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Abstract

Artificial Intelligence (Al) was seemingly everywhere by the end of 2024, and the 2024 U.S.
presidential election was the first American national election to be conducted wholly in an Al
era. Nevertheless, relatively little is known about how effectively generative Al contributes to
learning about politics. This study explores that question in the context of research on sub-
national U.S. politics. Based on a novel methodology that combines the analysis of Al-generated
profiles on several U.S. states with interviews of state-level experts, this article identifies and
analyses a prevalent national bias in the state-level content produced by generative Al. This bias
is both a consequence of, and contributor to, the problem of the nationalisation of American
politics, which itself undermines the principles of federalism that undergird Madisonian
democracy in the United States.



Introduction

The 2024 U.S. presidential election was the first U.S. national election contest to take place
in the age of generative artificial intelligence (Al).! Generative Al platforms rely on vast
amounts of text to train algorithms to generate virtually instantaneous responses to user-inputted
queries. As Romero, Reyes, and Kostakos explain, ‘This technology processes human inputs,
commonly known as prompts, and generates outputs that closely mimic human-generated
content, predominantly in the form of text and images.’? By late 2024, generative Al technology
was seemingly everywhere, from standalone products such as ChatGPT; to embedded Al
features in word processing programs, web browsers and search engines; to smartphones and
apps with generative Al capabilities.

Despite its growing prevalence, relatively little is known about how effectively generative Al
contributes to learning about politics. The 50 States or Bust! Project, whose data form the basis
of this article, was launched in June 2023 in order to contribute to an understanding of the value
of politically-focused Al-generated content for understanding subnational U.S. politics. The
question animating the project was: To what extent is ChatGPT useful as a research tool for
exploring state and territory level U.S. politics? To answer that question, in June 2023
politically-focused profiles were generated via standardised ChatGPT4 prompts for all U.S.
states and territories. Since then, the project team has conducted interviews with experts on the

politics of 19 U.S. states. The interviews ask the experts to assess the content of the Al-generated

1 ChatGPT was released to the public on November 30, 2022. See Metz, Cade. 2022. ‘Chat Bots Can Amaze, But
Also Lie’ in The New York Times, B1, December 12, 2022. Retrieved from
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/10/technology/ai-chat-bot-chatgpt.html July 23, 2024.

2 Romero, Margarida, Jonathan Reyes, and Panos Kostakos. 2024. ‘Generative Avrtificial Intelligence in Higher
Education.” In Creative Applications of Artificial Intelligence in Education, A. Urmeneta and M. Romero (eds.)
Palgrave Studies in Creativity and Culture.
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profiles in order to gauge how effective ChatGPT is at analysing state-level politics.® With the
caveat that efforts to secure interviews with experts from the remaining states and territories are
ongoing, the project has thus far revealed that generative Al is not sophisticated enough to
capture the nuances of state-level U.S. politics. The project has further demonstrated the
difficulty that generative Al has of accurately citing the sources that it references, including the
propensity of Al to ‘hallucinate’—that is, to simply make up sources that do not exist—and the
project has exposed a dearth of academic literature about most U.S. states.*

Notably, the expert interviews also reveal a prevalent nationalisation bias in the state-level
profiles, which has not previously been explored and that is the focus of the remainder of this
article. While the U.S. Constitution established a federalised republic in which separate
governments at the state and national levels would operate, today the distinction between these
levels of government has been diminished by a half-century of nationalised U.S. politics. Carson,
Sievert, and Williamson define nationalisation as ‘a phenomenon in which top-down forces,
such as presidential vote choice or partisanship, inform voters’ decisions in subnational elections
rather than candidate-specific factors or local forces.”®> Recent scholarship finds that it is
increasingly difficult to identify state and local interests as unique from national ones,
particularly vis-a-vis U.S. elections, with even local election results now affected by the public’s
perception of the incumbent U.S. president.® As Hopkins explains: ‘Since the 1970s,

gubernatorial voting and presidential voting have become increasingly indistinguishable. What is

8 Ultimately, one of the goals of the project is to compile an interview with an expert in each state or territory, but
the process of identifying experts and conducting interviews remains ongoing.

4 These findings are reported in Finn, P., Bell, L. C., Tatum, A., & Leicht, C. V. (2024). ‘Assessing ChatGPT as a
Tool for Research on U.S. State and Territory Politics.” Political Studies Review, 0(0).
https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299241268652.

5 Carson, Jamie L., Joel Sievert, and Ryan D. Williamson. 2023. Nationalized Politics: Evaluating Electoral Politics
Across Time. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 3.

& Carson, Sievert, Williamson. 2023. Nationalized Politics: Evaluating Electoral Politics Across Time.
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more, Americans’ engagement with state and local politics has declined sharply, a trend that has
unfolded more consistently over decades.”” The consequence of nationalisation is not simply a
benign shift away from parochial interests toward greater attention to national-level politics.
Rather, recent scholarship reveals that nationalisation exacerbates political polarization and
upends the Madisonian state-federal balance of power upon which the U.S. federal system rests.®
Identifying the extent to which subnational political content produced by generative Al is

biased toward national information is thus important for understanding the practical implications
of nationalisation and for evaluating the utility of generative Al to inform subnational political
analysis. While questions about bias have animated previous studies of politically-focused Al-
generated content, these have largely explored partisan and ideological bias® or race and gender
biases.!? Previous studies have also demonstrated that it can be difficult to identify bias in the
content produced by generative Al. As Zhou et al. explain:

Different from traditional Al models that are often used for classification or

prediction, generative Al models are used to create new content based on patterns

from the training data, making it difficult to measure the bias as there is no single

“correct” output. Instead, one would need to evaluate a range of generated content

for patterns that reflect bias. Moreover, new content generated by these models

such as visual content can directly shape users’ perceptions, perpetuate harmful

" Hopkins, Daniel J. 2018. The Increasingly United States How and Why American Political Behavior Nationalized.
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

8 Pierson, Paul and Eric Schickler. 2024. Partisan Nation: The Dangerous New Logic of American Politics in a
Nationalized Era. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

9 See, for example: Motoki, F., Pinho, V., Rodrigues, V., 2023. ‘More Human than Human: Measuring ChatGPT
Political Bias,” Public Choice, p. 1; and McGee, R.W., 2023. ‘Is Chat GPT Biased against Conservatives? An
Empirical Study.” Working Paper. Retrieved from: https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4359405,
September 1, 2024,

10 See, for example: Zhou, Mi, Vibhanshu Abhishek, Timothy P. Derdenger, Jaymo Kim, Kannan Srinivasan. 2024.
‘Bias in Generative Al.” Retrieved from https://arxiv.org/abs/2403.02726, September 1, 2024.
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stereotypes, and even distort their beliefs, especially if the generated content is

widely disseminated.*
While documenting bias in generative Al output has been difficult in other contexts, the experts
interviewed as part of the 50 States or Bust! Project had no problem identifying a nationalisation
bias as a feature of the Al-generated state-level political content they reviewed.

