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There is a sense that American politics are becoming more partisan than in recent 

memory. Frustrations with the federal government’s inability to solve issues facing the 

nation, heated debates and elections have magnified the attention on the two-party system. 

The two parties obviously hold different views on many political issues, and because of that 

there will always be a partisan divide. The question is whether or not that divide is growing 

wider, thus further dividing Americans and their elected representatives to the point of 

gridlock and heated tensions. In an attempt to identify growing partisanship, 40 years of 

feeling thermometer data may help shed light on polarization. If America is in fact growing 

more divided, we must ask the question who or what is causing this and where are we 

seeing the impacts? Using this data, I will argue that America is becoming more partisan, 

especially in terms of presidential evaluations, and that this is a result of the Republican 

Party and it’s identifying members drive to become even more conservative. 

Presidential Approval Trends as Related to Feeling Thermometer 

 The arena of public opinion on the president and presidential candidates has long 

focused on presidential approval numbers, asking those polled whether or not they 

approve of the job the president is doing in office. The vast majority of literature focusing 

on the topic uses approval data. My work analyzes feeling thermometer data, but it is still 

important to understand what has been written on the topic of presidential approval. A lot 

of quality work has been done on the subject, identifying trends seen mostly over the same 

time frame I will be working with. One major difference that must be acknowledged 

between approval and feeling thermometer is the frequency with which it is gathered. 

Approval data has been collected at a much greater rate, weekly in most cases, while feeling 

thermometer data is only collected every general election. The frequency of approval 
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polling has allowed for these trends to be identified within and during a presidency. That 

has been the great advantage of collecting data at this rate. It would be impossible to do the 

same work with feeling thermometer data at its present state of collection. For instance, we 

have no way to identify the “honeymoon” period for a president without data collected 

during the terms, not just at their ends. That being said, the feeling thermometer offers two 

advantages; first, the data provide only what I need to look at partisan effects on 

presidential and presidential candidate public polling. Additionally, it allows me to 

separate any trends that may appear as a result from partisanship on this range of 

presidents from the previously identified trends seen in presidential approval.  While my 

thesis focuses on the feeling thermometer data it is still important to look at and review the 

work of scholars previously on presidential approval. 

As is seen in the readings cited below, there has yet to be a definitive answer as to 

what exactly drives presidential approval, and instead a myriad of factors have been 

identified that impact it. My approach to the polling data does not account for these effects, 

as I am only using data pulled at the end of each presidential term and thus it will not 

reflect these trends explicitly. Public approval data is important for the President of the 

United States, which it has been argued is only as powerful as their polling numbers will 

allow (Newman, 338). Understanding what alters or drives presidential approval numbers 

is therefore very important to an administration. Literature on the topic of presidential 

approval has yet to limit the scope of what variables impact approval numbers. Instead, 

numerous scholars have made cases for multiple factors, not in hopes of explaining on the 

whole what impacts presidential approval but hoping to prove concretely that certain 

factors do impact it. This approach has created many schools of thought on the topic, which 
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look at the effect of the honeymoon period, economic factors, the rally around the flag 

phenomenon, inevitable erosion over time, and partisan politics.  

Honeymoon Period 

 It is often said that the president starts his term with a honeymoon period, so it 

makes sense to start our discussion with it as well. Richard Brody defines the honeymoon 

as a period void of criticism: “The president-any president- is said to begin his term of 

office with a period in which the public suspends its processes of criticism and gives him a 

chance to get his program launched” (28). Newly elected presidents are given the benefit of 

doubt during this time and a majority of the public gives them an opportunity. Brody 

theorizes that this break from criticism results from limited criticisms from the political 

elite. These elites tend to fall in line with approval numbers, and the media tend to present 

a positive image of the new president (Brody, 29). The president has yet to attempt to 

implement any major portion of their agenda, leaving little to critique by the public, the 

political elites and the media, but the window for this honeymoon is relatively short. “It is 

unlikely, given the nature of the American and the international political systems, that 

negative comment on the president’s program will be postponed for long” (Brody, 30). 

The honeymoon period doesn’t apply to a president who has been re-elected to a 

second term; it only applies to a newly elected president. This is because they have gone 

through years of policy criticism, both within and outside their party, and because this 

election allows for increased and focused policy criticism (Brody, 31). Brody’s conclusions 

are all supported by data collected that is split between those who approve with a strong 

opinion and those who approve with a weak opinion; in other words, those who either are 

not informed enough to take a strong stand or those who are apathetic towards politics in 
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general tend to rate the president positively in the beginning of the term, no matter the 

external forces. 

 Casey Byrne Knudsen Dominguez, a researcher at the University of California-

Berkeley argues that president approval is not significantly affected by the honeymoon 

period. She defines the honeymoon period as the first 100 days of a president’s first term, 

and looked at the average approval rating during this time and compared it to the second 

and third segments of 100 days. She uses 100 days to define the honeymoon because of the 

“mythology” surrounding this time from history and because she argues throughout the 

first term there is no other period that matches the intensity and success of the first 100 

days (Dominguez, 65-6). The data shows an insignificant difference in average approval 

over these three segments of time, which she argues proves that there is no honeymoon 

period for presidential approval (Dominguez, 70). In terms of success, Dominguez finds 

evidence of increased success during the first 100 days, but statistically there is no 

significant difference in polling data to suggest that this extends to approval data. I would, 

however, challenge her conclusion. I do not believe that she has an accurate definition of 

honeymoon period, at least in the sense of approval data. The data shows insignificant 

changes, but that is because the approval rating remained unusually high (62-59). I would 

argue that shows the possibility that the honeymoon of public approval has yet to end, and 

the only way she can disprove this would be to expand her scope. 

