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1 DATA  
 

1.1 QUESTION WORDING 
 

ANES 1972-1976 
Four item economic policy scale: 

JOBS: Some people feel that the government in Washington should see to it that every person has a 

job and a good standard of living. Others think the government should just let each person get 

ahead on his/her own. 

1. Government sees to job and good standard of living 
2-6         
7. Government lets each person get ahead on his own 

 

GOVERNMENT HEALTH INSURANCE: There is much concern about the rapid rise in medical and 

hospital costs. Some feel there should be a government insurance plan which would cover all 

medical and hospital expenses. Others feel that medical expenses should be paid by individuals, and 

through private insurance like Blue Cross. 

1. Government insurance plan                
2-6                           
7. Private insurance plan 

 

AID TO BLACKS: Some people feel that the government in Washington should make every possible 

effort to improve the social and economic position of blacks and other minority groups. Others feel 

that the government should not make any special effort to help minorities because they should help 

themselves. 

1. Government should help minority groups                    
2-6 
7. Minority groups should help themselves 

 

TAX CUTS: As you know, in our tax system people who earn a lot of money already have to pay 

higher rates of income tax than those who earn less. Some people think that those with high income 

should pay even more of their incomes into taxes than they do now. Others think that the rates 

shouldn’t be different at all—that everyone should pay the same portion of their income, no matter 

how much they make. 

1. Increase the tax rate for high incomes 
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2-6 
7. Have the same tax rate for everyone  

 

Single items include those above and the following: 

WOMEN’S RIGHTS: Recently there has been a lot of talk about women's rights. Some people feel 

that women should have an equal role with men in running business, industry and government. 

Others feel that a woman's place is in the home. And of course, some people have opinions 

somewhere in between. 

1. Women and men should have an equal role                  
2-6 
7. Women's place is in the home 

 

BUSING: There is much discussion about the best way to deal with racial problems. Some people 

think achieving racial integration of schools is so important that it justifies busing children to 

schools out of their own neighborhoods. Others think letting children go to their neighborhood 

schools is so important that they oppose busing. 

1. Busing to achieve integration 
2-6 
7. Keep children in neighborhood schools  

 

MARIJUANA: Some people think that the use of marijuana should be made legal. Others think that 

the penalties for using marijuana should be set higher than they are now. 

1. Make use of marijuana legal 
2-6 
7. Set penalties higher than they are now 
 

RIGHTS OF THE ACCUSED: Some people are primarily concerned with doing everything possible 

to protect the legal rights of those accused of committing crimes. Others feel that it is more 

important to stop criminal activity even at the risk of reducing the rights of the accused. 

1. Protect rights of accused 
2-6 
7. Stop crime regardless of rights of the accused 
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ANES 1992-1996 
Five item all policy scale 

ABORTION: There has been some discussion about abortion during recent years.  Which one of the 
opinions on this page best agrees with your view? You can just tell me the number of the opinion 
you choose. 
 
 

1.  BY LAW, ABORTION SHOULD NEVER BE PERMITTED 
2.  THE LAW SHOULD PERMIT ABORTION ONLY IN CASE OF RAPE, INCEST OR WHEN THE 
WOMAN'S LIFE IS IN DANGER 
3.  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 
4.  BY LAW, A WOMAN SHOULD ALWAYS BE ABLE TO OBTAIN AN ABORTION AS A 
MATTER OF PERSONAL CHOICE 

 

DEFENSE SPENDING: Some people believe that we should spend much less money for defense.  
Others feel that defense spending should be greatly increased. 
 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven’t you thought much about this? 
 
                 1.  GREATLY DECREASE DEFENSE SPENDING 
                 2-6. 
                 7.  GREATLY INCREASE DEFENSE SPENDING 
 
IDEOLOGY: We hear a lot of talk these days about liberals and conservatives.  Here is a 7-point 
scale on which the political views that people might hold are arranged from extremely liberal to 
extremely conservative. 
 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or  you thought much about this? 
 
                 1.  EXTREMELY LIBERAL 
                 2.  LIBERAL 
                 3.  SLIGHTLY LIBERAL 
                 4.  MODERATE; MIDDLE OF ROAD 
                 5.  SLIGHTLY CONSERVATIVE 
                 6.  CONSERVATIVE 
                 7.  EXTREMELY CONSERVATIVE 
 
GOVERNMENT SERVICES AND SPENDING: Some people think the government should provide 

fewer services, even in areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending. Suppose 

these people are at one end of the scale at point 1. Other people feel it is important for the 

government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending.  Suppose 

these people are at the other end, at point 7.  And of course, some other people have opinions 

somewhere in between at points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6. 
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Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 

 

                 1.  GOV'T PROVIDE MANY FEWER SERVICES, REDUCE SPENDING A LOT 

 2-6. 

                 7.  GOV'T PROVIDE MANY MORE SERVICES INCREASE SPENDING A LOT 

 
GOVERNMENT GUARANTEED JOBS: Some people feel the government in Washington should see 
to it that every person has a job and a good standard of living.  Others think the government should 
just let each person get ahead on their own. 
 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 
 
                 1.  GOVERNMENT SEE TO JOB AND GOOD STANDARD OF LIVING 
                 2-6. 
                 7.  GOVERNMENT LET EACH PERSON GET AHEAD 
 

ANES 1994-1996  
Three item economic scale 

GOVERNMENT SERVICES AND SPENDING: Some people think the government should provide 

fewer services, even in areas such as health and education in order to reduce spending. Suppose 

these people are at one end of the scale at point 1. Other people feel it is important for the 

government to provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending.  Suppose 

these people are at the other end, at point 7.  And of course, some other people have opinions 

somewhere in between at points 2, 3, 4, 5, or 6. 

 

Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 

 

                 1.  GOV'T PROVIDE MANY FEWER SERVICES, REDUCE SPENDING A LOT 

                 2-6. 

                 7.  GOV'T PROVIDE MANY MORE SERVICES INCREASE SPENDING A LOT 

 
GOVERNMENT GUARANTEED JOBS: Some people feel the government in Washington should see 
to it that every person has a job and a good standard of living.  Others think the government should 
just let each person get ahead on their own. 
 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 
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                 1.  GOVERNMENT SEE TO JOB AND GOOD STANDARD OF LIVING 
                 2-6. 
                 7.  GOVERNMENT LET EACH PERSON GET AHEAD 
 

FEDERAL HEALTH INSURANCE:  There is much concern about the rapid rise in medical and 
hospital costs.  Some people feel there should be a government insurance plan which would cover 
all medical expenses for everyone.  Others feel that all medical expenses should be paid by 
individuals, and through private insurance plans like Blue Cross or other company paid plans. 
 
Where would you place yourself on this scale, or haven't you thought much about this? 
 

            1.  GOVERNMENT INSURANCE PLAN 
            2-6. 
            7.  PRIVATE INSURANCE PLAN 
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BRITISH ELECTION STUDY 1992-1997 AND 1997-2001 PANELS 
Four item economic scale 
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Additional item 

 

 

PATTERSON 1976 PANEL 
Interviews in June and October 

Four-item economic scale 

Social welfare spending 
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Tax cuts 

(We don’t show the candidate placements on the questions below but they take the same form as the question above.) 

 

Price and wage controls 

 

Government jobs 

 

 

SSI 2016 PANEL 
On the following questions, we just want to know your opinion and the Democratic and Republican 

parties' positions on various issues. 

Should federal spending on [food stamps / public schools / Social Security / medicare / public 

housing] be … 

1: Increased 

2: Decreased 

3: Kept about the same 

4: Don’t know 
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Should the federal minimum wage be … 

1: Increased 

2: Decreased 

3: Kept about the same 

4: Don’t know 
 

Some people think government should provide child care assistance to low and middle income 
working parents, while others think this is not the government's responsibility. 
On this issue, where you would place [yourself/Democratic Party/Republican Party]? 
 

