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how voters decide
Information Processing during Election Campaigns

This book attempts to redirect the field of voting behavior research by propos-
ing a paradigm-shifting framework for studying voter decision making. An
innovative experimental methodology is presented for getting “inside the
heads” of citizens as they confront the overwhelming rush of information from
modern presidential election campaigns. Four broad theoretically defined
types of decision strategies that voters employ to help decide which can-
didate to support are described and operationally defined. Individual and
campaign-related factors that lead voters to adopt one or another of these
strategies are examined. Most importantly, this research proposes a new nor-
mative focus for the scientific study of voting behavior: We should care about
not just which candidate received the most votes, but also how many citizens
voted correctly – that is, in accordance with their own fully informed pref-
erences. Since its inception the field of voting behavior has focused on what
leads some citizens to vote Democratic and others to vote Republican; it is
now time to ask what leads some citizens to vote correctly and others to vote
incorrectly.
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In his reflective moments even the most experienced politician senses a
nagging curiosity about why people vote as they do. His power and his
position depend upon the outcome of the mysterious rites we perform as
opposing candidates harangue the multitudes who finally march to the
polls to prolong the rule of their champion, to thrust him, ungratefully,
back into the void of private life, or to raise to eminence a new tribune of
the people. . . .

Scholars, though they have less at stake than do politicians, also have an
abiding curiosity about why voters act as they do.

V. O. Key (1966, p. 1)
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1

Introduction

Democracy succeeds when government, in some broad sense, represents
the will of the people. Democratic representation can be assured if
informed citizens freely elect their leaders, and those leaders stand for
reelection at some regular interval. Thus citizens, voting for leaders who
best represent their views, and holding those leaders (or their political
parties) accountable for their performance in office at the next election,
make democracy work. At least that is the theory.

Naturally enough, voting is a topic that has drawn quite a bit of atten-
tion in political science, and the classics of political behavior research
have all focused, in one way or another, on the vote decision. Under-
standing how voters make their decisions is tantamount, at some very
basic level, to understanding how democracy works. There can be no
more important question in political science. Yet with all of our research
over the past half century, and the numerous models of vote choice that
have been proposed, how much do we really know about how voters
decide?

If that question is understood to mean how well can we predict or
explain the vote in a statistical sense, the answer is quite well indeed. The
existing models do an excellent job of prediction, including appropri-
ate voter, campaign, candidate, and political environment factors into a
regression stew and “explaining” with high accuracy which voters choose
Democrats and which choose Republicans. But such prediction is thin,
supported as it is by post hoc mathematical modeling, and provides little
in the way of true understanding of how voters in the real world gather
campaign information about the candidates and use it to make a deci-
sion. Most of our existing models of the vote choice are relatively static,
based in a very real sense on cross-sectional survey data, taking what
little (typically) voters know about the candidates at the time of the sur-
vey as a given with almost no thought to how they went about obtaining

3
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Theory and Methods

that information in the first place. But campaigns are dynamic events that
occur over time, and deciding whether and how to vote is a process that
also occurs over time and that needs to be understood (and studied) as
such.

Consider five hypothetical voters in the 2004 U.S. presidential election.

� William R is an accountant working for Xerox in Rochester, New
York. He believes the only way to pick a president is to learn every-
thing there is to know about the candidates’ experience and policy
proposals and to evaluate the likely consequences of those policies
for his family and himself. He watches News Hour with Jim Lehrer
on PBS and scours the newspapers daily for information about the
candidates. He could tell you the minutest detail about George W.
Bush’s plans for post-war Iraq, his stand on immigration or the envi-
ronment, John Kerry’s record as Senator from Massachusetts, his
policies on health care reform and national defense, Ralph Nader’s
feelings about corporate business practices, and so on. Aided by his
photographic memory, he took the weekend before the election off
so he could integrate what he learned about the strengths and weak-
nesses of each candidate into overall summary evaluations. George
Bush came out with the highest total, and thus earned William’s vote.

� Anne D is a business consultant in San Diego. “Time is money,” she
always says, and even though she believes that the candidates have to
be evaluated according to the likely consequences of their winning,
she feels it is simply “not worth the effort” to pay any attention to
campaigns until near the end. She never votes in primary elections and
considers only the Democratic and Republican candidates because
“no other candidate has a chance of winning.” She evaluates the
candidates primarily in terms of how likely they are to have any
tangible effect on her own pocketbook. She gladly accepted her $500
tax refund the year before the election, but business has been very
poor since President Bush took office, and she has made much less
from her consulting job since the 2000 election than she remembers
making during the boom years under Clinton and Gore. Although
she has voted Republican in the past, Kerry and the Democrats seem
like the obvious choice to Anne this year.

� Warren M is a shift supervisor in an automobile factory living in a
middle-class neighborhood in Detroit. A lifelong Democrat – as were
his parents – Warren found the decision to vote for John Kerry an
easy one. He believes that Kerry has superior political experience
compared to George Bush, and he trusts him a lot more than any
Republican. As a Democrat, he cares about a strong economy and
believes Kerry has better plans for getting the economy going again

4
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than does Bush. As a father with two teenage boys, he is delighted
that his candidate will do everything he can to keep us out of war. And
of course he is disgusted with how President Bush has been distorting
Kerry’s war record during the campaign. All of these concerns pushed
him toward the Democratic ticket.

� Teresa C is a soccer mom living in the suburbs of Atlanta. With four
kids at home, she has many more pressing things on her mind than
politics. Nonetheless, she believes that a good citizen should vote.
She cares about two issues, and two issues only: prayer in school and
government vouchers for private education. George Bush shares her
views on these two issues; John Kerry does not. Enough said, choice
made – now back to the game and other more immediate family
matters.

� Herbert S’s approach to politics is just like his take on the weather:
“It’s going to be hot in the summer, cold in the winter, and pretty
nice in the fall and spring. And if something different is going to hap-
pen, you’ll hear about it.” Democrats, he knows, are pretty much
always “for the people a little out of the mainstream.” They generally
think government should try to help people get ahead. Republicans,
on the other hand, are for a strong defense, “want the rich to get
richer,” and “don’t want the government to do anything.” Herbert
checked out what people were saying about Bush and Kerry enough
to know they both fit pretty well with their party stereotypes, and
as an African American working for the Social Security Administra-
tion in Washington, he found it easy to support Kerry in the 2004
election.

Many of our readers will recognize these five hypothetical voters as
caricatures of major political science views of the vote decision: clas-
sic economic rational choice (William R) and Downsian “constrained”
rationality relying upon retrospective considerations (Anne D); the so-
called social psychological or Michigan model of The American Voter
(Warren M); single-issue voting (Teresa C); and cognitive psychological
approaches of “bounded” or “low-information” rationality (Herbert S).
These approaches have driven much of the voting research over the past
fifty years, and they provide context for the process model of decision
making we develop in this book. It is not our intention to provide a com-
plete review of the voting behavior literature, which would require several
books to do justice to the topic. But these same hypothetical voters also
illustrate four largely distinct models or approaches to decision making
that are implicitly assumed by these political science views of voting. We
will therefore also use this brief review of previous voting models to intro-
duce these more general models of decision making.

5
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model 1: rational choice

William R is the classic “rational” voter of economic theory as speci-
fied by von Newman and Morgenstern (1947) and Arrow (1951). The
approach is explicitly normative in its orientation, describing how deci-
sion makers ought to behave to guarantee value-maximizing decisions.1

To highlight the specifics of this model, William evaluates the candidates
in terms of the expected consequences for his own self-interest of each of
them winning the election.2 Some of those consequences are uncertain,
and thus the probabilities of the different consequences occurring must
also be considered. William believes that the more information he has
about all of the alternatives under consideration, the better the resulting
decision will be, so he seeks out as much information about every possi-
ble alternative as he possibly can. William knows and cares a lot about
politics, which makes the job of gathering information somewhat easier.
With his photographic memory and accountant training, he has relatively
little difficulty keeping track of this information, although even he must
focus exclusively on the election for a period of time in order to inte-
grate all of the information he has gathered and come up with an optimal
decision.3 This classic economic perspective on rationality views humans

1 Applications of the economic approach in political science are too numerous to
mention, but Davis, Hinich, and Ordeshook (1970) and Riker and Ordeshook (1968)
are two of the early classics; Enelow and Hinich (1984) and Hinich and Munger
(1997) provide more recent summaries and extensions of the general approach.

2 “Self-interest” is one of those slippery terms that, if we are not careful, can be
stretched to mean almost anything. Without denying that most people derive some
benefit from larger considerations (e.g., the continuation of the human race), we will
restrict our meaning of self-interest to relatively short-term tangible benefits to the
individual and his or her immediate family.

3 The rational choice approach also assumes that decision makers follow a number
of formal mathematical principles in making their probability judgments and value
assessments, including regularity, independence from irrelevant alternatives, tran-
sitivity, procedural invariance, dominance, and all the dictates of Bayes theorem.
Hastie and Dawes (2001) summarizes these principles more simply by stating that a
decision can be considered rational if it is (a) based on the status quo of current assets
such that losses or foregone gains are equivalent; (b) based on all possible/plausible
outcomes associated with the choice; and (c) does not violate any of the basic rules of
probability where uncertainty is involved. Downs (1957) characterizes the rational
actor as one who (1) can always make a decision when confronted with a range of
alternatives; (2) ranks all the alternatives facing him or her in order of his or her
preference in such as way that each is either preferred to, indifferent to, or inferior to
each other; (3) has a transitive preference ranking; (4) always chooses from among
the possible alternatives that which ranks highest in his or her preference ordering;
and (5) always makes the same decision each time he or she is confronted with the
same alternatives (p. 6).

6



P1: KAE
0521848598c01 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:14

Introduction

(Homo economicus) as omniscient calculators (Lupia, McCubbins, and
Popkin, 2000) or (a term we like even more) ambulatory encyclopedias,
although it is difficult to imagine very many people being able to follow
its dictates. Nevertheless, the image of a cold, dispassionate accountant
carefully weighing the pluses and minuses associated with the different
alternatives is an appropriate one to hold here.

Our second voter, Anne D, is just as rational in her orientation as our
first voter, but she does not have the demonic cognitive abilities of William
R. Although she would be pleased to consider all possible information
about all possible alternatives if somebody else would gather and integrate
that information for her, she recognizes quite logically that it takes time to
gather this information, time she could spend doing more enjoyable and/or
more productive things. She also believes that it is not going to make
much of a difference in her life if the Republican or the Democrat wins
the election. Hence, she learns a few easily obtainable bits of information
about the two major candidates, mostly based on her experience with
them, but once the marginal cost of new information exceeds the potential
gain from that information, she stops paying attention to the campaign.
We would call this procedure optimization under constraints4 (Gigerenzer
and Todd, 1999), and in broad strokes it is the procedure described by
Anthony Downs (1957) and his followers.5

Both constrained and unconstrained rational choice models assume
people consciously and explicitly consider the consequences (both positive

4 The constraints must work with some stopping rule, which tells the decision maker
to cease looking for additional information. It is interesting to consider exactly how
a stopping rule would actually provide any cognitive savings, and if it does, how it
could be considered rational. For example, how does the decision maker know that
additional information will not prove to be especially valuable, without actually
looking at it? Obviously there could be no cognitive savings here. Alternatively,
if the decision maker were automatically forming some sort of on-line evaluation
of every candidate (see the discussion of Milton L in Chapter 8, n. 1), then the
stopping rule could involve some sort of variance indicator, and the rule could cut
off the search for additional information once the evaluation stops varying very
much with additional information. But then cognitive resources would have to be
spent to monitor and calculate variance in some manner, and still the decision maker
would have to assume that additional information would be similar to information
already obtained about an alternative, a very questionable assumption in a dynamic
situation such as a political campaign.

5 Fiorina (1981) provides one of the best political science examples of this approach
with his model of retrospective voting. According to Fiorina, voters normally prefer
retrospective (i.e., based on past performance) evaluations over prospective con-
siderations (balancing promises about future policy) because the information costs
associated with the former are much less, and the reliability of that information much
greater.
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Introduction

and negative) for their own self-interest associated with every alternative
course of action. More information is always considered to be better than
less information, although “constrained” rationality realizes that the cost
of gathering all that information may exceed the marginal benefit from
having it. People are not always right in their calculations – consider Anne
D’s limiting of alternatives to the two major party candidates because
they are the only two who have a chance to win, as if her own single vote
could make a difference in the outcome of the election – but the point
is they presumably reach a decision based upon those calculations. Most
importantly, to the extent that the dictates of rational choice are followed
(see n. 2), the procedure promises to result in the best possible choice
for each individual decision maker, which gives rational choice a strong
normative component. This is classic rational decision making, and we
will refer to it as Model 1.6 Model 1 voters should be open to whichever
party or candidate can make the most convincing appeals. Figure 1.1
highlights the model’s most important features.

model 2: early socialization and
cognitive consistency

Warren M is exactly the type of person the authors of The American Voter
(Campbell et al., 1960) were describing. Most citizens know little and care
less about politics – one of the most far-reaching and well-documented
findings of the Michigan model of voting – and by these standards, Warren
seems fairly sophisticated. He is first and foremost a party voter – a long-
term psychological attachment learned at his mother’s knee – and his
party identification colors his views of the personal characteristics, issue
stands, and performance evaluations of the candidates, the three most
important short-term factors affecting the vote decision. Warren believes,
for example, that Democratic Senator John Kerry has the better political
experience for the presidency – a position that would be hard to defend
objectively against a sitting incumbent with almost four years on the job.
Whereas our first two voters were presumed to be making explicit deci-
sions based on rational calculations of the consequences of Bush or Kerry

6 We also chose this label to celebrate Allison (1971), whose wonderful book about the
Cuban Missile Crisis introduced the senior author to the decision-making literature.
Allison presented three different models of governmental decision making, the first
of which, Model I, is identical to our own Model 1. Allison’s remaining two models
are very explicitly models of organizational decision making, however, and are thus
not very relevant to individual decisions like the vote choice. Allison used Roman
numerals to label his models. To help avoid confusion, we will employ plain old
(Arabic) numbers for ours.

9



P1: KAE
0521848598c01 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:14

Theory and Methods

winning the election, Warren’s decision, if not quite predetermined by his
party identification, is clearly strongly influenced by it. Most importantly,
that party identification is something Warren essentially inherited at birth
(rather than explicitly chose in some rational manner), much like racial,
gender, class, and religious identifications.

The American Voter is one of the most influential books in all of polit-
ical science, and its basic theory about long- and short-term forces and
the “funnel of causality” is still the bible for many students of political
behavior. Moreover, its theory guides one of the most extraordinary data
collection efforts in all of the social sciences, the American National Elec-
tion Studies (ANES) – biannual surveys conducted by the survey research
center at the University of Michigan around every national U.S. election
since 1952. These surveys have proved invaluable to learning most of what
we know about American public opinion and voting behavior.7

The Michigan approach is a perfect illustration of what we call Model 2
decision making. Whereas Model 1 decisions are based on explicit dispas-
sionate calculations of self-interest, Model 2 decisions are strongly influ-
enced by early-learned social identifications, which, like all such identifi-
cations, tend to be accepted with little or no consideration of alternatives.

7 As a model of the vote, The American Voter, published in 1960, has survived amaz-
ingly well. Some of its findings have been challenged and revised, to be sure, but
the basic structure of the model remains today. To briefly mention one of the major
challenges, the 1950s in America may have been an unusually quiet, noncontentious
period in our country’s history, when politicians were centrists and few issues were
publicly debated by opposing elites. Following the implicit lead of elites, few in the
general public were much engaged by the political issues of the day. This changed by
the mid 1960s. Civil rights, urban riots, the increasingly unpopular war in Vietnam,
and the women’s liberation movement brought the much more contentious issues of
the day into the homes of the general public via the nightly news. Moreover, this
period saw some of the most ideologically extreme candidates running in the presi-
dential elections of the period, including Goldwater and Johnson in 1964, Humphrey
and Wallace in 1968, and McGovern and Wallace in 1972. The general public, again
following the lead of political elites, were much more involved with political issues,
more consistent in their own views, and more likely to base their vote decision on
perceived agreement with the candidates. Such is the story told by The Changing
American Voter (Nie, Verba, and Petrocik, 1976). At the same time, parties were
apparently becoming less important, and the media-dominated period of candidate-
centered politics came to the fore (Wattenberg, 1981). Markus and Converse (1979)
incorporate (and evaluate) most of these revisions in their updating of the basic
Michigan model with data from the 1972 and 1976 presidential elections. Most
recently, Miller and Shanks have specified more precisely in The New American
Voter (1996) the important categories of variables in the funnel of causality. Still,
these revisions were more of degree than kind and do not threaten the basic model
laid out by Campbel et al. (1960).

10
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That is, such identifications develop through simple conditioning rather
than any calculation of self-interest (see Sears, 1975; Sears and Funk,
1991). To the extent the parties stay basically the same, there is no real
need for continuous monitoring of party activity – a view that is very con-
sistent with the general dearth of political information held by the Ameri-
can public. Thus, exposure to political information is generally viewed as
haphazard and unintentional, and most citizens learn only the basic gist of
the most prominent issues covered by the media. Moreover, perception of
political information is often biased by prior predispositions, and voters
are motivated to maintain their prior convictions. Hence, even though in
theory it is easy to know how to change the minds of Model 1 decision
makers – change the contingencies, and they should change their deci-
sions – Model 2 decision makers have many psychological devices that
work against change, making most of their decisions essentially standing
decisions. Thus, we would not expect Model 2 voters to be strongly influ-
enced by any political campaign. If Model 1 decision makers are trying
to maximize self-interest, Model 2 decision makers are trying to confirm
a prior (standing) predisposition.

The theory and empirical evidence for Model 2 voting is strongly shaped
by the ANES surveys that have developed along with it. By their very
nature, surveys are snapshots of public opinion at a particular point in
time, and thus not well suited to explicating the process of information
search and decision making that must occur over time. Thus, political
scientists who have (implicitly, at least) adopted a Model 2 view of voter
decision making have said little about how information is gathered, and it
is up to us to flesh out the information search and decision making aspects
of the model a bit more.

The information gathering of Model 2 voters is clearly envisioned as
largely a passive (media-driven) process, but the one big exception is
that voters should try to learn a candidate’s party affiliation as soon as
possible. Any subsequent purposeful or intentional political information
seeking could have a partisan flavor to it as well – that is, party vot-
ers should be expected to disproportionately seek out information about
their own party’s candidate(s) rather than the opposition.8 This contrasts

8 The logic behind this prediction comes from cognitive dissonance theory (e.g.,
Festinger, 1957), an extremely important theory in social psychology at more or
less the same time that The American Voter (1960) was in its heyday. The theory
assumes people are strongly motivated to avoid experiencing cognitive dissonance,
which could arise by knowing one supported a lousy candidate, for example. One
way to avoid such unpleasant cognitions would be to change one’s perceptions of
the candidate (He really isn’t so bad – or at least he is better than the other guy). This
is what is meant by party identification “coloring” perceptions of other political
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with Model 1 decision makers, who should seek out the same informa-
tion about all alternatives. And even though the Michigan researchers do
not say much about the degree or amount of information search, it is
clear they expect many voters to have a reasonable amount of informa-
tion about the major candidates in a presidential election. For exam-
ple, Miller and Shanks (1996) describe a multistage decision process
whereby partisan and policy-related (ideological) predispositions influ-
ence current policy preferences and perceptions of current (mostly eco-
nomic) conditions, which in turn influence retrospective evaluations of the
incumbent candidate’s (or party’s) job performance, all of which influ-
ence perceptions of the candidate’s personal qualities, which influence
prospective evaluations of the candidates and the parties, which com-
bine to lead to the vote choice. This is a lot of information, even if
we limit consideration to two candidates. Thus, information “gathering”
(which sounds a little more passive than “searching”) should be relatively
deep, and quite possibly unequally distributed across the competing can-
didates. Again, the most important features of Model 2 are summarized in
Figure 1.1.

model 3: fast and frugal decision making

In certain ways, our fourth voter, Teresa C, is like our optimization under
constraints voter, Anne D, in that they both seem to have limited time
for politics. Anne’s value judgments are based on her own self-interest,
and her time constraints focus around the costs of information gathering.
On the other hand, Teresa’s values are not so narrowly tangible and eco-
nomic, and her constraints seem more focused on the costs of processing
information rather than on gathering it per se.

Political scientists have labeled decision makers like Teresa C single-
issue voters (e.g., Conover, Gray, and Coombs, 1982), although in her case
this would be a slight misnomer, as she clearly cares about two issues. Both
of her concerns are what Carmines and Stimson (1980) would call “easy”
issues, which they characterize as issues long on the political agenda,

information. But another way to avoid dissonance would be to seek out positive
information about one’s candidate, to counterbalance some initial negative impres-
sion. (Sure, Bill Clinton cheats on his wife and lied about it to the American public,
but he has also done a fantastic job with the economy, he has eliminated the deficit
and created millions of jobs, he has kept us out of war and brought some hope
of a long-term peace in Ireland and the former Czech Republic.) This latter proce-
dure leads to our prediction of biased information search. Lodge and Taber’s (2000)
recent work on motivated political reasoning might be another theoretical approach
to justify the same basic predictions.
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largely symbolic rather than technical, dealing with policy ends rather
than means. “Hard” issues are more technical in nature, dealing more
with the appropriate means to achieve a universally valued end. It does
not take any great sophistication to vote on easy issues, whereas voting
on hard issue has a more Model 1 ring to it. Easy issue voting could be
called fast and frugal decision making (Gigerenzer and Todd, 1999); we
will refer to it as Model 3. Our image is of what Joe Friday (from Dragnet)
must have been like at the ballot box: “Just the facts, Ma’am.”

model 4: bounded rationality and intuitive
decision making

Our last voter, Herbert S, like several of our earlier examples, reaches his
decision based on very little information gathered during the campaign
itself, but his motivations are somewhat different from any of our earlier
voters. Indeed, it is hard to see much motivation at all in Herbert’s behav-
ior. There is no calculation of consequences associated with the different
alternatives, no coloring of the information about them based on some
early-learned political predisposition, no consideration of or conforming
to the views of other people. Instead, the candidates are simply catego-
rized as a Democrat and a Republican, and various stereotypic attributes
of Democrats and Republicans are presumed to be true of Kerry and
Bush. Because Kerry is assumed to share many more of his values than
Bush, the decision to vote for him is almost automatic, although Herbert
does seek out a few specific bits of information to confirm that Bush and
Kerry really do hold the positions he expects them to hold. This is clearly
an application of “low information rationality” (Popkin, 1991; see also
Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock, 1991), an approach that allows people to
make decisions without too much effort.

A version of low information rationality is most consistent with our
own view, which we will refer to as Model 4, intuitive decision making.
This approach argues that most decisions (including most political deci-
sions) are better understood as semiautomatic responses to frequently
encountered situations than as carefully weighed probabilistic calcula-
tions of the consequences associated with the different alternatives.9 Fifty
plus years of survey research on voting has taught us that most peo-
ple are not very interested in politics, and judging from basic textbook

9 We could make the same statement about even the most consequential decisions
made by political elites, although this would take us well beyond our own data. See
Allison and Zelikow (1999), Jervis (1976), Levy (2003), or Mintz and Geva (1997)
for evidence about elite decision making that is largely consistent with our general
perspective.
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knowledge, they do not know much about how government works or
who the major players are below the level of president and vice president
(Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996). Few citizens have anything approach-
ing an “ideology,” and most do not have very stable or “real” attitudes
toward even the major political issues of the day (Converse, 1964, 1975;
Zaller, 1992).

Models 3 and 4 share a view of humans as cognitively limited infor-
mation processors who make decisions in a much more “intuitive” (i.e.,
less formal and calculating) manner. We will have more to say about this
view in the next chapter. For now let us simply point out that these last
two models take as their starting point a perspective on human cognition
diametrically opposed to that of Model 1 and classic rational choice.

Model 4 further holds that most of the time decision makers are guided
by two competing motivations: the desire to make a good decision and
the desire to make an easy decision. The consequences of the decision
matter, but only in the broad sense of “How important is this decision
to me?” rather than detailed Model 1 considerations of the consequences
associated with every different attribute associated with each different
alternative course of action. If a choice is very important to a person,
getting it right should be the more important consideration. But for most
decisions – and certainly most political decisions – “doing it easily” should
be the primary concern. Indeed, according to Model 4, people’s severe
cognitive limits make the easy way often the only way that a decision can
be reached.

But in one respect Models 1, 3, and 4 are quite similar to each other,
and very different from Model 2: They assume information gathering
is at least in part intentional and an integral part of a decision making
strategy. Model 1 differs from Models 3 and 4 on how much informa-
tion decision makers are assumed to want, but they all share the belief
that decision makers actively seek out the desired amount. As with the
other models, the crucial features of Models 3 and 4 are summarized in
Figure 1.1.

We are certainly not the first political scientists to suggest that people
employ different heuristics and cognitive shortcuts in making their polit-
ical judgments, although no one has offered a full-blown voting model
based on this approach. But even research that accepts the very real limi-
tations of voters does not usually consider whether those limitations are
consequential, brushing them aside under the assumption that gut ratio-
nality, for example, leads voters to do “well enough.” As Bartels (1996)
points out, however, it is not enough to simply assume that a lack of
information can be easily overcome; it has to be demonstrated. We argue
that because a vote decision is based on information – even if the amount
of information collected is limited – the failure of existing models of the
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vote decision to seriously consider how voters acquire and use information
means we still do not have a very good understanding of how voters decide
how to vote.

Voting Correctly

Why does all of this information processing matter? Isn’t the only impor-
tant question which candidate receives the most votes? We think not. We
believe that the processes voters use in making their choices can lead to
better or worse decisions – that is, votes. The normative questions asked
by most voting research are usually quite limited. If they are addressed at
all, the focus is typically on low voter turnout, or how far below the demo-
cratic ideal our ill-informed and uninterested public falls. These questions
are certainly important, but they do not get to what we believe is the most
critical question for a functioning democracy – the linkage between the
vote and government accountability. If voters cast votes that fail to rep-
resent their interests, this linkage is severely damaged. The simple act of
voting is not so simple if people fail to make good choices. So in this
research we ask whether citizens are able to vote correctly.

At first glance, this may seem a strange question. Assuming people
actually vote for the candidate they want to vote for, then of course they
voted correctly. That is, according to some views, unless a person some-
how messes up the mechanics of voting and invalidates their ballot (which,
as we all now know, happens more frequently than we realized), every-
one by definition votes correctly, and it makes no sense to even ask this
question. Economists have a wonderfully vacuous notion of “revealed
preferences,” which perfectly captures this sense: All told, people must
have preferred the candidate they voted for, or else why would they have
voted that way in the first place? The notion of revealed preferences is
based on economists’ underlying assumption that people are rational
actors, and thus their actions reveal what their values and preferences must
have been.

We will not grant this assumption at the outset, not only because it
eliminates one of the most fundamental and interesting questions of all,
but also because Model 1 strikes us as a pretty unrealistic description of
human behavior. Even the most Machiavellian political leaders or the most
cost-conscious free-market consumers do not go around calculating their
every move – nor even very many moves. There simply is not the time
and boundless energy required for such decision making. Nonetheless,
classic models of rationality do provide us with a behavioral method for
evaluating the quality of decisions. A decision could be judged of high
quality by the extent to which rational decision-making processes (seeking
all possible information about all plausible alternatives, etc.) are followed.
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These procedures are supposed to guarantee the highest probability of
reaching the value-maximizing decision, and thus there is a theoretical
reason to take these procedures as normative standards. At the very least,
this gets us away from assuming that all decisions are correct by definition,
although it does require some method for observing people’s decision
processes.

Such a procedural definition, although far better than assuming away
the question, still does not get us very far toward understanding whether
voters effectively translate their preferences into a vote for the candidate
who best represents those interests. This, we believe, is the best standard
for evaluating the quality of a decision: Did the voter, in the hurly-burly
of an actual election campaign, with all the constraints imposed by real
life, still manage to select the candidate that he or she would have chosen
in the ideal world of fully informed preferences? This is a fundamental
question that prior voting research has missed and that purely behav-
ioral definitions fail to engage fully. A new approach to studying the vote
decision is needed.

What We Can Add to the Understanding of the Vote Decision

This book makes three major contributions in defining one such new
approach. First is the question of voting correctly. In Chapter 4 we will
define new substantive criteria for judging if voters can and do vote their
informed interests. These substantive criteria are independent of the pro-
cedures by which the decision is reached, thus transforming decision stra-
tegy (including Model 1 rationality) into a very important independent
variable that could lead to more or less correct voting. For the moment,
we simply want to make the point that this is a question that should inter-
est political scientists of all stripes, a question that political science should
be asking.

We began by arguing that voting is the institution through which the
will of the people is expressed, the institution through which democracy
works. In asking the normative question about correct voting, we will be
focusing on the first step in judging the effectiveness of that institution,
and for comparing alternative institutional arrangements for achieving
the same end. Democracy works best, we would hold, when the will
of the people is accurately expressed through vote decisions. Theorists
have made the point that the aggregation of individual preferences into
aggregate policy is often problematic (Arrow, 1951); however, if voters
cannot correctly express their individual preferences in the first place,
then there is nothing at all to constrain public officials. Said another
way, the more people vote correctly, the better a democratic system of
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government is functioning. Thus, the first major advance we are making
is to suggest a new way to look at the vote decision itself. One interesting
question, to be sure, is whether the Democrat or the Republican receives
a voter’s support, but the more interesting question may well be whether
that decision, whatever it was, is (from the voter’s own perspective)
a correct one.

Providing a criterion for addressing normative questions is one thing;
developing empirically based models for understanding whether voters
reach that criterion is something else again. To make significant advances
in understanding how voters decide, we must devise a method for study-
ing the vote process, a method that allows us to observe voters while
they are making their vote decisions. Survey research just cannot do the
trick. The second major advance of this book is presenting such a new
method. The technique, which we call dynamic process tracing, is based
on a standard method for studying decision making in psychology, but we
have radically revised it to better match the realities of modern political
campaigns. This method allows us to observe voting from up close, to dig
below the surface and watch voters as they try to gather facts about candi-
dates while negotiating the overwhelmingly mad rush of information that
characterizes modern high-level election campaigns. And it allows voters
an important role in shaping their own information environments. Using
this methodology, we will observe, and attempt to understand, the rules
or strategies voters follow as they selectively sample from the total pool of
available information. We will see how the nature of the campaign, and
the nature of the candidates running in it, affects information processing.
And we will do this with an explicit awareness that voters know that they
must do more than simply form evaluations of different candidates – they
must also choose among them.

This last point relates to the third major advance of this book: the pre-
sentation and elaboration of a new framework for understanding voter
decision making and the development of a new set of measures for study-
ing it. We take no credit for the underlying psychological theory, as there
is a well-developed literature on behavioral decision theory (BDT) upon
which we rely. However, it is the application of this theory to voting that
is at the core of our argument. Voting is about information, and thus
understanding how people acquire and use information in making vote
decisions is critical. Behavioral decision theory guides the process-oriented
voting framework we present in the beginning of Chapter 2 and the new
measures we will use to test it. Categorizing our own views (and those
of our predecessors) on voter decision making into Models 1, 2, 3, and
4 is our attempt to recast the vast voting behavior literature into a new
decision-making framework.
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Overview of the Remainder of the Book

The next section of the book describes our theory and methods, as we
devote a chapter to each of the three major contributions we hope to make
to the study of voting behavior. Chapter 2 provides a brief overview of
bounded rationality and the cognitive procedures people have developed
to cope with their cognitive limits. This chapter presents several formal
decision strategies that have been identified in the BDT literature, strate-
gies that fall under one of the four major approaches to decision making
introduced in the current chapter. Chapter 2 also discusses how informa-
tion search can be measured, exploring procedures that in turn provide
the key to determining which decision strategy is being followed. It con-
cludes with a set of theoretically derived predictions or hypotheses that
will guide much of the analysis to follow.

Chapter 3 presents our new dynamic process-tracing methodology.
The shortcomings of traditional process-tracing techniques for study-
ing an election campaign are discussed, as we illustrate how our
new methodology overcomes those limitations. We describe the pres-
idential election campaign simulation that we developed to go along
with our new process-tracing methodology and discuss how this sim-
ulation captures what we consider to be the crucial aspects of mod-
ern political campaigns. The chapter also includes a discussion of the
strengths and weaknesses of experiments as a research technique. Here
we address the crucial issues of the internal and external validity of this
research.

Chapter 4 then develops and justifies two measures of correct voting,
two closely related ways of determining whether the voter actually sup-
ported the candidate he or she would have chosen under the best of all
possible circumstances. In this chapter we go beyond our own experi-
mental data and look at correct voting in recent American presidential
elections using representative survey data.

The second section of the book focuses on information processing and
generally treats it as the dependent variable. Chapter 5 sketches out the
broad outlines of what voters actually “did” during our mock presiden-
tial election campaigns. Here we describe how much and what types of
information people chose to look at during the campaigns, compared to
what was available. We develop measures of the different information
search variables (initially discussed in Chapter 2) that behavioral decision
theorists have employed in studying decision making, including depth of
search, comparability of search, and sequence of search, and translate
these into our four broad categories or models of decision making. We
also describe and summarize the different measures of memory available
from our experiments.
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Chapter 6 then begins looking at these basic results in more detail,
focusing first on how characteristics of the voters themselves influenced
what they did during the election campaigns. We look in particular at
political sophistication or expertise, but we also consider broad political
values or “identifications” – with parties, and with liberal–conservative
ideologies – and the important background characteristics of age, edu-
cation, and gender. We ask how (or whether) these important individ-
ual differences influenced information processing. One of them proves to
be surprisingly strong. Chapter 7 then examines how the nature of the
campaign influences information processing. Did the ideological distinc-
tiveness of the candidates running in an election, their “fit” to common
political stereotypes, or their very number influence how voters processed
information about them? Did the campaign resources available to candi-
dates, or how they chose to spend available resources, influence informa-
tion processing?

The third section of the book turns more clearly to politics. Now we
treat information processing as an independent variable and ask whether
the various measures of information search and decision strategies have
any detectable influence on the evaluation of candidates (Chapter 8), the
direction of the vote (Chapter 9), and the quality or correctness of the
vote choice (Chapter 10). Our theoretical approach leads us to ask a set
of important questions about the vote choice that no previous researchers
have addressed. In particular, we ask whether candidate evaluation is
tantamount to the vote choice. More precisely, we will consider whether
knowing that a choice must be made between several competing candi-
dates affects how evaluations of them are formed, and how we in turn
ought to model them. Chapters 10 and 11 then reconsider the contribu-
tions of what voters bring to any election, how the nature of the candidates
and the campaigns sets the context of the election, and how all of these
factors together influence information processing, not in terms of whether
the Democrat or the Republican was supported but in terms of whether
the correct choice was made. It is in providing at least a partial answer to
this question – indeed, in posing the question in the first place – that we
see the major contribution of our program of research.

In Part IV we conclude what we set out to accomplish in this book. We
have established a new theoretical framework for studying voter decision
making, developed a new research methodology ideally suited to study-
ing that framework, and presented a number of empirical analyses testing
(and largely confirming) predictions derived from our new theoretical
framework. The concluding chapter briefly reviews what we have learned
with an eye to the “so what” question. Although we think of ourselves
as political psychologists, our approach to this research is primarily psy-
chological, undeniably cognitive, and (to borrow a line from Reid Hastie,
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1986) “unabashedly reductionistic” in digging much deeper below the sur-
face of the vote choice than is common practice. We try throughout the
book to convince our readers that the reductionism is worth the price,
that the information processing variables that we have been considering
throughout this book truly matter – and matter for the type of questions
that political scientists want to address. We will try to make an over-
all assessment of the evidence for this point in the last chapter. And we
will also try to sketch out a research agenda for the future – not just for
ourselves, but we hope for many readers of this book.
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A New Theory of Voter Decision Making

One of the expressed goals of this work is the development of a new
process-oriented approach to voter decision making and the elaboration
of a new set of measures for studying it. That is the task of this chapter.
We begin with a very basic idea. Voter decision making cannot be much
different from most other decisions people make in their daily lives. There
is nothing special about the political environment that should cause peo-
ple to overcome magically the limitations of human cognition. Indeed,
everything we know about how citizens view politics suggests that for
most people, most of the time, politics is usually a minor concern. Yet in
certain high-profile situations such as presidential elections, citizens can
hardly avoid exposure to politics and to the steady stream of political
information that is made available. How can people cope with a poten-
tially confusing and easily overwhelming information environment when
they are motivated to pay at least some attention, but unable to devote
superhuman cognitive resources to the task? Assuming one is going to
make a choice,1 some process for acquiring information and evaluating
it is necessary.

As we argued in Chapter 1, however, most prior models of the vote
choice tend to ignore the role of information acquisition and focus entirely
on the end result. Virtually all political science models of the vote decision
have adopted a Model 1 or a Model 2 view of decision making. Neither
one of these models is well suited to answer questions about information
acquisition and processing.

1 We recognize that nearly half of the American public is apparently not particularly
motivated to vote and thus would have no incentive to bother processing any infor-
mation about a presidential campaign. Because this book is about voters, however,
we will beg the question of information processing and decision making by those
whose decision is to abstain.
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Figure 2.1. Process-oriented framework for studying voter decision making.

In contrast, behavioral decision theory takes as its primary goals both a
description and an understanding of how people actually make decisions.
Every study of real-world decision making has shown that rarely are all
alternatives known, all outcomes considered, or all values evoked at the
same time, as is presumed by the rational choice approach. People gener-
ally settle for alternatives that are “good enough” rather than seek out the
value-maximizing alternative, no matter what constraints they are work-
ing under. Thus, behavioral decision theory provides a useful platform on
which to build the new process-oriented approach to the vote decision
we will detail in this chapter, an approach that is much more compatible
with Model 3 and Model 4 decision making.

This new process-oriented approach is, first and foremost, about infor-
mation and the processes voters use to acquire and evaluate it on the way
to choosing a candidate. While still considering traditional antecedents
of the vote – individual characteristics such as ideology and partisan-
ship, economic status, political experience, personal characteristics, and
the like – we focus our attention on understanding how those factors
influence information acquisition and processing (rather than preferences
themselves), crucial intervening variables that we believe, in turn, have a
key (and totally underappreciated) influence on candidate evaluation and
choice.

A broad schematic of our approach is set forth in Figure 2.1. It provides
a general guide for the remainder of this chapter – and indeed for much
of what follows in this book. This framework begins with four sets of
factors that serve as the primary independent variables in our model: (1)
demographic background characteristics of voters, including their parti-
san predispositions, which for us serve primarily as controls; along with
two more directly germane to decision making, (2) political sophistica-
tion or expertise, and (3) what psychologists call “task demands” but
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what in our context is better labeled campaign factors. These three
together determine (4) the subjective or perceived “nature” of the decision
task.

What is new in our framework is the focus on a set of information
processing variables, which along with memory play a crucial interven-
ing role. Information processing and memory are hypothesized to have
important direct effects on the nature and quality of the vote decision.
But they are themselves hypothesized to be functions of prior decision-
making variables in the model, including most prominently the perceived
nature of the decision itself. Thus, we believe that the set of information
processing variables included in our model are an important route by
which individual voter differences, and institutional and campaign fac-
tors that determine the nature of the decision task, ultimately have their
influence on the direction and quality of the vote choice itself. One cannot
truly understand how the vote choice is made, we would argue, without
explicating every step in this model.

We will begin by focusing on the information processing portion of
the model. For most readers, this will be the least familiar portion of
the model, and we will therefore spend the most time on it. We then
much more briefly discuss the key decision-making concepts that precede
information processing, political sophistication, and task demands. We
also briefly discuss the role of memory in our model (itself often used as
an indicator of information processing, but serving a conceptually more
independent role here) and the nature of the ultimate dependent variable
in our model, the vote choice itself.

human cognition and its limits

Behavioral decision theory is distinctly psychological in its orientation,
beginning with the view of humans as limited information processors.
The architecture of human cognition (Anderson, 1983) is designed with
a number of important limitations. Our sense organs (eyes, ears, nose,
etc.) are always being bombarded by stimuli, the vast majority of which
are never actually processed by those organs (Zimmermann, 1989). That
which does get processed almost immediately becomes subject to a very
real bottleneck in short-term memory (STM – also known as working
or active memory). Of the millions of bits of information that our sense
organs are capable of processing in a brief period of time, STM can main-
tain only 7 ± 2 chunks of information at any given time (Miller, 1956). We
all know the experience of looking up a phone number and then walk-
ing across the room to place the call, being distracted, and completely
forgetting the number. Only if we attend to or “rehearse” the number can
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we maintain it long enough to dial the phone. Short-term memory is the
part of memory that is currently activated, and the only part of memory
where direct processing of information is possible.

Sometimes perceptions are activated strongly enough or rehearsed often
enough that they become a part of our essentially unlimited long-term-
memory structure. Memories, or nodes in long-term memory are linked
together in an associative network so that when one node becomes acti-
vated – as we perceive an external stimulus or decide to search memory for
some particular topic – other nodes that are linked to it have a potential
to become activated as well, and thus also are available in STM. Again,
despite our almost limitless long-term memory, only that small portion
currently activated can actually be processed. Moreover, this active pro-
cessing is serial, one item after another (rather that parallel – two or
more items simultaneously), which presents another significant cognitive
limitation.

Now, what does this have to do with voting? Paying attention and per-
ceiving information to the point that short-term memory is activated, and
then attending to it enough to build long-term-memory links, and finally
recalling it from memory when it is needed, is time consuming, requires
substantial processing effort, and is at best an imperfect procedure. The
limitations of human cognition suggest that, to the extent deciding how to
vote includes a memory-based process, it cannot be based on very many
memories. Add to this the fact that politics is not very important to most
people – even during a presidential election – and it becomes even less
likely that voters will routinely make the cognitive effort necessary to
support the processes assumed by many prior models of the vote. Thus,
while economists and some political scientists have developed models of
human behavior that require a significant investment of cognitive energy –
classic Model 1 decision making – psychologists have become convinced
that people act more as cognitive misers (Taylor, 1981; Fiske and Taylor,
1991) – or, perhaps more accurately, as “boundedly rational information
processors” (Simon, 1956).

Even voters motivated to pay close attention to politics will find it
impossible to learn everything about everyone. Highly motivated voters
might well work harder to overcome their cognitive limits, though perhaps
only if they are motivated toward accuracy rather than toward confirm-
ing preexisting beliefs (see Kunda, 1987, 1990). The potential irony here
is that those most motivated to pay attention to politics are those most
likely to be strongly partisan and therefore perhaps most likely to engage
in motivated reasoning (Lodge and Taber, 2000), where confirming preex-
isting biases seems to be a priority. This is certainly a major presumption
of Model 2. In the end, although we do not doubt that motivation plays
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a role in the processing of information, the architecture of human cogni-
tion creates very real limits no matter how motivated a decision maker
may be.2

Coping with Cognitive Limits

If humans have so many information processing limitations, how do we
cope with a world that can overwhelm the senses with information? This
is not just a problem for politics; it confronts us in every aspect of life.
People generally want to make good decisions – they just cannot do so
in the idealized manner described by Model 1 rational processes.3 The
answer is that human beings have developed a large number of cognitive
mechanisms for dealing with information overload. These mechanisms
are generally employed automatically without any conscious forethought
and can simplify both evaluation and choice processes. Most of these
cognitive shortcuts are quite general and have ramifications for many
aspects of human life.

The decision theory literature describes a wide range of approaches
people use to cope with cognitive limits. We will quickly review the most
important of them and then examine these strategies within the context
of candidate evaluation and choice. Because we believe that evaluation
and choice are distinct though interrelated processes, we will discuss sim-
plifying strategies for each separately.

Simplifying Evaluations

Heuristics are problem-solving strategies (often employed automatically
or unconsciously) that serve to “keep the information processing demands
of the task within bounds” (Abelson and Levi, 1985, p. 255). They repre-
sent cognitive shortcuts, rules of thumb for making certain judgments or
inferences with considerably less than the complete search for alternatives
and their consequences that is dictated by rational choice.

Kahneman and Tversky (1972, 1973, 1984; Tversky and Kahneman,
1973, 1974) have identified three general cognitive heuristics that deci-
sion makers employ in lieu of detailed information gathering and analy-
sis. These heuristics allow decision makers to simplify complex judgments

2 The preceding discussion has been, admittedly, a very facile overview of cognitive
architecture and processing and is informed by Anderson (1983), Anderson and
Bower (1973), Anderson et al. (2004), Simon (1957, 1979), Smith (1998), and Wyer
and Srull (1986), where the reader can find much more comprehensive discussions
of cognitive limitations.

3 See also Lupia and McCubbins (1998) on this point.
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by focusing attention on a small subset of all possible information. They
include availability – judging frequency, probability, and causality by how
easily concrete examples come to mind, or how easy it is to generate
a plausible scenario;4 representativeness – assigning specific instances to
broader categories (stereotypes, schemata) according to how well the par-
ticular instance fits or matches the essential properties of one category
rather than another; and anchoring and adjustment – forming a tentative
response and then adjusting by reviewing relevant data. We could refer to
these three as forming judgments according to how accessible something
is in memory, by how typical a particular example is, and by what comes
first.

Categorization or grouping seems to be a basic property of human per-
ception, such that when new stimuli are perceived, the first thing people try
to do is categorize the stimuli as another instance of some familiar group
(Cantor and Mischel, 1979; Rosch, 1978) that is already understood to
have certain default characteristics. Such category- or “schema-based”
processing is cognitively efficient because once a stimulus is perceived as
another instance of some preexisting schema, the details of the new stim-
ulus can be largely ignored, and default values associated with the schema
assumed to hold. Ignoring the details allows for more efficient processing.
Efficiency also results from being able to make category-based inferences
about the particular stimulus even when the detailed information is not
actually present in the information environment – thus avoiding addi-
tional information search.

Judgment heuristics and categorization have direct application to can-
didate evaluation. After all, what is partisanship, when applied to can-
didate evaluation, other than a cognitive shortcut? So in evaluating
a candidate, a voter might apply partisan and ideological schemata
(Conover and Feldman, 1986, 1989; Kuklinski and Hurley, 1994; Lau and
Redlawsk, 2001a; Lodge and Hamill, 1986; Rahn, 1993; Sniderman et al.,
1986). This is as simple as categorizing candidates in an election accord-
ing to widely available political schemata, assuming schema-consistent
detailed (default) information and applying category-based affect (Fiske
and Pavelchak, 1986). The result is an evaluation “colored” by preexisting
partisan preferences and the assumptions that come with them.

Likewise, one might apply person stereotypes concerning gender, race,
age, appearance, and so on to flesh out an impression of the candidates
(Fiske and Taylor, 1991; Miller, Wattenberg, and Malanchuk, 1986; Riggle
et al., 1992; Rosenberg, Kahn, and Tran, 1991). Such stereotype- and/or
schema-based inferences are applications of Kahneman and Tversky’s

4 The generation of possible causal scenarios is sometimes distinguished from avail-
ability as the simulation heuristic (Kahneman and Tversky, 1982).
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(1972) representativeness heuristic and are certainly simpler than doing
the careful, individualized information search necessary to be data-driven
rather than schema-driven.

What comes to mind quickest is at the heart of availability. When a voter
encounters a new candidate, for example, she may apply to that candidate
the first things that come to mind. For a Democrat this might be the
thought that Democrats like to raise taxes. Campaigns want to increase
the availability of one set of attributes when their candidate is described,
and a completely different – and opposite set – when their opponent is
described. Thus, what comes to mind can have significant implications
for how candidates are evaluated. Anchoring and adjustment works by
establishing a starting point for making a judgment. Once established,
evaluations may be potentially constrained by that starting point, rather
than being fully updated by new information.

Simplifying Choice

The boundaries between evaluation and choice processes are fluid, but
the two are certainly not identical, and we will typically treat them as
distinct. Decision makers seem to simplify their task of making a choice
in at least three fundamental ways: decomposition, editing, and using
decision heuristics.

Decomposition refers to breaking a decision down into its component
parts, each of which are presumably easier to evaluate than the entire
decision. A candidate running for political office might try to devise a
campaign strategy by making separate decisions about television advertis-
ing, personal appearances, and policy positions. Problem decomposition
is closely related to specialization and division of labor that are essential
in any successful organization.

Editing (or more aptly, pruning) refers to simplifying a decision by elim-
inating (i.e., ignoring) otherwise relevant aspects of the decision. Voters
might simplify their decision task by restricting attention to familiar can-
didates, thus effectively removing one or more alternatives from the choice
set. (This is probably the best explanation for the powerful “incumbency
effects” observed in many electorates.) Single-issue voters limit the num-
ber of “outcomes” associated with each candidate that must be con-
sidered, thus also largely avoiding the need to resolve goal conflicts. A
decision maker could simply count the number of pluses and minuses
associated with each alternative rather than try to weigh them by impor-
tance or devise an evaluative scale with more than two levels. All of these
procedures would greatly simplify any decision.

Decision heuristics are similar to the judgment heuristics described ear-
lier, but they are more directly concerned with simplifying the choice

27



P1: KAE
0521847508c02 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:24

Theory and Methods

between alternatives. Focusing more specifically on the vote decision, we
can describe five common heuristics or cognitive shortcuts that people uti-
lize in making vote choice. These heuristics provide great cognitive effi-
ciency while probably still yielding reasonably accurate decisions most
of the time. We say “probably” because there is in fact little empirical
research addressing how people go about making a vote decision and
how likely they are to choose the candidate who, for them, is best. Thus,
the implications of the use of these five cognitive shortcuts should be
considered testable hypotheses rather than statements of fact.

1. Affect Referral (Wright, 1975). If an election involves several can-
didates with whom you are already quite familiar, vote for the most
highly evaluated candidate. This heuristic can be used only for can-
didates who have been around for multiple elections, but it could be
used in any general election campaign if voters have already formed
impressions of the candidates from a primary election.

2. Endorsements. Follow the recommendations of close acquain-
tances, trusted political elites (Carmines and Kuklinski, 1990;
Mondak, 1993; Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock, 1991), or social
groups (Brady and Sniderman, 1985; Lau and Redlawsk, 2001a;
Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock, 1991) with whom you identify. In
other words, let someone else do the hard work of figuring out how
to vote.

3. Familiarity (Goldstein and Gigerenzer, 1999). If you have heard of
one candidate but not any of the others, and your evaluation of
that one candidate is neutral or better, vote for the candidate with
whom you are already familiar. This heuristic is a variant of Tversky
and Kahneman’s availability heuristic. As noted earlier, familiar-
ity works hand in hand with pruning as a method for simplifying
choice.

4. Habit. Vote how you voted the last time. Make a “standing deci-
sion” (e.g., always vote Republican) and stick to it (Quadrel,
Fischhoff, and Davis, 1993).

5. Viability. Only consider candidates that have a good chance of win-
ning (Aldrich, 1980; Bartels, 1988; Lau and Redlawsk, 2001a).

Judgment and decision heuristics, and the simplification processes of
pruning and decomposition, all help to solve the problems of bounded
rationality. We can adopt an evolutionary perspective and conclude that
these simplifications must in general “work,” in the sense of producing
choices that are, if not optimal, at least “good enough” most of the time
to encourage their reproduction – and rarely bad enough to lead to the
extinction of the decision maker!
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Nonetheless, all of these simplification mechanisms, whether focused
on evaluation or choice, can at times lead to poor decisions. Decompo-
sition, for example, can lead to very embarrassing choices if the com-
ponents of a decision are treated as independent when in fact they are
not. A voter who examines one set of candidate policies completely inde-
pendently from another set may find he is unable to make a coherent
decision, preferring different candidates on different policies. Editing can
lead to poor decisions when the aspects of the decision that are ignored
would result, cumulatively, in a new preference order across alternatives
had they been considered. And heuristics can lead to systematic biases
when the reason the heuristic is generally effective (e.g., more frequent
occurrences really are easier to recall; numerical anchors provided by the
decision context usually are reasonable) is not true in some particular
instance.

Thus, decision makers are potentially faced with a real dilemma in
coping with cognitive limitations. On the one hand, because we are not
omniscient calculators, we simply need to use some cognitive shortcuts,
some means of simplifying decisions so that a choice can be made. But
on the other hand, whatever shortcuts and simplifications we adopt come
with a potential cost: inaccurate judgments and something short of value-
maximizing decisions. Behavioral decision theory research suggests that
this dilemma occurs because people generally have two competing goals
in decision making (see Hogarth, 1975; Lau, 2003; Payne, Bettman, and
Johnson, 1993): (1) the desire to make a good decision and (2) the desire
to reach a decision with minimal cognitive effort.

This leads to another important distinction between rational choice and
behavioral decision theory approaches. Rational choice focuses attention
on the structure or elements of a decision – the multiple alternatives, the
relative importance of each criterion of judgment to the decision maker,
and the value of the different outcomes that are associated, with some
probability, with each alternative. Research guided by behavioral decision
theories, in contrast, is much more likely to be concerned with the dynamic
processes of how decisions are made, with information search, and with
strategies for making choices. This will be our focus as well, although we
will try to apply it to all four of the general models of decision making
(including rational choice) presented in Chapter 1.

Not surprisingly, behavioral decision theory researchers have devel-
oped methodologies particularly suited to observing decision making,
with the underlying assumption that the best way to study decision mak-
ing is to observe it while the decision is being made (Svenson, 1979).
Using process-tracing methodologies, decision researchers can keep track
of what information is obtained and the order in which it is obtained, and
thus make inferences about the strategies employed in making a choice.
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We will have more to say about process tracing in Chapter 3 as we describe
existing techniques and propose a new and better way to study the vote
decision.

decision strategies

We have seen that decision makers are beset with cognitive limits, but
armed with potentially useful tools to mitigate the effects of those limits.
Now we turn to an examination of decision strategies that may combine
several of these tools during the evaluation and choice process. Simply
put, a decision strategy is a set of mental and physical operations that an
individual uses to reach a decision. In the most general sense, it includes
identifying alternatives, searching for information about them, and identi-
fying a method for making a choice. Examining decision strategies brings
our focus directly to the information processing section of our general
framework for studying decision making shown in Figure 2.1.

What we called Models 1 through 4 in the previous chapter are actually
broad categories of decision strategies. The behavioral decision theory lit-
erature has identified a number of distinct decision strategies that fall into
each of these broader categories. These strategies differ in terms of how
cognitively difficult they are to use, how much of the available informa-
tion they consider, the order in which that information is considered, and
their likelihood of reaching a best decision.

A major way to categorize decision strategies is by the extent to which
they confront or avoid conflict (Billings and Marcus, 1983; Ford et al.,
1989). If one alternative is preferred to all other alternatives on every
dimension of judgment, it is said to dominate the other alternatives, and
there should be no conflict in making a decision. But when one alternative
is preferred on one dimension of judgment but a different alternative is
preferred on another dimension of judgment, the potential for value con-
flict or tradeoffs exists. Decisions in such an environment – which we
suspect is very common in an electoral setting – can be made in one of
two ways:

� Compensatory strategies are cognitively complex information inte-
gration rules where decision makers are assumed to assign a value
to every salient attribute associated with each alternative. Some of
those values can be positive, and others negative, but when they are
combined into an overall evaluation or decision, a positive value
on one dimension can compensate for or trade off against a nega-
tive value on another dimension. Conflict is confronted and resolved
in the process of integrating the positive and negative information
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or values associated with a choice. Compensatory strategies require
commensurable outcomes or values: The only way the value associ-
ated with two different attributes can be traded off is if they both
somehow can be compared on the same dimension. Generally, ana-
lysts assume the concept of “utility” in order to allow these tradeoffs
to be made. Our Models 1 and 35 (and at least on the face of it,
Model 2 as well) involve compensatory decision making.

� Noncompensatory strategies, on the other hand, rely on an incom-
plete information search to avoid conflicts. Negative values on one
attribute or possible outcome do not trade off against positive val-
ues on another attribute or outcome; instead, alternatives are usu-
ally eliminated once negative information about them is obtained.
Incommensurability is not a problem because no tradeoffs are made.
A great deal of research has shown that most decision makers, most
of the time, try to avoid value tradeoffs (Hogarth, 1987). They are
time-consuming, cognitively difficult, at the extremes (e.g., Sophie’s
Choice), emotionally draining. But this avoidance has a potential
cost: less accurate or ideal decisions. Noncompensatory decision
strategies are at the heart of Model 4.

This simple dichotomy of compensatory and noncompensatory strate-
gies is the tip of the decision strategy iceberg, but it provides a useful
structure for our analyses of voter decision making. Voters may adopt
any of a number of more specific strategies that fall under these broader
categories, many of which operate to greatly simplify the evaluation and
decision process. Appendix A details several of these strategies, three
of which are well-known examples of Model 1 decision making, one
of which is an example of Model 3, and two of which are well-known
examples of Model 4 decision making. Model 2 is an unusual case, but
we will specify a formal decision strategy for it as well. We have moved
this somewhat detailed discussion to an appendix to keep from disrupting
the general flow of our argument. Readers interested in the particulars of
how different choice strategies “work” and can lead to different decisions
should turn to this appendix and follow the adventures of a hypotheti-
cal voter Ralph as he employs several of these decision strategies. Here
we will turn to the more immediate problem of determining which of
the broad types or categories of strategies a decision maker is actually
using.

5 If a fast and frugal decision strategy were based on a single criterion of judgment,
however – a “take the best” rule – it could not involve any compensatory tradeoffs,
of course.
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measuring information search

Any descriptions of specific decision strategies are idealized accounts, of
course, and would rarely be observed in such pure states.6 But it is very
possible that somewhat “impure” variants of these strategies could be
employed to actually reach a decision. One may well ask, then, how can
we tell which strategy a decision maker is using? A very important finding
of much behavioral decision theory research is that different patterns of
information acquisition clearly reflect distinguishable choice strategies.
Thus, a key to understanding any decision is observing how people acquire
information because this in turn sheds light on the decision rules and
heuristics that people follow in making their choice.

The Content of Information Search

Even while political scientists have never been particularly concerned with
the search for information, the content of search – or rather, the content
of memory, which presumably is a product of both intentional search and
inadvertent exposure – has been an important focus of previous work
on voting. Party affiliation, issue stands, candidate personalities and their
experience/qualifications for the job, group attachments, and so on are
the “stuff” of the vote decision, and some basic agreement or similar-
ity between what a voter likes and what a candidate has (or is), must
be the basis of any vote choice. Anyone trying to understand or pre-
dict the outcome of any decision must somehow link the preferences of
the decision maker to the characteristics of the choice alternatives. These
links are formed by (purposeful and inadvertent) information search.7

We contend, however, that there is much more to understanding any
decision.

6 Taber and Steenbergen (1995) attempted to model several pure decision strategies
with a procedure they called computational process tracing in order to predict the
choices subjects made in a mock election study. No process-tracing data were gath-
ered, but they did know the political beliefs of their subjects, and which of two
hypothetical congressional candidates they preferred. In an indirect attempt to under-
stand which strategy(ies) might have actually been employed, the authors asked the
question “Had subjects used this strategy, what choice should they have made?”
Unfortunately, all the rules Taber and Steenbergen considered did a good job of pre-
dicting subjects’ actual vote choices, which make it difficult to use this procedure to
determine which strategies were most likely to have been used.

7 There is actually very little direct evidence for this assumption (Graber, 1984, would
be a clear exception), although the indirect evidence – for example, that citizens
who say they pay a lot of attention to politics generally know more facts about very
current events and relatively new political candidates – is pretty convincing.

32



P1: KAE
0521847508c02 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:24

A New Theory of Voter Decision Making

The Process of Information Search

That much more is the process of decision making; that is, how informa-
tion is gathered and combined to reach a decision. If decision makers were
omniscient calculators with perfect memory who seek out and process all
relevant information, the order in which information is acquired would
be irrelevant. But if decision makers are limited information processors
who will almost certainly make a decision before all possible informa-
tion has been obtained, then the order of information acquisition can be
crucially important. It should be obvious that how much information is
obtained can influence choice. Somewhat less obviously, even controlling
on amount of information, how information comes to a decision maker
can also influence choice. Appendix A provides examples of how the order
in which alternatives are examined or the completeness of search within
alternatives can influence choice. Thus, if we can develop standard mea-
sures of each of the components of information search, they can be the
key to knowing which decision strategy is being employed.

Depth of Search. Consider first the depth of information search. By depth
of search, we mean how much of the available information is considered
before a decision is reached. According to rational choice theory, all rele-
vant information about every alternative should be obtained. In practice,
though, it almost never is. Nonetheless, Model 1 decision strategies gener-
ally assume that as much relevant information about every alternative that
can be reasonably gathered in the available time should be considered, and
thus that search will be relatively deep. Likewise, Model 2 assumes that
a good deal of information will be gathered, if only to bolster or justify a
standing decision. In contrast, each of the noncompensatory strategies of
Model 4 allows for much shallower search, although the choice set and
target levels could be such that all information must be considered before
a satisfactory alternative is found, or all but one alternative eliminated.
And of course the entire raison d’être for Model 3 is very limited informa-
tion search. Thus, the depth of search is one way to distinguish between
strategies.

Comparability of Search Across Alternatives. The variance in the amount
of information considered about each alternative is another way to dis-
tinguish between choice strategies. Compensatory strategies like those of
Models 1 and 3 generally assume that the same information should be
considered about every alternative, while the noncompensatory strategies
of Model 4 allow for unequal search across alternatives. Thus, compen-
satory strategies dictate equal search across alternatives and small vari-
ance, while noncompensatory strategies often show high intercandidate
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variance. As discussed in Appendix A, unequal search is also one of the
ways Model 2 decision makers ensure that they make the right decision.8

Variance measures are particularly useful in distinguishing between deci-
sion strategies when task constraints (e.g., time) make it impossible for
all information to be considered.

The fact that information may vary by candidate means that voters
may often be considering noncomparable alternatives: those with at least
some attributes that are unique to each alternative (Johnson, 1984, 1986).
Alternatives can be inherently noncomparable – guns vs. butter, say – or
de facto noncomparable because of information about some alternatives
that exists but is unknown to the decision maker. Elections often involve
choices between inherently noncomparable alternatives, when an incum-
bent with a track record of performance in office is running against a
challenger who has no prior experience in the office being contested.

According to classic rational choice, information that is available about
some but not all alternatives should be ignored in making a choice – but
we suspect it rarely is. Instead, people use what information they have
and, whenever possible, make category-based inferences about the miss-
ing information.9 More generally, however, the possibility (probability, in
most instances) of incomplete search of available information means that
virtually any decision in practice could involve (partially) noncomparable
alternatives.

Sequence of Search. Finally, we can also have the sequence of informa-
tion acquisition, which considers how decision makers move from learn-
ing about one candidate/attribute pair to another (known as transition
analysis; see Jacoby et al., 1976). Four types of transitions are possible,
which we further categorize as ordered and haphazard. Ordered search
is of two types, alternative-based and attribute-based.

1. With alternative-based search (more formally, intra-alternative,
inter-attribute), sometimes also called holistic search, decision mak-
ers consider the different alternatives sequentially. Voters follow-
ing this search strategy would learn about the issue stands, politi-
cal experience, personal values, and whatever else they considered

8 With the added proviso that the disproportionate search goes toward the in-party
candidate.

9 For example, Fiorina’s (1981) model formally allows both for retrospective evalu-
ations of the incumbent’s job performance and for comparison, hypothetical judg-
ments about what the world would have been like had the other party won the last
election, although even he expresses doubt that many voters would actually take this
extra step.
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important about one candidate in an election, before trying to learn
the same information about a second candidate, and so on until they
have explored all the competing candidates. If information were pre-
sented in a matrix format (similar to Figure A.1 of the Appendix),
this would involve searching down the columns of the matrix.

2. With attribute-based search (intra-attribute, inter-alternative),
sometimes also called dimensional search, a decision maker chooses
one attribute for consideration and compares the values of all com-
peting candidates, or sometimes pairs of alternatives, on that issue,
before turning to another attribute and comparing all of the com-
peting alternatives on it.

Haphazard search includes the other two logical possibilities:

3. Inter-attribute, inter-alternative transitions occur when the decision
maker switches from learning about one attribute for a particu-
lar candidate to learning about a different attribute for a differ-
ent candidate. Even decision makers following very ordered search
sequences would engage in some inter-attribute, inter-alternative
transitions as they switched from learning about the last attribute
about Candidate A to learning about the first attribute of Candidate
B, for example.

4. Intra-attribute, intra-alternative transitions occur when the same
item of information is “reaccessed” before any other information
is considered. Whenever this last type of transition occurs, it can
usually be considered a random error.

An important point related to sequence of search is that it is far easier
for cognitively limited decision makers to keep the relevant information
in working memory if an ordered search sequence is followed. Ordered
information can also be processed and stored in long-term memory more
efficiently, which should be another important aid to decision making.
Even when information acquisition is not entirely controllable, however,
the sequence in which information becomes available, the structure of
that information in the environment, and the decision maker’s ability to
at least partially restructure that sequence in some coherent manner can
have important effects on decision making, even changing preferences
among alternatives (Tversky and Sattath, 1979).

Matching Information Search to Decision Strategy

We have gone to some length to discuss the measures of depth, compara-
bility, and sequence of search for one very important reason: Each of the
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                            Comparability    Sequence        Cognitive 
Decision Rule               Type                 Depth of  Search           of Search        of Search            Effort

Model 1c:  Compensatory Deep Equal Candidate-
based 

Very high 

Model 1d:  Compensatory Deep Equal Dimensional Very high 

Model 2:  Mixed Relatively deep  Unequal Candidate-
based most 
likely, but
either OK 

Moderate  

Model 3:  Compensatory Relatively shallow Equal Either Generally
low

Model 4c:  Noncompensatory Depends:  typically
shallow 

Generally
unequal 

Candidate-
based 

Moderately
low

Model 4d:  Noncompensatory Generally shallow Generally
unequal 

Dimensional Low

Note: The suffix “c” refers to candidate-oriented search, while the suffix “d” refers to
dimensional or attribute-focused search.

Figure 2.2. Characteristics of different decision rules.

decision strategies discussed in Appendix A specifies a unique combination
of these three information processing variables. Figure 2.2 summarizes
the crucial details. The various Model 1 decision strategies all assume
deep information search, equally distributed across the alternatives, but
they differ as to whether candidate- (alternative-)based or dimensional-
(attribute-)based search should be followed. Model 2 also assumes rela-
tively deep search, but it expects that search to be unequally distributed
across the candidates. There are no clear guidelines in Model 2 for either
candidate-based or dimensional search, however, as is also the case for
Model 3 decision making. On the other hand, Model 3 assumes rela-
tively shallow search, equally distributed across the alternatives. Finally,
the different strategies falling under Model 4 all assume relatively shal-
low search, unequally distributed across the alternatives, but (as was the
case with Model 1) differ in whether they suggest a predominance of
candidate-based or dimensional search.

