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ABSTRACT

We have known for a long time that Americans, especially the middle class and the better educated, are inclined to call themselves independent and assert an unbiased judgment of the candidates. This inclination willingness to acknowledge a party preference only after a bit of probing, is more a matter of self-presentation than an accurate statement about how they approach elections and make judgments about candidates, the parties, and politics in general. Leaners are partisans. Characterizing them as independents underestimates the partisanship of Americans and it may lead to inaccurate estimates of party effects and the responsiveness of the electorate to a short-term force.

Prepared for the Shambaugh Conference on “The American Voter: Change or Continuity over the Last Fifty Years?” Department of Political Science, University of Iowa. May 8-10, 2008. The data used in this analysis were provided by the Interuniversity Consortium for Social and Political Research. Neither the Consortium nor the principle investigators of the various national election studies used here are responsible for the analysis or interpretation.

The American Voter Revisited (Lewis-Beck, Jacoby, Norpoth, Weisberg 2008)is an elegant and persuasive testimonial to the fundamental soundness of The American Voter (Campbell, Converse, Miller, Stokes 1960). Almost all of the topics and themes of the original remain useful analytic perspectives on the political attitudes and behavior of Americans half a century later, which explains why almost all of the topics and chapters are repeated in The American Voter Revisited (AVR, hereafter). What is as impressive as the vitality of the variables, is the virtually unchanged relationships among them. The measures and descriptive and causal statements in The American Voter reappear in The American Voter Revisited with few changes. 


Probably the only portions of The American Voter that could not be summarized with the preceding comment are found in the chapters that describe the political demographics of the American electorate. Many changes from then to now reflect a half century of new issues and conflicts that reoriented the political allegiances of many segments of the electorate. Race has become even more consequential. A plurality of whites are Republican today (by 47 to 43 percent) but a majority were Democrats in the 1950s (by 53 to 37 percent); the preference for the Democrats among blacks has doubled (from 57 to 19 percent to 84 to 7 percent).
 The south is no longer a foundation stone for a Democratic majority. The popular vote of the region has tilted to the GOP for the last 40 years and the loyalties of southern whites are unquestionably with the Republicans. The politics of the region have shifted so completely that southern whites will not even support one of their own for the presidency if he runs as a Democrat. Jimmy Carter won southern states because the high turnout and overwhelming support of African Americans created marginal majorities for him in a few of states; whites in the region voted for Ford. Clinton’s victories in 1992 and 1996 did not come from southern votes and, of course, Gore’s defeat in 2000 was assured by his inability to carry any southern state – even Tennessee, which he had represented in the Senate. Religious differences are also not what they were in 1950s. The Catholic-Protestant divide has diminished, although it is still substantial, to be replaced with a pronounced cleavage between those who are religiously oriented and observant and those who are not. Fifty years ago Catholics who regularly attended religious services were more loyally Democratic than those who did not, but that influence is reversed today. Among all Christians, the most religiously observant are among the most loyal supporters of the GOP. The relationship of political behavior to social status indicators has also changed. Education tends to have a curvilinear relationship to party preferences and the vote today (although the college educated as a group are still more inclined to the Republicans). Income, once a marginal influence on the vote, has become a relatively strong predictor of a person’s politics. Gender didn’t much matter 50 years ago, and the detectable difference we did observe found women more inclined to support Republicans. That has reversed, placing women – at least those who are not married – among segments who normally provide majority support to the Democrats. Most of the analysis of age effects in The American Voter can be repeated without change. The key to understanding the age patterns then and now is – to paraphrase an insight of a later book from the same tradition – to realize that it does not matter how old a person is but when they were young (Butler and Stokes 1969). Understood thusly, age is mostly a marker of generations and cohorts and the conclusions offered in The American Voter about the influence of age on political preferences and behavior are largely identical to how we think about the matter today.

The Matter of Party Identification


I suggest, as a rebuttable proposition, that the piece of the AVR that should not have followed The American Voter so closely is some of the treatment of party identification. Specifically, all of the tables and analysis that regard leaners as independents categorizes them less usefully than if leaners were treated as partisans.
 Treating leaners as independents is not uncommon in academic work (see, for example, Valentino, Hutchings, and White 2002) and almost the norm in public surveys that are reported in the press, but it is almost certainly a mischaracterization of them. Classifying them as independents presents a misleading statement about the level of support that exists for the parties and compromises some analysis that is done and can be done.


In both books, those who respond to the first of the two party identification questions by selecting the independent option are treated as though they are meaningfully different from all of those who acknowledge a preference for the Democrats or Republicans. But in fact, those who admit feeling closer to one of the parties in the follow-up probe (hereafter described as “leaners,” the conventional term) are virtually identical to those who are classified as the “weak” partisans across a wide variety of perception, preference, and behavior measures.
  To regard learners as independents misstates a strong underlying partisanship in the American electorate. The following formulation is more faithful to the data than the one used in the AVR (and The American Voter before it) because it captures differences in voting and political behavior more accurately.

