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Introducticm 

The issue related q_uestions included in past CPS American 

Election Studies do not facilitate adequate assessment of the role of 

issues in voter decl:sions. Past CPS surveys have also not been 

structured so as to maximize the analysis of the st:rtncture of political 

belief systems and their impact on political behavior. Lastly• advocates 

of rational choice theories of electoral behavior could justificably 

c~aim that it is not possible to evaluate the relative utility of 

rational choice and attitudinal theories of electoral choice using 

CPS data sets. 

Discussion of the role of. issues and evaluation of cognitive 

processes in electoral behavior has been complicated by the failure to 

distinguish between several conceptually distinct phenomena. These 

are political belief systems. value preferences. public policy prefe::·ences. 

p,o::?.·c,::lved party, candidate, and respondent iGsu,:: positions •.. and issues 

;l_n political campaigns. Development of app:i:-opriute theories and their 

evalua t:ton req_1.1ires conceptual clarity and adequate neasurement of each 

Hen.S7..tre=ient of se.11cnt Issue::; 

'l'hc role of i:wueo in voter choice can be assessed correctly only 

if votei-s are pi-ovided wl th an opportunity to express freely their issue 



concernr;. The neasures included in the 1976, 1974, and earlier 

CPS Ar.:1erican election studies do not obtain adequate issue measures, 

regardless of whether one attempts to use the fixed alternative agree-

• disagree; questio!ls, co.nments coded from candidate like and dislike 

assessnents by the voters, the most important national problem questions, 

or the seven po.int issue proximity seal es. The problems in measuring 

issue nreferences presented by the agree-disagrre quest1ons have been 

considered elsewhere and will not be discussed here, (See Kessel, 1972; 

Sullivan, :Piereson, and Harcus, forthcor;i_ing; Hargolis, 1977) 

It is unlikely that either the most important problem,or the 

candidate like and dislike questions Will elicit valid campaign issue 

and policy preference resPonses. Responses can regard something as a very 

imPortant national problem but that problem may not become a campaign 

issue which enters into thelr voting decision. The problem may be one 

on Which politicians and voters agree, e.g.• no one is in favor of crim·-, 

Secondly, something may be· seen as an important nat.ional problem; such as 

high unemployment, yet it does not personally touch the voter or his or 

her family and does not appear likely to do so, and the lack of personal 

sal~nce results in the problem not being an issue to the voter. 

c ndidate like/dislike questions are also not likely to obtain issue 
" • 

responses; by their nature they draw :forth party related or candidate 

person.al qualities and experiences reponses. (This is tx'Ue of congressiona] 

as well as of presidential election choices.) 

The limitations of the issue proximity questions as currently 

used in the CPS questionnaire raust also be acknm-1le~tged. The issue 

proximity questions do permit measurement of the voters' perceived 

relative distance from candidates and :IRrt:les with. reference to the 

specified ism.1.es. However, the issue proximity questions do not perm1t 

adequate measureraent of issue salience. Hiller and 1':iller (1977) have 

argued that the phrase "or have you not thou5ht much about that" which 



; 

occurs at the end of the issue pro:z:lnity questions is a measu:re o:f lscrue 

S"'1J. ence. It ls not a measure of issue salience, but instead 1s a 

11easure of awareness of the issue. 

The model of issue impact on electoral choice usually :presented 

in the literature asserts that for an issue to be important to u voter· 

in vote choice decisions, the voter nu.st be aware of the :tssue,the 

issue must be salient to the voter, the voter must perceive candidate and/ 

or party differences on the issue, and the voter must believe tt, .. :;d~ 

government action can have sone effect in resolving the 1ssue. • Questions 

must be asked which make possible assessment of the extent to i'lhich all 

four conditions are present. 

Since researchers can legitimately be interestecl in the 1ssue 

proximities and other characteristics of a set of icsues other than those 

wl th which the voter is most concerned, continuation of the practice of 

• a -in,.o; the voter to indicate perceived issue positions of self.' candidates 

and parties is appropriate, provided that adequate measures cf related 

factors, such as saliency and percelved government poliGy; are as:ked. 

