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Two experiments show that by drawing attention to certain national problems
while ignoring others, television news programs help define the standards by which
presidents are evaluated. As predicted, this effect is greater for evaluations of the
president's general performance than for judgments of his competence and integrity,
and it is more pronounced among novices than among experts.

Our evaluations of others are deeply influenced by circumstance. Information that circumstance makes accessible often dominates
our evaluations, whereas equally pertinent but
less accessible information is set aside. In Salancik's (1974) study of teaching evaluations,
for example, students were induced to consider
either intrinsic or extrinsic reasons for their
class participation. Among students primed
with intrinsic reasons, course evaluations and
grades were virtually independent; among students primed with extrinsic reasons, evaluations and grades were almost perfectly correlated. Salancik's manipulation made one set
of standards rather than another accessible and
thereby radically altered the information that
students relied on in reaching overall evaluations. More generally, as a number of experiments demonstrate, momentarily accessible
information may often pervade social judgments. (For excellent reviews consult Higgins
& King, 1981, and Wyer & Hartwick, 1980.)
The research reported here is intended to
deepen our understanding of the accessibility
effect by identifying those general considerations that mitigate or enhance it. In particular,
we examine the degree to which the effect depends on the relevance of the triggering stimulus configuration to the judgment at hand
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and the way in which manipulations of accessibility interact with prior knowledge, here
called expertise.
Our investigation takes place within the domain of political cognition. Specifically, we
focus on the judgments that Americans make
regarding the performance and character of
their president. Thus our work complements
conventional research on social judgment,
which ordinarily entails informationally impoverished judgments about hypothetical persons. Presidents are, of course, hardly hypothetical. They are both notorious and complex,
judged according to the policies they promote,
the party they represent, the achievements and
failures they preside over, the personal qualities
they exhibit, the feelings they invoke, and more
(Kinder & Sears, in press). Like most naturally
occurring social judgments, however, evaluations of the president should depend in part
on what information happens to be momentarily accessible.
One powerful provider of information pertinent to judgments of the president is television news. Americans depend heavily on that
source for their information about politics in
general and about the president in particular
(Comstock, Chaffee, Katzman, McCombs, &
Roberts, 1978; Graber, 1980). In previous experimental work (lyengar, Peters, & Kinder,
1982), we have demonstrated that the public's
beliefs about which national problems are important and which are not are greatly influenced by television news.
Here we take up a further and more subtle
question: whether television news programs,
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by calling attention to some aspects of presidential performance while ignoring others,
might also determine the standards by which
presidents are judged. We suggest that the criteria involved in presidential evaluations may
be determined largely by the stories that television news programs choose to cover. Coverage of a particular problem provides new
information that is accessible by its recency.
Coverage may also provoke viewers to recollect
what they already know about the problem.
Consequently, both newly acquired and previously acquired information may be made
highly available and therefore perhaps particularly influential.1
Accessibility does not guarantee influence,
however. The impact of accessible information
may be great or negligible depending on the
relevance of the accessible information to the
judgment at hand. The information used in
judging a person's intelligence may be largely
and safely ignored when judging the same person's honesty (cf. Hamilton & Fallot, 1974).
The general point is that information influencing one kind of summary evaluation may
be innocuous for another. Increasing the accessibility of some information will not alter
all judgments, only those to which the information is relevant, and only to that degree.2
In studying presidential evaluations, it is
useful to distinguish among three types of
judgments: evaluations of the president's general performance, competence, and integrity.
Average Americans make such distinctions
when they evaluate presidents and presidential
hopefuls (Kinder & Abelson, 1981; Kinder,
Abelson, & Fiske, 1979;Markus, 1982; Miller
& Shanks, 1982); so should we. General performance, competence, and integrity represent
correlated but distinct dimensions of presidential evaluation.
Information made accessible by television
news coverage that is deemed highly relevant
for one of these judgments may be regarded
as largely irrelevant for another. Because our
experiments manipulated coverage of national'
problems, we expected to see the greatest impact on the standards that viewers use in judging the president's overall performance. Judgments of overall performance, after all, are
presumably just some weighted average of how
well the president is doing on unemployment,
foreign affairs, energy, and other pressing na-
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tional problems. Inducing viewers to concentrate on one of these problems should therefore
substantially influence the relative importance
they assign to it in judging how well the president is performing overall.
The standards used in judging competence
should also be influenced, but not as much,
because Americans no doubt recognize that
performance on any particular problem reflects the president's competence imperfectly.
Performance is always determined in part by
forces beyond even the most competent president's control. In the case of energy, for example, many other agents and forces come
into play: the international economy, the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries
(OPEC), Congress, oil companies, and more.
In our nomenclature, variations in television
news coverage are more relevant for viewers'
judgments of the president's overall performance than for judgments of his competence.
Finally, how well the president is dealing
with problems like unemployment or rising
prices—the focus of our experimental manipulations—has little to do with the president's
personal integrity, a point with which most
citizens would no doubt agree. Consequently,
judgments of the president's integrity should
be little influenced by variations in television
coverage of national problems.
The influence of accessible information may
depend not only on its relevance but also on
the characteristics of the audience. Some people may be more vulnerable to manipulations
of accessibility than others. This seems highly
plausible, yet research on social judgment has
tended to slight individual differences of any
kind, focusing instead on knowledge that is
assumed to be consensual and strategies that
are assumed to be universal. Work on problem
solving has explored individual differences,
however, and differences in expertise in particular. From this research we know that com1
Here we concentrate on the consequences of accessibility for evaluation. Enhancing the accessibility of
knowledge stored in memory may also influence how new
and ambiguous information is interpreted (Higgins, Rholes, >
& Jones, 1977; Srull & Wyer, 1979). '
2
We do not mean to make too fine a point here, for it
is easy enough to demonstrate the intrusion of logically
irrelevant factors in social and political judgment (Kinder
&Abelson, 1981;Nisbett&Ross, 1980; Nisbett& Wilson,
1977;Markus, 1982).
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pared with novices, experts not only know
more, their knowledge is better organized. As
this is true for chess (Chase & Simon, 1973),
algebra (Kinsley, Hayes, & Simon, 1977),
physics (Larkin, McDermott, Simon, & Simon, 1980), and even dinosaurs (Chi &
Koeske, 1983), so should it be true for public
affairs. Although some Americans possess an
enormous array of facts and theories about
the nation's defense, others know hardly anything at all. This difference reflects variations
in problem expertise (Fiske & Kinder, 1981).
The significance of extreme natural variation in problem expertise is that experts and
novices may react differently to manipulations
of accessibility, and for a number of reasons.
First, because their knowledge is denser and
better organized, experts possess a greater and
more flexible ability to deal with new information. Novices have their minds full just
coming to terms with the meaning of what is
being said; in a sense they are swept away.
Experts are free to examine information more
deeply and perhaps more critically (Fiske,
Kinder, & Larter, 1983). Second, experts possess so much cognitive support for their ideas
about the importance of the particular problem that they may be impossible to budge.
Third, drawing attention to the problem may
only remind experts of what they already
know. Manipulations of accessibility are redundant for experts but not for novices.
This line of argument is consistent with our
earlier experimental results, which indicated
that television news programs influenced experts less than novices in the importance each
assigned to national problems (lyengar et al,
1982). Here we want to see whether experts
are also less vulnerable than novices to the
influence of television news in their judgments
of the president.
To observe the effects of accessibility, relevance, and expertise on presidential evaluations, we conducted two experiments. In each,
subjects viewed television news programs in
which the amount of attention given to various
national problems was manipulated. Consistent with the accessibility hypothesis, we expected that the more attention a problem received (i.e., the more a problem domain was
primed), the more viewers would inject information about that problem into their summary evaluations of the president. In keeping

with the relevance hypothesis, we expected the
effect to be stronger on evaluations of the president's general performance, intermediate on
judgments of the president's competence, and
smaller still on judgments of the president's
integrity. Consistent with our argument regarding expertise, we expected the accessibility
effect to be pronounced among novices and
sharply diminished among experts (tested in
Experiment 2 only).
Experiment 1
Participants in Experiment 1 viewed a collection of network news stories. Depending on
condition, they saw either no stories, a few
stories, or many stories on the subject of energy. After the presentation, participants
judged the importance of various national
problems, rated presidential performance, indicated their opinions on political issues, and
reported their reactions to the news stories.
Method
Subjects. Seventy-three Yale University undergraduates
who were enrolled in an introductory psychology class
completed the experiment in April and May of 1981 as
part of the course requirement. Roughly 25 students were
randomly assigned to each of three experimental conditions
defined by level of exposure to stories about energy (none,
intermediate, and high).
Materials. The various collections were assembled from
videotape recordings of 1979 and 1980 network evening
newscasts, selected from the Vanderbilt Television News
Archive. Each ran approximately 40 min. The high-exposure condition presentation included six stories about
energy, totaling 16 min; the intermediate-exposure condition presentation included three, totaling 8.5 min; and
the no-exposure presentation of course made no reference
to energy problems at all (see the Appendix for a description
of the target problem stories). In the high- and intermediateexposure conditions, the energy stories were distributed
evenly throughout the collection. All three presentations
were filled out by stories bearing on a variety of other
contemporary problems: United States-Soviet relations,
civil rights, environmental deterioration, weaknesses in
defense, and economic difficulties. No condition included
more than a single story on any of these other problems.
After viewing the videotape, participants completed a
questionnaire that covered a wide range of political topics.
Central to our hypotheses are (a) judgments of President
Carter's performance in each of eight specific areas, including "implementing a national energy policy" (ranging
from very good to very poor); (b) judgments of President
Carter's general performance as president (ranging from
very good to very poor); and (c) judgments of how well
each of six trait adjectives described President Carter
(ranging from extremely well to not well at all). Three of
the traits—knowledgeable, smart, and weak—reflect judg-
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ments of President Carter's competence; the remaining
three—dishonest, power-hungry, and unstable—reflect
judgments of Carter's integrity (Kinder & Abelson, 1981;
Kinder et al., 1979). Replies to the first set were averaged
to form a competence index (with ratings of weak reflected);
replies to the second set were averaged to form an integrity
index. All judgments—problem-specific performance,
general performance, competence, and integrity—ranged
in principle (low to high) from one to four. As expected,
the three represent correlated but distinct components of
presidential evaluation: The Pearson correlation between
general performance ratings and competence ratings among
all subjects was .53; between general performance and
integrity ratings, .27; and between competence and integrity
ratings, .33.
Procedure. As many as three students were permitted
to sign up for any single experimental session, which was
then randomly assigned to experimental condition. When
students arrived, they were seated in front of a television
monitor and told that the purpose of the study was to
investigate selective perception: the way individuals' political values influence their evaluation of television news.
To test for selective perception, the students were told,
they would view a half hour's worth of "typical" news
stories taken from the Vanderbilt Television News Archive.
They were informed that following the news presentation
they would complete two questionnaires, one assessing
their political opinions and the other soliciting their reactions to the news stories. The videotape was then played
and, following that, the questionnaires administered. Postexperimental discussions confirmed the plausibility of our
cover story. Not a single student expressed any skepticism
about what the experiment was really about.

Results
If the accessibility hypothesis is correct, then
students who saw stories about energy should
have attached greater importance than control
subjects did to energy performance in evaluating President Carter. An appropriate test of
the hypothesis is provided by regression analysis. We computed regression coefficients indexing the effect of energy performance ratings
on judgments of overall performance, competence, and integrity and then compared
coefficients between groups of subjects assigned to different conditions. In line with the
accessibility hypothesis, we expected the coefficients to be greater among subjects who saw
news about energy than among those who did
not. Because we could detect no difference
whatsoever associated with the moderate- versus high-exposure conditions (neither here nor
in Experiment 2), our analysis combines the
two. We relied on unstandardized rather than
standardized regression coefficients (or correlation coefficients), because comparisons
based on the latter can be misleading should
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Table 1
Impact of Energy Performance Ratings on
Overall Ratings: Experiment 1
Condition

General performance

Competence

Integrity

No coverage
(» = 21)

Some coverage
(n = 73)

0.10
0.15
0.00

0.27
0.19
0.06

0.14
0.20
0.09

0.09
0.11
0.08

Note. "Coefficients" are unstandardized regression coefficients.

the variances of the measures differ across
conditions (Duncan, 1975).
Table 1 displays the appropriate unstandardized regression coefficients, computed
separately within control and experimental
groups, for general performance, competence,
and integrity. Consistent with the accessibility
hypothesis, the coefficients are larger in all
three instances among experimental subjects.
And consistent with the relevance hypothesis,
the experimental-control difference is most
pronounced for judgments of the president's
general performance. Indeed, the impact of
ratings of Carter's energy performance on ratings of his general performance was nearly
three times as great among experimental subjects than among control subjects (.10 vs. .27).
Although in the correct direction the differences were far weaker in ratings of Carter's
competence (.15 vs. .19) and integrity (.00
vs. ,06).
To test the statistical significance of these
differences—and hence to test formally the
accessibility and relevance hypotheses—we
made use of multiple regression analysis. Three
regression equations were estimated, one for
evaluations of President Carter's general performance, one for ratings of his competence,
and one for ratings of his integrity. In each
case, overall evaluation (general performance,
competence, or integrity) was regressed upon
ratings of Carter's management of energy and
an interaction term that captured the treatment effect, as specified in Equation 1.1, as
follows: Summary evaluation = b0 + bi (energy
performance) + b2 (Energy Performance X
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Table 2
Ratings of President Carter: Experiment 1
Condition
No coverage

Some
coverage
(n = 73)

Category

M

SD

M

SD

General performance
Competence
Integrity
Energy performance

2.54
2.46
3.33
3.71

0.39
0.55
0.29
0.77

2.67
2.36
3.31
3.28

0.53
0.63
0.45
0.83

Note. None of the experimental-control comparisons surpasses statistical significance.

Treatment) + w, where Treatment = 1 for
treatment subjects and 0 for control subjects.
The accessibility hypothesis is tested by b2. It
estimates the increment in the influence of
energy performance ratings on overall evaluations that results from exposure to energy
news. A statistically significant and positively
signed b2 means that students exposed to stories about energy increased the weight they
granted to Carter's energy performance in their
summary evaluations of the President.3
The results from this formal test were as
expected. Consistent with the accessibility hypothesis, energy performance ratings were
more influential in evaluations of Carter's
general performance among students exposed
to stories about energy than among those exposed to no stories about energy (62 = .07,
p < .05). Elsewhere, however, accessibility effects were negligible (for competence ratings,
b2 = 0.00, ns; for integrity ratings, b2 = -0.02,
ns). This pattern of diminishing effects is of
course consistent with the logic of the relevance
hypothesis. We expected a gradient of effects,
though, not a cliff.
Although consistent with the accessibility
hypothesis, the one positive result can be understood in another way. Perhaps our experimental manipulations influenced viewers to
alter their judgments of Carter's performance
on energy, which then had predictable consequences for their evaluations of his general
performance. This influence interpretation
implies that there should be systematic differences in ratings of Carter between subjects
who saw energy stories and those who did not,
but there were none. As indicated in Table 2,

control subjects rated President Carter's general performance a shade more favorably (2.54
vs. 2.67), P(l, 67) = 0.88, p = .35; were slightly
less impressed with his competence (2.46 vs.
2.36), F( 1,66) = 0.39, p = .53, and his integrity
(3.33 vs. 3.31), F(l, 69) = 0.04, p = .83; and
were somewhat more critical of his performance on energy (3.71 vs. 3.28), F(l, 65) =
3.43, p = .07. These results mean that experimental manipulation of coverage did not systematically alter students' evaluations of President Carter. Consequently, to the degree we
find effects, they appear to be due not to influence but to accessibility.
In sum, the results of Experiment 1 are
checkered: strong support for accessibility and
more dramatic support for relevance than we
had anticipated. To explore these findings further, to examine their external validity, and to
see how they might interact with viewers' expertise, we conducted Experiment 2. There we
tested our hypotheses with three national
problems rather than just one and recruited
New Haven, Connecticut, residents rather than
Yale undergraduates as subjects.
Experiment 2
Experiment 2 was run during September
and October of 1981 and followed a 2 X 3
factorial design. As in Experiment 1, two levels
of exposure were investigated, this time for
each of three problems: energy, defense, and
inflation. Participants assigned to either of the
two exposure conditions for a particular problem (e.g., defense) saw no stories about the
other two problems (energy, inflation). This
arrangement enabled us to test for accessibility
effects associated with some exposure to a
problem versus no exposure, as in Experiment
1. One hundred forty participants served in
Experiment 2, with approximately 24 ran3
Technically, Equation 1.1 and those that follow should
include all lower order terms implied by higher order interactions. In the particular case of Equation 1.1, this
would mean including a term for the main effect of treatment. In fact, we did include all of the implied lower order
terms in each of the equations we estimated. Trie coefficients associated with these lower order terms did not
differ from zero, however, even under generous interpretations of statistical significance (with the exception of
Equation 2.2; see footnote 5). For the sake of simplicity,
therefore, the lower order terms were deleted from the
estimating equations.
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dotnly assigned to each condition. Except as
For a precise test of our hypotheses, we
noted below, the Experiment 2 procedure was turned again to multiple regression analysis.
identical to that of Experiment 1.
The procedure that was required to estimate
accessibility effects is slightly more complicated here than in Experiment 1, because ExMethod
periment 2 involves three problems, not just
Subjects. Participants were recruited from the New
Haven community via a classified advertisement in the one. Consequently, we need to estimate the
local newspaper. The advertisement promised $5 for impact of any one specific performance rating
watching one half hour of television and completing a controlling on the effects of the other two.
questionnaire. Individuals who responded to the adver- Equation 2.1, which tests the accessibility and
tisement were scheduled for an experimental session at relevance hypotheses, therefore contains six
their convenience. Sessions were then randomly assigned
to treatments. As we hoped, this procedure recruited a predictors: Summary evaluation = b0 +• b\
diverse pool of participants, roughly representative of the (energy performance) + b^ (Energy PerforNew Haven population. Participants were evenly divided mance X Treatment i) + b3 (defense perforbetween men and women, predominantly white, and drawn mance) + 6 (Defense Performance X Treat4
primarily from blue-collar and clerical occupations.
menta)
+
b$
(inflation performance) + b6 (InMaterials. As in Experiment 1, high-exposure conditions included 6 stories bearing on the target problem; flation performance X Treatments) + M, where
intermediate-exposure conditions contained 3. (See Ap- Treatment = 1 for subjects exposed to energy
pendix for details.) The total number of stories was held stories and 0 otherwise; Treatment2 = 1 for
to 12 across all conditions. Following the television pre- subjects exposed to defense stories and 0 othsentation, participants evaluated President Carter's performance in specific areas, including implementing a na- erwise; and Treatments = 1 for subjects extional energy policy, holding inflation in check, and main- posed to inflation stories and 0 otherwise.
taining a strong national defense. They also rated Carter's
The results from the equation indicate
general performance, his competence, and his integrity. strong support for the accessibility hypothesis.
As in Experiment 1, these judgments were correlated but
distinct. The Pearson correlation between general perfor- In the first place, the impact of enhanced covmance and competence was .49; between general perfor- erage on general job performance evaluations
mance and integrity, .38; and between competence and was sizable. For energy, defense, and inflation
integrity, .35. Finally, participants also completed a nine- alike, exposure to stories about the problem
item battery intended to tap political expertise. The nine substantially strengthened the relationship beitems were distributed equally among the three target
problems. In the case of energy, for example, participants tween specific problem performance ratings
were asked to identify three members of OPEC, name the and evaluations of general performance. To
country from which the United States imports the greatest take the case of energy, which is of intermediate
quantity of crude oil, and describe any policy decision magnitude, the strengthening amounts to a
made by the Reagan Administration bearing on energy.4
near doubling of the baseline relationship.
That is, for viewers who saw no stories about
Results
energy, the impact of energy performance ratDid experimental manipulations of coverage ings on general performance evaluations is
increase the impact of subjects' ratings of Car- 0.186 (b\); among those who saw energy stoter's performance in specific areas on their ries, the impact rose to 0.323 (b\ + b2; p <
impressions of his general ability, as the ac- .05). For defense, the corresponding comparcessibility hypothesis prescribes? Preliminary ison is 0.035 versus 0.118 (p < .20), and for
answers are given in Table 3, which reports inflation, 0.251 versus 0.393 (p < .05). Such
the appropriate unstandardized coefficients effects constitute strong support for the acindexing the importance of specific problem cessibility hypothesis.
By comparison, ratings of the president's
ratings for overall general judgments. As in
Experiment 1, the coefficients are generally competence were much less influenced by malarger among subjects receiving coverage of nipulations of accessibility. For each of the
the particular problem than among those who three problems, the pertinent coefficient was
received no coverage. And as in Experiment positively signed, as predicted, but none quite
1, the results are clearest for general perfor- reached statistical significance (ps = .19, .20,
mance ratings and seem to disappear, if not .24, respectively). The effects of accessibility
reverse, for judgments of the president's in4
tegrity, in keeping with the relevance hypothAnswers to none of the nine knowledge items could
be picked up from the experimental news presentations.
esis.
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Table 3

Impact of Problem Performance Ratings on Overall Ratings: Experiment 2

Category
General performance
Coefficient

SE
Competence
Coefficient

SE
Integrity
Coefficient

SE

Inflation

Defense

Energy
No
coverage
(« = 92)

Some
coverage
(« = 48)

No
coverage
(n = 94)

Some
coverage
(n = 46)

No
coverage
(n = 94)

Some
coverage
(n = 46)

0.43
0.07

0.51
0.10

0.37
0.10

0.52
0.12

0.65
0.11

0.71
0.08

0.17
0.06

0.13
0.08

0.17
0.07

0.33
0.07

0.28
0.08

0.28
0.08

0.14
0,06 '

0.19
0.08

0.17
0.07

0.03
0.12

0.24
0.09

0.15
0.08

diminished still further when it came to judgment of the president's integrity. In fact, each
of the three coefficients indexing the impact
of accessibility was negatively signed, contrary
to prediction, though none significantly so
(ps > .25 in all three instances).
This pattern of diminishing accessibility effects conforms nicely to the relevance hypothesis. The consequences of accessibility are
most pronounced in evaluations of President
Carter's general performance; they appear
modestly in evaluations of Carter's competence
and are altogether invisible in judgments of
his integrity.
Once again, these results could be due to
social influence. Yet once again, they seem not
to be. Table 4 presents President Carter's average ratings across conditions. Even more
emphatically than in Experiment 1, there were
no differences. In some instances experimental
subjects rated Carter more favorably; in other
instances, they rated him less favorably. In no
instance was the difference statistically significant. Presenting information about a problem
did not lead viewers to alter their judgments
regarding President Carter's performance; instead, greater coverage of a problem increased
the significance of that problem for viewers'
overall judgment.
This brings us finally to expertise. We expected that those viewers who already knew
a good bit about a particular problem would
be influenced less by television news programs
than would those viewers who knew little. To
test this expectation, we estimated Equation
2.2: Summary evaluation = b0 + b\ (energy
performance) + b2 (Energy Performance X
Treatment^ + b3 (Energy Performance X

Treatment] X Energy Expertise) + b* (defense
performance) + bs (Defense Performance X
Treatmenta) + b6 (Defense Performance X
Treatment X Defense Expertise) + b7 (inflation performance) + bg (Inflation Performance X Treatments) + b9 (Inflation Performance X Treatments X Inflation Expertise) +
u, where the expertise variables are scored from
0 (all answers wrong) to 3 (all answers correct),
and all other variables are as defined in Equation 2.1.5
The coefficients of interest here are b3, b6,
and bg. We expected them to be negatively
signed, meaning that exposure to stories about,
say, energy problems would influence presidential judgments less among those who knew
a lot about energy than among those who knew
little.
The estimated coefficients support this hypothesis well: Eight of the nine coefficients
took the predicted negative sign, and the only
exception differed trivially from zero (b =
0.022, p = .56). Moreover, five of the eight
properly signed coefficients at least approached
statistical significance (p < .15).
The results regarding expertise for evaluations of Mr. Carter's general performance are
summarized in Table 5. Table 5 presents the
estimated impact of treatment, taken from
Equation 2.2, for those most knowledgeable
about a particular problem (score of 3) and
for those who are most ignorant (score of 0).
Table 5 makes clear the importance of ex5
Because the main effects associated with treatment
and expertise approached conventional levels of statistical
significance, these terms were also included in Equation
2.2.
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Table 4
Ratings of President Carter: Experiment 2
Energy
Category

Defense

Inflation

No
coverage
(n = 92)

Some
coverage
(n = 48)

No
coverage
(» = 94)

Some
coverage
(n = 46)

No
coverage
(n = 94)

Some
coverage
(n = 46)

3.14
0.96

2.96
1.06

3.10

KOI

3.04
0.97

3.00
1.01

3.24
0.95

2.50
0.63

2.42
0.67

2.44
0.66

2.54
0.61

2.48
0.64

2.46
0.66

3.26
0.69

3.28
0.72

3.32
0.65

3.15
0.79

3.22
0.75

3.36
0.57

3.24
1.16

3.02
1.26

3.16
1.02

3.38
1.05

3.72
0.84

3.71
1.08

General performance

M
SD
Competence

M
SD

Integrity

M
SD

Energy performance

M
SD

pertise. As expected, the effects of television
news coverage on the standards that are applied
to presidential evaluations were much more
pronounced among the uninformed; experts
were influenced much less.
Discussion
By providing glimpses of some national
problems while neglecting others, television
news broadcasts help define the evaluative
standards that viewers apply to presidents., In
our experiments, evaluations of President
Carter by people exposed to news about inflation were influenced especially by judgments
of how well Carter was managing the economy,
evaluations of President Carter by those shown
stories about the country's energy problems
were influenced especially by judgments of
Carter's performance on energy, and evaluations by those exposed to stories about the
nation's defense were influenced especially by
judgments of his performance on defense.
These results constitute strong support for the
accessibility hypothesis.
At least two mechanisms may underlie such
effects. First, it may be that watching a story
about, say, the nation's defense automatically
evokes the knowledge that viewers have accumulated in the past on that subject. As a
result, such information is more easily accessible and comes to mind more quickly when
the viewer is asked to evaluate presidential
performance. This account portrays citizens
as highly susceptible to the vagaries of cir-

cumstance and largely unaware of their own
swaying back and forth. Alternatively, viewers
may be quite aware of shifts in their evaluational standards. We know that increased exposure to stories about a national problem
enhances the importance that people attach
to that problem (lyengar et al., 1982). As a
result, they may consciously decide to accord
more weight to that problem in presidential
evaluations. Thus, the process may occur
within consciousness or outside of it; our results are noncommittal on this point.
Our experiments do, however, specify some
boundaries of the accessibility effect. It is not
as if television news can unilaterally and completely define the way the public thinks about
the president. Real constraints are operating
here. In the first place, accessible information
will be more or less influential depending on
its perceived relevance to the judgment at
hand. Manipulations of the impact of accessibility were most pronounced for evaluations
of President Carter's general performance, inTable 5
Estimated Coverage Effect on General Job
Performance by Level of Expertise
Issue

Novices

Experts

Energy
Inflation
Defense

0.19
0.16
0,15

0.06
0.05
0.10

Note. Table entries are unstandardized regression coefficients, estimated by Equation 2.2.
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termediate for appraisals of his competence,
and absent for appraisals of his integrity. Effects such as these, falling regularly along a
gradient denned by relevance, should be the<
rule in studies of accessibility.
The particular shape taken by the gradient
here is most likely a product of our particular
experimental manipulations, however. The
presentations we assembled concentrated on
three substantive problems facing Mr. Carter:
United States' dependence on foreign oil, rising
prices, and deterioration in the nation's defense. When such problems are made accessible, as by television news programs, it is only
natural that viewers consider Carter's performance in dealing with such problems as more
relevant to his competence than to his integrity.
Had we instead compiled a collection of news
stories bearing on "moral" performance—the
Bert Lance affair, Hamilton Jordon's escapades, brother Billy's wheeling and dealing—
then integrity and competence might well have
exchanged positions on the effects gradient.
Accessible information will be more or less
influential depending also on the viewer's expertise. Experts are relatively immune to manipulations of accessibility by television news
programs, perhaps because they have already
worked out for themselves the national significance of the problem and how heavily the
president figures into it. Their standards are
well established and already highly accessible.
In contrast, novices, whose standards are not
nearly so entrenched, are influenced much
more by television news stories. These results
serve as a general reminder that the criteria
people apply in reaching social judgments have
both internal and external origins; they reflect
both predisposition and circumstance.
Finally, we should say a word about the
political implications of our results. A president's power in Washington depends partly on
how favorably he is evaluated by the nation.
A popular president tends to have things his
way with Congress, the bureaucracy, the private sector, and the executive branch itself
(Neustadt, 1960; Rivers & Rose, 1981). As a
consequence, understanding the part played
by accessibility in presidential evaluations tells
us something about the exercise of tangible
political power. One implication of our results
is that a president's program may be advantaged or completely undone by what happens
to come flickering across the nation's television
screens.
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Appendix
Table Al
Target Problem Stories
Low accountability
1.
2.
3.
4.

High accountability

Energy (Experiments 1 and 2)
5. Carter makes speech in Kansas City on his energy
Gas shortages expected. Picture of lines at gas
program—discusses key provisions.
stations during embargo shown. Summer travel
off.
6. Congress denounces Carter's proposed lot/barrel tax
OPEC oil ministers meet and discuss new price.
Sheikh Yamani urges small increase. Radicals
on imported oil.
oppose him.
7. Carter tours coal mine and speaks out on need to
Coal industry booming as industries seek to convert
from oil to coal. Bankers and executives in
reduce U.S. dependence on imported oil.
Kentucky interviewed.
Elderly on fixed incomes having trouble with heating 8. New "windfall profits" tax sent to Congress by
President Carter. Opposition expected.
costs. Minnesota legislature proposes subsidies.

