Rescarch Hemorandum for the Conference on Issue Voting,
Cognitive Processes and Rationality.

J. Paul Johnston
Undversity of Alberta, Canada

Students of politics have long been concerned about the role that
issues play in conditioning the political judzments people make and aboutb
the extent of their impact in that regard with respect to such forms of
collective decision-making as occur in elections. The study of Missue
voting" is but one, particular manifestation of that more general. concearne
However, in as much as it is a manifestation which kas been given consider—
able attention by researchers, it offers a convenient base from which we
might learn about the more general aspects of the psychology of politics
connected with the broader area of concern. Hence, the progress vie make in
studying issue vobting can be thought to have a spécial salience'and, for
precisely this reason, the suggested conference on "“Issue voting, cogrnitive
processes, and raﬁionality" should probably be so structured in conbent as
to deal with the narrower matter of issue voting in a manner ihat embeds its
consideration in a context which serves to address these broager guestions
as wells In any event, it is in that spirit that I have sel out the content
of this pemorandum offering my snggestions as to whaé sorts of guestions ve
ougnt fruitfully consider at such a conference. ' '

Vhat might be taken as the “basic problem" confronted by students
of issue voting can be conveniently broken dovm into four Vsub-problem areas.
First, there is the task of estimating the extent to which a person's under-
standing of politically relevant issues and his attitudinal reaction to them
conditions his behavioral responses to campaign situations and stimuli and.,
in particular, his choices among the specific alternatives voted on in elec-—
tions and referenda. Second, there is the question of investigating the
varions forms which this conditioning effect may take and the range of regs—
- ponses associated typically with each form. Next, there is the matier of
determining the mechanisms through which such conditioning effects occur, an
undertaking which, hopefully, would see the specification of these mechanisms
in terms vhich embed them in a theorctical framework consistent wiih vhat is
known more generally about the individual psychology of human behavior,_ Cnly
in this manner will we be able to foriulate an understanding of the psychology _

of issue voting which is firmly grouaded. Finally, we need to evaluate the
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aggregative 1mpact of issus voting vithin the opﬂratlon of the collective
decision processes through vhich social choices are magde at a macro-level
in politics,.

The meua—theoretlcal framevorls implicit in this partltloﬂlno of vhat
I have called the Ybasic problea confronted by students of issue voting pro-
vides a means of evaluating whers we have progressed. in dealing with the seve-
ral matters connected with this general enterprise. MHoreover, it also of”ers
& convenient orgenizational dsvice for the purposes of specifying a research
agenda with regord to future work in the area. In making my remarks in vhat
follows here, inclusive of the specific proposals offered, I have.attempted
to use the framework in this fashion. Indeed, a2s an initial yroposal, I woﬁld
suggest that it be considered as an organizing device fof categorizing the
kinds of questions to bes addressed by participants in the Janvary conference.
It is my opinion that all of the various topics which were mentioned as poten-
tial foci of interest in the memorandun announcing the conference can be con-
veniently Placed in one or the other of the four sub-problen areas detailed
above and thereby evaluated in terms of the central concerns definitive of _
whichever category contains ite. Thus, as an organiziﬁg &evice, oy framevork
could prove gquite useful, L

In overview fashion, one might safely say that the modern study of
issue votlng began in the mid-1930's, its main research themes having been set

by the positions set out in such seminal early works as Voting, The Voter

Decides, An Economic Theory of Democracy, and Tue American Vober. Huch of the

‘research in the area conducted since that era has folloved in the Miraditions®
associated with these earlier publications and their authors. I think it is
correct to say that each of the books cited here has something to offer on eacn
of the sub-problem areas I have delineated previously. However, &t seemns to ne
equally accurate to describe the main emphasis--the Whottom line't interest-—in
each as falling within the fourth sub-problem area, and understindably so in as
much as political choice is a collective enterprise and, hence, has its great—
est significance for students of politics in its collective manifestatiors.