However, the true impact of issues on voter choice cannot be adequately 

ucsessed until the voter is given·an opportunity to state the issues 

wl th which he or she is concerned, indicate the relative distance which 

the voter perceives between his or her own preferences on those 1ssu.es·;­

and the perceived issue positions of the candidates and p."lrties; and 

indicate whether the relevant level of e;over=ent is perceived as being 

capable of affecting conditions relative to these issues, 

Evt?.luation of the role of issuec in vot:;:ns requires neasurement of 

the change over time in voter issue positions and voter assessments of 

cr -11date issue ponlticns. Heasurement of issue positions should there:fore 

bes:l.n much carl:l.er in the ca.r;ipaif;n, pre:ferably before the :first pr1nar1es. 



The Assessment of Political Belief Systems 

Poli ticnl belief systems, are conceptually distinct from 

policy preferences or campaign issue stands and 1·rould be better 

evaluated if they were measured in a. systematic fashion using a 

method designed e:x:plicitly for the eva1utlon of belief systems. 

Underlying the method discussed here ls the assumption that both 

the content e.nd structure of political belief systems merit our 

attention. Furthermore, we need to assess at least three elements 

of belief system structure. These are (1) dimension~lity: the number 

of dimensions which characterize an 1ndividu9.l 1 s political belier 

system; { 2) the degree of artlculatioi: present in each of the 

dimensions; { 3) the extent to which belief sys tens are hierarchically 

organized. Logically• various numbers of dimensions will be present 

in the belief systeos of different individuals; although patterns 

and explanations for these patterns can undoubtedly be developed. 

Some individuals may make very refinecl judgements using different 

dimensions in relation to political objects, while for others the 

articulation of some or all political bell)ef systeo dimensions would be 

quite limited. Finally some individuals may have a very complex 

hierarchically structure to their political belief systems, while 

others do not. Converse (1964) implied a one dimensional structure 

reflects political sophistication in a political belief system, 

while Lane {1973) implies the contrary, with political sophisticates 

have a multi-dimensional political belief system. 

Unfortunately, both conceptual and measurement proble2s have 

limited assessment of political belief systems. As a preliminary 

suggestion,- a method developed for personality assessment in psycholog;y 

--. will be described; experimental studies would be necessary to asses it 

utility to measure political belief systems, but it merits consideratio 



A cognitive systeo or belief sy5te!11 could be ,labelled complex in struc­

ture if it contains a relatively lar(!e number of hi('.hly articulated constructs 

vi.lich are intesrated hierarchically in a relatively extensive ;1:ittern of 

interrelationships. As this definition inplies, the study of political belief 

systems should then focus on the relative mr:iber of construct,:; in a cor,nitive 

aystem-the dee;ree of co(;Ilitive differentintion--and the relative deeree of 

hi!:!rarchic::-.1 o.::·ganization--the intec;ration--of the coe.;ni'ti-ve system. fuialysis 

of the ,1 i.mensions of cognitive structure can also focuc on the t:ri;,es of con­

;,tructs used in co•.1struing political objects and the degree of discrinination 

or articulation vithin each dinension or const"ruct used. A more coc:nitively 

complex person would both be expected to use more dimensions in construing 

political elenents and to mal,e more refined Judc;ments, usine. nore distinct 

cateeories, in applyinG a particular construct to riolitical obJects. The 

hiere.rchical organization of cognitive systems can also be evuluateu in tc:r;as 

of the deeree of" concreteness e..'1cl ab,;traetne93 present. Harvey (1965) 

further refines this into consideration o.f th2 cln.ri ty-D.J.-:-:bir;ni ty, ,.coo1partmenta•­

li,oo.tion-integro;t .. :ton, and centraJ.ity-pe-,;-1:r,berality of coc;ni.tive systems. 