Inflation (Experiment 1)
5. Carter claims his program is working. Country is in
"mild recession."
6. Carter says country faces "dangerous situation."
2. Shoppers interviewed.
Announces budget cuts, "austerity program."
7. Wall Street has no confidence in Carter. Carter
3. Consequences of tight money for business detailed.
appeals for cooperation.
4. "Special feature" on inflation broadcasted. Price
8. Inflation increases from 1976 to 1979. Implications
for Carter's reelection bid examined.
increases in various sectors shown. Projections for
1979 given.
1. Prices of various products shown.

1.
2.
3.
4.

Defense (Experiment 2)
5. Carter reacts to presence of Soviet training brigade
Nerve gas production in U.S.S.R. and United States
in Cuba. United States to monitor their activities.
compared. United States training soldiers in gas
warfare.
6. Neutron bomb and related controversy covered.
NATO and Warsaw forces compared—emphasis on
Carter wants more time.
tactical nuclear weapons.
7. Carter veto of new aircraft carrier sustained. Carter
Can United States intervene in Persian Gulf in event
attacked as being soft on defense.
of Soviet aggression? New rapid deployment force
said to be inadequate.
8. Carter's State of the Union Address to focus on
Film of battle in Afganistan shown. Rebels putting
United States military policy.
up strong resistance.
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he disclosure that high officials within the Reagan admi
istration had covertly diverted to the Nicaraguan Contras funds obtained from the

sale of weapons to Iran provides us with a splendid opportunity to examine h
foundations of popular support shift when dramatic events occur. According
theory of priming, the more attention media pay to a particular domain-the m
public is primed with it-the more citizens will incorporate what they know ab
domain into their overall judgment of the president. Data from the 1986 Nation
tion Study confirm that intervention in Central America loomed larger in the
assessment of President Reagan's performance after the Iran-Contra disclosu
before. Priming was most pronounced for aspects of public opinion most direct
cated by the news coverage, more apparent in political notices' judgments than
experts', and stronger in the evaluations of Reagan's overall performance than
ments of his character.

Presidents who played on a national and international
are popular in the country tend to have
stage.
their way in Washington. Popularity is Our
a purpose here is to illuminate in
vital political resource, perhaps the presigreater detail the foundations of public
dent's single most important base of
support for the U.S. president by taking
power (Neustadt 1960; Ostrom and
an approach different from, but compleSimon 1985; Rivers and Rose 1985). Popmentary to, the one that now dominates
ularity, in turn, depends on the prevailing
research. In the dominant approach, time
economic, social, and political conditions
series statistical methods are applied to
of the times. Unemployment, inflation,
aggregated public opinion data. The typieconomic growth, flagrant violations of
cal model includes a handful of macropublic trust, the human toll of war, sharpeconomic measures, an indicator or two
ly focused international crises, dramatic
to reflect the costs of war, and a misceldisplays of presidential authority-all aflaneous set of measures to stand for crises,
fect the president's standing with the
scandals, domestic unrest, presidential inpublic at large (Hibbs, Rivers, and
itiatives, and more. Although this apVasilatos 1982a, 1982b; Kernell 1978;
proach can point with authority to the imMacKuen 1983; Ostrom and Simon 1985). portant national and international events
A president's popularity (and therefore
that drive change in popular support in
his power) is shaped by large events
the aggregate, it cannot tell us about the
AMERICAN POLITICAL SCIENCE REVIEW
VOLUME 84 NO. 2 JUNE 1990
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with Iran, to bring an honorable end to
the Iran-Iraq war, to eliminate state-sponsored terrorism, and to secure the safe
return of the U.S. hostages held in
Lebanon. Reagan went on to say that as
part of this diplomatic initiative, he had
authorized "the transfer of small amounts
of defensive weapons and spare parts."
He assailed the "wildly speculative false

dynamics of individual change. The aggregate time series results may tell us that

scandal weakens the president's support

with the public but not how scandal

affects the thinking of individual citizens.

Other than making the analytically convenient but highly unrealistic claim of
homogeneity (that all citizens react in exactly the same way), the time series work
is silent on what, exactly, citizens are
doing. It does not and cannot tell us what
is happening at the individual level.'
Our approach is to examine processes
of change in popular support for a president at the level of the individual citizen,
with the goal of informing and enriching
aggregate studies of presidential popularity. We pursue this ambition by looking
closely at citizens' responses to a single
event-the highly publicized and dramatic revelation, on 25 November 1986, that
funds received by the United States from
the sale of arms to Iran had been secretly

stories about arms for hostages and alleged ransom payments" and concluded
with the emphatic declaration, "We did
not-repeat, did not-trade weapons or

anything else for hostages nor will we," a
claim he repeated in a nationally televised
news conference on 19 November.

On 25 November, the focus of the

brewing scandal shifted abruptly away
from Iran and the arms-for-hostages ques-

tion. At noon that day, Attorney General
Meese announced to a national television
audience that funds obtained from the
secret sale of weapons to Iran had been

channeled to the Contras fighting to over-

channeled by members of President

throw the Sandinista government in Nicaragua. The diversion of funds had been
accomplished through a covert operation
managed by members of the president's

Reagan's National Security Council to the
Nicaraguan Contras. We treat the IranContra revelation as a critical test for a

theory-which we call priming-that
claims to provide a comprehensive and National Security Council (NSC). Presi-

psychologically plausible account of how dent Reagan then disclosed that Vice Adcitizens formulate and revise their views miral John Poindexter, director of the
NSC, had resigned and that staff member
of presidential performance.
Oliver North had been dismissed.
These remarkable revelations immediately took over the national news: sud-

The Iran-Contra Connection

denly, and dramatically, Nicaragua and

The Iran-Contra drama began to unfold aid to the Contras were the focus of front-

on 3 November 1986, when a Lebanese page stories (see Figure 1).2 Such news

magazine reported that Robert C. McFar- was not good for President Reagan's
lane, the President's National Security popularity. Figure 2 presents results from
Advisor, had secretly visited Tehran and polls conducted by Gallup, ABC with the
that the United States had subsequently Washington Post, and CBS with the New
York Times. All three register sharp
sent arms to Iran. In the face of mounting
pressure from the news media, President declines in public support for President
Reagan went public on 13 November, dis- Reagan's performance, roughly coinciclosing that a "diplomatic initiative" with dent with the Iran-Contra revelation. It is
Iran had in fact been underway for some impossible to estimate from these data
18 months. The purpose of the initiative, how much of the decline in Reagan's
he said, was to forge a new relationship popularity should be traced directly to
498
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Support for the President
and then integrate them all into a summary decision. People typically forgo
such exhaustive analysis and instead em-

disclosure of the Iran-Contra connection
alone, but it is clear that the events of
November significantly shook citizens'
confidence in their president.

ploy intuitive shortcuts and simple rules of

A Theory of Priming
Equipped with our theory of priming,
we believe that Reagan's declining popularity can be explained, in part, by the
conjunction of two facts: (1) the media's
newfound fascination with covert aid to
the Contras and (2) the public's opposition to intervention in Central America.
According to the priming theory, when
faced with a judgment or choice, people
ordinarily do not take all plausible considerations into account, carefully examine and weigh all their implications,

thumb (Kahneman, Slovic, and Tversky
1982). One such heuristic is to rely upon
information that is most accessible in
memory, information that comes to mind
spontaneously and effortlessly when a
judgment must be made (Fischhoff,
Slovic, and Lichtenstein 1980; Higgins
and King 1981; Taylor 1982; Tversky and
Kahneman 1981). When asked to evaluate
a president's performance, U.S. citizens
generally focus only on the aspects of
their knowledge that happen to be most
accessible at the time of judgment.
In turn, what information is accessible
for presidential evaluations is determined

Figure 1. Average Number of Lines per Day Devoted to the
Nicaraguan Contras on the Front Page of the New York Times
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Figure 2. Proportion of the American Public Approving of
President Reagan's Job Performance
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supported handsomely in a series of realby the prevailing economic, social, and
political conditions of the times. For their istic experimental tests (Iyengar and
Kinder 1987; Iyengar et al. 1984; Iyengar,
knowledge about such conditions, most
citizens of course rely on information and Peters, and Kinder 1982). When primed
by television news stories focusing on naanalysis provided by mass media. This
means that the standards citizens use to tional defense, people judge the president
judge a president may be substantially
largely by how well he has provided, as
determined by which stories media choose they see it, for the nation's defense. When
to cover and, consequently, which
primed by stories about inflation, people
considerations are made accessible. The
evaluate the president by how he has
more attention the news pays to a particu- managed, in their view, to keep prices
lar domain-the more frequently it is
down. The empirical support for priming
primed-the more citizens will, according
is strong; but so far it comes entirely from
to the theory, incorporate what they
experimental studies. While experiments
know about that domain into their overallhave genuine advantages, they also suffer
judgment of the president. Hence, by callinescapable limitations. (See Kinder and
ing attention to some matters while ignorPalfry 1989 for a rigorous defense of exing others, news media may alter the
perimental methods for political science.)
foundations of public opinion toward the
Dependable conclusions about primingpresident. (For a more detailed discussion
or anything else-are based most securely
of priming, see Iyengar and Kinder 1987, in corroboration across different
chap. 7.)
methods. So a demonstration of priming
This central claim of priming has been in a natural and politically consequential
500
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Support for the President
setting, free of the limitations of the experimental laboratory, would considerably bolster confidence in the
phenomenon.

in Central America, less evident on the
abstract principle of whether the United
States should generally intervene in other
countries, still less apparent on judgments
of U.S. power and prestige in the world,

and invisible on matters completely un-

Priming and the Iran-Contra
Connection

connected to the Iran-Contra disclosure,
such as the health of the national econ-

The Iran-Contra disclosure provided us omy or the desirability of federal prowith a perfect opportunity to undertake grams that assist blacks.
We also used the Iran-Contra revela-

such a test. We do so by exploiting the

tion to examine whether some citizens are
serendipitous fact that as the attorney
general was making his announcement on more susceptible to priming than others.
25 November, Survey Research Center inWe focused in particular on expertise.
terviewers were busy questioning citizens Compared to novices, experts know more
all across the country as part of the 1986 about a particular domain; and their
National Election Study. That the attorknowledge is better organized (Fiske and
Kinder 1981). Political experts and novney general's announcement came
ices may react differently to changes in
roughly midway through the 1986 study
the media's agenda for a number of
enables us to see whether, as the theory of
priming requires, citizens who happened reasons: (1) because their knowledge is
denser and better organized, experts
to be interviewed after the Iran-Contra
possess a greater and more flexible ability
disclosure evaluated President Reagan
more in line with their views on U.S. in- to deal with new information and to intertervention in Central America than did pret it in ways consistent with their prior
convictions (Fiske, Kinder, and Larter
those (otherwise comparable) citizens
1983); (2) because experts possess more
who happened to be interviewed before
informational support for their beliefs,
the story broke. If public assessments of
the president's performance do indeed de- they may be harder to budge; and (3)
drawing attention to a particular aspect of
pend upon which pieces of political
memory come most readily to mind, sure- national life may only remind experts of
ly the Iran-Contra disclosure should havewhat they already know. In a pair of early
experiments, experts were indeed relativeenhanced the impact of Central American
ly immune to priming by television news
policy on the public's view of Reagan.
(Iyengar et al. 1984). But in subsequent
In addition to testing this general
hypothesis, we also evaluated three moreexperiments (reported in Iyengar and
Kinder 1987, chap. 10) this result disap-

detailed claims. The first pertains to the

peared, so the significance of expertise in

degree of correspondence between the
news stories that constitute the prime and

conditioning the impact of news coverage

is presently unclear. Here we will see
whether novices were more primed by the
Iran-Contra revelations than were experts.
Finally, we examined whether news
coverage altered the foundations of the
implicated by the story (see, e.g., Iyengar
public's judgments of President Reagan's
and Kinder 1987, 106-10). In the IranContra context we would expect priming character, particularly judgments of his
to be most pronounced on the questions of competence and integrity in addition to
aid to the Contras and U.S. intervention judgments of his performance. The exper-

the opinions that are the target of priming. Several experimental results suggest a
specificity to priming-that news coverage influences only the aspects of public
opinion that are directly and immediately

501
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imental results suggest that the impact of
gender, employment status, family inpriming on judgments of presidential percome, partisanship, interest in politics,
formance is greater than on judgments of
and ideological self-identification. This
presidential character but that judgments
means that whatever differences between
of character also seem to depend to somegroups we might detect in public opinion
degree on which aspects of national lifetoward President Reagan can reasonably
news media choose to cover (Iyengar and be attributed to the Iran-Contra revelaKinder 1987, chap. 8). Because the 1986
tions.
National Election Study included quesWe focused on three related but distinct
tions measuring the public's view of Presi- aspects of the public's support for President Reagan's competence and integrity, dent Reagan: evaluations of his overall
we can pursue these results in the context performance as president, assessments of
his competence, and assessments of his inof the Iran-Contra affair.
tegrity. Table 1 shows that after the IranContra revelations, public support for
Data

President Reagan declined across all

three. These results are in rough accordOur investigation draws on the 1986
National Election Study (NES) carried out ance with those reported in various comby the Center for Political Studies of the mercial polls bracketing this period (see
Figure 2).
Institute for Social Research at the UniOur special interest in these public
versity of Michigan. Following the
November national election, face-to-facetroubles of President Reagan has to do, of
course, with whether such troubles can be
interviews were conducted with a nationconnected-in the way specified by the
al probability sample of 2,176 U.S. cititheory of priming-to the Iran-Contra
zens of voting age. We confined our
revelations and the avalanche of pictures
analysis to the 1,086 individuals who
and stories that they precipitated. Did the
received Form A of the questionnaire,
which included an elaborate assessment of revelations enhance the political importance of foreign affairs for the public's
views of President Reagan and a rich battery of questions on foreign affairs in ad- assessment of the president? In operational terms, we measured foreign affairs
dition to standard questions about the
opinions with four questions: (1) whether
campaign, the candidates, the parties,
federal spending on aid to the Contras in
serious national problems and pressing
Nicaragua should be increased, decreased,
policy choices, and registration and
or kept about the same; (2) whether the
voting.
United States should become more or less
In order to test priming, we partitioned
the Form A sample into two groups: the involved in the internal affairs of Central
first was comprised of the respondents American countries; (3) whether the
who happened to have been interviewedUnited States would be better off not getbefore the 25 November revelations (N = ting involved in the affairs of other nations; and (4) whether the United States'
714); the second was made up of those
who happened to have been interviewed position in the world had grown weaker,
afterward (N = 349). Respondents inter- stronger, or stayed about the same during
the previous year.
viewed on 25 November were excluded.
Table 1 reveals that public opinion on
Initial comparisons revealed that the prerevelation and postrevelation groups were these matters changed hardly at all in
response to the Iran-Contra revelation.
essentially indistinguishable across a
Isolationism as a broad stance, attitudes
variety of demographic and political comparisons, including education, race, age,toward U.S. involvement in Central
502
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Table 1. Assessments of President Reagan and Opinions on Foreign Affairs
before and after the Iran-Contra Revelation (%)
Assessment

Prerevelation

Postrevelation

1. Reagan's job performance
Approve strongly 37.9 32.9
Approve not so strongly 30.0 26.9
Disapprove not so strongly 10.8 13.8
Disapprove strongly 21.2 26.3
2. Reagan's competence
Intelligent
Extremely well 22.7 17.5
Quite
well
51.2
53.2
Not
too
well
20.2
20.5
Not
well
at
all
5.9
8.8

Knowledgeable
Extremely well 29.0 23.4
Quite
well
43.8
43.3
Not
too
well
19.4
21.7
Not
well
at
all
7.7
11.6
3.
Reagan's
integrity
Moral
Extremely well" 31.0 28.5
Quite
well
52.4
46.5
Not
too
well
12.8
18.3
Not
well
at
all
3.8
6.6

Decent
Extremely well 38.5 33.9
Quite
well
51.0
49.6
Not
too
well
8.2
11.2
Not
well
at
all
2.3
5.3

4.
Aid
to
Contras
in
Nicarag
Increase
support
9.1
7.0
Same
23.6
21.6
Decrease support 67.3 71.4

5.

U.S.

Much

involvement
more

involved

in

Central

5.2

6.4

10.1 20.8 7 22.9
In

between

23.4
17.2

Much

less

25.6
17.8)

17.2 55.7 16.5 . 51.5
involved 21.3 17.2

6. Isolationism

Agree (U.S. should stay home) 30.8 29.2

Disagree (U.S. should not stay home) 69.2 70.8
7. U.S. position in the world
Stronger
21.9
14.6
Same
40.5
40.3
Weaker
37.6
45.1
Number

of

cases

714

349

Source: 1986 National Election Study.

aThe question asked how well the words intelligent, knowledgeable, moral, and decent described Reagan.
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strength (.10 < r < .25), and these latter
America in general, and willingness to
two attitudes were uncorrelated with each
support more assistance to the Contras
were all apparently unaffected by news of other (r = .04). Therefore, in the analysis
of priming, we averaged attitudes toward
the diversion of funds (p > .35 in all
cases), although more citizens than beforeaid to the Contras and toward U.S. interclaimed afterward that the United States'vention in Central America into a single
measure.
position in the world was weakening
In addition to the three measures of
(45.1% vs. 37.6%, p < .02). This one
opinion on foreign affairs, equation 1 also
shift probably has less to do with the Iranincludes a measure of the citizen's assessContra disclosure than with the widespread perception in the public that the ment of national economic conditions (an
Reagan administration had undertaken an average of the citizen's perception of
arms-for-hostages deal with Iran. In any change over the past year in unemployment, inflation, and the general economy)
case, priming may equally occur in the
and a measure of the citizen's opinion reabsence or presence of change in the foundational elements of the public's presiden- garding the desirability of federal programs that provide assistance to blacks
tial evaluations.
(averaged across two questions). We included national economic assessments
Results
and race policy views because both are
highly relevant to presidential evaluations
To examine priming empirically, we
must first specify a model of public sup- (e.g., Fiorina 1981; Kinder, Adams, and
port for the president relevant to the case Gronke 1989; Rosenstone 1983) and
because they are utterly unrelated to the
at hand. In formal terms, the model is
Iran-Contra revelation. We expected that
given by the following equation:
the impact of national economic assessments and race policy views on evaluaOverall Performance = bo + b1
tions of President Reagan should either be
(Contras and Central America)
unaffected by the revelation or should
decline,
a reflection of the media's sudden
+ b2 (isolationism) + b3 (U.S.
preoccupation with Central America.
strength) + b4 (national economic
Finally, equation 1 also includes a stanassessments) + bs (aid to blacks)
dard set of background variables important for control purposes though of little
+ b6-b1s (control variables). (1)
substantive interest in their own right:
Notice that equation 1 includes three employment status, age, race, gender,
region, education, income, and party
variables to represent the domain of
foreign affairs, not four. In preliminary identification.
analyses, we found that attitudes toward To test the basic claim of priming, we
U.S. involvement in Central America andestimated equation 1 twice, first based on
attitudes toward aid to the Contras were respondents in the prerevelation group,
highly correlated. People who opposed then based on respondents in the postaid to the Contras were likely to oppose revelation group. Priming insists first of
all that the impact on assessments of
U.S. involvement in Central America,
and those who favored aid to the Contras President Reagan's performance due to
were likely to favor U.S. involvement in foreign affairs opinions-indexed in equaCentral America (r = .42). These two at- tion 1 by be, b2, and b -be greater in the
postrevelation group than in the prerevetitudes correlated more weakly with
lation group. Priming also requires that
views on isolationism and on U.S.
504
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Table 2. Estimated Impact of Public Opinion on Assessments of
President Reagan's Performance, before and after the Iran-Contra Revelation
(Unstandardized OLS Regression Coefficients)
Significance

Opinion Domain Prerevelation Postrevelation Difference of Differencea

Contras-Central America .18* .29* .11 .17
Isolationism .02 .10* .08 .02
U.S. strength .14* .15* .01 .45
Economic assessments .33* .35* .02 .36
Aid to blacks .22* .00 -.22 .05
Number
Source:

1986

aEntries

*p

<

the

of

.05

in

cases

607

National

this

296

-

Election

column

are

Study.

one-tailed

ps.

(one-tailed).

impact

of

economic
assessmen
in the public's presidential
assessment (see

racial attitudes on evaluations of
Table 2, col. 2).
Reagan-indexed by b4 and b5-should Moreover, the sharpest increases in

remain the same or decline across the two
Table 2 appear for the aspects of public
opinion on foreign affairs most immediThe results of estimating equation ately
1
implicated by the revelations. The
with Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regresimportance of public opinion on the quession are presented in Table 2. To interpret
tion of assistance to the Contras and U.S.
the coefficients shown there, keep in mind
intervention in Central America increased

groups.

that all variables were coded to range
substantially from the prerevelation

from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating (1) favorperiod to the postrevelation period (the

able evaluations of Reagan's performunstandardized regression coefficient

ance, (2) support for the Contras and for
went from .18 to .29), as did the imporU.S. involvement in Central America, (3)
tance of the public's view of the general
support for interventionist foreign policy
choice between intervention and isolain general, (4) the view that the U.S. had
tionism (from .02 to .10). Meanwhile, the
grown stronger in the world, (5) belief
public's view of the strength of the United
that national economic conditions had
States around the world was evidently unimproved over the previous year, and affected
(6)
by the revelation (.14 vs. .15).
opposition to federal aid to blacks,
This pattern of results corroborates the
respectively. As Table 2 reveals, public experimental findings noted earlier. Both
opinion on foreign affairs did indeed suggest that priming requires a close corbecome more important for assessments respondence between the news stories that
of the president's performance in the im- do the priming and the opinions that are
mediate aftermath of the Iran-Contra dis- primed.4
closures. Foreign affairs attitudes were
The theory of priming predicts not only
relatively unimportant to the public's that public opinion on foreign affairs will
view of Reagan's performance prior to 25 become more important for presidential
November (see Table 2, col. 1). After 25 assessments after the Iran-Contra dis-

November, however, the story is very dif-

closure, but also that aspects of public

erent-foreign affairs loomed rather large opinion relevant to the president's success
505
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but unrelated to the disclosure will not
become more important. The results in
Table 2 confirm this prediction as well.
First, citizens' assessments of national
economic conditions contributed sizably
to their view of President Reagan's performance-but did so equally before and
after 25 November (.33 vs. .35). Second,
citizens' views on race policy were evidently shunted aside (if momentarily) by
the media's sudden preoccupation with
Central America. Prior to 25 November,
citizens who opposed federal programs
designed to help blacks were more likely
than citizens who supported them to support President Reagan. After 25 November, however, this political difference
over race no longer contributed to public
differences over the president's performance (.22 vs. .00). It would appear that
the disclosure of 25 November altered the
foundation of support for the president
both by bringing certain aspects of public
life to center stage and by pushing other
aspects of public life off the stage altogether.

In order to illustrate the magnitude of
the priming effects documented in Table
2, we generated predicted evaluations of
Reagan, first using the prerevelation
group's regression coefficients and then
using the coefficients estimated with the
postrevelation group. This required us to
specify values of all the predictor variables in equation 1. For this purpose we
chose to represent an average, middle-ofthe-road U.S. citizen: a white, female,
forty-year-old high school graduate from
the Midwest with an annual family income of 22 thousand dollars, a political
independent, who believed that national
economic conditions had changed little
over the previous year and who neither
favored nor opposed federal programs for
blacks. We carried out this exercise twice:
once assuming that our hypothetical average citizen held views on foreign affairs
that would predispose her to support
Reagan (favored aid to the Contras and
U.S. involvement in Central America,

favored international interventionism

generally, and believed the United States
was maintaining its international
strength) and once assuming she held
views on these issues that would move her
in the opposite direction (opposed aid to
the Contras and U.S. intervention in Central America, favored isolationism, and
believed that the U.S. had lost international strength).
The results of this simulation suggest
that the consequences of priming for presidential support are contingent on the citizen's prior views. Among (typical) citizens predisposed to support Reagan on
foreign policy grounds, the effects of
priming were negligible. Equation 1 predicts evaluation of President Reagan's
performance by such people to be .73 (on
the zero-to-one scale) prior to the IranContra revelation and .75 afterward. But
among typical citizens predisposed to oppose Reagan on foreign policy grounds,
the story is very different: equation 1 now
predicts a Reagan evaluation of .53 before
the revelation and only .38 after, a steep
falloff in support. Thus, the effect of
priming was to reduce assessments of
President Reagan's performance among
critics of U.S. policy in Central America
substantially.
In the 1986 NES data, the prerevelation
group's average evaluation of Reagan (on
the zero-to-one scale) was .602 whereas
the postrevelation group's was .548. How
much of this .054 decrease can be attributed to priming? We used each of the 1986
NES respondents' actual demographics
and attitudes to generate two predicted
Reagan evaluations: one using the prerevelation regression weights, the other
using the postrevelation regression
weights. The average predicted prerevela
tion evaluation was .532 and the average
predicted postrevelation evaluation was
.499, a difference of .033. Thus, almost
two-thirds of the decrease in this sample's
Reagan approval ratings can be attributed
to priming.
Our next move was to investigate
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Table 3. Estimated Impact of Public Opinion on Assessments of
President Reagan's Performance before and after the Iran-Contra Revelation,
Separately for Political "Novices" and Political "Experts"
(Unstandardized OLS Regression Coefficients)
Significance
Opinion Domain Prerevelation Postrevelation Difference of Differencea
Among Political "Novices"
Contras-Central America .12* .35* .23 .06
Isolationism .01 .08* .07 .09
U.S. strength .14* .18* .04 .32
Economic assessments .29* .39* .10 .19
Aid to blacks .20* .03 -.17 .05

Numberof

cases

383

191

Among Political "Experts"
Contras-Central America .22* .28* .06 43
Isolationism
.06
.20*
.14
.05
U.S. strength .16* .06 -.10 .29
Economic assessments .39* .41* .02 .41
Aid to blacks .20* .07 -.13 .37
Numberof

cases

222

105

-

Source: 1986 National Election Study.
aEntries in this column are one-tailed ps.

*p < .05 (one-tailed).

than before, whereas national economic
whether political novices were more susceptible to priming than political experts. assessments were no more important, and
opinions on federal programs to aid
Following Zaller's (n.d.) advice, we
blacks were less important. Particularly
assessed expertise using measures of obnoteworthy was the dramatically enjective knowledge about political affairs.
In particular, we partitioned the 1986 hanced
NES prominence of Central American
in novices' presidential evaluations
respondents according to their successpolicy
at
after 25 November (the regression coeffiidentifying six political figures: George
dent nearly tripled, from .12 to .35). As a
Bush, Caspar Weinberger, William Rehngeneral matter, the pattern of priming efquist, Paul Volker, Robert Dole, and Tip
fects noted for the public as a whole is
O'Neill. The 65% who correctly identified
maintained and sharpened among novices
three or fewer were considered novices,
alone.
and the 35% who correctly identified four
Meanwhile, priming was less apparent
or more were considered experts. Then we
in the assessments of President Reagan's
simply repeated the analysis summarized
performance offered by political experts
in Table 2, separately within each group.5
(see the lower panel of Table 3). Indeed,
Among political novices, the Iranpriming among experts seems confined to
Contra revelation had a substantial priming effect (see the upper panel of Table 3). a single aspect of opinion. In the wake of
Opinions on foreign affairs were more im-the Iran-Contra disclosure, experts were
more likely to evaluate President Reagan
portant in novices' assessments of
according to their general views on U.S.
Reagan's performance after the revelation
507
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Table 4. Estimated Impact of Public Opinion on Assessments of
President Reagan's Character before and after the Iran-Contra Revelation
(Unstandardized OLS Regression Coefficients)
Significance

Opinion Domain Prerevelation Postrevelation Difference of Differencea
Assessing Reagan's Competence

Contras-Central America .09** .20** 11 .15
Isolationism .04** .09** .05 .04
U.S. strength .12** 406* -.06 .06
Economic assessments .10** .07 -.03 .07

Aid

to

blacks

Numberof
Assessing

.14**

.12**

cases

632

Reagan's

-.02

304

.41

-

-

Integrity

Contras-Central America .03 .12** .09 .14
Isolationism .05** .06** .01 .21
U. S. strength .07** .07** **47
Economic assessments .13** .13** .00 .39
Aid to blacks .05* .04 -.01 .28
Number

Source:
'Entries

of

1986
in

cases

629

National

this

303

-

-

Election

column

are

Stud

one-tail

*p < .10 (one-tailed).

