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For along time, the NES has asked respondents to place themselves, the palitica parties,
and sdlected politicians on a seven-point liberal- conservative scde. With the exception of the
president, however, survey respondents have not been asked to provide placements of
government indtitutions, that is, until the 1997 Pilot Study. There, the NES asked respondents to
place the president, Congress, and the Supreme Court (and government policy itself) on a seven+
point ideological scde. InaPRilot Study Report on these items, Carman and Wlezien (1998)
found these placements to be quite meaningful: Respondents were likely to place the three
government ingtitutions and policy on the ideologica scale, the distribution of meansis sensble,
and the placements are related in understandable ways. They aso showed that measures of sdif-
indtitution ideological distance nicely predict judgments of each government inditution.

However, Carman and Wlezien did not explicitly consder the posshbility that ideologica
placements of government indtitutions are themsalves endogenous to poalitical judgments, i.e,
that approvd of an inditution actudly structuresindividuas placements of the indtitution. This
is of obvious importance and has been recognized for some time (Markus and Converse, 1979),
even though it has been ignored in much academic research. In thisreport, | attempt to address
the endogeneity of the placements of the government inditutions, at least to some extent. | do
not do so in the usua way—~hy specifying structural equations models of ideologica placements
and palitical judgments—and rely instead on a straightforward and very basic technique.
Specificdly, | estimate the effects of two different components of sdlf-inditution digance—a
clearly exogenous component that captures distance from the mean indtitutiona placement and

the potentidly endogenous, resdua component—on judgments of the indtitutions.  Although the



pattern of results cannot tell us whether indtitutiona placements are exogenous, they can tell us

whether they are endogenous, at least under certain circumstances.

A Simple M odel of Ideological Placementsand Political Judgments

Thereisalong-standing tradition in politica science that concelves of and modds
politica judgmentsin terms of issue distance. Beginning with Downs (1957), a stream of
scholars haverelied on the classic patid modd, which positsthat an individud’ s utility is
greatest for candidates or parties closest to their own issue positions (see, eg., Alvarez 1997;
Enelow and Hinich 1984; 1989; Enelow, Hinich, and Mendell 1986; Erikson and Romero 1990;
Jackson 1975; Rabinowitz, Prothro, and Jacoby 1982; Rivers 1988). For any one particular
political actor and asingle issue dimension, the modd is straightforward.! Each individud’s
utility (U;) for the politica actor, say the president, is a ample function of the absolute distance

between each individud’ s position (S) and the president’ s position (1):

(1) Ui=ao+é|S—I|+ui,

where a, represents the intercept and u; isanormally distributed disturbance term that captures
other norntissue sources of utility for the presdent. Asisclear in the equation, the effect (&) of
distance is expected to be negative, so that the greater (smaller) the distance between the
individua’s position and the president’ s position, the lower (higher) the utility for the president.?
We might conceive of the effects of broad ideologica distance in much the same way.

That is, the evauation of apalitical actor isafunction of the distance between one s libera-

! The term “political actor” is used to refer to any of a broad range of individual and institutional actors, e.g.,
candidates, parties, and government institutions.



consarvative sdf-placement and the liberd- conservative placement of the actor. Thereis good
reason to suppose that this unidimensionad modd overamplifiesredity, however. We dready
know that the meaning of ideologica labels varies across individuas (Converse, 1964; Knight
1999): For some individuals, ideology reflects issue-based concerns; for other individuds it
reflects group-related ones; for yet others till, ideology reflects more transitory factors® Of
course, the weights (or sdience) that individuals place on different issues or groups aso can
vay. Theman point isthat individuas may rdy on avariety of different dimensgonswhen
placing themsalves or palitica actors on abroad liberd- conservative continuum. For example,
we can concaive of an individua’s own position on this continuum as Ol S;j, which isthe sum
of placements on dimensonsj weighted by the salience (b;j) of the different dimensions. Note
that the sum of the weights for each individud equals 1.0. Likewise, we can conceive of the
position of the political actor as Oby 1. Thus, from this perspective, the intitutional placement
varies meaningfully across individuas due to the different weights they attach to different
dimensons. Thisisof obviousimportance. Subgtituting into equation 1 produces the following

equation:
@ U=a+als-Ij+ u

where [; represents each individud’ sideologica placement of the ingtitutiond actor. The only
difference from equation 1 isthat the indtitutiond placement varies across individuds. Of
course, the model only captures distance broadly defined, the equivaent of the net effect of

distance across different underlying dimensions. In effect, politica judgments are afunction of

