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(3) provide strong leadership 

(4) develop good relations with other countries. 

5. Conceptions of an Ideal President 

People have little difficulty in cognizing presidential candidates 

in terms of traits and behaviors. The instrumentation presented in the 

preceding several sections seems to tap natural modes of thinking about 

prominent political actors. Our interest in eliciting citizens' concep

tions of an ideal president is related to this work, and has two sources. 

The first is theoretical: in the vocabulary of contemporary social 

psychology, the assumptions citizens hold about what a president should be 

and should do constitute a particular kind of social schema (Taylor and 

Crocker, in press; Fiske and Kinder, 1980). Social schemas are abstract 

conceptions people maintain about the social world--about persons, roles, 

and events. Presidential idealizations in particular (to the extent we 

can find them) are normative schemas: i.e., they embody the standards 

that people apply (if tacitly) in the evaluation of would-be presidents. 

So part of our motivation here was to join the study of response to candi

dates with current theoretical developments in social psychology. 

At a more practical level, developing measures to tap citizens' con

ceptions of an ideal president should augment our predictive abilities. 

In a reasonable world, traits and behaviors deemed important foF an ideal 

president (e.g., honest) should count more heavily in evaluation of real 

candidates than should attributes thought less important (e.g., humble). 

The development of an ideal president inventory has been already 

alluded to in the earlier descriptions of the trait and behavior batteries. 

We began by asking Carnegie-Mellon undergraduates what they thought an 
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ideal president should be and do and what an anti-ideal president should 

be and do. From their replies we fashioned four lists composed of 16 good 

traits, 16 bad traits, 16 good behaviors, and 16 bad behaviors, which 

were then included in our New Haven study. Each New Haven respondent 

received one such list, and was asked to select the six most important 

attributes. This task was accompanied (and preceded) by a companion 

open-ended question similar to what we had included in the Carnegie

Mellon study, which also inquired into presidential idealizations. 

From the evidence elicited by these questions in New Haven, we 

generated, finally, a new and refined list, composed of 8 good traits, 

8 bad traits, 8 good behaviors, and 8 bad behaviors. It is this form 

of the ideal president inventory that was part of the CPS Spring survey 

(wave I, full sample). CPS respondents were presented with each of the 

four types of attributes separately, and instructed to'choose those four 

among the 8 offered that were the most important for an ideal president. 

The lists and accompanying instructions are presented in full in Appendix 

A; they are presented in abbreviated form in Table 5.1, along with the 

marginal distributions. 

Profile of the Ideal President 

As shown in Table 5.1, there was widespread agreement that an ideal 

president must be honest, knowledgeable, and open-minded, must be neither 

power-hungry nor unstable, must provide strong leadership, appoint good 

advisors, solve economic problems, and must avoid unnecessary wars, and 

never use power for personal gain. Notice that far greater significance 

was attached to presidential knowledgeability than to presidential intel

ligence: while ideal presidents must know a lot, there was substantially 



Good Traits 

Honest 
Knowledgeable 
Open-Minded 
Courageous 
Smart 
Inspiring 
Warm 
Humble 

Bad Traits 

Power-Hungry 
Unstable 
Weak 
Prejudiced 
Reckless 
Too Political 
Immoral 
Selfish 

Note: N is 280. 

Table 5.1 

Profile of an Ideal President 

% selecting attribute as important 

91.4 
87.5 
79.3 
48.2 
38.2 
26.8 
14.6 
13.2 

76.3 
65.9 
50.5 
48.7 
46.6 
43.7 
37.6 
29.7 

Good Behaviors 

Provide Strong Leadership 
Appoint Good Advisors 
Solve our Economic Problems 
Develop Good For. Relations 
Communicate Openly with People 
Stick to his Word 
Understand Little People 
Set Good Moral Example 

Bad Behaviors 

Get us iuto Unnecessary Wars 
Use Power for Personal Gain 
Hide Things from Public 
Not Stand up for the U.S. 

in Foreign Affairs 
Favor Special Interest Groups 
Break the Law 
Become Isolated from People 
Be Immoral in Personal Conduct 

75.2 
64.4 
62.6 
53.6 
46.4 
38.1 
30.9 
28.1 

7J.6 
62.1 
55.4 

53.6 
48.2 
47.9 
31.8 
22.9 



less enthusiasm for requiring ideal presidents to be smart (88% yersus 

38%). More generally, whether a president is warm or humble, immoral 

or selfish, sets a good moral example or becomes isolated from the 

41 

people was of comparatively little importance. At least by the expressed 

judgment of CPS respondents, matters of competence appear to count for 

more than does integrity or likeability. 

