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Abstract 

This paper investigates whether there is partisan bias in the way that 
individuals see the parties’ positions on issues and whether that bias can 
be accounted for by differences in information or the way in which 
citizens deal with information shortfalls.  Using data from the 2004 NES 
survey, I find that there are significant differences in perception between 
different groups of partisan identifiers and that while much of the bias can 
be accounted for, some remains.  The remaining biases also reveal 
interesting asymmetries between Democratic and Republican partisans 
and across issues. 
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 The two major parties are among the most permanent objects in the American 

political system, and such longevity implies that citizens are exposed to a steady stream 

of information about them.  Given the wealth of information about parties, citizens 

should more or less agree about what each party stands for, even if they disagree about 

the relative merits of those policies.1  But do they?  An alternative perspective, grounded 

in the view that attitudes or party loyalties shape perceptions (Berelson et al 1954; 

Campbell et al 1960; Bartels 2002), suggests that citizens will selectively perceive the 

political environment and that individuals who differ in their evaluations of the parties 

will also perceive them differently. 

 Understanding individual-level differences in how the parties are perceived is 

important for several reasons.  Much of the previous research on political perception, 

which focuses on candidates, emphasizes the important role that party cues and 

stereotypes play in shaping citizens’ voting decisions when information about candidates 

is ambiguous or costly to acquire (Conover and Feldman 1989, Feldman and Conover 

1983, Rahn 1993, Koch 2001).  If there are biases in perceptions of the parties, then those 

biases will also lead to biased perceptions of candidates.   

 Consistent with the behavioral research, rational choice theorizing emphasizes the 

electoral incentives that political leaders have to shape the public’s perceptions of their 

parties—that is, their brand names or reputations (Aldrich 1995; Downs 1957; Snyder 

and Ting 2002).  The existence of partisan bias implies that shaping and altering party 

images is much more constrained than it would otherwise be.  If partisan bias is too 

                                                 
1 This assumes that individuals are Bayesian learners or unbiased information processors (Gerber and 
Green 1998, 1999), which is discussed below. 
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severe then the costs of party leadership may be high, the benefits of maintaining the 

brand name too small, and decentralized parties would result.2

 In this paper, I first investigate whether there is partisan bias in the way that 

individuals see the parties’ positions.  After showing that such biases exist and describing 

their patterns across parties and issues, I then develop three possible explanations.  

Information is the common thread between these explanations.  Biases might result from 

differences in information, from biases in the way that the same information is processed, 

or from differences in the way that citizens make up for their lack of information through 

shortcuts and heuristics.  The empirical analysis suggests that some amount of bias is due 

to both differences in information and heuristic reasoning but that some bias remains, 

which is possibly due to biased information processing.  The remaining biases are smaller 

and confined to a few issues, and are also interestingly asymmetric across parties and 

issues.  In the conclusion I discuss implications of my findings for party competition. 

  

Perceptions of Party Positions in 2004 

 To what extent are there partisan differences in what people think the parties 

stand for?  Figure 1 shows the average perceived positions of the parties on seven issue 

scales for each category of partisan identifiers from the 2004 National Election Studies 

(NES) survey.3  Each scale is adjusted so that -3 is the liberal position and 3 is the 

conservative position. The horizontal lines in Figure 1 depict the extent of partisan bias 

for each group—that is, the difference between a partisan group’s perceptions and pure 

independents’ perceptions (who are a neutral baseline and therefore by definition 

                                                 
2 By “decentralized” I mean that party leaders’ ability to control and discipline the party is weak (both in 
terms of candidate selection and influencing elected members’ behavior).  
3 The endpoints of each issue scale are defined in the Appendix. 
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unbiased).4  Looking across the several issues, there appears to be a great deal of partisan 

bias.  For strong partisan identifiers of both parties, this bias is sometimes as much as an 

entire scale point on a seven point scale.   

[Figure 1 about here.] 

 In terms of the parties’ general liberal-conservative positions, there is a striking 

asymmetry between what Democratic and Republican identifiers perceive.  Republican 

identifiers (including independent leaners) perceive the Democratic Party as much more 

liberal, and the Republican Party as somewhat more conservative, than pure independents 

do.  In contrast, regardless of the strength of identification, the perceptions of Democratic 

partisans do not differ much from those of pure independents.   

 This asymmetry is quantified more precisely in Table 1, which shows results from 

regressions of party perceptions on dummy variables for partisan identification.  The 

excluded category is pure independents so the estimated constant is their average 

perception.  The other coefficients are equivalent to differences in mean perceptions 

between the partisan groups and independents, which is an estimate of partisan bias.  

Consistent with the visual analysis, the partisan bias for each Republican-identifying 

group is statistically significant in terms of perceptions for both parties, while partisan 

bias for Democratic-identifying group is not statistically significant in all but one case.  

Interestingly, the exception is that independent Democratic leaners perceive Republicans 

as slightly more conservative than pure independents and other Democratic identifiers, 

but no differently than independent Republican leaners. 

