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What’s Black and Blue and Red All Over?
Polarization and the Media

 Has the media been a factor in the rise of polarization in America? In 1996 rival news 

channels MSNBC and Fox News Channel debuted. Has the creation of these news networks, and 

the birth of the 24 hour news cycle which coincided with their launch, led to a more polarized 

America?

 The American political system is more polarized now than it has ever been before.1 Many 

different theories have been circulated regarding the causes of polarization, and even the premise 

of polarization itself is debated. Without question, the politicians who represent the will of the 

people in Congress have become polarized, as have a number of well-informed, politically active 

citizens who serve as the “bases” for each party’s support.2 While Fiorina’s camp argues that the 

fact that the majority of Americans are closer to apathy than polarization shows that America is 

not polarized, Abramowitz counters that the engaged public is more important than the 

uneducated, uninvolved masses, declaring America a polarized state.3 4 

 The difference in opinions on popular polarization may stem from the lack of a universal 

measurement of polarization among voters. While DW-Nominate scores track the voting records 

1 Hetherington, Marc J. and Jonathan D. Weiler. Authoritarianism & Polarization in American 
Politics. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2009. Page 15.

2 Abramowitz, Alan I. The Disappearing Center. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2010. Page 
2.

3 Fiorina, Morris P. with Samuel J. Abrams and Jeremy C. Pope. Culture War? The Myth of a 
Polarized America (Second Edition). New York: Pearson Longman, 2006.
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of congressmen to map their ideological scores, showing the split since the 1960s between the 

Democrats in Republicans, popular opinions are much harder to pin down.5 Because citizens do 

not actively vote on every individual policy issue like their Representatives in Congress, their 

ideological stances must be estimated from their own self-report. My study uses biennial media 

survey data from the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press that asks respondents the 

question: “In general, would you describe your political views as…” followed by  a 5-point scale 

from 1-Very Conservative to 5-Very Liberal, with 3-Moderate in the center.6 It also looks at the 

survey question: “In politics today, do you consider yourself a Republican, Democrat, or 

Independent?” In this way I can test for strength of ideological stances among the people as well 

as strength of loyalty to one party/opposition to the other party to determine the shifts in 

polarization over time. I hope to show how since 1996 these stances have strengthened as 

individuals have drifted away from the ideological center as a result of the influence of the 

media, specifically MSNBC and Fox News Channel. This method of measurement is justified as 

it incorporates the awareness of the actual voters as they place themselves within the ideological 

plain of the parties and must decide how loyal they feel to their party, and how distant they feel 

from the opposing party, the foundations of polarization.

 The fundamental difference between the Fiorina and Abramowitz camps surrounds the 

question of in what direction polarization’s influence is traveling: up or down. Fiorina holds that 

polarization is driven by the political elite in a “top-down” system in which politicians play upon 

social conceptions of a culture war to rally their bases in support of their policies and campaigns. 

5 Fiorina page 14. Figure 2.2

6 PEW Biennial Media Consumption surveys from 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, and 2010: 
http://people-press.org/dataarchive/
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Abramowitz is of the opinion that polarization is closer to a “bottom-up” phenomenon composed 

of a polarizing public, especially in the politically engaged bases, which drives politicians further 

from the center as they attempt to represent their constituents. Both sides briefly explore the 

connection between polarization and the media, with Fiorina hypothesizing the media helps drive 

polarization and Abramowitz using the reaction of the media as a further example of the top 

reorganizing in response to the demands of the bases, but neither explores whether or not the 

media can be seen as a direct factor in polarization. Despite the masses of data each political 

scientist has collected, neither delves into analytical explorations of the media’s effect on 

polarization. 

 In an attempt to explain the rise in polarization among the people – defined as a 

population that is better “sorted” along personal belief lines on issues such as race, 

homosexuality, morality and healthcare – Hetherington and Weiler investigate the effect of 

personal philosophies on authoritarianism as a predictor of ideological placement.7 Focusing on 

worldview sorting, the authors argue that the political sorting of individuals is based not in 

political beliefs, but rather in deeper sociological beliefs such as views on corporal punishment 

of children, gay rights, immigration, and other social issues that become political hot topics. 

Because these views stem from sociological beliefs, and are not politically based, the authors are 

wary to declare people are becoming more politically polarized, preferring to view political 

polarization as a side effect of social polarization. The first empirical evidence they offer to 

support their claims shows how the dependent variable of percentage of citizens (by state) voting 

for George Bush in 2004 correlated with the independent variable of the percentage of citizens 
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who favored physical discipline of children with three traditional blue states (Massachusetts, 

Vermont, and Rhode Island) recording the lowest percentages (in the low 40s) of both variables. 

This played out on the national level in the 2004 presidential election with the mean 

authoritarianism scores of nonblack voters who voted Republican being .589 and those of 

nonblack voters who voted Democrat being .454. The difference in the means of Republicans 

and Democrats had increased to .145 from .085 in the 1992 presidential election, showing an 

increase in worldview sorting as opposed to party polarization. The main argument is that those 

people who score high in authoritarianism look at the world in more concrete, black and white 

terms than those who score low and view the world in a more nuanced way, making it very 

difficult for each side to understand the other’s point of view. Highly authoritarian individuals 

are more likely to spank their children and disapprove of gay marriage on moral and/or religious 

grounds and align with the conservative side of the ideological spectrum as a result of their black 

and white worldview. Individuals with lower authoritarian scores are more likely to give their 

children a timeout and be open to more diverse ways of life than their own, falling to the liberal 

side of the ideological spectrum as a result. 

