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important questlons that ﬁﬁst be‘resolv;é if.fhe next genérat;onﬂ;f géﬁééo;igl.“
research on elections can overcome some of the problems that have beset current
work in the field. Since it would be impossible to addresé all oflthegé ques-
tions in a short mewmorandum, I will talk aboyt two fhat seem particularly
important: how to go about congtructing the political issues that wé.use on
questiannaireé and how to generate more adequate deflnltions of "ratlonallty."
BotH dlscu531§ﬁs érgue f&r the 1ncreased use of fleld observation strategies

and experimental investigations to validate and to generate survey measures.

-

What is an Issue?

One of the central problems in studying iQSUQfﬁoting ié thg qu;sfion uf:
how to construct the issue;stimuli on questioﬁnaires.. There 1s strong evidence
that even minof varlations in ;ﬁe wording aﬁd logical s;ruéture of sﬁfvey
ifems c#n affect not only the valence of attitude respohses, but_thé ;éasurable
structure in both individual and mass responses. Thus, iséue conStFuction can
affect the structure of responses, therebf making it difficult to differentiate
cognitive structure from stimulus structure; (There is, of ccurs%; increasing

é%idence from research on information-processing and arrifiecial intelligence

this in a moment.)
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The problems of issue construction and response measurement have raised

serious questions about past interpretations of data. Earlier studies that

' demonstrated low con51stency and stabllxty 1n publlc perceptlons of 1ssues "“_'

have been cr1t1c1zed on grounds that the imprec151on of issue definltlons _"

~and response formats 1nvited meanlngful variatlon in responses whlch when _.f“

1975) Even the more recent studles showlng an increase in voter sophlstlca— 5'55

S tion (Nle and Anderson, 1974 Nle, et. al., 1976) have heen examlned cr:txcally.im
as a result of changes in question wording and structure and the introduction

" of new response formats in the nerional surveys over time.’ Some critics (e.g.,
Bishop;'et. al., forthcoming AJPS; Bishop,-er. al., POQ forthcoming; and Sullivan,
et. al., in prdgress) claim that almost all.the observed increaseé‘in measures

‘of cognitive structure are the artifacts of substantive and structural changes

~in stimulus items. If these two lines of;crifieism_are sustained'by further
analysis of surve; data and experimental work, they will raise questions even
more serious than whether the interpretations of paet studies have heen correct.
Underlying these criticisms is tne troubling prospect that we simpi% have
established no compelling standards for conerructing politicai iesues. Whetﬁer
the voting publie has demonstrared sophisticated cognirive operatinns'in evalu~
ating issues, and whether the quelity_of.public thinking.has changed,; are
really secondar} quesrions; They cannot be answered nntil ﬁe have asbetter
idea cf how to censtruct realistic political iseues. In.addition-to Converse's

troubling suspicion that we often may measure "non attitudes," it seems that

we face the equally annoying prospect that we have been solicitiné:responses to
' !

- Ld

"non issues.”

N There are a number of ways to tackle thlS problem. For example, -

we might ask people to generate their own issues and then respond to then
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This solution would create a whole new set of problems. Beyond the obvious
difficulty of analyzing '"non comparable" responses, it 1S unclear how we

could bet the 1nterv1ewers who admlnlster surveys to provide the rlght inputs

'*"to trlgoer meanlngful or complete sets of issues. A sec0nd strategy 1nvolves-

the development of a technlque for sampllng 1ssues._ Thls approach has_f

'vl—' recelved some serlous attentlon, beﬂlnnlng w1th the work of Brunswick and

Stephenson,‘and more recently with the work of Loev1nger and Brown._ However

= i B TSP R : R T,

to the prectice of allowing respondents to provide their own issues. It is
clear that sempling the issues in even the most restricted politioal domaine
is a cumbersome and problemetic affair. More importantly, the whole approach
assumes that we can define and delimit a populatlon of obJects the membership.
in which seems determined only by the limits of language use, the scope of

human 1magination, and the creativ1ty of political actors. The nature of this

1 assumptlon seems to argue agalnst settlng the questlon oo.ee.emeampling orobleol
Since we know some of the factors that affect responses to issues, we

might consider some experimeotalAdesigns that.would at leest.identify the
magnitudeslof different effects. It doesn’t reke:much imagination to think
of some sound experiments that woold provide good information on rﬁe effecte
of things like questionm wording, issue logic, the presence of supporting
information, and time Chistorical change, memory decaf, etc;) on att}tude
response and structure. However, it might be interesting to go bejond these .
initial formolations and translate these variables into forms thar'resemble
more closely thelr roles in rhe real world. For example, one ver%ion of a
"question wording" study ﬁight.consider the difference in xesponsLs to raw

issues as opposed to issues that contain a statement of rationale or purpose

“:ifror theh?erficolarepoliE§ involved. It is clear that eendidates'anﬂ'govern4”' LT
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ment officials seldom just advocate a narrxowly defined policy. They usually

present the policy along with its rationale (often the rationale is emphasized
over the pollcy) For example, durlng the Vietnam War, pollsters con31stently

got dlfferent responses dependlng on’ whether they asked for a responSe-to a‘f"?r”;f”f'

