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Chapter 1

Theory of “Easy Issues”

“If they say bimetallism is good, but that we can not have it until other nations
help us, we reply that, instead of having a gold standard because England has, we
will restore bimetallism, and then let England have bimetallism because the United
States has it. If they dare to come out into the open field and defend the gold
standard as a good thing, we will fight them to the uttermost. Having behind us
the producing masses of this nation and the world, supported by the commercial
interests, the laboring interests, and the toilers everywhere, we will answer their
demand for a gold standard by saying to them: ‘You shall not press down upon the
brow of labor this crown of thorns, you shall not crucify mankind upon a cross of

gold” 7 (William Jennings Bryan, 1896).



1.1 Gold Standard Realignment

In 1896 at the Chicago Convention, William Jennings Bryan delivered the fa-
mous “Cross of Gold” speech in which he descriptively argued why the U.S. should

coin silver as well as gold. Farmers and laborers, the “toilers,”

as Bryan called them,
wanted bimetallism so that there would be more currency and they could more eas-
ily pay off their debts. After the Civil War, prices of crops and commodities steadily
declined, whilst gold prices continued to rise (Sundquist 1983, 139). Farmers there-
fore had no money and could not pay their debts to bankers in the East (Bryan
and Bryan 2003, 215-218). This dispute between bankers and the financial industry
in the East, and the “toilers” of the South and West amid a burgeoning financial
crisis set the stage for Bryan’s dramatic convention speech. Bryan’s powerful lan-
guage, comparing the maintenance of the gold standard to the crucifixion of Christ,
demonstrates just how emotional and dominant this issue had become. The debate
over the free coinage of silver led to one of the few major partisan realignments in
American history.

Obviously, though, the coinage of money is an exceptionally complex matter
of economic policy. In this particular case, there were even international considera-
tions. Republicans supported the gold standard unless other countries would move
to bimetallism as well (Bryan and Bryan 2003, 113-114). Yet, people knew that
they were financially struggling. They were able to make sense of this issue because

of their own economic woes. “Farmers did not have to be experts on the quantity

theory of money to understand that the value of money too was governed by the



law of supply and demand—a greater supply of money would depress its value and
correspondingly raise the price of every good and service” (Sundquist 1983, 140). In
the East, though, they knew “the value of gold did have to be defended at all costs,
for the very reason that it was the monetary standard . . .if people lost confidence in
the value of gold because of any sustained decline, the whole system would collapse”
(Sundquist 1983, 140). Even though this was a very complicated economic issue,
both sides knew their plight. “Under these circumstances, neither side could yield”
(Sundquist 1983, 145).

This issue is very complicated, but yet it became emotional for people and
even those with little education could feel their pocketbooks and understand this
issue. How did something so hard and technical become such a polarizing issue?
How could an economic issue lead to a realignment?! Based on the theory of “casy”
and “hard” issues posited by Edward Carmines and James Stimson, as well as much
American political behavior research that focuses on the limitations of the American
public, the political consequences of such an issue are surprising. The gold standard
is not an issue that would be considered straight-forward, or inherently one that
people feel in their guts. This technical issue’s profound effect on politics highlights
important gaps in our understanding of public opinion and political behavior, and
the theory of easy and hard issues more specifically.

In the following pages I outline the theory of easy and hard issues, and the

larger question that Carmines and Stimson seek to answer—how do people partici-

!Sundquist (1983) provides a detailed account of the history of this and other electoral realign-

ments in American history, tracing the rise of this issue and its political effects.



pate in politics given that they are largely unsophisticated about political matters?
This question has been the subject of much attention in the past five decades. When
survey data became available in the 1940’s and 1950’s, they revealed that voters are
largely unknowledgeable about political matters and lack coherent policy attitudes.
This picture of the American public fails to match our normative understanding
of a good citizen. According to classical democratic theory, citizens should be in-
formed voters, but much evidence shows the public does not meet these standards.
I address this paradox of democracy by reviewing the requirements of a “good”
democratic citizen and covering the research findings that Americans fail to meet
these standards.