The difference between the categorizations of party identification in Table 1 and the version in The American Voter and the AVR reflects, it seems to me, different conceptual commitments and a different weighting of empirical results and the substantive significance that should be attached to them. The three party identification questions should not, I suggest, be regarded as a finely tuned psychometric expression of a concept. It is more useful to view them as a finely-tuned interrogation with three clever questions designed to identify accurately who among us, and it what proportions, constitute the core supporters of the Democrats and Republicans. 


The empirical consequences are the topic of this paper. For now, I will observe that The American Voter and AVR, in the data presented often – but not always - seem to take as meaningful the degree of probing required to elicit a preference for the parties. Anyone who acknowledges a preference immediately is regarded as more of a partisan than someone who must be questioned more closely. From this perspective, those who immediately acknowledge a preference are sorted by the intensity of that preference. Those who would not admit their affinity for one of the parties in response to the first question, but required probing, are regarded as less partisan than everyone in the first group. I submit they are less partisan than those who express a “strong” attachment but every bit as partisan as those we typically categorize as “weak” Democrats or Republicans. A reluctance to confess a party preference to the initial question is nothing more than a reflection of the inclination of Americans to prefer to think of themselves as independent-minded and inclined to judge things on the merit (Petrocik 1974). Not everybody invokes this cultural norm, but many do and that preference for avowing independence and judgment is most of what is measured in the leaner category.
Table 1: Three Categorizations of Partisanship
	The Index of Party Identification
	A partisanship categorization that reflects behavior and beliefs
	A categorization that measures the party balance

	Strong Democrats
	Strong Democrats
	Democrats

	Weak Democrats
	Weak Democrats
	

	Leaning Democrats
	
	

	Independents
	Independents
	Independents

	Leaning Republicans
	Weak Republicans
	Republicans

	Weak Republicans
	
	

	Strong Republicans
	Strong Republicans
	




This interpretation is not based on a belief that Americans are boosters of party government. According to the 2000 ANES, 23 percent of Americans supported having one party control the Congress and Presidency while a majority (51 percent) voiced a preference for divided government. Americans also seem to be unsupportive of the parties we do have. Only 38 percent express a preference for continuing the current Democratic and Republican party domination; almost as many (34 percent) prefer to see new parties challenge the Democrats and Republicans.
 Americans are also unlikely to report basing their voting decisions on party allegiance. Very few - between 6 and 10 percent in recent surveys - report that their candidate choices are dictated by a party attachment. As many as 60 percent, but usually around 50 percent, insist that local or national issues determine their choices; another 20 to 30 percent report selecting the better candidate, regardless of party.


Academic research and textbooks have done their part to further the notion that parties are weak influences on voters, candidates, office-holders, and government in general. Election decisions are often presented as candidate-centered at the expense of the parties (David King 1992; Fiorina 1974, 1977; Wattenberg, 1984, Herrnson 2000, Burden and Kimball 2002). Studies of legislative elections (congressional elections in particular) have so consistently trumpeted the importance of incumbency and constituent service that we almost ignore party preference as an influence in these contests (a good example is Fiorina and Rivers 1989). Candidates, we are told, tout their individuality and service to their constituents as a high value, and rarely assert virtue in party loyalty. It is common for challengers to criticize incumbents for voting the party line and supporting their party’s (or President’s or Governor’s) policies to the detriment of the constituents. It also is not rare for candidates to concern themselves as much with their standing in the mass media as they do about their reputation among party loyalists. Office-holders are described as focused on re-election, and we expect them to run away from their party affiliation when it advances that goal (Mayhew, 1974). The media trumpet self-starting candidacies, primary rather than party-selected nominees, lopsided campaign spending, individual fund-raising, restrictions on party spending, and the importance of interest group endorsements and support. 

We cannot be too surprised, therefore, that party is mostly a missing element in the popular understanding of how Americans decide their vote, a contested factor in the popular image of elections and government, and, of course, something many American prefer not to acknowledge. However, partisanship remains an overwhelming influence on the vote choice – accounting for 80 or so of the election choices made in recent elections. Only about 10 are independents whose vote cannot be linked to a party preference and another 10 percent of those who voted defected from an announced party preference. Given these facts, we will be well served analysts and commentators if we correctly identifying supporters and acknowledge that it provides us with a more accurate description of how we and our fellow citizens behave in a range of political circumstances.

This paper will present data to make the case for the preceding assertion. The next section clarifies the understanding of party identification that underpins these data. The following section makes the case for the interpretation of leaners as partisans. The final part illustrates some of the uses that follow from this understanding.
The Meaning of Partisanship and Party Identification


Much ink has been spent to promote contrasting definitions and conceptualizations of partisanship and party identification. The most common dispute turns on whether party identification should be conceived as a psychological attachment and a social identity (Green, Palmquist, and Schickler 2002) or a summary statement of issue preferences (Fiorina 1978, Erikson, McKuen, and Stimson 2002). The debate is long standing, and unlikely to be resolved because evidence can be marshaled for both conceptions.
 More nuanced debates about what a respondent must avow for us to be confident that it is an “identity” other than an affirmation of support are also unlikely to be resolved or provide analytic purchase on the perceptions and behavior of Americans as they consider the policies and candidates they are asked to support. I submit there are three elements that be treated as definitional. 

