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Abstract

How nationalized are American state publics? Three existing approaches to this
question are to use election returns, estimate statewide opinion, or study
respondents’ views on issues individually. This paper studies individual
respondents in their state and national contexts by ‘estimating’ ideal points for
more than 180,000 Americans over the period 2016-24. | use these scores to
ask how well a revealed liberal-conservative continuum can explain the attitudes
of various sociodemographic and regional subgroups in each presidential
election year. A regional difference opened up between 2020 and 2024, such
that respondents in the Northeast and West now exhibit higher attitude
constraint than those in the South and Midwest. However, this may be due to
the kinds of people in each place rather than any factor inherent to region. No
state registers statistically significant change, but most trend toward higher
dimensionality. Most other subgroup relationships are consistent with
expectations from the parties and behavior literatures. Others defy them but
might be made plausible with a discontent-based theory of events over the past
decade or so. Finally, there is prima facie evidence of dealignment within all
subgroups (party identification, race, gender, degree attainment, and political
knowledge).

1 Originally prepared April 23, 2025 for the Annual Meeting of the New England Political
Science Association. Thanks to Adam S. Myers and Adam Olenn for comments.
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Introduction

Nationalization refers to increasing homogeneity of the 50 state party systems,
plus DC. Recent scholarship has picked up nationalization across a range of outcomes
associated with the study of parties: in state government, of formal party organizations,
associated interest-group networks, vote choice, state- or district-level mass opinion,
and of attitudes on specific issues. Less attention has been paid to opinion structures
within states. Yet the opinion structure is a major component of nationalization.

Opinion nationalization matters because its presence/absence could have
consequences throughout the political system. Low or declining levels may signal the
emergence of party factions, which then may reshape the parties (DiSalvo 2012) and
democratic institutions within which they operate (Ware 2002; Bridges and Kousser
2011; Mickey 2015; Myers 2018; Santucci 2022; Reilly et al. 2023; Boatright 2024). Yet
high levels would represent a break with how parties have worked in the United States
since about 1900 (Carson et al. 2024). Such a system may not be compatible with the
separation of powers and respect for civil rights and liberties at once (Linz 1990;
Grumbach 2022; Mainwaring and Drutman 2023). The reason would be that said
system lacks the divisions needed to keep coalitions shifting in the “extensive republic”
(Madison 1961; compare Taylor et al. 2013).

How nationalized are the 50 state publics? Does nationalization vary by
subgroups of interest to the behavior and parties literatures (race, gender, region,
education party identification, and political knowledge)? To answer these questions, |
use Cooperative Election Study data to project more than 180,000 respondents and

their attitudes on ten policy items into a low-dimensional policy space. | focus on the
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years 2016-24 because this period was one of major change in the national-party
coalitions (Sides et al. 2018; Barber and Pope 2024; Grossmann and Hopkins 2024;
Krimmel 2024; Pierson and Schickler 2024). These years also let us analyze the same
items over time. This research approach produces individual ‘ideal points’ within
states, which then can be studied as indicators of attitude constraint (Converse 1964;
Hare 2015; Hare et al. 2018; also see Fujiwara and Liu 2023). The survey items cover
basic policy orientations as well as attitudes toward social groups (Mason 2018;
Jardina 2019).

Data over time are not available on some issues that probably do activate local
interests and therefore vary by state. Trade and gender identity stand out among these
as important. Nevertheless, the results are interesting and may point to some
dealignment, at least when the respondent scores are subject to t-tests.

| start with a brief review of nationalization work and methodologically similar
studies of state politics. This scholarship differs more on interpretation of measures
(e.g., magnitude, duration) than whether ‘cracks’ in the party system might be found. |
briefly cover why ‘nationalization’ (really, polarization) might be measured at the
individual level. Then | describe my data, methods, and results. A final section

speculates about what might be causing the dealignment trends uncovered here.

Approaches to the study of nationalization
There are two differences of perspective and one of methodology in the
nationalization field. One is over the magnitude of the phenomenon, and the other

concerns its permanence. The methodological issue is about the value of aggregation
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in constructing measures of nationalization. Most scholars seem to agree that
nationalization has occurred when nationally salient issues crowd out information and/
or competition on other bases. As far as | know, this characterization originates with
Hopkins (2018). Not all scholarship below takes nationalization as its focus, but most
studies of policy-making and responsiveness acknowledge it as a potential
background constraint.