-

f51mple pollcy questlon (e g._“Amerlcan planes have been ordered to bomb m111tary~'f-‘w

-Ttargets 1n Cambodla and Laos.. Do you approve or dlsapprove of thls actlon?') or_T“

Cs

"'-whether they also 1nc1uded the government s ratlonale for the pollcy (e g.

'.Q"Amerlcan planes have been ordered to bomh milltary Largets 1n Cambodla and

Laos because the administratlon regards these p091tions as a threat to our
situation in Vietnam. Do you approve or disapprove.of this action?"). The
design of batteries of such experiments could be very helpful for determining
beth the factors that can affect issue perceptioo and the magnitudes‘of these
effects.

This approach while helpful, still won't tell us Whlch of these factors
' actually operate in an election. It also won t tell us whether the publlc
structures its thinking about election issues in special ways (as a result of
the stylized symbolization of these issues, the impact of party i.d. aad
candidate image on issue perception, or the necessity of distilling a multi~
dimensional judgment into a single, crude form of erpresaion: the vote). Both
of these problems hark back to an earlier statement. Y suggested aoove that

it is difficult to differentiate cognitive structure from stimulus structure.

This seems to be the crucial problem underlying issue construction. However,
this problem may contain the key to its own solution. Much of the recent work

in artificial intelligence and information processing (e.g., Abels%n, Shank,
: '
Minsky, Bobrow, Collins, et. al.) suggests that we shouldn't separate cognitive

processes from the nature of the stimuli that engage them. The thlng thar

 seems to account for the rapldlty and elegance of human 1nformat10n proce551ng



ﬂdomaln in whlch fairly standard forms for presentlno the issues have evolved...
gare exposed to wHat klnds of issue stlmuli and w1th what inten31ty-- For

hand geueral audlences. It should be pos51ble to determlne how candldate
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is the existence of a variety of cognitive routines that are geared directly

to dominant forms of information presentation within various social domains.

It secems to me that an election constltutes a famlllar and bounded soclal
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pronouncements are structured in terms of such "organ121ng devices"” as campalgs
themes and slogans, traditional references to party, and attacks on opponents.
Once we begin to identify basic informational formats in which campaign

issues are communicated, we can define issues more confidently on‘questionw
naires. .Perhaps mors importantly,.we can begin to make better guesses about

the cognltive Operatlons employed by voters to Judge the iSSues and the

pr

candldates. When we isolate sona of the correspondences between covnltiVe

structure and issue-format we can begin to think about the nature of voter

‘rationality in different ways.

What Constitutes a Rational Voting Decision?

It seems to me that there are at least three problem areas in the study

. . . 1 3 ’
of rational voting through survey methods: 1) the proliferation of sensible,

but diverse, definitions of the concept "voter rationality,” 2) the under—
developed understanding of how voters.perceive candidate stands on the issues
(this is accompanied .by our equally thin understanding of what th;e structure
and substance of . these stands actually look like), and, 3) the unexplored
11nkages between ratlonal ch01ce as a cognltive process and rat10nal behavior't

AR o

as an lnterpretable sac1a1 activity within the symbollc context of a glVen
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election.

The first problem is related to the frequent misfortune of many of our

more sophlstlcated behavioral varlables as they encounter _the 11m1t5 of face_

::hheorlzed A 51mllar State of

There are at least f].ve ma_'jor approaches '

the siudy of 1deology The early

[P . S —EE:
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SRC studles deflned an ideologue as someone who evaluaoed party- dxfferences
on the basis of informed understan41ngs about the policies that each party
supported {Campbell, et. al., 1960; Converse, 1964). More relaxed definitions
have expanded the bases of issue disecrimination (Piefce,'1970). ' Other approaches
regard ideclogy as an abstract philosophical system that guides concreto-ohinkr
ing and behavior (¥cClosky, 1964;'Lane, 1962). Still other approaches measure
ideology at both the abstract ph11050ph1cal level and Lhe concrete pollcy level
(Free and Cantril, 1968). Finally, there is a growing trend toward measuring
ideology largely as d‘cognltlve_structural varisble at the individual lavel
(Brown, 1970; Marcus, Tabb, and So}livan, 1974)- With the possible éxception

of the last approach, all of these notions of ideology'mako.good common sense.
That is, we can point to roai wo:ld political oituaﬁions in which peoplo use

