FRrOM JACK CITRIN: RETURNING ISSUES TO THE STUDY. OF 1SSUE VOTING

Debating the meaning and extent of issue voting.is now the dominant-
activity of students of American electoral behavior. Unfortunately, the
focus of this debate sesms to have shifted from its original con#arns with
the quality of public thidking about politics and the representative nature -
of electoral outcomes to a scholastic preoccupation with choosing a winner
among rival predictors éf the individual's vote. At periodié intervals,
issue orieﬁtation, candidate preferenqé, and party identification are awardéd
first, second, or third place in this contest, onl& to have the result qnesa
‘tioned by a différent reseércher and theﬁ feversad at a subséquenﬁ competi—
tion. My own view is that this is a'sterilé'enterp;iSe. Wﬂat needs to
be‘understaod_is the process by which beliéfs and attittdes reievént to
the electoral choice are formed and then lihked to béh;vior. The p¥éoccupa—
tion with prediction, Howéve%; seems to iead to ‘the conceptualization of .:
explanatory variables increasingly "elose” to the dependent vote itéelf.
Recent reports that projectea candidate performance and judgments about h0w 
well the incumbent President is handling his job axe powerful predictors
of Goting intention make a contribution no doubt, but hardly an jimportant
one. Similarly,lthé observed recent rise in issue voting is due at lgast
in parg to the fact that the later election studies havé'employéd measures
of issue orientation that stress the_affective:rathef than the cognitive -
coﬁpoﬁent of attitudes and that incorporate references to .the candidateé,
_thereby intruding the same stimulus into the oﬁerétional definitioné of
cause and effect. ' ) o o o -

Several of these problems are recognized in the Sears-Page memo you'
have circulatéd. In particular, the several references to the difficulty-_
of distinguishing an "issue” from a “candidate" or a "r#tidnalizéd"lvote-

express concerns that T 'share. This brief document can do little wore than
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list a few topics for future research; hopefully, the upcoming conference

will provide an oppoftunity for elaborating on the ideas mentioned below.

1. The status of the party-identification concept

An issue vote is usually contrasted to a part§ voﬁe,.which refers, in -
the extreme but diagnostic case, to choosing the candidate of hne's long-
standing partisan prédispésitiou notﬁithstanding the fact that one disagrees
with thé party's nominee on salient issues. In ;hort, af-thé.limié, a party -
vote amounts to acting on theiprémise of "my party, right or wrong.”" The
naturé of the mainnAmeridan political partieé—ffraémented_in ofgapizaéion,
heteiogenebus in éociél‘cdﬁpoéitiod, irregﬁ;ar in activity, and electoral
in purpose--makes it unlikely that many of their partisans will be so de-—
votea."qu political reality is that “my party"” rarvely speaﬁs with'one voice,
an& our‘political culture lggitimates "voting for‘the mén, nbt the pa?ty;"

and our system of government furnishes the opportunity to do both.
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This suggests several avenues for future research. First, we need to

reassess the reliability and validity of the traditional méasure of party.
identification. Brody's recent aﬁaleis indicafes £hatrthe classic two~-

item indicator fails tolpfovide a sound estimate of the intensity of partisan«.
ship. In éhe same vein, W91fingér and his collgagueslhave questioned the
praéticé of treating eacﬁ step along thé seven-point party identification
continuum as involving a monotenic change in pro-Democratic (or Republicaﬁ).
feeling; And Crewe has argued.that identifying with a parky can have SEvegai
distinct meanings. It might mean, for example, thé£ one believes that party

A is the best of all possible éltefﬁatives, tﬁe g;st of all availaﬁie alterq-
atives, or merely the lesser of several evils. . The Independent Leaners who

- apparenltly act as partisans might, therefore, be viewesd as citizens who

prefer party A te B or C, but would adhere to party D were it to exist.

A more extended series of questions concerning the intensity of one's gemeral



partisan orientation, the subje;:tive meaning of :that orientation, beliefs
about the value of partisanship, and attitiades tdﬁard the party system would
be useful.

Second, we Shéuld encourage 2 greater integration of research on Presi-
deatial and noﬁ;Presidentiél raées. Earlier studies suggest that the cog—
nitive foundations of the votér's decision vérf according to the elec;oral
qodtext._.Normative‘judgmehts.abdut which factors are the‘appropriate'criﬁeria
for choice might alseo véry and.similgrly iﬁfluence the way_in which conflicts

between partisan and ideoiogical forces are rééolved. .
Third, wWe require 2 sustained assault on the thorny question of when

and how partisan tiés';hape issue stands. It is frééuently élaimed that.

party identification acts as an eéonOmiziﬁg deviﬁe;that votefs_employlto

form opinions on public issues about which they have limited information.