The conception of an ideal president sketched by the marginals dis

played in Table 5.1 was quite widely-shared within the CPS sample. There 

was, for example, virtually no differences by party identification on 

which traits and behaviors were deemed important. Thus Republicans, 

Independents, and Democrats alike agreed on the importance of honesty 

and the relative unimportance of humility in their presidential ideal

izations. Likewise, there were few differences associated with ideolog

ical self-identification. Conservatives more than liberals emphasized 

an ideal president's moral responsibilities, and they worried somewhat 

more about standing up for the United States in foreign affairs and some

what less about solving economic problems, but elsefrjere idealized presi

dents of the left and the right coincided. (Had we asked more directly 

about policy we would certainly have uncovered more disagreement.) Nor 

did we find much variation by demographic characteristics. Southerners, 

for instance, emphasized the same traits and behaviors in their presi

dential idealizations as did respondents from other regions. So it went 

with young and old, and with men and women. {The few sex differences 

that did show up conform to traditional sex-role stereotypes, with men 

emphasizing strength and women according more importance to warmth, moral

ity, and developing good relations.) 
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The one place where we found consistent and occasionally substan-

tial variation was by level of education. The less well-educated tended 

to emphasize the personal side of the presidency. Their ideal presi-

dent (more than for the well-educated) is honest, inspiring, smart, 

warm, not selfish, understanding, and never hides things from the public: 

this ideal president is a good--in fact, exemplary--person. The well-

educated's ideal president seems less nice. Likability is sacrificed 

for efficiency. The ideal president of the well-educated is courageous, 

knowledgeable, appoints good advisors, and is impartial to special 

interests: this ideal president is a good manager. 

Augmenting Prediction of Evaluation and Preference by Presidential 
Idealizations 

Of course, whether there is a single, universal conception of an 

ideal president or whether there are many, the essential question for 

theory and practice remains: does knowledge of which traits and be-

haviors citizens emphasize in their thinking about an ideal president 

assist us in predicting and understanding their evaluation of (perhaps 

all too) real would-be presidents? 

The simple answer is, alas, ~· We began with a straightforward 

test. Our familiar criteria here were again how strongly a candidate's 

rating on a specific attribute was related to overall evaluation and 

how strongly it was related to candidate preference. For both, we took 

the proper measure of strength to be the unstandardized regression co-

efficient, b. Our first test then was simply to see whether attributes 

deemed important by the CPS sample for an ideal president figured more 

heavily into their evaluations of and their preferences among specific 
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candidates. 

Figures 5.1 through 5.4 display the results for the first 

criterion--evaluation~separately for each type of attribute (good 

traits, bad traits, good behaviors, bad behaviors), and within each 

figure, separately for each of the gang-of-four. In all cases, the 

attributes are arrayed from left to right in descending imp-ortance. In 

Figure 5.1, for example, the entries run from honest, the trait deemed 

most important for an ideal president, to humble, the least important 

among the set of eight positive traits. If attributes thought important 

for an ideal president figure more prominently into evaluations of real 

candidates, then the regress1on coefficients displayed in Figures 5.1 to 

5.4 should decline from left to right. They do not. Citizens' thoughts 

about an ideal president do not much impinge upon their evaluations of 

would-be presidents. Nor do they seem to affect preference. The same 

ragged pattern of evidence presented in Figures 5.1 to 5.4 is simply re

capitulated if preference is substituted for evaluation, as shown in 

Figures 5.5 to 5.8. 

There ~ interesting results lurking in these displays. For one, 

only Carter among the gang-of-four provides hints of the predicted rela

tionship. This suggests that although far from ideal in most citizens' 

eyes, the incumbent president may help define (if by omission) the 

properties of the ideal. For another, evaluation of Kennedy is tied 

more than for the other three to specific ratings on attributes that 

explicitly evoke a moral dimension: on honest, immoral, set a moral 

example, and be immoral in personal conduct. Even more interesting, 

Kennedy is distinguished still more sharply on these same attributes 
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when it comes to preference. But all this has little to do with the 

major business of this section, which is to ascertain whether presiden

tial idealizations generally influence judgments about various would-be 

presidents. On this matter, our first results are discouraging:l?our 

second test was to compare the collective predictability of evaluation 

and preference achieved by those attributes deemed important for an ideal 

president versus the collective predictability achieved by comparatively 

unimpJrtant attributes. The results are presented in Table 5.2, again 

separately for each of the gang-of-four. Reading across the Table, the 

findings represent a remarkable corroboration of the null hypothesis. 