| I vould like to pursuc this last observation somewhat furthér, for X
believe it carries important implications about the way we have approached the
study of issue voting-~implications X believe to be central to some of the Par-

ticular methodologzical problems we should discuss at the Jonuary conference.
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As 1 have previously noted, cach of the four early najor works I have
cited contains some discussion of specific matters in each of the three sub~

problem areas in my orgenizing frameworks Indeed, .Yoting and The Anerican

Voter offer discussions of these matters vhich I repgard as p_rtlcularlj inpor—
tant and useful in the study of issue votlng. Yet, I find it interesting and
significant that each discussion of these matters--with the exception of that

found in Anthony Downs', An Economic Theory of Democracy--is couched in terms

which reflect the authors'® more salient interests in the collective response
to issues in an electoral situation rather than the range of differences among
individual voters' responses in that context. The language used in these dis
cussions emphasizes the average, the modal, or the typical response found in
prev1ously specified aggregates of voters. The individuality of response so
characteristic of human judgoent end perception (see, for example, Tucker, 196%;
Gulliksen, 196k; and Chwchman and Eisenberg, 1964) as studied eleewhere is
little in evidence in these discussions. Yet, we now know from these other
areas of research within psychology propexr that there exd.st wide variations in
individual psychological responses found in a considerably wide range of exper
iential contexis. I see no reason why one should not expect similar individual
differences in responses to issues taken as situationally located stimuli, dif-
ferences which occur in such aspects of psychological response as.the content,
direction, consistency, latency, and amplitude (see Coombs, 1954¢, 1978) of
responses of attitudinzl, perceptugl, or judgmental fofma "Since 1 believe the
question of individual differences in response to issues has largely been con-
tinued in subsegusnt research on issue voting'followinw on these earlier tragdgi-
tions, I think this question--and the methodological implications which follow
from it--should be given serious consideration in setting out the agenda for
the January conference. In particular, we need to consider which aspscts of
individual responses to issues are most important to our concerns and in whai
manner ve can tz ap them through the kinds of survey research deglgna that will
be used in the national election studies to be conducieds

In making these last proposals, I realize thal some--perhaps Py -
researchers in the field will undoubtedly throw up their hands in rock despera-
tion at the prospect of moving to a truly individual level of analysis which i~

52 heavily couched in psychological terms. To them, I would offer the following

=1

counter-argumant: If it proves true that the bases of response to a parulcular
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drawing broad comparative inferences and conclusions abou$ the result.

issue, token as a stimulus, vary widelj among individual volers, then vhatever
neasures of typical response we use for describing the beha&ior of aggregates.
of voters nay be seriously compronised in their meanings; In essence, we nay
well be faced with the proverbizl problem of grouping apples with oranzes and
Oux

only means of circuaventiing this problem, short of actually investigating the

(¥
ronge of individual differences vhich may exist, would seem to be thet of
specifying a paxrticular, circumscribed dimension of response to be used by
respondents in reacting to these stimuli. Toat strategy is, for &)l practical
purposes, vhat ve have conventionally done in practice in designing previous
survey studies of issue voting. We have treated issues as thougn they wers
unitary phenomena toward which individuals respond in some specified, wunidi-
mensional fashion. %hus, we treat an issue like racizl segregation, as well as
policies devised to deal with the probiem at the root of the issue, as though
it were not multifaceted in character, offering different featurez of‘saliance
in varying degrees to different people. Here, I am spesking mainly about our
operational treatment of such an issue and I wani to emphasize that f#ct, Lox
it seems to me that our theoretical discussions of ‘zm issus are often set'out
in viays that do take into account the multifaceted chavacter it and the policy
response o it takes., In that respect, our operationzl definitions do not in

many- cases provide a good £it to the conceptual definitions we mean to employ

“at a theoretical level in explaining the results of our research.

This last point raises a broader question which I feel we should also
take up at the conference: the matter of the stinulus conplexity of issues and
its implicabions for research design and the design of measurement instruments,