In the Role Construct 1:tpertory Test (R~p Test) devised by c~orgc Kelly (1955) -

to cval1.1ate constructs t1se<l in c>sseseoi f ~~~ • ~ ng occupants .o • partiCllllir roles, tl1e 

indiv id.ual is provided, With a v.1ried !ict of di.ffcrcnt roles nncl 

asked to assign names to the rolE:s. Then the indi.v:f.<lual is either asked to 

select three roles or assit71ed three roles £?.ncl rC'{UCstecl to indic2.te so:ne 

• im;,orte.nt uay in which t·.ro of them are similar nnd one is different. In this 

;,!ini1'1= Context Form of the "Rep" Test, the process i3 repeated, usinr; 

different combinations of roles, either for all ro'.Le cor.ibinations or for a s"t 

nunber of co□binations. Other forms of the Re,p 'l'est have also been developed. 

The roles presented to the subjects m,d the construc:tsJeliciterl fror.: thee! 

can be organized and presented i.n the form of a r,rid. This erid method for 

use in evalua.tins cognitive structure through ~assessing the nc.turc of personal 

constructs used and their structure is essentig,lly a sortin~ tech.riique:. l:hici1 

provides n matrix which can be an2.lyzei:l 1J.sin8 a "t_rr:.ricty of stntiStical tech--

niq_ues. This grid forr.i can be adapted for. use in 12:r-ge s~alc resea~ch p.roJ ~cts 

examininc; the nature of' political belief' systems. In a ;.::-n1.;r;J.lization or"' the 

grid method, the elements placed in the coltm:is :rny be, political leaders, roles, 

institutions, events, issues, or policies, and the constructs are placed in the 

rovs of the ro.a:trix. As ori~inally tlelrclop-~d by Kelly, scorine is binary, with 

a zero assigned to each cell" of the matrix uhere the ee1erger,t polQ of the 

construct is not used in construing a role_ and ,: one assigned when the emergent 

pole is used. (In Kelly's terminology, an emergent pole is the one which 

encompasses the greater proportion of the percc,i ved coc1te>:t of the construct.) 

Other scoring systeo.s are often used: these include ra.riking o:r 111 

ele!:lents froiri one to n,, ~:it~1 O!le CLssisned to the elcrr.ent ,1hich has more o! the 

emerGent characteristic of the construct and n assic;ned to the ele1w~nt tihich has 

the, leu::;t. 

,... .... , 



Pro1Jctbly :ao:-e u3eful in political science is a seven point r::ttinG sculel 

const1·uct, 0 as a neutral poi!lt, and a -3 represent in.,; maxim= quality of the 

other· pole o:f the construct. To illnstrdc, if political leader::; m,re beir:g 

evaluated using a construct e;rid, constr1.1cts such as honest-dishonest, ,.,,.ise­

fo,:>lish, S:!!art-stu;,id, friendly to labe>r--unfrienc:Uy to l<tbor, !~eeps his 

election co;:u:iitr"tents--does not keep his election com:nitr.!ents nip.;ht. be usecl by 

individuals. For example, \ising the construct honest-clishon-2st, a +3 nigh~· be 

assignc,d to Gerald Ford and a -3 to Richc:.rci Hixon by an individual. 

By reg_uestir.,; the persons being surveyed to su1,ply the constructs by 

uhich t'.1e political obJe;:,ts are beinc ev2.luated, the beliefs important to them 

in assessinz these politiccl objects are beinrr tapped. Such e. method has 

obvious advantc>ges over the lik,e-dislike dichoto:;iy us1cd i!l the election studies 

to assess parties:;. issued~ and candidates., O!" in }JUblic opinion studies to 

obtain ev2.luations of issued, canU.ic12.tes :t political leaders =>c und political· 

parties. The problcR with the grid metl~od of obtaining in::liv:tdua.ls' coGstructs; 

of course, is that the less articulate 1~:-1-.Y not respond to such a :request in a 

y:ianner which pemits n.deq_uate assessment of thei!' political belief zyster:1s. 