Evaluation of Kennedy, for example, is predicted just as well by the 16 

attributes thought least important for an ideal president (included as 

separate predictors in a regression analysis) as by the 16 most important: 

R2 = .51 vs •• 52. And so on for each of the four candidates, for evalua-

tion and preference alike. 

Our third and perhaps more lenient test follows the form of its im

mediate predecessor, except that now the comparison is drawn between the 

predictability produced by the eight most important and that produced by 

the eight least important attributes (thereby excluding the problematic 

intermediate group). This analysis, summarized in Table 5.3, offers the 

first bright spot in an otherwise morbid tale. Kennedy aside, evaluation 

was indeed predicted better by the eight most important attributes (again, 

traits and behaviors both) than by the eight attributes thought rela

tively unimportant for an ideal president. These small differences also 

held for preference, as is also shown in Table 5.3, with Kennedy again 

the exception. 
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Table 5.3 

Predicting Evaluation and Preference from 8 
Important and 8 Unimportant Presidential 

Attributes 

Evaluation 

Carter Ford Kennedy Reagan 

Predictors: 

8 Most Important 
Attributes: .35 .30 .43 .49 

8 Least Important 
Attributes: .26 .26 .44 .41 

Preference 

8 Most Im?,? rtant 
Attributes: .34 .21 .so .42 

8 Least Important 
Attributes: .26 .13 .49 .36 

Note: Entry is R2 from multiple regression analysis predicting evaluation 

and preference. Attributes (traits and behaviors) treated as separate 

predictors. Important traits and behaviors are those selected by the 

sample as important for an ideal President. 
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Table 5.2 

Predicting Evaluation and Preference from 16 Important 
and 16 Unimportant Presidential Attributes 

Evaluation 

Carter Ford Kennedy 

Predictors: 

16 Most Important 
Attributes: .39 .36 .52 

16 Least Important 
Attributes: .42 .37 .51 

Preference 

. 16 Most Important 
Attributes: .39 .26 .56 

16 Least Important 
Attributes: .35 .25 .54 

Reagan 

.51 

.53 

.48 

.so 

Note: Entry is R2 from multiple regression predicting evaluation and 

preference. Attributes (traits and behaviors) are treated as separate 

predictors. Important traits and behaviors are those that the sample 

selected as important for an ideal ~resident. 



Table 5 .4 

Predicting Evaluation and Preference From Traits and 
Behaviors, Taking Into Account Idiosyncratic 

Predictors: 

Group - Defined 16 
Most Important 
Attributes: 

Individual - Defined 
16 Most Important 
Attributes: 

Group - Defined 16 
Most Important 
Attributes: 

Individual - Defined 
16 Most Important 
Attributes: 

Ideal Presidents 

Evaluation 

Carter Ford 

.42 .26 

.37 .26 

Preference 

.35 .18 

.31 .18 

Kennedy 

.53 

.44 

.52 

.so 

Reagan 

.52 

.45 

.49 

,46 

Note: Entry is R2 from multiple regression predicting evaluation and 

preference. Importance is defined in two ways; see text for details. 
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But even this modest support is equivocal, however. For included 

among the eight unimportant attributes were three that explicitly evoke 

morality (set a moral example, be immoral in personal conduct, and im

moral). And all three tend to be weakly tied to evaluation and prefer

ence for Carter, Ford, and Reagan, though not for Kennedy. So the evi

dence displayed in Table 5.3 may reflect less the general mediating role 

of presidential idealizations, and more the particular way moral issues 

happen to be exemplified by our particular set of politicians. 

This brings us to one final test. So far we have operationalized 

importance in aggregate terms, defined by what the CPS sample thought 

most important for an ideal president. What if we were to take into 

account individual variation: What about crazy Harry from Tucson, who 

believes that an ideal president should most of all be humble? Our last 

analysis attempted to do this. 