In this context, it is interesting that the convenors of the conference have

- hit vpon the theme of emphasizing cognitive processing of information about

issues, lMost of the research on cognitive processes which takes an information
processing approaéh to the topic either dmplicitly oxr explicitly cmphasizés tha
complexity of stimuli and stimulus arrays. For example, a stiwulus such as the
word ﬁjackpof” in a verbal learning and memory study, or a proposition of rea-
sonably simple sentential form as might be used in a study of psycholingwistic

semantics, is conventionally treated as a rather comnlex stimus.(see, for

exenmple, Bower, 1975; Rappoport and Summers, 1973; Warr and Xnapper, 1968.).
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If the single word, "jackpot', an exasple used by Bower {1975) in discussing
strategies for encoding information about a stimulus, is a complex stirmulus
(and also a compound one), how much more so is the event ( a Ymacro-event!)
"Wietnam War'l! The sane might be sald of Yinflation," "unemployment,"
"racial discrimination,' “big government,” and the whole retinue of issues
vhich we have tried to research with respect to their conditioning of a per-
son's voting behavior. In short; if we wish to make ssrious use of the work
on cognitive processes carried out in the information»processing perspective,
we need to consider the complexity of issuves as stimuli, to h;nh care;ully
‘about the range of discriminable facets which may go together in making up
the compound form of sore issue as a stimulus and about the organizational
arrangements and varlabmons in sucn con;lguratlonu which mlghﬁ be reflected -
in uhe perception of such an issue and the further processing of information
encoded in the perceptual stage of processings. Ve may well find, as has beer
the case in some psycholozgical research of this kind, that the lineaxr forms of
combination so yavored in our construction of "indices' (see Mie, Verba and
Petrocik, 1975) is less appropriate to this particular perspective on matiers,
That, of coufse, is largely still an empirical mattgi, but if we do not decide
to collect data vhich sample the range of facets potentially connected vith a
given issue or policy area, ve may never have the opportunily of answering
questions oi this kind. | _ |
Since an undertaking of the kind alluded in the last few sentences
would require fairly detailed examination of individual responses to any one
issue or policy area, there are obvious design limitations on the range of
issues or policy areas we might efficiently and economically explore in any
given survey. It might be adviseable to look at only two such issues in any
one instance and to bollect infornation about the overall salience (in en ag-
gregate sense) of a larger set of issuves vhich we could use to rotate new
issues into subsequent surveys in a linked-pair fashion across surveys. 1In
fact, if a panel design were used which incorporated some form of balanced,
incomplete block design with regard to the presentation of different linked
pairs for different sub-samples of respondents, e mignt be able to cover a -
wider range of issucs in this detailed examination format. Ve would probably.
want to use a similar strategy, employing poired-comparison judgienis of the

salience of different isoscues or policy areas covering a fairly large number
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of such areas so as {o allow a multidiucasional analysisrof the aggrezate

issue salience space at any one time point, again interlinking this across
panel waves in a systematic fashion so as to allow the location of new or
different issues rotated into the set by reference to those retained over two
or more vaves. . The aggregate, or groun, space veuld provide a “frame" within
which we might cxplore individual differences in response to salience of these |
issues through use of such mulbidimensional scaling techniguzs as the Carroll-
Chang method (see Carroll and Chang, 1970; Carroll, 1972). ‘Balanced, inceom--
plete block designs and the linked—-palr versions of suchk designs in yelired—-
comparison methodology are described in David (1962 and in any number of
experinmental design texts. In setting out such a strategy, I would expect we
vould wvant to coordinate the particular linked pairs of issues for detailed
examination on any one instance with the particular block of (or subset of
issues a particular group sub-sample was ito Judge in regard to relative sali-
ence. It might even be the case thal an innovative sample design could even
incorporate such contextual effects as are associated with regional or with
urban~rurzl differences in residence mnong the respondents. It seems cleax,
hovever, thot any such strategy as I have outlined here would‘require a quite
complicated sampling design end the inmplications of thalt fact would also be
inportant matters to be conszidered an deciding about its feasibilitye.

There are three collateral points I would want to make next in corn-—
nection with matters raised in fhe previous paragraphe. First, it seems very
important to me that we need to comsider the "salience' qguestion as an impor-
tant part of whatever further analysis we do with regard to the impact of is-
sues and their conditioning effects on voting behavior. Almost all Serious
information~processing based discussions of cognition that. havs been put for-
vard in recent years have given considerable emphasis to atfentional mgéb;nisﬁs
of the kind involved in the salience guestion. lMoreover, it seens clear to me
that this is a matter of notable importange to researchers who have engaged in
the continuing debates about the significance of issue votinge In this regard,
werneed to recognize that judsgments of this kind (and, indeed, perhaps of all