2 scholars typically assume that the effects are not linear and instead take the form of quadratic loss, which simply
involves squaring the distance term in equation 1.



the distance between the weighted sums of placements on the dimensions, not the weighted sum
of distance between these placements. Theideologicad distance modd thusisvery generd. This
isby definition.*

Now, the modd presumes that the measures of ideologica distance are exogenous, i.e.,
that distanceis not caused by judgments of the ingtitutions themselves. There is good reason to
think that perceived ideologica distance is not exogenous, and that individuas placements of an
indtitution—given their own sdf-placements—reflect approva of the indtitution (see Markus and
Converse 1979). Specificdly, we might expect that the more (less) an individua approves of an
indtitution, the closer (further) the individual places the ingtitution to (from) onesdf. From this

perspective, the placement of an inditution is asfollows:
@ liza+aS-)u+e,

where I_repremntsthe mean location of theingtitution and -1 O U; O 1 and & is grester than 0.
Thismay be true despite Carman and Wlezien's (1998) diagnostic andyses, which show that
respondents’ inditutiona placements add up quite nicely, though imperfectly, in placements of
policy and thus seem to capture meaningful information about ingtitutiona behavior. Indeed,
Carman and Wlezien actudly provide strong evidence of “contrast” effects (King 1977,

Granberg 1985), where inditutiond placements are negatively-related to self-placement, as

3 Also see Brady and Sniderman (1985) and Miller, Wlezien, and Hildreth (1991).

* In practice, the model only offers a baseline estimate of the effects of distance across issues and other non-issue
dimensions. It conceals effects when the direction of distance varies across dimensions, that is, when individuals
place an institution to the left of self-placements on some dimensions and to the right on others. In effect, distances
on the different dimensions cancel out.

® If institutional placements are perfectly endogenous, & would be equal to 1 and the intercept would be equal tol.
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endogeneity would imply.® Whether placements directly reflect political judgments themsalves
ill isnot clear based on these andyses. The possihility that they do serioudy complicates the
andysis of politica judgments. It ultimately may be that ideological distance does not cause but

isinstead caused by respondents’ judgments of the ingtitutions.
Disentangling (Some of) The Endogeneity

How can we tell whether one or the other modd in equations 2 and 3 (or both) is at
work? Given the potentiad endogeneity, estimating either equation tells us absolutely nothing.
Oneway to proceed is to estimate a Smultaneous equations mode of ideologica distance and
political judgments. Thisisalogica courseto take, but not entirdly straightforward (see, eg.,
Wilezien, Frarklin, and Twiggs 1997; Evans and Andersen, 2001). The problem centerson
modd identification, both structurd and empiricd. What is the underlying structural modd ?
Doesit dlow usto proceed to estimation? Can we identify appropriate exogenous insruments?
It isdifficult to answer these questionsin a satisfactory way, which isimportant. After dl, the
assumptions one makes tutor the results one gets.

It istempting to avoid the issue dtogether by using the mean indiitutiona placement in
measures of distance. Since the mean placement is exogenous, measures of salf-inditution
distance dso are exogenous. Palitica judgments of an indtitution then can be modeled asa
function of the absolute distance between one's salf- placement and the mean placement of the
inditution. The gpproach isfairly standard in andyses of issue distance and presidentia
judgments (see, eg., Alvarez 1997) and surely would offer ingght into the effect of ideologica

distance, as Wlezien and Carman (2001) have aready shown. The gpproach il islimited: It

® put directly, the more conservative (liberal) one' s self-placement, the more liberal (conservative) one’s placements
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assumesthat dl differencesin individuas inditutional placements are endogenous. The
gpproach nevertheess does provide useful information, that is, when compared with anayses
using the origind measures of perceived distance.