[Table 1 about here.] 

                                                 
4 This is different from claiming that pure independents are the most accurate, only that they cannot be 
biased partisans because by definition they are not partisan. 
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 The asymmetric pattern that appears for the liberal-conservative scale does not, as 

a whole, appear for the other issue scales.  Only Republican identifiers’ perceptions of the 

Democratic Party on the defense spending and abortion scales are similar.  Reversing the 

asymmetry, Democratic identifiers perceive the Republican Party to be more 

conservative on the services and spending, guaranteed jobs, and aid to blacks scales than 

others do.  With the exception of strong Democrats, perceptions of the Republican 

Party’s position on abortion are remarkably consistent across partisan categories. 

 All but one of the remaining perceptions display a partisan extremism effect 

where the degree of partisan bias increases with the strength of partisan identification but 

the direction of bias is the same for both Democratic and Republican identifiers.  

Perceptions of the Democratic Party’s position on the spending and services, guaranteed 

jobs, aid to blacks, and women’s equality issues and the Republican Party’s position on 

defense spending all appear to follow this pattern.  For two of the perceptual items 

(guaranteed jobs and aid to blacks) there is also an asymmetry: strong Republican 

identifiers perceive the Democratic Party as more liberal than strong Democratic 

identifiers do. 

 Perceptions of the Republican Party’s stance on the role of women in society 

display quite a different pattern.  While Democratic leaning and identifying individuals 

see the Republican Party as slightly more conservative than pure independents do, 

Republican identifiers see the party as more liberal on this issue. 

 The initial analysis of 2004 NES data clearly shows that different groups of 

partisan identifiers perceive the parties’ ideological and issue positions differently.  It is 

important to note that while a regression of perceived positions on a single seven point 
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party identification variable, such as in Bartels’ (2002) analysis, would uncover some of 

the partisan bias uncovered here, doing so would mask the two main patterns in the data.  

One is an asymmetric pattern of partisan bias where individuals identifying with one 

party perceive positions to be more extreme than pure independents and individuals 

identifying with the other party while latter partisan groups perceive positions similarly.  

The other is a partisan extremism effect where stronger partisan identifiers see the 

parties’ positions as more extreme than pure independents and weak identifiers.   

 

Explaining Perceptions and Partisan Bias 

 What explains partisan biases in perceptions?  Having information is critical to 

forming beliefs about others, and the literature on public opinion and political psychology 

suggests three potential sources of differences in political perceptions related to how 

information is acquired or used.  There may be differences in information processing, 

differences in the information observed, or differences related to the way in which people 

make up for the lack of information.  Below, I develop testable hypotheses regarding 

differences in information and the use of political heuristics.   

 

Information and Information Processing 

A classic explanation for perceptual bias in the voting literature (Campbell et al 

1960) posits that partisanship raises a “perceptual screen” that biases the assimilation of 

information (accepting favorable information and rejecting unfavorable information) or 

its construal (interpreting the same information differently).  Recently, Bartels (2002) 

argues that it is exactly this filtering through the lens of partisanship that explains 
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differences in political perceptions.  His analysis shows that partisan differences remain 

after accounting for prior beliefs, measurement error, and uniform changes in opinion.  

Although he documents partisan bias, he does not provide any evidence that it can be 

explained by biased information processing.  In contrast, Taber and Lodge (2006) show 

in a controlled laboratory setting that motivated reasoning does cause bias in information 

processing, but their experiment pertains to arguments for and against particular policies 

rather than perceptions of candidate or party positions, leaving open the question of 

whether the latter may also be affected by motivated political reasoning.  

The polar opposite of biased information processing is that individuals are 

rational and unbiased, i.e. Bayesian, learners (Gerber and Green 1998, 1999).  If 

individuals interpret and process information in the same way, then differences in 

perceptions must arise from differences in information that they encounter.  This might 

arise from the use of alternative media sources for political information, different social 

networks (Beck 2002; Huckfeldt and Sprague 1995), or from selective exposure to 

political information.  Moreover, partisans might have more (and more accurate) 

information about their own party than about the opposing party.  Note, however, that 

differences in levels of information will lead to observed biases in perceptions only if the 

information itself is different. 

The Bayesian learning perspective suggests that there will be fewer differences in 

perceptions between individuals with high levels of information.  The reasoning is as 

follows.  If we increase the total amount of information that each of two individuals have, 

then we are likely to increase the amount of information that they have in common.  The 

more their sets of information overlap, the closer their perceptions should be.  Therefore, 
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I hypothesize that partisan differences should be smaller among individuals with high 

levels of information.  The hypothesis cannot be strengthened since we cannot actually 

measure absolute levels of information, nor can we measure whether people observe the 

same things.  Note also that evidence in favor of the hypothesis would also cast doubt 

that biased information processing is at work in shaping perceptions of parties.   