Because we suspect it will be easier for most of our readers to keep
the gist of our four broad models of decision making in mind rather
than the details of the more particularized labels that are used for deci-
sion strategies in the decision theory literature, we will try to refer to all
decision strategies by their broader category labels. When we want to
distinguish between variants that expect more candidate-based or dimen-
sional search, we will adopt the convention that a trailing “c” will refer to
a model assuming largely candidate-based search (e.g., Model 1c), while
a trailing “d” will refer to a model assuming largely dimensional search
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(e.g., Model 4d).10 This will be our own little cognitive heuristic for the
readers of this book: “c” for candidate-based search, “d” for dimensional
search. Models 2 and 3, which are agnostic about order of search, should
never have a trailing “c” or “d.”

remaining variables in our framework for studying
the vote decision

Our general framework for studying voting (shown in Figure 2.1) summa-
rizes all of what we have discussed so far in this chapter into its informa-
tion processing stage. It is this stage that is most unique to our approach,
and we have spent most of this chapter providing the conceptual back-
ground to explicate it fully. Having done that, we can now take a step back
through the model to have a quick look at the factors that are hypothesized
to affect information processing directly. In particular, three sets of dis-
tinct factors – background characteristics of the voter, political expertise,
and demands of the decision task itself – combine to create the voter’s own
subjective perception of the nature of the task at hand. The background
characteristics – for example, cognitive ability, education, gender, ethnic-
ity, party and ideological identifications – are fairly well studied in the
voting literature, but they are usually conceived as having a direct impact
on the vote. If one were concerned with the direction of the vote – that is,
whether the Democrat or the Republican was chosen – that conceptual-
ization may be adequate. But we are more concerned with how that vote
decision is reached. For our purposes, these background characteristics
are clearly antecedent to two more conceptually important factors, polit-
ical expertise or sophistication, and task demands, the latter a shorthand
for the context of the election environment.

Political Sophistication or Expertise

The amount of knowledge or experience or sophistication an individ-
ual has in a particular domain is the only individual difference gener-
ally found to affect information processing in decision making (Chase
and Simon, 1973; Klayman, 1985; Reder and Anderson, 1980; Shanteau,
1988, 1992). By definition, experts have more knowledge in their area of
expertise than nonexperts (or “novices”). One might think that experts

10 Although candidate-based search should be pretty clear in an electoral context, the
term “alternative-based” is more appropriate for many types of decisions. How-
ever, it is very common to refer to dimensional search as attribute-based search,
and employing a trailing “a” to refer to either one of them could be misunder-
stood. Hence we will use “c” for candidate/alternative-based search, and “d” for
dimensional/attribute-based search.
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would consequently take much longer to make many decisions because
it would take them longer to consider all of this additional information.
However, just the opposite is generally true. This so-called paradox of
the expert can be explained by the way experts structure and organize
information in memory.

Experts learn how to group or “chunk” information together into
meaningful wholes. They form cognitive schemas that allow them to make
reasonable inferences without paying attention to all the details of every
situation. And they learn to pay particular attention to specific “diag-
nostic” or heuristic information, which obviates the need to gather more
elaborate, specific, and/or detailed information. That is, experts are bet-
ter able to discriminate between relevant and irrelevant cues (Shanteau,
1992). Payne, Bettman, and Johnson (1993) suggest that experience in
a decision domain affects the frequency and recency with which possi-
ble decision strategies have been used, thus making those strategies more
accessible in memory. And according to Shanteau (1988), experts adjust
their initial decisions more often than nonexperts, and they try to learn
from the successes and failures of earlier decisions. Experts tend to accept
small errors in decision making but avoid large mistakes.

Thus, we would not expect political experts, compared to nonexperts,
to seek any more or less total information in making a vote decision,
but instead to disproportionately seek certain particularly useful or diag-
nostic types of information – for example, they might be more likely to
employ any of the political heuristics described earlier (Lau and Redlawsk,
2001b).

Campaign Factors

A second factor determining the perceived nature of the voting task in
our model is the situational or contextual nature of the campaign itself,
what psychologists would call task demands. Choice of decision strategy
seems to be highly contingent on the nature of the decision task (Payne,
Bettman, and Johnson, 1993). One very important set of factors involves
the complexity or size of the decision task. Task complexity is usually
defined in terms of the number of alternatives under consideration times
the number of different attributes across which they vary. The general
finding from research on task complexity is that people rely more heav-
ily on simplifying decision heuristics as a task becomes more complex.
This is true both for variation in the number of alternatives (Biggs et al.,
1985; Billings and Marcus, 1983; Klayman, 1985; Lau and Redlawsk,
2001a; Olshavsky, 1979; Payne, 1976) and for the number of attributes
under consideration (Jacoby, Kohn, and Speller, 1974; Keller and Staelin,
1987; Malhotra, 1982). Generally speaking, decision makers rely upon
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some noncompensatory decision strategy when there are more than two
alternatives, while they may use more compensatory strategies if there are
only two alternatives (Einhorn, 1970; Tversky, 1972).

Holding task size or complexity constant, additional factors can affect
the difficulty of the choice facing decision makers. One such factor that can
characterize many political decisions is time pressure. Time pressure may
shift a decision maker’s goals from accuracy to efficiency. Thus, decision
makers faced with time pressure may accelerate processing (i.e., work
faster); reduce the total amount of information considered, focusing on
the most important factors; or change decision strategies, shifting from
a compensatory to a noncompensatory strategy (Payne, Bettman, and
Johnson, 1988).

Another factor affecting choice difficulty is the similarity of the alter-
natives to each other. When alternatives are very dissimilar, it is relatively
easy to distinguish between them, so decision makers can rely on a rela-
tively easy strategy with confidence that they will be making the correct
choice. When alternatives are similar to each other, on the other hand, it
is much more difficult to find the best alternative. Depth of search should
increase (Bockenholt et al., 1991), and decision makers may be more
likely to employ a compensatory decision strategy (Biggs et al., 1985). Of
course, when alternatives are very similar to each other, it usually doesn’t
matter very much if one selects the second- or even third-best alternative.

Finally, there is a great deal of research in behavioral decision theory on
response mode effects (i.e., whether a choice among, or a ranking of, or
an evaluation of different alternatives is required). This topic has received
so much focus because it has been found that changing response mode can
lead to preference reversals, which violates one of the fundamental propo-
sitions of rational choice, that of procedural invariance – that strategically
equivalent ways of eliciting a preference should reveal the same preference
(Tversky, Sattath, and Slovic, 1988). The leading explanations for these
observed preference reversals have to do with processing differences asso-
ciated with the different response modes. The need to evaluate alternatives
leads to alternative-based searching and more quantitative thinking, while
choosing among alternatives leads to more attribute-based searching and
more qualitative thinking (Fischer and Hawkins, 1993; Lichtenstein and
Slovic, 1971; Tversky, 1969; Tversky, Sattath, and Slovic, 1988). This
research suggests that we ought to distinguish between decision making
and judgment, a task to which we will return shortly.

The Perceived “Nature” of the Decision Task

In our framework, we summarize all of this contextual material as
the “campaign factors” involved in a particular election. But just how
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demanding those various contextual factors are is partially contingent on
political expertise – experts should find certain environments less demand-
ing than novices. So we suggest that expertise and campaign factors, along
with the background characteristics of the voter, combine to form a sub-
jective perception of the nature of the voting task. The subjective nature of
the decision problem itself could vary along several dimensions. We will be
primarily concerned with the perceived difficulty of the decision, but we
could easily imagine the magnitude of the consequences associated with
the outcome as another dimension of potential import. Clearly the more
demanding the task, the more subjectively difficult the decision, while the
more expert or experienced the decision maker, the easier the decision.

The subjective nature of the decision task should in turn affect infor-
mation processing – the ways decision makers attempt to gather infor-
mation, the type of information they collect, and the decision rules they
employ to combine that information into a choice. Very easy decision tasks
may allow certain information acquisition patterns or decision rules that
are not possible with more difficult or more demanding decision tasks.
And political sophisticates may be aware of certain ways of acquiring
information or combining it into a choice with which novices are not
familiar.

Similarly, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the more important the
decision is to the decision maker, the more she will be motivated by deci-
sion accuracy rather than decision ease, and the greater the effort that
will be expended in making the decision (Payne, Bettman, and Johnson,
1993). Thus, information search should be deeper, and compensatory
decision strategies will be more likely to be employed (Lindberg, Garling,
and Montgomery, 1989). This reasoning assumes that deeper information
search leads to better decisions, a conclusion that is easy to accept granted
omniscient rationality and unlimited cognitive abilities, but that may
not actually hold in practice for limited information processors. Indeed,
Gigerenzer and Goldstein (1999; Czerlinski, Gigerenzer, and Goldstein,
1999) have demonstrated at least some instances when additional infor-
mation actually results in lower quality decisions, a possibility we will
explore in Chapter 10.

Memory

In our framework, how information is processed has two primary sets
of consequences. First, information acquisition patterns should influence
both the quantity and accuracy of memory, although not always in the
same way. Depth of search, for example, should be positively related
to amount of memory, but it could be negatively related to accuracy of
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memory. Within-candidate search sequences may well result in more mem-
ory than within-attribute sequences, and either of the two ordered search
sequences should make it easier to retrieve more (and more accurate)
information from memory than more haphazard search.

Candidate Evaluation and the Vote Choice

Finally, both the information processing variables and memory combine
to determine the evaluation of the candidates and the nature and quality
of the decision that is reached. We will certainly look to see what factors
lead to the vote for any particular candidate, which in a general election
context in the United States translates into looking to see whether the
Democrat or Republican receives any particular vote. We will look to
see how well we can predict the vote choice from the affective implica-
tions of the information gathered by voters and whether memory plays
an independent role in the vote choice.

But our larger concern will be with the normative issue of the extent to
which the choice that is reached by a voter could be described as the cor-
rect one. Theoretically, our measures of the relative depth, sequence, and
comparability of search across alternatives should be particularly impor-
tant in predicting the quality of the decision reached. A priori, we would
have to hypothesize that Model 1 decision strategies will be associated
with the highest probability of voting correctly, as their very purpose is to
maximize expected utility, and they seem to guarantee the highest prob-
ability of reaching such a decision. But previous behavioral research has
found at least some instances where Model 3 produces better results than
Model 1; and from an evolutionary perspective, in many situations Model
4 decisions ought to be almost as good as Model 1 decisions. We will look
to see whether political campaigns and elections are among the situations
where noncompensatory decision strategies can be effective. And in any
case, our theory sees a clear role for memory in making a correct vote
decision.

This last discussion assumes that we have some way to determine and
measure the quality of the decision making. This is no easy task, we want
to remind readers, and it is a task that previous researchers studying the
vote decision have largely ignored. Such a measure is crucial, however,
for our approach to studying the vote decision. We have put a good deal
of time and effort into developing such a measure (Lau and Redlawsk,
1997), but we defer further discussion until Chapter 4. The point we
want to make here is that focusing exclusively on whether the Democrat
or the Republican gets any particular vote, or gets the most votes overall,
precludes any consideration of the larger normative issues.

41



P1: KAE
0521847508c02 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:24

Theory and Methods

Distinguishing Evaluation and Choice

Before we go much further, we need to return to our very clear distinction
between evaluation (or judgment) and choice (selecting from a set of alter-
native). Social scientists often treat judgment and decision making as if
they are essentially the same thing so that decisions are considered as noth-
ing more than selecting the most highly evaluated alternative. This is a mis-
take for at least three reasons. First, we can certainly distinguish between
the two semantically. A judgment involves the evaluation of a single entity
along some dimension: for example, how attractive/funny/likable/smart a
person is. A decision, in contrast, involves a choice between two or more
discrete alternatives: whether to take drugs, who to marry, when to retire,
which candidate to support in the election. Making a choice implies more
commitment to the chosen alternative than making a judgment suggests
about the judged entity, and it may well also involve searching for reasons
to justify the choice (Slovic, Fischhoff, and Lichtenstein, 1982). People
make judgments all the time without necessarily putting those judgments
into action.

Second, people make many decisions without first explicitly evaluat-
ing the alternatives on some global dimension. “Spur of the moment”
decisions are certainly of this type, as are habitual or standing decisions,
such as “always vote for the Democrat.” Even though such decisions may
be based in part on evaluations formed during prior and more elaborate
decision processes, they are also based, in part, on a prior choice. If one
always votes for Democrats – for whatever past reasons – no real evalu-
ation of either the Republican or Democrat is necessary prior to making
a choice in a new election.

We suspect that in most presidential elections voters make at least some
global evaluations of the candidates prior to the vote no matter how
preordained their vote might be. But a third reason it is wrong to equate
judgment and choice is that global evaluations, even when they are made,
do not necessarily dictate choice. People may vote strategically – that is,
choose a less preferred alternative because their most preferred candidate
has no chance of winning (Abramson et al., 1992). People may vote for
a candidate they do not particularly like for some reason largely external
to the decision itself (acting “against my better judgment”), such as to
please a parent or girlfriend.

Having said all this, however, we suspect that the vote decision in par-
ticular – or any choice between different people – is rarely made without
first forming some global evaluation of the different candidates for the
position. Psychologists have recognized that forming an overall impres-
sion or evaluation of a person seems to be what people will naturally
do, if left to their own devices (Hastie and Pennington, 1988). Hence
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candidate evaluation almost certainly occurs when a vote choice is made.
The important point is that decision making and evaluating are two differ-
ent procedures and should not be conflated. Evaluation need not precede
choice, nor is choice inevitably based on a comparison of some global
evaluations of the alternatives under consideration. We will expand upon
this point in Chapter 8.

consequences of decision strategies:
the “so what?” question

The information processing variables in our model are really the focus of
this book. Although such considerations play a vital role in behavioral
decision theory, they have largely been ignored by past researchers study-
ing the vote decision. In theory, as we have laid out in this chapter, these
considerations should be important. Demonstrating that they are is the
primary challenge before us.

It should be obvious that whatever information citizens have about the
candidates when they enter the voting booth is an important influence –
no, the most important influence – on their vote choice. But voters must
deal with cognitive limits, and consequently we contend that how vot-
ers go about gathering that information has an impact on the vote deci-
sion. Figures A.2 through A.5 of Appendix A illustrate how the appli-
cation of different decision rules, given the same candidates and same
voter preferences, can result in very different choices being made. For
a book on decision making, there is no stronger consequence we can
imagine.

But let us consider some additional consequences. Clearly different
search strategies can result in different levels of knowledge about the
candidates in the choice set. Model 1 rational choice strategies dictate
complete search of all relevant information about every alternative, and
even if we soften this unrealistic demand, rational strategies all employ
some compensatory choice mechanism, which at the very least dictates
that the same information be learned about every alternative. Model 4’s
noncompensatory strategies, on the other hand, suggest (a) that search
will probably be much shallower than when employing a compensatory
choice strategy and (b) that voters are likely to learn much more informa-
tion about some alternatives than about others.

These facts have implications for evaluations of the competing alter-
natives. We argued earlier that decision makers may not form global
or overall evaluations about every alternative in every choice set, but
in an election, where the alternatives involve people, such global evalu-
ations would most likely be formed. The depth of information search,
and its comparability across candidates, could affect how candidates are
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evaluated. A voter using a compensatory decision strategy and relatively
deep search should see the yin and yang of all candidates, both those
ultimately chosen and those rejected, and should have relatively moder-
ate global evaluations as a consequence. That is, confronting and trading
off the good and bad points of a candidate should result in more mod-
erate evaluations (assuming candidates have such good and bad points,
of course), compared to a decision maker employing a noncompensatory
decision strategy and relatively shallow search, who may learn only a few
negative things about rejected candidates, and only a few universally pos-
itive things about the chosen alternative. Thus, depth of search should be
inversely related to extremity of evaluation.

We would also argue that how information is gathered affects how it
is stored in memory, which in turn affects the probability that it will be
recalled (and what else will be recalled with it) at the time of a decision.
Being exposed to certain information is not the same thing as “remember-
ing it” for cognitively limited decision makers. Depth of search obviously
affects the amount that can be recalled: You can only remember what
you have been exposed to. But cognitive limits should place some cap
on the magnitude of this effect so that any influence of depth of search
on the amount of memory will level out after a while. Only slightly less
obvious is our contention that sequence of search also influences mem-
ory, both in content and quantity. If memory is an associated network of
interconnected nodes, as most cognitive psychologists believe, then how
information is encountered will largely determine how it is stored in mem-
ory, and thus the ease with which it can be recalled. A voter relying pri-
marily on intra-candidate search can establish a coherent person schema
for each candidate in memory and do a fairly good job answering the
question, “Tell me what you can recall about Candidate X.” This same
person might have a much more difficult time answering the question,
“Which candidate is closest to you on issue Y?” A voter relying primarily
on intra-attribute search, on the other hand, should find questions of the
latter type easier to answer than the former.

This completes our discussion of the psychological theories underlying
our process-oriented approach to studying the vote decision. We conclude
this chapter with Figure 2.3, which summarizes many of the predictions
that can be derived from our theory. Acceptance of the view of humans
as boundedly rational information processors is tantamount to accepting
the idea that those same humans will have developed a variety of differ-
ent cognitive shortcuts or heuristics for easing the computational burden
of decision making in a complex, information-rich environment like a
modern presidential election campaign. The upshot of all of this is that

44



P1: KAE
0521847508c02 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:24

A New Theory of Voter Decision Making

Basic Premises
∗ People have clear cognitive limitations that severely limit their information

processing abilities.
∗ As a consequence, all people have developed cognitive heuristics or

shortcuts that help them cope with their cognitive limits.
∗ Expertise in any area is not defined by fewer cognitive limitations, but

rather by more effective coping strategies.
∗ In general, decision makers are guided by two often conflicting goals: the

desire to make a good decision, and the desire to make an easy decision.

Factors that should lead to a priority on one of the goals over the other
include:
Making a Good Decision Making an Easy Decision
� Increasing perceived importance � Competing obligations/interests
� Increasing stakes � Familiarity/complacency
� Increasing anxiety � Increasing task difficulty
� Novelty � Time pressure

Factors That Affect Information Processing and Choice of Decision Strategy
Model 1 (Rational Choice): As the most cognitively difficult decision strategy, albeit

one that promises a value-maximizing outcome, Model 1 is more likely to
be chosen when there are only two alternatives in the choice set, by experts
in any particular domain, and when decision makers are primarily
motivated to make good decision.

Model 2 (Confirmatory Decision Making): Model 2 is most likely to be chosen by
strong political partisans, and in situations of high anxiety or otherwise
high perceived “importance” of an election. Model 2 decision makers
should be motivated to learn candidates’ party affiliations as soon as
possible. And particularly when they are exposed to information that might
lead them to question their standing decision, they should be motivated to
seek disproportionate information about their in-party candidate that
should serve to bolster or confirm their long-standing predispositions.

Model 3 (Fast and Frugal Decision Making): Model 3 is most likely when a decision
is particularly difficult or when decision makers are working under severe
time pressure.

Model 4 (Semiautomatic Intuitive Decision Making): Any factor that leads decision
makers to be primarily motivated by desires to make an easy decision,
particularly increasing task difficulty, should lead to great use of Model 4
decision strategies.

Figure 2.3. Theoretical assumptions and predictions derived from process-
oriented framework for studying the vote decision.
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Expected Consequences of Decision Strategies
Model 1: More moderate, less polarized candidate evaluations; higher quality

decisions when decision tasks are relatively easy, or when the strategy is
employed by a relative expert.

Model 2: Polarized candidate evaluations; lower quality of decision.
Model 3: More moderate, less polarized candidate evaluations; better quality

decisions when decisions are – or are perceived to be – very difficult.
Model 4: Polarized candidate evaluations; better quality decisions when decisions

are (perceived to be) relatively difficult.

Factors Affecting Memory
� Depth of search should be positively related to amount of recall, although

the effect should be curvilinear due to cognitive limitations.
� Ordered search sequences should be positively related to accuracy of recall.

� Holistic (within-candidate) search should be related to both amount and
accuracy of recall when candidate-oriented memories are requested.

� Dimensional (within-candidate) search should be related to both amount
and accuracy of recall when attribute-oriented memories are requested.

� Expertise should be positively related to both amount and accuracy of
recall.

Consequences of Memory
� There is no necessary, deterministic relationship between the affective

nature of memory and candidate evaluation.
� But the affective nature of memory should be related to candidate choice.
� And accuracy of memory should be related to quality of decision making.

Figure 2.3. (continued)

Model 3 and Model 4 are far more likely to describe the actual decision
processes of those less involved with politics, and that Model 2 is far
more likely than Model 1 to describe the decision processes of those more
interested and involved in politics.

We have now accomplished our first expressed goal of developing a
new process-oriented approach for studying voter decision making and
elaborating a new set of measures for studying it – at least at a conceptual
level. Before we can try to operationalize those measures and provide
some empirical evidence for many of the hypotheses that derive from this
discussion, however, we must turn to another of our major goals, which
is to develop a new method for observing voters while they are making
their vote decision. That is the topic of Chapter 3.
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Studying Voting as a Process

Presidential campaigns are inherently dynamic events that occur over a
certain period of time. They have a defined beginning, around the time
candidates throw their hats into the ring, along with a clear ending –
Election Day. Throughout the campaign season, citizens are inundated
with information about the candidates, whether they wish to pay attention
to politics or not. One would have to read no newspapers or magazines,
watch no television and listen to no radio, and have no contact with other
people in order to avoid acquiring at least a little information about the
candidates running for president.1

The amount of information available during a campaign varies, how-
ever, depending on the campaign cycle itself. During a contested primary
season, for example, significant amounts of information are readily avail-
able, at least in those states holding contested primaries. On the other
hand, once a candidate has locked up the nomination, the amount of
information about the campaign may drop temporarily, only to be revived
during the parties’ conventions.

Similarly, both the amount of information and the type of information
available vary. Before this series of experiments began, we examined a
selection of newspapers during the 1988 presidential election season and
found evidence that issue-oriented information becomes much more read-
ily available as campaigns progress, while candidate background informa-
tion (such as family, education, prior jobs, etc.) predominates early in the
primaries and then again early in the general election season (Lau, 1992).
Other types of information also appeared to differ in their availability

1 Obviously, this is not true for every type of election. There is almost always much
more information readily available during a presidential election campaign than,
say, during township council campaigns. As this study focuses specifically on mim-
icking the presidential election season, any general comments regarding information
availability are meant to refer to presidential campaigns.
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Figure 3.1. Content of media coverage of the 1988 U.S. presidential election
campaign.

during the campaign, with “hoopla and horse race” (campaign events and
polls) consistently declining in relative frequency until the last weeks of
the campaign, when polls dominate all other information. Figure 3.1 sum-
marizes these data. They are from only one campaign and are based only
on the coverage of that campaign in four newspapers; nevertheless; these
are the only data we know of that have attempted to objectively determine
the actual content of a presidential election campaign.

Clearly, election campaigns are dynamic, information flows vary, and
citizens can learn a little about the candidates without any effort at all,
or they can learn much more by actively seeking out information. But
how have political scientists normally studied this ever-changing environ-
ment? In general, elections have been studied using static techniques such
as cross-sectional surveys administered shortly before or after the election
(or sometimes both). The most ambitious panel surveys (where the same
respondents are interviewed at multiple points in time) may begin earlier
in the campaign, say before the primaries start, and interview the same
voters three or four times before election day (e.g., Berelson, Lazarsfeld,
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and McPhee, 1954; Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and Gaudet, 1944; Patterson,
1980). Such designs have been mimicked more recently by Just et al.
(1996), who used a series of in-depth interviews to follow a small num-
ber of voters over the course of an election (see also Graber, 1984). Other
political scientists have used experiments to examine candidate evaluation
(Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh, 1989; Lodge and Stroh, 1993; Lodge, Steen-
bergen, and Brau, 1995). None of these prior approaches is completely
up to the task of understanding information acquisition and use during
a campaign because none comes close to collecting the type of dynamic
data needed to understand a campaign. Such research techniques do not
have the ability to measure (or manipulate) the information environment
in which respondents lived, and thus they have no direct knowledge of the
particular campaign information their respondents have been exposed to.

If we wish to understand the cognitive processing of campaign infor-
mation as voters make their decisions, typical survey and experimental
methods employed by social scientists will not work. We need a method-
ology that can track voters as they encounter information and can record
the ways in which that information is accessed, examined, and used. For-
tunately, behavioral decision theory researchers have developed several
methodologies for doing just that, with the underlying assumption that
the best way to study decision making is to observe it while the decision is
being made (Svenson, 1979). These process-tracing methodologies keep
track of what information is obtained and the order in which it is obtained
to make inferences about the strategies employed in making the choice.

process-tracing methodologies for studying
decision making

Behavioral decision theorists have utilized two primary strategies for
studying decisions “while they happen,” verbal protocols, and informa-
tion boards. With verbal protocols, the decision maker is asked to “think
aloud” while he or she is making some decision, to vocalize “every passing
thought” (Ericsson and Simon, 1980). The decision maker is thus assumed
to be able to report on the contents of working memory as a decision is
being made.2 Verbal protocols are an excellent technique for exploratory

2 It takes some practice to be able to vocalize “every passing thought” without
noticeably interfering with the decision making itself. Ericsson and Simon distin-
guish between concurrent verbalizations, where decision makers try to report on
their thoughts as they are making a decision, and retrospective verbal protocols,
where decision makers try to describe cognitive processes that occurred earlier in
time. The latter should not be considered a process-tracing methodology at all, for it
must rely on long-term rather than short-term memory, and people are notoriously
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research for developing models of how people go about making a partic-
ular type of decision. Because verbal reports are less easily quantifiable,
however, verbal protocols are generally a less powerful technique for test-
ing hypotheses.

The second major process-tracing technique for studying decision mak-
ing is the information board (Carroll and Johnson, 1990). Information
boards present subjects with a matrix of “learnable” information much
like that in Figure A.1 in Appendix A, where the alternatives under con-
sideration are the columns of the matrix, and the different attributes of
choice (i.e., the different outcomes associated with every alternative) are
the rows. Unlike Figure A.1, however, the actual information is hidden
from view (i.e., the cells of the matrix are blank or only include a label),
and decision makers must actively decide to learn any specific bit of infor-
mation by physically selecting it.

The matrix is typically represented on a computer screen, and the deci-
sion maker selects information to learn by clicking on a particular cell
of the matrix with the computer’s mouse. The computer automatically
records every action the decision maker takes, so that at the end there is a
complete record of what the decision maker accessed, how long every bit
of information was considered, and the order in which it was examined.
Experimental procedure dictates that only one cell of the matrix can be
open at a time. This gives the experimenter complete control over and
knowledge about what information is available to the decision maker at
every moment of the decision task.

Process-tracing techniques have been readily applied to decision making
in a number of contexts, most notably consumer research. For exam-
ple, Jacoby and colleagues (Jacoby, Kohn, and Speller, 1974; Jacoby,
Speller, and Berning, 1974) used this classic approach to determine the
effects of increasing information availability on the ability of consumers
to choose among detergents, rice, or prepared dinners. Subjects chose the
product-attribute pairs of interest and read the information on cards that
described, for example, the whitening ability of a particular detergent
brand.

The value of the information board methodology is its ability to provide
the researcher with a controlled environment in which every action taken
by the decision maker can be observed and recorded. This allows the
researcher to get to the heart of information search and acquisition: the
myriad of different ways decision makers can search for information, and

poor after-the-fact reporters on what has influenced their own behavior (Nisbett
and Wilson, 1977). People can give plausible rationalizations for their behavior, but
those explanations may have little association with why people actually did what
they did.
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how the use of different decision strategies drives what people learn about
the choices facing them.

Process Tracing and the Study of Voting Behavior

The use of information boards3 in consumer decision making seems natu-
ral. For many products, the process of making a decision entails examin-
ing the products as they are arranged on a grocery shelf, perhaps picking
up some of them to read their labels. While political campaigns do not
proceed in such an organized, easy-to-use fashion, information gathering
during the campaign could be simulated on an information board, and a
few prior studies have done just that.

Herstein (1981) used an information board to trace candidate evalua-
tion. Two hypothetical candidates were created with forty-five attributes
provided for each candidate. These attributes included candidate positions
on issues, personal information, and party identification. Subjects were
instructed to examine as much or as little information as they desired and
were allowed to spend as much time as they wished making their deci-
sion. Herstein recorded the items subjects examined along with the order
in which the attributes were chosen. In addition, subjects were instructed
to talk aloud as they made their decisions to express verbally what they
were thinking. The comments they made were recorded as part of the
procedure.

Herstein’s goal was to develop a process-oriented model of the vote,
taking into account not only what information was considered but also
the order in which it was considered and the ongoing evaluations made
by voters during the process of information acquisition. In his result-
ing model, voters select pieces of information, evaluate the information,
and make candidate comparisons on various attributes, much as they
would do for any consumer product. Herstein found that subjects sought
more information when the campaign consisted of two middle-of-the-
road candidates of similar ideologies than when the race was between
two clearly distinct ideologues. This finding makes a lot of sense. Faced
with a more difficult decision in choosing between two candidates, it seems
a reasonable approach to gather more information until the differences
become clearer.4 In an interesting anomaly, Herstein also claimed that

3 See Mintz and Geva (1997) or Mintz et al. (1997) for an information board study
of decision making in international relations.

4 Herstein also found that his subjects made relatively few verbal comparisons between
the two candidates as they examined information. Instead of indicating a general
evaluation on a continuing basis, subjects tended to focus their evaluations on the
particular item being examined at the moment. This seems to argue that voters wait
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party identification did not seem to matter much to his subjects because
the party attribute was chosen far less often than other types of informa-
tion, and subjects typically chose party much later in the decision process
than would be anticipated given the supposed importance of party in
American presidential elections.

More recently, Riggle, Johnson, and Hickey (1996) employed a com-
puterized information board to study age differences in political decision
making, using a senatorial election as the decision task. They identify
seven prototypical search patterns, finding that older subjects are much
more likely to engage in searches within candidates, using a satisficing
strategy (Simon, 1956) to determine final choices. Similarly, Huang (2000;
Huang and Price, 2001) reports a study in which an information board
was used to examine the depth of information search across several differ-
ent experimental conditions. Subjects were placed into one of four groups,
crossing impression formation goals (impression versus nonimpression)
with the effort expended on search (effortful versus effortless). Subjects
processing with a memorization goal evidenced the deepest search and
accessed the most information. On the other hand, subjects motivated
to form an impression showed significantly deeper search than did the
remaining two groups. Huang also found sophistication effects, with
sophisticated subjects more likely to engage in noncompensatory search
strategies and to process information more efficiently than nonsophisti-
cates.

Shortcomings of the Standard Methodology
for Studying Election Campaigns

Even though these studies use process-tracing techniques effectively, they
all rely on traditional static information boards in which all possible
candidate-attribute pairs are always accessible to subjects. Further, sub-
jects could spend as much time as they wished learning about candidates
with no risk of missing any information – despite the fact that real polit-
ical campaigns are dynamic events, where the information environment
is constantly changing. Thus, particular results that may depend on easy
access to information or unlimited processing time are suspect. For exam-
ple, Herstein’s finding that the party of the candidates in the simulation did
not matter much seems likely to be attributable to the artificial nature of
the standard information board. In a real general election, party matters

until a particular “moment-of-decision” in order to make their overall comparison
between the candidates, much as Kelley and Mirer (1974) posit. Yet the Kelley and
Mirer rule of voting for the candidate with the greatest net positive reasons in memory
failed to do a very good job of predicting a subject’s ultimate choice.
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because it is a heuristic summarizing a large amount of information that is
much more difficult to obtain and that few voters have the time or inclina-
tion to learn and reconsider with each succeeding election.5 In Herstein’s
static information board study there were no constraints on the ability of
subjects to learn as much as they wished about the candidates, and thus
no particular need to use a party identification heuristic.

Most people learn about political candidates through the mass media.
In some types of media – print media and, more recently, the internet –
the information flow is relatively under the control of the voter. That is,
the reader can choose to read some stories carefully, skim others, and
totally ignore still others. The occasional photo or headline might be
viewed almost involuntarily, but readers still have most of their informa-
tion acquisition options fully under their own control.

Television and radio, on the other hand, are far less controllable. Where
it is easy to jump around in a print story, skipping a part and paying atten-
tion to another part, it is generally impossible to do so with television and
radio. Moreover, all media share the feature of transience. That is, stories
that appear one day as “news” will often disappear the next, unless there
is an ongoing story. But even stories that run over several days eventu-
ally die out. Thus, the voter who is not paying attention while the media
cover allegations of misdirected campaign funds, for example, may find
it hard to get that information once the story is over, or even to know
that such a story existed. Clearly, a static information board approach
to studying campaigns fails to take into account this transience. It is far
superior to most other methodologies for keeping track of information
search, but “voters” are still searching for information in a decision con-
text far removed from a real political campaign. In many ways, the classic
static information board represents an ideal world for making a decision –
but one far removed from the context in which voters typically make
their decisions. What is needed is a new process-tracing methodology
that can model the dynamic flow of electoral information during a
campaign.6

5 See Fiorina (1981) on this point.
6 Researchers employing traditional information boards are not the only ones to be

led somewhat astray by thinking about politics in too static a manner. For example,
Lupia and McCubbins (1998) argue that “If a stimulus does not cause an individual
to change her actions . . . then the benefit derived from paying attention to the stim-
ulus is zero” (p. 26). This statement is true only if this stimulus is the last thing the
person learns before she must act, and all future actions are irrelevant. Just because
information is not sufficient to change behavior at the moment it is learned does not
mean that at some subsequent point, after new information is learned, the combined
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a dynamic process-tracing methodology

We have revised the traditional static information board, modifying it
into a dynamic, ever-changing design that better mimics the flow of infor-
mation during a presidential campaign (Lau, 1995; Lau and Redlawsk,
1992, 1997, 2001a, 2001b; Redlawsk, 1992, 1995b, 2001a, 2001b, 2002,
2004; Redlawsk and Lau, 1995). Where the static board allows subjects
to have access to all available information at all times, the revised dynamic
board emulates the ebb and flow of a political campaign over time. The
essential feature of the static information board – the ability to trace the
decision-making process as it happens – is retained, but specific informa-
tion comes and goes. Where standard information boards are static and
easily managed by the subject, actual election campaigns are dynamic
and unmanageable. It is easily possible with our revised methodology
to overwhelm subjects with information. Where standard information
boards allow all information to be available whenever a subject wants it,
information during a real election campaign contains a “here today, gone
tomorrow” quality, as does our new method. And, where the standard
information board would make all types of information equally accessible,
from positions on arcane issues to party identification and poll results, our
simulation models the relative ease or difficulty of finding certain kinds
of information at different times during a campaign.

We accomplished these goals by designing a radically revised informa-
tion board in which the information (i.e., the boxes or attribute labels)
scrolls down a computer screen, rather than remaining fixed in place.
Figure 3.2 provides an example of the main screen employed for the elec-
tion simulation in our experiments. There are only a limited number of
attribute labels visible on the computer screen at any one time. Most
include a candidate’s name and the particular information that would
be revealed if this label were accessed (e.g., “Martin’s Basic Economic
Philosophy”). The rate of scrolling is such that most people can read two
or three labels before the position changes. Subjects access the informa-
tion behind the label by using a mouse to click on the label. The scrolling
continues in the background while the detailed information is read, how-
ever, creating a “cost” in terms of missed information and mimicking the
dynamic nature of election information flow. This scrolling format allows
only a small subset of a very large database of information to be available

weight of the new and the old information might be sufficient to change behav-
ior (or to increase knowledge, in Lupia and McCubbins’s terms). Because political
campaigns – and politics in general – are ongoing, dynamic processes, it is impossible
to judge at any point in time just how valuable any piece of information will prove
to be.
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Studying Voting as a Process

Figure 3.2. A dynamic information board.

at any one time, and it makes the task of processing campaign information
much less manageable for the subject. In addition, the relative likelihood
of any particular piece of information becoming available is controlled;
consequently, some information (like party identification) is much eas-
ier to obtain (appears much more often) than other types of information
(such as an obscure policy position). The actual probabilities or differ-
ent types of information appearing at different points in the campaign
are based on the data reported in Figure 3.1 from the actual 1988 U.S.
presidential election.

The Campaign Simulation

Interested readers can turn to Appendix B for more details about how
our dynamic process-tracing methodology actually works. The preceding
brief description should be sufficient for most readers to have a pretty
good idea what the decision task was like for subjects in our experiments.
The methodology itself is agnostic about the particular content of the
information being presented to decision makers, of course, although we
certainly were not. We created a mock presidential election campaign
including eight candidates (four Democrats and four Republicans), with
a primary election campaign lasting about twenty minutes, followed by
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Theory and Methods

a general election campaign involving the winners of the two parties’
primaries, lasting about twelve minutes.

Subjects in our experiments were asked to imagine that they were voting
in the upcoming U.S. presidential election (the 1996 election, for subjects
in our first experiments, the 2000 election, for later experiments), that
President Clinton was not running for reelection, and thus both parties
had tightly contested primary elections to choose their standard-bearers
for the fall campaign. Subjects were told that even though none of the
candidates in our experimental campaign were real, they were designed
to be very much like the type of people who have run in recent presiden-
tial elections. After practicing acquiring information with our scrolling
format, subjects were required to “register” as a Democrat or Republican
and were told that at the end of the primary campaign they would only
be able to vote in their party’s primary. The general election campaign,
which followed, always involved one of the Democrats and one of the
Republicans from the primaries.

Each candidate was described by forty-six distinct attributes that
appeared and could be examined at least once during either the primary
or general election campaign,7 including twenty-three issue stands, party
affiliation, general political philosophy (i.e., ideology), seven items with
personal background information, six personality descriptions, a picture,
several performance evaluations, and several items about campaign strat-
egy. The campaigns also involved endorsements from fourteen interest
groups and the results from fifteen to twenty different polls conducted at
various points during each campaign. In the primary, the endorsements
and polls were specific to either the Democratic or Republican primary
campaign, in practice doubling the number of such items available for
access, although only half of them were relevant to the decision most
immediately at hand.

Figures 3.3 and 3.4 describe the eight mock candidates we created for
our presidential campaign simulation. The figures list the names the candi-
dates were given for the simulation, and these names are how our subjects
knew them. But it will be far easier for our (cognitively limited) read-
ers to refer to them by a shorthand mnemonic. Thus henceforth when
we need to distinguish between them, we will refer to the four Democrats

7 Almost all of this information appeared at least once during both the primary and
(for the two remaining candidates) general election campaigns. The only exceptions
were a few items that were specific to the primary or the general election campaigns.
For example, “Walker’s Primary Election Strategy” was different from “Walker’s
General Election Strategy”; the former was only available during the primary, the
latter could be accessed only during the general election.
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Studying Voting as a Process

Terry Donald (D1)/Jackie Walker (R4) Gerry Singer (D2)/Chris Rodgers (R3)

Gale Martin (D3)/Pat Thomas (R2) Andy Fischer (D4)/Sam Green (R1)

Figure 3.4 Images of mock presidential candidates.

as candidates D1, D2, D3, and D4 and to the four Republicans as R1,
R2, R3, and R4. (These shorthands are also listed in Figures 3.3 and
3.4.) Generally speaking, for both parties the lower numbered candidates
are the most liberal, and the higher numbered candidates are the most
conservative. Keep in mind that this translates for the Democrats into
ideologies ranging from very liberal to moderate and for the Republicans
into ideologies ranging from moderate to very conservative.8

why conduct experiments?

Having introduced our new dynamic process-tracing methodology, it
makes sense to stop for a moment and consider the strengths and weak-
nesses of experiments as a research technique. Twenty years ago experi-
ments in political science were extremely rare. The common explanation
was that much of what political scientists study (governments, legislatures,
elections, international conflict and war, etc.) were not amenable to exper-
imentation. This explanation does not hold up to closer scrutiny, for it

8 There are actually two moderate Democrats (candidates D3 and D4) and two mod-
erate Republicans (candidates R1 and R2), which on average have indistinguishable
ideologies. These candidates differ in another interesting way, however, which will
be discussed in Chapter 7.
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Theory and Methods

implies that the topics that other disciplines study where experimentation
is much more the norm (e.g., psychology’s interest in stereotypes, cultural
norms, or human nature, or physic’s interest in time, relativity, and quan-
tum mechanics) are somehow more amenable to experimentation. When
the great German social psychologist Kurt Lewin immigrated to this coun-
try in the early 1930s, he brought with him the conviction that anything
about human society could be operationalized and studied experimen-
tally (Lewin, 1939, 1946, 1951). To truly understand something, Lewin
believed, you had to be able to change it, and to change something you had
to know about causality. Lewin was the father of experimental social psy-
chology in this country, and his influence (conveyed by his students after
his premature death) made experimentation the dominant methodology
in that discipline.

Political science also experienced a behavioral revolution around Word
War II, but the shape the revolution took in that discipline was guided
much more by survey research than experimentation (Dahl, 1961; Wahlke,
1979). Representative surveys around real elections are a research design
ideally suited to description: How many Democrats and Republicans are
there, and what do they think about their leaders and representatives,
and the policies they propose? Which candidate has the most support
as the election approaches, and how have relative preferences changed
since the last survey? While experiments in political science are more
common today than they once were,9 still experiments in general, and
experimental studies of campaigns and voting in particular, are much
more the exception than the rule.

Fuller discussion of the crucial features of experiments are avail-
able in any research methods textbook, and need not be repeated here.
We only mention their primary advantage: the ability to make causal
inferences. With an experiment, the researcher typically creates a sim-
plified version of some phenomenon of interest and then randomly
confronts subjects with slightly different versions of that experimental
situation, varying only in some critical feature (the manipulated inde-
pendent variable) the experimenter believes affects a behavior of inter-
est. With careful experimental procedures and random assignment of
subjects to conditions, we are in a very good position to conclude that
any observed difference in the behavior of interest across conditions of
the experiment have been caused by the manipulated independent vari-
able(s). The details of our own experimental procedures are presented in
Appendix C.

9 In no small part because of the influence of political psychologists trained in social
psychology; see Kinder and Palfrey (1993) or McDermott (2002) for recent reviews.
Experimentation also came to political science through economics.
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Experimental Manipulations

The big advantage of creating our own mock presidential election cam-
paign is that we have complete control over every aspect of it. Thus, we
can be certain that all the candidates were completely new to all our vot-
ers. We do not have to worry about (or control for) the fact that more
politically sophisticated or experienced voters, say, may already be famil-
iar with some of the candidates before the election campaign even begins.
Consequently, we can observe everything subjects are exposed to about
the candidates and track everything they try to learn in deciding how to
vote.

In fact, complete control over the campaign gives us the ability to
manipulate virtually every aspect of it. For example, in all but one of
our studies, we randomly manipulated the number of candidates running
in each party’s primary, such that half the time there were four Democrats
but only two Republicans competing for their respective party’s nomina-
tion, while the other half of the time, there were two Democrats and
four Republicans running. Thus, the total number of candidates was held
constant at six. As detailed in Appendix C, we required every subject to
register to vote in either the Democratic or Republican primary. We had
no control over how individual subjects registered, of course, but by vary-
ing the number of candidates running in the two primaries, we effectively
randomly manipulated the number of alternatives in the voter’s choice
set. This number-of-candidates manipulation is one of our most impor-
tant because, by varying the number of alternatives a voter much choose
among, we are manipulating the objective difficulty of the decision.

We will describe many of our other experimental manipulations in more
detail as their results are examined in the following chapters. To give
the reader a hint of what is to follow, our studies involved additional
manipulations of the difficulty of the choice, including the ideological
distinctiveness of the competing general election candidates, their con-
formity to partisan stereotypes, and whether the party’s candidate in the
general election had been supported or rejected by the voter in the ear-
lier primary election. We manipulated the timing, number, and nature
(or positive or negative “tone”) of the campaign advertisements aired
by the different candidates. And we manipulated the attractiveness and
gender of the candidates themselves. In some cases, these manipulations
were designed to test various aspects of our general framework for deci-
sion making; in other cases, the manipulations were designed to learn
something about important real-world questions of today’s politics. As
we shall see, not all of these manipulations “worked” in the sense of
producing the hypothesized differences we expected to find. But because
we have carefully controlled the experimental situation and randomly
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assigned subjects to the different levels of our manipulated factors, we
can learn a great deal about how various situational or institutional fac-
tors in campaigns cause people to process information differently, and we
can observe the consequences of those information processing differences
as they subsequently shape the nature and quality of the decisions that are
reached.

internal versus external validity

If experiments are so good for allowing causal inference, why would
anyone conduct any other type of research? Unfortunately all research
designs, like most things in life, involve tradeoffs, tradeoffs that, in this
context, are usually expressed in terms of internal and external validity.
Internal validity refers to the extent to which the conclusions about causal-
ity that one wishes to draw from the study are valid. Experiments with
manipulation, control, and random assignment are very high in interval
validity. To achieve the required level of control, however, it is usually
necessary to conduct experiments in a laboratory – and thus away from
the environment in which the behavior usually occurs.

External validity refers to generalizability – the extent to which the
conclusions reached in the laboratory apply in other settings. Surveys of
citizens concerning real elections have one big advantage: They concern
a real event. The indisputable logic of experimentation is that changes in
the dependent variable were due to differences in the independent variable
in this experiment (read: this experimental setting). Although the quali-
fying phrase rarely appears in print, all scientists are very aware of the
qualification. The crucial question for external validity is how similar is
the laboratory setting to a situation people would face outside of the lab-
oratory? The more complicated the phenomenon one is trying to study,
the more necessary it usually is to simplify that phenomenon – but then
the laboratory setting becomes further from reality.

Internal and external validity are not either/or propositions; they dif-
fer by degrees. An experiment conducted in a field setting would almost
inevitably be less controlled than an experiment conducted in a labora-
tory, and therefore would have somewhat lower internal, but somewhat
higher external, validity. The two are not the opposite of each other, but
they tend to be inversely related, such that designs with high internal valid-
ity often have low external validity, and vice versa. Surveys conducted
around real elections are even weaker than field experiments in their abil-
ity to shed light on the causes of a particular vote decision, but of course
they are much higher in external validity. There is no ideal solution or one
best research design for all problems, and the best research, ultimately,
employs multiple research designs and multiple research settings, such
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that the shortcomings and qualifications of any particular design can be
overcome by another design in another research setting.

External Validity of the Dynamic Information Board

It should be quite clear that the dynamic information board as described
in this chapter differs substantively from a real election campaign. All
of our voters start with no information whatsoever about the candidates
and learn whatever they can in a brief twenty-minute primary and an
even briefer twelve-minute general election. Obviously, real presidential
election campaigns occur over a much more extended period of time.
Much of what subjects in our experiments learn they get from reading
text, although we do have some video information. And there is a very
limited social element – voters in our studies sit in front of a computer
and do not interact with other voters, except for the implicit social cues
they receive by accessing items such as endorsements and polls.

A final major difference between our experiments and the way informa-
tion is normally presented during campaigns involves the relatively nar-
row focus of every discrete bit of information that was available about
the different candidates. For example, a voter could choose to learn a can-
didate’s stand on gun control without necessarily being exposed to any of
the candidate’s other related policy positions, say toward crime or cap-
ital punishment. Similarly, information about a candidate’s background
came in fairly discrete “chunks” (their family, education, religion, military
experience, etc.), whereas in actual campaigns one is more likely to come
across all of this information together. The breaking down or “unitizing”
of information about the candidates was necessary because of our desire
to know exactly what each voter learned – or at least was exposed to –
about each candidate. If a voter accesses “Singer’s Age,” we can be pretty
confident that the voter read that “Gerry Singer is 62 years old.” If we
provided much longer statements about that candidate’s background, we
would be much less confident that a voter actually processed any distinct
fact in that longer description.

Moreover, longer statements mean longer reading time, and thus –
because of the continual scrolling of the dynamic information board –
more information that voters are never exposed to even once. Both of
these factors would combine to add much more “noise” (and less con-
trol) to the experimental setting. We chose less realism for greater control.
And of course voters could learn all of a candidate’s stands in any par-
ticular policy area, and/or many facets of their backgrounds, by selecting
to read all the discrete items. Still, we make no claims that our mock
campaign environment is a faithful analog of a real presidential election
campaign.
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Nonetheless, our experimental setting does connect nicely to real-world
campaigns in certain respects. The candidates used are very realistic, tak-
ing positions on issues appropriate for their ideologies and party affilia-
tions and having the type of political experience typical of major presiden-
tial candidates. The type of information presented mirrors what would
be found in a real campaign. The candidates took positions on current
national problems, and the types of solutions they offered all came from
proposals discussed in leading newspapers such as the New York Times
or Washington Post. The campaign videos were created from actual cam-
paign ads, and the candidates were given realistic political histories. Every
effort was made to create a decision environment in which subjects make
a real choice among candidates.

We could have taken further steps to give our experiments more “mun-
dane” realism (i.e., to make them more like the actual situation in which
the phenomenon of interest – a vote decision – actually occurs), but we
would never get away from the necessity of conducting the research in a
very controlled (and thus inevitably artificial) setting. At the very least,
all of our subjects knew they were in an experiment.10 For the purposes
of this research, however, it was most important to create a decision task
that confronted subjects with certain key features of modern political
campaigns: They are dynamic; they overwhelm voters with far more infor-
mation than they can possibly process; some information is much easier to
obtain than others; and some information (political ads) comes to voters
“free of charge,” without any effort on the voter’s party, whereas other
information is only available to those voters who choose to look at it.

In this goal, we have certainly succeeded. Our subjects have to devise
some methods for overcoming their information processing limitations,
just as voters in actual presidential campaigns must devise procedures for
overcoming these same problems. Subjects are faced with a task of col-
lecting information, evaluating it, and making a choice. They are placed
in a particular decision-making environment, and the results of the exper-
iments certainly tell us something about what happens in such environ-
ments. It is perfectly reasonable then, to conclude that the results also
tell us something about voting, to the extent that it is a decision-making
task in an information-rich environment. Are the procedures our subjects
devise the same as those employed by voters in real elections? We have
no way of knowing for sure. Yet it certainly is plausible that our subjects
would first try to use the same procedures with which they are already
familiar from similar situations – for instance, actual election campaigns.

10 Of course, all survey respondents are also aware that they are being “observed”
and face subtle social pressure to give socially desirable responses (see Kinder and
Sanders, 1990).
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Experimental Realism

A different standard that experiments can achieve is experimental realism,
not how similar the experimental setting is to the real-world situation it
is attempting to simulate but how psychologically compelling the exper-
imental task is. We have no hard data on this point, but, anecdotally,
our subjects did take our mock election campaigns quite seriously. We
provided a two-minute break between the primary and general election
campaigns, during which time the two parties would apparently hold
their primaries, and subjects would learn which candidates were running
in the general election campaign. Many subjects cheered if their favorite
candidate “won” the party’s nomination, and jeered if he or she did not.11

We had no reason (nor any method) for determining the “winner” of the
general election campaign, however, and did not announce any winner.
But the most frequently asked question by far during our debriefing was
“Who won?” The vast majority of our subjects took this decision very
seriously and acted as if they cared about the mock election campaigns
we created for our studies.

Subjects

Most experiments in the social sciences employ the pervasive college
sophomore as subjects (Sears, 1986). This is a convenient, inexpensive,
and usually very compliant population, and their availability has been
institutionalized in most psychology (and a few political science) depart-
ments in larger universities across the country. For some topics of study,
college sophomores are perfectly appropriate subjects. There is no reason
to think that the basic perceptual processes of college students operate
any differently from any other group of people. But for other topics – and
political decision making is one of them – college students provide a partic-
ularly inappropriate subject population. College students generally come
from a very narrow age range, and of course an even narrower range of
educational obtainment. Age and education are two of the demographic
characteristics that typically have the strongest impact on political atti-
tudes and behavior, effects that cannot be replicated with subjects lacking
variance in those characteristics. Sears (1986) argues college students will
have less crystallized social and political attitudes than people later in life,
yet these attitudes provide the crucial inputs to political perception and
judgment. Younger people almost by definition will have less experience
with political matters, and, in virtually every domain, expertise develops

11 The “winners” of our primaries were always a product of experimental manipula-
tions and thus unrelated to vote totals, although no subject knew this.
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with greater experience. Expertise is one of the most important factors to
consider in studying decision making, and the typical college student, who
will have had the opportunity to vote in at most a single major national
election, will not have had the opportunity to develop very much of it.

We therefore targeted a much broader population of subjects. Our
requirements were only two: (1) that subjects be eligible to register and
vote in U.S. elections (i.e., they be U.S. citizens at least 18 years of age),
and (2) that they not be currently enrolled in a college or university. Our
resulting subject pool, while certainly not meant to be representative of
anything, is broadly similar to the type of people living in central New
Jersey where our experiments were run. Table C.1 in Appendix C presents
summary statistics describing these subjects and provides further details
on subject recruitment. The crucial point is that our subjects, ranging in
age from 18 to 84 with a mean of over 45, have as a group had far more
opportunity to be involved in politics than the typical 19- or 20-year-old
college sophomore. Indeed, our typical subject has been eligible to vote
for longer than most college students have been alive!

Of course, having the opportunity to be involved in politics does not
necessarily mean that all of our subjects took those opportunities. Indeed,
if they had, we would face the same restricted variance problem that
confronts anyone using college students as subjects, albeit now at the
upper range of political involvement rather than the lower range. This is
a realistic fear because even though we took pains to explain in recruiting
subjects that we did not just want people who were interested in and
knew a lot about politics, still the study was described as being about
how people make vote choices, and it is not unreasonable to fear that our
volunteers would be inordinately interested in politics.

Table 3.1 compares the political interest and experience of our subjects
to responses to very similar questions from respondents in the 1994 to
2000 ANES surveys – the period bracketing when our experiments were
run. As can be seen, our subjects were on average clearly more active in
politics than a random sample of their fellow citizens, although few of
these people would be considered “activists.” One the other hand, our
subjects claim to be only a little more interested in and knowledgeable
about politics than the average voter. Overall, these numbers are definitely
higher than we would expect from a representative survey of the American
public. But the important point is that our subjects ran the full gamut from
the most politically involved to the least politically interested.

Evidence of the Generalizability of Our Experimental Data

We can also provide evidence for the external validity of our experi-
mental data by comparing some of our experimental results with survey
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Table 3.1. Indicators of Political Sophistication

Campaign-Oriented
Political Behaviora

Community-Oriented
Political Behaviorb

Frequency of
Following Politics in

the Mediac

Experiment ANES Experiment ANES Experiment ANES

Range 0–5 0–5 0–3 0–3 0–4 0–4
Mean 2.5 1.3 1.5 0.7 2.1 1.9
Median 2.0 1.0 2.0 1.0 2.2 2.0
Std Dev 1.6 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.7 1.1

General (Factual)
Political Knowledged

Correct Ideological
Placement of
Politicianse

Experiment ANES Experiment ANES

Range 0–11 0–11 0–7 0–6
Mean 6.5 5.7 5.3 3.9
Median 6.0 6.0 6.0 4.0
Std Dev 2.6 2.5 1.8 2.0

Frequency of
Talking to Others

about Politics
General Interest

in Politics

Experiment ANES Experiment ANES

Never 4% 22% Little or None 22% 24%
Rarely 33% 26% Moderate 34% 48%
Once/twice a week 33% 26% Good or Great Deal 44% 28%
3 or 4 times a week 16% 20%
Daily or almost daily 13% 10%

Note: ANES data average across the 1994, 1996, 1998, and 2000 studies, whenever similar questions
are available.
a Includes voting in the last presidential election, ever working for a candidate, wearing a campaign

button, contributing money to a candidate or political party, and trying to convince others how to
vote.

b Includes working with others on some community project, writing to a newspaper or representative
to express an opinion, and writing to a political representative to seek some service.

c Average frequency of watching the national and business news on television and watching all-news
networks like CNN; reading about national news in a newspaper, and reading a national news
magazine like Time or Newsweek; and listening to national news programs on the radio. 0 = Never,
4 = Daily or almost daily.

d Number of correct answers to 11 factual items, including length of representative’s and senator’s
terms, party in control of the House and Senate, identifying the Secretary of State, Secretary of
Defense, and leader of Russia; knowing that the federal deficit is smaller than it was in 1988;
ball-parking the size of the defense budget; knowing how a bill becomes a law; and knowing who
nominates judges for the federal courts.

e Placing George H. Bush, Bill Clinton, Bob Dole, Dan Quayle, Al Gore, Jessie Jackson, and Ronald
Reagan on the correct half of the ideological spectrum.
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data gathered from actual elections. The top half of Figure 3.5 presents
the proportion of voters defecting from their party in five recent U.S.
presidential elections, by strength of party identification.12 At least two
well-known points about party identification can be seen in this survey
data. First, the stronger the party identification, the stronger the ten-
dency to vote for the party’s candidate; and second, this tendency is
greater among Republicans than Democrats, which is why Republican
candidates win many elections even though there are more Democrats
than Republicans among the mass public.13 Now look at the bottom
panel of Figure 3.5, which presents the rate of defection in our experi-
mental elections. Note that the pattern tracks quite closely to the ANES
studies.

Figure 3.6 reports defection rates not by strength of party identification
but by which candidate the respondent supported in the primary – the one
ultimately chosen by the party and thus running in the general election or
the one who was rejected by the party in favor of some other candidate.
Again the top panel presents the ANES data, which shows the same two
trends seen in Figure 3.5. First, if a respondent’s candidate in the primaries
wins the party’s nomination, voters are extremely likely to support that
same candidate during the general election, particularly when compared
to fellow party members who supported some other candidate during
the primary. The figures fall between those of strong and weak party
identifiers and are substantially nearer to the former than the latter. And
second, we again see the greater tendency for Democrats to defect from
their party than Republicans, irrespective of who they supported during
the primaries.

But the point we want to make here is shown in the bottom panel of
Figure 3.6, which presents the same analysis for our subjects, some of
whom faced a candidate in the general election that they had already
rejected in the primary. The results from the experiments are astonish-
ingly close to the ANES results. We believe both of these analyses (and
several others to be presented later in this book) provide clear support for
our contention that subjects not only took the experiments seriously but
actually behaved as if engaged in a real political campaign. What more
could we ask?

12 In 1972, 1976, 1980, 1988, and 1992, the ANES asked respondents if they had
voted in a primary election, and if so, which candidate they had supported. The
data in Figures 3.5 and 3.6 come from these five election studies.

13 Another not-quite-so-well-known point is also evident in this data: a nonmono-
tonic relationship between party identification and the vote choice. Independents
“leaning” Democratic appear to be stronger Democrats than “weak” identifiers
with the party, at least judging by the tendency to support the party’s candidate.
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Figure 3.5. Defection from party in presidential voting by strength of party
identification.
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Figure 3.6. Defection from party in presidential voting by vote in party primary.

70



P1: KAE
0521847508c03 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:32

Studying Voting as a Process

conclusion

This chapter has described – probably in excruciating detail for some
readers – a new technique for studying the vote decision, a technique
that allows us to collect information on voter decision making no other
researchers interested in this topic have ever had. These experiments were
time-consuming to conduct and somewhat complicated to design, but
their strength lies in our ability to “get inside” voters’ heads, to better
understand the role information processing plays in voter decision mak-
ing. Our procedure supplies the detailed process-tracing information upon
which previous research in behavioral decision theory relies, but in an
experimental setting that better approximates the hurdles voters face in
real elections. Our experiments thus provide a broad test of the general
framework for studying voter decision making presented at the beginning
of Chapter 2.

We are about to begin looking at the results of those experiments.
But before we begin looking in detail at voters’ information processing
during an election campaign, we must address one remaining question.
How can we determine or evaluate the quality of voters’ decisions? We
have argued that this should be a fundamental question of voting behavior
research, but we have not yet discussed how this question can be addressed
empirically. That is the topic of Chapter 4.
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What Is Correct Voting?

The classic texts of democratic theory assume that for a democracy to
function properly, citizens should be interested in, pay attention to, dis-
cuss, and actively participate in politics. The attention and discussion
provide information about political affairs, which allows citizens to make
political decisions (e.g., a vote) based on carefully considered principles
reflecting their own self-interest and the common good. All citizens may
not be able to live up to these standards – some may be too disinterested,
or lack sufficient information, or lack the skills to understand politics, and
as a consequence vote by habit or narrow prejudices, or not vote at all –
but as long as a clear majority of citizens do live up to these standards,
the collective wisdom of the people will prevail.

As discussed in earlier chapters, however, five decades of behavioral
research in political science have left no doubt that only a tiny minority
of the citizens in any democracy actually live up to these ideals. Interest
in politics is generally weak, discussion is rare, political knowledge on
the average is pitifully low, and few people actively participate in politics
beyond voting (e.g., Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee, 1954; Campbell
et al., 1960; Converse, 1964; Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996).

The wide divergence between classic normative theory and political
reality has led to two widely divergent responses. On the one hand,
there are those who accept both the normative theory and the empiri-
cal data, and conclude as a consequence that governments calling them-
selves “democracies” are not truly democratic. An apathetic public
cannot possibly constrain government officials, this line of argument goes;

This chapter relies heavily upon a previously published article [Lau and Redlawsk,
1997]. The analyses in Table 4.3 have been updated to include data from the 1992,
1996, and 2000 American presidential elections, which were not previously available
to us. Somewhat miraculously, the story we have to tell has not changed at all with the
inclusion of these three additional election years.
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instead, some capitalist power elite, military-industrial complex, and/or
giant media conglomerate have used democratic institutions and a com-
placent citizenry to manipulate government policy toward their own ends
(e.g., Bennett, 1988, 1992; Burnham, 1965, 1974; Fishman, 1980; Gans,
1979; Mills, 1971).

On the other hand, there are those who accept the empirical evi-
dence but revise downward the requirements of normative theory so that
modern governments can still be considered mostly “democratic.” For
instance, Page and Shapiro (1992) argue that aggregate public opinion
can be fairly stable and rational – and even, perhaps, guide public policy –
while based on mostly ill-formed “nonattitudes” among individual citi-
zens. Fiorina (1981) shows the advantages of basing vote decisions on ret-
rospective judgments of the party’s past performances rather than spend-
ing the time to learn about the candidates’ future policy proposals. Others
argue that the widespread ignorance of and indifference toward politics
typically seen in Western democracies is in fact a good thing, for it reduces
social conflict and contributes to greater system stability (Berelson,
Lazarsfeld, and McPhee, 1954; McClosky, 1964; Mueller, 1992; Prothro
and Grigg, 1960). In other words, democracy still “works” – and in fact
may even work better – if only some minority of the population are atten-
tive to politics, ideological in their thinking, and so on (see also Dahl,
1961, 1989; Huntington, 1968; Lindblom, 1965; Schattschneider, 1960).

Although we are somewhat in sympathy with each of these divergent
responses, we take issue with the very point on which they both agree: Do
the empirical data in fact require so drastic a revision of classic democratic
theory? True, if modern citizens paid the type of attention to public affairs
that Rousseau prescribed several centuries ago, they would do little else
but follow politics. Such standards are unrealistically high and, we would
argue, not necessary for the average citizen. Classic democratic theory
prescribes active attention to and close scrutiny of government policy
because, logically, it seemed the only way that citizens could make correct
decisions. If A (an active, attentive public) is necessary for B (democracy),
and A is not true, then logically B cannot be true.

This syllogism holds only if we accept the premise that close attention
to politics and the actions of government officials and the promises of
competing candidates are necessary for correct voting decisions. But what
if they are not? What if people can make reasonably good decisions, most
of the time, without all the motivation and attention and knowledge that
is required by classic theory?

As already discussed in Chapter 2, cognitive psychology teaches us that
humans are limited information processors (Fiske and Taylor, 1991; Lau
and Sears, 1986). People can process only a small fraction of the informa-
tion to which they are exposed. Citizens do not have all the information
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about politics that is required of them by classic democratic theory; nei-
ther do they process that information in as logical a way as those theorists
hoped, in large part because of strict cognitive limitations. It is not so
much that people do a particularly bad job of processing political infor-
mation, of course, but rather that we do an equally bad job of processing
any other type of complex information. If the same standards that classic
democratic theory holds up for citizens were to be applied to any other
area of human life, such as finding mates or buying cars or choosing
colleges, people would be judged to be just as inept in those areas.

Most people nonetheless seem to make adequate marriages, get decent
educations, and make reasonably good automobile purchases. We have
already seen how this is possible: Human beings have adaptively devel-
oped a large series of cognitive heuristics or shortcuts that allow them
to make pretty good judgments most of the time (Kahneman, Slovic, and
Tversky, 1982; Nisbett and Ross, 1980; Tversky and Kahneman, 1974).
These heuristics “do sometimes lead people astray when they are overex-
tended or misapplied . . . but] people’s intuitive inferential strategies are
probably used appropriately and effectively in the great majority of cases”
(Nisbett and Ross, 1980, p. 255).

As a consequence, if we are going to make judgments about the “demo-
cratic” nature of different forms of government, we should do so at least
initially on the basis of the quality or correctness of the political decisions
that citizens make within that system of government rather than on the
basis of the ways in which those decisions are reached. Democracy is not
a simple form of government, and judgments about the nature of differ-
ent governments that claim to be democratic should not be made in a
simplistic, either-or manner. Certainly degrees of democracy are possible,
and we would argue that a crucial criterion is the proportion of citizens
voting correctly at any particular point in time rather than the manner in
which those vote decisions are reached. That is, if most people, most of
the time, vote correctly, then we should not be too concerned if those vote
decisions are reached on the basis of something less than full information
about the different policies espoused by different candidates, much less
knowledge of how government actually carries out policy decisions or
who the important players are.

But What Is a “Correct” Voting Decision?

Determining the quality or “correctness” of a vote decision is not an easy
task, however. Who is to decide what is correct? One approach is for the
writer’s or researcher’s values to determine what is correct. This approach
is exemplified by the recent popular book What’s the Matter with Kansas?
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(Frank, 2004), whose author believes people’s votes ought to be consistent
with their economic interests (and thus presumably ignoring their noneco-
nomic interests), but there are many additional examples we could cite.
We are reluctant to define what is good for everyone, however, and even
if we were not, we doubt that many people would be willing to accept our
judgments. Instead, we begin by defining “correctness” based on the val-
ues and beliefs of the individual voter, not on any particular ideology that
presumes the values and preferences that ought to be held by members of
different social classes, for instance, and not on any larger social goods
or universal values. Given the limitations of human cognitive abilities dis-
cussed earlier, however, we are equally reluctant to accept as correct any
individual vote just because it was freely chosen by that individual, as
Downs (1957) and his followers might. Instead, we adopt a theoretical
middle ground by defining correctness based on the fully informed inter-
ests of individual voters. As Dahl writes, “A person’s interest or good is
whatever that person would choose with fullest attainable understanding
of the experiences resulting from that choice and its most relevant alter-
natives” (1989, pp. 180–1; see also Connolly, 1972; Delli Carpini and
Keeter, 1996; Lippmann, 1955; Mansbridge, 1983). Thus, we will define
a correct vote decision as one that is the same as the choice that would
have been made under conditions of full information. Ideally, this deter-
mination can best be made subjectively, by the voter him- or herself, on
an individual basis.

This chapter has several purposes. We will first describe our attempt to
operationalize, in the context of our mock election studies, this ideal of
fully informed voters determining for themselves the correct vote decision.
This measure is the easiest to defend theoretically, but it is very costly (in
terms of subjects’ time) to obtain, and it would be essentially impossible
to employ with any nonexperimental study of a real election. But we
then use this operationalization as a means of validating a second and
more easily obtainable measure of correct voting. In so doing, we move
from a completely subjective, individually determined definition to a more
objective, expert-determined judgment of which candidate best matches
the voter’s own stated preferences.

The experimental data are crucial for what we are attempting to accom-
plish in this book but also for providing a justification and validation for
using an objective, externally determined measure. Having obtained it,
we then briefly illustrate the use of such measures with the 1972–2000
American National Election Studies. These latter results provide impor-
tant construct validity for this measure. Relatively few researchers will
follow our lead in devising their own mock elections where they might
be able to employ an analog to our initial measure, but they certainly can
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employ our second, more objective measure of correct voting. Indeed, we
were so happy with this alternative measure that we dropped the correct
voting determination from Studies 3 and 4 and used the experimental time
for other purposes. This more objective measure of correct voting is the
only one available to us in Studies 3 and 4.

Finally at the end of the chapter, we return to the question of what ought
to be required of citizens by democratic theory, after we have a better idea
of just how well our disinterested, apathetic, uninformed citizens actually
do in making their vote decisions.