For a comparative baseline, we first of all constructed a set of 

new measures. For each respondent, for each of the gang-of-four taken 

separately, the sum of the four most important good traits and the four 

most important good behaviors~as defined by the sample as a whole--was 

calculated, along with the corresponding sum for bad traits and bad be

haviors (again, as defined by the sample), and then the difference between 

the two sums taken. The resulting new measure was then entered as the 

sole independent variable in a regression analysis predicting evaluation 

and in a separate analysis, preference. The results of this procedure 

are sununarized in the first column of Table 5.4. The interesting question 

then becomes whether we enhance the predictability of evaluation and 

preference over these benchmark figures by taking into account 
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individualized conceptions of the ideal president. New measures are 

needed here, too, but this time in a way that tailors them to individual 

idiosyncracy. For each respondent, the sum over the eight good traits 

and behaviors was taken, this time selecting only those attributes that 

the individual respondent had identified as important for the ideal pres-

ident. Then this measure was included as the sole predictor variable in 

a separate regression analysis. As shown in column 2 of Table 5.4, tak-

ing into account individualized conceptions of the ideal president re-

sulted in a consistent decrement in the prediction of both evaluation 

and preference. 

Autopsy 

Collectively, this evidence certainly undermines our enthusiasm 

for the ideal president inventory. We are less certain about why it 

failed. Perhaps the attributes that make up the inventory are all very 

important, so that differences between them are trivial. Perhaps ratings 

of candidates on specific attributes a~ready incorporate importance, 
I tw\ , ori?i I\ CJ 

thereby subverting our efforts to assesshindependently in terms of an 

ideal president. (From evidence not presented here this seems unlikely.) 

Perhaps people lack the capacity to discern those attributes that are in 

fact important in shaping their judgments of would-be presidents. What-

ever the underlying causes, our recommendation is clear: the ideal presi-

dent inventory should not be included in the 1980 study. 

- 6. "Spontaneous" impressions of leaders 

We have so far described several fixed-format, close-ended strate-

gies for assessing citizens' impressions of political leaders. We also 
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remain in principle strong advocates of relatively unconstrained ques-

tions about candidates--to allow citizens to describe candidates in their 

own terms. Information important to peoples' impressions of leaders not 

covered in our close-ended instrumentation will surely emerge in such 

replies. Moreover, open-ended questions are uniquely suited to provide 

material for inquiries into the structure of information that underlies 

candidate evaluation and how this changes over the course of the campaign. 

Although we strongly support in principle the importance of col-
\ 

lecting free-response remarks about the candidates, we harbored several 

reservations about current CPS practice in this regard. Candidate 

evaluation has often been measured by indexes built upon replies to the 

standard ·open-ended questions. Such indexes almost certainly reflect 

well the voter's evaluation of a candidate. But beyond evaluation, and 

that is what is at issue here, it is not obvious what the open-ended 

questions are measuring. One interpretation is to accept the questions 

at face value--that they in fact identify voters' reasons for their evalua-

tions. At least two other interpretations of these replies may have 

greater psychological plausibility, however. 

The first takes voters' replies mainly as convenient rationaliza-

tions for evaluations arrived at largely on other grounds. From this per-

spective, replies to the open-ended questions are less reasons that pre-

cede evaluation than they are rationalizations that follow evaluation. 

A second interpretation also challenges whether the open-ended 

questions tap voters' reasons for their evaluations, but from a different 

theoretical perspective, that articulated recently by Nisbett and Wilson 

(1977). They argue that people have severely restricted introspective 
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access to their own decision making processes (though not to the deci

sins themselves). At the same time, people believe that they possess 

such access, and are therefore altogether willing to report {often in

valid) explanations for their decisions. According to this interpreta

tion, then, voters' answers to the open-ended questions may be revealing 

not ~f the factors that actually figured into their evaluations, but of 

widely-shared and highly available explanations for candidate evalua

tion (what Nisbett and Wilson call "a apriori causal theories"). 

The general point here is that responses to the open-ended ques

tions are interpretable from several competing perspectives. We are 

not suggesting that the open~ended questions do not measure well voters' 

evaluations of the candidates (though there may be more efficient ways 

to do this). Rather the question is: how should the qualitative nature 

of the replies be understood? 

To help resolve this question, we included in the New Haven survey 

four different versions of open-ended questions, randomly assigned to 

respondents. Each respondent received just one form, directed toward 

Carter, Ford, Reagan, and Kennedy in turn. Form I represented our slight 

adaptation of the standard CPS question; Form II framed the open-ended 

question in a political way, but without encouraging rationalization; 

Form III put the question in explicitly personal tenns; Form IV went 

further in this direction, placing the question in an explicitly personal 

and concrete context. 

The way in which the open-ended questions were asked did indeed in

fluence replies. For example, politicians were much more likely to be 

described as warm or as cold when they were thought about in a concrete, 
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personal context (Form IV). Decency and immorality became much more 

prominent when respondents were asked to think about Jimmy Carter (and 

the others) as a person. Other differences emerged but these examples 

make the general point: The qualitative character of leader impressions 

is a function partly of how the impressions are elicited. 