1. Government should provide child care assistance 
2. Not government responsibility 
3. Don’t know 

 

Some people think the government should raise the debt ceiling to prevent default on our debt, 
while others oppose raising it. On this issue, where you would place [yourself/Democratic 
Party/Republican Party]? 
 

1. Government should raise debt ceiling 
2. Government should not raise debt ceiling 
3. Don’t know  

 

Some people think the government should make parental leave after childbirth a guaranteed 
benefit for all workers, while others think this is not the government's responsibility. On this issue, 
where you would place [yourself/Democratic Party/Republican Party]? 
 

1. Government should guarantee parental leave 
2. Not government responsibility 
3. Don’t know 

 
 
Some people think the government should provide fewer services, even in areas such as health and 

education, in order to reduce spending. Other people feel it is important for the government to 

provide many more services even if it means an increase in spending. On this scale, where would 

you place [yourself/Democratic Party/Republican Party]? 

1. More services 

7. Less services 

8. Don’t know 
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Fifteen percent of our sample was prompted with the following question immediately after indicating 

“don’t know” for any of the previous questions: 

 

You just indicated that you don't know the position of either the Republicans or Democrats (or 

both) on [ISSUE]. If you had to take a guess though, where would you place them? 

 

[Question options restated without “don’t know” provided as an option] 

 

Fifteen percent of our sample was given placement questions that did not require scale placement. 

Instead, they were asked the following type of question immediately after placing themselves on a 

scale: 

Which party would you generally say is more in favor of [increasing/decreasing] federal spending 

on [ISSUE]? 

1. Democrats 

2. Republicans 

3. No Difference 

4. Don’t Know 
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1.2 EXCLUDED PANELS 
 

● The 1956-1960 ANES panel because it lacked questions about candidate or party positions 

(the ANES began asking these questions in 1972). 

● The BES 1963-1970 panel contains several placement questions but the parties’ positions 

were changing during this period and the salience of issues changed dramatically, so we 

exclude it.  

● The 1980 ANES panel has self-placement and candidate/party placement about defense 

spending, cooperation with Russia, government services, inflation versus unemployment, 

and aid to minorities. Given the short time between waves (just several months), we have 

not analyzed this panel. 

● The 1990-1992 panel because it contained few questions with candidate or party 

placements in more than one wave. 

● The 2000-2002-2004 ANES panel has very few questions about policy. 

● The 2008-2009 ANES Internet panel asked respondents about policy items and asked them 

to place the candidates on those items. Unfortunately, the survey only asks self-placement 

and candidate-placement in the same wave on one occasion (October wave). Although it 

does ask for placements in 3 to 4 other waves, it only asked for opinions in the first wave 

(January), before Obama and McCain were the clear party nominees. 

 

 

1.3 GENERAL POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE SCALES 
 

Patterson 1976 panel: 26 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.90 

ANES 1972-1976: 19 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.82 

ANES 1992-1996: 20 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.92 

ANES 1994-1996: 20 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.92 

BES 1992-1997: 14 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.76 

BES 1997-2001: 12 items, Cronbach's alpha = 0.72 

SSI 2015-2016: 5 items, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.77 

 

  



 

14 
 

 

1.4 SELECTED HISTORY OF PANELS ANALYZED BY OTHER RESEARCHERS 
 

Obviously, this table is selective. 

SI Table 1.4 

Panel Studies 
ANES 92-94-96 (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017) 
  
ANES 72-76 (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017) 
Patterson 76 (Feldman 1989) 
  
  
 
Panels we exclude because of lack of placement questions 

ANES 56-58-60 
(Achen 1975; Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008; Converse 1964; 
Dean and Moran 1977; Erikson 1979; Kinder and Kalmoe 2017) 

ANES 90-92 (Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder 2008) 
ANES 08-09 (Leeper 2014) 
Swiss environmental 
panel 93-95 
 

(Hill and Kriesi 2001a; Hill and Kriesi 2001b) 

Russian Socio-
Economic Transition 
Panel 93-99 

(van der Veld and Saris 2004) 

Mass Survey of French 
Electorate 67-68 

(Converse and Pierce 1986) 
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2 STABILITY 

2.1. MEASURES OF STABILITY: ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES 
All measures of stability flawed. Here, we show that the main results replicate with alternative 

measures, each of which has its own problems. 

CORRELATION 
Advantages 

● In classical test theory, measures reliability (see next section) 

● Less sensitive to mean shifts in opinion overtime 

Disadvantages 

● Sensitive to variance, which makes comparisons across groups potentially problematic, 

changing the interpretation of the findings, though could be seen as a feature rather than a 

bug 

● Scale hard to interpret 

CRYSTALLIZED ATTITUDES 
Crystallized attitudes measures whether people maintain a similar attitude and follows Zaller.1 We 

code respondents as having crystallized attitudes if they place themselves on the same side of the 

issue scale in both waves. We classify respondents as not crystallized on an issue when they change 

sides, place themselves at the midpoint in either wave, or say don't know in either wave.  

Advantages 
● Straightforward to interpret 
● Intuitive measure – captures what people mean by stability 
● “Don’t know” responses incorporated 

Disadvantages 
● People who place themselves near the midpoint on the scale coded as much less stable 
● Treats individuals as unstable even when public opinion shifts, even when they remain 

stable relative to other individuals 
 

ABSOLUTE CHANGE IN ATTITUDE  
Advantages 

● Captures the degree of change more than other measures 

Disadvantages 

● Midpoint responses appear stable. On this measure, people can appear stable by giving 

consistent midpoint responses. Abundant evidence indicates that midpoint responses often 

reflect nonattitudes or don’t knows in a different form. For example, studies have found that 

the same variables that predict don’t know responses also predict midpoint responses. As a 

                                                             
1 http://www.electionstudies.org/resources/papers/documents/nes002261.pdf 

http://www.electionstudies.org/resources/papers/documents/nes002261.pdf
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result, respondents who consistently place themselves at the midpoint, many of whom 

probably have no opinion on the issue, are coded as stable (no change in absolute value). 

With the correlation measure of stability, in contrast, midpoint responses contribute little to 

correlations, so they receive little weight. 

● Nonideological respondents appear stable on multi-item scales. Respondents who are not 

consistently liberal or conservative/Democrat or Republican in their policy preferences end 

up appearing as moderates on multi-item scales (Broockman). Even if their underlying 

opinions change, their ideologically inconsistent nature of their responses makes them 

consistent moderates, making it appear as if they are stable over time on multi-item scales. 

The figure on the next page shows evidence for this pattern. Respondents who [ ] 

● Don’t know responses are ignored. This leads absolute change in attitudes measure to 

underestimate the lack of real opinions, especially since respondents must have opinion in 

both waves to contribute to the estimates. On the correlation measure, some percent of 

these are imputed (following Ansolabehere et al.) and will tend to be towards the midpoint 

and contribute little to the estimates. Attitude crystallization measure best captures don’t 

know responses. 