 

Heuristic Political Reasoning 

The biased and unbiased information processing perspectives both assume that 

beliefs about others are based on information received and that those beliefs are 

accurately reported in surveys.  Much of the public opinion literature, however, 

emphasizes the paucity of citizens’ knowledge of public affairs, which suggests that 

rather than reporting attitudes and beliefs, individuals often make up their answers as they 

go along (Zaller 1992).  This does not necessarily mean that people guess haphazardly.  

Research on low information rationality (Popkin 1991; Lupia and McCubbins 1998) 

instead suggests that uninformed individuals use simple rules of thumb or heuristics to 

estimate the politically relevant information they do not actually have (or may have 

forgotten). 

One such heuristic is projection, in which individuals assume that others’ hold the 

same positions that they themselves do (Page and Brody 1972).5  The projection 

hypothesis rarely takes this pure form, and instead typically involves the interaction of 

candidate evaluation with one’s own positions.  That is, favored candidates are perceived 

                                                 
5 This heuristic is actually rational when the only information a person has is knowledge of him or 
herself—in other words, the sample size is N = 1 (Dawes and Mulford 1996).  But this is rather extreme, 
since it also means that an individual has no additional information with which to determine whether he or 
she is like or unlike the object being perceived. 

 7



to be close to one’s own position while disfavored candidates are perceived to be farther 

away.6  Projection is essentially an anchoring and adjustment process (Tversky and 

Kahneman 1974).  The initial guess, or anchor, is the individual’s own position, and this 

guess is then adjusted according to the evaluation of the political object.  According to 

Brady and Sniderman (1985), the adjustment mechanism is explicitly affective and relies 

on an individual’s feelings towards the group whose position is being estimated.  What 

they call the likeability heuristic therefore provides way to compensate for information 

that is forgotten or lost when only summary party and candidate evaluations are retained 

in online processing (Lodge, McGraw, and Stroh 1989). 

Projection can also be thought of as a special case of inference (Feldman and 

Conover 1983).  In general, individuals can use inference processes to estimate unknown 

information about political objects from what they know about similar objects (e.g. party 

cues and stereotypes) or from related characteristics of the same object (e.g. using 

ideology to guess stances on specific issues).  In fact, Feldman and Conover find that 

perceptions of candidate positions depend more on processes of inference from ideology 

and party cues than on the process of projection. 

Drawing from this existing research, I hypothesize that perceptions of party 

positions are formed through anchoring and adjustment.  In particular, when estimating a 

position on a specific issue, I expect that the anchor is a combination of an individual’s 

own position and beliefs about the party’s ideology, and the adjustment is based on the 

individual’s feelings for the party.  More specifically, if those who take a liberal position 

on an issue view the liberal position as good or desirable, then the more positively they 

                                                 
6 Of course, this is exactly the relationship we should observe from issue voting, with the direction of 
causality reversed. 
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feel about a party, the more they will adjust their estimate in the liberal direction.  

Likewise, conservatives on an issue will adjust their estimates in a conservative direction 

the more positively they feel about the party.  For moderates, positive feelings should 

lead to more moderate estimates of a party’s position, although the actual direction 

depends on where the initial guess is.  

If anchoring and adjustment is the dominant process by which individuals 

estimate party positions, then partisan differences might arise because the adjustment 

process is insufficient or inaccurate.  For instance, the adjustment process might be too 

conservative in the sense that guesses are too close to the anchors even after adjustment 

(as in the classic projection hypothesis).  Alternatively, feelings may differ.  Suppose that 

a Democratic identifier and a Republican identifier hold the same position on an issue.  If 

the Democrat likes the Democratic Party and the Republican dislikes it, then if they both 

anchor on their own position, they will make different adjustments and end up with 

different estimates of the party’s position.  If partisan biases are primarily the byproduct 

of heuristic political reasoning, then differences between partisan identifiers should 

disappear once the anchoring and adjustment are accounted for. 

 
Data and Methods 

 
 I use additional data from the 2004 NES survey to assess whether accounting for 

information and heuristic reasoning reduces the partisan bias shown in Figure 1 (and 

Table 1).7  In order to determine which individuals might be highly informed (at least 

                                                 
7 Since this study relies on only cross-sectional data, it cannot directly address whether there is reverse or 
simultaneous causality.  In particular, the literature argues that there is often a persuasion effect whereby 
citizens do not actually have their own preferences or positions on issues but instead are persuaded to adopt 
the positions of the parties.  Carsey and Layman (2006) provide evidence that this effect depends on 
awareness and attitude importance.  Even if there is persuasion, however, it does not directly affect the 
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relative to others), I create and combine two measures that, while imperfect, I expect to 

be correlated with information.  First, I create a six point political knowledge index from 

four office recognition items (Cheney, Hastert, Rehnquist, Blair) and the items regarding 

control of each chamber of Congress.  Each correct answer contributes one point on the 

scale.8  I also create a media attention index from items concerning interest in the 

campaigns, attention to campaign news, number of days the respondent watched national 