Recent efforts to measure the observable implications of nationalization have
used several units of analysis: aggregate voting behavior (Hopkins 2018; Carson et al.
2024), party platforms (Hopkins et al. 2022), bill texts (Hertel-Fernandez 2019), state
legislators’ voting records (Shor and McCarty 2022), survey reports of voter knowledge
about who is responsible for state policy (Rogers 2023), congruence between roll-call
voting and district-level opinion (Rogers 2017), and the correlation of party control with
indices of state-policy liberalism in 14 of 16 issue areas (Grumbach 2018).2 Lax and
Phillips (2012) add national-level salience to the mix, finding for 39 issues that, on
average, it pulls state policy away from majority opinion.3

Less directly, parties scholars have pointed to a qualitative change in the
organization of the two-party system. Its key components in past decades were state-
party organizations, local bosses, and informal networks or ‘rings’ (Key 1955; Mayhew
1986). Now it is common to hear about the dominance of nationally organized interest-
group networks (Pierson and Schickler 2024; Krimmel 2024; Schlozman and Rosenfeld

2024; Kuo 2025).

2 The exceptions are criminal justice and education.

3 See Sances (2025) for consistent results on state-level policing reform in the aftermath of
Black Lives Matter. This study is an exemplar of good work on individual issues.
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Another set of results begins to challenge the nationalization perspective on
methodological grounds. The basic idea is that when one aggregates issues and
studies them over long periods of time, one does find responsiveness, even if delayed,
(Caughey and Warshaw 2022), as well as congruence in the sense that mass policy
liberalism stops conservatives from achieving fundamental goals (Grossmann 2020).
These results suggest that any ‘muting’ (Hopkins 2018) of local forces may be
temporary.

Similarly, the continued role of local forces seems plausible when one takes a
disaggregated view of voters, state legislators, and local parties. Studies in this vein
have found congressional-level ticket-splitting in individual ballots (Kuriwaki 2024),
state legislative policy uniqueness in a large and recent set of bill texts (Kroeger et al.
2022), and, to some extent, heterogeneity in the views of local-party managers who
recruit candidates (Doherty et al. 2022).

What one thinks of nationalization depends in part on how they have measured
it. One can do so from election results or issues (for a review, see Carson et al. 2024).
Then, if one decides to study issues, the question is whether to cluster them — either
thematically or temporally — or take a disaggregated approach to studying the current
moment. So far, aggregated approaches have led to more optimistic conclusions about
democratic responsiveness (Grossmann 2020; Caughey and Warshaw 2022), whereas
disaggregated approaches lead either to pessimism (e.g., Lax and Phillips 2012;

Rogers 2023) or a sense that the partisan ground may be shifting (e.g., Kuriwaki 2024).

Nationalization as an individual-level phenomenon
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To assess how nationalized are the American state publics, this paper models
individual-level attitudes in the context of the wider party system.4 Recall that most
seem to agree that nationalization has occurred when nationally salient issues crowd
out information and/or coalition-building on other bases. If those other bases mattered,
we might expect many voters to be less consistently liberal or conservative on the
nationally salient issues. In other words, some ‘unobserved’ set of attitudes is
frustrating coalition formation around the nationally salient ones. Similarly, if national
salience means party polarization on some set of issues, we might expect cross-
pressure on those issues (and/or attitudes toward groups) to pull different sets of
voters in different directions (see, e.g., Green 2020 on national elections; Boudreau et
al. 2019 on local elections). In short, a person with a ‘nationalized’ belief system is one
whose attitudes are (a) well-summarized in one dimension (b) that is a function of the
nationwide liberal-conservative continuum.

What exactly are nationally salient issues? Scholars generally agree that they
cluster into three categories: government services, race relations, and cultural/moral
controversy (Carsey and Layman 2006; Menchaca 2021; Caughey and Warshaw 2022,
36-42). Further, these three ‘meta issues’ have come to organize party politics so that
liberals (conservatives) on one tend to be liberals on the others as well (conservatives),
at least among people who are attentive to politics (Kalmoe 2020). Elites polarized first
(Poole and Rosenthal 1984; Layman and Carsey 2002; Noel 2014), but large parts of
the public have been catching up (Mason 2018; Gidron et al. 2020; Holman and

Kalmoe 2021).