**p < .05 (one-tailed).

Contra revelations while just 57.4% did
so afterward, a net change of 7.4 percentage points. Meanwhile, 67.6% of the exand that the character of priming among perts approved of Reagan's performance
experts is different. Novices appear to be before the revelations, and 65% did so
primed on those aspects most directly and afterward, a net change of 2.6 percentage
concretely implicated by the news coverpoints. Novices were more likely than exage while experts, insofar as they are
perts to be swept away by the avalanche
intervention in international affairs (.06
vs. .20). It is interesting both that experts
seem generally less susceptible to priming

primed at all, are influenced at a more
of stories and pictures set in motion by the
abstract level.
25 November revelations.
The distinction between novices and exFinally, we examined whether media
coverage of the Iran-Contra connection
perts apparent in Table 3 is consistent

with our experimental results (reported altered
in
the foundations of the public's
assessments of President Reagan's characIyengar et al. 1984) and with other aspects
of the NES survey data as well. In particuter. To do so, we reestimated equation 1,
lar, the decline in support for Presidentfirst with assessments of Reagan's competence, then with assessments of his integReagan's performance in the immediate
rity, as the dependent variable.7 The
aftermath of the attorney general's disclosures registered in the public as a whole results shown in Table 4 replicate, in a
was greater among novices than among
somewhat attenuated fashion, those
experts. Of the novices, 64.8% approved reported earlier regarding the public's
of Reagan's performance prior to the Iran- assessments of President Reagan's per508
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formance. For judgments of character, as
for judgments of performance, opinions
on Central American policy became more
important after the Iran-Contra revelation than before while assessments of national economic conditions and views on
government race policy became, if anything, less important. The effects of prim-

ing were a bit more pronounced in the
public's judgments of Reagan's competence than in judgments of his integrity.
Indeed, apart from the increased importance of views on Central American policy, the public's assessment of Reagan's
integrity appears quite unmoved by the
Iran-Contra revelation. The greater susceptibility of competence assessments ap-

the public's evaluations of President
Reagan's overall performance than in
assessments of his character. Taken

together, these results strongly support
the theory of priming and are important
not least because they escape the artificiality that inevitably accompanies experi-

mental laboratory research, which had

provided priming's sole empirical support
up until now. Our confidence in priming
is fortified by the close convergence be-

tween previous experimental results on
the one hand and the results reported

here, based on personal interviews with a
national sample of citizens responding to
a real crisis, on the other.

The comparative advantages of the
parent in Table 4 may reflect, in part, present investigation-representative

how the news media began to frame the sampling, professional interviewers, careIran-Contra story, namely, as exposing
ful and elaborate pretesting, the serendipiReagan's disengagement from U.S.
tous intrusion of a dramatic and heavily
foreign policy. Framed in this way, the
covered event-are real enough; but we
Iran-Contra story naturally implicatedshould also acknowledge some comparathe president's competence more than his
tive disadvantages as well. As we noted
integrity.
earlier, the prerevelation group closely

resembles the postrevelation group in

terms of basic demographic and political
characteristics. However, the two groups

Discussion

The disclosure in the fall of 1986 that could still differ from one another in confunds received from the sale of arms to sequential ways that we missed. Given the
Iran had been secretly channeled to the present design, we cannot be certain that
Nicaraguan Contras provides an excellent the differences we observed between the
opportunity to test the theory of priming prerevelation and postrevelation groups
in a politically consequential setting. By in their assessments of President Reagan
and large, the theory stands up well to were actually due to priming and not to
some preexisting and unmeasured difthis examination. Citizens questioned
after the revelations held President
ference or to some event other than the
Reagan to an altered set of standards, and
Iran-Contra revelation. Notice that this
these alterations can be directly traced toworry is swept aside by the procedure of
the changes in the media's agenda pro- random assignment that is the heart of the
voked by the Iran-Contra revelations. Asexperimental method. It is the converexpected, priming was particularly pro-gence of results across different methods
nounced for the aspects of public opinionof testing that is crucial in science in
most directly implicated by the news
general and crucial to the standing of the
coverage (aid to the Contras and involve- theory of priming in particular.
ment in Central America), was more apPriming provides an empirically
parent in the judgments of political
grounded, psychologically plausible acnovices than in the judgments of politicalcount of how individuals form and revise
experts, and showed up more clearly in their views of presidential performance.
509
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Priming therefore aspires to complement
the dominant tradition in research on support for the president, which applies time

public considers and what it ignores.
A final implication of our findings involves stepping back and taking a norma-

tive stance on the matter of political
series methods to estimate the impact of
change. Exposure to political information
national and international events on
change in the public support. This
through mass media varies enormously
research has been enormously informaacross the U.S. public. Some citizens are
tive about the aggregate effects of such constantly preoccupied with the flow of
political news while others are utterly inevents while revealing little about the
different to it. Not surprisingly, those
diversity among citizens' reactions that
seem certain to underlie change and sta- who are most heavily exposed to political
bility in the aggregate. From such research news also accumulate the most political
knowledge. The devoted viewer, listener,
we know a great deal about how the
and reader becomes society's political expublic as a whole will respond to a change
in unemployment or to a dramatic interpert. With this in mind, we might expect
that it would be the expert who would be
national crisis but virtually nothing about
most influenced by changes in the media's
which citizens are most likely to increase
their support for the president, which areagenda. In the case of the Iran-Contra aflikely to decrease their support, and
fair, the news media's daily updating
which are likely to be unmoved. The
would presumably have the greatest imliterature is even less prepared to tell uspact on citizens who absorbed the comwhy different citizens respond differentlyplete story and the least impact on those
to the same event. Priming provides a
exposed only to fragments of it. Our
general framework to answer such ques-results suggest just the opposite. Citizens
tions.
with the least knowledge (and presumably
Priming also carries an implication for
the least exposure) manifested the largest
the study of political change more generpriming effects. Thus, change in support
ally. Most quantitative studies of this sort
for the president in response to the Iranassume that the effects of economic and
Contra revelations appears to have been
social change are constant over timedominated by the least-informed, a result
that, say, the impact of a one-percentage-that has troubling implications for the expoint change in the unemployment rate ercise of power in Washington. Presidents
on the incumbent's reelection chances is
who enjoy popular support typically have
invariant across history (or, less dramati- success in shaping the political agenda of
cally, the length of the time series). Prim- the nation (Kernell 1986; Rivers and Rose
ing collides head-on with this assumption. 1985). Our findings suggest that change
over time in popular approval-and thus
According to priming, shifts in news
media content alter the political importhe waxing and waning of presidential
tance that the public attaches to the flow power-may depend the most on the citiof events. If priming is pervasive, the
zens who know the least.
assumption of constant effects seems
dubious. This does not mean that the
typical time series analysis of political
Notes
change is worthless, only that such analyAn earlier version of this paper was presented at
sis would be enhanced by incorporating
the fundamental insight of priming-that the 1988 annual meetings of the American Political
Science Association, Washington. It is based in part
through its monopoly over the immediate on research supported by a grant to Kinder from the
telling of political history, media
National Science Foundation (SES-8511029). We are
grateful to Nancy Brennan and Judith Ottmar for
possess the power to influence what the
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their help in preparing the manuscript; Janet Attarian and Konnie Toth for their careful coding of
the New York Times; and Shanto Iyengar, Steven
Rosenstone, and Janet Weiss for their good advice.
The public opinion data reported here were originally collected by the Center for Political Studies of the

University of Michigan, Institute for Social Research, on behalf of National Election Studies. Krosnick and Kinder are equally responsible for the
analyses and interpretations presented here.
1. Most, but not quite all, the time series work
presumes that citizens respond uniformly to
whatever is happening in the country. The con-

political expertise (see Kinder and Sears 1985).
Operationalizing expertise in terms of general
knowledge about politics differs from the way we
have operationalized it in our previous studies of
priming. There, we used measures of domainspecific knowledge (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder 1987;
Iyengar et al. 1984). In the present case, we would
have preferred to use measures of knowledge about
Central American affairs or about Nicaragua in particular, had such measures been included in the 1986
NES.

6. To assess the statistical significance of the differences associated with expertise, we estimated an
spicuous and excellent exception is provided by enhanced version of the equation described in n. 4.
Hibbs, Rivers, and Vasilatos (1982a), who found
To that equation we added six new terms:
that citizens' reactions to events were conditioned by (expertise), (expertise)(pre-post)(Contras/Central
their class affiliations and partisan attachments.
America), (expertise)(pre-post)(isolationism), (ex2. Figure 1 displays the number of front page
pertise)(pre-post)(U.S. strength), (expertise)(precolumn-lines (text, headlines, and pictures) mention- post)(national economic assessments),
(expertise)(pre-post)(aid to blacks). Here we tr
ing the Nicaraguan rebels, Nicaragua, or the
Contras.
political expertise as a continuous variable def
3. Employment status was coded 0 for respon- as the proportion of the six political figures corr
dents who were looking for work and 1 for respon- identified. The coefficients associated with t
dents who were not. Age and educational attain- multiplicative terms then assess whether the ma
ment were coded in years. Income was coded 1 to tude of the pre- to postrevelation difference in
22, representing 22 separate income categories. Race attitude's impact depends upon expertise. Whe
was coded 1 for whites and 2 for nonwhites. Gender estimated this enhanced equation, we found that
was coded 1 for males and 2 for females. Party iden- three-way interaction involving attitudes to
tification was represented by two dummy variables: Central American policy and that involving v
the first was coded 1 for Democrats and 0 for all on isolationism were both marginally significa

other respondents; the second was coded 1 for

.09 and .14 respectively) but that the rema

Republicans and 0 for all other respondents. Region three three-way interactions were not (p > .
was represented by three dummy variables: the first each case).
was coded 1 for residents of central states and 0 for
7. The measure of competence is an averag
all others; the second was coded 1 for residents of respondents' judgments of how well the terms in
southern states and 0 for all others; and the third gent and knowledgeable describe Reagan; the
was coded 1 for residents of western states and 0 formeasure of integrity is an average of comparable
all others.
judgments regarding moral and decent.
4. To test the statistical significance of the changes
in the coefficients across the pre- and postrevelation
groups, we estimated an enhanced version of equaReferences
tion 1. In particular, we added the following variables to it: (pre-post), (pre-post)(Contras-Central
America), (pre-post)(isolationism), (pre-post)(U.S. Fiorina, Morris. 1981. Retrospective Voting in
strength), (pre-post)(national economic assessAmerican National Elections. New Haven: Yale
ments), (pre-post)(aid to blacks). Pre-post is a dum- University Press.
my variable coded zero for the prerevelation groupFischhoff, Baruch, Paul Slovic, and Sarah Lichtenand one for the postrevelation group. Thus, the co- stein. 1980. "Knowing What You Want: Measurefficients associated with each of the multiplicative ing Labile Values." In Cognitive Processes in
terms tests whether the impact of each aspect of
Choice and Decision Behavior, ed. Thomas
public opinion on evaluation of Reagan's performWallsten. Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum.
ance differs from the prerevelation group to theFiske, Susan T., and Donald R. Kinder. 1981.
postrevelation group. The significance levels of these
"Involvement, Expertise, and Schema Use: Evicoefficients appear in the text and in the far rightdence from Political Cognition." In Personality,
hand column of Table 2.
Cognition, and Social Interaction, ed. Nancy
5. We set the dividing line between experts and
Cantor and John Kihlstrom. Hillsdale, NJ:
novices in this fashion because it generated as close Erlbaum.
to equal-sized groups as possible while making the Fiske, Susan T., Donald R. Kinder, and W. Michael
experts more rare than the novices, a distribution Larter. 1983. "The Novice and the Expert:
that suits current wisdom about the distribution of Knowledge-based Strategies in Political Cogni511
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Learning and Opinion Change, Not Priming:
Reconsidering the Priming Hypothesis
Gabriel S. Lenz

Massachusetts Institute of Technology

According to numerous studies, campaign and news media messages can alter the importance individuals place on an
issue when evaluating politicians, an effect called priming. Research on priming revived scholarly interest in campaign and
media effects and implied, according to some, that campaigns and the media can manipulate voters. There are, however,
alternative explanations for these priming findings, alternatives that previous studies have not fully considered. In this
article, I reanalyze four cases of alleged priming, using panel data to test priming effects against these alternatives. Across
these four cases, I find little evidence of priming effects. Instead, campaign and media attention to an issue creates the
appearance of priming through a two-part process: Exposing individuals to campaign and media messages on an issue (1)
informs some of them about the parties’ or candidates’ positions on that issue. Once informed, (2) these individuals often
adopt their preferred party’s or candidate’s position as their own.

The Priming Hypothesis

U

ntil the 1980s, research had generally failed to
produce much evidence of campaign or media
effects on vote choice and presidential approval
(Graber 1993; Patterson and McClure 1976). This began
to change with findings from lab-based experiments on
agenda setting and priming (Iyengar and Kinder 1987;
Iyengar et al. 1984). The authors of these studies hypothesized that, by calling attention to some matters while ignoring others, television news alters the issues on which
the public judges presidents and candidates for public office. To test this “priming” hypothesis, these studies manipulated the extent to which subjects viewed television
news stories on an issue and found that greater exposure led viewers to give greater weight to that issue when
evaluating politicians. For instance, when shown television news stories about the economy, subjects were more
likely to evaluate the president based on their perceptions
of the president’s handling of the economy.
Political scientists have shown great interest in the
influence of agenda setting and priming (Riker 1986;
Schattschneider 1960), referring to them also as “framing,” “manipulating the dimensions underlying vote

choice,” and “heresthetics.” In part, priming is of such
interest because it provides an intriguing account of
how campaigns and the media influence elections. In
Schattschneider’s words, “He who determines what politics is about runs the country, because the definition of
the alternatives is the choice of conflicts, and the choice
of conflicts allocates power” (1960, 66). Lazarsfeld and
his colleagues (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954)
provide the quintessential example in their analysis of
the 1948 U.S. presidential campaign. They argue that
Truman won the election, to the surprise of many, because his campaign shifted the nation’s focus from international issues back to New Deal issues, where he and
the Democratic Party had an advantage. Priming also interests scholars because, some have argued, it constitutes
evidence of a dangerous bias in citizens’ decision making.
Iyengar and Kinder (1987) find priming effects so large as
to imply that voters are overweighting some issues while
underweighting others. These results may indicate that
campaigns and the media have the power to manipulate voters through priming, a finding that has ominous
implications for democracy. In this vein, Krosnick and
Kinder characterize people who manifest priming as being “swept away by [an] avalanche of stories and pictures”
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(1990, 508), and Iyengar and Kinder (1987) describe individuals who fall prey to priming as “victims.” Finally,
priming interests scholars because of its implications for
candidate behavior. It may imply, for instance, that candidates should avoid dialogue on issues with rival campaigns and instead only mention the issues most favorable
to themselves (Petrocik 1996; Simon 2002).
Subsequent research has consistently supported and
extended the initial priming findings on vote choice and
presidential approval. Several studies have replicated the
lab-based experiments (e.g., Miller and Krosnick 2000;
Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002). Researchers have
also addressed concerns about external validity by replicating priming in the field. They have done so by exploiting changes in campaign and media attention to issues
between waves of panel surveys (Johnston et al. 1992;
Krosnick and Brannon 1993), in the midst of rolling
cross-sections (Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Mendelberg
2001; Mutz 1998) or between regions (Carsey 2000). Reviews of the public opinion literature also conclude that
campaigns and the media can alter the importance of
issues (Iyengar and Simon 2000; Kinder 1998a, 1998b).
Given the large number of experimental and survey
studies that find priming effects on vote choice and presidential approval, researchers have undoubtedly uncovered something, but is it priming? I present evidence that
it is not. In the four cases examined below, priming effects
appear to arise instead because of two processes unrelated
to priming. First, exposing individuals to campaign and
media messages on an issue informs some of them about
the parties’ or candidates’ positions on that issue. Second, these newly informed individuals often adopt their
party’s or candidate’s position as their own. Combined,
these effects give rise to the appearance of priming in the
absence of actual priming.
Research has long shown that partisanship shapes
people’s policy views and perceptions (Abramowitz 1978;
Bartels 2002a, 2002b; Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee
1954; Campbell et al. 1960; Carsey and Layman 2006;
Zaller 1992, 1994). Here, I show that learning the parties’
or candidates’ positions appears to drive this tendency and
that it generates the appearance of priming effects. When
campaigns and the media emphasize an issue, many individuals learn these positions. When they learn, they often
adopt the position of their preferred party or candidate.
The research on priming and candidate preference is
too extensive to be exhaustively evaluated in a single article, and the approach I take limits the analysis in important ways. Researchers have studied priming on position
issues (e.g., Krosnick and Kinder 1990) and on valence or
performance issues (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder 1987). For
technical reasons, however, this article’s approach cannot
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be applied to valence or performance issues, and so the
analysis is limited to policy issues. Researchers have also
found priming in campaign contexts (e.g., Iyengar and
Kinder 1987, chap. 11; Mendelberg 2001), where the dependent variable is often candidate choice, and noncampaign contexts (e.g., Iyengar and Kinder 1987), where the
dependent variable is often presidential approval. Here, I
only examine priming in campaign contexts because only
in these contexts are the necessary data available to apply
my approach. Researchers have also examined the effects
of priming on policy issues (e.g., Hurwitz 2005; Mendelberg 1997, 2001; Nelson and Kinder 1996). In this article,
I only consider priming effects on candidate preference
or incumbent evaluations. Finally, my findings have no
bearing on equivalency framing (e.g., Druckman 2004;
Tversky and Kahneman 1981), which is supported by evidence from a simpler experimental design not vulnerable
to the criticisms I present below.

The Test for Priming
Whether in the lab or in the field, findings from the test
used by researchers to detect priming are vulnerable to
several alternative explanations. Researchers generally test
whether an increase in the prominence of an issue leads
individuals to increase the weight given to the issue when
evaluating rival candidates or incumbent politicians.1
They measure such increases by regressing presidential
approval or vote choice on a series of policy attitudes.
The coefficients from these regressions, also called “issue weights,” are interpreted as reflecting the importance
people place on each issue when evaluating the president
or deciding for whom to vote. Researchers then examine
whether these issue weights vary with the prominence of
the issues. In the Truman case, for instance, increases on
the coefficient for New Deal attitudes over the course of
Truman’s campaign would constitute, according to this
test, evidence of priming. The Truman case is an example
of a field study. With field studies on priming, researchers
compare issue weights across regions or over time as the
salience of issues varies in the real world. Researchers also
use this test in lab experiments, comparing issue weights
across groups randomly assigned to view (or not view)
campaign or news media messages on an issue.

1

I use the term prominence to refer to the extent to which an issue is
“in the news’’ or emphasized by campaigns. I do so because of the
debate on whether issue prominence, using this definition, leads to
priming through accessibility (issue salience) or other mechanisms
(e.g., Miller and Krosnick 2000; Nelson, Clausen, and Oxley 1997;
Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002).
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The First Alternative Explanation:
Learning Effects
Although widely used, this test of priming leaves findings
vulnerable to several alternative explanations. I examine
two. The first alternative I discuss results from learning.
The second results from individuals adopting their preferred party’s or candidate’s positions. For ease of presentation, I put aside the second alternative while exploring
the first. The treatments in most priming studies are designed to make (or are interpreted as making) one issue
more salient than another. However, they often do much
more than simply raise an issue’s salience. Whether they
consist of watching television news or campaign ads in
the lab or experiencing a campaign in the field, the treatments usually convey information about the issue being
primed. They inform subjects about, for instance, the
state of the national economy or the parties’ positions on
a policy issue or the candidates’ support for or opposition to racial or religious groups. This poses a problem
for priming studies because learning these facts can itself
create the appearance of priming, even in the absence of
priming (Jenkins 2002).
To see how, consider again the Truman example. As
argued by Lazarsfeld and his colleagues, Truman’s campaign may have primed New Deal issues, causing some
individuals to place greater weight on these issues and
so switch their vote to the candidate who shares their
position. Truman’s campaign could have induced a similar effect, however, just by conveying information about
Truman’s position. Lazarsfeld and his colleagues note
the remarkable lack of knowledge about Truman’s and
Dewey’s positions in their sample (Berelson, Lazarsfeld,
and McPhee 1954, 227–28). Given the low levels of knowledge, some individuals who supported New Deal policies
may have assumed that Dewey did too, been unaware
that Truman supported them, or both. Instead of priming, Truman’s campaign may have simply informed these
individuals that, in fact, Truman supported and Dewey
opposed New Deal policies. These newly informed individuals may have then switched their votes to Truman,
not because they placed greater weight on the issue, but
because they learned the candidates’ true positions. I refer to changes in vote choice or candidate evaluations induced by such learning as learning effects. Thus, Truman’s
come-from-behind victory could have arisen because of
a priming or a learning effect.
The same reasoning potentially indicts almost every
published priming study. Their findings could reflect either priming or learning. Which is it? This is an important
question because the implications of the priming litera-

ture for democratic theory depend on the answer. If the
issue-weight increases arise from priming, then they may
reflect poorly on democracy because, according to some
scholars, they suggest that campaigns and the media have
a power over voters that seems incompatible with popular conceptions of democracy. In contrast, if they arise
from learning, they may reflect positively on democracy
because they indicate that campaigns and the news media
provide the public with information, such as “Truman
supports New Deal policies,” information that the public
then uses when voting.
Learning effects have received relatively little attention from researchers, though Alvarez (1997) presents
evidence for such effects, while Sekhon (2004) finds no
evidence that increases in political knowledge lead to vote
change in advanced democracies (see also Ansolabehere,
Behr, and Iyengar 1993). Only Jenkins (2002) and
Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson (2004) note that learning effects provide an alternative explanation for priming
findings.

Priming or Learning Effects: Four
Panel Cases
How can we test whether apparent priming findings arise
from priming itself or from learning effects? As noted
above, researchers have reported finding priming effects
between waves of panel surveys. With panel data, we can
potentially also measure learning about the parties’ or
candidates’ positions between these waves.2 If learning
lies behind priming findings, then the issue-weight increases that researchers attribute to priming should occur
only among those who learn the parties’ or candidates’
positions. Such a result would indicate that learning, not
priming, lies behind priming effects.
Carrying out this approach requires instances where
researchers have found priming and where I can measure learning about the parties’ or candidates’ positions.
This requires panel data with questions about respondents’ perception of these positions before and after the
issue became salient. Although researchers have found
several instances of priming between panel waves, public opinion surveys often lack such questions, and when
2

We could also potentially use the panel to measure changes in
issue salience at the individual level. If issue-weight increases tend
to occur only when the salience of an issue increases, this would
support priming. Unfortunately, survey-based measures of issue
salience or issue importance have proved problematic and generally
fail to correspond with issue weights (Grynaviski and Corrigan
2006; Niemi and Bartels 1985; but see Krosnick 1988).
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they do ask them, they frequently do so only at the
campaign’s beginning (pre-election wave). I searched
the literature for all cases where researchers have reported that campaign or media attention to an issue
increased dramatically between waves of a panel and produced the issue-weight increases researchers typically attribute to priming. Unfortunately, the best-known panel
studies on priming lack prequestions and postquestions
about the parties’ positions (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and
McPhee 1954; Krosnick and Kinder 1990; Mendelberg
2001). Cases that do meet these requirements include
European integration in the 1997 British election, Social
Security policy in the 2000 U.S. presidential election, and
defense spending and Reagan in the 1980 U.S. presidential
election. Further search revealed an additional case where
campaign attention to an issue increased and priming appears to occur: Public Works projects and the 1976 U.S.
presidential election.

Case 1: European Integration in the 1997
British Election
The issue of European integration in Britain during the
1990s provides a particularly rich example of a priming
effect (or at least the appearance of one). The campaigns
and the media ignored the issue of European integration
in the 1992 British election, but emphasized it heavily in
the 1997 election (Norris 1998). According to a content
analysis, no front-page campaign article in major newspapers mentioned this issue during the 1992 campaign,
but 22% of such articles did so during the 1997 campaign, far more than for any other policy issue (Butler
and Kavanagh 1997, 175). Campaign ads by the Conservative Party and other smaller parties appealed to voters
in 1997 with anti-integration phrases such as “with your
support we can retain our nation’s sovereignty” (175).
One ad depicted Tony Blair as a ventriloquist’s dummy
on Chancellor Kohl’s knee. Given the rising prominence
of this issue between the 1992 and 1997 elections, previous research would lead us to expect priming. Not surprisingly, attitudes about European integration became
an increasingly good predictor of support for the major
parties during this period (Andersen 2003; Evans 1999).3
Not only did the prominence of this issue soar, but
the public also learned about the parties’ relatively new
positions on this issue. As late as 1983, the Labour Party
3

Neither author uses the term priming, but both imply that the
increasing salience or prominence of this issue caused issue-driven
vote change, e.g., “the impact of attitudes towards European integration . . . exhibit increasing strength, with voters against integration becoming increasingly more likely to vote Conservative’’
(Andersen 2003, 615).
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advocated withdrawal from the European Union (EU),
while the Conservatives supported further integration.
By the late 1980s, the parties had more or less swapped
positions (Evans 1998). Although John Major’s Cabinet
remained divided over integration in the run-up to the
1997 election, Conservative MPs opposed it overwhelmingly (Butler and Kavanagh 1997).4 Because of this switch,
much of the public may have been unaware of or confused about the parties’ positions, at least until the 1997
campaign. The increased issue weight for European integration may have thus arisen, not because of priming,
but because a much larger percentage of the British public
became aware of the parties’ positions, and some of these
newly informed changed their votes to the party that, they
had just learned, shares their position.
The 1992–97 British Election Panel Study provides
the data necessary to test priming against learning effects.
I first replicate the finding that attitudes about European
integration became more related to support for Labour
versus the Conservatives during this period (Andersen
2003; Evans 1999). For vote choice, the dependent variable, I code a Labour vote to 1 and a Conservative vote to
0. I measure support for European integration with a question that asks respondents on an 11-point scale whether
they prefer seeking unity with Europe or protecting Great
Britain’s independence, which I scale to vary between 0
and 1 (see appendix for details). I use the 1994 wave as
a baseline. Since the United Kingdom held no national
election in 1994, the survey asks for vote choice “had
there been an election.” Using probit, the first row of
Table 1 presents the coefficients for vote choice regressed
on attitudes about integration, each measured in their
respective year. Consistent with the previous findings,
the coefficient rises more than 60%, from .76 in 1994 to
1.23 in 1997. Since media coverage of this issue soared
during this period, it seems unlikely that this increase
could have arisen because of a third variable that became
more important to both vote choice and attitudes about
integration. Moreover, the panel design to some extent
holds variables constant by construction. Nevertheless,
I include a 10-item index of Ideology and a 5-item index of Authoritarianism (Heath, Evans, and Martin 1994;
Heath et al. 1999), but the results remain similar with and
without these controls.5
4

Although the parties sometimes muddled their messages, their
positions were clear to knowledgeable respondents. Among the top
10% in terms of factual knowledge in the British Election Panel
Study (N = 139), more than 75% placed Labour as more pro-EU
than the Conservative in 1992 and almost 90% did so in 1997.
5

All results mentioned but not shown are available in an
online appendix. See http://web.mit.edu/polisci/research/glenz/
lnp onlapp.pdf.
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TABLE 1 Priming or Learning? European Integration in the 1997 British Election
Place Labour as More Pro-European
Integration than Conservatives

All

Attitude towards
European Integration Coef.

1994

1997

N

%

1994

1997

Diff.

–

–

796

100

0.76∗∗∗
(0.21)
2.27∗∗∗
(0.38)
0.20
(0.36)
−0.43
(0.48)
−0.88
(0.68)
0.91
(0.62)

1.23∗∗∗
(0.21)
2.36∗∗∗
(0.40)
2.24∗∗∗
(0.40)
0.56
(0.47)
−1.48∗∗
(0.75)
−0.17
(0.65)

0.47
(0.30)
0.09
(0.55)
2.04∗∗∗
(0.54)
0.99
(0.67)
−0.60
(1.01)
−1.08
(0.90)

Knew before

Yes

Yes

352

44

Learned from

No

Yes

172

22

Partially learned

No

Better

101

13

Never learned

No

No

94

12

Forgot

Yes

No

77

10

∗
p < .10, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01. Probit estimates (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is major-party vote choice:
Labour (1) versus Conservatives (0). Since the UK held no election in 1994, the question asks for vote choice “had there been an election.”
This table shows that the apparent priming effect (top row) occurs only among individuals who learned the parties’ positions, indicating a
learning effect, not priming. The first row shows the original priming finding: attitudes about European integration became more related
to vote choice between 1994 and 1997. The next rows show that the increased relationship arose among those who learned the parties’
positions on this issue by reestimating these models with interactions for each of the knowledge categories. See the data appendix for
control variables.