To explore such differences further, three forms of the open-ended 

question were included in the spring survey: the standard question 

(slightly modified for a non-campaign context), which we think invites 

rationalization; a question that asked respondents for their impressions 

about candidate X as a person; and a third question that required re

spondents to describe what candidate X would be like in person at an in

formal neighborhood gathering. (These questions are presented in full in 

Appendix A.) The standard question was administered to half-sample A 

respondents, who were asked about Carter and Ford during the first inter

view and Kennedy and Reagan during the second. Half-sample B respondents 

were also asked about Carter and Ford during their first interview, but in 

terms of the in person question. In the second interview they were then 

asked about their impressions of Kennedy and then Reagan as people. 

This design obviously necessitates drawing comparisons between re

sponses offered by the two half-samples. It is therefore imperative that 

the two are comparable in other respects. Fortunately, they seem to be: 

On demographic characteristics, and on political predispositions, the two 

samples are indistinguishable. Thus any differences in the responses to 

the various open-ended questions can confidently be attributed to variation 

in question format. 

Two criteria are appropriate in assessing differences between the 



standard and new open-ended questions. First, do the questions differ 

in the sheer amount of material elicited? Second, do the questions 

elicit differing types of information? 

Response Rate Results 
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The percent of people responding is higher in every case for the 

new questions than for the standard. As can be seen from Table 6.1, how

ever, the average improvement in response rate is rather modest, only 

9%. The biggest changes are for Ford and Reagan, the less salient poten

tial candidates. 

To assess whether the experimental questions pull responses mainly 

from politically inattentive and perhaps politically unsophisticated re

spondents, we re-examined response rate within groups determined by a 

measure of media exposure. (This is an averaged index based on replies 

to four questions, tapping: the degree to which the respondent follows 

public affairs; the frequency with which the respondent reports watching 

early evening television news; the amount of attention paid to government 

affairs when watching television news; and finally, the amount of atten

tion reportedly paid to government affairs when reading the newspaper. 

Responses to these questions were modestly inter-correlated: the mean 

Pearson r = .30.) This analysis is summarized in Tables 6.2 and 6.3. 

As shown there, the effect of the experimental questions is essentially 

identical for high and low exposure respondents. A tangential and un

surprising result revealed by this breakdown is that more of the high

exposure respondents than low exposure respondents answer all three types 

of questions, by about 8%. What is more interesting in this comparison 

is that the difference is most pronounced on negative responses (i.e., 



Table 6.1 

Response to Three Types of Open-ended Questions: 
Percent of Respondents Offering a Response 

Question Carter Ford Kennedy Reagan Mean 

1. CPS 
standard: 
why vote for: 60 49 55 47 53 

why vote 
against: 75 52 49 48 56 

answers to 
either or both: 92 81 83 74 83 

2. Experimental 
candidate 
in person 98 93 (not asked) 95 

candidate 
~person (not asked) 88 87 88 

CPS to Experimental 
Change +6 +12 +5 +13 +9 

Note: See Appendix A for complete description of the three questions. 



Table 6.2 

Percent of Low Media Exposure Respondents Offering 
a Response 

Question Carter Ford Kennedy Reagan Mean 

1. CPS 
standard: 
why vote for 59 49 58 49 54 

why vote 
against 67 49 38 41 49 

answers to 
either or both 88 78 76 70 78 

2. Experimental: 
candidate 
in person 96 90 93 

candidate 
~person 83 83 83 

CPS to Experimental 
Change +8 +12 +7 +13 +10 



Table 6.3 

Percent of High Media Exposure Respondents Offering 
a Response 

Question Carter Ford Kennedy Reagan Mean 

1. CPS standard: 
why vote for 61 48 52 44 51 

why vote 
against 84 54 61 55 64 

answers to 
either or both 97 84 89 78 87 

2. Experimental: 
candidate 
in person 100 96 98 

candidate 
_!2. person 94 93 94 

CPS to Experimental 
Change +3 +12 +5 +15 +9 



51 

on the 'why vote against" component of the standard question). 

The experimental questions elicit replies from a slightly larger 

proportion of respondents than does the standard question. Do the ex

perimental questions also elicit more responses from those people that 

do reply? The answer appears to be no, as indicated by the evidence 

displayed in Table 6.4. The bottom row of the Table displays the change 

in average number of responses elicited by the standard and experimental 

questions, excluding those respondents who had nothing to say at all. By 

this measure, the new questions show a slight net loss. 