Congder that perceived distance is the sum of: (1) the clearly exogenous component that
measures the distance between saif-placements and the mean ingtitutional placement (IS —1[);
and (2) the potentialy endogenous component that measures the resdua distance owing to
differencesinindividuals placements of the intitution (jS —1; | - |S —1 |).” The residual
component drictly reflects differencesin individuads inditutiona placements only when
Sisnotbetween liandl. If ;0 SO or I 0S O, theresidud tellsuslittle about
the respondents’ placements of an institution relative to the mean placement (and their own sdf-
placements). For expository purposes, let me put aside these cases®

Now, we are interested in whether the second, residua component is exogenous or
endogenous. How canwetel? It is possible to glean some information by including both

components into modds of inditutiona judgments and comparing the two coefficients.

Specificaly, we can estimate the following eguation:
@  Ui=a+alS-1|+alS-hl-IS-11+u

where &; and &; are assumed to be less than or equd to 0. We are interested in the relaive size of

these two coefficients. Specificaly, we want to know whether &; issmdler than &, in absolute

of theinstitutions.
" Theresidual component thuscan take both positive and negative val ues.

8 |f we areinterested in the endogeneity of ideological distance per se, then it would make sense to include the
cases.



terms. Such a pattern would be strong evidence of endogeneity: There is no other reason to
expect residual distance to matter more than the clearly exogenous component.®

We obvioudy are interested in those cases where & is sgnificantly different from 0—
where perceived distance predicts politica evaluaions. Now, if the coefficient (&;) for the
exogenous component is not satigticaly sgnificant, we can safely conclude that ideologica
distance does not matter for politica judgments. Indeed, we can conclude that political
judgments actualy cause individuals placements of the indtitution, i.e., that the placements are
endogenous. Recdl that there is no other reason to expect such apattern. If &; isSgnificart,
conversdly, we can conclude that ideologica distance does structure politica judgments. Then
what matters is the rdative size of the two coefficients. In the extreme, &; and &, are equa. Here
we might suppose that perceived distance causes palitica judgments. Such a pattern would only
be suggestive, however: It could be that the evident effect of the resdua component ultimately
reflects endogeneity in inditutiona placements that happens to exactly match the redl effect of
exogenous distance. We still could conclude that directly estimating the effect of perceived
ideologica distance would make little difference—the estimated effect would not be an artifact
of endogenous ingtitutional placements’® The strategy thusis limited, for it cannot tell us
whether respondents placements are exogenous. It nevertheless can tell us whether they are
endogenous. Let us see how it worksin practice.

Following Carman and Wlezien (1998), the dependent variables are the respondents

° The approach is equivalent to estimating the separate effects of perceived ideological distance and exogenous
distance in the same model.

10" |n the middling case, 4; islessthan 0 but significantly different from &,. Herewe can conclude that institutional
placements are at |east partly endogenous, that is, proportionate to the difference between the two coefficients.
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thermometer evaluations of the government ingtitutions™* For each ingtitution, the ingtitutional
thermometer rating is regressed on the two components of percelved distance. To be absolutely
clear, the “exogenous’ component represents the absolute vaue of the distance between
individuals sdif-placements and the mean placement of the corresponding ingtitution.*> The
“resdud” component is the difference between perceived distance and the exogenous
component itsdf. Recdl that the coefficients are expected to be negative, so that the larger
(smdler) the distance the lower (higher) the evduation of an indtitution. Also recdl that, in
order to isolate the differencesin individuas' indtitutiond placements, we must exclude those
caseswhereli 0 § O and | O S O 1. Thefrequency of these orderings varies across
indtitutions, which itsdlf is suggestive: For the president, it occursin 50 of 363 cases; for the
Congress, 36 of 363 cases; for the Supreme Court, 23 of 357 cases. The results of andyses
excluding these cases for the three ingtitutions are shown in Table 1. (Results including the cases
aeshownin Table Al)

