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Election effects or long term trends? 

 Scholars have devoted considerable effort trying to learn how voters think about 

political issues.  This quest has led to the conclusion that most voters think about issues 

inconsistently and lack an ideological organization of their beliefs (Converse 1964; 

Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Bennett 1988; Zaller 1992; Luskin 1987; 

Krosnick 1990).  Campbell et al. (1960) first discussed an unconstrained and 

decentralized belief system and argued that most voters think about issues in several 

dimensions and do not organize their beliefs along a single abstract liberal-conservative 

dimension.  In contrast to these voters there are a small minority of voters who posses a 

constrained and centralized belief system.  These cognitively complex and sophisticated 

voters, the highly educated and politically attuned, are found to be the most ideological, 

discussed in the literature in terms of high levels of constraint and complexity.  It is 

valuable to explore the differences between ideological voters and those who lack an 

ideological basis for their beliefs as these differences have implications for how voters 

organize and process political information and how elites communicate with voters.  

Converse (1964) was the first to structure the debate on belief systems by 

categorizing the electorate into five groups that each thought about politics in different 

ways.   He described voters in terms of cognitive categories that each conceptualized 

politics in different ways: (1) Ideologues, (2) Near-ideologues, (3) Group interest, (4) 

Nature of the times, and (5) No issue content. Ideologues were defined as being highly 

constrained and highly complex because they organize their beliefs with an ideological 



 2 

yardstick.  “No issue content” voters have no discernable organization for their beliefs.  

The groups between these two extremes each described the political world differently.  

Near-ideologues have a conception of ideology, but do not organize their beliefs along 

this dimension. Group interest voters are able to connect partisan labels with issues, but 

did not structure their beliefs ideologically.  Nature of the times voters do not understand 

much about parties, ideology, or issues, but vote retrospectively based on their perception 

of government performance.  “Ideologues” and “Near-ideologues” makeup slightly over 

10% of the electorate and “Group interest” and “Nature of the times” voters makeup over 

45% of the electorate.  

Stimson (1975) was the first to divide up the electorate into cognitive complexity 

categories that roughly organized voters into Converse’s descriptive categories.  

Stimson’s measure parsed the 1972 electorate into quartiles based on an even 

combination of factual political questions, such as names of prominent political figures, 

and levels of education.  Stimson’s analysis of these groups provided evidence that there 

were systematic differences in how each of Converse’s groups thought about politics.  

Specifically, the most complex twenty-five percent of the electorate vote their ideology, 

party identification, and issue positions at twice the consistency of the least complex 

twenty-five percent.   While Stimson’s quartiles seemed to organize Ideologues and 

Near-ideologues together in his most complex group, his groups seem to accurately 

capture the differences in the way that each group conceptualizes politics.  Stimson’s 

empirical contribution to the literature provided an important test of Converse’s cognitive 

categories; only those voters with high levels of constraint organize their stances on 

political issues along the liberal-conservative dimension, consistent with their party 

identification. 
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 Mapping Stimson's categories of voters over multiple elections tests the degree to 

which Converse's categories vary over time.   Extending his study provides more 

information to support Converse’s assertion that Ideologues and Near-ideologues think 

about politics differently than other groups in the electorate.  By examining each of these 

groups in additional elections I am able to test the effects of any one particular election 

on each of the groups.  In addition to possible single election effects, there may be a 

constant change among the groups over time.  If these groups have grown further apart in 

their understanding of politics, either in single elections or over time, then there are 

normative consequences in terms of each group’s ability to rationally engage in politics.  

For example, if the most complex voters are evolving ideologically, also described in 

terms of increasing constraint, then they will be able to organize their political beliefs 

more consistently, better comprehend elite discourse, and be able to make more informed 

and consistent voting decisions.   

Presidential campaigns may provide single-election effects that educate voters.  

The Changing American Voter (Nie, Verba, and Petrocik 1976) suggested that when 

candidates take extreme issue positions voters are able to structure their vote around the 

issues, as there is a clear difference between the two candidates’ positions.  Candidates 

who take opposing ideological positions on issues provide voters with a better distinction 

and a better mechanism to differentiate the candidates and the parties.  Other factors may 

provide information to voters to assist them in their ability to differentiate the candidates 

and the parties such as get out the vote campaigns, increased campaign advertising, and a 

charged political climate that can motivate voters to tune into politics.  The least complex 

twenty-five percent of the electorate, who primarily represent Converse’s No issue 

content group, should not be effected by changes in elections, as they are generally not 
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involved in politics.  However, the two groups between the most complex and the least 

complex, Nature of the time and Group interest, should be the most affected by single 

elections.  These two groups pay enough attention to politics in order to pickup cues from 

election campaigns, but should not carry these cues from one election to the next as they 

have a shorter political attention span than the most politically involved.  The level of 

constraint that these voters display should depend on the issues, candidates, and political 

landscape of the election.  Conversely, the most sophisticated voters should carry the 

information they learn from one election to the next.   

High complexity voters should be able to learn from each election cycle, as they 

are the most tuned into politics and most educated.  There are several reasons why these 

voters should see a consistently increasing connection between their ideology, their 

partisanship, and their issue positions.  Over the last forty years, the Southern realignment 

and higher levels of elite ideological polarization (Bartels 2000) have been responsible 

for differentiating the parties.   The increasing differences between the parties should 

allow all voters a clearer choice in terms of policy and ideology.  However, the cues from 

these changes should be most evident only to the most politically sophisticated as this 

group is deeply involved and pays constant attention to politics.  While there may be 

increasing constraint evident in less constrained groups, these differences should be 

temporal and depend on election effects since these less ideological voters may only 

receive and retain political cues from single elections.  The most constrained should not 

only retain information from one election cycle to the next, but also should be able to 

receive and organize additional political information between election cycles.   