In sum, rate and quantity of response do not argue forcefully in 

favor of the experimental questions. We turn now to the qualitative 

· properties of candidate impressions elicited by the three open-ended 

questions. 

Patterns of Response 

Table 6.5 shows the percentage of response to each question for 

each candidate across ten global CPS candidate categories. The most 

striking result is that the standard question elicits a wider range of 

response. The experimental questions yield responses almost exclusively 

confined to the personality category. This may reflect that although 

people consider candidate personality an inappropriate justification for 

voting, personal information pours out in response to both forms of the 

experimental questions, which allow--perhaps even demand--that type of 

response. Of the two experimental questions, asking respondents to offer 

their impressions of the candidate as a person elicits somewhat more 

varied information. However, this comparison is confounded with the 

particular candidate being asked about: we cannot legitimately compare 



Table 6.4 

Response to Three Types of Open-ended Questions: 
Average Number of Responses Among Those Who Replied at All 

Question Carter Ford Kennedy Reagan Mean 

1. CPS standard: 
why vote for 1.88 2.03 2.50 1. 72 2.03 

why vote 
against 1.99 1.51 1. 74 1.83 1. 77 

answers to 
either or both 2.96 2.20 2.68 2.26 2.53 

2. Experimental: 
candidate 
in person 2.31 2.09 2.20 

candidate 
~person 2.73 2.38 2.56 

CPS to Experimental 
Change -.65 -.11 +.05 +.12 -.15 



Question 

1. CPS standardb 

2. E~erimentalc 

Table 6.5 

Response to Three Types of Open
ended Questions: Global 

Category Usagea 

Categor:z: Carter Ford 
+ + -

experience 6 11 27 12 
leadership 3 11 6 16 
personality 37 16 29 14 
party ties 3 4 8 25 
government 

management 4 8 10 7 
miscellaneous 3 3 8 9 
philosophy 6 3 4 5 
domestic 

policy 9 21 4 8 
foreign 

policy 25 18 1 3 
group ties 3 7 3 2 

experience 3 3 
leadership 16 12 
personality 74 77 
party ties 0 1 
governmental 

management 2 2 
miscellaneous 2 2 
philosophy 1 2 
domestic 

policy 0 0 
foreign 

policy 1 0 
group ties 1 0 

Kenned:z: Reagan 
+ + 
10 4 12 5 
18 5 5 5 
29 34 29 34 
1 3 9 5 

2 5 9 3 
2 14 2 3 
4 10 11 16 

18 21 13 7 

1 4 8 .10 
15 1 2 10 

4 9 
15 11 
53 52 

1 0 

2 3 
10 6 

6 12 

4 2 

1 3 
3 3 

~sage is recorded as percent of codable responses for that column. 

l>wby vote for is recorded under the + column, against under -

~ote that Carter and Ford were described in the in person question, 

Kennedy and Reagan by the ~ person question. 

Mean 

10.88 
8.62 

27. 75 
7.12 

5.62 
5.50 
7.38 

12.75 

8.88 
5.38 

4.75 
13.50 
64.00 

.so 

2.25 
5.00 
6.00 

1.50 

1.25 
1. 75 



Table 6 .6 

Global Category Usage by Low-Media Exposure 
Respondents 

Question Catego!:l Carter Ford Kenned:t: Reagan Mean 
+ + - + + 

1. CPS standard experience 4 9 25 17 11 3 15 4 11.0 
leadership 3 14 5 13 7 5 4 4 6.9 
personality 35 14 30 11 40 37 28 27 27.8 
party ties 1 6 6 28 1 5 6 4 7.1 
governmental 

management 5 15 13 9 1 3 9 7 7.8 
miscellaneous 5 5 11 7 1 13 4 4 6.3 
philosophy 3 3 3 4 6 11 11 16 7.1 
domestic 

policy 12 18 3 13 19 21 15 16 14.6 
foreign 

policy 31 10 2 4 0 3 6 7 7.9 
group ties 3 7 2 0 13 0 2 11 4.8 

2. Experimental experience 1 3 4 10 4.5 
leadership 15 14 16 14 14.8 
personality 76 80 53 46 63.8 
party ties 0 2 1 0 0.8 
governmental 

management 2 1 2 4 2.3 
miscellaneous 2 1 7 6 4.0 
philosophy 2 1 7 14 6.0 
domestic 