TV news, and number of days the respondent read the newspaper.9  The political 

knowledge index therefore provides a rough measure of the retention of information 

while the second captures exposure to information.  I then define a high information 

respondent as one who scores highly on both indices: four points or higher on the 

knowledge index and above the median on the attention index.  This results in about 25 

percent (N = 305) of the NES survey respondents being classified as high information.  I 

then estimate a regression of perceived positions on dummy variables for partisan 

identification (as in Table 1) using only the sample of high information respondents.10

 In order to analyze whether heuristic reasoning accounts for partisan bias, I 

extend the simple dummy variable regression of perception on party identification.  To 

account for anchoring, I include the respondent’s own position on the issue (projection) 

and, when the dependent variable is a specific issue, the perception of the party’s position 

                                                                                                                                                 
analysis, as it does not matter where citizens’ positions come from, only that they have them.  Furthermore, 
the persuasion hypothesis assumes that citizens’ perceive the parties prior to forming their own attitudes.  If 
initial perceptions are unbiased then they should remain unbiased even after citizens are persuaded to adopt 
them. 
8 For similar knowledge indices see Zaller (1992) and Delli Carpini and Keeter (1993). 
9 Because it is unclear how to combine the variables measured in days of attention with dichotomous 
attention variables, I performed a factor analysis of the six items and used the first factor as the media 
attention index score.  The Appendix provides details. 
10 I also performed an alternative analysis for each issue that restricts the sample to respondents for whom 
the issue is highly salient (i.e. who rate the issue as “extremely important”) under the theory that 
individuals will be more knowledgeable about and pay more attention to issues that are important to them, 
but the results are inconclusive. 
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on the general liberal-conservative ideology scale (inference).  Note that the constant 

term also represents a common anchoring point for all individuals, which can be 

interpreted as common knowledge or information.  To capture the adjustment effect, I 

include a set of interactions between the respondent’s positions and the feeling 

thermometer rating for the party.  (Feeling thermometers are rescaled to range from -1 to 

1.)  Instead of including interactions for every possible position on an issue, I create three 

issue-specific indicator variables: liberal (positions less than 0), moderate (position equals 

0) and conservative (positions greater than 0).  The following equation describing the 

perceived party position is estimated separately for each issue i and party j: 
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If the issue is the general liberal-conservative ideology scale, then the PartyIdeology 

variable is omitted as an independent variable (since it is the dependent variable). 

 

Findings 

 Estimated partisan differences between high information individuals are presented 

in Table 2.  There are fewer partisan differences than in Table 1, but some amount of 

partisan bias remains.  (In Table 1, 48 coefficients are statistically significant while in 

Table 2 there are 23 significant coefficients.) 

 In particular, for all but one issue, there remains a consistent bias among strong 

Republican identifiers to view the Democratic Party as much more liberal (on average, an 

entire scale point more liberal) than other groups of partisan identifiers do.  For weak 
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Republican identifiers, there also appears to be little difference in the magnitudes of 

partisan biases in Table 1 and Table 2 although fewer coefficients are statistically 

significant in the high information condition.  For Republican leaners, there does appear 

to be reduction in bias, although the biases in perceptions of general ideology and for the 

aid to blacks scale remain large and statistically significant. 

 Most of the partisan differences in perceptions of the Republican Party disappear 

when the sample is restricted to high information types.  Most interestingly, systematic 

differences in perceptions of the GOP on the liberal-conservative ideology scale 

disappear altogether.  A few scattering partisan differences remain for independent 

leaners, strong Democrats, and strong Republicans on various issues.  Also interesting is 

that on the abortion scale, however, strong Republicans and Republican leaners view the 

party as more liberal than others do. 

 Another pattern from Table 1 that disappears when we look only at the most 

informed individuals is the extremism effect, where strong partisans view the parties as 

more extreme than independents do.  Looking at the estimated constant term, which is the 

mean perception of pure independents, suggests why.  Almost all of the estimated 

constants in Table 2 are larger in absolute value than in Table 1.  In other words, highly 

informed pure independents see the parties as more extreme than less informed 

independents.  This is consistent with previous research that finds that extremists are 

better informed than moderates (Palfrey and Poole 1987)—many of the latter being 

moderate by virtue of not being informed. 

 The results therefore suggest that the extent of partisan bias in perceptions 

depends on how informed people are.  Among more informed partisans, there are fewer 
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differences in perceptions between them than there are between partisans in general.  This 

suggests some support for the Bayesian learning perspective.  Nevertheless, bias remains, 

so unbiased learning cannot be the entire story. 