4 This approach also begins to address Dunleavy’s (1998) concerns about national-sample
survey research.

ROUGH DRAFT 6 of 28 2025-05-18

https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-h52kz ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2156-6180 Content not peer-reviewed by APSA. License: All Rights Reserved


https://doi.org/10.33774/apsa-2025-h52kz
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2156-6180

Below, | measure nationalization at the individual level. This is in keeping with a
long tradition that views issues and other politically relevant attitudes as “idea
elements” that might or might not be organized into liberal and conservative “belief
systems” (Converse 1964). Further, within any given person, idea elements should be
more left-right organized in proportion to the attention they pay to politics. Less
attentive people learn about “what goes with what” from social-group attachments and
preferred politicians, with the least attentive showing little ideological organization
(Layman and Carsey 2002; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017). More explicitly, Lupton et al.
(2015) use similar data and methods to test for varying attitude constraint across five
strata of the party system: those who pay the most attention because it is their job to
do so (convention delegates; compare Layman et al. 2010), “hyper sophisticates” who
exhibit similar constraint, and three more groups of everyday Americans in declining

order of their engagement with politics.5

Data and methods

To measure the nationalization of state publics, | use data from the Cooperative
Election Study (CES) for the years 2016, 2020, and 2024. Unlike other major surveys,
the CES was designed to permit statistical inference within congressional districts. As
such, it typically contains information on several thousand respondents within each
state as well. With respect to my research purpose, the CES’ major drawback is a lack

of item continuity relative to flagship national surveys. It nonetheless was possible to

5 Technically, Lupton et al. (2015, 372) construct a “political sophistication” scale, which
combines measures of self-reported interest, campaign participation, and interviewer
assessments of respondent political knowledge.
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find ten items asked in all three waves that tap the three key dimensions of Americans’
belief systems: government spending, racial attitudes, and views on morality/culture.

In selecting the items, | tried to do three things. First was to get items that
appeared in all three waves. Second was to focus on attitudes toward broad policy
areas and social groups (Mason 2018; Caughey and Warshaw 2022), not hyper-specific
questions about state or national legislation. Third, | tried to capture as many nationally
salient issues as possible. To do these things, | first consulted Dagonel’s (2022) guide
to CES item continuity, then a website of common-content items from political scientist
Katie Gaus (2022). Then | checked the 2024 codebooks to make sure each item also
appeared in that wave. The ten items include five on government spending, one on
immigration, one on gun control, one on racial resentment, one on protecting the
environment, and one on abortion. Unfortunately, it was not possible to include items
on trade, immigration, gender identity, or sexual preference. Note however that these
omissions bias the analysis in favor of finding low dimensionality, both due to the
limited number of items and the fact that the omitted topics likely operate differently in
different parts of the country.

To scale the items and respondents, | used the ordered optimal classification
(OOC) algorithm. OOC is an issue-scale extension of a classifier (OC) originally
envisioned during the development of NOMINATE (Poole and Rosenthal 1997; Poole
2000). Whereas NOMINATE literally estimates parameters for items (roll calls) and
respondents (legislators), OC simply orders them from left to right in one dimension.
This ordering reflects the best possible locations for items and respondents so that

people to one side of an item respond one way, and people on the other side do the
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opposite. In two (or more) dimensions, and for a given item, OC places respondents on
either side of a cutting line (or plane). The resulting ‘mesh’ of cutting lines (planes)
creates a set of polygons (polytopes) that best separate respondents from each other
on all dimensions modeled. So-called ideal points represent randomly chosen
coordinates within each polygon (polytope). OOC extends this logic to items with
multiple, ordered response options by constructing a cutting line (plane) for the c-1
response categories (c) of each item. OOC has been used to study attitude constraint
in the 2015 CES (Hare et al. 2018) and item dimensionality in the 2016 Voter Study
Group and CES surveys (Santucci and Dyck 2022).6 The runtime for a one-dimensional
procedure with 185,486 respondents was 4.8 hours.” For a two-dimensional fit, it was
186.2 hours.