● People at the extremes can change their attitude more. Further analysis suggests that low 

placement knowledge individuals are least stable when they take extreme positions, while 

high placement knowledge individuals are consistently stable across the scale. (See the 

figure on the next page). 
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WHY THE ABSOLUTE VALUE MEASURE APPEARS STABLE 
The figure below shows the degree to which the absolute value measure of attitude stability is 

affected by low knowledge people ending up at or near the midpoint on multi-item scales. It does so 

by pooling the multi-item scales we use in the paper (ANES panels, BES panels, Patterson, our own 

SSI panel), putting them all on a seven-point scale for comparability. It arrays the plots by the share 

of respondents placing the candidates/parties correctly on the policy items (getting them on the 

right side of each other). The solid line shows the average amount of change in absolute value on 

the multi-item policy scales. The dotted line shows the distribution of responses on that scale in 

wave 1. Respondents who failed to correctly place any of the parties/candidates (0s), tend to have 

responses near the middle of the scale, and tend to be quite stable if they put themselves at the 

middle. If they don't, they tend to exhibit considerable change. As placement knowledge increases, 

the variance of people's responses to the policy scale increases (more extremist, a point David 

Broockman often makes), instability decreases, and the tendency of extremists to be unstable 

disappears. 

SI Figure 2.1 

 

Note: Solid line shows the average change on multi-item scales (absolute value). Dashed line shows 
the distribution of policy responses on the multi-item scales in wave 1. Figure pools across all 
multi-item scales. 
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WHEN CORRELATION MEASURES RELIABILITY 
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2.2 SCATTERPLOTS FOR EACH MULTI-ITEM POLICY SCALE 
SI Figure 2.2.1 
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SI Figure 2.2.2 
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SI Figure 2.2.3 
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SI Figure 2.2.4
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SI Figure 2.2.5 
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SI Figure 2.2.6 
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SI Figure 2.2.7 
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SI Figure 2.2.8 
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SI Figure 2.2.9 

 

 

 

Note: The above plot shows only six bins for the SSI study despite us having 10 placement 

questions. Because our respondents tended to be clustered on the lower end of the knowledge 

scale, and because this scale was much larger than in other studies, we were forced to combine 

results from some of the higher knowledge bins into a single bin, such that “Correct Place = 5” 

corresponds to getting 5-7 placements correct, and “Correct Place = 6” to getting 8-10 correct. We 

tried several bin arrangements and they do not change the substantive results of the figure. 
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2.3 ROBUSTNESS TO PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE CODING AND "DON'T KNOW" CODING 
 

In the paper, we classify respondents as correctly placing the candidates or parties if they merely 

put them on the correct side of the scale (candidates on the correct sides of each other, or parties on 

the correct sides of each other). We have tried several modifications of our placement knowledge 

coding, including 

● Only coding individuals as correct if they placed the parties/candidates on the correct side 

of the midpoint (results shown on the next page), 

● Coding individuals as correct if they placed their own party/candidate on the right side of 

the scale, even if they incorrectly placed the other party/candidate, 

● Coding individuals as incorrect if they placed either party/candidate at the midpoint, and 

● Coding individuals who reversed the positions of the parties/candidates to -1, so such 

individuals receive especially low scores on placement knowledge in the multi-item scale 

analysis. 

Across the different panels, we have varying degrees of "don't know" responses on individuals' own 

policy opinions. We follow Ansolabehere et al. (2008) in imputing those responses for individuals 

who answered at least 75% of the items in scale. We also tried coding don't know responses to 

scale midpoint and the results were similar.  



 

29 
 

 

In the table below, we show that the results are similar if we instead code respondents as correct 

only if they place candidates on the right side of the midpoint of any scale. 

SI Table 2.3.1: Correlations for Many Panels 

 Number of correct placements  

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 Difference 

Econ SSI 15-16 0.54 0.79 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.96 1.00 0.46 

All Policy 92-96 0.51 0.66 0.77 0.85 0.82 0.93  0.42 

Econ ANES 72-76 0.42 0.67 0.87 0.7 0.88   0.46 

Econ BES 92-95 0.29 0.56 0.71 0.83 0.68   0.39 

Econ BES 92-96 0.31 0.62 0.61 0.8 0.79   0.48 

Econ BES 92-97 0.42 0.54 0.62 0.79 0.72   0.30 

Econ BES 97-01 0.40 0.54 0.73 0.76 0.80   0.40 

Econ Patterson 76 0.69 0.86 0.87 0.96 1.00   0.31 

Econ ANES 94-96 0.49 0.69 0.81 0.84    0.35 

Average        0.40 

Average of four-item scales       0.39 

 

SI Table 2.3.2: Percentage of Respondents in Each Cell in the above Table 

 Number of correct placements 

 0 1 2 3 4 5 6 

Econ SSI 15-16 47% 20% 17% 11% 3% 1% 1% 

All Policy 92-96 36 24 20 11 7   

Econ ANES 72-76 78 15 5 2 0   

Econ BES 92-95 27 22 19 17 15   

Econ BES 92-96 24 20 22 18 16   

Econ BES 92-97 28 23 25 15 9   

Econ BES 97-01 51 24 15 8 2   

Econ Patterson 76 82 11 5 2 0   

Econ ANES 94-96 55 18 14 13    

 

Note: The above table shows only 6 bins for the SSI study, while we had 10 placement questions. Because our respondents 

tended to be clustered on the lower end of the knowledge scale, and because this scale was much larger than in other 

studies, we were forced to combine results from some of the higher knowledge bins into a single bin, such that “Correct 

Place = 5” corresponds to getting 5-7 placements correct, and “Correct Place = 6” to getting 8-10 correct. We tried several 

bin arrangements and they do not change the substantive results of the figure.  
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2.4 INDIVIDUAL STABILITY MEASURES 

CRYSTALLIZED ATTITUDES 
Following Zaller2, we use a measure called attitude crystallization as one of our two individual-level 

measures of attitude stability, presenting the results in Table 3 of the paper. Here, we provide more 

information about the measures and more descriptive statistics. We code respondents as having 

crystallized attitudes if they place themselves on the same side of the issue scale in both waves. We 

classify respondents as not crystallized on an issue when they change sides, place themselves at the 

midpoint in either wave, or say don't know in either wave. When we classify people who 

consistently place themselves at the midpoint as having crystallized attitudes, the associations in 

the tables below remain similar, but the mean shifts up about 10 percentage points. 

In the tables on the next page, we show that respondents who correctly place the candidates on an 

issue have higher attitude crystallization rates than those who incorrectly placed the candidates. 

The first table on the next page shows the average crystallization rates for all single-item scales in 

each study. When they can correctly place the candidates on an issue, 59% have crystallized 

attitudes. When they can't, only 42% do. 59% may seem low, but this rises to 82% when we 

calculate it for respondents who know the positions and agree with their party/candidate. See SI 

section 4.3. 

The second table on the next page shows that general political knowledge scales also predict 

attitude crystallization, but not as well as the single item placement knowledge scales. 

  

                                                             
2 http://www.electionstudies.org/resources/papers/documents/nes002261.pdf 

http://www.electionstudies.org/resources/papers/documents/nes002261.pdf
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SI Table 2.4.1: Crystallized Attitudes and Placement Knowledge 

The table shows the average proportion of respondents with crystallized attitudes by whether they 

correctly or incorrectly placed candidates on that issue. The averages are of single items. 

 

------------------------- 

             |  Place 

             |  correctly   

       study |  No   Yes  

-------------+----------- 

   All_92_96 | 0.35  0.58 

   Econ_7276 | 0.30  0.54 

     Econ_76 | 0.62  0.72 

  Econ_92_96 | 0.31  0.48 

  Econ_94_96 | 0.30  0.56 

Econ_BES9295 | 0.53  0.61 

Econ_BES9296 | 0.56  0.63 

Econ_BES9297 | 0.53  0.60 

Econ_BES9701 | 0.50  0.65 

Econ_SSI1516 | 0.44  0.62 

             |  

       Total | 0.42  0.59 

------------------------- 

Note: We weight the total averages so that each study counts equally, with the three 

BES studies from the mid-1990s counting as one third of a study, since respondents 

repeat in those panels. 