I then move to the literature which attempts to answer this question. Since
the time of these findings of American inadequacy, much political behavior research
has focused on determining how people make political judgements given this low
level of sophistication. There are a number of different answers provided by the lit-
erature on this question. Political scientists have looked different places for the key
to understanding this phenomenon, including at party identification, heuristics, core
values, group-based attitudes, low information rationality, elite cues, and others. I
will not cover all explanations in great detail here as it would be particularly cum-
bersome. I will only cover a small subset of this literature, paying special attention
to those factors that are relevant to my research.

Following the larger discussion about participating in the absence of sophis-
tication, I turn back to the use of the easy/hard issue distinction in the literature,
providing examples of how it has been applied and ways in which it has been ex-
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panded. This, however, points to a number of holes in the original theory, leading
me to explain how my project will contribute to our understanding of easy issues
narrowly and the public opinion and voting literatures more broadly. 1 describe the
data and empirical tests I use. In the end, I argue that several domains—specifically,
foreign policy and the economy—are different from other political issues, but that
they are most accurately described as “performance” issues rather than “hard” is-
sues. [ also posit a theory of issue easiness that asserts that issues can be both easy
and hard, depending upon the political context in which they exist. The political
context is determined by focusing events and frames from political elites (such as

elected, bureaucratic, and party officials).

1.2 Theory of Easy Issues

Carmines and Stimson argue that there are two types of issues: “easy” issues
and “hard” issues. Some issues are inherently “easy” for people to understand and
to use for political decision making, whereas other issues are intrinsically “hard” and
can only be understood by more sophisticated voters. This is why people seemingly
use issues to vote at some times, but do not use issues at other times.

Hard issue voting is described by Carmines and Stimson in “The Two Faces

of Issue Voting” (1980) as requiring:

“la] conscious calculation of policy benefits for alternative electoral choices
[it] has its intellectual roots in the Downsian tradition (Downs,

1957). It presumes that issue voting is the final result of a sophisticated



decision calculus; that it represents a reasoned and thoughtful attempt
by voters to use policy preferences to guide their electoral decision. Citi-
zens, after examining the policy positions represented by the candidates
in a given election, vote for the candidate who is closest to them in some

(probably multiple) issue space (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 78).

This concept is further defined by Carmines and Stimson in Issue Fvolution:
Race and the Transformation of American Politics (1989) as the more common of
the two types of issues that requires “contextual knowledge, appreciation of often
subtle differences in policy options, a coherent structure of beliefs about politics,
systematic reasoning to connect means to ends, and interest in and attentiveness to
political life” (Carmines and Stimson 1989, 12). This type of issue voting squares
with classical democratic theory’s view of a good citizen, but their descriptions of
hard issues indicate that people, unless they are very politically knowledgeable, will
not be able to use these issues to make political decisions. The content of these issues
is too complex for the average, unsophisticated and uninterested voter (Carmines
and Stimson 1980, 80).

Easy issues are described as those that have “become so ingrained over a long
period [of time] that it structures voters’ ‘gut responses’ to candidates and politi-
cal parties” (78). The “gut responses require no conceptual sophistication” so all
people, regardless of their political awareness, can vote based on these easy issues.
So what makes an issue easy, and what distinguishes easy issues from hard issues,

is that people can use easy issues no matter their level of political sophistication



(well-informed or less informed), their interest in politics (highly attentive or unin-
terested), or their zeal for voting (active or apathetic) (Carmines and Stimson 1980,
80). Carmines and Stimson also articulate three requirements for an issue to be

I

“easy”: 1-the issue must be symbolic rather than technical; 2-the issue should be
more likely deal with policy ends than means; 3—and be an issue long on the political
agenda (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 80).

Carmines and Stimson do not see easy and hard issues as merely two sides of
the same coin—easy issues are not just simplified versions of hard issues, they are
unique. The “distinction between them is fundamental, that they involve different
decision processes, different prerequisite conditions, different voters, and different
interpretation” (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 78). However, even though they draw
this distinction, it remains unclear exactly what this means. They explain that hard
issues are the domain of more sophisticated voters, but the decision processes and
prerequisite conditions remain amorphous. That they are distinct types of issues
points to something inherent about these issues that makes them easy and distin-
guishes them from others. Yet they also say the issues they use as the prototypical
issues for easy and hard issues could be reversed “if the issues had evolved that way
in the political system and if voters saw them that way. All issues have intrinsically
simple and complex facets; which particular facets predominate at a given time is
an empirical question” (81) (emphasis in original).