An Electorate of Bankers 

 Richard Brody cites researcher Douglas Hibbs, who’s 1982 report, in Brody’s 

opinion, was the first to draw conclusions on the relationship between the economy and 

presidential approval that made “good political sense” (Brody, 92). Hibbs concluded that 
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short-term economic fluctuations, less than two years in duration, have very little effect on 

presidential approval. Economic issues that transcended that two-year limit had “sizeable” 

impacts on approval data (Brody, 92). Data indicates that the relationship between the 

economy and the public’s approval of the president is a spectator relationship (Brody, 98). 

Most individuals in America are not closely and personally affected by inflation and 

unemployment in a way to impact their appraisal of the president, but they do take notice 

of those indicators and how they impact Americans. In this way, they adjust their responses 

to pollsters to reflect the economy they perceive and not the economy they experience. 

This has become politicized and will be discussed later in the partisan politics section. As 

Brody acknowledges, the president’s level of job approval is not fully accounted for by 

indicators in macro-economic terms (103). 

 Many scholars have debated whether or the not the public makes their decisions as 

bankers or peasants, meaning whether or not they pay attention to economic indicators or 

pay attention to their own personal lifestyle and economic situation. “The electorate 

responds to with the sophistication of the banker, evaluating the president on the basis of 

an informed view of the nations economic prospects, rather than its current standard of 

living” (MacKuen, 606). They argue that current economic events greatly shape approval 

data, but past economic events linger and their effect on approval numbers takes a long 

time to decay (MacKuen, 606). If this were true, it would seem that the economy plays a 

large role in determining presidential approval. The notion that economic factors have a 

long shelf life in presidential approval means they have a larger and longer impact than 

other variables. Other literature about other factors in presidential approval does not 
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address this issue, which one could argue means that they do not have the lingering effect 

which economic forces have. 

Rally Around the Flag 

 The rally around the flag phenomenon is largely responsible for positive spikes in 

presidential approval, making it important to acknowledge. This phenomenon occurs when 

an “External threat gives rise to the belief that one’s patriotic duty requires the appearance 

of solidarity which, in the public at large, manifests itself as an unexpected jump in 

approval of presidential job performance” (Brody, 46). In a sense, it’s a sharp increase in 

nationalism that relaxes or even suspends criticisms in favor of support of the president, no 

matter the conditions of the nation. Events that bring about the rally effect are 

international, involve the president to some extent and must be “specific, dramatic, and 

sharply focused” (Brody, 47). They cannot be domestic issues because these tend to be 

divisive and not unifying. The rally around the flag phenomenon is not automatic when 

those conditions are met, and it is not totally understood why this is the case (Brody. 77). 

When it does occur though, the results are often powerful and unmistakable. One recent 

and infamous example is the attacks of September 11th and its effects on President George 

W. Bush’s approval ratings. Bush’s approval rating skyrocketed from the mid 50’s to over 

90 percent, the highest ever recorded (Jacobsen, 80). “The president was now to be 

evaluated as the defender of the nation against shadowy foreign enemies rather than as a 

partisan figure of dubious legitimacy” (Jacobsen, 82). In light of a foreign threat, policy 

criticisms and opposition took a back seat to nationalism and unity. 

  Joe Schwartz, Scott Hoover, and Adam Schwartz argue that presidential approval 

data can not only be explained by economic forces and conditions, but that economic forces 
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and conditions can create a rally around the flag event. Previous scholars had argued that a 

well-functioning economy will result in the highest approval numbers, but Schwartz, 

Hoover and Schwartz argue that a “rally round the flag” effect will occur during economic 

downturns and the president’s approval numbers will actually surge and not fall as had 

been previously believed (196). They argue that this occurs, in part, because there are 

other factors at play that are slowing or hurting the economy. These factors lead the 

American public to endure a time of uncertainty, and thus feel the need to support their 

leader, who should be working to combat these negative forces. Schwartz, Hoover and 

Schwartz examined the presidencies of George H. W. Bush, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush 

to test their hypothesis using the Chicago Board Options Exchange volatility index to track 

market volatility and compared that to polling data at concurrent points in time provided 

by Gallup studies (197). 

Their conclusion was that, in the case of these three presidents, the economy did 

play a large role in their approval ratings. The surprising aspect was the correlation 

between increasing approval rating and increasing stock volatility (Schwartz, 206). Of 

course, this is not saying that presidents should hope for a volatile economic climate, nor is 

it arguing that a strong and stable economy is bad for approval. Both a strong economy and 

volatile economy can produce high polling numbers, but the idea that the latter can provide 

a political opportunity and increase public support is a new concept. If this is in fact the 

case then it is certainly plausible that economic factors do drive approval numbers. A 

president who is able to use the economy, good or bad, to their advantage can gain the 

boost in polls that any self-preserving and active administration strives for. 
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Approval Erosion 

 According the Brody’s research, “only three of the thirteen presidential terms since 

1945 have failed to show a clear trend of loss of support for incumbent, who has ended 

with fewer Americans than he began with approving of his job handling” (Brody, 83). The 

trend that has been identified is a declining approval rating in almost every presidential 

term since polling began. This suggests that something about Americans psyches is creating 

this pattern of decline. It has been theorized that this phenomenon results from Americans’ 

unrealistic expectations of presidents and a lack of appreciation for the achievements that 

they do actually achieve (Brody, 84). Brody does not believe that this trend is inevitable, as 

some believe it is, but that it is a real trend that can be avoided. Instead, he admits the 

limitations in the research and theories on the depletion of public approval over time, as he 

argues that other factors contribute to this and cause this trend. 