Ex!)eril'lental studies> usine the co:1pn.rative method of the Hep Tt!st, 

could be :.ised to ootain a set of constructs. For exa;nple, persons could be 

askc,d to indicate a.none; a set of three issues two which are sit1ilar in 

sorue important uay and to indicate how thosce two dif.fer fro:n the thir,: issue-

The process could 1,e repeated a number of times per individual for di:f:fere::rt 

conbination3 of st:veral issued to obtein the dimensions throu.gh '7hich the 

individual evaluates policy issues. Re-peu.tinr; the process over n representative 

S::J!lll)le of" cit:tzens vould p::r-ovifJ.e a set of construct8 to 1Je used. in creatinr; a 

:policy issu>2s co!1struct instrument which coula.. be used in survey rese~rch. 

'fhus, the alternative is to supply a set of constru~ts fonr1d throilgh 

p:relirulna:ry research to be appropri.c.te for ccnstruinr; th~ ty;:,e of politicfll 
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elei.:ient of intc~est in the resc.:~rch. Since incli vidtu.-tJj; r!.S:liGn so!ue dct_;i·ee of 

sho.red mec:L.r1ine to ,.,,-orJ.s, a bards for crnriparison exists. One n::::s\L~es> o!' course" 

that the supplied constructs represent tl,e :no:,t sicni:ficant dimecsions of' the 

individuals' belief' systems. Om, might ,ir;_;;ue thc.i; this is corr~rary to the 

individuality corollary, which assert!: that inclividmus dif:fer in their con­

struction of o·ojects. (Crockett, 1965) Eoweyer, the use of a rankinr; :.;ystem 

of scoring constructs permits assess:t.1ent of tleeree of diffcr-=nce in using the 

specified constructs to evaluate politic3.l objects, and the scorinr; syste>:t 

;,errnits indicating that an object is not viewed in terr.is of a particular 

construct. 

Use or the grid construct ranking r-J.ethod would pennit ~ssessffient o:f the 

extent to which di:fferent policies a.re evalu2.ted in terms o:f the Hame constructs; 

one would expect ri.ore cot3r;.itive complex. person to use more di.f'f'erent constructs 

and to assign Ji:f:ferent scores of a parti.culur construct to clif":fercnt policies. 

On the other hand, one.would ex~>ect a co,',nitively less co!!:plex person to use 

fever constnicts and to be r.iore lil:ely to apply fewer rankinf,8 of' a construct 

to different policy is,;ue. Use of a c;rid me:i.sUTersent method would also permit 

far more refined assessmer1t of' the nature of beliefs used in evaluating 

political leaders than the simple therm:m,eter 8cale now use_d in the Center for 

Political Studies electio,:i studies. (Bennett, 197 5; Conway, 1977) 

One alternative to the use of the cricl 11etho:i of evtluictint; coenitive 

structure which has been used in politiCCJ.l belie:f sy:stem research is the 



Individual Difference Scaling tec'miq>.te ( I:(!)SCAL) developed by Carroll a:-id Ci1s.:iii 

(1970). INDSCAL is a multi-dir::ensiono.l sc.,.lin,' se~hniquc w:1ich cv:tluat.es the 

di..7nensions tm.derlying paired CO!!.p~riso~ jud,:;ments. JHDSC/-.L does r1akc pcssibl~~ 

evalu3.tion of individu3.1 cognitive structu!'.'e, \.1Cit(l:iir_1t1 .t!u~ dirr.enzion::; ror each 

individual in the ScL'llple on the ba3is of the varia..nce explained, but the 

dinensio:-is used are those derived from analysis of the total sample,. I!-!!)SCAL 

can thus identify both the cognitive dic1ensions co:c,c1on to a group nnd t!1c 

variutions U.'ilong individuals within the c,roup on those, ,Hir.ensions. 'J'his tec'1-

nique has been limited use in research relevant to ciuestions 0f interest in 

:political science (Wish, Deutsch, and Biener, 1970; '-iarcus, '.i.'abb, nnd Sullivan, 

1974; J'lckson end >Iercus, 1975) 