 

SI Table 2.4.2: Crystallized Attitudes and General Political Knowledge 

The table shows the average proportion of respondents with crystallized attitudes by general political 

knowledge. The averages are of single items. 

 

 

------------------------------------------- 

             | General knowledge quintiles  

       study |    1     2     3     4     5 

-------------+----------------------------- 

   All_92_96 | 0.36  0.43  0.51  0.51  0.57 

   Econ_7276 | 0.26  0.35  0.34  0.42  0.46 

     Econ_76 | 0.55  0.63  0.62  0.67  0.71 

  Econ_92_96 | 0.33  0.37  0.44  0.38  0.49 

  Econ_94_96 | 0.32  0.38  0.42  0.49  0.55 

Econ_BES9295 | 0.59  0.59  0.57  0.56  0.61 

Econ_BES9296 | 0.59  0.63  0.60  0.59  0.67 

Econ_BES9297 | 0.58  0.61  0.56  0.55  0.64 

Econ_BES9701 | 0.57  0.56  0.57  0.62  0.62 

Econ_SSI1516 | 0.48  0.49  0.52  0.54  0.58 

             |  

       Total | 0.43  0.48  0.50  0.53  0.57 

------------------------------------------- 

Note: We weight the total averages so that each study counts equally, with the three 

BES studies from the mid-1990s counting as one third of a study, since respondents 

repeat in those panels. 
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ABSOLUTE CHANGE IN ATTITUDE (AND PROBLEMS WITH THIS MEASURE) 
 

A second stability measure we examine is absolute change in attitudes. Accordingly, we rescale all 

attitudes to seven-point scales and use simple averages to create multi-item scales (no mean zero, 

no standard deviation one, no factor analysis). 

The two tables on the next page simply show the average absolute value of change on seven-point 

scales by correct placement percent on the multi-item scales and by general knowledge quintiles. 

For example, on average, people with 0% placement correct change their views by about 0.90 

points on a seven-point scale, but 0.63 points when they place all correctly. The results show that 

percent of placements correct slightly outperforms general knowledge quintiles. 

One pattern not shown in the table below is that the estimates for individuals with high placement 

knowledge are biased upwards (less stable). The bias comes from people who can place the parties 

but disagree with their own party in wave 1. They are among the least stable individuals in the 

sample and, since they tend to be at the extremes, can move a large distance on the absolute value 

measure. 

The absolute change in attitude measure is arguably the most problematic of all the attitude change 

measures. See our discussion above in the SI about the advantages and disadvantages of various 

stability measures. 
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SI Table 2.4.3: Absolute Change in Attitudes and Placement Knowledge 

The table shows the average absolute value of change on the multi-item scale made up 

from a simple average of the items available. We rescaled the items to seven-point 

scales before taking the average. 

 

------------------------------------------- 

             | Percent placement correct 

       study |    0    25    50    75   100 

-------------+----------------------------- 

   All_92_96 | 0.64  0.59  0.68  0.54  0.51 

   Econ_7276 | 1.00  0.90  0.91  0.80  0.60 

     Econ_76 | 0.74  0.76        0.69  0.63 

  Econ_92_96 | 1.05        1.05        0.78 

  Econ_94_96 | 0.96  0.91        0.78  0.59 

Econ_BES9295 | 1.06  0.87  0.84  0.75  0.69 

Econ_BES9296 | 1.07  0.82  0.86  0.76  0.63 

Econ_BES9297 | 1.03  0.79  0.81  0.84  0.67 

Econ_BES9701 | 0.97  0.88  0.89  0.73  0.59 

Econ_SSI1516 | 0.87  0.63  0.45  0.46  0.37 

             |  

       Avg.  | 0.90  0.78  0.82  0.69  0.63 

------------------------------------------- 

Note: We weight the total averages so that each study counts equally, with the three 

BES studies from the mid-1990s counting as one third of a study, since respondents 

repeat in those panels. 

 

 

SI Table 2.4.4: Absolute Change in Attitudes and General Political Knowledge 

 

The table shows the average absolute value of change on the multi-item scale made up 

from a simple average of the items available. We rescaled the items to seven-point 

scales before taking the average. 

 

------------------------------------------- 

             | General knowledge quintiles  

       study |    1     2     3     4     5 

-------------+----------------------------- 

   All_92_96 | 0.75  0.60  0.56  0.55  0.48 

   Econ_7276 | 0.97  0.89  1.00  0.89  0.87 

     Econ_76 | 0.78  0.73  0.77  0.77  0.62 

  Econ_92_96 | 1.26  0.98  0.86  0.79  0.73 

  Econ_94_96 | 0.98  0.86  0.80  0.73  0.62 

Econ_BES9295 | 0.79  0.82  0.86  0.76  0.68 

Econ_BES9296 | 0.79  0.82  0.78  0.68  0.64 

Econ_BES9297 | 0.80  0.77  0.88  0.72  0.67 

Econ_BES9701 | 0.85  0.90  0.76  0.63  0.77 

Econ_SSI1516 | 0.75  0.72  0.65  0.51  0.54 

             |  

       Total | 0.89  0.81  0.78  0.69  0.66 

------------------------------------------- 

Note: We weight the total averages so that each study counts equally, with the three 

BES studies from the mid-1990s counting as one third of a study, since respondents 

repeat in those panels.   
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2.5 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GENERAL KNOWLEDGE AND PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE 
 

SI Table 2.5.1 

Study Correlation between general 
political knowledge and  total 
correct placements 

Econ_SSI1516    0.41 

All_92_96    0.61 

Econ_7276    0.37 

Econ_BES9295    0.51 

Econ_BES9296    0.50 

Econ_BES9297    0.48 

Econ_BES9701    0.34 

Econ_76    0.53 

Econ_94_96    0.51 

Econ_92_96    0.47 

 

 

SI Table 2.5.2: Plot of % correct party/candidate placements by general political knowledge 
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SI Table 2.5.3: Percent of all placement items correct by general political knowledge deciles 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

             |             General political knowledge deciles 

       study |    1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9    10 

-------------+----------------------------------------------------------- 

   All_92_96 |   19%   32%   37%   47%   54%   61%         63%   81%   81% 

   Econ_7276 |    5    13    18    24    23    36    19    28    33    52 

     Econ_76 |    2     4     6    11    17    17    21    27    47    54 

  Econ_92_96 |   21    35    41    44    58    66    60          84    84 

  Econ_94_96 |   18    23    30    37    39    60    58    73    67    89 

Econ_BES9295 |   38    51    57    62    68    75    74    83    89    96 

Econ_BES9296 |   41    52    59    66    73    80    81    90          95 

Econ_BES9297 |   40    52    58    63    69    76    81    86          93 

Econ_BES9701 |   34    46    44    53          59          73          63 

Econ_SSI1516 |   17          33          30          34    52    58  

------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

The BES studies stand out in this table. This partly reflects the high rate at which all respondents correctly place the 

Labour Party and the Conservative Party between 1992 and 1997. It also reflects the weakness of the political 

knowledge scales in the BES, which are a dozen items or less. 
 

  



 

36 
 

2.6 ATTITUDE STABILITY IN THE 2015-16 SSI PANEL 
 

The below table shows a replication of the analysis featured in Table 1 of the paper, but using the 

data from the 2015-16 two wave SSI survey we fielded. Results from ANES 72-76 are provided here 

for context. We see that the results are largely the same, despite the passage of several decades and 

the much smaller time in between waves in our survey – reducing measurement error through 

added scale items improves stability, though only modestly, while correlations from placement 

knowledge increase more from lowest to highest knowledge. We also find that the addition of extra 

scale items, as expected, hardly changes the results. If any differences between the two sets of 

results stand out, it is that general knowledge now does a somewhat better job of predicting 

attitude stability. 

