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Americans vote party lines; nothing predicts election outcomes as well. People may 
vote party lines because party candidates have views that accurately reflect the 
positions of their members, because party identification acts as a convenient cue 
that eliminates the need for greater information search or cognitive processing, or 
because party classification biases interpretation of other information people have 
about the candidates. To investigate these competing hypotheses for party effects on 
voter decision making, participants were presented with a choice between 2 candidates 
whose policy positions were more inconsistent than consistent with their party 
identification (Study l ) ,  or completely inconsistent with their party identification 
(Study 2). People voted as  a function of party label in Study I ,  but issue stand emerged 
as a stronger predictor in Study 2 (although Democrats were more likely to cross 
party lines than Republicans). These results suggest that party identification influences 
how other information about the candidate is perceived and processed. Theoretical 
and practical implications are discussed. 

How does the American public decide which candidates to support in public 
elections? Do they carefully study individual candidates for their position on 
the issues of the day, or do they walk in the voting booth and vote the “party 
line”? Considerable survey evidence suggests that voters are heavily influ- 
enced by candidates’ party identification. When measured against variables 
such as vote intention, position on key political issues, leaning, and any of a 
number of demographic characteristics, party affiliation consistently emerges 
as the strongest predictor of voting behavior (e.g., Kennamer, 1987; Oshagan, 
1988). In addition, political scientists note that for virtually any collection of 
states, counties, wards, or precincts, the correlation of the party division of the 
vote in successive elections is consistently very high (e.g., Campbell, Con- 
verse, Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Key, 1966). Panel studies have found that party 
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affiliation sets the standard for individual stability over time (Converse, 1964; 
Converse & Markus, 1979). 

However, most voters claim that policy stands are the most important 
criterion of their voting decisions (Johnston, 1989), and some evidence sug- 
gests that party identification can change in response to party stands on issues 
of the day (Franklin, 1984; Luskin, McIver, & Carmines, 1989; Sears, Hensler, 
& Speer, 1979). 

The political world is inherently complex, and it may be perfectly rational 
for voters to generate strategies to sort through the hubbub of modem American 
election strategies that make wide use of patriotic sound bites, negative adver- 
tising, and candidate doublespeak. Campaign coverage on the evening news 
has shrunk to an average of 9.8 s, suggesting that little information about 
candidates is being made readily available to voters by independent sources 
(Adatto, 1990). To learn candidates’ true policy stands requires a willingness 
to independently discover, process, and integrate a wide array of not always 
consistent or relevant information. 

In sum, the survey literature presents us with a paradox: Voters claim they 
are very concerned with voting along issue as compared to party lines, but the 
vast proportion of evidence suggests that they in fact are most likely to vote as 
a function of party identification. These findings suggest that party identifica- 
tion may act as a heuristic that guides voter decision making. However, survey 
evidence is of limited utility to confirm this hypothesis for two reasons: 
(a) because policy stands and party affiliation are correlated (most people who 
support conservative views on most issues tend to be Republicans, and those 
who support liberal views on most issues tend to be Democrats; Eisenman & 
Sirgo, 1991), it is almost impossible to disentangle their independent effects on 
natural decisions; and (b) candidates’ party affiliation and issue stands are not 
equally available kinds of information. Party affiliation is very easy informa- 
tion to obtain, but learning a candidate’s stand on multiple issues requires 
considerable motivation and tenacity. 

Exit polls and surveys investigating reactions to real-world political figures 
have the benefit of high external validity and are probably the most important 
sources of information on these issues. However, because there are inherent 
methodological limitations for disentangling the relative contributions of party 
identification and issue stands using these methods, carefully designed experi- 
ments that can independently manipulate both variables, as well as control for 
such factors as the relative availability of different kinds of information, can 
add to our understanding of the relative role of these variables on voter 
preferences. Carefully controlled experiments will not have the same external 
validity as field methods, but they have the virtue of high internal validity and 
a greater capacity to begin to address process questions. Convergent support 
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from field and experimental studies will ultimately lead us to the most confident 
conclusions about the relative roles of these variables on voter decision mak- 
ing. To contribute to this goal, the present paper reports on two experiments 
that investigated the independent effects of policy stands and party identifica- 
tion on voting behavior. 