 



 5 

One goal of this analysis is to determine how the most ideological and least 

ideological voters have changed over time.  These high complexity voters have 

consistently turned out in high numbers since 1976.  Plus, this segment of the electorate 

sees a stronger connection between their partisanship and their issue positions when 

voting, evaluating candidates, and evaluating parties.  While issues by themselves do not 

matter for any of the groups, the high complexity group is organizing their ideology, 

partisanship, and issues even more consistently.   I find that the most complex voters 

seem to transcend the effects of specific elections and have consistently connected their 

issues and their partisanship at much higher rates since 1976.  Because my analysis 

divides the electorate into four equal groups, the largest differences are between the low 

complexity group and the high complexity group.  These low complexity voters do not 

seem to be effected by any long-term political trends or any specific election.  The least 

complex voters never organize their beliefs in terms of ideology and do not see any 

connection between their partisanship and issues.  With the exception of a nearly 20% 

decline in reported voting, this group has remained largely invariant since 1976, not 

seeing any connection between their issues, ideology, or partisanship when voting, 

evaluating candidates, and evaluating parties.   For this segment of the electorate, party 

identification is all that matters, and issues have no practical effect on how they think 

about their vote, the candidates, or the parties.    

 Since the electorate was divided into quartiles, a full fifty percent of the electorate 

fall between the high complexity group and the low complexity group; these groups 

represent Converse’s Group interest and Nature of the times voters.  Members of the two 

groups in between the highest and lowest complexity voters do not seem to have 

demonstrated a clear trend during the period of my study.  While their turnout fluctuates 
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with each election, they voted at about the same rate in 2004 as they did in 1976.  Their 

ideology and their vote are not strongly correlated and change with each election, but 

they have made slight overall increases in the relationship between their issue positions 

and partisanship in terms of vote choice, candidate evaluations, and party evaluations.  

While most my of measures show higher levels of constraint in 2004 than in 1976 for this 

half of the electorate, caution is in order when interpreting these results as a trend towards 

increasing constraint this segment of the electorate.  First, the increase in the level of 

constraint between 1976 and 2004 for either of the two groups with medium levels of 

complexity are not as large as the differences for the most politically complex between 

1976 and 2004.  Second, these groups did not consistently demonstrate higher levels of 

constraint from one election to the next, as in numerous elections they were less 

constrained than in previous elections.  Finally, almost all groups exist at a similar low 

level of constraint in 1976.  This point should be underscored as it means that the 

increasing constraint of the most complex voters has implications not only for how this 

group interprets political cues, but also for how political elites communicate with voters.  

The large gap between the least and most complex voters in 2004 did not exist in 1976.  

This may lead candidates and political elites to address the most complex group in more 

ideological ways today than they did in 1976.   
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Do voters need to be ideological in order to be rational? 
 

 Political scientists have used different terminology to categorize voters into 

groups with similar attributes.  Converse (1964) first postulated that an ideological belief 

system would be constrained.  Constraint refers to the degree to which voters organize 

their beliefs consistently along one powerful dimension.  Sophisticated voters, who are 

highly educated and in tune with politics, are expected to be the most constrained.  In 

addition, a sophisticated voter is much more consistent in his or her vote, issue positions, 

and partisanship than a non-sophisticated voter. The most sophisticated voters are 

empirically the most constrained, the most ideological, and the most cognitively complex 

(Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Converse 1964; Zaller 1992; Stimson 

1975).  Since constraint, complexity, sophistication, and cognitive ability all evoke a very 

similar concept, they will be used interchangeably in this analysis. Sophistication and 

high cognitive ability are terms that describe the highly educated who pay attention to 

politics.  These individuals think about politics in highly ideological terms, making them 

the most constrained and complex voters.  Table 1 summarizes the qualities of the most 

and least constrained voters empirically in 2004.  While some of these qualities, such as 

the most complex voting according to their ideology, describe the differences between 

the most and least complex better in the 2004 electorate than the 1976 electorate, these 

differences are still evident in 1976. 
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Table 1: Defining characteristics of the most and least complex voters in 2004 
1. Pay more attention to politics 
2. Are highly educated 
3. Think about issues in ideological terms (one dimension) 
4. Vote according to their partisanship and ideology 
5. Connect their ideology to their partisanship 
6. Judge candidates and parties through an ideological and partisan lens 

Most complex  
Most constrained  
Most sophisticated 
Most cognitive ability 

7. Vote in high numbers 
  
1. Pay little attention to politics 
2. Are less educated 
3. Think about issues on multiple dimensions 
4. Often vote according to their partisanship, but not consistently 
5. Does not connect their partisanship to their ideology 
6. Does not vote according to their ideology 
7. Judge candidates and parties through mainly a partisan lens 

Least complex  
Least constrained  
Least sophisticated 
Least cognitive ability 

8. Do not vote in high numbers 
 

 Campbell et al. (1960) sparked a debate that has continued for nearly half a 

century when they declared that issues play almost no role in how most Americans 

voters, who are unconstrained, structure their beliefs.  They suggested that most of the 

electorate think about politics primarily in terms of partisan attachment.  In addition, they 

were the first to suggest that political elites, later defined as the most constrained, in the 

electorate were the only ones who organize their issue beliefs around their ideology, both 

consistent with their party identification. Many scholars provide further evidence that 

those who are heavily involved in politics have more consistent attitudes (Nie, Verba, and 

Petrocik 1979; Axelrod 1976; Bishop, Tuchfarber, and Oldendick 1978; Converse 1964; 

Hagner and Pierce 1983; Judd, Krosnick, and Milburn 1981). Conversely, those voters 

who are not involved in politics do not tend to align their beliefs in terms of ideology.  

