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ABSTRACT: Extremism is an ever-present problem in democracies, with wide-ranging political 

and social consequences. However, how do Americans define extremism and which kinds of 

extremism provoke the most disapproval and which are seen as more benign? Do American 

citizens and elected officials make the same kinds of judgments about extremism? To answer 

these questions, I conducted survey experiments on a sample of the American public and elected 

officials in the United States. Both employ open-ended survey questions and a conjoint 

experiment to evaluate what individuals consider to be extreme and how they weight different 

kinds of extremism. Using both types of data, these surveys suggest that members of the public 

and elected officials have ideas about extremism that correspond with many of the discussions 

about extremism in the social sciences. In addition, people are less likely to consider someone to 

be extreme if they are similar to that person in some way. Further, most of the factors that 

promote perceptions of extremism also erode electoral support, indicating the political costs of 

extremist attitudes and behaviors. I conclude by discussing the lessons from these findings for 

those studying extremism and democracy in the United States. 
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Introduction: 

Political extremism remains a challenging problem for modern societies, pushing the boundaries 

of free speech, democratic institutions, social norms, and the rule of law. Many democratic 

theorists have noted the capacity of extremists to erode democratic institutions, civil liberties, 

and individuals’ basic rights; these perspectives warn that extremism can lead to repressive, 

authoritarian governments – such as the fascism of the World War II period – or violent anarchy 

– like during the French Revolution (Gusfield 1962; Backes 2009). Facing these worries, 

democratic societies often juggle a commitment to democratic norms – like tolerance and civil 

liberties – with the need to combat perspectives that threaten democracy and those same norms.  

To further compound these issues, the manifestations of political extremism are many 

and multifaceted. Extremism can be attached to the left, right, and center of the ideological 

spectrum (Lipset 1960). It can be connected to specific ideas or focus on behaviors (Hardin 

2002; Galeotti 2002; Wintrobe 2002). It can be found among political leaders and among 

everyday citizens (Salmon 2002). In working to understand the roots and consequences of 

various kinds of extremism, many researchers have proposed different definitions of the concept; 

however, what do members of the public and elected officials consider to be politically 

“extreme”? When confronted with different kinds of extremism, which is most thoroughly 

condemned, and which is seen as more benign?  

Given the importance of perceptions in political and social life (e.g., Mutz 1989; Westfall 

et al. 2015; Ahler 2014; Ahler and Sood 2018), these questions are not just academic. The civil 

liberties Americans afford to others can depend on their judgments of those groups (e.g., Nelson, 

Clawson, and Oxley 1997; Gibson 2006); electability and democratic accountability have long 

been connected to perceptions of candidates’ extremity (e.g., Downs 1957; Hall 2015; Stone 

2017; c.f. Utych 2020a). Further, what elected officials consider to be extreme or outside of what 
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their constituents would support likely influences the policies they advocate for and implement. 

Connecting what members of the public and elected officials think can also inform discussions of 

representation, polarization, and the translation of public opinion into public policy. Perceptions 

of extremism, then, have crucial implications for democratic societies. 

 In the sections that follow, I describe two large-scale surveys exploring perceptions of 

extremism in the United States.1 One involves a sample of the American public (N=2,531) and 

the other a sample of elected officials at the state, county, and local level (N=1,919). Both use 

open-ended questions and conjoint experiments to document what people think of when they 

think of political extremism and how they evaluate different versions of extremism. These data 

suggest that members of the public and elected officials share many views about extremism, 

including some of the versions of extremism discussed by social scientists. Many of the same 

factors that promote perceptions of extremism reduce people’s willingness to vote for 

hypothetical candidates. In addition, respondents are especially reactive to incivility and the 

endorsement of political violence; they are more hesitant, however, to judge someone who is like 

themselves as extreme. After discussing these results, I end with a discussion of the implications 

of these findings for the study of extremism and democracy more generally. 

Theory and Expectations: 

A large body of research explores various kinds of political extremism, sometimes focusing on 

specific types (e.g., racism, sexism, nationalism, etc.) and sometime on extremism as a broader 

concept. Four definitions of extremism emerge from this literature: extremism based on norms, 

intensity, dispositions, and violence. I discuss each in turn and then suggest other forms of 

 
1 These surveys and expectations were pre-registered prior to any data analysis and before the data collection with 

elected officials. The pre-analysis plan contains several additional items and analyses not included here primarily for 

space reasons. See this link for the pre-regisration page hosted by the Political Science Registered Studies 

Dataverse: https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/UIXDAI  

https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/UIXDAI
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extremism drawn from different areas of study in political science. 

Norm-based extremism: 

One definition of political extremism emphasizes attitudes that go against some social standard 

(Klein and Kruglanski 2013; Kruglanski et al. 2014). Extremists, then, are those who hold beliefs 

that people ought not to hold, or those who go against injunctive social norms (Higgins 1987; 

Schultz et al. 2007). While any definition of extremism must be relative in some sense (Fleming 

2014), this kind of extremism is the most linked with judgments about what people should and 

should not believe and context, as standards about norms changes with time and place. 

Depending on the situation, this version of extremism would include beliefs things like racism, 

sexism, support for communism, and xenophobia. 