 What if it is not the information people have but the lack of information and the 

ways in which citizens compensate that leads to biased perceptions?  Tables 3 and 4 

present ordinary least squares estimates that generally support the anchoring and 

adjustment model.  In terms of anchoring, the coefficient for party ideology is positive 

and statistically significant for all specific issues and for both parties, but the effect of a 

respondent’s own position is only significant and positive for three cases.  Note that the 

estimated effect of a respondent’s own liberal-conservative position on perceived party 

liberal-conservative position is negative for both parties.  While this is inconsistent with 

projection, it might be consistent with some other judgmental bias such as the uniqueness 

bias.  Thus, the analysis suggests that inference plays a much more important role than 

projection in making initial guesses about party positions, which is consistent with 

previous work by Feldman and Conover (1983). 

[Table 3 about here.] 

[Table 4 about here.] 

 The empirical results also provide strong support for an affective adjustment 

process.  For all but one regression in Tables 3 and 4, the liberal-feeling interaction is 

negative and significant.  This means that the more positively those who hold a liberal 

position on an issue feel about a party, the more liberal they perceive the party to be (for 

both parties).  For all but two regressions, the more positively those who hold a 

conservative position feel, the more they adjust the estimate of the party position in a 
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conservative direction.  Moderates make similar adjustments in a moderate direction from 

an extreme baseline, but on a less extensive and less consistent basis.  Overall, these 

results support the adjustment part of Brady and Sniderman’s (1985) likeability heuristic. 

 Once anchoring and adjustment have been controlled for, what remains of 

partisan bias?  Tables 3 and 4 show that a few biases remain but that much of the bias 

disappears when heuristic reasoning is taken into account.  There are 16 significant 

differences, compared to 23 in Table 2 and 48 in Table 1.  A casual assessment of the 

magnitudes of these differences also suggests a substantial reduction. 

 Among the remain partisan differences, strong Republican identifiers continue to 

exhibit biased perceptions of the Democratic Party on several issues, viewing it as more 

liberal than others perceive it to be.  In these cases, however, the magnitude of bias is 

approximately half of what it originally was in Table 1, implying that anchoring and 

adjustment accounts for much but not all of the initial bias.  Weak Republicans and 

Republican leaners also see the Democratic Party as more liberal than others do, but only 

in terms of general ideology.  Strong and weak Republicans also continue to perceive the 

Republican Party as more conservative than others perceive it to be.  For Democratic 

leaning or identifying groups, the only remaining differences are that they perceive 

Republicans as more conservative on the services and spending scale and the defense 

spending scale than others partisan groups do. 

 

Conclusion 

 Overall, the findings provide a modest amount of support for the role of 

information implied by the Bayesian learning perspective but more support for the use of 
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political heuristics.  Perhaps this is not too surprising given what little people know about 

politics.  After all, even the most highly informed citizens are not perfectly informed.  

This lack of information is made up through short cuts, and the analysis shows that a 

synthesis of previously documented political heuristics is at work.  More specifically, the 

data support the hypothesized combination of ideological inference and an affective 

adjustment process.   

 Nevertheless, neither increasing information nor accounting for heuristics 

completely explains the data.  This leaves remaining differences in partisan perceptions 

which might be attributed to selective perception or other biases in information 

processing.  These biases, however, are not as extensive as they first seem, and the 

analysis also reveals interesting asymmetries.  Strong Republicans tend to believe that the 

Democratic Party takes a position that is more liberal on almost every issue than any 

other partisan group believes it does.  If this were the only kind of bias, then the 

consequences for party competition would be minimal since strong partisans are the least 

likely to change party affiliations, but it is not the only remaining bias.   

 All Republican identifiers, including independent leaners, tend to perceive that 

both parties are more extreme in terms of general ideology than Democrats or 

independents do.  (Bias among Democratic identifiers, however, is limited to perceptions 

of the Republican Party on spending issues.)  This bias in perceptions of general ideology 

also leads to biases in estimates of positions on specific issues because citizens because 

of the reliance on ideological inference. In addition, the bias in perceived Democratic 

Party position is greater than the bias in perceived Republican Party position.  This 

implies an advantage for the Republican Party in terms of Downsian spatial positioning.  
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Given that current ideological positions of the parties diverge, the Republican Party 

would not have to moderate its position towards the median voter as much as the 

Democratic Party would in order to gain the same number of additional votes.   

  Finally, the sizeable effects of the affective adjustment process suggest that 

parties need not compete directly on the issues to affect issue-based voting.  Instead, they 

might wage emotion-laden campaigns that seek to increase the public’s negative feelings 

towards their opponents and positive feelings toward themselves.  This would produce an 

equilibrium of constantly negative politics, though in the long run, citizens would simply 

adjust the adjustment process itself and come to rely less on their feelings to estimate 

what they don’t know about politics. 
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Appendix: Data Definitions 
 
Issue Scales 
 
Liberal-Conservative (7 point) 
 

-3  =  liberal 
… 
3  =  conservative 

 
Spending and Services (7 point) 
 

-3  =  government should provide many more services even if it means an  
  increase in spending 
… 
 3  =  government should provide fewer services even in areas such as health  
  and education in order to reduce spending 