For example, Converse (1964) suggests that the least constrained in the electorate are 

selecting responses simply to appease the interviewer and do not have any stable beliefs 

on issues, ideological or otherwise.  
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 However, not all scholars agree with the conventional wisdom that the least 

educated and politically knowledgeable do not organize their beliefs rationally.  Many 

scholars have argued that this instability is due to measurement error (Judd, Krosnick, 

and Milburn 1981; Achen 1975, 1983; Dean and Moran 1977; Erikson 1979; Feldman 

1988).  This measurement error is often described in terms of question fluctuation or 

imprecise wording.  Taylor and Fiske (1978) argue that some voters find different issues 

salient to them at different times.  Most of these scholars argue that the liberal-

conservative scale may not be the mechanism that all voters use.  They argue that some 

voters organize their opinions along either a different single dimension that is not right to 

left or multiple dimensions in order to make rational decisions.   

 Even though the least constrained voters do not seem to organize their beliefs 

ideologically, some scholars argue that these voters can still cast meaningful votes.  

These researchers demonstrate that some positions are more important to voters than 

others and that these issues positions are not necessarily organized along the liberal-

conservative dimension (Byrne, London, and Griffitt 1968; Clore and Baldridge 1968; 

Krosnick and Schuman 1988).  Also, some voters seem to vote on single issues (Jones 

and Jones 1971).  Single issue voters may not understand dimensions as complex as the 

liberal-conservative scale, but they do vote according to their positions on issues that are 

salient to them.  If this is the case, then it is possible that certain clusters of issues matter 

most to voters while others matter very little.  Such voters may also use information 

shortcuts (Bartels 1996; Rahn 1993) to cast votes that align with their issues preferences.  

If they understand candidate stances on issues that are important to them, then their vote 

choice may be rational without being structured ideologically.  Cognitive shortcuts allow 

voters to make rational decisions (McDermott 1997) without being heavily tuned into 
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politics.   However, if voters are making rational decisions, there should some connection 

between the issues that matter to them and their partisanship or their vote, even if they do 

not organize their views ideologically.   

 Tracking the least complex group, who represent twenty-five percent of the 

electorate, can provide additional insights into the debate about how this group differs 

from the other groups in the electorate and how they have changed over time.   Zaller 

(1992) suggested that because the least constrained group does not have an ideological 

lens to organize their beliefs, that additional information may not be valuable for these 

voters as they have no consistent way in which to organize that information.  These 

voters represent the least educated and least involved in politics, who vote at low rates, 

and we can expect that they simply use their party identification to structure their vote. 

 By tracking the two groups that are moderately involved in politics, who represent 

fifty percent of the electorate, it is possible to determine the effect of specific elections on 

these two groups.  First, tracking these groups over time will help determine if there are 

candidates or election cycles where they structure their vote ideologically, along a single 

powerful dimension that is not ideological, based on groupings of issues, or without any 

noticeable structure outside of party identification.  We should expect these voters to 

organize their beliefs beyond simply party identification, as they are somewhat involved 

in politics, but not to the degree of their more involved counterparts.  For example 

cognitive (McDermott 1997) and information shortcuts (Bartels 1996; Rahn 1993) should 

allow these voters to pickup on cues in a given election and make some sense of 

incoming political information.  Since some issues are more important to voters than 

others (Byrne, London, and Griffitt 1968; Clore and Baldridge 1968; Krosnick and 
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Schuman 1988), testing additional election cycles for these two groups of voters will 

allow me to test if they organize their beliefs around issues that are salient to them in 

specific elections.  Plus, I will be able to test the degree to which the most politically 

complex have increased in their constraint over time in relation to their less complex 

peers in the electorate. 

 By tracking the most complex group, which represents twenty-five percent of the 

electorate, I am able to determine if this group has increased in their constraint.  

According to the RAS model (Zaller 1992), it should be expected that high complexity 

voters integrate additional information every election cycle that allows them to think 

more consistently about their positions on issue and the liberal-conservative dimension. 

Since this group tends to be highly educated and partisan, the additional information is 

filtered in partisan terms and integrated into their belief system.  Plus, since party elites 

have become more constrained, or ideological, over time (Abramowitz and Saunders 

1998, Jacobson 2000, 2002; Layman and Carsey 2002), it is reasonable to expect that 

there will be corresponding increases in issue alignment with partisanship in the most 

constrained twenty-five percent of the electorate.  These factors should lead the most 

constrained in the electorate to organize their political beliefs with increasing 

consistency. 

 

 

 

 



 12 

Testing constraint 

 Several hypotheses stem from my theory: 

Hypothesis 1: The most politically constrained twenty-five percent of the electorate have 

been consistently connecting their partisanship and issue positions at much higher rates 

since 1976. 

Hypothesis 2: The least politically constrained twenty-five percent of the electorate have 

not seen any consistent, election specific, or absolute increase between their partisanship 

and issue positions since 1976. 

Hypothesis 3: The two medium politically constrained groups, which represent fifty 

percent of the electorate, connect their partisanship and issues at different rates from 1976 

to 2004 depending on the election.   

Exploring these three hypotheses may serve to explicate the relationship between 

political constraint and levels of conceptualization.   

 My independent and dependent variables are from the American National 

Election Studies for all presidential election years from 1976 to 2004.  Party 

identification and ideological self-placement are two prominent independent variables 

that appear across all years.  Each of my dependent variables also appears across all 

years: candidate evaluation scores, party evaluation scores, and vote choice.  Party 

identification ranges from 0, strong Democrat, to 6, strong Republican.  Independents, 

categorized and those who lean to one party are categorized into three groups: 2, leaning 

Democrat, 3, Independent, and 4, leaning Republican.  Ideological self-placement ranges 

from 1, extremely liberal, to 7, extremely conservative.  Candidate evaluation scores and 

party evaluation scores range from 0, not at all favorable, to 100, very favorable.  The 
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two candidate and two party evaluations scores were transformed into a single number 

for each by taking the rating of the Democrats minus that of the Republican.  Vote choice 

is a dichotomous indicator that represents the Republican and Democratic candidates; 

third party candidates were not included.  