Intensity-based extremism: 

Others define extremism in terms of intensity (Klein and Kruglanski 2013). Rather than focusing 

on the substance of individuals’ attitudes, this type of extremism centers on people with 

especially intense, committed, or passionate views. This conceptualization of extremism has 

sometimes been preferred to other definitions because it avoids the normative judgments 

involved in other approaches to extremism and generally relies on measures of attitude intensity 

(such as positioning, emotions, or commitment). Spatial position, where one’s attitudes fall 

spatially on a range of possible views, is the most commonly used form of intensity extremism 

and has frequently been employed by political scientists, psychologists, and others (e.g., 

Fernbach et al. 2013; Prooijen, Krouwel, and Pollet 2015; Fleming 2014; Boleslavsky and 

Cotton 2015; Patty and Penn 2019). Other examples of intensity extremism would include the 

emotional charge of one’s views (George and Wilcox 1996; Hardin 2002) and how certain 

people are of their beliefs (Toner et al. 2013; Brandt, Evans, and Crawford 2015). 
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Disposition-based extremism: 

A different approach describes extremism as a disposition rather than a specific attitude (Lipset 

1960; Nozick 1997; Greenberg and Jonas 2003). From this perspective, support for specific 

extremist ideas and groups are outgrowths of an underlying, extremist disposition. This suggests 

that extremism is something deeper than intensity about a particular topic or violating a specific 

norm; instead, extremism is a stable, enduring way of interacting with the world. Locating 

extremism in general dispositions has a long tradition in the social sciences: for example, many 

political scientists and psychologists have explored the authoritarian disposition (Adorno et al. 

1950; Altemeyer 1996; Feldman 2003; Conway et al. 2018); dogmatism (Rokeach 1954; 

Altemeyer 1996; Kossowska, Czernatowicz-Kukuczka, and Sekerdej 2017; van Prooijen and 

Krouwel 2017; Zmigrod, Rentfrow, and Robbins 2019); social dominance orientation (Pratto et 

al. 1994; Ekehammar et al. 2004); and populism (Aslanidis 2016; Donovan and Redlawsk 2018). 

This view of extremism generally pays particular attention to dispositions that prefer rigidly 

structured societies and a dichotomous way of thinking that divides the world into stark, black-

and-white options (Hogg, Meehan, and Farquharson 2010).  

Violence-based extremism: 

A final group of researchers emphasizes the role of violence in characterizing political 

extremism (e.g., Midlarsky 2011). From this point of view, extremists are willing to use 

whatever means are necessary to achieve their goals and are undeterred by the consequences of 

those actions. Along these lines, some distinguish extremism from radicalism by noting that 

radicals operate within established legal and moral rules and extremists resort to illegal and 

violent behavior (Midlarsky 2011; Bötticher 2017).  

Other perspectives: 
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In addition to this explicitly extremism-focused work, other literatures in the social sciences 

suggest two alternative concepts that may be considered extremist by the public or by political 

elites. The first is incivility, or a sense of disrespect and a disregard for social conventions like 

interpersonal politeness,  deliberation, and reciprocity (Jamieson et al. 2017; Muddiman 2017; P. 

E. Sydnor 2019). In the minds of many, incivility is linked to extremism in some form 

(Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1996; Muddiman 2017; Jamieson et al. 2017; Gervais 2016; 

Boatright et al. 2019). Incivility is also often connected to public, media, and elite concerns 

about political extremism and the state of politics generally (e.g., Giroux 2018; McDonald 2018; 

E. Sydnor 2018; Boot 2018; Kakutani 2000). While the causal direction here is unclear – i.e., 

does incivility represent a form of extremism or is it a manifestation of other kinds of extremism 

– the public and elected officials may still associate incivility and extremism. 

 A second possible form of extremism emerges from discussions of partisan extremism 

and polarization in the United States. In this research, some distinguish between individuals who 

are highly engaged in politics and those who are not. From this perspective, much of the 

observed levels of partisan polarization is located among those who are strong partisans or 

otherwise deeply connected to politics; the rest of the public often disengages from politics 

instead of becoming more polarized (Klar and Krupnikov 2016; Klar, Krupnikov, and Ryan 

2018). Members of the public may have become attuned to the distinction between the engaged 

and the disenchanted, and obsessive interest in politics may also be perceived of as extremism. 

 These six versions of extremism are not mutually exclusive and may appear in various 

combinations. In addition, the public may care about versions of extremism that have little to do 

with the preceding academic discussions on that topic. Given these possibilities and the lack of 

research on public perceptions of political extremism, I pose the following research question: 
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RQ1: Do perceptions of political extremism reflect norm, intensity, disposition, violence, 

incivility, and engagement-based definitions of extremism? 

 In comparing different kinds of political extremism to one another, previous research 

suggests a special place for violence among versions of extremism. As noted, some point to 

violence as the defining difference between extremism and other radical viewpoints (Midlarsky 

2011). Violence threatens individuals’ lives and bodily safety, violates the state’s monopoly on 

the use of force, and contradicts social norms about appropriate ways to engage in political 

disagreement and conflict (see, for example, Kalmoe 2014; Kalmoe and Mason 2018). For these 

reasons, political violence should be especially unpalatable and diagnostic of extremism for most 

people. Along these lines, I predict the following: 

H1: Support for political violence will more strongly influence perceptions of extremism 

than other versions of extremism. 

 In addition, people should be less prone to label those who are like themselves as 

extreme. In the language of cognitive heuristics, individuals often use their own perspective as an 

anchor for judging or comparing others and possess more available information about their own 

views than those of others; both factors should prompt more positive judgments of those like 

oneself  than more dissimilar others (Tversky and Kahneman 1974). Similarity between 

individuals (including similarity of attitudes) can also have a powerful influence on attraction 

and interpersonal judgments (Heider 1958; Sachs 1975; Liviatan, Trope, and Liberman 2008; 

Heiphetz, Spelke, and Banaji 2014). Additionally, evaluations of more similar others have 

implications for one’s own self-image, activating self-affirmation and self-enhancement 

motivations (Sherman and Cohen 2006; Sedikides and Gregg 2008). As a result of these 

processes and the assumption that it is generally negative to be thought of as an extremist, I 
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expect that people should be less likely to view others as extreme when they share characteristics 

with the person they are considering. 