First, we need to view it as an expression of preference for one party over the other. The preference may be a social identity or a summary statement about the individual’s political beliefs more broadly. The distinction is inconsequential for recognizing the impact of the preference on a person’s political behavior.  Second, the evidence indicates that that party preference is initially shaped during early socialization through multiple family and social experiences that have a weak political content. Individuals learn to think of themselves as a Democrat or Republican because significant figures in their social environment express a preference for one party over the other. Finally, the intensity of the preference varies, and experiences can make the initial attachment more firm or they can weaken it. The initial preference may even change completely, although the bulk of the evidence shows relatively little shifting between the parties in the short run.
 


The key fact about this preference is that, at any given time, it represents an expression of support that influences behavior and other attitudes. People who think of themselves as (for example) Democrats are inclined to vote for Democratic candidates and contribute time and money to Democratic campaigns (although not many Democrats, Republicans, or Independents give money or time); they are inclined to view the public statements of Democrats as more credible; they are also likely to have views on public issues that are more like the views of others who call themselves Democrats (compared to those who call themselves Republicans). The intensity of this preference is meaningful. Those who strongly embrace it are less likely to behave in an inconsistent way: a person with a strong preference for the Democrats is less likely than someone with a weak preference to vote for a Republican and less likely to hold other political views that are inconsistent with what Democrats normally believe about public policy issues. They are more likely to be interested in and knowledgeable about public affairs. The associations are not perfect, but they are stronger than any other political preferences that we study as influences on political beliefs and behavior.
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Levels of Party Support and Its Stability


Of course the measurement of the concept and our ordinary language interpretation of what Americans agree to call themselves is a critical determinant of how much partisanship we observe. Figure 1 produces two estimates of the percentage of the population that thought of themselves as Democrats or Republicans between 1952 and 2004: one excluding leaners from the company of partisans and a second including them. By the first measure, party loyalty has declined and is not high today. The downward slope of the line is unmistakable. The proportion who answered “Democrat” or “Republican” to the first part of the standard party identification questions declined approximately 15 percentage points after 1964. In the 1950s about 24 percent refused to “think” of themselves as a Democrat or Republican; but almost 40 percent refused this association by 2000 and 2004 Nie, Verba, and Petrocik 1979 and Wattenberg 1990 chronicled these changes).

If leaners are treated as partisans the decline virtually disappears. Party support did diminish after 1964 to a low of about 83 percent by the late 1970s, when it began a largely uninterrupted resurgence. The fraction of the citizenry declaring themselves as supporters of the Democrats or Republicans produced a level of party support by 2000 through 2004 (90 percent) that was indistinguishable from the level observed in the 1950s (92 percent). Only 10 to 15 percent insist they are independent and feel no attachment for either party. 
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The overall level of party support has not maintained a constant fraction of Democrats and Republicans (Figure 2). In the 1950s, Democrats (including the leaners) outnumbered Republican supporters by about 20 percentage points (also including leaners), a fraction that did not change until the late 1970s. The advantage of the Democrats in the party preference of Americans is about half that number today. This balance has been unstable, possibly more than the Democratic lead in party identification prior to that time - although, to be sure, they look very similar. The oscillation since the middle of the 1980s reflects the impact of short-term forces on the standing of the incumbent president’s party and the vote intention, much as it seems to have influenced variation in party preference in the 1950s (the Eisenhower elections) and 1960s (especially 1964 when Johnson trounced Goldwater). Overall, however, there isn’t much question about the closer division of party identification since the middle 1980s.
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Also, if leaners are viewed as partisans, the aggregate level of party voting is high and has varied hardly at all from 1952 through 2004. Figure 3 graphs the total share of the vote that is contributed by Democratic identifiers who vote for the Democratic Presidential or House candidate and Republican identifiers who voted for the Republican candidate.
 Party voting declined after 1964, reaching its nadir in 1980, after which it increased. It has remained slightly below the watermark set in the 1950s for congressional candidates, but party voting for the presidency is, on balance, as high as ever (Bartells 2000, Hetherington 2001). In general party loyalties are as consequential today as they were half a century ago. Any erosion in party voting has been minimal and there is no evidence of a decline in the future. This interpretation requires that leaners and weak partisans are similar in their voting, candidate and party assessments, political activity other than voting, and issue preferences. Are they?
Partisanship and Voting