Analyzing the Carter administration, Lee Sigelman and Kathleen Knight tried to 

establish a connection between the decline over time theory and high expectations of a 

president entering their first term. They analyzed polling data showing public approval and 

data for President Carter. While admitting that their data wasn’t conclusive, they make two 

noteworthy discoveries. First, they conclude, “at both the macro- and micro-levels, there is 

evidence that expectations and popularity do indeed go hand in hand” (Sigelman, 321). 

They cannot establish a causal relationship, but there is a trend that both decline in 

tandem. Secondly, “those who gave positive evaluations to the president tended also to 

express the highest expectations of what he would accomplish” (Singelman, 321). In other 

words, it seems that respondents that approved of Carter also expected that he would do 
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great things, while those who disproved of Carter were not optimistic about his future 

courses of action.  

Partisan Politics 

Some political scientists have argued that partisan politics, especially as of late, are 

the key to understanding presidential approval numbers. To defend this position, scholars 

Daniel Cassino and Matthew J. Lebo investigated the impact that party identity has on 

presidential approval ratings. Their research concluded; “Self-identified Democrats and 

Republicans look upon the president from very different viewpoints. Naturally, each group 

begins with either a basic empathy or aversion towards a president depending upon the 

president’s party” (720). This “empathy or aversion” according to Cassino and Lebo greatly 

influences presidential approval. They analyzed Gallup polling data from 1955 to 2005, 

which grouped respondents as Republican, Democrat and Independent, and asked whether 

or not the respondent approved of the current president. The data displayed the partisan 

divide in terms of presidential approval data, but also provided Cassino and Lebo with 

proof that those respondents who are “in-party” (respondents identifying with the same 

party as the president) are more likely to support the president than “out-party” 

respondents are to respond negatively to the president (Lebo, 724). Simply put, the party 

in power is more likely to blindly support the president while those out of power are more 

willing to give the president a chance and not solely use party identification to shape their 

opinion. Finally, the data indicate that there has rarely, if ever been agreement between 

Democrats and Republicans in terms of approval ratings for presidents, illustrating the 

partisan divide that has grown even larger under Presidents Bill Clinton and George W. 

Bush (Lebo, 729). 
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Gerald Fox explores many of the same issues that Cassino and Lebo do, but he 

focuses on the presidency of George W. Bush. Fox’s analysis shows both similarities and 

differences between the opinions of Democrats, Republicans and Independents, specifically 

in terms of the importance of issues. Democrats’ approval responses were most impacted 

by 9/11 during the Bush presidency, in which they sky rocketed, and the War on Terror, 

which caused approval numbers to fall (Fox, 927). Republicans were swayed more by 

economic issues than by 9/11 or the war effort, while Independents reacted to all the 

above issues (Fox, 927). Fox makes an interesting conclusion, stating; “Independent 

sentiment is the decisive influence on aggregate approval because disparities between 

Democratic and Republican sentiment largely cancel out” (927-8). This suggests that 

president’s ability to shape their approval numbers may not be through catering to their 

own party members but courting the moderates in America. In general, if you are a 

Democratic president, the Democrats by in large are going to support you while 

Republicans will hold a much shorter leash. Independents appear to be most flexible in 

their opinions and therefore most likely to change their minds and give a president the 

approval bump they are seeking. 

America showed trends of partisan divide and polarization even before George W. 

Bush entered office: “Bush assumed the presidency after three decades of increasing 

partisan and ideological polarization among political elites and ordinary voters alike 

(Jacobsen, 46). The data, as examined by Gary Jacobsen, when broken down by party 

identification show that “Independents and Democrats account for nearly all of the 

temporal variance in the president’s job approval” (4). Jacobsen’s next conclusion is even 

more demonstrative of an increasingly partisan political environment: “In the course of his 
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first term, then, partisan differences in George W. Bush’s approval ratings went from the 

widest for any newly elected president, to the narrowest every recorded after 9/11, and 

then to the widest for any president at any time by the end of his first term in office (6). The 

massive swings seen in partisan approval numbers of George W. Bush illustrate the 

increasingly partisan environment, in which same-member respondents stick with their 

president and out of power party respondents quickly respond to rally around the flag 

phenomenon and rapidly decline shortly afterwards.  

Multitude of Factors 

None of the previous scholars argue that there is only one factor that drives 

approval, but they do approach it through the lens of a single factor at a time. Brian 

Newman, in his piece called “Integrity and Presidential Approval”, acknowledges that the 

economy and foreign affairs are greatly influential but that multiple factors play a role in 

determining approval, such as integrity and personal character. He argues that it seems 

that Americans want a president who can be considered morally sound and a trustworthy 

source of integrity. Because of this, he argues that while the economy and foreign affairs do 

impact approval, integrity and likability cannot be overlooked. Newman looks to past 

research in which political psychologists argue that Americans judge the president as they 

would any other individual, meaning that character and whether or not they see him as a 

good person are just as important, if not more important, than what they accomplish in 

office (339). Newman himself fails to provide empirical evidence to support these in his 

work; nonetheless these claims are generally accepted by political scientists and 

psychologists (340-1).  Newman uses the administration of Bill Clinton and polling data 
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from the 1990’s explore as to whether or not Americans really value the character of a 

president when deciding if they approve of the job the president is doing. 