Did this issue-weight increase arise because the messages primed the issue or because they informed the public about the parties’ positions? Data from the 1992–97
British Election Panel Study suggest that learning did indeed occur. To measure learning, I use questions that
ask respondents to place Labour and the Conservatives
on the 11-point, European integration scale—the same
scale on which respondents place themselves. With this
scale, I operationalize knowledge of the parties’ positions
as whether they place Labour as more pro-EU than the
Conservatives. I use this relative measure, as opposed to
an absolute measure, because it is probably less sensitive to individual differences in responses to these scales.
To present the evidence on learning, I classify individuals into five categories: those who (1) Knew before, i.e.,
correctly placed the parties before and after the issue became prominent; (2) Learned from, i.e., incorrectly placed
at least one party before, but both correctly afterwards;
(3) Partially learned, i.e., incorrectly placed both parties
before, but correctly placed one afterwards; (4) Never
learned, i.e., incorrectly placed the parties before and after; and finally (5) Forgot, i.e., correctly placed them before but incorrectly placed them afterwards. In coding
respondents into these categories, I treat nonresponses
to the questions about the parties’ positions as incorrect
placements. As Table 1 presents, about 44% already knew
the parties’ positions, 22% learned, 13% partially learned,
12% never learned, and 10% forgot. Thus, as expected,

the campaign and media emphasis on the issue of European integration corresponded with learning about the
parties’ new positions.
Is this learning behind the priming effect? The next
four rows present estimates of the issue weights among
each of the knowledge and learning groups. As is evident, the issue weight for European integration is already
high among those who Knew before and barely changes
between 1994 and 1997, rising from 2.27 to 2.36. Instead, the issue weight increases dramatically among the
22% of the sample that learns the parties’ positions, rising from .20 to 2.24. For completeness, this table also
presents estimates for the three other groups. For the Partially learned, the estimates suggest a large but imprecisely
estimated increase. The Never learned and Forgot rows
present an intriguing pattern of coefficients, but they are
also estimated with little precision. Thus, almost all of
the issue-weight increase appears to occur among those
who learn the parties’ positions, indicating that learning, not priming, lies behind the effect. Based on these
results, the substantial increase in news media coverage
and campaign advertising apparently failed to prime attitudes about European integration. Instead, the issueweight increases researchers usually attribute to priming
appear to arise entirely because the exposure informed the
public about the parties’ positions. Campaign and media
attention to this issue thus apparently played a normatively positive role, informing citizens about the parties’
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positions, and thereby leading voters to change their votes
in light of this information.
Why does priming fail to occur among those who
knew before? Since I do not randomly assign but only observe who knew before and who learns, those who knew
before could differ in any number of ways that may prevent priming. Those who knew before are somewhat more
politically knowledgeable than are those who learn, as
measured with factual questions. Although the evidence is
mixed, politically knowledgeable individuals may be less
affected by priming (Krosnick and Brannon 1993; Miller
and Krosnick 2000). Those who knew before may already
vote for the party that shares their position at such high
rates that they cannot be further primed—a ceiling effect.
Or, they may have such well-developed preferences that
campaigns and the media can rarely change the weights
they assign to issues. Determining what prevents priming
is beyond the scope of this article. Those who knew before
presumably constitute the primary group that campaigns
can potentially prime because, unlike most of the remaining population, they consistently know which positions
the parties hold. Whether the failure to find issue-weight
increases among them occurs because of a ceiling effect,
immovable weights, or something else, it is bad news for
the priming hypothesis.
These findings are of course observational and so potentially face inferential threats, such as bias from endogeneity, omitted variables, and measurement error. Most
of these threats, however, are arguably avoided. Consider
endogeneity. Measuring learning requires the use of posttreatment questions about the parties’ positions, which
could pose a problem if learning was endogenous to issueweight increases, but this seems unlikely because people
need to learn the parties’ positions before the issue weights
can increase. Similarly, omitted variable bias seems unlikely to give rise to these findings. These results are robust
to numerous control variables and interactions between
these controls and European integration attitudes. For
example, including political knowledge and interactions
between levels of political knowledge and European integration leaves the results unchanged.6 Moreover, learning
predicts the issue-weight increases so well that an omitted
variable would have to be highly correlated with learning,
but none are.7 Finally, measurement error in issue attitudes or vote choice could be obscuring increases among
6

Studies have examined the relationship between political knowledge and priming (e.g., Huber and Lapinski 2006; Miller and Krosnick 2000).

7

Learning the parties’ positions appears haphazard. I find only
small mean differences between learners and non-learners on numerous baseline control variables and even fewer differences on the
second moment (see the online appendix).
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those who knew before. This too, however, seems unlikely
given that measurement error fails to obscure increases
among those who learn.
Although these problems are arguably avoided, another problem is not. Priming could be occurring among
the “learners,” that is, the same messages that inform
the learners about the parties’ positions could also prime
them. In fact, it seems likely that campaign and media messages will concurrently convey information and
prime. Can we rule out priming among the learners? Below, I attempt to do so by addressing the broader and
more difficult question of reverse causation with issue
opinions. Before addressing this question, however, I attempt to replicate these findings in the three other cases.
To streamline the presentation, I briefly describe these
three cases and then present the analysis.

Case 2: Social Security in the 2000 U.S.
Presidential Election
Is the absence of priming effects and the presence of learning effects particular to the European integration case? Or,
does it hold more generally? In the 2000 U.S. presidential
election campaign, the issue of Social Security—George
W. Bush’s proposal to invest contributions in the stock
market and Al Gore’s “lockbox” plan—became prominent in the last month of the campaign, providing another
case with which to test priming against learning effects.
Although Bush ads featured the issue during the summer
of 2000 and Gore mentioned it in his acceptance speech,
it received relatively little attention until the first debate,
when the candidates sparred on the issue (Hershey 2001).
Sharp exchanges again occurred on this issue in the third
debate, after which television coverage and campaign advertising began to focus on it heavily. Indeed, after the
debates, 10 to 15% of statements on network news mentioned Social Security, as did 40% of Democratic and 60%
of Republican ads (Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson 2004,
153–57). In the last week of the campaign, this onslaught
peaked: the typical television station in media markets
where the campaigns were advertising aired about 150
Bush spots and about 60 Gore spots mentioning Social
Security (153–57).
By devoting so much attention to this issue, both
campaigns presumably desired to shift the basis of people’s voting to Social Security policy. In their insightful
analysis, Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson (2004) find that
the emphasis on this issue corresponded with an increase
in the relationship between attitudes about this issue and
vote intent. Based on this evidence, they conclude that the
messages primed these attitudes, partly explaining Gore’s
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surge in the last few days of the campaign. Although they
note that a learning effect may also have contributed, they
do not investigate which gave rise to the issue-weight increase.
To analyze this case, Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson
(2004) use a rolling cross-section from the 2000 National
Annenberg Election Survey (NAES). This survey also includes a preelection and postelection panel component
that asks the necessary questions to apply the same design. Since the issue’s rise to prominence began with
the first debate, I compare respondents interviewed in
the NAES before the first debate, which took place on
October 3, to their reinterviews after the election. I use
the same set of controls as Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson
(2004) with some exceptions (see appendix). I code Bush
versus Gore vote intent and choice to 1 for Bush and 0 for
Gore. The Investing Social Security funds question asks,
“Do you personally favor or oppose allowing workers to
invest some of their Social Security contributions in the
stock market?” Respondents could answer “favor” or “oppose,” which I code to 1 and 0, respectively. The questions
about the candidates’ positions simply ask whether Bush
and whether Gore supports the investing policy; respondents could choose “yes,” “no,” or “don’t know” to both
questions. As I show below, the results in this case closely
match the European integration case.

Case 3: Public Works Jobs in the 1976 U.S.
Presidential Election
In Cases 1 and 2, the public may have lacked sufficient
familiarity with the parties’ positions and especially the
issue itself in the case of investing Social Security funds.
Maybe campaign and media messages can only prime issues when the public is sufficiently familiar with an issue.
The 1976 U.S. presidential campaign provides an opportunity to test whether messages also fail to cause priming
with the long-standing issue of public works projects to
reduce unemployment, an issue with which the public
may be more familiar. Since the New Deal era, the Democratic Party has consistently supported such programs,
while the Republican Party has generally opposed them.
Preferring to address unemployment by stimulating the
private sector, President Gerald Ford had vetoed public
employment bills passed by the Democratically controlled
Congress. In the first general election debate since those
between Nixon and Kennedy in 1960, Carter criticized
Ford’s vetoes, and both candidates stated and reiterated
their positions on this issue (Abramowitz 1978).
Did this emphasis prime attitudes about public employment programs? To examine this case, I use the Patterson (1980) study of the 1976 U.S. election. It asks respon-
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dents in Los Angeles, CA, and Erie, PA, for their position
and their perception of candidates’ position on this issue
in four of its seven waves. Since the debate occurred on
September 23, I compare the August and October waves.
Using 7-point scales, the survey asks whether respondents
want the government to directly provide jobs, which I
scale to vary between 0 and 1 and call Public Works jobs
(see appendix for wording). The survey also asks where
they place Carter and Ford on this scale, and I code a
correct placement of the candidates as placing Carter to
the left of Ford. Finally, I code vote intent to 1 for Carter
and 0 for Ford. As I show below, the results in this case
also closely match the European integration case.

Case 4: Defense Spending and Reagan in the
1980 U.S. Presidential Election
Another issue with which the public may have greater familiarity is defense spending. During the primaries and
general election campaign of 1980, the issue of defense
spending and willingness to use force became increasingly prominent. Petrocik (1996) argues that the rise of
this and other “Republican owned” issues partly explains
Ronald Reagan’s victory over Carter. Reagan and the Republican Party seized upon the Iranian hostage crisis in
November 1979 and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan
in December 1979 “to help crystallize widespread disquiet about the United States’ standing in the world,
and turn that disquiet into a Republican campaign issue”
(Bartels 1991, 459). The Carter campaign also focused
on this issue, trying to portray Reagan as trigger-happy.
Carter’s person-in-the-street ads, for example, showed
people making statements such as “I think Governor Reagan in a crisis situation would be very fast to use military
force” (Jamieson 1996, 407). Open-ended responses to
an American National Election Study (ANES) question
about the country’s most important problem indicate that
the issue became increasingly salient: 12% of respondents
mentioned defense in January, 16% in June, and 25% in
November (Miller and Shanks 1982, 316).
To test whether people did indeed place more weight
on this issue as the campaign progressed, I use the 1980
ANES Major Panel. I measure attitudes about Defense
spending with a 7-point question about whether respondents desire more or less. The panel interviewed respondents in four waves: January through February, June
through July, September, and after the election. Since the
parties did not choose their nominees until after the first
two waves of interviews, the standard vote-intent question is unavailable until the September wave. Instead, I use
feeling thermometers. Curiously, attitudes about defense
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spending are unrelated to measures of support for Carter
in the panel’s first wave and fail to become more related
to support for Carter in later waves. In contrast, Reagan support, as measured with the feeling thermometer,
does become more related to defense spending attitudes.
I thus use the Reagan feeling thermometer as the dependent variable. (Using the difference between Reagan
and Carter feeling thermometers produces similar results,
though with a much diminished overall issue-weight increase.) I scale defense spending and feeling thermometer
responses to vary between 0 and 1. Since the dependent
variable, Reagan support, is nearly continuous, I use OLS.8
Given that the priming effect only appears to emerge for
Reagan, and given that Carter worked vigorously to appear as a defense hawk during this period (Wilson 1980),
I measure learning and knowledge based only on perceptions of Reagan, coding a correct perception as placing
him on either of the top two points of the 7-point defense spending scale (using a measure based on relative
perceptions of Reagan and Carter produces similar results). Because the study did not ask the defense spending
questions in the postelection wave, I compare the January
through February interviews to those in September.

Analysis of Cases 2–4
These three cases present a diverse array of issues and
campaign contexts. Yet, all three yield patterns strikingly similar to the European integration case. Instead
of priming, they too indicate that campaign and media emphasis changes votes through learning effects.
Tables 2–4 present the findings. In each case, priming
appears to occur among the full sample (see top rows of
each table), which is consistent with previous work on
these cases. For example, in the Social Security case, the
probit coefficients of Social Security attitudes predicting
vote intent rise as the issue becomes prominent, from .29
in the predebate period to .86 after the election, replicating Johnston and collegues’ findings with panel data. In
each case, however, this appearance of priming arises almost entirely from those who learn where the candidates
stand (see the Learned from and Partially learned rows).
Only among these learners do policy issues become more
predictive of vote choice or candidate approval. Among
those who already knew the candidates’ positions, policy attitudes are already strong predictors of candidate
support and fail to become more predictive. Thus, these
8

Although feeling thermometers take 101 possible values, respondents only use a fraction of these, making other estimators potentially more appropriate than OLS. (I thank an anonymous reviewer
for pointing this out.) Reassuringly, the results remain essentially
the same when using ordered probit instead of OLS.

three other cases confirm the absence of priming effects
observed in the European integration case and the apparent presence of learning effects.
Not all of the increases among the learners are statistically significant at conventional levels, and some of the
other coefficients are imprecisely estimated. How confident should we be in these findings? I address this question
with additional analyses, the details of which are available
from the author. In Cases 1–3, I use vote choice as the
dependent variable because this is what we ultimately
want to explain. In these three cases, however, the panel
surveys contain alternative measures of candidate and
party preference that can also serve as dependent variables, such as candidate and party feeling thermometers.
These measures may provide greater information about
voters’ preferences and reveal the preferences of nonvoters. Adopting these measures instead of vote choice as
the dependent variables results in much more precisely
estimated coefficients that are significant at conventional
levels. Given that I have four cases, another approach is to
conduct a meta-analysis. For the three probit cases where
this is straightforward, the result suggests that we can be
confident in these estimates: a precision weighted average of the difference among those who Knew before lies
close to zero (B = −.04, SE = 0.17), whereas this average difference is large and highly significant among those
who Learned from, with a t-value of about 6 (B = 1.0,
SE = 0.15). Finally, many of the control variables in the
models above are potentially endogenous, such as other
issue attitudes. Controlling for endogenous variables may
bias coefficient estimates downwards and standard errors
upwards, resulting in imprecisely estimated coefficients.
When I replicate Tables 1–4 without the standard controls,
the coefficient remain similar but the precision increases
substantially. Thus, these data appear strongly to support
these findings.9

9

The results in Tables 1–3 examine only individuals who express a
vote intent or choice in the prewaves and postwaves. They could
thus potentially miss priming among those who develop a vote
intent only after the prewaves. As noted above, however, the results
remain similar when I replace the dependent variables (vote choice)
with more continuous measures of candidate and party preference.
In these analyses, the sample sizes increase substantially because
they include nonvoters and nonmajor-party voters. Nevertheless,
the results remain the same, suggesting that these findings also
hold among those who form a vote preference between waves. To
address a related concern, I attempt to assess the bias from panel
attrition by examining whether these effects change among those
with a higher probability of dropping out of the panel compared
to those with a lower probability. The results are similar in both
groups, suggesting that panel attrition is not biasing the results.
Finally, using absolute measures of correct placements, instead of
the relative measures used in Cases 1 and 3, yields similar results.
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TABLE 2 Priming or Learning? Social Security in the 2000 U.S. Presidential Election
Correctly Report Bush’s and Gore’s Positions
on Investing Social Security Funds

All

Investing Social Security Funds Coef.

Predebates

Postelection

N

%

Predebates

Postelection

Diff.

–

–

927

100

0.29∗∗∗
(0.10)
1.20∗∗∗
(0.18)
0.14
(0.17)
−0.58∗
(0.32)
−0.58∗∗
(0.26)
0.39
(0.44)

0.86∗∗∗
(0.15)
1.14∗∗∗
(0.19)
0.59∗∗∗
(0.20)
0.44
(0.34)
−0.37
(0.28)
−0.15
(0.42)

0.57∗∗∗
(0.19)
−0.06
(0.26)
0.43∗
(0.26)
1.02∗∗
(0.47)
0.21
(0.38)
−0.54
(0.61)

Knew before

Yes

Yes

375

40

Learned from

No

Yes

292

31

Partially learned

No

Better

86

9

Never learned

No

No

135

14

Forgot

Yes

No

53

6

∗
p < .10, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01. Probit estimates (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is vote intent and choice for
Bush (1) versus Gore (0). This table shows that the apparent priming effect (top row) occurs only among individuals who learned the
candidates’ positions, indicating a learning effect, not priming. The overall increase in the relationship between attitudes about investing
Social Security funds and vote choice arises from those who learned or partially learned the candidates’ positions on this issue. See the
data appendix for control variables. See the note to Table 1 for more details.

TABLE 3 Priming or Learning? Public Works Jobs in the 1976 U.S. Presidential Election
Place Carter More Pro Public
Works than Ford

Public Works Jobs Coef.

Aug.

Oct.

N

%

Aug.

Oct.

Diff.

–

–

379

100

Knew before

Yes

Yes

162

43

Learned from

No

Yes

96

25

Partially learned

No

Better

36

9

Never learned

No

No

61

16

Forgot

Yes

No

24

6

0.65∗∗
(0.30)
2.67∗∗∗
(0.77)
0.30
(0.50)
−1.81∗∗
(0.73)
0.25
(0.58)
0.87
(0.92)

1.42∗∗∗
(0.34)
2.31∗∗∗
(0.60)
1.37∗∗
(0.55)
1.19
(0.79)
0.92
(0.62)
0.37
(0.80)

0.77∗
(0.45)
−0.36
(0.98)
1.07
(0.74)
3.00∗∗∗
(1.08)
0.67
(0.85)
−0.50
(1.22)

All

∗
p < .10, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01. Probit estimates (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is vote intent for Carter (1)
versus Ford (0). This table shows that the apparent priming effect (top row) occurs only among individuals who learned the candidates’
positions, indicating a learning effect, not priming. The overall increase in the relationship between attitudes about the government
directly providing jobs and vote intent arises from those who learned or partially learned the candidates’ positions on this issue. See the
data appendix for control variables. See the note to Table 1 for more details.

These analyses indicate that what researchers have
called priming effects can occur, not because the
campaign and media attention prime issue attitudes, but
because they inform people about the parties’ positions.
These findings, therefore, suggest a more normatively

appealing view of campaigns and their media coverage.
Instead of priming, which entails, according to some
scholars, elite manipulation of voters, these findings indicate that campaigns and the media play a positive
role. They provide the public with information about the
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TABLE 4 Priming or Learning? Defense and Reagan in the 1980 U.S. Presidential Election
Correctly Report Reagan’s Position
Jan./Feb.
All

Sept.

N

Defense Spending Coef.
%

–

–

531

100

Knew before

Yes

Yes

125

24

Learned from

No

Yes

167

31

Partially learned

No

Better

89

17

Never learned

No

No

108

20

Forgot

Yes

No

42

8

Jan./Feb.
∗∗∗

0.19
(0.05)
0.54∗∗∗
(0.09)
0.09
(0.09)
−0.04
(0.10)
−0.02
(0.10)
0.45∗∗
(0.19)

Sept.
∗∗∗

0.30
(0.04)
0.55∗∗∗
(0.08)
0.32∗∗∗
(0.09)
0.06
(0.12)
0.01
(0.11)
0.16
(0.21)

Diff.
0.11∗
(0.06)
0.01
(0.12)
0.23∗
(0.13)
0.10
(0.16)
0.03
(0.15)
−0.29
(0.28)

∗

p < .10, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01. OLS estimates (standard errors in parentheses). The dependent variable is feeling thermometer for Reagan.
See the data appendix for control variables. This table shows that the overall increase in the relationship between defense spending attitudes
and support for Reagan arises from those who learned or partially learned Reagan’ positions on this issue. See the note to Table 1 for more
details.

parties’ policy stands, information that citizens then use
in their vote decisions.

The Second Alternative: Issue
Opinion Change
Before drawing this normatively pleasing conclusion,
however, there is a less flattering alternative. Research
on priming has generally assumed that the issue-weight
increases occur because people are changing their votes to
be more consistent with their opinions on these policies.
These issue weights, however, can also increase because
people are changing their issue opinions to be more consistent with their votes. Both lead to greater issue-vote
consistency and thus to issue-weight increases. Priming
studies, whether in the lab or the field, are vulnerable to
this alternative explanation because they generally suffer
from a second methodological flaw: they test for priming with issue opinions measured after the treatments,
leaving them vulnerable to bias from this alternative,
sometimes called reverse causation or posttreatment bias.
Consider again the Truman case. As the 1948 election
campaign progressed, individuals who supported Truman may have become increasingly likely to also support (or claim they support) New Deal policies. They
may have done so because they liked Truman, and, as
they learned from the campaign, he supported New Deal
policies.

Although this alternative explanation for priming
has generally been neglected, it is consistent with a large
body of research. Numerous studies have found that individuals appear to adopt attitudes and perceptions consistent with their partisan identification or candidate
preference (Abramowitz 1978; Bartels 2002a, 2002b;
Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee 1954; Gabel and Scheve,
2007; Zaller 1994). Researchers have used several terms
to describe this behavior, such as projection (Iyengar and
Kinder 1987), persuasion (Brody and Page 1972), and
rationalization (Jacoby 1988). To avoid implicating a particular mechanism, I refer to it simply as issue opinion
change.
As with learning effects, this alternative potentially
indicts almost every published priming study. Their findings could reflect priming or they could reflect people’s
tendency to adopt their party’s or candidate’s issue positions. Which is it?
This is an important question because, as with learning effects, the implications of the priming literature for
democratic theory depend on the answer. While discussing the priming of valence issues and referring to
this alternative as projection, Iyengar and Kinder (1987,
71) state:
The political differences between priming and
projection are enormous. If priming holds, then
television news possesses the capacity to alter
the standards by which the President is judged,
and therefore the degree of public popularity the
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President enjoys and the power he can wield.
If projection holds, then we will have discovered that people interpret new events or reinterpret old events in order to maintain consistency
with their existing predispositions—an interesting discovery, though hardly a new one (e.g.,
Abelson 1959) and, most important, one that
implies a sharply reduced role for television as a
molder of opinion.
Finding that “projection holds” may not necessarily reflect poorly on the public or on democracy. Individuals
may adopt their party’s position on an issue because they
think their party generally reflects their interests. When
the costs of developing one’s own opinions are high, taking cues from a party that shares one’s interests could
be reasonable. Of course, adopting the position of one’s
party may be less flattering if it merely reflects a tendency
to follow blindly one’s “tribe.” Either way, concluding
that “projection holds” fundamentally alters the way we
see the priming literature.
As I have shown in the cases above, the issue-weight
increases that researchers have attributed to priming occur only among individuals who are learning the parties’ or candidates’ positions. How likely is it that these
increases occur because the learners are adopting their
party’s or candidate’s position as their own? Few studies have investigated the effect of such learning on individuals’ policy opinions. An exception is Cohen (2003),
which, through a series of experimental studies, finds
that informing individuals about their party’s position
causes most to adopt that position, even if it conflicts with
other highly relevant predispositions. If this tendency is
as strong as Cohen (2003) suggests, then the treatments
in priming studies seem likely to create the appearance of
priming through learning-induced, issue opinion change.
Beyond addressing this broader question, this section also grapples with a lingering problem: priming
could also be occurring among the learners. If I find that
the increases among learners arise entirely because they
are changing their issue opinions to reflect their votes,
then concerns about priming among the learners become
moot.
Unfortunately, determining the causal path behind
the issue-weight increases among the learners is difficult. To do so, we need to determine whether learners
are changing their votes to reflect their issue opinions or
changing their issue opinions to reflect their votes. This
presents a formidable challenge because it involves unraveling the direction of causation—never easy with public
opinion, even with panel data. To tackle this problem, I
present the results of two panel-based approaches.

A Cross-Lagged Approach
A simple approach to determining causation with panel
data is to test whether a variable explains later change in
other variables. In this case, if earlier issue attitudes explain later changes in vote choice among learners, then the
results support learning effects. In contrast, if earlier vote
choice explains later changes in issue attitudes, then the
results support learning-induced, issue opinion change.
Researchers sometimes call this approach a cross-lagged
design (Finkel 1995).
As an example, consider the British case. If learning
leads people to change their votes to reflect their issue
opinions, then attitudes about European integration in
1994 should become a better predictor of vote choice
between 1994 and 1997. In contrast, if learning leads people to adopt their party’s position, then vote choice in
1994 should become a better predictor of attitudes about
European integration between 1994 and 1997.
Applying this approach to the four cases, I find that
learning leads to issue opinion change, not vote change.
Figure 1 presents the cross-lagged tests, showing mean
candidate or party preference by pretreatment issue attitudes (left side), and mean support for the policies by
pretreatment candidate or party preference (right side).
Increases in differences-in-means (diverging lines) on the
left indicate that learning the parties’ positions leads people to switch their vote to the party that shares their position. In contrast, increases (diverging lines) on the right
indicate that this learning instead leads people to adopt
their party’s position as their own.
In three of the four cases, Figure 1 indicates that
the learners are not changing their votes to reflect their
issue opinions, that is, not exhibiting learning effects. Instead, they are changing their issue opinions to reflect
their votes. For instance, in the British case, there is no
evidence of learners changing their votes to reflect their
prepriming event opinions: compared with learners who
opposed integration with Europe in 1994, learners who
favored it became only slightly more likely to support
Labour by 1997. In contrast, there is evidence of learners
changing their issue opinions to reflect their prepriming event vote intent: compared with learners who supported the Conservatives in 1994, learners who supported
Labour in 1994 became much more favorable towards integration by 1997. They were only 2 percentage points
more favorable in 1994, but 26 percentage points more
favorable in 1997, a substantial change.
The tendency of the learners to adopt their preferred
candidate’s position in the Social Security case is also large.
When people who like Bush learn that he supports investing Social Security funds, they also become supportive of
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FIGURE 1 Do the Apparent Priming Effects Arise among the Learners
Because They Are Changing Votes to Match Issue Opinions
(Learning Effects) or Changing Issue Opinions to Match Votes
(Issue Opinion Change)? Cross-Lagged Plots among Those
Who Learned From.

Notes: This figure tests whether the apparent priming effects observed among the learners in Tables 1–4
occur because the learners are changing their vote to the party or candidate that, they have just learned,
shares their position or because they are changing their issue position by adopting their party’s or
preferred candidate’s position. It primarily finds evidence for the latter, that is, when people learn the
parties’ or candidates’ positions on these issues, they do not change their vote to the party or candidate
that shares their position on the issue (left column), but instead adopt the position of their preferred
party or candidate (right column). For example, the second row shows that individuals who support
investing Social Security funds (predebates) did not become more likely to vote for bush (relative to
people who were opposed) as they learned bush’s and gore’s positions. instead, people who said they
would vote for Bush before the debates became more supportive of investing, and people who said
they would vote for Gore before the debate became more opposed to investing. Neutral responses are
not shown. For the Reagan thermometer-Party ID Index, “strongly support” is coded as above .75 on a
one-point scale, and “strongly oppose” is coded as below .25. Error bars show 95 percent confidence
intervals. See data appendix for sources.
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TABLE 5 Do the Apparent Priming Effects Arise among the Learners Because They Are Changing
Votes to Match Issue Opinions (Learning Effects) or Changing Issue Opinions to Match
Votes (Issue Opinion Change)? Granger Causality Tests among Those Who Learned From.
(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

Learning Effect Tests

Case

DV
Lagged Issue
Opinion
Lagged DV
Constant
n
R2
SER

(6)

(7)

(8)

Issue Opinion Change Tests

Public
EU
Investing Works Defense
Integration S.S. Funds Jobs Spending

Vote

Vote

Vote

Reagan
Support

0.02
(0.05)
0.90∗∗∗
(0.03)
0.03
(0.03)

−0.04
(0.04)
0.68∗∗∗
(0.04)
0.11∗∗∗
(0.04)

0.06
(0.09)
0.74∗∗∗
(0.07)
0.05
(0.06)

0.17∗∗
(0.07)
0.53∗∗∗
(0.07)
0.17∗∗∗
(0.06)

172
0.798
0.224

292
0.482
0.351

96
0.571
0.320

167
0.301
0.222

Public
EU
Investing Works
Integration S.S. Funds Jobs

Defense
Spending

Public
EU
Investing Works Defense
Integration S.S. Funds Jobs Spending
Lagged DV
Lagged Vote

0.28∗∗∗
(0.07)
0.27∗∗∗
(0.05)
0.16∗∗∗
(0.04)

0.35∗∗∗
(0.05)
0.34∗∗∗
(0.05)
0.20∗∗∗
(0.05)

0.48∗∗∗
(0.09)
0.22∗∗∗
(0.07)
0.15∗∗
(0.06)

0.36∗∗∗
(0.07)
0.17∗∗∗
(0.05)
0.39∗∗∗
(0.06)

172
0.237
0.294

292
0.246
0.433

96
0.361
0.305

167
0.207
0.203

∗

p < .10, ∗∗ p < .05, ∗∗∗ p < .01. OLS estimates (standard errors in parentheses). This table further confirms the findings of Figure 1. The
left side presents tests of learning effects, modeling vote choice or candidate support as a function of lagged policy attitudes and the lagged
dependent variable. The right side presents the tests of issue opinion change, using the same model. I code all variables to vary between 0
and 1 and use linear regression so that these estimates of both effects are comparable. In Column 8, I use an index of partisan identification
and Reagan support as the Lagged Vote variable. Using probit in the vote choice cases leaves the results unchanged, as does adding the
controls used in Tables 1–4.

investing. When people who like Gore learn that he opposes investing, they also become opposed to investing.
Only in the last case, defense spending in the 1980 election, do we find evidence that learning led individuals
to change their view of the candidates to reflect their issue preferences, though the effect is small and based on
only nine respondents (see appendix for coding details).
Thus, this cross-lagged analysis indicates that issue opinion change, not vote change, lies behind the issue-weight
increases among learners.10
To assess more formally the statistical significance of
these findings, I test these rival alternatives using lagged
regression models (see Table 5), which are sometimes
called Granger causality tests (Granger 1969). These tests
further confirm the findings in Figure 1. The left side
of Table 5 presents tests of learning effects, modeling
vote choice or candidate support as a function of lagged
policy attitudes and the lagged dependent variable. In
10
Abramowitz (1978) finds a similar but larger effect in the 1976
case with a panel survey conducted the week before and after the
debate.

three of the four cases, these tests find no evidence that
learners change their support for the candidates based
on their prior policy attitudes. The coefficients on the
policy attitudes in these cases are small, ranging from
−.04 to .06, and are statistically indistinguishable from
zero. (I code all variables to vary between 0 and 1 and
use linear regression so that these estimates are comparable to the issue opinion change estimates. Using probit
leaves the results unchanged.) As in Figure 1, the exception is defense spending attitudes, which appear to
explain changes in support for Reagan between January
and September of 1980. The right side of Table 5 presents
the tests of issue opinion change. In each case, the candidate support variables strongly predict changes in policy attitudes among the learners, with coefficients ranging from .17 to .34, all of which are highly statistically
significant. The magnitudes of these effects are consistent with Figure 1. Thus, these tests provide further evidence that learning leads to issue opinion change, not vote
change.
People’s strong tendency to adopt their party’s position in Figure 1 and Table 5 is more striking when we
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consider that this method is probably biased against this
finding. Analyses such as these that substitute lagged for
current values generally yield consistent estimates only
under restrictive assumptions (Finkel 1995, 32). This is
in part because lagged values are generally imperfect substitutes for current values. In this case, lagged vote choice
is an imperfect substitute for current vote choice. The
worse the substitution, the greater the potential downward bias. Especially when pretreatment vote choice is
measured much earlier, such as four years earlier in the
British case, the downward bias may be large. Given that
we observe a strong tendency among learners to adopt
the position of their party or candidate despite this bias,
we can be more confident that this tendency truly exists.
To further test the robustness of these results, I conduct two additional analyses (available from the author).
First, I use an Instrumental Variables (IV) approach, instrumenting all variables, including the lagged dependent variable, with variables from a prior wave. Second,
I examine the results among those who maintain consistent policy opinions across the panel and those who
change their opinions. The results from both of these
analyses confirm the above findings, showing that the
issue-weight increases arise because citizens are learning and then adopting their party’s or candidate’s positions. They also suggest that issue-attitude instability and
measurement error are not masking learning effects in
Figure 1.11
In sum, the normatively appealing interpretation of
the learning findings turns out to be false. When individuals learn the parties’ or candidates’ positions, they
generally fail to switch their vote to the party or candidate that they now know shares their position (a learning
effect). Instead, campaign and media attention to these
issues primarily causes people to change their issue opinions, adopting their preferred party’s or candidate’s issue
position as their own, and creating the appearance of
priming effects. Finally, these findings also rule out the
possibility that individuals who learn the parties’ or candidates’ positions are, at the same time, being primed.