For evidence, advocates of this position point to the greater proximity (both
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objectivé‘énd ;ubjective) of one's policy preferences to those of hislpartf.
But this is at best indirect evidence and Siject to the usuai ambiguity
con;erning the direction of éausal influence. Moreover, it_sﬁéuld be obviocus
that the correlation between party identification ahdlissue ;tance'is Quite
compatible with a process of opinion formation in which the ‘crucial reference
grdups:attachmeéts do not involve the polifical parkty. Téké,_fdr'example;
someone whose political éuida i§_Ra1ph Nader. The issue of whethér';r not

to a;loﬂ offshore}&rilling'for oil arises. -What.does.qur.hypothetfcal citi-—-
zen ‘do? He remains undecided uptil Rader issues a bulletin advocating a
negative position. ~Our man falls in line, not even thinking about wﬁethar
the Democratic party, to which he has adhered frow birth, agrees.l Sone monﬁhs
later, questioned by an ISR interviewer, he reveals his pritién and stgtes,-

accurately let us say, that the Democratic party's position and his are iden—

_tical. Has party identification functioned as an economizing device?



2. The morphology of public beliefs about issues

Detérmining the mutual inflﬁences of partisan sentiments and issue pre-
ferences is one facet of the general questioﬁ of how opinions relevant to
electoral choice are formed. Because addresging this question necessitates
studying how opinions emérge, crystalize, and change, it calls for a panel
of respondents té be interviewed several times. Because we are interested
in the impact of candidatgrﬂehaviof and eveuts during the campalign on these
opinions, it calls for thé'mea§urémen£ of obiﬁions.in.the preconventidn and
even preprimary phése ésrwell. As to the szsténtive.focus-gf thesa intgr;
views, the election studies of thé past'prdvidé a uséful foundation to build
on. The following appear t; be the essentiallbuilding blocks:.

a. The salience of issues and the development of an issue agenda

On theoretical grounds, one expects the influence of issue stands on
voting and other behaviors to vary with the salience ox centraiity of the

issue to a voter's concerns. Previous election studies have attempted to

get at the salience of issues to voters b& asking thew to name the “most:
important” probiemé facing.themselves and the pation. In addition, respon—'-
' de;t5fare asked whether they hévé "heard” of an iésue; before they are reques;
.tedléo plahe thémselves on the ubiquitous seven-point continuum. ‘fhese ;re
helpful pracfices, but' they might well be suéplemented by a more systematic'
effort to measure salience by présenting lists of iss;es to be ranked, by
_aéking whether or not the respondent spénds ruch timé thinking or talking
about the issués,.and ?y ;r;ing to determine the éourcés of his.intereét-
and knowiedge ab0ut the issues. On tﬁis,latter point, Downs ﬁas argued that
issues haﬁe a characteristic lifecycle, beginning with a small active min-—
ority articulating a grievance,.moving through a mobilization phase thaﬁ can
include an election centering on tha issqe, to legislation, and implementa-

et

tion. He argues further that public interest in an issue peaks in the wobit._

zation phase and then declines. What is worth knowing, it seems to me, is



how the public's issue agenda develops. To what extent does it precede the
campaign and to what extent does a candidate shape the public’s agenda so

that it coincides with his own? What experiences and communications arouse

interest and raise the salience of an issue? (In this regard, the distinc—

tion between mediated and unmediated 1earniﬁg.appears worth pursuing.)' Therg
seems no harm in-askiﬁg respondents why they fgel a particular issue is.im*-
portant and how they came ﬁo this opintion. Moreover, a panel study would
enable researchers to tface trends in the composition of the-issue'aéenda
:over3time.

b. The informational content of issue preferences

Despite a commendable concern with distinguishing attitudes from non-
attitudes by standard screening devices, the election studies have paid
relatively little attention to estimating the respondent's knowledge 2bout

relevant issue domains. Time constraints might be the main reason for this

inattention, but the resulting lacuna is an important one. With respect to

—

the main issues of the campaign at least, an effort should be made to probe
the respondent's level of information, as well as his interpretation of such
multifaceted issues as "affirmative action”" or "busing."