Psychological Explanations for the Political Party Effect 

If disincentives were removed, such as the time and effort to discover and 
process information about candidates’ policy positions, would party affiliation 
still govern voter choices? While some research indicates that the effects of 
group membership on person perception erodes as more individuating informa- 
tion, such as policy stands, is made available to the perceiver (e.g., Eagly & 
Steffen, 1986), other research indicates that category-based expectancies, such 
as party label, drive both what people attend to and remember (e.g., Rothbart, 
Evans, & Fulero, 1979; Synder & Uranowitz, 1978). 

Theoretical rationales for why party identification is such a strong determi- 
nant of voting behavior are readily available in the social psychology literature. 
For example, people may use party identification as an important cognitive cue 
or heuristic to guide decision making. Feldman and Conover (1983) suggested 
that political decisions and judgments are like other cognitive tasks: People are 
motivated to make these decisions as efficiently as they can, given that they 
have limited capacities to assimilate information (cf. Fiske & Taylor, 1991; 
Simon, 1957). The Republican and Democratic parties have over time been 
associated with specific stands on a number of domestic issues, such as social 
welfare, government control of big business, and military spending (e.g., Page, 
1978; Pomper & Lederman, 1980). Once voters classify a given candidate as 
either a Republican or a Democrat, further judgments are likely to be based on 
cognitions about the party category itself, rather than more specific information 
available in the environment (Fiske & Pavelchak, 1986). Consistent with this 
notion, people have been found to be more likely to infer candidates’ policy and 
ideological stands on the basis of their party affiliation than on the candidates’ 
explicit issue statements (Feldman & Conover, 1983). 

The goal of the present research was to experimentally explore the extent to 
which party identification acts as a heuristic that drives voter decision making. 
We examined whether party identification was still a primary determinant of 
voter preference when (a) candidates’ issue stands were as readily available as 
candidates’ party identification; and (b) the candidates’ party identification was 
either more inconsistent than consistent with the candidates’ stand on the issues 
(Study 1) or completely inconsistent with the candidates’ stand on the issues 
(Study 2). Specifically, when presented with a choice between a Republican 
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candidate who supports more liberal than conservative policy stands, and a 
Democrat who supports more conservative than liberal policy stands, do people 
vote for the candidate with the best match with their own position on the same 
issues, or the candidate that matches their party identification? To the extent that 
candidate party identification is being used by voters as a cognitive shortcut to ease 
the difficulty of processing vote-relevant information, people will vote for their 
own party’s candidate, even if the other candidate’s policy stands are more 
consistent with their own. Study 1 investigated this hypothesis with candidate 
pairs whose policy stands were more inconsistent (four policy stands) than 
consistent (two policy stands) with their party label. Subjects were asked to rate 
their support for two candidates: a Republican candidate who supported four 
liberal and two conservative causes versus a Democratic candidate who sup- 
ported four conservative and two liberal causes. 

Moreover, to provide a stronger test of the power of party identification in 
determining voter preferences, these candidates were constructed so that their 
party inconsistent policy stands were policy positions shared by their oppo- 
nent. Feature matching theory predicts that preference judgments are deter- 
mined by noncommon features between choice alternatives (e.g., Houston & 
Sherman, 1995; Houston, Sherman, & Baker, 199 1 ; Tversky, 1972). Features 
shared by two choice options cancel out during choice comparisons, because 
regardless of what the individual chooses, he or she will accrue the shared 
features of the choice objects. Choice is therefore determined by the unique 
features of paired items. 

To further explore the effects of party identification on voter preferences, 
Study 2 investigated voter choices with candidate pairs whose policy positions 
were completely inconsistent with their party label. 

Three hypotheses can be tested using this kind of experimental approach. 

The Party Line Hvpothesis 

To the extent that party identification acts as a heuristic, subjects will pay 
little attention to policy positions, much less noncommon policy positions, and 
will simply vote the party line in both Study 1 and Study 2 .  