This article proceeds as follows: the next section describes the prospective risks and benefits
that generative Al might pose in the context of U.S. politics before turning to a fuller explanation
of the problem of nationalised U.S. politics. From there, this article describes the unique
methodology of the 50 States or Bust! Project and discusses the experts’ assessments of the
generative Al material, with a particular focus on the ways in which the state-level content is
interspersed with national-level information. The article concludes by highlighting the anti-
Madisonian challenge of highly nationalised political content in the context of the United
States’s federal design.

Generative Al in Political Context

To the extent that generative Al has been the subject of study in the political context, most
analysts have suggested that it poses unique dangers, including, especially, the potential to
nefariously influence election and policy outcomes, as the platforms are able to quickly generate
content that seems correct, even when it is false or misleading.'? As one report put it: ‘Using
fake, entertaining, often preposterous images to score political points is hardly new. But unlike

cobbled-together Photoshop images or political cartoons, Al-generated images pack a stronger

11 Zhou,“Bias in Generative AL” p. 2.

12 See, for example, Satra, H.S. (2021) A Typology of Al Applications in Politics. In: Visvizi, A., Bodziany, M.
(eds) Artificial Intelligence and Its Contexts. Advanced Sciences and Technologies for Security Applications.
Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-88972-2_3; see also: Schick, N (2020) Deep Fakes: The Coming
Infopocalypse. New York: Twelve/Hatchette Books.
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punch with their hyperrealism and can draw new attention to a political message.’*® In a notable
example, during Summer 2024, when false and misleading images relating to the American
presidential election appeared frequently on social media platforms, Republican presidential
candidate Donald Trump posted an Al-generated endorsement by megastar singer Taylor Swift
on his social media accounts. Swift, in ultimately deciding to endorse Trump’s challenger,
Kamala Harris, pushed back on the use of her likeness in this way, writing:

Recently I was made aware that Al of ‘me’ falsely endorsing Donald Trump’s

presidential run was posted to his site. It really conjured up my fears around Al,

and the dangers of spreading misinformation. It brought me to the conclusion that

| need to be very transparent about my actual plans for this election as a voter.

The simplest way to combat misinformation is with the truth.#

Leaders in government and industry have likewise raised red flags about generative Al and
its potential to disrupt elections. For example, in mid-January 2024, the U.S. Cyber and
Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) published a white paper for U.S. state election officials
detailing the range of possible election security concerns posed by generative Al. Covering
everything from ‘deepfake’ images to voice cloning to social engineering, the report urged state
officials to initiate processes and procedures to protect election integrity from the mischief of bad
actors with access to generative Al tools.?® That same month, the World Economic Forum issued

its 2024 Global Risks Report, which listed ‘Misinformation and Disinformation’ as the top

13 Merica, Dan, Garance Burke, and Ali Swensen. 2024. “Al is helping shape the 2024 presidential race. But not in
the way experts feared.” Associated Press, September 21, 2024. Retrieved from https://apnews.com/article/artificial-

intellgence-memes-trump-harris-deepfakes-256282¢31fa9316¢c4059f09036¢70fa9, September 22, 2024.

14 Swift, Taylor. 2024. Instagram post, September 10. Retrieved from
https://www.instagram.com/taylorswift/p/C_wtAOKOW1z/, September 22, 2024.

15 See: U.S. Cyber and Infrastructure Security Agency. 2024. “Risk in Focus: Generative Al and the 2024 Election
Cycle.” Retrieved July 23, 2024 from https://www.cisa.gov/resources-tools/resources/risk-focus-generative-ai-and-
2024-election-cycle.
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global risk for the two years between 2024 and 2026. The report highlights upcoming elections
in nations around the world, noting: ‘The presence of misinformation and disinformation in these
electoral processes could seriously destabilize the real and perceived legitimacy of newly elected
governments, risking political unrest, violence and terrorism, and a longer-term erosion of
democratic processes.’®

No one doubts that these are real risks, yet Al can also help election administrators to
identify cyberthreats and more efficiently manage elections.'” Election administration in the U.S.
is decentralized and siloed. States and localities bear significant responsibility for administering
not only their own elections, but also elections to Congress and the presidency. Consequently,
even elections to national office, like the one held for U.S. president in November 2024, consist
of 50 separate elections (one in each state) that are managed by tens of thousands of localities.®
Al has shown promise for helping election administrators to identify fraud and automate public
records requests.'® Generative Al may one day soon power chatbots to answer questions at state
boards of election or local voting registrars’ offices.?
Generative Al also could provide additional, direct benefit to the electorate by helping voters

to organize the significant amount of information that they need to make decisions. In the United

States, all but four states—Louisiana, Mississippi, Virginia, and New Jersey—hold elections for

16 World Economic Forum. 2024. The Global Risks Report (19" ed.). Retrieved July 23, 2024 from
https://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_The Global Risks_Report 2024.pdf. See p. 19.

" Meclsaac, Chris. 2024. ‘Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Elections.” R Street Policy Study, No. 304. June 2024.
Retrieved from https://www.rstreet.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/FINAL -r-street-policy-study-no-304.pdf,
December 30, 2024.

18 Young, Jeffrey. 2012. “U.S. Presidential Election Actually 50+ Separate Votes.” Voice of America. Retrieved
from https://www.voanews.com/a/us-presidential-election-actually-50-separate-votes/1537532.html, December 24,
2024,

19 Mclsaac, ‘Impact of Artificial Intelligence on Elections.’

20 Cortés, Edgardo, Lawrence Norden, Heather Frase, and Mia Hoffman. 2023. ‘Safeguards for Unisng Artificial
Intelligence in Election Administration.” Retrieved from https://www.brennancenter.org/our-work/research-
reports/safequards-using-artificial-intelligence-election-administration, December 30, 2024.
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statewide offices concurrently with the quadrennial national elections.?* This means that nearly
all U.S. voters must obtain and use both national and state-level information when deciding their
votes. Furthermore, local elections are often held on their own, separate schedules, requiring
voters to acquire local information at times outside of the regular national election cycle. As the
U.S. Government Services Administration explains: ‘State and local elections can take place in
any year at various times throughout the year. ... [H]Jow the government works and who and
what you can vote for depends on your state, county, or city.’?> Generative Al might therefore
not only be able to provide voters with important information about candidates and offices across
the three levels of government, but also with information about where and how to participate in
elections of all types.

The Nationalisation of U.S. Politics

Unfortunately, generative Al does not yet appear capable of providing high-quality
information about subnational U.S. politics.?® What is more, generative Al demonstrates a bias
toward national-level information, which reduces its utility for supporting state and local
political engagement.

To understand why nationalised politics at the state and local levels poses a problem, it is
essential to review the main features of the U.S. constitutional system. The framers of the U.S.
Constitution created a federal system within which both state- and national-level political
interests were to be represented. Constitutionally, for individuals to be able to serve in the U.S.