 The authors believe that, although these differences exist, there is no causal relationship 

between authoritarianism and political ideology. They do not support the idea that America is a 

politically polarized nation, referencing 2004 NES (American National Election Studies) surveys 

in which less than 40% of Democrats were willing to label themselves as liberals of any sort and 

nearly 30% of Republicans think of themselves as moderates to back up their claim that no 

significant sorting along party lines exists in conjunction with the social sorting they do find. 

Further evidence of the role of authoritarianism can be seen in the 2008 campaign for the 



Democratic presidential nomination between Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama, two 

ideologically similar candidates. The authors cite statistics showing that 76% of low authoritarian 

nonblack voters supported Obama while 69% of high authoritarian nonblack voters supported 

Clinton, demonstrating the effect nonpolitical beliefs can have on an election outcome. While my 

research will avoid using such politically polarized and difficult to quantify variables as “family 

values,” I appreciate the awareness of these authors of a sociological aspect of polarization, but 

the effect of the media in worldview sorting, however, should not be ignored.

 In line with Hetherington and Weiler’s sociological explanation of polarization is 

Abramowitz’s “bottom-up” analysis of polarization.8 Abramowitz argues that the polarization of 

political elites is a result of their attempting to better reflect the polarization of the “engaged 

public.” He describes the engaged public as the citizens who actively pay attention to what 

politicians are saying and doing and who participate actively in the political process. Seeing that 

the polarization of American citizens is greatest among the members of society most informed 

and involved in the political landscape, going beyond voting by donating, fundraising, or 

working on campaigns, Abramowitz takes polarization of the engaged public as a middle factor 

between the dependent variable of polarization of the elites and the independent factors that have 

affected the polarization of the engaged public, such as regular church attendance as shown by 

NES data. Abramowitz defines polarization as the level of interest voters take in a party, looking 

at NES data on increases in the percent of respondents who cared which party wins the 

presidency and which party wins Congress between the 1980s and 2000s. He views this increase 

in the level of investment of voters in a particular party as proof of polarization. Although this 
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does take into account party loyalty, a strong measure of polarization, it does not necessarily 

measure distance from the opposing party and the ideological center as my use of the 5-point 

ideological self-placement scales does. He uses DW-Nominate scores that measure ideological 

placement of congressmen to show how from the 95th Congress (1977-79) to the 108th Congress 

(2003-04) the percent of congressional Democrats described as strong liberals increased from 

32% to 51%. In this same time period the percent of Republican congressmen described as 

strong conservatives made a formidable leap from 16% to 63% of the party.9 DW-Nominate 

scores measure the ideological placements of congressmen on a scale of -1.0 to 1.0, with -1.0 

being the most liberal, 0 being the moderate center, and 1.0 being the most conservative. Strong 

liberals are those with a score less than -.400 and strong conservatives are those with a score 

greater than .400.10 

 Abramowitz displays NES data on the mean scores of respondents on the political 

engagement scale, summarizing that these scores “declined modestly between 1992 and 1996, 

increased slightly between 1996 and 2000, and again increased substantially between 2000 and 

2004.”11 This mean political engagement score jumped from roughly 7.75 in 1996 to over 8.75 in 

2004. This shows how the bases have become more involved in the political world since the 

debuts of Fox News and MSNBC in 1996, just after the 1992-96 decline in activism. He supports 

his findings on voter polarization among engaged voters by showing that while almost 25% of 

non-voters fall into the 46-54 point range on a 100-point liberal-conservative issue scale in 2006, 

9 Abramowitz page 141. Table 7.1.

10 Abramowitz page 183. Note 4.

11 Abramowitz, Page 21.



less than 10% of voters fall into this same moderate central range.12 It is my opinion that the 

alleged apathy of the nonvoting public should not be discounted from studies of polarization of 

the entire American public, which is why political engagement has not factored into my 

regressions of ideological self-placement and tv news viewing habits.

 A shortcoming of Abramowitz’s work is the absence of any information on the effect of 

the media in educating this engaged public and providing it with the information that leads to its 

polarization, especially as his score increases would appear to coincide with the rise in the 24 

hour news cycle brought on by the 1996 launch of MSNBC and Fox News Channel. Abramowitz 

presents further studies comparing the liberalism scores of McCain and Obama supporters in the 

2008 election divided into graphs of low and high information voters.13 Low information voters, 

unlikely to be regular viewers of the news, are more centralized in their liberalism scores, 

regardless of which candidate they voted for with almost 25% of both McCain and Obama 

supporters falling into the 44-56 point range.  Meanwhile high information voters have shifted 

towards the corresponding poles of their party loyalties; only roughly 10% of high information 

McCain supporters and roughly 6% of high information Obama supporters are within this middle 

range. The sociological factors are real, but not the solitary cause. This specific example does not 

look at polarization over time, but may show how the media can become a factor in polarization, 

as high information voters seek out information from television news sources and may become 

more polarized as a result of their exposure to the polarized sources of the news.

