MUvTitoer gy L7t

_po: Board of Overseers, National Elections Studies

From: David RePass

Subject: Memorandum of interest in the conference on Issue Voting, Cognitive

Processes and Rational Choice to be held at Stanford Unlvernlty
in January 1978.

As you prohably know, I have been working-in this area of votiné research for.a
number of years. 1In addition to my published articles in the APSR (“Issue
Salience and Paxty Choice" and "Political Methodologies in Diéarray:‘SQma
Alternative Interpretations of the 1972 EIEctidnﬂ), I have alsd written YLevels

of Rationality Among the American Electoraté", a paper presented at the 1974

APSA convention. In the process of this research, I have addressed a great many

of the questions raised in the Sears-Page memorandum. Indeed, 1 feel i_have
answered quite a few of th&se quesfions, or at least presented approaches for
answering them. (I am sending a'00py of the "Levels.of Rationality....” paper
direcfly to Sears and to Page in case they have not seen.it.) I migﬁt ;dﬁ that
my PhD dlssertatlon was an extensive analysis of the question raised ox page 8
of the Sears-Page memorandum — the perceptual and attltudlnal 11nkages between.
economic events and voting behav1or. I have used the SRG/bPS natlonal election
studies for most of my research; and thus I am very'familiar with the capabili-
ties and limitations of these instfuments to deal with issue voting, cognitive
processes and rational choice.

Although I have a number of specific recamméndations to-maké doncerning
question format, new wording, addltlons and deletions of 1tems 1n the cPs
election studies, I will not clutter this memo with that kind of nlttyigrltty,
such specifics should come during or after the conference, once broader
theoretical problems have been discussed. Let me here make some general

cbservations about some of the points raised in the Sears-Page memocrandum.



Evaluation of the Candidates

First, the focus of the conference seems to be on issue voting or ﬁolicy
voting; yet the conference title includes the term "Raﬁional Choice". 1In recent
years, political scienfists have all too often equated "issue" voting with
“rational" voting. As I have pointed out in my paper on "Levelé of
Rationality ...", voting on the basis of issue concerns is not the. only way a_
rational choice can be made. Surely, knowledge about the qualifications of
candidates is also an important ingredient of rational choice. The political
skills, leadership abilities, trustworthiness, intelligence and other such
qualities‘of candidates may be even more important for voters to judge than:the'
stands candidates take on particular, often transiént, issues of the day. Thus,

I believe that we should include "evaluation of candidates as one of the topics

to be considered at this conference.

The meaning of "Rational Choice"

This raiseslan;even larger question concerning thehorganization éf fhe
conferencs, The fterm "rational cholce" me#ns‘quite different-things to different
political scientists. There are those political sc1entlsts (1n the Riker—
Ordeshook school of thouﬂht) for whom "rational cholce" 1mplles formal, deductlv
(p051t1ve) models; there are those political scientists in axn older, more tra-
ditional school of thought who 1nterpret "ratlonal choice" to mean informed,
reality-based voting. (I put myself in the latter school.) I foresee great
difficulty in reconciling these two schools of thought. Perhaps one_éf the pur-
poses of the conference coﬁld be to bring scholars from'these‘fwo schools together
and see if there is any way‘to satisfy both of their needs in the same survey

instrument. But in order to keep things straight, T would certainly recommend

avoiding the use of the term "rational choice" at this conference since the term
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has such diverse referents. Perhaps the terms “formal or positive models" and

"information-based voting"” could be used instead.

Capability for identifying individuals who follow different choice models

No matter what models of voting choicé we might decide to test,'it is impor-
tant to keep iﬁ mind that not all voters will fit any one model. Some will vote
on the basis of blind allegiance tolparty, others will be quite fully informed
about the issues and candidates, others might even have developed a Pareto-optimal
calculus, etc. etc. Any survey instrument that we develop should allow us io
identify that subset of voters who base their choice on any one of the prOpﬁsed
nodels,

Much of the recent literature on issue voting and ideblogical votihg has
used aggregative methods (i.e., correlation coefficients, faqtor*analysis and the
like) to measure the extent to which issue voting or ideolbgical voting ié
present among the electorate. It would be much nore aﬁagopriate, and certainly
more accurate, to use individual-level analysis. How many voters considef issues
in making their choice? How many are ideologues? ,How_many vote on the basis of
party identificatién only, etc? Correlation coéfficieﬁts and regréssion Qo;

efficients (beta weights) can, at best, tell us the geneial_importance of a given

#ariable, in aggregate, across‘the entire electorate, but cannot tell us how mény
individuals were thinking in certain ways or‘being mo@e@ by certain.fércesa The
assumption often made when we sSee a beta weight or a factor loading is that a
certain variable affected all votérs (on the averagé) 190 such-and—such ex@ent;
The ;ariable in question (say an issue) may have beeﬁ important to a large or to

~a relatively small proportion of voters — we cannot tell from the agaregate

coefficient.
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In my "Levels of Rationality ..." study, I made an assessment of the relativs

importance of issues, candidates and party identificat;on in the decision of each
individual voter. (I subsequently validated this assessment through the use of
multiple regression analysis with very gratifying results — nultiple R's in the
range of .95.) However, the method I employed in that study — reéding throuéh
the verbatim responsés to all open—ended questions — was quite intuitive and
sﬁbjective (to say nothing of being,lahorious).‘ Some other method should be
found to measure thé importance of various factors in individual voting,choice.

Some years ago, Michael Shapiro did design a questionnaire that attempted to
measure importance to gach respondent of issues, céndidates and pafty identifica~
tion. He also measured 1oss¥functions. (See his article “Rational-Political
Man: A Synthesis of Economic and Soﬁial—Psychological Perspectifes",.APSR

December 1969.) Although I am highiy skeptical about asking respondents to

analyse themselves, as Shapiro did, perhaps his methods sare worth looking into

as a beginning to an exploration into methods of weighing components of individual

voting decisions.

There is much more to say, but let me close here. Further coﬁmentany will

depend on how the conference unfolds.
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