Congress—a national institution—they must be residents of the states they wished to represent.

21 Kuckuk, Adam. 2023. “Odd Ones Out: Just 4 States Hold Off-Year Elections.” Retrieved from
https://www.ncsl.org/state-legislatures-news/details/odd-ones-out-just-4-states-hold-off-year-elections December 24,
2024,

22.S. Government Services Administration. Undated. “State and Local Elections.” Retrieved from
https://www.usa.gov/state-local-elections, December 27, 2024.

2 Finn, P., Bell, L. C., Tatum, A., & Leicht, C. V. (2024). ‘Assessing ChatGPT as a Tool for Research on U.S. State
and Territory Politics.” Political Studies Review, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299241268652.
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The states themselves are represented equally in the United States Senate, and Acrticle 11, Section
1 requires that electors selected in state-specific processes select the President. In addition,
Article I, Section 4 of the Constitution grants state legislatures the power to determine the “time,
place, and manner” of holding elections for Congress. In short, under the U.S. Constitution,
states play central roles in forming the national government. Moreover, the states control
innumerable aspects of government power writ large. As James Madison explained in Federalist
Paper #39, the national government’s ‘jurisdiction extends to certain enumerated objects only,
and leaves to the several States a residuary and inviolable sovereignty over all other objects.’?* In
short, the framers of the Constitution expected that the national interest would emerge from the
aggregation of state interests—and that the state interest itself would arise out of the multiplicity
of local interests.?

Today, there are nearly 91,000 state and local governments in the United States?®, and
estimates of the number of officials elected to serve in state and local government top 500,000.%7
State and local governments are responsible for carrying out the government functions that
people are most likely to encounter in their daily lives: utility regulation, refuse pickup, traffic
safety, and police and fire protection, to name just a few. Yet, turnout rates in local elections are
low—Iess than 25% of eligible voters in many cases—and falling.?® In contrast, just 537
individuals are elected to the United States’ national government. And while turnout in U.S.

national elections remains low by international standards, it has risen over the last few election

24 Madison, James. 1788. Federalist Paper #39.

25 Squire Peverill. 2019. “American State Legislatures in Historical Perspective.” PS: Political Science & Politics.
Vol. 52, no. 3, pp. 417-421.

2 United States Census Bureau. 2023. “2022 Census of Governments — Organization.” Retrieved from:
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/2022/econ/gus/2022-governments.html, December 22, 2024.

27 See Table 3.1 in Lawless, Jennifer L. 2011. Becoming a Candidate: Political Ambition and the Decision to Run
for Office, Cambridge University Press.

28 Hajnal, Zoltan L. 2010. America’s Uneven Democracy: Race, Turnout, and Representation in City Politics.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, p. 2.



cycles.?® Today, far more voters participate in national elections that have fewer direct
consequences for their daily lives than participate in their state and local elections.

Recent scholarship has identified several causes for the nationalisation of U.S. politics:
Americans’ identities as Americans, rather than as residents of the states in which they live;
negative partisanship and affective polarization, both of which frame politics as a zero-sum
partisan game; and a changing media landscape that reduces the public’s ability to follow state
and local politics. Hopkins finds, for example, that people identify more strongly with America
than with their home states, and that the content of their attachments is more overtly political at
the national level.®® Carson, Sievert, and Williamson likewise find that partisanship now drives
election outcomes at all levels. They find that elections as local as those for the local school
board have nationalized and that ‘voters tend to support the same party in presidential and most
subpresidential elections.’3!

Political identity and increased partisanship are both closely connected with a third
phenomenon contributing to nationalisation: the sharp decline in local news outlets. Multiple
problems result from the diminishing number of local media outlets. These include more
polarised political discourse and a lack of high-quality information to assist individuals with

making political decisions.®? However, not only has the number of total local news outlets

declined precipitously over the course of the last decade, but many of those local newsrooms that

2 Lindsay, James M. 2024. “The 2024 Elections by the Numbers.” Council on Foreign Relations (online). Retrieved
from https://www.cfr.org/article/2024-election-numbers, December 22, 2024.

30 See, especially, Chapter 8 in Hopkins, The Increasingly United States How and Why American Political Behavior
Nationalized. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

31 See: Carson, Sievert, and Williamson, Nationalized Politics: Evaluating Electoral Politics Across Time.
Regarding school board elections, see p. 15; for the quotation regarding the influence of partisanship more generally,
see p. 39.

32 Mackinen, Julie. 2021. “Notes from the Newsroom: Academic study shows Desert Sun opinion page experiment
curbed polarization.” Retrieved from: https://www.desertsun.com/story/opinion/columnists/2021/03/31/desert-sun-
opinion-page-study-shows-experiment-curbed-polarization/4826254001/, September 1, 2024.
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still exist are now so-called “ghost” newsrooms ‘existing in name only and failing to produce
much original reporting.’3 Instead, they rely on national and international wire services such as
the Associated Press and Reuters to provide the content that they deliver to their readers and
viewers. The 2023 report of the Medill Local News Initiative at Northwestern University offered
a stark assessment of the problem:

Today, residents in more than half of all the country’s 3,100 counties either do not

have a local news outlet or have only a single surviving outlet — almost always a

weekly paper. These counties are often referred to as “news deserts” — defined as

a community where residents have very limited access to critical news and

information that nurtures both grassroots democracy and social cohesion. Three

million residents live in the 204 counties without a single news source.3*

In addition, an increasing number of online news providers are now putting content behind
paywalls or requiring subscriptions to access it. According to one recent study, this is especially
true for local news content, including content about government; because this content is
particularly of interest to readers, editors and publishers see these stories as potentially more
lucrative and therefore are more likely to put them behind a paywall.®® This paywalled content

then becomes inaccessible to many people, particularly those faced with economic hardship.

33 Darr, Joshua P. 2024. “Does Local News Reduce Polarisation?”” Carnegie Corporation of New York. Retrieved
from https://www.carnegie.org/our-work/article/does-local-news-reduce-polarization/, September 1, 2024.

3 Abernathy, Penelope Muse. “Introduction: News Deserts and At-Risk Communities.” in The State of Local News:
the 2023 Report. Retrieved from https://localnewsinitiative.northwestern.edu/projects/state-of-local-
news/2023/report/, August 30, 2024.