The Voting the Issues Hypothesis 

If voters in fact prefer candidates who share their position on the issues, 
they will attend to the noncommon policy positions and be more likely to vote 
for the candidate of the “other” party in Study 1, as well as in Study 2 when 
candidates’ positions on the issues are completely inconsistent with their 
party label. 
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The Discounting Hvpothesis 

A final possibility is that party identification biases information processing 
rather than constrains it. Party identification may act as a cue that biases 
processing of policy positions in general, and inconsistent policy positions in 
particular. The notion here is that inconsistent information is attended to and 
remembered (as proposed in Hypothesis 2 ) ,  but that people will consider it to 
be less diagnostic than information consistent with their initial classification or 
judgment of the candidate as a Republican or Democrat. 

Category-inconsistent information is more likely to be discounted when 
information is either complex or ambiguous (Echabe & Rovira, 1989; Lord, 
Ross, & Lepper, 1979). Therefore, the discounting hypothesis predicts that 
subjects will vote as a function of party line in Study I ,  when they are presented 
with candidates whose policy positions are predominantly but not completely 
inconsistent with their party label. However in Study 2,  when discounting is 
made nearly impossible because candidates’ policy positions are completely 
inconsistent with their party label, subjects are predicted to cross party lines to 
vote for the candidate who best shares their stand on the issues.2 

Study 1 

Method 

Subjects. Three hundred forty-three students participated in the study as 
partial fulfillment of class requirements for an introductory psychology class. 

Stimulus materials. Hypothetical candidates were designed to have political 
platforms that were more inconsistent than consistent with their party identifi- 
cation. Liberal and conservative position statements were taken from Costantini 
and Craik’s (1980) Political Issue scale. The “Dem~cra t i c”~  candidate sup- 
ported four typically conservative issue stands (less government regulation of 
business, a crackdown on welfare recipients, reducing the size of the govern- 
ment, and less lenient treatment of criminals) and two liberal issue stands 
(federal health insurance for all citizens, and less military spending). In con- 
trast, the “Republican” candidate supported four typically liberal issue stands 

*Assimilation effects are highly unlikely in the context of  this study, given that policy 
statements were selected on the basis that they were unambiguously either liberal or conservative 
(i.e., to be outside the latitude of acceptance). 

3Quotation marks are being used to designate candidates’ party identification label, because 
their positions on the issues were inconsistent with their party affiliation, and also because 
they clarify when we are referring the candidates’ (quotation marks) versus the subjects’ (no 
quotation marks) party affiliation. 
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(federal health insurance for all persons, a guaranteed minimum annual income, 
a tax shift so the burden falls more heavily on corporations and individuals with 
large incomes, and less military spending) and two typically conservative issue 
stands (less government regulation of business, and a crackdown on welfare 
recipients). All issue stands were pretested to ensure that subjects saw conser- 
vative issues as more conservative than liberal issues. Two hundred forty-six 
subjects rated all issues on 7-point scales ranging from 1 (e.xtremeIv liberal) to 
7 (extremely conservative). All pairwise comparisons between liberal and 
conservative issues were significantly different at p < .0001 in the expected 
directions. 

To control for primacy and recency effects, subjects were presented with 
candidates whose position statements varied in one of three different orders: 
(a) 2 inconsistent, 2 consistent, 2 inconsistent (ICI) policy statements; (b) consistent- 
inconsistent-inconsistent (CII); or (c) inconsistent-inconsistent-consistent 
(IIC). 

Procedure. Each subject was presented with two candidates running for the 
U.S. Senate (each candidate was described on a separate page). Order of 
presentation (“Republican” vs. “Democrat”) was completely counterbal- 
anced. Subjects indicated the degree of support they would give each candidate 
on separate 7-point scales ranging from 1 (no support at all) to 7(cornplete 
support) and then were asked to vote for the candidate of their choice. 

As a completely separate part of the testing session and embedded in a 
larger questionnaire, subjects rated their own position on the same political 
issues, how important each issue was to them, and their party self-identification 
on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (Democrat) through 4 (Moderate) to 7 
(Republican). The sample was divided into three categories of party affiliation. 
Subjects scoring 1 through 3 were called Democrats ( N  = 146), subjects who 
scored 4 were called Moderates ( N  = 129), and subjects who scored themselves 
between 5 and 7 were called Republicans ( N  = 68). To create a reliable measure 
of subjects’ liberal versus conservative positions on the issues, a single score of 
subjects’ position on the issues was created by taking the average of their 
positions on the conservative issues and the reverse score of their positions on 
the liberal issues, weighted by the relative importance of each of these issues 
to each subject. High scores on this measure therefore reflected a stronger 
conservative position on the issues, whereas low scores reflected a stronger 
liberal position on the issues. 

