Distribution of GSS

responses 1972-80, women Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total

Liberal 17.06 2.77 6.46 26.29
Moderate 25.16 6.22 12.27 43.65
Conservative  13.70 3.34 13.03 30.06
Total 55.92 12.33 31.75 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 14.70 3.24 8.35 26.29
Moderate 24.41 5.38 13.86 43.65
Conservative  16.81 3.71 9.54 30.06
Total 55.92 12.33 31.75 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +2.36 -0.47 -1.89

Moderate +0.75 +0.84 -1.59

Conservative  -3.11 -0.37 +3.49
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Table 8 Distribution of GSS .

Responses 1980-92, Men Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 18.26 2.79 6.26 27.32
Moderate 17.78 5.40 12.17 35.35
Conservative  12.25 3.28 21.81 37.33
Total 48.29 11.47 40.24 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 13.19 3.13 10.99 27.32
Moderate 17.07 4.05 14.22 35.35
Conservative  18.03 4.28 15.02 37.33
Total 48.29 11.47 40.24 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +5.07 -0.34 -4.73
Moderate +0.71 +1.35 -2.05
Conservative ~ -5.78 -1.00 +6.79

Table 9 Distribution of GSS .

responses 1980-92, women Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 18.92 2.31 5.63 26.86
Moderate 22.54 5.40 14.13 42.07
Conservative ~ 12.45 2.46 16.15 31.06
Total 53.92 10.17 3591 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 14.48 2.73 9.65 26.86
Moderate 22.68 4.28 15.11 42.07
Conservative  16.75 3.16 11.15 31.06
Total 53.92 10.17 3591 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +4.44 -0.42 -4.02
Moderate -0.14 +1.12 -0.98
Conservative  -4.30 -0.70 +5.00
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Table 10 Distribution of GSS

responses 1992-2000, men Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total

Liberal 17.07 3.39 4.80 25.26
Moderate 16.66 7.11 11.86 35.62
Conservative ~ 9.62 3.85 25.65 39.12
Total 43.35 14.35 42.30 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 10.95 3.62 10.68 25.26
Moderate 15.44 5.11 15.07 35.62
Conservative  16.96 5.61 16.55 39.12
Total 43.35 14.35 42.30 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +6.12 -0.23 -5.88

Moderate +1.22 +2.00 -3.21

Conservative  -7.34 -1.76 +9.10

Table 11 Distribution of GSS

responses 1992-2000, women Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total

Liberal 19.74 3.47 4.71 27.93
Moderate 20.21 7.52 11.53 39.26
Conservative  10.95 3.93 17.94 32.81
Total 50.90 14.92 34.18 100.00
Expected % Democrats  Independents Republicans  Total
Liberal 14.22 4.17 9.55 27.93
Moderate 19.98 5.87 13.42 39.26
Conservative  16.70 4.90 11.21 32.81
Total 50.90 14.92 34.18 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +5.52 -0.70 -4.84

Moderate +0.23 +1.66 -1.89

Conservative -5.75 -0.97 +6.73
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Table 12 Distribution of GSS .

responses 20012008, men Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 17.95 4.65 3.18 25.78
Moderate 17.05 9.37 10.76 37.17
Conservative 8.13 442 24.49 37.05
Total 43.13 18.43 38.43 100.00
Expected % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 11.12 4.75 9.91 25.78
Moderate 16.03 6.85 14.28 37.17
Conservative ~ 15.98 6.83 14.24 37.05
Total 43.13 18.43 38.43 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +6.83 -0.10 -6.73
Moderate +1.02 +2.52 -3.52
Conservative -7.85 -2.41 +10.25

Table 13 Distribution of GSS ]

responses 2001-2008, women Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 20.90 3.77 2.83 27.50
Moderate 19.53 9.85 10.31 39.70
Conservative 8.78 4.65 19.37 32.80
Total 49.21 18.28 32.51 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans  Total
Liberal 13.53 5.03 8.94 27.50
Moderate 19.54 7.26 12.91 39.70
Conservative ~ 16.14 6.00 10.66 32.80
Total 49.21 18.28 3251 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +7.37 -1.26 -6.11
Moderate -0.01 +2.59 -2.60
Conservative ~ -7.36 -1.35 +8.71
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Table 14 Distribution of GSS
responses 2009-2016, men

Table 15 Distribution of GSS
responses 2009-2016, women

@ Springer

Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 21.58 322 291 27.71
Moderate 16.68 9.93 9.87 36.48
Conservative 7.22 3.84 24.75 35.81
Total 45.48 16.99 37.54 100.00
Expected % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 12.60 4.71 10.40 27.71
Moderate 16.59 6.20 13.69 36.48
Conservative ~ 16.29 6.08 13.44 35.81
Total 45.48 16.99 37.54 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +8.98 -1.49 -7.49

Moderate +0.09 +3.73 -3.82

Conservative ~ -9.07 -2.24 +11.31

Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 22.94 3.58 2.37 28.90
Moderate 21.06 9.99 9.05 40.09
Conservative 8.13 422 18.67 31.01
Total 52.13 17.79 30.09 100.00
Expected % Democrats  Independents Republicans  Total
Liberal 15.07 5.14 8.70 28.90
Moderate 20.90 7.13 12.06 40.09
Conservative  16.17 5.52 9.33 31.01
Total 52.13 17.79 30.09 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans

Liberal +7.87 -1.56 -6.33

Moderate +0.16 +2.86 -3.01

Conservative ~ -8.04 -1.30 +9.34
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Table 16 Distribution of GSS .

responses 2016-2018, men Observed % Democrats  Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 24.71 2.49 2.60 29.80
Moderate 14.54 9.97 11.53 36.03
Conservative 4.88 3.32 25.96 34.16
Total 44.13 15.78 40.08 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 13.15 4.70 11.94 29.80
Moderate 15.90 5.69 14.44 36.03
Conservative 15.07 5.39 13.69 34.16
Total 44.13 15.78 40.08 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +11.56 -2.21 -9.34
Moderate -1.36 +4.28 -2.91
Conservative ~ -10.19 -2.07 +12.27

Table 17 Distribution of GSS .

responses 2016-2018, women Observed % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 23.10 3.63 2.78 29.51
Moderate 19.06 10.37 9.70 39.12
Conservative 7.42 3.46 20.49 31.37
Total 49.58 17.45 32.97 100.00
Expected % Democrats Independents Republicans Total
Liberal 14.63 5.15 9.73 29.51
Moderate 19.40 6.83 12.90 39.12
Conservative  15.55 5.47 10.34 31.37
Total 49.58 17.45 32.97 100.00
Difference Democrats Independents Republicans
Liberal +8.47 -1.52 -6.95
Moderate -0.34 +3.54 -3.20
Conservative -8.13 -2.01 +10.15
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Robustness check:

Table 18 Logit of liberals

. o (1 2

in Al and conservatives in .

A2 (lumping moderates/ Variables Al A2

independents with base case)
Year 0.027%#* -0.03%#%*
Political party affiliation 16.00%*%  -16.79%%*
C.year#c.partyid -0.01%#%* 0.01 %%
Income quantiles 0.08%##*
Highest year of school completed 0.00
Male 0.18%#:*
Age 0.01#%:*
Race of household =2, black .27k
Race of household =3, american indian 0.08
Race of household =4, asiatic, oriental -0.09
Race of household =5, other, mixed, not 0.01

able to observe

Liberal
Constant -38.91 57.86%%:*
Observations 55,077 40,792

Robust standard errors in parentheses
" p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1
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