Figure 4 illustrates how strongly party identification has influenced the vote choice during the last half century. The narrowness of the range illustrates the consistency of the vote choices despite the differences that existed among the candidates and the political situations of the elections. Important for this analysis is the similarity of the voting behavior with each group of Democrats and Republicans; strong identifiers, weak identifiers, and the leaners – are partisan voters. Throughout the 50 year period the strong partisans stand out, with, typically, 90 percent or more voting for the candidate of their party.
 But Democratic leaners voted for Democratic candidates at virtually the same rate as weak identifiers (an average of 72 percent over the 50 years of the table). Republican leaners averaged only an 85 percent Republican vote while weakly identified Republicans averaged an 84 percent GOP vote. Nothing has changed in the most recent elections, which, if anything, document more rather than less party voting by leaners, and no different between them and the weak partisans (see the bottom of the figure). The relationship between the vote and expressed party preference was actually higher in 2000 and 2004 than it was in previous elections, as a comparison of the two figures makes clear.
 In brief, the almost indistinguishable voting choices of leaners and weak identifiers of the same party demonstrates that leaners are highly partisan in the voting, even if their first inclination is to respond to the party identification question by calling themselves independent.
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Ticket-voting (of which there is more than we commonly recognize) also documents high levels of party voting among leaners – equivalent to that of the weak identifiers - in the baseline 1950s and in recent elections. Consider Table 2, which reports, for the 1950s and the current period, patterns of split-ticket voting and overall defection rates. Of the sixteen comparisons that can be made between leaners and weak identifiers of the two parties, there are a grand total of three instances in which leaners are splitting their President-House, President-Senate, or defecting for both offices at a higher rate than weak. There are two instances in which the weak identifiers split their ballot or defect more than leaners. Overall, there is no apparent different between leaners and weak identifiers.

Table 2: Voting Patterns of Weak and Leaning Identifiers
	
	Democrats
	Republicans

	Period
	1950s
	2000-2004
	1950s
	2000-2004

	
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean

	Split-ticket on
President-House
	24
	18
	20
	21
	 9
	16
	21
	26

	Defected on both
	13
	16
	  7
	  8
	 6
	 6
	  5
	  8

	Split-ticket on
President-House
	21
	17
	14
	12
	10
	11
	25
	22

	Defected on both
	15
	23
	 7
	 9
	 6
	 7
	  4
	 6


Note: Table entries are percentages splitting their ticket or defecting.
Short-term Election Forces and Leaning and Weak Identifiers 

Rates of party voting are high but differ among elections because a party predisposition can be reinforced or eroded by circumstances of the moment. The ability to examine this variation not only confirms the importance of partisanship but it also allows us to demonstrate the similarity of weak and leaning identifiers. Party voting is at its highest level when the candidates are typical representatives of their party and no exceptional issue or event is on the public’s agenda. It is lower – sometimes much lower – when one or maybe both candidates are atypical of their party or the issues and events of the moment are cutting across party lines to the detriment of one of the parties. Elections contested in an environment of domestic and foreign policy failures, or malfeasance by the incumbents almost always cause partisans of the incumbent party to vote for the other side while it reinforces partisans of the out-party. An election held during “good-times” should be expected to have just the opposite effect: partisans of the in-party will be encouraged to vote their party affiliation, uncommitted voters can be expected to support the “ins,” and defections from partisans of the out-party will increase the incumbent’s majority. 

These outcomes are not easily predicted, to the occasional embarrassment of the savants who try to do it.
 As we come into the 2008 elections, dissatisfaction with the continuing American military involvement in Iraq is widely predicted to ensure a Democratic victory. But prediction failures and successes notwithstanding, the direction of the swing between adjacent elections corresponds to changes in the issue environment and the differential appeal of the candidates. The swing is sufficiently regular and orderly – and centered on the partisanship of the voters – to permit generalized predictions about changes and the outcome of elections across election environments. It also highlights behavioral similarities between weak and leaning identifiers.

Consider Figure 5, which provides a graphic representation of this process. The line labeled as “competitive” is the average of the vote for John Kennedy and Jimmy Carter. The elections were expected to be competitive and were narrowly won, and not marked by any overwhelming set of issues or popular concerns. The “Good Democratic Year” reports the vote for Lyndon Johnson in 1964, when the popular perception of Goldwater led to a Democratic win across the board. The “Good GOP Year” reports the Democratic vote in 1972, when McGovern was widely viewed as outside the Democratic mainstream. The lopsided outcome of the good Democratic year of 1964 was created by Democratic identifiers voting for Johnson more heavily than that had in the competitive contests; independents moved an average of 22 points toward Johnson compared to their Democratic vote in the balanced election of 1960 and 1976; Republicans defected at much higher rates. The good Republican year of 1972 is a mirror opposite of the good Democratic year of 1964: Republican identifiers were slightly more loyal; independents shifted to Nixon; Democrats defected. In both cases, it is the partisans of the disadvantaged party and Independents who are responsible for most of the movement between these election types.
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There are several features to note in Figure 5. First, strong identifiers, weak identifiers, leaners, and independents respond to the short-term tide presented by the election environment. Second, the shift is smallest among those who express the strongest party attachments and greatest for those with weak – or no – party loyalties. The important feature for this essay is the similar behavior of weak and leaning partisans. Leaners shift in response to short-term forces at the same rate as weak identifiers and, as previous figures have indicated, leaners were measurably more likely to vote for the presidential candidates of the parties toward whom they lean than were the weak identifiers.