Res u Its 

What determines political support? Analysis of the four-way interaction of 
the between subject variables of order of candidate presentation (“Republican” 
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Table 1 

Average Support for  Candidates as a Function of Subjects’ Party AfJiIiation 
When Policy Positions Are More Inconsistent Than Consistent With 
Candidates ’ Party Identijkation 

Subjects’ party affiliation 

Democrat Moderate Republican 

Candidate 
“Democrat” 4.90 4.22 4.00 
“Republican” 4.34 4.65 5.2 1 

Note. The higher the score, the higher the support for the candidate. 

first or “Democrat” first), order of issue presentation (IIC, ICI, CII), and 
subject party identification (Democrat, Moderate, or Republican) with respect 
to rated support for each candidate (i.e., the “Republican” vs. “Democratic” 
candidate) revealed a significant main effect for candidate, F( 1, 324) = 7.62, 
p < .01, and a subject party by candidate party interaction, F(2, 324) = 

The “Republican” candidate received more overall support ( M  = 4.63) 
than did the “Democratic” candidate (M = 4.47). Of more interest was the 
subject party affiliation by candidate party affiliation interaction. Did sub- 
jects vote against party label and support the candidate who espoused 
positions on the issues closer to their own, or did they support the candidate 
with the “correct” party label? Analysis revealed that subjects supported 
candidates more as a function of party affiliation than position on the issues 
(Table 1). 

Simple comparisons indicated that Republican subjects supported the “Re- 
publican” candidate more than the “Democratic” candidate, F( 1,324) = 32.46, 
p < .01. Democratic subjects supported the “Democratic” candidate more than 
the “Republican” candidate, F(1, 324) = 6.95, p < .01. Moderates did not 
significantly differ in their support for the “Republican” and “Democratic” 
candidates, F( 1, 324) = 4.10, ns. 

Vote. Other results investigating vote outcome replicated the pattern of 
results observed with the support data. Correspondence between the subjects’ 
and candidates’ positions on the issues mattered less than correspondence 
between the subjects’ and candidates’ party affiliation. 

17.55, p < .01. 
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Table 2 

Percentage of Votes f o r  Candidates as a Function of Subjects’ Party 
Affiliation When Policy Positions Are More Inconsistent Than Consistent 
With Candidates’ Party Identification 

Subjects’ party affiliation 

Democrat Moderate Republican 

Candidate 
“Democrat” 57.6 35.3 29.9 
“Republican” 42.4 64.7 70.1 

One hundred forty-four subjects voted for the “Democratic” candidate, and 
183 subjects voted for the “Republican”  andi id ate.^ A chi-square analysis 
indicated that vote varied as a function of subjects’ party identification, x2(2, 
N = 358) = 19.83, p < .01. As can be seen in Table 2, Democrats were more 
likely to vote for the “Democratic” candidate, whereas Republicans and Mod- 
erates were more likely to vote for the “Republican” candidate. Republicans 
(70.1%) voted the “party line” more consistently than did Democrats (57.6%). 

Discriminant analysis compared subjects’ positions on the issues and party 
affiliation (measured continuously) as predictors of vote (0 = a vote f o r  the 
“Democrat ’ I  candidate, 1 = a vote f o r  the “Republican ’’ candidate), yielding 
a significant discriminant function, Wilks’s A = 0.89, x2(2, N = 358) = 35.89, 
p < . O l .  Examination of the pooled within-group correlations between the 
discriminating variables and the canonical discriminant function indicated that 
subjects’ party affiliation explained over twice as much variance in vote ( r  = 
.75) as did subjects’ position on the issues ( r  = -.37). Recall that high scores on 
both party affiliation and issue support reflected greater conservatism, which 
on first glance would suggest that these correlations should both be in the same 
direction. However, these results indicate that at least some subjects did vote 
as a function of their position on the issues rather than party affiliation. 
Subjects who had stronger ideological stands on the issues were more likely to 
vote for the “other” party’s candidate, who better matched their own position 
on the issues. 