 The converse of these sociological theories of the effect of the base on polarization are 

represented in the “top-down” camp that claims polarization has its foundations in the elite 

12 Abramowitz page 55. Figure 3.4.

13 Abramowitz, Page 119.



echelon of the political environment. In an earlier article Hetherington proposed that, while not 

as strong as they were in the 1950s, political parties have gained influence and standing among 

the American people by sharpening the parties’ ideological positions through partisan 

polarization.14 Hetherington sought to show how an increase in the independent variable of 

ideological polarization along congressional party lines (measured with DW-Nominate scores) 

has been affecting the dependent variable of influence of political parties in the electorate by 

clarifying public perceptions of the ideological differences between the parties. He uses data 

collected by the NES since the 1950s that focus on ideological self-placement to show the public 

is more engaged in the parties. My data focuses on the media’s role in the process as both an 

outlet for politicians to express these polarized stances and the role news channels believed to 

endorse a particular ideological stance (Fox with conservatives and MSNBC with liberals) have 

on public opinion.

 Fiorina et al use a host of data from NES and the DW-Nominate scores to support their 

argument that while members of Congress have become more polarized, the majority of 

Americans stand in the middle of the political landscape with moderate and generally tolerant 

views even on the most “polarizing” of issues.15 They describe a polarized “political class” 

consisting of office holders, party and issue activists, interest group leaders, and political 

“infotainers” who are much more deeply split along ideological lines than average citizens. On a 

100-point scale, the difference between Republican and Democrat party activist opinions on 

whether the government should do more to solve national problems is 72, while the difference 

14 Marc J. Hetherington (2001). “Resurgent Mass Partisanship: The Role of Elite Polarization.” 
American Political Science Review, 95, pp 619-631 doi:10.1017/S0003055401003045.
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between citizens who identify with one party as opposed to the other is 13. The activist/citizen 

split is just as well defined on issues of tax cuts (67/35), abortion (62/32), and recognition of 

homosexual relationships (44/19).16 These measures of polarization paint a picture of a society in 

which the political elites are deeply divided and present extremely polarized political platforms 

to a voting public that is not itself polarized. They use NES data on the 2004 election as well as 

ideological self-placement and voter placement of the two parties on an ideological scale to show 

that, while voters remain centrist, by and large they view the parties as polarized. About a third 

of voters in both red and blue states place the Democratic party at 2 on a 7-point ideological 

scale (with 1 being very liberal here and 7 being highly conservative); likewise over 40% of red 

and blue state voters place the Republican party at 6.17 All of these independent variables are 

given as evidence to show a lack of significant movement in the eyes of the writers of the 

dependent variable of popular polarization. While the authors at times cite the effects of the 

media as a biasing factor, they produce no physical studies or research as to whether or not the 

media itself is polarized and what effect it has on the population. My research will test their 

theories on media involvement with actual data on how the rise of Fox News and MSNBC has 

been a factor in polarization.

 The quantitative research on cable’s general effect on polarization is not expansive. Baum 

and Kernell are among the few who have looked at cable ownership numbers from a political 

16 Fiorina et al page 17. Table 2.1.

17 Fiorina et al page 47. Figure 3.5.



perspective.18 This study examines the effect that the rise of cable ownership in American homes 

has had, causing a drop in the size of audiences for presidential addresses. While Presidents 

Nixon, Ford, and Carter averaged audiences of nearly 50% of households with televisions in the 

1970s and 80s, President Clinton managed to draw less than 1/3 of the viewing public for his 

Presidential television appearances in the 1990s.  Since 1969, cable subscriptions have increased 

rapidly, from 6% of households to 68% in 1998. As cable has grown, so has the variety of 

entertainment options available to the public on television, allowing viewers to escape their 

“captive audience” status of the 1960s when their options were limited. They found that for 

many viewers the opportunity cost outweighed the benefits because of the programming 

competition the debates faced: a more varied and advanced programming lineup than in the early 

days of cable in the 1960s. This study does not take into account the effect the 24-hour news 

cycle has had on both politician and media strategies to retain support/audiences for themselves 

in the face of rising competition for audiences, and if these strategies involve the further 

polarization of the American public as a means of creating an audience engaged by its concern of 

the “Culture War.”

 Although the research of DellaVigna and Kaplan overlaps with my own, it is more 

narrowly focused, looking specifically at how Republicans had gained vote share between 1996 

and 2000 in towns in which Fox News Channel was broadcast. With such a brief window of data 

to look at, only four years, the authors are unable to say for certain if this boost is a temporary 

learning effect for rational voters or a permanent effect on nonrational voters subject to 

18 Baum, Matthew A. and Samuel Kernell. “Has Cable Ended the Golden Age of Presidential 
Television?” The American Political Science Review, Vol. 93, No. 1 (Mar., 1999), pp. 99-114. 
Published by: American Political Science Association. Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/
2585763.
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persuasion, but they show that in this time frame Republican candidates gained between 0.4 and 

0.7 percent points in towns in which Fox News was reaching audiences.19 By June 2000 Fox 

News was reaching 20% of American cities and possessed an audience of 17.3% of the US 

population.