% peko, Samantha N. 2023. ‘Newspapers Drop the Paywall for Covid Content: A Case Study on How Paywalls
Influence Local Journalism.” Doctoral Dissertation, Scripps College of Communication of Ohio University.
Retrieved from
https://etd.ohiolink.edu/acprod/odb_etd/ws/send_file/send?accession=0hiou1683801989575892&disposition=inline,
September 1, 2023.
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In short, several factors make subnational U.S. politics vulnerable to national-level forces. As
Hopkins explains: ‘[I]n a transforming media market characterized by growing consumer choice,
the structure of Americans’ identities means that they are unlikely to go out of their way to seek
out information about state or local politics. The interplay of Americans’ identities and changes
in media markets explains the declining engagement with state and local politics.”*
Methodology

Because American politics has become increasingly nationalised over the last half century,
our expectation is that the state-level information ChatGPT provides will likewise reflect a bias
toward national-level political information. As briefly noted above, to assess ChatGPT’s utility
as a research tool for understanding U.S. subnational politics, the research team engaged in two
distinct activities during 2023 and 2024. First, in June 2023, the research team generated profiles
on all U.S. states and territories using standardised prompts in ChatGPT4. These prompts were
designed to provide insight into how ChatGPT would respond to inquiries about the history and
politics of U.S. states and territories. In all cases, the prompts asked ChatGPT to cite relevant
academic sources. In all, this process generated 56 profiles.®” The resultant profiles ranged in
length from 128 words (New Hampshire) to 705 words (Alabama), with an average length of 456
words. There does not appear to be anything systematic about the length of the profiles; New
Hampshire, for example, has long played an important role in presidential nominating politics,

but its Al-generated profile was the shortest of all those generated by ChatGPT4, and the profile

3 Hopkins, The Increasingly United States How and Why American Political Behavior Nationalized, p. 11.

37 In order to judge whether subsequent versions of ChapGPT might provide responses that are stronger than
ChatGPT4, the same prompts were entered into ChatGPT4o for California and Utah in September 2024. Initial
analysis of these two profiles by the project team suggest that the same issues in the profiles created in ChatGPT4
are also present in those created in ChatGPT4o. In both cases, problems with sourcing remain prevalent. See: 50
States or Bust! (2024) ChatGPT4o Project Profile: California. Available at: https://chatgpt.com/share/17c952ce-
9ed0-4d65-bc9d-baebcc94f79b; 50 States or Bust! (2024) ChatGPT4o Project Profile: Utah. Available at:
https://chatgpt.com/share/66ed5d1b-9b48-8000-968b-83696f8fb21d.
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did not respond to the prompts it was given.*® Similarly, there was also no standard format for
the responses that ChatGPT generated. For example, although the prompts included seven
separate questions, in the Virginia profile, the questions were answered collectively; for the
Missouri profile, the responses were not numbered as they were in most of the other profiles.

Concurrently with the creation of the profiles, the research team solicited interviews with
experts in state politics from all U.S. states and territories.>® The solicitation consisted of
standardised approach materials, including an email template, list of interview questions, and
informed consent resources. Experts were defined to include academics, practitioners, and
journalists, although to date, all interviewees are affiliated with an academic institution. To
identify experts to approach in each of the 50 states and territories, searches of newspaper
articles about state politics, reviews of the state politics literature in political science journals,
and standard Google searches were used. When an expert agreed to participate, an interview with
a member of the research team was scheduled at a mutually convenient time. With the experts’
permission, these interviews were recorded for analysis.

All interviews consisted of two parts. In Part 1, participants were interviewed about the
politics of the respective state, using the same prompts fed into ChatGPT to guide, but not limit,
the semi-structured interviews. Neither ChatGPT in general, nor the state profiles, were

discussed in Part 1. The aim for Part 1 was to have a point of comparison for the state profiles

38 ChatGPT produced only a single paragraph of caveated text that did not answer the questions:
‘I apologise for any misunderstanding, but as an Al model developed by OpenAl with the knowledge cutoff
in September 2021, | do not have access to the internet to provide real-time data or sources post 2021, nor
do I have the ability to cite specific academic work. However, | can provide general historical and political
background based on the data | was trained on up until 2021. Please consider contacting local authorities,
checking the latest publications, or using online databases for the most recent and specific information. |
encourage you to take my responses as a general guide rather than the definitive or most current
information. I'm more than happy to help answer questions or provide explanations to the best of my
knowledge and abilities within these constraints.’

% Ethical approval for these interviews was obtained from Bournemouth University in June 2023.
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generated by Al. In Part 2, participants were asked to reflect on the ChatGPT state profiles
regarding the details they provided on state history and politics and to the profiles’ engagement
with academic work. The participants were also asked to provide numerical ratings between 1
(low) and 10 (high) for three dimensions of the ChatGPT profiles for their states: how well
ChatGPT captured the history of the state, how well ChatGPT captured the politics of the state,
and how well ChatGPT incorporated extant academic literature about the state.
Results: Generative Al and Nationalised State Politics

Table 1 presents summaries of the expert assessments of the ChatGPT4 profiles generated for
this project. The numerical values presented in Table 1 suggest that most of the experts
participating in the 50 States or Bust! Project were less than impressed with the profiles of their
states produced by ChatGPT. Their ratings of the profiles’ ability to capture the history and
politics of the states were on balance quite low. While the experts collectively gave ChatGPT the
equivalent of a D+ grade for capturing state-level histories, their ratings on ChatGPT’s ability to
provide insights about state politics, generally, and from the academic literature, specifically,
received failing grades from the experts. The experts overall complained that the profiles did not
generally capture the nuance of U.S. state-level politics, but in two cases—the profiles for lowa
and New Hampshire—the ChatGPT profiles truly stood out. These two states are among the best
covered by scholars and journalists given their central roles in the presidential nominating
process, which should have provided ChatGPT with a large quantity of information to synthesise
in generating profiles for these two states. Yet, in the profile for lowa, ChatGPT indicated that
the state’s borders were established five years after statehood, a fact that is “not just counter

intuitive [but] wrong.”*® Worse still, the New Hampshire response did not engage at all with the

40 project Interview 13 with Karen Kedrowski, December 13, 2023.
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rich political history of the state. Although University of New Hampshire elections scholar Dante
Scala accepted that the state is ‘a bit of a niche in the political science literature,” he would have
expected something ‘with regard to our role in presidential nomination politics, for example, or

perhaps something about the politics of New England. But no such luck.’#!

*1 Project Interview 17 with Dante Scala, January 10, 2024.
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Table 1: Expert Assessments of ChatGPT Profiles

Minnesota (10)

State (Project|Captured |Captured |Academic |State

interview history politics  |insights  |average

number 1-10 1-10 1-10 . . .

) (1-10) (1-10) (1-10) Representative Comment on Nationalisation
8 4 4 5.3 ‘So the issues in Virginia are the same as issues everywhere with the nationalisation of State

Virginiat (1) politics. I think that's definitely a trend that we're seeing across the country.’

6 4 0 53 ‘[ The Profile] talks about voter id gerrymandering, healthcare, medicaid expansion, education. It's

North generic. But | think that's actually a not a terrible rundown of key political issues. | would say the

Carolinat (2) same key political issues would apply to most States.’

9 8 242 6.3 ‘[S]imilar to the national level, there's a divide between the pro-Trump voters and the anti-Trump

Californiat (3) voters...”

Missouri (4) |65 7 5.8 ‘So a lot of the issues are national or issues that had been nationalised.’

Massachusetts |9 6 6 ‘[The profile] does a really good job capturing the national level....We're part of the national

(5) problem of more nationalised media.’

