and parties are talking entirely past one another—can
turn off some voters. “We divide evenly in elections or
sit them out entirely because we instinctively seek the
center while the parties and candidates hang out on the
extremes,” Stanford University political scientist Morris
C. Fiorina writes in his book Culture War? The Myth of a
Polarized America.®

Jon C. Rogowski, a political scientist at Washington
University, found that increasing policy differences
between candidates significantly reduces voter turn-
out, rather than stimulating political participation.
Rogowski looked at the positions of U.S. House and
Senate candidates and found that where the greatest
ideological difference was expressed between candi-
dates, citizens were less likely to vote, even after con-
trolling for other factors such as district demographics.
“High levels of campaign conflict—such as that found

in negative advertising—may simply turn off voters,”
Rogowski concludes.®

But Rogowski notes that these effects are not uni-
form. Those who are already the least engaged politically
are the most likely to be dissuaded from participating by
polarizing choices. Negative advertising can convince
voters that a candidate—or even both candidates—is
unworthy of office. But it can also convince some peo-
ple to vote to prevent what they consider to be a bad
choice from winning. In a study of the 2004 presiden-
tial election, Alan I. Abramowitz and Kyle L. Saunders
found that “the intense polarization of the electorate”
led to dramatic increases in turnout and other forms
of political participation.” “Issues that evoke emotional
responses can activate normally indifferent voters and
increase turnout in certain groups,” said Matt Hennessy,
a Democratic consultant based in Connecticut.¢
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