kinds) are relative, often reguire information integration, and reflect the

kind of perceptual nrocassing of environnental cuss described by Brunswick in

his Yprobabilistic functionalism avoroach to perception (see Birnbzum, 1975).
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Thus, we nee@ not only to look at seis of issues but to do so in terms of asking-
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,for reasonably simale kinds of comparatmvu Judguent tmskd, such as are used
in paired-comparisons methods, This, then,is my second collateral point: tqht
ve need to vecognize these feabtures of Judgzental responses end design our
neasurement methodology ito accomodate them. An imnediate implication of this
point rmay be that our conventional kinds of survey itenms vhich usually call
for absolute judgments of a single stimulus type are not likely to be of nuch
use in an information-processing aporoach to the cognition of issues wnless
we employ them is ways which allow the derivation of stimulus-~coumparison kinds'
of data at some later stage of enzlysis. Indeed, Parducci {1965, 1970 and
Birnbaum {1975) have argued thal such absolute judgmenis sre actusally relative
in character, depending on or being judged relative to the context or the stin-
wlus array involved, In as much as we fail to specify ruch in the vay of con-—
text in our survey itens of this kind, ve open the possibility of the respon-
dent supplying his ovm.contextual basis in reaction to the ambiguity or vague-
ness of that presented hims Clearly, the mean+nv of such judgments in terms
of the individual's response is effective_y hidden from the researcher i=n such
circumstances. HMowever, Irom en information processing approach to the cogni-
tion of issues, such meanings are exactly the kind ofﬁinformation we would £in
of interest in studying issue votings _

My third, and fin=l, collaberal point is one which, thoﬁgh cqllateral
'is in my mind one of tremendous importance. Xt is simply that, on ny obsexrva—
tion, the kinds of substantive maiters we are now interested in studying with
reference to the issue voting problem (and other arsas of voting behavior) have
reached a level of complexity such thait we require data of a form nol Iikely
to be forthcoming in a satisfactory manner fron conventional kinds of survey
designse Conseqguently, we need to explore methodelogical innovations in the .
area of survey design which night succeed in meeting these needs. It is my
ovn view that we should seriously explore the possibiliiies of incorporating
features of experimental design in selting out our survey designs. Indeed, oy
suggestions about the possible use of balanced, incompletzs bleck design fea-
tures in collecting data on individual perCeptual ond judgmental responses to
issues arc a reflection of this view. I think the conference would benefit
from a discussion of such matierse _

My comments thus far have focussed ¢n the individual differences prob ™

len and the stimus complexdty problen in dealing wilh the percaption of =
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issue or a set of issues and the higher-order processing of information cnceded
at the perceptual stage of cognitive processinge 'I have tried to point out the
very complicated,; almost molecular madels of informetion-processing that are,
in my experience, characteristic of this approach to the study of cognition in
psychclogical theory and research. ‘This characteristic is illustrated infthe
following diagram, taken from Bower (1975), which specifies the memory storage

of a simple statement in terms of an implied conceptual structure.

TESTERCAY

FIGURE 7 Diagramt of the associntive structure st up in memory io cncods the
conceptunl content of “Fido bit a gir] yesterday, so Bil shat him.” The arrows” are
Iabzled associations (relations). The definition of bitr is also shown, Definitions and

knowledge about cach concept js not shown {o reduge clutter.

Ve need to give careful attention to assessing whether we wish to engage in a
research enterprise of the complexity and probable expense that“woulé be 2asSOC—
iated with a reésonably-fuli exploifation,of such a théoratical paradigm. I
believe that we must ultinately explore issue voting in theSeAﬁerms,_but I an
not as certain that the series of national_election studies vnder consideration
is thé conﬁext for that effort. It might be possible to look at particular,
circunscribed aspects of the approach in a relatively linited igshion, say,
with respect to one or two central issues. The salience issue.is certainly

one that is more tractable and probably could be managed in the ztudies being

. > ”~ hd — W1
planned. The other matters, or forus of cognitive processing, such as concept
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formation, conceptual structure, memory storage and retrieval, and probles—
solving operations connected with issue voting, present very difficuli netho-
dological problems given our traditional means of studying voting behaviors