Conclusion
Above, I noted that while the numerous priming studies have undoubtedly found something, there are reasons to suspect that it is not priming. In particular, two
flaws—conveying facts in the treatments and measuring
key explanatory variables posttreatment—render them
11
I have also replicated these results using a panel survey experiment
on the issue of State Children’s Health Care Insurance Program
(details available from the author).

vulnerable to alternative explanations. In light of these
suspicions, I have reassessed the evidence for the priming
hypothesis. Examining four cases of (apparent) priming
with panel surveys, I found that these priming effects
occur only among individuals who learn the parties’ positions. I then tested whether these effects arise among
these “learners” because they switch their vote choice to
the party that (they now know) shares their issue position
or because they adopt their preferred party’s or candidate’s position as their own. Employing several methods,
I primarily found support for the latter. Thus, rather than
causing priming, the analyses reveal that campaign and
media attention to an issue led individuals to learn the
issue positions of the candidates or parties and then to
adopt the position of their preferred party or candidate
as their own.
How generalizable are these findings? These four
cases canvas a wide range of issues, from national
sovereignty in the British case, to defense spending in
the 1980 U.S. election, to the bread and butter of the
American ideological divide in the Public Works projects
in the 1976 election case. These issues range from the
familiar to the unfamiliar, and the analyses span varying
lengths of time, from five years to just weeks. Nevertheless, concerns about generalizability remain. Most importantly, these findings are based on only four cases,
though they may be the only cases with the necessary
data. Priming may occur on other kinds of issues, such as
those where people have previously developed strong attitudes from their social experiences, religious institutions,
or popular entertainment. Researchers have sometimes
called these “easy issues” (Carmines and Stimson 1989).
Some evidence on priming and racial predispositions
supports these suggestions (Mendelberg 2001; Valentino,
Hutchings, and White 2002). Unfortunately, the panel
data necessary to test this suggestion with the method
I use here do not exist.12 Priming may also occur with
valence issues, such as the economy, as such issues may
be generally easier for citizens to understand. But this
method cannot be easily applied to these issues. As noted
above, these findings also do not apply to priming studies
with policy variable outcomes.
Researchers can design priming studies that lack
the two flaws described above and so are invulnerable to the alternative explanations presented here. To
eliminate the possibility of learning effects, researchers
can carefully control the information content of the
experimental treatments (Berinsky and Kinder 2006). In
12

Such analyses would require multiple panel waves that contain
questions about racial attitudes before race became a prominent
issue.
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survey studies, researchers cannot of course control information, but can measure its reception, as in the analysis
above. In lab studies, however, researchers can ensure that
only the prominence of issues varies between treatment
groups; the facts conveyed about that issue should remain
constant—especially facts that could influence the issue
attitude or vote choice, such as the state of the economy
or candidates’ positions on the issues. To eliminate bias
from reverse causation, researchers could test for priming with issue attitudes measured before the treatment.
This increases the cost of experiments, since researchers
often cannot measure issue attitudes immediately before
the treatment (because of fears about subjects’ reactivity)
and so must conduct panel studies.
Research on priming revived scholarly interest in
campaign and media effects and implied, according to
some, that campaigns and the media can manipulate voters through automatic processes. The findings in this
article suggest that these conclusions were premature.
Campaigns and the media may lack the power to decide
elections through agenda setting, voters’ decision making
may not be subject to manipulation (at least not through
priming), and setting the agenda should not necessarily be
candidates’ first priority, as some have argued. Moreover,
these findings indicate that issue salience may be less important and the informational content of messages more
important than current research suggests. In their landmark study, Lazarsfeld and his colleagues conclude: “It is
difficult to change people’s preferences; it is easier to affect
the priorities or weights they give to subpreferences bearing on the central decision” (Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and
McPhee 1954, 202). When evaluated more carefully, this
mantra of the priming literature may not only be false,
but the opposite may be true.

Data Appendix
British Election Panel Study 1992–97. Face-to-face interviews were conducted in the spring of 1992, 1994, 1995,
1996, and 1997. The question about European integration
asks respondents to place themselves on an 11-point scale
with the endpoints marked: “Some people feel that Britain
should do all it can to unite fully with the European Community. . . . Other people feel that Britain should do all it
can to protect its independence from the European Community.” The scale was marked with the letters A–K, and
the midpoint was not noted. The other controls, which
I mention in the text, are an index of authoritarian attitudes and an index of ideology. In constructing these
indices, I only exclude those who failed to respond to all
the items in the scales.

National Annenberg Election Study 2000. The question
about investing Social Security funds in the stock market
asks, “Do you personally favor or oppose allowing workers
to invest some of their Social Security contributions in the
stock market?” The question about candidates’ positions
asks of each candidate, “Do you think he favors or opposes
allowing workers to invest some of their Social Security
contributions in the stock market?” Respondents could
answer “favor,” “oppose,” or “don’t know.” I include the
controls used by Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson (2004)
in Table A6.1 with a few exceptions. I include party identification, tax policy, black racial identification, evangelical religious identification, union member, gender, 1996
turnout, and dummy variables for liberal self-placement
and conservative self-placement. I exclude several variables that appear highly endogenous: feeling thermometer about former President Clinton, perceptions of the
national economy, and ratings of candidates’ competence
and character. Including these variables reduces all the
other variables’ coefficients to near-trivial levels. I also
exclude attitudes about abortion because the survey did
not include this question in the postelection wave.
Patterson 1976 Election Study. Interviews with the necessary questions were conducted in February, April, June,
August, and October. The question about unemployment
programs asks,
As a way to reduce unemployment, most people
feel that the government should help business to
prosper so that more jobs are created. But people
have different opinions about the government
directly providing jobs. Some people want a federal job program, where the government directly
provides jobs to those who could not otherwise
find employment. Others do not want the government directly to provide jobs to those out of
work.
Controls include support for welfare spending, busing to achieve integration, tougher laws and longer jail
sentences, increased defense spending, tax cuts, legalized
abortion, price and wage controls, involvement in the internal affairs of other countries, as well as party identification, and a dummy variable for residing in Los Angeles.
Because of the high level of missingness in these controls,
I impute missing values with demographic variables. The
results remain substantively similar with and without the
imputation.
1980 ANES Major Panel. For the defense spending
question wording, see http://www.electionstudies.org/. I
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control for party identification. For Figure 1, respondents
do not appear to change their attitudes about defense
spending from January to September to become more
consistent with their feelings for Reagan in January. This
may reflect a greater stability in attitudes about defense
spending, but it could also arise because the public knew
little about Reagan “the candidate” in January of 1980,
and so lacked strongly formed opinions about him. I
therefore use an index of partisan identification and attitudes about Reagan in January 1980, which performs
better than either does individually.
All results mentioned but not shown are available in an online appendix. See http://web.mit.edu/
polisci/research/glenz/lnp onlapp.pdf.
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Issue Priming Revisited: Susceptible Voters and
Detectable Effects
J. SCOTT MATTHEWS*
It is widely claimed that campaign communications direct voter attention to the considerations that
campaigns emphasize, a phenomenon termed ‘priming’. In two recent studies, however, Gabriel Lenz
concludes that reanalysis of key instances of priming in the literature shows that priming of views on
policy questions, or ‘issues’, is very rare. This article revisits issue priming during elections by incorporating individuals who are largely excluded from Lenz’s analyses: respondents who, in one or more waves
of the panel surveys analyzed, did not report a major-party vote (or vote intention) when interviewed.
Based on data collected during six national elections, the article ﬁnds clear evidence of issue
priming. The ﬁndings have implications for the study of campaign effects, media inﬂuence and voting
behavior generally.

Keywords: priming; issue voting; learning; campaign effects

Early voting behavior research concluded that campaigns had modest effects on voters, serving
mainly to reinforce existing preferences. By the 1990s, political scientists had begun to question
this ‘minimal effects’ thesis.1 Importantly, whereas earlier work assumed that campaign
inﬂuence would operate largely by changing the content of attitudes and beliefs, contemporary
research emphasized an indirect channel of effect: change in the impact or weight associated
with attitudes and beliefs relevant to particular political judgements. By drawing voters’
attention toward – or priming – a subset of the relevant considerations, the campaign was
thought to alter the foundations of the vote decision.2
Recently, however, Lenz3 has argued that evidence of priming during elections is weaker
than commonly believed. His most surprising conclusions concern issue priming during
campaigns: campaign-induced increases in the impact of policy attitudes on vote choice.
Numerous studies purport to show such effects.4 Lenz contends, however, that the critical test in
these studies is fatally ﬂawed. What has been taken as evidence of issue priming, he argues,
could equally reﬂect voters (1) acquiring knowledge of the policy positions of candidates or
parties (learning) or (2) adjusting their issue attitudes to better reﬂect their otherwise-determined
* Department of Political Science, Memorial University (email: scott.matthews@mun.ca). The original
version of this article was prepared for presentation at the Midwest Political Science Association Annual
Conference, Chicago, IL in April 2014. The author thanks Richard Johnston, Laron Williams, Austin Hart,
Amanda Bittner, Mark Pickup and Alan Jacobs for helpful comments on earlier versions; Denver McNeney for
research assistance; and ﬁve anonymous reviewers for their criticism and advice. Data replication sets are
available at http://dataverse.harvard.edu/dataverse/BJPolS and online appendices are available at https://doi.org/
doi:10.1017/S0007123416000715.
1
See, e.g., Holbrook 1996; Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Johnston et al. 1992. The classic statement of the
minimal effects view is Berelson, Lazarsfeld, and McPhee (1954).
2
Such a change in attitude weights could reﬂect mechanisms other than attention (Peterson 2015). The article
nonetheless follows the norm of theorizing in terms of attentional processes.
3
Lenz 2009, 2012. When discussing these sources in general terms, for editorial relief, the text simply refers
to Lenz. Speciﬁc page references are footnoted.
4
E.g., Bartels 2006; Jenkins 2002; Johnston et al. 1992; Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson 2004.
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vote choices (opinion change). Further, in analyses of plausible episodes of issue priming
that take learning and/or opinion-change processes into account, Lenz ﬁnds evidence consistent
with issue priming in just one out of ten cases.5 At the same time, he draws an important
distinction between priming of issues and of considerations relating to government performance
(for example, economic management), ﬁnding that performance judgements are routinely
primed in elections he examines. He concludes that ‘performance issues are cognitively easier
for citizens than policy issues’, inasmuch as ‘judging a person’s performance is a part of
everyday life’.6 The upshot is a view of campaign inﬂuence that lies between minimal-effects
and contemporary accounts: campaigns can prime cognitively simple performance criteria, but
not substantive policy conﬂicts.
The present article, by contrast, reports evidence of issue priming in several elections,
including some of those analyzed in Lenz’s research. The main departure from Lenz is to
include in issue-priming tests a group of survey respondents that is largely excluded from his
studies: respondents who, in one or more waves of the panel surveys analyzed, do not report a
major-party vote (or vote intention) when interviewed. Excluding these respondents from the
analysis, the article argues, is likely to lead to an underestimate of issue-priming effects.
As explained below, there are strong reasons to expect that the respondents excluded from
Lenz’s studies are relatively susceptible to priming effects. There are also reasons to expect
priming effects among these respondents to be relatively easier to detect. Accordingly, this
article includes the previously excluded respondents in its tests of issue priming. Based on
analyses of six national elections in four countries (Canada, Netherlands, United Kingdom and
United States), we ﬁnd that – once the formerly excluded group of respondents is included –
priming in campaigns is not limited to performance criteria: campaigns can, and sometimes do,
engage citizens in issue-based reasoning about vote choice.
These ﬁndings have three important implications. First, along with other recent research on
the priming hypothesis, the results reinforce a robust conception of the potential impact of
election campaigns on voters.7 Secondly, and more generally, the results underline the potential
for media inﬂuence on political attitudes.8 Finally, as noted, the article provides evidence that
issues can matter: under the right conditions – that is, when issues are prominent in campaign
communications – voters choose parties and candidates, in part, on the basis of their policy
commitments.
ALTERNATIVE TESTS OF ISSUE PRIMING

Observational tests of the priming hypothesis typically rely on data from survey interviews
conducted before and after a priming event: an occurrence in the social or physical world that
produces a change in political communications that is sufﬁcient (in principle) to draw voters’
attention toward some set of politically relevant considerations. For example, a debate between
presidential candidates that is dominated by the candidates’ conﬂicting positions on income tax
policy can be expected to generate communications – principally news coverage – that are also
(relatively) dominated by discussion of the candidates’ income tax positions. Priming theory
implies that such a shift in communications should strengthen the links that voters form between
their income tax policy attitudes and their electoral choices.
5

Lenz 2012, Ch. 3. Lenz (2012) is less focused than Lenz (2009) on learning as a confound in estimates of
priming. On learning speciﬁcally, also see Jenkins (2002).
6
Lenz 2012, 50.
7
See, especially, Hart and Middleton 2014; Peterson 2015; Takens et al. 2015; Tesler 2015.
8
See also Hart and Middleton 2014.
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To detect such changes in ‘issue weights’, most scholars have applied a version of what Lenz
terms ‘the conventional test of priming’. The test compares the partial correlation between
contemporaneous measures of an issue attitude and vote choice, before and after a priming
event. The test can be expressed in the following equation:9
Votei;t = β0 + β1 Issuei;t + β2 Posti;t + β3 Issuei;t Posti;t + ϵi;t :

(1)

In this equation, t and i subscript the time of interview and respondent, Vote is vote intention
(or reported vote), Issue is an issue attitude, Post is a dichotomy that records whether the
interview occurs before (0) or after (1) the priming event, β0 through β3 are coefﬁcients to
be estimated, and ε is an idiosyncratic error term. If we assume that β1 is positive
(negative), then the conventional test of priming requires β^3 to be greater (less) than 0 and
statistically signiﬁcant.
Lenz argues that conclusions based on Equation 1 are vulnerable to two criticisms. First, he
argues that evidence based on this conventional test of priming can be interpreted as evidence of
learning, that is, of voters acquiring knowledge of the policy positions of candidates (or parties)
in relation to the seemingly ‘primed’ issues. In other words, a correctly signed and statistically
signiﬁcant estimate of β3 may signal that voters are better able to connect their issue attitude to
the vote as a result of having improved their understanding of where the parties10 stand on that
issue. The issue, thus, need not have become more important or accessible to the voter; rather,
the voter may simply have learned to better relate her issue attitude to her vote choice.
Secondly, Lenz argues that, even among those who already know where the parties stand
on the issues, what looks like the priming of an attitude may instead reﬂect opinion change.
Rather than voters shifting their votes to better reﬂect their issue attitudes, they may instead shift
their issue attitudes to better reﬂect their otherwise-determined vote choices. A correctly signed
and statistically signiﬁcant estimate of β3 may thus result from voters adopting the position of
their favored party on the issues emphasized in the campaign.
Lenz addresses these shortcomings of the conventional test through the use of panel data
bracketing the occurrence of priming events. First, to eliminate confounding with learning,
he conﬁnes the sample for analysis to those with correct knowledge of parties’ positions on
the primed issue throughout the interval during which the priming event occurs. The
typical indicator of party-position knowledge requires individuals to place parties on the
correct side of an issue before and after the priming event. Among those who pass this test,
Lenz reasons, any increase in an issue’s weight cannot reﬂect a learning process: these
voters know the parties’ issue commitments before the priming event, and they still know the
parties’ commitments afterwards. Thus if the partial correlation between the attitude and vote
choice increases after the priming event, it must reﬂect a process other than learning, such
as priming.
Lenz’s second basic method aims to eliminate opinion change from issue-priming estimates.
The approach uses lagged values of attitudes to address the possibility of reverse causation.
Lenz prefers what he terms the ‘three-wave test of priming’, which requires measures at three
points in time: two prior to the priming event and one following it. The test compares the effect
of lagged values of issue attitudes on vote choice, controlling for lagged vote choice, before and
after priming events. The implied regression equation is:
Votei;t = β0 + β1 Issuei;t!1 + β2 Posti;t + β3 Issuei;t!1 Posti;t + β4 Votei;t!1 + β5 Votei;t!1 Posti;t + ϵi;t ; (2)
9
10

In discussing the equations in this section, the presence of appropriate controls is assumed.
We refer here to parties, although the discussion also applies to candidate-centered elections.
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where all terms and subscripts are deﬁned as above.11 With the addition of controls and
corrections for the clustering of the observations by respondent, an estimate of β3 provides a
test of issue priming that is not biased by opinion change.
The data requirements of the three-wave test outstrip what is typically available to
researchers.12 Lenz thus proposes a second-best alternative, the ‘two-wave test of priming’.
Here, lagged values of issue attitudes are utilized only to estimate the post-event effect of issues
on vote choice; the pre-event estimate uses contemporaneous measures of the issue attitude and
vote choice. The equation to be estimated is:
Votei;t = β0 + β1 Issuei;1 + β2 Posti;t + β3 Issuei;1 Posti;t + ϵi;t ;

(3)

13

where all terms and subscripts are deﬁned as above. With controls and corrections for clustering –
and restricting the sample to those with party-position knowledge – a correctly signed, statistically
signiﬁcant estimate of β3 provides an estimate of issue priming that, while imperfect, is clearly
superior to the conventional test. First, the estimate of the post-event issue-attitude effect is
unbiased, in the sense that confounding by opinion change is eliminated. Secondly, while the
estimate of the pre-event issue-attitude effect is not unbiased in this sense, the bias in the estimate is
conservative: any adjustment of issue attitudes to coincide with vote choice at t = 1 would increase
the pre-event estimate of the issue weight, β^1 , and decrease the estimated priming effect, β^3 .14
PRIMING EFFECTS AND RESPONDENT TYPES

In confronting learning and opinion change as confounders in the analysis of issue-priming
effects, Lenz makes an important contribution. To be sure, his approach neglects certain
variables and analytical complications highlighted in other research. The use of a pre-/postpriming-event dichotomy to identify priming effects misses important variance in respondents’
exposure to priming messages.15 Measures of party-position knowledge that simply capture
whether a party is placed on the correct side of an issue ignore learning that manifests as
increasing certainty about parties’ policy positions.16 Most fundamentally, observational tests of
priming have a weaker claim to internal validity than their experimental counterparts.17 Still,
relative to earlier studies of issue priming, Lenz’s approach is a signiﬁcant advance.18
11
The data are structured such that observations are stacked for the two later waves. If t counts waves, such
that t = 1 in the ﬁrst wave, t = 2 in the second, and so on, each respondent yields two rows in the dataset: a prepriming-event row, where Post = 0 and which contains measures of current (t = 2) and prior (t = 1) Vote and
prior (t = 1) Issue, and a post-priming-event row, where Post = 1 and which contains measures of current
(t = 3) and prior (t = 2) Vote and prior (t = 2) Issue.
12
Tesler 2015, 821.
13
Again, the data are stacked, with each respondent yielding two rows in the dataset: a pre-priming-event row,
where Post = 0 and which contains measures of current (t = 1) Vote and current (t = 1) Issue, and a postpriming-event row, where Post = 1 and which contains measures of current (t = 2) Vote and prior (t = 1) Issue.
14
Nor, of course, is the estimate biased by learning. Further, whereas Equation 2 allows separate estimates of
long- and short-run effects, Equation 3 implicitly assumes that these effects are equal.
15
E.g., Stevens and Karp (2012) tap exposure by merging content analysis of newspaper coverage with
measures of newspaper reading. Cf., Kim, Han, and Scheufele 2010; Takens et al. 2015.
16
Peterson 2015. See also Lenz 2012, 244–5. As they are focused on major parties, the measures also do not
capture improved knowledge of the positions of minor parties.
17
Note, however, that Lenz (2012) does present an experimental study of priming effects. The classic
experimental study of priming effects in political science is Iyengar and Kinder (1987).
18
Two other possible criticisms of Lenz’s approach are worth noting. First, Equations 2 and 3 likely misspecify the relationship between issue attitude and vote choice, inasmuch as lagged values of the former
substitute for current values (Lenz refers to this as ‘bias due to prior-attitude substitution’ [2012, 82]). Note,
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Nonetheless, there are reasons to revisit Lenz’s application of this approach. Speciﬁcally,
in six of the ten issue-priming episodes he analyzes, only those who report voting – or intending
to vote – for major parties are included in the estimation sample.19 For example, in his analysis
of the 2000 US presidential election, Lenz considers only the behavior of those declaring for
either Republican George W. Bush or Democrat Albert Gore. This means that anyone
supporting a minor party, intending or deciding not to vote, or answering that she does not
know for whom she might vote (or who is non-responsive to vote choice questions) is not
included in the analysis.
Of course, in plurality elections like the US presidential election, most voters end up
supporting one of the major parties – and, presumably,20 this is why Lenz chose to conﬁne his
analyses to major-party supporters.21 However, to be included in his panel-based estimates of
issue priming, such individuals would also need to have indicated their support for a major party
in one (for the two-wave test) or two (for the three-wave test) interviews prior to election day.
This does not mean that these respondents’ vote choices cannot change across survey waves.
It is simply that the change must be between major parties; conversions to or from minor-party
support, abstention or non-response are not observed. To simplify the exposition, we now refer
to the classes of respondents Lenz includes and excludes (in his analyses of the elections
concerned) as ‘type-A’ and ‘type-B’ respondents, respectively.
Importantly, survey respondents regularly express support for minor parties, an intention to
abstain or that they ‘don’t know’ for whom they will vote. Across the samples analyzed here
(details below), the mean share of such type-B respondents is 41.3 per cent. The sizable
proportion of this respondent type reﬂects, in part, the fact that these panel surveys include
interviews that were conducted, in some cases, months before election day (when many
respondents are uncertain how they will vote).
While including type-B respondents adds cases to the analysis, small sample sizes are
not likely to explain Lenz’s null ﬁndings. Indeed, the issue-priming estimates in Lenz’s
study are not only insigniﬁcant, but generally near 0.22 Instead, this article argues, including
type-B respondents in tests of priming is important for two reasons. Put brieﬂy, (1) relative
to type-A respondents, type-B respondents can be expected to be more susceptible to
priming effects, and (2) given fairly generic assumptions regarding the psychology of the vote,
the size of the minimum detectable priming effect among type-B respondents is smaller than it
is among type-A respondents. The remainder of this section is focused on elaborating these
two claims.
(F’note continued)

however, that this bias is conservative with respect to the present article’s expectations. Secondly, Lenz’s
approach does not capture decreases in the weights of other voting considerations that may accompany postpriming-event increases in the weights of issue attitudes (in accordance with the ‘hydraulic’ pattern of priming
effects [Miller and Krosnick 1996, 82]). As a result, Lenz’s approach may not capture the total effect of issue
priming (i.e., the combined impact on the vote arising from both increases in the weights of relevant issue
attitudes and decreases in the weights of other attitudes). Relatedly, under certain conditions, estimates of
Equations 2 and 3 may over- or underestimate the direct contribution of increased issue weights to priming
effects on the vote (net of the contribution of the decreased weights of other variables).
19
In Lenz’s (2012) other issue-priming episodes and all his performance-priming episodes, the analysis relies
on continuous measures (e.g., feeling thermometers). As argued below, these measures can be expected to have
low rates of non-response.
20
Lenz does not provide an explicit justiﬁcation for this decision.
21
Details of the coding are noted in Lenz (2012) at pp. 57–8 (US, 2000), p. 63 (US, 1948), p. 64 (UK, 1997),
p. 65 (US, 1976), p. 68 (Netherlands, 1986), and p. 69 (Canada, 1988).
22
Lenz 2012, 80, Figure 3.7.
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Susceptibility to Priming Effects
The set of type-B respondents can be divided according to whether they report one of three
types of voting behavior: abstention (or intended abstention), non-response (that is, reporting
that they ‘don’t know’ who they will (or did) vote for, or refusing to disclose this information
in a survey interview) or minor-party support. (Henceforth, we describe these groups as
abstainers, non-responsives and minor-party supporters).23 Importantly, there are theoretical and
empirical reasons to suspect that the likelihood of exhibiting each of these behaviors is
correlated with plausible determinants of susceptibility to campaign inﬂuence.
Abstainers can be expected to be relatively less interested in politics,24 and therefore more
ambivalent about political objects, such as vote choice.25 This should, other things being equal,
make them more open to campaign inﬂuence.26 Relative to the politically interested,
furthermore, the less interested – because they are less politically knowledgeable – are also
less likely to have ‘crystallized formulas for making [political] judgments’, which may render
them more susceptible to priming events.27
Of course, while the less interested may be more likely to respond to political information
when it is received, they may be less likely to be exposed to (and comprehend) such
information in the ﬁrst place. In the context of an election campaign, however, the positive
correlation between interest and reception (that is, the outcome of exposure and comprehension)
is likely to weaken.28 Campaigns are generally assumed to stimulate voter attention and
political learning.29 The increased volume and intensity of political communications during
elections, further, should attenuate the link between one’s preference for political information
and actual exposure to it. Accordingly, campaigns have been shown to increase knowledge
of parties’ policy positions, particularly when a single issue dominates campaign communications.30 There is also evidence that campaign inﬂuence is manifested most strongly
among the less interested.31 It is reasonable to suppose, in short, that the persuasion-inhibiting
qualities of low political interest are dampened during campaigns. Abstainers can thus
be expected to be relatively susceptible to campaign inﬂuence, particularly in the face
of the dramatic upheavals in information examined in observational studies of issue
priming.32
23

Note that the groups may overlap (e.g., an abstainer may later elect to support a minor party).
Brady, Verba, and Schlozman 1995.
25
Rudolph and Popp (2007) argue that attitudinal ambivalence in politics partially reﬂects an interaction
between systematic processing and attitude commitment and that, among those with strong attitudes, systematic
processing leads to lower levels of ambivalence. Given stronger attitudes and higher levels of systematic
processing (Rudolph and Popp 2007, 573, fn. 8), the politically interested should generally be less ambivalent
about vote choice, especially in partisan contexts.
26
Fournier, Cutler, and Soroka 2013; Hillygus and Shields 2008; Lavine 2001.
27
Miller and Krosnick 1996, 84. Evidence regarding the interaction between political knowledge and the
strength of priming effects is mixed (Claasen 2011; Miller and Krosnick 2000, 303–4; Togeby 2007, 348–50).
That said, a negative knowledge-priming interaction often appears with regard to the priming of ‘easy issues’ that
are well understood by voters (e.g., Druckman and Holmes 2004; Kelleher and Wolak 2006; McGraw and Ling
2003). If, as in the present study, tests of issue priming are limited to those who exhibit a basic understanding of
the primed issues (indicated by party-position knowledge), then it is reasonable to assume a negative knowledgepriming interaction may apply.
28
Claassen 2011, 206.
29
Gelman and King 1993.
30
Claassen 2011, 216; Lenz 2012, 118.
31
Arceneaux 2006; Johnston, Hagen, and Jamieson 2004.
32
Furthermore, the article’s analyses are restricted to those with knowledge of the parties’ positions on the
primed issues. They are, thus, fairly certain to have been exposed to campaign communications.
24
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Similar arguments about campaign susceptibility apply to non-responsives, especially those
who, when asked by a survey interviewer, ‘don’t know’ for whom they will vote. Both political
interest and attitudinal ambivalence are directly correlated with the propensity for this form of
item non-response.33 According to the theoretical logic developed above, then, non-responsives
may be more affected by campaign communications than other respondents. There are also
solid empirical grounds for this supposition, inasmuch as a large share of those who are
non-responsive to vote queries prior to election day are, ipso facto, ‘late deciders’. A large
cross-national literature indicates that late deciding correlates with qualities that magnify
campaign inﬂuence, such as low levels of partisan commitment and high levels of ambivalence
with respect to vote choice; there is also direct evidence of a positive interaction between
campaign inﬂuence and the lateness of voting decisions.34 Much like abstainers, therefore, nonresponsives can be expected to be above average in their susceptibility to campaign inﬂuence.
Finally, while less is known about minor-party supporters, various evidence and arguments
are consistent with the view that they may also be relatively more inﬂuenced by the campaign
than others. In a rare study of minor-party voting behavior, Hillygus, analyzing support
for Ralph Nader in the 2000 US presidential election, found minor-party support to be
exceptionally volatile during the campaign. Just 28.3 per cent of Nader supporters during the
campaign cast a ballot in his favor on election day; the comparable ﬁgures for Bush and Gore
supporters were 70.0 and 67.6 per cent, respectively.35 This pattern of vote instability is
consistent with the assumption that minor-party supporters are relatively susceptible to
campaign inﬂuence. Also consistent with this assumption is the fact that Nader defectors were
commonly motivated by policy and ideological concerns – considerations we would expect to
have been primed by the campaign.36 On more theoretical grounds, it seems inevitable that
minor-party supporters, at least in plurality elections, will be among the most ambivalent voters,
inasmuch as they are repeatedly reminded that a vote for their favored party may be a ‘wasted
vote’.37 For all these reasons, it is likely that many minor-party supporters are, similar to
other type-B respondents, relatively susceptible to campaign inﬂuence.38