 
Defense Spending (7 points) 
 

-3  =  spend less money for defense 
… 
 3  =  defense spending should be greatly increased 

 
Guaranteed Jobs (7 point) 
 

-3  =  government in Washington should see to it that every person has a job and 
  a good standard of living 
… 
 3  =  government should just let each person get ahead on their own 

 
Aid to Blacks Scale (7 point) 
 

-3  =  government in Washington should make every effort to improve the social 
  and economic position of blacks 
… 
 3  =  government should not make any special effort to help blacks because  
  they should help themselves 
 

Women’s Role Scale (7 point) 
 

-3  =  women should have an equal role with men in running business, industry,  
  and government 
… 
 3  =  a woman's place is in the home 
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Abortion (4 point) 
 

-3   =  By law, abortion should never be permitted. 
 
-1.5 = The law should permit abortion only in case of rape, incest, or when the 
woman's life is in danger 
 
1.5  =  The law should permit abortion for reasons other than rape, incest, or  
  danger to the woman's life, but only after the need for the abortion has  
  been clearly established. 
 
 3   =  By law, a woman should always be able to obtain an abortion as a matter  
  of personal choice. 
 
 
 

Media Attention Items 
 

Campaign interest  
 

1  =  very much interested 
0.5 = somewhat interested 
0 = not much interested 
 

Read about campaign in newspaper 
 

0  =  no 
1 = yes 

 
Attention to newspaper campaign articles 
 

0  = none 
0.25= very little 
0.5  = some 
0.75= quite a bit 
1  =  a great deal 
 

Days watched national TV news 
 

0-7 days 
 

Days read daily newspaper 
 

0-7 days 
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Days read online newspaper 
 

0-7 days 
 
 

Factor analysis for Media Attention Index 

Item Factor 
Loading Uniqueness Scoring 

Coefficient 

Campaign interest 0.45 0.80 0.08 
Read about campaign in newspaper 0.90 0.19 0.41 
Attention to newspaper campaign articles 0.91 0.17 0.47 
Days watched national TV news 0.29 0.91 0.08 
Days read daily newspaper 0.57 0.67 0.07 
Days read online newspaper 0.26 0.93 0.01 
N = 1,212; largest eigenvalue = 2.32; proportion of variance = 0.97  
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Figure 1. Average perceptions of parties’ issue positions by party identification 
 
a. Liberal-Conservative 

Strong Dem

Weak Dem

Leans Dem

Independent

Leans Rep

Weak Rep

Strong Rep

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3  

b. Spending-Services 

Strong Dem

Weak Dem

Leans Dem

Independent

Leans Rep

Weak Rep

Strong Rep

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

p

 
 
c. Defense Spending 

Strong Dem

Weak Dem

Leans Dem

Independent

Leans Rep

Weak Rep

Strong Rep

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

p

 

 
d. Jobs 

Strong Dem

Weak Dem

Leans Dem

Independent

Leans Rep

Weak Rep

Strong Rep

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3

j

 
Democratic Party Republican Party 

  
Lines indicate difference between the average perception of independents and the average perception of the partisan group. 
 



Figure 1 (continued). Average perceptions of parties’ issue positions by party identification 
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Lines indicate difference between the average perception of independents and the average perception of the partisan group. 



Table 1. Partisan differences in perceptions of party issue positions

Lib-Con Serv. + 
Spend.

Def. 
Spend.

Guar. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Abortion Lib-Con Serv. + 

Spend.
Def. 

Spend.
Guar. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Abortion

Strong D 0.00 -0.55** 0.33* -0.77*** -0.62** -1.07*** -0.23 0.34 1.12*** 0.65*** 0.85*** 0.78*** 0.47* 0.52*
(0.18) (0.19) (0.17) (0.18) (0.20) (0.18) (0.27) (0.20) (0.19) (0.16) (0.19) (0.18) (0.21) (0.26)

Weak D 0.11 -0.33 0.09 -0.38* -0.12 -0.35 0.26 0.14 0.49* 0.46** 0.24 0.43* 0.42 0.31
(0.19) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.20) (0.19) (0.29) (0.21) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.27)

Lean D -0.27 -0.31 0.17 -0.28 -0.22 -0.58** -0.25 0.43* 0.48* 0.54*** 0.48** 0.54** 0.33 0.39
(0.18) (0.19) (0.16) (0.18) (0.20) (0.18) (0.28) (0.20) (0.19) (0.16) (0.18) (0.18) (0.21) (0.26)

Lean R -0.94*** -0.26 -0.64*** -0.62** -0.70** -0.43* -0.50 0.47* -0.06 0.35* -0.27 -0.20 -0.56* -0.16
(0.19) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.21) (0.19) (0.29) (0.22) (0.20) (0.17) (0.20) (0.20) (0.22) (0.27)