Despite this theory’s relative popularity in the discipline, once it is examined
more closely, it becomes apparent that this theory is unclear on several critical

points. An even closer inspection reveals contradictions between it and other highly
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regarded theories that explain how people vote and develop political attitudes given

low levels of sophistication.

1.3 The Puzzle of American Democracy

Carmines and Stimson write in response to what may be the most widely
addressed question in the field of American political behavior—how can Ameri-
cans satisfy the requirements of democratic citizens? In classical democratic theory,
public policy is supposed to be created through extensive, informed debate among
attentive citizens (Walker 1966, Marcus 2002). People should reach political deci-
sions as a result of careful, reasoned thought about the political issues of the day
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996). There should be agreement on basic values in the
public, and the public needs to be informed and active to maintain the democracy.
As such, classical democratic theory places several hefty requirements on citizens.
First, the democratic citizen is required to participate in politics, have interest in
politics, and engage in political discussion (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954,
307). Second, citizens are also required to be knowledgeable about politics. A citizen
should know the alternative options being considered and the potential consequences
of each. Citizens should make political decisions on the basis of “principles” which
protect not only their own interests but the interests of the whole public (Berelson,

Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954, 308-09).2

2Schattschneider (1960) argues that citizens are not at fault for their limited knowledge about

politics; it makes sense given the limited benefits of participating. What is wrong with our system



Yet a multitude of research has shown that the public does not actually be-
have in this way. One of the best-known findings in the field of American political
behavior is that Americans are politically unsophisticated and do not know a lot
about politics (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954, Converse 1964, Delli Carpini
and Keeter 1996, Lippmann 1922, Luskin 1987, Neuman 1986, Zaller 1992). Citizens
have limited information about the way the US political system works, the impor-
tant issues facing the US, and the elected and appointed officials that are critical
to the functioning of our government (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 65). They
struggle to answer questions covering the basic rules and procedures of politics, the
substance of politics, and the key people in politics. Most people also have little
or no motivation to participate in politics beyond voting (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and
McPhee 1954). There are so few incentives that it would be irrational for people to
participate in many cases (Downs 1957).

Building on this finding, research has also shown that people do not have real
attitudes on issues. In his seminal work, Converse (1964) shows that many people
do not have an ideology or meaningful attitudes on political topics. He finds that
there is a very small portion of the population who are “ideologues” and the rest
of the populace has little attitude constraint both across different issues and over
time. People do not have any general ideological scheme to hold their varied beliefs
together. This leads Converse to argue for the black-and-white model which states

that there are a small number of citizens with attitudes, and the rest essentially flip

is not the citizens, but classical democratic theory itself.



a coin to answer questions, which is why they cannot respond consistently to survey
questions.

Zaller (1992) also finds that people do not have stable political attitudes—they
average across the “top-of-the-head” when making determinations about politics.
They “make it up as they go along” because they do not have solidified, long-lasting
political beliefs.® In the end, rather than making reasoned political decisions based
on a thorough understanding of alternative policy proposals, Americans are criti-
cized for being ill informed and “too ready to be moved by symbolic (i.e., emotional)
appeals, too disinclined to listen to real policy discussion, too ready to be distracted

by the drama of personality and the politics of slash and burn” (Marcus 2002, 2).

1.4 Participating in the Absence of Sophistication

The finding (and repeated confirmation) that Americans are politically unso-
phisticated has led to an abundance of research on how people participate in politics.
We know that people do not meet the “gold standard” for political knowledge and
participation, so many scholars have looked to other answers for how people make
political judgements. Scholars have sought answers to this puzzle in a variety of

places, including two primary sources: heuristics (or other cost-saving information

3There are competing theories which claim that the non-attitudes we see are really due to
measurement error caused by poor survey instruments rather than a lack of preferences on behalf
of respondents. (Please see Achen (1975), Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder (2008) for details).
Zaller argues that instead of correcting measurement error these fixes actually correct for people’s

lack of attitudes.