Detectability of Priming Effects
Even if we assume that respondents are equally susceptible to campaign inﬂuence – that
priming events exert equivalent effects on type-A and type-B respondents – including type-B
respondents in issue-priming tests may nonetheless make it easier to detect changes in voting
behavior in response to priming events. Applied to discrete measures of vote choice, the twoand three-wave tests of priming depend on changes in voting behavior following the onset of a
priming event.39 It follows, given certain assumptions regarding the psychology of the vote
decision, that the ability to observe voters transitioning to or from abstention, non-response or
33

Berinsky 2004; Lavine 2001; Rudolph 2011.
Fournier et al. 2004; Schmitt-Beck and Partheymuller 2012.
35
Hillygus 2007, 230.
36
Hillygus 2007, 241. On the priming of ideology in campaigns, see Gelman and King (1993).
37
Hillygus 2007, 226.
38
The susceptibility of minor-party supporters to campaign inﬂuence is likely to vary considerably across
contexts (ceteris paribus). As discussed above, supporters of minor parties subject to strategic voting pressures
(as in the UK) are more likely to be susceptible to campaign inﬂuence than supporters of minor parties who
display high levels of ideological commitment (as in the Netherlands).
39
By construction, change in issue attitudes following a priming event is ruled out as a source of issue-weight
change. Increased weights can therefore only result from a change in vote choice.
34
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Fig. 1. Hypothetical distribution of vote preferences

minor-party support allows us to observe priming effects that exert a smaller inﬂuence on
voters. This conclusion is implied by the simple voting model presented in this section.
Figure 1 helps explicate the model’s features. The horizontal axis deﬁnes a latent
preference, y*, with respect to a set of ordered categories of vote intention, y. Assume that a
threshold function maps values of y* into y,
8
1 if y"i ≤ κ
>
>
<
yi = 2 if κ < y"i ≤ λ
>
>
:
3 if λ < y"i ;
where λ > κ. The values of y correspond to support for one of two major parties (if yi 2 ½1; 3$) or
abstention, non-response or minor-party support (if yi = 2).
The model thus describes how voters translate an unobserved continuum of vote preference
into a ﬁnite set of observed, ordered categories of voting behavior. The unobserved
continuum, y*, can be conceptualized as a single dimension of party or candidate evaluation that
combines the diverse considerations (for example, partisan identities, government performance
evaluations and issue attitudes) that inform the voter’s choice on election day. (Figure 1 also
contains an illustrative distribution40 of vote preferences, which is useful in the exposition
below.)
A priming effect, other things being equal, produces a change in y* in response to a priming
event. The priming effect for a given unit, θi, can be expressed as follows:
θi = y"i;Post !y"i;Pre ;

(4)

where Pre and Post index preferences before and after the priming event, holding constant all
other inﬂuences on y"i . Critically, if θi is too small, then it may not sufﬁce to push the voter into
an adjacent category of voting behavior. Likewise, if y"i is to the left of κ or to the right of λ, then
values of θi that shift y"i away from the threshold for the adjacent category will only reinforce i’s
existing vote choice. Put differently, in both situations the priming event may alter the voter’s
latent vote preference, although not in a manner that will alter her observable voting behavior.
Now consider the distribution of voter preferences in Figure 1. The voting model implies that:
those with preferences to the left of (or equal to) κ in the area under the curve marked I vote for
40

Figure 1 depicts a bimodal distribution, but the conclusions generalize to any univariate distribution.
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major party 1; those with preferences strictly to the right of λ, in area III, vote for major party 3;
and all others, with preferences falling between κ and λ and contained in area II, either abstain,
are non-responsive or support a minor party (that is, yi = 2). Suppose that a priming event
occurs that produces an equivalent positive (rightward) shift in y* for all voters, that is, θi > 0 for
all i.41 Whatever the magnitude of θ, no change will be observed for voters in area III: the
priming effect simply reinforces these voters’ existing vote choices. For voters in areas I and II,
however, whether we observe a change in vote choice (that is, in y) depends on the size of θ and
the voter’s distance from the nearest threshold to the right of her latent preference. For those in
area I, change in yi is observed if θ > κ!y"i ; for those in area II, change is observed if θ > λ!y"i .
The above assumes we observe the full distribution of y: major-party voting (y 2 ½1; 3$) and
abstention, non-response or minor-party support (y = 2). Yet what if we do not observe the
latter voters – that is, what happens if we do not observe the behavior of type-B respondents?
Now, the conditions under which a positive priming effect (θ > 0) produces observable change
in vote choice are more restrictive:
∙ First, for those in area I, change in yi is observed only if θ > λ!y"i . By deﬁnition, of course,
λ!y"i > κ!y"i (where the expression to the right of the inequality states the quantity that θ
must exceed to observe a change among voters in area I when we observe y’s full range).
For those in area III, a symmetrical conclusion applies when θ < 0 (see the Appendix). The
implication is that, when we observe only type-A respondents, it takes a larger priming
effect (a larger shift in y*) to generate a detectable change in voting behavior among those
with an initial preference for a major party.
∙ Secondly, given that the behavior of those in area II is not observed, change in yi is
observed only if θ > λ − κ. Conversely, as noted above, when those in area II are observed,
change in yi is observed if θ > λ!y"i . Given that y"i > κ for all those in area II, it follows
that λ!κ > λ!y"i (for area II voters). A symmetrical conclusion applies when θ < 0 (see the
Appendix). The implication is that it takes a larger priming effect to generate a detectable
change in voting behavior when we observe only type-A respondents.
The voting model thus implies that the minimum detectable priming effect is smaller when typeB respondents are observed than when they are excluded, and this conclusion applies even if all
respondents initially express a major-party preference.
Note that the voting model yields the intuitive implication that it is easier for a major-party
voter to deactivate than to convert: a smaller shift in latent preferences is required for the voter
to drift away from an initial vote preference – into indecision or apathy – than for the voter to
adopt a preference for another major party. Similarly, the logic implies that it is easier to
activate abstainers – to motivate an abstainer to support a major party – than it is to convert
voters from one major party to the other.
The implications of the voting model ought to apply in many contexts. Speciﬁcally, if it is
plausible to represent the vote choice as (1) a set of ordered alternatives along a continuum of
preference, where (2) each of two major parties (or sets of parties) occupies an extreme
placement on the continuum and (3) all other voting-behavioral alternatives (including abstention
and support for other parties) fall between these extremes, then excluding type-B respondents
from tests of priming increases the magnitude of the minimum detectable priming effect.42
41
This effect is illustrative. In the real world, it is unlikely that a priming event would produce a uniform shift
in y*. Rather, the shift would vary (among other things) with the direction of issue attitudes. The conclusions in
this section apply equally to events that produce positive or negative shifts in preferences.
42
At the same time, including type-B respondents is unimportant to detecting very small or large effects.
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METHOD AND CASE SELECTION

This article has advocated including type-B respondents – who report something other than
support for one of the major parties across the waves of a panel survey – in samples used to
estimate issue-priming effects. Accordingly, it now revisits the question of issue priming by
analyzing plausible priming episodes using samples that include – along with consistent majorparty supporters – actual and intended abstainers, non-responsives and minor-party supporters.
To isolate the effect of including type-B respondents, we adhere as closely as possible to
Lenz’s modeling approach.
Table 1 provides summary information regarding the set of issue-priming episodes.
The set includes ﬁve of the six cases43 Lenz analyzes using discrete measures of vote
preference as dependent variables. The ﬁnal case (Canada 1993) is treated in great depth
by Jenkins and provides unusually good data for analyzing issue priming.44 For each case,
Table 1 indicates the data source, the number of interview waves utilized in the analysis,
the modeled vote outcome, the seemingly primed issue attitude, the priming event and
the political predisposition controlled in the models (see below). As these six issuepriming episodes are discussed at length elsewhere,45 the remainder of this discussion is
conﬁned to a description of the modeling approach and coding rules. The Appendix provides
a more detailed account of each case, focusing on analytically important features (especially
the seemingly primed issue and priming event in the case), along with measurement
information.
Central to the analysis of each case are issue-priming estimates based on either the two- or
three-wave test of priming (Equations 2 and 3, respectively), depending on whether the case
supplies a two- or three-wave panel survey (see ‘No. Waves’ in Table 1). Each model also
includes, following Lenz, a control for a long-term political predisposition (generally party
identiﬁcation) and that predisposition’s interaction with the survey wave indicator. In threewave tests the controlled predisposition is lagged one period; in two-wave tests the measure is
from the ﬁrst wave. Estimation samples are restricted to those possessing party-position
knowledge. In this way, the analyses exclude both opinion change and learning as explanations
of changes in issue weights.
For each election, the appropriate test is executed, ﬁrst with only type-A respondents and
secondly with both respondent types.46 Following Lenz, all models are estimated by ordinary
least squares (OLS), with standard errors corrected for the clustering of observations within
individuals. Estimates of alternative speciﬁcations are presented in Appendix Tables A13–A18
and discussed below.
Table 1 includes general information regarding the measurement of the issue attitudes. The
party-position knowledge measures, per Lenz, generally require respondents to place parties
(candidates) on the correct side (relative to the major electoral alternative[s]) of a given issue
both before and after the priming event.47
43

The sixth case (the 1948 US election) does not provide an indicator of party-position knowledge.
Jenkins 2002. It is possible to construct for the case an issue-attitude measure based on multiple indicators;
as Peterson observes, such measures are rarely used in priming studies (2015, 118–19).
45
See, especially, Lenz (2012, Ch. 3) or Jenkins (2002).
46
The share of the sample comprised of type-B respondents varies signiﬁcantly across the elections (see
Tables 2 and 3). The variation likely reﬂects several factors, including: panel length, number of panel waves,
question format, strength of minor parties and campaign characteristics. Appendix Table A1 lists the minor
parties that received support within the sample for each election.
47
See the Appendix for details. For two cases (Canada 1988 and 1993), the measure relies solely on prepriming event reports, which should bias the results against detecting issue-priming effects.
44

TABLE

1

Country, Year,
Election Type

Issue-Priming Episodes
Data Source

No. Predicted Vote
Waves Outcomea

Presidential Campaign
Impact on Voters,
1976 Panel Study

3

Jimmy Carter
(Democrat)

Netherlands,
1986,
Parliamentary
Canada, 1988,
Parliamentary

Dutch Parliamentary
Election Study, 1986

2

Liberal or Christian
Democrat

Canadian Election
Study, 1988

2

Progressive
Conservative

Canada, 1993,
Parliamentary

Canadian Election
Study, 1993

2

Reform Party

UK, 1997,
Parliamentary

British Election Panel
Study, 1992–1997

3

Labour Party

US, 2000,
Presidential

National Annenberg
Election Survey, 2000

3

George W. Bush
(Republican)

a

Priming Event (Date)

Controlled Predisposition
(Coding)

Public works (should
government ‘directly
provide jobs to those
out of work’)
Nuclear power (scale from
‘no nuclear plants’ to
‘more nuclear plants’)
Free trade (support the ‘
Free Trade Agreement
with the United States’)
Cultural accommodation
(5-item index; see
Supporting Information)
European integration (scale
from Britain ‘unite fully
with the European Union’
to ‘protect its
independence’)
Social Security reform
(favor ‘allowing workers
to invest some of their
Social Security
contributions in the stock
market’)

Presidential debate
(23 September 1976)

Party identiﬁcation
(Democratic, Republican)

First Dutch reports of
Chernobyl nuclear
disaster (30 April 1986)
Leaders’ debate (25 October
1988)

Party identiﬁcation (Liberal/
Christian Democrat)

Increased media coverage of
issue (11 October 1993)

Party identiﬁcation
(Progressive
Conservative)
Role of government scaleb

Increased media coverage of
issue (1996–1997)

Party identiﬁcation (Labour)

Presidential debate
(3 October 2000)

Party identiﬁcation
(Democratic, Republican)

This is the response that is coded 1 on the binary vote-choice variable in the regressions in Tables 2 and 3. All other valid responses are coded 0.
This follows Jenkins (2002). See the Appendix for a discussion of the control for this case.

b
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US, 1976,
Presidential

Issue (Measure)
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The following coding rules have been commonly applied across the cases. Attitudinal
variables include those who were non-responsive (for example, answered ‘don’t know’) on the
relevant items; these individuals are assigned to the midpoint on issue-attitude measures and to
the reference category on party-identiﬁcation measures.48 All variables are coded to the unit
interval [0,1]. Issue attitudes are coded such that (given the coding of the dependent variable)
they (Issuei,t-1 or Issuei,1) and their interactions with the interview-wave indicator (Issuei,t-1Posti,t
or Issuei,1Posti,t) are expected to positively predict the outcome in each regression. That outcome,
Votei,t, is a binary variable (following Lenz), where 1 corresponds to an intention to vote or a
reported vote for the outcome noted in Table 1.49

RESULTS

Issue Priming and Respondent Types
Tables 2 and 3, respectively, present estimates of two- and three-wave tests of priming among
those with knowledge of the major parties’ positions. Overall, the results indicate that the
inclusion of type-B respondents considerably improves the evidence of issue priming in these
tests.50
Consider, ﬁrst, estimates of the models when the estimation samples include only type-A
respondents. In ﬁve of the six cases there is no signiﬁcant difference in the impact of issue
attitudes following the onset of the priming event. For the Dutch case, the two American cases,
the British case and the 1988 Canadian case, the coefﬁcient estimate on the interaction between
the issue attitude and the survey wave (in the two-wave tests, Issuei,1Posti,t; in the three-wave
tests, Issuei,t-1Posti,t) is not signiﬁcantly different from 0. The one case in which issue priming
among type-A respondents is observed is Canada 1993. The model estimate (see Table 2,
Model 5) reveals an interaction between the issue attitude and the survey wave that is positive,
moderately large and statistically signiﬁcant (p = 0.017).
The latter result, while somewhat unexpected in light of Lenz’s ﬁndings, may reﬂect the
exceptional level of voter volatility in the 1993 Canadian election.51 In any event, for the ﬁve
cases included in Lenz’s studies, we reproduce the pattern of null results among type-A
respondents. Further, a test of issue priming that combines information from these ﬁve studies
produces similarly negative results. If we treat each election as an independent test of the priming
hypothesis and apply Fisher’s combined test,52 we obtain a p-value of 0.324. In short, when the
analysis is conﬁned to type-A respondents, there is very limited evidence of issue priming.
The addition of type-B respondents to the estimation samples changes the results
considerably. If we apply Fisher’s combined test to the results, then we ﬁnd strong evidence
of issue priming: p < 0.001. Further, whereas issue priming is detected in just one case when the
estimation sample includes only type-A respondents, it is apparent in ﬁve of the six cases when
both type-A and type-B respondents are present in the estimation sample. The attitude-wave
interactions are sizable, positive and statistically signiﬁcant for the Dutch case, the two
Canadian cases and the British case, and the p-value associated with the large, positive
48

The inclusion of non-responsives on the attitude measures may depart from Lenz’s practice for certain
cases. Among type-A respondents, this coding produces substantively equivalent results to Lenz’s.
49
The assignment of the value 1 to the named parties/candidates follows the coding of Lenz (2012) or Jenkins
(2002), as applicable.
50
Unless otherwise indicated, tests of directional hypotheses are against a one-sided null hypothesis.
51
Jenkins 2002.
52
Wolf 1986, 18–19.
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TABLE

2

Two-wave Tests of Priming
Nuclear power
(Netherlands, 1986)

Respondent type
Issuei,1
Posti,t
Issuei,1Posti,t
PIDi,1
PIDi,1Posti,t
Rolegovti,1

Free trade
(Canada, 1988)

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

A

A+B

A

A+B

A

A+B

0.1806**
(0.0775)
0.0316**
(0.0130)
0.0583
(0.0468)
0.8214***
(0.0591)
−0.0710*
(0.0368)

0.1147**
(0.0579)
0.0407**
(0.0158)
0.1187††
(0.0653)
0.7959***
(0.0499)
−0.0594
(0.0520)

0.4861***
(0.0501)
0.0144
(0.0212)
0.0342
(0.0487)
0.4576***
(0.0484)
−0.0686
(0.0486)

0.3438***
(0.0361)
0.0392**
(0.0168)
0.0947††
(0.0422)
0.4475***
(0.0393)
−0.1400***
(0.0452)

0.6133***
(0.1175)
− 0.1281***
(0.0416)
0.1616††
(0.0761)

0.4491***
(0.0856)
−0.0787*
(0.0457)
0.1565††
(0.0845)

0.0004
(0.0112)
520
0.8000

0.0026
(0.0109)
656
0.7206

0.0699***
(0.0189)
840
0.5839

0.0125
(0.0124)
1,478
0.3971

0.2376**
(0.1029)
0.2136***
(0.0653)
−0.2802***
(0.0539)
474
0.2229

0.2259***
(0.0813)
0.1944**
(0.0775)
−0.2277***
(0.0408)
750
0.1758

Rolegovti,1Posti,t
Constant
Observations
R-squared

Cultural accommodation
(Canada, 1993)

Note: OLS regression estimates and standard errors corrected for clustering within individuals.
Sample restricted to those with knowledge of party positions on primed issues. Two-tailed
signiﬁcance tests are reported for those parameters about which no directional hypothesis is
proposed. For one-tailed tests: †††p < 0.01, ††p < 0.05, †p < 0.10. For two-tailed tests: ***p < 0.01,
**p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

coefﬁcient for the 2000 American case is 0.104.53 Only for the 1976 American case does the
addition of type-B respondents to the sample not generate evidence of issue priming.
The overall differences between the priming effects when type-B respondents are included
and when these respondents are excluded are also signiﬁcant. Appendix Table A4 reports
within- and across-election tests of two hypotheses: (1) that the coefﬁcient on the interaction
between issue attitude and survey wave (β^3 in Equation 2 or 3) is larger when type-B
respondents are excluded and
! (2) that the ratio of the attitude-wave coefﬁcient to the coefﬁcient
on the attitude itself (β^3 β^1 in Equation 2 or 3) is larger when type-B respondents are
excluded.54 In effect, these are one-sided tests of the proposition that priming effects are larger –
in absolute and relative terms, respectively – when type-B respondents are included in the
estimates. To summarize these results, while not all within-election differences are signiﬁcant –
which is unsurprising, given that the tests compare partially overlapping samples – the acrosselection differences are. This ﬁnding holds whether priming-effect size is construed in absolute
(p = 0.037) or relative terms (p = 0.040).
The magnitudes of the estimated priming effects are non-trivial with respect to election day
vote shares. Following Bartels, we deﬁne the priming effect with respect to a given party as the
53

The Appendix contains estimates that exclude the possibly confounding effect of other predictors of vote
choice that the existing literature suggests may have been primed in certain campaigns.
54
The tests rely on seemingly unrelated estimation. Across-election tests rely on Fisher’s test.
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TABLE

3

Three-wave Tests of Priming
Public works
(United States, 1976)

Respondent type
Issuei,t − 1
Posti,t
Issuei,t−1Posti,t
Votei,t−1
Votei,t−1Posti,t
DPIDi,t−1
RPIDi,t−1
DPIDi,t−1Posti,t
RPIDi,t−1Posti,t
LPIDi,t−1

Observations
R-squared

Social Security reform
(United States, 2000)

(1)

(2)

(3)

(4)

(5)

(6)

A

A+B

A

A+B

A

A+B

0.2195*
(0.1139)
−0.0737
(0.0955)
−0.1532
(0.1469)
0.6999***
(0.1220)
0.1988
(0.1453)
0.0753
(0.0694)
−0.0154
(0.0943)
−0.0373
(0.0903)
0.0638
(0.0997)

0.1678*
(0.0981)
−0.0643
(0.0885)
−0.0144
(0.1226)
0.4568***
(0.0826)
0.1621*
(0.0972)
0.1077
(0.0790)
−0.1166
(0.0811)
−0.0654
(0.1070)
0.0041
(0.0902)

0.0402
(0.0300)
0.0043
(0.0110)
−0.0184
(0.0361)
0.8764***
(0.0730)
0.1063
(0.0700)

0.0712*
(0.0367)
−0.0470*
(0.0255)
0.0852†
(0.0597)
0.5307***
(0.0596)
−0.0484
(0.0839)

0.1879**
(0.0797)
424
0.5231

0.3232***
(0.0594)
−0.0725
(0.0889)
0.0317*
(0.0180)
1,216
0.6356

0.0008
(0.0518)
−0.1887*
(0.1017)
0.1251‡
(0.0987)
0.7639***
(0.0830)
−0.1878
(0.1230)
−0.1913**
(0.0808)
−0.0030
(0.0421)
0.1657
(0.1184)
0.2157**
(0.0932)

0.0556
(0.0966)
252
0.8411

0.0975
(0.0665)
−0.1103*
(0.0665)
−0.0017
(0.0051)
616
0.9612

−0.0071
(0.0479)
−0.2325*
(0.1274)
0.0789
(0.0997)
0.7937***
(0.1132)
0.1383
(0.1124)
−0.2178*
(0.1120)
−0.0071
(0.0333)
0.2364*
(0.1209)
0.0431
(0.0549)

0.1985*
(0.1041)
240
0.9187

0.2118***
(0.0740)
312
0.6831

LPIDi,t−1Posti,t
Constant

European integration
(United Kingdom, 1997)

Note: OLS regression estimates and standard errors corrected for clustering within individuals.
Sample restricted to those with knowledge of party positions on primed issues. Two-tailed signiﬁcance tests are reported for those parameters about which no directional hypothesis is proposed.
For one-tailed tests: †††p < 0.01, ††p < 0.05, †p < 0.10, ‡p = 0.104. For two-tailed tests:
***p < 0.01, **p < 0.05, *p < 0.1.

difference between (a) the average probability of a vote for the party assuming the ‘primed’
issue weight (β^1 + β^3 in Equation 2 or 3) and (b) the average probability of a vote for the party
assuming the ‘unprimed’ weight (β^1 in Equation 2 or 3).55 Combining results from all six
elections, the weighted estimate of the priming effect – that is, the (weighted) average shift
between the two modeled categories of vote choice – is a sizable 4.7 percentage points (95 per
cent CI [2.2, 7.2]).56
Overall, these results provide impressive support for the article’s arguments concerning the
importance of including type-B respondents in priming tests. Results with type-B respondents in
the estimation samples are a mirror image of results when these respondents are excluded.
55
Bartels 2006, 90–1. The calculations assume mean values of other predictors as observed in the ﬁrst (for
two-wave tests) or second (for three-wave tests) wave of the study. For three-wave tests, the estimate is the shortrun effect. For election-level estimates, see Appendix Table A5.
56
To take account of the precision of the estimates, this is the inverse-variance weighted mean effect.
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In striking contrast to Lenz’s research, in the present analyses the priming hypothesis fares
very well indeed.

Priming Effects by Respondent Type
A direct check of the article’s argument that excluding type-B respondents produces downward
bias in priming effects estimates is to condition the effect of the variables and interactions
in Equations 2 and 3 on an indicator of respondent type, distinguishing between type-A and
type-B respondents.57 However, this approach considerably increases the number of coefﬁcients
to be estimated, adds many correlated terms to the models and, as a result, greatly reduces
estimation precision. We have limited power, therefore, to detect differences in priming
effects by respondent type. With this caveat, estimates of such models are presented in
Appendix Table A6. The results sensibly suggest that priming effects are larger among
type-B respondents in these elections, although the differences are not precisely estimated.
Applying Fisher’s combined test to the six estimates of the three-way interaction between
issue attitude, survey wave and respondent type, we obtain a p-value of 0.111 (among the
ﬁve elections included in Lenz’s study, p = 0.085). The respondent-type difference in
effects is signiﬁcant at the election level only for Canada 1988 (p = 0.072). Even so, overall
the results suggest that including type-B respondents in issue-priming tests is important
because priming effects among type-B respondents differ from those among type-A
respondents.

Alternative Speciﬁcations
With the aim of adhering closely to Lenz’s modeling approach, we have so far reported OLS
estimates of linear probability models (LPMs) of vote choice. Appendix Tables A13–A18
present ﬁve alternative speciﬁcations: (1) a binary logit model of vote choice, with the response
coded as in the LPMs; (2) a multinomial probit model58 of a vote-choice trichotomy, with the
major parties (or coalitions) coded as 1 and 3 and other responses (abstention, non-response and
minor-party support) coded as 2; (3) an ordered logit model of the same vote-choice trichotomy;
(4) a second ordered logit model of the vote trichotomy, save for minor-party supporters being
grouped with a major party59 and (5) a linear model of a continuous proxy for vote choice,
estimated by OLS, in which the proxy is a party (or candidate) thermometer or favorability
rating (for measurement details, see the Appendix).
Importantly, our overall conclusions regarding issue priming are robust to alternative
speciﬁcations. Applying Fisher’s combined test to the interaction between issue attitude and
survey wave yields statistically signiﬁcant evidence of issue priming under all speciﬁcations,
57
The Appendix presents tests of differences in priming effects between type-A respondents and the three
(partially overlapping) subgroups of type-B respondents (percentage shares in parentheses): non-responsives (57
per cent), abstainers (22 per cent) and minor-party supporters (32 per cent). In ﬁve of the six elections, the
addition of non-responsives to the sample of type-A respondents produces the largest estimated difference in
effects. The exception is UK 1997, where the addition of minor-party supporters (largely Liberal Democrats) is
most consequential for priming effects. See Appendix Tables A7–A12.
58
Models for two cases exclude an interaction term (UK 1997: PID x Post, US 2000: Lagged Vote x Post), as
the estimates would not otherwise converge. These interactions were identiﬁed as badly estimated (i.e., the
standard errors were missing) by inspecting the results after twenty-ﬁve iterations. Importantly, the coefﬁcients
on the excluded terms are not signiﬁcant in the linear-probability models.
59
In all cases, this is the major party (or parties) in relation to which the issue attitude in question negatively
predicts support (e.g., in US 2000, Nader supporters are grouped with Gore voters).
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except the logit speciﬁcation.60 At the election level, robustness varies. Results for Canada 1993
and UK 1997 are robust to three alternative speciﬁcations, while those for Canada 1988 and US
2000 are robust to two. The Netherlands 1986 result, however, fails to hold up under any
alternative speciﬁcation.61 Finally, it is noteworthy that the multinomial-probit and continuousproxy speciﬁcations for the US 1976 case suggest issue-priming effects, in contrast to the LPM
for the election (above).62 Thus, with type-B respondents included, we ﬁnd evidence of issue
priming in all of the elections included in this study in at least one of the speciﬁcations
examined in the article and Appendix.

CONCLUSION

The priming hypothesis has been central to the contemporary revival of interest in the effects
of election campaigns on voters, which makes Lenz’s conclusion that campaigns rarely prime
issue attitudes so arresting. Building on his approach, the contribution of this study is to include
in issue-priming tests respondents who, at some point in the panels analyzed, intended or
decided to abstain or support a minor party, or were non-responsive on vote queries. Across the
elections examined in this article, once these respondents – who we term type-B respondents –
are added to the estimation samples, issue-priming effects are commonly detected.
The article argues that including these respondents in issue-priming tests is important because
type-B respondents may be relatively susceptible to priming effects, and because priming
effects may be relatively easier to detect among type-B respondents. It is, strictly speaking,
impossible to directly assess the relative contributions of the two mechanisms: as respondent
types are deﬁned by patterns of voting behavior, we cannot observe differences in voting
behavior independently of respondent type. At a minimum, however, the analysis suggests that
including type-B respondents matters not only because it increases the number of cases for
analysis, but because it adds cases that are more likely to exhibit priming effects.
Importantly, the critique pursued in this article does not impugn the four issue-priming tests
appearing in Lenz63 that use continuous measures of candidate evaluation as dependent
variables. Those tests are unlikely to exclude many respondents. Among the surveys included in
the present study, an average of 89.5 per cent of type-B respondents provided a valid response
to a continuous proxy for vote choice.64 Further, excluding non-responsives from analyses with
continuous measures is unlikely to greatly affect the size of the minimum detectable priming
effect: the measures should be able to detect small shifts in preference throughout their ranges.65
Notably, among the four issue-priming tests in Lenz66 involving continuous dependents, just
one priming effect is detected. Nevertheless, in view of the issue-priming effects reported in the
current article, we can at least rule out what we might term the ‘strong version’ of the revisionist
view of priming effects – that campaigns rarely prime issue attitudes.
60

The p-values are as follows: logit, 0.216; multinomial probit, 0.079 (outcome 2) and 0.226 (outcome 3);
ordered-logit (minor-party supporters at 2), <0.001; ordered-logit (minor-party supporters at 3), <0.001; continuous proxy model, 0.024. Note that the two ordered-logit estimates are substantively similar.
61
Note that, owing to data limitations, no continuous-proxy model can be estimated for this case.
62
For the multinomial-probit estimate, the p-value is 0.088 (with respect to outcome 2); for the continuousproxy estimate, the p-value is 0.111.
63
Lenz 2012.
64
This is the mean share (across all survey waves) of type-B respondents providing a valid response to the
continuous proxy used in the alternative speciﬁcations. The median share is 89.1 per cent.
65
Lenz 2012, 84–5.
66
Lenz 2012.
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The article also does not undermine the claim that issue-priming estimates based on the
conventional test are inﬂated because of voters’ tendency to adopt the policy positions of their
favored party or candidate.67 Evidence of issue priming in this article is consistent with such
opinion changes to the extent that the two dynamics (priming and opinion change) apply to
different groups of voters or operate simultaneously. What is not consistent with the results in
the article is the strongest version of the inﬂation claim: that opinion change ‘creates the
appearance that issues matter (through priming) when they do not actually matter’.68 The
present study suggests, more modestly, that opinion change creates the appearance that issues
matter (through priming) more than they actually do.69
The ﬁndings in this article have broad signiﬁcance. As suggested in the introduction, they
reinforce the view that election campaigns can have important effects on voters. The results
suggest that the scope of the campaign’s effect is not limited to a small group of ‘fundamental’
decision criteria, such as the state of the economy and partisanship.70 Although such criteria are
routinely central to campaign strategies, this article suggests that candidates and parties may
also seek to increase the salience of policy issues on which they are relatively advantaged.
At the same time, while the article indicates that issues can be primed during campaigns, it does
not support strong claims about the distribution of issue-priming effects. The elections
examined are most-likely cases for issue priming – selected precisely because unusual features
of the elections (for example, the occurrence of a nuclear disaster) make it plausible to claim
that a shift in informational context occurred prior to voting day. It remains for future research,
with representative samples of elections, to establish the general importance of issue priming in
electoral politics.
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A

re people conservative (liberal) because they are Republicans (Democrats)? Or is it the reverse: people
are Republicans (Democrats) because they are conservatives (liberals)? Though much has been said
about this long-standing question, it is difﬁcult to test because the concepts are nearly impossible to
disentangle in modern America. Ideology and partisanship are highly correlated, only growing more so over
time. However, the election of President Trump presents a unique opportunity to disentangle party attachment
from ideological commitment. Using a research design that employs actual “conservative” and “liberal” policy
statements from President Trump, we ﬁnd that low-knowledge respondents, strong Republicans, Trumpapproving respondents, and self-described conservatives are the most likely to behave like party loyalists by
accepting the Trump cue—in either a liberal or conservative direction. These results suggest that there are a large
number of party loyalists in the United States, that their claims to being a self-deﬁned conservative are suspect,
and that group loyalty is the stronger motivator of opinion than are any ideological principles.