policy 0 0 4 1 1.3 
foreign 

policy 1 0 1 4 1.5 
group ties 1 0 4 2 1.8 



Table 6.7 

Global Category Usage by High-Media Exposure 
Respondents 

Question Categori Carter Ford Kenne di Reagan Mean 
+ + - + - + 

1. CPS standard experience 8 12 28 9 7 5 9 6 10.5 
leadership 3 8 7 20 16 5 7 6 9.0 
personality 40 16 28 17 28 31 29 40 28.6 
party ties 6 6 9 24 1 2 11 6 8.1 
government 

management 3 2 7 4 3 6 9 0 4.3 
miscellaneous 1 2 6 11 3 16 0 2 5.1 
philosophy 10 2 4 6 3 9 11 17 7.8 
domestic 

policy 7 22 4 4 20 20 11 0 11.0 
foreign 

policy 18 22 0 2 ~ 5 11 13 9.3 
group ties 4 6 6 4 ,., 2 2 10 6.1 

2. Experimental experience 5 4 5 8 5.5 
leadership 17 11 15 8 12.8 
personality 72 74 54 56 64.0 
party ties 0 1 1.· 1 0.8 
government 

management 2 4 1 3 2.5 
miscellaneous 2 4 13 5 6.0 
philosophy 1 3 4 9 4.3 
domestic 

policy 0 0 4 2 1.5 
foreign 

policy 1 1 0 3 1.3 
group ties 1 0 3 5 2.3 
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the experimental questions with each other, but only separately with the 

standard. Nevertheless, the as-a-person question does appear superior 

in allowing the emergence of dimensions unique to the candidate--in 

Kennedy's case, Chappiquiddick and his alleged ties to working people, 

'Uld in Reagan's, his extremist political philosophy. 

These features, and especially the pronounced differences between 

responses elicited by the standard question and those elicited by the 

experimental questions, are preserved within both high and low media 

exposure groups. These results are shown in Tables 6.6 and 6.7. 

One last comparison--and from an unexpected quarter. As a follow

up to the affect inventory, respondents were asked to name for each can

didate their strongest feeling and then to describe what lead them to 

feel that way. These open-ended responses are codable in terms of the 

standard CPS categories. The marginals are shown in Table 6.8, alongside 

results from the CPS standard question, summarized earlier. 

The similarities are striking in several respects. First of all, 

the response rate to the affect follow-up question is essentially identi

cal to the rate of response to the standard questions--both in an overall 

sense and in the sense of preserving candidate differences. As for the 

standard question, the affect open-ended question elicited responses about 

Carter most frequently (from 89% of the sample), about Reagan least 

often (62%), and about Kennedy and Ford with intermediate frequency (80% 

and 81%, respectively). More impressive still is the qualitative similar

ity of the candidate impressions elicited by the two questions, which by 

superficial analysis, seem very different. Nevertheless, whether respon

dents are asked, in effect, to justify their vote preferences, or whether 



Table 6.8 

Comparing Responses to CPS Standard Open-Ended 
Question with Responses to Reasons for 

Strongest Affect Question 

Carter Ford Kenned! Reagan 
Catego!I CPS/Affect CPS/Affect CPS/Affect CPS/Affect 

experience 8% 14% 20% 16% 7% 5% 8% +% 
leadership 7 5 11 8 12 14 5 13 

personality 27 17 22 34 31 34 31 36 

party ties 4 1 17 15 2 0 7 5 

governmental 
management 6 7 8 3 3 2 6 5 

miscellaneous 3 7 8 18 8 22 2 6 

philosophy 5 6 4 2 7 8 14 11 

domestic policy 15 12 6 1 20 8 10 4 

foreign policy 22 29 2 2 3 1 9 6 

group ties 5 2 3 2 8 6 6 8 

ResEonse Rate: .~n .89 .81 .81 .83 • '60 .74 .62 

Note: Column's total 100%. The CPS column averages the percentage 

responses given to the "vote for" and "vote against" branches. 

Mean 
CPS/ Affect 

10.9% 9.8% 

8.6 10.0 

27.8 30.3 

7.1 5.3 

5.6 4.3 

5.5 12.8 

7.4 6.8 

12.3 6.3 

8.9 9.5 

5.4 4.5 

.83 .• 78 

of 



they are asked for reasons underlying their political affects, they 

refer in about the same proportion to experience, to personality, to 

group ties, and so forth~ 
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One notable difference between the two occurs over the "miscellan

eous" category: The affect question elicits more responses here than 

does the standard. This is not necessarily to the detriment of the affect 

questions. The differences are sharpest for Kennedy and Ford. And it 

turns out that the miscellaneous category is home to replies recalling 

Chappaquiddick and Ford's pardon of Nixon. 