 Most of my key independent variables, issues questions, were similar across all 

years, but some changed from year to year.  These questions were ranked on a seven-

point continuum that ranged from a very liberal position, 0, to a very conservative 

position, 7.  For example, one question about a woman’s position in society ranged from 

0, men and women should have equal roles, to 7, a woman’s place is in the home.  There 

is an even cross section of election-specific issues and stable ideological issues.  The 

main ideological questions that appeared in most of the 8 surveys include those about 

jobs, the position of women in society, the tradeoff between government spending and 

services, amount of defense spending, position of blacks in society, government health 

insurance, and abortion.  Other questions that were election specific included those about 

legalizing marijuana, crime control, policies towards Russia and Central America, 

privatization of social security, and those on taxes.  Whereas only half of the issues 

questions appeared in a majority of the surveys, the underlying ideological yardstick used 

to test the level of constraint in the electorate will apply to election-specific issues as well 

as those that are ideological abstract in nature.  Appendix Table 2 presents all of the 

issues used for all years.   

 Issue questions were transformed in several ways in order to test the 

multidimensional belief structure argument.  While most questions were on a seven-point 

scale some issues such as abortion, on a four-point scale, were normalized to a seven-
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point scale to match up with other issue questions.  If a respondent did not answer two or 

fewer issue questions, the mean of the position on all other issues was inserted for the 

missing values to avoid sample size problems.  Once some of these variables were 

standardized, some were inverted to ensure all ran from liberal to conservative.  Factor 

analysis, which will be discussed later, was used to determine the number of issue 

dimensions for each group.  Once each issue could be placed on one factor, the mean of 

all the issues on that factor was taken and used in the regression to represent the average 

liberal-conservative score on each set of issues.  For the high complexity group, the mean 

of the issues on the first factor encompassed almost all issues, as it was representative of 

the liberal-conservative dimension.  For the least complex, there were more issue mean 

scores that were spread evenly across multiple factors, in line with a multidimensional 

belief system.   

 Partisanship and issues are compared against three dependant variables that 

capture the way that the electorate structures its beliefs.  The first is vote choice, which 

varies only from the Democrat to the Republican candidate.  The second, feeling 

thermometer scores for the parties, and third, feeling thermometer scores for the 

candidates, are both differential scores.  These scores were calculated by taking the 

respondent’s score for the Republican candidate or party and subtracting it from the score 

for the Democratic candidate or party.  Taking a single differential score for each 

indicator is the preferred approach as my hypotheses and theory relate to increases in 

partisanship and its connection with issues and do not relate specifically to the effects on 

Democrats or Republicans. 
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 Each sample is divided into four even categories in an attempt to capture political 

sophistication in order to compare each of these groups against one another.  These 

groups are based on Stimson’s (1975) measure that evenly combines political knowledge 

and education.  Consistent with the Converse (1964) school of thought, this measure is an 

equally weighted combination of political knowledge questions, such as name 

recognition of prominent political figures, and levels of education, from primary school 

to an advanced degree.   

 Dividing the sample into these groups did present several problems over time. 

Since my sample was divided into four categories, requiring further divisions at times, 

possible representation problems may occur.  Since political knowledge questions were 

not available in 1976 and 1980, education alone was used as an indicator of political 

sophistication in those years.  While the relationship between political knowledge and 

education has been questioned (Bennett, Oldendick, Tuchfarber, and Bishop 1979), 

others suggest that the two are correlated (Nie, Verba, and Petrocik 1979); appendix table 

2 presents this correlation for the years where both education and political knowledge 

questions were available. Despite the relatively low correlations presented, there is a 

theoretical reason to believe that those with higher levels of education are also high 

complexity voters. 

 In order to test the implications of the multidimensional belief theory, factor 

analysis was performed on all of the issue variables for each year.  A single heavily 

loaded first factor is a strong indicator of a unidimensional belief structure in which 

voters align their issues along an abstract continuum.   More than one or two factors 

would support the concept of a multidimensional belief structure, as it would capture the 
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multiple ways in which voters think about issues.   Voters with lower levels of 

complexity may structure their beliefs in terms of a handful of key issues and not 

organize their beliefs ideologically.  To capture these dimensions, factor analysis 

organized issues into categories that represented the belief dimensions of each group of 

voters.  The mean of all issues on each factor was taken to represent the belief score on 

those issues.  As an example, if a voter had four different factors that encompassed all 

issues and the issues on the first factor included the position of women in society, which 

the voter placed himself as a four on, and position of blacks in society, which the voter 

placed himself as a two on, the score for that factor would be the average of the two 

scores, or a three.   