INTRODUCTION

A

re people conservative because they are
Republicans? Or is it the reverse: people are
Republicans because they are conservatives?
Understanding the causal linkage between a citizen’s
partisanship and issue positions—or the reverse—has
vexed scholars for decades because the two concepts are
so closely connected,1 and available evidence often
comes to differing conclusions (Achen and Bartels 2016;
Box-Steffensmeier and De Boef 2001; Brody and Page
1972; Markus and Converse 1979; Page and Jones 1979).
The resulting literature treats issue positions, ideology,
and partisanship as highly connected, with good reason
given these high correlations.2 But the question remains
as to whether citizens care deeply about policy and use
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1
For example, we show the increase in correlation between party and selfdescribed ideology over time in Figure A.1 in the supplemental materials
using the ANES survey from 1972 to 2016. In 1972 the correlation was
0.32. In 2016 the correlation between the two variables was 0.70.
2
One conceptual difﬁculty is that (at least) three competing deﬁnitions
of ideology exist in the literature. The ﬁrst is rooted in the connections
between policy positions and is about the operational issue views of
citizens (Stimson 1975). The second is a self-conception or label as a
“liberal” or a “conservative” that is mostly symbolic (Conover and
Feldman 1981; Ellis and Stimson 2012). Finally, there is the degree to
which citizens are able to provide conceptual explanations for their issue
positions, or ideological sophistication (Converse 1964). In general
when we talk about “issue consistency” or “ideology” in this paper we
mean the ﬁrst deﬁnition. However, in a later section we will discuss
symbolic ideology and label it as such in that section.

their policy views to select their partisan afﬁliation or
whether the average person sees partisanship as a social
identity that then inﬂuences their political behavior and
guides their views of contemporary issues.
Another way of putting this question of party versus
ideology is to ask how sincerely held are expressed
political and policy opinions and are these opinions based
on ideological convictions or group loyalty? If issue
positions are deeply held, then people’s views on those
issues should be far less likely to move as a result of any
stimuli (Bullock 2011). Moreover, there is strong evidence
that once issue positions or economic evaluations are
properly measured, the impact of partisanship diminishes
signiﬁcantly (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008;
Lewis-Beck, Nadeau, and Elias 2008). Still others have
shown that issue alignment is a strong predictor of vote
choice, even after accounting for shared partisanship
between voters and candidates (Jessee 2012). Furthermore, for the most sophisticated and ideological
subset of the population—those who hold deep attachment to abstract principles that motivate their concrete
issue positions—partisanship is relatively unimportant
(Knight 1985). Yet, previous scholarship has also identiﬁed the importance of partisanship. Party afﬁliation has
been shown to be a social identity (Campbell et al. 1960;
Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2004; Greene 1999; Tajfel
1981), to be a heuristic about policy views (Cohen 2003;
Rahn 1993), and inﬂuence people’s issue attitudes
(Layman and Carsey 2002). People have also been shown
to take cues from the party leader’s positions (Lenz 2012).
While much has been said on both sides of this debate,
all of this work has been hampered by the fact that it is
very difﬁcult to separate partisanship from issue positions or any ideological commitments that may result
from those positions. The implication is that although
multiple stories exist about the importance of partisanship relative to issues and ideology, the existing tests
are simply not deﬁnitive and suffer from problems of
causal identiﬁcation and external validity.
The election of President Trump presents a unique
opportunity for a real-world test that disentangles party

attachment from issue commitment. There has never
been a president (or any party leader) who shifts back
and forth so often between liberal and conservative
issue positions—presenting us with an opportunity to
analyze citizen commitments to various policies while
varying the ideological content of cues from a party
leader in an externally valid way. To our knowledge,
there has never been a similar opportunity to break the
tight correlation between issue ideology (or constraint,
as Converse 1964 called it) and partisanship in such a
valid realistic experimental setting. The Trump
administration is worthy of study in many respects, but
during the campaign and in the early days of his presidency, it was his ideological ﬂexibility that presented
political science with the clearest test of citizen loyalties
to partisan attachment versus issue positions.
To take a highly simpliﬁed model, consider two key
groups: partisan loyalists and policy loyalists. In this
dichotomy, pure partisan loyalists are unswervingly
loyal to their party, but they care very little (if at all)
about the underlying issues endorsed by the party.
Changing issue positions by a party causes no problem
for these people as they simply adopt the party’s new
position. Partisan loyalists merely take the party line on
all issues—regardless of whatever that position might
be. True policy loyalists, on the other hand, would
behave in exactly the opposite fashion. These people
exhibit high levels of issue constraint and should be
highly loyal to the underlying principles and policies
that arise from those principles. Loyalty to those ideas
implies that policy loyalists should remain faithful to
those principles regardless of which party or partisan
leader espouses those views. Of course, most people
likely fall somewhere between these pure types with a
mix of partisan loyalty and ideological commitment.3
Distinguishing these two types—partisan loyalists
from policy loyalists—is, however, extraordinarily difﬁcult outside of a contrived lab setting because partisanship and ideology virtually always run in the same
direction. This is especially true in contemporary
America. As long as Democrats are more likely to be
liberal and Republicans are more likely to be conservative, it becomes extremely difﬁcult to cleanly
distinguish between these types. President Trump
allows us to consider a ﬁeld setting where partisanship
and issue position are not so intimately linked because
he deﬁes ideological categorization—especially in the
period under consideration in this paper: the 2016
campaign and the beginnings of his presidency in early
2017. President Trump regularly takes (and as a candidate took) multiple positions on multiple issues that
are often ideologically distinct.4

3
While the literature draws a distinction between simply observing
issue constraint in the public and constraint motivated by abstract
principles and overarching concepts that give rise to issue constraint,
our empirical approach allows us only to identify the presence of
constraint, not the motivating reasons for such constraint.
4
The ﬁrst section of the supplemental materials documents Trump’s
variability, particularly with respect to the issues asked on our survey
described below.
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Using a novel survey experiment, we ﬁnd that when
told that President Trump supports a liberal policy,
Republicans are substantially more likely to also
endorse this policy compared to the same question
with no mention of Trump’s position.5 The same is also
true, to a smaller extent, when Republicans are
informed that Trump supports a conservative policy.
Furthermore, these treatment effects vary across
the population in ways that relate to previous
research on the distribution of ideological constraint
and cue-taking. Low-knowledge respondents, strong
Republicans, those who approve of Trump, and even
self-described ideological conservatives are the most
likely to respond to the treatment condition in both a
liberal and a conservative direction. The random
presentation of President Trump as supporting liberal
or conservative issue positions provides our experiment with excellent internal validity. However, the
importance of this test for the long-standing question
of the connection between party and ideology rests
equally on the fact that this project has better ecological and external validity than previous experiments
involving ﬁctional candidate positions or vignettes
because President Trump is the actual leader of a major
political party and has actually taken each of the issue
positions presented.
The implications of this paper are that many people
react just as we would expect partisan loyalists to react.
Many people’s expressed issue positions are malleable
to the point of issue innocence (Converse 1964), and
self-reported, symbolic, expressions of ideological
fealty are quickly abandoned for policies that—once
endorsed by a well-known party leader—run contrary
to the normally understood content of that ideological
label. In other words, partisan identity is so powerful
that a respondent’s self-labeled ideology is often at odds
with their expressed policy positions when given cues
from a party leader.
On balance, our results paint a picture of partisans
who emphasize group attachment over issue positions.
Though we emphasize that not everyone behaves this
way. Among Republicans, the politically knowledgeable, those who do not approve of the cue giver, and
self-described moderates and liberals are not all that
likely to change their views when informed of President Trump’s positions. Still, in our experiment, it is
difﬁcult to overstate the importance of party loyalty.
We conclude the empirical section of the paper by
noting that for a one-dimensional model of ideological
beliefs, being shown a “liberal” Trump’s policy positions moves Republicans nearly halfway toward the
ideological distribution of pure independents. The
implication of this unique test is that large, predictable
segments of the public—partisans, the less-informed,
approvers of the party leader, and even those who
claim the most strong symbolic ideological labels—are
likely to be inﬂuenced more by partisanship than by
any issue content. This provides substantial evidence
5

Our survey took place in January 2017 shortly after Trump’s
inauguration when he had not yet established a governing record.
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on the side of party inﬂuence over ideology on this
long-standing question.

Understanding the relationship between partisan
loyalty as a group attachment versus partisan loyalty
as a mere vehicle for ideological and policy-driven
purposes is an old question with no consistent answers
(Brody and Page 1972). For example, in the 1979 issue
of The American Political Science Review, two articles
appeared attempting to untangle the question of what
was more inﬂuential—party attachment or policy
preferences. Page and Jones (1979) argued that
“policy preferences appear to have much more
inﬂuence on voting decisions, and party attachments
much less, than was previously thought” and that
“party identiﬁcation may be inﬂuenced by short-term
factors” (1071). Though deﬁnitive-sounding, this
conclusion is undermined by the fact that using similar
methods (a structural equation model), Markus and
Converse (1979) reached a more or less opposite
result in the same issue. Recently Achen and Bartels
(2016) said of this exchange, “if two teams of highly
competent analysts asking essentially similar questions of the same data could come to such different
conclusions, it seemed clear that the results of such
exercises must depend at least as much on the analysts’ theoretical preconceptions and associated
statistical assumptions as on the behavior of voters”
(43).
The key question for operational ideology is the
source of opinion consistency. Writing of the average
citizen in 1964, Converse stated that the “mass is
remarkably innocent” of the history of political ideas
because people lack coherent attitudes and are separated
from the elites by a “continental shelf.” Many scholars,
like Achen and Bartels, suggest that the contemporary
American public still resembles the landscape
described by Converse more than ﬁfty years ago as
voters lack the ability to offer truly polarized, constrained opinions (Bafumi and Herron 2010; Fiorina,
Abrams, and Pope 2004; Hill and Tausanovitch 2015).
For example, Zaller and Feldman (1992) suggest that
most citizens do not have well-formulated policy
opinions but rather carry an often-conﬂicting assortment of ideas and judgments. Similarly, Freeder, Lenz,
and Turney (2018) ﬁnd that only a small minority of
Americans today hold stable policy opinions on economic policy issues.
Many of those who suggest that voters hold stable
opinions focus on partisanship and party attachment as a
possible source of stability via the information party
leaders send about the positions one should hold on
various issues. The key point here is that partisans
slowly take up the issue positions of their co-partisans
leading to a kind of politics where everything is in
reference to parties and partisan attachments (Jacobson
2013). From this point of view, it makes sense to focus on
the partisan cues that voters have and may (or may not)
use. For example, Hill and Huber (2018) ﬁnd that
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providing congressional vote margins on survey roll call
questions increased the proportion of voters who “vote”
in the same way as their co-partisan representatives in
Congress. They suggest that in many cases, without this
information voters lack sufﬁcient information about the
policies in question to have meaningful opinions.
Similarly, others have found evidence of voters either
deferring to the expertise of legislators in their policy
views (Broockman and Butler 2017), or adopting the
party’s position when informed of the position of the
party (Bolsen, Druckman, and Cook 2014; Druckman,
Peterson, and Slothuus 2013). In fact, Lenz (2012) found
that in many cases people’s views on policy shifted
altogether to align with the politician that they had
previously decided to support, all because of the partisan cue.
The heart of our theory is based on the importance of
these partisan cues and how different types of citizens
will interpret the cues. For party loyalists, the cue from
a party leader should matter a great deal, while for
policy loyalists it should be near meaningless. There is
a large volume of literature on cues that supports this
idea—even if testing these ideas has been difﬁcult until
Trump. In a series of classic studies about cues, for
example, Asch (1952) ﬁnds that assigning a particular
source to a message fundamentally changes how
individuals interpret such information because
respondents use additional background knowledge or
assumptions about the source as they consider the
message. Partisanship is, of course, widely considered
the most important of all political cues. In 1960, The
American Voter pioneered the concept of partisan
identity as a stable and important identity among
American voters. Since then, scholars have shown that
the inﬂuence and importance of partisanship among
the general public has only grown (Bartels 2000) as
partisans have become increasingly likely to vote for
the candidate of their party over the last several decades. Over the same period of time, others have shown
rising partisan loyalty among members of Congress,
increasingly negative views of the opposite party
among the masses (Dimock et al. 2014; Iyengar, Sood,
and Lelkes 2012; Iyengar and Westwood 2015; Mason
2015), and an ideological sorting in which Republicans
are more likely to identify as conservative and
Democrats are more likely to identify as liberals
(Levendusky 2009). Achen and Bartels (2016) describe
modern partisanship by stating, “unlike particular
social identities tied to the special interests of groups,
the reach of partisanship is very broad. For the voters
who identify with a party, partisanship pulls together
conceptually nearly every aspect of electoral politics”
(268).
But the sorting of partisans into homogenous
ideological camps leaves political scientists with a
very difﬁcult identiﬁcation problem. Even if parties
are ideological coalitions (Bawn et al. 2012), the cue is
virtually always such that cue-givers are reinforcing
both ideological positions and partisan positions at
the same time. If the two concepts were in greater
tension—as in the past (Noel 2013)—then it might be
possible to separate their inﬂuence. But in the modern

3

ideologically sorted context, such identiﬁcation
strategies are essentially unworkable for most candidates, leaving political science in need of a unique
situation for an externally valid test: a party leader
who plausibly takes a wide range of positions across
the ideological spectrum. Only in the context where it
is plausible to ﬁnd both “conservative” and “liberal”
party-leader positions is the test really possible. Given
the existence of these two types of cues—both liberal
and conservative—how do respondents react to
President Trump’s cue when he endorses a liberal
policy position versus when he endorses a conservative policy?
A key part of our argument is that the election of
Donald Trump, a candidate with a unique ideological
approach, provides a unique opportunity to divorce the
ideological direction of issue endorsements from the
party that typically takes those positions.6 Our central
hypothesis is that the inﬂuence of a Trump cue will
demonstrate the existence of a large bloc of party
loyalists in the electorate when his inﬂuence moves
opinion in either a liberal or conservative direction
based on the cue. It is vital to note that we need to
observe movement in both directions for it to be evidence of true party loyalty (see below).
Beyond this central hypothesis, we want to ask—
who is most likely to be a party loyalist? Or, what
characteristics will moderate the effects of the
treatment? First, conventional wisdom would suggest
that co-partisans and those who lack information or
knowledge of the parties’ traditional issue positions
would be quite likely to be inﬂuenced. These people
have strong group attachments but weakly held
ideological views and are likely unable to form a
framework necessary to build a constrained ideology
(Lupton, Myers, and Thornton 2015). Observational
evidence indicates that political knowledge is highly
correlated with the levels of ideological constraint and
issue consistency (Kinder and Kalmoe 2017). Previous scholars have also shown that one important
factor in the receptiveness of cues is the credibility and
trustworthiness of the cue giver. Shared partisanship
may serve to increase the perception of credibility
and/or trustworthiness in the mind of the respondent
(Nicholson 2012). Second, those who approve of the
cue giver should also be likely to be inﬂuenced by the
cue (Lenz 2012; Lupia 1994), though not always in an
effective way (Kuklinski and Hurley 1994). Given
their support and approval of the cue giver, these
people should be more willing to adopt the positions
of a political leader they trust. Finally, conventional
wisdom would suggest that those who have a selfproclaimed, symbolic ideological commitment should
be the most likely to stand pat against any partisan cue
6
Several political observers and media outlets made this observation
about candidate Trump. For example, NBC News published an article
detailing “The 141 Stances Donald Trump Took During His White
House Bid” https://www.nbcnews.com/politics/2016-election/full-listdonald-trump-s-rapidly-changing-policy-positions-n547801.
The
supplemental materials give a fuller account of both Trump’s ideological ambiguity and the speciﬁc issues we used in our survey.
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that runs contradictory to their ideological position. It
is well known that such self-descriptions are correlates of vote choice (Levitin and Miller 1979; Stimson
1975) and issue attitudes (Jacoby 1991, 2000; Rudolph
and Evans 2005). These people have self-identiﬁed as
being the most committed to the ideas and principles
of either conservatism or liberalism. Given their
strong attachment to these symbolic ideological
labels, we would expect them to be especially reluctant to abandon the ideological camp they afﬁliate
with in the face of an ideologically contradictory cue
from the party that they also happen to afﬁliate with.
This gives us four clear hypotheses about partisan
loyalism.
Our null hypothesis is that the cue will have no
effect within any of these subgroups, in essence that
respondents should be ﬁrm enough in their own views
that the cue has little effect on them and that there is
little to no party loyalism in the electorate. Consistent
with Zaller and Feldman (1992), we believe that
certain other characteristics, described above, will
mediate the cues. For instance, our knowledge
hypothesis is that only the unknowledgeable should
react to the cue and behave as party loyalists, presumably because the knowledgeable gain little from
the treatment. They already have enough knowledge
either to ﬁnd their beliefs conﬁrmed by the cue or
hold fast to their beliefs if the new information
contradicts their prior beliefs. The partisan hypothesis holds that those who strongly afﬁliate with the
party of the cue giver should be more likely to be
party loyalists. The approval hypothesis holds that
those who approve of the cue giver should be more
likely to be party loyalists. Finally, in the fourth
hypothesis—the symbolic ideology hypothesis—selfdescribed conservatives should hold ﬁrm to their
presumed beliefs and be less likely to be party loyalists because they willingly identify with an ideological camp and as such likely adhere to the policy
tenets of that group.
It is crucial to understand that for the hypotheses to
show partisan loyalty, the sample must react in opposite
directions to the liberal and conservative cues. For
instance, if the less knowledgeable express more conservative views in the face of a conservative Trump cue
and more liberal views in the face of a liberal Trump cue,
then this is evidence for partisan loyalism. If, on the
other hand, there is only a reaction to the conservative
Trump cue, then the evidence does not support partisan
loyalism. Instead it could be the case that Trump’s
conservative cue merely reminds or reinforces people of
their belief that Republicans are the party of conservatism. True partisan loyalism requires that the cue
work in both directions.
Below we will show that the null hypothesis holds
consistently under only two conditions. First, no
group reacts to a cue that comes from Republican
leaders in Congress. We employ this additional cue as
a placebo test in order to demonstrate the power of the
party-leader cue linked to President Trump. Our
results suggest that there is something about Trump or
the presidency more generally that is much more

powerful than a simple Republican label.7 Essentially
the information about Republican ofﬁceholder views
does little to change anyone’s opinions. President
Trump is, however, a very different case. Second,
Democrats and Independents do not react to Trump
cues, but Republicans do, as hypothesized above.
Turning to the hypotheses about subgroups, we ﬁnd
strong support for both the knowledge and the approval
hypotheses within the broader population. Those least
knowledgeable and most approving of Trump are more
likely to react to a Trump cue. However, our results run
exactly in the opposite direction of the ideology
hypothesis. In fact, it is those most likely to call themselves strong conservatives who are most inﬂuenced by
the cue, regardless of the direction of the cue. Strong
conservatives move the most when faced with a conservative Trump cue and when faced with a liberal
Trump cue. This last result suggests that self-placed,
symbolic, ideology means something other than what
the question asserts on its face. It is closer to a social
identity than it is to a reasoned statement about one’s
constraint or policy preferences or issue consistency
(Ellis and Stimson 2012).

DATA AND EMPIRICS
Survey Design and Treatment Conditions
The data for this project come from a representative
survey of Americans collected by YouGov survey
research company in early 2017, immediately after the
inauguration of Donald Trump as the forty-ﬁfth
president of the United States. Within the survey,
respondents were asked about 10 of their political
positions on a variety of contemporary issues. These
issues included topics such as tax policy, abortion
regulation, immigration restrictions, and the minimum wage.8 A full list of the 10 questions asked and
speciﬁc wording can be found in the online supplemental materials. Our sample includes 1,300 total
respondents who were randomly assigned to one of
three treatment conditions and a control condition.
Those in the control condition (500 respondents)
were presented with a policy statement and then
asked whether they agreed or disagreed with the
policy statement they had just read. For example, on
minimum wage, respondents in the control condition
saw the following:

7
Unfortunately, it is not possible to disentangle the “Trump effect”
from the “presidency or executive effect” using another previous
president or other executive, such as a state governor, given the rarity
of an executive that is as ideologically ﬂuid as President Trump.
8
The 10 issues we chose are: 1. raising the minimum wage, 2.
increasing taxes on the wealthy, 3. abortion policy, 4. immigration
policy, 5. guns on school property, 6. Iran nuclear deal, 7. universal
health care, 8. background checks for gun purchases, 9. climate
change, and 10. funding Planned Parenthood. The supplemental
appendix offers a justiﬁcation for Trump’s variability on each of these
issues.

Please indicate whether or not you support or oppose
the statement.
To increase the minimum wage to over $10 an hour.
Do you support or oppose increasing the minimum
wage to over $10 an hour?
• Support
• Oppose
• Don’t Know
Those respondents who were assigned to one of the
three treatment conditions saw a similar statement with
a small addition. For example, those in the liberal
Trump condition (200 respondents) saw the following:
Please indicate whether or not you support or oppose
the statement.
To increase the minimum wage to over $10 an hour.
Donald Trump has said that he supports this policy.
How about you? Do you support or oppose
increasing the minimum wage to over $10 an hour?
• Support
• Oppose
• Don’t Know
Those who were assigned to the conservative Trump
condition (200 respondents) saw a nearly identical
statement as those in the liberal Trump treatment. The
only difference was that “Donald Trump has said that he
supports this policy” was changed to read “Donald
Trump has said that he opposes this policy.” A ﬁnal
treatment condition replaced the name “Donald
Trump” with “Congressional Republicans” (400
respondents) and indicated which side of the issue
congressional Republican leadership had taken a
position on. All ten issue questions respondents saw
contained the same ideological frame (or no cue in the
case of the control group)—i.e., those in the liberal
(conservative) Trump condition saw 10 issue questions,
each of which contained a liberal (conservative) cue.
In addition to the 10 issue questions, respondents
were asked their approval of President Trump, their
self-identiﬁed ideology on a ﬁve-point scale, and a series
of eight factual questions about contemporary politics,
which we use to create an index of political knowledge.
Additional demographic information previously collected by YouGov was then appended to the dataset,
including gender, ethnicity, income, and political
partisanship.
We speciﬁcally chose these 10 policies because they
are ones on which Donald Trump has recently taken
both a liberal and conservative public position on the
issue. For example, on November 12, 2015, Trump said
that he supported a policy in which any and all illegal
immigrants would have to exit the country in order to be
eligible for any type of legal status or citizenship.9
However, on August 20, 2016, several media outlets
reported that Trump was in favor of a plan that would
allow certain people who were in the United States
9

http://www.cnn.com/2015/11/11/politics/donald-trump-deportationforce-debate-immigration/index.html.
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illegally to remain in the country and be eligible for legal
status.10 By using these particular questions, we avoid
the problem of presenting respondents with untrue or
deceptive information or asking respondents to consider a hypothetical or ﬁctional candidate. Furthermore,
the truthfulness of these positions combined with the
continuous ﬂuidity of Trump’s policy opinions means
that respondents are more inclined to believe that these
are positions on which Trump has actually expressed.11
The very nature of Trump’s non-ideological and everchanging issue positions is what allows us the unique
opportunity to identify moments when issue content
and party are in conﬂict. And this divergence allows us
to identify which of these attachments appears to be
more important in the minds of the typical voter.

Results
In each case, we arbitrarily code each question so that “1”
equals giving a liberal response and “0” equals giving a
conservative response. For example, roughly 60% of
respondents in the control condition indicated that they
supported funding Planned Parenthood. Figure A.3 in the
supplemental materials shows the baseline support for
each policy among those in the control group. There is a
variety of support for each of the 10 policies, ranging from
the lowest amount of support at 50% (allowing illegal
immigrants to obtain legal status) to the highest amount of
support at nearly 80% (background checks for guns). The
range of support ensures that there is at least some room to
move opinions through a treatment and that we are
unlikely to encounter any large ceiling or ﬂoor effects that
would be due to overwhelming support or opposition to
any of the policies we consider. In Table A.1 in the
supplemental materials, we show the results of balance
tests for each of the treatment conditions for a number of
demographic factors. In nearly all cases, there is no difference, on average, between the different conditions.12
Figure 1 shows the baseline effects of the experiment
by plotting average treatment effects aggregated across
all 10 questions.13 The effects are broken out by type of
cue and by partisanship of the respondent.14 The results
show that not every group reacts to every cue. In fact, for
the nine groups shown in the panel only two groups
show much of a reaction: Republicans who received a
liberal Trump cue and Republicans who received a
10

http://www.univision.com/univision-news/politics/trump-nowsays-he-plans-to-legalize-some-undocumented-immigrants.
11
As a counterpoint, it is hard to imagine respondents believing a
statement in which we informed them that Hillary Clinton was in favor
of deporting any and all illegal immigrants from the country.
12
The only variable on which there is a slight difference is the proportion of the respondents who identify as white (p 5 0.093). We
include controls for ethnicity in all of our results to account for this
imbalance.
13
In Table A.2 in the supplemental materials, we show a variety of
robustness checks on the results presented here. These include results
with standard errors clustered by question and individual, and
regression results that include question-speciﬁc ﬁxed effects. In each
case the results are consistent with the main results shown here. Figure
A.4 shows the ATE among the entire pooled sample.
14
We group “independent leaners” with the party they lean toward,
though excluding these respondents does not change the results.
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conservative Trump cue.15 Cues from congressional
Republican leadership meant little to the respondents
from any party. The implication of this result is that only
the two Trump cues had an effect for this set of policy
questions and, furthermore, this effect is seen primarily
among Republican respondents. Furthermore, the
actual ideological content of Trump’s endorsement was
somewhat irrelevant to the presence of an effect. Both
liberal and conservative cues moved Republicans in the
liberal and conservative directions, respectively.
These results suggest that party loyalism is a very
strong element of Republican voters’ thinking. We
emphasize that though these results focus on Republicans, this is largely driven by the unique place Donald
Trump sits as the President and leader of the Republican
Party. While we do not have similar data for an ideologically ﬂuid leader of the Democratic Party, we see no
reason why Democrats may not react in similar ways
given the right set of circumstances (see Figure 6 and
robustness section for further evidence). Figure 1 also
shows that the cue works in both directions among
Republican respondents. In fact, liberal cues from Trump
moved Republicans in a liberal direction more so than
conservative cues from Trump moved Republicans in a
conservative direction (0.16 versus 20.09, p , 0.01). If
the cue had worked in only one direction (particularly the
conservative direction), we would not be able to rule out
the possibility of partisan cues simply coinciding with the
prevailing ideological trends within the party. This could
have meant that people merely needed some partisan
help (or a reminder) to shift positions in a consistently
conservative direction. The fact that the ideological
direction of the cue is irrelevant to achieving an effect is
what suggests that the results are driven by party loyalism
rather than the ideological content of the cue.
Republicans react to Donald Trump by following his
opinions—whether those opinions are conservative or
liberal. The average estimated effect sizes—over 15percentage points in a liberal direction and almost 10
points in a conservative direction—show that the effect
is substantial.16 The main implication of these results is
that partisan loyalty is more relevant to a large group of
Republicans than is any kind of conservative issue
preference.
It is also notable that Democrats and Independents do
not react as strongly (or at all) to the treatment. Negative
partisanship (Abramowitz and Webster 2016), often
described as a negative affect or reaction against the
other party, is not a feature of these results. Democrats do
not shift in a conservative direction away from Trump
when given a liberal Trump cue or in a liberal direction
away from Trump when given a conservative Trump cue.
It seems that citizens react in response to a cue giver that
15
Technically, Democrats react in a statistically signiﬁcant way to
the conservative Trump cue, but the effect is so small (less than four
percentage points) that we do not consider it substantively meaningful
and do not consider it further.
16
While we believe that our results are not strongly affected by ceiling
effects, if anything those effects would work against ﬁnding an effect in
the liberal direction given that opinion in the control group favored the
liberal policy in nearly every case.