SI Table 2.6.1 

  Number of Items in scale 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

ANES 72-76 0.49 0.52 0.59 0.63 0.66 0.68 0.7       

SSI 15-16 0.50 0.56 0.60 0.63 0.65 0.67 0.68 0.69 0.70 0.71 

  General Knowledge 

  1 2 3 4 5           

ANES 72-76 0.57 0.57 0.72 0.68 0.69           

SSI 15-16 0.57 0.61 0.67 0.75 0.85           

  Party Placement Knowledge 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

ANES 72-76 0.53 0.49 0.63 0.67 0.74 0.75 0.79       

SSI 15-16 0.56 0.56 0.87 0.85 

Note: Table shows the correlations between waves 1 and 2. We bin several knowledge values 
together in the SSI study in order to provide more clear, consistent results, as many values 
contained a very low number of respondents, especially at higher points on the scale. Changing bin 
width does not significantly affect the results.  
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3 CANDIDATE AND PARTY POLICY PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE  

3.1. PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE IN THE 1972-2012 ANES 
The figure below presents the percent correctly placing the candidates and parties for all issues 

across ANES presidential election surveys, not just the panel studies (see also, Layman and Carsey 2002). 
As in the paper, we code respondents as correct if they place the Democratic candidate to the 
ideological left of the Republican anywhere on the scale. We code respondents who placed the 
candidates at the same point, say don't know to one or both candidates or reverse the positions as 
incorrect. In order to reduce the possibility of correctly placing by chance, we count an individual as 
correct only if they correctly place the parties and the candidates (the ANES often asks about both). The 
average percent correct across all the years and the issues never exceeds 50% (chance is about 11%) 
until 2012, when the ANES response rate plummeted. Knowledge may be increasing somewhat over 
time, as the figure reveals. Rising partisan polarization may partly explain this increase, but so may 
falling response rates to ANES surveys, which declined from 75% in 1972 to just 38% in 2012. The low 
level of placement knowledge holds for economic issues and non-economic issues alike—even abortion, 
a high salience, “easy” (Carmines and Stimson 1980) issue falls below 50%. 
 

SI Figure 3.1: Candidate and Party Policy Placement Knowledge in the ANES 

 
Note: This figure shows the percent correctly placing the presidential candidates relative to each other (the Democrat as more liberal than the 
Republican) and the parties for all the issues on which the ANES asked for presidential candidate placements and party placements. We 
categorize respondents as incorrectly placing the candidates if they say “don’t know” for either candidate or party, place the candidates on the 
same scale position, or place the Democrat as more conservative than the Republican. We do not show the percentages for 2000 because of 
the split phone/face-to-face design. We weight the estimates in years when the ANES calculates weights. Issue definitions: tax (High-income 
tax-rate), unr (Urban unrest), cmps (College campus unrest), job (Government guaranteed jobs), pot (Legalization of marijuana), bus (School 
bussing), ins (Government provided health insurance), wmn (Women’s role in society), rts (Rights of the accused), aid (“Aid to minorities”), blk 
(“Aid to blacks”), def (Defense spending), ser (Government services and spending), infl (Inflation-unemployment tradeoff), abr (Abortion), invol 
(US involvement in Central America), rus (Cooperation with Russia), crm (Crime reduction), env (Environment-Jobs tradeoff), reg 
(Environmental Regulation). “_p” indicates that a question is from the postelection survey wave. 
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3.2 ARE WE OVERESTIMATING OR UNDERESTIMATING PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE? 
There are several reasons to think we may be overestimating placement knowledge.  

● First, in most ANES surveys, we must drop respondents who fail to report their own opinion 

on an issue (about 4% of the sample) because the survey did not then ask them to place the 

candidates afterwards. Consequently, we are dropping respondents who likely cannot place 

the candidates.  

● Second, we are using a fairly low standard for placement knowledge, coding respondents as 

correct if they merely place the Democrat to the left of the Republican. We thus code many 

respondents as correct when they place both parties on the same side of the scale, or one of 

the parties at the midpoint, though both types of placement may indicate error or 

uncertainty. Of those whom we count as correct, about 40% make one of these errors, and 

therefore may lack a basic understanding of the issues.  

● Third, some respondents correctly place candidates simply by chance, with the probability 

that they do so varying from about one in three to about one in eleven when we require 

them to place both the candidates and the parties (Wright and Niemi 1983).  

● Fourth, declining response rates and panel attrition likely lead the samples to be more 

politically knowledgeable than the population. 

On the other hand, we find little evidence of Type II errors—that is, incorrectly counting those who 

possess placement knowledge as lacking it. For instance, some respondents may hold opinions so 

extreme that they view both parties as being equally liberal or equally conservative, leading us to 

erroneously count these respondents as lacking placement knowledge. If so, we should see extreme 

respondents stacking both parties at the same point on the opposite end of the scale. However, we 

find such behavior to be rare, occurring in far less than 1% of incorrect placements. In fact, 

extremists are two to three times more likely to stack both parties at their own position, indicating 

they believe both parties agree with their viewpoint. The table on the next page presents the 

percent of extreme respondents who place both candidates at the opposite end of the scale from 

them. 
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SI Table 3.2.1: Are We Wrongly Classifying Extreme Respondents As Placing Candidates 

Incorrectly? 

 

Percent placing both candidates 

at the opposite extreme 

Percent placing both candidates on the other  

side of the scale from respondent 

 
Self at 1 Self at 7 

Self at  

1 or 7 
Self at 1 Self at 7 

Self at  

1 or 7 

Guaranteed jobs 0.09% 0.12% 0.21% 0.17% 0.3% 0.47% 

Spending and services 0.03 0.05 0.08 0.09 0.1 0.19 

Government health insurance 0.09 0.07 0.16 0.22 0.17 0.39 

Aid to Blacks and minorities  0.04 0.23 0.27 0.12 0.52 0.64 

Women's rights 0.04 0.12 0.16 0.24 0.26 0.50 

Ideology 0 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.06 

Defense spending 0.04 0.01 0.05 0.12 0.05 0.17 

AVERAGE 0.05 0.09 0.14 0.14 0.21 0.35 

Note: Data from ANES 1972-1976. The first two columns show the percent of individuals in the sample who self 

rate at 1 or 7 and place the parties both at the opposite extreme. Column 3 is a composite of the first two. 

Columns 4 and 5 show self-raters at 1 or 7 who place both parties on other side of scale (1-3 or 5-7). Column 6 is 

a composite of 4 and 5. Results show that this type of person is extremely rare – even by the most generous count 

(Column 6), these people make up only about a third of one percent of all respondents. 

 

Another possibility is that those who indicate “don’t know” really do know the positions of the 

parties, but are hesitant to make a placement attempt. However, the literature (Luskin and Bullock 

2011; Sturgis, Allum, and Smith 2008) and experiments we have conducted provide little support 

for this view – we tested this in our 2016 SSI survey by prompting those who indicated they did not 

know to take a guess, and found that they did no better than chance.  

Based on the above evidence, we believe we are, if anything, overestimating the public’s level of 

placement knowledge. Lack of understanding of elite preferences appears widespread in the public, 

at least in the United States. As our measure of placement knowledge is imperfect, biasing its effect 

size towards zero, the magnitude of placement knowledge’s impact on attitude stability may be 

larger than we show here.   
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4 STABILITY AND AGREEING WITH YOUR PARTY 

4.1. PERCENT AGREEING WITH THEIR PARTY IN THE ANES 
The ANES began asking questions about party and candidate placement in 1972, so our estimates 

are for 1972-2012. In the article, we calculate the percent who agree with their party among 

individuals who vote for the candidate of their party, which is 90% of ANES respondents with a 

major-party voter intent (75% of all respondents). We do so because research has found that 

people who break with their party’s candidate appear to adopt the positions of the other candidate. 