 The linear probability model was used to assess the degree to which these four 

groups have become constrained in their issue beliefs over time. Partisanship has 

consistently been the best predictor of the vote and one of the best measures to 

understand how members of the electorate structure their beliefs.  In order to determine 

how the electorate thinks about issues, partisanship is an important control variable, as it 

may encompass issue beliefs.  Several models, performed on each of the four cognitive 

complexity groups, were used to determine both the connection between issues and 

partisanship and to determine how the electorate structures its beliefs: 
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Table 2: Explanation of models performed on each of the four cognitive complexity groups 
DV & Model # IVs Sample Summary 
Vote choice #1 Lib-con scale All voters 

Vote choice #2 Lib-con scale Independent 
identifiers 

Vote choice #3 Lib-con scale Strong party 
identifiers 

These three models are performed to 
demonstrate that strong partisans are 
more consistent than Independents 
in their vote choice 

Vote choice #4 Party ID All voters 

Vote choice #5 Mean issue score on 
each factor All voters 

Vote choice #6 Party ID & Mean issue 
score on each factor  All voters 

Candidate 
differential score #1 Party ID All voters 

Candidate 
differential score #2 

Mean issue score on 
each factor All voters 

Candidate 
differential score #3 

Party ID & Mean issue 
score on each factor  All voters 

Party  
differential score #1 Party ID All voters 

Party  
differential score #2 

Mean issue score on 
each factor All voters 

Party  
differential score #2 

Party ID & Mean issue 
score on each factor  All voters 

These nine models were used to 
perform variance decomposition 
(see Table 3).  The adjusted r2s were 
subtracted out to determine the 
unique effect of issues, unique 
effect of party identification, and the 
correlated component.  The purpose 
of these models was to determine to 
what extent voters in each of the 
cognitive complexity groups were 
relying on their issue beliefs alone, 
their partisanship alone, or both 
their partisanship and issue 
positions when voting, evaluating 
candidates, and evaluating parties. 

 

These models help explain to what extent each segment of the electorate has become 

more ideological, more partisan, and how their stances on issues relate to the way they 

think about politics. 

 Variance decomposition was used to filter out the unique effect of issues and 

partisanship from the correlated component.  I performed this technique by running three 

models for each group on each of three dependent variables: vote choice, candidate 

evaluation differential score, and party evaluation differential score.  The first model in 

the set plotted the mean issue dimension score on each factor against the dependent 

variable.  The second model in the set plotted partisanship against the dependent variable.  

The third model in the set plotted partisanship and the mean issue dimension score on 

each factor against the dependent variable.  The unique effect of issues and partisanship 
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and the correlated component were then calculated.  Table 3 presents a sample scenario, 

with a sample adjusted r2 for calculating the unique effects of issues and partisanship.  In 

order to generate the unique effect of party identification, the adjusted r2 of the issues 

only model was subtracted from the full model (.61 - .42 = .19).  To generate the unique 

effect of issues, the adjusted r2 of the party identification model was subtracted from the 

full model (.61 - .54 = .07).  The correlated component was the remaining variance not 

explained by the unique effect of party identification or issues (.61 - .19 - .07 = .35).  This 

technique should provide a comprehensive means for analyzing the connection and 

individual importance of issues and partisanship. 

Table 3: Example using variance decomposition to calculate unique effects 
 Issues 

on the 
vote 

Party ID 
on the 
vote 

Party ID 
and issues 
on the vote 

Unique 
effect of 
Party ID 

Unique 
effect of 
Issues 

Correlated 
component 

Adjusted r2 .42 .54 .61 .19 .07 .35 
 

Demonstrating constraint 

 Ideology is an abstract scale that most voters do not use or understand (Converse 

1964; Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960; Bennett 1988; Zaller 1992; Luskin 

1987; Krosnick 1990).  However, it is valuable to test if this perception has changed since 

1972 in order to understand if voters have shifted in their ideological identification. 

Although the high complexity group has always thought of themselves in ideological 

terms, Graph 1 shows that all three of the other groups are identifying as ideologues at 

higher rates.  While there are still significant differences between the groups, the increase 

in ideological self-identification can have several implications.  It may mean that this 

scale is becoming more meaningful, especially for the least constrained voters.  It may 

also mean that some voters have associated themselves with a liberal or conservative 
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label without understanding its meaning.  The possibility that the increase in ideological 

self-identification is connected with other political phenomena must be explored.  It’s 

important to note that Graph 1 may provide evidence to contradict my hypotheses.  If all 

groups have consistently, and increasingly, placed themselves on the ideological scale, 

they may also all think about politics in ideological terms.  In either case, testing the 

implications of this increase in ideological perception has for the vote is important, as it is 

the simplest act of engagement in politics.  

 

If there has been an increase in ideological self-identification, an increase in 

voting percentage among the groups is reasonable to expect.  An increase in ideological 

thinking might correspond with an increase in political engagement.  However, this 

increase does not seem to be connected to an increase in voting.  In fact, the results 

presented in Graph 2 show that low complexity voters are voting in much fewer numbers 

than they were in 1976.  Conversely, the high complexity group votes in higher 

proportions in 2004 than they did in 1976.  This graph supports the idea that the high 
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complexity group has seen the most consistent increase in voting from one election to the 

next.  While the high complexity group has seen slight drops in voting in some elections, 

these changes are magnified in the other three groups with lower levels of complexity.  

This graph supports the idea that turnout does change in certain elections for the half of 

the electorate with medium levels of complexity.  Additionally, the least complex in the 

electorate seem have consistently voters in fewer numbers, suggesting that their 

participation in terms of voting has precipitously and continually declined since 1976.  

Despite the decreases in voting for the low complexity voters, their ideology may have 

become a much more powerful predictor of the vote.  If the least educated and least 

politically knowledgeable, or those in the low complexity group, were to become more 

ideological despite their drop off in voting, this trend should be seen when the liberal-

conservative scale is used to predict the vote. 
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The results in Graph 3 demonstrate that despite the increase in ideological perceptions 

across the electorate, there seems to be a consistent and weak link between ideology and 

voting patterns for most of the electorate.  Furthermore, Graph 3 shows that only the high 

complexity group link their ideological position to the Republican or Democratic 

candidate in terms of the vote.  The low complexity group complexity group shows little 

variation over time.  The two groups with medium levels of complexity seem to perceive 

some connection between the liberal-conservative scale and the vote, but only in specific 

elections.  Only high complexity group shows a significant increase and votes at twice 

the consistency in 2004 as they did in 1976.  High complexity voters seem to drop off 

slightly in some elections, but a trend is evident.  While the medium-high group is voting 

their ideology slightly more consistently in 2004 than in 1976, the high complexity group 

is voting their ideology at three times their 1976 rate.  With the exception of the most 

complex group, most voters are not voting in accordance with their ideology, and those 

that are seem to be influenced by specific elections.  Stimson (1975) divides his groups 

further to determine if those who are strong partisan identifiers are more consistent in 

their voting patterns than those who do not strongly associate with the Democrats or 

Republicans.   
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If there is a relationship between the liberal-conservative scale and the vote, it should 

become clear among strong partisans.  Strong partisans are more predicable in terms of 

their vote choice than Independents (Keith, Magleby, Nelson, Orr, Westlye, and 

Wolfinger 1992; Keith, Magleby, Nelson, Orr, Westlye, and Wolfinger 1986).  