Determining “Correct” Vote Choices in Our Mock Election Studies

Most of the experimental procedure is described in Chapter 3 and
Appendix C, but it seemed best to defer a description of our method for
determining a correct vote choice until now. After the mock election cam-
paign was over and the debriefing began, subjects in our first two studies
were questioned about their impressions of the experiment, and they were
asked to complete one final task. The experimenter commiserated with
subjects about how difficult it had been to obtain all the information they
would have liked, but explained it was very important for us to know if
the subjects thought they had voted “correctly.” The pictures of two of
the candidates from the primary election were shown on the computer
screen, the one the subject had voted for, and another candidate from
that same party. Recall that the number of candidates running in each
party’s primary was randomly manipulated in these studies. If there were
only two in-party candidates running in the primary, then those two can-
didates were chosen. In the four-candidate primary condition, there was
some discretion, however, and to make this choice as difficult as possible,
the computer was programmed to select the candidate (from the three
available) who was closest to the subject on the issues.

The experimenter brought out a notebook where all the information
about these two candidates was laid out side by side, so that it was very
easy to compare. Most pairwise comparisons involved roughly ten pages
of single-spaced text. The experimenter explained that he or she knew it
was impossible to learn everything about any of the candidates during
the experiment, but as one last task we wanted the subjects to look this
material over carefully and decide if they still would have voted the way
they did if they had been able to learn all of the available information
about these two candidates. These instructions were designed to get sub-
jects to take this final task seriously and to set up a context in which they
would feel free to change their minds about their initial vote choice in the
primary election in light of full information about the candidates without
feeling defensive or foolish about their original choice.
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If after carefully considering all information available about these two
candidates, subjects decided they still would have voted for the candidate
they actually did vote for, we consider that they voted correctly. If after
receiving full information, subjects decided that they would have changed
their initial vote, however, then we say they voted incorrectly. This is our
first, and probably most defensible, measure of correct voting.1

An Alternative “Normative-Naive” Measure of Correct Voting

Unfortunately, none of us have the opportunity to learn everything there
is to know about the candidates in a real election, and few people have
the motivation to even learn everything that is readily available about
them. Nonetheless, we believe that almost everyone tries to vote correctly,
given whatever they have learned about the candidates (and parties) by
Election Day. We now attempt to model how people could “naively” or
“intuitively” go about making these decisions.

From the preelection questionnaire, we know subjects’ political prefer-
ences and policy stands; likewise, we know where the candidates stand on
those issues, and by employing expert judges can reasonably express can-
didates’ stands on the same scales used by subjects. Most importantly, we
know exactly what information a voter was exposed to about the different
candidates. We do not know precisely how that information was evalu-
ated by each individual voter, but we can make very informed guesses
based on our knowledge of the voter’s preferences. Thus, we are in an
excellent position to try to model the vote decisions that people actually
made in our elections.

In fact, assuming that people do indeed try to vote correctly, this in
essence is a second measure of correct voting – a normative measure

1 Besides random error, there are at least three plausible reasons why subjects may not
be completely accurate in their own assessment of the correctness of their initial vote
choice. One is self-presentation: Despite our efforts to make it acceptable to admit
that one had not made the optimal decision – and we were careful to avoid words
like “mistake” and “incorrect” – some subjects still might have been reluctant to do
so. A closely related reason is avoiding postdecisional dissonance – or any unpleasant
internal state resulting from learning one has made a bad decision. A third reason is
fatigue: This final task was presented to subjects after an average of 126 minutes of
prior effort in the experiment (the range was 93 to 160, with a standard deviation
of about 13 minutes), and the material they were given to examine carefully about
the two candidates was almost twelve pages long, single-spaced. It would only be
human for people to give this material less careful consideration than they would
have if they had been presented with this task at the beginning of the experiment
rather than at the end. Nonetheless, we stressed to subjects how important this final
task was, and most subjects put forth a very serious effort.
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of naive vote preferences – one that is based on the voter’s own val-
ues, to be sure, but one that ultimately is determined by the authors
rather than the voter him- or herself. We consciously juxtapose the terms
“normative” and “naive” in the description of what we are trying to
model. This measure is naive or intuitive in that it is based on the voter’s
actual information-gathering strategies rather than on any ideal, logical,
or expert-determined process, but it is normative in that it is based on an
objective evaluation of that information, and thus an objective determi-
nation of which candidate the subject should have voted for, given their
own political preferences and the differential candidate information to
which they were exposed.

In Chapter 8 we describe how we compute an on-line evaluation of
the candidates, using an additive combination of information learned
about a candidate, weighted by the importance of that information to
the voter. Readers seeking more detail on this measure can look ahead
to Chapter 8. The information incorporated into this on-line evalua-
tion includes party identification, issues, candidate personality, and group
endorsements, with all considerations scaled to have a one-point range.
The evaluation counters developed in Chapter 8 are based only on what
was viewed about each individual candidate; however, here we explicitly
incorporate the normative perspective by calculating the on-line evalua-
tion based not only on what was looked at, but also including what should
have been looked at. We determine subjectively for each voter what should
have been looked at according to the voter’s own behavior. That is, if a
voter looked at a piece of information for at least two candidates, we take
it as evidence he cares about that dimension of judgment, and therefore
believe he should have examined the same information for all candidates
in the choice set, and we calculate the evaluation counter as if he did. On
the other hand, any attribute that was never considered or only accessed
once is assumed to be unimportant to the voter and is therefore dropped
from the calculation of correct voting. Thus, the version of the evaluation
counters used in Chapter 8 are candidate-specific, but the counters used in
this chapter are explicitly comparative, as elections are in the real world.

results

Vote Choice

The first analytic task is to see how well this simple method of determin-
ing differential candidate preference can predict the actual vote choice of
our subjects. We specified a very simple logistic regression in which vote
choice in the primary election was regressed on the difference between the
candidate evaluation measures calculated for the two candidates offered
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to subjects for closer inspection after completion of the main experi-
ment. This single variable (which of course incorporates issue voting,
group endorsements, and candidate appearance and personalities) was
highly significant (p < .001), correctly predicting over 60% of the actual
vote choices against a baseline of 50% – about as good as could be
expected in a primary election campaign where party cannot be used as a
voting cue.

Predicting Correct Voting

Survey designs of actual elections are far better vehicles for learning why
one particular candidate won an election or for building models to predict
the direction of the vote choice. In contrast, we are primarily interested
in understanding whether people voted correctly according to their fully
informed interests, not which candidate they voted for. Seventy percent
of the subjects (206 out of 293) would not have changed their vote after
learning everything there was to learn about the two candidates, and thus
by this definition voted correctly. The remainder, by their own determi-
nation, voted incorrectly.2 This is our first important finding, although it
is impossible to say how generalizable this 70% correct figure is, given
that it is based on voting in a mock election study, albeit one designed to
simulate the crucial aspects of real campaigns.

The first major question we pose is how well our normative measure
of naive or intuitive candidate preference predicts fully informed correct
voting. If the prediction is good, we are justified in referring to it as a
normative measure and in using it as an alternative measure of correct
voting, a surrogate for the more complete, but much more difficult to
obtain, fully informed correct vote determination.

Thus, we specified a second logistic regression in which the sub-
ject’s fully informed determination of which candidate was correct was
regressed on the normative candidate differential variable described ear-
lier. This single variable is again highly significant (p < .001) and cor-
rectly predicts almost 66% of the correct vote choices – better than this
same variable predicts the actual vote choice! This is strong validation
of our normative candidate differential variable as another measure of
correct voting. Just as importantly, our normative method of determining
candidate preferences does almost as well in determining correct voting

2 That fully 30% of the subjects were willing to say they would change their vote,
and thus implicitly to admit that they had initially voted incorrectly, is evidence that
self-presentation concerns were probably not a very big issue to most subjects (see
note 1).
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decisions as voters themselves did (who voted for the correct candidate
70% of the time).

This finding is the crux of our argument, and we want to put it in clear
perspective. We have good, but certainly incomplete, knowledge of voters’
preferences. Based on this knowledge, we can make reasonable (but again
far from perfect) inferences about how subjects evaluated the information
they learned about the candidates, and knowing nothing about how voters
actually combine these evaluations into a vote choice but modeling a
plausible alternative, we can do almost as well in determining correct vote
decisions as can voters themselves, who have perfect knowledge of their
own preferences and perfect knowledge of how favorably they responded
to the candidate information to which they were exposed.

The reason our normative measure of naive candidate preference pre-
dicts a fully informed vote choice better than it predicts an actual vote
choice is that voters, under normal information processing circumstances,
cannot possibly achieve the care and objectivity that would be possible to
achieve given more time and the opportunity to become fully informed
about two opposing candidates. On the other hand, with the aid of a
powerful computer to help keep track of what has been learned about
the multiple candidates, we can reasonably approximate that care and
objectivity. In other words, under normal circumstances, the vote deci-
sion is most likely an intuitive, global judgment, and people with limited
cognitive resources have a very hard time combining complex sets of infor-
mation to make such judgments. Only when given the time and presented
with the information in a very focused (only two candidates, not all six)
and easy-to-compare format (information about the two candidates pre-
sented side by side) can people approach the objectivity of our simple
linear algorithm.3

Thus, our results suggest (1) that voters in our experiment, confronted
with the same type of time constraints and information overload that
voters in actual elections face, nevertheless do a pretty good job of select-
ing the candidate they would have voted for had there been no con-
straints on their information-gathering capabilities (i.e., if they have full
information) but (2) that they could clearly do better than they do under

3 Although it is always hard for people to accept, the finding that fairly simple but
objective algorithms for combining multiple criteria for judgment outperform naive
(or expert) decision makers who rely on a global judgment is fairly common in the
decision-making literature. Perhaps the classic example is Meehl’s (1954) summary of
twenty different studies comparing what he called “clinical” judgment to a statistical
summary of objective information available to the decision maker. In no case was
the global judgment found to be superior to the statistical summary. Dawes (1988)
reviews many subsequent studies, all of which reach the same conclusion.
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current circumstances, given more time or presented with information
in a more easily “digestible” manner, and (3) that we as researchers or
external observers can determine fairly accurately who individual voters,
given full information, would want to pick as their best choice.

Further Validation of the Normative–Naive Candidate
Preference Measure

We can provide further evidence that our normative candidate differential
measure is a reasonable approximation of a fully informed correct vote
decision and is in fact what voters are trying to achieve during the correct
vote determination stage of our experiment. First, we can ask whether
the additional information subjects learn about the candidates during
the final correct-voting determination task can predict their wanting to
change their initial vote choice. If we cannot understand how additional
information might change decisions, then we probably do not have a very
good understanding of how those decisions are reached in the first place.

To answer this question, we put subjects’ actual vote choices into three
categories, according to our normative measure of candidate preference:
Had subjects voted for the best possible alternative, the worst possi-
ble alternative, or (in the four-candidate condition) a candidate that fell
between these two extremes? If our measure reasonably captures voters’
fully informed preferences, then we should observe a much higher percent-
age of voters wanting to change their vote who (according to our measure)
had originally voted for the worst possible candidate than the best pos-
sible candidate. The data, shown in Table 4.1, reflect just this pattern of
results: Almost 44% of those we thought picked the worst alternative
were willing to admit a mistake after examining more information about
the candidates, while less than 17% of those who we believed picked the
best possible candidate wanted to change their minds.

As a final check that our normative–naive measure of differential can-
didate preference is a good approximation of how voters would try to
process information and decide who is their best choice if they had the
opportunity, we can use the same procedures to model the additional

Table 4.1. Willingness to Change Original Vote as a Function of the Quality of
the Original Choice

Would Not Change Would Change Total (N)

Worst candidate chosen 56% 44% 100% (82)
Intermediate candidate 62% 38% 100% (58)
Best candidate chosen 83% 17% 100% (148)

Tau c = .26, p < .001

81



P1: KAE
0521847508c04 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:44

Theory and Methods

information subjects gained about the candidates during the full-inform-
ation correct vote determination task – that is, information that was not
available to them when they made their actual vote choice. If our method
is a good one, then this new variable – which incorporates all the new
information presumably gained only after the campaign was over, during
the correct vote determination task – should predict which of the two can-
didates was chosen by subjects as their correct choice, after controlling
for the actual vote choice.

To address this question we recoded the dependent variable to represent
whether Candidate A or Candidate B (an arbitrary distinction) was deter-
mined by the subject to be the correct choice, and use as predictors whether
subjects had originally voted for Candidate A or Candidate B, and a new
variable reflecting an evaluation of the new information learned about the
two candidates during the final correct voting determination that was not
known at the time of the original vote. The original vote choice reflects the
intuitive or naive candidate choice. Whatever information was actually
learned about the candidates during the primary election (plus whatever
inferences people were willing to make) are reflected in this vote choice.
We already know this will be a highly significant predictor because we
have seen that, after being presented with more information, 70% of sub-
jects report that they voted correctly in the first place – a big improvement
over a chance level of 50%.

The more substantively interesting variable is the second in the equa-
tion, the effect of the additional information gained from the fully
informed correct voting task. If we as outside observers, knowing only
the voter’s preferences and the stands of the candidates, can predict fully
informed choices better than voters with their own intuitive methods can –
that is, if we do indeed have a good handle on what it is that voters will
believe is their best choice – then our information-gained variable should
add significantly to the predictive power of the equation. As shown in
Table 4.2, the information-gained variable does add significantly to the
predictive power of the equation. Indeed, we go from just under 62% cor-
rect when we only consider the vote choice itself – that is, when we only
consider how well subjects themselves did during the election campaign
in selecting the correct candidate – to an almost perfect ability (95%) to
make the correct choice once we consider the new information subjects
saw before making their own choice about which candidate was the cor-
rect one for them. As a consequence, we are now even more confident
that we understand how voters are determining their correct vote choice
because we can predict how additional information about the alternatives
influences that decision. Thus, we are reasonably confident in offering our
naive normative method for determining candidate preference as an alter-
native criterion for correct voting.
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Table 4.2. Effect of New Information on Decision to Change Vote

B S.E. Increase in Probability

Constant −1.24∗∗∗ .21 .22
Direction of actual vote 1.76∗∗∗ .27 .39
Effect of new information .28∗∗ .12 .33
∗∗ p < .01; ∗∗∗ p < .001.
Note: Data come from a logistic regression analysis that also included a constant. For this
analysis, −2 times the log likelihood was 330.48; the model Chi-Square with 2 df was
54.31 (p < .000). The last column indicates the increase in probability of making a correct
prediction (of which candidate subjects believed was correct for them) from the full range
of each variable. We estimate the effect of the new information on voters with the direction
of the actual vote variable (and the constant) already in the equation. N = 292.

An Application to American Presidential Elections

The results from our experiments are quite impressive. Confronted by an
information environment that in some ways is even harder to deal with
than an actual campaign, our subjects nevertheless voted correctly 70%
of the time. The skeptical reader may still doubt that this would ever
generalize to an actual election, however. Any experimental study of the
vote choice, no matter how realistic it attempts to be, is going to be a far
cry from an actual election campaign. In this section, we illustrate how
our method can be applied to American National Election Study data –
the mainstay of behavioral research in American politics.

It is certainly possible to construct a measure analogous to the norma-
tive method of determining naive or intuitive candidate preference used in
our experimental data with the information in the typical ANES survey.
There is no analog to our importance weights, but in analyses not reported
here, an equal-weights version of the normative measure of naive candi-
date preference performed almost as well as the weighted version. Like-
wise, we have no direct measure of what information about a candidate a
voter has been exposed to. However, we can use willingness to answer sur-
vey questions about the candidates (e.g., willingness to attribute an issue
stand to a candidate) as a reasonable indirect measure of information
exposure. Using this analog to our normative measure of naive candidate
preference as a surrogate measure of correct voting, we can determine
(with many more qualifications than are necessary for our experimental
data, of course), the percentage of voters in different American presiden-
tial elections voting correctly.

We pose three simple macro-level hypotheses about differences across
elections in the percentage of voters who should have voted “correctly”
in these elections. To the extent that these hypotheses are supported, they
provide important predictive validity for our surrogate measure of correct
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voting as it can be operationalized from survey data. Thus, we offer the
following hypotheses as predictive validity tests:

1. Given limited cognitive resources, voters are more likely to make
correct decision when there are fewer candidates to choose from
than when there are more alternatives in the choice set. This hypoth-
esis suggests that voters were more likely to make correct choices
in 1972, 1976, 1984, and 1988, and 2000, than when there was a
reasonably successful third-party candidates running in the general
election, as was the case in 1980, 1992, or 1996.4

2. Holding the number of candidates constant, voters will be more
likely to make correct decisions when the candidates are easy to
distinguish than when they are difficult to distinguish. This would
suggest higher rates of correct voting in 1972, 1984, and 1988, when
more ideologically extreme candidates captured the two parties’
nominations, than in 1976 or 2000, when more centrist candidates
opposed each other.5

3. All else equal, voters will be more likely to make correct decisions
when campaign resources are reasonably balanced, giving all can-
didates an equal opportunity to get their cases across, than when
resources are imbalanced. Phrased more cynically, this hypothesis
suggests that candidates blessed with relatively greater campaign
resources than their opponents can buy greater support than they
should have received had everyone voted correctly.

4 When we originally published these results, we could not include data from the 1992
election. The on-again off-again nature of Ross Perot’s candidacy in 1992 was “off-
again” when the ANES staff made its final decisions about their preelection survey,
which resulted in a dearth of questions about Perot in that survey, and precluded
our including that election in the analyses. This was particularly unfortunate for
testing Hypothesis 1, as the Perot candidacy in 1992 was by far the most successful
third-party candidacy in the prior eighty years. Perot was also a candidate in the
1996 election, however, and even though his candidacy did not attract nearly as
many votes from the public that year, it did attract many more questions from the
ANES staff. The 1996 data (and of course the 2000 data as well) were not available
when we published our original article, but if we make the assumption that Perot
held the same positions in 1992 as he did in 1996, we can use experts’ perceptions
of where Perot stood on the issues in 1996, and plug them into the 1992 analyses.
This assumption strikes us as a reasonable one, but we would certainly agree that
the data from 1992 should be considered as more tentative than the data from any
of the other election years. We replicated all of the analyses reported in Table 4.3
with and without 1992, and the general pattern and statistical significance levels of
the results are the same either way.

5 George W. Bush has turned out to be one of our most conservative presidents, but
he campaigned in 2000 very much as a centrist (see Pomper, 2001).
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Table 4.3 presents the results of a test of these hypotheses. Without
going into all the details (which are available in an appendix to Lau and
Redlawsk, 1997), we have replicated as nearly as possible with ANES
data an equal-weights version of our normative measure of naive candi-
date preference. With the ANES surveys, we have the same type of infor-
mation about voters’ own preferences as we have in our experiments.
The trick is getting decent “objective” measures of where the candidates
actually stand on those considerations, and we achieve this by looking
at the mean perceptions of political experts – those above the median
on a political knowledge scale in each survey. In addition to party iden-
tification, every policy issue and candidate-group linkage that could be
objectively estimated was included in the analysis. Taking this measure as
our criterion of correct voting, we can determine the proportion of voters
in recent American presidential elections who voted correctly.

Table 4.3 is broken into eight sections, one for each presidential elec-
tion between 1972 and 2000. The first column displays the proportion
of voters for each candidate who, by our determination, voted correctly.
The overall proportion for each election year is shown in the last col-
umn of the table. These numbers range between a low of 37% for Ross
Perot in 1992, to a high of 89% for Walter Mondale in 1984. Overall
accuracy of voting across these eight elections ranges from 58 to 80%,
with a mean of 72%. These data conform very nicely to our experimental
results.

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, the mean number of correct votes in
those years with only two major presidential candidates, 77.2%, is signif-
icantly higher than the mean number of correct votes in the three elections
in our data with an important third-party candidate, 62.3% (z = 15.9,
p < .001).6

Hypothesis 2 predicts that, holding the number of candidates constant,
the percentage of correct votes in elections with ideologically distinct can-
didates should be greater than the percentage of correct votes in elections
with ideologically similar candidates. If we consider only those elections

6 One could make the case that the appropriate comparison for testing Hypothesis
1 is the proportion of correct votes for the Democratic and Republican candidates
across these two types of elections, ignoring the third-party candidates themselves,
who typically suffer from numerous impediments to electoral success beyond the
lack of a major party affiliation. The percentage of correct voters in the three elec-
tions with strong third-party candidates rises to 65.5% by this measure, but the
difference is still highly significant, z = 12.1, p < .001. One might also argue that
this hypothesis is confounded by strategic vote considerations (e.g., Abramson et al.,
1992); for example, some voters believed that Perot was their “best” choice but
they also realized that he could not win and so voted for their “second best” choice
who had a much better chance of winning. Such considerations should not affect the

85



P1: KAE
0521847508c04 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:44

Ta
bl

e
4.

3.
C

or
re

ct
V

ot
in

g
in

A
m

er
ic

an
P

re
si

de
nt

ia
lE

le
ct

io
ns

,1
97

2–
20

00

Pr
es

id
en

ti
al

C
an

di
da

te
%

Su
pp

or
te

rs
V

ot
in

g
C

or
re

ct
ly

%
R

ep
or

te
d

V
ot

e
%

Pr
ed

ic
te

d
C

or
re

ct
V

ot
e

D
ev

ia
ti

on
,%

R
ep

or
te

d
−

%
Pr

ed
ic

te
d

%
G

en
er

al
E

le
ct

io
n

Sp
en

di
ng

D
ev

ia
ti

on
of

Sp
en

di
ng

fr
om

Pr
op

or
ti

on
al

Sh
ar

e
O

ve
ra

ll
A

cc
ur

ac
y

19
72

79
.0

%
M

cG
ov

er
n

74
.5

35
.7

38
.5

−2
.8

33
.7

−1
6.

3
N

ix
on

81
.5

64
.3

61
.5

2.
8

66
.3

16
.3

19
76

75
.5

%
C

ar
te

r
72

.2
51

.1
47

.1
4.

0
52

.4
2.

4
Fo

rd
78

.9
48

.9
52

.8
−3

.9
47

.6
−2

.4
19

80
67

.8
%

C
ar

te
r

64
.0

40
.0

34
.6

5.
4

40
.0

6.
7

R
ea

ga
n

73
.7

51
.6

46
.5

5.
1

47
.7

14
.3

A
nd

er
so

n
50

.6
8.

5
19

.0
−1

0.
5

12
.3

−2
1.

0
19

84
76

.8
%

M
on

da
le

89
.0

41
.8

55
.7

−1
3.

9
40

.5
−9

.5
R

ea
ga

n
68

.0
58

.2
44

.2
14

.0
59

.5
a

9.
5

19
88

b
80

.2
%

D
uk

ak
is

83
.8

47
.1

51
.7

−4
.6

53
.0

3.
0

B
us

h
76

.7
52

.9
48

.2
4.

7
47

.0
−3

.0
19

92
58

.2
%

C
lin

to
n

65
.6

47
.4

42
.3

5.
1

38
.6

5.
3

B
us

h
59

.9
33

.7
33

.7
0.

0
44

.4
11

.1
Pe

ro
t

36
.5

18
.9

24
.0

−5
.1

17
.1

−1
6.

2
19

96
63

.6
%

C
lin

to
n

72
.9

52
.7

46
.2

6.
5

45
.9

a
12

.6
D

ol
e

55
.1

39
.7

25
.5

14
.2

45
.8

12
.5

Pe
ro

t
43

.5
7.

6
28

.3
−2

0.
7

8.
3

−2
5.

0
20

00
74

.5
%

G
or

e
80

.4
52

.0
57

.1
−5

.1
49

.5
−0

.5
B

us
h

68
.1

48
.0

42
.9

5.
1

50
.5

0.
5

a
Fi

gu
re

s
in

cl
ud

e
sp

en
di

ng
du

ri
ng

th
e

pr
im

ar
y

be
ca

us
e

R
ea

ga
n

an
d

C
lin

to
n

w
er

e
un

ch
al

le
ng

ed
du

ri
ng

th
ei

r
pa

rt
y’

s
pr

im
ar

y.
b

T
he

se
19

88
fig

ur
es

co
rr

ec
t

a
sl

ig
ht

co
di

ng
er

ro
r

in
ou

r
or

ig
in

al
pr

es
en

ta
ti

on
of

th
es

e
da

ta
.

86



P1: KAE
0521847508c04 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:44

What Is Correct Voting?

without strong third-party candidates (who muck up the conceptual clar-
ity of this hypothesis), 1972, 1984, and 1988 were years with ideologically
distinct candidates, while 1976 and 2000 were years with more centrist
candidates, based on the perceived placement of the major party candi-
dates on a standard liberal–conservative scale by the most informed survey
respondents. Consistent with our prediction, the mean number of correct
voters in the three years with ideologically distinct candidates, 78.6%,
is greater than the number of correct votes in the two years with more
centrist candidates running, 75.1% (z = 3.33, p < .001).

The data necessary for testing Hypothesis 3 is less straightforward.
Each section of Table 4.3 includes five additional columns of data: the
percentage of voters in the survey who reported voting for one of the
major presidential candidates that year; the percentage of votes each can-
didate would have received if all voters, by our calculations, had voted
correctly; the difference between the two (a positive difference indicates
the candidate received more votes than he should have, while a negative
difference means he received fewer votes than he should have); the per-
centage of all money actually spent by each candidate (or on behalf of
each candidate) during the general election campaign;7 and finally the
difference between that percentage and a fair or proportional share of the
money (i.e., 100%/c, where c is the number of candidates).

The crucial data for Hypothesis 3 are in the two rows of deviation
or difference scores. If Hypothesis 3 is correct, then candidates with a
disproportionate share of campaign resources (i.e., a positive difference
in the sixth column of the table) should be able to win more votes than
they correctly should have (i.e., a positive difference in the fourth col-
umn of the table); candidates with disproportionately fewer campaign
resources should, all else being equal, receive fewer votes than they
should have. Thus, Hypothesis 3 predicts a positive correlation between
disproportionate spending and disproportionate votes. The Spearman
rank-order correlation between these two difference scores is .73 [t(17) =
4.43, p < .001], providing strong confirmation of the third hypothesis.

relative rankings of the three candidates on feeling thermometer evaluations, how-
ever. We therefore repeated this analysis, substituting the relative ranking measure
for the actual vote choice. With this alternative criterion, the overall percentage of
correct votes (i.e., rankings) actually falls to 61.8%. If we limit the analysis to voters
who evaluated the Democrat or Republican highest (our equivalent to major party
voters), the percentage correct rises to 66.5%. In neither case would it appear that
strategic voting considerations provide an alternative explanation for these results.

7 These spending figures are reported in great detail in Alexander (1975, 1979,
1983); Alexander and Haggerty (1987); Alexander and Bauer (1991); Alexander and
Corrado (1995); Corrado (1997, 2001).
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implications

Any political philosophy presumes a view, a psychological theory, of
human behavior. Classic democratic theory sets unrealistic standards for
ideal citizens at least in part because it holds unrealistic expectations about
the very nature of human cognition. Beginning with a more circumscribed
human psychology, we can set more realistic goals for democratic citi-
zens – and still judge how readily those goals are met.

We offer a very simple standard: Irrespective of how the vote deci-
sion is actually reached, how frequently do voters vote correctly? To ask
this question implies that one has an answer to it, or at least a method
for obtaining the answer. Relying on notions of fully informed interests,
we have suggested one such method. Our analysis of both experimental
and survey data show that our method does a reasonably good job of
measuring correct voting. Had we relied only on the experimental data
and its rather artificial full-information correct-voting determination, our
findings would have been of more limited value. But the second mea-
sure of correct voting, available in both experiments and surveys, should
prove to be much more useful because it is much more widely applica-
ble. Moreover, that we have found corroborating evidence from two very
different research designs lends much credence to either set of findings
alone.

Taking our results at face value, we can return to the question with
which we started this chapter: Is 72% of voters voting correctly in a typical
presidential election “good enough” for a system of government to be
considered truly democratic? We are pleasantly surprised by these results:
This high a level of correct voting certainly validates the efficiency of
heuristic-based information processing that underlies our view of human
nature. Moreover, it challenges those critics who hold that democracies’
problems stem primarily from people not having the motivation to gather
the information to be able to figure out what is in their best interest. Most
people, most of the time, can make this calculation, at least in presidential
elections.

But is this level high enough for us to consider that (at least) the Ameri-
can version of democracy works at some minimal level? It is certainly too
soon to draw any firm conclusions to this question in any case, and we
should mention several very important caveats to our findings.

1. If 72% of voters are voting correctly in the typical presidential elec-
tion, then 28% are voting incorrectly. If this 28% were distributed
randomly it would not be much of a problem, but our test of Hypo-
thesis 3 above demonstrates that it is not randomly distributed: Can-
didates with more money have an advantage. Here is yet one more
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argument (as if another is needed) for the importance of serious
campaign reform for American elections.

2. The analyses in Table 4.3 only consider voters – but barely 50%
of the American public votes. The interests of nonvoters is beyond
the scope of our analysis, but it certainly is not beyond the scope of
theoretical concern.

3. We have examined presidential elections only, but our federal system
ensures that much of what is important in politics happens at lower
levels of government. Unfortunately, we would expect lower levels
of correct voting at lower levels of government – or at least for
elections with less media attention than presidential elections, which
is to say, all other elections. If 72% of voters vote correctly for
president and 62% vote correctly for mayor, we would be quite
happy. If 72% vote correctly for president and 32% vote correctly
for mayor, we would not.

Political science as a field has only begun to map out the correct-voting
landscape. A great deal more research must be conducted before empirical
political science can be of much help to normative theorists struggling with
this question.

Whatever may ultimately prove to be the answer to the question of
the extent to which any system of government can be considered truly
democratic, no one would argue that things cannot be improved. Given
a metric of correct voting, we can turn to the equally important question
of what leads people to make more or less optimal decisions. This ques-
tion can be addressed at both the individual and institutional levels. For
example, we could ask if particular information search tactics or different
decision or choice strategies lead some individuals to make better deci-
sions than others. We cannot simply assume that all voters use heuristics
and other information shortcuts equally effectively (see Bartels, 1996). We
will have much more to say about this in subsequent chapters. We could
also ask whether different practices the media have developed for cov-
ering campaigns encourage or discourage the more effective information
processing strategies. We could ask whether institutional arrangements
that favor two-party systems or that separate the fates of executives and
legislators change the probability of correct voting. And we could study
whether certain campaign tactics are particularly effective in distorting
the correct outcome of an election, and if so consider means of discour-
aging those tactics. All of these questions – which we believe a “relevant”
political science ought to be asking – can only be addressed with a defen-
sible measure of correct voting.8

8 Lau et al., 2005, provide preliminary answers to some of these questions.

89



P1: KAE
0521847508c04 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:44

Theory and Methods

This concludes the first major section of the book. The next section
presents the initial results of our experiments, focusing on information
processing and memory. Chapter 5 illustrates, in very broad outlines, what
voters in our mock elections actually did. Most importantly, in Chapter 5
we describe how the information processing variables and choice strate-
gies discussed earlier were actually measured or operationalized in our
studies. With these basic measurement concerns out of the way, Chapter 6
is the first of two chapters focusing on different predictors of information
processing and memory. Chapter 6 considers what voters bring with them
to any election – a general level of political sophistication or expertise,
long-standing political preferences, and (more speculatively) a gendered
perspective on voting. Chapter 7 then brings in campaign factors: the
number of candidates running in an election, their familiarity, their ideo-
logical distinctiveness, their stereotypic nature, the resources available to
candidates to air campaign ads, the timing and nature of those ads, and
so on. Each of these sets of predictors must be examined if we are to fully
understand information processing during an election campaign.

This is a lot of ground to cover, but it will make us much better prepared
to begin understanding how people decide how to vote.
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5

What Voters Do – A First Cut

We have two goals for this chapter. First and foremost, we want to
describe, in broad outlines, what voters in our mock election campaigns
actually did. Now, our “broad outlines” may seem like the minutest details
to many students of politics, who typically are primarily concerned with
which candidate – or even which party’s candidate – won the election. But
remember that our purpose is to get inside the heads of ordinary citizens
while they are making their vote decisions. To accomplish this goal, we
must dig much deeper than simply observing the vote choice and trying
to explain it from preelection political attitudes and values.

Second, we must describe the actual measures and operationalizations
of the information processing and search variables described at a more
conceptual level in Chapter 2, which provide the windows for looking (if
not actually getting) inside the heads of our voters. It is precisely these
data that no previous students of the vote decision have had, and because
they are unique to our study, we must carefully describe how the crucial
variables are constructed.

Because most of the measures we rely upon will be unfamiliar to most of
our readers, we must spend sufficient time describing them. These mea-
sures are so central to our undertaking that this discussion cannot be
relegated to appendices. Thus, a full understanding of what is to follow
requires the reader to work through this chapter carefully. If on the other
hand one is willing to take our word that we are measuring what we say
we are, you can probably get by with just skimming this chapter to briefly
acquaint yourself with what it contains. Then if when reading subsequent
chapters you find yourself wondering how we actually measured one of
the concepts we are talking about, you can return to this chapter and read
more carefully.

All of our studies included a primary election campaign, with multi-
ple Democrats and Republicans competing for their party’s nomination,
and most of our studies also included a general election campaign, where
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one of the Democrats faced off against one of the Republicans. These two
types of campaigns, even though they involve some of the same candidates,
provide radically different decision contexts for two important reasons.
First, party affiliation, the most important predictor of vote outcomes,
and probably the most informative cue one can get about any politician,
is absent as a distinguishing factor in a primary election because all of the
relevant candidates in a choice set (that is, in the Democratic or Republi-
can primaries) share the same party affiliation. We are not the first political
scientists to notice this difference, although primary elections have drawn
far less scholarly interest than general election campaigns (see Aldrich,
1980, and Bartels, 1988, for rare exceptions). The absence of party affili-
ation as a distinguishing factor makes the vote choice in a primary election
more difficult to reach than a decision involving candidates from different
parties, and it may be reached in a very different manner. Furthermore,
the general election campaign always follows the primaries so that the
candidates themselves – at least those who make it to the general election
campaign – are much more familiar to voters. For these reasons, we will
present the data separately for these two types of election campaigns.

Even more radically different are the dynamic and static information
boards that we used in one of our experiments. Most of our data come
from the more realistic dynamic format, and we will focus on that. Indeed,
unless we explicitly say otherwise, all the information we provide in this
chapter was gathered with the dynamic information board format. Later
in the book, we will use the static information board data to compare
how the use of cognitive shortcuts (heuristics) might work in a perfect
world, but otherwise we analyze the dynamic information board results.

how much information did voters gather?

Primary Campaign

Figure 5.1 displays the number of items voters chose to learn during the
primary election campaign of our experiments. The mean is just under
seventy-four items, with a standard deviation of almost twenty-seven.
This works out to accessing four or five new things about the candidates
every minute of the campaign when a political advertisement was not
disrupting the voter’s ability to access what he or she wanted to learn.1

Most of this mean is comprised of voters learning information about

1 Another way to look at this data would be to add ten to twelve items to each
observation, one for each political advertisement a voter was exposed to. We have
chosen to limit this discussion to the information voters chose to learn about the
candidates, but the reader should not forget that in our experiments, as in actual
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Figure 5.1. Number of items accessed, primary election.

individual candidates, although some of it (about seventeen items, on
average) was comprised of group endorsements or poll results that, by
their nature, applied to multiple candidates – all the Democrats or all
the Republicans – and some of it (about fourteen items, on average) was
comprised of the voter reaccessing something previously examined.

It is more instructive to look at how voters distributed their informa-
tion seeking across the different candidates in the campaign. Recall that
all voters had to register to vote in the Democratic or Republican pri-
mary before the primary campaign began, and that they all subsequently
experienced a primary campaign with two or four Democrats and two
or four Republicans.2 We limit the analysis here to the three experiments

campaigns, voters are exposed to some political information they have not actively
chosen to learn.

2 We allowed voters to register with any party they wished, and we would have to
expect that a few self-identified Democrats would register to vote in the Republican
primary, and vice versa, just as in real life partisans sometimes “cross-register.” In
fact, 24 of the 556 voters expressing some partisan leanings (4%) registered to vote
in the opposite party’s primary. Whether this was done in error, or for some strategic
purpose, we do not know. We have never seen any figures about how many partisans
in real life cross-register, but our figures do not strike us as too far out of line. Forty-
nine of the 79 pure independents (62%) registered to vote in the Democratic primary,
with the remainder in the Republican primary. Throughout the following chapters,
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Figure 5.2. Number of unique items accessed per candidate, primary election.

with a total of six candidates in the primary election (our other study
always had two candidates in each primary) so that whenever there were
two Democrats there were four Republicans, and vice versa. We have
no reason to think that Democrats are any different from Republicans
when it comes to basic information processing (in the next chapter, we
will look to make sure), but it does seem plausible that voters will treat
candidates from their own party (“in-party” candidates) differently from
candidates from the other party (“out-party” candidates). Indeed, if vot-
ers were acting in a purely rational Model 1 manner, they would figure out
the party affiliation of the different candidates early and restrict search
entirely to in-party candidates, at least until they had made up their minds
how to vote. It also seems reasonable that the number of in-party can-
didates should affect the amount of information search per candidate, if
only because there is only so much time available, and it must be divided
between two in-party candidates in some conditions, and four in-party
candidates in the other. Of course another possibility is that information
search is random, in which case none of these differences will occur, and
we will simply observe an approximately equal number of items accessed
about each of the six available candidates.

Figure 5.2 presents the mean number of unique items learned about
each in-party and each out-party candidate, separately for the four- and
two-candidate conditions.3 The in-party candidates are represented by

when we refer to the “in-party” and the “out-party,” our reference is to the party in
whose primary the subject registered to vote, not to any self-professed partisanship.

3 This manipulation always refers to the number of candidates in the in-party, in
the voter’s actual choice set, although it simultaneously indicates the number of
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dark bars in the back of the figure, while the out-party candidates are
represented by light bars in the front. For the in-party, for each condition,
we single out the candidate subjects voted for and place the number of
items accessed about him or her to the left, arranging the number of items
accessed about the remaining in-party candidates in descending order.
There is no chosen out-party candidate, so for each condition we sort the
number of items accessed about the different candidates, and list them in
descending order.

Three patterns are clear in the data. First, holding the number of candi-
dates running in a party’s primary constant, there is more search devoted
to in-party candidates than to out-party candidates, although the amount
of search devoted to the out-party is far greater than would be expected
if voters were acting in a purely rational manner and focusing only on
candidates within the choice set. Second, for both the in-party and the
out-party, search per candidate is greater when there are only two can-
didates (rather than four) running in a party’s primary, but total search
for all candidates in the party is greater when there are four candidates
to sum across rather than two. And third, even within the party, search is
not equal across candidates; it is graded such that voters choose to learn
much more about some candidates than others. For the in-party, it is the
candidate for whom subjects voted (the leftmost in the figure) who gets
the most attention. Search goes down about two items per candidate as
we move to the right in Figure 5.2. The same general pattern holds for
the out-party, although none of them can be singled out as the chosen
candidate.

Even at this early stage in our analyses, we feel very safe in concluding
that information search in our experiments was not random. There is
some method to the madness of how voters cope with the overwhelming
demands of a high-level political campaign. Making sense of that method
is the challenge before us.

These data from the entire primary campaign could be obscuring more
subtle patterns of search occurring at different times during the cam-
paign. For example, it would be surprising if early in the campaign voters
were devoting more search to the candidate they would ultimately chose,
before they had had much of a chance to make that determination. Like-
wise, search could be largely limited to in-party candidates during the first
part of the campaign, with voters turning to learning about the out-party
candidates only after they have decided whom to pick among their own

candidates in the out-party. By “unique” items, we mean we are excluding (or count-
ing only once) instances where the same item was examined more than once. We are
also not considering here group endorsements and polls, which present information
about multiple candidates.
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Figure 5.3. Unique items accessed per candidate, each third of primary campaign.

party’s alternatives. To examine these possibilities, we divided the primary
campaign into thirds and repeated the preceding analysis for each third
of the campaign.

Figure 5.3 presents the results. Starting with the in-party, there is no
clear differentiation between the chosen candidate and the others in the
four-candidate condition until the final third of the campaign, when
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the chosen candidate receives the most attention. In the first two thirds of
the campaign, however, one of the other candidates received as much
search (slightly more, actually) as the candidate the voters ultimately
selected in the voting booth. In the two-candidate condition, on the other
hand, this determination was made earlier, by the middle of the primary,
when we can clearly observe more search being devoted to the candidate
who will ultimately receive their vote. This makes perfect sense, and it is
yet another indication that it is harder to choose among four alternatives
than among two.

Turning to the out-party, the pattern of search looks pretty much the
same at the beginning, middle, and end of the primary. We cannot observe
a growing shift toward any particular candidate, as we did for the in-
party, nor is there any reason that we should. People are not choosing
among the out-party candidates. It does seem clear that there is no shift
toward greater attention to the out-party later in the campaign, however.
In fact, contrary to our speculations, if anything there is slightly more
search going to out-party candidates at the beginning of the campaign
compared to later. Whatever voters are doing learning about the out-party
candidates during the primary, there is no detectable “rational” shifting
of attention to the potential candidates in the general election once the
in-party primary vote choice has been made.

General Election Campaign

Figure 5.4 presents the total number of items accessed by voters during the
general election campaign of all four of our experiments. The distribution
is again approximately normal, with a slight skew to the right. The mean
is a little more than forty-eight items accessed, almost precisely two thirds
of the mean number of items accessed during the primary, which is not
surprising given that the length of the general election campaign was
approximately two thirds of the length of the primary campaign. Evidently
voters continued to access information at about the same rate as during
the primary – four to five new items per minute. This is divided between
two candidates rather than six, however, so average information searched
per candidate was greater in the general election than the primary.

On the other hand, not all the information accessed during the gen-
eral election campaign was new. Virtually all the candidate-specific infor-
mation available during the general election campaign could also have
been accessed during the primary. Only candidates’ “General Election
Campaign Strategy” and their “Debate Performance” were entirely new
to the general election campaign. If we look at only new information
accessed during the general election – the candidate-specific information
that had not been accessed during the primary campaign, plus new group
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Figure 5.4. Number of items accessed, general election.

endorsements and poll results pertaining to the general election – and
ignore any reaccessing of the same information already examined at least
once during the general election campaign, the total drops to a little over
thirty-five.

Figure 5.5 breaks this down by the in-party and out-party candidates,
where again “in-party” and “out-party” refers to the party in whose pri-
mary the subject registered to vote. The in-party candidate enters the
general election campaign of our mock election being better known by
most voters than the out-party candidate, judging by the amount that had
been learned about these two candidates during the primary. This disad-
vantage to the out-party candidate would have been worse, had we not
designed most of our experiments to make the general election choice as
difficult as possible by preventing the candidate the voter supported in
the primary from making it to the general election. (In other words, our
voters’ choice usually lost the primary election.) The average number of
accessed items about the in-party candidate running in the general elec-
tion was 8.5 (comparted to 6.1 for the out-party candidate), significantly
less than the 10–12 items voters had learned about the candidate they had
supported in the primary. The informational imbalance between the two
candidates running in the general election at the outset of the campaign is
exacerbated by voters’ actions during the general election campaign itself,
however, when voters on average learn two more things about the in-party
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Figure 5.5. Unique items accessed per candidate running in each election cam-
paign.

candidate than the out-party candidate (16 vs. 14). This results in an over-
all information advantage to the in-party candidate of about 3.4 items.

This difference, we should note, is exactly what is predicted by Model 2,
which suggests that search will be biased toward the in-party candidate
and counter to the demands of Model 1 and Model 3, which dictate equal
search across candidates.4 Of course, our electorate could still be com-
prised of a mix of Model 1 and Model 3 voters, on the one hand, who
consider pretty equal amounts of information about the two candidates,
and Model 2 and Model 4 voters, on the other hand, for whom the dispar-
ity is much greater than the four-item mean difference suggested by the
data in Figure 5.5. We will defer that question until later in this chapter.
For now, all we can say for sure is that there are a lot of voters who are
not utilizing a compensatory decision strategy.

The number of items accessed about the two candidates during the pri-
mary and general election campaigns do not add up to the totals reported
to the right of Figure 5.5 because the numbers from the general election

4 In fact, to the extent voters directed the bulk of their search during the primary
toward the in-party candidates who were actually in their choice set – which is
rational, and which in practice we know they did – compensatory decision strategies
like Model 1 would predict disproportionate search directed toward the out-party
candidate during the general election to compensate for this earlier imbalance. This
clearly did not happen.
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campaign include items that had previously been accessed during the pri-
mary election campaign. On average, about three of the fourteen to sixteen
candidate-specific items voters looked at about each candidate running in
the general election campaign were items they had previously examined
during the primary. If we assume that all the items that were reaccessed
had been effectively forgotten (reasonable), and that all of the items that
were not reaccessed had been remembered (dubious), this would put mem-
ory at about 80% of what had been learned during the primary, at most
thirty minutes earlier. This is an upper-bound figure; we have a good deal
of evidence, to be presented later, that forgetting is much greater than this.
For now let us just state that the effects of voters’ cognitive limits can be
seen, even in the context of our brief experimental mock campaign.

what kinds of information did voters gather?
the content of search

We have now painted a reasonably clear picture of how much information
our voters chose to learn about the candidates in our campaigns. But what
was its content? That is, what types of information did voters want to
learn? Here we must remind readers that all information was not equally
available. As we noted in the previous chapter, the availability of different
types of information differed widely, modeled after the actual availability
of that same type of information during the 1988 presidential election.
If our subjects were randomly selecting information, they would have
selected it in about the same proportion as its availability.

The data, from the primary campaign, are shown in Figure 5.6. We
group the information into five general categories: Person information,
including each candidate’s background, personality, their pictures, and
judgments about his or her current job performance; Hoopla and Horse
Race, including poll results, campaign slogans, and reports on each can-
didate’s campaign strategies; Issues, including each candidate’s stand on
economic, foreign policy, and a variety of social issues; Party, consisting
solely of reports of each candidate’s party affiliations; and Endorsements,
reports of each candidate’s endorsements of twelve to fourteen political
interest groups.The percentage of actual items accessed falling into each
of these categories are displayed in the front row of Figure 5.6; the per-
centage of that same type of information available is shown in the back
row of the figure. The two sets of data are not exactly the same. Our voters
accessed a little less person information than would be expected by chance
(35.6% observed vs. 40.7% available), and a little more issue informa-
tion (23.0% vs. 18.5%) and group endorsements (10.4% vs. 7.4%). Still,
the overall impression one gets from the figure is that the content of the
campaign strongly determined the content of information search. If we
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Figure 5.6. Content of search, primary election campaign.

Person

Hoopla

Issues

Party

Endorsements

0

10

20

30

40

50

Available Actual Search

Figure 5.7. Content of search, general election campaign.

correlate these two measures, treating each category equally, the overall
rank-order association between the two is a very respectable .80 (p < .05).

In contrast, look at the comparable data from the general election cam-
paign, presented in Figure 5.7. Now it is easy to see clear distinctions
between what was available and what voters actually examined. Voters
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looked at more issue information (37.5% vs. 25.9%), endorsements
(11.1% vs. 6.5%), and hoopla (20.5% vs. 18.5%) and less person (27.3%
vs 40.7%) and party information (3.7% vs. 8.3%) than would be expected
by chance. The overall rank-order correlation between these two measures
drops to a nonsignificant .60.

How can we explain the difference between these two observed patterns
of information search? We cannot give a definitive answer, but we would
speculate that because there are so many candidates running during the
primary campaign – all of whom are totally new and unfamiliar – people
have a relatively difficult time executing coherent search strategies. In
such a context, the information environment (i.e., what is available) has
a relatively large effect. Voters can shape the amount of information they
learn about different candidates, but only grossly, particularly during the
first two thirds of the primary campaign. By the time the general election
campaign comes around, however, there are only two candidates still
running, voters already know a little about them, and they have a pretty
decent idea of the type of information that will become available. In such
a context, it is much easier for voters to influence significantly the type of
information they learn about the candidates.

memory

So far we have been focusing exclusively on information search or acquisi-
tion. But what about the retention of that information – that is, memory?
We previously looked indirectly at memory, when we took the reaccessing
of information as a sign of forgetting. But we have more direct measures
of memory than that. The content and structure of memory are standard
(indirect) indicators in the psychological literature of information pro-
cessing, where the type of detailed information search provided by our
process-tracing methodology is often absent. In that case, it is quite rea-
sonable to assume, for example, that quantity of memory is a good indi-
cation of depth of processing. Memory does not play that same role for
us, however, because we have much more precise data available. Instead,
memory in our model is a function of, a consequence of, prior informa-
tion processing. It is common sense to assume that the more information
about a particular object one is exposed to, the greater the contents of
memory about that object will be. Given cognitive limits, the relationship
should flatten out eventually, but at relatively low levels of information
exposure, the relationship to memory should be mostly linear. We will also
hypothesize that the greater the structure to the information search is –
the more candidate-based and/or attribute-based search a person utilizes –
the greater the memory becomes.
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The role that memory plays in decision making is another question.
The on-line processing model (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh, 1989; Lodge,
Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995) argues that memory plays little or no role
in the vote choice, or rather the only role for memory is retrieving the
running tally evaluations of the competing candidates. Memory for the
bases of those evaluations is irrelevant. We see a much more important
role for memory. But before we can explore any of these questions – and
we will look at them all in subsequent chapters – we need to describe our
measures of memory.

First, a little background information is necessary. Memory has been
studied a great deal in psychology (see Norman, 1976, 1982, for reviews),
and one of the most common findings is that people process information
differently if you tell them ahead of time that you are going to ask them to
recall the stimuli they are exposed to.5 Even with the explosion of public
opinion polling, people do not normally walk around processing politi-
cal information with the understanding that someone will eventually ask
them to recall any of it, so it is important that the voters in our experiments
were similarly blissfully ignorant. Thus, we were careful to never men-
tion anything about memory until near the end of our experiments, after
subjects had been exposed to and voted in the various campaigns, when
we unexpectedly asked our subjects to recall as much as they could about
the two candidates running in the general election. Voters were given two
sheets of paper, one for each of the general election candidates (in random
order), and asked to jot down “everything they could remember” about
the two candidates.6 After at least several minutes, when subjects said
they could not remember anything more, we asked them to go back and
look at what they had written down and to tell us whether, when they

5 Somewhat paradoxically, people typically have a harder time remembering things
when they have been forewarned that they will subsequently be asked to recall them,
compared to when they have been instructed ahead of time to try to “form an impres-
sion” of a hypothetical person being described. The typical experimental paradigm is
to present lists of traits that could be used to describe a person. The common expla-
nation for this finding is that, in forming an impression of a hypothetical person,
people will form a schema-like memory structure with links to the different traits
learned about the hypothetical person, which aids subsequent recall. People trying to
remember specific trait information may not link the different items together, making
subsequent recall much more difficult.

6 In Study 2 there was no general election. Subjects were given the memory test for
all six candidates in the primary. For half of those subjects, the memory test was
expected; for the other half, it was not. Redlawsk (2001a) describes these data, but
in this book we will generally limit our attention to memory of the two candidates
involved in the general election campaign, except where we otherwise indicate.
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Figure 5.8. Memory for general election candidates.

learned this particular bit of information, it made them like this candidate
more, like the candidate less, or did not really change their opinion of the
candidate. In other words, we asked voters to code their own memories
as positive, negative, or neutral about each candidate.7

The left-hand side of Figure 5.8 displays the basic information. On aver-
age, subjects could recall about eight things about each of the two can-
didates, somewhat more about the candidate randomly listed first rather
than second (8.3 vs. 7.6 items). This difference was expected8 and was the
reason for the random ordering. About half of that information for each

7 This method contrasts with that used by the ANES, who ask respondents to pro-
vide their memories already categorized into positive and negative (i.e., reasons to
vote for and against each candidate). If people have affectively neutral memories
about a candidate – that he is from Texas, say – they presumably would not bother
reporting them to the ANES. Thus, all else being equal, one might expect more mem-
ories reported with our question than with the ANES’s method. All else is certainly
not equal, however, so any comparisons between our results and the ANES’s are
confounded by many factors in addition to question wording.

8 Randomizing the order of recall is important because we would expect that search-
ing through memory about one candidate would make memories about any other
candidate slightly more difficult to retrieve. The difference, though relatively slight,
is highly significant: t(496) = 5.24, p < .001.
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candidate (4.3 items for the first candidate, 3.9 items for the second) was
affectively coded – that is, it made the voter like the candidate more or
less. To put these numbers in some perspective, ANES respondents typi-
cally report between 2.5 and 3.0 reasons to vote for and against each of
the major party candidates in actual presidential elections.

A more telling way to present this information is to rearrange it by the
candidates the subjects voted for and against. The right-hand side of Fig-
ure 5.8 presents this information. Voters could recall significantly more
information about the candidate they supported in the election than the
one they did not support (8.5 vs. 7.3 items; t(449) = 10.03, p < .001);
they could also remember more affectively coded information (4.5 vs.
3.7 items; t(437) = 8.93, p < .001) for the candidate they supported.
Moreover, the affective implications of that memory – (i.e., positive mem-
ories minus negative memories) is much more favorable to the candidate
the person voted for (+2.8 vs. −1.0; t(437) = 19.24, p < .001). This pat-
tern still appears in our data, even without specifically asking for reasons
to vote for and against each candidate, which as we argue in note 7 in
this chapter, partially “builds in” such a correlation.

In our first and fourth studies, we were able to code the general election
memories for their accuracy. We had no way of judging the accuracy of
about half of the reported memories, almost all of which mentioned a
personal reaction to something about one of the candidates (e.g., “I liked
his issue stands,” “He would ruin the economy,” “I just didn’t like him”).
But the remaining memories mentioned something more clearly about the
candidates themselves, and these memories could usually be judged for
their accuracy. Statements such as “He was liberal,” “He was pro-life,”
or “The cops liked him” (which we translated into “He was endorsed
by the American Association of Police Officers”) could all be judged as
true or false. We certainly did not expect verbatim reporting of any of the
information, so we adopted a fairly lenient “gist” criterion for judging
the accuracy of any statement. Still, this proved to be an extremely time-
consuming task, as each memory had to be linked to one or more specific
items that had been accessed or to some text contained in one of the
ads the voter had been exposed to.9 We would not count a memory as
“accurate,” even if it were in fact true about the candidate in question, if
we could not identify some specific source for this information.

On average, three of the four reported memories about each candidate
that could be coded for accuracy, were judged as being accurate. And
once again, there was an advantage for the candidate the person voted
for in the general election (4.3 vs. 3.4 accurate memories; t(283) = 7.01,
p < .001).

9 Coding reliability varied between .86 and .97, depending upon the task.
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decision strategies

Chapter 2 presented a number of formal decision strategies associated
with our four different models of decision making. We want to determine
which of these rules best describes the decision making of voters dur-
ing political campaigns. As described in Chapter 2, the various decision
strategies can be differentiated by the depth of search, the comparability
of search across alternatives, and the sequence of information gathering.
Before turning to decision strategies, we first must develop measures of
these different concepts.

Depth of Search

Several different measures of the depth of information search are avail-
able to us. The first two come from imagining an attributes by alternatives
matrix of the classic static decision board. One measure is the number of
alternatives (columns) that were considered, that is, did the voter exam-
ine at least something about every candidate? A second measure is the
number of attributes (rows) that were considered, that is, the number of
“considerations” by which the alternatives were compared. These two
measures are easy to compute: They simply involve counting the number
of candidates, and then attributes, which were considered at least once.
It makes sense to limit consideration to information relevant to candi-
dates in the voter’s choice set, which eliminates any information gathered
during the primary campaign about the out-party candidates. This also
means that in the primary we should not look simply at the number of
in-party candidates that were considered; instead, we should look at the
proportion because the number of candidates running in the primary was
manipulated and thus differed randomly across voters.

It turns out that the number of alternatives considered has too little
variance to be of much use to us, no matter how it is measured. Only 8
of our 656 subjects did not access at least one candidate-specific bit of
information about every in-party candidate running in the primary, and
if we consider looking at group endorsements or poll results as gathering
information relevant to all candidates in the campaign, then all voters in
our experiments considered every alternative in the primary. The same is
true for the general election campaign. It could be that, unlike buying a car
or choosing an apartment, the norms of elections dictate that all alterna-
tives on the ballot be considered. This is certainly true, although another
explanation for our failure to find much variance in this measure is the
relatively small number of candidates running in our elections compared
to the number of different models of cars, say, that would basically suit a
car buyer’s needs. Had we been modeling an Israeli election, for example,
with twenty or more parties running candidates, we undoubtedly would
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have seen more variance in this measure. In any case, the number of alter-
natives considered does not provide us with any useful information.

The number of attributes considered does provide us with useful infor-
mation, however. Even though we had a relatively small number of can-
didates running in our campaigns, there was a large number of attributes
across which those candidates differed – forty-five candidate-specific items
(forty-six items in the general election campaign), twelve to fourteen
endorsements, and fifteen to twenty polls. Each of these could have been
considered by voters, and many of them were: an average of almost
thirty-six in the primary, with a range of thirteen to fifty-five, and a
mean of almost thirty-four in the general election (with a range of two to
sixty-three). So here is a measure with a good deal of variance across
voters.

The most intuitive measure of depth of search, of course, is the total
amount of information that was accessed. This is what comes first to our
minds. Again, we limit consideration to information relevant to candi-
dates in the voter’s choice set, so we exclude information accessed about
out-party candidates during the primary. But our readers should already
see a possible problem with this simple, intuitive measure of depth of
search – it is affected by the number of alternatives in the choice set. Look
back at Figure 5.2. There is more total search devoted to a party when
there are four rather that two candidates running in that party’s primary –
and this is true for both the in-party and the out-party. But there is more
search per candidate when there are only two candidates running in a
party’s primary. Which of these two measures, then, better captures what
we commonly understand “depth of search” to mean? Holding the num-
ber of candidates constant, it won’t matter, and either measure will do
equally well. But when the number of candidates vary, as they do in most
of our primary election campaigns, it makes a clear difference. Defined in
terms of the total number of unique items devoted to in-party candidates,
there is deeper search in the four-candidate condition. Defined in terms
of average number of unique items per in-party candidate, there is deeper
search in the two-party condition.

We could make a case for either measure, and have gone back and forth
in our own thinking. Ultimately we decided to sit on the fence and use
both of them, along with the number of attributes considered, in a sum-
mary measure of depth of search. This somewhat inelegant solution has
the advantage of removing any built-in relationship between our number-
of-candidates manipulation and depth of search. Thus in the end, we have
three distinct measures of the depth of search from both the primary and
general election campaigns, the number of attributes considered during
the campaign, the total number of unique items considered about candi-
dates in the choice set, and the average number of unique items selected
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Figure 5.9. Distribution of different measures of information search, primary
election campaign.

per candidate (per in-party candidate for the primary). This summary
scale has a reliability (coefficient alpha) of .92 in the primary and .98 in
the general election. The distribution of this summary variable (from the
primary) is shown in the upper left panel of Figure 5.9.

Comparability of Search Across Candidates

A rational decision maker utilizing a compensatory decision strategy must
seek out the same information about every alternative. Noncompensatory
decision strategies, on the other hand, generally result in very different
levels of information seeking across alternatives. The standard indicator of
the equality of information search across alternative is the variance of the
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amount of information gathered across alternatives. If the same number
of attributes is considered about every candidate, the inter-alternative
variance will be very small; if the amount of information gathered about
the candidates differs widely, however, that variance will be relatively
high. High variance is associated with low equality across alternatives,
and vice versa.

This measure works well when information search is under the decision
maker’s control, as it is in the ideal world represented by a static informa-
tion board. But when the number of attributes that could be considered is
large, decision time is limited, and information search is much more diffi-
cult to control, as is the case in a presidential election campaign (and
our experiments), this measure could be quite misleading. Voters in our
four-candidate primary could have considered ten different candidate-
specific items about every in-party candidate – thus producing zero
inter-alternative variance – and still have absolutely no overlap between
candidates in the information examined!

We therefore devised a much more direct measure of the comparabil-
ity of search across alternatives: the percentage of all attributes consid-
ered about any relevant candidate compared to that considered about all
relevant candidates.10 This hypothetical example would have 40 in the
denominator and 0 in the numerator, resulting in a comparability score
of 0, reflecting the low comparability across alternatives that is appropri-
ate in this instance.

Our new measure of the comparability of search across alternatives
ranges from 0 to 98% in the primary, with a mean of 51.8%, and ranges
from 31 to 90% for the general election, with a mean of 59%. Its corre-
lation with the standard variance score is only −.18 in the primary (−.29
in the general election), reflecting our belief that the variance is a poor
indicator of the concept we are trying to measure.11 We will rely on our
direct measure as the indicator of choice. Its distribution from the primary
election is shown in the upper right-hand panel of Figure 5.9.

10 With this definition, it is much more difficult to have a high comparability-of-search
score with four alternatives to consider, compared to only two. The likelihood of
not even seeing some desired information about one of four candidates (because it
scrolled down the screen when a political ad hid what was available) was pretty high.
To compensate for this difficulty, in the four-candidate condition of the primary
election, we increased the numerator whenever information was examined about
three or four candidates. Note that group endorsements and polls are relevant to
every alternative in the choice set, so they increase both the numerator and the
denominator equally.

11 The negative correlations are expected because variance translates into low com-
parability. But the low magnitude of the correlation (i.e., that it is fairly close to 0)
indicates that the two are not measuring the same thing.
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Sequence of Search

Sequence of search refers primarily to whether search was largely
candidate-based (intra-alternative, inter-attribute) or attribute-based
(intra-attribute, inter-alternative). The standard measure is the ratio of
intra-alternative to intra-attribute transitions. In our studies, however,
when there were relatively few alternatives compared to the attributes, it
was much more difficult to make intra-attribute transitions. Indeed, with
our dynamic information board and only six different items available for
access at any point in time, it was relatively difficult to make either intra-
attribute or intra-candidate transitions, at least in the primary when there
were six alternatives to choose from. With a static information board, it
is always possible to make either an intra-attribute or an intra-alternative
transition, so a straightforward count of the number of intra-attribute
transitions divided by the total number of transitions12 is a good indicator
of the prevalence of intra-attribute transitions. In practice in our studies,
however, while a decision maker trying to conduct an intra-candidate
search would rarely have to wait too long for another item about the
candidate in question to come along, the wait would typically be much
greater for a decision maker trying to conduct intra-attribute search.

We therefore created new measures of the sequence of search, the per-
centage of all possible intra-alternative and intra-attribute transitions that
were made. The realm of the possible was defined over the period of time
between accessing any two items. Suppose a voter examines Thomas’s
stand on abortion during one of our campaigns. He finishes reading about
this stand, returns to the campaign, and then accesses Thomas’s family
background. This is an intra-candidate transition and is counted as such.
Both the number of intra-candidate transitions and the number of pos-
sible intra-candidate transitions increases by one. It is quite conceivable,
however, that it was not possible to make an intra-attribute transition
because no other candidate’s stand on abortion was ever available for
access before the next item was chosen. In that case, the number of possi-
ble intra-attribute transitions would not increase. Now, if it were possible
to select another candidate’s stand on abortion, but the voter had nonethe-
less decided to select a different item about Thomas, then the number of
possible intra-attribute transitions would increase by one.

These measures were more difficult to compute than they are to
describe, although little more than brute computer power is required
to keep track of everything. The percentage of possible intra-candidate
transitions ranged from 10 to 100% in the primary, with a mean of
38.9%. Intra-candidate transitions ranged from 32 to 100% in the general

12 The total number of transitions equals the number of items examined, minus one.

112



P1: KAE
0521847508c05 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:53

What Voters Do – A First Cut

election, with a mean of 76.5%. The percentage of possible intra-attribute
transitions ranged from 0 to 100% in the primary, with a mean of 13.6%.
The full 0 to 100% range was observed for this measure in the general
election campaigns as well, where the mean was 44%.

We then created two summary measures from these variables for both
the primary and general election campaigns: the log of the ratio of possi-
ble intra-attribute to possible intra-candidate transitions, to represent the
relative prevalence of these two major types of transitions, and the sum
of the two variables, to represent the amount of systematic search – either
intra-candidate or intra-attribute. The former is needed to help distinguish
between decision strategies; the latter could prove useful in indicating the
extent to which a voter was able to examine information in the context of
our dynamic information board systematically. The distributions of these
two variables from the primary campaign are displayed in the bottom two
panels of Figure 5.9.

Operationalizing Decision Strategies

These measures of depth, comparability, and sequence of search provide
a great deal of information about how voters decided how to vote. The
best way to summarize this information is to use these measures to see
if we can match up individual voters with any of the decision strategies
described in Chapter 2. Consider the information in Figure 5.10, which
is a simplified version of Figure 2.2. Depth and comparability of search
completely discriminate among our four models of voter decision making.
Model 1 assumes relatively deep search, equally distributed across the
candidates; Model 2 also assumes relatively deep search, but unequally
distributed across the candidates. Model 3 assumes relatively shallow
search, equally distributed across the candidates, and Model 4 assumes
relatively shallow search, unequally distributed across the candidates.

Depth of Search         Comparability of Search      Sequence of Search

Model 1c Deep Equal Candidate-based

Model 1d Deep Equal Dimensional 

Model 2 Moderately deep Unequal Candidate-based most 
likely, but either acceptable

Model 3 Relatively shallow Equal Either

Model 4c Depends: 
Typically shallow 

Generally unequal Candidate-based

Model 4d Generally shallow Generally unequal Dimensional 

Figure 5.10. Characteristics of different types of decision strategies.
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Sequence of search comes into play if we make the finer distinctions
between more specific decision strategies discussed in the behavioral deci-
sion theory literature, which are subsumed under are broader models.
As described more fully in Appendix A, satisficing (Model 4c) and the
Weighted Additive Rule (Model 1c) assume a more alternative-based than
attribute-based search; Elimination-by-Aspects (Model 4d) and Additive
Difference Rule (Model 1d) assume a relatively more dimensional or
attribute-based than alternative-based search.

There are no absolute standards as to what constitutes deep or shallow
search, equal or unequal distribution across candidates, alternative- or
attribute-based sequences, however. What is reasonable in one context
may be next to impossible in another. Decision makers can only adapt to
the constraints of any particular decision context – and the whole point of
our mock election campaigns was to design a decision context with a lot
of constraints. It would be physically impossible for a voter to consider
anywhere close to all possible information about all possible alternatives
in our experiments, even in a two-candidate primary campaign, and it
therefore would be foolish for us to adopt such a standard for categorizing
someone as a Model 1 voter. Such unrealistic straw men are of little use
to anyone.

But we can take these three measures, all gathered within the con-
straints of our mock election campaigns, and perform simple median
splits on the data so that half of all voters are categorized as conduct-
ing relatively shallow search, and half are categorized as conducting rel-
atively deep search; half of all voters are categorized as distributing their
search equally across candidates, and half are categorized as distributing
search unequally across candidates; and half of all voters are categorized
as performing relatively more alternative-based search, and half are cate-
gorized as performing relatively more attribute-based search. This proce-
dure allows the actual decision-making context to determine what is fea-
sible. Within that context, some voters engaged in relatively deep search,
some engaged in relatively shallow search; some in relatively comparable
search across candidates, some in much less comparable search; and so
on. Focusing just on depth and comparability of search, the two median
splits combined result in four categories, corresponding to our Models 1
through 4. As a first and inevitably rough cut, this strategy will categorize
our voters as using one of these four broad models of decision making.
The median split on sequence of search can further subdivide Models 1
and 4 into the theoretically defined subcategories, if we want to do that
as well.

The data from the primary and general election campaigns are shown
in Figure 5.11. (At this stage, we won’t bother distinguishing between the
candidate-based and dimensional variants of Models 1 and 4.) This is
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Note: Data are the percentage of all voters employing each of the different types of decision
strategies based on a simple median split of the depth of search measures from the primary
and general elections campaigns,respectively.