10



sources) and aggregate public opinion (Kuklinski and Quirk 2000).

Heuristics are “mental shortcuts that provide reasonable but not thoughtful
decisions” (Marcus 2002, 43). They are “judgemental shortcuts, efficient ways to
organize and simplify political choices, efficient in the double sense of requiring rela-
tively little information to execute, yet yielding dependable answers even to complex
problems of choice” (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991, 19). People use a vari-
ety of heuristics as shortcuts. Over the years, scholars have identified a number
of these types of shortcuts that voters use, including political party identification
(Campbell et al. 1960, Downs 1957), making inferences about the candidate’s policy
preferences based on information about their demographics or personal character
(Popkin 1991), or the “likability heuristic” (Brady and Sniderman 1985). The “lik-
ability heuristic” brings in group-based attitudes regarding politics. It argues that
people can use the likability of certain groups to make inferences about their policy
positions (Sniderman, Brody and Tetlock 1991).

This group-based approach to understanding public opinion focuses on how
voters use feelings toward certain groups to shape their attitudes toward policies
(Gilens 2000, Nelson and Kinder 1996, Kam and Kinder 2007). Voters are most
likely to do this when they are less sophisticated and do not have much information
available. They substitute group affect for policy debate to form their political
attitudes. For example, a person may base his/her attitudes on welfare policy in
response to the groups s/he perceives as the beneficiaries of welfare and how s/he
feels about those groups. Attitudes regarding gay marriage can be determined based
on one’s feelings toward gay men and lesbians. Feelings toward social groups can be

11



a means for formulating policy preferences.

Additionally, a person’s core values can also be critical to her vote choices or
policy preferences. Core values “reflect abstract, prescriptive beliefs about humanity,
society, and public affairs” (Goren 2005, 881). Core political values are developed
when people are young, and as such are relatively stable and immune to short-
term political forces. As a result, core values (like equality, limited government,
or moral tolerance) can influence people’s attitudes on specific policies or assist in
determining vote choice even though they are not inherently political. Again, there
is some expectation that this connection can be made regardless of a person’s level
of political sophistication (Goren 2001).

The theoretical strength of these short-cuts is that people can still act “ra-
tionally” even with little information. This “low-information rationality” (Popkin
1991) emphasizes what people do know about politics—the sources of information
that are available to voters as well as their ideas about the way government works
(Popkin 1991, 9-12). In this way, rationality is redefined. Rather than people making
“correct” decisions about politics that are determined based on complete political
knowledge, people make decisions based on heuristics. They make decisions based
on elite or campaign cues, partisan identification, feelings about groups, etc. In the
end, people are able to make “correct” vote decisions even if the process they follow
is not correct from a democratic theory standpoint (Lau and Redlawsk 1997).

Other scholars argue that the shortcomings we attribute to voters are really
due to survey measurement error. There are several forms of this theory. The
first argues survey instruments are ineffective for analyzing what is really going
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on in people’s heads. The questions are ambiguous, they force people to reduce
their political opinions to a small subset of choices, and do not mimic political
decision-making in the real world (Achen 1975). Further research over the last
few years has lent credence to this argument. Ansolabehere, Rodden and Snyder
(2008) find that the inconsistency in people’s responses are due to poor survey
measurement on individual questions. When multiple questions are considered on
the same general topic (such as moral issues or government intervention in the
economy) stable, structured beliefs are revealed. This stability increases as the
number of survey items increases. Furthermore, once this measurement error is
corrected, the issue attitudes actually have strong predictive power in vote choice
models.