Using panel data to help sort out causation, Lenz (2012, 196) finds that people appear to follow 

their preferred presidential candidate on policy as much or more than they follow parties. As the 

top part of the table below shows, we find that people voting for their own party’s presidential 

nominee agree with their party about 80% of the time when they know the positions, and only 

about 38% of the time when they don’t. 

Another way to examine these statistics is to calculate the percent of respondents agreeing with 

their party or their candidate, so respondents who are voting for the out-party have two chances of 

being counted as correct. Since these respondents are rare (8% of the total sample), the expectation 

by chance is similar: 41%. The table below shows that about 80% of respondents agree with their 

party or candidate when they know the positions. On the next page, we show how consistent these 

patterns are over time and across issues. 

SI Table 4.1.1: Percent Agreeing with Their Party in the ANES 1972-2012 among Partisans 

   % agreeing with their party 

Agreeing with your party  
% of 

partisans 

% of 
partisans 

with a vote 
intention 

Correctly place 
parties and 
candidates 

Incorrectly place 
parties and 
candidates 

Expectation based on chance   38% 38% 
Respondents voting for their party 75% 90% 80 40 
Respondents voting against their party 8 10 57 43 
Respondents with no or other vote intent 19  66 50 
     
Agreeing with your party or candidate     
Expectation based on chance   41 41 
All partisan respondents 100 NA 80 51 
     

Note: Analyses are only for presidential election years and only for partisans (includes independents who 

lean), and are weighted in years with weights. N= 14,672. We classify respondents as voting for their party if 

they vote for their party’s presidential nominee. We define agreeing with party as being on the same side as 

your party. We classify respondents placing themselves at the midpoint of the scale, saying DK, or placing 

themselves on the other side of the scale as not agreeing with their party. The calculation of the expectation 

based on chance is simple in the case of agreeing with their party (respondents can agree with their party by 

choosing three of seven scale points plus don’t know, so 3/8*100 = 38%). In the case of agreeing with their 

party or candidate, chance varies by whether you are voting with your party, so the calculation is slightly 

more complicated (.75×3/8+0.08×6/8+.19×3/8*100 = 41%). 
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The figure below shows the rate at which respondents agree with their party or candidate for all 

issues in the ANES where the survey asked about candidate and party placements. These are 

exactly the same issues as shown in the table on the previous page. 

 

SI Figure 4.1.1: Agreeing on the Issues and Placement Knowledge, ANES 1972-2012 

 
Note: The figure shows the percent agreeing with their party or with their candidate (measured with vote decision) 
among people who correctly and incorrectly placed the parties and the candidates. It does so for all policy issues 
where the ANES asked for both party and candidate positions. We measure agreement by whether respondents 
place themselves on the same side of the scale as their party or candidate. The figure excludes respondents who 
did not place themselves. N= 14,672. Excludes pure independents and those without a major-party vote intent.  
Weighted.  
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4.2. STANDARD DEVIATION OF RESPONSES BY PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE, AND AGREEING 

WITH YOUR PARTY/CANDIDATE 
 

In table 3 and figure 3, we show a striking difference in attitude stability. Respondents who can 

correctly place the candidate/parties on an issue and agree with their party in wave 1 on that issue 

are much more stable than similar respondents who disagree with their party in wave 1. 

As we noted in the paper, one explanation for the higher correlations in these analysis is higher 

variance. Under assumptions discussed above, the correlation equals the reliability, which is the 

ratio of the variance of the signal over the total variance. Consequently, the correlation could be 

going up because variance of attitudes is going up or because random noise from any source is 

decreasing. 

Which is it? The table below shows a higher standard deviation among respondents who correctly 

place the candidates/parties on the issue and agree with their party (standard deviation equals 

2.2). In part, this is because people only get counted as agreeing with their party if they are on the 

same side of the scale and avoid the midpoint. By excluding the midpoint, we are mechanically 

increasing the variance of attitudes. 

Although this is undoubtedly part of the story, the results remain strong when we use the 

crystallized attitude measure (see the next section). So increased variance is part of the story, but 

it’s far from the whole story. 

 

SI Table 4.2.1: Standard deviations for the results in the left section of Table 3 

Agree with party 
in wave 1 

Place positions correctly 
on single item 

No Yes 
Wave 1   
No 1.95 1.37 
Yes 2.07 1.63 
   
Wave 2   
No 2.31 2.22 
Yes 2.19 1.99 
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4.3. CRYSTALLIZED ATTITUDES AND ABSOLUTE VALUES CHANGE 
In this section, we show the means for the crystallized attitudes measure and the absolute change in 

attitudes measure by whether people agree with their party and whether they know the positions. 

The definitions of these variables are the same but we repeat the definitions here. 

● Attitude crystallization is an indicator variable coded one if respondents place themselves 

on the same side of the issue scale in both waves. We code respondents as zero (not 

crystallized) on an issue when they change sides, place themselves at the midpoint in either 

wave, or say don't know in either wave. (When we classify people who consistently place 

themselves at the midpoint as having crystallized attitudes, the associations in the tables 

below remain similar, but the mean shifts up about 10 percentage points.) 

● Absolute value of change is simply the absolute value of change on the policy opinion 

variable, which are all coded to seven point scales for comparability. 

Since it focuses on whether respondents agree with their party/candidate, the analysis below only 

examines respondents who reported a major party identification (Democrat or Republican in the 

US, Conservative or Labor in the UK). 
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SI Table 4.3.1: Crystallized Attitudes                                                  
(Higher values more stable)                                                   

Agree with party in wave 1 

Place positions correctly 
on single item 

No Yes 

   
Treating midpoint responses as not crystallized 
No 44% 27% 
Yes 71 82 
   
Treating midpoint responses as crystallized 
No 58 47 
Yes 71 82 
   

 
Total number of responses: 27,284. Number of unique respondents: 4,671. Number of unique policy 
questions:  38. 
 
 
SI Table 4.3.2:Absolute Value of Change(Lower values more stable) 

Agree with 
party 
in wave 1 

Place positions correctly 
on single item 

No Yes 
No 1.3 1.2 
Yes 1.2  0.8 
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4.4 WHAT PREDICTS DISAGREEING WITH YOUR PARTY 
What predicts disagreeing with your party among  those who know the positions? The sample size 

of individuals who know the placements but disagree with their party/candidate is not large in any 

given survey, somewhat limiting the analysis we can do. So, we conducted additional analyses of 

ANES 1972-2012 timeseries surveys, since they provide a larger N (and because we don’t need 

panel surveys, since this question isn’t about stability). People who know the positions of the 

parties/candidates but disagree don’t stand out on many of their standard demographic variables, 

including general political knowledge. To examine the effects of cross pressures, we coded variables 

such as high-income Democrats and low-income Republicans, conservative Democrats and liberal 

Republicans (using self-reported ideology), religious Democrats and nonreligious Republicans 

(using church attendance). All these measures have potential flaws.  

On church attendance, we do see some sign that cross pressure matters. Individuals whose Party ID 

is inconsistent with their church-attendance level are about 15 percentage points less likely to 

agree with their party on abortion, which is notable. On other cross pressures, however, it’s hard to 

find much. We find about a 10 percentage point effect of income-party ID inconsistency on attitudes 

about government regulation, but none of the other economic items exhibited similar patterns. 