— Table 1 about here —

It is clear in the table thet the effects of the two components differ quite dramaticaly
across indtitutions. We can see in the second row that the coefficient for resdud distanceis
gopropriately negatively-sgned and gatidicdly sgnificant for eech of the inditutions. Thisisas
expected, though notice that its size (in absolute terms) and significance do decline aswe turn

from the president to the Congress and then the Supreme Court. The effect of exogenous

11 Also following Carman and Wlezien, the thermometers were adjusted using each respondent's average
thermometer evaluation of seven groups: blacks, whites, labor unions, big business, people on welfare, gays and
leshians, and Christian fundamentalists. Specifically, the respondent's average rating of these seven groups was
subtracted from the respondent’s thermometer rating of each of the institutional thermometers. This adjustment helps
account for any positivity bias, though it makeslittle difference in the analyses.

12 Using the median institutional placements makes little difference.
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distance exhibits a different pattern. The coefficient is largest and most Sgnificant for the
president, smaler and less Sgnificant for Congress, and very smdl and indgnificant for the
Supreme Court. The relative effect of exogenous distance also declines across the indtitutions:
That is, the ratio between the coefficients for the exogenous and resdua components shrinks.

What do these results tell us about ideologica placements of the government ingtitutions?
To begin with, they indicate that individuals placements of the Supreme Court are endogenous,
i.e,, that they do not cause palitica judgments but are caused by those judgmentsinstead. Since
the coefficient for exogenous distance is not significantly different from O, thiswould seem fairly
obvious™® For Congress, things are less clear, as the coefficient for the exogenous component is
datigticaly sgnificant. We nevertheless can see that the estimated effect of residud distance on
Congressond judgments is amost twice the effect of exogenous distance. This pattern might be
taken to imply that individuas placements of Congress are a least partly endogenous,
proportionate to the difference between the two coefficients. (As noted above, there is no other
reason to expect such apattern.) However, the difference is not satistically sgnificant (F1, 326 =
2.23, p = .14), so we cannot gtrictly draw the conclusion based on this anadysis.

For the Presdent, things are even less clear. The coefficients for the two components of
ideologicd digance are virtudly identica (F1,313 = 0.39, p = .53). Therethusis no evidence that
individuas presdentia placements are endogenous. We cannot conclude that they are
exogenous, however. 1t may be that the effect of resdud distance captures endogenaity in the

placements of the president that exactly equasthe red effect of exogenous distance. All we can

13 Directly estimating the effects of perceived distance thus is quite deceiving (b = —2.90, se.=.67).
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say for sure, therefore, isthat directly estimating the effects of percelved ideologica distancein
models of political judgments will not exaggerate the redl effect.X*
— Table 2 about here —

Table 2 presents the results of more fully articulated models, containing both ideological
df- placement and party identification.'® Notice that self-placement matters only for evaluations
of Congress while party identification matters only for evaluations of Clinton. Understandably,
including the variables does tend to dampen the effects of both components of ideologica
distance, mostly for the president, but leaves the structure essentidly unchanged. If anything, the
patterns evident in Table 1 are more pronounced. For the Supreme Court, the effect of
exogenous digtance is smaler and less distinguishable from 0. For Congress, the difference
between the two distance coefficients now is larger and Satisticaly sgnificant (p < 0.05). This
result implies that Congressiond placements are endogenous, at least in proportion to the
difference between the coefficients. The two coefficients in the presidentid model now aso
differ quite consderably, though the difference is not sgnificant (F1 308 = 3.57, p = .07). Wethus
cannot tell whether individuals presidentia placements are endogenous (or exogenous).