Florida (6) 4 4 2 3.3 ‘Local television in the U.S. has been heavily nationalised. There's a couple of big companies that
run all of the local television stations. Some of them have a strong political bias one way or
another, but politics is very heavily being nationalised. And so media attention is also at the
national level, which means [in Florida] we don't hear things at the state and local level.’

South Dakotal|® 9 10 9 ‘I think national issues increasingly have become issues talked about in the politics of the State...”

(7

Nevada (8) g+ 7 7 7.3 ‘This used to be a state that didn't have strong parties. ... But now you're starting to see a lot of
these sort of national forces play out here, particularly in the State party organisations.’

5 7 7 6.3 ‘So [state legislators] are absolutely vulnerable to those model bills. [They're] vulnerable to

Utah (9) national noise, because they're per-diem...so the hustle's just hard.’

8 6 84 7.3

42 Author P. Finn did not ask for this score in the initial interview, but in a later email. Email chain on file.
43 Extrapolated from the interviewee’s verbal response. If this value is omitted, the average score increases to 7.5, which is not substantively different from the

current value.

“Extrapolated from the interviewee’s verbal response. If this value is omitted, the average score is reduced to 7.0, which is not substantively different from the

current value.
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State Captured |Captured |Academic |State
history  [politics  |insights  |average
1-10 1-10 1-10 . . I
(1-10) (1-10) (1-10) Representative Comment on Nationalisation

Idaho (11) 10 7 4 7 ‘T know why the National Media focus is on [extremist] elements [of Idaho politics], and it's important.
But it may not accurately reflect everything happening within the State.”

Ohio (12) 9 6 0 5 Tl get on my soapbox on this...the importance of newspaper reporters actually at the State House
covering State House politics. We've had a really massive reduction in the State House reporting corps.’

lowa (13) 5 5 3 4.3 “The national media spends a lot of time here during the Iowa caucuses. And the reporters that come
in, I think understandably or predictably don't know a lot about Iowa politics. So they're, they're doing
kind of a crash course, which then does sort of lead them to, I think, making certain oversimplified
generalisations.’

Vermont (14) (8 7 9 8

New York (15) (9 9 0 6 ‘[W]hat's depicted about New York City is not accurate in the national media discourse. ... If there was
more accurate media depiction of the issues that matter for New Yorkers, it would be more about
those issues like housing, education, [and] taxes.”

Ilinois (16) 5 6 2 4.3

New 0 0 0 0 ‘T do think the national media who descend on New Hampshire and follow the candidates around. If

Hampshire there's something that Local residents are concerned about and voice, the national media does pick up

@an on it. In that way, New Hampshire has a bit of a megaphone sometimes, and will bring to light issues
that might not be getting the attention they deserve...’

Michigan (18) |3.5 3.5 4 3.7

Texas (19) 7 74 10 8 ‘Because the gtreat national universities are focused on research at the national level, the Congtess, the
Presidency elections, those kinds of issues, those are where the laurels are, where the glory is, and
thete's much less concentration on things like Federalism or State and local government and politics.
So the study of State governments is ongoing--lots of people doing it. But it doesn't have the prestige,
the panache, [ot] the visibility that research into national and international topics has.’

Means 6.8 5.9 4.2 5.6

45 Extrapolated from the interviewee’s verbal response.

“6 profile cited the work of the interviewee. High score was also tempered by the fact that 'there is a good bit of research out there that I think ChatGPT could be
driven to' that is not cited in the profile.
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While these two examples are relatively egregious instances of the failure by ChatGPT to
accurately describe the politics and governments within the U.S. states, many other profiles
likewise offered a lack of nuance when describing state-level conditions. When the scholars in
the project were asked to provide commentary about how well ChatGPT covered their home
states’ histories, they typically noted the general nature of the information provided. For
instance, Virginia scholar Rich Meagher of Randolph-Macon College described the profile as
‘very much incomplete, even for a brief overview’ because ‘I think there's more about that story
that even a kind of generic, very introductory overview of Virginia might touch’ that is not
included such as the ‘outsized role [the state played] in the [...] founding of the country.”*’

Similarly the North Carolina profile dispenses with pre-settler history very quickly, correctly
noting that it was ‘the last State to join the Confederacy in the Civil War’ but neglecting to
‘really talk about the meaning of that.’*® University of Nottingham lecturer Kevin Fahey noted
that the Florida profile also skirted over pre-settler history, while simultaneously failing to
mention the importance of the indigenous population in contemporary politics*®; while for
Michigan, Marjorie Sarbaugh-Thompson of Wayne State University said the profile ‘felt like the
sort of history that you might use for an elementary school classroom.’*® Finally, in the case of
Utah, political scientist Leah Murray thought that while in the history of the state the profile does
highlight the role of the Mormon pioneers seeking religious freedom, it could have done a better
job to ‘capture that fight’ of a group of ‘religious refugees’ suffering from ‘persecution’ that
included being ‘kicked out’ of Ohio and being subject to an ‘extermination order’ in Missouri.

Better reflecting this history is important, in Murray’s view, because the legacy of Mormon

47 Project interview 1 with Rich Meagher, August 16, 2023.

“8 Project Interview 2 with Christopher A. Cooper, August 30, 2023.

49 project Interview 6 with Kevin Fahey, October 30, 2023.

%0 project interview 18 with Marjorie Sarbaugh-Thompson, June 24, 2024,
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religious persecution ‘casts a shadow on every policy’ created by the Utah state government and
continues to affect ‘their interaction with the Federal Government.’>!

Similar critiques emerged when the experts reviewed the profiles’ descriptions of state-level
politics. In the case of Idaho, for example, while Boise State University political scientist Jaclyn
Kettler found the profile generally factually ‘accurate’ in capturing Idaho’s political history, the
information was presented at the ‘surface level’ and was ‘missing some of the [...] context or the
explanation beyond a timeline,” particularly regarding why it ought to be considered a ‘red
state.”>? Speaking to the Ohio profile, Miami University of Ohio political science professor John
Forren said that the politics of the state were not accurately represented, even if one takes into
account the September 2021 knowledge cut-off of ChatGPT4. In particular, the state is labelled a
swing state three times (one in terms of historic elections, and twice in the present tense) in the
profile, which ‘leaves a misimpression’ because ‘recent elections don’t suggest that it is.”>*
Likewise, the labelling of Virginia as a ‘purple state or swing state’ is not quite correct and
ignores the role of ‘racial politics and the suburban versus rural divide’, so a reader is ‘not gonna
[sic] get a good sense of what's going on here,” Meagher said.>* Finally, speaking to North
Carolina, Cooper noted that the profile ‘really missed the boat’ on state level officials, because
the profile ‘doesn't talk at all about the leaders who have the real power’, such as President pro

tempore of the North Carolina Senate Phil Burger and Speaker of the North Carolina House of

Representatives Tim Moore, who control matters ‘in terms of key political issues.”®

51 project Interview 9 with Leah A. Murray, November 28, 2023.
52 Project Interview 11 with Jaclyn J. Kettler, December 11, 2023.
53 Project Interview 12 with John Forren, December 12 2023.