‘Five subjects did not vote. 
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Discussion 

The results of Study 1 found that the majority of subjects voted as a function 
of party label, even when candidates’ positions on the issues were not very 
consistent with their own. These results replicated surveys of voting behavior, 
but also extended this previous research in several important ways. In the 
present study, we were able to disentangle the confounding effects of party 
identification on policy position to provide a stronger test of the strength of the 
tendency to vote the party line. In the real world, party identification and policy 
stands are correlated. In the present study, we presented subjects with candi- 
dates with very uncorrelated party identification and policy stands, and still 
subjects overwhelmingly voted the party line. Moreover, unlike the real world 
the present study was designed to load voter behavior toward voting as a 
function of candidates’ positions on the issues to the extent that subjects in fact 
are as motivated to do so by (a) making issue stands as easily available as the 
candidates’ party identification, and (b) making candidates’ unique policy 
stands inconsistent with their party identification. Despite the fact that candi- 
dates’ policy stands were both more inconsistent than consistent with their own 
party identification, as well as with the subjects’ positions on the issues, 
subjects in the present study voted the party line. 

At least two explanations for the power of party identification over issue 
stands can be generated: voter mindlessness and apathy versus voter discount- 
ing of party-inconsistent policy positions. The major distinction between these 
two explanations is in the degree of thought people are proposed to give to the 
candidates’ policy positions. The apathy hypothesis predicts that people engage 
in very shallow processing of the candidates’ stands on the issues, make note 
of only the candidates’ party identifications, and automatically and mindlessly 
vote the party line. In contrast, a discounting hypothesis predicts active proc- 
essing of the candidates’ policy positions, and then even more cognitive effort 
directed to actively discount or “explain away” party inconsistent policy 
positions. 

One way to differentiate between these two competing explanations is to 
ask subjects to evaluate candidates whose policy positions are completely incon- 
sistent with their party label. Ifpeople are neglecting to evaluate the candidates’ 
policy stands, we would expect to replicate Study 1. If, on the other hand, 
people are processing the policy information, discounting is only plausible if 
there is at least some category-confirming evidence. The discounting hypothe- 
sis predicts that when candidates’ policy positions are completely (rather than 
just more) inconsistent with their party label, we will reverse the findings of 
Study 1 ; discounting becomes an almost impossible cognitive strategy without 
some category-confirming evidence. Therefore, if subjects were discounting 
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party-inconsistent policy stands in Study 1, we would expect that when faced 
with candidates whose policy positions are completely inconsistent with their 
party label, subjects will not be able to explain away this discrepancy and will 
vote more as a function of a match between the candidates’ and their own policy 
positions than as a function of a match between the candidates’ and their own 
party identification. 

Study 2 

Method 

Subjects. Two hundred forty-six students participated in the study as partial 
fulfillment of class requirements for an introductory psychology class, none of 
whom had participated in Study 1.  Based on the same classification scheme 
used in Study 1, 1 1  1 subjects were classified as Democrats, 59 as Moderates, 
and 76 as Republicans. 

Stimulus materials. In Study 2 ,  candidates supported only issues that were 
inconsistent with their party label. Specifically, the “Democratic” candidate 
supported only conservative policies (less government regulation of business, 
a crackdown on welfare recipients, reducing the size of the government, and 
less lenient treatment of criminals), and the “Republican” candidate supported 
only liberal policies (federal health insurance for all persons, a guaranteed 
minimum annual income, a tax shift so the burden falls more heavily on 
corporations and individuals with large incomes, and less military spending). 
In short, candidate position stands were completely inconsistent with their 
party identification. 

Procedure. The procedure replicated Study 1 in all respects except that 
policy stands were not varied in order as a function of consistency (since this 
was not a factor in the present design), and candidates had no shared policy 
positions. Three different orders of stands on the issues were still used to 
control for any possible order effects. 