If an attempt is made to study these aspects, it would likely he more prudent
to do so in carefuvlly selected contexts, possibly state-level electionz, and
& limited selection of issues which might be dealt with in sonme dépth. An
on-going series of limited, small-scale pilot studies of a panel design foxm
might serve such purposes if it could be done as a spin-off of the larger,
national election studiese

While I have focussed my general and svecific comments on the area
of the perception of issues and of conceptual structure aspects of storaze of
information encoded from perception, I should point oul that nmost, if not a1l
of my comments carxy over to a treatment of rational judgment vhich could he
given firm grounding in the information-processing approach to cognitive opexr—
ations. There are a number of ilmplications which seem to me to follow from
this observation which are pertinent to the rational choice models of issue
voting, particularly those couched in temms of spatial analysis. I believe
these to be similarly pertinent matters in connection with the conference in
as nuch as its theme stresses both the information-processing zpproach and
the rationzl judgment guestion. In whalt follows here, I coumsient on these int-
plications. . ‘

First, I would like to say that I regérd the rational choice approach,
as coupled with spatial analysis, to have been one of the most helpful heuris-
tic innovations in the study of issue voting. ﬁonetheless, its value lies, in
my viewy; again with the area of predicting collective cholces in the agsregate
cases I find this situztion ironic, since the rational choice model is speci--
fically addressed to individual-level analysis: that is,AitriS a nodel of the
individualts choice behavior. Yet, a@piicafions of tne wodel have not really
paid much attention to modelling the psychological task confronling an indivi-

dual in responding to issues as cues pertinent to the voting choices he might

later make. Hence, an understanding of the joint individual-task model of -+ -

performance in this regard in not aveilable. That is, we need to recognize

that, =zs Dawes has claimed (1975), there is a model involved here that treats

oy

the requirements of successful task performance and the specification of indie-.

vidual response jointly. In essencc, We are modelling the taslk presented to
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the individual wnile we are at the same time modelling the set of psychiologi-~
cal processes which underlie his responsc. These two efforts are linked to—
gether as a kind of "behaver-tasi! system through the response-evoking contexta
They seem to operate as a kind of symbiotically organized system. Thus, if
properly designed and executed, modelling the task appropriztely will vrovide
infocrmation aboult the model of psychcological processes wnderlying tae bzhavior.
If we ook at the way in which the "task! is modelled in epplication
of the rational choice/spatial analysis approach, we see that it actually pro-
vides us little information about the other kind of modele Indeed, it seéms
that the underlying behavior processes model is presused ab the outset in a
number of applications. For example, the spatial approach implies thalt some
form of comparative judgment is made arong the issue puéitions taken by candi-
dates and that preferred by the voter in regard to some policy matter. Bub,
we hardly ever present the task to the our reSpondents in that fashion. Ve
usually attempt to have the respondent rate each candidate separately with
respect to how Yclose! his position on a policy matter is to thalt taken by the
respondent. We then treat these judgments as though they involved a compari-
son between two or more candidates with respect to the respondent's position.
Even though we make that comparison for him in owr ;halysis of the datz, ve
have no evidence that he actually did so, or even that he was capable of doing
50e.. In essence,.ve have presumed that these judgments involve such o comparisone

Similarly, we treat the task of using cues about issues to inform one's

self about vhat would be an appropriate voling response as though voters did it

in separate fashion, perhaps even in seriatim fashion, for each of a nuzber of
separate issues. The "issue space' is concerned with a single issue in each
instance and, usually, is uwnidimensional in form. Hence, we are saying, at
least implicitly, that each voter responds to cach issue or policy acea only
in terms of gradations of response to one aspect of that issues moreover, we
also imély that the same asvect is singled out by all voters in the aggregates

over which we make our predictions. In short, we have ignored hoth tne matier

‘of stimulus complexity and relativity of judgmental response and the matier of

individual differences in attentional salience and perceived character of the
issue or issuss involvede

An issue domzin like "Vietnzm unr' and the relalted policy questions
associated with it is obviously multifacted and capuable of evoling conceptuali-

zations of these matters which have guite high dimernsionalilye.. Ve do not kmoV
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what the character and nunber of such dimensions is for any given Individualls
conceptualization of that issue, nor do we know what weignting each of thece
dimensions might have with regard to ils response-producing or response-selccf”
tion capacity. It ié possible that we could not krow this Xind of information
about his conceptuslization of that issve and its relaiion to his capacity to
nakxe rational judgnents predicatcd'on vzt he thinks to be the case there.
Yet, we have not even tried to find out whether we could achieve such informa-~
tion because we have not tried to model the task presented to the respondent
with sufficient complexity and detail to determine that ansver.