54 Interview with Rich Meagher.

55 Interview with Christopher A. Cooper.

19



Although most of the project scholars were unimpressed with ChatGPT’s output, on
occasion, there were positive comments made about the profiles, with Vermont being the best
example. Despite having some outdated information because of ChatGPT4’s knowledge cut off
of September 2021, and despite identifying some areas where the profile could be more specific,
Middlebury College political scientist Bert Johnson said that the profile provided a ‘pretty good
description’ of the politics of Vermont.*® However, as the foregoing discussion makes clear, to
the extent that the Vermont profile provides sufficient and accurate information about the state, it
is quite clearly the exception.

The scholar interviews suggested that ChatGPT was far better at making accurate claims
about national-level political phenomena than in providing high-quality state-level information.
The profile of Massachusetts, for instance, did a ‘really good job capturing the national level’ but
depth was missing at the state level, according to political science professor Samantha Pettey of
Massachusetts College of Liberal Arts, as although the state certainly is heavily Democratic, and
has voted Democratic at the presidential level in recent decades, it does occasionally have a
‘flare of [....] statewide Republicans’ gaining office. As such, while the state is ‘very, very
strongly blue’ as the ChatGPT profile suggested, the nationalised focus of the profile ‘almost
doesn't leave room for that nuance.”® Similarly, in the case of North Carolina, the profile
mentions ‘voter ID, gerrymandering, healthcare, Medicaid expansion, [and] education’, which
Western Carolina University Professor Chris Cooper notes is ‘not a terrible rundown of key
political issues’. However, he also described the list of issues as ‘generic’ and added: ‘I would

say the same key political issues would apply to most States.’®

%6 project interview 14 with Bert Johnson, December 18, 2023.
57 Project interview 5 with Samantha Pettey, October 23, 2023.
%8 Interview with Christopher A. Cooper.
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Although the scholars were not asked about the nationalisation of state politics and were not
otherwise prompted to consider the issue, 15 of 19 made comments during the interviews that
spoke to a nationalisation bias as being present within the state-level profiles. Representative
examples of these comments are highlighted in the right-hand column of Table 1. As the research
team parsed the expert commentary, three main themes emerged from interviews with the state-
level experts that allow us to gain some purchase on understanding the bias toward
nationalisation in the ChatGPT profiles: the prevalence of claims of congruent policy behaviour
between national and state co-partisans, even when voters within the state hold more nuanced
positions; the effect of larger states in controlling the information available regarding subnational
U.S. politics; and the decline of state and local news media.

Partisan Congruence

Across multiple interviews, the experts indicated that national-level phenomena have
‘trickled down’ to dominate state politics, but that this process is often more complex than might
first be assumed.> In many cases, the incorporation of national-level issues at the state level is a
consequence of partisanship and the presence of co-partisans at the state level of government
whose party loyalty drives their policy positions toward those of their national party peers. For
instance, some scholars noted that nationalised political coverage was linked to state-level
political divisions around ‘big ticket [...] wedge issues’ such as transgender rights, reproductive
rights, immigration, and critical race theory.®° While many of the ChatGPT profiles suggested
that congruent partisanship at the national and state levels explained state-level politics, expert

Robynn Kuhlmann of University of Central Missouri cautioned that is important not to conflate

% Project Interview 4 with Robynn Kuhlmann, October 19, 2023.
8 Interview with Robynn Kuhlmann. See also: Project Interview 7 with Michael Card, November 6 2023.; Interview
with John Forren.
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the activities of co-partisans within the state legislatures as reflecting the popular sentiment
within their own states. On the issue of reproductive rights, for example, Kuhlmann advised that
the activities of the Republican-dominated Missouri state legislature—while consistent with
national Republicans’ attitudes—‘don't necessarily [...] reflect the opinion of the people who live
here’, because if one looks ‘at some of the polls, it seems like there's a policy incongruence.”®!
Indeed, multiple expert interviews touched on the manner in which nationalisation has shaped
the tenor of state of Republican parties, although not always in the same direction as the national
Republican party. The experts pointed to a key ‘divide between the pro-Trump voters and the
anti-Trump voters’ within their states, noting further that the anti-Trump voters tended to be
‘establishment Republicans who tend to be more moderate’; these trends were identified by
experts in states as diverse as California, South Dakota and Ohio.%?

Utah offers an example of a state in which Republican co-partisans have tended to promote
somewhat different policy positions than their national counterparts. The particularistic history of
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the legacy of Mormon persecution that drove
the state’s development sometimes leads to a dissident political mindset among Republican
partisans at the state level that often differs from national trends. An illustrative example
highlighted by Weber State University political scientist Leah Murray was a resolution passed in
the wake of the October 7, 2023, attack on Israel by Hamas. Given Republican state legislative
dominance, it would have been possible to pass a resolution that focused solely on supporting

Israel. However, the Republican majority took pains to ensure that the state Democratic Party

was able to support the resolution, and in the end this led to a resolution that was ‘pro Israel, pro

&1 Interview with Robynn Kuhlmann.
82 Project Interview 3 with Jeffrey Cummins, September 6, 2023.See also: Interview with Michael Card.: Interview
with John Forren.
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Palestinian people, pro Muslim’, which emerged from the legislature because ‘they had a very
good conversation around: “what are the voices that we want to make sure we don’t leave out
when we have this resolution?”®3
The Impact of Large States

Another dimension of nationalisation that was highlighted by the project experts is the ability
of certain larger states, in particular Texas, California, and New York, to themselves shape
national politics. Speaking to the partisan roles of Texas and California as the largest Republican
and Democratic states, respectively, Calvin Jillson of Southern Methodist University noted that
‘whenever there’s a Democrat administration in Washington, Texas leads the resistance to that
administration. Whenever there’s [...] a Republican administration in Washington [D.C.],
California, which is the largest blue or Democrat State, leads the resistance to that Republican
administration.’%* On the other hand, Jeffrey Cummins of Fresno State commented that as the
U.S.’s largest state, ‘California is often looked to as kind of the image of what the rest of the
country is going to look like. So a lot of things that happen here end up being reflected nationally
as well.’®® At the same time, one potential consequence of the outsize influence of large states is
the potential they have to influence smaller states that are in close proximity. Political scientist
David Damore of the University of Nevada, Las Vegas commented that California’s proximity
influences Nevada politics, noting: ‘a California influence that plays in our politics, and in our

policy here, sometimes for the better, sometimes for the worse.” This influence, Damore notes,

8 Johnson, Peter. (2023). “Resolution to support Israel turns emotional on Utah House floor” KSLNEWSRADIO.
Retrieved from https://kslnewsradio.com/2059353/debate-gets-emotional-for-utah-resolution-support-israel/,
September 13, 2024.; Interview with Leah A. Murray.; Utah State Legislature (2023) H.R. 901 House Resolution
Supporting the State of Israel. Retrieved from https://le.utah.gov/~2023Y 1/bills/static/HR0901.html, September 13,
2024.