Similarly, other scholars argue there for a competent collective. Rather than
aggregating a bunch of issues for one respondent to reveal their true beliefs, we can
aggregate across people to reveal a general public opinion which can overcome the
shortcomings of individual citizens. Even though we know individuals are unable to
satisfy the requirements of classical democratic theory outlined by political philoso-
phers, we can see that the political system as a whole is able to endure quite capably
(Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954, 312). What classical democratic theory has
neglected and “undervalued are certain collective properties that reside in the elec-
torate as a whole” (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954, 312). Although we know
that individual voters have unconstrained attitudes about politics, there is a sense
that the population as a whole can provide meaningful opinions on policies.

More recently, research has expanded upon this notion of aggregate public
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opinion. From this perspective, individual-level opinion may change wildly from
one survey to the next, and although survey instruments are flawed and do not
enable researchers to really get at people’s preferences, as a collective, the public
has opinions (Page and Shapiro 1992, Erikson, MacKuen and Stimson 2002). The
individual-level measurement errors that plague survey data cancel out when we
consider collective public opinion. When individual answers are aggregated, such as
computing the percentage of people who favor a particular policy, we are left with
a real measure of public opinion that is stable and meaningful because the random
noise from each individual cancels out. Although individuals do not have strongly
fixed preferences, “at any given moment the public as a whole also has real collective
policy preferences” (Page and Shapiro 1992, 15-17). The “macro-political system
produces a more sophisticated and intelligent response than we would expect from
what we know about the individual actors who compose it” (Erikson, MacKuen and
Stimson 2002, 2).

Both of these discussions are critical to building my theory. Heuristics, or
other short-cuts to information about politics, may be at the heart of easy issues. If
issues are not inherently easy, then they must develop easy characteristics through
some means. If the world is full of hard issues, then party identification, elite cues,
or other frames must be used to create easy issues. Even if issues are inherently
easy, core values or group-based appeals must be part of the story. Something must
make these issues inherently easy, and that is likely their relation to apolitical world
views like core values. The measurement error debate relates to my project in three
ways. First, the reason that we interpret some issues as easy and others as hard
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for people may in part be a function of how we ask people the questions. Possibly
the wording of some questions makes them easier than others. Second, elite opinion
leaders can help to produce correct aggregate preferences even while individuals are
unsophisticated on the subject. With the help of cues, the public may be able to
develop opinions even with limited technical knowledge of the issue. Third, some
past research on easy/hard issues has focused on aggregate public opinion rather
than delving into the individual factors which shape how a person comes to see an

issue as easy.

1.5 Normative Preference for Issue Voting

Although these theories demonstrate ways that people can participate in pol-
itics even without a thorough understanding of politics, the idea that the American
public is only sophisticated in the aggregate or through the use of heuristics, still
conflicts with our understanding of good democracy. First, if citizens vote/form at-
titudes based on information that has been synthesized by elites or some cost-saving
devices, they still fall short of the high ideals of democracy. Second theories based
on heuristics or collective rationality still presuppose a base-level of information.
“Suggestions that the negative consequences of low levels of political information
can be offset by an informed elite, collective rationality, or heuristic decision mak-
ing underestimate the importance of political information to these very theories”
(Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 43-45). These theories do not depend on citizens

that are knowledgeable about specific policy alternatives, but people must know

15



which parties favor which policy goals, which groups are associated with specific
policy preferences, etc. In the end, “the information necessary for a citizen to en-
gage in these decision-making shortcuts is precisely the kind that many citizens
lack” (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, 45). On surveys, people frequently do not
know which party or candidate is associated with a specific policy position, so they
do not have even enough information to accurately use these heuristics and cues.

As Carmines and Stimson remind us, “the study of issue voting is infused
with normative consideration” (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 79). Therefore many
scholars, including Carmines and Stimson, hold out hope for the potential of issue
voting in some form. A large body of research has explored how issue voting might
work. Early on in the study of political behavior, Campbell et al. (1960) studied the
necessary conditions for citizens to issue vote, including the voter must be aware of
the issue, must consider it important, and must associate his/her preference with one
of the parties (Hutchings 2003, 76). V.O. Key later argued for a related criterion—
that candidates must articulate their policy positions in order for people to issue
vote (Key 1966).