In co:npari3on to .the :,;ricl method, certain limitations are evident. I!mSCAL 

is cuc-1bersone to use, requirin5 paired. cor11parison .i1FJc:mcnts b:::tw·een all possible 

psiirs or the stiL'luli presented; for exnmple, in t~1e study by .Jackson and ! !arcus:, 

15 stiMuli were used, requirin~ 105 prdred cor!tp2.ris0ns. · In t!1at study, sub,jects 

were o.sl~ed to evclu2.te both th2 similarity of the two stir.-,,11i Md the one the 

subject i_}refcrrecl. The large a.-r.ount of data f:cth~.r.-nted. frori this techniqa~ and. 

the limits pluced by existin,; co,~pc1ter soft,rn,·e and 1;cner;:,lly available ,1-'.l.rd•w.rc 

h'.l.ve -res;Jlted in E'DSCAL use bein:; feasible only with sm-1.ll s:1,,1.:_:,lcs. In usir.r; 

EmSCAL, the stinuli are :presented to the suh,Ject by the researcher. In 

contrast,. in the grid method, the constructs r...ay be either those sueg:.~sted by 

the subject or those :presented to th,s: subj cct,; U.)' the ;i.nvestiE;::,.tor. 



Retrospective and Prospective JudgementfJ, Contextual Variables, and Vote 

choice 

One aspect of ism.ie related vot1n5 1·1h1.ch needs more attention 

is the effect of retrospective or prospective judgements on voter choice, 

.Again, conceptual and methodological problems t10.y have :\.n:peded the 

analysis of the effects of. these variables. An examination of 

longitudinal research which e:ciploys such variables as cJ:langing economic 

conditions (measured by either changes in absolute levels or in rates of 

change in such variables as unemployment, inflation, or per capita 

income) indicates that a nunber of studies find these variables haye 

considerable explanatory power in accounting for aggregate electoral 

outcomes, such as the percentage of congressional seats won or the 

proportion of the total vote won, {Com1ay ancl Wyckoff• 1977b) However, 

these aggregate data studies focus on explaining residual variance 

after re;:noving the long term party vote effect. In contrast, research 

employiv..g economic conditions or government performance assessment 

variables in survey data based analyses of individual vote choice 

in congressional elections :find no or only weak effects of these variables 

on vo+;e choice (Conway and Wyckoff. 1977a; Conway and Wyclrnff, 1977b) 

However, Niller and Hiller (1977) report weak or moderate effects 01' 

an economic perfor:roonce assessment variable on candidate evaluations in 

the 1976 presidential race, 

The questions employed may be too vaguq to tap adequately the 

direct effects of econofiliC conditions and general evaluations of 

gwernment management of the economy and of other areas of public 

policy. on indiyidual vote choice, 'rhe 1·,ords used may not get the sa11e 

rei::;ponse pattern as would more specific language such as the "cost; o:f 11v1r 



Have evalut:l.o:ns been i;Dde of tho respon::;e patterns to aJ.ternat:l.ve 

question wordings? Furthernore, vote choice may be j_n:rluenced substantially 

y contextual effects. For e:rn.::iple, a voter Hight not personally be 

worse off financially than a year a;:,o. but r1,:1:l.n5 uner:iployment • 1n the 

voter 1 s place of res.ldcnce or the industry ln Hhich he or she is 

employed might outweigh the voter's 1·elat:l.ve personal current fin.ancial 

condition ln influencing vote choice, Ho1·rever, adequate m.ea.rmres 

of these contextual variables (as perceived by the voter) are not 

included in the CPS survey instruments. 



Footnote 

The key component Hhich channels behavior in Kelly's Personal 

construct Theory is the construct: a construct is o. way of viewing 

persons, objects; or events S'l.lCh that some thi?gs are seen as similar 

in ,,.c,me fashion yet different fro!ll other persons, objects, or events. 

The constrast must be relevant, with a limited range of applicability. 

Thus, objects may be compared on a number of relevant, non-global 

dimensions. A construct is not a class of objects or an abstraction 

of a class, but a bi-polar scale or reference axis. 
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