H2: People should be less likely to consider someone to be extreme when they share 

characteristics with that individual. 

 Extant research presents conflicting expectations about how elected officials and the 

public should compare to one another in their judgments of extremism. On the one hand, a 

collection of studies has found that elected officials, political elites, and the more political 

sophisticated are more tolerant than the public at large (e.g., McClosky and Brill 1983; Gibson 

and Duch 1991; Sullivan et al. 1993). This may make elected officials less prone to label others 

as extreme, given elites’ increased commitment to the norm of tolerance. Others, however, 

conclude that political elites behave in ways that are comparable to the public, especially under 

conditions of stress or threat (e.g., Shamir 1991; Sniderman et al. 1991). Further, elected officials 

are also more politically polarized and divided than the public (e.g., Hetherington 2001; Layman, 

Carsey, and Horowitz 2006; Hare and Poole 2014), which may encourage higher perceptions of 

extremism in others. As a result, I compare the public to elected officials without strong priors, 

as summarized in RQ2 below. 

RQ2: Do elected officials and members of the public define extremism similarly and 

make the same kinds of extremism judgments? 

Finally, how different kinds of extremism influence favorability and electoral support? 

Conventional wisdom and much research indicate that extremists should be less popular and 

electable than moderates (Downs 1957; Hall 2015; Stone 2017; Johns and Kölln 2019); however, 

newer studies indicate that extremist and moderate candidates are now equally likely to win 

elections (Utych 2020a) and citizens are not very responsive to extremism in candidates 
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(Tausanovitch and Warshaw 2018; Utych 2020b). As such, I explore a more open-ended 

research question to consider if extremism judgments operate differently from vote choice. 

RQ3: Do people weigh others’ characteristics differently when making extremism and 

voting evaluations?  

Design: 

To answer these research questions and hypotheses, I administered a survey experiment 

administered on a sample of the American public and elected officials. The public sample was 

obtained through the research firm Lucid, which acts as an aggregator of online panels of 

respondents.2 While not probability-based, Lucid designed the sample to mirror the 

demographics of the larger the American population. The survey was administered to a sample 

of 2,500 respondents between November 12th and 13th, 2019.  

I also constructed a sample of elected officials to consider perception of extremism in that 

group. The sampling frame was obtained from Google’s Civic Information API, which provides 

detailed contact information for elected officials at all levels across the United States. This 

information comes from public sources and various contributors and is moderated by Google. 

Querying this API for all available information on elected officials at the state, county, and local 

level created a sampling frame of 28,688 elected officials with email addresses.3 All respondents 

were emailed invitations to participate in the survey, and these email contacts were made 

between January 30th and February 13th, 2020. This time period was selected to be as close as 

possible to the sample of the public while contacting elected officials when their offices would 

be open; at the state legislative level, for example, 44 of the 50 state legislatures were in session 

 
2 For a discussion of Lucid as a source of subjects, see Coppock and McClellan (2019). 
3 This excludes federally elected officials (e.g., members of Congress) as no emails were listed for these individuals.  
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by early February.4 1,919 individuals completed the survey, for a response rate of 6.7%.5  

Table 1 presents the demographic composition of both samples. The public sample 

matches the American population closely on these observed characteristics. For elected officials, 

participants were more likely to be White and county-level officials than the entire sampling 

frame. Otherwise, respondents mirrored the characteristics of the sampling frame. 

Table 1: Demographic composition 

 American 

population 

Public 

sample 

Elected official 

sampling frame 

Elected official 

sample 

Percent male 49% 49.1% 65.2%a 64.6% 

Percent non-

Hispanic white 

60.1% 69.1% 58.6%b 89.2% 

Percent liberal 30.8% 31.3% NA 21.1% 

Percent moderate 36.8% 36.7% NA 19.5% 

Percent conservative 32.4% 32.0% NA 59.4% 

Median age (years) 38.3 44 NA 58 

Percent in Northeast 17.1% 15.2% 11.0% 8.1% 

Percent in South 38.3% 39.9% 31.3% 34.9% 

Percent in Midwest 20.8% 20.4% 37.8% 37.2% 

Percent in West 23.9% 24.5% 19.9% 19.8% 

Percent state level NA NA 25% 12.9% 

Percent county level NA NA 66% 79% 

Percent city level NA NA 9% 6.6% 

     

N  2,531  1,919 
Note: Population level data come from the US Census Bureau for gender, race, age, and region (see 

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2019/demo/age-and-sex/2019-age-sex-composition.html , 

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2019/demo/race/ppl-ba19.html,  and 

https://www.census.gov/popclock/data_tables.php?component=growth) and the 2018 CCES for ideology (see 

https://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi%3A10.7910/DVN/ZSBZ7K ). 
a This proportion was obtained by estimating the gender of the first names of the elected officials in the sampling 

frame with the “gender” R package and a database of names from the Social Security Administration. 
b This percentage was obtained by estimating the race of the people in the sampling frame based on their last names. 

This was done with the “wru” R package and contains more potential for error than the gender estimate. 

 

The study design was the same for the samples of the public and the elected officials, 

save that the elected official survey was shortened slightly to encourage a higher response rate. 

 
4 Legislatures in Arkansas and Louisiana do not convene until after March; Montana, Nevada, North Dakota, and 

Texas did not have regular sessions in 2020. 
5 This is comparable to recent surveys of elected officials in the US (such as Kalla, Rosenbluth, and Teele 2017; 

Butler and Dynes 2016; Broockman and Skovron 2018; Dynes, Hassell, and Miles 2019; Broockman et al. 2019). 