 The authors conclude that not only did the emergence of Fox News increase voter 

turnout, it caused an ideology shift among its viewers. While the average voter turnout among 

respondents to their survey was 0.693, the authors found that among Fox News audiences the 

turnout rate was 0.769 among inclusive audiences and 0.819 among exclusive Fox News 

audiences. Inclusive audiences are those who self-reported to having watched Fox News within 

the past seven days, while the exclusive audience represents respondents who reported they had 

watched at least one half hour block of Fox News in a week-long diary of television 

consumption, showing how non-Republican viewers who watched more Fox News were more 

likely to vote Republican as a result. The fact that there is no evidence that the level of coverage 

of specific Senate races had an effect on Republican gains shows that the gains are broadly 

ideological in nature, as opposed to specific results of specific coverage. The authors find that 

Fox News convinced 3%-8% of its non-Republican audience to vote Republican in inclusive 

audience estimates; non-inclusive estimates found that 11%-28% of non-Republican viewers 

were convinced to vote Republican in 2000. DellaVigna and Kaplan have shown how in its first 

four years of existence Fox News increased voter turnout and Republican voting share among its 

audience, my study will seek to show what effect Fox News and its rival MSNBC have had on 

19 DellaVigna, Stefano, and Ethan Kaplan. "THE FOX NEWS EFFECT: MEDIA BIAS AND 
VOTING." Quarterly Journal of Economics 122.3 (2007): 1187-1234. Business Source Premier. 
EBSCO. Web. 20 Dec. 2010.



strengthening the ideological distance between voters, not just their loyalty to one particular 

party.

 Matthew Gentzkow showed how television can have a negative political effect on its 

viewers by studying the impact that the entry of television into specific markets had on voter 

turnout, political knowledge, and consumption of newspapers and radio programming.20 

Gentzkow found this trend to be particularly strong in local elections, explaining that the 

“crowding out” of local political coverage on television in favor of national news lowered 

interest and awareness among voters for local politics. The decline starting in the 1960s, when 

most American households first owned television sets, is surprising because it coincided with 

increases in income and education, normally predictors of increases in voter turnout. This time 

frame also saw the elimination of the few remaining legal restrictions on voter registration, 

mainly through the Civil Rights Movement. As television entered different markets in different 

years, Gentzkow found it easy to track the effects of television outside of temporal influences, 

and the fact that the markets represented diverse demographics further controlled for social 

factors.

 His results showed that television decreased voter turnout in a county off-year election 

(year without a Presidential election) by an average of 2% for each decade after its introduction 

to the local market, accounting for half of the total off-year decline in turnout since the 1950s. 

Gentzkow focuses on the sharp decline that started in 1960, when 87% of households had 

television sets. Controlling for the remobilization of Black voters by looking at non-South states, 

they find a turnout drop from 70% of eligible voters in 1960 to less than 55% in 1980 during 

20 Gentzkow, Matthew. "TELEVISION AND VOTER TURNOUT." Quarterly Journal of 
Economics 121.3 (2006): 931-972. Business Source Premier. EBSCO. Web. 20 Dec. 2010.



Presidential election years. The national numbers during this time show an overall drop of 10% 

during the time period, demonstrating the universality of the effect. While the turnout is always 

lower in years without a Presidential election, the drops from 1962 to 1978 for non-South and 

national turnouts are still about 15% and 10%  respectively. This study shows the power 

television can hold over the political landscapes. My study will explore the effect that this 

powerful tool can have when channels such as MSNBC and Fox News attempt to influence the 

ideologies of their audiences, rather than merely providing national as opposed to political news, 

or non-informative broadcasting that distracts the audience from political information on rival 

channels.

 The PEW Research Center’s biennial study of news consumption and news sources 

analyzed recent trends in cable news viewership.21 While 39% of all respondents reported they 

regularly get news from cable news shows, there are distinct partisan breakdowns in viewership. 

This is especially apparent among Republicans, 40% of whom report they now watch Fox News 

regularly, as opposed to 12% of Republicans who regularly watch CNN and 6% who regularly 

watch MSNBC. The report notes how drastic a shift this represents: “as recently as 2002, 

Republicans were as likely to watch CNN (28%) as Fox News (25%).” Removing party loyalties, 

they find that the ratio of self-identified conservatives to liberals making up the Fox News 

audience is 60%:9%. This divide appears to be driven by the news sources themselves, as 82% of 

respondents see at least some bias in news coverage, meaning viewers will generally avoid news 

sources that have a bias against their opinions. Not only do more people get their news from 

21 “Americans Spending More Time Following the News. Ideological News Sources: Who 
Watches and Why.” The PEW Research Center for the People and the Press. September 12, 2010. 
n. pag. Web. November 30, 2010. http://people-press.org/report/652/
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television (58% of respondents vs 34% each for radio and internet and 26%  for print newspaper) 

they also spend more time on average gathering news via television (55 minutes on average a 

day for television, as opposed to 45, 38, and 37 minutes for its respective competitors). As the 

biases of the cable news channels have become more apparent to the viewership, the audiences 

appear to have split along ideological lines. This has led to the rise of Fox News and MSNBC as 

more common destinations for regular viewers, from 17 % and 8% of respondents respectively in 

1998 to 23% and 11% of respondents respectively in 2010. During this time frame the percent of 

respondents who reported they regularly watch CNN has dropped from 33% in 1994 (prior to the 

debuts of Fox News and MSNBC) to 23% in 1998 and 18% in 2010 as the more ideologically 

centered news source has lost viewers to its more polarized competitors. My study seeks to 

analyze whether this quick growth of Fox News and MSNBC has led to the general public 

shifting away from the ideological center.