Constituents of these groups were divided into those who classify themselves as strong 

partisans and those who classify themselves as Independents.  Further division of these 

groups did present some sample size problems, (especially for Independents in 1996 as 

this number was omitted from the graph), but most of the sample sizes provided reliable 

estimates.  Even though Independents are much less consistent in their voting patterns 

than strong partisans, the relationship in the high complexity group still presents a 

positive trend.   In terms of strong partisans and Independents, the most complex in the 

electorate have made strides that are not evident in the other three less complex groups. 

Conversely, both Graphs 4 and 5 demonstrate that there is no strong, clear, or consistent 

trend for the least constrained in the electorate.   It is clear that ideology has become a 
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powerful predictor only for high complexity voters and that these voters are less swayed 

by single election effects. 
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Ideology and Issues 

 Before further analysis can be contemplated, the implications of the findings thus 

far merit discussion.  First, despite increases in ideological identification, the liberal-

conservative scale seems to be a nearly meaningless dimension for at least half of the 

electorate, and arguably meaningless for a full seventy-five percent of the electorate.  

Second, while increases in responses to this scale did provide more reliable estimates, 

only fifty to sixty percent of the two least complex groups placed themselves on the 

ideological scale. On the other hand, the trend for the most complex group has 

demonstrated that the liberal-conservative dimension is a meaningful, and increasingly 

powerful, predictor of the vote.  This result suggests that while some voters have no 

conception of this dimension, the most complex group is voting their ideology more 

consistently.   

 However, the debate on belief systems suggests that the least cognitively complex 

groups do not organize their belief system around the liberal-conservative scale.  Some 

scholars argue that despite this lack of understanding of the liberal-conservative scale the 

least politically complex can still make meaningful political evaluations.  These scholars 

argue that the least cognitively complex in the electorate organize their issue beliefs on 

multiple dimensions and that their vote is still a meaningful expression of this 

multidimensional belief structure.  The multidimensional theory, which states that some 

voters can have multiple sets of beliefs not organized ideologically, can be examined by 

testing the degree to which various issues are related to one another.   
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Multidimensional beliefs and factor analysis 

 The multidimensional belief theory suggests that the liberal-conservative 

dimension is not important for all voters and that some organize their beliefs on issues in 

various policy clusters such as an economic or social dimension.  Stimson performs 

factor analysis on each of his groups to test three arguments of the rationalists that he 

outlines (Stimson 1975): 

1) […] people at all ability levels employ the liberal-conservative continuum, although 

they may not articulate it. 

2) […] people at all ability levels use a single abstract dimension, but it may not be the 

liberal-conservative dimension. 

3) […] the number of dimensions used increases with cognitive ability.  

The results presented in Table 4 demonstrate that as cognitive ability increases, the 

number of dimensions decreases. Substantively, the high complexity group thinks about 

issues primarily along one dimension and the low complexity group thinks about issues 

along multiple dimensions.  In contrast to all three of the rationalists’ hypotheses, the 

lower ability groups do not think about issues unidimensionally.  Instead, they structure 

their beliefs multidimensionally. Conversely, this table also demonstrates that those in the 

high complexity group consistently think about issues along a single liberal-conservative 

dimension.  Graph 6 contains a plot of the variance explained by the first dimension and 

shows that its explanatory power has remained relatively stable for most groups.  The 

first dimension for the most cognitively complex encompasses the liberal-conservative 

scale on all occasions, although this result is not always true for the other three groups.  
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Graph 6 further illustrates that the most politically constrained group members think 

about issues in a slightly more consistent way than they did in 1976.   

 
Table 4: Factor Analysis, Number of Factors 
Groups 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 
low complexity 3 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 
medium-low 3 4 3 4 3 4 3 4 
medium-high 2 3 2 2 2 4 3 3 
high complexity 2 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 
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 However, the multidimensional belief theory (Marcus, Tabb, and Sullivan 1974) 

suggests that multiple sets of issues are used to structure beliefs, instead of one set of 

issues organized by an underlying continuum.  Graph 7 shows the variance explained on 

the second factor.  The results presented in this graph contain little support for the 

multidimensional belief theory. Those that do not use a single first dimension also do not 

seem to use a second powerful dimension with which to organize their beliefs.  Similar 

results exist for dimensions three and four, but were omitted, as the two higher 

complexity groups often did not have third and forth dimensions.  Together, these results 

presented in Graphs 6 and 7 show that issues are not highly correlated with one another 

and the most educated and politically knowledgeable think about issues more consistently 

than others.  Whereas these results seem to question all three of the rationalist 

propositions, further evidence of the meaning of these dimensions can be contrasted 

against party identification. 

Partisanship and Issues 

 Partisanship has consistently been the best predictor of the vote throughout the 

study of voting behavior.  Since party identification does not require a high level of 

abstraction to understand (Jacoby 1988), this measure is an important variable to 

determine the role of issues. From 1976 to 2004 nearly every respondent identified as a 

Democrat, an Independent, or a Republican.  The range in reporting a party identification 

for the length of the study for all groups was 94-100 percent with the mean being 98 

percent.  These high levels of identification indicate that voters, above all else, think of 

themselves in primarily partisan terms.  Given that partisanship is a potent identifier, 

discovering what impact issues and partisanship have together is important. 