Figure 6 systematizes this relationship.
 The unit of analysis is the election. The dependent variable is the Republican candidate's share of the committed vote in the trial heat ballots that were asked in each survey. This percentage is calculated for each class of partisans (strong Democrats through Strong Republicans). The independent variable is the mean score for the short-term force (the candidate favorability difference) in the election (not, obviously, the score for each class of identifiers). The short-term force was assessed by the relative balance of favorable and unfavorable evaluations of the candidates.
 A comprehensive measure of the short-term bias of the election would include more than candidate evaluations. A measure of the election's short-term force that is limited to the candidates is, incomplete, but it is a reasonably comprehensive summary of candidate affect and issue concerns by virtue of the fact that a candidate evaluation is the point at which most of these other considerations are expressed. The specific issue agenda of the election, unique features of the candidates with regard to certain issues, personal assessments such as perceived competence, and the performance of the incumbent party all figure into the assessment of the candidate. The lines in Figure 6 are the simple OLS slopes obtained from regressing the Republican share of the vote of each group of partisans on the measure of short-term forces in the election. The zero point of the short-term measure (the point at which the percentage of favorable and unfavorable evaluations of the candidates sum to zero) indicates an election in which the short-term forces are in balance. The slopes show the insulation partisan intensity provides against election-specific forces. Strong identifiers are the least responsive to electoral tides (the regression coefficient is about .3 for strong Democrats and Republicans). Weakly identified Democrats are about as responsive to short-term forces as leaning Democrat). Leaning and weak Republicans are also virtually identical in their response to the election environment. It is worth noting that any observable difference between weak and leaning identifiers actually finds that weak identifiers may be more responsive to short-term forces in the election.
 The slope for independents is about .54. 
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What this means for the vote is reported in Table 3. The values in the table are calculated from Figure 6. The first three columns of numbers report the expected Democratic vote when the short-term forces in the election significantly favor the Republican Party and its candidates (a value of 20 in Figure 6); neutral (a value of zero); and favor the Democrats (a value of -20). The “vote swing” column is the absolute value of the difference between the Democratic vote when the short-term force favors the Democratic party compared to when it favors the Republicans.
Table 3: Short-term Forces and Changes in the Vote

	
	Average Democratic vote when the 

Short-term Force favors the:
	Vote Swing

	Party Identification
	Republicans
	Neither
	Democrats
	

	Strong Democrats
	79
	87
	91
	12

	Weak Democrats
	58
	70
	80
	22

	Leaning to Democrats
	57
	70
	80
	23

	Independents
	37
	51
	59
	18

	Leaning to Republicans
	21
	28
	37
	16

	Weak Republicans
	19
	26
	35
	16

	Strong Republicans
	12
	15
	24
	12


  Note:  “Vote swing” is the effect of the short-term force. See the text for a full explanation.


Strongly identified Democrats and Republicans are indistinguishable in their weakest of all response to short-term forces. Independents, weak Democratic identifiers, and leaning Democrats are the most responsive, with the two classes of Democratic supporters actually shifting their vote more than the independents. The key finding for understanding leaners and weak identifiers is the similarity of their behavior. Whether they are Democrats or Republicans; the expected vote of leaners and weak identifiers – whether Democrat or Republican – are identical across the range of short-term election forces are also substantially identical.
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Candidate Evaluations

Other ways of looking at leaners tell the same story. Figure 7 reports a summary measure of likes and dislikes toward the candidates and the parties.
  During the 1950s and in the most recent 2000 and later surveys there is a consistent result. Leaners and weak identifier of a given party give the parties and candidates essentially the same evaluation. 

Table 4 reports each group’s thermometer assessment of the parties and the presidential and vice-presidential candidates in 2000 and 2004. The thermometers, of course, summarize many different assessments: policies, diffuse ideological perceptions, personal qualities (in the case of candidates), and real and perceived group affiliations. The average thermometer difference between weak and leaning Democrats is slightly less than 4 degrees, with weak identifiers almost always slightly “warmer” toward the Democratic Party and Democratic candidates and slightly “colder to the GOP and Republican candidates. The Republican leaners are no less partisan in their evaluations: weakly identified Republicans are warmer toward the GOP and its candidates than the leaning Republicans by slightly less than 4 degrees. By contrast, leaning Republicans and Democrats are an average of 21 degrees apart on the thermometers. Both types of data tell the same story: It would be reasonable to combined weak and leaning Democrats into one group and weak and leaning Republicans into a single group. Combining leaning Republicans with leaning Democrats collects individuals who have completely opposite reactions.