Figure 1 below gives the aggregate result of the two-dimensional procedure.
Blue circles represent Democratic identifiers, red circles represent Republican
identifiers, and gray circles are for Independents (including leaners). Note that there is
quite a bit of clustering. This can be seen in what sometimes appears as a very dark
circle; this actually represents several respondents in the same location. Also shown is
the normal vector for each item included. For a given item, this can be thought of a
‘direction of agreement.’ Cutting lines (planes) run perpendicular to a normal vector.
Therefore, the response categories for a given item could be represented by c-7 cutting
lines at 90-degree angles to the vector. Note that cutting lines might not appear along
the vector as plotted. Consider healthcare and education. If one looks toward the

figure’s bottom right, the patterning of respondents suggests the presence of ‘extreme’

6 At the time, the CES was known as the Cooperative Congressional Election Study (CCES).

7 00C omitted 114 respondents because they answered fewer than three of the ten items.
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views on these items.8 Finally, at the end of each normal vector is the percentage of
responses correctly classified. All but three items register at 90 percent or greater: gun
control (86%), immigration (82%), and abortion (73%).° These fits are good, especially
because the analysis was of issue scales rather than binary choices. Figure 1 thus yo
up suggests a policy space with two main dimensions, and Table A.1 confirms this
using the standard measure of item fit, proportional reduction in error (PRE). The
primary, left-right dimension taps attitudes toward social groups and the environment.
The top-bottom dimension taps views about spending priorities.0

The quantifies of interest in the analyses below are as follows. First, to measure
a person’s level of nationalization, | ask what percent of their responses are correctly
classified (PCC) by the one-dimensional model. In essence, PCC says to what extent
the national issue dimension explains their belief system. One could do the same with
PRE (and probably should?), but the correct-classification rate is more intuitive for
readers. The second quantity is the mean PCC by subgroup. This allows for
straightforward plotting over time. It also permits difference-of-means tests, which |
use to do two things. One is to ask about differences among regions within periods.
The other is to ask whether change from 2016-24 was statistically significant within

some subgroup.

8 |f one wanted, one could (re)code all items so that increasing values consistently represent
what we might assume to be conservative (or liberal) positions. | did not do that in this case,
instead preserving agreement/disagreement as the respondent saw it.

9 Of these, the first two results are likely due to question wording. The result for abortion likely
reflects the third ‘morality’ dimension that often emerges with factor analysis and similar
techniques.

10 It was necessary to multiply the first-dimension respondent scores and x-coordinates of the
normal vectors by -1 to correct for rotational invariance (Armstrong et al. 2014).

11 PRE penalizes model fit for the ease of the classification task. For example, a no-
dimensional model probably would do well with a scale item on attitudes toward pizza.
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Figure 1: Respondent coordinates with item normal vectors, common space for 2016-24.

Subgroups and prior expectations

Below | plot mean PCC in each survey year for the following subgroups: race,
gender, party identification (now including leaners with partisans; see Keith et al. 1992;
Klar and Krupnikov 2016), college degree by race, census region, and whether the
respondent can correctly name the party with a U.S. House majority going into the
respective election. The last item is one of a few commonly used to gauge a

respondent’s level of political awareness. | also plot mean PCC within each of the 50
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states, plus DC, in keeping with this paper’s original research question (Figure A.1 in

the appendix). To get a sense of variation, the state plots in Figure A.1 are sorted in

decreasing order of their 2016 mean PCC levels. Assuming there has been no

depolarization, the following expectations emerge from the literature.

1.

Race — Whites should score low because they are divided in their party
identification (Dyck and Johnson 2022), and they have become more divided over
attitudes toward out-groups and in-group favoritism (Jardina 2019). Notably, the
racial-resentment item | scaled is the one on “special favors.” Black Americans
should score high because the analysis omits some issues (religiosity, military) that
many view as associated with conservatism but work differently in that subgroup
(Philpot 2017). | do not have strong priors for the other groups (Latino, AAPI) other
than to note that their party identification has been more volatile, possibly due to
unique socialization experiences (Dyck and Johnson 2022).