Results 

What determines political support for  candidates whose policy stands are 
completely inconsistent with their party label? Analysis of the four-way inter- 
action of the between-subject variables of order of candidate presentation (“Re- 
publican” first or “Democrat” first), subject party affiliation (Democrat, 
Moderate, or Republican) and support ratings for the “Republican” versus 
“Democratic” candidate revealed only a significant subject party by candidate 
party interaction, F(2, 240) = 3 . 5 9 , ~  < .05. 
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Table 3 

Average Support for  Candidates as a Function of Subjects’ Party Affiliation 
When Policy Positions Are Completely Inconsistent With Candidates ’ Party 
Identification 

Subjects’ party affiliation 

Democrat Moderate Republican 

Candidate 
“Democrat” 3.87 4.32 4.49 
“Republican” 4.38 4.12 3.86 

Note. The higher the score, the higher the support for the candidate. 

Simple comparison analysis indicated that Republican and Moderate sub- 
jects were no more likely to support the “Democratic” or “Republican” 
candidates, F( 1,240) = 2.29, ns, and F( 1,240) = 0.27, ns, respectively, whereas 
Democratic subjects supported the “Republican” candidate more than the 
“Democrat” candidate, F( 1,240) = 5 . 0 4 , ~  < .01 (see Table 3 for more detail). 
In short, when candidate positions were completely inconsistent with their 
party identification, Democrats supported the candidate who shared their pol- 
icy positions more than the candidate who shared their party identity, while 
Republicans and Moderates were clearly more split between supporting the 
party line versus candidates’ positions on the issues. 

Vote. Other analysis investigated vote outcomes as a function of candidate 
and target party identification. One hundred four subjects voted for the “Demo- 
cratic” candidate, and 141 subjects voted for the “Republican”  andi id ate.^ A 
chi-square analysis revealed that the majority of Democrats (66.4%) were 
willing to cross party lines to vote for a Republican who held liberal stands on 
the issues, but only 5 1.3% of Republicans were likely to cross party lines to vote 
for a Democrat who had conservative stands on the issues, a pattern of results 
that significantly differed from chance expectancies, ~ ~ ( 2 ,  N = 245) = 6.55, 
p < .05. Consistent with the results from support ratings, Democrats were more 
likely to vote consistently with their positions on the issues than were Repub- 
licans (Table 4). 

50ne subject did not vote. 
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Table 4 

Percentage of Votes.for Candidates as a Function of Subjects’ Party 
Affiliation When Polics Positions Are Completel-v Inconsistent With 
Candidates ’ Party IdentiTcation 

Subjects’ party affiliation 

Democrat Moderate Republican 

Candidate 
“Democrat” 33.6 41.5 51.3 
“Republican” 66.4 52.5 48.7 

Discriminant analysis compared subjects’ positions on the issues and party 
affiliation (measured continuously) as predictors of vote (0 = u vote,for the 
“Democrat” candidate, and 1 = a vote for  the “Republican” candidate), 
yielding a significant function, Wilks’s A = 0.84, ~ ~ ( 2 ,  N = 245) = 40.15, p < 
.01. Examination of the pooled within-group correlations between the dis- 
criminating variables and the canonical discriminant function indicated that 
subjects’ issue stands explained by far the most variance in vote ( r  = .99), 
with subject party identification explaining very little variance ( r  = .14) in 
vote. 

In summary, the results of Study 2 indicated that when candidates’ 
positions on the issues were entirely inconsistent with their party identification, 
Republicans and Moderates became equivocal-that is, equally likely to vote 
as a function of party identification as of issue stands, whereas Democrats were 
significantly more willing to cross party lines to vote on the basis of a match 
between the candidate and their own position on the issues. 

General Discussion 

To better understand the relative roles that party identification and candi- 
date policy positions play in voter decision making, subjects rated candidates 
whose policy stands were either predominantly inconsistent with their party 
label (by a 2 :  1 ratio-Study I ) ,  or completely inconsistent with their party label 
(Study 2). Results indicated that when presented with candidates who sup- 
ported ideologically ambiguous platforms that were more inconsistent than 
consistent with their party identification, subjects chose to vote along party 
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lines. However, when subjects were presented with candidates whose policy 
positions were completely inconsistent with their party label, subjects were 
more likely to cross party lines to vote as a function of a match with the 
candidates’ positions on the issues rather than a match of their own and the 
candidates’ party identification. 