Table 4: Feelings Toward the Parties and Candidates

	
	Democrat
	
	Republican

	
	Identifier Strong   Weak
	Lean
	Closer

to

neither
	Lean
	Identifier Weak   Strong

	2004
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bush
	25
	43
	36
	51
	71
	78
	91

	Cheney
	26
	43
	38
	46
	59
	64
	77

	Republican Party
	27
	46
	42
	49
	62
	71
	83

	Average
	26
	44
	39
	49
	64
	71
	84

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Kerry
	77
	65
	65
	51
	41
	38
	25

	Edwards
	77
	65
	63
	53
	47
	44
	34

	Democratic Party
	83
	73
	65
	55
	48
	45
	32

	Average
	79
	68
	64
	53
	45
	46
	31

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	2000
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Bush
	40
	48
	47
	56
	68
	70
	80

	Cheney
	46
	52
	49
	53
	61
	62
	74

	Republican Party
	38
	44
	46
	51
	62
	70
	79

	Average
	41
	48
	47
	53
	64
	67
	77

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Gore
	79
	67
	64
	53
	43
	47
	33

	Lieberman
	70
	61
	60
	50
	46
	52
	43

	Democratic Party
	84
	73
	64
	52
	44
	46
	32

	Average
	78
	67
	63
	52
	44
	48
	36



Table entries are average thermometer scores that have been rounded

Political Activity


Table 5 demonstrates the similarity of weak and leaning identifiers in their non-voting political activity. The “talking politics” measure is a binary variable that indicates whether the individual wore a political button or displayed a political sign, tried to influence someone’s vote, or had a political discussion at least once. “Campaign work” reports whether they went to a political meeting or did any work on behalf of a party or candidate. The “contribution” measure is simply whether they report a political contribution during the election. 

Table 5: Other Activity of Weak and Leaning Identifiers

	
	Democrats
	Republicans

	
	1950s
	2000-2004
	1950s
	2000-2004

	Type of 

Activity
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean
	Weak
	Lean

	Talking Politics
	22
	28
	35
	42
	28
	33
	60
	40

	Campaign Work
	4
	6
	5
	8
	7
	8
	5
	8

	Giving Money
	5
	7
	7
	11
	10
	9
	8
	10



There is nothing particularly partisan about any of these activities but if a person believed that leaners were independents one might expect the leaners to be less politically engaged and partisan than the weak identifiers, and that one manifestation of it is a lower rate of activity of the kind in Table 5 than the weak partisans. However plausible such an expected difference is, it is not observed. Strong partisans report doing all of these things at a higher rate than weak and leaning partisans, but there is no systematic difference between the latter two groups. Leaners are, on average, throughout Table 5, as or more likely than weak identifiers to report talking about political matters, doing campaign work, and contributing money.

A Brief Look at Attitudes and Policy Preferences. 


Lastly, Table 6 provides a brief snapshot of eight policy attitudes and preferences by the different categories of partisans. These are multi-item measures (with the exception of the abortion variable) scored and rescaled to vary from zero to one, with .5 representing the arithmetic center of the range. Zero represents the most liberal position possible, one is the most conservative. The interparty differences (or lack of them in a few cases) may be noteworthy but the focus here is on the lack of differences between leaners and weak identifiers of the same party and the mischaracterization that would occur if leaners from both sides were merged together to produce an estimate of the preferences of independents. As was the case with the vote and other measures, the collapsing of all leaners together with independents would merge significantly different segments of the electorate. Leaning Democrats are not at all similar to leaning Republicans but each is a close match for their weak partisan brethren.  

Table 6: The Policy Preferences of Partisans
	
	Democrats
	
	Republicans

	Issue Index
	Strong
	Weak
	Lean
	Ind
	Lean
	Weak
	Strong

	Race
	.46
	.54
	.56
	.62
	.67
	.70
	.73

	Abortion
	.41
	.51
	.45
	.55
	.59
	.62
	.72

	Gays
	.31
	.37
	.26
	.41
	.43
	.48
	.58

	Social Welfare
	.27
	.33
	.30
	.35
	.43
	.44
	.52

	Force
	.54
	.56
	.54
	.62
	.68
	.67
	.78

	Religion
	.62
	.59
	.49
	.60
	.57
	.59
	.69

	Size of 
Government
	.21
	.27
	.37
	.39
	.51
	.46
	.60

	Ideology
	.35
	.46
	.40
	.53
	.62
	.64
	.76


Conclusion


So how should we understand the leaners? We have known for a long time that Americans, especially the middle class and the better educated, are inclined to call themselves independent and assert an unbiased judgment of the candidates (Petrocik 1974). This inclination to call themselves independents, and, acknowledge a party preference only after a bit of probing, is more a matter of self-presentation than an accurate statement about how they approach elections and make judgments about candidates, the parties, and politics in general. Leaners are partisans and Figure 1 tells the appropriate story about Americans: a majority of more than 85 percent is partisan, and although that proportion declined noticeably after the late 1960s, it never dropped very low and gained back most of what was lost by 1990.