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2019/demo/age-and-sex/2019-age-sex-composition.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2019/demo/race/ppl-ba19.html
https://www.census.gov/popclock/data_tables.php?component=growth
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After viewing a consent page, all respondents completed a series of demographic items, the full 

list of which can be found in the Appendix. These included several batteries about respondents’ 

dispositions and views, such as the four-item, child-rearing measure of authoritarianism (Stenner 

2005; Hetherington and Weiler 2009; Wronski et al. 2018), political ideology, and two items 

about interest in and conversations about politics. These items allow me to consider how 

extremism judgments relate to similarity on these variables. 

Respondents in both samples then completed an open-ended item about extremism which 

asked respondents: “In your own words, what does it mean to be politically extreme?”. 

Respondents were then allowed to type their response in a text box in as much detail as they 

wanted. Their answers to this question provide an open-ended measure of perceptions of 

extremism in the public and elected officials and provide some initial answers to RQ1. 

After the open-ended questions, subjects next completed a conjoint experiment. This 

survey technique was developed in marketing research and has been used extensively in political 

science (see Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014; Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2019; 

Shafranek 2019; Johns and Kölln 2019). This type of experiment asks respondents to evaluate 

two different individuals (often referred to as profiles) with different attributes. The attributes are 

randomly assigned to each profile independently, and respondents compare multiple pairs of 

profiles in a sequence. The resulting evaluations provide a large amount of statistical power 

(with several observations per respondent) and can be used to evaluate how respondents weigh 

attributes in comparison to one another.  

In both surveys, respondents were introduced to the conjoint task and shown an example 

before the task began. This example is illustrated in Figure 1. After reading these instructions, 

respondents then made a series of comparisons, judging which profile they felt was more 
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extreme. In the public survey, respondents completed six conjoint tasks; in the elected official 

survey, respondents completed four (again to reduce the amount of time for the elected official 

survey). In both cases, the profiles included 9 attributes which were presented in a random order 

to avoid ordering effects.6 The number of attributes and profiles was based on methodological 

research  (Bansak et al. 2017; 2018) and focus groups on difficulty of this specific conjoint task.  

Figure 1. Conjoint instructions 

 

 
6 More specifically, for each respondent the order of the attributes was randomly assigned for the first pair of 

profiles and was then fixed in that same order from that point onward. This is in keeping with other studies of 

conjoint experiments (e.g., Shafranek 2019; Doherty, Dowling, and Miller 2019). 
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The specific attributes used in this conjoint come from the existing studies of extremism 

and tap into the definitions of extremism discussed earlier. The attributes include three items 

tapping into different forms of intensity, two on different norm violations, and one each about 

violence, engagement, and incivility. It is crucial to include all of these versions of extremism in 

each profile rather than a random subset for each respondent; conjoint experiments allow for 

justifiable inferences about different attributes only in relationship to other attributes included in 

each profile. Otherwise, different reactions to specific attributes may be about other, unmeasured 

elements that correlate highly with the included attributes (this is often referred to as masking; 

see Bansak et al. 2017). Table 2 presents the different attributes and the possible values that were 

randomly assigned to different profiles. For each profile, respondents indicated profile they felt 

was more extreme and rated each in extremity (seven-point scale from “Definitely do NOT think 
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they are extreme” to Definitely do think they are extreme).7 After completing their final conjoint 

task, subjects were thanked for their responses and their participation was complete. 

Table 2: Profile Attributes 

Attribute (label shown to 

respondents) 

Possible values (one value shown per 

profile) 

Type of 

extremism 

Response to disagreement Disrespectful, hostile / Polite, friendly Incivility 

Has been called Anti-American / Sexist / Racist / Anti-

Christian / Pro-Democracy 

Norm 

Personality Conventional, rigid / Flexible, open Dispositional  

Compromise is Necessary / Selling out Intensity  

Certainty they are right Completely certain / Mostly sure / Not 

sure 

Intensity  

Ideology Far-left liberal / Liberal / Moderate / 

Conservative / Far-right conservative 

Intensity  

Reaction to political violence Condemns / Depends / Supports Violence  

Views on tolerance Always tolerant / Balances tolerance, 

safety / Discourages dangerous ideas 

Norm  

How often discuss politics Always / Sometimes / Never Engagement 

 

To answer RQ3, which concerns comparisons between evaluations of extremism and vote 

choice, a further element of the public survey was randomized. In the conjoint task, half of the 

sample was asked to provide ratings and evaluations based on extremism; the other half indicated 

which profile they would be more willing to vote for. The elected official sample was not 

randomized in this way as theories and studies about voting behavior typically focus at the mass 

level, and the sample size of the public official sample was unknown prior to data collection. 

Analysis: 

Open-ended measures 

 The first step in the analyses involves the open-ended question asking subjects to define 

extremism in their own words. This is one way I consider RQ1, or how much individuals’ 

 
7 Both kinds of items are common in conjoint tasks – the binary items are called choice outcomes and the seven 

point items rating outcomes  (Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Yamamoto 2015; Bansak et al. 2018; Shafranek 2019).  
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conceptions of extremism include the definitions of extremism discussed earlier (norm, intensity, 

disposition, violence, incivility, and engagement-based extremism). Prior to the more formal 

analyses, I examined the quality of these responses – the number of characters in the response, 

the number of words in the response, the portion of people who leave the items completely 

blank, and the amount of time they spend on both of these tasks. These statistics, provided in the 

Appendix, indicate that respondents generally completed these tasks as expected and had 

meaningful things to say about extremism.  

The main analyses of the open-ended responses involve an unsupervised, machine 

learning approach to allow various themes to emerge from the texts (allowing for unexpected 

elements of extremism). The specific procedure I employ here is structural topic modeling 

(STM), which allows for this analysis with few a priori assumptions about the content of the 

texts themselves. Given the lack of knowledge about what the public thinks about extremism and 

the precise words people use to describe this concept, this is an especially useful method. 