It istempting to conclude that the endogeneity of ideologica placements varies across
ingitutions, that it is most pronounced for the Supreme Court, lower for Congress, and not
present at dl for the president. Such a pattern would be understandable given the evident
differences in the structure, function, and sdience of the indtitutions. After al, independently

atributing an ideologica position would seem to depend on the ease of assgning politica

% The coefficient is—9.84 (s.e.=.67). For purposes of comparison, when residual distance is excluded from the
model, the coefficient for exogenous distance is—10.35 (s.e.=1.13). Note that the explained variances are quite
different—the adjusted R? is .40 and .21, respectively.
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responghility, the content of ingtitutional behavior, and the degree to which the behavior is
known. Whereit is rdatively easy to assgn poalitical responghbility and decisons have explicit
ideologica content and are reatively well-known, as for the president, we might expect
ideological placements to be exogenous. For the Congress, where it is more difficult to assgn
political respongbility and decisions, perhaps, are less well known, we might expect placements
to be less exogenous. For the Supreme Court, where decisions are even less well known and
tend to have less explicit ideologica content, we might expect placements to be thoroughly
endogenous. These expectations nicely mirror the effect of strictly exogenous distance on
political judgments of the inditutions themselves, as we have seen, the effect is most pronounced
for Clinton, sharply lower for Congress, and not evident at al for the Supreme Court (also see
Wilezien and Carman, 2001). While tempting, we still cannot conclude based on our anadlyses
that the endogeneity of indtitutiona placements actudly varies acrossingitutions. All we can
conclude isthat placements of the Supreme Court and, to alesser extent, Congress are structured

by evauations of theinditutions. The nature of presidential placements remains unclear.

Discussion

Endogeneity in regponsesto survey itemsis of obvious importance in most politica
science research relying on survey data. Indeed, there is reason to think that such
“contamination” is pervasive (for arecent, very genera statement, see van der Eijk, 2002).
Unfortunately, it is difficult to actually detect and correct for endogeneity in survey responses, at

least when using cross-sectiond data. The problem centers on the proper identification of

15 Including the usual demographic suspects has little effect. Results are available upon request. Results including
cases where self placement is between the individual’s institutional placement and the mean institutional placement
areshownin Table A2.
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simultaneous equations models, which is not straightforward.  The assumptions one makes about
the underlying structurd model and choice of instruments can powerfully tutor the results one
gets. However, there are other strategies available—indeed, very basic ones—that can provide
uswith at least someinformation. That isthe main point of this essay.

Astheforegoing analysis of palitical judgments reveds, smple diagnostics can offer
quite useful information about possible endogeneity, at least in respondents’ ideological
placements of government inditutions. By estimating the separate effects of the clearly
exogenous component of self-inditution distance and the potentialy endogenous residua
component, we learn quite alot about the nature of ingtitutiona placements. Wedon't learn
everything we want to know, as the approach islimited in anumber of ways: it only cantdl us
whether individuals responses are endogenous, not whether they are exogenous; it only does so
under certain conditions, and, even to the extent we can determine that responses are
endogeneous, it does not alow usto explicitly correct for the evident contamination. The
approach nevertheless can tell us whether estimating the effect of avarigble, in our case,
perceived ideologica distance, would be deceiving. For judgments of the Supreme Court and, to
alesser extent, the Congress, it would be quite deceiving indeed: 1t would suggest that
ideologicd distance structures palitica judgments when it actudly is true that these judgments
gructure individuas placements of the inditutions. This aso may be the case for ideological
placements of other actors, including political parties, socid groups, and politicians themselves.