 There are a number of ways in which news stations such as these can have caused 

polarization. At the most basic level the news presents the public with a wealth of information 

they previously did not have access to, presented in an easily understood format. Having more 

information on previously minute policy points allows for individuals to form more complex 

political stances. The media has also allowed the politicians a wealth of opportunities to present 

their stances to the people. In this way as the politicians have become more polarized they have 

been able to transmit their polarized stances to the impressionable public. Taber and Lodge have 

shown the presence of a confirmation bias in political information seeking that can lead to 

cognitive dissonance on the part of voters–if this politician holds these polarized opinions, and I 



support this politician, then I must hold these polarized opinions as well.22 As the media has 

adapted to the 24 hours news cycle system in effect today, the mainstream news stations have 

themselves broken away from the center, catering to the political biases of their viewers. This 

phenomenon is plagued by the chicken/egg dilemma, but regardless of whether or not the media 

outlets are merely aligning themselves to the ideological stances of their viewers, their 

presentation of polarized information reinforces and increases the polarized state of American 

politics. As the media presents more and more information on how polarized the country is, the 

polarization grows. Hall, Varca, and Fisher have shown how reference group data and public 

opinion polls can play a major role in attitude formation and social perception, demonstrating 

how providing people with information concerning the norms of an appropriate reference group 

they self-identify with can alter opinions.23 In this way citizens who self-identify with liberals or 

conservatives are fed information on what liberals and conservatives think on a variety of 

political issues through the media and have their views polarized further in this way. For all of 

these reasons, the media is the most overlooked factor in explaining the phenomenon of political 

polarization in America.

 My hypothesis is in line with Fiorina’s top-down model of a reactive population heavily 

influenced by the cues of the political elites and media news outlets disseminating polarized 

points of view. I expect my research to find that the media has had a positive effect on the 

22 Taber, C. S. and Lodge, M. (2006), Motivated Skepticism in the Evaluation of Political 
Beliefs. American Journal of Political Science, 50: 755–769. doi: 10.1111/j.
1540-5907.2006.00214.x

23 Hall, Richard G., Phillip E. Varca, Terri D. Fisher. “The Effect of Reference Groups, Opinion 
Polls, and Attitude Polarization on Attitude Formation and Change.” Political Psychology Vol. 7, 
No. 2 (Jun., 1986), pp. 309-321 Published by: International Society of Political Psychology. 
Stable URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/3791128
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increase in polarization, especially in the cases of Fox News Channel and MSNBC. It begins 

with the spread of cable television to the majority of American households, leading to more 

intense competition between networks for ratings. Once cable was widespread and available to 

most of America, Fox News Channel and MSNBC debuted in 1996, creating an ideological 

battleground between allegedly unbiased news outlets. The push for ratings and a demand for 

constant viewership from a loyal viewership base led the networks to thrive on theories of a 

culture war dividing the nation professed by politicians stirring up their bases for support. As a 

result, the impressionable masses were led to believe that they were in fact in the middle of an 

ideological battle for the soul of America. As the public conformed to this image of a nation in 

the midst of a culture war presented to them, they shifted away from the center, leading to a 

polarized country. Taking the control variables into account, I expect my data to show that 

viewing Fox News and MSNBC has had a polarizing effect on answers to ideological and party 

alignment self-placement questions since 2000. When the regressions are run I expect the 

coefficients for the variables representing regular viewership of Fox News Channel and MSNBC 

to be positive and have a significant effect in increasing polarization on the national level.

 While my research is susceptible to issues of endogeneity, it should be free of selection 

bias. The data I am using should be free of any bias in this research as it is being taken from the 

PEW biennial media surveys, created for the purpose of gathering data for social scientists from 

random respondents with sample sizes between 2,700 and 3,400 for the ideological scale and 

over 1,500 respondents for the questions on viewing habits of Fox News and MSNBC for each 

year in question.



 The endogeneity issues may be harder to avoid as it is not possible to conclusively 

determine if the creation of Fox News Channel and MSNBC caused the rise of polarization in 

America or if the creation of these channels was a reaction on the part of the networks to the 

increasing levels of polarization in America as has been argued by Abramowitz, especially with 

the small window of data available given the young age of these channels. For this reason the 

focus of this research is to determine whether or not there is reasonable evidence of a positive 

relationship between the rise these cable news channels and polarization of the public, which is 

constantly mentioned in passing in the prevalent literature on polarization, but never properly 

explored. So while the working hypothesis holds that polarization is the dependent variable, I 

recognize the probable presence of some amount of endogeneity as the two variables feed off of 

each other and continue to increase today.

 My hypotheses will be tested using the following base equations:

polarization= a + B1year + B2sex + B3age + B4education + B5race + B6income + B7watch_news + e

polarization= a + B1year + B2sex + B3age + B4education + B5race + B6income + B7network_news + e

polarization= a + B1year + B2sex + B3age + B4education + B5race + B6income + B7cable_news + e

polarization= a + B1year + B2sex + B3age + B4education + B5race + B6income + B7fox + e

polarization= a + B1year + B2sex + B3age + B4education + B5race + B6income + B7msnbc + e

Each variation of the equations will be run using both the 5-point ideological self-reports on the 

PEW surveys as the measure of polarization and a dummy variable of party alignment, where 1= 

a self-described democrat or republican and 0= any other answer given, as the measure of 

polarization to determine if either is effected by these variables. Sex, age, education, race and 

income serve as basic demographic controls, taken from the same PEW surveys. Watch_news, 

network_news, fox, and msnbc are the variables from the PEW data on respondents who 



regularly watch any news, network news, cable news, Fox News Channel, and MSNBC 

respectively. These five variables are taken from the survey questions in which respondents are 

asked whether they watch these news programs regularly (1), sometimes (2), rarely (3), or never 

(4). Authoritarianism, engagement, and church attendance will not be controlled for despite the 

evidence offered by the previously discusses authors as no questions on these topics are asked by 

the PEW biennial media surveys. Though I am not discrediting their probable effects on 

polarization, for the purposes of this study they would not help determine the nature of the 

relationship between cable news and polarization.