 28 

 The three dependent variables that are used to test the connection between issues 

and party identification are vote choice, a candidate evaluation differential score, and a 

party evaluation differential score.  As presented earlier, there are large differences 

between the groups in terms of the number of those reporting the vote.  Voting may be a 

simple political act but it requires effort.  The increasing differences between the groups 

may signal that the vote is not the best measure to evaluate how each group structures its 

beliefs; these results are reported earlier in Graph 2.  Graph 8 shows the percentage of 

those reporting a candidate evaluation score and Graph 9 shows the percentage of those 

reporting a party evaluation score.   These two scores are particularly valuable in 

analyzing the differences between the most complex group and the other three groups, 

because the least complex groups report evaluation scores for parties and candidates at 

nearly twice the percentage that they vote.   While there has been an average of a 20% 

increase for all groups in reporting a party evaluation thermometer score, there has also 

been a 30% drop off from 1976 to 2004 for the least constrained in reporting a candidate 

thermometer score.  While this drop off in reporting a candidate thermometer score may 

have implications for analyzing the low complexity group in modern elections, it should 

be augmented by the 20% increase in reported party thermometer score.  Plus, since the 

differential scores for both indicators ranges from -100 to 100, the variation on the 

dependent variable should provide more robust estimates than simply relying on the vote 

as a dependent variable.   Given the smaller differences between those reporting scores, 

in comparison to the vote, for all four groups on both of these measures, they should be 

powerful additional tests. 
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 Voting is one of the most basic political acts one can perform to demonstrate civic 

engagement.  As previously demonstrated in Graph 2, there has been an increasing vote 

gap between the low complexity and high complexity groups.  Several models were run 

in order to explore the implications that this voting gap has for perceptions of issues and 

partisanship.  As discussed in the methods section, variance decomposition is used to 
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determine the unique effect of party identification, issue positions, and the correlated 

component.  Table 5 reports central tendency measures for the unique effect of issues for 

all years on all three indicators: vote choice, the party thermometer differential score, and 

the candidate thermometer differential score.   This table illustrates that issues by 

themselves have never had an independent effect on the electorate.  The weak unique 

effect of issues requires further inquiry. 

Table 5: Central tendency measures for the unique effect of issues* 
 Mean Median Mode 

Vote .03 .02 .01 
Party Thermometer Score .04 .03 .00 
Candidate Thermometer Score .05 .05 .05 
*differential r2 reported 
 

 If issues still do not matter to each of these groups, then it is important to 

understand the independent effect of party identification for these voters.  Graph 10, 

Graph 11, and Graph 12 report the unique effect of party identification on the vote, 

candidate differential score, and party differential score.   These graphs seem to 

contradict what is known about the high complexity group, that they are stronger 

partisans than the least complex groups.  However, these graphs show the independent 

effect of party identification and show that lower complexity groups in electorate simply 

use their partisanship to inform their vote.   While there are not large differences between 

the groups, there is a noticeable difference between the least complex and most complex 

in the electorate.  Also, the most complex group seems to be relying less on simply party 

identification in 2004 than in 1976.  Since it has been shown that the independent effect 

of issues is consistently low for all groups, it is valuable to see if the difference between 

the groups can be explained by the connection between partisanship and issues.  
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 32 

 

 The connection between issues and partisanship has dramatically increased since 

1976 for the most complex group when voting, evaluating parties, and evaluating 

candidates.  Graphs 13 through 15 show the relationship that issues and partisanship have 

had on vote choice, candidate thermometer differential score, and party differential score.  

These data show that the most complex group has made tremendous leaps in connecting 

their partisanship and issues.  The two medium complexity groups have made modest 

strides in connecting their issues and partisanship, but this connection seems to fluctuate 

in particular elections.  The least complex group seems to perceive little relationship 

between their issues and partisanship.   While party identification alone seems to be 

slightly more important for the least complex groups, it is clear that party identification 

and issues together are more meaningful for the most complex group.  Issue positions and 

partisanship have not only become more connected with one another, but also their 

connection seems to support most of my hypotheses. This evidence demonstrates that 

while only the most complex voters have started to organize their partisanship and issue 



 33 

beliefs, at least an addition fifty percent of the electorate seem to perceive this connection 

depending on the election. 
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Consequences for the electorate 

 Voters with high levels of education and high levels of political knowledge are 

more likely to connect issues with partisanship and be consistent in their partisanship 

associations with various indicators.  Conversely, those with little education and little 

political knowledge consistently do not organize their beliefs ideologically or based on 

issues.  The middle two complexity groups seem to grasp ideology and the connection 

between their partisanship and issues, but not consistently.  These two groups, 

representing fifty percent of the electorate, do not exhibit a trend from 1976 to 2004, but 

seem to be affected by particular election campaigns.  

 For the most complex group, these results represent a trend that has consequences 

for how this group thinks about politics.  While there is a slight decrease in the unique 

effect of partisanship for the most complex group, there is a much stronger connection 

between their partisanship and their issue positions.  Statistically, it cannot be determined 

if ones party identification has changed to align with their issue beliefs or if voters are 

becoming more informed about how their party thinks of issues.  Yet by considering 
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issues and partisanship together it is possibly to explain how the most complex group 

structures its beliefs.  Theoretically, it is sensible to believe that the most complex voters 

are not only aligning their issue beliefs more consistently along a liberal-conservative 

dimension, but are also becoming better informed of their parties’ stance on issues.  This 

conclusion parallels both the noticeable independent effect of party identification beyond 

issues and the deficit of an effect of issues alone.  Party identification, when accounting 

for issues, has decreased in its predictive ability for the most constrained group while the 

predictability of issues and partisanship together has increased.  This suggests that there 

is something fundamentally different about the high complexity group that allows them to 

organize their political beliefs much better than their closest counterparts, the two 

medium complexity groups.   