Bill Clinton is a powerful example to look into because he was no stranger to 

scandals while in office.  Clinton observed his highest approval ratings when bogged down 

in scandal. Shockingly, compared to presidents spanning 1980 to 2000, Clinton had the 

highest average approval rating and the lowest average integrity rating (Newman, 342). 

One could use this to argue that integrity, in fact, does not matter in determining approval 

of a president and instead be explained by data collected by Newman that showed that the 

issues of the economy and foreign policy largely determined presidential approval (348). 

At the same time, integrity issues also appeared to have impacts on presidential approval 

and, as Newman points out, Clinton’s job approval would have been even higher during 

times of scandal if integrity issues weren’t weighing down his positive economic and 

foreign policy numbers. “Job performance evaluations are more than assessments of a 

president's handling of the economy and foreign affairs. They are in part evaluations of the 

president himself” (Newman, 354). The findings, even in Clinton’s case, show that a 

multitude of factors impact presidential approval numbers and it would take more than 

one aspect of his character or presidency to drag down approval numbers (Newman, 351). 

The economy and foreign affairs may have the most prevalent effect on presidential 

approval ratings, but it would be a mistake to assume that only these two factors drive it. 

Again, it should be noted that previous research has focused on gauging approval, 

not favorability. With the methods used to collect data on each question, some of these 

conclusions and effects are impossible to identify with only the favorability data, but we 

can use the favorability data to analyze partisanship and its effects on polling data. Feeling 
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thermometer and presidential approval are similar in terms of what they are measuring. If 

a respondent approves of the president then it is more than likely that they will view them 

favorably. The same applies if they do not approve and they will be expected to not view 

the president favorably. Therefore, feeling thermometer can be interpreted as another way 

to measure approval. The feeling thermometer data is collected at the end of a president’s 

term so it is more representative of a long-term critique and judgment of the president 

than presidential approval. Respondents are able to reflect over the entirety of the 

president’s one or two terms, providing a different aspect to presidential approval because 

it is collected much more often. The close relationship between approval and feeling 

thermometer allows conclusions from both to be relevant when studying each. If increasing 

partisanship is evident in feeling thermometer than it is also evident in presidential 

approval. If all the factors identified in presidential approval are influencing approval than 

they are also driving the feeling thermometer. They may not be evident in the feeling 

thermometer data but we can assert that they play a role in the respondents’ determination 

of favorability. The data from the American National Election Study (ANES) has been long 

collected on the favorability of political leaders, but it has not been thoroughly evaluated 

and analyzed like that of approval. 

Research Design 

 The presidential feeling thermometer is data collected by the ANES. This data has 

been compiled into a database accessible through the University of California-Berkeley. The 

presidential feeling thermometer is different than presidential approval. Instead of asking 

respondents to grade the president on his job performance, the feeling thermometer is 

used to gauge personal feelings of warmth or coolness. The question asks that the 
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respondent to rate the “political leader” as to whether they feel favorable and warm 

towards the individual or if they do not feel favorable to that person.1 Responses are rated 

between 0 and 100, with anything higher than 50 equating to favorable and anything below 

50 as unfavorable. A response of 50 means that the respondent did not have any feelings 

either way and farther away from 50 equates to stronger feelings respectively. 

 This question was polled every four years starting in 1968 and continuing through 

2008.  We have yet to have access to the 2012 data set. The feeling thermometer data used 

here corresponds to the U.S. presidents from 1968 to 2008 as well as each major party 

nominee, Democrat and Republican, for president in the election of that year. The 

responses correspond to the president in office the four years prior to the question being 

asked. For example, the responses in 1968 were in regards to Lyndon Johnson and not the 

eventual president-elect Richard Nixon. In the election cycle where the incumbent is 

running, the data set is the same as the responses for their presidency. 

 This data will then be used to examine trends over time in feeling thermometer data 

that indicates any changes in partisanship in America, as well as what impacts this may be 

having on the responses Americans are giving to this question. In order for this data to be 

useful for this purpose, we are relying on the ANES’ practice of recording the party 

identification of those polled for the feeling thermometer data. The ANES grouped these 

responses using both a seven-point party identification scale and a three-point party 
                                                        
1 Full question text; “I'd like to get your feelings toward some of our political leaders and 
other people who are in the news these days. I'll read the name of a person and I'd like you 
to rate that person using something we call the feeling thermometer. Ratings between 50 
degrees and 100 degrees mean that you feel favorable and warm toward the person. 
Ratings between 0 degrees and 50 degrees mean that you don't feel favorable toward the 
person and that you don't care too much for that person. You would rate the person at the 
50 degree mark if you don't feel particularly warm or cold toward the person.” 
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identification scale. For the purposes of this paper, the seven-point scale better serves the 

purpose. It provides us with a better picture of specific elements of the two major parties, 

specifically the stronger, more adamant members of the parties. The question used to 

determine party identification first asks the respondent to self identify as a Republican, 

Democrat or Independent. After that there are follow up questions to determine the 

strength of the identification.2  The responses are organized into the following categories: 

Strong Democrat, Weak Democrat, Independent Democrat, Independent Independents3, 

Independent Republican, Weak Republican and Strong Republican. These categories are 

used to find a cumulative score of all the responses for one party identification category for 

each “political leader”. 