Multiple contradictory considerations about the parties and candidates may leave voters more willing to recognize the shortcomings of their preferred party. The news environment is invariably critical of public figures, and that has an impact. The early 21st century may not be the golden age of parties that historians report to have existed at the end of the 19th century, but the best evidence we have is that some 85 to 90 percent of Americans feel close to or identify with the Democrats or the Republicans. Regarding leaners as independents mischaracterizes the partisanship of Americans, underestimates the rate of party voting, and may mislead both academics and public commentators about what to expect at elections and how one should formulate analyses of issues and political behavior. 
Appendix: The Normal Vote and Presidential Votes in 2000 and 2004.


The following data provide a breakdown of the 2000 and 2004 presidential votes of demographic groups that are standard parts of most presidential analysis by the media and academics. Most of the figures in the table report results for whites only since, as the last part of the table indicates, African-Americans and Latinos, but especially the former, strongly prefer the Democratic Party and only a small fraction ever vote for a Republican candidate regardless of their income, age, or gender. Among whites, on the other hand, differences related to social class, religiosity, marital status, and so forth are almost always an influence on the vote.


The data largely confirm the general understanding of how different Americans responded to Bush in 2000 and 2004. However, there are also some differences between the years. 
Bush's success in both years, but especially in 2004, heavily depended on high levels of support among the most religiously oriented voters. Their vote for Bush exceeded a simple party vote by ten or more percentage points (compare the reported vote in the first two columns of data with the Bush vote expected by virtue of the party identification of these individuals as reported in the last column). Overall Bush’s support had a “middle America” flavor. Married whites were more likely than those who were unmarried to vote for him, and the level of support exceeded a simple party vote. The gender gap was there in both years, and of similar magnitudes. Interestingly, in 2000 and 2004 – as has been true so often – the gender gap in the vote exceeded the gender gaps dictated by party identification because Bush’s vote among men exceeded their party vote by a greater margin than it did among women.

Appendix Table: Presidential Voting in 2000 and 2004

	Some Demographics and a Party Coalition Segmentation
	Reported Vote for Bush in:
	Expected Bush vote from 

Partisanship

	
	2004
	2000
	

	Less than high school
	47
	49
	46

	High school
	61
	56
	50

	High school plus
	63
	60
	53

	College degree
	61
	55
	55

	Post college degree
	44
	51
	50

	 
	
	
	

	Up to $25,000
	49
	46
	45

	$25,000 to $50,000
	50
	61
	51

	$50,000 to $80,000*
	66
	55
	54

	Over $80,000*
	62
	61
	53

	
	
	
	

	Male 
	61
	60
	52

	Female
	55
	52
	48

	
	
	
	

	Age is 18 – 29
	41
	56
	48

	30 – 45
	67
	64
	55

	46 – 60
	61
	51
	53

	61 and above
	56
	53
	48

	
	
	
	

	Married
	62
	59
	54

	Previously married
	52
	46
	46

	Never married
	47
	52
	48

	
	
	
	

	Attend religious services weekly
	68
	65
	57

	Once or twice a month
	68
	57
	55

	A few times a year
	50
	48
	47

	Never
	47
	47
	47

	
	
	
	

	Bible is the actual word of god
	72
	68
	55

	Bible is not god’s word
	58
	57
	53

	Bible is the work of men
	35
	28
	40

	
	
	
	

	Religion is important in R’s life
	62
	60
	53

	Not so important
	45
	41
	47

	
	
	
	

	Blacks
	10
	9
	14

	Hispanics
	33
	37
	43

	Jews
	18
	9
	28

	Catholic-Downscale
	36
	59
	50

	Catholic-Upscale
	58
	54
	49

	Protestant-Downscale
	62
	50
	52

	Protestant-Upscale
	70
	63
	59

	Secular
	52
	45
	47

	Union Household
	43
	43
	45

	Religious Catholic
	50
	57
	50

	Religious Protestant
	76
	71
	60

	Others
	57
	43
	47

	Total
	52
	50
	46


 *Third quartile ends at $75,000 in 2000 and the fourth quartile begins at $75,000.
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� These percentages are based on the interpretation of the categories of the party identification measure that are the subject of this paper.


� Without providing an exhaustive inventory, examples include Figures 6.1 and 6.2, tables 6.4, 6.6, 6.7, 7.2, and 7.3. It probably includes tables and figures unclearly labeled regarding where independents are coded such as Figures 6.1 and 6.2. Tables 6.2 and 6.3 represent the distinctions that should be made.


� I suspect that some of the academic motivation to treat leaners as independents comes from the small number who will be categorized as independent otherwise. I submit that saving the N for analysis of a category that is badly measured is a wrong priority.


� Generally speaking, do you usually think of yourself as a REPUBLICAN, a DEMCRAT, an INDEPENDENT, or what? (If Republican or Democrat is selected): Would you call yourself a STRONG [Democrat/Republican] or a NOT VERY STRONG [Democrat/ Republican]? (If Independent, no preference, or other is selected): Do you think of yourself as CLOSER to the Republican Party or to the Democratic Party?