" ¢. The direction of issue preferences

Here, I have two concerns. First, the intensity of préfgrenceé as
well as their direction should be assessed. Second, énd ﬁore iﬁpoftanﬁ, ) &
Eelieve that we should go beyond simpiy assegs;ngrthe bfpad general.diréCH.
tion of policy preferences with references to a hypothetical liheralfconsef—
vativé continuum. As noted previously, thé reliance on this approach hasf
led, among other things, to systematically inflated estimates of issue con—
straint aﬁd derivatively, of ideological polarization.in the American elec—
torate. Respondents shOula be prévidcd Vith choices between several coﬂJ
crete policies——which, T suppusé, méans going back to earlier question format,

th0ugh I would hope that too cduld be improved. In addition, an effork should



be made to develop measurement techniques that confront respondents with
hard choices between realizing one of their values at the expense of others.
One suggestion here is most relevant to the issue of priorities in govern-
ment spending. A budgetary pie reflecting the‘stgﬁus qQuo mightlbe preseated
along with the invitation to rgdraw it. A similar operation could focus on

the voter's preferences concerning not the amount of his taxes but their

source.

d. The issue of public expectations

" Recent writing on political attitudes and behavior has_emphasi;ed the
role 0£ expectations in determining feelings of satisfaction or éntagoﬁism
toward‘estabiished authorities and institutiqns, Ve are fre%uently.COld tﬁat
a defect of the democ?atic process of selecting leaders is that it creétes'
incentives fo¥ politicians to promise more than they can ever deliver, thereby

raising expectations that are sure to be dashed in the long-run and that can

- -

only be met in the short-run by a heavy dose of inflation. Yet we #now'quité;~ 
litrle about wﬁat the public expects of governmenthaeither with respec£ tor
the scope of its aétivity or ﬁith respact to the attfibutes of satisfactory
performahce. This is an afea that previoﬁs election étudies have toﬁched

~on only briefly, but it is one that researchers with intereéts that go beyond
issue voting to syétem'support obviously should explore.

e. Personal experience and political response

An accumulating body of fecent étudies‘have”shown thag politicalwreSm
ponses ranging from presidential §0ting to poiitical cynicism are founded‘-
on perceptions of events'aAd ouéqoﬁes with collective significance raﬁhef_
than on reactions to one's personal situation. Put in another way, in sev-
eral contexts the.influence of self-interest, defined in terms of tangible,
rel%tively short-run conseguences for one's oun or one's family's situation_
is less significant thaa that of attitudes toward the status of Jlarger chigl

groups, including the community at laxge.




These findings both contradict conventional wisdém and raise again what Con-
verse has termed one of social science's most recalcitrant problems—-tﬁe
linkage of personal experience to political outcomes. ?he questiog.of issue
voting can be broadened fo enCOmpasé‘this concern with the conditions under
vhich the individual links his personal interests witﬁ political eVénts.

1t can be readily accepted that for many individpals the domains of private
experience and publie evénts are compartmentalized. But when are private
discon;ents politicizedé Does this vary wiﬁh the natﬁre of tﬁe discontenté,
the iﬁdividual's idéological orientation, self-esteem, the existence of
like-minded inéividuals in his social milieu; the preéence of mobilizing.
organizations or candidates? Again, previous studies provide the germ of an
answer to these quéstiOns and a set of items which can be ?efinedland éxpandad. ‘

3. Some common themes - ’ ] -

- The above remarks are not intended as either an exhaustive list of ques—

- -

tions in £he issue-voting area or as a definitive set of.answérs. They_aré,
rather, an introductory statement of concerns that Iview as quite compatible

with the thrust of'the past election studies. ASeveral common threads do,  u
however, run thrgugh this statement. First, there is a préoccupatioﬁ with
cognitive components of atfitudes. Second, there is a coﬁcefn with the pro-

cess of learning, with the stimuli that elicit ; fespondent's atﬁention to
public issues and the_sdurces of his opinion. Ih.this regard, X amfparfiég_

larlf interested in determining the role of party,‘céndidate, and other poml
tential reference gfoups 6r individuals. Hereztoo lies the importance of a

panel study that begiﬁs before the compietion of the nominabion process.

Finally, there is a conviction that we need to reassess howlwe-measure tra—
ditional concepts. On this point, as elsewhere, 1 am mérely echoing the

Sears—~Page memo. But I think I am more definite in my belief that a multi-

method approach to measuring both issue orientations and party identifica-

tion would be warranted.