Ideology-party ID inconsistency yields nothing notable. We also found some sign that Democratic 

Catholics are less likely to agree with their party on abortion, even when they know the parties’ 

positions, but that’s not too surprising. 
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5 STABILITY—RULING OUT ALTERNATIVE EXPLANATIONS 

5.1 WOULD MORE ITEMS MATTER 
Ansolabehere, Rodden, and Snyder (2008) derive an estimator for the true correlation (without 

measurement error) implied by the correlations between multi-item scales. See their Equation 9 

(page 219). The assumptions necessary for this correlation are standard: “The measurement error 

in each item is assumed to be uncorrelated with the true value of the item itself, uncorrelated with 

the true value of the other item, and uncorrelated with the measurement error in the other items.” 

They also assume no autocorrelation in the errors. 

In the table below, we show the implied correlations based on their equation 9 for the six 4-item 

panel studies we are examining in figure 4a. 

SI Table 5.1.1: Average correlations and implied true correlation for the six studies with four 

items (see figure 4a in the paper) 

 Number of items in scale  

Number of 
correct placements 1 2 3 4 

Implied true 
correlation 

      

0 0.26 0.28 0.31 0.33 0.36 

1 0.33 0.37 0.42 0.45 0.51 

2 0.39 0.44 0.49 0.52 0.59 

3 0.49 0.58 0.64 0.67 0.76 

4 0.65 0.74 0.78 0.81 0.88 
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5.2 VERSIONS OF FIGURE 4 SEPARATELY FOR EACH PANEL 
 

SI Figure 5.2.1: Patterson 1976 panel 
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SI Figure 5.2.2 

 

SI Figure 5.2.3
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SI Figure 5.2.4

 

SI Figure 5.2.5
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SI Figure 5.2.6 

 

   

   



 

51 
 

  

5.3 STABILITY AT THE EXTREMES OF POLITICAL KNOWLEDGE 
 

While general political knowledge quintiles and placement knowledge correlate only moderately, at 

the extremes of general knowledge, we find greater similarities. In studies with rich general 

political knowledge scales, individuals who know a great deal about politics correctly place the 

candidates or parties at high rates during periods of high party polarization (80-90%), while 

individuals who know very little about politics do so at very low rates (10-20%). The British 

Election Studies are an exception to this pattern for reasons we discuss on the previous page. 

Although few respondents lie at these knowledge extremes, we can use them to test the following 

prediction. If placement knowledge drives opinion stability, then we should find that individuals 

very high in general political knowledge have stable attitudes (because they likely know elite 

positions), while the attitudes of individuals with very low general political knowledge are unstable 

(because they almost certainly don’t). Moreover, we should find these differences even after 

correcting for measurement error with multi-item scales.  

Most studies examining the relationship between general political knowledge and opinion stability 

lack rich enough general political knowledge measures to assess this prediction, though Norpoth 

and Lodge (1985) do for constraint. Here, we do so using the 1992-1996 ANES panel. To measure 

policy attitudes, we use the 25-item economic policy scale developed by Ansolabehere et al. (2008). 

We measure general political knowledge with 47 items (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.96) and, to examine 

the extremes, we show the results by knowledge deciles. Following Ansolabehere et al. (2008), we 

randomly sample from scales of length 1-25 (oversampling the tails), construct each scale for 1992 

and 1996, calculate the correlation between them, and plot the average correlations below.  

Table 4 in the paper bears out this expectation. In the figure on the next page, we plot noiser 
deciles. The least politically knowledgeable individuals (bottom decile) exhibit little stability for 
single items with correlations around 0.25, and their stability only modestly increases as the 
number of items in the scale rises from 1 to 25. In contrast, the most politically knowledgeable 
individuals have stabilities that start above 0.50 and rapidly rise to over 0.80. Other deciles fall in 
between, as we would expect given that placement knowledge should rise with general knowledge, 
but given the small sample sizes do not always fall in the correct order. 
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SI Figure 5.3.1: 
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5.4 REPLICATION WITH ACHEN (1975) MEASURE 
 

We adopted the Ansolabehere et al. approach of using multi-item scales, as opposed to the Achen 
(1975) approach, mainly because of its simplicity, but there are advantages to other approaches. In 
particular, Achen (and Wiley and Wiley more generally) attempt to separate persistent attitude 
change from randomness. To do so, however, they require three or more waves. The only panel 
where we have placements for many items in more than two waves is the 1992-1997 British 
Election Study (BES). We strongly prefer having placements in every wave because placement 
knowledge is itself quite unstable. So, we also in part avoided this approach for practical reasons. 
 
Nonetheless, it would be interesting to know if our results hold up with Achen’s approach. So, we 
replicated a version of Achen’s (1975) table 3, where he famously finds that measures of education 
and political sophistication fail to predict the amount of measurement error (or randomness) in 
public opinion. We followed his approach as closely as possible, conducting analysis at the 
individual-item level for all four BES economic items. We regressed the amount of measurement 
error (calculated from his equation 17) on general political knowledge and on placement 
knowledge, pooling the four items and including fixed effects for items and clustering the standard 
errors at the respondent level. Reassuringly, we conceptually replicate his basic finding: the BES 
general political knowledge scale fails to predict Achen’s measure of error (that is, fails to reach 
p<0.05). It fails to do so even when it is the only regressor in the model. In contrast, however, 
placement knowledge is a strong predictor of reduced measurement error (p<0.00001).  
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5.5 MEASURING STABILITY AND PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE IN DIFFERENT WAVES 
One potential concern with our results is that the relationship between placement knowledge and 

attitude stability could be inflated by an artifact (we thank an anonymous reviewer for pointing this 

out). If respondents randomly generated their own opinions and then projected those onto the 

candidates/parties, it could end up inflating the relationship between attitude and party/candidate 

placement. It could do so because some people will, by chance, place themselves on the same side as 

their party, project their own position onto their party, and so be counted as stable and having 

placement knowledge. The order of the questions in election studies, which first asks about 

respondents’ positions, then the candidates or parties or both, make this a real possibility. 

Several analyses have convinced us that, while this may inflate the relationship, it does so to a small 

degree.  

First, the bias is bounded by the randomness of the process that would give rise to it. If someone 

randomly picks a position on a seven-point scale with a don’t know option, they will end up on the 

same side of the scale by chance in two interviews only (3/8*3/8*100=) 14% of the time. On the 

British Election Study 11-point scales, it’s just 6% of the time. By chance, only half of these people 

would end up on the right side of the issue, that is, the same side as their party or candidate, further 

reducing the size of this upward bias. Presumably, not all these random responders project their 

opinion on to their party and project the opposite opinion on to the other party, so the upward bias 

could only be occurring in a small percent of respondents. 

Second, as an anonymous reviewer suggested, we can assess this concern by measuring placement 

knowledge in other waves. One problem with doing so is that the candidate and party placement 

questions are scarce. In fact, the only panel where these questions are repeated in other waves is 

the British Election Study 1992-1997 (BES). They repeat the economic placements in the 1992, 

1995, 1996, and 1997 waves. Another problem with doing so is that placement knowledge is itself 

not terribly stable. For example, placing the parties correctly on one of these four BES economic 

issues in 1992 only increases the chances that a respondent will correctly place them on the same 

item in 1997 by 0.20. If we look at this relationship between 1996 and 1997—only one year apart—

the increase is only 0.30 (on average across the four issues). Some of the low stability of placement 

knowledge is likely because of guessing and some of it is because people forget, learn, etc. So, using 

placement knowledge from other waves will undoubtedly suppress the relationship between 

placement knowledge and attitude stability. 

Despite the relatively weak relationship between placement knowledge across panel waves, our 

key finding holds up when we measure stability and placement knowledge in different waves. 