Subsequent literature has taken up some of these early-recognized necessary
conditions of issue voting and tried to understand how these criteria fit with em-
pirical accounts of issue voting. Scholars have explored the effect of issue salience
(or being part of an issue public) on issue voting (RePass 1971, Krosnick 1988, Ra-

binowitz, Prothro and Jacoby 1982).% Scholars have also sought an explanation for

4See Niemi and Bartels (1985) for arguments that issue salience does not matter in determining

vote choice.
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how people match their personal policy preferences with those articulated by the
parties and candidates. This takes the form of the directional vs. proximity voting
debate. Proximity voting argues that people will vote for the candidate whose posi-
tion is closest to theirs (Hinich and Munger 1997, Downs 1957). Directional voting,
on the other hand, is a function of compatibility and intensity of the voter’s and
candidate’s policy preferences (Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989). The distinction
between these two theories is that for directional voting, it does not matter if the
candidate and voter are closest to one another on a policy, but rather that the can-
didate and voter are on the same side of an issue. Research has also studied what
voters do when they are uncertain about the policy positions of the candidates (Bar-
tels 1986) or when their party is on the opposite side of them on an issue (Carsey
and Layman 2006).

Another vein of the issue voting literature, that is reminiscent of the heuristics
explanations of voting in some ways, is the retrospective (Fiorina 1981) or reward-
punishment theory (Key 1966) of voting. Under this theory, people vote based on
how things have changed since the last election and whether things have gotten
better or worse since that time. Citizens “need not know the precise economic or
foreign policies of the incumbent administration in order to see or feel the results
of those policies” (Fiorina 1981, 5). This is similar to the heuristics literature in
that citizens are not working toward a thorough understanding of policy content;
they are using short-cuts to make vote choices. Instead of using candidate likability,
though, they are using the current status of the world, or the nature of the times,

to make choices.
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Despite criticisms of an uneducated public, evidence persists that people can
issue vote given certain circumstances (an interest in the issue and a supportive po-
litical context) (Hutchings 2003, 87-88). From a number of scholars, we see evidence
that issue voting might be possible. This discussion is important to understanding
easy/hard issues because Carmines and Stimson write of easy issue voting, claiming

that these special issues can allow even the least sophisticated citizens to issue vote.

1.6 Easy Issues: A Persistent Theory

Although the original theory of easy and hard issues was created to deal with
issue voting, it has been expanded to broader political behavior debates about the
stability, constraint, and general quality of Americans’ issue “attitudes.” It has
been used across the board to describe any issues that people seemingly respond to
effortlessly. Much recent scholarship treats it like common wisdom, applying it to a
variety of topics, including: the study of presidential persuasion (Bailey and Wilcox
2003), the way elected officials make decisions (Sigelman and Walkosz 1992), and
to understand public opinion on various issues such as foreign policy (Maggiotto
and Wittkopf 1981), social security, physician-assisted suicide (Joslyn and Haider-
Markel 2002), and nuclear power (Pollock and Vittes 1993). It has also played a
role in the literature on partisan change in the electorate (Bowler and Segura 2006),
as well as the literatures on heuristics (Coan and Zechmeister 2008), single-issue
voting (Conover and Coombs 1982), and framing (Brewer 2002). The easy/hard

distinction has also been applied to an array of other topics that would take pages
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to recount.® The important thing to notice is the wide range of topics that this
theory has been used to understand, and the range of years and journals in which
these publications occur.

Some borrow heavily from the theory using it as a core component of the main
theoretical development of their argument, while others use it as a way to explain
their findings. Across the various studies, though, the theory is generally applied
uncritically. The wide utilization of the easy /hard issue distinction is probably due
to its intuitive appeal. It also allows scholars wide interpretation of the sources
of easy issues—stemming from either elite frames and the role of parties, or more
general explanations based on core values, affect, or group-based response. This
theory can, and has been, taken to mean a variety of things.

Although its broad scope shows the importance of this theory and makes it
key to understanding many different literatures, it is also problematic. The original
concept of easy/hard issues is vague and really provides two different possible sources
for issue easiness: issue characteristics or elite cues. Carmines and Stimson are not
clear about the source of this easiness. As a result, subsequent scholars have focused
on different pieces of the distinction, leading to conflicting understandings of easy
issues in the literature. Some have conceptualized easy issues as those which are
framed in an easy way. Others have instead focused on the issues which appear to
be inherently easy based on their issue content and the emotional reactions that

they cause.