Additionally, this technique allows for the inclusion of covariates in the textual analysis, 

meaning that the analysis can allow different groups of respondents to use different topics in 

varying amounts (see Roberts et al. 2014; Roberts, Stewart, and Airoldi 2016). I implement this 

method of textual analysis through the STM package in R.8 I rely on a sparse additive generative 

(SAGE) models as they produce more coherent and reliable results with shorter documents 

(Eisenstein, Ahmed, and Xing 2011; Bauer et al. 2017). 

In using this type of unsupervised textual analysis, I follow the method outlined by the 

creators of this method (Roberts et al. 2014; Roberts, Stewart, and Airoldi 2016). This process 

 
8 One alternative is Keyword Assisted Topic models (see https://keyatm.github.io/keyATM/index.html) which 

allows researchers to pre-define specific topics with selected keywords. I prefer STM in this context because the 

precise keywords that correspond with different versions of extremism is unclear and the degree to which members 

of the public use the same terms as academics is also unknown. 

https://keyatm.github.io/keyATM/index.html
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involves first involves preparing the texts for analysis – specifically, it puts the texts in 

lowercase, removing punctuation, stemming the words (changing political to politic for 

example), removing numbers, and eliminating common words without semantic meaning (e.g., 

the, an, etc.).9 Next, I specified covariates used in the topic modeling process. For the public 

sample, I used respondents’ age, race, gender, ideology (strength and category), party (strength 

and category), education, interest in politics, frequency of political discussion, authoritarianism, 

and attitudes about uncertainty as covariates that determine much often topics are used. For the 

sample of elected officials, I use respondents’ age, race, gender, ideology (strength and 

category), party (strength and category), attitudes about uncertainty, and office type as 

covariates.  

I next evaluated how many topics emerged from the responses. To determine how many 

topics to consider, I examined models using between two and forty topics. Evaluating these 

models involved comparing two main statistics for each: (1) semantic coherence, how much 

high-probability terms for a topic co-occur within documents, and (2) exclusivity, a measure of 

the likelihood that a topic’s top words appear among another topic’s top words.10 At this stage, I 

selected a small number of models (two or three) with two different numbers of topics; for each, 

I examined how 30 different specifications of those models generated different levels of 

semantic coherence and exclusivity. By looking at the semantic coherence and exclusivity of 

these model specifications, alongside exemplar documents for each topic, I ultimately selected 

the final topic model for both the public and elected official samples. This resulted in a four-

topic model for the public sample and a five-topic model for the elected official sample. These 

 
9 A pre-analysis plan for this study described the use of the preText package in R to evaluate the pre-processing 

decisions; however, this package has developed some technical problems and is no longer actively maintained. 
10 I also considered the residuals, held-out likelihood, and lower bound statistics. 
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models contained the most coherent topics while avoiding a large number of redundant themes. 

Importantly, the major topics present in all of these versions were remarkably consistent, with 

similar themes appearing each number of topics. The Appendix contains the detailed results from 

each step of these analyses, including exemplar documents. Table 3 describes these topics both 

with the words that uniquely describe the topic and the label I assigned to the topic after 

reviewing the words and documents rated as highly related to that topic.11 Table 3 also contains 

the average amount of the topic in the sample. Figures 2 and 3 illustrate these topics with word 

clouds, where larger text indicates more frequent terms. 

Table 3. Topic model results 

Topic  Label Defining words (FREX words) Prevalence 

Public sample 
1 Ideological extremity far, left, right, either, side, spectrum, liber 0.240 

2 Closed-minded point, other, take, get, someon, forc, will 0.208 

3 Violent, disregard differ, may, hold, group, violent, feel, belief 0.212 

4 Hyper-engaged know, talk, day, life, sure, everyth, watch 0.340 

Elected official sample 
1 Partisan blank, parti, best, common, believ, interest, peopl 0.196 

2 Closed-minded unwil, consid, unabl, viewpoint, oppos, other, perspect 0.252 

3 Unwilling to listen someon, disagre, anyon, decis, reason, idea, without 0.160 

4 Outside the norm hold, posit, ideolog, action, mainstream, outsid, mean 0.211 

5 Ideologically extreme left, far, either, right, want, liber, spectrum 0.180 

 

Figure 2. Public sample word clouds 

Topic 1: 

Ideological extremity 

Topic 2: 

Closed-minded 

Topic 3: 

Violent disregard 

Topic 4: 

Hyper engaged 

    

 
11 I follow Roberts et al. (2014) in presenting words with high frequency-exclusivity (FREX) scores instead of the 

most frequent terms. High FREX scores indicate that words frequently occur for a topic and not generally for others. 
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Figure 3. Elected official sample word clouds 

Topic 1: 

Partisan 

Topic 2: 

Closed-minded 

Topic 3: 

Unwilling to 

listen 

Topic 4: 

Outside the norm 

Topic 5: 

Ideologically 

extreme 

     
 

These results suggest multiple insights about RQ1. First, many elected officials and 

members of the public think of extremism in ways related to the theoretical definitions listed 

earlier. Public topic 1 and elected official topic 5 both correspond to intensity extremism. Public 

topic 4 focuses on the engagement form of extremism. Public topic 3 includes discussions of 

violence. Elected official topic 4 touches on norm-based definitions of extremism. Public topic 2 

and elected official topic 2 are related to dispositional versions of extremism, especially with 

respect to dogmatism and authoritarianism.  