each of these intellectuallstrategies to produce sopﬁisticated political
judgmenos. However, the various definitions yiold différent findingssabouo

the naturo and distribution of ideology in ;ho American public. TFor feasons

that escape me, this has resulted in some conoiderable dobate and confusion in
the field. There seems to be more concern.about which approach isiﬁeot, or at
least ﬁost realistic, than there is recognition that each‘perspect{ve corresponds

to some meaningful sense of ideology. The latter focus on the problem would

suggest that we turn to carefully designed case studies and experiments on



o the deoree to which dlfferent forms of 1deologlcal thinklng can be substltuted

- to yield 51m11ar understandlngs and guldes fcr behav1or.w

?Q_ialready reached) thls state of affalrs. The range of perspectlves from hey to ”

J;FConverse (w1th a number of stops 1n between) is often dlscussed as though

Leage s

political discourse and action in order to determine such things as: when a

particular variant of ideology becomes employed in political Contexts; whether

or not people -resort to different ideological forms at different times; and

I -_' .,-.-.,.._- . - SEes e R RO

The concept of rationallty" seems to be approachlng (1f 1t hasn t

‘criterla could be dlscovered to permit choosino the one best deflnltlon of

rationality. One suspects that there are as many meaningful usages of ration—.
ality in political contexts as there are sensible versione of ideology. If we
shift our thinking to entertain this possibility, then there_ane'at least two
ways. in which to proceed. First, ne might adopt'a “forﬁal'models“ npprnach

and specify a set of limiting a55umpt10ns much as an econnmlst would and then
describe the ch01ce calculus of the polltlcal world defined by those assumption:
This approach, has, in fact, gained a considerable following in recent.years.
The advantage of thie‘strategy is that it moves qnestione of vali&ation to a
more manegeable plane. We are not concerned so much with whether we have cap-
tured the spectrum of realistic definitions of rationaliﬁy in all thein subjee--
tive complexity. Criteria of validation operate wifhin the‘limite.set by ﬁhe_
formal aeSumptions of a given modei; However, fhis monee.us.eonsiderably away .
from the traditional behavioraliet fationale that favore'?he'explanation of
ordinary social behaviors (like voting) in terms of their practieal.subjective
antecedents; Behaviorel research has generally operated unnef the rule than

the assumptions underlying noncepts and measurement criteria ehoulf:be broadly
reflective of the basic assumptions (whether eonscious or unconscious) emplnyed
by SQC@al_ec;ors:in‘preetical gireumstancee.- If_tnis_is sti}l”the:goal in‘Fne :

study of i:'he rational bases of voting choice, then it would seem that we need' to



e

-

‘discover that rationality has something to do with common cognitive routines '~

- geared tQﬁﬁafioué ways of presenting the issues, tﬁen'we'ﬁgad‘fo-iﬁvesﬁigatézﬁ
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clatify our measures with the aid of c¢areful observational and experimental
work on the variety of sensible social definitions of political rationality
and their various usages.

of invéstiéafidh ﬁadld begiﬁ; no doubt,:bylconfroﬁpihg'ﬁhé T T

second problem I mentioned above;f,If, as I suggested in the last;seéﬁion, wgfld_j{'_f

béﬁ‘thé isSuesfafe fdrmq;éted_inJ;ﬁé first'élaéeék_Follbwiqg‘thiéhéé_;6u15.¥;¥?;.J51;:
determine experimentally the variations in cognitive responses. Ve could also

assess what iQSue—cognition packages.produce'what sorts of insights about the

choice alternatives. OQur models might_become even more interesting if %e

supplement the issue format and voter exposufe factors with such additional
consiﬁerations as the information—seeking drives of voters and the effects of.

the media through which information is obtained. On these last points, for

e

exéﬁple, we know that ﬁoét péoplé rééar&.théir political infqrmaﬁionfasrihéé
curious hybrid of partly visual, partly vefbél input they receive from tele-—
vision (in féct, much information about campaign issues éomes from the television
comnerclals of the candidates themselves). In light pf'this, it would‘ﬁot be
surprising to find that teievisioh oriente& voters structure'theif thiﬁking
about tﬁe issues much more-in terms of coﬂdensational images, broad themes,
aﬂd visuallimages, than in terms of structuring devicés (e.g., party ?Iatform;
party record, or ideological dalculations)‘that mgght be engaged by other sorts
of candidate appeals through other information média. e -

These investigaﬁions into the varieties of choice processes ﬁﬁat corresﬁoud
to campaign issue formats and information media cannot give us, i; and of

themselves, conclusive evidence about the nature of ratiomality. ‘They can expand

E our understandings about voter cogmnition and judgment, and this, in turn, may.