Figure 5.11. Prevalence of different decision strategies: a first cut.

actually a pretty interesting analysis, even at a descriptive level, because
virtually all previous research on decision strategies has been conducted
in comparatively simple decision environments. We know of no other
study in a controlled environment that has attempted to identify decision
strategies in a situation as complex as ours.

The median splits force some voters to fall into all of our four categories,
of course, and by chance we would expect 25% in each. Clearly this is not
the case – roughly 35% of our voters fall into each of Models 1 and 4, with
only 15% in the remaining two categories. In general, these initial figures
strike us as being reasonably plausible, with one exception: the small
number of voters who are categorized as using Model 2 during the general
election campaign. There is extensive prior research in political science on
the vote decision from a Model 2 perspective, and this model works best
in a general election context when a Democrat is facing off against a
Republican. In fact, our initial procedure probably does a particularly
bad job of capturing Model 2 voters, in that we are totally ignoring the
prominent role of party affiliation in Model 2.

So we made a second cut at categorizing voters into our four broad mod-
els, this time also considering the priority of accessing party affiliation,
particularly during the primary election campaign.13 Model 2 voters ought

13 Although Model 2 most clearly applies to a general election context where candi-
dates differ by party, there is actually no need to go out and learn the general election
candidates’ party affiliations because they should already have been learned during

115



P1: KAE
0521847508c05 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 0:53

Information Processing

to learn candidates’ party affiliation, and they ought to learn it soon. Of
course, there is nothing inconsistent about accessing party identification
in any of the other models – they just do not grant it the preordained sta-
tus that Model 2 does. Hence, we must continue to consider both depth
and comparability of search in categorizing even Model 2 voters.

This requirement of seeking party affiliation early sets up another hurdle
for being categorized as Model 2, which can only reduce the number of
Model 2 voters. To compensate for this additional hurdle, we lowered
the percentile for being considered relatively “deep” search from 50% to
40% for Model 2 voters. This has the effect of transferring a few voters
who were initially categorized into one of the other models, but who
also accessed party affiliation pretty quickly, into Model 2. It also has
the effect of leaving uncategorized some voters – those who looked at
party affiliation relatively late in the campaign and who were otherwise
solidly Model 2 (i.e., those who conducted such a deep search, unequally
distributed across the candidates, that they could not slip into one of
the other categories). Our initial median-split categorization procedure
has the advantage of placing everyone into one of the four categories.
After we include another consideration for one of those categories but not
the others, we have the possibility of leaving some people out. This can
cause statistical difficulties if the excluded group is fairly small, as it was
here.

There are at least two solutions to this statistical problem. The first is
to exclude the unclassified voters from all analyses; this solution has the
obvious cost of eliminating subjects. The second solution is to increase the
size of the unclassified group. We followed this latter solution by lowering
the upper limit for shallow search to the 45th percentile, and raising the
lower limit for relatively deep search to the 55th percentile, throwing all
voters in the middle 10% of the measures of depth of search into an
unclassified or undifferentiated category. In the following analyses, we
will be able to estimate separate coefficients for each decision strategy,
which will all be compared to these unclassified voters.

The revised data are shown in Figure 5.12. We can think of the unclas-
sified voters as insufficiently exhibiting any of our four a priori types
of decision strategies to unambiguously be categorized as a Model 1 or

the primary election. Indeed, almost everyone accessed party affiliation at least once
during the primary election campaign; however, a large minority of voters (28%)
never accessed it during the general election campaign, presumably because they
were very confident about which of the general election candidates was a Democrat
and which was a Republican. Hence, we consider how soon party affiliation was
accessed during the primary campaign even for our categorization of Model 2 voters
in the general election.
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Note: Data are the percentage of all voters employing each of the different types of decision
strategies in the primary and general election campaigns, respectively.

Figure 5.12. Prevalence of different decision strategies: revised measure.

Model 2 or Model 3 or Model 4 voter. More importantly, the data – par-
ticularly for the general election – look much more as we would expect.
Our revised coding scheme has taken about 5% of the voters initially
placed into Models 1 and 4 and moved them into Model 2. Now Models
1, 2, and 4 are all very comparable in size and a bit bigger than Model 3.
This is an excellent result, because our revised coding scheme also does
a significantly better job of representing the conceptual definitions of the
different models.

summary

This concludes our initial pass through the data. We have covered a lot of
ground in this chapter. With one or two exceptions, we have developed all
of the measures we will be using in the remainder of the book. We have also
established how we determine the information search strategy each voter
is using. Readers who would like to see the step-by-step search process of
some of our voters, are directed to Appendix D, where several of these are
presented. This is a more concrete way to see what voters did, although
it is one that is inevitably so idiosyncratic that it makes abstraction and
empirical analysis – the hallmarks of science – next to impossible. We will
rely on the summary measures of theoretical concepts developed in this
chapter in the remainder of the book.

It is now time to begin testing the various parts of our process-oriented
framework for studying the vote decision presented in Chapter 2 and
to demonstrate that all this information processing data can teach us
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something interesting about voting. Following the logic of this frame-
work, the next two chapters treat information processing as a dependent
variable. Chapter 6 considers the impact of individual background char-
acteristics and of political sophistication on information processing. This
is followed by a chapter examining the effects of the political context – the
nature of the candidates and their campaign strategies – on information
processing. Only after we have thoroughly examined the intermediate
steps in our model will we begin considering the effects of information
processing on the most interesting political variables.
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6

Individual Differences in Information Processing

The previous chapter presented, with moderately broad brush strokes,
the decision processes people used in trying to make their vote choices in
our mock presidential election. In that initial presentation of our data, we
ignored, for the most part, differences between voters, differences among
candidates, and (with the major exception of presenting information from
the primary and general election campaigns separately) differences across
campaigns. But all voters are not the same, candidates oftentimes do have
very significant differences, and campaigns – even limiting consideration
to presidential campaigns – come in many different flavors. More impor-
tantly, theory tells us that certain variations among decision makers (i.e.,
voters), alternatives (candidates), and decision contexts (campaigns) are
particularly interesting to examine. Of course, that same theory guided
the design of our research in the first place in that it suggested interesting
experimental factors to manipulate and important individual difference
variables to measure.

In this chapter and the next, we will provide much more focused explo-
rations of our data. First we consider individual differences among deci-
sion makers. We will look in particular at three categories of individual
differences: basic background demographic characteristics (including age,
education, and gender), political sophistication or expertise, and two pre-
sumably long-standing political preferences – partisanship and ideology.
The goal in these two chapters is still to understand information process-
ing, decision strategies, and memory – the crucial intervening variables
in our model. We do not have strong a priori expectations of finding
much in this chapter because the decision theory literature has generally
found that situational factors are far stronger predictors of the type of
variables we are considering here than any differences between decision
makers. As will soon become evident, however, the results prove to be
more interesting than we had anticipated.
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political sophistication

Of these three categories, the most theoretically important, by far, is polit-
ical sophistication or expertise. As discussed in Chapter 2, almost by def-
inition experts in any domain should have more knowledge about that
domain. But they should also have more experience thinking about and
making judgments and decisions in that domain. This experience should
give the expert several advantage in making decisions in his or her area
of expertise – and provides us with a number of testable hypotheses.

Sophistication is an extremely important theoretical variable in deci-
sion making, and we went to great lengths to measure it, including a
count of the number of campaign-related and more community-oriented
political behaviors our subjects had engaged in; a fairly stringent political
knowledge test, which asked respondents to answer a number of fac-
tual questions about how American government works and to identify
a number of important political actors; and measures of following poli-
tics in the media, frequency of talking about politics, and self-proclaimed
interest in politics. Our subjects on average had engaged in two or three
(of five) campaign-oriented behaviors, and one or two noncampaign-
oriented political behaviors; they talked about politics and paid attention
to national news a little more than once or twice a week in the media;
they knew the correct answer to about seven of eleven basic knowledge
questions about politics,1 and could correctly locate five of seven promi-
nent politicians on the ideological spectrum; and, in general, they claimed
to be “moderately” interested in politics.

As most would expect, these different indicators of political sophis-
tication all correlate positively with each other, and for simplicity we
combined them into an overall measure of sophistication or expertise.2

As seen in Figure 6.1, this summary scale has the usual bell-shaped or
normal distribution, with relatively few subjects at either end of the dis-
tribution, and the great bulk of the subjects clustered around the overall
mean. For current purposes, the important point is that our subject pop-
ulation contains a great deal of variation in the variables that ought to
be important in studying political decision making. Our summary mea-
sure of political sophistication clearly captures both the knowledge and
experience associated with expertise.

1 This number in particular seems quite high. However, for easier “grading” all eleven
factual knowledge questions were multiple-choice with four response items, so just
by chance the proverbial monkey at the keyboard would be expected to get about
three of the eleven questions correct – which puts our subjects’ somewhat higher
mean knowledge score in proper perspective.

2 Cronbach’s alpha, a measure of the reliability or internal consistency of a summary
scale, was .83 for the seven-item summary measure.
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Figure 6.1. Distribution of subject political expertise.

First, through their experience, experts should have learned that certain
types of information are particularly useful or diagnostic for making a
decision. Thus, we would not in general expect experts to seek out more
information when trying to reach a decision, but they may well seek out
different types of particularly helpful information. We will reserve a closer
consideration of political heuristics for Chapter 11. But we would also
expect political experts to be more interested in explicitly political topics
– particularly candidates’ policy stands and the endorsements of political
lobbying groups – while nonexperts or novices might be relatively more
interested in familiar (but not particularly political) social information
about candidates’ backgrounds, families, and personalities.

Second, experts may have found particular decision strategies to be
especially helpful in reaching a decision. One very good possibility is that
experts will have sufficient cognitive resources to allow them to employ a
rational Model 1 decision strategy, which relies on a relatively deep infor-
mation search that is fairly equally distributed across the alternative candi-
dates. Another equally good possibility is that, armed with their superior
knowledge of particularly diagnostic information, experts may believe
that they can make very good decisions with relatively little information.
Their experience and well-established partisan and ideological schemas
may allow them to very confidently infer a great deal of information about
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the candidates without actually seeking it out. This would be Model 3 or
Model 4 decision making. Our predilections are more toward the latter
possibility, but there are good reasons to expect the former as well, and
we will not prejudge the issue.

Third, because the expert has thought about problems in his or her
area of expertise more than nonexperts, he or she should have more highly
developed schemas in memory for processing and retrieving relevant infor-
mation. Thus all else being equal, experts should be able to remember
more political information than novices, and probably be more accurate
in their memories. This advantage should be particularly important, and
perhaps exaggerated, when the conditions under which the decision maker
is trying to reach a decision are particularly trying or stressful, as they are
in our dynamic campaign environment.

All of these advantages should result in “better” decision making by
experts. We will defer this question until Chapter 10 and focus here on the
information gathering and processing that lead up to a decision. In doing
that, we want to make sure that we are isolating the effects of political
expertise from related variables that could have similar effects. This is the
role played by the other two categories of predictors considered in this
chapter.

Control Variables

Education. For theoretical reasons, the “expertise” that we care about is
domain-specific (i.e., it is political knowledge and political experience that
should be important in making a vote decision). However, expertise in one
domain could well be related to expertise in another, and most experts
share basic intelligence and a good deal of education. We want to isolate
the effects of political sophistication from intelligence and the broader
intellectual experience that comes with education, and we can do both of
those reasonably well statistically by including education in our analyses.
Education should have much the same effects as political expertise; to
make sure that whatever power we are attributing to expertise is in fact
attributable to political knowledge and experience, and not just greater
intelligence and learning, we must include both variables in our analyses.

Political Predispositions. Long-standing political predispositions such as
partisan and ideological identifications provide another complicating fac-
tor. Most studies of political behavior include party and ideological iden-
tifications as major predictors. Now, those studies are usually looking at
political evaluations of one type or another, and rarely the type of infor-
mation processing variables that concern us in this chapter. When we
turn to candidate evaluation and the vote decision in Chapters 8 and 9,
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these two political predispositions will play a major role in our analyses
as well. We have no reason to suspect that Democrats and Republicans,
however, or liberals and conservatives, process political information or
make political decisions in fundamentally different ways.

Nonetheless, we will include these political predispositions as controls
in our early analyses for the simple reason that these variables will play
an important role when we turn to predicting political outcomes – can-
didate evaluations and the vote choice – and we want to make sure that
any influences on information search and processing variables that we
want to attribute to factors such as expertise are independent of these
political predispositions. The problem is that both partisanship and ide-
ology are related to political expertise, in the sense that as people become
more knowledgeable and interested in politics, their political predispo-
sitions become stronger (more extreme). This relationship is not with
direction of identification – experts are no more likely to be Republican
than Democrat, liberal than conservative – but with strength of identifica-
tion. In theory, there is no reason why someone strongly interested in and
highly knowledgeable of politics could not be an ideologically moderate
political independent, but in practice they rarely are. Ideological moder-
ation and political independence are oftentimes the resting place of those
with little or no interest in politics.

Thus, even though we have no a priori reason to expect political pre-
dispositions to be related to information processing, we want to include
them as controls in our analyses so that we can be confident that the effects
we expect to attribute to political expertise are completely independent of
these predispositions. Because we have two of them available to us, and
they are strongly correlated with each other in contemporary American
politics (r = .60 in our data), we will keep ideological identification in
its original, left–right evaluative nature, but “fold” partisan identifica-
tion at its midpoint so that the measure taps strength of identification.3

All of this will make our examination of the effects of political expertise
extremely conservative, in that any reported effects will be independent
of education, direction, and strength of political predispositions.

Age. There are several reasons to think that older people might have a
harder time using our computer program than younger people. First, a
reasonable amount of manual dexterity is required to access the informa-
tion scrolling down the computer screen. Such fine motor coordination

3 Pure independents received the lowest score on our measure of strength of partisan-
ship; strong Democrats and strong Republicans both received the highest score. Inde-
pendent “leaners” and weak partisans receive intermediate scores on this variable.
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becomes more difficult with age.4 Second, older people would probably
have had less experience with a computer than younger people. Unfortu-
nately, we did not think to ask such a question, but it is quite likely to
be true. We began our studies just as computers were becoming perva-
sive in the workplace, but a goodly number of our subjects were already
retired (25%), and another subset of subjects were homemakers, and it
is reasonable to believe that many of these two groups of subjects would
have had relatively little prior experience using computers. Finally, there
is the possibility that mental capacity is shrinking in the elderly, and that
this could affect decision making. Riggle, Johnson, and Hickey (1996)
find that age does have effects on information search, as older subjects
accessed less information in their study but spent a longer time studying
what they did access.

Gender. Finally, as with political predispositions, we have no a priori rea-
son to expect any information processing differences between males and
females (although we might expect women to be particularly concerned
with one set of issues, and men with another). But much has been made in
recent years of a “gender gap,” of women voting disproportionately for
Democratic candidates. This fact alone would lead us to pay particular
attention to gender differences. But in addition, some of our own candi-
dates were female; thus we will also examine gender differences among
voters on information search and processing.

results

Content of Information Search

To explore these various individual-difference or voter effects, we
regressed a series of information search and information processing vari-
ables on six independent variables: our summary scale of political exper-
tise, age, years of education, gender, strength of party identification, and
liberal–conservative identification. Figure 6.2 presents the results from

4 We gathered informal impressions from our experimenters which confirmed this pos-
sibility. Subjects in their 80s seemed to have much more difficulty getting the “hang”
of accessing the scrolling information on the computer, such that they required notice-
ably more practice during the practice session before they felt ready to start the
experiment. Further evidence comes from our second study, when we asked subjects
at the end of the experiment to go through a list of everything they had looked at
during the primary election campaign and to tell us, in their own words, why they
had selected this particular item. Some of these items were accessed “by mistake”
(about 5–6% overall). The correlation between age and number of such mistakes
was r = .30, suggesting even more directly that older people had more trouble using
the mouse to access the information they desired.
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gender (being female), and the full range of our ideological identification and political sophis-
tication scales. Data come from regression equations, which also controlled for gender and
strength of party identification. Only effects statistically significant at the p < .05 level or
better are displayed.

Figure 6.2. Effects of background characteristics on content of search.

three different analyses of various measures of the content of information
search, specifically candidates’ issue stands, more personal or social back-
ground and personality characteristics, and group endorsements. There
is a separate section in the figure devoted to each dependent variable. So
that one can appreciate the relative magnitude of the different effects,
Figure 6.2 shows the predicted effect of a reasonably full dose of each of
our independent variables: 67 years of age, 20 years of education, gender
(being female), and the full range of our political sophistication, strength
of party identification, and political ideology scales. For simplicity, only
variables that achieve conventional levels of statistical significance (i.e.,
p < .05) are shown in the figure.

Consider the first analysis, which explained the number of candidate
issue stands voters accessed across the two campaigns and is displayed on
the left-hand side of Figure 6.2.5 Three variables had effects that are sig-
nificantly different from zero. Age had the biggest effect: an 80-year-old
voter is predicted to access twenty-five fewer candidate issue stands than a
20-year-old voter, holding all other variables constant. But education and
sophistication also had noteworthy effects, both in a positive direction. A
voter with a graduate degree is predicted to access about eighteen more

5 When a dependent variable is a discrete count of some phenomenon, as it is here,
it is more appropriate statistically to use the Poisson distribution in performing the
analysis. A Poisson regression provides very similar results to those presented here,
however, and for simplicity we rely upon a more familiar OLS regression.
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issue stands than a person with no education; and a political expert –
again, controlling on age, education, gender, and political predisposi-
tions – is predicted to access about eleven more issue stands than a com-
plete political novice, on top of any effects of education.

We had predicted the effect of sophistication on seeking out issue stands.
The same general pattern of effects holds when we consider another type
of explicitly political information, the endorsements of different lobbying
groups. Again, education and sophistication are both positively related to
seeking out such endorsements, but age – and surprisingly, conservatives –
are somewhat less likely to seek out these endorsements.6

The converse of that prediction is that sophistication would be neg-
atively related to seeking out standard personal information about the
candidates. This prediction was not supported: Sophistication was totally
unrelated to seeking out personal information. As shown in the middle
of Figure 6.2, only age is significantly related to accessing person-related
information, and its effect is estimated to be slightly stronger than the
effect of age on examining issue-rated information.

Clearly, the most consistent and strongest individual difference effect on
the content of search is one of our control variables, age. Indeed, when we
look more finely at content (breaking down the broad variables reported
in Figure 6.2 into finer categories, in analyses not reported here), this age
effect is so pervasive that it would seem to have little to do with content,
but rather much to do with amount. The older our voters were, the less
information of all types they considered.

This age effect is so strong that it clearly deserves further analysis,
particularly because the three different possible explanations for them
offered earlier have very different implications for how we would think
about these results. Such an analysis would take us too far afield from
our present purpose, however, and we will have to defer a more thorough
exploration of age effects to another time. Let us just assert here that
there is clear empirical support for all three of those explanations. Thus,
some of the age effect is artifactual, but some of it – roughly half, we
would estimate – is due to declining cognitive abilities of older people,
and thus has very real implications for voter decision making outside of
our laboratory.

Information Search

Figure 6.3 presents the results of a series of regressions of our various mea-
sures of information processing, including depth of search, comparability

6 Note that this effect is not a product of the nature of the groups offering endorse-
ments; these groups were comprised of an equal number of liberal and conservative
groups. We will have much more to say about group endorsements in Chapter 11.
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of search across candidates, and sequence of search. We considered these
variables separately for the primary and general election campaigns. The
results for depth of search and comparability of search were very similar
across campaigns, so the results we present in Figure 6.3 average across
the two campaigns. Beginning with the depth of search, which combines
the number of items accessed with the number of attributes considered,
we already know from our previous analyses that age will have a strong
and negative effect on depth of search. Indeed it does: 70-year-olds score
almost 21 points lower on our depth of search scale compared to 20-
year-olds. But both education and sophistication are strongly positively
associated with greater depth of search. We had resisted the seemingly
obvious prediction that sophistication would be associated with greater
depth of search, offering instead the more subtle hypothesis that expertise
would be related to seeking only certain types of particularly useful infor-
mation. As presented earlier, we did detect a strong effect of sophistication
on seeking group endorsements in particular. Nonetheless, as the results
in Figure 6.3 clearly show, sophistication is strongly related to greater
depth of search across the board.

Expertise is also strongly related to greater comparability of search
across candidates. As can be seen in the second section of the figure, the
effect of expertise is about equal in magnitude but opposite in direction
to the effect of age. Older people are less likely to seek out comparable
information across candidates, but experts are more likely to seek such
comparable information. This age effect is distinct, however, from a lesser
amount of search. No matter how little or much total information a voter
looks at, that information can be distributed evenly across candidates,
or not. In fact, given time constraints, it is probably easier to look at the
same information across candidates when there is less information overall
considered. If this reasoning is correct, then the negative effect of age on
the comparability of search across candidates occurs despite the lesser
total search conducted by older people.

Turning to our measures of sequence of search, we considered both
the percentage of intra-attribute and the percentage of intra-candidate
transitions separately, along with the summary measure of the ratio of
the two. For the primary election, the summary measure accurately rep-
resents the separate results for the two constituent parts, so we only
show it. Older voters exhibit a higher percentage of intra-attribute (i.e.,
dimensional) to intra-candidate transitions; strong partisans exhibit just
the opposite pattern, a higher proportion of intra-candidate rather than
intra-attribute transitions. We certainly did not predict either of these
results, and the effect of strength of party identification in this analy-
sis is particularly intriguing, given that we are considering a primary
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election where party does not help distinguish among the alternative
choices.

In the general election, the various measures of sequence of search
show different patterns, which are obscured by the summary measure,
so we present the results for intra-attribute and intra-candidate search by
themselves, along with the combined ratio measure. Two variables influ-
enced the percentage of intra-attribute search sequences: age, negatively,
and expertise, positively. The most sophisticated voters engaged in 17%
more intra-attribute search compared to rank novices, all else being equal.
The negative effect of age on intra-attribute search in the general election
contrasts with the positive effect it had on the relative degree of intra-
attribute search in the primary election, a difference for which we have
no good explanation.

Age continues to have a small negative effect on the percentage of
intra-candidate search, an effect now joined by ideology. Strong conserva-
tives engage in about 6% less intra-candidate search than strong liberals.
Because this is the only time, in seventeen different analyses, where ide-
ology proved to have a significant effect – and as we had no theoretical
reason to expect that it might have an effect – we remain skeptical that
this is anything more than a stray random result. Both education and
being female (though not political expertise) had positive effects on the
percentage of intra-candidate transitions. Voters with a college educa-
tion engaged in about 10% more intra-candidate search than voters with
no education; females engaged in about 3% more intra-candidate search
than did males. When putting these two constituent variables together
and looking at the ratio of intra-attribute to intra-candidate search, the
only variable that proves to have a significant effect is sophistication.
Again, experts engage in about 10 percent more intra-attribute relative to
intra-candidate search, all else equal.

Decision Strategies

We also looked at the effects of expertise and the various control vari-
ables on choice of decision strategy. Because the dependent variable here
is nominal – that is, it has five (or seven, if we differentiate between
the two subcategories of Model 1 and Model 4 voters) categories that
do not have any inherent order – the statistics involved in conducting a
multivariate analysis are fairly complex.7 But the pattern of results can

7 The appropriate analysis involves a nominal logistic regression. Again, the point of a
multivariate analysis is to see the unique effect of each variable after controlling the
others. It is quite reasonable, for example, to expect political experts to generally have

129



P1: KAE
0521847508c06 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 1:8

Information Processing

Age Effect
Sophistication

Female

-30

-20

-10

0

10

20

30

40

Decision Strategy

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Note: The figure compares the percentage employing each decision strategy in the extreme
groups of each independent variable. In the case of gender, where there are only two cate-
gories, it is the percentage of females employing each strategy minus the percentage males
employing that strategy. So 42.7% of all males employed Model 1 during the primary,
compared to 27.0% of all females, for a difference of −15.7%. For age, the percentage of
the youngest quartile is subtracted from the percentage of the oldest quartile. For political
sophistication, the percentage for novices is subtracted from the percentage for experts.

Figure 6.4. Effects of background characteristics on choice of decision strategy in
the primary election.

be illustrated more simply by showing the simple bivariate relationships
between the control variables and decision strategy. We took a fur-
ther step to simplify the analysis by collapsing the two subcategories of
Model 1 and Model 4 into their larger group, after assuring ourselves
the basic results did not change. We will present only those bivariate
results that also proved to be statistically significant in a multivariate
analysis.

First, just by eye-balling the results in Figure 6.3, we get a good idea that
older people were less likely to employ either of the two more “rational”
strategies, in that they were lower on depth of search and comparability of
search across candidates, the two hallmarks of the rational decision strate-
gies. This impression is confirmed by a significant relationship between
age (in quartiles) and choice of decision strategy during both the primary
(χ2(9) = 54.6, p < .001) and general election (χ2(9) = 46.5, p < .001)
campaigns. The results from the primary election are shown in Figure 6.4,

quite a bit of education and to be strong partisans. Only with a multivariate analysis
can we be certain that a simple bivariate relationship between political sophistication
and choice of decision strategy, say, is not really a function of education. The simpler
bivariate results we present in the text were all also significant in the multivariate
analysis, which is available from the authors upon request.
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which contrasts the proportion of the youngest voters (those 25 or
younger) employing each decision strategy to the proportion of the oldest
voters (63 and older). Over 47% of the youngest voters employed a Model
1 strategy, compared to less than 18% of the oldest voters. In contrast,
almost 52% of the oldest voters employed Model 4, compared to less
than 19% of the youngest voters. There were no major age differences
with the other two decision strategies. The pattern is exactly the same
in the general election, and it is a huge effect. Whether we are observing
the high point of a special cohort who are particularly drawn to Model 4
decision making – but who will soon disappear from the political scene –
or a pattern of results that will replicate itself as subsequent generations
age is a question we cannot answer here.

We had predicted a significant relationship between political sophisti-
cation and use of decision strategy, and as shown in the middle section of
Figure 6.4, that is exactly what we see during the primary (χ2(9) = 17.0,
p < .05). As expected, experts (top quartile of the political sophistication
scale) were 6% more likely to choose Model 1 than were novices (bottom
quartile). Experts were also about 7% more like to employ Model 3, but
more than 14% less likely to employ Model 2. No real differences can
be seen for Model 4. Thus, what distinguishes experts is not so much the
amount of information they consider in making their choice (although
there is a clear relationship between sophistication and depth of search),
but a preference for a compensatory decision strategy (Model 1 or Model
3). However, we do not observe a similar effect of political sophistication
on choice of decision strategy in the general election campaign (χ2(9) =
9.1, p > .42). There, novices are slightly more likely (about 3%) to choose
Model 1 or Model 2, while experts are slightly more likely (3 or 4%) to
choose Model 3 or Model 4. But again, these differences are no more than
would be expected by chance.

The one other effect we see in our data, observable in both the primary
and general election campaigns, is a gender effect. Males are more likely
to prefer Model 1, and females are more likely to prefer the noncompen-
satory Model 2 or Model 4 decision making. This sounds a bit like (a
lack of) political sophistication, except that this effect clearly replicates in
the multivariate analysis that controls for sophistication (and education
and age and partisan predispositions), and there is almost no relation-
ship between gender and sophistication. So whatever the effect we are
observing here, it is not a function of political sophistication, nor any of
the other background variables that are part of the multivariate analysis.
This effect is, however, consistent with research on gender differences in
rhetoric and preferred communications patterns (e.g., Brystrom, 2004;
Crawford, 1995; Tannen, 1990).
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Figure 6.5. Effects of background characteristics on memory.

memory

It is becoming more and more apparent that age is the most important
individual difference. Older people clearly chose to look at less informa-
tion during our election campaigns. Unfortunately, this effect could be
explained by less experience with computers, declining fine-motor ability,
or declining cognitive abilities. The first two explanations should have
nothing to do with memory, however. Even our oldest voters looked at
far more information about the candidates than anyone could remem-
ber. So if we do observe a significant effect of age on memory – and it
is negative – declining cognitive ability becomes the most likely explana-
tion.

Figure 6.5 presents the results both for total memories of the two candi-
dates involved in the general election campaign and for accurate memories
about them. Age has a significant negative effect in both equations. An
80-year-old voter remembers nine fewer things overall, and about seven
fewer accurate facts about each of the two candidates, compared to a
20-year-old voter. In contrast, both education and political expertise are
associated with more and more accurate memories. The effects are about
equal in magnitude but opposite in direction to that of age. Gender also
has a significant (but smaller) effect, with females reporting about one
more memory (and one more accurate memory) about the candidates
than males.
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We also hypothesized that both depth of search and sequence of search
would affect amount and accuracy of memory. We expected that either
ordered search sequence (i.e., candidate-based or attribute-based) would
lead to greater memory. Our expectations were strongly confirmed in
terms of depth of search, but not sequence of search. In fact, both relatively
high intra-attribute search sequences and relatively high intra-candidate
search sequences were negatively related to total memory and total accu-
rate memory, although neither effect was statistically significant.8

summary

Summarizing what has been learned in this chapter, political sophistica-
tion did have a significant effect on many, but by no means all, of the cogni-
tive variables considered in this chapter. Education also frequently proved
to be important, and as a rough approximation we would say about as
important, as expertise. As education and expertise always had similar
effects in our equations (i.e., their coefficients always had the same sign),
had we excluded education from the equations we would have observed
much stronger, and more consistently significant, expertise effects. But we
can confidently conclude that whenever we did detect a significant effect
for expertise, it was political sophistication, and not wider learning in
general or greater intelligence, that is the determining factor. We will con-
tinue to include a control for education in any subsequent analysis where
political sophistication is predicted to have an important effect.

We have had little to say about gender, which accords with our expecta-
tions. We detected significant gender effects in seven of fifteen analyses –
clearly more than would be expected by chance – but even when a gender
effect was statistically significant, it was pretty small in magnitude rela-
tive to other variables in the equations. The two political predisposition
variables were significant even less often (strength of party identification
twice, ideology only once) and like gender had relatively small effects
even when they were significant, although we did see males focus more
on Model 1 decision making, while females were more oriented toward
Models 2 and 3.

The big surprise in the analyses reported in this chapter was the strong
and fairly consistent effect of voter age. We simply had not thought about
age as an important intervening factor in the vote decision. As already
discussed, part of the effect of age is probably an artifact of our experi-
mental procedure – that voters had to access information about candidates

8 These analyses also included a control for total search. The more items one looks at,
the more it is possible to remember. But depth of search (and age) were significantly
related to search controlling on total number of items accessed during the experiment.
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that was scrolling down a computer screen – but part of it might also be
attributed to declining cognitive abilities with age. We want to eliminate
the artifactual age effects from our experiments because these will have
no analog to decision making during a real election, while retaining any
residual effects of age, which probably do affect voters in actual elections
in much the way they affected voters in our experiments.

We can do this statistically by including measures of a lack of computer
experience and poor manual dexterity in every equation, or equivalently
by first regressing each of our cognitive variables on these two predictors
and then using the residuals from these initial equations as our variables
of interest. We will take the latter course because, once implemented, it
makes life (or at least the analysis) much easier from then on. We will
not have to have additional variables of no substantive interest floating
around in our equations.

It is not yet clear whether age will influence the nature or quality of the
vote decision, however. We certainly expect older people to have some-
what different concerns than younger voters, and these different con-
cerns or priorities could result in different candidate evaluations and vote
choices. But that is not what we are talking about. Some of the biggest
effects of age on cognitive processes concern memory, yet some models
of the vote decision (e.g., the on-line model; see Lodge, Steenbergen, and
Brau, 1995) hold that memory is irrelevant to the accuracy with which
candidate evaluations are formed, and vote choices are reached. We dis-
agree; our theory clearly holds that memory is important to the vote
decision, at least when it comes to voting correctly. Likewise Model 1
decision making would seem to require a strong role for memory. Thus,
we would predict now that age will continue to have strong effects as
we proceed through the various steps of our decision making framework.
What is clear at this point is that we should continue to examine age
(and education) as two background characteristics whose effects must be
accounted for.
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Campaign Effects on Information Processing

The previous chapter looked at how differences among voters – their
general political sophistication, their political predispositions, and their
education, gender, and age – affect information processing and choice
strategies. All these characteristics are things voters carry around with
them, as they live through actual political campaigns, and as they showed
up to participate in our experiments. In this chapter, we turn to explor-
ing how differences between campaigns influence those same variables.
In particular, we will examine how the number of candidates running in
an election, their ideological distinctiveness, the candidates’ fit with par-
tisan stereotypes, whether the candidate supported during the primary is
running in the general election, the resources they have available to buy
television advertising, and the timing of their ads during the campaign,
all affect information processing and choice strategies.1 The first three of
these factors clearly involve the difficulty of the choice facing the voter,
the instantiation of the “nature of the decision task,” which completes the
initial stage of our framework for studying decision making (Figure 2.1).

1 Our experiments ignore several other very important considerations that could fall
under this same topic – in particular, differences between candidates’ qualifications
for the job (Jacobson, 1987; Jacobson and Kernell, 1981; Squire, 1992), voters’
familiarity with them, and agreement with the candidate on policy issues. As has
already been seen in Chapter 3, our mock candidates are all pretty well qualified
for the job of president, as is typically the case among the serious contenders for
the presidency, but voters were totally unfamiliar with all of them. Thus, our exper-
iments provided no variance on these important factors. There is a clear difference
in familiarity across the primary and general election campaigns, of course, but it is
confounded with every other difference between those two types of campaigns and is
thus impossible to study by itself. Agreement on policy issues will figure prominently
when we turn to candidate evaluation and the vote choice in Chapters 8 and 9, and
we will reserve a more thorough discussion of it until then (see also Redlawsk and
Lau, 2003).
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number of candidates running in an election

Three of our studies manipulated the number of candidates running in
a primary election campaign. And we have already seen in Chapter 5,
one of the important consequences of this manipulation is the amount of
search devoted to each candidate. Look back at Figure 5.2. It is easy to
see that voters’ information processing is strongly affected by this manip-
ulation. Indeed, we could infer from this figure that voters’ information
seeking is guided by at least three motivations: (1) learn something about
every candidate in each party; (2) devote disproportionate attention to the
candidates from your own party; and (3) within each party devote more
attention to the candidates you like best.2 The latter sounds much more
like Model 2 or 4 and counter to the demands of compensatory decision
making that is Model 1 and Model 3. Let us now consider whether the
content, along with the amount of search, is affected by this manipulation
before we draw out some of the implications of these search patterns.

We looked first at whether there were any distinctive patterns of search
for person- or issue-related information. There were not; the data for
either of these two major categories of information look very much like
the pattern shown in Figure 5.2, although of course each bar, each mean,
is only about half as large. But other variables provide more interesting
results. Figure 7.1 presents the mean value of our three crucial information
processing scales (depth, equality, sequence), separately for the two- and
four-candidate conditions. All of these variables except the sequence of
search measures are defined exclusively in terms of in-party search. Depth
of search is significantly greater in the four-candidate condition (t(371) =
1.98, p < .05), but the strongest effect by far is a much greater tendency
for there to be comparability of search across alternatives in the two-
candidate condition than in the four-candidate condition (t(397) = 12.18,
p < .001). There is no difference between conditions in the proportion
of intra-attribute versus intra-candidate search, the standard indicator of
search sequence. As seen to the right of Figure 7.1, there is a significant
effect of the manipulation on the overall proportion of systematic (i.e.,
intra-attribute plus intra-candidate) search (t(399) = 2.64, p < .01).

Figure 7.2 shows how the various measures of information search
translate into decision strategies. For simplicity, we only show the four
broad models because the subtypes of Model 1 and Model 4 exhibit the
same patterns as the broader categories do. The number of candidates

2 We are less sure of this last point because we have not actually linked evalua-
tions of the candidates to information search, knowing only that voters devoted
the most search, among the in-party alternatives, to the candidate they supported in
the primary.
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Figure 7.1. Effect of number of candidates running in the primary on information
search.
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Figure 7.2. Effect of number of candidates running in the primary on decision
strategy.

manipulation has a very significant effect on decision strategy (χ2(4) =
94.1, p < .001), with voters much more likely to employ one of the
two compensatory strategies (Model 1 or Model 3) in the two-candidate
condition than in the four-candidate condition. In contrast, voters
in the four-candidate condition were much more likely to employ one of
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the more intuitive strategies (Model 4) or the confirmatory Model 2 strat-
egy. This one manipulation on decision strategy has a huge effect. The
one distinguishing feature of all the compensatory strategies is that they
require comparable search across candidates. Clearly, our voters found it
very difficult to gather comparable information about four different alter-
natives. We will see how this effect plays out on the nature and quality of
the vote choice in the following chapters.

ideological distinctiveness of candidates
in an election

One of our studies manipulated the ideological distinctiveness of the two
candidates running in the general election campaign. Two ideologically
distinct candidates provide an easier decision task than two ideologically
similar candidates. But does this manipulation also result in any observ-
able effects on the amount or content or nature of the resulting informa-
tion search? On its face, there is no effect of this manipulation on the
amount of search, nor is there any effect on search strategies, at least
when we limit analysis to this one study where ideological distinctiveness
was manipulated.

The effect of manipulating the number of candidates on the use of
decision strategy in the primary election was so dramatic that we wanted
to push this analysis a little bit further. Therefore, we turned to voters
from other studies who, for reasons other than a random manipulation,
experienced the same candidate pairings in the general election as subjects
in either our distinct or similar ideology conditions when this factor was
manipulated. This more than doubles the sample available for analysis,
providing us with much more power to detect significant effects.

This effort paid off because we now have sufficient statistical power
to detect significant differences for depth and equality of search across
alternatives. Figures 7.3 and 7.4 present the relevant data. As was the
case for the number of candidates manipulation, our voters engaged in
deeper search (t(257) = 2.07, p < 05), which was more equally distributed
across alternatives (t(255) = 2.34, p < .05) in the easier distinct candidate
ideologies “condition” compared to the more difficult similar ideologies
condition. (There were no differences across conditions for either measure
of sequence of search.) These information search differences translate into
a marginally significant effect on choice of decision strategy (χ2(4) = 9.0,
p < .06). Voters are more likely to employ Model 1 in the simpler distinct
candidates condition but more likely to employ Model 2 or Model 4 in
the similar ideology condition.

The differences between conditions are not as stark as those for the
number of candidates manipulation – in part because all voters in the
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Figure 7.3. Effect of ideological distinctiveness on information search, general
election campaign.
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Figure 7.4. Effect of ideological distinctiveness of general election candidates on
decision strategy.

general election campaign were in a two-candidate condition – but they
are entirely consistent with them. Voters comparing two ideologically
distinct general election candidates were more likely to employ one of the
compensatory decision strategies (52.1%) than voters making the more
difficult decision between two ideologically similar candidates (36.9%),
who in turn were much more likely to utilize one of the noncompensatory
decision strategies. As was the case with the number of candidates running
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in the primary, voters were more likely to employ one of the more rational
strategies when the decision was relatively easy, but they were more likely
to rely upon a more intuitive strategy when the decision was more difficult.
Here we see the two competing goals of making a good decision and
making an easy decision playing off against each other. Holding the desire
to make a good decision constant, a more difficult decision context – one
involving two ideologically similar candidates – would seem to require a
more careful, compensatory strategy like Model 1. But this same decision
context also makes Model 1 exceedingly difficult to apply because the
payoff (in terms of large issue-based candidate differentials) is small. As
we have predicted, when push comes to shove, easy will almost always
trump good.

We remember that old saying from our high school sports days, “When
the going gets tough, the tough get going.” We attribute this quote (prob-
ably incorrectly) to the legendary coach Vince Lombardi. We must not
have had any former Green Bay Packers in our subject pool, however,
because in our experiments, when the choice became difficult, our vot-
ers did everything they could to simplify the task for themselves. This is
undoubtedly a much more common human response to task difficulty,
although it would not have made Coach Lombardi happy.

fit with partisan stereotypes

Our first study manipulated the stereotypic nature of the out-party can-
didate running in the general election campaign. Half of all voters expe-
rienced a campaign where the out-party candidate (D3 or R2) fit the
mold of a stereotypic moderate from their respective parties. Their “Basic
Social and Political Philosophy” described them as moderates, and they
took consistently moderate policy stands, verging only occasionally to the
left (for the Democrat) or the right (for the Republican). The remaining
voters experienced a campaign where the out-party candidate (D4 or R1)
took policy stands that were, on average, moderate (and indistinguishable
from the average stands of the two stereotypic moderate candidates) but
that in fact ranged from the most liberal extreme to the most conservative
extreme. Thus, these candidates took a number of policy stands that were
very counternormative for their party. Their “Basic Social and Political
Philosophy” was described as “difficult to label as a traditional liberal
or conservative.” We refer to D4 and R1 as the nonstereotypic candi-
dates. The question we ask here is: Did this manipulation affect voter’s
information processing?

The answer is yes, although it is in somewhat subtle ways. The top half
of Figure 7.5 shows the content of information search for these two types
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Figure 7.5. Effect of stereotypic nature of out-party candidate manipulation on
information search.

of out-party candidates during the general election campaign. There are
absolutely no differences in the content of search during the general elec-
tion campaign, nor (if you add across all of those columns) in the total
amount of search directed to the out-party candidate. Look, however, at
the bottom of the figure, which singles out information accessed dur-
ing the general election that had previously been accessed during the
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Figure 7.6. Effect of stereotypic nature of out-party candidate manipulation on
decision strategy.

primary campaign – in other words, information that was looked at ini-
tially, possibly forgotten, but then reaccessed during the general election
campaign.3 There is less reaccessing of personal information (p < .06)
and policy stands (p < .01) – and if you add these two, total information
(p < .01) – about the nonstereotypic candidate than the stereotypic can-
didate.4 Thus, it would appear that the somewhat unusual nature of the
nonstereotypic candidate made this person a little more memorable in the
voters’ eyes – a nontrivial advantage, in most elections.

There were no differences in any of our crucial measures of depth,
comparability, or sequence of search attributable to this manipulation.
All of these measures are defined in terms of all candidates in the choice
set, of course; consequently, any differences in these measures due to the
manipulation of the nature of one of those two candidates would tend to
be suppressed. But look at Figure 7.6, which presents the percentage of
voters employing the four broad types of decision strategies. Choice of
decision strategy differs significantly depending on whether the out-party
candidate is stereotypic (χ2(4) = 13.3, p < .01). Voters are noticeably less
likely to employ one of the rational strategies (8.2% vs. 24.7%) when
the out-party candidate is counterstereotypic, once again following the
pattern of avoiding cognitively difficult rational choice procedures when

3 Because the group endorsements and poll results available during the general election
campaign refer to a different pairing of candidates and of course were not available
during the primary, it is not possible to reaccess either of these two types of infor-
mation.

4 There is no significant difference in total reported memory about the out-party can-
didate across this manipulation, but the data on accurate memories approaches
conventional levels of significance (p < .11).
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the choice itself is fairly difficult.5 But voters are commensurably more
likely to utilize one of the various noncompensatory strategies when the
out-party candidate is nonstereotypic. It would seem that many voters
are flummoxed by having the nonstereotypic candidate in the mix, or
they want to avoid the value tradeoffs that a serious consideration of
the nonstereotypic candidate would probably engender, and they conse-
quently found it very difficult to employ a “rational” strategy that requires
relatively deep information search and frequent value tradeoffs. Notice
that we cannot attribute this difference to a little payoff from employing
a Model 1 strategy, as we could with ideologically similar candidates,
because here the issue differential should be much larger, on average, in
the nonstereotypic condition.

is the candidate supported in the primary running
in the general election?

A different study manipulated whether the candidate the voter supported
in the primary election captured the party’s nomination, and thus was
running again in the general election campaign. Although we expected
most people to vote for their party’s candidate in the general election, this
tendency should be exacerbated if the party’s nominee was the voter’s first
choice among the competing primary candidates. We can quickly report
here that indeed it was, although not as strongly as one might expect
(87% of all voters supported their party’s candidate in the general election
if they had previously voted for that candidate in the primary, while 85%
of those who voted for some other candidate in the primary pulled the
party’s lever in the general election campaign). This may be an instance
where ceiling effects left little room for even stronger partisan behavior.
In any case, the question we focus on here is: Did any information search
or processing differences accompany this rather obvious (although, as it
turns out, not that powerful) effect on the vote choice? There is no past
research to rely on, but we would speculate that voters would conduct a
shallower information search in a race where they have a clear favorite,
compared to an election in which the voter’s favorite candidate is not
running.

The quick answer, however, is: “No, they did not.” There are absolutely
no differences in the total amount of search, or the content of search, or
the sequence of search, or the comparability of search across candidates,

5 This result is counter to predictions of the theory of affective intelligence (Marcus,
Neuman, and MacKuen, 2000), which clearly predicts that unusual, unexpected
situations should produce anxiety, engage the surveillance system, and lead to more
rational decision processes.
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or memory, or the decision strategy employed to reach a decision, that can
be attributed to this manipulation. Even our speculation about shallower
information search when a voter’s favorite horse was in the race proved
to be flat out wrong, as voters engaged in slightly deeper (although not
significantly so) information search in elections where their choice from
the primary was running. Evidently learning one’s fellow party members
do not share one’s opinion about the relative merits of the party’s can-
didates did not upset information search process and decision making
during the general election campaign to the same degree as the presence
of a nonstereotypic out-party candidate in the election!

campaign resources

In the primary election campaign of one study, we manipulated the cam-
paign resources available to the candidate who was farthest away from
the voter on the issues. We selected this “farthest away” candidate to get
the extra resources – that is, political advertisements – because we wanted
to see if voters would be more attracted to candidates they wouldn’t other-
wise like simply because they have more resources, and we could identify
the farthest away candidate as a likely target before the campaign actu-
ally began. Unequal campaign resources is a very common situation in
American elections, particularly during the primaries. Those resources do
not always translate into votes (John Connoly, Phil Gramm, and Steve
Forbes come immediately to mind), although often they do. The question
we ask here is: Do more ads result in differential information processing,
which in turn might help explain the electoral effects (or the lack thereof)
of those resources?

In the equal resources condition, each in-party candidate had one (if
there were four of them) or two (if there were only two of them) campaign
ads. In the unequal resources condition, however, the candidate who was
farthest away from the subject on the issues was given two additional ads.
In the two-candidate condition, we simply shifted one of the two ads each
candidate was supposed to get to the farthest away candidate, so that the
closer candidate had only one ad, while the farther away candidate had
three ads. In the four-candidate condition, when each candidate was only
scheduled to have one ad to begin with, we had to create two additional
time slots for the extra ads for the farthest away candidate.6

6 Out-party candidates always had two ads apiece, if there were only two of them, or
one ad apiece, if there were four of them. We did this to keep television advertising as
balanced as possible across the two parties. Thus, there was usually a total of eight
ads during the primary, four for each party, except in the four-candidate primary,
unequal resources condition, when there was a total of ten ads – six from in-party
candidates, four from out-party candidates.
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This design complicates the analysis. To begin with, we must include
the two- versus four-candidate manipulation in all our analyses; we have
already seen how it affects information processing. There will always be
one in-party candidate with the extra ads, but the number-of-candidates
manipulation means that there will be either one or three alternative in-
party candidates with fewer ads; however, the real complication comes
from our decision to give the farthest-away-on-the-issues candidate the
extra ads. Voters do not distribute their information search equally across
the candidates in the choice set, as we saw in Chapter 5. They have
favorites, and one of the bases for picking favorites is, in all likelihood,
agreement with the candidate on the issues. Thus, we would expect the
candidate farthest away on the issues to get less search to begin with. To
address this point, in our analysis we will ultimately examine the amount
of search directed to the farthest-away candidate who has extra ads, com-
pared to how much search a comparable farthest-away candidate gets
when he or she is not blessed with additional campaign resources.

This is a lot to keep track of. Combine all of this with the basic pro-
cedure for determining which candidate is the farthest away (based upon
each voter’s own particular combination of issue stands), which makes it
possible for any of the eight candidates to be selected as farthest away,
and there is a great deal of random noise in the analysis.7 This stacks
the deck pretty strongly against our being able to detect any significant
information processing consequences, and we won’t look for anything
too subtle. But how about simply the amount of information search that
is directed toward the candidate who has more television advertisements
than the other candidates running in the primary? Ads are meant ulti-
mately to attract votes, but they ought to do that by getting voters to
pay more attention to the candidate sponsoring the ads – and that means
more information seeking about this particular candidate.

We therefore conducted a repeated measures analysis of variance
(ANOVA), where the between-subjects factors were the number-of-
candidates manipulation and the campaign-resources manipulation, and
the repeated measure contrasted the amount of search directed toward
the candidate who was farthest away from the voter on the issues – who
would thus get the two extra campaign ads, in the unequal resources con-
dition of the campaign-resources manipulation – to the average amount
of search directed toward the remaining in-party candidates. In the two-
candidate condition, this was simply the other in-party candidate, but in

7 We might also remember that there are two distinct parties here. By ignoring party, we
are assuming that Democrats and Republicans react in similar ways to one candidate
in their party’s primary having a lot more money than the others to buy television
advertising.
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Equal Resources Unequal Resources

7

7.5

8

8.5

9

Farthest Away Candidate

Closer Candidate(s)

Note: Means for the “closer” candidate average across the three remaining in-party candi-
dates in the four-candidate primary condition.

Figure 7.7. Effect of differential campaign resources on amount of information
search directed toward primary candidates.

the four-candidate condition, this was the mean search across the three
remaining candidates. We also included age and expertise as covariates in
this analysis.

This is a complicated test, but the part of the analysis that concerns us
is fairly simple.8 We are predicting an interaction between the campaign-
resources manipulation and the repeated measure. This effect does not
quite reach conventional levels of statistical significance (F (1,186) = 2.51,
p < .12), a result at least in part of the inevitable random noise associated
with this analysis. But the results are quite interesting, and they deserve
some discussion, although we should keep in mind that we have a little
less confidence in them compared to most of the other findings discussed
in this book.

Figure 7.7 presents the nature of the interaction between the campaign-
resources manipulation and the amount of search directed toward the
farthest-away candidate and the remaining candidate(s). The campaign-
resources manipulation has absolutely no effect on the amount of search
directed toward the candidates who were closer to the voter on the
issues and whose campaign resources were therefore not affected by

8 The full ANOVA table is available from the authors for interested readers.
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the manipulation. But look what happens to search directed toward the
farthest-away candidate, whose campaign resources are in fact manipu-
lated. In the equal resources condition, the farthest-away candidate gets
essentially the same amount of search as all the remaining in-party can-
didates.9 But when this candidate has two more televised ads than the
remaining candidates, voters compensate by actually seeking less infor-
mation about this candidate on their own accord. This is certainly not
what the sponsoring candidate would have hoped to achieve; in fact, it is
exactly the opposite. And it is yet another reason why “campaign effects”
are difficult to produce: Voter’s own information search tendencies may
work to balance the information available across the candidates, and thus
work against the efforts of any candidate blessed with superior campaign
resources.

timing of political advertising

We attempted another manipulation of campaign advertising during the
primary election in a later study, this time involving the timing of a candi-
date’s ads. Some candidates choose to spend their resources early, getting
their name before the public before their opponents. These candidates are
hoping for primacy effects, to borrow a term from memory research. They
hope the public will find out about them early and decide they like them;
they would like to see this early favorable impression last until Election
Day. Voters who satisfice in their decision making, who look for an accept-
able alternative and then, essentially, stop searching, would make this first
group of candidates happy. Other candidates hoard their resources until
late in the campaign, assuming perhaps that most people are not paying
attention until close to the election and/or hoping for recency effects such
that the last information voters learn before the election comes most eas-
ily to mind, and is thus most influential. These candidates are certainly
hoping that all voters keep an open mind until Election Day.

The logic of timing campaign advertisements during particular points
in a campaign is to get one’s name and, perhaps, a particular message
before the voters at a given time. Either of those goals would be facili-
tated if voters, on their own accord, sought out additional information
about the sponsor of the ads. Thus, we looked once again at the amount

9 It would seem, then, that we were mistaken in our belief that agreement with a
candidate on the issues is one of the factors that would determine the amount of
search directed toward a candidate. There is, however, a near-significant interaction
between the number-of-candidates manipulation and the repeated measure. All in-
party candidates get essentially the same amount of search in the four-candidate
condition, but the candidate closer to the voter on the issues receives significantly
more search in the two-candidate condition. So we were half right.
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of information selected about each of the candidates in the targeted (two-
candidate) primary, not only across the entire primary campaign but also
separately for each third of the primary campaign. We have no a priori
hypotheses about whether airing ads early versus late will result in more
total unique search directed toward a candidate, but we would expect
relatively greater search early in the campaign directed toward the candi-
date who aired his or her ads early in the campaign and relatively greater
search late in the campaign toward the candidate who aired his or her ads
late.

There are undoubtedly a variety of factors that would lead a candidate
to choose to air most of his or her ads early or late in a campaign, fac-
tors that make it difficult to evaluate the effectiveness of either strategy.
We can ignore these subtleties in our mock election campaigns and ran-
domly assign one candidate to air ads early in the campaign and another
candidate to wait until the end of the campaign. We assigned this manip-
ulation to whichever party’s primary had only two candidates, regardless
of whether it was the in-party or the out-party.

Without going into all of the details, there is a statistically significant
advantage to airing one’s ads early compared to late, at least in terms of
the total amount of information that voters seek out about the sponsor-
ing candidate. But the difference was so slight (9.9 vs. 9.7 items selected)
that it is difficult to imagine it has any practical significance. Moreover,
we could find no evidence that voters timed their information seeking in
accordance with when the designated candidates were airing their ads.
This nonfinding is somewhat disappointing because a more direct rela-
tionship between the timing of ads and information seeking would have
had much more interesting implications, given that the availability of dif-
ferent types of information (both in our experiments and in reality) varies
over time.

conclusion

In summary, the collection of candidate factors considered here provides
a somewhat mixed picture of the influence of such factors on information
processing during an election. The two- versus four-candidate manipula-
tion in the primary election is proving to be our strongest experimental
manipulation. It had a huge effect on decision strategies. The ideologi-
cal distinctiveness manipulation and stereotypic nature of the out-party
candidate manipulation, both conducted in general election campaigns,
had similar though less striking effects. In every case, voters seemed to
shy away from Model 1 decision strategies in just those situations where
they might be expected to do the most good, when the choice itself was
fairly complex. But this is exactly what out theory predicts. Given greater
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incentives for making the best possible decision – incentives that rarely
if ever exist during even presidential elections – we might expect to see
voters shifting strategies toward those they believe would most likely yield
the best decision. Here we are presuming that voters would believe that
Model 1 strategies are actually most likely to produce the best choice, and
we have no direct evidence on this point. But it is very plausible to us that
the typical person would believe that difficult decision strategies should
work best when the choice itself is difficult. This is the type of simplistic,
semantic reasoning in which people often engage.

There was also an interesting effect of campaign resources on infor-
mation search directed toward the candidate with superior resources. We
found, counter to our expectations (and certainly counter to the desires
of any candidate blessed with superior campaign resources), that voters
compensate in their discretionary information search by actually seeking
out more information about the candidates with fewer resources in sit-
uations where one candidate can afford to air many more ads than the
others. Now, two caveats should be mentioned about this result. One is
that our finding comes from a mock election study experiment, and it
is unclear how generalizable this finding will prove to be to actual cam-
paigns. This is a problem with any experiment. The second is that the
candidate blessed with the extra resources was always the candidate far-
thest away from the voter on the issues. Voters may well try to counter the
resource advantage of a candidate they do not particularly like by going
out of their way to learn even more about his or her opponents, while
operating in an opposite manner if a candidate they like has the resource
advantage. We cannot say, for we have not run this manipulation. We
hope to have more to say about this question in the future.

a reconsideration of what we have learned so far

We have now finished our exploration of the “cognitive underbelly” of the
vote decision. Chapter 6 considered differences between voters, particu-
larly their political sophistication, while Chapter 7 explored the influence
of campaign factors, the candidates running in the election and the way
they utilize their campaign resources – all on the amount and content and
nature of information search, processing, and memory. We are now ready
to turn to the outcome of the campaign in terms of evaluations of the
candidates and the nature and quality of the vote decision. Before doing
that, however, we want to summarize our findings so far in terms of our
general framework for the vote decision presented at the end of Chapter 2.
Figure 7.8 provides such a summary.

It begins with the same conceptual framework presented in Figure 2.1
but fleshes out the model by breaking the information processing variables
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(Information Acquisition Patterns, Memory) into their component parts
and then listing, under each dependent variable in the model, the prior
variables that have proven to be statistically significant predictors of that
conceptual variable. In most cases, the diagram summarizes across several
analyses, as particular manipulations were available only in certain studies
and/or as the same basic analysis was repeated across the primary and
general election campaigns. The direction of the relationship is listed in
parentheses after each significant predictor, and we have listed them in
decreasing order of importance.

To start with an analysis we have not actually presented earlier, political
sophistication is a function of age, education, income, and gender. Race
and frequency of church attendance have not been significant predictors
in these analyses and were not included in subsequent analyses of infor-
mation search. Similarly, the perceived difficulty of the decision task was a
function of the experimental manipulations meant to influence it,10 along
with expertise, education, and age. Notice the importance of distinguish-
ing between political sophistication and education in this analysis. As we
would expect, political experts generally found the vote choice to be less
difficult than novices; but controlling on expertise, education is actually
positively related to perceived difficulty – that is, holding political sophis-
tication constant, the more educated generally found the vote decisions
to be more difficult than those with less education.

We will not repeat the various significant predictors of information
acquisition patterns, which are all listed in the figure and have been dis-
cussed previously. Notice that at least some background characteristics,
manipulations of campaign factors, and perceived difficulty are significant
predictors of every category of the information processing variables. We
will, however, point the reader’s attention to our summary of a complete
analysis of memory, reported here for the first time in the book. In par-
ticular, none of our previous examinations of memory have included any
of the information processing variables as predictors, yet this link is very
important theoretically. Two of the information search measures prove
to be important predictors of total amount of memory (controlling on
all prior variables in the model), depth and sequence of search. Depth of
search also had a significant effect on accuracy of memory.

The effect of depth of search on the total amount of recall needs no
deep explanation: The more that is accessed, the more it is possible to
recall. Of course, virtually everyone looked at far more information than

10 In Chapter 5, we reported that the manipulation of whether the party’s candidate
in the general election had been previously chosen or rejected by voters was also
significantly related to perceived difficulty. This relationship did not survive controls
for background demographics and political sophistication, however.
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they could possibly recall, and it is conceivable that memory would “fill
up” after the first few items that are learned about a candidate, and that
any subsequent deeper search after this point would “go in one ear and
out the other,” as our mothers would say. But that is not the way memory
works. Every item accessed has some probability of being recalled, and
the net effect is more memory with more information considered.

Depth of search also has a positive effect on the accuracy of memory,
and this effect is not quite so obvious. One could imagine depth of search
having a negative effect on accuracy of recall, if more and more informa-
tion confuses a voter, say. If we had measured accuracy in terms of what
had been considered, then certainly depth of search would be negatively
related to accuracy. But based just on what was recalled, greater depth
leads to greater accuracy.

The sequence of search had a weaker effect on memory. Use of either of
the more systematic search sequences, intra-candidate or intra-attribute,
was associated with greater total memory. This makes perfect sense to
us, as either of these search patterns should have contributed to more
“coherent” memory structures for our two candidates, and thus greater
ease of recall. We also hypothesized that more systematic search sequences
would be associated with more accurate memory as well, but this proved
not to be the case. In fact the effect of systematic search sequences was
slightly negative, controlling on all the other variables in the equation,
although never approaching significance.

Together, the analyses summarized in Figure 7.8 present an informal test of
our general model. This theoretical model has held up quite well so far. All
the hypothesized causal paths in Figure 2.1 have found empirical support,
save for the direct influence of the perceived difficulty of the decision task
on memory. Any influence of perceived task difficulty on memory must
work through one or more types of information processing.

But all this prior analysis will be of only academic interest (and not very
much of that) if these variables do not also influence the nature and quality
of the vote decision. That is the primary question to be addressed in the
remainder of the book. Chapters 8 and 9 consider what our model has
to say about candidate evaluation and the vote choice. The chief purpose
of political campaigns, after all, is to give citizens an opportunity to learn
about the competing candidates in an election and to choose among them.
Although we do not have a representative sample of the public nor an
actual election of that public’s political leaders, we do have a reasonably
compelling experimental approximation of such an election. Moreover,
we have much more detailed measures of information search, processing,
and decision strategies than anyone before us has had. Chapters 8 and
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9 will illustrate what all this “psychological nonsense” (as a skeptical
colleague once put it) buys us.

Chapter 10 then turns to the two normative measures of the quality
of the vote decision presented in Chapter 4. Along with those who have
studied the vote decision before us, we retain an avid interest in who wins
an election and in trying to understand why one candidate succeeded while
others failed. But as citizens of the world, as lovers of democracy, we are
also concerned with whether (or how many) people voted correctly in an
election. Campaigns that result in the “wrong” candidate being elected –
wrong from the perspective of the collected polity – cannot be good for
any political system. Thus, Chapter 10 asks whether we can identify any
individual or institutional factors that are associated with a greater or
lesser probability of a correct vote, with the ultimate aim of starting a
dialogue about how a political system might encourage the former and
discourage the latter.
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8

Evaluating Candidates

In discussing the results of our experiments so far, we have focused on
information – how voters search for it, what type and how much of it they
consider – and how information search in turn is affected by the decision
environment, such as the number of candidates and the type of election.
For a book about what voters do, up until this point we have actually
talked very little about politics and voting. Beginning with this chapter,
that changes. With what we have now learned about the importance of
information processing as a background, we can turn to what, for most
voting research, is the raison d’etre – candidate evaluation and choice.
In this chapter and the next, we examine how voters evaluate candidates
and how they choose among them. But we will not be content with just
these traditional concerns. In Chapter 10, we will also consider just how
good a job our voters did, and what factors affected their ability to vote
correctly. And in Chapter 11 we will turn our attention to political heuris-
tics, a very important topic for a book focusing on information processing.
These four chapters will complete our study of the process-oriented frame-
work established in Chapter 2 (and Figure 2.1) for examining the vote
choice.

This chapter focuses specifically on candidate evaluation. We have three
goals here. First, we want to examine the question of on-line versus
memory-based evaluation. This will require a brief review of the relevant
psychological and political science literatures. As we will soon argue, even
though the evaluation of political figures outside of a campaign probably
proceeds on-line, as does most person perception, the unique environment
of a campaign, where voters need to compare candidates directly on the
attributes (policy stands, personal qualities, etc.) they care about, creates
an important role for memory. Second, we will show that just because
we might know which candidate a voter evaluates most highly, we do not
necessarily know which candidate that voter will choose in an election.
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This point stems directly from our argument that evaluation and choice
are not the same thing. Finally, we will consider the effects of decision
strategy on global candidate evaluation. Our framework suggests that
how voters learn about candidates – the information search and acquisi-
tion strategies they employ – has implications for how positive or negative
they feel about the candidates at the end.

on-line versus memory-based evaluation

There is a great deal of research in social psychology on person percep-
tion (e.g., Gilbert, 1998; Hastie and Park, 1986), which suggests that
whenever people come across information about another person in their
social environment, they form an immediate on-line impression of the
person. That impression – an efficient summary of the information – is
remembered, but the specific information upon which it is based is much
less important to retain. When additional information about this same
person is encountered, this “evaluative counter” or “running tally” is
retrieved from memory and updated based on the new information, with
the resulting new summary evaluation stored in memory. Again, however,
there is no need for the specifics upon which the new evaluation was based
to be remembered.

This theory has been applied in political science most directly by Milton
Lodge and his colleagues at SUNY Stony Brook (e.g., Lodge, 1995; Lodge,
McGraw, and Stroh, 1989; Lodge and Stroh, 1993; Lodge, Stroh, and
Wahlke, 1990; McGraw, Lodge, and Stroh, 1990) who, in a series of clever
experiments, have found evaluations of a (hypothetical) Congressman
Williams to conform to the predictions of the on-line model. Applied to
voting, the model suggests that people evaluate political candidates as
they do other people, and that the vote is simply a matter of comparing
the running tally for each candidate and choosing the one more positively
evaluated (Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995).1

1 We can easily provide an example of on-line voting in the 2004 election analogous
to our five hypothetical voters from Chapter 1 who were illustrating other voting
models. Consider Milton L, a bus driver living on Long Island, taking commuters
into lower Manhattan every morning and then back again in the afternoon. He is
not very interested in politics, but he always hears about what is going on in the
country from his passengers, who are usually reading the Wall Street Journal on
their way into work. Every time he hears something positive or negative about one
of the candidates, it makes him think about how he feels about that candidate at that
moment, and he adjusts his evaluation accordingly. But by the next day, his riders
are typically talking about something new, and he rarely remembers what they were
talking about the day before. As the election approaches, Milton has a decidedly
more favorable impression of George Bush than of John Kerry, although he would
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Although this theory may seem innocuous enough, the on-line model is
actually diametrically opposed to one of the few political science models
of the vote choice that explicitly considers the process of decision mak-
ing, Kelley and Mirer’s “simple act of voting” (1974). According to Kelley
and Mirer, when it comes time for voters to figure out how they are going
to vote, they simply canvass their memories for reasons to vote for and
against each candidate and then vote for the candidate with the highest
net positive score. Likewise, although they do not describe it as such,
the authors of The American Voter (Campbell et al., 1960) clearly pre-
sumed memory-based processing, as much of their most direct evidence
on voter decision making comes from a series of open-ended questions
designed to tap survey respondents’ memories about the two major can-
didates (Stokes, Campbell, and Miller, 1958). And once we recognize the
limitations of short-term (or working) memory, any rational choice the-
ory of voting in practice must also rely heavily upon memory. Thus, both
Model 1 and Model 2 clearly presume memory-based information pro-
cessing and, were they to turn to this question, candidate evaluation.

But according to the on-line model, once the running tally is updated,
there is no reason for the detailed information upon which the updating
was based to be retained in memory. Some information might be retained,
but memory for candidate-specific information is driven by the same fac-
tors that influence memory for anything else (e.g., saliency, recency, and
frequency of exposure), and there is no reason to expect what is in mem-
ory at any point in time to be representative of the information upon
which the running tally is based. Thus, the tally may be summarizing a
vast amount of information encountered by a voter, even if the voter is
unable after the fact to detail what actually went into his or her judgment.
Memory, according to the on-line model, is irrelevant – except for memory
of the on-line tally itself. This fact has important normative implications
because it means that candidate evaluations can be based upon a lot more
information than what a voter is able to recall when asked by a survey
interviewer (Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995). But when we put those
candidate evaluations to the task of making a vote choice, it is also very
clear that the evaluations of multiple competing candidates will quite
likely be based upon very noncomparable information sets. Thus, on-line
processing fits very comfortably within our Model 4 category of decision
making, but it is clearly incompatible with any compensatory decision
theory that assumes that decisions are based on comparable information
about the alternatives under consideration.

be hard pressed to tell anyone why. He doesn’t always bother to vote, but this year
it seems like a tight election, and he stops at the polls on his way home and pulls the
lever for the Republican candidate.
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evaluation versus choice

It seems pretty clear that in order to cast a vote, people must spend at
least some time evaluating the choices they face and making judgments
about them.2 Of course, one can make a judgment even when no choice
is involved. The evaluation of an incumbent between elections represents
one such “choiceless” judgment in politics. People can usually provide a
ready assessment of the president’s job performance without resorting to a
comparison of the president with potential challengers.3 This evaluation,
we suspect, is probably on-line, generated as information is encountered,
though it may be memory-based and drawn from whatever information is
readily accessible from memories retained about the president. Whichever
it is – and we will have much more to say about this shortly – the process
of evaluation is not synonymous with choice.