Weak R -0.92*** -0.45* -0.62*** -0.65*** -0.53** -0.58** -0.61* 0.68** 0.12 0.36* -0.16 -0.01 -0.41 0.02
(0.19) (0.20) (0.17) (0.19) (0.21) (0.19) (0.28) (0.21) (0.20) (0.17) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.27)

Strong R -1.33*** -0.73*** -1.29*** -1.15*** -1.07*** -0.81*** -1.04*** 0.77*** -0.01 0.78*** 0.30 0.28 -0.95*** 0.02
(0.18) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.20) (0.19) (0.28) (0.20) (0.19) (0.16) (0.19) (0.19) (0.21) (0.26)

Constant -0.47** -0.66*** -0.11 -0.24 -0.31 -0.74*** -1.07*** 0.73*** 0.29 0.93*** 0.88*** 0.73*** -0.17 0.87***
(0.15) (0.16) (0.14) (0.15) (0.17) (0.15) (0.23) (0.17) (0.16) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.18) (0.22)

R sq. 0.14 0.02 0.17 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.02 0.07 0.03 0.06 0.06 0.11 0.02
RMSE 1.35 1.44 1.28 1.39 1.43 1.33 1.82 1.52 1.45 1.25 1.39 1.33 1.54 1.69

N 1086 1094 1103 1072 1014 1025 895 1080 1100 1114 1073 1009 1029 891

Ordinary least squares estimates.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  

Perceptions of Democratic Party Perceptions of Republican Party



Table 2. Partisan differences in perceptions of party issue positions among high attention respondents

Lib-Con Serv. + 
Spend.

Def. 
Spend.

Guar. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Abortion Lib-Con Serv. + 

Spend.
Def. 

Spend.
Guar. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Abortion

Strong D 0.01 -0.13 0.75* -0.4 -0.65 -0.65* -0.58 0.21 1.11** 0.56* 0.62 0.62 0.84* 0.12
(0.29) (0.30) (0.29) (0.32) (0.36) (0.32) (0.40) (0.30) (0.36) (0.24) (0.32) (0.32) (0.42) (0.36)

Weak D 0.17 -0.2 0.36 -0.29 -0.14 -0.30 -0.05 -0.19 0.03 0.39 0.28 0.25 0.49 0.26
(0.32) (0.34) (0.33) (0.36) (0.39) (0.36) (0.45) (0.34) (0.40) (0.27) (0.36) (0.35) (0.48) (0.41)

Lean D -0.12 -0.10 0.44 -0.35 -0.5 -0.36 -0.34 0.10 0.82* 0.56* 0.70* 0.52 0.64 -0.12
(0.30) (0.32) (0.31) (0.34) (0.37) (0.34) (0.42) (0.32) (0.38) (0.26) (0.34) (0.34) (0.45) (0.38)

Lean R -0.70* -0.44 -0.34 -0.57 -0.85* -0.06 -0.28 -0.21 -0.15 0.07 -0.49 -0.73* -0.61 -0.91*
(0.31) (0.33) (0.32) (0.35) (0.39) (0.35) (0.43) (0.33) (0.39) (0.26) (0.35) (0.35) (0.46) (0.39)

Weak R -0.96** -0.51 -0.75* -0.92* -0.64 -0.21 -0.59 0.19 0.34 0.23 0.18 -0.12 -0.22 -0.63
(0.31) (0.33) (0.32) (0.36) (0.39) (0.35) (0.44) (0.33) (0.39) (0.27) (0.36) (0.35) (0.47) (0.39)

Strong R -1.08*** -0.85** -0.99*** -1.11*** -1.22*** -0.42 -0.91* -0.17 -0.09 0.30 -0.03 -0.35 -1.31** -0.90*
(0.28) (0.30) (0.29) (0.32) (0.35) (0.32) (0.40) (0.30) (0.36) (0.24) (0.32) (0.32) (0.42) (0.36)

Constant -0.95*** -1.22*** -0.56* -0.65* -0.6 -1.41*** -1.53*** 1.72*** 0.72* 1.44*** 1.35*** 1.33*** -0.06 1.63***
(0.25) (0.27) (0.26) (0.29) (0.32) (0.28) (0.35) (0.27) (0.32) (0.22) (0.29) (0.29) (0.38) (0.31)

R sq. 0.17 0.07 0.28 0.08 0.08 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.12 0.04 0.1 0.15 0.23 0.11
RMSE 1.1 1.14 1.11 1.19 1.24 1.17 1.52 1.14 1.35 0.92 1.19 1.13 1.56 1.37

N 300 298 298 294 283 287 291 297 300 299 293 284 289 289

Ordinary least squares estimates.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  

Perceptions of Democratic Party Perceptions of Republican Party



Table 3. Estimated effects of partisanship, anchoring, and adjustment on perceptions of Democratic Party positions