&
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“;“ThlS 51mp1y means that social actors calculate thelr behaV1ors both 1n terms of
.i‘preference crlterla and in terms of the 1nstrumental 1mpact a behav1or can _'fj“.J

ﬁ[have w1th1n the ongoing soclal context. Some well reasoned actlons may be
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trigger more interesting conceptions of rationality. However, in the end if we
are to complete our picture of campaign issues and cognitive responses to then

w1th an understandlng of whlch of these responses are, rat10na1 " we must

"?Vturn agaln to the dynamlcs of the electoral context 1tself. ThlS 1nvolves the :ltfft

recognltlon that ratlonal cholce is both a psychologlcal and a soc1al process.

irie- -.-...—..‘.-ﬂa._: [ — '.......,—_ e e ,,- - - fm enwea s '_“'

rational or irrational depending on how they are 1nterpreted.1n a particular_
situation. - For example, a third party candidate must make it‘clear that a
vote for him represents a special message.to the "establishment" canAidatear'
regarding a particular set of.issues or preferences} In 1968 Wallace.made
it clear that his supporters were using their votes to "send a message” to
the Republlcans and the Democrats. Without this explicit symbolic deflnitlon
many Wallace voters mlght havelfound it dlfflcult to translate their Dreferences
into a certain 1031ng cause. At least they might have found this difflcult if
they were concerned with making their votes count. A 31np1e way of stating
this is that principles of choice may complement, or they may'compete with,
the social definitions imposed upon a particular'choice in a particular context.
In this sense, it is just as "irrational” to carry out a logical and principlal_
behavior in a situation that obscures the intention‘of the act, as itsis to
act in a way that brings undesirable and unanticipated consequences that could
have been predicted. Conventional approaches to rational choice in'voting
have concentrated on the latter psychological aspects while 1arge1}:ignoring

b
the accompanying socio—symbolic‘component of rationality. : }

At first it may seem 1mp0551b1e to 1nc1ude the symbollc deflnitlon of

'the vot1ng act to our’ calculus of voter choice. However, the'problem is na

mnoye complex than building models of thought and cognition. In many réspect-s,



we have better information about the contextual factors that shape the
"message value" of the vote. For example, we can determine what the candidates

claim to represent. We can identify the most important public issues of the

'day.‘ We know ‘the past stablllty of voter allgnmean, and we can guess at the Tresi-

.

iikellhood and causes of vote shlfts and reallgnments. These'and other blts f::”'“‘“

of infqrmqtiqn about an election comprisé a picture of'the contextual'factofs_i'j

‘that deéerﬁiné'the message Value ‘Of VoteS, blocks of votes and vote shlfts in"*t'_

- a partlcular electlon. Through the constructlon of these contextual factors }1 P

we can develop much mnrelsensiﬁlve quesﬁiannalré'lteﬁ; fo.;ap Lhe”comple£
calculations that ent_er a voter's choice. ‘i-_Ie can also begin to think about
the‘electoral circunstances that suppfess‘or enhanﬁe both ratio;al thought and
rational expression.in politics. Just as there has béen increasing support

for Key's conclusion that voters do pretty well in light of what they are
offered, we mlght begin thinking about the possibillty that Lhe vote represents,
at best, an 1mprecise mechanlsm for communlcatlng a choice. The_prec1sion of
this form of poli;ical communipation depends a great deal on the various symbolic

contextual properties of each election in which it is expressed.

The abofe discussions of both the conceﬁts of "issue" and "rétionality"'
suggest that further theoretical developmenté iﬁ the aréaé-of issue voting and
choice processes in elections'depend on tﬁé greatér use of nétural observation
and experimental investigation as.rhe fOunaations.fof the consgructio; of survey
instruments. The agendé for these studies must come from a genéral_model of
elections. An élection can be seen as a political domain in which.vafious
information formats characterize issué definition. These formats ;ay Tecur

"across elections and they may be utilized by candidates with varyiﬁg frequency

in a givenlelectionQ JThéééﬂformats, in cq@jqnctiop witb_;h? meéia_throughr.;w
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_ the degree to whlch the vote becomes perceived as_a means of expre351ng a

'"-short, 1ssues, cocnltlve operatlons, ratlonallty, votlng, and the structure
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which they are transmitted, engage various cognitive operations inp the elec-

torate. These operations may yield rational voting choices depending on:

o partlcular polltlcal preference, and the degree to which that preference can'

, .,...‘_ -

theory of voter ch01ce would seem to entall a more detailed exploration of

these 1nterrelationsh1ps-

W. Lance Bennett

Department of Political Science
University of Washington
Seattle, Washington 98195

Y

‘f_Abe expressed meanlngfully in the symbollc context of a glven elect1o ”: In‘ﬁ
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ij of electhns are all 1nt1mate1y related. The path to ‘a more compelllng