The medium two groups, who represent fifty percent of the electorate, do not 

exhibit a consistent change since 1976.   While they have made some progress in some 

elections, unlike the lowest complexity group, they have not made consistent strides in 

connecting their partisanship and position on issues since 1976.  There are some 

elections, such as 1984 and 2004, where these two groups see a clear connection between 

their ideology and their vote or their stance on issues and their partisanship.  However, 

there are also some elections, such as 1988, where these groups see little connection 

between their partisanship and issues or their ideology and their vote.   While this group 

has seen some increasing constraint in some elections, the least complex twenty-five 

percent of the electorate do not seem to be affected by any particular election.  

 

The low complexity group has consistently relied on partisanship alone in 



 36 

informing its vote, evaluating candidates, and evaluating parties.  In addition, this group 

has demonstrated neither a stronger connection between their ideology and the vote nor 

have they demonstrated a stronger connection between their party identification and their 

stance on issues.  While all groups existed at a low level of constraint in 1976, the lowest 

complexity group is the only section of the electorate to have made no progress, either 

consistent or in specific elections, in connecting their partisanship and stance on issues.  

It is possible that there is a bound on the lowest end on the complexity scale; there may 

be a minimum amount of education and political knowledge required to make sense of 

the political world. 

 

Implications for future research 

 These results may speak to a larger trend that should have implications for further 

research.  The American Voter’s (Campbell, Converse, Miller, and Stokes 1960) 

conclusions seem to apply to the electorate today.  Mainly that only a small percentage of 

electorate has the tools to comprehend politics at the elite level.  While the robust 

relationship between partisanship and issues is limited to the most complex group, my 

research shows that specific elections affect an additional fifty percent of voters.  The 

large decrease in voting for the least politically complex groups may offset the benefits of 

increasing constraint in certain elections for these groups. 

 An increasing spread that develops among the groups has implications not only 

for their understanding of issues and partisanship, but implications for how elites address 

each segment of voters.  Scholars should examine why the most complex in the electorate 

are becoming more constrained.  It is possible that political elites are causing the most 

constrained group in the electorate to pay more attention to politics.  The causal direction 
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could also runs the other way; the most constrained voters could be causing political 

elites to polarize.   However, the explanation may be simpler than the implications 

outlined here.  Table 5 reveals that the average number of correct answers on the political 

knowledge questions has increased since 1976.  In addition, Table 6 presents an average 

education score for each electorate that ranges from 0, which indicates no education, to 1, 

which indicates the highest level of education.  These measures demonstrate that the 

population is reporting higher levels of education and, on average, higher levels of 

political knowledge. 

Table 6: Mean percentage of correct answers to political questions 
 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 
Mean % x x 38 39 43 50 32 49 

 

Table 7: Mean score on educational scale, ranging from 0-1 
 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 
Mean score .52 .56 .58 .51 .54 .59 .61 .61 

 

Zaller (1992) noted that, “every opinion is a marriage of information and predisposition: 

information to form a mental picture of the given issue, and predisposition to motive 

some conclusion about it.”  Therefore, it may just be that the increasing connection 

between partisanship and issues is a simple reflection of the increase in education and 

voter information for the most politically constrained.  These voters may be aligning their 

issues and partisanship simply because they are exposed to more information and because 

their increasing educational levels make them more likely to form a predisposition 

concomitant with other powerful political beliefs.  
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 Additionally it is possibly that political polarization or the Southern realignment 

has caused this trend.   Party polarization (Abramowitz and Saunders 1998; Layman and 

Carsey 2002; Jacobson 2000, 2003) could have jolted the most involved in the electorate 

to pay more attention to elite discourse.  Also, the Southern realignment (Bartles, 2000) 

may have aided in the liberal conservative differentiation between the parties.  In either 

case, the increasing gap between these groups has normative implications.  The least 

complex groups simply have not been as responsive to the same stimuli as their more 

complex peers. Political scientists should further examine low complexity voters, as their 

decrease in voting and consistent lack of constraint may have larger implications for the 

way in which this group participates in the political discourse.   In addition, scholars 

should examine specific elections to determine what stimuli caused those with medium 

levels of constraint to organize their beliefs more consistently in certain elections.  

Scholars should also examine the extent to which elite political polarization has extended 

into the electorate in order to identify if elites have been polarizing because of their most 

engaged constituents or if their polarization has caused their more engaged constituents to 

polarize.  It may also be worth exploring why the least complex in the electorate do not 

seem to be at all responsive to an invigorated and heavily polarized political environment. 
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APPENDIX 

 
Appendix Table 1: Issue Questions 
Variable 1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 Total 
jobs x x x x x x x x 8 
women  x x x x x x x x 8 
gov't spending 
/services  x x x x x x x 7 

defense 
spending   x x x x x x x 7 

blacks   x  x x x x x 6 
insurance x   x x x x x 6 
abortion x x x x x    5 
minorities x  x x     3 
environment #1      x x x 3 
crime       x x  2 
environment #2       x x  2 
urban unrest  x    x    2 
Russia  x x      2 
bussing x x       2 
accused x        1 
marijuana x        1 
Central America   x      1 
inflation  x       1 
taxes #1  x       1 
diplomacy        x 1 
social security         x 1 
taxes #2 x        1 

 
Appendix Table 2:  Correlation between grade and political 
knowledge 
1976 1980 1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 

  .35 .44 .42 .38 .39 .36 
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