 Using the data provided by the ANES and organizing by both party identification and 

“political leader”, we are able analyze the level of partisanship in America and also identify 

any trends that appear as a result. I am defining partisanship as a psychological attachment 

to a political party that shapes political perception (Campbell et al, 121). Increasing 

partisanship would then mean that the American public, as seen through the data, is 

allowing partisan ideals to shape their feelings towards a particular candidate to a greater 

extent than was previously seen. To attempt to identify this phenomenon, I will be finding 

the difference in feeling thermometer over time between the different possible responses 

to the party identification question. I will be exploring the difference between multiple 

party identification categories, and will be doing so for both the presidential data set as 
                                                        
2 “’Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a Republican, a Democrat, an 
Independent, or what?’ (IF REPUBLICAN OR DEMOCRAT) ‘Would you call yourself a strong 
(REPUBLICAN/DEMOCRAT) or a not very strong (REPUBLICAN/DEMOCRAT)?’ (IF 
INDEPENDENT, OTHER [1966 and later: OR NO PREFERENCE]:) ‘Do you think of yourself 
as closer to the Republican or Democratic party?’” 
3 From here on out referred to as “pure Independents” in the text. 
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well as the presidential candidate sets. To find the difference between two of the party 

identification categories I did not simply make a subtraction of one value from the other. 

Instead, I have used a formula that calculates the difference between values but always 

quantifies this as a positive number. The rationale behind this is not to manipulate the 

findings. The intent is to create graphs that are easier to understand because they only 

show an increase or decrease in variation. Without this formula, the differences would vary 

from positive and negative due to changes in the party in control and the natural difference 

in opinion by party identification caused by which party is in the White House. Whether or 

not the numbers are positive or negative have no impact on the findings because we are 

only examining the pure difference. 

Presidential Feeling Thermometer 

Figure 1: Presidential Feeling Thermometer Raw Data 
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Figure 2: Presidential Feeling Thermometer Differences 
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The first trend to notice is the mirror image presented by the strong Democrats and 

the strong Republicans. The rise and falls of the strong Republicans are almost always 

matched by the fall and rises of the strong Democrats, respectively. This occurs every time 

there is a party change, as the respondents of each party seemingly flip their opinion of the 

president in office. From this figure, it is obvious to see that partisanship is present in the 

feeling thermometer responses rating the president since 1968 and the Johnson 

presidency. This is evident by the consistent inversion of strong Republican and strong 

Democrat opinion. At the same time, it appears that the strong Democrat and strong 

Republican data are diverging over time. This can indicate that partisanship is increasing, a 

trend that becomes clear in Figure 2. 

 Figure 2 shows differences taken from the data graphed above it. The values 

graphed are all positive, as noted in the research design section. This allowed for cleaner 

graphs and helped to illustrate the trends. As expected, the difference between strong 

Democrats and strong Republicans is the largest of the three. It makes sense that the 

staunchest members of each of the two major parties would be farther apart than either 

party would be from the pure Independents, which should hover somewhere in between. 

From this graph we gain a much clearer picture of the widening gap between the strong 

Democrats and strong Republicans, indicating a considerable shift towards increasing 

partisanship over time. From the end of the Johnson administration to the end of George W. 

Bush’s second term there is an increase in difference of 25 points. This is certainly 

significant when you consider that in 1968 the difference between strong Republicans and 

strong Democrats was 33 points. The fact that the difference between these two groups has 

almost doubled over 40 years alone does not provide enough evidence that the American 
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political climate is more partisan today than years past. If only told this difference and a 

basic knowledge of the George W. Bush presidency, one might challenge this conclusion. 

Bush may well have been the most politically divisive president America has seen, an 

argument that Gary Jacobson outlines in his book. However, while the Bush presidency 

does exhibit the greatest difference in opinion seen since the feeling thermometer data has 

been collected, looking at the trend over time refutes putting the blame on Bush alone. The 

line’s general trend is upward, not just during and following the second Bush 

administration, eliminating the possibility that just one president has contributed to the 

perception of increased partisanship.  

 When looking at the pure Independents data in Figure 1, it is important to note that 

the data does not experience swings like the strong Democrat and strong Republican data. 

This allows us to use it as a way to measure the degree to which each party is moving away 

from the center of the political spectrum. If pure Independents cannot provide a baseline 

then there is no way to measure it with the ANES data and party identification question. 

While the pure Independents data in Figure 1 is more stable than the two major party data, 

it exhibits trends similar to that of the strong Republicans. From the end of the Johnson 

administration to George H. W. Bush both data share similar movements, albeit at much 

different rates of change. This is expected, as pure Independents should be less affected by 

the change of power from one party to the other than the “strong” members of either party. 

It is unexpected that the pure Independents would exhibit any consistent party bias as they 

are here. It would suggest that pure Independents, on average, tend to agree with 

Republican Party member feelings towards the presidents during this span. Even more 

surprising is that pure Independents during the Clinton administration lean towards the 
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strong Democrats feelings on the president, not to the extent that they did with strong 

Republicans prior though. 