In Chapter 2 we made our initial case that evaluation and choice are
not the same thing. Evaluation is about making a judgment on some
dimension of interest about an object regardless of how many objects
are being evaluated, while choice is inherently about selecting from a
set of alternatives. Choice is about commitment, choosing between two
or more objects (candidates), and often carries with it a (conscious or
unconscious) justification of why one is chosen over the other(s). In this
sense, choice is about taking an action, that of deciding. Judgment, on the
other hand, does not imply action per se, nor does it suggest a need to
justify one option over another. Judgment is simpler than choice, a matter
of evaluating an object on some scale. We also pointed out that decisions
are often made without much judgment. Spur of the moment decisions,
for example, or standing decisions (such as a vote based primarily on
partisanship) require no real evaluation before they are made. Finally, it
seems quite clear that global evaluations – at least in elections – do not
have to translate directly into a vote. Strategic voting, for example, might
lead to a choice of a candidate with a lower overall evaluation if the voter
believes that candidate has a better chance of winning, as might a vote

2 Throughout this chapter, we follow typical practice in the decision literature in using
the words “evaluation” and “judgment” as synonyms for the process of determin-
ing how much a person (or object) is liked or disliked, based upon some assess-
ment, no matter how limited, of the known attributes of the person or object being
considered.

3 It is conceivable that in evaluating a president’s job performance, citizens are implic-
itly comparing the sitting president to past presidents. If so, the time horizon of
those comparisons would be very short. Past analyses of presidential approval (e.g.,
Mueller, 1970; Kernell, 1977) assume the process pretty much starts over with a hon-
eymoon period for each new president, after which each president is judged against
his own past performance – just as the on-line model would suggest.
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made for other external reasons, such as based on group affiliation or to
please someone else.

That evaluation and choice are independent has been suggested by
others (Fischer and Johnson, 1986; Hogarth, 1987), but as Billings and
Scherer (1988) note, the two “have not always been clearly distinguished.”
Johnson and Russo (1984), studying consumer evaluation and choice
behavior, argue that “choosing one alternative from a set can invoke dif-
ferent psychological processes than judging alternatives, which are pre-
sumably evaluated one at a time” [emphasis in original]. And, as we have
demonstrated in earlier chapters, in more complex choice environments,
people often use strategies that simplify decision making, including strate-
gies that can eliminate alternatives from consideration quite early in the
process. On the other hand, when asked to evaluate all options (but not
make a choice), people must consider all available alternatives rather than
abandoning one or more before the end of the information search process
(Johnson and Russo, 1984). Billings and Scherer (1988) find that sub-
jects charged with making a choice between alternatives without explic-
itly being told to make evaluations search for less information overall
and show more variability in information search than those told to make
judgments.

We can conduct a simple test of this particular difference between judg-
ment and choice using data from our primary elections. In the primaries,
voters learned about candidates from their own party – between whom
they would ultimately make a choice – and from the other party, where no
choice was needed. We have already shown that there is much more search
directed toward in-party candidates, but to replicate Billings and Scherer,
we need to examine the variance in search across the sets of in-party and
out-party candidates. To do this, we examined the number of unique items
chosen for each candidate in the primary election. These data have already
been summarized in Figure 5.2. As expected, whether voters faced an easy
choice between two candidates or a harder choice among four, they con-
ducted an uneven search across candidates within their party (where a
choice had to be made) and a much more even search across out-party
candidates where no choice was required. In a two-candidate primary,
the mean variance across the in-party candidates is 10.11, while across
the out-party candidates the mean is 5.80 (p < .002). The same pattern
holds in a four-candidate primary, where in-party variance is 9.52 ver-
sus out-party variance of 4.26 (p < .001). This simple test provides clear
evidence consistent with the findings of Billings and Scherer that there
are important differences between choice and evaluation, justifying our
skepticism that they can be considered one and the same even in voting.

So what? Why bother making such a distinction in voter decision mak-
ing, which obviously culminates in a choice? Can’t we simply adopt the
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assumption of most political science models that voters first evaluate and
then choose the most highly evaluated candidate? This assumption is a
hallmark of the Model 1 approaches we have considered, it has been
frequently applied in certain renditions of Model 2 (e.g., Markus and
Converse, 1979), and of course it also underlies the on-line model of the
vote choice discussed earlier (Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995). Even
though we are quite willing to accept that people do, in fact, make many of
their candidate evaluations on-line, we disagree with the radical premise
that only the on-line evaluation matters, and that candidate memories –
needed, we believe, to effectively compare candidates when information is
learned asymmetrically – play no role in determining the vote. The prob-
lem is that the studies that form the bedrock of the on-line model have
required only the evaluation of a political figure, yet the findings have
been assumed to apply to candidate choice as well.4 Some hint that this
assumption is untenable has been found in our earlier research (Redlawsk,
2001a). Thus, we must now wade into the on-line versus memory debate,
which we believe is important to specifying accurate models of evaluation
and the voting.

is candidate evaluation purely on-line?

We need to take several steps to determine whether our thinking about the
role of memory in candidate evaluation is accurate, or whether an on-line
model sans any role for memory fully specifies the process. First and most
importantly, we must specify the content of the on-line evaluation counter.
This is a key point. If the counter does not take into account the full range
of information that a voter examines in learning about candidates, it can-
not properly specify how that voter evaluates the candidate. So we will
pay particular attention to the question of just what goes into the evalu-
ation counter. Second, we must also specify a memory measure that can

4 Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau (1995) explicitly consider the vote choice, but in a
situation where all information about the two competing candidates is provided on
a single sheet of paper in side-by-side, easy-to-compare fashion, as often appears in
newspapers near Election Day. If all voters know about candidates is obtained in
such a manner, there is no variability across candidates in information search, and
no need for memory. But when voters obtain their information about the competing
candidates in a more haphazard manner during the course of an entire election
campaign, it is very possible for memory to play a much larger role. In fact the role
of memory in the on-line model is now coming under some revision. Lodge, Taber,
and Weber (2006) have recently suggested that the vote decision process may be
more hybrid than pure on-line, and that what people remember about candidates
may influence not only the updating of the on-line evaluation but also the vote itself,
a position we strongly endorse (Redlawsk, 2001a).
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be contrasted with the on-line evaluation counter. Because the evaluation
counter is affective – it is about how people feel about candidates – we will
also look at the affective content of candidate memories, derived by ask-
ing our voters how each memory they recorded made them feel about the
relevant candidate. Finally, we need to assess the general level of famil-
iarity a voter has with a candidate. The old saying is that “familiarity
breeds contempt,” but there is also the distinct possibility that familiarity
breeds “contentment” as Zajonc (1968) put it many years ago. In either
case, familiarity may have an independent effect on evaluation and, thus,
is an important control. We can easily measure familiarity because we
know exactly what and how much information voters examined about
each candidate. Obviously, familiarity increases as more information is
examined. Note, however, that this is not an “affective” measure as such;
that is, we are not assessing whether people like or dislike what they look
at (that is done by the evaluation counter and memory affect) but just
how much “stuff” they may have learned about each candidate.

We will approach the on-line/memory test two ways. First, we will see
the extent to which each variable predicts the global evaluation of can-
didates (controlling for other factors). At the end of the campaign, and
immediately after voting, subjects rated each candidate on a 0–100 feeling
thermometer scale. If the on-line model is accurate, these global evalua-
tions should be primarily conditioned by the on-line evaluation counter,
with little role for memory. On the other hand, if we are right in our belief
that memory matters in a choice situation such as an election campaign,
we should see effects of it here. Of course, as Rahn and colleagues (1994)
have argued, it is possible that reported memories are more in the nature
of justifications than independent predictors of global evaluation. After
all, we collect the memories after the vote choice and global evaluation has
been made, so perhaps they are contaminated by the vote choice itself.5

5 While Rahn and her colleagues (1994) show that the responses to memory ques-
tions asked in the American National Election Studies appear to be justifications, we
believe this comes from how the questions are asked. McGraw, Fischle, and Stenner
(2000) argue that the method the ANES uses to gather memories about the candidates
produces distortions in recall in a way that serves to rationalize existing preferences,
and thus build in correlations between memory and evaluation. Different memory
probes, like free recall, produce memory that is more representative and accurate
in terms of the underlying information base. By asking our subjects to simply recall
as much as they could about the different candidates, we employed a type of free
recall probe that should be relatively free from justification biases. In ANES studies,
participants are asked to tell what they like and dislike about candidates and parties.
This stimulates affective memory, which is likely to be conditioned by global affect
for the candidates or parties themselves. Our memory questions are less directive.
We tell subjects to “list everything you can remember about [candidate name] no
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Our second approach will address this problem with an unusual analy-
sis in which we will assess the extent to which voters actually vote for
the candidate they “should” based on their on-line evaluation counter. If
memory works to predict what we call defection from the most highly
(on-line) evaluated candidate, then we will have shown that memory has
independent effects on evaluation that cannot be explained simply as jus-
tification. Of course, before we can begin, we need to be clear in how we
specify the on-line evaluation counter.

Building an On-line Evaluation Counter

The simple idea behind the on-line evaluation counter is that it incor-
porates the affective assessment of each and every piece of information
about a candidate that the voter encounters during information search.
The practical difficulty of implementing this simple idea is that these affec-
tive assessments happen within voters’ heads, in a process not especially
visible to the researcher. Thus, we (and anyone else doing similar research)
must infer the value of the on-line evaluation counter by specifying what
information is part of it, how that information might be weighed by
the voter, and how different (and potentially noncomparable) kinds of
information are integrated. To date it appears that only Lodge and his
colleagues and we have actually tried to calculate an on-line tally in pub-
lished work in political science. In Lodge’s case, this calculation was not
very difficult. Subjects saw only forty simple issue stands for a single Con-
gressman. Lodge generally asks subjects for their positions on each of the
issues ahead of time and calculates the evaluation counter as a simple,
unweighted, averaged summary of likes and dislikes.

In contrast, our studies include six different presidential candidates,
each with forty-five distinct items (issues and other attributes) available
(forty-six in the general election), as well as thirty-eight different endorse-
ments by a variety of interest groups. It was not practical to ask subjects
ahead of time for their preferences on every item, nor did we know ahead
of time which items any given subject would choose to examine. Further,
it seems to us that the approach taken by Lodge fails to account for the
wide range of information that actually goes into any evaluation. Where
previous studies only looked at issue positions, we added group endorse-
ments, candidate personality factors, performance evaluations, and party

matter how trivial.” From this we get a wide range of memories, including many
that subjects indicate made them feel neither good nor bad about a candidate. So we
believe that our means of collecting memory is less likely to result in contamination
by the global evaluation already given, but we recognize we must establish this rather
than to just assume it.
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identification. This means that we have a much more complex job to do
in building a counter, but that our counter will also be much more com-
prehensive in accounting for the information that does drive candidate
preference.

The details of how we calculate our evaluation counter are laid out in
Appendix E. What is important here is to know that we had to consider
the questions of what “counts,” how and whether to use some weighting
scheme to reflect subjects’ own perceived importance for different pieces
of information, and whether to build an averaging (à la Lodge) or addi-
tive counter. As it turns out, while theoretically important, the choice of
weighting and integration schemes has little practical implication for our
analyses. We considered six possible approaches for each candidate (three
weighting schemes by two integration approaches) and all turn out to be
highly correlated.6 In the end, for reasons explained in the appendix,
we chose to weight the information voters examined by the subjective
importance they attached to the same type of information in a real-world
election, and to use an additive approach to integrating the evaluations
on each attribute examined. In short, the on-line evaluation counter we
will use throughout these analyses takes into account nearly all the infor-
mation our voters examined, weights it for the subjective importance of
each item, and adds the resulting positive or negative affect together to
get a summary for each candidate.7 It is important to note that these eval-
uation counters are asymmetric. That is, each is based solely on what was
actually examined for the particular candidate. Thus, if subject A looked
at “Position on Abortion” for candidate 1, but not for candidate 2, then
the evaluation counter for candidate 1 will include this issue stand, but
the counter for candidate 2 will not.

Memory

Since memory is also important to our models, a quick reprise of how we
collected our memory measures might be useful. Following the general
election (the primary in Study 2) and after voting and evaluating candi-
dates, subjects were given sheets of paper headed by the name of each
candidate in the election. They were then instructed to list “everything

6 Mean r = .65, ranging from .20 to .93.
7 One additional point worth noting is that our choice of an additive approach for the

on-line evaluation counter will mean that both it and our affective memory measure
will be on the same relative scale and will both incorporate only information that
resulted in an affective response (positive or negative) since neutral information will
neither increment nor decrement either measure. Thus, we are quite comfortable that
we can readily compare the two.

165



P1: KAE
0521847508c08 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 1:46

Politics

you can remember about [candidate name], no matter how trivial it seems
to you.” The experimenter allowed the subject as much time as needed
for the memory listing. Following this free recall task, the experimenter
reviewed each memory listed by the subject and asked: “For this memory,
did it make you feel good about [the candidate name], bad about [the
candidate name], or neutral?” The experimenter recorded the reported
affect on the form next to the memory to which it referred. Our affective
memory measure is simply the sum of all negative memories subtracted
from the sum of all positive memories, resulting in a net positive memory
measure for each candidate.

Assessing Global Candidate Evaluation

Following each election, our subjects gave 0–100 feeling thermometer
ratings to all the candidates running in the election, first in the primary
and then in the general election. These feeling thermometer ratings are
our basic measure of global candidate evaluation, and parallel the feeling
thermometer approach used in survey research, such as the ANES.8

Before we look directly at our on-line versus memory question, it is use-
ful to look at a summary of the global candidate evaluations given by our
subjects, which we display in Figure 8.1. Recall that we had eight possi-
ble candidates, although no subject saw all eight. These eight are arrayed
across the ideological spectrum as detailed in Chapter 3 (Figure 3.3).
Because managing analyses with eight different candidates is somewhat
unwieldy and because we have no reason to believe that partisanship cor-
relates with the evaluation process, for primary election analyses we will
combine candidates across partisan and ideological lines.9 Thus, we will
consider the most extreme Democrat and Republican together, and so
on, labeling these combined candidates as Extreme (candidates D1 & R4,
to use the labeling in Figure 3.3), Modal (D2 & R3), Moderate (D3 &
R2), and Mixed (D4 & R1). We will definitely contrast in-party from

8 Feeling thermometers have at least one serious problem, however. Even when labeled,
as ours were, different people use different places on the thermometer as their starting
point. For some people, a rating of 60 is pretty good, especially if their average rating
is 40. For others, 60 might be actually below average. The result is that we must
make adjustment for these differences within our subjects (Brady, 1985). Our general
approach will be to account for each subject’s personal average rating by using that
mean as a variable in multivariate analyses, thus controlling for subjects’ propensities
to rate everyone (and every group) higher or lower. We calculate this control variable
by taking the mean of all thirteen feeling thermometer ratings provided by subjects
in the preexperiment questionnaire.

9 Across all candidate evaluations, Democrats had a mean of 60.9, and Republicans
had a mean of 60.6.
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Figure 8.1. Global candidate evaluations.

out-party candidates in the primary but, for the most part, will not worry
about whether the in-party is Democratic or Republican. For the general
election, we will look at candidates by party, combining all of our Demo-
cratic candidates and all Republicans, since any given subject saw only
one of each in that election.

Our voters were quite ready to give ratings to all of the candidates,
whether in- or out-party. In the primary, the mean in-party candidate
rating ranges from 61.5 for the moderate candidate to 68.8 for the modal
candidate. We would, of course, expect the candidate who represents the
mainstream of the party (as the modal is meant to do) to get higher ratings,
on average, from the partisans in that party (who should themselves on
average be closer to the modal party position). And while the difference is
not large, that is exactly what we find. As expected, when the candidate
was the one the voter chose in the primary, the rating was substantially
higher, just under 82 on average, with no significant difference between
candidates. Finally, when these same candidates are from the out-party,
ratings drop quite a bit, about 8–15 points below the rating for them
when they are from the in-party. Voters are also far more likely to rate
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out-party candidates at 50, neither warm nor cold. All of these patterns
are quite reasonable and provide additional comfort that subjects in our
experiments evaluated the candidates in the same manner as would be
expected for real-world candidates.

The general election patterns shown in the bottom part of Figure 8.1
roughly match the primary election but with one interesting difference.
Ratings in the general election are higher than those in the primary. In-
party candidates are rated at nearly 75, compared to the low 60s in the
primary. Out-party candidates are also rated higher in the general elec-
tion, around 60, compared to around 50 in the primary. These generally
higher ratings probably reflect the greater amount of information that
most subjects had about the candidates in the general election, since they
had potentially learned about the candidates not only during the current
campaign but also during the primary.10

The usual way global feeling thermometer evaluations are used as a
dependent variable is to assess the factors that predict either its direction
(high or low) for a single candidate or the relative difference between two
candidates (for example, ratings of Bush minus Kerry). Unfortunately, the
complexity of our experimental campaigns makes this typical approach
difficult. We could look at the ratings for each candidate individually, but
this seems not only like overkill but also potentially confusing given that
every one of our candidates was for some voters an in-party candidate and
for others an out-party candidate, while the electoral context (i.e., which
other candidates were running) varied widely. Alternatively, we could
examine all our candidates together, pooling all evaluations into a single
analysis. But this seems like too strong a reaction in the opposite direction,
and it would undoubtedly obscure some importance differences. Or we
could try to take relative differences between candidates, but in some
elections we have two candidates – making this easy to do – while in
others we have four, making such comparisons confusing at best. And,
of course, we have both a primary election where partisanship is not a
factor in the decision and a general election in which it is.

Ultimately for the primary, we decided to look at two classes of can-
didates from within the voter’s own party (ignoring the candidates from
the out-party), the candidate selected by the voter and the candidate(s)
that the voter rejected.11 In the general election, we can do something

10 The increased general election rating of the in-party candidate is particularly note-
worthy, given that this candidate was most often not the candidate supported in the
primary election.

11 Obviously, in making this choice, we forgo the ability to identify more traditional
effects – such as that of ideology – on evaluation. Because we lump together
all preferred candidates and all rejected candidates, regardless of the candidate’s
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Table 8.1. On-line versus Memory-Based Global Evaluations

Primary Election General Election

Preferred
Candidate

Rejected
Candidates

In-Party
Candidate

Out-Party
Candidate

Familiarity with candidate .078 .519@ −.027 .216∗∗

(.122) (.362) −(.084) (.101)
On-line evaluation counter 1.152∗ .556 1.628∗∗∗ −.865

(.639) (1.880) (.603) −865 (1.017)
Affective memory 1.896∗∗∗ 2.792∗∗ 2.422∗∗∗ 3.187∗∗∗

(.464) (1.054) (.249) (.327)

@ p < .10, ∗ p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗∗ p < .001.
Note: Table entries are unstandardized regression coefficients, standard errors in paren-
theses. Dependent variable is global feeling thermometer evaluations.

closer to a “typical” analysis that considers partisanship by looking at
the evaluations for the in-party and the out-party candidates, once again
combining Republican and Democratic voters. Because most voters voted
for the candidate of their party in the general election, this is quite similar
to looking at the chosen and rejected candidates and should also allow us
to test decision strategy implications.

Evaluating Primary Election Candidates

We build a model that incorporates standard voter, candidate, and elec-
tion factors but that also includes the effects of memory and the on-line
evaluation counter on global evaluation. Table 8.1 describes the key vari-
ables of interest in these analyses.12 Because we are conducting analyses
that include memory, we are limited to using only Study 2 data for the
primary elections, since that was the only study where memory measures
were available from the primary. This means our results will of necessity
be more tentative than most we present in this book because the sample
size is much more limited. When we look at the general election model,
we will be able to use the rest of our dataset.

It is important to point out that we are not building traditional voting
models here (e.g., a model that predicts the ideological direction of the

ideology, we do not expect to find significant effects for voter ideology. An analysis
that looked at a single candidate at a single ideological point would show significant
effects for voter ideology, something we think is not particularly interesting for our
work, and thus not a great loss in our analytical approach.

12 Details on the full models and the operationalization of predictors are available
from the authors upon request.
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vote based on demographic differences and involvement with politics),
and we are not substantively interested in the standard variables that
most such models include. We certainly consider issue distance, partisan-
ship, candidates factors, and so on, but we incorporate them all into the
on-line evaluation rather than considering their individual effects. This
allows us to focus on the two variables of real theoretical interest – the
relative impact of memory and the on-line evaluation counter. We also
include our measure of familiarity with the candidates as discussed earlier.
Simply learning more information overall, of any kind and any valence,
might have some effect on evaluation, and we want to control for that
possibility.

When we enter all three of these variables into our primary candidate
analyses, we find a strong role for memory, as we expected, whether for
the preferred or rejected candidate. Each additional net positive memory
adds two points to the evaluation of the preferred candidate and nearly
three points to the evaluations of rejected candidates. And, as we also
expected, we see some significant effects for the on-line evaluation counter,
but surprisingly only for the preferred candidate. It would seem that, for
the preferred candidate, global evaluation is conditioned on both an on-
line process and a memory process. Each additional piece of information
positively evaluated on-line increases the global evaluation by about 1.5
points. But there is no equivalent effect for rejected candidates. For them,
memory and familiarity matter, but the on-line evaluation does not.

While we may have some difficulty building strong models for the eval-
uation of primary candidates, it does seem quite clear that there is a
memory process involved. These results must be considered somewhat
tentative because we have a relatively small number of cases available.
Thus, we turn to our general elections to further investigate the roles of
memory and the on-line evaluation.

Evaluating General Election Candidates

Before we begin, we should remember that subjects never entered the
general election until they were already through the primary. Thus, they
started the general election with some existing knowledge about the candi-
dates, which was never the case in the primary. Further, unlike the primary,
in the general election differences in the amount of information subjects
learned about the two candidates are not very large. At the same time,
analysis of the general election is, in a sense, far easier than the primary,
if only because there are always only two candidates in the election who
differ by party. So whereas in the primary we focused only on the set of
in-party candidates, in the general election we must look at candidates
from both parties. We will do this by analyzing in-party and out-party

170



P1: KAE
0521847508c08 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 1:46

Evaluating Candidates

candidates separately, which has the effect of eliminating partisanship as
a major factor in any model, although we retain it as a control variable.13

We built the same series of models for the general election as we did for
the primary, making small adjustments as needed to recognize differences
in the design of the elections. Once again, Table 8.1 reports the critical
findings from this analysis. For our variables of interest, the results look
very much like those for the primary. Memory matters for both in-party
and out-party candidates. Each additional net positive memory results
in a rating increase of two and a half points for the in-party candidate
and more than three points for the out-party. And the on-line evaluation
counter predicts the global evaluation of the in-party, but not the out-party
candidate. Finally, out-party candidates look like the rejected primary
candidates in another way – greater familiarity results in higher ratings,
something that does not happen for the in-party candidate.14

Given the dramatic similarity of the results across two very different
types of elections and with slightly different operationalizations of the
nature of the candidates being evaluated, we feel very comfortable in our
assertion that memory matters in candidate evaluation in the context of an
election campaign. Although we also accept a role for on-line evaluation,
it seems clear that any model of evaluation (and the vote) that fails to
account for the role of candidate memories is underspecified.

We expected memory to be important in the comparative context of
an election campaign. What is much more surprising to us is the failure
of the on-line evaluation counter to predict evaluation of rejected candi-
dates once memory and familiarity are controlled. This is not a function
of any peculiarities of the individual candidates running in our elections,
because all eight of them were “preferred” by some voters and “rejected”
by others. Thus, the results presented in Table 8.1 actually generalize
across eight different individual candidates, each of which show the same
general pattern. This is a bit of a puzzle because there seems to be no par-
ticular reason why the on-line evaluation would be different in kind for
rejected candidates compared to preferred ones. A closer look, however,
reveals that the evaluations are not really different. In fact, the zero-order

13 We do this because we do not find much interest in the role of partisanship in evalu-
ating candidates. We know that partisans will evaluate their own party significantly
more positively than the out-party, and we wish to avoid needing to consider this
difference where possible. The effect of partisanship does not disappear, of course;
it is represented by the difference between the constant terms associated with com-
parable models of evaluation of in- and out-party candidates.

14 It may be worth noting here that we do see strong effects for partisanship in these
analyses. But it is partisan strength that matters – stronger partisans rate their
own party candidate much higher than weak partisans, while rating the out-party
candidate significantly lower.
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correlation between the on-line evaluation and the feeling thermometer
rating is actually stronger for rejected candidates (r = .153, p < .001
compared to r = .088, p < .05). And when we do not include mem-
ory in our models, the evaluation counter for both types of candidates
is significant and in the expected direction. The explanation may be that
memory is particularly important in the evaluation of a rejected candidate
and when entered into the model overwhelms the effects of the on-line
evaluation. This could occur because as voters reject a candidate they
become less likely to learn new things about him or her. Thus, by the time
they are asked to make a global evaluation, the on-line evaluation may
simply have faded and our voters find themselves evaluating based pri-
marily on what they actually remember about those candidates. Preferred
and in-party candidates, however, are most likely fresher in the mind,
and their on-line evaluations are more easily accessed. Even so, memory
still matters for these candidates as well, evidence that some hybrid pro-
cess is clearly taking place (Redlawsk, 2001a; Steenbergen and Lodge,
1998).

decision strategies and global evaluation

We suggested in Chapter 2 that the particular decision strategies cho-
sen by voters could affect how they evaluate candidates at the end of
the election. In particular, we hypothesized that voters who use strategies
that entail careful consideration of information for all candidates in the
choice set (i.e., Model 1 compensatory strategies) might show an attenu-
ation of differences in evaluating preferred and rejected (or in-party and
out-party) candidates. Such voters spend a good deal of time learning
things they both like and dislike about the whole set of candidates. This
process might well result in a somewhat lower evaluation of a preferred
candidate and a higher evaluation of rejected ones. On the other hand,
strategies that suggest limited information search, such as Model 3 fast
and frugal or Model 4 intuitive strategies, should accentuate differences
in evaluation because little is learned about rejected candidates, and what
is learned is probably negative. To complete the scenario, we frankly are
not sure what to expect with Model 2 confirmatory strategies in a primary
election because partisanship is not a factor, but in a general election, we
expect such voters to give relatively higher ratings to their own party and
lower to the other party. Thus, all three “nonrational” strategies should
result in a larger net difference between preferred and rejected candi-
dates in both the primary and the general election compared to Model 1
approaches.

We build on our memory model of evaluation to test these predictions.
For both the primary and general election analyses, we add indicators of
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the type of search undertaken by each voter. The full models15 test the
effects of using any of our defined strategies compared to a voter using
a Model 1 rational strategy. Because we are now examining a compar-
ison process – that is, voters using a strategy in an election to compare
candidates – we modify our earlier models to consider the net differ-
ence in global evaluation between the two types of candidates examined
(preferred and rejected in the primary; in- and out-party in the general
election). Of course this means our other measures – on-line evaluation,
memory, and familiarity – are also recalculated as comparative measures.

Our expectations about search strategies are met in the primary elec-
tion, where we find statistically significant effects for two of our three
nonrational strategies, as well as for voters using an undifferentiated strat-
egy. The results are summarized in the top of Figure 8.2 where we graphi-
cally display the net global evaluation by decision strategy. The combined
effect of search on the preferred and rejected candidates shows something
close to what we might expect, in that Models 3 and 4 both result in
greater net difference in the evaluations of preferred and rejected candi-
dates, compared to Model 1. Interestingly, Model 2 shows the smallest
difference of all of the “non-rational” strategies, a difference which is
quite similar to that produced by Model 1 itself. In retrospect that might
make some sense, since such voters are very party-oriented, and might
be less likely to see strong differences between party candidates within a
primary election.

Turning to the general election, we continue to see a strong difference in
evaluation for Model 3 – fast and frugal – searchers, compared to rational
approaches, shown in the bottom panel of Figure 8.2. These voters, who
limit their information search to only a few attributes across all candi-
dates, show a much greater difference between evaluations of their in-
and out-party candidates. The other three strategies, however, are rela-
tively indistinguishable when we examine the net global evaluation as we
have done here. Model 2 and Model 4 voters seem to have slightly greater
polarization between the two candidates than do Model 1 voters, but the
net difference is not statistically significant. However, if we examine the
ratings of in- and out-party candidates separately, we find that Model 2
and Model 4 voters rate their own party’s candidates significantly higher
than do Model 1 voters (at about 75.5, compared to 71 for Model 1).
This effect is the same for both Model 2 and Model 4; however, the rea-
sons might be different. Model 2 voters, with their partisan screen, should
simply see their own party in a more positive light. Model 4 voters, on the
other hand, probably give a benefit to the in-party candidate because they

15 The full models are available from the authors upon request.
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Primary Election:  Net Difference between Preferred and Rejected Candidates

General Election:  Net Difference between In-Party and Out-Party Candidates
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Figure 8.2. Global evaluation by decision strategy.

focus more directly on that candidate in their limited information search.
Thus, as we expected, information search strategies do condition global
evaluations, both for the primary and general elections. In particular,
Model 1 rational voters are less likely to generate polarized evaluations,
seeing more of the good and bad in all candidates. Other search strategies,
however, do not show this same result.
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is evaluation the same as the vote?

Because we have already built a statistical model of global candidate eval-
uation, it may seem that our intent to build an actual vote model in the
next chapter will be an exercise in redundancy. After all, if the on-line
model is to be believed, choosing which candidate to support is a simple
matter of comparing on-line evaluations and selecting the candidate with
the highest score. But of course, we have already shown that memory mat-
ters (and the on-line evaluation does not matter for rejected candidates).
So we know that the basic predictions of the on-line voting model do not
seem to be working as expected in our campaign setting.

Even so, how does memory matter? In particular, can memories for the
candidates predict when voters do not vote for the most highly evaluated
candidate? The answer may seem moot given that well over 90% of our
voters gave their highest global evaluation to the candidate they voted
for. As we have noted, we measure global evaluation with a feeling ther-
mometer, which is usually the only evaluation available in survey-based
voting research. The feeling thermometer always correlates highly with
the vote. But it is not really an independent measure of candidate eval-
uation, coming as it does (in our study and in any postelection survey)
after the vote is cast. The feeling thermometer is contaminated by the vote
decision, something that does not matter when we want to assess global
evaluation following the election, but that is a serious problem when a
goal is to predict the vote itself. We need a measure uncontaminated by the
actual vote, and our on-line evaluation counter fulfills this requirement
quite well.

Although the vast majority of our voters gave their highest global eval-
uation to the candidate they voted for, using the on-line counter as a mea-
sure of candidate evaluation shows something very different. Recall that
the on-line counter includes only information that has been encountered
about each specific candidate. It does not assume any comparison between
candidates and is not influenced by information actually examined for any
of the other candidates. In this sense, it is a pure on-line evaluation. In
accordance with the on-line model, we would expect our voters to give
their highest feeling thermometer evaluation to the candidate generating
the most positive affect (and also to vote for that candidate). But as it turns
out, and contrary to the on-line model, a large percentage of our subjects
did not vote for the candidate with the highest on-line evaluation. In the
two-candidate primary, over a third of our voters chose the candidate with
the lower on-line evaluation. In the four-candidate primary, only 35% of
all voters selected the candidate with the highest on-line evaluation! In
both cases, voters selected the candidate with the highest on-line evalu-
ation more often than chance (50% in the two-candidate primary, 25%
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Table 8.2. Liking of Presidential Candidates and the Vote Choice

Voted
Democratic

Voted
Republican

Voted for
Third Party

Liked candidate more than any other 78.1% 77.9% 51.3%
Liked candidate as much as any other 12.2% 11.3% 16.1%
Liked some other viable candidate more 9.6% 10.8% 32.7%

Note: Data are from the 1972–2000 ANES, using weighted samples, feeling thermometer
evaluations of the candidates from the preelection wave of interviews, and reported vote
choice from the postelection wave of interviews.

in the four-candidate primary), but clearly something more is driving the
vote than a simple comparison of on-line evaluations.16

Lest this be seen as simply an artifact of our experimental design, we
can take a look at ANES data to illustrate this point. We examined the
relationship between liking presidential candidates, as measured in pre-
election feeling thermometers asked on surveys conducted by the Ameri-
can National Election Studies from 1972 through 2000, and the reported
vote choice from the postelection interview. Here we use the preelection
feeling thermometer as a surrogate for the on-line tally. Although most of
these surveys also obtained evaluations of the candidates in the postelec-
tion survey, we restrict our analysis to evaluations from the preelection
wave of interviews to minimize the problem of postelection rationaliza-
tion. This global evaluation is, we believe, not as clean as our on-line
evaluation counter, but it will do for our purposes here.

Table 8.2 presents the ANES data. About 78% of the voters for both
the Democratic or Republican candidates reporting liking that candidate
more than any other viable candidate. If we ignore the possibility of post
decision rationalization,17 we could readily explain these voters’ decisions
in terms of candidate evaluations. But another 20% or so of major party
voters still must have based their ultimate decision on something besides
their greater liking of one of the candidates. Eleven to 12% of major

16 It is possible, of course, that our measure of the on-line evaluation is weak, that it
fails to pick up important information that clearly matters to voters. If so, then we
should expect that any attempt to find substantive reasons for the defections will
go for naught. As we will see later, this does not prove to be the case. Undoubtedly,
our evaluation measure contains a certain amount of error, but we believe that the
process voters use to compare candidates in many cases overrides the values of the
individual on-line counters.

17 The great majority of voters in ANES surveys report having already decided how to
vote by the time of the preelection interview, so postdecisional rationalization must
remain a very viable possibility. See Lau (1982).
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party voters liked their candidate as much as (but not more than) any
other candidate, while about 10% of major party voters reported voting
for a candidate who was not their most highly evaluated candidate shortly
before the election. Now, some of these latter two groups of voters could
have learned something about one or another of the candidates that was
sufficient to shift their evaluations in line with the vote choice. (If we look
at evaluations of the candidates gathered after the election, the number of
Democrats and Republicans who voted for their most preferred candidate
rises to about 82%.) But still, there is a goodly number of voters remaining.

Third-party voters are a somewhat different case because, during the
period under consideration here, no third-party candidate ever had any
chance of actually winning the election. Hence we would expect to observe
a great deal of strategic voting (Abramson et al., 1992). Indeed, if we
organize the data by candidate preference rather than vote choice, these
expectations are born out: Only 38.8% of voters who liked a third-party
candidate more than either of the major party candidates reported vot-
ing for that candidate. (The comparable figures for the two major party
candidates are about 90%.) Hence, if evaluation tempered by strategic
considerations is guiding the vote choice, we would certainly expect the
people who actually voted for a third-party candidate (even though he
or she could not possibly win) to have really liked that person – and cer-
tainly liked him more than either of the major party candidates. But the
data in the last column of Table 8.2 belie this reasoning. Barely half of all
third-party voters actually liked their candidate more than both of the two
major party alternatives, and almost a third of them actually reported lik-
ing at least one of the major party candidates more than their own choice.
Clearly there is a lot more going on than simply selecting the most highly
evaluated candidate!

That “something else” may be the kinds of information search processes
voters use, the rules they use for comparing candidates, and – we would
hold – memory. The pure on-line model has no room for direct compari-
son of candidates when information is actually encountered. Instead, the
evaluation for every candidate is updated independently of every other
candidate. Thus, each candidate’s on-line evaluation is a summary only
of the actual information encountered for that candidate as it happened.
This process seems very unlikely to us in an election environment where
there is (or should be) substantial motivation to compare candidates on
issues and traits that matter to the voter. It may be that this comparison
process, as indicated by information search and memory measures, can
at least partly explain why subjects did not always vote for the candidate
with the highest on-line evaluation. Put another way, some information
gathered about every individual candidate – which should be part of the
on-line evaluation (and is, in our operationalization of it) – may be ignored
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when making a vote decision if that same information is not also available
about other candidates in the choice set. Thus, the on-line evaluations
associated with different candidates may be an incomplete indicator of
the type of information that goes into the vote decision if those tallies are
even partially based on noncomparable sets of information – as they most
likely would be in any real election.

We might be able to get some sense of whether we are on the right track
by reconceptualizing our measure of the on-line counter to be explicitly
comparative. That is, we could choose to “count” only the information
that our voters examined for multiple candidates in calculating an on-line
evaluation counter – ignoring information that is uniquely learned about
any candidate – and then see whether memory matters in the face of such
an evaluation counter. This counter would ignore any information not
examined for more than one candidate and would assume that voters
consistently make comparisons. Although this is clearly not how the lit-
erature about on-line processing conceptualizes the evaluation counter,
constructing such a measure using our data is fairly easy. But this seems
like a poor strategy to pursue for the simple reason that this scenario
is based on a highly unlikely presumption that all information that is
not comparative is completely ignored. In a dynamic environment, vot-
ers would not know, when they learned a particular policy stand by one
candidate, say, whether they would eventually be able to learn that same
information about other candidates. It is simply inconceivable to us that
such information would not be incorporated into some sort of on-line
evaluation at the time of exposure, and/or that it would later be “sub-
tracted out” because it was never learned about the other alternatives.
This seems just as unlikely to us as the idea that no comparison hap-
pens at all. Instead, we need to allow for the possibility that the on-line
evaluation process occurs in conjunction within a comparative process.

predicting defection from on-line evaluation

A better way to get some purchase on what is going on here is to try
to explain “defections” from the candidate with the highest on-line eval-
uation. If, as we have argued, voters in an election are trying to make
comparisons among candidates and, in making those comparisons, may
override on-line evaluations, we should see evidence of this. In particular,
if process matters, we would expect that voters showing a greater degree
of deep comparative search (Model 1) might be more likely to defect as
they learn more information about all the alternatives in the choice set
and dig below the most easily available information. Positive and neg-
ative information is likely to be obtained about all candidates, and the
resulting conflicts or value tradeoffs must be reconciled. In contrast, those
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engaging in any of the limited search strategies that either result in lim-
ited knowledge about all candidates (Model 3) or avoid tradeoffs entirely
(Model 4) – and thus also limit comparison – may be less likely to have
any reason to defect from the candidate with the highest on-line evalua-
tion. As for Model 2 voters, in the general election we would expect them
to be relatively less likely to defect if their preferred candidate is of the
same party, and more likely if not. Because expectations are uncertain for
Model 2 (particularly in the primary), we will use it as our reference point
in the analyses to come. Finally, if memory matters when making a vote
choice, then the more positive the memories of the most highly evaluated
candidate are compared to others in the choice set, the less we should
expect a voter to defect from the on-line evaluation.

We tested these propositions by building logistic regression models pre-
dicting the likelihood of a defection from the candidate with the highest
on-line evaluation. The key independent variables are again comparative:
relative on-line evaluation (of the mostly highly evaluated candidate minus
the lower evaluated candidate), relative net positive memories (of the can-
didate with the highest on-line tally compared to alternatives with lower
tallies), and relative familiarity.18 We detail graphically the key findings
in Figure 8.3 plotting the probability of a voter defecting from his or her
most highly (on-line) evaluated candidate for each decision strategy.19

While the differences in the primary election do not reach conventional
levels of significance, the patterns are quite suggestive. Model 1 voters
clearly stand out as more likely to defect from their most highly on-line
evaluated candidate, compared to Model 2 voters. And those using the
nonrational strategies appear to be somewhat less likely to defect. The
general election shows the same basic pattern, only even more strongly
for Model 1. Those who take the time to compare the in- and out-party

18 As with our other large analyses, the full details are available from the authors upon
request.

19 Logistic regression analysis predicts the likelihood of an event happening (or not
happening). Our analyses are coded so that the event we test for is a defection from
the candidate with the highest on-line evaluation. In order to plot the probabilities,
we must set values for each of the independent variables in the model and then
vary the variables of interest (here we vary memory affect and search strategy).
Thus, the graphs we show presume a female political novice at mean levels of
education, age, candidate familiarity, and on-line evaluation. In the primary election
we also set the number of candidates to two, while in the general election we assume
that the in-party candidate was one that was rejected by the voter in the primary.
Setting the primary to four candidates, or the in-party candidate to the preferred
primary candidate does not change the pattern of the results, but it does change the
probability of defection at all levels of memory to be greater in the primary, and
lower in the general election.
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Note: Probabilities are from logistic regression models. Calculations assume a female polit-
ical novice at mean levels of education, age, candidate familiarity, memory, and on-line
evaluation.

Figure 8.3. Relative probability of defection from on-line candidate evaluation
compared to Model 2.

candidates on a wide range of attributes are much more likely to end up
voting against their on-line evaluation.

We should also point out that, as before, memory stands out as a
significant predictor of whether a voter defects from his or her on-line
evaluation. In effect, the affect associated with candidate memories over-
rides the affect associated with the on-line evaluation. Controlling for all
other variables in the model (including the relative on-line evaluations),
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memory matters. Memory, in fact, has quite dramatic effects. Voters who
have fewer positive net memories about the candidate with the highest on-
line evaluation compared to other candidates are virtually certain not to
vote for that candidate, regardless of search strategy. On the other hand,
having even just a little more positive net memory about a candidate
dramatically cuts down on the chances of defecting from that candidate.
The same effect occurs for both the primary and general elections. On
the other hand, the on-line evaluation itself does not significantly predict
defection. That is, defection from that candidate is no more or less likely
regardless of how net positive the on-line evaluation actually is.

The upshot of all of this is that the on-line evaluation does not auto-
matically equal the vote, and it is possible to find systematic information-
related differences between those who vote for the more highly evaluated
candidates and those who do not. Simply put, having memories about
the candidates matters a lot. The more positive the memories of the most
highly evaluated candidate are, the less likely – by far – the voter is to defect
from that candidate, while the the probability of defection increases dra-
matically when memory affect favors some other candidate. Clearly when
it comes time to make a choice, voters – at least in these experiments –
take into account much more than a simple comparison of their on-line
evaluations.

why memory matters

Throughout the analyses in this chapter, we find consistent evidence that
memory matters in candidate evaluation. Having more positive memo-
ries about a candidate results in a higher evaluation and lower likelihood
of defecting from that candidate in the vote decision. We find this even
when accounting for the on-line evaluation and for familiarity with the
candidates. The strength of these findings, combined with the comprehen-
siveness of our election environment, convinces us that the pure on-line
model underspecifies evaluation when it is embedded into an election
environment that requires a choice between candidates. On-line evalua-
tion may describe what happens when a pure evaluation task is at hand,
but something more is needed to explain candidate evaluation during an
election. That something more is the positive and negative memories of
the candidates maintained by citizens as a product of their information
search. We do not argue that these memories necessarily accurately rep-
resent everything voters encounter (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh, 1989;
Redlawsk, 2001a), nor do we argue that voters maintain large memory
stores for all candidates. What we do argue is that whatever the memories
maintained and then recalled, they have a profound effect on how voters
evaluate candidates.
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Why is this the case? What is it about a campaign that makes memory
important? We think it is a fairly simple matter. When people evaluate
candidates for the purposes of voting, they are interested not only in how
each candidate stacks up against their own personal preferences (which is
what the on-line model assumes) but also in how each candidate stacks up
against the others in the choice set. The process of assessing the first part
of this formula is simple: On-line evaluation of candidate information
based on one’s own preferences is cognitively easy. But when information
flows in a relatively chaotic environment and is not easily managed by
the decision maker, the task of comparing candidates to one another is
not so simple. It is easy if you have the information in a handy to use,
side-by-side format, and the amount of information is limited (à la most
studies of on-line processing and any static information board study). But
what if information flow is asymmetric? What if you learn about candi-
date A’s position on abortion today but don’t learn candidate B’s posi-
tion until a week from now? How do you compare them? By recalling
A’s position from memory, of course.20 And that is why memory mat-
ters, and why, in a more realistic campaign environment, we find that it
does.21

conclusion

Our experimental election contests give us important insights into the
role of information processing in candidate evaluation. We have found
repeatedly that information search and memory play important roles in
evaluation and choice. Evaluation in an election campaign is different
from evaluation when no choice is involved. This comports well with
studies that show on-line evaluation takes place only when the task at
hand is impression formation. But even for those presumably using some
on-line candidate evaluation, we find that memory for the candidates
also plays a role. We believe there is a simple reason for this that has

20 Of course, one might also compare them by ascribing a position on abortion to
a candidate based on partisan stereotypes rather than on real information. In this
chapter, we focus on information actually acquired (by accessing the particular
item) during the campaign. We will expand our view of the information going into
the evaluation counter to consider partisan default values when we look at correct
voting in Chapters 10.

21 For the moment, we are begging the question of whether the accuracy of those
memories matters to the vote. From the perspective of the vote direction, accuracy
should not matter; whether the memory is objectively accurate, if it is believed to
be true by the voter, then it is true. We will take up the question of the role memory
accuracy plays in Chapter 10 when our dependent variable is the quality of the vote,
rather than its direction.
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not been tested in previous studies of on-line evaluation. Subjects in our
studies were actually voters. That is, they needed not only to form an
impression but also to make a choice. In making a choice, most voters
wish to make comparisons among the candidates, comparisons that have
to be facilitated by memory. Thus, we find that when voters are comparing
candidates, often both the on-line evaluation and memory matter.
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Finally we turn our attention to the vote decision itself and the outcome of
our election campaigns. This is usually the ultimate goal of voting studies,
but for us it is simply a way station along the path. We are fully aware
that our campaigns existed only within the confines of our laboratory, and
that as a consequence the actual results of the elections (i.e., which candi-
dates received the most votes) are not particularly interesting. We certainly
believe the direction of the vote choice matters in actual elections, but as
we will argue in the next chapter, the quality of that choice matters, too,
and arguably matters more. In any case, our goal in this chapter is quite
modest: to simply examine the extent to which knowing about our voters’
information processing improves our understanding of how they made
their vote choice. We will begin by replicating the kind of voting models
that have become standard in the literature, and then we will see if we
can do any better by building an explicitly information processing-based
model focused on the role of actual information search and acquisition,
along with on-line evaluation and (where possible) memory.

who won?

In virtually every extant study of the vote decision, the researcher (and
the reader) knows who won the election before the data gathering is
complete. Such is not the case for us, and providing that information is
actually more complicated than it sounds. Even though each subject voted
in only one primary and one general election, in fact we had six different
primary elections – that is, combinations of candidates on the ballot –
and twelve (of the sixteen possible) different general election races. Recall
that to present data on our candidates, we have adopted a convention of
numbering the candidates from most liberal to most conservative within
each party. The figures in this chapter that refer to candidates will use this
scheme, along with the names we assigned to the candidates.
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Figure 9.1 provides the best overall picture for the primaries, describ-
ing the number of subjects voting for each candidate in the four-candidate
condition only (when all of the possible in-party candidates were on the
ballot), separately for the Democratic and Republican primaries. As in real
elections, our voters chose whether to vote in the Democratic or Republi-
can primary. Democrats gave the least support to candidate D3 (Martin),
their moderately conservative alternative, and divided their support fairly
evenly between the remaining three candidates. Republicans, on the other
hand, had a clear favorite, giving almost twice as much support to their
mainstream conservative alternative, R3 (Rodgers), as any other candi-
date, and dividing their support for the remaining three candidates fairly
evenly.1 In general, voters within each party tended toward the available
candidate in any given election most like the “modal” candidate of that
party.

It is a bit trickier to show the general election results because they are
completely dependent on which candidates were available in a particu-
lar election. Figure 9.2 displays the propensity to vote for each candidate
whenever that candidate is running (implicitly averaging across all the var-
ious opponents). Our two mixed or nonstereotypic candidates, Democrat
D4 and Republican R1, were the least likely to be chosen when they
were running. On the other hand, in the few cases (only seven) where
extremely conservative Republican R4 (Walker) was a candidate, he was
chosen most of the time. But other than the Walker case, the pattern
shows what might be expected – the modal candidates from each party,
D2 (Singer) and R3 (Rodgers), were chosen more often than the others,
when they were running.

vote choice in the primary election

We begin by specifying a fairly standard or traditional model of the vote
choice. Unfortunately there is not an overabundance of “traditional” lit-
erature on the vote choice in a primary (compared to general election)
to rely upon, but we would expect all the usual suspects to be important
in a primary election, with the exception of party ID, of course, as party
does not vary across candidates in the choice set.2 Usually the best data

1 These patterns of relative support are replicated in the various two-candidate con-
ditions. Democrats preferred candidate D2 (Singer) to D3 (Martin), 61 to 39%,
and preferred candidate D1 (Donald) to D3 (Martin), 63 to 37%; Republicans pre-
ferred R3 (Rodgers) over R2 (Thomas), 64 to 36%, but divided their support evenly
between R2 (Thomas) and R4 (Walker).

2 Party identification typically determines which party’s primary one will vote in,
just as it did in our experiments. Much of the political science literature on primary
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Figure 9.1. Vote choice, primary election campaigns, four-candidate condition.
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Figure 9.2. Vote choice when candidate available, general election campaigns.

researchers have comes from surveys, which provide an excellent reading
on citizen preferences shortly before an election. We have the equivalent,
from our preelection questionnaire. Researchers try to match the issue
preferences, group identifications, and candidate judgments of the voters
to the attributes of the candidates running in an election. We can do
the same because we know the issue stands, group endorsements, and
personal qualitites of all our candidates.

But our detailed examination of information processing to this point
should make obvious some of the limitations of this traditional approach.
With standard surveys, we do not know what campaign information
voters have been exposed to and what they have actually learned about
the candidates in an election. At best, we can get at this indirectly, through
respondents’ willingness to attribute issue stands or personality traits to
individual candidates or to report on the contents of their memory. But
such judgments, while arguably accurate in the aggregate, show tremen-
dous individual variation. In the 2000 ANES study, for example, on aver-
age 41% of all respondents either admitted they did not know where
Bush and Gore stood on each of the ten major issues of the campaign, or

elections focuses on various institutional factors, such as their number and timing,
how winning leads to subsequent media attention and fund-raising success, and so on
(e.g., Aldrich, 1980; Bartels, 1988). Aldrich and Alvarez (1994) looked at vote choice
in primaries, suggesting that issues matter as well as voters’ expectations about which
candidate can win. Abramowitz (1989) also considered how primary voters factor
in electability and viability. Williams and his colleagues (1976) anticipated to some
degree the kind of work we are doing here in their investigation of a few different
information integration strategies that primary voters might employ in coming to a
decision. But with these few exceptions, little light has been shined on voter decision
making in primaries.
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attributed to them a position that was more than two points away from
the modal response on traditional seven-point issue scales. If we take
the modal response as an indication of where the candidates actually
stand on each issue, and with our pretty lenient definition of “correct,”
the ANES responses were correct 59% of the time. If respondents ran-
domly picked one of the seven legitimate responses, they would have been
counted as “correct” over 53% of the time.3 As a result, these data do not
paint a very pretty picture about how many respondents have actually
learned the candidates’ stands on these issues. Responses to such ques-
tions probably tell us as much about the responder as they do about the
candidate. In the end, the analyst is forced either to throw out the great
majority of available cases because of missing data or (through variable
construction) to assume that all respondents have been exposed to all
aspects of the campaign and have reasonably accurate readings on the
candidates. We know this assumption is not true, but we can normally
do little about it other than shrug our shoulders and accept less precise
coefficient estimates and greater overall residual variance in our statistical
models.

We will follow this general procedure in estimating our traditional
model of the vote choice. We devised measures of closeness to each can-
didate on the issues (by comparing the candidate’s stand to that of the
respondent), the attractiveness of each candidate’s personality and job
qualifications (based on ratings of our pretest subjects), and group-based
attachments to each candidate (based on which candidate received dif-
ferent interest groups’ endorsements and whether the endorsing group
was liked or disliked). All these considerations went into the on-line eval-
uations presented in Chapter 8, and we followed the same procedures
described in Appendix E except that here we assumed that every sub-
ject considered every bit of information available about every candidate.
Rather than combining these considerations into a single evaluation of
each candidate, as we did in approximating the on-line evaluation, we
keep distinct issue, candidate, and group-based scales for tradition’s sake.

Now comes the tricky part. Three of our four studies varied the num-
ber of candidates running in the primary election, which results in a little

3 If the modal responses, which we are taking here as the “true” candidate position,
are a 1 or a 7, then there are only three responses (1, 2, and 3 in the first case, 5,
6, or 7, in the second) that fall within the two-point range, and four that would be
counted as clearly “wrong.” But if the modal response is a 2 or a 6, four responses
count as “close” (1–4 or 4–7), leaving only three as clearly wrong; and if the modal
response is a 3, 4, or 5, five different responses would count as close, and only two as
wrong. When we look at the actual data, 75 out of a total of 140 possible responses
to the 20 questions – or 53.6% – would be counted as close.
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over a third of all subjects voting in a four-candidate primary. There are
two such primaries, one for the Democrats and one for the Republicans.
For both the Democrats and the Republicans, moreover, the candidates
paired against each other in the two-candidate condition were not always
the same, although the most common pairing was the modal candidate
running against the moderate candidate. We have to simplify this some-
how, and chose the following procedure.

First, as in the previous chapter, because we have no reason to believe
that Democrats and Republicans make their vote choices in different ways
(they certainly make different choices, but the procedures should be pretty
much the same), we combine voters from the two primaries. Now, when-
ever the modal candidate (D2 and R3) was not in his or her party’s two-
candidate primary, the extreme candidate (D1 and R4) was; and whenever
the moderate candidate (D3 and R2) was not in the two-candidate pri-
mary, the nonstereotypic mixed candidate (D4 and R1) was. We therefore
decided to treat our primary elections as if they always involved only two
candidates – the moderate and the modal candidate from each party –
with two exceptions. In the two-candidate condition when the moderate
and/or modal candidates were not available, we substituted the mixed and
extreme candidates, respectively. And in the four-candidate condition, if
a subject actually voted for either the mixed or extreme candidate, we
replaced the moderate or modal candidate with the one actually chosen,
following these same substitution patterns. Thus, we model the primary
election as if it always involved only two candidates, a moderate (or occa-
sionally mixed) versus the modal (or occasionally an ideologically more
extreme) candidate from the party. The candidate a subject actually chose
is always one of the two candidates considered.

We made our candidate-specific measures of issue, person, and group-
based considerations comparative by subtracting each measure for the
moderate candidate from the comparable measure for the modal can-
didate. We then regressed the vote choice on these three comparative
measures of preference for the modal over the moderate candidate, along
with controls for age, education, income, gender, race,4 party, strength of
party identification, and strength of ideological identification. The party
dummy variable is included to test our basic assumption that Democrats

4 Earlier we noted that race had shown no effects on information processing in any
of our analyses, and we were dropping race from further models. At this point,
however, we need to include race as a factor in predicting the vote because it has been
routinely shown to matter in voting models. Note that we do not believe race affects
information processing per se; instead, we recognize that nonwhites in our sample are
unlikely to vote Republican, independent of any other factors, in a partisan general
election.
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and Republicans make decisions in basically the same way. We specified
the last two control variables as strength of identification rather than their
full partisan range because we collapsed the Democratic and Republican
primaries together. If strong partisans and strong ideologues generally pre-
fer a modal candidate to a more moderate one, these variables will have
positive signs in the analyses. Because of the way we constructed our
variables, each of the issue, person, and group-based variables should be
positively related to vote for the modal candidate. We have no particular
reason to think any of the control variables will be significant, although
the two strength variables should, if anything, be positively related to the
modal candidates (and thus also have positive signs).

The results for this pretty traditional analysis of the vote choice are
shown in the first two columns of Table 9.1. Each of our three candidate-
preference variables has the expected positive sign and is highly sta-
tistically significant. The full model has a pseudo R2 of .15 and cor-
rectly predicts over 64% of all vote choices (against a baseline of 50%,
remember) – it’s not great, but it is not unreasonable either for a primary
election where party identification plays little role.5 And it is not unrea-
sonable when the three most important predictors all assume voters know
a lot more about the candidates than is actually the case. But let’s see if
we can do any better.

We now construct a much more refined information processing model
of the vote choice, guided by our general framework for voter decision
making from Chapter 2. We would hold that the information actually
examined and processed – as represented by the on-line evaluation of
the candidates, general familiarity with them, and memory – should do a
much better job of predicting the vote choice. Recall that we only have
memory data from the primary election in one study, so for the moment
we will ignore it. The more traditional factors – strength of party identi-
fication and ideology, perceptions of candidates’ personalities and qual-
ifications, their issue stands, and so on – become subsumed into the on-
line evaluation. We again specify our crucial predictors as comparative
measures by subtracting the on-line evaluation and total familiarity for
the moderate candidate from the comparable measures for the modal

5 To change the logistic regression coefficients into something more interpretable, com-
pared to a median voter who is predicted to have only a slight preference for the
modal candidate, a voter who is at the extreme value of comparative preference for
the modal candidate on the issues would have a 33% greater probability of voting
for the modal candidate. If we go through the same exercise for the comparative
candidate and group-based variables, they would increase the probability of voting
for the modal candidate by 13 and 30%, respectively.
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Table 9.1. Vote for the Modal Candidate in the Primary Election

Information
Traditional Model Processing Model

Age .160 (.392) −.023 (.455)
Education −.111 (.405) −.378 (.453)
Income −.114 (.291) .237 (.332)
Female .111 (.186) .099 (.218)
Nonwhite −.793∗∗ (.315) −.163 (.355)
Strength of party ID .163 (.292)
Strength of ideological ID .345 (.350)
Party .299 (.209) .221 (.222)
Four-candidate primary .080 (.271)
Relative closeness of issues 2.914∗∗∗ (.893)
Relative personality/qualifications 1.422∗∗ (.473)
Relative group-based evaluations 2.667∗∗∗ (.678)
Comparative on-line evaluation 5.194∗∗∗ (1.054)
Comparative candidate familiarity 8.809∗∗∗ (.941)
Decision Strategy

Model 1 −.038 (.354)
Model 2 −.121 (.414)
Model 3 .022 (.401)
Model 4 .145 (.334)
Model χ2 67.99∗∗∗ (15 df) 201.50∗∗∗ (17 df)

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 .15 .40
% Correctly classified 64.3 74.5
∗p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
A vote for the modal candidate is scored high on the dependent variable. Analyses include
controls for the different experiments, and a constant, not shown. N = 569.

candidate. We will also enter dummy variables representing the different
decision strategies into these analyses, although we have no a priori rea-
son to expect them to have any direct effect on the vote choice. As we
saw in the previous chapter, these strategies help determine the compar-
ative values of the evaluation counter, memory, and familiarity, and thus
may not have any additional effect on the vote choice once these other
variables are included in the analysis. We again include age, education,
income, gender, and race, along with dummy variables representing the
different experiments, as controls.

The results are shown in the last two columns of Table 9.1. As expected,
both the comparative on-line evaluation and familiarity strongly affect the
likelihood of voting for the modal candidate. The greater the positive dif-
ference in on-line evaluation between the modal candidate and his or her

191



P1: KAE
0521847508c09 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 1:51

Politics

challenger(s), the greater the chance that the modal candidate will get the
vote. The same is true of familiarity. As anticipated, however, the partic-
ular decision strategy chosen by a voter seems to have no direct effect on
the vote choice; none of our four decision strategies shows any significant
effects. Thus, whatever influence the particular decision strategies have
seems to be indirect, through their influence on evaluation counters and
candidate familiarity.

But the most important difference between the traditional model of the
vote choice and our information processing model is their relative predic-
tive power. As hypothesized, knowing what information voters choose to
learn about the candidates greatly increases our ability to predict their vote
choices. The pseudo R2 associated with the analysis increases from .15
to almost .41, and the number of correctly classified cases increases from
64 to over 74%. These are big increases, and they are due entirely to
(1) respecifying the candidate closeness variables (which are kept as three
separate predictors in the traditional model, and combined into a single
measure in the information processing model) to only count information
that voters actually considered and (2) including our measure of the rel-
ative familiarity of the two candidates.

Does memory also matter to the vote choice in a primary election? To
find out, we restricted analysis to the one study that included a measure
of memory for the primary candidates and ran both our traditional and
information processing models again, adding a comparative measure of
affective memories to the latter.6 With only ninety-eight cases available
we have much less power to detect significant results – and to be fair, we
compare it to a traditional model based on those same ninety-eight cases.
Nonetheless, the new comparative affective memory measure has a highly
significant effect. And as we saw in the previous chapter, when memory
is included in a model of choice, the on-line evaluation loses its predictive
power. Once again, our information processing model does a much better
job of correctly predicting the vote choice, compared to the traditional
model, as the pseudo R2 increases from .30 to .85, and the number of
correctly classified cases increases from 71% to 94%.

So what have we learned about primary voters? First, we can build
pretty good models predicting the vote choice if we actually know what
information voters learn about the candidates and how they evaluate that
information. But, it appears at least in the one study where we have mem-
ory measures that, as we saw with candidate evaluation when embedded
in an election, choosing between candidates implicates memory more than
the on-line evaluation.

6 These results are available from the authors upon request.
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vote choice in the general election

Clearly, we can do a good job of predicting the direction of the vote in our
primary elections by accounting for information search and acquisition.
But what about the general election? Given the acknowledged power of
partisanship to predict the vote, can we still expect our measures of on-line
evaluation, memory, and information search to make any difference? As
we have already seen, not all voters vote for their party’s candidate; per-
haps information search can help explain defection from party. Certainly
we expect “agreement” with the candidates (i.e., the on-line evaluations
and memory affect) to matter, if they are anything more than partisan
rationalizations.

It is much easier to analyze the vote choice in the general election
because we always have only two candidates, one Democrat and one
Republican. We will start by examining partisan choice. We conceptu-
ally replicate our traditional and information processing models from the
primary election, subtracting the various candidate evaluation measures
for the Democrat from the comparable measure for the Republican. We
employ party and ideological identifications in their full partisan direc-
tional mode rather than the “folded” format to indicate strength of iden-
tification we had used in the primary (when there were no partisan differ-
ences between the candidates). The traditional model assumes the voters
have been exposed to all information about the candidates, whereas the
information processing model only considers the items that respondents
actually looked at.

The results are shown in Table 9.2, and they are remarkably similar
to those from the primary election. The traditional model does a good
job predicting the vote choice in the general election, a noticeably better
job than in the primary – which is only to be expected, given that the
candidates in the general election differ by party. Indeed, the two most
important predictors are party identification and relative closeness to the
candidates on the issues. Group-based evaluations of the candidates are
also important, and nonwhites are a little less likely to vote Republican.
There is nothing particularly exciting or surprising here, which we take
to be a good sign. We would be concerned, for example, if partisanship
were not the key predictor in this equation. The fact that it is gives us
more assurance that our voters were acting as they would in a real-world
election. The pseudo R2 for the traditional model is .32, and it correctly
classifies 75.6% of the voters.

But our information processing model, which considers only informa-
tion actually encountered by the voter, does an even better job, correctly
classifying over 82% of the voters, with a pseudo R2 of almost .60. All
three of our comparative information processing measures are significant
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Table 9.2. Vote for the Republican Candidate in the General Election

Traditional Information
Model Processing Model

Age −.288 (.451) .564 (.565)
Education .712 (.468) .250 (.587)
Income −.258 (.327) −.065 (.422)
Female −.011 (.211) −.125 (.264)
Nonwhite −.369 (.367) −.281 (.436)
Party ID (Republican) 2.805∗∗∗ (.412)
Ideological ID (conservative) −.137 (.612)
Relative closeness of issues 3.397∗∗ (1.200)
Relative personality/qualifications −.449 (.519)
Relative group-based evaluations .985@ (.665)
Comparative on-line evaluation 3.411∗∗ (1.403)
Comparative candidate familiarity 6.332∗∗∗ (1.157)
Comparative memory affect 9.496∗∗∗ (1.184)
Decision strategy

Model 1 .617 (.599)
Model 2 .404 (.589)
Model 3 .177 (.635)
Model 4 .070 (.594)
Model χ2 136.95∗∗∗ (13 df) 284.47∗∗∗ (14 df)

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 .32 .60
% Correctly classified 75.6 82.1

@p < .07, ∗p < .05 ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
Vote for the Republican candidate is scored high on the depend variable. Model 3 is the
excluded decision strategy in the information processing model, and thus is estimated by
the constant term. Analyses include controls for the different experiments, not shown.
N = 481.

and correctly signed, although memory is clearly the strongest predictor
of the vote. Comparatively more positive memory for the Republican pre-
dicts a vote in that direction, as does comparatively more familiarity with
the Republican. The on-line evaluation counter is also positive and sig-
nificant, although it is of a much smaller magnitude than memory. The
decision process, then, appears to be a hybrid of on-line evaluation and
memory-based processing, at least in predicting the partisan direction of
the vote. Once again, decision strategies have no direct effect on the vote
choice.

To give the reader a better feel for the relative importance of the differ-
ent information processing measures, Figure 9.3 illustrates their relative
power of increasing the probability of a Republican vote for a median
voter who has average values on all the other variables in the equation, but
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Note: Figure shows increase in probability of a Republican vote for the most extreme
Republican-learning value of each variable (e.g., strong Republican party identification),
over a baseline probability of .473 for a Republican vote by a median voter who has a
neutral score on each variable.

Figure 9.3. Relative power of party identification and information processing
measures on increased probability of a vote for the Republican candidate.

the most Republican-favorable value on each of the comparative informa-
tion processing variables, in turn. Figure 9.3 also shows the contribution
of a strong Republican party identification from the traditional model
for a similar median voter. As can be seen, party identification and the
comparative on-line tally are of comparable strength and each one, by
itself, increases the probability of a Republican vote by a median voter by
over 30%. But both relative candidate familiarity and relative affective
memories are even stronger, by themselves increasing the probability of a
Republican vote from a slightly less than even proposition to an almost
sure thing.

predicting partisan defection

If there is any effect at all for decision strategies, we would expect it to
show up not in the partisan direction of the vote choice but rather as
voter defection from party affiliation to the other side. Our reasoning is
simple: Decision strategies are indicators of (among other things) how
much information voters learn about the two candidates. When learning
is imbalanced – for example, a shallow search focused mostly on the in-
party candidate – voters will not be able to make effective comparisons
between the candidates and should tend to default to their own party.
But when making a deeper, more comparable search across alternative,
voters may learn more things they like about the opposition and some
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things they don’t like about their own candidate, thereby increasing the
likelihood of crossing over to the dark side. This should be most likely to
be true of rational Model 1 voters, we would hypothesize, and least likely
to be true of confirmatory Model 2 voters.

We examine this possibility by changing our dependent variable from
a vote for the Republican or Democrat to a vote for one’s own party or
the other party. Recall that a voter’s party is defined by the primary in
which he or she registered to vote, rather than by the standard party iden-
tification measure, which allows all voters – even pure independents – to
be included in the analysis. Of course, all directional predictors must be
revised as well, so that now our information variables will be coded for in-
and out-party, rather than Republican and Democrat. Otherwise, we will
include the same predictors as in the general election vote choice
analysis.

The results of this new analysis are shown in Table 9.3. To be consistent
with earlier analyses, we also estimate a more traditional model predict-
ing voter defection, but we will not comment on it here other than to
note, as with our earlier analyses, that the information processing model
does a far better job of predicting defection than the traditional model.
All three comparative information processing variables are statistically
significant (the comparative on-line evaluation marginally so) and have
their expected positive sign. But what is most interesting in the analysis is
that the decision strategies voters employ also have a direct and significant
impact on the probability of defection. As hypothesized, the voters who
are most likely to defect from their party affiliation are those who utilize
a rational Model 1 decision strategy. As Figure 9.4 shows, a median voter
employing Model 1 has a probability of defecting from party of almost .39,
compared to a probability of defection by Model 2 voters just over .27.
Interestingly, Model 3 voters are even less likely to defect than Model 2
voters, with a probability of defection of little more than 1 in 5. Clearly, the
fast and frugal decision – unchallenged by detailed information search –
is to vote party.

