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Sometimes it 
feels like 
politics isn’t 
working 
anymore.

An angry electorate.

Deep partisan animosities.

Public cynicism about 
elected officials.
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The realities 
of government 
performance 
can be 
discouraging.

Low rates of legislative 
productivity in Congress.

Partisan gridlock.

Compromises seem hard to 
achieve.

Parties in Congress are increasingly 
ideologically distinctive.

1974 2012
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These partisan 
divides within 
Congress affect 
how Americans 
connect with 
politics.  

Increased ideological sorting 
among citizens.

Distribution 
of policy 
preferences, 
by party 
over time
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Partisan divides 
within Congress 
have affected how 
Americans connect 
with politics.  

Ideological sorting.

Partisan identity politics.

Affective polarization.
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Partisans report increasingly negative 
feelings about the opposing party.

1978 2016
Feelings 
about own 
political 
party

Feelings 
about 
opposing 
party

1978 2016

Many partisans are willing to use negative 
stereotypes to describe the opposing party.

% of Republicans who say Democrats 
are more _____ than other Americans

% of Democrats who say Republicans 
are more _____ than other Americans

Source: Pew Research Center, Survey conducted March 2 – May 2, 2016
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How would you feel if you had a son or daughter 
who married a [Republican/Democrat]?

These kinds of 
partisan 
animosities 
may be harmful 
to democracy.

The design of government 
necessitates compromise.  

Politics as the art of the 
compromise.
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Maybe the 
struggles to find 
compromises are 
the fault of voters.

If voters demand that their 
representatives stand firm to 
their convictions, then 
elected officials who refuse 
to compromise might be just 
representing the wishes of 
their constituents.

Do average Americans 
want to see their 
elected officials make 
compromises?
In my book, I demonstrate that 
Americans are strongly supportive 
of compromise in politics.  
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Americans believe in 
compromise 

as a principle.

In politics today, is it better for 
Republicans and Democrats to 
work together and negotiate their 
differences to reach agreements, 
or is it better for party members 
to stick to their positions and 
refuse to compromise with the 
other side?

TIME.  October 9-10, 2011,  n=1001.  
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A willingness to 
compromise is a valued 

trait among elected officials 
compared to other traits.

How would you rate political leaders 
who are willing to compromise?

Pew Research Center for the People & the Press.  January 10-15, 2007.  n=1708. 
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But surely people like 
compromise less now than 
they did a decade ago?

Compromise in order to 
get things done?

Stick to their beliefs even 
if little gets done?

What is the best approach for political 
leaders to follow in Washington?

Gallup polls.  November 2010, n=1021.  September 2018, n=1035.
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In general, in thinking again about your vote in 
November for president and Congress, which comes 
closer to the type of candidate you prefer? 

Someone who looks 
for compromise and 
consensus even if it 
means less change

Someone who favors 
making bigger and 
bolder changes even if 
it means more division 
in the country

NBC News/Wall Street Journal. May 28 - June 2, 2020.  n=1000.

But people want to see the 
other side compromise, 
but not their own party, 

right?
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People like 
representatives 
who are willing 
to compromise—
even when they 
are from the same 
political party.

Primary voters 
also prefer that 
their own party 
nominates a 
presidential 
candidate who 
is willing to 
compromise.

CBS News/New York Times.  November and December 2015.  Likely Democratic/Republican primary voters.  
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But even if people say 
they like compromise, 
I bet they are reluctant 

to compromise on issues 
they care about.

In general, should government officials in 
Washington compromise to find solutions, or 
stand on principle even if it means gridlock?

McClatchy/Marist Poll.  November 1-3, 2016.  n=1254 registered voters.

say they want to 
see their own 
party compromise 
on the issue they 
see as the most 
important problem 
in the country.

67%
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Policy compromises do not hurt approval 
and boost perceived legitimacy.

Medicare Access and 
CHIP Reauthorization 
Act from 2015.

The effects of telling 
people what each 
party sacrificed and 
gained in the policy 
compromise versus a 
control condition that 
omits those details.

Why are Americans  
such strong 
supporters of 
political 
compromise?

I argue that this is because 
people believe in 
compromise as a key value 
of democracy.

Origins in political 
socialization.



15

Support for compromise reflects democratic 
values, not strength of partisanship. 

2016 American National Election Study.  
n=3370. 
Question wording: Disagrees with statement, 
"What people call compromise in politics is 
really just selling out on one’s principles."

Support for 
compromise is not 
about demand for 
moderate policy 
outcomes.

This means that principled 
thinking about compromise 
can check people’s partisan 
tendencies in politics.

Politicians face electoral 
incentives to compromise.
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Why don’t we 
see more 
compromises in 
politics then?

Elected officials may 
misperceive the demands of 
their districts.

Elected officials may over-
represent the demands of 
donors in the district.  

Policy preferences of non-donors 
vs. small and large donors
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The media is biased toward 
covering controversy and 
disagreements over 
commonalities.

And the media caters to an 
audience that is more likely 
to be ideologically sorted.

Why don’t we 
see more 
compromises in 
politics then?

People misperceive what the 
electorate looks like.

Prevalence of independents 
and moderates.

Why don’t we 
see more 
compromises in 
politics then?
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AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research, August 2020.  n=1075.

Nearly half the electorate identifies 
as moderate.

AP-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research, August 2020.  n=1075.

Independents are the largest 
partisan group.
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People misperceive what the 
electorate looks like.

What was the most common 
choice people made on 
Election Day in 2016?

Why don’t we 
see more 
compromises in 
politics then?

The most common choice on 
Election Day was to not vote. 
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People misperceive what the 
electorate looks like.

Strong ideologues are twice 
as likely as moderates to post 
political content on social 
media.

Why don’t we 
see more 
compromises in 
politics then?

Americans want elected 
officials who are willing 

to compromise.  
And even in a contentious time, 

they still believe that compromise 
is possible.
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Thinking about politics 
and our political system, 
on the issues you care 
most about, do you think it 
is possible to compromise 
and find common ground 
with people who disagree 
with you or would you say 
this is not possible?

American Enterprise Institute/NORC.  July 31 - August 11, 2020.  n=4067.

Hopefully, politicians will be 
willing to listen to what 

Americans want.
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How important is it to 
you that elected 
officials are willing to 
make compromises 
with their political 
opponents to solve 
important problems?

Pew Research Center, April 29 - May 13, 2019.  n=5053.
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Fewer liberal 
Republicans 
and conservative 
Democrats in the 
electorate

The politically 
engaged are 
the most 
ideologically 
sorted.



24

Which do you think is better 
for the country? 

CBS News/New York Times.  

Should the Democrats 
and Republicans 
compromise some of 
their positions in order 
to get things done, or 
stick to their positions 
even if it means not 
getting as much done?