 Looking at the pure Independents and their trends towards strong Republicans and 

then strong Democrats found in Figure 1, what conclusions can be made? One could argue 

that Republican presidents were simply better than their Democratic counterparts from 

1968 to 1992. This argument assumes that Republicans and Democrats, on average, were 

basing their feelings towards the presidents on their partisan leanings, as Cassino and Lebo 

suggest with presidential approval, which would cause the consistently opposing results 

seen from strong Republicans and strong Democrats. Accepting that, then we might assume 

that pure Independents are the rational, non-partisan judges of the president, and their 

feelings reflect a more accurate picture of each president. The fact that they then follow the 

trends of strong Republicans for 24 consecutive years leads to the conclusion that over that 

period of time the Republican presidents were looked at more favorably, for whatever 

reason that might be. The logic behind this argument is easy to follow. Political scientists 

have yet to develop an objective way to analyze and rate presidents on their performance, 

making it impossible to check that against data above to come to a judgment on this front. 

Presidential feeling thermometer is not collected to measure the quality of work that the 

president or political leader is doing at that time, but instead to measure the favorability of 

that individual. Some Americans may associate this with job performance and grade 

accordingly, but not all and it is impossible to say that even a majority used that criteria to 

formulate their response. Even so, we can still infer from this data that the job performance 

of the presidents has a great impact on favorability.  
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 From 1992 to 2008 there is a slight shift in the behavior of the pure Independent 

data in Figure 1. As noted earlier, the data shifts in comparable ways with the strong 

Republican data and instead exhibits the same behavior with the strong Democrat data. 

Going off of the argument from above, should this lead to the conclusion that strong 

Democrats had a better grasp of what presidents were favorable over this short time 

period? Just as was the case with the previous 4 years, I do think that this argument holds 

water for much the same reasons. If you look at the presidents over this 40-year stretch, it 

starts to make sense that pure Independents would display leanings during the stretches 

that they do. Prior to George H. W. Bush, the Republican presidents more than likely would 

be more widely considered favorable than their Democratic counterparts. Then after the 

first Bush the shift occurs, and the pure Independents fall in line with the strong 

Democrats. Bill Clinton, despite his alleged infidelities, is widely regarded as one of the best 

presidents of the 20th century. It makes sense that, as a largely rational and nonpartisan 

group, they would make this shift. Following Clinton was George W. Bush, whose two terms 

in office provide confusing and sometimes outlying data. At the same time it is not 

surprising to see the pure Independents agree with the strong Democrats, as even the 

strong Republican support falls off dramatically despite any partisan motivation.  

The other side of this argument would be to argue that the pure Independents are 

actually undergoing a partisan transition, as their ideology swings from the right to the left. 

One could argue the fact that the pure Independents followed the pattern of the strong 

Republicans for 24 years is too much of a coincidence to assume that over these years the 

Republican administrations were simply more favorable in the eyes of Americans. While it 

could be called a coincidence, the data suggests otherwise. Unfortunately for research 
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needs, public opinion polling and the feeling thermometer question, specifically, has only 

been credible for academic work since the middle of the 20th century. As a result, our 

picture is limited and we are left the limited data that we have. It just so happens that 

during this relatively short time of 40 years, the Republican Party rated as more favorable 

with the pure Independents than the Democrats did. This, I would argue, is not a 

coincidence. Earlier I made the case that pure Independents have demonstrated that they 

are the rational, non-partisan members of the American public and thus their judgment 

best reflects the favorability of presidents. They are free of the partisan bias that is clearly 

seen from the strong Republicans and Democrats.  

Looking back at Figure 2, the narrative becomes more interesting. The strong 

Democrat/strong Republican difference clearly indicates a partisan divide that increases 

greatly over time, as discussed earlier. Not surprisingly, the difference between strong 

Republicans and pure Independents increases over time as well. The remarkable part is the 

difference between strong Democrats and the pure Independents. The line remains mostly 

consistent, especially relative to the other two lines. This fits the conclusion that the pure 

Independents have been non-partisan, when at the same time America is becoming more 

partisan. From Johnson to H.W. Bush, the pure Independents leaned towards the strong 

Republicans, but after that point they lean towards the strong Democrats. When the pure 

Independents were leaning towards the strong Republicans America was less partisan, so 

when they leaned to the right they were not leaning that far away from the strong 

Democrats. Conversely, when leaning towards the strong Democrats, they were leaning 

farther from the strong Republicans because of the increasingly partisan environment. The 

data indicates that the pure Independents have not shifted but the strong Democrats and 
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strong Republicans have. A quick glance at Figure 2 might lead one to conclude that strong 

Republicans are the driving force behind the increasing partisan feelings, however, the 

favorability of each individual president and the pure Independents ability to remain non-

partisan creates this illusion, and without looking at the data at the candidate level we can 

not make this conclusion. 

From examining the presidential feeling thermometer data we can conclude that the 

political environment in America has become more partisan. Using the most stalwart 

members of each party as our sample we see that each party has been diverging in opinion 

of the president’s favorability for the past 40 years. Over that time, the gap has almost 

doubled, and very well may have if it was not for the unique presidency of George W. Bush. 