I should add that a1l of the foregoing comments carry overs; as well,
to the matter of a EEE of issues to which a voter is exposed in a éampaign ang
the relative importance of each in conditioning his voting responses. Once
again ve are faced with the need to recognize that the task which confronis a
voter in the issue voting problem is one of comparative judguents to be made
anong rather large-scale,.highly.complex stimuli. It is most likely that he
uses certain cognitive Vsirategies! to simplify this task to a degree consism
tent with the limited momentary capacity for short-term cognitive processing
of information relevant to the task, 3But we will hardly be able To explore
the use of such strategies until.we organize our coﬁbeptual undarstending ol
the task naturally present in a campaign to the point where we can design in-
strunents for data collechion which yield information on these natters.

_ I have one final voint to nake about the guestion of rational judg-
nent approaches to issue voling. It has to do with the fact that such efforits
typically treat the motivational incentive as one of maximiziﬁg benefits by
sorie hedonistic criterion of interests. This is seen as partially a matter of
pinimizing information costs, as well. Yet, if individuals have reasonably
complex conceptualizations of particular issues and of the range of issues in
the campaign as a vhole, then it is likely that maxximizing along one dimen§ion
of those conceptuzlizations may conflict with doing so along some cther dimen-
sione Wnile there are & variety of ways of coping with such internal, cogni-
tive Veross~pressures’ through percepluzl and conce?tnal distortion or through
forms of rationalization, I would like to suggest thal the basic metier of
treating the goal as one of maximirzation is a mlsteken specification in such a
context. I think a betiecr specificaiion wouwld be one based on reéching an

optimum decision (and response) given the constraints embedded in the contexth-
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jective rather than objective grovnds {see Shepard, 1964).
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Tne optimality decision made in such a conterxt will Likely be one made on sub-—

Hencey the natter
of individual diiferences enters the question once again. lorcover, it would
seem that attempts to julge the rational,quality of such decisions (and thé

voting behavior linked to them) in terns of sonme objective criterien grounded
in the collective outcone, uwnmediated by individuzl differences in percpetion,
is a mistaken effort. It simply fails to appreciate that the task bshavior has
not Leen appropriately modelled in so far as it avoids confronting the prdblem
of individual differences in subjectively-determined responses. fhus, while it
may predict and‘éxplain election results in the aggregate, it lacks any basis

for that explanation which could be couched in terms of the individual psycho-

logy of issue votinge.

My comments in this memorandum have been directed toward the discussion
of what I take to be salient matters connected with adopting some kind of treat-
ment of the psychology of issue voting which is grounded in an information-—
processing approach to cognition and which would speak to the gquestion of deter-
mining the rational quality of issue voting and the place of issues in condition-

ing voting behavior generallyo X have tried to empbasizs that I think it very .

important thatl ve ultlﬂately formulate such a treatment. Yet, I have also tried

to emphasize that a worthwhile exploitation of such an approach raises a variety
of gquestions which may nol be ones that can be adequatzly or appropriately re-
searched in the context of a mass election SUrVeye If we axe serious zbout our

use of this approach; we must tackle those questions witinately. It may be pos-

"sible to deal. with some of them in a piece-meal fashion within owr survey formatb,

but even thess wvill require that we explore the perceived character of issues in
much. greater detail and qOﬂﬁlsuwcaulon that we have heretofore done. MHoreover,
such efforts will reguire 1nnova+1ve elabﬂratlon of the conventlonal forms of

survey design. If there is one issue which the participaznts of the conference

‘shouwld surely consider, it is wnether or net it is feasible or proi iitable to de-

velop such an approach through the mediun of the projected scries of nhtlon;l

election studies.
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character of this memorandum, I have proceeded as though such citations
were unneceasaryo ' .