Gender — | do not have strong priors based on the literature. However, many
gender issues were highly salient over the period and changed the composition of
the parties. One of these was abortion, which gained salience as President Trump
began to staff the federal judiciary. Another was sexual misconduct (Holman and
Kalmoe 2021).

Party identification — Democrats should manifest consistently higher levels of
attitude constraint for two reasons. First, educational attainment now concentrates
in that party (Barber and Pope 2024; Grossmann and Hopkins 2024), educational
attainment predicts social liberalism (Scott 2022), and the party has emphasized

such positions in recent years. Second, party is widely thought to be the central
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“idea element” in Americans’ belief systems, and party leadership transmits the
meanings of ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ to voters over time (Lenz 2012). Yet Donald
Trump (R) changed the meaning of ‘conservative’ among activists (Hopkins and
Noel 2021), and this may take time to filter down to the less engaged. | do not have
priors for pure independents.

4. College degree by race — | disaggregated education in this way because research
on the period 2008-20 shows that high-education whites have realigned while
blacks and Latinos have not (Barber and Pope 2024). Race is coded white/non-
white for this test. | do not have priors.

5. Region — This is an important set of tests because it begins to gets to the heart of
nationalization. A long tradition in political science holds that the party system is
fundamentally decentralized (e.g., Mayhew 1986). Some attribute regional variation
to post-Civil War patterns of party-system and economic development (Shefter
1983). As Grossmann (2020, 11) notes, “studies of policy output differences across
states tend to incorporate a variety of factors beyond partisanship: policy-specific
needs and histories; interest group influence; judicial and executive power; public
and elite opinion; political culture; economic context; institutional developments;
and electoral competition.”

6. House majority — Those who answer correctly should have higher average PCC
because this item is one marker of political sophistication (Lupton et al. 2015).
Further, those who can answer this question tend to be very partisan and thus likely
to be more constrained (Zaller 1992). Dyck and Pearson-Merkowitz (2023) argue

that people acquire such information precisely to participate in politics.
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Figure 2: Mean PCC with 95% confidence intervals by census region. N=Northeast, S=South,
M=Midwest, W=West.

7. The 50 states plus DC — No specific priors.

Results and discussion
Below | present results for the two sets of tests of interest. One concerns

differences among regions for each survey year. The other concerns inter-temporal
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differences within subgroups. In short, a statistically significant difference in mean
model fit opened up in 2024. For that year, one dimension better fits the North and
West than it does the South and Midwest (Figure 2). Meanwhile, subgroup tests for
change from 2016-24 show statistically significant decline within each (except
nonbinary gender identification, for which such a test was not possible). For the 50
states (plus DC) taken individually, none registers statistically significant change.

Three interpretations of the results for inter-regional differences come to mind.
One is that the party system now pits the coasts against the South and Midwest. If so,
this is prima facie evidence for de-nationalization. Another possibility concerns
candidates. Recall that the 2016 Democratic presidential candidate, Hillary Clinton,
was a New York State resident at the time. In 2024, the Democratic candidate was
Californian. Note also that the Biden/Harris ticket in 2020 (Delaware, California) might
have brought the South and West closer to the Northeast in that year. If voters form
their belief systems in response to cues from (dis)preferred candidates, these results
may be due to candidate effects rather than the start of a de-nationalization trend. A
third possibility concerns the demographic profiles of the regions themselves. In other
words, it is the kinds of people in each region that matter.

Turning to the tests of subgroup differences, several results defy the
expectations above or at least are interesting. First, Black respondents exhibited the
greatest decline in attitude constraint, moving from first to second place, now behind
Latinos. Second, average constraint among men was higher than among women in
2016. This may relate to the role of gender in that campaign and potentially the

realignment of Republican women toward the Democratic Party. Third, non-college,
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non-white respondents show the greatest decline in average constraint, moving from
most constrained to converging with college-educated, non-white respondents. Fourth,
those who could not answer the House-majority question correctly show more
constraint in 2016 than those who could. The other years follow the opposite pattern.
Here, two possibilities come to mind. One is that the 2016 election (and Trump
campaign in particular) mobilized many people with little prior experience or interest in
politics. Another is that voters with high constraint levels on the issues in this analysis
might have been misinformed about which party actually controlled the House:
Republicans at the time. Whatever might be going on, | plan to investigate these issues

in future work.