Despite the partisanship that has gripped the two major parties, the pure Independents 

have remained largely unaffected, based on the evidence provided by the ANES feeling 

thermometer data. The pure Independents consistently respond over time closely with the 

population average and their divergence from the strong Republicans can be explained 

through other means than partisanship. In fact, it is actually their lack of partisanship that 

accounts for this. The presidential feeling thermometer poll is only one of many polls that 

the ANES collects, and looking at the data on major party candidates from 1968 to 2008 

may help to reinforce the conclusions made from the presidential data or it may show that 

escalating partisanship may have its limits. 
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Democratic Candidate Feeling Thermometer 

Figure 3: Democratic Candidates Feeling Thermometer Raw Data

 

Figure 4: Democratic Candidates Feeling Thermometer Differences 

 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

Strong Democrat Independent-Independent Strong Republican

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

St. Dem - St. Rep.

St. Dem - Ind. Ind.

St. Rep. - Ind. Ind.



Kevin Kain 
Honors Thesis 

 25 

The American National Election Survey uses the feeling thermometer question for 

“political leaders” and not just the president. This allows us to look at the candidates that 

the Democratic and Republican parties have nominated over the same time frame, 1968 to 

2008, from the same perspective as the presidents. With this additional data it is possible 

to further investigate the extent to which the American public, or at least the strongest 

members of each party, have become polarized. Figure 3 shows the raw data collected 

about the favorability of the Democratic candidates and Figure 4 provides the differences 

for the three key groupings. The strong Democrats, strong Republicans, and pure 

Independents exhibit similar trends for each candidate, with the expected varying levels of 

favorability due to partisanship. It is important to note that the candidate graphs are going 

to look drastically different than the presidential because there are no party changes 

occurring in the data. All the candidates rated are either Democrats or Republicans, so the 

data are not going to cross back and forth every time a new party takes office. 

Not surprisingly, the strong Democrats rate the Democratic candidate consistently 

more favorable than strong Republicans and pure Independents. This is just a product of 

partisanship and is to be expected. The pure Independents rate these candidates slightly 

less favorably than the collective average, more than likely due to the fact that the 

population has more Democrats than Republicans. This skews the favorability rates a bit 

higher for the Democratic candidates than a rational, non-partisan individual might. 

Nonetheless, that data still shows an escalating difference in opinion between the strong 

Democrats and strong Republicans. This is occurring at a much slower rate of increase than 

seen in the presidential data, only increasing by 14 points compared to 25 points. Further 

similarities are seen in the differences between the strong Democrats and pure 
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Independents and strong Republicans and pure Independents between both sets of data. 

Again, the strong Democrats and pure Independents show consistency in their differences 

of opinion, an increase in difference of just over 1 point, compared to less than 1 for the 

presidential set. The stability is seen virtually through out the entire 40-year window in 

both cases. Except for their difference due to partisan bias, the strong Democrats and pure 

Independents appear to be very similar in rating favorability of both the president and the 

Democratic candidate for president. 

 Explaining why the difference between the strong Republicans and pure 

Independents is increasing when rating the favorability of the Democratic candidates is 

more difficult than it is for the presidents. It is easier to explain and rationalize a 

connection between job performance, favorability and the trends seen in the presidential 

data because at the time of giving the rating for the presidents they have had at least 4 

years in office. For the candidates, with an exception for the incumbents running for 

reelection, they are rated without the same type of national exposure for an extended 

amount of time like the presidents are. With that in mind, there are two ways to explain the 

increase; one would be to extend the conclusion drawn from the presidential data, that 

over time there has been a change in which party is perceived as more favorable in general, 

and that is causing this divergence of opinion. The other argument is that the Democratic 

candidate data is providing evidence that the strong Republicans are becoming more 

partisan. If this were the case, the strong Republicans would move farther away from the 

pure Independents, as they have here, and from the strong Democrats. If this is true, that 

does not mean that presidential job performance is not also driving the increase in 
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partisanship. Instead, it could indicate that the presidential feeling thermometer data is not 

enough to identify both factors.  

Republican Candidate Feeling Thermometer 

Figure 5: Republican Candidates Feeling Thermometer Raw Data 
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Figure 6: Republican Candidates Feeling Thermometer Differences 
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Independents are less impacted by the polarization seen in 2004. There is a slight drop in 

favorability, but the larger spike in difference results from the two parties polarization. 

Thus, 2004 is yet another example of the pure Independents lack of vulnerability and 

reaction to partisanship. 

While the Democratic candidate data did little to back up the conclusion that job 

performance is responsible for the divergence of strong Republicans and pure 

Independents, there is more evidence in the Republican candidate data. Figure 5 shows a 

gradual decline in favorability for Republican candidates over time. The strong Democrats 

fall 16 points, the pure Independents just over 11 points and strong Republicans 11 points. 

This suggests that there is some form of dissatisfaction with the Republican Party’s White 

House occupant’s and candidates. Interestingly, this trend is not observed in the 

Democratic candidate data.  

Figure 7: Republican and Democrat Candidate Feeling Thermometer 
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Figure 7 shows candidate feeling thermometer, by party identification, for both the 

Democratic and Republican candidates. The dark blue “Strong Democrat” line represents 

strong Democrat responses for the Democratic candidates, while the light blue “Strong 

Democrat” line represents their favorability towards Republican candidates. The dark red 

“Strong Republican” line represents the favorability of Republicans candidates to strong 

Republicans while the red line represents their favorability towards the Democratic 

candidates. Here we have yet another set of data showing the partisan divide in America. 