Does Party Trump Ideology?

Note: The effects indicate the average movement within groups and by treatment condition. Republicans are the only group that seems
to shift positions signiﬁcantly, and only in relation to Donald Trump cues. But it is true that they react in both a liberal and a conservative
direction depending upon the cue.

is perceived as leading their own party (no doubt part of
why Independents react not at all).17
Though it is not our intention to focus heavily on the
individual items, it is important to establish that the
individual items generally had effects in expected
directions. Figure A.5 in the supplemental materials
displays the individual item effects among Republicans
and conﬁrms that for every single question, the liberal
treatment moved Republicans in a liberal direction and
the conservative treatment moved Republicans in a
conservative direction.18 The analogous ﬁgures for
17
We note that while these results allow us to see the degree to which
people are willing to follow partisan cues over ideological issue
positions, they only tell us about the degree to which people’s
operational ideology, or issue constraint, is moved by partisan cues.
These data cannot tell us whether the partisan cue has any effect on the
underlying or abstract ideological framework that people use to make
sense of the political world.
18
We tested the possibility that respondents learned the nature of the
experiment as they answered the questions. We found no evidence of
demand effects by testing for differences between the treatment effect
in the ﬁrst issue question versus the last issue question, the ﬁrst issue
questions and all other questions that followed, and the last issue
question and all questions that preceded it.

Democrats appear in Figure A.6. The effect size is relatively smaller for guns, abortion, and Planned Parenthood, but all of the liberal Trump cue effects are broadly
similar an in the same direction. In general, the effects of a
conservative Trump issue endorsement are slightly
smaller. Indeed, on tax increases, Planned Parenthood
funding, climate change, and guns at school, the Trump
effect was trivial. The results for those who were shown a
cue from congressional Republicans are generally not in
any consistent direction, nor are they statistically signiﬁcant for 8 of the 10 questions. If anything, Republicans
are more likely to move in response to a liberal cue.
Moreover, we again emphasize the unique situation in
which we are able to credibly signal a liberal policy cue
from the leader of the Republican Party. These results
would be incredibly difﬁcult to obtain in any other situation. We now turn to the other hypotheses about
subgroups of the population who may be especially likely
(or unlikely) to accept a partisan cue.

Results by Political Knowledge Levels
Previous scholarship has shown that high-knowledge
(or highly educated) respondents are more likely to
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FIGURE 2. Average Treatment Effect by Political Knowledge

exhibit ideological constraint (Kinder and Kalmoe
2017; Freeder, Lenz, and Turney 2018). Given these
results, it follows that for the most knowledgeable
respondents, ideological cues should have less of an
effect. We would expect this to be true in both cases
when the cue aligns with the individual’s ideological
bent and also when that cue goes against their particular views. Freeder et al. (n.d.) suggest that one
possible reason for this is that “individuals who care
deeply about policy issues and have stable opinions
about it…will learn the political parties’ and candidates’ positions in order to support the party and
candidate who holds the same issue position (p. 4).”
Thus, individuals who have high levels of knowledge
about the institutions of government, people in ofﬁce,
and the major policy positions of the parties have to a
greater degree invested the time to learn about these
institutions as a result of the deeply held political
beliefs they already have. Thus, any treatment
regarding the policy positions of party leaders should
have little effect. This could be partly because the
information is not new to them—they’ve already
learned what Donald Trump has said about immigration—but also partly because their well-formed
opinion is not likely to change even when presented
with information that is new to them. While we are
agnostic as to the mechanism by which this occurs, the
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empirical prediction derived from these arguments is
that those individuals with high levels of political
knowledge should not be moved in either direction by
a partisan cue. On the other hand, individuals with
low levels of knowledge should be susceptible to cues
in either ideological direction from a party leader.
These individuals, who according to Converse (1964)
make up the large majority of the general population,
have fewer core ideological commitments to anchor
their positions as well as less information regarding
the currently held positions of either major party or
their leaders. Figure 2 displays exactly this relationship. Low-knowledge individuals are more likely
to be moved in a liberal direction by the liberal cue
and a conservative direction by the conservative
cue.19
Though the effect is clearly stronger for the conservative Trump treatment, there is a clear pattern
indicating that the most knowledgeable in the sample
are the least likely to follow the treatment. Higherknowledge individuals are more likely to look like
policy loyalists than party loyalists. On the other hand,
19
Figure A.8 in the supplemental materials shows the distribution of
knowledge in the sample and questions used to create this index. We
report here the mean (4.4) and standard deviation (2.3) of the
distribution.

low-knowledge individuals display the opposite pattern.20 Because our experiment takes the form of an
information experiment—essentially respondents are
given “knowledge” about Trump’s “positions”—it is
the case that some respondents may be adding only a
small amount of knowledge to their already existing
framework. In essence we have treated people who
already have been treated with an abundance of
political knowledge. In those cases, we see little effect of
the Trump cue. People with less of a reservoir of preexisting knowledge and the closely held opinions that
are correlated with high knowledge react much more
strongly to the treatment, in either direction.
One interesting point about the results is that highknowledge Republicans actually appear to exhibit
something of a backlash against Trump’s position. This
is largely due to the fact that when high-knowledge pure
independents were given the conservative Trump
treatment, they reacted negatively and took more liberal positions. Pure independents with the highest levels
of political knowledge (more than six correct answers on
the eight-question knowledge battery) may not quite be
political unicorns, but they are far from common (4% in
the overall sample). The more general point of Figure 2
is that the strongest treatment effects are concentrated
among the least knowledgeable individuals and that
high-knowledge individuals are more likely to be
ideologically consistent and unmoved in either direction
by the cue.
This test helps us identify those who are more likely to
be ideological; however, it is less able to identify partisan
loyalists since we include all respondents here. To help
identify those who are more likely to be party loyalists, we
also tested the knowledge hypothesis among Republicans
only. These results, displayed in the supplemental
materials (Figure A.12), show a very similar pattern. Lowknowledge Republicans are much more likely to be party
loyalists. This group is moved signiﬁcantly by the Trump
treatment in either direction, while high-knowledge
Republicans are much less likely to respond to either
the liberal and conservative Trump cues.

Results by Partisan Attachment and
Trump Favorability
If political knowledge mutes the power of the cue to
produce partisan loyalty, what strengthens the power of
the cue? A plausible suspect is one’s level of attachment
to the Republican Party. If a respondent identiﬁes
strongly with the Republican Party, it seems reasonable
to expect that a cue from the leader of the party would be
more readily accepted than it would from people with
weak or no ties to the party. Why might strong partisans
be more likely to receive and respond to cues from
partisan leaders? Previous scholars have suggested that
one important factor in the receptiveness of cues is the
credibility and trustworthiness of the cue giver
20
We relax the linear interaction between the treatment and
knowledge levels in the supplemental materials (Figure A.14). We ﬁnd
a similar relationship of low-knowledge people being more susceptible
to both treatments.

(Nicholson 2012). Partisanship is one of the strongest
group identities in America today, and in many ways
people have expressed preferences for and exhibit
greater levels of trust with fellow partisans. Scholars
have shown that members of the public today are
equally likely to discriminate based on partisanship as
they are based on ethnicity (Iyengar and Westwood
2015). Partisans express preferences for living near their
co-partisans (Mummolo and Nall 2017) and appear to
favor dating members of the same political party (Huber
and Malhotra 2017). Given these preferences and
predispositions, we may expect people who strongly
identify with a party to be more receptive to a political
cue from the President, who is widely perceived to be
the leader of the party. Figure 3 makes exactly that case
for Republicans.
The group most likely to exhibit partisan loyalist
behavior are those who consider themselves to be strong
Republicans. Note that for those who most strongly
afﬁliate with the Republican Party, the actual content of
the cue is not relevant. They react to the cue in whatever
fashion Trump offers it. Strong Republicans are nearly
15-percentage points more likely to give a conservative
response when provided a cue that Donald Trump holds
a conservative view. Similarly, strong Republicans are
slightly less than 20-percentage points more likely to
respond in a liberal direction when told that Donald
Trump holds a liberal view on the issue. On the other
hand, the effects among those who merely lean
Republican are indistinguishable from zero when given a
conservative cue and are half the size as the effect among
strong Republicans when given a liberal Trump cue.21
We again emphasize the importance of the treatment
working in both the liberal and conservative directions.
Previous work studying partisan cues has been limited by
the fact that nearly all partisan cues reinforce the existing
ideological preferences of the two parties. In that situation, we cannot disentangle whether any observed
effects are due to pure partisan loyalty or whether the cue
is working by strengthening a person’s ideological
position on a given issue. In this case, however, the
existence of both a liberal and conservative Trump
treatment effect among strong Republicans indicates
that much of the effect is due to pure partisan attachments
and not ideological preferences on the issues that happen
to align with party afﬁliation.22
Beyond party attachment, we also test the effects
across levels of Trump approval. Trump, while
Republican, is clearly a unique Republican. Many
21
In the supplemental materials (Figure A.21), we interact the
treatment with an indicator for each level of partisan attachment
rather than using a linear interaction variable. The results are similar in
that we ﬁnd strong Republicans are more likely to respond to both
treatments. Figure A.10 shows the distribution of party identiﬁcation
in the sample.
22
While the “congressional Republicans” condition largely had no
effect, we note that we did observe a signiﬁcant interaction between
this treatment and partisan strength. We would perhaps expect to see
this here since, by their own admission, strong Republicans are
strongly attached to and invested in the Republican Party. Moreover,
this suggests that the treatment effect may not only be due to Trump
alone, but also to his position as the party’s foremost leader.
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Note: Those who identify strongly with the Republican Party exhibit stronger treatment effects in a liberal direction for the liberal Trump
treatment, and in a conservative direction for the conservative Trump treatment.

members of the Republican Party have declared
themselves “never-Trumpers.” Given the tenuous
relationship Trump has with many Republicans, shared
party afﬁliation may not always lead to the kind of trust
and credibility that previous scholars have emphasized
are critical to acceptance of a cue. To overcome this, we
also test the effects of each cue across levels of Trump
approval. It follows that if a respondent feels positively
about President Trump, this approval should spill over
into their acceptance of ideological cues given by
Trump. Figure 4 conﬁrms that this is the case.
The group most likely to exhibit loyalist behavior are
those who believe in Trump and what he represents.
Note that for those who most strongly approve, the
actual content of the cue is not relevant. Again, they
react to the cue in whatever fashion Trump offers it.23

Results by Self-Labeled Ideology
One of the most common measures of ideology used in
the literature on public opinion or political behavior is
self-described political ideology. This is often presented
as a measure of a person’s convictions and an expression
of their placement on an ideological scale that describes
American politics, and is often called “symbolic
23

In the supplemental materials, we interact the treatment with an
indicator for each level of Trump approval rather than using a linear
interaction (Figure A.17). The results are similar in that we ﬁnd those
who approve of Trump are more likely to respond to both treatments.
Figure A.9 shows the distribution of Trump approval in the sample.
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ideology” (Ellis and Stimson 2012; Grossmann and
Hopkins 2016). How principled is this self-description?
If the label is connected to policy content, we would
expect those who identify as very liberal to hold more
consistently liberal positions on issues than those who
identify as slightly liberal or moderate. The same should
also be the case among those who identify as very
conservative. And, indeed, when compared to other
measures of ideology, such as those based on
IRT models using binary issue positions, self-identiﬁed
liberals and conservatives tend to hold more consistently liberal and conservative issue positions,
respectively (Broockman 2016). We would thus not
expect a liberal cue to move a conservative by much if
their self-described conservatism was rooted in a strong
commitment to conservative principles, or for a selfidentiﬁed liberal to move in response to a conservative
cue.
Figure 5, however, displays results to suggest that selfdescribed conservatives are not consistently policy
loyalists. The right-hand panel shows that, as we would
expect, stronger conservatives are the most likely to
react to the conservative Trump treatment. The inclusion of the conservative cue increases strong conservatives’ probability of taking a conservative position
by approximately 10 percentage points. The left panel
describes the average effect of an interaction between
self-placed ideology and the liberal Trump treatment.
Perhaps surprisingly, relatively stronger conservatives
are the ones who are most likely to move in a liberal
direction on policy by nearly 10 percentage points.

Does Party Trump Ideology?

Note: Those who approve of Trump exhibit stronger treatment effects in a liberal direction for the liberal Trump treatment, and in a
conservative direction for the conservative Trump treatment.

FIGURE 5. Average Treatment Effect by Self-Described Ideology

Note: Republicans at higher levels of conservatism exhibit stronger treatment effects for both the liberal Trump and the conservative Trump.
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These results indicate that self-identiﬁed conservatives
are most likely to exhibit stronger treatment effects for
both the conservative Trump and the liberal Trump
treatments.24
The fact that stronger conservatives are the ones most
likely to react to the treatment—regardless of the
ideological direction of the treatment—suggests that
the nearly ubiquitous self-placed ideology measure is
less a measure of principled conviction and more of a
social identity (Grossmann and Hopkins 2016). More
likely, it appears to be an identity that indicates that such
people are quite susceptible to partisan loyalty. If
symbolic ideology was a powerful predictor of a person’s policy convictions, it should lead to behavior more
like policy loyalism than party loyalism. However, we
observe exactly the opposite: strong “conservatives”
are the most likely to be partisan loyalists—following
Trump in a liberal direction when told of his support for
a liberal policy.
In the supplemental materials (Figure A.18), we
present similar models that interact the treatment only
among Republican respondents. In these ﬁgures, we see
similar results among Republicans in the conservative
Trump treatment. Republicans who identify as strongly
conservative are much more likely to be moved by the
treatment. In the liberal Trump treatment, we see
something slightly different. The liberal Trump treatment appears to have a constant, positive (between 15
and 20 points), effect among all Republicans, regardless
of ideological self-identiﬁcation. Given that we should
expect strongly conservative Republicans to reject a
liberal treatment (which we do not observe), this
indicates that seeing oneself as a strong conservative is
no impediment to abandoning traditional conservative
positions. This test conforms with the work of Ellis and
Stimson (2012) which shows that there is a clear difference between operational and symbolic ideology.
This work goes further in showing that even the
“strongest” symbolic conservatives are just as likely, if
not more so, to change their ideology in response to
party-leader cues. It is one thing to say that group
membership is powerful and that symbolic ideology is
correlated with group membership, though still distinct;
it is something else to say symbolic ideology is at odds
with policy positions for many respondents when provided with those cues from their group leader. To our
knowledge, this is a novel contribution and distinct from
the work of others.
This result illustrates the importance of testing the
unique Trump cue. It is very difﬁcult to know in most
survey settings, with any certainty, whether or not
people who are strongly conservative are more likely to
give conservative responses because they have a core set
of operationally conservative convictions or because
they are the most committed to taking the party cue,
24

In the supplemental materials, we interact the treatment with an
indicator for each response option to the ideology question rather than
using a linear interaction variable. The results are similar in that we
ﬁnd strong conservatives are more likely to respond to both treatments
(Figure A.20). Figure A.11 shows the distribution of self-placed
ideology in the sample.
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which nearly always aligns with the ideological position.
Given the evidence here, it appears that for the case of
Trump, such conservatives are more committed to the
party label that happens to be associated with conservatism than they are any underlying conservative
policies.
We note that each of the interaction effects we have
tested here are correlated with one another. Those who
identify as being strongly conservative are also more
likely to identify strongly with the Republican Party and
approve of Donald Trump’s performance as president.
Thus, one possible concern that could arise is whether or
not each of the effects shown above would hold after
controlling for all of the other related factors. For
example, do those who identify as strongly conservative
show a larger treatment effect after accounting for the
fact that they are also more likely to identify as
Republicans? Table 1 below shows that in every case
our results are robust to the inclusion of these control
variables. The interaction effects in Model 1 show that
those with higher levels of political knowledge are less
likely to respond to the cue in either direction. Models 2,
3, and 4 show that strong partisans, those who approve
of Trump, and those who identify as strongly conservative are more likely to respond to the liberal and
conservative Trump cues. In every case, these results
are consistent with those shown in the ﬁgures above. In
Table A.3 in the supplemental materials, we present
additional models that include all treatment interactions together. The results are broadly consistent with
those in Table 1, though in the case of symbolic ideology
the interaction effect attenuates slightly depending
upon the speciﬁcation.25

Robustness: Other Political Leaders as Tests
We do not believe that the conditions necessary for this
test obtain often. The situation demands a very ﬂexible
leader who changes positions easily. This leader cannot
simply be any member of the party, but a leader with a
great deal of clout and inﬂuence who can plausibly move
party member positions on key issues. We do not know
of any leaders besides Trump who can ﬁt these conditions. However, in the spring of 2018, a unique situation during the debate over immigration allowed us to
test whether or not giving people a cue about a policy
that was pursued, at various times, by both Obama and
Trump would allow us to test something similar to what
we ﬁnd here. In this case we asked 1200 MTurk
respondents “Do you favor or oppose the following
immigration policy? When families, including children,
are arrested by the border patrol, they will be held in
a detention facility together while they await an
25
The key difference there is that if one fully interacts all of the
treatments (Kam and Trussler 2017), the effect of ideology is no longer
stronger among the more symbolically conservative. Instead we ﬁnd
that they are equally likely as self-described “moderates” to respond
to the cues. In other words, despite the claim of committed conservatism, they have no commitment to those policies that serves as an
impediment to accepting the cue. Full details can be seen in Table A.3
of the supplemental materials.
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TABLE 1. Interaction Models, Including Control Variables
Knowledge
Liberal treat 3 knowledge

Liberal treat 3 party strength

5 :

Liberal treat 3 Trump approval

9CC

Conservative treat 3 Trump approval

C

Liberal treat 3 ideology

84

Conservative treat 3 party strength

Conservative treat 3 ideology

42 3 :58

8

0

Conservative treat 3 knowledge

Liberal treatment
Conservative treatment

2C 9CC

Ideology

7D

Trump Approval

2 2: 23

Knowledge

Republican

42 3 :58

84

1 :

:C 5 /

C 2

.2

2C

D3 4C C C9 ,2 3 :58 ,

C

Party strength
White
N

0.13**
(0.03)
20.12**
(0.03)
20.03**
(0.003)
20.08**
(0.004)
20.09**
(0.01)
20.13**
(0.01)
0.04**
(0.004)
0.04**
(0.01)
7,173

0.03*
(0.01)
20.07**
(0.02)

0.05
(0.04)
0.12**
(0.04)
20.05**
(0.003)
20.07**
(0.01)
20.11**
(0.01)
20.09**
(0.03)
0.05**
(0.01)
0.03
(0.02)
3,867

Trump approval

0.04**
(0.01)
20.03**
(0.01)

20.04
(0.02)
0.04
(0.02)
20.03**
(0.002)
20.08**
(0.005)
20.09**
(0.01)
20.13**
(0.01)
0.04**
(0.004)
0.04
(0.01)
7,173

Ideology

0.03**
(0.01)
20.03**
(0.01)
20.02**
(0.03)
0.07**
(0.03)
20.03**
(0.002)
20.07**
(0.004)
20.09**
(0.01)
20.13**
(0.01)
0.04**
(0.01)
0.04**
(0.01)
7,173

Coefﬁcients reported from ordinary least squares regression model, with standard errors in parentheses. In each model the dependent
variable is coded 1 if the respondent indicated supporting the liberal policy option and 0 if they supported the conservative policy option. In
Model 2 we are testing the strength of Republican partisanship, so we exclude those who identify with the Democratic Party. Signiﬁcance
codes: *p , 0.05, **p , 0.01, two-tailed tests.

immigration asylum hearing” (followed by a ﬁve-point
scale of favorability). The experimental conditions here
were driven by the fact that this new Trump policy (in
the spring of 2018) was extremely similar to the Obama
administration policy between 2009 and 2015. Taking
that into consideration, we embedded two different
treatments into this question. A third of respondents
saw the question printed above and nothing else.
Another third saw the same question above plus the
sentence: “This is President Donald Trump’s current
policy.” A ﬁnal third of respondents saw the treatment
that included this sentence: “This was President Barack
Obama’s policy during most of his presidency.” Figure 6
displays the results of that study.
The results show large effects for Democrats and
smaller, but still statistically signiﬁcant effects for
Republicans. Democrats were less likely to agree with
the policy by more than a point (on a ﬁve-point scale)
when told that the policy came from the Trump
administration versus the Obama administration.
Republicans were more likely to agree with the policy

by about 1/3 of a point when told the policy came from
Trump rather than Obama. The situation is different
here, in that we were not able to justify the men taking
completely opposite positions (Barack Obama is simply
not as ﬂexible as is Donald Trump, and we note that this
was the only issue we could ﬁnd that allowed us to test
Obama in any sense). However, the results support our
contention that people are very ﬂexible on policy and
heavily inﬂuenced by party-leader cues—at least under
the right circumstances. While we are reluctant to draw
too many conclusions from this limited experiment, it
does provide a proof of concept that Democrats are also
willing to adjust their preferences when told that the
policy was coming from Obama, at least on the issue of
immigration.

Ideal Point Distributions by Treatment Group
The previous results demonstrate conclusively that
Trump’s inﬂuence (expressed in a cue) leads Republicans to respond to the cue, in some cases dramatically.
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Note: The ﬁgure displays the difference between the Trump and
the Obama treatments by partisanship of the respondents with
wider bars displaying 90% conﬁdence intervals and the lighter
bars displaying 95% conﬁdence intervals.

Furthermore, those who are lower in knowledge, are
strongly partisan, approve of Trump, or regard themselves as “very conservative” were especially susceptible to the cue. One limitation of the experiment is that
it prevents us from measuring directly the proportion of
the public that behave as policy loyalists or as partisan
loyalists.26 However, the experimental method does
allow us to measure a key element of debate over
partisan polarization: the distribution of opinion and
how it varies by treatment group.
While the previous results show the change in
respondent’s probability of taking a liberal policy
position, we now consider how the aggregate change in
opinion among Republicans in the different conditions
compares to other important political groups. Figure 7
displays the density of a one-dimensional ideal point
model for each treatment category among Republicans
and compares it to Independents and Democrats in the
control condition27. The ideal point model estimates the
latent liberalism/conservatism for each respondent
using the responses given to each issue question. Larger
(smaller) values indicate respondents with more consistently conservative (liberal) positions. The distribution with the solid line in the top panel shows
Republicans in the control condition and displays a
decidedly right-leaning distribution (the vertical line
shows the median of each distribution). There is only a
26

As an aside, we do not believe that there is an easy or obvious
observational or experimental technique to measure this group. If
asked, “are you a partisan loyalist or are you rigidly ideological?” most
people would probably not offer up meaningful responses.
27
We estimate the ideal points using the model developed by Clinton,
Jackman, and Rivers (2004).
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small difference between this condition and the condition where Trump took conservative positions (heavy
dashed line distribution).
The liberal treatment group is, however, a very different story. Here the distribution (light dotted line
distribution) is obviously shifted to the left with many
more Republicans taking liberal positions on issues.
When those estimates are examined in a simple ideal
point model, the results show that the liberal Trump
condition led Republicans to move a little over halfway
toward the position of pure independents—displayed in
the middle panel of the graph. Republicans in the liberal
Trump condition do not exactly become neutral in the
partisan contest (some residual conservative positions
remain despite the liberal Trump cue), but they look
much closer to that position than do those who received
a conservative Trump treatment or no treatment at all.
For the sake of completeness, the ﬁnal panel displays the
estimated density for Democrats who received no cue.
That distribution is relatively liberal.
There are two key points to come out of these results.
Though we do not know exactly what proportion of the
Republicans are partisan loyalists, we do see that the
Trump cue, on average, moves this group halfway
toward having the same average issue consistency as
pure independents. That is a substantial shift and would
represent a major change in the Republican Party.
Second, though discussion of polarization in the
current climate is ubiquitous, these results present an
important limitation for that discussion. Some argue
that the parties are polarized in response to the demands
of a polarized public. While this is a complex thesis that
cannot be tested in a single paper, our results strongly
suggest that a crafty leader who wanted to change the
direction and themes of his or her party would likely
face little resistance from the party’s rank and ﬁle.
Perhaps interest groups or other partisan actors would
prevent such a ﬁgure from dramatically changing
the party (indeed in some respects, that appears to
be true for Trump), but that would be the result of
activists, organized interests and, perhaps, other political leaders—not the average party-line voter. It is not
the case that the rank and ﬁle dissent so much that a
leader could not reframe his or her positions in such a
way as to change the party brand. Polarization—at least
in the public—is less principled than we might imagine.
It has much more to do with partisan loyalty than it does
with ideological principle.

DISCUSSION
Writing of the “spirit of party,” George Washington, in
his farewell address, claimed that “this spirit, unfortunately, is inseparable from our nature, having its root in
the strongest passions of the human mind” and that in
popular governments we see its “greatest rankness.”
Indeed he clearly views this spirit as the “enemy” of
popular government because he believes it will lead
people to “seek security and repose in the absolute
power of an individual.” Never have political scientists
been able to provide as strong of a test of this claim until

Does Party Trump Ideology?

Note: Each panel displays the density for an ideal point model subset by treatment category and partisanship; the vertical lines indicates the
median of each distribution.

now. The simple truth is that many citizens behave as
partisan loyalists rather than principled ideologues. In
responding to the party-leader cue, this is especially true
of Republicans and those who are low in political
knowledge, highly partisan, approve of the leader, or
self-described ideological “conservatives.” What do
these results imply about the electorate more generally?
How worried should we be?
First, it should be said that there are a lot of partisan
loyalists in the electorate who are mostly motivated by
their particular group afﬁliation (Achen and Bartels
2016). Though we would not expect our cue to affect
everyone, we found that it moved the average
Republican about halfway toward looking like a pure
independent on a unidimensional ideological scale. This
substantial amount no doubt masks some variation
among those who are more or less immune to such
partisan appeals. While we have shown that many
simply parrot a traditionally liberal set of positions when
the Republican Party leader embraces those issues, we
do not claim that everyone responds that way.
And we doubt that our results are unique to the
Republican Party (or even the United States), though

they may be unique to this particular historical
moment.28 Given the right set of circumstances—a
leader of the Democratic Party who began to embrace
traditionally conservative principles—we would expect
to see similar results on that side of the aisle. Similarly
we expect these results generalize beyond the United
States, but would require a particular set of circumstances to test. Until such a set of conditions arrives, we
are left with the available—Republican—tests.
Second, the results of this paper undermine the idea
of self-described, symbolic, ideology as a meaningful
measure of operational ideology among the public. Selfdescribed ideological conservatives were very quick to
respond to the treatment of liberal Trump cues, moving
an average of 12 points in a liberal direction across the
issues. The results for more moderate and liberal
Republicans were negligible. The clear implication of
this is that when individuals describe themselves as
conservatives it has more of a partisan tinge than is
conventional wisdom in the literature. When citizens
28
It is possible that Republicans in a moment of partisan realignment
are unusually open to change. Only time will tell if that thesis has merit.
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symbolically label themselves ideologically, they are
reacting in a way that we would expect a partisan loyalist
to react rather than someone with deeply held issue
positions. Research that relies heavily on self-described
ideology as a measure separate from partisan afﬁliation
is therefore suspect. The results here show that selfdescribed ideology may not truly reﬂect any ideological
policy commitments but reacts more like a social
identity, at least for conservatives.
It is also worth noting that we ﬁnd very little evidence
of “negative partisanship” in these results (Abramowitz
and Webster 2016). It does not appear to be the case
that Democrats react against Trump by simply taking
the opposite stance. In some sense this is support for
the idea that Democrats may more likely be policy
loyalists, which coincides with some existing ﬁndings in
the literature (Grossmann and Hopkins 2016).
Alternatively, it seems more likely that Democrats
may not respond to the Trump cue but would perhaps
respond to other cues, perhaps especially cues from
Democratic leaders.
Third, we note that these results have implications for
the coalition merchants theory of ideology (Noel 2013).
If it is the case that ideology can be reconstructed in the
electorate by at least some enterprising and unpredictable party leaders, then it is quite possible that
ideology is not simply being constructed in a grassroots
fashion by intellectuals and activists. Instead, it may be
the case, at least some of the time, that ideology is being
constructed by party leaders, though perhaps in ways
that are subtle and difﬁcult to identify.
Finally, we believe the implications of this work for
the debate over polarization and representation are
profound. When we discuss “partisan polarization,” the
assumption is that people’s partisanship and ideological
predispositions run in the same direction. As soon as we
break that link with a unique research design, brought to
us by an ideologically unique president, we discover
that partisanship is clearly the root cause of opinion for
many respondents and that ideology—symbolic or
operational—is simply less powerful than the pull of the
spirit of party. One extension of these results is that any
thought of voters choosing ideologically consistent or
proximate candidates seems to take a back seat to
partisan attachments and group loyalty (Ahler and
Broockman 2018). Voters, as shown here, are not
polarized in the sense that they hold consistent ideological views. Rather their polarization is merely a
reﬂection of the partisan team to which they happen to
belong, and will remain loyal to, in whatever ideological
direction the party moves. That kind of unprincipled,
but loyal, behavior should probably worry political
observers a great deal.

SUPPLEMENTARY MATERIAL
To view supplementary material for this article, please
visit https://doi.org/10.1017/S0003055418000795.
Replication materials can be found on Dataverse at:
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/38BFML.
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