There are also some differences between these themes and the versions of extremism 

discussed earlier. Absent from the open-ended responses are discussions of civility, although 

there are certainly similarities between incivility and a refusal to listen. Some forms of intensity 

extremism – like emotional reactivity or extreme commitment – are not discussed by either 

sample. Elected officials bring up a specific domain of extremism: partisanship. And, 

interestingly, the most common theme for the public – hyper-engagement – is not well 

represented in studies of extremism in the social sciences. 

The results of these analyses also show how the responses of elected officials and 

members of the public compare to one another (addressing RQ2). Both elected officials and 
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members of the public define extremism as being closed-minded (topic 2 both for the public and 

elected officials) and ideologically extreme (topic 1 for the public and topic 5 for elected 

officials). Combined, these topics cover a substantial percentage of respondents’ open-ended 

responses (44.5% of the public sample and 43.2% of the elected official sample). Some of the 

other topics seem to also have conceptual overlap, such as the idea of disregarding others’ views 

(topic 3 for the public sample) and being unwilling to listen to others (topic 3 of the elected 

official sample). 

However, there are some important areas of difference between the open-ended responses 

provided by the sample of elected officials and by the general public sample. The modal topic 

discussed by members of the public is about being obsessed with politics (topic 4), and this 

subject is not discussed by elected officials. Unlike the public sample, elected officials discuss 

being blindly partisan (topic 1) and outside the mainstream (topic 4). Taken as a whole, these 

open-ended items indicate that there are both sources of agreement and disagreement between 

elected officials and the public more broadly. 

Conjoint experiment 

To address H1, H2, RQ2, and RQ3, I next turn to the conjoint experiment included in these 

surveys. Recall that in this part of the study, most respondents judged which individual they 

considered to be more extreme. To provide insight into RQ3, a randomly selected subset of the 

public sample made these choices about who they would vote for rather than who was more 

extreme. As the these analyses are oriented around respondent-profiles (rather than respondents), 

the data for the conjoint experiment have approximately 30,010 observations for the public 
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sample12 and 11,400 observations for the elected official sample.13 This is either comparable to 

or larger than prominent conjoint experiments used in political science (Hainmueller and 

Hopkins 2015; Teele, Kalla, and Rosenbluth 2018; Bansak et al. 2018; Peterson and Simonovits 

2018; Abrajano, Elmendorf, and Quinn 2018; Shafranek 2019), suggesting that this design 

should have statistical power comparable to or better than those studies. 

In the analyses that follow, I emphasize the discrete choice response. From a theoretical 

standpoint, the goal of the experiment is to determine how different versions of extreme compare 

to one another and how people decide what does and does not count as extremism. As such, the 

structure of the choice response – where individuals must make choices between individuals – 

more closely matches the concept of interest. By and large, the results using the ordinal rating 

outcomes lead to the same conclusions as the binary measure; the Appendix contains the 

versions of the analyses with the ordinal ratings. 

 The analyses with these data primarily focus on marginal means (MM) for profiles with 

different attributes quantities – these quantities represent the probability of selecting a profile 

with a given attribute averaged over all other features. MMs have a direct interpretation as a 

probability and can incorporate clustering by respondent to account for the fact that each 

respondent generates multiple datapoints.  

MMs also have a direct relationship with a more commonly calculated estimate from 

conjoint experiments – the average marginal component effect (AMCE). AMCEs are, by 

construction, the difference in marginal means between two levels of an attribute. However, 

methodological studies have shown that conditional ACMEs are unreliable estimates of 

 
12 This is the number of respondents multiplied by 12 presented profiles (2 per choice). Half of this number were 

assigned to evaluate vote choice rather than extremism. This is still either comparable to or larger than other 

published conjoint experiments in political science. 
13 This number is a product of the number of respondents times the number of profiles (8) 
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subgroup differences due to the way different groups may respond differently to the baseline 

level of an attribute; MMs, on the other hand, provide a way to describe how different 

respondents react to different attributes without these issues. This is especially important given 

the comparisons between elected officials and the public as implied by RQ2. 

Further, MMs also show descriptive quantities of interest, such as the probability of 

choosing a profile with a given attribute. Importantly, MMs provide this information for every 

level of an attribute and across attribute types whereas AMCEs, by definition, are always relative 

to some baseline (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2019). As a result, I estimate MMs to test my 

hypotheses, explore my research questions, and provide a detailed picture about respondents’ 

perceptions of extremism.14 

As a first step in these analyses, I evaluate RQ1 by considering how much members of 

the public and elected official sample respond to different kinds of extremism. Figure 4 presents 

the probability that a respondent chose a profile with the corresponding attribute as extreme. This 

figure displays these estimates for the public sample and the elected official sample. The middle 

line, at 0.50, is for comparison purposes; as respondents chose between two profiles, a 

probability of 0.50 represents indifference or random choice between the profiles. 

These results indicate that many individuals consider the kinds of extremism discussed 

earlier to be extreme. For both the elected official and public samples, individuals judge norm, 

intensity, disposition, violence, incivility, and engagement forms of extremism to be more 

extreme than their more moderate counterparts. For example, being uncivil, labelled as anti-

American, called racist, supportive of political violence, and always talking about politics 

encourages respondents to judge the individual as extreme. Being pro-democracy, acting polite, 

 
14 MM analyses were conducted through the functions of the cregg package in R. 
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viewing compromise as necessary, and holding politically moderate ideological views have the 

opposite effects. 

Figure 4. Public and elected official judgments of extremism 
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There are notable exceptions to these patterns. Being accused of sexism or anti-Christian 

views does not encourage perceptions of extremism. Far-right conservatives are not as likely to 

be considered extreme as far-left liberals. Those who explicitly condemn political violence or are 

always tolerant are not necessarily considered to be less extreme than more ambivalent 

individuals. All of this suggests that while the data from the conjoint experiment support each 

kind of extremism mentioned earlier, there are some specific kinds of norm, intensity, and 

violence-focused versions of extremism that Americans do not regard as extreme. 