8 Project Interview 19 with Calvin Jillson, July 3, 2024. See also: Calvin Jillson (2024) The 2024 Elections: Texas’
key issues and political players. Retrieved from https://blogs.Ise.ac.uk/usappblog/2024/08/02/the-2024-elections-
texas-key-issues-and-political-players/ September 13, 2024.

% Interview with Jeffrey Cummins.
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means Nevada has a ‘love-hate relationship with California.’®® On the East Coast, meanwhile,
Wendy Martinek of Binghamton University, part of the State University of New York system,
pointed to the ‘policy diffusion’ role of New York among Democratic leaning states, where it is
‘often seen as sort of a leader or innovator.”®’

This outsized policy influence of large states has led in part to efforts by think tanks and
interest groups to promote so-called “model legislation” to smaller states that may lack the
capacity of their larger neighbours. Such legislation is typically drafted by an interested third-
party and then offered to state legislators across the country, in an effort by these groups to
secure their preferred policy positions—generally by relying on partisanship to carry them through
the state legislative process. As Christopher A. Cooper notes while discussing North Carolina,
‘you can imagine a mad-libs [where you] just fill in the blanks’, rather than taking any state level
differences into account.®® A slightly more nuanced version of this process, meanwhile, was
described in Utah, which is ‘vulnerable to those model bills [...] and national noise, because
[members of the state legislature are paid a modest] [...] per-diem’®® and do not have the capacity
or the staff to ‘write a bill,” although the introduction of such bills sometimes leads to a
‘conversation’ that ‘tends to moderate’ these initial proposals.’® Nevertheless, the point here is

that the legislative process within the states has nationalised, as well, in large part because of the

role that large states and interest groups now play in shaping legislative outcomes.

% Project Interview 8 with David Damore, November 20, 2023.

57 Project Interview 15 with Wendy Martinek, January 3, 2024.

88 Interview with Christopher A. Cooper.

8 Utah Legislative Compensation Commission (2024) Report of the Utah Legislative Compensation Commission.
Retrieved from https://le.utah.gov/interim/2024/pdf/00000532.pdf, September 13, 2024.

0 Interview with Leah A. Murray.
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Declining State and Local News Media

Reflecting the work of Medill Local News Initiative discussed above, the project scholars
also highlighted a decline in media coverage at the state and local levels as a contributing factor
to nationalised coverage of their respective states, despite the existence of some
counterexamples. For example, Western Carolina University scholar Christopher A. Cooper
notes that ‘state house journalists are declining across the country, and we’re no exception,’
although thankfully the state still has ‘a good cadre of state house journalists. And we also have
the traditional outlets like the News and Observer, which is the paper of record in the State. And
then we also have some upstarts’ such as The Assembly.’’*

More stark, when discussing Florida, Kevin Fahey of the University of Nottingham stated
that ‘[IJocal news is dying, and local issues are not receiving attention as a result.”’? The
consequence, according to Fahey, is that even when state-level issues reflect national trends, it
becomes impossible to gain any purchase on the more local impacts. Using the example of
political polarisation, Fahey responded to the ChatGPT profile with mock surprise: ‘Wow!
Politics are more polarised!” he exclaimed. ‘But,” he went on, ‘that doesn't tell you if politics are
more polarised or less polarised in Florida than elsewhere, it doesn’t tell you on which issues,
doesn’t even tell you if voters are becoming more polarised, or if it’s just elites becoming more
polarised.’”

Finally, squaring the circle between the decline in media coverage and the vacuum being

filled with nationally-focused content, the University of South Dakota’s Michael Card, when

asked whether the concerns of voters in South Dakota were reflected in the media coverage of

" Interview with Christopher A. Cooper.
2 Interview with Kevin Fahey.
3 Interview with Kevin Fahey.
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South Dakota, stated that ‘[t]hey are reflected in the media coverage’ because ‘national issues
increasingly have become issues talked about in the politics of the state, [including] issues of
minority rights such as LGBTQ individuals.’’
Analysis: Generative Al and the Inevitability of National Bias

As the project interviews demonstrate, ChatGPT’s responses to state-level prompts are biased
toward U.S. national politics. Two factors are likely responsible for this bias, each of which is
explained below. The first is the lack of state and local news sources to use to train Al; without
substantial state-level information available for training it is far less likely that Al can identify
relevant differences between and among U.S. subnational political units. The second is the
recursive nature of Al-generated content. Because generative Al often “learns” from material
that was itself generated by Al, there is significant likelihood that factual errors or biases —
including toward national-level rather than state- or local-level information — will be
compounded over time. As a 2022 study that investigated the ways in which political biases
interact with Al algorithms explains, once political biases are embedded in algorithms and Al
they are ‘harder to detect and eradicate.””™ This is at least in part because the next iteration of Al-
generated responses will incorporate previous outputs into its new responses. To put it bluntly, as
the title of a July 2024 article in Nature declares, ‘Al models collapse when trained on
recursively generated data.’"®

Lack of State-Level Information

" Interview with Michael Card.

75 Peters, U., 2022. “Algorithmic Political Bias in Artificial Intelligence Systems,” Philosophy and Technology,
35:25, p. 1.

76 Shumailov, 1., Shumaylov, Z., Zhao, Y. et al. ‘Al models collapse when trained on recursively generated data.’
Nature 631, 755-759 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-024-07566-y.
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When asked for the purposes of this analysis whether it was trained on state or local news
sources, ChatGPT responded:
My training involved a broad range of publicly available information, which
likely included some content from state and local news sources, as long as it was
publicly accessible and met the quality and safety standards set during the training
process. This might include news articles, blog posts, and other regional reporting
that was available on public websites or through licensed datasets. However, my
training data was not specifically focused on collecting information from state or
local news sources alone. Instead, it aimed to gather a wide variety of information
from many different kinds of sources to provide a balanced and general
understanding of language and knowledge. As a result, while | may have some
knowledge derived from state or local news reporting, my responses are more
likely to reflect general patterns and insights from a diverse array of information
sources rather than specific local or state-focused news coverage.’’
This response highlights two separate, but related, conditions that are expected to promote
responses biassed to the national-level. The first and most straightforward condition is that
ChatGPT is trained to ‘reflect general patterns and insights...rather than specific local or state-
focused news coverage.” The second condition is that to the extent that ChatGPT incorporates
state or local news, its doing so depends on such news being ‘publicly available’. As noted
previously, however, state and, especially, local news outlets are diminishing rapidly, which

reduces the possibility of incorporating local news into the large language models that are used

7 ChatGPT-generated response to the prompt: “Were you trained on state or local news sources?” Response
generated September 1, 2024.
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to train these generative content producers.’® Moreover, like many news consumers, generative
Al cannot access paywalled content. What Al algorithms can read is what is left behind: the
often-inferior, publicly-available information. As a recent article in The Atlantic (itself ironically
and frustratingly paywalled) explained, ‘The problem is not just that professionally produced
news is behind a wall; the problem is that paywalls increase the proportion of free and easily
available stories that are actually filled with misinformation and disinformation.”’® In short,
politically-focused generative Al content has nationalised in large part because the large-
language models used to train these algorithms are biassed toward more general — and thus,
almost certainly more national — content and because to the extent that localised content is
available for training, it is likely less thorough and less accurate.