 My research tracks the rise of MSNBC and Fox News Channel against the PEW 

ideological and party loyalty self-placement questions in which members of the general public 

self-report their ideological identifications on a 5-point scale and report whether or not they 

consider themselves members of one or the other party, available for free download from the 

internet. On this ideological scale 1 is a self-reported strong conservative, 3 is a neutral 

moderate, and 5 is a strong liberal. The party loyalty variable, named strong_polarization, is a 

dummy variable recording a score of 1 for self-reported democrats and republicans and 0 for all 

others. If the voting public has become more polarized as a result of cable news channels I would 

expect a strong positive coefficient for fox when ideology is regressed for it as that would show 

as more people view Fox News regularly (a score of 1) the demographic shifts towards the 

conservative side of the scale (towards 1). Likewise I expect a strong negative coefficient for 

msnbc. Though this may seem counterintuitive, a stronger negative coefficient would mean that 

as more people watch MSNBC regularly (a score of 1) the ideological scale is shifting in the 

opposite numerical direction towards the liberal side (towards 5). These self-reported figures 



offer the best insight into the minds of the people themselves to show how strongly they identify 

with a particular political or ideological stance. As the country becomes more polarized people 

should become more vocal in their support of their party of choice and shift further from the 

ideological center. The goal is to see if a correlation can be established between the independent 

variables of the rise to power of these stations, as shown by respondents answers as to whether or 

not they regularly view these channels in PEW biennial media surveys since 2000, and 

dependent variable of polarization–focused on the mass level as opposed to political elites. My 

research also intends to investigate the effect of the media on partisan polarization of the masses 

by looking at the dummy variable strong_polarization which shows the shifts in the number of 

people identifying with one party or the other. Although this variable is a good measurement of 

party affiliation, an important aspect, it does not take into account shifting views within the party 

away from the moderate center as well as strength of loyalty to the party and strength of 

opposition to the opposing party.

 In analyzing my data I found some results in line with my predictions, some not so much, 

and some interesting surprises as well. Table 1 shows that a 1 unit shift in news watching 

preference towards viewing more regularly (i.e. a change from never watching news on 

television to rarely watching news on television or a from sometimes watching to watching 

television news regularly) corresponds with an 8.3% shift towards the conservative end of the 

ideological spectrum (with the endpoint being a score of 1). This is the main surprise of our 

results showing that a correlation exists between watching the news on television, any news on 

television, more regularly and a shift towards the conservative end of the ideological spectrum. 

One thing that should be noted is that when not regressing with the controls and just looking



Table 1: Fox News found to have the strongest correlation to ideological stance.

Watch
_new
s

-0.083 Netw
ork_n
ews

-0.024 Cable
_new
s

0.057 fox 0.117 msnb
c

-0.040

(4.41)*** (2.7)** (5.34)
***

(12.88)
***

(4.05)
***

year -0.001 -0.001 -0.001 0.001 -0.001

-0.56 -0.43 -0.23 -0.35 -0.30

sex 0.096 0.119 0.110 0.091 0.100

(6.30)*** (5.95)*** (4.61)
***

(4.27)
***

(4.57)
***

age -0.007 -0.009 -0.008 -0.00
6

-0.007

(15.08)
***

(14.45)*** (11.73)
***

(10.31)
***

(10.95)
***

educ 0.035 0.030 0.041 0.024 0.031

(6.88)*** (4.52)*** (5.09)
***

(3.34)
**

(4.31)
***

race 0.075 0.056 0.042 0.102 0.095

(6.99)*** (3.99)*** (2.56)* (6.71)
***

(6.17)
***

incom
e

-0.020 -0.020 -0.021 -0.01
7

-0.019

(5.81)*** (4.48)*** (3.70)
***

(3.53)
***

(3.94)
***

_cons 5.207 5.423 4.678 0.463 4.681

-1.18 -0.95 -0.55 -0.08 -0.79



Watch
_new
s

-0.083 Netw
ork_n
ews

-0.024 Cable
_new
s

0.057 fox 0.117 msnb
c

-0.040

R^2 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.03

N 15,442 8,927 6,095 7,957 7,860

*p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.000

at the correlation between ideology and watching the news on television the coefficient is not as 

high (0.0583).

 The fourth column of Table 1 displays the relationship between network news 

viewership, described to survey respondents as a news program on CBS, ABC, NBC or PBS, and 

ideological self-placement. Here I found that a 1 unit shift in viewing tendencies of respondents 

towards more frequent viewing corresponds to a 2.4% shift along the ideological scale towards 

the liberal end (with an endpoint of a score of 5) as a negative coefficient corresponds with a 

shift in the liberal direction when viewing habits move towards more frequent viewing (endpoint 

score of 1). This shows that regularly watching network news does not correspond with as strong 

of a movement along the ideological scale as general television news programs do.