I next consider H1, which suggests that support for violence should more strongly 

determine what is judged to be extreme more than other types of extremism. In general support 

of H1, support for violence is a powerful driver of perceptions of extremism; respondents chose 

an individual endorsing political violence as extreme 55 percent of the time. This is higher than 

nearly all the other forms of extremism presented to subjects, including being labeled as Anti-

American, sexist, Anti-Christian, viewing compromise as selling out, being perceived as rigid, 

being completely certain in one’s beliefs, being either a far-left liberal or far-right conservative, 

being politically intolerant, or always discussing politics.15 Interestingly, people react to 

accusations of racism similarly as they do support for political violence (p-value on the 

differences is 0.20) and respond more strongly to individuals who are rude and hostile (57 

percent, p<0.0001). This suggests that although support for political violence is a powerful driver 

on judgments of extremism, racism and incivility generate similar responses.  

Considering the sample of elected officials, I find even more support for H1 than with the 

sample of the public. Elected officials are far more likely to label the profile supporting political 

 
15 Comparisons between the marginal means for these features – or the extremity rating for the feature averaging 

over all of the other attributes – and support for violence are all highly statistically significant (p<0.0001) 
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violence as extreme than any other form of extremism – the probably of choosing an individual 

supporting violence is 0.63, which is reliably higher than all of the other kinds of extremism. 

This suggests that while elected officials are more responsive to political violence, they react in a 

way that is similar to members of the public.  

H2 suggests that individuals should be less likely to consider someone to be extreme if 

that person is more like the respondent. These analyses involve recoding the attributes on three 

areas (authoritarianism, ideology, and frequency of political discussion) to consider how the 

marginal means change when the respondent is presented with an attribute that indicates 

similarity to themselves. The other attributes in the conjoint experiment, for which there were not 

measures of respondents’ views, remained unchanged from the preceding results. This coding is 

described in the Appendix.  

Figure 5 shows the results of the similarity-focused analyses. I find strong support for H2 

with both the public and elected official samples. In the sample of the public, for 

authoritarianism, ideology, and discussion of politics, individuals are less likely to consider a 

profile that is similar to themselves as extreme. For the elected official sample, where the only 

similarity measure focused on ideology, elected officials were less likely to consider a profile 

extreme if it shared their general ideological viewpoint. Reactions to ideological similarity in the 

both samples seem to be similar and not statistically different from one another.  

  



24 

 

Figure 5. Similarity analyses 

 

The discussion thus far has touched on RQ2 at several points, notably with respect to the 

open-ended items, reactions to violence, and responses to similarity. To more fully consider 

RQ2, I compare reactions to the different attributes in the conjoint for both samples. Figure 6 
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shows the binary judgments of extremism by the public and elected officials side-by-side (these 

are the same analyses shown earlier; re-presented here for ease of comparison). The third pane of 

this figure shows the differences between these judgments and confidence intervals around those 

differences. Negative values indicate that the public was less likely than the elected official 

sample to mark profiles with this attribute as extreme. These estimates indicate that there are a 

number of differences between the way elected officials and the public at large respond to these 

kinds of extremism. A nested model comparison supports the idea that sample type moderates 

reactions to these profile attributes (p≈0.000).  

Considering the first two panes of the figures expands these conclusions further and 

illustrates that these differences are usually a more pronounced reaction by elected officials 

rather than a qualitatively different reactions in the two samples. As an example, both members 

of the public and elected officials think a profile is more extreme when the individual is 

completely certain of their beliefs; however, elected officials react more strongly to this attribute 

than the public. This same pattern is evidence in reactions to being disrespectful and hostile; 

feeling that compromise is selling out; having a conventional, rigid personality; being a 

conservative, moderate, or far-left liberal; and supporting political violence. In contrast, there do 

not seem to be differences in how elected official and mass-level respondents react to norm 

violations (being accused of racism, sexism, anti-Americanism, etc.) and how much the 

individual discusses politics. I observe the same pattern of results if I consider the ordinal, rather 

than the binary, form of extremism judgments.16 In brief, then, the results in Figure 6 provide 

additional evidence that elected officials and members of the public think similarly about 

extremism, although elected officials seem to be more intense in their extremism judgments.  

 
16 P-value on the nested comparison for the ordinal item is p≈0.000 
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Figure 6. Binary extremism judgments in both samples 

 

Finally, RQ3 asks how extremism judgments and vote choice compare. To answer this 

question, I examined results of the conjoint analyses among those assigned to make extremity 

and voting judgments in the public sample. The results, presented in Figure 7, are striking for 

their inverse correlation. In other words, factors that promote perceptions of extremity are the 

same items that discourage electoral support. There are two exceptions to this pattern – in 
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certainty and discussion of politics. In these areas, people judge individuals to be more extreme 

when they are more certain or discuss politics more often; however, these kinds of individuals do 

not pay a corresponding price in electoral support.  

Figure 7. Extremism and voting judgments, Public sample: 

 

One question from these results regards the role of respondents’ partisanship; do 

Republicans and Democrats react to these forms of extremism similarly? To consider this point, I 

re-estimated the estimates of the marginal means with partisanship as a moderator and 
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considered how the resulting estimates differed for the public and elected official samples.17 A 

nested model comparison – comparing the estimates of the marginal means with and without the 

partisanship interaction – rejected the hypotheses of  homogeneity across partisan groups (for the 

public sample, p = 0.002; for the elected official sample, p=0.02). A closer examination suggests 

that this result is driven entirely by different reactions to the norms and ideological groups (see 

Appendix for more details). Unsurprising, Republicans were more likely than Democrats to view 

those accused of being anti-American, liberals, and far-left liberals as extreme; in a parallel way, 

Democrats were more likely to consider those facing claims of racism, accusations of sexism, 

conservatives, and far-right conservatives as extreme. Democrats, Independents, and 

Republicans all reacted similarly to the other kinds of extremism. This was also true for both the 

elected official and public results, an important point given the partisan differences in the two 

samples (see table 1 – the one on sample composition).  