Notably, several experts also pointed to the lack of scholarly focus on states to explain the
national emphasis rampant throughout the state profiles. Among others, Leah Murray (Utah) and
Jaclyn Kettler (Idaho) both noted the tendency for academia to focus on national politics and a
few large states, to the detriment of public learning about smaller states. Murray, for example,
noted that ‘flyover states’ and rural areas ‘don't get a lot of love’ mainly because, as she put it,
‘political science likes urban-coastal.”® Concerningly, however, such a focus likely leaves a

dearth of understanding not only about state politics, but also about rural politics, that was

8 Newman, Nic. 2022. “Journalism, media, and technology trends and predictions 2022.” Retrieved from
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/journalism-media-and-technology-trends-and-predictions-2022#sub6,
September 1, 2024.

9 Stengel, Richard. 2024. “Democracy Dies Behind Paywalls: The case for making journalism free—at least during
the 2024 election.” The Atlantic. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/04/paywall-
problems-media-trust-democracy/678032/, September 1, 2024.

8 Interview with Leah A. Murray.

See also: Interview with Jaclyn J. Kettler.
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highlighted in interviews on lowa, Minnesota, Nevada, Florida, and North Carolina, and New
Hampshire.8! As University of New Hampshire’s Dante Scala noted:

‘typically, we talk about the United States in terms of rural America versus urban

America. But it's interesting. If you look more closely at rural America. [...] [It] is

made up of different parts that differ from each other to some degree. And New

Hampshire is a good example of that’ because it is ‘typically [...] chalked up [...]

as a rural state’, which is ‘shorthand for [...] rural equals Republican. But New

Hampshire [...] doesn't it that description very well.?
Explaining how the career structure in academia incentivises a focus on the national picture,
Southern Methodist’s Calvin Jillson explains that ‘the great national universities are focused on
research and focused on research at the national level: the Congress, the Presidency elections,
those kinds of issues, those are where the laurels are, where the glory is. And there's much less
concentration on things like federalism or state and local government and politics.” Moreover,
Jillson notes, faculty members’ ‘research reputations are national,” which causes a bias in favour
of research that explores national trends and issues.®

Deficits in scholarship on subnational U.S. politics are likely to exacerbate the problem of

nationalised Al-generated content about politics in states and localities. Just as is true with
paywalled journalism, much of the academic research that does exist—whether it explores the
states, the national government, or both the state and federal levels—can only be accessed via

paywalled journals. As ChatGPT and other generative Al algorithms have less access to both

81 Interview with Christopher A. Cooper.; Interview with David Damore.; Project Interview 10 with Fred Slocum,
December 8, 2023.; Interview with Kevin Fahey.; Interview with Karen Kedrowski.

82 Interview with Dante Scala.

8 Interview with Calvin Jillson.
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high-quality journalism and scholarship, there are consequences for these algorithms’
development, training, and outputs.
AI’s Recursive Training

The second reason that generative Al is expected to produce more nationalised content is the
fact that generative Al algorithms “learn” from themselves and other Al-generated content. This
has a baking in effect; having noted above that local newspapers over-rely on national wire
services to provide content, the iterative and recursive nature of generative Al ‘learning’ creates
a situation in which the information used to train generative Al algorithms likewise over-relies
on national content. As Shumailov et al. explain in their piece on Al model collapse, while initial
Al algorithms were trained on human-generated content, future training is likely to include
substantial information generated by the algorithms themselves. This ‘degrades’ the quality of
the models over time.?* In theory, the possibility exists for state and local content to be wholly
absent from future generative responses to Al prompts seeking information about subnational
U.S. political units.
Conclusion: The Anti-Madisonian Problem of Nationalised Content

This study is the first to raise the problem of nationalisation bias in the context of politically-
focused Al-generated content. As the results presented here have demonstrated, generative Al is
not able to provide meaningful or distinct information about subnational U.S. politics.
Furthermore, U.S. national elections are conducted by the states and as such, there are potential
consequences, as well, for election administration, candidate recruitment, and voter turnout.
There are also real risks that in the future, generative AI’s nationalisation bias will cause scholars

and practitioners to misunderstand these aspects of American elections. Alarmingly, the quality

8 Shumailov, 1., Shumaylov, Z., Zhao, Y. et al. ‘Al models collapse when trained on recursively generated data.’
Nature 631, 755-759 (2024). https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-024-07566-y.
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of political information that Al provides is likely to get poorer over time, even as the
technology’s ability to present that information in realistic ways will continue to improve.

The experts interviewed as part of the 50 States or Bust! Project found that the ChatGPT-
generated profiles better described national-level phenomena than they explained what goes on at
the state level. This reinforces findings published elsewhere that ChatGPT is of limited utility for
helping people to learn about state-level politics and government.8 While it is undoubtedly
beneficial for those in the U.S. (and elsewhere) to understand U.S. national politics, the
complaint among many of the scholar-participants in the 50 States or Bust! Project is that the
general trend toward a national-level focus by citizens, politicians, and the media comes at the
expense of these same groups’ engagement with, and understanding of, state, territory and local
level politics and policy. When partisanship is added to the mix, state and local distinctions may
cease to become a focus of political discourse.

This is a particularly worrisome possibility. Nationalisation, and the consequent
diminishment of state and local politics, upends the principles of federalism upon which the U.S.
system of government is based. In Federalist Paper #51, James Madison explains the safeguards
that a federal system provides to the rights of the people, writing:

In the compound republic of America, the power surrendered by the people is first
divided between two distinct governments, and then the portion allotted to each
subdivided among distinct and separate departments. Hence a double security
arises to the rights of the people. The different governments will control each

other, at the same time that each will be controlled by itself.2

8 Finn, P., Bell, L. C., Tatum, A., & Leicht, C. V. (2024). ‘Assessing ChatGPT as a Tool for Research on U.S. State
and Territory Politics.” Political Studies Review, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/14789299241268652.
8 Madison, James. 1788. Federalist Paper #51.
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The nationalisation of U.S. politics, which both contributes to the difficulty generative Al has of
producing meaningful subnational political information and is exacerbated by the same, reduces
the distinctions between the two levels of the “compound republic” that Madison and the other
framers created. It is beyond the scope of this study to consider whether there might be benefits
from the more unitary system that results from the trend toward nationalisation; what is clear is
that this is not the system the framers intended, and that as generative Al increases in prevalence,
the separation between the national and state levels of government will become even less

distinct.
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