.


� These data and other data references in this paper are drawn from ANES surveys of the indicated years, unless otherwise indicated.


� Pew Research Center polls from October 2000 and November 2006. 


� There has also been an ongoing debate about how generalizable any conceptualization might be outside of the context provided by the structure of a nation’s elections. It is common to argue that it is equivalent to the vote for many, especially in other nations. Budge, Crewe, and Farlie (1976) have an early and comprehensive overview of these issues. 


� This does not foreclose the possibility of some or even many people changing their party loyalties. We know this happens during periods of realignment. It also happens on a more individual and even idiosyncratic basis when the exiting party alignments are stable, often in response to issues and events that are particularly meaningful for an individual. Generally, changes are modest, often short-term, frequently involving variability in the intensity of a person’s attachment to a party. Estimating these changes is often complicated by a failure to recognize that leaners have a party preference simply because most of the short-term oscillation in party preference is variation in the intensity with which individuals express it and are categorized as a leaner now compared to a weak identifier previously, and so forth.


� The difference between this percentage and 100 percent is the share of the electorate who are independents (varying from 10 to 15 percent) – not party voters by definition – and the fraction who defect to a candidate of the opposing party (a Democratic identifier who voted for the Republican candidate, for example).


� In the interest of minimizing the size of the table, every presidential election is not individually reported. The pattern in the table is identical to what would be observed if they were presented for every year. The years are grouped because they represent meaningful political eras.


� The regression slope for the elections in the top panel averaged about 14.5; it was 16.9 for the elections in the bottom panel (and approaching 18 for the 2004 election).


� This closet partisanship is actually well-known if not always acknowledged. Petrocik (1974) was the first to identify the elements of this “closet partisanship,” a term coined by Keith, et al. (1992) which produced an early systematic analysis of what they described as the “myth” of the independent voter. 


� A higher rate is defined as a difference greater than three percent. This is a generous standard and a very conservative test of a difference that is well below the value that is required for statistical significance.


� See the symposium in the March 2001 issue of PS, which offers various accounts for the failure of almost all standard models to predict Bush’s victory.


� The data for the figure from nearly 200 surveys conducted for which vote choice by all seven categories of party identification were available. All regions of the country and types of districts, e.g., rural vs. urban, wealthy vs. poor, are represented. Also, the elections are quite diverse in terms of the strength of the candidates and the outcome of the election. Districts with "invulnerable" incumbents from either party are not generally included in the sample, although there are a few cases of incumbents posting strongly favorable personal evaluations over virtually unknown challengers and 70 to 20 "wins" in trial heat ballots. In general, the dataset sampled a wide range of election "outcomes". It includes elections in which the Republican candidate won with more than 65 percent of the vote and those where the Democrat won with an equally large majority. In some of the surveys the respondents were very positive toward one candidate and hostile or indifferent to the other, while in still others they offered a more balanced evaluation of the contestants. 


� Respondents were presented with the name of each candidate and asked if they were "aware or not aware" of him or her. Those who indicated familiarity were subsequently asked whether their impressions were favorable or unfavorable. Each respondent was characterized as favorable, unaware or otherwise lacking an opinion of the candidate, or unfavorable toward each candidate. In each survey, the balance of opinion toward each candidate was calculated as a percentage difference (a PDI) by subtracting the percentage of unfavorable evaluations from the percentage of favorable evaluations for each candidate. At this stage, a positive score indicates that more voters regard him or her favorably than unfavorably. The second-order difference was calculated by subtracting the Democrat's PDI from the Republican's PDI. The resulting scores are increasingly negative as the Democratic candidate was preferred by the electorate and increasingly positive as the Republican candidate was preferred. Petrocik (1989) has a full description.


�  These data offer strong support for the "closet partisan" interpretation of leaning identifiers (Keith, et al., 1992). The similarity (by both measures) of the expected vote of leaners and weak identifiers in both parties (and the slopes which index their responsiveness to inter-election tides) clearly place leaners within the ranks of identifiers. This represents further evidence that learners and weak identifiers are virtually indistinguishable categories in terms of their partisanship.


� The projected vote of each class of partisans when the short-term forces are in balance (the index equals zero) is the share of the vote a Democrat can be expected to “typically” or “normally” receive from each class of partisans. A “normal election” in the first decade of the 21st century will produce a 53 percent Democratic win in the national electorate. In this “normal” election 51 percent of independents vote for the Republicans, approximately 70 percent of weak and leaning identifiers vote for the candidate of the party with which they identify (with Republicans displaying slightly more loyalty). About 87 percent of the strong Democrats vote Democratic and slightly fewer strong Republicans (85 percent) support the candidate of their party. Converse (1966) is the originator of this concept. The data here, with some updates, was fully reported in Petrocik (1989).


� These are pre-constructed measures in the ANES cumulative file. They are variables VCF0322 and VCF0409.
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