 While I found that a 1 unit move towards regular watching of cable news corresponds 

with a 5.7% shift towards the conservative end of the ideological scale (Table 1, Column 6), 

which is less strong of a correspondence than general television news programs, when I looked at  

the correlation between ideology and cable news viewership alone I found a coefficient  of 

0.0822, a greater correlation than with all television news generally.



  I found that Fox News has the strongest correspondence with a shift in ideological self-

placement (Table 1, Column 8). Specifically, a 1 unit move towards viewing Fox News more 

regularly corresponds with an 11.7% shift towards the conservative end of the ideological scale. 

This finding of Fox having the most statistically significant effect on ideological self-placement 

is reinforced by its strong correlation coefficient with ideology of 0.1567.

Table 2: A higher percent of conservatives watch Fox regularly than liberals.

foxfoxfoxfox

ideology 1 (regularly) 2 (sometimes) 3 (rarely) 4 (never) Total % at 1

1 (strong cons) 236 142 59 189 626 37.7%

2 834 821 410 870 2,935 28.4%

3 (moderate) 621 1,013 590 1,233 3,457 18%

4 200 350 210 588 1,348 14.8%

5 (strong lib) 80 93 58 236 467 17.1%

Total 1,971 2,419 1,327 3,116 8,833 22.3%

 By breaking down survey data by looking at how many people at each point on the 

ideological scale watch Fox News regularly, sometimes, rarely, or never, I can see the 

percentages of respondents at each point of the ideologically scale who watch regularly (Table 

2). While this particular view is the most exposed to endogeneity given the impossibility of 

showing whether Fox News makes viewers more conservative, or merely receives a higher 

percentage of its audiences from viewers who are already conservative (and correspondingly a 

much lower regular audience among liberals and strong liberals), it is a useful analytical tool in 

viewing the correlation between the two variables. By finding the percent of the total number of 



respondents who regularly watch Fox News at each ideological point I found that 37.7% of 

strong conservative respondents watch Fox News regularly while only 17.1% of strong liberals 

and 18% of moderates watch regularly.

 Although MSNBC does have a decently strong negative correspondence with ideological 

self-placement–it corresponds with a shift towards the liberal end of the scale–it is clearly not as 

strong as that of Fox (Table 1, Column 10). Every 1 unit shift towards watching MSNBC more 

regularly corresponds to a 4% shift towards the liberal end of the ideological scale. I found that 

the correlation coefficient between ideology and MSNBC (-0.0559) is about as strong as the 

correlation coefficient between ideology and general news, showing that MSNBC’s effect is 

hardly negligible. The fact that MSNBC’s coefficient is still lower than that of cable news 

networks generally may be explained by the effect of Fox News pushing up the correlation 

coefficient of cable news networks generally.

Table 3: MSNBC audience not nearly as ideologically divided as the Fox audience.

msnbcmsnbcmsnbcmsnbc

ideology 1 (regularly) 2 (sometimes) 3 (rarely) 4 (never) Total % at 1

1 (strong cons) 66 138 107 307 618 10.7%

2 296 863 541 1,198 2,898 10.2%

3 (moderate) 453 1,095 616 1,244 3,408 13.3%

4 200 391 255 489 1,335 15%

5 (strong lib) 63 132 61 206 462 13.6%

Total 1,078 2,619 1,580 3,444 8,721 12.4%



! Unlike Fox, MSNBC’s audience is not drastically divided by ideological positions. While  

a low number of respondents who self-identified as strong conservatives watch MSNBC 

regularly (10.7%), only 13.6% of self-identified strong liberals reported that they regularly watch  

MSNBC (Table 3). With such low percentages across the board, it may be that MSNBC just does 

not command a sizable enough regular viewing audience, as Fox News does, to draw accurate 

conclusions about its effect on its audience. While Fox News commands a regular audience of 

22.3% of respondents (Table 2), MSNBC only manages a regular audience of 12.4% (Table 3).

Table 4: From 2002 to 2010 the % of respondents at the poles grows steadily.

ideology
year 1 (str con) 2 3 (moderate) 4 5 (str lib) Total % at 1 or 5

2000 229 947 1,135 468 176 2,955 13.7%
2002 143 957 1,166 393 129 2,788 9.8%
2004 189 937 1,119 412 136 2,793 11.6%
2006 185 1,015 1,133 463 155 2,951 11.5%
2008 232 1,113 1,284 514 171 3,314 12.2%
2010 222 937 1,127 403 125 2,814 12.3%

Total 1,200 5,906 6,964 2,653 892 17,615 

 Another way to look at the data is seeing what percentage of respondents self-identified at 

the ideological poles–as strong conservatives or strong liberals–within each particular year the 

surveys were held (Table 4). In this way I found a steady rise from 9.8% of respondent at the 

ideological poles in 2002 to 12.3% at the poles in 2010. It must be noted that in looking at the 

data in this way the year 2000 (13.7% of respondents at the ideological poles) appears to be an 

outlier. It may be that the concurrent presidential race, a bitter contest that led to one of the 



closest electoral results in US history with George W. Bush defeating John Kerry by 5 electoral 

votes and losing the popular vote, may have played a factor in respondents answers at the time. 

For many this election marks the start of the most recent incarnation of the American culture 

wars.