It may be the case for issue placements of political actors aswell.
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Table Al: Regressions of Institutional Feeling Thermometers on Components
Of Perceived Absolute Distance—All Cases

Components of Clinton Congress Supreme Court
Absolute Distance
Exogenous Distance b -9.90* -2.94** -0.72
(s.e.) (0.93) (0.98) (1.07)
[a [-0.44] [-0.15] [-0.03]
Residual Distance b -9.85* -5.45* -4.81*
(s.e.) (0.98) (0.83) (0.86)
[a] [-0.42] [-0.32] [-0.28]
Constant b 21.44* 4.80* 10.35
(s.e.) (1.78) (1.41) (1.56)
Adjusted R2 .38 A2 .08
N 366 365 359

*p<.01 ** p<.05 (two-tailed)
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Table A2: Regressions of Institutional Feeling Thermometers on Measures of
Perceived Absolute Distance, Self-Placement, and Party Identification—

All Cases
Components of Clinton Congress Supreme Court
Absolute Distance
Exogenous Distance b -5.35* -2.24** 0.14
(s.e.) (1.53) (1.02) (1.12)
[a [-0.24] [-0.11] [-0.01]
Residual Distance b -7.59* -5.32* -4.93*
(s.e.) (0.97) (0.83) (0.86)
[a [-0.32] [-0.32] [-0.29]
Self-Placement b -0.15 1.46%* 0.84
(s.e) (1.26) (0.68) (0.75)
E) [-0.01] [0.14] [0.07]
Party Identification b -4.04* -0.04 0.60
(s.e.) (0.57) (0.42) (0.47)
[a [-0.37] [-0.01] [0.08]
Constant b 30.02* -2.15 3.44
(s.e.) (3.50) (3.04) (3.34)
Adjusted R2 46 14 .09
N 363 363 357

*p <.01 ** p <.05 (two-tailed)
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Table 1. Regressions of Institutional Feeling Thermometersa on Components
Of Perceived Absolute Distance
Components of Clinton Congress Supreme Court
Absolute Distance
Exogenous Distanceb b -0.38* -3.31* -1.05
(s.e) (0.99) (1.04) (1.08)
[a] [-0.41] [-0.15] [-0.05]
Residual Distancec b -10.31* -5.34* -4.12*
(s.e.) (1.01) (0.84) (0.87)
[a] [-0.45] [-0.32] [-0.25]
Constant b 20.14* 5.42* 10.60
(s.e.) (1.96) (1.54) (1.59)
Adjusted R2 40 13 .06
N 316 329 336

*p<.0l ** p<.05 (two-tailed)

a To adjust for positivity bias, the Feeling Thermometers (FT) were centered using the formula:

Centered Institution FT = FT Institution - [(FT Blacks + FT Whites + FT Christian Fundamentalists
+ FT Gays and Lesbians + FT Labor Unions + FT Big Business + FT People on Welfare)/7].

b Exogenous Distance = the absolute value of the difference between self-placement and the mean institutional
placement on the 7-point liberal-conservative scale.

¢ Residual Distance = Perceived Absolute Distance minus Exogenous Distance, where Perceived Absolute
Distance equals the absolute value of the difference between self-placement and the individuals=
perceived institutional placement on the 7-point liberal-conservative scale.



Table 2: Regressions of Institutional Feeling Thermometers on Measures of
Perceived Absolute Distance, Self-Placement, and Party Identification

Components of Clinton Congress Supreme Court
Absolute Distance
Exogenous Distance b -4 57* -2.45%* -0.24
(s.e.) (1.61) (1.08) (1.14)
[a [-0.20] [-0.12] [-0.01]
Residual Distance b -8.11* -5.22* -4.25*
(s.e.) (1.00) (0.83) (0.87)
E) [-0.35] [-0.32] [-0.26]
Self-Placement b -0.59 1.66** 0.91
(s.e.) (1.30) (0.70) (0.75)
[a] [-0.04] [0.16] [0.05]
Party Identification b -3.88* -0.01 0.36
(s.e.) (0.61) (0.45) (0.48)
[a [-0.35] [-0.01] [0.05]
Constant b 29.63* -2.45 4.39
(s.e.) (3.55) (3.17) (3.33)
Adjusted R2 48 15 .07
N 313 327 334

*p<.01 ** p<.05 (two-tailed)