Overall, these results indicate that the predictive strength of party identifi- 
cation found in survey research is not due only to the real-world difficulty of 
determining candidates’ positions on the issues. Even when candidates’ policy 
stands were readily available, people showed a strong tendency to vote more as 
a function of a party identification match than a policy position match. People 
were willing to jump party lines to vote as a function of the issues only when 
candidates’ positions were completely inconsistent with their party identifica- 
tion (Democrats much more so than Republicans). In contrast to Feldman and 
Conover’s (1983) interpretation of party label effects as a decision-making 
heuristic, these results indicate that party identification does not preclude more 
extensive information processing about candidates, but are suggestive instead 
that party labels bias how people process issue-stand information. 

An interesting practical point to note is the strength of the party effects when 
candidates were described as supporting an ambiguous set of policy positions 
(Study 1). Despite the fact that the candidate descriptions were set up in parallel 
form to yield (by cancellation of common features) candidates who held com- 
pletely party-inconsistent unique positions, subjects’ judgment processes were 
obviously colored by party label categories to such an extent that they still voted 
as a function of party identification. From a practical point of view, this result 
suggests that a political strategy of a mixed platform is likely to be advantageous 
for candidates. Party members are likely to discount party inconsistent policy 
stands and to vote the party line, so there is little risk of losing party members’ 
votes. However, having a mixed platform may increase the possibility of 
gaining votes from Moderates and perhaps even a few voters who in fact vote 
as a function of issue stands. An interesting implication of the present results, 
especially given the current political milieu (a shift to Republican majorities in 
both the House and Senate, and a generally more conservative political envi- 
ronment), is that it may be more advantageous for Republicans to support some 
liberal positions than it is for Democrats to support conservative positions. At 
least in this sample, Democrats were more likely to cross party lines to vote as 
a function of the issues than were Republicans, a result consistent with consid- 
erable research that indicates liberals’ behavior is more contextually dependent 
than that of conservatives (e.g., Skitka & Tetlock, 1993). 

While the results of the two studies reported here have less external validity 
than the survey research that motivated them, they also illustrate the value of a 
multimethod approach to the study of political reasoning (see also Tetlock, 
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1983, 1986). Surveys of reactions to actual political figures yield useful de- 
scriptive information about the relationships between issue stands, party iden- 
tification, and voter choice. However, surveys cannot as readily unconfound 
candidates’ stands on the issues and their party identification, and shed little 
light on the psychological processes that underlie voter behavior. By directly 
manipulating candidates’ policy stands and party identification and experimen- 
tally controlling the relative availability of candidates’ stands on the issues, it 
was possible to more strongly test the hypothesis that party identification acts 
as a dominating variable to determine voter choice, and to shed light on the 
psychological processes that govern voter behavior. 

These results strongly suggest that a mindless or apathetic view of the 
party-line vote is an inaccurate portrayal of voter behavior. People do in fact 
access and process available information about political candidates besides 
their party label. Rather than shortcutting cognitive processing, these results 
indicate that party identification biases voters’ information-processing strate- 
gies in such a way as to confirm and support their initial understanding of the 
candidate as a Republican or Democrat. 

References 

Adatto, K. (1990). The incredible shrinking sound bite. New Republic, 202(22), 

Campbell, A., Converse, P., Miller, W. E., & Stokes, D. (1 960). The American 
voter. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons. 

Converse, P. (1964). The nature of belief systems in mass publics. In D. Apter 
(Ed.), ldeology and discontent (pp. 206-261). New York, NY: Free Press. 

Converse, P., & Markus. G. B. (1979). “Plus Ca change . . .” The new CPS 
election study panel. American Political Science Review, 73, 32-49. 

Costantini, E., & Craik, K. H. (1 980). Personality and politicians: California 
party leaders, 1960- 1976. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

Eagly, A. H., & Steffen, V. J. (1986). Gender stereotypes, occupational roles, 
and beliefs about part-time employees. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 

Echabe, A. E., & Rovira, D. P. (1989). Social representations and memory: 
The case of AIDS. European Journal of Social Psychology, 19,543-55 1. 