Lib-Con Serv. and 
Spending

Defense 
Spending

Guarant. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Role Abortion

Strong Dem 0.11 -0.23 0.33 -0.30 -0.30 -0.73*** -0.38
(0.21) (0.19) (0.18) (0.20) (0.20) (0.19) (0.28)

Weak Dem 0.05 -0.23 0.09 -0.17 -0.04 -0.12 0.03
(0.20) (0.19) (0.18) (0.19) (0.20) (0.19) (0.28)

Leans Dem -0.16 -0.27 0.26 -0.08 -0.17 -0.32 -0.04
(0.19) (0.18) (0.17) (0.18) (0.19) (0.18) (0.27)

Leans Rep -0.71*** -0.06 -0.29 -0.24 -0.40 -0.10 0.02
(0.20) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.28)

Weak Rep -0.53** -0.27 -0.30 -0.35 -0.26 -0.29 -0.03
(0.19) (0.19) (0.18) (0.19) (0.20) (0.19) (0.27)

Strong Rep -0.62** -0.29 -0.67*** -0.53** -0.55** -0.50* -0.13
(0.20) (0.19) (0.18) (0.20) (0.20) (0.20) (0.28)

Party Ideology 0.15*** 0.20*** 0.19*** 0.23*** 0.14*** 0.30***
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Respondent Position -0.11** -0.16*** 0.05 -0.04 0.05 0.14*** 0.09***
(0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Liberal Position -1.17*** -1.51*** -0.62** -1.41*** -1.14*** -0.37** -0.22
x Feelings (0.23) (0.15) (0.22) (0.18) (0.21) (0.13) (0.24)

Moderate Position 0.46* 0.27 0.11 -0.04 -0.37* 0.27 1.22***
x Feelings (0.18) (0.18) (0.15) (0.19) (0.18) (0.22) (0.21)

Conservative Position 1.28*** 1.41*** 0.96*** 0.91*** 1.08*** 1.52*** 1.57***
x Feelings (0.14) (0.19) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.28) (0.30)

Constant -0.67*** -0.58*** -0.16 -0.25 -0.25 -0.56*** -1.10***
(0.16) (0.16) (0.14) (0.16) (0.16) (0.17) (0.23)

R squared 0.25 0.21 0.28 0.19 0.22 0.15 0.21
rmse 1.19 1.3 1.2 1.29 1.28 1.25 1.61
N 882 1032 1039 1014 961 977 832

Ordinary least squares estimates.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  



Table 4. Estimated effects of partisanship, anchoring, and adjustment on perceptions of Republican Party positions

Lib-Con Serv. and 
Spending

Defense 
Spending

Guarant. 
Jobs

Aid to 
Blacks

Women 
Equal Role Abortion

Strong Dem -0.31 0.77*** 0.52** 0.41* 0.25 0.07 0.09
(0.23) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.28)

Weak Dem -0.25 0.44* 0.31 0.05 0.18 0.32 0.18
(0.22) (0.19) (0.17) (0.19) (0.19) (0.22) (0.28)

Leans Dem -0.17 0.37* 0.43** 0.29 0.23 0.20 0.16
(0.22) (0.19) (0.17) (0.18) (0.18) (0.21) (0.27)

Leans Rep 0.32 -0.03 0.08 -0.31 -0.33 -0.30 -0.15
(0.23) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.20) (0.22) (0.28)

Weak Rep 0.46* 0.22 0.06 -0.31 -0.17 -0.10 0.00
(0.22) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.19) (0.22) (0.28)

Strong Rep 0.49* -0.08 0.26 -0.04 0.10 -0.46* 0.07
(0.24) (0.20) (0.18) (0.20) (0.20) (0.23) (0.28)

Party Ideology 0.14*** 0.13*** 0.20*** 0.16*** 0.08** 0.18***
(0.03) (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.04)

Respondent Position -0.20*** 0.02 0.00 0.03 -0.03 0.10** 0.04
(0.04) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

Liberal Position -1.43*** -1.15*** -0.68*** -1.11*** -1.07*** -1.19*** -0.97***
x Feelings (0.20) (0.14) (0.18) (0.15) (0.16) (0.13) (0.19)

Moderate Position -0.77*** -0.53** -0.23 -0.82*** -0.73*** 0.18 -0.34
x Feelings (0.19) (0.16) (0.14) (0.17) (0.16) (0.28) (0.21)

Conservative Position 0.78*** 1.03*** 0.61*** 0.47** 0.17 0.11 0.68*
x Feelings (0.20) (0.20) (0.13) (0.15) (0.15) (0.34) (0.34)

Constant 1.06*** 0.15 0.94*** 0.78*** 0.79*** -0.09 0.72**
(0.18) (0.16) (0.14) (0.16) (0.16) (0.19) (0.23)

R squared 0.15 0.22 0.1 0.21 0.17 0.22 0.09
rmse 1.36 1.34 1.17 1.28 1.23 1.44 1.63
N 880 1032 1041 1006 948 972 825

Ordinary least squares estimates.  * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001  


