Memorandum of Interest
Conference of Issue-Voting, Rational Choice and Information Processing
It seems to me that we have paid insufficient attention to the short term

time dlmen51on regarding 1ssue voting. Although the CPS pre and post eleotlon

”-f1nterv1ews typlcally span a period of 60 to 90 days mueh of our analy515 of

- .-

1ssue votlng presumes that the perceptions of 1ssues of those voters 1nter—'

'-*v1ewed toward the beglnnlnv of the time perlod closely resemble those of votew

- 1nterv1ewed toward the end Moreover, when eomparisons of the 1mportanee of

Flssues ‘are made between electlons ‘we usually ignore whether or not the 1ssuee
under consideration were asked about during the pre-eleotion or post election
interviews. TFor instance, the question of the most important problem that
government should handle was asked before the elections of 1964 and 1968, but
after the elections of 1972 and 1976. |

Politicians,of course, campaign as though they have made the opposite
presumption. In contrast to political scientists’ they apparently belleve that
the relative.conoern that voters have for particutar issues and the oplnlone
that voters have about those issues can change over the course of an election
campaign. It is hardly accidental that Henry Kissinger announces peace is at
hand just before election day in 1972; or that a hlack ﬁreacher tries to-inte-
grate Jimmy Carter's parishlchurch in Plains, Georgia oh the iast weekend of
the 1976 campaign. Nor are John F. Kennedy's letter of support to the jailed
Martln Luther Klng, Lyndon ‘Johmson's retaliatory ralds stemmlna from the Eulf
af Tonkin incident, Hubert Humphrey's sudden calt for new peace 1n1t1at1ves in
Vietnam, or Gerald Ford's.eurprise challenge to a revival of the‘great debatee
without apparently intentional--and issue-related~-electoral cﬁnsequences.



must dellver tc Conuress.
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In the post election period, politicians also g&t as though they can in-

fluence voters® opinions about the issues of the past campaign. Not only are

winning politicians quick to interpret the "mandates™ they have just received

from the voters but many are ready to set forfh new programs to meet newly

.w1ll be released as’ “trlal halloons"f?""

prlorltles of fhe new admlnlstratlon Wlll ﬂave been sét‘f§££h-;ﬁ£1iéi;: ?'$-VE
To the extent that the politicians are correct about their abilities to
influence publié dpinion, the longer CPS interviewers remain:in fhe.field, both
before and after the election, the more likely that Qoters’pereeptions of the
importance of issues and their opinions aboﬁt those issues will change. To

some extent of course, the amount of change over tlme in the pre and post

1ect10n 1nterv1acperlods can he checked after the fact ' fdr ;nstancel the
distributions of opinions on specific issues, the Judgments of the most impﬁrn
tant problems goverﬁ%ent should handle, and the-oﬁen—ended statements of the
likes and dislikes of candidates and parties can he compared from week to week
or over some other approprlate 1nterva1 of tlme. (I am beginning.work oﬁ this,
and I expect to have some data regarding Short term variatlons in issue per-
ceptions and opinions by the time of thE'January conference), But if tlme of

. .
interview is an important variable for determining both the issues to which

voters pay the most attention and the opinions that voters have on those

issues, then the CPS study design should take time of interview into account.
i




i'?Ta subsample of respondents Just before the eleetlon and Just before the end

In particular, it would seem feasible to schedule the field work so as to
obtain interviews over predetermined successive time periods such that those
interviewed within each time period constitute a representative subsample

. of fhe entlre sample‘ Secondly, 1t would also seem advantageous to relnterv1a

-.,'

ﬁ of the 1ast post electlon tlme perlod 1n order to obtaln anofher estlmate of -
f}{#the changES, 1f any, that oceur durlng the campalgn and lﬂ the suhsequent fhre

ﬁijmonths ' Flnally, as most cltlzens get thelr day to day 1nformat10n about e

'5p011t1cs from telev151on new5casts '1t would seem advmsable to systematlcally:
monitor the major political news.items reported in the national network news-
casts over the entire interview pefiod;

At any rate, it seems to me that a thorough consideration of short term
effects on issue perceptions and opinions is in or&er before CPS plamners move

to design more sophisticated techniques for measuring issue-voting and related

aspects of voter rationality.
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