Just by looking at this graph, you could determine that party identification was and is a 

strong determinate in the favorability of the presidential candidates. There are a multitude 

of factors that affect one’s party identification, but looking strictly at party identification, a 

pattern is evident. The two populations that consistently remain at the bottom of the graph, 

rating the candidates low in favorability, are strong Democrats responding about 

Republican candidates and strong Republicans responding about Democratic candidates. 

Those handing out high favorability ratings are the strong Democrats about Democratic 

candidates and strong Republicans about the Republican candidates. None of this is 

shocking, but it helps to reinforce the value of using the feeling thermometer to gauge 

partisanship. The feeling thermometer data at the candidate level provides an instance of 

Cassino and Lebo’s conclusion about presidential approval data. They found that the party 

affiliation of the president greatly influenced their approval, and it seems that this also 

applies at the candidate level.  

Overarching Themes and Conclusions 

The feeling thermometer data establishes that the American public is a polarized 

group, as demonstrated by the gap in favorability. There is a difference in opinion between 
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the strong Democrats and strong Republicans over the president, as well as the Democratic 

and Republican candidates for president. This is rather obvious, as we should expect a 

difference of opinion, but we should not expect that gap to consistently increase over time. 

What the data indicates is that partisan differences are escalating, especially at the 

presidential level where the gap between strong Democrats and strong Republicans has 

almost doubled from 1968 to 2008. It is subtler, though still present, at the candidate level. 

The Democratic candidate data shows a consistent increase, while the Republican 

candidate picture is harder to discern. George W. Bush causes an extreme spike, followed 

by a return to previous levels for Republican nominee John McCain. It’s hard to say whether 

or not the decrease in difference seen in 2008 is a result of Bush’s extreme polarization or 

indicative that Americans are less partisan in regards to Republican candidates. If it’s a 

response to the extreme polarization caused by George W. Bush then we can assume that 

this data, too, shows trends of increasing partisanship. McCain, nominated as the 

Republican candidate, was a breath of fresh air, so to speak, and was perceived as more 

moderate and appealing to all Americans. This may have resulted in a dramatic drop in 

differences of opinion. If this is the case, the 2008 data can be labeled an outlier and the 

trend of increasing partisanship is upheld. 

On the other side of the coin, let us assume that the fall seen in 2008 is actually 

indicative of a lack of increasing polarization in terms of the Republican candidates. If this 

is true, then for some reason Republican candidates appear to be immune from the 

partisan divisiveness seen with their Democratic counterparts and the presidents. If you 

look at the differences between strong Democrats and pure Independents for Republican 

candidates and the difference between strong Republicans and pure Independents for 
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Democratic candidates you can see that this is not the case. The difference between the 

pure Independents and the strong members of the opposite party asked about is 

consistently increasing over time, but the increase between strong Republicans and pure 

Independents is increasing at a greater rate than between the strong Democrats and pure 

Independents. What this indicates is that the strong Republicans are the driving force 

behind the increasing divide. They are moving at a faster rate from the pure Independents. 

From the data at hand, it appears that Americans are becoming more partisan in their 

views of the president, and the presidential candidates for both major parties. 

Over the last 40 years of available data it is apparent that American public opinion is 

becoming more partisan, but why? Throughout all of the graphs and data on the feeling 

thermometer consistently there has been an increase in difference of opinion between pure 

Independents and the strong Republicans. This can be explained in a couple of ways. This 

could be occurring because there is an ideological shift occurring, where either strong 

Republicans are moving farther to the right or pure Independents are moving towards the 

left. I reject the latter, because if Independents were moving to the left than we would see 

two things; either a decrease in difference of opinion between strong Democrats and pure 

Independents or a decrease in favorability of the Republican candidates and an increase in 

favorability of Democratic candidates. There is only evidence of falling favorability of 

Republican candidates by pure Independents. This, more than likely, is a result of 

Republican candidates that are farther to the right in their ideological views than in years 

past and therefore are less likely to gain high favorability ratings from the moderate pure 

Independents. 
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If Republicans are in fact moving farther to the right we should see some indications 

of that in the feeling thermometer data. We should see decreasing favorability numbers 

from both pure Independents and strong Democrats for Republican presidents and 

candidates, because in theory their party leaders would have to be more conservative to be 

elected. In Figure 5 we are able to see falling favorability over time for the Republican 

candidates. The pure Independents and strong Democrats both rate Republican candidates 

lower over time. Again, referring to Figure 5, it is interesting to note that the strong 

Republicans rate George W. Bush higher than John McCain, while McCain seems to be a 

unifying figure in the other candidate graphs. The differences in opinion all happen to fall in 

2008, yet the strong Republicans think less of McCain. This too indicates that strong 

Republicans are moving more to the right ideologically because McCain, thought to be a 

moderate candidate, would not be as appealing to base that is moving towards the right. As 

stated before, we can, with certainty, conclude that America is much more partisan today 

than it was in 1968. The Republican Party is primarily responsible for this trend, as is 

confirmed through the feeling thermometer data. Those individuals who identify as strong 

Republicans are more conservative today than they were 40 years ago, while those who 

identify as strong Democrats are not significantly more liberal than they were 40 years ago. 

The divisiveness of American politics today is to a scale not seen in 1968, and the 

Republican Party’s consistent drifting towards the right over the past 40 years has been the 

driving force behind this shift. 
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