Recouunendations 

Putting aside for a moment considerations of time and money (just 

for a moment), there are excellent reasons to include open-ended car..di

date instrumentation in the 1980 study (i.e., in addition to the standard 

question that will surely be part of the itmnediate pre~election-post

election-preserve-the-time-series-survey). These include: (1) the im

portance of tracing the evolution of candidate imagery over time, par

ticularly the cognitive or informational elements of images; (2) the 

capacity to measure the subjective impact of ongoing events in interface 

with the media monitoring project; (3) the ability to ascertain the ex

tent to which a candidate becomes identified in the public mind with a 

single, overriding theme (e.g., Kennedy and National Health Insurance). 

How then, to measure this (still postponing economic considera

tions)? The competition we have described between the standard CPS ques

tion and our new experimental versions produces a clear winner: namely, 

the standard question. The new questions off er little advantage in terms 

of response rate. More decisively, the rich, personal candidate images 



tha~.we hoped to discover with them proved elusive. There may be no 
-tnctc, 
,. ' there. ,. 

This narrows the field to two: the standard question, and the 

follow-up question associated with the affect inventory. We prefer the 
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latter on two grounds. First, our experimentation with open-ended ques-

tions was originally prompted by reservations about the standard ques-

tions--that it encourages rationalization. Although the standard emerges 

victorious, the victory was achieved on other grotmds: our reservations 

remain largely intact. Moreover, the affect open-ended question may 

curtail somewhat these rationalization impulses. We believe this partly 

because of our speculation that affective responses are less filtered, 

less subject to consistency pressures than are semantically-mediated re-

sponses (see section 3 for a fuller discussion); and partly on empir-

ical grounds. As indicated in Table 6.8, the affect question elicits 

substantially more references to Chappaquaddick and to the Nixon pardon, 

events that may ~ to the respondent as inappropriate or illegitimate 

bases for reaching preferences, but which in fact may have a great deal 

to do with preference. We pref er the affect follow-up for another reason, 

one near and dear to us all: time and money. The affect question appears 

to be a more efficient way to elicit qualitative candidate impressions 

than the standard question. It is first of all a single question, not 

two ("vote for"/"vote against"), and because we also know which affect is 

the strongest for any particular respondent, there is no problem in figur-

. ing out the evaluative meaning of the open-ended response. And secondly, 

the affect question is less likely to provoke long, rambling answers by 

those occasional long-winded respondents, presumably because the question 



55 

centers attention on a candidate-affect nexus. In short. we recommend 

including the affect follow-up question in the 1980 study. in conjunction 

with each administration of the affect inventory itself. 

7. Recommendations Re-visited 

What follows is our complete package of recOtJDnendations regarding 

candidate instrumentation. Unless otherwise noted. the measures are to 

be asked exactly as they were in the CPS spring survey. as set out in 

Appendix A. 

* Complete Trait Inventory for each viable candidate. 

Early in the January-November period. when the field of candidates 

is comparatively large. the trait inventory may necessarily be re

duced. The essential sub-set of items is: smart. courageous. 

knowledgeable. inspiring, honest. immoral, reckless, too political, 

power-hungry, and weak. Later, as candidates drop out, the trait 

lists can correspondingly be expanded back to their original 

length, thereby permitting finer measurement of the principal 

candidates, and without incurring the costs that would be occasioned 

by the introduction of novel instrumentation. 

* Complete Affect Inventory for each viable candidate. 

At a minimum, the inventory must include: hopeful, sympathetic, 

liking, proud, disgusted, uneasy, angry, and disliking. The in

ventory should include at each administration the follow-up open

ended question--reasons for strongest affect. 

* Delete the Behavior Inventory, retaining just 4 items. 

The four are: solve our economic problems; set a good moral 

example; provide strong leadership; develop good relations with 



other countries. These items should be incorporated into the 

trait inventory, and administered with them at each interviewing 

point for each viable candidate. 

* Delete the Ideal Presidency Inventory. 
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* Delete the experimental versions of the candidate open-ended question. 

* Delete the CPS standard open-ended question (except of course for its 

traditional place in the immediate pre-election/post-election phase of 

the 1980 study). 
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APPENDIX A 

Candidate measureG included in the CPS spring surve:r. 

1. Trait in~ntor,y 

2. Affect. inventory 

3. Behavior inventor-J 

4. Ideal president inventory 

5. Open-ended C"-~didate c:-uestions 
a. CPS sta."ldcrd 
b. candidate as a person 
c. candidate in person 
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