Also of interest is the pattern for our intuitive Model 4 voters. They
seem about as likely to defect as Model 1 voters. This is somewhat unex-
pected and is worth considering further. A little deeper investigation (not
shown here) reveals that the entire effect is located in the candidate-
oriented Model 4c search – that is, those using a satisficing strategy. This
strategy entails randomly starting with one alternative, one candidate,
and searching until that alternative either satisfies all requirements at a
minimal aspiration level or the voter finds that candidate fails to meet a
requirement. If the former happens, there is no need to even look at any
other alternative. The starting point can be a candidate of either party;
consequently, if the out-party candidate is considered first and meets
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Table 9.3. Defection from the Party’s Candidate in the General Election

Information
Traditional Model Processing Model

Age −1.249∗∗ (.470) −.748 (.585)
Education .584 (.479) 1.189∗ (.600)
Income −.464 (.345) −.710 (.445)
Female −.003 (.222) −.023 (.273)
Nonwhite −.591 (.389) −.472 (.445)
Party ID (Republican) 1.610∗∗ (.575)
Ideological ID (conservative) −.358 (.629)
Relative closeness of issues 3.095∗∗ (1.086)
Relative personality/qualifications −.387 (.573)
Relative group-based evaluations 1.050@ (.695)
Comparative on-line evaluation 1.990@ (1.286)
Comparative candidate familiarity 4.215∗∗∗ (1.000)
Comparative memory affect 9.929∗∗∗ (1.242)
Decision strategy

Model 1 .923∗∗ (.408)
Model 2 .332 (.418)
Model 3 −1.281∗∗ (.449)
Model 4 .853∗ (.415)
Model χ2 61.96∗∗∗ (13 df) 215.17∗∗∗ (14 df)

Nagelkerke Pseudo R2 .17 .52
% Correctly classified 73.2 84.2

@p < .07, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses.
Defection from party affiliation is scored high on the dependent variable. Model 3 is the
excluded decision strategy in the information processing model, and thus is estimated by the
constant term. Analyses include controls for the different experiments, not shown. N = 481.

the aspiration levels, a voter using this strategy might be very likely to
defect.

Of course, we are talking about a general election campaign here, a
campaign that most voters would enter with partisan prejudices. Further-
more, voters will already be at least somewhat familiar with their own
party’s candidate, perhaps less so with the out-party’s candidate. But recall
one of the peculiarities of our experiments, that the great majority of our
general election voters faced a campaign involving a candidate from their
own party who was not their favorite among the competing candidates
in the primary. In such a context, it seems not at all unreasonable to us
to think that many party voters would actually start their information
gathering by looking much more closely at the out-party candidate. If
that candidate seems pretty reasonable, why not take a chance and vote
for him?
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Note: Predicted probabilities are based on the model described in Table 9.3, setting all other
predictors at their median values.

Figure 9.4. Probability of defection from in-party candidate in general election by
search strategy.

This is one instance where a detailed knowledge of how a voter goes
about making a decision provides a great deal of insight into explaining
that decision. Model 1 and Model 4 voters display an almost identical
probability of defecting from their party affiliation. Model 1 voters learn
roughly the same amount about the same attributes for both candidates,
and thus know the good and bad of their own party’s candidate and the
opponent. Here a vote choice is clearly based on a detailed comparison
of the two competing candidates running in the general election; if in the
aggregate these defections were to clearly favor one candidate over the
other, we could fairly interpret the outcome of the election as resulting
from the majority of voters finding one of the candidates to be truly supe-
rior to the other. But if our previous interpretation of Model 4 defectors
is right, then the locus of their defection is in the primary, not the general
election. Presumably most of these Model 4 defectors would not have
defected had their party been smart enough to pick a different candidate.
Indeed, in that case they might not have been Model 4 voters at all, but
rather fast and frugal Model 3 (party-line) voters.

As with our other memory models, affective memory for the in- and
out-party candidates plays a key role in determining whether or not a voter
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stragegies, based on the analysis described in Table 9.3.

Figure 9.5. Probability of defection from in-party candidate in general election by
memory and search strategy.

will defect from the party. Figure 9.5 illustrates this graphically. We have
plotted our four search strategies against different levels of comparative
memory affect, setting on-line evaluation and familiarity at their means.
It becomes immediately clear that both the memory effects and the search
strategies matter. Voters who have a net negative comparative memory – in
other words, they have more positive memory about the out-party than the
in-party candidate – are highly likely to defect, anywhere from 75–90%
likely, depending on search strategy. Voters who are essentially ambivalent
in their memories are still relatively likely to defect, with Model 1 and
Model 4 voters as likely to defect as not. When voters have greater positive
memory about their own party’s candidate than the other, they are more
likely to stay with their party, though Model 1 and Model 4 voters still
show a significant propensity to defect.

conclusion

We have certainly spent a lot of pages on something we initially said might
not be very interesting, given that our elections are among invented can-
didates who mean nothing themselves to the real world of politics. But
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as it turns out, even these mock contests give us important insights into
the role of information processing in the vote decision, and the results are
more interesting than we first anticipated. We have built statistical models
of the vote choice that incorporate information search and memory, and
have shown that those models add substantially to our traditional under-
standing of the vote decision. Knowing what specific information voters
were actually exposed to about the candidates and the campaign (rather
than assuming that all voters were exposed to the same information)
makes a big difference in our ability to understand and predict how citi-
zens will vote. We reinforce the message that on-line evaluation matters
in some cases, but we also show that memory plays a more important
role. Clearly, when voters choose among candidates, they may consider
their (independent) running tally evaluation of each those candidates,
but they definitely compare candidates as well, and must use memory to
do so.

We doubted that information search strategies would matter in deter-
mining vote direction, and for the most part they did not. On the other
hand, we do know that search strategies have implications for memory
and evaluation, which do factor into the vote choice. We did find some
statistically significant direct effects for Model 1 rational search in the
general election, as voters who examined more information about both
of their options were more likely to abandon their own party and to
vote for the opposition. This is an important finding. It suggests that
by examining a larger amount of information for both candidates, a
voter may well overcome any partisan default and cross party lines. In
many ways this reinforces prior research on the importance of partisan-
ship – especially when voters seem to know little about the candidates –
however, it also clearly points to the value of information processing.
Partisan predispositions can be overcome, but generally only by provid-
ing a great deal of information to voters and making it attractive and
interesting enough that they will pay attention. And even if a great deal
of information is available, some people simply will not make use of it,
instead employing simplifying strategies that result in a less than complete
search.

An interesting question remains, however. We have just shown that
information processing has important effects on the direction of the vote,
but does it also influence how good a job voters do in making that choice?
Rational (Model 1) voters presumably do the best job (or at least as good
a job as possible) because they learn a great deal about all their choices
and are thus prepared to choose the ideal candidate – if they can pro-
cess all that information. This is an important caveat. Less rational, intu-
itive voters, on the other hand, seem more likely to tend toward partisan
defaults; consequently, they might not do as good a job – unless, of course,
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additional information confuses as much as it enlightens. Thus, we return
to the vote choice in the next chapter, where we assess the extent to which
our voters are actually voting correctly, and look at the roles information
search, processing, and acquisition play in improving the chances that they
do so.
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Voting Correctly

In the past two chapters, we have considered two important topics in the
study of voting behavior, candidate evaluation, and vote choice. We have
seen how our information processing approach provides valuable insights
in these traditional political science topics. Now we turn to another inher-
ently political topic, one that gets at the very heart of democracy. In Chap-
ter 4, we described two related measures of correct voting, the first deter-
mined subjectively by voters themselves after a good deal of additional
consideration of two of the candidates from the primary, the second a
“normative-naive” measure, based on an objective determination of a
match between the candidates and the voter’s own attitudes and revealed
information preferences during the campaigns. Although our first sub-
jective measure is easier to defend normatively, in practice we must rely
primarily on the second objectively determined measure, for the simple
reason that we have it for all elections in all experiments; the first, voter-
determined criterion is available only in the first two studies, and then only
for two of the candidates from the primary election. Either one of these
measures allows us to address questions that heretofore have been almost
completely ignored by the scientific study of voting behavior: “How reg-
ularly do voters ‘get it right’?” and “What factors can we identify that
lead to more or less correct voting?”

how often do voters get it right?

We reported in Chapter 4 that 70% of our primary voters voted cor-
rectly, by their own subjective determination. But this number was based
on an effective choice between only two candidates because all sub-
jects were asked to reconsider their decision by comparing the candi-
date they chose to one other candidate we chose – the one remaining
candidate, in the two-candidate condition, or the remaining candidate
closest to the voter on the issues, in the four-candidate condition. If we
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limit consideration to the two-candidate condition of our experiments,
however, the figures are actually somewhat higher than this – 76% cor-
rect, by the subjective criterion, or 69% correct by our objectively deter-
mined measure. On the other hand, we calculate using our normative
naive measure that only 31% of our subjects voted correctly in the four-
candidate primary elections, when all four candidates are included in the
mix. This does not strike us as a very high number – indeed, it is not
much above the 25% level we would expect by chance. Thus, the opti-
mistic note with which we concluded Chapter 4 about surprisingly high
levels of correct voting must be qualified and restricted to campaigns with
only two candidates. There is clearly less reason for optimism, based on
the evidence provided here, when the choice set expands beyond two
candidates.

Looking across the general election campaign of all studies – which
always involved only two candidates – and ignoring various experimen-
tal manipulations, we find that 63% of our subjects voted correctly (by
our normative-naive criterion, the only one we have available). This is
clearly much better than the 50% we would expect by chance, but no bet-
ter (indeed, slightly worse) than in the two-candidate condition from the
primary, despite the fact that voters have the additional cue of party affil-
iation available to them in the general election, which we would expect
to be a big aid. It should be remembered, however, that the great majority
of our subjects were voting in a general election campaign with a can-
didate from their own party that they had rejected during the primary
election. This could help explain the lower levels of correct voting in our
general election campaigns compared to two-candidate primary elections.
Whatever the case, this figure does seem to accord nicely with the data
on correct voting in recent U.S. presidential elections presented earlier in
Chapter 4. All of these finding for levels of correct voting are summarized
in Figure 10.1.

But there is much more to be learned about correct voting than can be
appreciated simply from overall levels. Our analysis of correct voting will
proceed in several stages, following the general framework of the vote
decision shown in Figure 2.1. We first introduce our set of background
characteristics and general political attitudes, along with the triumvirate
of political sophistication, manipulations of task difficulty, and the result-
ing perceived difficulty of the decision task. Although no one before us
has even asked the question of what leads citizens to vote more or less cor-
rectly, a standard political analysis, we would imagine, would stop here –
with a set of demographic indicators, general political predispositions, a
focused measure of political sophistication or expertise, and – common-
sensically – any variations in the objective and/or perceived difficulty of
the choice voters must make. This will be our baseline model. We will also
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Note: Data are based on the normative-naive criterion for correct voting.

Figure 10.1. Estimated levels of correct voting in experiments and recent U.S.
presidential elections.

take a brief detour to see how well this same model works with voters in
recent ANES surveys.

Our information processing theory leads us to dig much deeper in trying
to understand correct voting, however. Thus, in the second stage of the
analysis, we introduce our measures of information search, first as direct
indicators and then as specific decision strategies. In each case, theory
leads us to consider interactions between information processing and our
measures of political sophistication and task difficulty.

In the final stage of analysis, we add a measure of memory. This last
step is certainly contrary to the on-line evaluation model discussed ear-
lier, but in the previous two chapters we have shown that both the on-line
tally and memory contribute to candidate evaluation and the vote choice
in the context of an election campaign. We believe that voters implicitly
understand that memory matters enough to put some effort into remem-
bering what is important to them about the candidates in an election. We
are led to this conclusion by the underlying assumption that voters, like
all decision makers, want to make a good decision with as little cognitive
effort as possible. We do not say the best possible decision, because moti-
vation in politics is rarely that high. But we do strongly believe that voters
want to make good decisions, that at the very least they want to find a
good-enough alternative who meets some minimum standards. If memory

204



P1: KAE
0521848598c10 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 2:2

Voting Correctly

is needed to make such a good-enough decision, then voters will make
the effort to remember as much as is required about the candidates in an
election. Once again, making a choice is not the same thing as forming
an evaluation.

baseline model

The only demographic control variables we would expect to be corre-
lated with correct voting are education and age. As college teachers, we
certainly hope that education will be positively related to correct voting
(and feel compelled to hypothesize that it will be!). And we have already
seen that age is associated with shallower search, less memory, and so
on, and we would therefore expect age to be negatively related to cor-
rect voting. We do not expect political orientation, represented in our
model by liberalism-conservatism, to have any effect, although strength
of party identification should be related to correct voting. But we do have
clear theoretical expectations about the remaining variables in the baseline
model.

Political sophistication is based on interest, experience, and knowledge,
all of which ought to contribute positively to correct voting, on top of
any influence of education or strength of partisanship. Indeed, we would
expect the roles of education and strength of partisanship to be largely
mediated by political sophistication in a multivariate model. We have
several experimental manipulations of the difficulty of the decision task,
any of which should reduce the probability of a correct vote. And we
also have the subjective perceived difficulty of the vote choice, which is
a function of both the decision maker’s expertise (the more expert the
decision maker is, the less difficult the choice should seem, all else being
equal) and the manipulated nature of the decision. The more difficult
the choice, the lower the probability of a correct vote. The predictions
for sophistication, task manipulations, and perceived difficulty are all
based on common sense, but they can help determine at a very basic level
whether our results for correct voting make sense.

We begin with an examination of the simple bivariate relationships
between correct voting and each of these independent variables. Fig-
ure 10.2 shows the four theoretically most important predictors in the
baseline model. In the primary election (shown in the top half of the
figure), all four of these commonsense predictors have exactly the type
of relationship with correct voting that we would expect. The percent-
age of subjects voting correctly increases from 42% for independent
independents (i.e., those without any partisan leaning at all, even when
pressed) to 56% for partisan identifier (either weak or strong). Similarly,
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Primary Election
Strength of Partisanship       Political Sophistication     Number of Cands          Perceived Difficulty

         (tau-c = .12,  p < .02)              (tau-c = .11,  p < .02)          (tau-b = −.38, (tau-c = −.18,  p < .001)
p < .001)
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        Strength of Partisanship      Political Sophistication       Task Difficulty                Perceived Difficulty 
          (tau-c = .21, p < .002)           (tau-c = .02, ns)          (tau-b = .08, ns)       (tau-c =  −.14,  p < .03)

Figure 10.2. Effect of strength of partisanship, political sophistication, task
demands, and perceived difficulty on correct voting.

barely 46% of novices vote correctly compared to almost 58% of polit-
ical experts. Over 67% of those who thought the choice was not at all
difficult voted correctly, compared to 44% of those who perceived the
decision to be very difficult. But the strongest factor is the number of can-
didates manipulation. As reported previously, 69% of our subjects voted
correctly in the two-candidate primary condition (much better than the
50% we would expect by chance), but only a little more than 31% voted
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correctly in the four-candidate condition (a little better than the 25% one
would expect by chance alone).

Strength of partisanship, political sophistication, and the perceived dif-
ficulty of the choice all have the same basic relationship with correct
voting in the general election, although the associations are usually some-
what weaker. As shown in the bottom half of Figure 10.2, the percent-
age of subjects voting correctly increases from 53% for independents to
77% among strong partisans, increases from 58% to 65% as a func-
tion of political sophistication, while the percentage of correct voting
drops from 79% to 54% as a function of the perceived difficulty of the
choice.

None of the different manipulations of the difficulty of the decision task
in the general election proved to have a significant bivariate relationship
with correct voting, however. The strongest effect was for the ideological
distinctiveness of the two competing candidates, with 66% voting cor-
rectly when the two have similar ideologies, compared to 69% correct
voting when they are fairly distinct ideologies. This is the one shown in
Figure 10.2. One of our studies manipulated the stereotypic nature of the
out-party candidate in the general election. Almost 63% voted correctly
when the out-party candidate was a stereotypic moderate candidate, but
68% voted correctly when the out-party candidate took very nonstereo-
typic policy stands. This difference is not significant, and it is opposite
what we expected a priori.

A different study manipulated whether the in-party candidate was one
the voter had supported or rejected in the primary. Turning to the accept-
reject manipulation, 63% of those whose in-party candidate in the general
election was the one they had supported in the primary voted correctly,
compared to almost 72% voting correctly when the in-party candidate
was one they had rejected in the primary. We might speculate that voters,
whose favorite party candidate won the nomination and therefore made
it to the general election, simply pulled the party lever in the general
election without seriously considering the out-party candidate, whereas
voters who had a less-than-ideal in-party candidate in the general election
more carefully weighed the merits and demerits of both general election
candidates, leading to a greater likelihood of voting correctly. But again,
these differences, although interesting, are not statistically significant.

Notice that overall levels of correct voting are higher in the general
election campaign than in the primary, which reflects both the limited
number of candidates and the fact that they differ by party, an important
heuristic cue that was absent in the primary election. Manipulating task
difficulty within the easier general election framework was a more difficult
task than we had anticipated!
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Table 10.1. Baseline Model of Correct Voting

Experimental Data ANES

Primary Election General Election General Election

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E.

Age −.780 (.495) .165 (.498) −.164 (.132)
Education −.506 (.532) −.149 (.519) .431∗ (.223)
Income −.067 (.343) .145 (.345) .119 (.130)
Female −.061 (.231) .181 (.225) .002 (.054)
Nonwhite .227∗∗ (.080)
Strength of party ID .057 (.347) .930∗∗ (.332) 1.433∗∗∗ (.085)
Conservative ID −.498 (.521) .674 (.521) −.317∗∗ (.121)
Political

sophistication
1.468∗ (.809) .133 (.283) 1.956∗∗∗ (.202)

Number of
candidates

−1.558∗∗∗ (.224) −.222∗ (.103)

Ideological
distinctiveness

.033 (.257) .405∗∗∗ (.105)

Perceived difficulty
of choice

−.533 (.432) −.326 (.437)

Constant 1.034∗∗∗ (.300) .501 (.382) −.076 (.092)
Correctly classified 68.4% 68.9% 69.9%
Nagelkerke Pseudo

R2
.23 .06 .14

Model χ2 (df) 76.44 (11) 17.05 (11) 763.25 (13)
Significance p < .000 p < .11 p < .000
∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients. The models for the experimental data include
dummy variables representing the different studies. Significance tests for directional hypotheses are
one-tailed. For the experiments, N = 402. ANES data come from the 1980–2000 U.S. presidential
elections, and also include dummy variables representing election year; N = 7510.

The bivariate results are mirrored, but of course weakened, in a
full multivariate analysis when all four of these variables are entered
simultaneously into a logistic regression, along with the remaining con-
trols. These results are shown in the first four columns of Table 10.1,
which report the results of the full analysis.1 Interested readers can look
directly at all of the statistics; we will describe the theoretically important
results here. In the primary election, both political sophistication and the

1 Although we have generally tried to avoid reporting complicated regression tables
in this book, we make an exception in this chapter because its topic is so central to
the story we want to tell, and because (we suspect) its conclusions will be the most
controversial in the book.
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number of candidates manipulation remain statistically significant, con-
trolling on the other variables in the equation. As expected, the effect
of strength of party identification is subsumed in the multivariate model
by political sophistication. But the perceived difficulty of the choice did
not have a similar “subsuming” statistical effect on political sophistica-
tion and task difficulty, as these two prior variables carried the statistical
power in our primary election equation. Nonetheless, perceived difficulty
does have its expected negative effect, and the estimate is noticeably larger
that its standard error. Overall, the model from the primary is clearly a
significantly better predictor of correct voting than chance.

The weaker bivariate results found in the general election reappear in
the multivariate analysis. These data are shown in the middle columns of
Table 10.1. Of our most relevant predictors, only the strength of party
identification is clearly statistically significant. The other variables from
Figure 10.2 all have their expected signs, but none of the estimates are
ever larger than their standard errors. Overall, the baseline model for the
general election does not perform much better than chance.

What we have from our baseline model then, considering both the con-
trol variables and the most obvious predictors of correct voting, is a pretty
decent equation from the primary election campaign and a somewhat
weaker one for the general election. This is just a commonsense starting
point before we try to dig deeper in understanding correct voting. But
before we consider what our information processing measures can add,
let us take a brief detour into real politics to see if this commonsense
baseline model can be replicated with survey data.

a slight aside: correct voting in recent
u.s. presidential elections

Most of the variables in our baseline model are also available in the ANES
surveys. We have the standard array of demographic controls and can cre-
ate as broad of a measure of political sophistication as we employ in our
own experiments. The ANES data are from representative surveys, and
we therefore should be able to say something much more generalizable
about the effects of these control variables. There are no manipulations
of task difficulty, of course, but by considering multiple election years,
we can take advantage of naturally occurring variation across campaigns
to approximate both our number-of-candidates manipulation from the
primary campaign (contrasting campaigns with strong third-party can-
didates to those without them) and the ideological distinctiveness of the
competing major-party candidates manipulation from the general elec-
tion. We have already seen in Chapter 4 that these two naturally occurring

209



P1: KAE
0521848598c10 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 2:2

Politics

Age
Educ.

Income
Female

Nonwhite
Conservative

Strength of PID
Expertise

# of Cands
Ideo. Distinct

-0.2

-0.1

0

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

Figure 10.3. Change in probability of a correct vote due to individual and cam-
paign factors, U.S. presidential elections, 1980–2000.

“manipulations” have the expected effect on correct voting, at least at the
bivariate level. But will these relationships continue to hold up with a vari-
ety of controls? The only variable from our experiments that we cannot
approximate with the surveys is any measure of how difficult the vote
choice was perceived to be.

The last two columns of Table 10.1 present the results of a logistic
regression predicting correct voting with data from six recent U.S. pres-
idential elections, from 1980 through 2000. We have added a dummy
variable for race because we have enough nonwhites in our combined
samples to feel confident about our estimates. All of our hypothesized
differences have their predicted effects in the survey data. Strength of par-
tisanship and political sophistication are both positively related to cor-
rect voting, as is the ideological distinctiveness “manipulation,” which
should make the choice easier. On the other hand, age (marginally) and the
number-of-major-candidates-running manipulation (strongly) were neg-
atively related to correct voting.2

To make the logistic coefficients easier to understand and compare to
each other, we have translated them into the increased probability of a
correct vote resulting from a full dose of each independent variable in the
equation, holding the remaining variables at their medians. These proba-
bilities are displayed in Figure 10.3. As can be seen, the strongest factors
influencing correct voting in the ANES data are two individual differ-
ences, strength of partisanship and political sophistication. All else equal,

2 We define a major third-party candidate in the same way the Federal Election Com-
mission does – one receiving at least 7% of the popular vote. Thus, John Anderson
in 1980 and Ross Perot in 1992 and 1996 were major third-party candidates.
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a strong partisan is 31% more likely to vote correctly than a pure indepen-
dent; a political expert is 39% more likely to vote correctly than a total
novice. These are both huge effects. We have never seen any demonstra-
tion of the importance of political involvement and sophistication more
stark than this.

The two campaign factors also had noticeable effects, although much
more modest than these two individual differences. Having two ideologi-
cally distinct major party candidates running against each other increased
the probability of a correct vote a good 9% across the board, while a major
third-party candidate running in the election decreased the probability of
a correct vote by almost 12%.

There were two unexpected effects as well. Nonwhites were signifi-
cantly (about 6%) more likely to vote correctly than whites; conservatives
were significantly (about 8%) less likely to vote correctly compared to lib-
erals. We had no theoretical reason to predict either of these effects. We
might speculate that nonwhites would have strong group-based cues that
could help them vote correctly that would be absent (or weaker) for many
mainstream whites. And we are reminded of Tetlock’s (1993) finding that
conservatives are generally less “integratively complex” than liberals,
which might be expected to translate into correct voting. But we will
not pretend that this is anything other than post hoc speculation.

The inconsistent (and unpredicted) effect of voter’s ideological identifi-
cation aside (which runs in the opposite direction in some of our experi-
ments), there is very impressive consistency in the results for our baseline
model across two very different data sets. Education, income, and gender
seem to have little to do with correct voting. Age might, but its effect
does not consistently appear across analyses. Strength of party identifi-
cation is strongly related to correct voting in a general election, but it is
totally unrelated to correct voting in a primary campaign – which makes
perfect sense because it is unclear how partisanship should help voters
choose among their own party’s candidates, as they must in a primary
election.

Political sophistication is positively related to correct voting, as is the
ideological distinctiveness of the two major-party candidates running in a
general election campaign. The greater the number of candidates running
in an election, on the other hand, the less correct voting there will be,
whether in a primary or a general election campaign. The coefficient for
the number of candidates running in the campaign is much stronger in the
experimental data than the survey data. But again this makes perfect sense
because the “manipulation” is also much stronger in the experimental
data – two versus four candidates, in our experiments, compared to two
versus three candidates, in the ANES data. And finally, the more difficult a
choice is perceived to be by voters, the less likely they are to vote correctly,
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although this effect does not seem to be very strong, controlling on other
variables in the equation.

information search and decision strategies

We turn now to the information processing stage of our general decision-
making framework, examining the effects of information search (and
patterns of information search – i.e., the decision strategies those pat-
terns indicate) on correct voting. The logic of why rational choice deci-
sion strategies are often considered normative strategies with the highest
probability of the best possible decision now comes to the fore. Ratio-
nal choice strategies assume that information search should be reason-
ably deep and spread equally across the different alternatives. This logic
assumes that decision makers are able to process and comprehend all this
information. Cognitive limits are very real, however, and the amount of
information gathered by even our laziest and least interested voters would
certainly exceed those limits. So now the question becomes: What happens
with the information that is gathered but cannot be accurately processed
and stored? One possibility is that it essentially disappears, more or less
randomly, and therefore should not help decision making – but then it
should not hurt it either. In this case, the maximum benefits of a rational
choice strategy might occur well below the actual levels of information
acquisition by our more active voters. But by this logic, we would still
expect these Model 1 patterns to be associated with the best decision
making.

Another possibility is that the extra information (beyond one’s cogni-
tive capacity to handle it) actually hurts decision making – that is, bad
(excess) information crowding out good (processable) – by confusing vot-
ers and making them less likely to remember crucial information. It is here
that the more intuitive noncompensatory Model 4 decision strategies may
actually have some normative appeal. Several prior studies in marketing
research have suggested the potential for information overload is very
real, resulting in lower quality decisions (Bargh and Thein, 1985; Jacoby,
Kohn, and Speller, 1974; Jacoby, Speller, and Berning, 1974; Kerstholt,
1992). If too much information results in poorer quality decisions, limit-
ing search either by focusing on a subset of the alternatives or a subset of
the attributes could in practice actually result in higher quality decisions.
Almost the same logic applies to our fast and frugal Model 3 strategy,
although we see added benefits from striving for comparability of (lim-
ited) search across alternatives without a direct effort to compare options.
It is just too easy to imagine situations where a randomly chosen alterna-
tive could prove to be acceptable to a satisficing decision maker but also
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be clearly inferior to another alternative. (See Appendix A for an exam-
ple.) Likewise, it is easy to imagine situations where the first attribute
considered results in a single preferred alternative but where a little more
additional search across a few more attributes could change preferences.
In such cases, a Model 3 strategy would prove superior to either variety of
Model 4 strategy (relying on alternative-based or attribute-based search).
In practice, such situations may not occur that frequently, of course, but
in our imaginations they do. We readily admit to utilizing the availability
heuristic in mentioning this possibility here.

Different decision strategies and information search patterns undoubt-
edly work best in different situations, but in contexts where decision
makers are overwhelmed by information, as in presidential election cam-
paigns, we would be very surprised if any type of rational Model 1 strat-
egy, which relies on relatively deep information search, were associated
with higher quality decision making. We expect decision strategies that
rely on relatively shallow search to generally result in higher quality deci-
sions, although there could be particular voters (e.g., experts) or situations
(when the decision is perceived to be particularly easy) when procedurally
rational Model 1 strategies could prove to be efficacious.

We can think of few situations, however, when confirmatory Model 2
decision strategies should result in particularly high-quality decisions. Any
strategy that relies on biased information search or biased perception
will rarely be associated with any objective measure of quality, as our
normative naive measure of correct voting is meant to be. We do not
expect every Model 2 voter to engage in such biased search and perception,
but enough will that overall levels of correct voting for people utilizing
this strategy should suffer.

Let us make an important distinction here about how we think about
correct voting. We believe, as social scientists, as supporters of democracy
as a system of government, as concerned citizens who care about the
quality of their own government, that correct voting is good, that it helps
our system of government, and that, to the extent possible, we should
encourage any and all institutional arrangements that help foster more
of it. Nothing in this statement, however, should be understood to be
saying that we believe that all decision makers, all individual citizens,
all voters, should have making the objectively correct decision as their
primary goal in life. The payoffs for any individual correct vote are far
too minuscule for us to ever argue that. For many (and probably most)
individuals, making oneself feel better, validating a world view, justifying
a superficial consideration of the alternative candidates in an election so
one can concentrate on other more pressing demands, or even deciding
it just isn’t worth the trouble to vote at all is a perfectly reasonable thing
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Table 10.2. Effect of Decision Strategies on Correct Voting,
Primary Election Campaign

Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E.

Age −1.148∗ (.525) −1.212∗ (.521) −.975∗ (.497)
Education −.489 (.546) −.432 (.545) .149 (.520)
Income −.134 (.360) −.117 (.358) −.038 (.345)
Female −.060 (.240) −.089 (.239) −.251 (.342)
Strength of party

ID
.052 (.354) −.047 (.351) .757∗ (.342)

Conservative ID −.508 (.529) −.451 (.528) .072 (.510)
Political

sophistication
1.566∗ (.825) 1.535∗ (.820) .339 (.783)

# of candidates
manipulation

−1.534∗∗∗ (.265) −3.278∗∗∗ (.264) −1.385∗∗∗ (.250)

Perceived
difficulty of
choice

−.777∗ (.446) −.742∗ (.444) −.562@ (.430)

Model 1 −.299 (.377) −1.606∗ (.590) −.425 (.363)
Model 2 −.407 (.423) −2.204∗∗∗ (.591) −.280 (.393)
Model 3 .435 (.450) −.854 (.645) −.449 (.427)
Model 4 .600∗ (.340) −.716 (.560) −.033 (.327)
# of Candidates

X Model 1
2.088∗ (.891)

# of Candidates
X Model 2

2.470∗ (1.119)

# of Candidates
X Model 3

2.454∗ (1.256)

# of Candidates
X Model 4

1.916∗ (.847)

Constant .866∗ (.421) 2.090∗∗ (.695) 1.172∗∗ (.410)
Correctly

classified
71.6% 71.9% 66.9%

Nagelkerke
Pseudo R2

.26 .29 .17

Model χ2 (df) 88.52 (15) 97.28 (19) 56.29 (15)
Significance p < .000 p < .000 p < .000

@p < .10, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients. Equation 3 employs the kitchen sink def-
inition of correct voting. All models include dummy variables representing the different studies.
Significance tests for directional hypotheses are one-tailed. N = 402.
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to do. There is absolutely nothing wrong with Model 2 decision making,
then, from any individual’s standpoint. It is just less likely to result in
something that we (as concerned citizens, etc.) care about.

To consider the effects of information processing on correct voting, we
first added our continuous measures of depth of search, equality of search,
and utilization of systematic search sequences (either within-candidate or
within-attribute) to our baseline model. If cognitive limits were not a
problem, we would expect all three of these variables to have positive
effects. They do not. In fact, the only measure to achieve statistical signif-
icance is the depth-of-search measure in the primary election, and it had a
negative effect on the probability of a correct vote: The deeper the infor-
mation search is, the lower the probability of a correct vote will be. Using
systematic search sequences approaches conventional levels of statistical
significance in the general election model, but it too has a negative sign.
If our readers have any doubts that cognitive limits are real, these results
should put them to rest.

But adding these different measures of information search to our regres-
sion model is not the best way to examine the effects of information pro-
cessing on the quality of the vote decision. Theoretically, it is different
combinations of these variables that should matter, combinations that we
have defined a priori as indicating different models of decision making.
Hence, we replaced the continuous measures of information search with
dummy variables presenting the different decision strategies and added
them to our baseline model.

The results of the full logistic regression analyses for the primary and
general election campaigns are reported in equation 1 of Tables 10.2 and
10.3. The data from the primary election conform very nicely with our
theoretical expectations. The two types of decision strategies that rely
on relatively deep information search are both negatively (albeit, non-
significantly) related to correct voting. But the two categories of decision
strategies that rely on relatively shallow search – both the compensatory
Model 3 fast and frugal strategy and the noncompensatory Model 4 strat-
egy are positively related to correct voting, with the latter achieving con-
ventional levels of statistical significance (p < .04).

Figure 10.4 translates the logistic regression coefficients into proba-
bilities of a correct vote for a female voter in the easier two-candidate
condition with median values on all of the remaining control variables.
Such a median voter employing some undifferentiated decision strategy3

was correct 59% of the time. If instead this voter employed either Model 1

3 That is, a voter with median levels of depth of search (between the 45th and 55th
percentiles) who could not be classified into one of our four categories of decision
strategies.
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Table 10.3. Effect of Decision Strategies and Memory on Correct Voting,
General Election Campaign

Equation 1 Equation 2 Equation 3

B S.E. B S.E. B S.E.

Age .246 (.519) .154 (.569) −.031 (.547)
Education −.001 (.534) .082 (.548) 1.005∗ (.526)
Income .171 (.355) .118 (.365) −.278 (.352)
Female .009 (.232). .091 (.240) .098 (.230)
Strength of

party ID
.998∗∗ (.343) 1.017∗∗ (.354) .173 (.340)

Conservative ID .669 (.530) .687 (.534) .422 (.508)
Political

sophistication
−.446 (.777) −1.151 (1.221) −.568 (.775)

Ideological dis-
tinctiveness

.033 (.261) .005 (.265) −.274 (.260)

Perceived
difficulty of
choice

−.390 (.448) −.475 (.459) −.693@ (.442)

Model 1 .089 (.485) −.404 (.558) .800∗ (.485)
Model 2 .866∗ (.482) .911@ (.569) 1.340∗∗ (.478)
Model 3 .672@ (.505) 1.302@ (.689) 1.647∗∗∗ (.518)
Model 4 .988∗ (.482) .606 (.578) 1.375∗∗ (.481)
Political

sophistication
X Model 1

1.125∗ (.547)

Political
sophistication
X Model 2

−.166 (.561)

Political
sophistication
X Model 3

−1.021 (.701)

Political
sophistication
X Model 4

.711 (.566)

Net accurate
memories

1.326@ (.936) 1.359@ (.962) .333 (.896)

Constant .060 (.529) .220 (.549) −.581 (.533)
Correctly

classified
70.4% 70.9% 68.2%

Nagelkerke
pseudo R2

.10 .13 .08

Model χ2 (df) 29.01 (16) 39.79 (20) 22.19 (16)
Significance p < .03 p < .01 p < .14

@p < .08, ∗p < .05, ∗∗ p < .01
Note: Table entries are logistic regression coefficients. Equation 3 employs the kitchen sink mea-
sure of correct voting. All models include dummy variables representing the different studies.
Significance tests for directional hypotheses are one-tailed. N = 402.
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Note: Data reflect change from an overall base of a .59 probability of being correct for a
median voter in the two-candidate experiment condition.

Figure 10.4. Effect of decision strategies on change in probability of a correct
vote, primary election.

or Model 2, the two strategies relying on relatively deep information
search, his or her probability of a correct vote dropped to 52 and 49%,
respectively – essentially chance levels in a two-candidate election. The
lack of success of Model 2 in a primary election is not at all surpris-
ing because there is little advantage to Model 2 decision making when
party provides no basis for making a choice. But the indifferent success of
Model 1 is a little disappointing because we expected that if Model 1 were
to prove efficacious anywhere in a primary election, it could only do so
in a relatively easy decision context such as a two-candidate election.

As predicted, the two categories of decision strategies that increased
the probability of correct voting the most were the two shallow search
strategies. The median voter employing the fast and frugal Model 3 deci-
sion strategy voted correctly over 69% of the time. And voters employing
more intuitive, noncompensatory Model 4 decision strategies did the best
of all, voting correctly almost 73% of the time, all else being equal.

Our framework for studying the vote decision (Figure 2.1) led us to
examine interactions between choice of decision strategy and several of the
“prior” variables in our framework – political sophistication, variation in
contextual factors which affect the objective difficulty of the choice, and
the subjective perceived difficulty of that choice. As shown in equation 2
of Table 10.2, the interaction between decision strategy and the number-
of-candidates manipulation provides interesting results. The main effect
of each decision strategy is now interpreted as the effect of employing that
strategy in the easier two-candidate condition, while the four interaction
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Two-Candidate Condition (Base .88 probability of a correct vote)

Four-Candidate Condition (Base .22 probability of a correct vote)
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Note: Data reflect change in the probability of a correct vote for a median voter in the
easier two-candidate condition (top half of the figure) or the more difficult four-candidate
condition (bottom half of the figure).

Figure 10.5. Effect of decision strategies and objective difficulty of decision on
change in probability of a correct vote, primary election campaign.

terms are the change in the probability of a correct vote associated with
using each strategy in the more difficult four-candidate condition. Fig-
ure 10.5 translates the logistic coefficients into probabilities. In brief, the
story is this: In the more difficult four-candidate condition, Models 1 and
2 are no better than chance; in the easier two-candidate condition, they
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Note: Data reflect change from an overall base of a .55 probability of being correct for a
median voter in the two-candidate experiment condition.

Figure 10.6. Effect of decision strategies on change in probability of a correct
vote, general election campaign.

are noticeably worse than chance. In contrast, Models 3 and 4 are little
different from chance in the easier two-candidate condition, but there
is a big improvement over chance in the more difficult four-candidate
condition.

The data from the general election campaign show a somewhat different
pattern than that from the primary, but again they accord pretty closely to
our theoretical predictions. Detailed statistics are presented in Table 10.3,
but Figure 10.6 reports the change in the probability of a correct vote asso-
ciated with each decision strategy for the median voter over a baseline of
55% correct. Rational Model 1 voters do no better than the baseline, but
each of the other decision strategies prove to be significant improvements
over baseline. Once again, our intuitive Model 4 voters perform the best,
with fast and frugal Model 3 voters not too far behind. But this time the
American Voter’s Model 2 confirmatory decision makers do almost as
well as Model 4 voters. In a general election campaign, when party differ-
entiates the candidates, Model 2 proves to be a very efficacious decision
strategy.

Is there no situation, or subset of voters, for whom Model 1 pro-
vides any improvement in the quality of decision making? Equation 2
of Table 10.3 presents an analysis where each of the decision strategies
are interacted with political sophistication. The only significant interac-
tion involves Model 1. Whereas political novices who try to employ a
rational Model 1 decision strategy do about 10% worse than baseline,
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political experts who employ such a strategy do significantly better than
novices, and about 4% over baseline.

pressing a bit harder for rational decision making

This is the best picture we can paint for Model 1 voters, and it is not
overly impressive. These results are very consistent with our theoretical
expectation (based on a great deal of prior research in cognitive psy-
chology), but they are extremely important because they so clearly run
counter to the promises of classic economic rational choice theory. What
these results are telling us is that, at least in politics, more information
does not always result in better decisions. In fact, it often results in worse
decisions. This finding sounds counterintuitive until we remember that all
decision makers have cognitive limits. Evidently additional information
beyond cognitive capacity often confuses voters (or tires them out?) and
actually lowers the probability of a correct value-maximizing decision.

Or at least that is how we view our results. But we have been pressed by
colleagues who have heard preliminary versions of this research to push
a bit harder on this point. What if we have it absolutely wrong, and it
is not that most people are overwhelmed by too much information, but
that our criteria for calling someone a rational Model 1 voter are in fact
too low? In other words, some people really can process a great deal of
political information, and we are wrongly including too many people in
the Model 1 category. Perhaps true rational choice voters should be in the
65th or even 75th percentiles of depth of search, rather than the upper
55th as we have employed here.

To explore this possibility, we defined the Model 1 category with these
two higher limits and reran the basic (equation 1) analyses from Tab-
les 10.2 and 10.3. These results are available from the authors for inter-
ested readers, but we can characterize them pretty easily here. In the
primary, raising the depth of search criteria for Model 1 from the 55th
to the 65th percentile has almost no effect whatsoever, apart from reduc-
ing the sample by fifteen cases. The coefficient associated with Model 1
changes from − .299 to − .162, a slight improvement. Raising the crite-
rion on depth of search to the 75th percentile makes a somewhat bigger
change, so that now the coefficient associated with Model 1 is zero (to
three decimal places). The coefficients for the remaining three decision
strategies remain virtually identical to those reported in Table 10.2. In the
general election, the coefficient associated with Model 1 increases from
.089 originally to .152 with the first raising of the bar, but then falls to
.064 with the toughest criterion, even lower than it was originally. None
of these changes lead us to change our interpretation of these results.
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Another possible explanation for the relatively poor performance of
Model 1 involves the definition of “correct voting” rather than the oper-
ationalization of the different decision strategies. Recall from Chapter 4
that our normatively naive definition of correct voting is based on each
individual voter’s judgment of what criteria are important to them in
deciding how to vote. We get this information by observing each voter’s
behavior, by looking at what attributes they actually examine for two or
more candidates, and then by making the normative judgment that they
should have looked at that same information for every alternative in the
choice set. This procedure gives each voter a pretty strong voice in deter-
mining what is ‘‘correct,’’ which was our intent. But it also means that the
standards for correctness differ across voters and differ in proportion to
the amount of information that is actually considered. It is simply much
easier for a voter who in practice only examines two or three different
attributes for multiple candidates to be counted as voting correctly, com-
pared to a voter who considers fifteen or twenty different attributes for
multiple candidates. By this reasoning, our normative-naive measure of
correct voting could have inadvertently “built in” a bias against decision
strategies which rely on relatively deep information search.

To examine this possibility, we go to the other extreme in defining cor-
rect voting and say that, regardless of what our voters may have actually
wanted to learn about these candidates, they nonetheless should have
looked at every bit of available information about every candidate in the
choice set, even though for all intents and purposes this was physically
impossible to do in our experiments. We refer to this as our “kitchen
sink” measure of correct voting. We find such a definition of correct vot-
ing harder to justify normatively, but it does fit with the assumptions of
classic economic rational choice and should bias our results in favor of
Model 1 and Model 2, the two types of decision strategies that employ
the deepest search.

The results of these new analyses are reported in equation 3 of Tables
10.2 and 10.3. In the primary, the change in definition of correct voting
had the effect of lowering the apparent effectiveness of every decision
strategy except Model 2, and its coefficient is still clearly negative. Model
1 voters do not do any better with the kitchen sink definition of correct
voting compared to our original normative-naive measure; in fact, they do
somewhat worse. In the general election, the changes went in the opposite
direction, as the apparent efficacy of all four decision strategies improves.
Model 1 now has a significant positive coefficient – but it is still roughly
half the size of the coefficients associated with the remaining three decision
strategies. Again, we see no reason to change our interpretation of our
basic findings.
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Figure 10.7. Effect of accurate memory on the probability of a correct vote.

memory

Finally we reach the last stage of our framework for studying voter deci-
sion making, where we examine the role of memory. Proposing a role for
memory runs counter to the on-line model, yet the logic of why memory
should matter to the quality of decision making (if not person impression)
seems clear to us. A vote choice involves a comparison of two or more
alternatives, and memory is almost always required to make such com-
parisons. We consider now not the affective nature of memory, which
helped explain the direction of the vote, but the accuracy of memory.
Inaccurate (affective) memories can help justify a decision, along with the
accurate affective memories, but they should not improve its quality. If
we are right, then net accurate memories (i.e., accurate memories minus
inaccurate memories) should be positively related to correct voting. We
will limit this analysis to the general election because of the availability
of memory data there.

Although we have not discussed it yet, all of the equations in Table
10.3 include a measure of net accurate memories, and as predicted it has
a (marginally) significant positive effect on correct voting. Figure 10.7
shows the predicted increase in the probability of a correct vote as a
function of net accurate memories for a median voter. That probability
increases from .58, for a voter with no accurate memories, to more than
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.64 for a net of ten accurate memories. The inter-quartile range for this
measure is 3 to 10, and thus it is a fair indication of the magnitude of the
effect. If we consider the entire range of net memories, the probability of
a correct vote would increase from .55 to more than .82 from this one
variable alone (for a median voter, controlling, again, for everything else
in the equation). The bottom line seems obvious here: Memory matters
to the quality of the vote decision, and it matters a lot.

conclusion

This chapter has presented a number of very important findings. We began
with an analysis of a commonsense model predicting correct voting, one
we would suspect most people would find quite reasonable. This base-
line model, whether applied to the primary or general election campaigns
of our experimental data, or to survey data from actual U.S. presiden-
tial elections, did an excellent job of explaining correct voting, accurately
classifying over two thirds of the voters across the different studies. As
expected, the most important explanatory variables were political sophis-
tication and experimental manipulations (or pseudo manipulations in the
survey data) of the objective difficulty of the decision. Strength of party
identification was also an important predictor in the baseline model, but
quite reasonably only in a general election campaign where the candidates
differ by party affiliation.

Despite the strength of this baseline model, in both the primary and
general election campaigns our information processing variables signifi-
cantly improved the predictive ability of the equations. We focused our
analysis on the different types of decision strategies that have been pre-
sented in this book. Let us consider now how they each performed in
practice according to a criterion of correct voting – which, recall, is only
one of the two major motivations (along with making an easy decision)
guiding decision makers.

We begin with the most conventional model of voter decision making
in political science, the confirmatory Model 2 strategy of The Ameri-
can Voter. This strategy performed the worst of all four decision-making
strategies in the primary election campaign – but then, it was never
designed to do well in such a situation. In politics, party identification
is the driving force behind Model 2 decision making, and party identi-
fication has very little to do with choice among party candidates in a
primary election.4 But in the general election, when the choice was gen-
erally perceived by our voters to be easy, Model 2 was the second-best

4 Party identification – at least strength of party identification – has a lot to do with
who bothers to vote in primary elections, and hence has a very important indirect

223



P1: KAE
0521848598c10 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 2:2

Politics

performer. This is nonetheless a striking finding, if we can reiterate a point
already made. Nothing about Model 2 would lead us to believe that it
should be associated with unusually high-quality decisions even in a gen-
eral election campaign, because accuracy is not the primary motivation
of those voters. In that very common electoral situation, however, Model
2 voters do as well and often better than voters using any other decision
strategy. Let us take this opportunity to offer four cheers to Campbell,
Converse, Miller, and Stokes, who have advanced the study of voting
behavior in so many ways for those of us who have come after them, even
in ways (such as correct voting) that fall outside of their own wide-ranging
concerns!

The other widely known decision strategy in political science is rational
choice – our Model 1. Theoretically, Model 1 should guarantee the highest
probability of a correct vote (or in rational choice language, a value-
maximizing decision). In practice, however – at least in the context of
our experiments – it does not. Model 1 voters did a bit better than voters
following a confirmatory Model 2 strategy in the primary election, but
noticeably worse than Model 3 and Model 4 in the primary, and worse
than voters using any other decision strategy during the general election.
This finding may surprise some political scientists, but it did not surprise
us. The presumed superiority of Model 1 decision making is based on the
assumption of an unlimited ability to process information more or less
efficiently. Most people, most of the time, do not have that ability – nor do
most people, most of the time, have sufficient motivation to even seriously
try. What is important about our results is not that they show us that
cognitive limits are real; no one who has studied or even seriously thought
about the subject can doubt that. What our results suggest is that excess
information – information beyond an individual’s ability to process – does
not randomly disappear like rain off a duck’s back. It somehow interferes
with the processing of information that, had it not been obtained, might
have been more effectively utilized. It is as if more and more rain makes
the poor duck waterlogged, and increasingly difficult to keep afloat.

Do these results prove, or even suggest, that voters are irrational? Abso-
lutely not. “Rationality” is a very loaded term, and humans like to think
of themselves as possessing a high degree of that characteristic. To quote
a colleague and friend5 who did not like or agree with the implications
of these results for rational choice theory: “Rational decision processes

effect on the outcome of primary elections. But we did not give our subjects the
option of not voting in either of our experimental campaigns, so we cannot say
anything about the turnout decision.

5 Who was admittedly somewhat inebriated when he made this argument, and will
consequently remain anonymous.
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are any processes that lead to a value maximizing decision.” That is one
definition of rationality, but to paraphrase James Buchanan, the Nobel
prize–winning economist, it is a scientifically vacuous one. It removes the
concept of rational choice from the realm of falsifiability.6

Our meaning of “rational choice” is much more restrictive in definition,
based on the decision theory literature meaning of “rationality.” Classic
rational choice (and the recommendations of many psychologists as well –
see Janis and Mann, 1977) holds that decision makers should gather as
much information about every conceivable alternative course of action
as they can before making a decision. Our results clearly contradict that
recommendation.

Rationality is associated with any number of good, positive things,
virtually all of which we agree with and strive for ourselves. But one of
the most important good things typically associated with rational choice is
the highest probability of reaching a value-maximizing decision. It is one
of the most important normative justifications underlying social choice
theory. That justification may have to be reconsidered.

In the primary election, our two low-information strategies – the fast
and frugal Model 3 and the intuitive Model 4 – outperformed both the
Model 1 rational choice and the confirmatory Model 2. We had hypothe-
sized that these two strategies would be particularly effective in more dif-
ficult decision contexts, and the difference was particularly pronounced

6 Many proponents of rational choice theory take rationality as a starting assump-
tion rather than a testable proposition (Friedman, 1953). According to MacDonald
(2003), this instrumentalist–empiricism epistemology views rationality as a useful
fiction that allows for the generation of empirical predictions about some aspect of
the social world. The rationality assumption facilitates the construction of general
hypotheses about human behavior and thus is immune itself from empirical test
(Lakatos, 1970). Whether people actually act in a manner prescribed by the theory
is irrelevant, according to this view; what matters is the ease with which testable
propositions can by generated, the generality of those propositions, and of course
the accuracy of the predictions that are made from the theory (see Hempel, 1965;
Popper, 1959).

In contrast, those adopting a scientific realism epistemology wish to develop theo-
ries about entities and phenomena that actually exist and operate in the real world.
The emphasis is on accurate description of real processes. Conceptual clarification
and description of causal mechanisms are at the heart of theory building and are
at least as important as the empirical testing of theoretically derived propositions.
Similarly, describing a (potentially limited) universe in which a theory is believed
to operate is more important than striving for theories that are universally applica-
ble (see Bhaskar, 1997; Putnam, 1982). Thus from the scientific realism perspective,
rational choice involves a set of observable decision processes that may, or may not,
describe actual behavior and that may, or may not, result in normatively preferred
outcomes. Our research clearly adopts this latter perspective.
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in the objectively more difficult four-candidate experimental condition.
In the general election campaign, Model 4 was our best performer, and
Model 3 did almost as well.

What we are calling Model 4 decision making, to the extent it encom-
passes Simon’s (1955) satisficing (which more precisely is Model 4c to
us), is familiar to many political scientists – and certainly all political psy-
chologists. Herbert Simon was, after all, a political scientist by training,
and his influence, although felt more strongly in psychology, economics,
and organizational theory, also extended to his home discipline. A the-
ory of human behavior based on limited cognitive abilities is beginning
to be explicitly adopted by a growing number of political scientists as
they explore public opinion, voting behavior, and elite decision making
(e.g., Geva and Mintz, 1997; Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh, 1989; Lupia,
1992, 1994; Lupia and McCubbins, 1998; Mintz, 1997; Popkin, 1991;
Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock, 1991). The assumption is that people
have no choice but to adopt some heuristic-based strategy for making
judgments and reaching decisions, and the hope is that these strategies
lead to good enough judgments and decisions, at least most of the time.
Our results provide strong evidence that these hopes and assumptions are
in fact true. Indeed, our results go a step further in suggesting that limited
information decision strategies not only may perform as well as, but in
many instances may perform better than, traditional rational Model 1
decision strategies. We will discuss some of the implications of this find-
ing – which go well beyond assuming that low-information strategies
can do almost as well as more in-depth decision making – in our final
chapter.

We doubt that many political scientists have heard of fast and fru-
gal decision making – our Model 3.7 Like Model 4, it is based on rel-
atively shallow information search; unlike Model 4, it also assumes a
relatively comparable search across alternatives. The researchers of the
ABC research group who coined the “fast and frugal” term have also
provided evidence that, in some instances, it can prove superior to deci-
sions based on more information (Goldstein and Gigerenzer, 1999). We
have provided additional information on this point. Indeed, we suspected
that the comparability of search across alternatives would prove benefi-
cial often enough that, on average, Model 3 might actually outperform
Model 4. We found no evidence that this was the case, however, at least
in an electoral setting.

7 We have all heard of single-issue voters, who in many ways seem to be fast and frugal
at least to the extent that they might actually compare all of the candidates on the
one issue they really care about.
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We also found strong evidence that accurate memory contributes to
correct voting, just as it contributed to our ability to predict the direction
of the vote. This one variable alone added significantly to the predictive
power of our general election equation for correct voting, after all the
other variables in the model had been added to the equation. We have
every reason to believe that memory would be just as important to cor-
rect voting in a primary election as it is in a general election campaign,
although we do not have much evidence on that point.8

We see no contradiction between our finding and Lodge’s on-line model
(Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh, 1989), however. The on-line model argues
that there is no necessary relationship between candidate evaluation –
which is continually updated as new information about a candidate is
encountered – and the affective content of memory (i.e., net positive mem-
ories), which is a function of the full range of factors that affect memory
(saliency, recency, repetition) and may not fairly represent the range of
information that went into the evaluation. But when two (or more) can-
didates are being compared, as they are in an election, memory plays a
much bigger role. The voter – at least one motivated to make a good deci-
sion – wants to be able to compare apples to apples, and even though we
doubt that the “information matrix” is ever very complete, as it would be
in an ideal world (and on a static information board), accurate informa-
tion leads both to more reliable judgments and to higher quality decisions.

We have now completed presenting the basic evidence for our information
processing approach to studying the vote decision. We have been guided
by the general framework of the vote choice presented in Figure 2.1 and
the hypotheses presented at the end of Chapter 2. But in wanting to get
the basic story “out there,” we have skimmed over several politically

8 In pretests for these experiments, we tried to gather memories at the end of the
general election campaign for all six candidates from the primary. We quickly found,
however, that subjects could remember next to nothing about any of the candidates
save the two who ran in the general election. People certainly could have reported
more memories for the candidates from the primary had we asked them after their
initial vote choice but before the general election campaign began. But the very
task of gathering that information could very easily change how people processed
information during the general election campaign because many of them would be
expecting to have to report memories again. We did not want to take that risk and,
therefore, gave up trying to gather memories from the primary campaign. What little
evidence we have on memory from the primary (presented in Chapters 8) comes from
the one experiment that did not include a general election campaign (see Redlawsk,
2001a).
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interesting topics that are only tangentially related to the underlying
theory of this research, but that are nonetheless quite interesting. Some
of those topics must be reserved for future research, presented in other
venues. But one topic is so closely related to an information processing
perspective that we want to devote an entire chapter to it here. In the
penultimate chapter of the book, then, we explore cognitive heuristics,
and more specifically how they relate to decision strategies.
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We argued in Chapter 2 that one of the ways that decision makers over-
come their cognitive limits is by employing cognitive shortcuts or heuris-
tics that reduce processing demands. It has become conventional wisdom
in political science to assume (1) that pretty much all voters employ such
heuristics, and (2) that they help voters make reasonable judgments and
decisions despite their lack of detailed knowledge about political candi-
dates and issues. These are the two fundamental – but largely untested –
assumptions about political heuristics. They are so widely assumed now
that we think it is safe to refer to them as a new conventional wisdom
in political science. In some real sense, “low information rationality”
(Popkin, 1991) has become a catch-all term, a verbal solution to tricky
analytic problems that is consistent with certain stylized facts about the
electorate, a verbal solution that allows researchers to move on to other
problems they find more tractable (see also Sniderman, 1993). The terms
“cognitive shortcuts” or “heuristics” or “low information rationality”
have become so pervasive in the field that it now seems they can mean
almost anything – which is getting dangerously close to meaning nothing.
As Bartels (1996) warns, however, it is far easier to assume that infor-
mation shortcuts allow uninformed voters to act as if they were fully
informed, than to demonstrate that in fact they do.1 Indeed, it is far eas-
ier to assume that voters use cognitive heuristics in the first place than to
carefully define and actually demonstrate their use. We as a field can do
better than that, and we have to, if we are going to be anything more than
bit players in the cognitive revolution.

Bartels’s (1996) demonstration of very real and politically consequential
effects of information per se on the political preferences of otherwise sim-
ilar individuals illustrates the dangers of merely assuming that cognitive

1 See Kuklinski and Quirk (2001) for a recent critique of this literature.
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shortcuts somehow overcome most of the problems of cognitive limita-
tions and political ignorance. Bartels’s findings should also remind us of
a possible liability of cognitive heuristics, one emphasized much more by
psychologists than by political scientists: Heuristics can sometimes intro-
duce serious bias, along with cognitive efficiency, into decision making.2

We will start by making an important distinction that seems to have
gotten lost in the translation from cognitive psychology to political sci-
ence. “Low information” is not the same thing as “heuristic-based.” Low
information by itself simply means relatively less information bearing on
a decision than high information. Just because someone makes a choice
based on relatively little information does not mean he or she employed
heuristics to reach that decision. If decision makers are restricted to or
decide to limit search to a relatively small amount of information, and
if some subset of the total information available were particularly diag-
nostic, then decision makers might be wise to concentrate search on such
highly diagnostic information. This is surely what Popkin (1991) means
by “low information rationality.” But there are a lot of hypotheticals
in the preceding sentence, and it makes no more sense to equate low
information with heuristic-based, than it does to assume that heuristics
compensate for a dearth of real information, or that all voters can use
them equally efficiently, or that heuristic-based decisions are as good as
decisions reached on the basis of more detailed information.

We will try to avoid all such assumptions in this chapter. We will start
by attempting to operationalize “heuristic use” in a manner that can
be directly observed and is independent of total information search. We
will then be able to see whether the assumption that “virtually all voters
employ heuristics” is accurate. In trying to operationalize heuristic use,
we know that we should be looking for particularly diagnostic informa-
tion. We will next test whether heuristics (as we have operationalized
them) actually serve the function they are purported to serve: to provide
for cognitive efficiency, to reduce the need for more detailed information.

And most importantly, we will look to see whether heuristics are
used effectively by voters of all stripes. In many ways, this is the cru-
cial question because most political scientists who talk about cognitive
shortcuts assume they are one mechanism by which those with little

2 In one interesting study, Nicholson, Pantoja, and Segura (2002) find that foreign-born
Latino voters are more likely to use relatively easy heuristics such as partisanship and
whether a candidate speaks Spanish, compared to native-born Latinos. Moreover,
they are also more likely to vote for a Spanish-speaking candidate who may fail to
represent their policy interests than for a non-Spanish-speaking candidate who is in
line with them. Thus, the use of cognitive heuristics in this group appears to result
in a bias away from the closer candidate.
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interest in and information about politics can nevertheless participate rea-
sonably effectively in politics. This is certainly one possibility. But it is also
possible that a certain level of political expertise is required before polit-
ical heuristics can help voters fulfill their citizen duties. Delli Carpini and
Keeter express this idea nicely: “Political information is to democratic pol-
itics what money is to economics: it is the currency of citizenship” (1996,
p. 8). And to keep their simile going, it could be that political heuristics
are yet one more way that the rich get richer, in that they are most useful
to those who already have the most political information to begin with.

Finally, we will look to see whether and how our four types of decision
strategies are related to heuristic use. We have defined the four categories
of decision strategies in part by depth of information search. Heuris-
tics should in part substitute for a more extended information search.
But there is no restriction against decision makers employing one of our
deeper search strategies (Models 1 and 2) from also utilizing heuristics, nor
any requirement that voters utilizing one of the shallow search strategies
(Models 3 and 4) must rely inordinately upon them. If political heuristics
really do provide great cognitive savings, and their use is restricted largely
to Model 3 and Model 4 voters, then we would have discovered a primary
route by which voters employing a low information decision strategy can
nonetheless vote correctly (as we saw, in Chapter 10, that they often do).

operationalizing heuristic use

What, exactly, would “employing a cognitive heuristic” look like? Heuris-
tics are usually employed automatically, without any conscious awareness
on the decision maker’s part that he or she is using such a device. As
such, they are very well-learned – perhaps even genetic – cognitive pre-
dispositions. Yet no heuristic can be employed in any particular situation
without at least some very basic information that a certain heuristic is
applicable. We cannot use gender or racial or partisan stereotypes, for
example, without knowing that we are looking at a female or male, black
or white, Democrat or Republican candidate. Without this basic infor-
mation, a heuristic cannot be applied. Thus, utilizing heuristics means
noticing, or seeking out, the crucial information. We have just the data
for observing such behavior.

In Chapter 2, we listed a number of common heuristics that could
easily be employed by voters in an election. The design of our mock
election, with totally new candidates voters had never seen before, pre-
cludes the use of three of these heuristics – affect referral, familiarity, and
habit – all of which are based on some previous experience with and
knowledge of one or more of the candidates. But four of those heuristics –
endorsements, partisan and ideological schemata, person stereotypes, and
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viability – could be employed by voters in our elections. Let us consider
each of them in turn.

� Group endorsements are one type of political information that has
obvious heuristic value. In contrast to carefully considering each can-
didate’s stands on all policies that affect women in a particular elec-
tion, for example, a voter could instead simply learn a relevant inter-
est group’s endorsement (e.g., the National Organization of Women)
as a summary of all the difficult candidate- and issue-specific infor-
mation processing. In essence, voters who rely on endorsements defer
the tough cognitive effort to trusted others. All that is necessary is
to learn the candidate endorsed by a group, and one’s own attitude
toward the endorsing group, and an obvious and cognitively efficient
inference can be made (see Brady and Sniderman, 1985; Sniderman,
Brody, and Tetlock, 1991). We can only presume that voters can read-
ily retrieve their evaluation of different well-known political inter-
est groups (the voters had noted those evaluations on the initial
political attitudes questionnaire).3 But they must actively seek out
the group’s endorsement before we will say they are employing the
heuristic.

� Partisan and ideological schemata or stereotypes are among the
richest and most widely shared in American politics (Conover and
Feldman, 1986, 1989; Hamill, Lodge, and Blake, 1985; Kuklinski
and Hurley, 1994; Lodge and Hamill, 1986; Nicholson, 2005; Rahn,
1993 Sniderman et al., 1986). If the salient characteristics of a partic-
ular politician are consistent with or representative of the prototypic
Republican, say, then voters may readily infer that she is for a strong
defense, low taxes, against government intervention in the economy,
against abortion, and so on, and will probably have a readily available
affective response (what Fiske and Pavelchak, 1986, call a schema-
based affective response) to the party label. Relying on stereotypes or
schemata provide an obvious cognitive saving, to the extent that par-
ticular attributes (e.g., issue stands) are assumed “by default” rather
than learned individually in each specific instance. Although these
two heuristics are quite similar, party cues are somewhat simpler

3 Or at least something very close. The questionnaire specifically mentioned some
interest groups: The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the American Medi-
cal Association (AMA), and the National Rifle Association (NRA). In other cases,
we followed the ANES in gathering evaluations of “Business groups,” “Labor
Unions,” “Groups that Work to Protect the Environment,” the “Women’s Move-
ment,” and so on, and associated those evaluations with endorsements provided by
the “National Association of Manufacturers,” the “AFL-CIO,” the “Environmental
Defense Fund,” and the “National Organization of Women (NOW),” respectively.
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to grasp and noticeably more prevalent on the American political
scene (and thus in our experiment). For theoretical reasons, it will be
convenient to treat them as distinct.4 We consider seeking out can-
didate’s party affiliation as an indication of using a partisan schema,
and seeking out candidate’s “Basic Political and Social Philosophy”
and their “Basic Economic Philosophy” as indicators of employing
an ideological schema.

� Person stereotypes are possibly the most important (or at least most
frequently employed) heuristic in politics for the simple reason that
they are not restricted to the political realm but are used by people in
all aspects of their social lives. Visual images are so pervasive in the
social world that researchers rarely consider their heuristic value. A
single picture or image of a candidate may not be worth quite a thou-
sand words, but pictures do provide a tremendous amount of infor-
mation about that candidate, including gender, race, and age, and
often general “likableness,” which immediately brings many social
stereotypes into play (Riggle et al., 1992).5 Visual images can also
trigger emotions, which can have a great impact on candidate eval-
uation (Marcus, 1988; Marcus and MacKuen, 1993). People who
know absolutely nothing about politics nonetheless know a great
deal about people and make social judgments of all types with great
cognitive efficiency with these social stereotypes (Rosenberg, Kahn,
and Tran, 1991). Voters had three ways of obtaining such information
in our experiments: by actively seeking out a candidate’s picture, by
passively looking at that picture during a candidate’s political adver-
tisement, and by actively seeking out specific information about a
candidate’s age, education, family background, military experience,
religion, and so on. Because the latter information seeking provides

4 We may be bucking the current tide in political science by employing the “schema”
term. We agree with critics who claim the term has been used far too energetically
and uncritically by political scientists, and that the older terms of “attitudes” or
“stereotypes” could be substituted into much of the published work on political
schemata with little loss of meaning (Kuklinski, Luskin, and Bolland, 1991). If there
are any areas in which this criticism does not hold true, however, it is in treating
party and ideology as cognitive schemata. Researchers in these domains have care-
fully documented the memory, processing, and heuristic value of these two concepts
(Conover and Feldman, 1984, 1986, 1989; Hamill and Lodge, 1986; Hamill, Lodge,
and Blake, 1985; Lau, 1986, 1989; Lodge and Hamill, 1986), and we feel on safe
ground by utilizing the schema concept here.

5 The psychology literature often treats these individual characteristics as distinct
heuristics or stereotypes influencing person judgments. Because in practice these
are all based on a person’s appearance, however, we will combine them into a single
heuristic.
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only very specific information about a single candidate, compared
to the very rich information and broad-based inferences that can be
drawn from a single image, we restrict our measure of employing
person stereotypes as a political heuristic to seeking out candidates’
images. Because all subjects were exposed to at least one advertise-
ment from each candidate, the design of our experiments forced the
availability of person stereotypes onto all voters. Still, voters did not
know that they would eventually see at least one ad – and thus at least
one image – of each candidate, and they could have chosen to seek
out additional opportunities to look at a picture of a candidate – or
to do so sooner – which builds important variance into this measure.

� Candidate viability is an important way to reduce cognitive overload
during an election campaign. Although it is typical to derogate polit-
ical polls as merely “horse race” information, poll results tell voters
which candidates are ahead in a campaign and which are hopelessly
behind and could never win. Particularly early in the primary season
when there are often many candidates competing for a nomination,
polls can help the voter eliminate several alternatives from consid-
eration. Reducing the choice set from four candidates to two, say,
immediately provides a 50% reduction in the amount of informa-
tion that must be processed. Moreover, seeing a candidate leading
in the polls provides a type of “consensus information” that could
motivate a voter who had previously rejected or ignored a candidate
to more closely consider that alternative (McKelvey and Ordeshook,
198b; Mutz, 1997). Seeking out poll results is the obvious indicator
of employing this heuristic.