Other robustness checks support the results shown here and the general logic of conjoint 

experiments. As noted, using the measure of extremism where respondents rated the extremism 

of each profile leads to the same conclusions shown here. The distribution of the attributes 

shown to the subjects suggests that they were randomized as intended in a balanced way for both 

samples. Analyses of the order of the profiles also indicate that respondents did not show a 

preference for either the profile on the left or on the right. These checks support the conclusion 

presented in the paragraphs and figures shown throughout this section.  

Discussion and Conclusion 

In this paper, I drew on a novel survey of members of the public and a sample of elected officials 

to explore perceptions of extremism in the United States. These analyses relied both on a textual 

 
17 Partisanship was a three category split, divided into Democrats, Independents, and Republicans. 
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analysis of respondents’ definitions of extremism in their own words and their reactions to 

extremism in a conjoint experiment. From both sources of data, several key conclusions emerge. 

 First, and in response to RQ1, people have intuitive ideas about extremism that include 

many important definitions from the social sciences. In the open-ended and conjoint data, 

respondents reference and respond to norm, intensity, disposition, violence, incivility, and 

engagement-based extremism. Members of the public and elected officials mention ideological 

extremity, being closed-minded, and an unwillingness to listen to others in their open-ended 

definitions of extremism. Themes relating to violence and holding beliefs outside of the norm 

also emerge from respondents’ own words about extremism. The results of the conjoint 

experiment also indicate that, with only a few exceptions, the kinds of things discussed by social 

scientists are judged as extreme by citizens and elected officials. For both elected officials and 

the public, incivility and political violence seem to be especially powerful factors that encourage 

judgments of extremism. This lends some support to H1, emphasizing the connection between 

violence and extremism. 

 Second, people seem less likely to consider someone extreme when they are like that 

person. Admittedly, these data can only evaluate this point in a limited way – I can only consider 

similarity with respect to ideology, authoritarianism, and the discussion of politics. However, 

even with only these three measures, the results strongly provide support to H2 and indicate that 

similarity dampens extremism judgments both in the public and among elected officials. 

 Third, and in response to RQ2, members of the public and elected officials have similar 

reactions to extremism in others. The same attributes that prompt a judgment of extremism for 

ordinary Americans – for example, support for violence or accusations of racism – generate a 

parallel response among elected officials. If anything, elected officials seem to be more 
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responsive to extremism than the public at large; their reactions are exaggerated versions of 

responses from members of the public. 

 Fourth, the same factors that promote impressions of extremism erode electoral support. 

When considering who they would vote for, members of the public penalize candidates for the 

same attributes that are judged as extreme. There are some exceptions to this – for example, 

being certain in one’s beliefs or always discussing politics are judged as more extreme – but by 

and large, more extreme individuals face a penalty in a voting context. 

 This last conclusion is somewhat at odds with recent research in political science, which 

finds that extremist and moderate candidates perform at similar levels in Congressional elections 

(Utych 2020a). However, that research considers election results (rather than self-reported 

electoral support) and ideological extremity (and not other forms of extremism). In my own 

results, only far-left and far-right ideologues lose votes; conservatives, liberals, and moderates all 

garner statistically similar amounts of support. It may therefore be the case that ideological 

extremity does not create large penalties at the ballot box, especially when compared to other 

kinds of extremism (like violence or incivility). 

 In understanding these results, there are a number of important limitations to keep in 

mind. First, these surveys examined only perceptions and attitudes, not actual behavioral choices. 

As a result, more work needs to be done to consider what motivated people to join extremist 

movements or politically participate in ways that help or hurt extremist causes. In spite of this, 

these measures still provide important insight into how people think about extremism in the 

United States and the way those thoughts connect to judgments and vote intentions. 

 Second, there are technical elements of the conjoint experiment that are important to keep 

in mind in interpreting these results. The conjoint reveals responses only to the kinds of 
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extremism included in the profiles; it can say little about things that were not randomized as 

attributes. In some sense, the open-ended measure of extremism helps in this respect as an 

indication of what may have been left out of the conjoint experiment. Future studies should 

consider how alternative measures of extremism – such as stronger norm violations or explicitly 

illegal behavior – compare to the definitions used here. The structure of the conjoint task also 

cannot incorporate many factors that can be important to perceptions of extremism – like 

charismatic leadership, the experience of uncertainty, and existential threat. Those factors and 

their interactions with these perceptions are outside the scope of this study and require additional 

theoretical and empirical exploration. 

 Third, this research should be done with different groups of people to expand the bounds 

of the conclusions presented here. The sample of elected officials was drawn exclusively from 

online sources and undoubtedly covered some parts of the United States better than others. 

Studying other kinds of elected officials or political elites more generally might lead to different 

insights. Other work could be done to build on the public sample: how do these results compare 

to similar samples in other countries? At what age do these patterns begin to emerge? The 

application of this design and these findings to these additional samples would give a more 

general sense of perceptions of extremism across age groups, locations, and other boundaries. 

 These data suggest that members of the public and elected officials have ideas about what 

extremism is and that these ideas connect to academic definitions of these concepts. Further, both 

groups of people respond to extremism when asked to evaluate others and do so in similar ways. 

These findings suggest some guidance to those interested in mobilizing the public or elites 

against extremist actors – pointing to incivility and support for violence, for example, promotes 

perceptions of extremism and erodes electoral support.   
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