In the table on the next page, we look at attitude stability on the four-item economic index in the 

BES. To maximize variation, we look at stability from 1992 to 1997. To increase the chances that 

knowledge persists, we measure placement knowledge between the 1995 and 1996 waves. By 

calculating placement knowledge across these two waves, we also reduce noise from guessing. 

In the table below, column 1 shows the stability correlations (1992 to 1997) when we measure 

placement knowledge in the same waves, as we do in the paper. Those who incorrectly place the 
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parties on all four issues in 1992 and 1997 (0 correct) have unstable attitudes, with a correlation of 

only .22. Among those who correctly placed them on all four items, the correlation rises to 0.76. 

Column 2 shows the relationship when we measure placement knowledge in the waves in between: 

1995 and 1996. Among those who got all four items incorrect in 1995 in 1996, the correlation 

between their positions is 0.38. Among those who got all four correct, the correlation is 0.74. 

Obviously  the correlation increase between the 1992 and 1997 waves is  somewhat  smaller, but 

still strong. The somewhat weaker relationship could come about because we have eliminated the 

upward bias from random position taking with projection, or simply because of the instability of 

placement knowledge. 

 

SI Table 5.5.1: Measuring Placement Knowledge in the Same Versus a Different Wave: Four 
Item Economic Scale in the British Election Study 1992-1997. 

 Economic scale correlations 
1992 and 1997 

  

Placement 
knowledge 

(1) 
Placement knowledge 

1992 and 1997 
(Same wave) 

(2) 
Placement knowledge 

1995 and 1996 
(Different wave) N col 1 N col 2 

     
0 correct 0.22 0.38 88 178 
1 correct 0.27 0.41 67 54 
2 correct 0.52 0.52 161 89 
3 correct 0.50 0.55 185 154 
4 correct 0.76 0.74 338 364 

Diff. 0.54 0.36 839 839  

 

Instrumental variable analysis allows us to potentially estimate the relationship between attitude 

stability and placement knowledge while avoiding both of these problems (the artifact and the low 

stability of placement knowledge). We can instrument same-wave placement knowledge with 

prior-wave placement knowledge and conduct the analysis at the individual level, using the 

crystallized and absolute value of change variables. So that we measure the instrument before the 

treatment, we examine stability between 1996 and 1997, and instrument placement knowledge in 

1996 and 1997 with placement knowledge in 1992 and 1995. This analysis, which we are happy to 

make available, finds a much stronger relationship between placement knowledge and attitude 

stability than do other analyses. This finding is consistent with low stability and measurement error 

exerting downward bias on placement knowledge, and doing so to a greater extent than the upward 

bias from random responding and projection in the same wave (the artifact). Of course, 

instrumental variable analysis has its own problems and exclusion restriction violations could be 

giving rise to this pattern. 
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5.6 IDEOLOGICAL PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE AND POLICY PLACEMENT KNOWLEDGE 
We examined the relationship between our findings, and the reputational premium theory of 

partisanship and vote choice (Sniderman and Stiglitz 2011).Knowing the parties ideological reputations is 

strongly related to policy specific placement knowledge, which makes a great deal of sense. On average 

across the studies, placing the parties on the right side of each other on an ideology scale increases the 

chance that a respondent will place the parties on the right side of each other on a particular issue by 

about 0.34 (95% CI 0.32-0.37). This estimate falls only to 0.23 when we control for general political 

knowledge, which itself gets a small coefficient of only 0.05. These estimates imply that ideological 

reputations are about four times more important than a single item of general political knowledge. 

We also found that party reputation knowledge does predict attitude stability reasonably well, though 

not as well as placement knowledge. We think this makes sense: people who know the parties’ general 

reputations are likely to know the parties positions on specific issues and so be stable on those issues, 

but when they don’t, they are less stable. When they don’t know how to relate the overall reputation to 

a specific issue, however, they are much less stable on that issue. Unfortunately, we are only able to 

investigate this question in the American panels, as the British election study did not ask a general 

ideological party placement question. To examine the relationship between party reputation knowledge 

and attitude stability, we coded a variable that equals one only when people correctly place the parties 

relative to each other on an ideology scale in both waves. We then examined the relationship between 

this variable and attitude stability across all the single items in American panels. On its own, scoring one 

on this variable increases stability by about 0.10 on the crystallized attitude measure. By contrast, 

placing the parties correctly on the specific issue increases crystallized attitudes by 0.18. When we 

include both in a model, the respective effects are 0.16 and 0.05, and both remain highly statistically 

significant. 
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5.7 INACCURATE PERCEPTIONS? 
 

A small number of respondents reverse the positions of the parties on policy issues. Do these 

misperceptions, especially if they are stable over time, also lead respondents to hold stable views 

themselves? 

In any given wave, about 10% of respondents placed the parties/candidates on the wrong sides of 

each other (well below chance, which is about 33%). Only 2.6% of respondents consistently do so 

across two waves. So, the sample is quite small.  

These 2.6% exhibit somewhat lower stability than average, and noticeably lower stability than 

individuals who correctly placed candidates, a result that is statistically significant, even with 

respondent fixed effects and clustered standard errors. So, it appears that consistently inaccurate 

views, in this case reversed perceptions, do not increase attitude stability, which is interesting. This 

finding may help us address concerns about the finding potentially being an artifact of random 

responding and projection. 

 

 

6 POLARIZATION 
What is the relationship between placement knowledge and polarization in the US electorate? Given the 

strong relationship we find between placement knowledge, agreeing with one’s party/candidate, and 

attitude stability, we would expect polarization to occur primarily (maybe even solely) among individuals 

who know the major party or major candidate positions. In the figures on the next page, we examine 

this prediction. We analyze all policy questions in the ANES between 1972 and 2012 where the survey 

also asked about either the positions of the candidates or the positions of the parties. We recode all the 

ANES items to seven-point scales with one indicating the most liberal and seven indicating the most 

conservative. 

In figure 6.A (on the next page), we show the basic pattern of polarization among all respondents. The 

figure shows the average position on the policy items over time by respondent party identification, using 

the seven-point scale (strong Republican to strong Democrat). As expected, it reveals that Republicans 

are becoming more conservative and Democrats are becoming more liberal over time, though the 

effects are modest. The more the lines in this figure spread apart, the greater the polarization. 

In figure 6.B, we show the pattern of issue polarization among respondents who correctly placed the 

candidates or the parties (or both if they are asked about both). Here, we take the average at the item 

level, so only include respondents’ issue positions on issues when they placed correctly on those issues. 

As expected, this figure reveals much more sorting among partisans. Strong Republicans are 

substantially more conservative on average (compared to figure A), strong Democrats are substantially 

more liberal. However, the figure reveals no sign of polarization. Partisans are just as sorted in 1972 as 

they are in 2012. 
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In figure6. C, we show the pattern of polarization among respondents who failed to correctly place the 

parties or candidates (or both if they were asked about both). In contrast with those who correctly 

placed, we see no clear sorting. In fact, strong partisans are reversed, with strong Democrats being the 

most conservative and strong Republicans being the most liberal, though the differences between them 

are very small. This reversal probably results from random position taking and projection, a pattern that 

seems unlikely to be unrelated to stability (see SI section 5.7, which is the previous section). 

Given that neither figure B nor C reveal any sign of polarization, polarization must therefore arise from 

learning, from people moving from figure C to figure B. SI section 3.1 section presents evidence for that 

learning. 
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Polarization Plots 
SI Figure 6.A: All respondents 

 
SI Figure 6.B: Respondents who correctly placed the candidates or parties 

 
SI Figure 6.C: Respondents incorrectly correctly placed the candidates or parties 

 

Source: ANES presidential election years 1972-2012. 
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