Eisenman, R., & Sirgo, H. (1991). Liberals versus conservatives: Personality, 
child-rearing attitudes, and birth ordedsex differences. Bulletin of the 
Psychonomic Society, 29, 240-242. 

Feldman, S., & Conover, P. J. (1983). Candidates, issues and voters: The role 
of inference in political perception. The Journal of Politics, 45, 8 10-839. 

20-23. 

38,641-661. 

10, 252-262. 



BOOK BY ITS COVER 981 

Fiske, S .  T., & Pavelchak, M. A. (1 986). Category-based versus piecemeal-based 
affective responses: Developments in schema-triggered affect. In R. M. 
Sorrentino & E. T. Higgins (Eds.), Handbook of motivation and cognition: 
Foundations of social behavior (pp. 167-203). New York, NY: Guilford. 

Fiske, S. T., & Taylor, S. E. (1991). Social cognition (2nd ed.). New York, NY: 
McGraw-Hill. 

Franklin, C. H. (1984). Issue preferences, socialization, and the evolution of 
party identification. American Journal ofPolitical Science, 28,459-478. 

Houston, D. A., & Sherman, S. J. (1995). Cancellation and focus: The role 
of shared and unique features in the choice process. Journal OfExperimen- 
tal Social Psychology, 31, 357-378. 

Houston, D. A., Sherman, S. J . ,  & Baker, S. M. (1991). Feature matching, 
unique features, and the dynamics of the choice process: Predecision 
conflict and postdecision satisfaction. Journal of Experimental Social 

Johnston, D. (1989). Image and issue political information: Message content 
or interpretation? Journalism Quarterly, 66, 379-382. 

Kennamer, J. D. (1 987). Political party, candiclateperceptions, and media use 
as predictors of candidate preference. Paper presented at the Association 
for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication Annual Conven- 
tion, San Antonio, TX. 

Key, V. O., Jr. (1 966). The responsible electorate: Rationality in presidential 
voting, 1936-1960. New York, NY: Vintage. 

Lord, C. G., Ross, L., & Lepper, M. (1979). Biased assimilation and attitude 
polarization: The effects of prior theories on subsequently considered 
evidence. Journal of Personality and Social Psychologp, 37,2098-2 109. 

Luskin, R. C., McIver, J. P., & Carmines, E. G. (1989). Issues and the transmis- 
sion of partisanship. American Journal of Political Science, 33, 440-458. 

Oshagan, H. ( 1  988). Looking at voting as a decision process: What ,factors 
determine initial preference? Paper presented at the Mass Communication 
Annual Convention, Portland, OR. 

Page, B. L. (1978). Choices and echoes inpresidential elections. Chicago, IL: 
University of Chicago Press. 

Pomper, G. M., & Lederman, S. S. (1  980). Elections in America (2nd ed.). New 
York, NY: Longman. 

Rothbart, M,, Evans, M., & Fulero, S. (1979). Recall for confirming events: 
Memory processes and the maintenance of social stereotypes. Journal of 
Personality and Social Psychology, 15, 343-355. 

Sears, D. O., Hensler, C. P., & Speer, L. K. (1979). Whites’ opposition to 
“busing”: Self-interest or symbolic politics? American Political Science 
Review, 73, 369-384. 

P s ) t c h o f o ~ ,  27, 4 1 1-430. 



982 SKITKA AND ROBIDEAU 

Simon, H. A. (1957). Models of man. New York, NY: John Wiley & Sons. 
Skitka, L. J., & Tetlock, P. E. (1993). Providing public assistance: Cognitive 

and motivational processes underlying liberal and conservative policy 
preferences. Journal of Personaliq and Social Psychology, 65, 1205- 1223. 

Synder, M., & Uranowitz, S. W. ( 1  978). Reconstructing the past: Some cogni- 
tive consequences of person perception. Joirrnal of Personality and Social 

Tetlock, P. E. (1983). Cognitive style and political ideology. Journal o f f e r -  

Tetlock, P. E. (1986). A value pluralism model of ideological reasoning. 

Tversky, A. (1972). Elimination by aspects: A theory of choice. Psychological 

psycho log)^, 36, 94 1-950. 

sonality and Social Psychology, 45, 74-83. 

Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 50, 8 19-827. 

Review, 79, 28 1-299. 