Conclusion

This paper asked about the nationalization levels of state publics. It attempted
to describe those by projecting more than 180,000 respondents and their attitudes on
ten survey items tapping broad policy attitudes as well as attitudes toward groups,
2016-24, into a single policy (or latent-ideological) space. This permits us to study how
well a single dimension organizes the “idea elements” of individual belief systems
within and across states. (Note again that the set of items chosen likely biases this
analysis in favor of finding low dimensionality.) Then, with individual-level estimates in
hand, one can compute averages and associated confidence intervals by subgroup of

interest.
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With respect to nationalization specifically, the 2024 data show new regional
differences. One dimension performs less well in the census-defined South and
Midwest than it does in the Northeast and West.

Finally, the 51 state-level results are broadly consistent with the results for
census region. Sorting these in declining order of 2016 mean PCC, the top ten states
are in the Northeast and Deep South (MD, HI, CT, DC, NY, MA, NJ, CA, GA, and MS).
The bottom ten states are less regionally clustered (ND, Rl, CO, MT, ID, UT, ME, AK,
SD, and SC), at least for 2016.

One of the most interesting results is the increase in dimensionality across
subgroups. Two possible explanations come to mind. One is that the analysis has
omitted some issue(s) on which the party system recently polarized. Even if so, it is not
clear that including this/these issues would change the substantive conclusion about
depolarization. Consider the case of trade. Prior work using 19 items shows that trade
was least correlated with revealed, left-right ideology in both 2012 and 2016 (Santucci
2020). Say that the parties had polarized on trade in a continued process of “conflict
extension” (Layman and Carsey 2002). For dimensionality to stay as high as it was in
2016 or 2020, activation (or communication) of trade attitudes would have had to not
disrupt issue constraint on other issues. Yet this analysis did not include trade, and
something clearly disrupted attitudes on the issues that were included. The same logic
should hold for other omitted issues — except one.

Another possibility is that recent electoral competition has mobilized latent
political discontent against a range of social groups now (once?) aligned with the

Democratic Party. Discontent typically is measured with items tapping external efficacy
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(Craig et al. 1990), and similar measures appear among those used to construct indices
of populist attitudes (Akkerman et al. 2014, 1331). As of 2016, these items cross-cut
the liberal-conservative divide (Santucci and Dyck 2022). Uscinski et al. (2021) produce
consistent results for 2019-20 with a different set of items. More recently, Jung (2025)
shows with data from the CES that populist attitudes were correlated in 2022 with three
socially conservative positions: pro-gun, anti-abortion, and anti-immigrant (compare
Ivaldi and Mazzoleni 2025). This results trajectory suggests realignment toward the
right on the issue of the political system itself (see Schimpf et al. 2024 on the stability
of such attitudes). Further, Petersen et al. (2023) show that socially marginalized people
(also see Oliver and Rahn 2016) are more likely to express a “need for chaos” and then
share hostile rumors about social groups they dislike. Perhaps those who are likely to
share such rumors also are likely to change the sorts of attitudes they express in
surveys. In turn, a realignment based on anti-system attitudes might explain some of
the theoretical anomalies above. | look forward to investigating many of these issues in

future work.
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Appendix

Item
spending_infrastructure
spending_police
spending_education
spending_healthcare
spending_welfare
ban_assault_rifles
abortion_always
immig_grant_status
epa_regulate

white_advantage

PRE 1D PRE 2D Improve

0.25
0.34
0.49
0.55
0.54
0.53
0.43
0.52
0.68
0.78

0.92
0.90
0.93
0.93
0.92
0.85
0.73
0.82
0.95
0.94

0.67
0.57
0.44
0.38
0.37
0.32
0.30
0.29
0.27
0.16

Table A.1: Proportional reduction in error (PRE) in one and two dimensions for all items,

sorted in descending order of gains from modeling a second dimension.
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Figure A.1: Average PCC trends (with 95% confidence intervals
around estimates) for all 50 states plus DC, sorted in
descending order of 2016 estimate.
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