Figure 11.1 shows the amount of what we will call “heuristic search”
during our election campaigns. The mean number of times information
relevant to each of our five political heuristics, as defined earlier, were
accessed in the primary and general election campaigns are shown in
Figure 11.1. For perspective, we also show two types of nonheuristic
search, candidate-specific issue stands and personal information. Two
points are clear from the figure. First, there is a lot of heuristic search
going on. Almost half of all information accessed during the primary elec-
tion fell into this category (48.8%), while a third (33.7%) of all search
during the general election, on average, was heuristic-based. Of course,
we must put these numbers in perspective. Much of the information avail-
able would also be called heuristic: 46.3% in the primary, 43.5% in the
general election. Thus, voters selected heuristic information slightly (and
nonsignificantly) more than would be expected by chance in the primary
election, and significantly less than would be expected by chance in the
general election (p < .001).
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Figure 11.1. Heuristic (and nonheuristic) search during election campaigns.

And that is the second point we would like to make from this figure –
there was much more heuristic search during the primary than during the
general election, even controlling on the slightly lesser availability of that
information during the general election. There are two likely explanations
for this decline, both involving the need for using heuristics. First, there
are six candidates running in the primary election, compared to only
two in the general election campaign. At the very least, voters would
have to learn candidate’s party affiliations before they could figure out
which ones were running in their party’s primary. It is conceivable that
people could keep a reasonable amount of specific information about two
alternatives in mind while making a decision; beyond that, it is simply
too difficult to imagine. And second, the two remaining candidates in the
general election are already somewhat familiar to voters. Much of the
heuristic information available during the general election was not new
(candidate’s pictures, ideology, and party affiliation) in that it could have
been examined during the primary campaign. Only the polls and group
endorsements were new to the general election campaign. So, there is less
need for heuristic information during the general election, both because
(a) there are fewer candidates running, and (b) much of if has already
been learned.

do all voters utilize political heuristics?

We are now prepared to address the first crucial assumption of cognitive
heuristics, at least as they relate to voting. Do virtually all voters employ
political heuristics? The answer is a clear and emphatic “Yes.” Every one
of our voters employed at least three of the different heuristics during the
primary, and at least one during the general election. In both campaigns,
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the modal number was five – that is, employing every one of the political
heuristics at least once. So the first fundamental assumption about polit-
ical heuristics is absolutely true, at least as far as we can judge from our
experiments: Political heuristic use is nigh onto universal.

Figures 11.1 only presents one way in which heuristic use can be mea-
sured, however. Given that information availability was the same for every
voter, we could argue that if one voter examined five group endorsements
during the primary election, say, and another voter examined ten, then the
second voter is using the endorsement heuristic to a greater extent than
the first. We cannot conclude that a voter is using a heuristic correctly
or efficiently from these raw counts, however. Some of the heuristic use
during the primary could be for the out-party, and it is not clear what
purpose this is serving. Certainly it is not rational to learn anything about
the out-party candidates during the primary, most of whom will not make
it to the general election. Moreover, raw counts of information access like
those reported in Figure 11.1 do not allow us to compare the relative use
of the different heuristics because the availability of information across
heuristic categories varied considerably, and we cannot discount the very
strong possibility that some of this search was random.

Fortunately, there are two other measures of search available to us,
measures that get at slightly different aspect of “use.” One asks not how
much information was gathered but what proportion of all of the rel-
evant information available was examined. This measure differs in two
ways from the raw counts reported in Figure 11.1, besides controlling
on (dividing by) the total amount of information that could have been
learned. First, relevant information is defined relative to the candidates
in the voter’s choice set. By this definition, information about out-party
candidates during the primary is irrelevant, and is thus not counted. Sec-
ond, every time a voter looks at a particular bit of heuristic information,
it adds to the raw count total, but if something has already been exam-
ined, then looking at it again does not increase the proportion of relevant
information examined. That is, if there are four candidates in an election,
this measure records the proportion of those four for whom a picture,
say, has been accessed. Accessing the same picture more than once would
not increase this proportion.

A third measure of heuristic use is the relative priority with which infor-
mation from a particular category is accessed. If a heuristic is useful to
a voter, then the sooner it is examined the more useful it ought to be.
The most straightforward measure of priority of access would be to sim-
ply record whether an item was examined first, second, or 123rd during
a campaign. The lower the number is, the higher the priority of access
will be. We could note the first time any information from a particu-
lar category was accessed, or perhaps average the priority of access for
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every item selected within a particular category. Such a procedure would
work for a static information board, where all information is always
available, and a decision maker can look at whatever he or she pleases,
whenever he or she wants. But with a dynamic information board like
ours, such information would be very misleading because all information
is not always available, and some of it is not available until late in the
campaign.

As an alternative, we kept track of when every bit of relevant informa-
tion for a particular heuristic became available and simply noted whether
a voter accessed the first available item from each category, the second
available item, and so on. This gives us a different priority score for each
category (i.e., each heuristic) but controls on the differential availability
of relevant information across categories. With this measure, it is possi-
ble for a subject to receive a lower priority score for one heuristic com-
pared to another, even though they could have looked at information
relevant to the first heuristic sooner than information relevant to the sec-
ond. What matters here is not how soon any item was accessed in any
absolute sense but how soon it was accessed given how soon it became
available.6

This gives us three somewhat different measures of using each heuristic:
a raw count of the number of items examined that were relevant to a par-
ticular heuristic (or rather, to control for the total number of items a voter
examined, the proportion of all items examined that fell into a particular
category); the proportion of all relevant information from a category that
was examined; and the priority with which the first item from any cate-
gory was examined. We can calculate these measures separately for the
primary and general election campaigns. But if we are correct in calling
all three of these variables “measures of heuristic use,” then they all ought
to be positively correlated with each other, after we reverse the priority
scores such that a high priority is associated with a high score.

6 There is one somewhat awkward aspect to using priority scores: What happens when
no item from a particular category is ever accessed? The measure is undefined in a
strict sense, although treating these instances as missing data seems to be throwing
away valuable information. If a heuristic is never examined, then it should have
a very low priority score, it seems to us. In such instances, rather than counting
the priority score as missing, we always assumed that a voter would have looked
at the next available item from a category, if only one more had been available.
As an example, consider group endorsements. There were fourteen of these in the
general election campaign, each available only once. If a voter examined the first
available endorsement, he or she received a priority score of 1. If a voter only looked
at the last available endorsement, he or she received a priority score of 14. If a voter
never examined an endorsement during the general election, he or she was assigned
a priority score of 15 – one greater than the highest possible nonmissing value.
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These correlations are available from the authors upon request. But the
results can be summarized quite easily. As expected, all of these corre-
lations are positive, significantly different from 0, and reasonably large
by the standards of these type of data. We are therefore justified in mak-
ing summary measures of heuristic use by combining the three different
indicators of each heuristic. Summary scales created in this manner are
typically more reliable in a statistical sense (i.e., they include less random
error) than any of the individual items, and they also tend to be more
valid in that they can represent a broader meaning of any conceptual
variable. When throughout this chapter we examine heuristic use, we will
be referring to these summary scales.7

Pressing a Little More: Is “Information Acquisition”
the Same Thing as “Heuristic Use”?

We would hold that directly observing and measuring heuristic use is supe-
rior to indirectly inferring heuristic processing from some simple experi-
mental manipulation or significant regression weight in an analysis.8 Still,
one could ask with our operationalizations of heuristic use, is gathering
relevant information the same thing as using a certain heuristic? At one
level the answer is obvious: Voters cannot use a heuristic if they do not
know it is applicable (e.g., if they do not know the party affiliation of
candidates). But we are not employing simple dichotomous operational-
izations of heuristic use: Frequency and time of information acquisition
are also part of our measures. And even with simple information acqui-
sition, how do we know the information is actually being processed and
used in a heuristic manner?

The political science literature provides no guidance on this issue, and
the psychology literature is little better. But what heuristics should do,
if they are to provide the cognitive saving they are alleged to provide,
is to encourage more efficient information processing and/or to reduce

7 Reliabilities (coefficient alpha) of the group endorsement scales were .79 and .85 from
the primary and general elections, respectively. The candidate appearance scales had
reliabilities of .73 in both campaigns. The ideology heuristic scales had reliabilities
of .71 and .61 in the two campaigns, while the viability heuristic was measured with
reliabilities of .77 and .83 in the primary and general election campaigns. Finally,
the partisan schema had reliabilities of .52 and .67 in the two election campaigns.
The somewhat lower reliability of the partisan schema in the primary campaign may
reflect the fact that the context pretty much demanded that everyone access at least
one candidate’s party affiliation early in the campaign, irrespective of any greater
desire to rely on partisan cues.

8 The following three sections elaborates upon an analysis presented earlier in the
American Journal of Political Science (Lau and Redlawsk, 2001b).
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subsequent information processing needs. Learning a candidate’s party
affiliation, say, by itself does not have to do either of these things. Party
could be just another bit of information, like a specific issue stand or
personality judgment.

Our experiments gathered a great deal of subsidiary information that
can be used to help determine if our heuristics are providing either of these
crucial services. We focus the analysis on party, ideology, and endorsement
heuristics because we have the most relevant evidence concerning these
three.9 The data are presented in Table 11.1. To begin with, heuristic
use tends to be positively correlated with memory for relevant informa-
tion. These positive correlations provide evidence that relevant informa-
tion is at least processed, although we cannot say anything yet about
efficiency.

After subjects had voted in the general election campaign of our last
experiment, we asked them to place the candidates on five different issue
scales. Controlling on general political sophistication, both the ideology
and endorsement heuristics – but not party – are associated with more
accurate placement of the two candidates on the issues. Here is direct
evidence for what we might call “efficiency,” for something that clearly
ought to improve decision making. Even more telling (again controlling
on political sophistication), all three of these heuristics are associated with
more accurate placement of candidates on issues in the absence of actu-
ally learning the candidates’ stand on the issues. This is direct evidence
that heuristic use provides cognitive efficiency by allowing accurate infer-
ences in the absence of more cognitively taxing procedures of information
gathering and processing. Ideology and endorsements – but again, not

9 Although we would argue that poll results generally have a great deal of heuristic
value, particularly in campaigns with more than two candidates, the experiments
required that it be possible for any of the candidates from the primaries to win their
party’s primary and advance to the general election campaign. To maintain plausi-
bility across election campaigns, it was therefore necessary for all candidates to have
roughly similar popular support during the primary campaign, as indicated in polls.
In practice, then, there was little heuristic value to accessing poll results during our
experiments, although of course no subjects knew this going into the experiment.
But we cannot provide any validity evidence for the viability heuristic. Likewise, can-
didate appearance can very efficiently provide a great deal of information to voters,
although there is much less variance in the “type” of people running for president
than there is for lesser offices (a narrowness mirrored by our experiments), reduc-
ing in practice the heuristic value of the appearance heuristic for our experiments.
Moreover, because all voters saw every candidate’s picture at least once during each
campaign (whenever the candidate’s political ads aired), there is less meaningful vari-
ance in the use of the appearance heuristic compared to the others available in this
study.
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Table 11.1. Further Validity Evidence for Measures of Heuristic Use

Party Schema
Ideology
Schema

Endorsement
Heuristic

Memory for relevant items r = .25∗∗∗ r = .02 r = .22∗∗∗

Accuracy of perception of
issue stands

NS r = .16∗∗ r = .17∗

Accuracy of inference absent
actual knowledge

b = 11.44∗∗ b = 10.73∗∗ b = 4.62∗

Substitutes for information
search in four-candidate
primary condition

NS b = −1.32∗∗ b = −2.82∗∗∗

∗p < .10, ∗∗p < .05, ∗∗∗p < .01.

Note: Data in the first two rows of the table are partial correlations between the measure
of heuristic use and the relevant criteria, controlling for Political Sophistication and Total
Item Search. “Accuracy” in rows 2 and 3 is defined as agreement with experts’ ratings of
the candidates’ actual issue stands. Data in the third row reports the regression weight for
the interaction between the heuristic of interest and not actually accessing a candidate’s issue
stand, thus requiring inference. In the fourth row, we report the regression weight for the
interaction between heuristic use and the two- or four-candidate manipulation, where the
dependent variable is the average number of issue stands accessed for in-party candidates.
All regressions also controlled for political sophistication. Because these various criteria
were not available in every experiment, N is 285 in the first row, 110 in the second and
third rows, and 364 in the last row.

party – also tend to substitute for accessing detailed issue information in
the more taxing four-candidate primary condition, in that they were asso-
ciated with less accessing of specific issue stands per candidate. Together,
the data presented in Table 11.1 strongly validate our measures of polit-
ical heuristic use by indicating they truly are associated with heuristic
processing of information. We know of no similar evidence in the social
science literature.

Is Political Sophistication Related to Heuristic Use?

Just because everyone uses political heuristics does not mean that everyone
uses them equally early or equally often. Have political novices learned
to employ heuristics disproportionately to compensate for their general
lack of political knowledge? Or (which sounds more likely to us) have
political experts learned how efficient acquiring particular types of polit-
ical information (our five heuristics) can be? To answer this question,
we regressed each of our five measures of heuristic use on our over-
all scale of political sophistication, along with controls for gender, race,
education, family income, ideology, and strength of partisanship. These
regressions are shown in Table 11.2. We are primarily concerned with
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Table 11.2. Effect of Political Sophistication on Use of Political Heuristics

Endorsements Party Ideology Appearance Polls

Sophistication .29∗∗∗ (.06) −.06@ (.04) .07 (.06) −.12∗ (.06) .02 (.06)
Age −.19∗∗∗ (.04) .03 (.03) −.18∗∗∗ (.04) −.03 (.04) −.09∗ (.04)
Education .06 (.04) −.00 (.03) .19∗ (.04) −.09∗ (.04) −.01 (.04)
Income .06∗ (.03) .00 (.02) −.01 (.03) .01 (.03) .04 (.03)
Female −.01 (.02) .01 (.01) .01 (.02) .03 (.03) −.05∗∗ (.02)
Strength of PID .03 (.03) −.01 (.02) .06∗ (.03) −.07@ (.04) .04 (.03)
Conservatism −.09∗ (.04) −.03 (.03) .03 (.04) −.01 (.04) .08∗ (.04)
Constant .54∗∗∗(.03) .66∗∗∗ (.01) .48∗∗∗ (.02) .59∗∗∗ (.02) .53∗∗∗ (.02)
Adjusted R2 .15 .04 .06 .12 .10
Standard

error
.18 .11 .17 .17 .18

@ p < .10, ∗p < .05, ∗∗p < .01, ∗∗∗p < .001.
Note: All variables have a 1-point range. Regression also includes dummy variables representing
the different studies. N = 405.

the relationship between political sophistication and heuristic use, and
will focus our discussion upon it. There is a significant negative relation-
ship between sophistication and use of both the candidate appearance and
party heuristics (p < .09 in the latter case). These two heuristics apparently
substitute for more detailed political knowledge. But group endorsements
are employed much, much more by political experts, and even though the
relationship between sophistication and use of the ideology heuristic is
not statistically significant, it too is positive and larger than its standard
error. Moreover the relationship between education and use of the ideol-
ogy heuristic is positive and significant. These two heuristics, then, seem to
complement rather than substitute for detailed political sophistication. To
translate these regression coefficients into items accessed, experts accessed
about seven more group endorsements, and about one more ideology item,
than novices, but novices accessed about three more pictures, and checked
a candidate’s party affiliation about once more, compared to experts. Only
the use of the viability heuristic (i.e., polls) is totally unrelated to political
sophistication.10

10 The negative relationship between expertise and utilizing the party heuristic – prob-
ably the most useful of all political cues – gives us the opportunity to address a tricky
problem in the creation of our summary measures of heuristic use. Our measures
of heuristic use combined tapping heuristic-relevant information early and often.
Seeking party information early in the primary is a very efficient and sophisticated
search strategy; seeking party information often, however, is not, in that once party
information is learned about one candidate it is learned about all of them, given
the color coding of the information available on the computer screen. Thus it is not
clear just what seeking party information early and often really represents. Expertise
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Thus, we find a mixed answer to the question of how heuristic use is
related to political sophistication. If we were to rate how difficult each
heuristic were to use, or rather how much prior political knowledge is
required to make sense of the cues, then surely endorsements and ideol-
ogy would seem to require the most political understanding, while party
cues, candidate appearance, and poll results would seem to require little
particularized (i.e., political) knowledge to provide valuable information.
In retrospect, this seems like an obvious explanation for the pattern of
results we observed.

But it also provides a very important caveat on how we think about
heuristic use. Just as all voters are not the same, so all heuristics are not
created equal. Some truly are simplifying strategies that can be employed
by virtually anyone to make the task of deciding how to vote somewhat
easier. But others require substantial domain-specific expertise before they
are widely utilized. We will turn to the question of efficacy, of how useful in
practice these heuristics prove to be, after considering several situational
factors that should also influence heuristic use.

When Are Heuristics Employed? Situational Factors
and Heuristic Use

If heuristics help voters stem the overwhelming information tide of a
major election campaign, they ought to be utilized more often, and sooner,
in more difficult decision contexts than in simpler ones. We have already
seen one example of this – the heavier use of heuristics during the primary
campaign (when all candidates were new, there were often four of them

is negatively related to using a party heuristic only if we relax our standards of sta-
tistical significance – but nothing else relates to it any more strongly.

We thus considered two alternative measures of using party cues efficiently. The
first simply indicates the percentage of all information (from the primary election)
that concerned in-party candidates accessed after the party affiliation of any candi-
date is first learned. The idea here is to use party to focus information seeking during
the primary for in-party candidates. The second measure combines the first and our
measure of the priority of seeking out-party information. So here the idea is not
only focusing search during the primary to in-party candidates, but also doing it as
soon as possible. Both education and strength of party identification – two variables
strongly correlated with expertise – are significantly related to focusing search on
in-party candidates. But controlling on these two variables, expertise per se adds
no additional explanatory power. The same pattern of results holds for the variable
that combines focusing search on in-party candidates with seeking party informa-
tion early. The only thing we can conclude is that political experts do not utilize
party information any more regularly or efficiently than nonexperts. We return to
this point in the conclusion to this chapter.
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Figure 11.2. Effect of static–dynamic manipulation on heuristic use.

in the choice set, all sharing the same party affiliation) compared to the
general election campaign (only two, more familiar candidates, differing
in party affiliation). This difference was not a random manipulation, of
course – it was more of a “naturally occurring” difference. But our exper-
iments involved several manipulations of the difficulty of the decision
task, none more dramatic than the difference between the ideal world of
a static decision board and the more realistic, and much less controllable,
dynamic decision board we created for these experiments. Our last exper-
iment actually manipulated which format subjects were exposed to, and
although we have restricted attention to the dynamic scrolling format so
far in this book, we want to introduce the static data here because it is
by far the strongest manipulation of task difficulty available. To test our
hypothesis, we conducted a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA)
with the five heuristic use variables (averaged across the primary and gen-
eral election campaigns) as the dependent variables, the static-dynamic
manipulation as the sole between-subjects factor, and age and political
sophistication as covariates.

The data are shown in Figure 11.2, and as with the difference between
the primary and general elections, every one of the heuristics is utilized
much more in the more difficult dynamic condition than in the ideal world
of a static information board. In the ideal world, when voters can learn
anything they want to learn about the candidates, whenever they want
to learn it, there is apparently little reason to utilize any of the heuristics,
save perhaps party. These differences are so stark there is hardly any need
for statistics. The effect of the static–dynamic manipulation is very sig-
nificant (p < .001), as is the effect of political sophistication (p < .003).
But there is also a significant interaction between sophistication and the
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Figure 11.3. Effect of number of candidates running in the primary on heuristic
use.

static–dynamic manipulation on heuristic use (multivariate p < .05). A
closer examination of this interaction suggests that the greater use of
heuristics in the more difficult dynamic condition is due primarily to
experts, for every heuristic except candidate appearance, where there is
no difference between relative novices and experts.

We did not find any consistent general relationship between politi-
cal sophistication and heuristic use, but here for the first time we get
reasonably consistent evidence that heuristics could be more beneficial
for experts than novices. At least they are used more frequently by
experts in more difficult choice contexts, when they ought to be the most
beneficial.

The primary campaign in several of our experiments included another
strong manipulation of choice difficulty, the number of candidates running
in the primary. We look only at data from the more realistic dynamic for-
mat from here on. Again, we conducted a MANOVA with the five heuris-
tic use variables from the primary campaign as the dependent variables,
the number-of-candidates manipulation and dummy variables for exper-
iment as between-subjects factors, and age and political sophistication
as covariates. The effect of the number-of-candidates manipulation was
highly significant (p < .001) on heuristic use during the primary, but as
shown in Figure 11.3, this time its effect was not consistent across the
five measures of heuristic use. As expected, voters were more likely to uti-
lize the ideology heuristic in the more difficult four-candidate condition
(p < .05). Although there were no differences across conditions on the
use of candidate appearance or party heuristics, voters were significantly
more likely to utilize the endorsement and viability heuristics in the easier
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Figure 11.4. Effect of ideological distinctiveness of general election candidates on
heuristic use.

two-candidate condition. These latter two results run counter to the sec-
ond crucial assumption about political heuristic use, that all voters use
information shortcuts in a manner that helps compensate for an overall
dearth of political information resulting from lack of interest and cogni-
tive limits. If all voters were uniformly following that dictum, then each
of our political heuristics should have been employed more widely in the
four-candidate condition, but that clearly was not the case. We also looked
to see if there was an interaction between political sophistication and the
number-of-candidates manipulation, but it was trivial.

A similar prediction would be made about the ideological distinctive-
ness manipulation in the general election campaign of our last study. It
should be harder to choose between two ideologically similar candidates;
consequently voters may need to rely more upon heuristics. Once again,
we conducted a MANOVA with this manipulation as the between sub-
jects factor, sophistication and age as covariates, and the five heuristic use
measures from the general election as the dependent variables. As pre-
dicted, the manipulation was statistically significant (p < .03), but as seen
in Figure 11.4, the only heuristic that seemed to be strongly affected by
this manipulation was the party heuristic, which was utilized much more
heavily in the more difficult ideologically similar condition. Ideology and
candidate appearance were also relied upon somewhat more heavily in the
more difficult similar ideologies condition, but group endorsements and
polls were used a little more in the easier distinct-ideologies condition.
So once again, although we have a multivariate significant effect of the
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experimental manipulation, the effect of the manipulation differs across
heuristics.11

We are beginning to see a pattern in these data. Our strongest manip-
ulations of task difficulty were the static versus dynamic decision board
manipulation, and the difference between the primary and general elec-
tion campaigns. Every one of the five heuristics were employed more
frequently by voters in the more difficult situations. In most cases, the
differences are attributable disproportionately to experts, who are appar-
ently more aware than political novices of the benefits of utilizing heuris-
tics when the going gets tough. But when the manipulated differences in
choice difficulty are not quite so strong, as was the case with the number-
of-candidates manipulation and the ideological distinctiveness manipu-
lation, the pattern begins to break down. In these latter two situations,
group endorsements and polls are both employed more frequently in the
easier two-candidate and distinct-ideologies conditions. We have no ready
explanation – and certainly no a priori hypothesis – for this interesting
pattern of results. More heuristic use in more difficult contexts was our
clearest theoretical prediction, but it was true for all five of the heuristics
only for our strongest manipulations of choice difficulty. We were also
led by theory to look for an interaction between political sophistication
and the various manipulations of choice difficulty, but again it was only
observed for really big differences in the difficulty of the decision context.
All we can say for sure is that any assumption that cognitive shortcuts
will be employed by all decision makers (or even by more sophisticated
decision makers) when task demands get sufficiently high, is at best an
oversimplification, and in some situations (and with many possible heuris-
tics) out-and-out wrong.

Decision Strategies and Use of Political Heuristics

As we have discussed earlier, one of the best documented facts in all
of political science is the low levels of interest, awareness, and knowl-
edge of most political matters exhibited by common citizens (Converse,
1975; Delli Carpini and Keeter, 1996; Kinder, 1998). Nonetheless, there
is considerable evidence that public opinion often tracks – and sometimes
leads – changes in public policy, and that public opinion, at least in the
aggregate, appears to be quite reasonable (see Page and Shapiro, 1992,
for a very careful and comprehensive review). And of course there is our
own evidence, presented in Chapter 10, that large majorities of American
voters appear to vote correctly, at least in presidential elections.

11 And once again, there is no hint of an interaction between the manipulation and
political sophistication.

246



P1: KAE
0521848598c11 CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 4, 2006 2:20

Political Heuristics

The typical explanation for this seeming paradox is cognitive heuristics,
which allow citizens to act as if they are informed. Our answer, to this
point, is somewhat different. We have shown that in many situations,
Model 3 and Model 4 decision strategies, both of which rely on relatively
little information, can provide at least as good decisions as strategies
relying on much greater information gathering. The gist of our argument
has been that a great deal of information about a choice at hand can in
practice be as much a hindrance as a help to quality decision making. It is
very possible, however, that we have mistakenly equated relatively shallow
search with low-information search, and what Model 3 and Model 4
voters are doing is relying disproportionately on highly efficient heuristic-
based search. If so, then the true information difference between Model 1
and Model 2 voters, on the one hand, and Model 3 and Model 4 voters,
on the other, is not as great as we thought. We doubt that this argument
is correct because it would be just as rational for Model 1 voters to rely
on highly efficient heuristic-based information, and we know that Model
2 voters will, at the very least, rely heavily upon the party heuristic. But
there is no need to speculate because we have the data and we can test
the (null) hypothesis of no relationship between decision strategy and
heuristic use.

We therefore specified separate MANOVAs for the primary and general
election campaigns, where the dependent variables were four measures of
heuristic use and the independent variables were a variable distinguishing
the four decision strategies, the manipulation of choice difficulty, dummy
variables representing the different studies, and measures of age, educa-
tion, political sophistication, and total information search. We drop use
of the viability heuristic (i.e., polls) because we are now preparing to look
at correct voting, and in our studies the poll results never provided infor-
mation that suggested that one or more candidates was hopelessly behind
(see note 9 in this chapter). It is important to control for total informa-
tion search in this analysis, however, because we know that Model 1 and
Model 2 voters will have more information search than Model 3 and
Model 4 voters; therefore, just by chance we would also expect them to
have more heuristic-based search.

These analyses have a lot of power, and they each find that decision
strategies are strongly related to political heuristic use (p < .001 in both
the primary and general election campaigns). Even when we consider the
dependent variables one at a time we find highly significant differences in
every case except use of the candidate appearance heuristic in the primary
election. Figure 11.5 shows the residualized mean differences, where the
effects of all independent variables except decision strategies have been
removed. The most obvious (and consistent across election campaigns)
finding is that group endorsements are used much less by Model 4 voters
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Figure 11.5. Decision strategies and use of political heuristics.

than by any of the other three types of decision strategies. But in five of
the six remaining cases Model 4 voters employ the other three heuristics
as much as or more frequently than any of the other types of voters: They
employ the party heuristic as much as (and actually slightly more than)
Model 2 voters in the primary and more than anyone else in the general
election; they use the ideology heuristic more than any other group in the
general election; and they use the candidate appearance heuristic more
than any other group in the primary election (although the means do not
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differ significantly here) and more than Model 1 and Model 2 voters in
the general election.

We see no other clear pattern in the data. Unlike Model 4 voters, Model
3 voters are not particularly heavy users of political heuristics. But then
neither do Model 1 and Model 2 voters shun their use. But now we have
another possible explanation as to why Model 4 seemed to be a partic-
ularly effective strategy for voting correctly: Model 4 voters rely dispro-
portionately on political heuristics, and those heuristics are particularly
efficient means of gathering valuable information. To see whether deci-
sion strategies and political heuristics independently contribute to correct
voting, however, we must include them both in an analysis.

Effect of Political Heuristics on Correct Voting

As we have seen, the argument for the efficacy of cognitive heuristics
presumes two essential points, that virtually everyone utilizes heuristics,
and that their utilization compensates for a more general lack of political
information. We have already provided strong evidence for the first point,
but we have also observed enough indirect evidence that heuristics are
not always employed in those situations where they ought to be the most
useful, nor are they disproportionately employed by voters for whom they
ought to make the biggest difference, to be rather skeptical of the second
point.

We nonetheless believe that the use of cognitive heuristics will gener-
ally be associated with higher quality decisions. Our reasoning is simple:
If heuristics did not work, at least most of the time, they would not be
developed and utilized. Heuristics should be particularly efficacious in
the most difficult choice situations – the four-candidate condition of our
primary election. Paradoxically, however, heuristic use may only be effica-
cious for political experts. This is paradoxical because if heuristics serve
to compensate for a lack of knowledge, they should be less necessary for
the politically sophisticated. But as Sniderman, Brody, and Tetlock have
put it, the “comparative advantage [of experts] is not that they have a stu-
pendous amount of knowledge, but that they know how to get the most
out of the knowledge they do possess” (1991, p. 24). In other words, not
only will experts be more likely to employ certain cognitive heuristics, as
we have already seen, but they should also be more likely to employ them
appropriately.

We therefore return to our final equations, which predict correct voting
in the primary and general election campaigns from Chapter 10 (equa-
tion 2 of Tables 10.2 and 10.3), and initially add just our four measures of
heuristic use (again, dropping the viability heuristic because, in our exper-
iments, polls had no heuristic value). Only one of these new variables
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added significantly to the explanatory value of the equation, the endorse-
ment heuristic in the primary election.12 Controlling for all of the other
variables in our equations, then, we find scant evidence that political
heuristics play much of a role in helping people vote correctly.

But these initial equations do not test our more refined hypotheses about
when or for whom political heuristics will be most efficacious. To test these
hypotheses, we must add another set of interaction terms to our equa-
tions, interactions between heuristic use and the number-of-candidates
manipulation, in the primary, and interactions between heuristic use and
political sophistication, in the general election.13 Figure 11.6 illustrates the
hypothesized effect of heuristic use on the probability of voting correctly.
In the primary election, our hypothesis is rather strongly supported. All
four of the interaction terms involving the political heuristics are positive,
as expected, and three of the four are statistically significant (or nearly
so). Political heuristics evidently do not contribute much beyond decision
strategies themselves in the simpler two-candidate condition, but they are
a big aid to voters in the more difficult four-candidate condition. The
evidence is not quite as good in the general election. There, three of the
four new interaction terms have the hypothesized positive signs, but only
two of them have a net positive effect, and only one of those (involving
the party heuristic) is statistically significant.

Two very important general points can be made from these more refined
analyses. First, political heuristics do seem to contribute to the probabil-
ity of a correct vote, but only in particularly difficult choice situations
and/or only for political experts. Heuristic use by political novices slightly
decreased the probability of a correct vote. These results provide strong
support for the hypothesis that heuristic use will be particularly efficacious
in more difficult choice situations, and somewhat weaker support for the
hypothesis that political sophistication and heuristic use would interact
in predicting correct voting. Second, heuristic use does not explain away

12 To save space, we do not present the results of these equations, but they are available
from the authors upon request.

13 The results of these final logistic regression analyses are again available from the
authors upon request. Our hypothesis on the interaction between heuristic use and
political sophistication would apply equally well to the primary election, but we
have our strongest manipulation of task difficulty in the primary and will limit
our formal test of the interaction of sophistication and heuristic use to the general
election campaign. If we ignore the hypothesized interaction between heuristic use
and the number-of-candidates manipulation in the primary and instead examine
the interaction of heuristic use and sophistication, the evidence is actually a lit-
tle stronger than that which we found for the general election. The endorsement
and ideology heuristics provide the strongest interactions, but only the former is
statistically significant.
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Figure 11.6. Effect of heuristic use by novices and experts on probability of a
correct vote.

the effect of decision strategies, which continue to have significant effects
on correct voting. Thus both decision strategies and political heuristics
combine to lead to more correct voting. The two sets of predictors are
complementary, rather than competing, explanations for correct voting.
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conclusion

To summarize what we have learned about the efficacy of cognitive heuris-
tics for the vote decision, heuristics are definitely not the saving grace for
the apathetic American voter. They have no broad, across-the-board ame-
liorative effect on the quality of the vote decision. Heuristics often improve
the decision quality of experts – who are otherwise interested and engaged
in political affairs anyway – but do little to improve (and occasionally
hurt) the decision making of novices. This is an extremely important point
for those who study political behavior to remember. Heuristics are, how-
ever, apparently quite useful in the most difficult choice situations, where
cognitively limited voters need all the help they can get. The bottom line
is an ever-improving explanation for correct voting, but one that never
eliminates the role of political interest, experience, and knowledge.
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A Look Back and a Look Forward

Political scientists have for some time had a pretty good sense of why
people vote the way they do, based on such factors as socioeconomic
status, group affiliations, partisanship, and issue agreement. There have
been arguments over the relative importance of these different antecedents
of the vote – and in fact, they have probably changed over time – but most
models can readily predict the direction of the vote. In a general election
in our current era of somewhat renewed partisanship, simply knowing
the party identification of a voter gives us a pretty good idea of how he
or she will vote. So there does not seem to us to be much more to mine
within this particular genre of voting research.

While traditional models of the vote do a reasonably good job of pre-
dicting election outcomes, they do not do as good a job explaining why
voters do what they do. Traditional voting models take as given that vot-
ers process information, but they do little to open the black box that
surrounds how information is acquired and used. They typically view
the information environment as fixed and exogenous and give voters lit-
tle role in shaping their own personal information environments. Thus,
one of the goals of this book has been to shed light on the process of
voter decision making during political campaigns, to try to understand
what people actually do as they try to shape the political information
they encounter, and how they use it to make sense of the choices they
face.

At the heart of our work is the assertion that information processing
matters. For us, the black box of traditional voting models is actually the
most interesting part, yet it is clearly the least well understood. In the real
world of politics, campaigns know that information matters, and they
work hard to provide it, often in overwhelming quantities. Even though
the information may or may not be the detailed issue positions and hard
facts that many argue should be the stuff of voter decision making, there
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is still a lot of it, especially in presidential campaigns. Voters may or may
not pay much attention to politics, but in the heat of campaign season,
they can hardly avoid at least some exposure. Once exposed, whether
through active information search or passive reception of campaign ads
that appear while watching Desperate Housewives, something happens;
some impression is left on the voter.

Ultimately, casting a vote is a decision-making process and needs to
be studied from a decision-theoretic perspective. Our approach has been
guided by behavioral decision theory, a perspective that takes as given
that how and what people learn about their alternatives has significant
implications for the choice they will make. And the how and what is
structured by both the nature of the decision environment – its complexity,
the type of information available, and the like – and by the characteristics
of the decision maker, in ways that are both systematic and predictable.
Our experiments attempt to mimic a particular decision environment,
presidential elections, allowing us to trace from beginning to end how
information is acquired and used.

We have now concluded all the planned analyses of this book, and then
some. We hope the end result has been well worth the price. For the first
time, we have hard evidence on what people actually do during an election
campaign as they make their vote decision. Our experimental methodol-
ogy makes us extremely confident that the causal inferences we have been
drawing are accurate ones. Of course, that confidence comes with a price –
lower external validity due to the fact that those vote decisions occurred
during a mock presidential election campaign run in our laboratory. Do
voters in actual elections decide in the same manner, or rather, decide fol-
lowing the same contingencies, as voters in our experiments? We cannot
say for sure, and certainly there would have to be some differences. But
every time we could, we compared what our experimental voters did to
survey data from actual presidential elections, and we never came across
an instance in which our experimental subjects looked grossly different
from these survey respondents. In fact, they usually looked amazingly
similar.1

1 Survey respondents are typically drawn from much more representative samples
than our subject pool. But a survey, just like a laboratory experiment, is its own
special social situation, which may well establish certain contingencies that simply
do not exist for voters in real elections who are not actively being observed by social
scientists. We compare our finding to survey data not because such data are real
and unbiased while ours are not, but because surveys are the much more familiar
standard for studying voting behavior. All research designs, experiments, and sample
surveys alike, have their own shortcomings.
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what voters do

Information processing matters. Our basic decision-making framework
presented initially in Chapter 2 suggests that voter characteristics com-
bine with the decision environment (i.e., the task demands) and the level
of sophistication to generate a perceived sense of the ease or difficulty
of the choice. This perceived nature of the decision task then influences
the information processing strategies that voters use to make sense of a
potentially chaotic information environment. In general, when the task
is perceived to be especially difficult – with multiple candidates, little
differentiation between choices, and/or disproportionate resource alloca-
tions – many voters employ simplifying strategies that result in unbal-
anced and/or shallow search. Thus, we see greater use of such intuitive
noncompensatory Model 4 strategies as satisficing and Elimination-by-
Aspects, where either some alternatives are given little consideration or
some attributes are more or less ignored. We also find use of a fast and
frugal Model 3 strategy where voters do in fact consider all candidates
but only on a limited set of attributes. In any case, none of these strategies
come close to meeting the classically rational Model 1 criteria of becom-
ing informed about the full range of attributes for the complete set of
alternatives.

Rather than representing a failure, however, Model 3 and Model 4
strategies actually represent an adaptive response to a complicated deci-
sion and, under many conditions, may actually result in a better decision
than an attempt to learn everything about everyone. When the task at
hand is simple, with only two candidates, for example, it becomes a more
reasonable proposition for voters to study all the options in depth and to
better approximate a rational Model 1 decision. And in fact, this is what
we find happens. More voters choose the deeper, more comparable strate-
gies in these cases. But this tack does not appear to pay off particularly
well, at least in terms of the quality of the choices made.

Decision strategies not only include particular patterns of search –
depth, comparability, and sequence – but also the type of information that
is the focus of search. In particular, voters can choose to learn detailed
information about the candidates, their issue positions, backgrounds, and
the like, or they can look for shortcuts, the cognitive heuristics that poten-
tially let them learn a lot from just a little information. Another advance
of this book has been to clearly distinguish between overall strategies of
information search and decision making – our Models 1 through 4 – and
the more specific or particular attributes to be learned about the alterna-
tives at hand, some of which, like party affiliation, ideology, candidate
appearance, endorsements, and poll results, are particularly efficient or
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heuristic-based. Voters employing all four of our broad decision strategies
utilize these cognitive heuristics more or less equally.

Political scientists have long considered partisanship to be a simplify-
ing mechanism, a way for voters to summarize quickly a whole lot of
affect toward a candidate. Within political science more recently there
has been an ongoing argument that the use of such shortcuts may allow
voters to act as if they were fully informed without needing to spend the
cognitive effort necessary to actually become fully informed. Because we
know exactly what information our voters examine as they learn about
their choices, we know who uses heuristics and who doesn’t, and the
extent to which these cognitive shortcuts pay off. We know, for example,
that the nature of the election itself has effects: We see greater heuristic
use in the more difficult primary election, where the ultimate heuristic
of partisanship is irrelevant. Thus once again, the perceived difficulty of
the task has implications for information search. But unlike the intu-
itive Model 4 decision strategies, which appear to work reasonably well,
these more specifically defined cognitive heuristics are not the saving
grace for the apathetic American voter. In fact, if anyone benefits from
using heuristics, it is political experts, who possess the store of knowl-
edge needed to properly assess these shortcuts for what they mean about
candidates.

In our approach, the information processing choices voters make –
their search strategies and heuristic use – also have effects on memory.
Voters who learn more about the candidates using deeper, more com-
parable search strategies, also remember more. These memories come
into play when it comes time to vote. Here we find that, contrary to
the on-line model of candidate evaluation, memory matters. Having
more net affectively positive memories about a candidate predicts vot-
ing for that candidate, even in the face of the on-line evaluation counter,
which also plays a role. And having more accurate memories of the can-
didates means a higher likelihood of voting correctly. Thus, we argue
that voting in a competitive election – inherently a comparative choice
rather than simply an evaluation – implicates both on-line processing and
memory.

Finally, the particular decision strategy engaged in learning about
choices in an election may well influence both the direction of the vote
and its accuracy. Model 1 strategies that require relatively deep search
across all the candidates in the choice set may result in a greater likeli-
hood of voting for someone other than the perceived default candidate –
the modal candidate in the primary or the in-party candidate in the gen-
eral election – compared to strategies that result in never learning much
about the full range of choices.
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correct voting

A second goal of this book, and one we believe marks an important and
substantive change in direction for the field, is to understand what we call
correct voting. We focus ultimately not on the outcome of an election but
on whether democratic citizens are able to get it right when faced with
a chaotic information environment with multiple candidates advancing
competing claims for their vote. By redefining the dependent variable as
decision quality rather than direction, we open up a new line of research
into the important issue of whether election outcomes accurately reflect
the needs and desires of voters. If voters can live through an election cam-
paign and in the end choose the candidate or party who best reflects their
interests, then at least one leg upon which democracy stands is firm. But
if they cannot, if voters are easily bamboozled into voting for candidates
they should not support by a flashy appeal, a pretty face, or a simple mes-
sage repeated over and over again, then what happens to the basic link
between the governors and the governed? Our work provides a frame-
work for asking this question, by first establishing what it means to vote
correctly and then identifying factors that lead to correct (or incorrect)
votes.

Which search strategy is used has clear effects on voting correctly.
Decision-simplifying Model 3 and Model 4 strategies improve decision
making in primary elections (especially when the choice is particularly
difficult, as when there are four candidates competing for the nomina-
tion), and in general election campaigns as well. Even what we have called
confirmatory Model 2 strategies do a pretty good job in a general election
campaign where the two competing alternatives differ by party. Rational
choice Model 1 strategies, on the other hand, based on relatively deep
search, typically do not improve decision making, and sometimes seem to
hurt it.

The analyses presented in this book have largely supported our gen-
eral theory of voter decision making. A wide range of factors – voter
characteristics, the election environment, expertise – influence how a par-
ticular choice is perceived and the ways in which voters learn about their
options. These then go on to affect both the direction and quality of the
vote decision. Without taking the space here to review all the particular
findings from earlier chapters, Figure 12.1 reprises our list of theoretical
predictions from the end of Chapter 2. The research presented in this book
has not tested all of them, nor has every hypothesis that could be tested
been supported, but the vast majority of them have. No single study can
provide the definitive test of any hypothesis (much less a broader theory),
and how many of the findings reported in this book will stand the test
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Basic Premises

Factors that should lead to a priority on one of the goals over the other include:

Making a Good Decision (none tested) Making an Easy Decision
• Increasing perceived importance • Competing obligations/interests
• Increasing stakes • Familiarity/complacency (supported)
• Increasing anxiety • Increasing task difficulty (supported)
• Novelty • Time pressure

Factors That Affect Information Processing and Choice of Decision Strategy

Model 1 (Rational Choice): As the most cognitively difficult decision strategy, albeit one
that promises a value-maximizing outcome, Model 1 is more likely to be chosen
when there are only two alternatives in the choice set (supported), by experts
in any particular domain (supported), and when decision makers are primarily
motivated to make good decisions (not tested).

Model 2 (Confirmatory Decision Making): Model 2 is most likely to be chosen by strong
political partisans (supported), and in situations of high anxiety or otherwise
high perceived “importance” of an election (not tested). Model 2 decision mak-
ers should be motivated to learn candidates’ party affiliations as soon as possible
(not tested – true by definition). And particularly when they are exposed to
information that might lead them to question their standing decision, they should
be motivated to seek disproportionate information about their in-party candidate
which should serve to bolster or confirm their long-standing predispositions (sup-
ported).

Model 3 (Fast and Frugal Decision Making): Model 3 is most likely when a decision is
particularly difficult (supported), or decision makers are working under severe
time pressure (not tested)

Model 4 (Semiautomatic Intuitive Decision Making): Any factor that leads decision mak-
ers to be primarily motivated by desires to make an easy decision, particularly
increasing task difficulty (supported), should lead to great use of Model 4 decision
strategies.

Expected Consequences of Decision Strategies

Model 1: More moderate, less polarized candidate evaluations (supported); higher qual-
ity decisions when decision tasks are relatively easy (disconfirmed), or when
strategy employed by a relative expert (supported).

Model 2: Polarized candidate evaluations (supported);

Model 3: More moderate, less polarized candidate evaluations (supported); better qual-
ity decisions when decisions are – or are perceived to be – very difficult
(supported).

Model 4: Polarized candidate evaluations (supported); better quality decisions when deci-
sions are (perceived to be) relatively difficult (supported).

Figure 12.1. Scorecard on theoretical assumptions and predictions.
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Factors Affecting Memory

∗ Depth of search should be positively related to amount of recall (supported),
although the effect should be curvilinear due to cognitive limitations (no).

∗ Ordered search sequences should be positively related to accuracy of recall (discon-
firmed).

• Holistic (within-candidate) search should be related to both amount and accuracy
of recall when candidate-oriented memories are requested (disconfirmed);

• Dimensional (within-candidate) search should be related to both amount and
accuracy of recall when attribute-oriented memories are requested (disconfirmed).

∗ Expertise should be positively related to both amount and accuracy of recall (sup-
ported).

Consequences of Memory

∗ There is no necessary, deterministic relationship between the affective nature of mem-
ory and candidate evaluation (we have nothing to say about necessity, but in our
data there is an empirical relationship between affective memory and candi-
date evaluation).

∗ But the affective nature of memory should be related to candidate choice (supported).

∗ And accuracy of memory should be related to quality of decision making (supported).

Figure 12.1 (continued).

of time is, of course, yet to be seen. But the record so far is pretty good.
In presenting and developing this theory, we believe we have gone a long
way toward opening up the black box of voter decision making.

directions for future work

When we started this project back in the dark ages before the World Wide
Web and before ready access to personal computers, one of our major con-
cerns was that the environment we were creating was highly artificial, rely-
ing as it does on the computer to present information about candidates to
voters. In addition to problems with finding adequate desktop computing
power to actually run the experiments, we routinely ran across subjects
with little computer experience, and especially limited understanding of
how to use a mouse to choose among options presented on a screen. In
short, our experimental environment suffered substantially from a lack
of mundane realism.

Fast forward ten years. Desktop computers are essentially ubiquitous.
Campaigns now use the Web as a key part of their information strategy
(Corrado and Firestone, 1996; Winneg and Jomini, 2004). A candidate
without a web site – especially in a national campaign – is simply not a
serious candidate. As a consequence, more and more voters are getting
political information from exactly that unrealistic source we used in these
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experiments – a computer screen! We would not argue that our environ-
ment looks anything like a web site; nonetheless, there is no longer any-
thing odd about learning about candidates and campaigns while sitting in
front of a computer. And no doubt this trend is accelerating as candidates
find more and better ways to communicate with potential supporters over
the Internet.

This leads to interesting questions for anyone who believes informa-
tion processing matters. Could it be that the way in which candidate Web
sites (and also nonpartisan sites that provide information about multi-
ple candidates) format their information might be another factor in the
decision environment leading to variations in information processing by
voters? Our research operates under the assumption that, even though
voters play an active role in selecting the limited information they access
from a much larger pool, they have very little control over what is avail-
able for access at any given time. In traditional political campaigns – the
type that have existed over the past two centuries – most information
that came to voters was ephemeral in nature, here today and gone tomor-
row. Further, it was rare that a voter would be able to easily compare
candidates side by side in some easy-to-process manner, though occasion-
ally newspapers do run candidate comparison boxes on a select set of
issues.

Now, however, the potential exists for voters to control their own des-
tiny, to manage information the way they want it. Sites that first appeared
during the 2000 presidential election, such as presidentmatch.com and
selectsmart.com, allow voters to specify their own issue positions and
interests and get back a ranked list of candidates based on where the can-
didates stand on the issues. Voters can then compare candidates side by
side to see which one best represents their interests. This level of control
over the flow of information in a campaign is unprecedented and has the
potential to change the way voters learn about their choices.

But we know little about how voters interact with this kind of infor-
mation. To the extent that such presentations simplify information pro-
cessing, we would expect voters to become better informed about the full
range of candidates. We have shown that task complexity has a signifi-
cant impact on whether a decision maker will use a simplifying strategy
or attempt to learn a lot about all the options, thus coming closer to the
elusive rational ideal. On the other hand, the use of the Internet has the
potential to increase information overload, to provide an environment
so information-rich that it becomes impossible to wade through it all.
And even if the Web has the potential to increase the ease with which
information can be acquired, it is not at all certain that more informa-
tion is always better, given our correct voting standard. During the 2004
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U.S. presidential election campaign, we heard a lot of speculation about
a great partisan divide in information sources, with liberals getting their
political information from one set of media outlets and Web sites and
conservatives getting their information from another set of media outlets
and Web sites. Whatever the case, this would seem to be a fruitful area
for future work.

We also believe more has to be learned about the role of correct voting in
a democratic society. Democratic theory has long argued that an informed
citizenry is a necessary condition to a working democracy. The logic seems
impeccable; voters unaware of the issues and of what their representatives
are doing seem unlikely to be able to hold those representatives to account.
And there is plenty of evidence that most voters have a relatively limited
store of knowledge about politics. Yet, when we investigate correct voting
in American presidential elections, we find that over 70% of voters do,
in fact, vote correctly. We have tried to show the myriad of ways citizens
during an election campaign attempt to compensate for a rather shallow
understanding of politics to still make reasonable – and in many cases,
the best possible – decision.

But is 70% correct enough? Is it the best we can do? Without some
sort of benchmark against which to compare our findings, we can only
speculate. But there is no reason that the correct voting concept cannot
be extended to democracies outside of the United States. It should be
possible to assess the prevalence of correct voting as we define it – vot-
ing in accordance with one’s fully informed preferences – in any kind of
election, whether presidential or parliamentary, single or multi-member
district, first-past-the-post or proportional representation. In theory, we
merely need to know voter preferences and candidate positions to make
the assessment.

Extending our work beyond the American context could provide just
the benchmark needed to assess not only how well Americans are doing
but how different democratic systems facilitate citizens’ ability to learn
about their choices and to translate that learning into a high-quality deci-
sion. This idea is not unique. Scholars have used voter turnout, for exam-
ple, as a way to assess relative differences between democratic systems
(Franklin, 1996). But turnout, while perhaps indicative of the viability
of a democracy, does not tell us whether voters are capable of meeting
the requirements of good democratic citizenship. It could easily turn out
that a system with higher turnout actually has a lower incidence of cor-
rect voting. Given a choice, which would be preferred: a relatively low
turnout of high-quality votes or a relatively high turnout of low-quality
votes? What would be best for a vibrant democracy, of course, is a sys-
tem that enhances both turnout and correct voting. Applying our correct
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voting standard cross-nationally should provide insight into what type of
democratic system, if any, can do both.2

We began this work with a relatively narrow micro-level question about
how voters use information, and we end it with a much broader question
of how democracy works best and whether voters can and do make use
of the information candidates provide in order to choose leaders who
represent their interests. Although everybody does not do this effectively,
our studies convince us that human beings have a great capacity for mak-
ing sense of complicated information environments. At the same time,
there is no question that information environments can be structured in
ways that increase the chance that voters will sort through the noise and
excitement to find the right choice. Our studies move us along the path to
understanding how this can be accomplished, but much additional work
is needed. We hope that we have set the groundwork to move voting
research into a recognition that understanding what voters actually do is
at least as important as being able to predict how they will vote.

Ultimately, of course, it does not matter if any of the findings reported in
this book stand the test of time. What matters is that they are tested again,
in many and varied different research settings. Eventually some reader of
this book, smarter than its authors, will invent a new process-tracing
technique that will allow the information processing of voters in actual
elections to be studied. We cannot wait for that day to come. Until then,
we hope that our general framework of voter decision making will prove
as useful to others as it has to us. We have laid out a set of interesting
questions to be addressed, and provided preliminary answers to many
of them. More importantly, we have devised a number of conceptual
measures – and provided at least one concrete operationalization of those
concepts – that can be used to address those questions.

The great social psychologist Kurt Lewin taught his students that any-
thing about human society could be operationalized and studied exper-
imentally. As the students of Lewin’s students, we strive to keep that
Lewinian spirit alive. That, we hope, will be the greatest contribution of
this work.

2 Lau et al. (2005) provide preliminary answers to many of these questions.
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Appendix A. Detailed Examples of Decision
Strategies in Action

This appendix follows the efforts of a hypothetical voter Ralph as he
negotiates a choice between three candidates in an election for governor
of New Jersey. For convenience, we will set up a static information board
that lists the three candidates across the top and eight attributes down the
side. The structure of the board is shown in Figure A.1.1 Ralph’s job is to
determine which candidate he supports based on the information he has
at hand about the candidates.

compensatory strategies

Model 1: Rational Choice

Weighted Additive and Expected Utility Strategies. The Weighted Addi-
tive Rule (WAdd) and the Expected Utility Rule (EU) are both formal
variants of rational choice, and are thus often considered normative stan-
dards in the behavioral decision theory literature. They suggest that deci-
sion makers evaluate each alternative according to the utilities of all rele-
vant attributes or outcomes associated with it, form an overall evaluation
of each alternative, and then choose the most highly evaluated one. The
two approaches differ in that the Weighted Additive Rule assumes that
decision makers further consider the relative importance of each attribute
to the decision at hand, whereas the Expected Utility Rule assumes that
decision makers consider the probability that each outcome will occur.
Hence, they both involve great cognitive complexity. Of course, there is no
reason a hybrid strategy could not consider both differential importance

1 Information boards are one of the traditional ways of capturing process-tracing
information useful to understanding decision making. Here we simply employ the
information board as an easy way to visualize the task that our voter, Ralph, faces
in making his choice.
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Voter’s
Import.

Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C Weights

Political
Experience

4th term in House of
Representatives [+.6]

Lieutenant governor
[+.8]

Member of state
assembly [0] 1

Education BA political science from
Princeton; Law degree
from NYU [+.8]

Engineering degree from
University of Iowa;
MBA from Rutgers

[+1.0]

Bachelor’s and
Master’s degrees in
biology from
Monclair State Univ.

[+.4]

.3

Family Married; daughter in
college, son in high school

[+1.0]

Single; never married
[+.5]

Divorced after 20
years of marriage;
two grown
daughters, three
grandchildren [0]

.1

Party
Affiliation

Democrat [−.5] Republican [+1.0] Independent Good
Government Party

[+.1]
.5

Policy on
Abortion

Pro-Choice, but accepts
parental notification laws
“with appropriate
safe-guards” for minors
seeking abortions [+.8]

Pro-Life, except in cases
of rape or incest, or
when the mother’s life is
endangered [−.6]

Pro-Choice; believes
government has no
business regulating
people’s private lives

[+1.0]

.8

Policy on
Gun
Control

Favors registration of all
guns, a ban on cheap
“Saturday night specials”
and making possession of
any semiautomatic
weapon a felony [+1.0]

Opposes registration of
guns, but would accept
bans on privately owned
machine guns and
anti-tank weapons [−.2]

Opposes any
limitation on private
gun ownership;
again, this is not the
government’s
business [−.9]

.6

Policy on
Homeland
Defense

Would ask commander of
state police to work with
federal officials and
coordinate anti-terror
efforts with neighboring
states [+.1]

Would appoint special
commission to study
problem and make
recommendations [−.1]

Proposes special
identification card
which all immigrants
and foreign visitors
to the U.S. must carry
at all times [+.5]

.4

Tax Policy Proposes lowering taxes
on the middle class and
raising them on the rich,
but keeping current tax
revenues about the same

[−.1]

Proposes an
across-the-board 9%
tax cut, spread equally
over three years, to
“spur the state’s
economy” [+1.0]

Proposes eliminating
all taxes on
businesses, and all
tax deductions, and
establishing a flat 2%
income tax on all
incomes above
$40,000 [+.8]

.8

Figure A.1. Information board for three-candidate election with all cells exposed,
showing utilities and importance weights for a hypothetical voter.
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weights and differential probabilities, although this would involve yet
another magnitude of complexity. Both of these rules assume that con-
flicts are explicitly confronted and resolved via the different weights or
probabilities.

If our voter Ralph were to employ either WAdd or EU with the informa-
tion board shown in Figure A.1, he would gather information by going
down the columns, by selecting one candidate at random and learning
everything there was about that candidate, associating a subjective utility
and an importance weight (or a probability) to every attribute, and cal-
culating an overall evaluation of the candidate once all the information is
gathered. The process would be repeated for every candidate. Since every-
thing must be learned about every candidate, there is no reason to select
one attribute before any other, nor any reason to consider any particular
candidate before any of the others.

To give substance to this decision rule (and the others we will con-
sider), the utility Ralph associates with each particular cell is shown in
Figure A.1 (in brackets). For simplicity, we have adopted the convention
that a decision maker’s most preferred outcome for each dimension of
judgment is given a utility of +1, acceptable but not ideal positions or
outcomes have utilities between 0 and 1, and unacceptable or disliked
positions have a utility between 0 and −1. These particular numbers are
arbitrary, of course, but we want to use positive numbers to represent
preferred outcomes or attributes and negative numbers to represent dis-
liked outcomes or attributes, to make more salient when and where value
tradeoffs will be required.

The relative importance of each attribute or dimension of judgment
to this same decision maker is displayed in the right-hand column.2 The
most important consideration for this decision is given a weight of 1.0,
attributes that have absolutely no bearing of the decision would be given
a weight of 0, with relative importance between these two extremes rep-
resented by appropriate values between 0 and 1. The range the weights
take on is again arbitrary; we have used a 0 to 1 range to mirror what
these “weights” would look like if they were probabilities.

Ralph is a pretty typical New Jersey Republican: conservative on eco-
nomic issues, but liberal on many social issues. Ralph would probably be
a “weak Republican” according to the well-known measure of party iden-
tification, judging by the greater utility he associates with the Republican
candidate (Candidate B) over the Democrat (Candidate A) and the .5

2 This example lends itself more to relative importance than to expected outcomes, so
formally this example describes the use of the Weighted Additive model, but it would
work exactly the same for the Expected Utility model if we replaced the importance
weights with probabilities.
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Weighted Additive Rule
Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C

1.0( .6) 1.0( .8) 1.0( 0)
.3( .8) .3(1.0) .3( .4)
.1(1.0) .1( .5) .1( 0)
.5(−.5) .5(1.0) .5( .1)
.8( .8) .8(−.6) .8(1.0)
.6(1.0) .6(−.2) .6(−.9)
.4( .1) .4(−.1) .4( .5)
.8(−.1) .8(1.0) .8( .8)

∑
wi(Uij) = 1.89 1.80 1.27

Choose A

Additive Difference Rule
A vs. B A vs. C B vs. C

1.0( .6 − .8) 1.0( .6 − 0) 1.0( .8 − 0)
.3( .8 −1.0) .3( .8 − .4) .3(1.0 − .4)
.1(1.0 − .5) .1(1.0 − 0) .1( .5 − 0)
.5(−.5 − 1.0) .5(−.5 − .1) .5(1.0 − .1)
.8( .8 + .6) .8( .8 − 1.0) .8(−.6 − 1.0)
.6(1.0 + .2) .6(1.0 + .9) .6(−.2 + .9)
.4( .1 + .1) .4( .1 − .5) .4(−.1 − .5)
.8(−.1 − 1.0) .8(−.1 − .8) .8(1.0 − .8)

∑
wi(Uij − Uik) +.06 +.62 +.54

Candidate A is preferred to both B and C, so whatever order candidates are considered, the
decision using this rule is Choose A.

Figure A.2. Examples of Model 1 rational choice compensatory decision rules.

importance he attributes to this attribute. Political experience is his most
important consideration for governor, followed by the candidates’ abor-
tion and tax policies and then gun control. All of these policy considera-
tions are more important to Ralph than a candidate’s party affiliation.

The top part of Figure A.2 illustrates the calculations Ralph would need
to make a decision by the Weighted Additive Rule. The figure reproduces
the utilities and weights from Figure A.1. The Weighted Additive Rule
says that you simply multiply the different utilities by the weights and
then sum the resulting products. In this example, some of the products
for each candidate are negative, but these negative values are compensated
by a greater number of positive values. As it turns out, each of these three
candidates is evaluated positively by Ralph, although candidate A is liked
the most and is therefore the vote choice by this decision rule.

Additive Difference Rule. The Additive Difference Rule (AddDif) is log-
ically equivalent to the Weighted Additive model, and therefore should
result in the same decision. The major difference is that here decision
makers are assumed to compare alternatives one attribute at a time
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and to calculate and retain the differences between alternatives. As with
WAdd, all information is assumed to be considered, and the differences
are weighed in terms of their relative importance to the decision maker. If
more than two alternatives are available, this decision rule is exceedingly
complex.

Unlike the Weighted Additive strategy, which focuses on a candidate-
oriented search, the Additive Difference Rule dictates search “across the
rows” of the information board, with the additional proviso that, given
more than two alternatives, search is limited to two candidates at a time.
So decision makers following this rule should pick two candidates arbi-
trarily, say A and B, then compare these two candidates on every attribute
available. With each pair of attributes considered, the decision maker
would decide which candidate has the better “position” on this attribute,
and by how much, and then weight that difference by the importance of
that attribute to the overall comparison. After all available information
about these two candidates is considered, these weighted differences are
combined to determine which candidate is preferred. This procedure is
repeated, with the winning candidate compared to each remaining candi-
date in turn.

The bottom half of Figure A.2 shows the results of these calculations for
our hypothetical voter Ralph, whose preferences have not changed since
they were first introduced. And the results are exactly the same as those
produced by the Weighted Additive Rule, as they should be: Candidate
A comes out as the vote choice, no matter which pair of candidates is
considered first.

No one thinks that people actually make decisions in this way, whether
via an alternative-oriented WAdd strategy or an attribute-oriented AddDif
approach, although social scientists employing rational choice models
sometimes write as if they do.3 Given what we know about cognitive lim-
its, it is not really credible to assume that people actually make anything
save the simplest decisions in such a manner. Neither relative utilities nor
importance considerations are stored in the mind as numbers, and even if
they were, the math alone would be pretty difficult for the unaided deci-
sion maker.4 The real question for our purposes is whether this method is a

3 Lau (2003) discusses several cognitively simpler variants of WAdd and AddDif. We
will not be able to distinguish empirically between these closely related decision
strategies, however, so we present only the purest variants of the strategies here.

4 Go ahead and try to check the math in Figure 2.3 without paper and pencil or a
calculator, in a situation where there are some distractions but basically where you
can safely ignore what is going on around you and concentrate on this simple task.
(Imagine, for example, the typical faculty meeting.) Hint: There is a small error in
the calculations.
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reasonable approximation – a mathematical formalization – of how deci-
sion makers actually reach a decision, without necessarily going through
all the math. It does have some intuitive appeal. Certainly it is the case
that some considerations matter more than others for most decisions. And
the idea that we like certain outcomes or attributes more than others is
true for everyone.

What is more difficult to accept are some of the implicit assumptions
of this example: first, that any decision maker would actually have the
same information about every alternative and, second, that the values or
outcomes would all be commensurable. If these conditions are met, and
if the decision maker has enough time to think about his or her decision,
and if the amount of available information is not too overwhelming, the
Weighted Additive model could be a reasonable approximation of actual
decision making. If these conditions or assumptions do not hold, however,
then for all practical purposes, it is simply impossible to use such a decision
strategy. The remaining three strategies we review are much more likely
to actually be used by cognitively limited decision makers.

Model 3: Fast and Frugal Decision Making (Take the Few Best Rule)

WAdd and AddDif are pretty unrealistic in most situations because of
their exceedingly high cognitive demands, but a simpler compensatory
strategy might well be employable. We propose a new strategy, based
loosely on the fast and frugal heuristics of Gigerenzer, Todd, and their
colleagues of the ABC research group (Gigerenzer and Todd, 1999).
Decision makers employing this rule would Take the Few Best (FewBest)
attributes – presumably the ones they care the most about, but only those
few – under consideration in reaching a decision. A “few” could be as
many as four or five, if there are only two alternatives under considera-
tion, and is probably no more than two – and in the extreme, could be
only one – if there are any more than two alternatives in the choice set.

Initially, every attribute is valued as simply good or bad. Decision mak-
ers are presumed to add up the good and bad features associated with
each alternative from among the few attributes considered, subtract the
number of bad from the number of good, and choose the alternative with
the highest net positive score. If this initial, first-cut procedure does not
result in a single alternative being selected, the decision maker must go
back and make more fine-grained discriminations between the attributes
associated with each alternative (i.e., give them values other than +1
or −1), and in all likelihood compensates for the greater cognitive effort by
eliminating one or more attribute that was initially considered. This pro-
cedure continues until a single, most highly evaluated alternative results.
This rule is agnostic about whether alternative-based or attribute-based
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Take the Few Best Rule

Initial Search Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C
Political Experience + + −
Tax Policy − + +
Policy on Abortion + − +

∑ + − ∑ − 1 1 1

No single best choice results, requiring more refined information processing
(but on a smaller subset of available information) than initially assumed.

Refined Search Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C
Political Experience +.6 +.8 0
Tax Policy −.1 +1.0 +.8

∑
.5 1.8 .8

Choose B

Figure A.3. Example of Model 3 fast and frugal compensatory decision rule.

search is followed, as such decisions are probably in practice a function
of the information environment (i.e., which type of search is easier to
conduct).

As shown in Figure A.3, if Ralph were using this decision rule, with three
alternatives, he would probably consider each candidate’s political expe-
rience, tax policy, and stand on abortion – the three attributes he cares the
most about. To make this example more interesting, let us also assume that
experience in the state legislature is not considered sufficient experience
to be governor, so this attribute for Candidate C is considered negative. If
this were the case, Ralph’s initial consideration of the candidates would
result in a three-way tie, as each candidate would have a net positive score
of +1. Ralph would then have to expend the additional cognitive effort
to reconsider the attributes he has already examined about the three can-
didates and produce finer evaluations of each attribute. Assuming he
compensates for the greater effort required in forming these evaluations
by dropping the last attribute from consideration, a clear preference for
Candidate B results.

Notice that if our decision maker were somewhat less interested in
politics, or had fewer cognitive resources to spare, and only considered
the first two attributes, a clear decision would result from the initial,
fast and frugal examination of the alternatives: vote for Candidate B,
with two positives. A decision maker with greater cognitive resources or
more interest in politics might retain all three attributes in the second
stage of decision making, in which case a choice for Candidate C would
result.
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We would like to add one subtle additional consideration to our Few
Best strategy. As described earlier, this procedure, like all compensatory
strategies, assumes that all attributes under consideration are commen-
surable – that is, their values can be compared on some utility scale. But
what if this is not the case? What if the attributes under consideration are
inherently incommensurable? In that case, this decision strategy reduces to
Take the Best (One) because the decision maker has no choice but to con-
sider only a single attribute and make a decision based on it (Gigerenzer
and Todd, 1999).

noncompensatory strategies

Compensatory strategies all assume that voters can compare apples to
oranges by converting both to “utility.” But a good argument can be
made that such a process is very difficult to carry out. Just how does
one convert real things – like feelings about abortion – to some generic
comparative rubric, so that abortion can be compared, say, to preferences
on Middle East policy? Cognitively such a task is extremely difficult, if not
impossible. The answer for many decision makers may be to apply one
of the noncompensatory rules, which by their very nature do not require
difficult tradeoffs to be made. As such, noncompensatory strategies are
all examples of Model 4 decision making. We consider two well-known
approaches: a satisficing rule and an elimination-by-aspects rule.

Model 4: “Intuitive” Semiautomated Heuristic-Based
Decision Making

Satisficing. Satisficing is one of the first and most famous decision rules
identified in the behavioral decision theory literature (Simon, 1957).
Satisficing assumes that decision makers set target or aspiration levels
for every attribute they care about and then consider alternatives one at
a time in random order. Information search continues until an alternative
that meets or exceeds the target level for every criterion is discovered.
Once such an alternative is found, search stops, and this alternative is
chosen. If no such alternative is found, target levels must be lowered,
and the process is repeated until an alternative that satisfies all criteria is
found.

Satisficing involves relatively simple cognitive processes. Conflict and
incommensurability are avoided by seeking an alternative that is satisfac-
tory on every criterion of judgment and by not comparing the alterna-
tives to each other. Indeed, some alternatives may be totally ignored, and
there is no guarantee that anything approaching the “best” alternative
will be selected. Obviously the order in which alternatives are considered
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Satisficing

Example: Consider only attributes 1, 5, and 8, the three most important to voter.

Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C

[+.6, +.8, −.1] [+.8, −.6, +1.0] [0, +1, +.8]

Target Uij > 0 Reject Reject Reject

Lower Target: Uij ≥ 0 Reject Reject Accept C

Elimination-by-Aspects

Example: Eliminate any candidate with Uij< 0.

Consider Most Important [+.6] [+.8] [0]
Attribute (1): Retain Retain Retain

Consider 2nd Most [+.8] [−.6] [+1]
Important Attribute (5): Retain Eliminate Retain

Consider 3rd Most [−.1] [+1]
Important Attribute (8): Eliminate Choose C

Note, if the decision is to eliminate any Uij ≤ 0, Candidate C would be eliminated
on the first attribute, and Candidate B would be eliminated on the second, leaving
Candidate A as the choice.

Figure A.4. Examples of Model 4 intuitive noncompensatory decision rules.

can completely determine which is selected, if more than one alternative
would meet the target level for the attributes deemed important enough
to consider.

If our hypothetical voter Ralph were satisficing, he would first deter-
mine which attributes were important to him, and what an acceptable
position on each would be. This would normally be a subset of all the
attributes available, such that satisficing typically includes a less than
thorough information search even for the selected alternative. Suppose
Ralph decided the only attributes he really cares about in a governor
were that the candidate had some political experience, that the candidate
was unlikely to raise taxes, and that the candidate was Pro-Choice on the
abortion issue – the three attributes with the highest weights in Figure 2.3.
Suppose his initial target level was that he simply like (i.e., have a positive
utility for) the position of a candidate on these three attributes. Unfortu-
nately for Ralph, each candidate would fail to satisfy one of these criteria,
and he would be forced to lower his target level. Lowering it only slightly
to aspire to not dislike a position (i.e., feeling neutral is okay) would now
yield a satisfactory choice, Candidate C. These considerations – certainly
far easier to compute than those involving addition and/or multiplication –
are shown in the top half of Figure A.4.
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To give another example of satisficing, suppose Ralph’s sister (Ralphina)
held the same values as Ralph (so her utilities would be the same as
her brother’s), but she only really cared that a governor had a good
education and that the candidate was Pro-Choice. She would restrict
search to attributes 2 and 5. Candidate B would prove to be unsatis-
factory, but either Candidate A or Candidate C would be acceptable, and
Ralphina would choose whichever candidate she happened to consider
first. No attempt is made to trade off Candidate A’s presumably better
education against Candidate C’s superior stand on the abortion issue. If
Ralphina were satisficing, the choice between Candidate A and Candidate
C would be completely determined by the order in which alternatives were
considered.

Elimination-by-Aspects Rule. The Elimination-by-Aspects Rule (EBA) is
another well-known noncompensatory decision strategy. It is similar to
satisficing but focuses on an attribute-oriented search (Tversky, 1972).
Decision makers are assumed to rank the attributes of judgment in terms
of importance and then to consider the most important attribute first.
Like satisficing, decision makers are assumed to have something like a
target level of every attribute, and alternatives are eliminated if they do
not meet or exceed this target. The procedure continues with additional
attributes of judgment in decreasing order of importance until only one
alternative remains. Like satisficing, EBA avoids conflicts by eliminating
alternatives as soon as any conflict occurs.

If Ralph were utilizing EBA to make his vote decision, as detailed in
the bottom half of Figure A.4, he would first set a target level and then
consider all three candidates on the different attributes in their order of
importance. Suppose Ralph, having learned from experience not to expect
too much from politics, sets his target level at just wanting nonnegative
utilities. He considers first the candidate’s political experience and finds
them all to have an acceptable political background. He then considers
tax policy and eliminates Candidate A for fear that candidate might raise
taxes. He then looks at Candidates B’s and C’s abortion stands, and finding
C’s position far preferable to B’s, his decision process comes to an end and
he selects Candidate C.

The Special Case of Model 2: Socialized Attitudes
and Cognitive Consistency

Despite Model 2’s prevalence in political science, the behavioral decision
theory literature does not provide any prominent examples of individual
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decision strategies that fit clearly under this category.5 When writers in the
Michigan tradition come closest to describing a decision process (e.g.,
Converse and Markus, 1979; Kelley and Mirer, 1974; Miller and Shanks,
1996, chapter 8), it is clearly a compensatory one. It is presumably a
comparison of the virtues and vices of the competing candidates which
leads, ultimately, to the vote choice.

Just as surely, however, these processes are not identical to those of
Model 1, nor are they entirely compensatory in their orientation. To a
limited but very real extent, Model 2 voters use their information search
not to decide how to vote, but to bolster or justify a standing decision
provided by their long-term party identification. It will take a great deal
of disconfirming information about one’s own candidate before a partisan
Model 2 voter would defect to the other side – much more than should
be necessary given a “objective” reading of the evidence.

One of the methods available to Model 2 decision makers is to distort
the perception of incoming information in a partisan manner; another
method is to disproportionately seek out information the decision maker
expects to bolster his or her standing decision; a third would be to increase
the perceived importance of information that is consistent with one’s pre-
dispositions and decrease the perceived importance of contradictory infor-
mation. We believe many decision makers do all of these things. To the
extent the decision comes first and the information search – the decision
making strategy – follows from it, we can certainly understand why a
literature focused on decision making would have little to say about such
a strategy. Nonetheless we will try to detail such a strategy here.

Confirmatory Decision Making. We call this strategy Confirmatory Deci-
sion Making because its aim, at least in part, is ensuring that one’s prior
predispositions are confirmed. The first thing a decision maker following
a confirmatory strategy has to learn is the party affiliation of the different
candidates. Because the underlying motivational biases are coming from
personal identifications, confirming that one’s own candidate is “good”
is probably more important than confirming that the opponent is “bad.”
Hence, we would expect disproportionate search directed toward in-party
candidates. Fine-grained utility calculations are unnecessary as long as
simpler positive or negative or neutral evaluations of particular attributes
will work. Likewise importance weights are unnecessary (unless they are
required to avoid dissonance and make the calculations come out right).

5 Although one of the best-known labels for describing (bad) group-based decision
processes, groupthink (Janis, 1972), is consistent with many aspects of this model.
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Confirmatory Decision Rule

Initial Search Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C
Party Affiliation − + 0
Policy on Abortion + − +
Political Experience + + −

∑ + − ∑ − 1 1 0

The initial search yields no clear choice as the best alternative, and no
confirmation of the voter’s early-learned Republican partisan leaning.
This should motivate additional information seeking, particularly
about the in-party candidate.

Supplementary Search Candidate A Candidate B Candidate C
Tax Policy +

∑ + − ∑ − 1 2 0

Choose B

Figure A.5. Example of Model 2 confirmatory decision making.

We would expect decision makers following this strategy to seek out
a little more information than may be the norm because the decision
should be more important to them than it is to many other people, but
there would be no requirement (even in theory) to engage in the compre-
hensive information search that a Model 1 decision maker would pursue
in the ideal world. This would be particularly true if decision makers
encountered some information that was inconsistent with their predis-
positions because they likely would be motivated to seek out additional,
presumably consistent information about the alternatives.

If Ralph were utilizing the Confirmatory Decision Making strategy, he
would first find the candidates’ party affiliations and then try to learn some
issue stands – say their stands on abortion – and something about their
personal backgrounds or qualifications, such as their political experience.
If Ralph were to consider only these three items, his initial evaluation of
the candidates (as shown in Figure A.5) would result in a tie between the
Republican and (egads!) the Democrat. Such a result would be inconsis-
tent with Ralph’s Republican Party identification, and he would certainly
be motivated to learn more about his in-party candidate. Suppose Ralph
then went out and learned the Republican’s stand on tax policy. This is a
solid Republican position, and Ralph is very pleased with it. At this
point, search may well stop, and Ralph could be comfortable with his
choice of Candidate B. (Why bother searching any more? Ralph knows all
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Democrats want to tax and spend, and those Good Government party
members are pretty crazy.)

summary

We have spent a good deal of ink detailing these various decision strate-
gies – Weighted Additive, Additive Difference, Few-Best, satisficing, EBA,
Confirmatory, and so on – because they are the key variables in our quest
to understand how information processing affects evaluation and choice.
We have focused our discussion on distinct decision strategies, but this
should not be read to suggest that decision makers employ one and only
one decision strategy, no matter what the task. There is little evidence for
systematic individual differences in the use of the various strategies. People
do not specialize; instead, all decision makers employ multiple decision
strategies, sometimes even during the course of making a single decision
(see Mintz et al., 1997). This is a complication for the latter half of the
book. There we test the effects of using each of these different strategies,
not only on the vote choice itself but also on the likelihood that voters
choose the candidate who best represents their informed interests.

277



P1: KAE
0521848598apxA CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 5, 2006 23:2

278



P1: KAE
0521848598apxB CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 5, 2006 23:52

Appendix B. How the Dynamic Information
Board Works

The dynamic information board is the most reasonable way to track infor-
mation processing during a political campaign. The dynamic board allows
the experimenter to establish any number of experimental conditions and
randomly assign subjects to those conditions. The system used in these
experiments can be employed to study both a primary and a general elec-
tion campaign cycle. Further, the number of candidates can be varied,
as can the amount of time available, along with other attributes of the
campaign.1

Information was presented to the subject on a computer screen, and the
subject used a mouse to make selections from whatever is currently avail-
able on the screen. The order in which information was presented varied
randomly according to the relative likelihood of any particular piece of
information becoming available at different points in the campaign. These
probabilities were based on the data from the 1988 presidential election
campaign summarized in Figure 3.1.

There are four distinct areas on the main screen. The central area (see
Figure 3.2 for an example) contains the six information boxes, which
continuously move down the screen, with the box at the bottom disap-
pearing, and a new information box appearing at the top of the stack. This
is the area that subjects click on in order to learn more details about issues,
candidate personalities, polls, endorsements, candidate backgrounds, and
any other information the experimenter makes available. Clicking on one
of the boxes presents a new screen containing written information relating
to the label in the box; for example, a detailed description of a candidate’s
position on welfare. Figure B.1 illustrates one such screen. When the sub-
ject finishes reading the information, another click of the mouse returns

1 The dynamic information board was written in a computer language called Toolbook
and run on Windows-based personal computers. For details on the technical aspects
of the system design, see Redlawsk, 1992, 1995a.
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Figure b.1. Dynamic information board information card.

to the main screen, which is similar to Figure 3.2. The computer is contin-
ually recording the information boxes that are presented to the subject,
the order and time in which they are presented, and which ones have been
selected by the subject. As a subject makes a selection, the time is recorded
when the selection is made, as is the time when the subject finishes read-
ing the details and returns to the main screen – although inevitably one at
least slightly different from the last one seen, as the scrolling has continued
in the background while the specific information is considered (although
this is hidden from subjects). Thus, the time spent examining each piece
of information can be easily calculated.

At the top of the main screen is a box in which “newspaper headlines”
appear and disappear from time to time. These headlines represent the
type of information a voter might obtain by simply passing by a newsstand
and scanning the newspaper headlines. Most of these headlines referred
to the presidential campaign, but many did not (e.g., “baseball starts
today:yanksathome,metsinpittsburgh”). There is no additional infor-
mation behind the headlines themselves, unlike the information boxes in
the center of the screen. However, the experimenter can link specific head-
lines to specific pieces of information that will then appear on the screen
in the information boxes after the headline disappears. Directly below the
headlines and above the information boxes is a small area that informs the
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subject what the current “calendar month” is during the election cycle.
For the primary election, the subject begins in February and ends in April,
when the New Jersey primary election is held.2 As the campaign continues,
the month label changes appropriately. Information boxes are keyed to the
month, so that the “Gallup Poll for early April” shows up when the month
is April. This provides a significant amount of realism to the experiment.

Finally, the fourth area on the screen, to the left of the information boxes
and the month, includes a timer and an indication of whether the subject is
in the early, middle, or late part of the primary election. The timer counts
down in real time the number of minutes remaining in the simulation.
This was added in order to give subjects a sense of the pacing of the
campaign and to help them realize when they must make a decision. While
the time frame is dramatically shorter – twenty minutes in the present
experiments – the effect is to remind subjects that they vote on a certain
date, just as they do in a real primary election.

In addition to the main screen shown in Figure 3.2 and the detailed
information screen that is reached by clicking on an information box, the
system has several other screens. Most important is the campaign video
screen (Figure B.2). At appropriate intervals during the campaign, the
system can present recorded campaign commercials, with both video and
audio. These are designed to take over the main screen so that when it is
time for a campaign ad to air, the information boxes are completely cov-
ered over by the video, interrupting the scrolling and allowing a subject
to do nothing else while the video is showing. Once the ad finishes run-
ning, the main screen reappears, and the subject can continue to examine
additional text-based information until the next campaign commercial. If
the subject was in the middle of reading some detailed information when
an ad begins, they are returned to that screen. If they are at the main
screen and hence between choices when an ad begins, they are returned
there – but again, it will have almost completely new alternatives avail-
able, because the scrolling has continued while the ad was being played.
Thus, the system is designed to mimic both of the major ways in which
voters receive significant campaign information – through newspapers
and through television.

2 In the real world outside of the lab, the New Jersey primary is actually held in June
and is one of the last primaries. The result is that New Jersey’s presidential primary is
usually meaningless, with the nomination having been determined earlier in the year.
For the simulation, subjects were told that in 1996 the primary would be held ear-
lier, as part of a “Super-Duper Tuesday” string of primaries that would undoubtedly
determine the nominees of the two parties – a proposal that was actually consid-
ered by New Jersey politicians before the 1996 national election but not actually
implemented.
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Figure b.2. Dynamic information board video screen.

The system contains a number of additional screens, including one on
which subjects click on a thermometer scaled from 0 to 100 to record
their global evaluation of each candidate. As the assessment is made, the
computer records the rating and the amount of time required to make
it. The voting screen presents the candidates from whom the subject may
choose when the campaign is over. The subject simply clicks on a candidate
name, and the vote is recorded, along with the amount of time required to
make the choice. Finally, there are a number of introductory information
screens that provide subjects with instructions and the election scenario.
Figure B.3 illustrates one of these.

The dynamic information board resolves many of the problems asso-
ciated with traditional information board approaches and allows us to
go well beyond the data normally available through survey methods. It
allows us to trace the decision-making process as it occurs, but it does so
in an environment that more closely mimics that of a presidential elec-
tion than does the classic static information board. Information comes
and goes, its availability determined in accordance with real-world cam-
paigns. In choosing to look at one piece of information, voters have to
forgo learning something else. Time is limited, and information can be
overwhelming. Subjects have to do the very tasks they must perform
in real campaigns: learn about candidates, compare them to each other,
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Figure b.3. Dynamic information board scenario page.

determine what issues and other information are most important, and
ultimately make a choice. This new approach to process tracing, where
information flow is important, allows us to collect a comprehensive set
of data designed specifically to better understand what voters actually do
when they encounter campaign information.

the special problem of party, polls, and endorsements

Two points deserve special attention, for they are additional ways we
have adapted standard information boards to better fit an election con-
text. Primary elections in most states (and in our experiment) involve two
simultaneous and semiindependent election campaigns, one in each party.
As long as the party’s choice has not been determined, both campaigns
get considerable political attention, and the candidates involved in those
campaigns spend most of their time addressing each other. Thus, during
primary elections, most of the available information is (a) grouped by
party and (b) available to anyone who is interested.

We wanted to incorporate both of those features into our campaign,
and we ultimately decided that the best way to do it was to color-code the
information from the different parties. So, during the primary campaign,
all the labels scrolling down the screen were either red or blue, with all the
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information pertinent to the candidates in the Democratic primary in one
of those colors, and all the information pertinent to the Republicans in the
other. The computer randomly assigned colors to parties at the beginning
of the primary campaign, and voters had to learn, by accessing the party
affiliation of any candidate, which was which. Logically, because there are
only two parities, and two colors in our campaign simulation, once sub-
jects have learned the party affiliation of one candidate, they have learned
it for all candidates.3 This same color-coding was maintained for the gen-
eral election, although by then the problem of separate campaigns (and
therefore separate decisions) disappears. But during the primary election,
voters were free to look at any information about any candidate from
either party, although only information about candidates from their own
party was relevant to the first decision they had to make.

The second somewhat unusual point about much information avail-
able during an election campaign is that, rather than being tied to any
particular alternative, it inherently provides information about multiple
candidates simultaneously. Poll results, a pervasive part of all presidential
campaigns, always list the current support for all (viable) candidates. The
absolute level of support does not usually matter in our winner-take-all
elections, just the support of one candidate relative to all the others in the
election. It is impossible to learn that one candidate is ahead in the polls
without simultaneously learning that other candidates are behind.

Similarly, group endorsements are inherently comparative, and thus
provide information about all candidates in an election. Learning that the
AFL-CIO endorses Candidate A simultaneously tells you that the group
chose not to endorse Candidates B, C, and D. Thus, even though our
description of information boards has led the reader to believe that all
information comes from one particular cell of an underlying attributes-
by-alternatives matrix – and, indeed, that is the case in every information
board study we have seen – these two types of information essentially
represent receiving an entire row of that matrix simultaneously.

Thus, polls and endorsements provide two types of problems for us:
the first practical, the second analytic. We discuss the analytic problems
in Chapter 5, where we present most of our basic measures of information
search. Here we address the practical problem of how to flag this special
type of information for voters. The problem is multiplied during the pri-
mary season, where the multiple-candidate comparisons are limited to
the candidates within each party. Our practical solution was to write the
labels for these two types of information in all capital letters, so that
they would stand out from the candidate-specific information, where at

3 In practice, however, very few subjects accessed party affiliation only once.
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most the first letter of a word (or candidate’s name) would be capitalized.
During the primary, the labels for endorsements and poll results for the
different parties were in the same blue or red color as all of the candidate-
specific information from that party. During the general election, when the
specific information about one of the relevant candidates had red labels
and the other blue labels, the labels for this multiple-candidate informa-
tion were in a third color (a purplish mixture of red and blue).

285



P1: KAE
0521848598apxB CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 5, 2006 23:52

286



P1: KAE
0521848598apxC CUNY344B/Lav 0 521 84750 8 May 5, 2006 23:59

Appendix C. Overview of
Experimental Procedures

In this appendix we provide many of the nuts and bolts details of different
experiments that we have conducted using our new dynamic process-
tracing methodology and the presidential campaign simulation created to
go with it. We begin with a description of the subjects who participated in
the experiments and the methods by which they were recruited. We then
discuss the general procedures that were followed in actually running the
experiments. We conclude with a little more detail on the eight mock
candidates who “ran” in our mock campaigns.

subjects

As mentioned briefly in Chapter 3, our requirements for participation in
our experiments were only two: (1) Subjects had to be eligible to regis-
ter and vote in U.S. elections (i.e., they had to be U.S. citizens at least
18 years of age), and (2) subjects could not be currently enrolled in a
college or university. In practice, the studies also required subjects to be
literate, as much of the experimental material was presented in written
form. Our subject recruitment procedure differed between the first three
experiments, when we had funding to pay subjects, and the last, when we
did not. For the first three experiments, we could pay each subject $20 for
participating – which, as will be detailed later, lasted about two hours –
and some subjects were obtained by advertisements in local newspapers
or community bulletin boards. As we suspected, however, it turns out
that $20 is not a very strong incentive for most people for two hours of
their free time; moreover, we feared that people who would volunteer to
participate in a study of political decision making would be inordinately
interested in politics – a bias we wanted to avoid.

In a wonderful example of framing effects, however, it turns out that
relatively few people will work an extra two hours to put $20 in their own
wallets, but they will gladly work that same amount of time to put the
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$20 in the coffers of some voluntary organization to which they belong.1

Thus we recruited most of our subjects by approaching voluntary associ-
ations in central New Jersey – churches, PTAs, and the full gamut of local
community organizations – briefly describing the study, and telling them,
in essence, that we would give them $20 for every member of their organi-
zation who would participate in our study. Such organizations are always
fund-raising, and most were happy to approach some of their members
with this idea.

The last study was run as a group project in several research methods
classes at Rutgers University. The instructor (one of the authors) first ran
each of the students in the class through the experiment, provided addi-
tional instruction on being an experimenter, and then gave the students (as
a major class assignment) the task of recruiting and then running three
or four non-college-student adult U.S. citizens through the experiment.
The subjects in the last experiment participated mostly as a favor to the
students in our classes, although they were each entered into a lottery
(conducted on the last day of class) to win $100. Data resulting from
those sessions where the Rutgers students themselves were subjects are
not included in the data analyzed here.

Table C.1 describes the 664 subjects who participated in the four exper-
iments we conducted for this project. A little more than half our sub-
jects were female, most were white, married, currently employed, with
a median family income of about $45,000 and a median age of 45.5. A
little less than half had a college degree. Over a third of the subjects were
Catholic, a quarter Protestant, and 17% were Jewish. Thirty-eight percent
of our subjects identified themselves as Democrats, 27% were Republi-
can, with the remainder, 35%, independent.2 We make no claims that
our subjects are representative of any larger population, although their
background characteristics are broadly similar to the area of central New
Jersey from which they were recruited. The important point is that most
of these people had the opportunity for a lot more political involvement
than is possible for your typical college sophomore.

1 “Rationally,” those people who wanted to help their organizations more then they
already were should presumably have saved their time and simply donated another
$20 to the organization, but we did not make this suggestion, nor, evidently, did
many people come up with this idea themselves.

2 We used the standard ANES branching question to gather party identification. Of
these independents, 14% leaned toward the Democratic Party, 8% leaned toward
the Republican Party, and 13% claimed to be pure independents with no leanings
toward either party. We provide these details because we required all subjects in
our experiments to register as Democrats or Republicans before the primary cam-
paign began, so that they, and we, knew in which party’s primary they would be
voting.
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Table C.1. Characteristics of Experimental Subjects

Gender Race Age

Female 54% African American 7% Range 18–84
Male 46% Asian American 3% Mean 45.4

Hispanic 3% Median 45.5
White 84% Std. Dev. 19.0
Other 2%

Education Family Income Marital Status

< High school 6% Less than $15,000 11% Married 55%
High school grad 17% $15,000–$24,999 12% Single, never married 30%
Some college 31% $25,000–$34,999 15% Separated 2%
College grad 26% $35,000–$49,999 17% Divorced 7%
Advanced degree 21% $50,000–$74,999 19% Widowed 6%

Over $75,000 26%

Employment Religion Church Attendance

Working now 59% Catholic 35% Never 28%
Unemployed 3% Jewish 17% Few times a year 24%
Laid off 1% Protestant 25% Once/twice a month 10%
Retired/disabled 25% Other 11% Almost every week 10%
Homemaker 13% None/no preference 13% Every week 28%

Party Identification Political Ideology

Democrat 38% Very liberal 4%
Independent 35% Somewhat liberal 34%
Republican 27% Moderate 28%

Somewhat conservative 30%
Very conservative 3%

We should make one more point while describing the subjects who par-
ticipated in our experiments. The figures in Table C.1 summarize across
the four different experiments, but it is also important that sufficient sub-
ject variation exist within each of the four experiments. Fortunately, this
was the case. We might expect the largest differences between subjects
in the first three experiments compared to the last, given the less formal
recruitment procedure used in that last experiment, and this was indeed
the case. The one noticeable difference across studies was age and vari-
ables related to it (being retired, widowed, etc.). For example, the mean
age was 48 for the first three experiments, 39 for the last, with a slightly
lower standard deviation as well (17 vs. 18). But again, the main point is
a reasonable amount of variance in subject characteristics – and this we
have, in all four experiments.
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experimental procedure

About half of our subjects were run in our laboratory at Rutgers Uni-
versity. The remaining subjects were run in reasonably quiet and private
settings provided by the organizations whose members were volunteer-
ing their time. In this case, we lugged our own computer and monitor to
the organization’s headquarters. This latter procedure was generally more
convenient for the subjects than coming to Rutgers. In virtually every case,
subjects were run individually through the experiment, with an experi-
menter carefully explaining the study, making sure subjects understood
how the computer, and the program, worked, and then staying nearby in
case the subject had any questions.

Informed Consent. After introducing her- or himself, the experimenter
gave a brief overview of the study, explaining that we were interested
in how people make vote decisions (assuring subjects that we did not
expect subjects to know much about politics), that eventually they would
experience and vote in a mock presidential election campaign, that all their
responses would be treated confidentially, and that the entire procedure
would last about two hours.

Initial Political Attitudes Questionnaire. The first task for subjects was to
complete a political attitudes questionnaire, most of which was done on
the computer. The political attitudes questionnaire asked a fairly standard
set of questions designed to measure subjects’ political preferences, includ-
ing their party identification, their general liberal or conservative ideology,
their policy preferences in a wide variety of different domains (all cru-
cial for determining candidate support), their liking for different groups
involved in politics (important for determining how voters should react
to learning about an endorsement from one of these groups), and their
general level of political sophistication. This was also where we obtained
the background information about our subjects, listed in Table C.1. All
these questions were modeled after, and in most cases taken directly from,
recent ANES surveys, except that our subjects read these questions them-
selves and responded directly on the computer.3

3 The advantages of having subjects respond to this political attitudes questionnaire
directly on the computer (rather than having the subject or an interviewer write the
responses on a printed questionnaire) were fourfold. First, it is obviously very cost-
efficient, as we ultimately need this data in the computer for analysis, and we do not
have to take the time and expense to have a research assistant (or worse, ourselves)
put this data into the computer. Less obviously, this also eliminates a level of data
errors, where mistakes in data entry can add random noise to the data. Second, we can
unobtrusively measure how long it takes subjects to answer each question, another
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Instructions and Practice. Next, subjects were introduced to the dynamic
information board and given practice learning how to use it. They were
told that the scrolling represents the ongoing flow of information during
a presidential election campaign, and that the experiment would expose
them to a considerably compressed election campaign with both a primary
and a general election. The practice session presented information about
George H. Bush and Michael Dukakis from the 1988 U.S. presidential
election in our dynamic scrolling format. The purpose of the practice
session was (1) to give subjects experience using the mouse to access
desired information – a skill that does not take too much practice to
develop, but nonetheless a skill that many of our subjects, too old to have
been raised on video games, did not yet have – and (2) to familiarize people
with the type of information that was available so that people would know
what to expect if they chose to look at a candidate’s issue stand, family
history, a group endorsement, and the like. The experimenter warned the
subject not to get frustrated by the scrolling, which made it impossible
to look at everything a voter might want to look at. The practice session
lasted about seven minutes.

Then subjects read a set of instructions that repeated much of the
information the experimenter had told them during the practice session.
Figure C.1 presents a slightly condensed version of the instructions sub-
jects read on the computer for our first experiment, run in the fall of 1994.
Essentially the same instructions were used for subsequent experiments,
although for experiments run after the actual 1996 presidential election,
the instructions asked subjects to imagine they were voting in the 2000
presidential campaign.

Campaign Scenario. Before the campaigns began, subjects read a brief
scenario “setting up” the mock 1996 (or later 2000) presidential elec-
tion campaign. According to our scenario, President Clinton, deciding he
had achieved everything he had set out to accomplish except health care
reform, had stunned the political world by announcing that he would
retire from politics to “do some fishing, play the saxophone, and get to

measure of how important different beliefs are to voters. Bassili (1995), for example,
has shown that response latencies measured on telephone surveys are good measures
of the certainty with which respondents hold different expressed attitudes. Third,
information from subjects that we might want to use to design specific experimental
stimuli or manipulations, is immediately available in a form the computer can utilize.
And fourth, answering questions on the computer gave subjects a chance to practice
using the computer before the mock campaigns began, practice that was important
to many subjects at a time when personal computers were not nearly as pervasive at
home or in the workplace as they are now.
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Your task is to “experience” (in a very short period of time) the 1996 presidential election
campaign, with a few changes. We have substituted a new set of candidates for those who
are likely to run [who ran] in 1996. None of these candidates are ones you have heard of
before. (You may or may not be upset to learn that Bill Clinton is not running for
reelection in our mock campaign.) In fact, the candidates in this election don’t actually
exist; they have all been “made up” for the purposes of this experiment. However, they
have been created to be as realistic as possible – to be the type of candidates who typically
run for president in the United States.

As usual, the year begins with the primary season and the selection of each party’s
flag-bearer. The first primary in 1996 is New Hampshire’s, on February 20th, although the
Iowa “caucuses” are scheduled 10 days earlier. “Super Tuesday,” when about a quarter of
the delegates needed to win the nomination are selected, occurs on March 14. In our mock
election, New Jersey, California, New York, Ohio, and Texas have all coordinated their
primaries to occur on Tuesday, April 24. As these states combined have slightly more
delegates than those selected on Super Tuesday, we have coined the term “Super Duper
Tuesday” for April 24th. These states hope that the party’s nominees will not be selected
before then (and it is a good bet they will not), so that voters in these states will have the
final say on which candidates get the nominations.

Information about the Democratic candidates will be in one color on the screen and
information about the Republicans will be in another, but you will have to find out which
party’s candidates are in which color. This year there are six candidates from the two
parties running for president. Most of the information will be specific to one of these
candidates (e.g., Joe Politician’s Stand on the Economy), but some of the information will
apply to more than one of the candidates in a party (e.g., Gallup Poll as the Primaries Heat
Up). Information of this latter type will be in the same color that the party it is about
appears. For example, the Gallup Poll for the Republicans will be in the same color as the
other information for Republicans. As in any campaign, there will be far more information
available than you can possibly comprehend in so short a time, and you will have to be
selective in what you pay attention to. Of course the longer you look at any given bit of
information, the less time there is remaining to learn anything else.

At the end of the primary you will be asked to vote for one of the candidates in one of the
party’s primary. You can certainly look at any information about any of the candidate’s
during the campaign, irrespective of party, but you can only vote in one of the primaries.
And you will have to choose ahead of time (i.e., “register” before the primary begins)
which primary to vote in.

After the primaries are over, the general election campaign will begin. One of the
Democratic candidates will run against one of the Republicans. (You will have to wait to
see which candidates win their party’s nomination.) After the general election campaign is
over, you will be asked to “vote” for one of the two candidates. Of course, you can vote
for either candidate, regardless of who you voted for in the primary.

In general, the same type of information is available about every candidate. However, the
candidates can adopt different campaign strategies, which could result in different
probabilities of your ever learning certain information about different candidates. Please
note that the information associated with any label (e.g., Joe Politician’s Stand on the
Economy) will never change during the course of the campaign. That is, you will probably
have more than one opportunity to “access” or learn certain information – and you should
feel free to do so – but the hidden information associated with a label will always be the
same.

Figure c.1. Instructions to subjects.
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know my family again.” [This line was not needed for experiments con-
ducted after the 1996 elections, when subjects were asked to imagine the
2000 election was upon us, and President Clinton could not run again.]
Although Clinton had initially endorsed Al Gore as his successor, the vice
president was tragically crippled when he broke his back trying to dance
the bugaloo at a fund-raising affair in a Los Angeles disco, and he had to
withdraw from public life. The president then announced that he would
support whichever candidate his party nominated but would make no
further endorsement during the primary. Thus the primary season began
with no incumbent seeking reelection and no overwhelming favorite for
either party’s nomination.

The Election Campaigns. After all this initial data gathering, instruction,
and practice (which typically took between forty-five and sixty minutes),
the mock campaigns began. Subjects were first required to register as a
Democrat or Republican, which would determine which party’s primary
they could vote in. This emulates a closed primary (the most common
practice across the United States, and the one actually used in New Jersey,
where our experiments were run), where only party members (as deter-
mined by registrations a month before the election) can vote in that party’s
primary election.

The primary campaign then started, which lasted about twenty minutes.
Depending upon experiment and condition, there were a total of either
four or six candidates running in the primaries, two or four in each party.
At the end of the campaign, the scrolling stopped, and a message came
on the computer screen announcing that it was Election Day. A screen
then came up listing, in random order, all the candidates running in the
primary of the party in which the voter had registered. After voting for
one of these candidates, subjects were asked to rate, on a 101-point feeling
thermometers, all the candidates running in both party’s primaries, and
also to rate how difficult the choice was and how certain they were that
they had made the right decision.4

After answering these questions, subjects were given a two-minute
break between the primary and general election campaigns.5 The news-
paper “headlines” continued to appear on the computer screen, however,
which was how subjects learned (if they were watching the headlines),

4 It would certainly be possible to give subjects the option of not voting on Election
Day with our procedure, but none of our experiments offered this possibility.

5 Except for subjects in Study 2, which did not include a general election campaign.
These subjects moved immediately to the postcampaign data-gathering phase of the
study.
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which candidate had won their party’s primary and would be running in
the fall campaign.6 We also had a thirty-second clip of such typical party
convention hoopla as delegates with signs, party leaders making endless
speeches, and balloons and confetti falling from the ceiling.

The general election campaign followed, always with only two candi-
dates, one Democrat and one Republican. This campaign, with fewer and
now more familiar candidates, lasted only twelve minutes, after which
subjects voted for one of the two remaining candidates, evaluated both
of them on feeling thermometers, and again answered the two questions
about how difficult the choice was and how certain they were that they
had made the right choice.

Postcampaign Data Gathering. Although information gathering and the
vote choice during the two election campaigns were the focal point of
the study, several vital bits of information still remained to be gathered.
First, subjects were told that we were interested in the sort of things people
remember from political campaigns. They were given two sheets of paper,
one for each candidate running in the general election, and asked to write
down everything they could remember about these two candidates. The
two candidates were presented in random order. It is important to note
that this is the first time subjects had heard of trying to remember anything
about the candidates in the campaigns. The memory task was a little
different for subjects in Study 2, which only involved the primary election
campaigns. In this study, subjects were asked to remember as much as
they could about all six candidates in both parties’ primaries.

At this point the procedure diverged between the first two and the last
two experiments. In Studies 1 and 2 subjects went through an elabo-
rate procedure designed to determine whether they had voted correctly –
that is, voted for the candidate they would have chosen had they had
more time and complete information. This is the focus of Chapter 4,
and we describe this procedure in detail there. This proved to be a very
time-consuming task, and because we were able to devise an alternative
measure of correct voting from data gathered in other parts of our stan-
dard experimental procedure (again described more fully in Chapter 4),
in our last two studies we replaced it with “answering a few more ques-
tions about the two general election candidates.” Specifically, subjects
were asked to attribute several issue stands to these two candidates (abor-
tion policy, affirmative action, health care reform, size of defense budget),

6 Subjects also learned during the break that Al Gore had been release from Bethesda
Hospital with a steel rod in his back – to which one of our voters commented, “How
could you tell?”
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judge their general liberalism–conservatism, rate how “attractive” they
were (the candidate’s standard picture appeared on the screen along with
this question), and how much they would like to have this person as a
friend.

Debriefing. Finally the study was over, and debriefing began. The exper-
imenter explained some of the manipulations in the study, particularly
those conditions the subject had not actually experienced, to illustrate
the type of things we were interested in learning. Subjects were explic-
itly asked how realistic they thought the candidates were in the elections
(the mean rating was midway between “Realistic” and “Extremely Realis-
tic”), and whether they had any remaining questions. We collected mailing
addresses from subjects who desired a brief summary of the results after
the experiment was completed, and paid those subjects who were working
for themselves. Subjects were thanked profusely for their time (by now,
approaching and often exceeding two hours) and effort, and sent on their
way.

After the subject had left, the experimenter rated, on a 4-point scale,
how seriously they believed the subject had taken the experiment. A hand-
ful of subjects (8, out of 664) were rated by our experimenter as not having
taken the experiment seriously, and these people are eliminated from the
analyses reported here.7 Figure C.2 summarizes the entire typical experi-
mental procedure.

the competing presidential candidates

The eight mock candidates were all designed to be very realistic, in that
they had the type of political experience typical of serious presidential
candidates, they were at least 45-years-old, they were dispersed along
the ideological spectrum appropriate for their party, and so on. We were
careful, however, not to make any of the candidates appear too much like

7 Whenever subjects are eliminated from analysis, it is important to assure readers that
this exclusion did not in any way affect the results of the study. We hereby provide
that assurance, at least for all of the hypothesis-driven results reported in this book
(and elsewhere: Lau and Redlawsk, 1997, 2001a, 2001b; Redlawsk, 2001a, 2001b,
2002). Another (surprisingly small) handful of subjects had to be eliminated because
of computer bugs. These bugs resulted in the complete loss of data, so we have no
way of knowing whether or how the results would have changed had these bugs
been caught ahead of time. We can only assume that they occurred randomly, and
that nothing systematic in the subject’s information processing caused the computer
to crash.
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1. Political Attitudes Questionnaire

- Questions to measure subjects’ political preferences;
- Political interest, participation, knowledge, and media usage;
- Importance of different types of political information for 1992 vote choice;
- Background/demographic information (30–40 minutes)

2. Mock Election Campaign

a. Practice session accessing scrolling information about 1988 presidential election
(about 8 minutes)

b. Explicit instructions and campaign scenario; random assignment to different
experimental conditions (hidden from subjects) (about 5 minutes)

c. Primary election campaign involving six candidates (about 22 minutes)
d. Vote in party’s primary election; evaluate all six candidates; manipulation check

on difficulty of choice (about 3 minutes)∗
e. Break for party conventions; general election candidates selected (about 2 minutes)
f. General election campaign involving two candidates (about 12 minutes)
g. Vote in general election; evaluate two remaining candidates; manipulation check on

difficulty of choice (about 3 minutes)

3. Unexpected Memory Task

Subjects asked to remember as much as they can about two general election candidates
(about 10 minutes)

4. Correct Voting Determination (Experiments 1 and 2 only)

Subjects presented with complete information about two candidates from primary (the
one they voted for, and the candidate closest to the subject on the issues, of the remaining
candidates in that same party) and asked to decide which they would have voted for if
they had obtained all of this information when they actually had to make their choice
during the primary election (10–15 minutes)

4. Attribution of Policy Stands to General Election Candidates (Experiments 3 and 4)

Subjects asked to place the two general election candidates on the standard liberalism-
conservatism scale and four specific issue scales. Subjects also indicated how “attractive”
each candidate was, and how much they would like that person as a friend (2–4 minutes).

5. Debriefing

Subjects’ general impressions of experiment gathered; any remaining questions answered;
etc. (about 5 minutes)

Figure c.2. Outline of experimental procedure.

∗ Study 2 subjects completed the unexpected memory task (step 3) at this point for
candidates in their party’s primary, and then a detailed guided protocol analysis where
they explained why they had selected the items they chose to examine during the primary,
before determining their correct vote choice (step 4).
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some actual individual, so that attitudes toward that (real) person would
not influence attitudes toward any candidate in the experiments.8

Figure 2.3 describes the eight candidates as they appeared in most of
our studies. They are arranged ideologically from left to right.9 The fig-
ure only highlights the total information available about each candidate.
For example, the candidate’s “Basic Social/Political Philosophy,” reported
in the second row of Figure 2.3, was an attribute that could actually be
accessed during our campaigns. But each candidate also took stands on
twelve specific social issues, five specific economic issues, and six specific
foreign policy/defense issues, stands which were drawn from various arti-
cles in the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, or Washington Post.
All these specific issue stands were potentially accessible about every can-
didate. We had a panel of six political experts (the two authors, three
graduate students at Rutgers, and one local elected official) read each of
these stands and rate them on a 7-point liberal–conservative dimension.
The mean ratings of our panel of experts represent the “objective” or
“true” candidate stands on these issues, but the table reports only the
mean of those objective ratings across all issues for each candidate. There
were also seven individual items available about each candidate’s back-
ground, much of which is summarized in the first row of the table, and six
brief personality descriptions, two of which are reported in the fourth row
of Figure 2.3. Finally, there were six items about the candidate’s political
experience, job performance, and campaign strategy. We are particularly
proud of the inspiring (and totally vacuous) campaign slogans we wrote
for our candidates, which are reported in the last row of Figure 2.3.

We included multiple items about the candidates’ personal history,
family, personality, and so on to flesh out our candidates as people. Both
the New York Times and the Washington Post regularly run very long
background articles about all the major presidential candidates, and we
drew on these articles in devising our material. Of course the major way
candidates present their images to the public is through pictures in ads and
billboards, and better yet (from the candidate’s perspective) through cov-
erage by television news of live campaign events. The latter were too diffi-
cult to simulate realistically for our mock candidates, but the candidates’

8 Today, most politically interested people know who the governor of Texas was during
the late 1990s, and who the governor of Florida is now. Two of our mock candidates
supposedly held those positions. But at the time our experiments were run, the actual
holders of these two offices were pretty obscure and largely unknown politicians from
distant states.

9 In experiment 3, we manipulated the issue stands and personality descriptions of
the candidates on the fly according to the political attitudes of the subject, so the
candidates in that one experiment were some combination of the ones described
here.
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pictures were readily available during our campaigns, both as a candidate-
specific item that could be selected in the same manner as an issue stand or
personality stand, and as “free” (i.e., unchosen) information associated
with every campaign commercial, all of which ended with five seconds
of the candidate’s name (e.g., Pat Thomas for President) and picture.

Pictures, of course, almost immediately provide what are probably the
three most useful and pervasive bits of social information about another
person: their gender, race, and age. In these experiments, all our candidates
were white, and they varied in age only from the late 40s to the mid
60s. But we did have both genders represented among our candidates; in
fact, we purposely chose their names to be ambiguously gendered so that
voters would not know a candidate’s gender until they saw a picture. The
standard pictures employed in our studies are shown in Figure 2.4.

We suspected that these images of the candidates could have strong
influences on the impressions voters formed of the candidates, particu-
larly since they would stand out against the written format in which most
of the other information about the candidates was presented. Although
we chose these pictures to all be equally attractive and plausible images
one might see of political candidates, still we did not want them to influ-
ence decision making inordinately. Hence, we paired one Democrat with
one Republican – D1 with R4, D2 with R3, D3 with R2, D4 with R1 –
and randomly varied which of the two pictures was associated with which
candidate. When two males are involved, this random variation of pic-
tures is simply a control for any inadvertent influence these images might
have on decision making and is not considered in the analysis. When one
of the pictures is a male and the other a female, however, we have a manip-
ulation of candidate gender – one that we can only examine superficially
here, but which we anticipate will be the focus of future analyses. We
also made sure that if one of the female pictures was assigned to a Demo-
cratic candidate, the other female picture was assigned to the Republican.
Thus, there could never be two females running in either party’s primary,
although it did happen, on occasion, that both of the general election
candidates were female.

A methodological point to note in passing is that creating mock candi-
dates provides crucial control over inevitable differences between subjects
in prior knowledge of actual politicians. No one had any prior knowledge
of any candidate before the mock campaign began. Thus, any advantages
accruing from greater political sophistication will be expressed in terms
of superior information search or decision-making processes rather than
greater factual knowledge per se (although the ability to make more accu-
rate schema-based inferences could also come into play).
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Our classification scheme for determining which decision strategy a voter
is using may seem fairly abstract to many readers. Figures D.1 through D.4
provide another way to illustrate different decision strategies, by listing
very concretely each item a voter chose to examine. This information is
easy to extract from the “scripts” that are produced by our computer
program – complete listings of everything on the computer screen and
every action a voter takes. These particular voters were all from the static
information board ideal-world condition of Experiment 4, which makes it
much, much easier to see coherent patterns in the search strategies voters
adopt. This is important to keep in mind as we look at these scripts.1

We struggled with different ways of presenting this information, and the
matrix method we finally came up with does the job fairly well, although
it needs some explication. Consider the voter whose decision making is
illustrated in Figure D.1. This person registered as a Republican and was
randomly assigned to the two-candidate condition in the primary. The
first thing this voter does is check Singer’s party affiliation, indicated by
the number “1” in the Party row under the Singer column. Recall that the
information (i.e., the boxes that had to be clicked to access the informa-
tion) was in one color for all the Democrats and in another color for all
of the Republicans. This entire row is shaded, because in learning Singer’s

1 One of the biggest differences between the dynamic scrolling condition under which
most of our subjects were run, and the ideal world of a static information board, is
that voters gather a lot more information from the dynamic, less controllable format.
It was simply much easier for voters to find exactly what they wanted in the static
format and to base their decisions on that information. We mention this here only
to note that we have to take this big format difference into consideration when we
determine what is a relatively deep search. The median level was much lower in
the static information board format than in the dynamic scrolling format, which
emulates an actual political campaign much better.
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Primary Election Campaign
               Attribute                                   Rodgers  Thomas   Singer    Fischer    Martin   Donald

Party   1 

Candidate’s  Plans for the Economy  2   3 

Candidate’s Campaign Slogan  5   4 

Work Experience Prior to Politics  6, 7  8 

Anecdote from Cand’s Childhood  9 

Candidate’s Advertisement 22 
(28a) 

20, 21 
(34a) 

(19a) (9a) (24a) (14a) 

Stand on Size of Defense Budget 11 10 

Candidate’s Health Policy 12 13 

Candidate’s Stand on Welfare Reform 15 14 

Candidate’s Policy for the Homeless 16 17 

Evaluations of  Job Performance 18 19, 25, 
33 

Candidate’s Stand on Abortion 23 24 

Campaign Strategy for Primaries 27 26, 28 

Stand on (former) Soviet Union 30 29 

A Political Opponent Describes Cand 31 32 

Position on Education/College Aid 34 35 

Candidate’s Position on Gun Control 36 37 

     Vote Choice   X 

Feeling Thermometer Eval. 30 75 30 50 50 45 

Figure d.1. Model 1d: deep intra-attribute search, ideal world.

party the voter simultaneously learned all the other candidates’ party
affiliations. This voter immediately focuses on the in-party candidates.
She learns the two Republicans’ plans for the economy, their campaign
slogans, and their work experience prior to politics. This voter actually
accessed Rodgers’ work experience prior to politics twice in a row (the
sixth and seventh items accessed), which may have been an accident. The
voter then learns an anecdote from Thomas’s childhood, and probably
decided this information was too stupid to use in choosing a candidate,
so she doesn’t look at it for any other candidate. At this point, the adver-
tisement from Fischer, unsolicited by the voter, took over the screen for a
short time, indicated by the “9a” in parentheses.

Next the voter examined the two Republicans’ stands on the size of the
defense budget, considered their positions on health policy, welfare reform
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(interrupted by an ad from Donald), and the candidates’ policies toward
the homeless; read evaluations of how well they were performing their
current jobs (saw an ad from Singer), chose to look at the ad from Thomas,
twice (as indicated by the numbers “20” and “21” not in parentheses
in the Candidate’s Advertisement row under the Thomas column) and
then chose to look at Rodgers’s ad. After seeing an unsolicited ad from
Rodgers (which the voter had already seen, voluntarily), she examined
the candidates’ stands on abortion (interrupted by the ad from Martin),
checked out Thomas’s job performance evaluation again, read Thomas’s
campaign strategy, then Rodgers’s, then reviewed Thomas’s again. Next
the voter examined the two Republicans’ policies toward Russia, read
brief personality descriptions of the two candidates from political oppo-
nents, returned for a third time to examine the evaluation of Thomas’s
performance in his current job, learned the two candidates’ positions on
education (interrupted by the last unsolicited ad, this time from Thomas),
and finally viewed the two Republicans’ positions on gun control. This
subject voted for Thomas on Election Day, evidently liking him much more
than Rodgers, judging by the evaluations provided after the vote choice.
Notice also that this voter was able to evaluate the four Democrats as
well, presumable based solely upon their advertisements, all of which had
been seen unsolicited.

This voter provides a wonderful illustration of a very rational Model
1d decision process. The first item the voter examined was party, to sort
out the Democrats from the Republicans. Attention is focused exclu-
sively thereafter on the two in-party candidates, and search proceeds
methodically on a dimensional (intra-attribute) basis. This is a relatively
deep search,2 with very comparable information learned about the two
candidates. This is a perfect example of a compensatory decision making
strategy such as the Additive Difference Rule described in Chapter 2, and
it evidently adds up to a big edge for Thomas over Rodgers, in this voter’s
mind.

Our second voter is a Democrat who, much like our first voter, engaged
in something pretty close to Model 1 rational decision procedure during
the primary. (See Figure D.2.) She was assigned to the two-candidate con-
dition, accessed one of the candidate’s party affiliation pretty early on to
find the Democratic candidates and focused most of her primary infor-
mation search on them, eventually voting for Gerry Singer. She evidently

2 One of the major differences between the static and dynamic information boards
was the total amount of information voters felt they needed to gather about the
candidates, with much greater total search in the uncontrollable dynamic situation.
So “deep” must be understood (and operationalized) in terms of the ideal world of
the static information board.
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General Election Campaign
          Attribute                                                          Martin               Thomas

Candidate’s Advertisement 1, 2, (2a), 3, 
(17a) (23a) 

(4a) (9a) (13a) 

B’NAI B’RITH ENDORSEMENT                          4 

Candidate’s Campaign Slogan 6 5 

Candidate’s Policy for the Homeless 7 8 

Candidate’s Stand on Taxes/Tax Reform 10 9 

Candidate’s Stand on Israel, Middle East 11 12 

Candidate’s Campaign Strategy 14 13 

Candidate’s Stand on Abortion 15 16 

Candidate’s Party Affiliation                         17 

Candidate’s Views on Crime 18 

Candidate’s Stand on Term Limits 19 

Candidate’s Views on the Environment 20, 22 21 

Candidate’s Trade Policy 23 

     Vote Choice           X

Feeling Thermometer Eval.          80          40 

Figure d.2. Model 2: moderately deep intra-candidate search, ideal world.

liked both Democrats, however, as she rated Singer at 90 and her second
choice, Gale Martin, at 70. But let us consider what she does during the
general election campaign.

The general election involved her second choice in-party candidate,
Gale Martin, and Pat Thomas from the Republicans. This voter does not
simply have to ratify her earlier decision from the primary, then. Moreover,
Martin and Thomas are the moderate candidates from their respective
parties, and there is little objective policy difference between them. Our
voter first watches the Democrat’s three different ads (and as luck will
have it, sees one of them again during a randomly scheduled time). She
then looks at the endorsement of the B’nai B’rith – which is relevant to
both candidates – and then starts a series of intra-attribute comparisons,
considering each candidate’s campaign slogan, their policies toward the
homeless, their stands on tax reform, their positions on Israel and the
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Primary Election Campaign
               Attribute                                    Donald   Fischer   Martin   Singer     Thomas Rodgers 

Party   1     8 

Candidate’s Position on Gulf War      2    3 

Candidate’s Advertisement (2a)  (8a) (12b) (12a) 7 (12c)  6 (6a) 

NRA Endorsement             4            

Hoopla and Horserace             5 

Stand on Capital Punishment    10     9 

Candidate’s Campaign Slogan    12    11 

     Vote Choice     X

Feeling Thermometer Eval.   DK   DK  DK  DK     35    95 

Figure d.3. Model 3: shallow intra-attribute search, ideal world.

Middle East, their general election campaign strategies, and their stands
on abortion. She checks Thomas’s party affiliation (to assure herself, we
suppose, that he is a Republican), and then focuses the remainder of her
search almost exclusively on her in-party candidate. On Election Day, she
confidently votes for the Democrat, having learned enough about him to
raise her initial evaluation to an 80, rating Thomas only at 40.

This second voter clearly illustrates the type of confirmatory decision
making we expect of Model 2 voters. Search is reasonably deep and, at
least to begin with, clearly compensatory. Because these two candidate are
both moderates, they should be difficult to distinguish on policy grounds –
if, of course, this voter perceived those issue stands as objectively as our
panel of experts did. Two thirds of the way through the general election,
the voter seems to decide the Democrat is worthy of her support, and
from then on she only risks one additional consideration of the Republi-
can’s policy views. Confirming that your own candidate has a reasonable
stand on an issue you care about, and presuming (but not checking) that
the other candidate does not, is one way to differentiate between two
alternatives which, objectively, do not differ very much.

Our third voter, like our first, was a Republican randomly assigned to
the two-candidate condition in the primary. As shown in Figure D.3,
this voter first examined Martin’s party affiliation, and distinguished
the Democrats from the Republicans. The voter then looked at the two
Republicans’ positions on the Gulf War, checked out the endorsement of
the National Rifle Association, looked at one poll from the Republican
primaries, chose to watch Rodgers’s campaign ad (and then, in a stroke of
bad luck, was immediately shown that same ad again, unsolicited). The
voter then chose to watch Thomas’s campaign ad, and (perhaps finding
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Primary Election Campaign
               Attribute                                    Thomas   Green     Walker   Rodgers  Singer    Martin

Candidate’s Campaign Strategy  1 

Party  2 15

Candidate’s Age  3  8 

Position on Education/College Aid  4 

Stand on (former) Soviet Union  5 

Candidate’s Stand on the Environment  6  7 

Candidate’s Advertisement (16a) (19a) (6a) (20b) (20a) (11a) 

Position on Jobs/Unemployment   9 

Candidate’s Health Policy 10 

Candidate’s Stand on Abortion 11 

Candidate’s Stand on Welfare Reform 12 

Candidate’s Family 13 

Candidate’s Race/Ethnicity 14 

Hoopla and Horse Race                        16, 19            17 

Candidate’s Campaign Slogan 18 

Evaluations of Job Performance 20 

     Vote Choice X 

Feeling Thermometer Eval. 65 45 40 50 35 45

Figure d.4. Model 4: relatively shallow intra-candidate search, ideal world.

Thomas too liberal for his liking) examined Rodgers’s party affiliation
to make sure he got the parties correct. Then the voter examined the
two Republicans’ stands on capital punishment, considered their cam-
paign slogans, and then relaxed for the remainder of the primary, having
reached a clear decision. The voter selected Rodgers and evaluated his
chosen candidate much more highly than the only alternative.

This third voter is the epitome of efficient decision making. He imme-
diately distinguished the Republicans from the Democrats, and totally
ignored the four out-party candidates for the remainder of the primary.
The voter compared the two in-party candidates on two policies (three,
if we include the NRA endorsement), considered their campaign ads and
slogans, and made a very fast and frugal decision. This, clearly, is a Model
3 fast and frugal decision maker.

Figure D.4 illustrates the decision processes of yet another Republican
voter, this one randomly assigned to the four-candidate condition in the
primary. The first item examined was Thomas’s campaign slogan, after
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which Thomas’s party affiliation was learned (and thereby, the party affil-
iations of all the other candidates). The voter examined four more bits of
information about Thomas – his age, position on education, policy toward
Russia, and stand on the environment. After viewing an unsolicited ad for
Walker, the voter turned to another Republican, Green, considering this
candidate’s stand on the environment, his age, his position on unemploy-
ment, his health policy, and his stand on abortion. Another unsolicited ad,
this one from the Democrat Martin, turned the voter’s attention briefly to
the out-party, and Gerry Singer’s position on welfare and her family are
examined. The voter learned one more bit of information about Green,
considered Walker’s party affiliation (presumably making sure she has
the parties correct), then looked at one of the polls from the Republi-
can primary. This box is shaded under all four Republican candidates, as
information relevant to all of them was provided in the poll.

After viewing an unsolicited ad from Pat Thomas, the voter looked at a
poll from the Democratic primary, examined Martin’s campaign slogan,
looked at another poll from the Republican primary, saw an unsolicited
ad from Green, and finally looked at evaluations of Rodgers’s job per-
formance. There were still several minutes left in the campaign,3 but the
voter chose to access no additional information. Only two additional
unsolicited ads were viewed before the campaign ended and the voter
selected Thomas.

This voter followed a much less “rational” decision process than those
illustrated in figures D.1 and D.2. The search was relatively shallow; it
was quite unequal between the four in-party candidates, and it was much
more alternative-based than attribute-based. Sounds like a satisficer to
us, and hence Model 4c. Notice also that six items were learned about
both Thomas and Green, but there was actually very little comparable
information learned about the two of them.

3 You cannot tell this from the figure, but we can from the very detailed scripts that are
produced by our program, which includes the time when everything happens during
the campaigns.
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Appendix E. Calculating the On-line
Evaluation Counter

To test the on-line model, we must first specify an on-line evaluation
counter that incorporates the information voters encountered as they pro-
ceeded through the election. Three key questions have to be asked. First,
what information should actually be counted in determining the evalua-
tion counter? Second, should we weight some information more heavily
than other information, since voters presumably do not consider every-
thing to be of the same import? And third, how do we integrate this wide
range of disparate information into a single running-tally evaluation of
each candidate?

To begin with, we consider what information goes into a counter
and how that information is evaluated. We incorporate four specific
types of information in our counters: issues, group endorsements, can-
didate personality, and party identification.1 Candidate–voter agreement
on issue stands was calculated using the directional model (Rabinowitz
and MacDonald, 1989), with the mean rating of seven experts provid-
ing an objective rating of where the candidates actually stood on the

1 Thus, most information learned about a candidate figured into the evaluation. We
have no way of knowing how subjects evaluated some of the available information
about the candidates, however, particularly information about their personal back-
grounds. Although we have no reason to believe there are systematic biases, it is
quite possible that some individual subjects preferred senators over governors, peo-
ple from Florida over people from California, lawyers over former reporters, men
over women, 45-year-olds rather than 65-year-olds, and so on. Thus, it is important
to note that our knowledge of subject’s preferences, while very good, is incomplete.
One way in which we will account for this is to include a measure of familiarity
with the candidates, which is simply the total amount of information accessed for
each candidate. This measure cannot account for any affective biases based on the
information we do not incorporate in the counter, but it will give us an overall sense
of how well known the candidates were.
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issues.2 Whenever a voter learned a candidate’s stand on an issue, and that
voter had expressed an opinion on that issue in our initial questionnaire,
agreement or disagreement (rescaled to range from −1 to +1) was added
into the candidate’s summary evaluation. Group endorsements learned by
a subject were scored +1 if a subject liked the group doing the endorsing
(i.e., rated that group above the mean of all groups evaluated, and above
the midpoint of the scale) and −1 if the subject disliked the group. The
favorableness of personality descriptions and the attractiveness of can-
didate pictures were based on ratings by sixty-seven independent pretest
subjects, again rescaled such that +1 was the highest possible evaluation
and −1 was the lowest possible evaluation. Here we are assuming that
these personality descriptions are universally appealing (or unappealing)
within our subject pool. Finally, voters’ party identifications were incor-
porated into the evaluation counters. Strong identification with a party
counted as +1 for a candidate affiliated with that party, −1 for candi-
dates affiliated with the other party. Similarly “weak” party identifiers
and independent “leaners” counted ±.67 and ±.33, respectively, depend-
ing on whether the candidate in question affiliated with the voter’s pre-
ferred party or the other party.

The second question is whether these pieces of information should be
weighted as they are integrated into the evaluation counter. On the one
hand, Dawes (1979) has shown that “improper” linear models, where
coefficients are only valenced as positive or negative, work nearly as well
as weighted models. However, this claim is based on analyses of relatively
simple decision environments with only a few attributes for each alter-
native. Elections, as we have argued many times, are potentially over-
whelming information environments. To suggest that voters would not
view some types of information as more compelling than others seems
counterintuitive. For example, we find it hard to accept that most voters
would equate an anecdote from a candidate’s childhood with evaluation
of how well that candidate has performed in office, or the candidate’s
stand on an issue the voter holds dear. Thus, even though improper linear
models may work well in some decision environments, the broad com-
plexity of an election campaign combined with the widely varying types of
information available clearly suggests the use of some kind of weighting
scheme.

One indicator that our impressions about weighting information are
reasonable ones comes from data collected in one of our studies. In this
particular study, we have a treasure trove of information about what

2 Recalculating issues-agreement with Euclidian distances does not make any signifi-
cant change in any of our analyses. The experts were the two authors, a local elected
official, and four Rutgers political science graduate students.
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voters said they did, through a procedure where we reviewed each piece
of information examined by those voters and asked them exactly what
they were thinking as they accessed it. At the beginning of this process,
we asked our subjects to explain why they had made the vote choice they
had and what process they had tried to use to whittle down the candi-
dates. Roughly half of all subjects volunteered that particular attributes
of the candidates were specifically important to them, and thus figured
prominently both in the information search and in their decision. Given
that they were not prompted to say anything about what was impor-
tant to them, this supports our contention that we need to consider some
scheme for differentially weighting the importance of different candidate
attributes.

We have two possible weights we can use: political chronicities (Lau,
1986, 1989) captured at the beginning of our preelection questionnaire,
and a set of importance weights generated by asking subjects which par-
ticular attributes were important to them in casting a real-world vote in
the 1992 (or 1996) presidential election. We chose the latter because it is
a more straightforward measure and was collected with specific reference
to an election campaign, where the chronicity scores came from questions
focused on a range of political figures.

Finally, an important question in building the evaluation counter is how
each piece of information is to be integrated into the overall evaluation.
There are two obvious approaches – averaging or additive – both of which
can be viewed as consistent with the general on-line processing model. A
key difference between the two is how affectively neutral information has
an impact on the evaluation. As should be obvious, a neutral item will
neither increase nor decrease an additive counter, but it will cause a change
in an averaging counter in the direction of the neutral point. Thus, new
neutral information will have a greater impact on an averaging counter,
while new affectively valenced information will have a greater impact on
the additive counter.

For instance, if a voter considers five pieces of information and (using
+1 for positive, −1 for negative, and 0 for neutral) and has evaluated
them at 1, 1, 0, −1, and 1, an averaging evaluation counter would cal-
culate to 0.4, while an additive counter would calculate to 2.0. Suppose
a sixth item with an affective value of 0 is encountered. If averaging, this
neutral item would lower the counter to .333, while having no effect on
an additive counter. In this case the most recent information counts more
in the averaging approach than the additive. Yet if the next item encoun-
tered carries an affective value of 1, both counters would increase: the
averaging counter to .43 and the additive counter to 3.0. The last item
has a stronger effect on the additive counter, increasing it by 50%, while
it increases the averaging counter by only 30%. So now the most recent
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item has greater impact on the additive counter! Obviously, different sce-
narios would show different results, but the point is that they are, in fact,
different.

The original on-line processing work by Lodge assumed averaging
(Lodge, Steenbergen, and Brau, 1995), while Kelley and Mirer (1974),
for example, adopt an additive approach. Existing research in social psy-
chology on this question is not conclusive. Impression formation studies
have often shown primacy effects (Anderson, 1965; Belmore, 1987), and
some studies have found recency effects (Lichtenstein and Srull, 1987)
especially when impression formation is interrupted. Thus, it is certainly
possible that new information carries more weight than it is given in an
averaging evaluation counter, much as Popkin (1991) has suggested that
new bad information may drive out old good information.

We are left with unclear theory on the question of adding or averaging.
And we have another twist. All previous work of which we are aware
has either examined the evaluation of only a single individual or has
assumed that evaluators have the same amount and type of information
for each person to be evaluated. Neither situation is generally true in our
studies. Subjects face multiple candidates in all our elections, and given
the dynamic nature of the campaign, it is virtually certain that they learn
a different set of information about each candidate. Thus, we think the
only way to determine whether to use an averaging or additive evaluation
counter is to see which does a better job of predicting global evaluations,
that is, to use an empirical test.

We carried out a simple analysis comparing additive and averaging
counters, using the information our subjects examined for each candi-
date adjusted by the importance weights for each information type. For
analytic simplicity, we look only at in-party candidates, the candidates
sharing the same party as the voter. We distinguish between the ideologi-
cally extreme, modal, moderate, and mixed in-party candidates, but col-
lapse across the two parties.3 In doing so, we are implicitly assuming that
Democrats and Republicans evaluate candidates in a similar manner –
an assumption we explicitly endorse here. In the general election, we
also look at the candidates by their ideological types, though the extreme
Democrat and Republican candidates were almost never in the general

3 Recall that in Chapter 3 we listed our eight candidates as they were positioned
on the ideological spectrum, from 1 to 4 for each party. Thus, the extreme (most
liberal) Democrat is D1 while the extreme (most conservative) Republican is R4. In
Table E.1, we combine parties so that D1 and R4, D2 (Modal Democrat) and R3
(Modal Republican), D3 (Moderate Democrat) and R2 (Moderate Republican), and
D4 (Mixed Democrat) and R1 (Mixed Republican) are analyzed together.
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Table E.1. Comparison of Evaluation Integration Rules In-party
Candidates Only

Primary Election Candidates General Election Candidates

(D1/R4) (D2/R3) (D3/R2) (D4/R1) (D2/R3) (D3/R2) (D4/R1)
Extreme Modal Moderate Mixed Modal Moderate Mixed

Mean
(averaging)

−.130 .050 −.065 −.133∗ .171∗∗ −.052 −.087

Sum
(additive)

.498∗∗∗ .177∗∗ .118∗ .243∗∗∗ .096 .244∗∗∗ .164∗

n = 232 n = 515 n = 368 n = 369 n = 199 n = 161 n = 122

∗∗∗p < .01, ∗∗p < .05, ∗p < .1
Note: Table entries are standardized OLS regression weights for models predicting the candidate
feeling thermometer rating, simultaneously entering both measures of the evaluation counter
and controlling for the mean feeling thermometer rating for all groups in the preexperiment
questionnaire and for the different experiments. The evaluation counter measures incorporate
only information actually examined about the candidate.

election and were dropped from analysis here.4 This gives us seven differ-
ent candidate evaluations to consider.

Table E.1 presents standardized regression weights for the importance-
weighted averaging and additive evaluation counters as predictors of feel-
ing thermometer rating for each candidate. Following their vote, subjects
in our experiments were asked to evaluate each candidate in the primary
election (whether in their party or not) and both candidates in the general
election on this scale. The scale was anchored at 0 with the statement
“very unfavorable,” at 100 with the statement “very favorable,” and at
50 with the statement “no feeling at all.” The model we use here is very
simple, the two predictors shown plus a control for a subject’s tendency to
evaluate everyone high or low, and dummy variables representing the dif-
ferent experiments.5 Ultimately both additive and averaging measures are

4 The extreme candidates were in the general election only 14 times out of 501 cases,
less than 3% of the time.

5 This approach for controlling for rating bias is used throughout this appendix and
is the mean of all feeling thermometer evaluations made on the preexperiment ques-
tionnaire. Subjects rated twelve groups representing a range of positions from liberal
to conservative. The subject means of these ratings gives us some sense of how each
subject tends to use the thermometer scale and is an important control for those who
tend to rate everyone high (or low) across the board. We might expect that in general
individual people would be evaluated more highly than social groups – a “person
positivity” effect (Lau, Sears, and Centers, 1979) – and thus the mean evaluation of
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highly correlated. But when included together into a model, the stronger
predictor should be clear (and positive), while the weaker one may well
carry a negative sign.

The results of these analyses show that the additive evaluation counter
is clearly the better predictor in six of the seven cases. Accordingly, we
will use an additive evaluation counter throughout the book. There is
an important consequence of this decision. An additive counter is on
a scale that is necessarily different from an averaging counter. Again,
looking at the example earlier, the averaging counter always remains
within the bounds of −1 and 1 (assuming a −1, 1 scale for new infor-
mation, as the example does). But an additive counter has no theoretical
top (or bottom) end, limited only by the number of pieces of informa-
tion that are incorporated within it. In our data, the additive evalua-
tion counter for the modal candidates has a mean of .859, with a range
from −1.93 to 7.71, while our averaging version of the counter has a
mean of .361 and a range from −.91 to 1.0. In analyzing the results of our
models, this simple difference must be kept in mind. One great advantage,
though, is that our additive evaluation counter is directly comparable with
our additive memory affect measure, which subtracts negative from pos-
itive memories, leaving a net positive memory score, which by necessity
gives no weight to neutral information and is thus of a similar nature to
our additive evaluation counter.

groups would tend to underestimate the evaluation of individual candidates. If so,
this would only affect estimates of the constant in our regression models, a coefficient
that does not concern us here. What we want is a measure of differential use of the
feeling thermometer scale in general, and the mean rating of the social groups using
that scale serves this purpose well.
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