Table 5: Respondents who self-report as members of a party tend to watch the news.

party_loyalty

watch_news -0.287
(7.13)**

year -0.005
-0.93

sex 0.244
(7.20)**

age 0.010
(10.46)**

educ 0.041
(3.62)**

race -0.013
-0.56

income 0.031
(4.07)**

_cons 8.928
-0.91

N 15,986
* p<0.05; ** p<0.01

 By looking at my party_loyalty variable that assigns a score of 1 to all respondents who 

self-identified as Democrats or Republicans and a score of 0 to all other answers, I found that a 1 

unit change towards watching any television news more regularly corresponds with about a 



7.175% shift in my party affiliation dummy variable, here from not being a member of any party 

to being a member of either party (Table 5). 

Table 6: Party members not much more likely to be polarized than non-party members

ideologyideologyideologyideologyideology

party_loyalty 1 (strong cons) 2 3 (moderate) 4 5 (strong lib) Total % at 1 or 5

0 266 1,562 2,815 879 327 5,849 10.1%

1 903 4,187 3,998 1,723 541 11,352 12.7%

Total 1,169 5,749 6,813 2,602 868 17,201

 In looking at my party_loyalty variable I found that ideological polarization does not 

seem to be much more strongly correlated with party identifiers than with non-identifiers among 

PEW respondents (Table 6). Above all I found that despite all the rhetoric of an increase in 

polarization, the majority of people still self-identify nearer to the center than the poles. While 

this may be a result of personal bias of respondents wanting to not seem confrontational in giving 

their answers, if the people do not think they are polarized then why do the politicians, media, 

and many political scientists all seem so certain they are?

 After analyzing all the data, the results suggest that my hypothesis has held up as well as 

could be expected given the limitations of the timeframe. It must be reiterated again that it is 

impossible to fully remove endogeneity problems from this question. A uni-directional causal 

link cannot exist between media influences and respondent polarization in either direction 

exclusively because over time the two sides will inevitably feed off of each other. This does not 

excuse Fox News and MSNBC however. By allowing themselves to engage in this back and 



forth of polarizing influences these channels feed into the system and promote polarization. In 

looking at the yearly break down in Table 4 I find signs that polarization has been increasing 

since the debut of these two channels; that correlation and the strong correspondence between 

Fox News and ideological self-placement offer evidence that media outlets do have an effect on 

the ideological views of audiences. Even though MSNBC did not show a particularly strong 

correspondence with ideology, this only strengthens the argument against Fox News as it cannot 

be claimed that the evidence shows that all television news outlets promote polarization as could 

be argued from the strong coefficient of watching news generally in Table 1, Column 2. My 

conclusions are also constrained by the short time span the dates fall under, a result of the youth 

of the cable news stations, but I hope that my work can serve as a foundation for future analysis 

on the media’s role in polarization as the numbers take more solid shape in the coming years. If 

Fox News and MSNBC continue to grow and expand their brands I have no doubt that this will 

correspond with a further increase in polarization. They cannot claim that they are merely 

reacting to the demands of their audiences when they must aggressively seek out new viewers by  

attempting to push the populace towards the poles and thereby corner their markets. Fox already 

has a high percentage of conservatives and strong conservatives watching their shows, their 

untapped market would appear to be with the moderates and weak liberals. If they shift their 

broadcasts towards the center they will lose their current audience base which leans towards the 

conservative end of the spectrum. That means they must attempt to shift the views of the 

moderates and weak democrats towards the right in order to capture a larger audience. MSNBC 

will eventually do the same, but first needs to establish itself on the left, where it does not have 

the level of regular viewership that would be expected.



 In the end it may be that Hetherington’s assertions won the biggest victory in these 

results. It is possible that respondents are just hesitant to think of themselves as being as extreme 

in their views as they are in reality (Hetherington’s contentions that the public is not polarized is 

also based in self-report answers on surveys), but I am still of the opinion that if the American 

public does not believe itself to be polarized than it is not polarized. I found in the end that over 

85% of respondents do not self-identify with the poles on a 5 point scale (Table 6). There is 

clearly growth at the poles, but only time will tell if it is a consequential amount of growth that 

can actually change the socio-political culture of America. Culture wars are used by politicians to 

rally their bases and by the media and academia to boost revenue. This is not to say that there is 

no validity behind the culture war, or that the individuals arguing that there is a culture war do 

not actually believe there to be one, but it cannot be denied that we are far from an iconic clash 

of ideals on the verge of tearing the country apart.

 At the start of this research I expected to find a correlation between the rise of Fox News 

and MSNBC and the apparent rise in polarization. I aligned with Fiorina’s top-down theory of 

polarization that a polarized media and political class was influencing the general populace 

towards the poles, as opposed to the bottom-up theory of polarization proposed by Abramowitz 

that the media and elites were simply realigning to better represent the polarized views of the 

politically engaged sections of the masses. In the end, all of the theories were lent support in 

some areas as well as shown to be wanting in others. My hypothesis was half right in that Fox 

News did correspond to a strong statistical shift in ideology, but MSNBC did not have such a 

strong correspondence. Both top-down and bottom-up theories of polarization were shown to 

have relevance- Fiorina with the Fox News ideological correlations and Abramowitz with the 



data that regularly viewing any television news corresponds with a rise in ideological 

polarization, showing that perhaps television is just reacting to the public will. Likewise 

Hetherington’s assertions of a non-polarized general public were strengthened by the large 

majority of respondents not at the poles. It is far too early for any pretensions of conclusiveness, 

but there does appear to be a gradual shift towards the ideological poles which began with the 

debut of Fox News and MSNBC.