5See Browne (1983), Hurley and Hill (2003), Wittkopf and Maggiotto (1983), Hill and Moreno

(2001)
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Cobb and Kuklinski (1997) propose that instead of easy and hard issues there
are easy and hard arguments. They use this conceptualization of easy and hard
arguments to test the impact of different cues (hard-pro, hard-con, easy-pro, easy-
con) on support for NAFTA (North American Free Trade Agreement) and national
health care. They find that the hard arguments are actually the most persuasive
for NAFTA. For health care, both the easy and hard arguments work equally well,
as long as they are con arguments (Cobb and Kuklinski 1997, 114).5

This is similar to the position taken by Leege et al. in The Politics of Cultural
Differences (2002) who argue that the style of politics matters more than the issue

7 or “social” issues are often

content. They argue that although “moral,” “religious,’
credited as being easy issues, there is nothing special about such a subset of issues
that makes them inherently easier for the population to use. They believe that
morality politics “is less a set of issues than a style of argumentation that invokes
fundamental social values and emphasizes group differences” (Leege 2002, 27-28).
The policy content of social issues (abortion, gay marriage, prayer in schools) does

not encapsulate the whole notion of cultural politics. Cultural politics is really the

style of politics that is used.”

6An important criticism of this article is that the hard treatments are much longer than the
easy treatments. Possibly, then, they work better just because the arguments against a particular
policy are made clearer to respondents. There is no way to tell if the effects are due to the content

of the arguments, or simply the length of the arguments.

"They do recognize, however, that “some issues by their very nature seem to tap into funda-

mental social values and lend themselves to a politics of group polarization” (Leege 2002, 29).
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In contrast, another interpretation of “easy” issues in the literature argues
that some issues are inherently easy. Joslyn and Haider-Markel (2002) argue that
“one issue can be characterized as an ‘easy’ issue (physician-assisted suicide), where
opinion is based primarily on emotive beliefs. Social security reform . . . can be
classified as a ‘hard’ issue because of the technical information that often informs
opinion.” They believe that some issues have become associated with the term
“easy” because they seemingly are understood by people at a “gut-level.” Joslyn
and Haider-Markel adopt this concept and use it to test the effect of different frames
on easy and hard issues—whether frames work equally well when an issue is easy as
when it is hard. It is left to reader interpretation, however, why we should assume
that a policy which affects millions of people, that many people have direct, real-life,
personal knowledge of, is hard when an issue that most people will never encounter
and can only think about abstractly, is easy. How can we know that people really

see social security as hard and physician-assisted suicide as easy?®

1.7 Moving Toward a Better Understanding of Is-

sue Types

We are left with a theoretical titan that is broadly applied and interpreted, that

in the end remains silent on many important questions. This theory is amorphous

8This core problem with their analysis may help to explain their findings—“frames on ‘easy’
issues may ironically have more influence on perceived opinion than frames on ‘hard’ issues” (Joslyn

and Haider-Markel 2002, 702).
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and ambiguous. Therefore, my first step is to look for evidence that “easy” issues
exist. Carmines and Stimson only look at two issues (desegregation and the Vietnam
withdraw) during one election (1972). This is an inadequate test for us to conclude
that this concept holds true. In chapter 2 I begin with the original Carmines and
Stimson test (how issues relate to vote choice) but applying it to more issues such as
abortion, affirmative action, immigration, taxes, and Iraq War among others, across
different issue domains. I look at a number of issues over different years looking for
patterns of easy issue voting. Evidence for “easy” issue voting proves to be mixed.
The primary question stemming from the analysis in this chapter is, why would
people vote on “hard” issues if easier ones are available?

In chapter 3, I explore some possible reasons for the counterintuitive findings
with regards to issue voting by looking at item non-response rates and issue salience.
These next tests are not part of Carmines’ and Stimson’s original conceptualization,
but may help to provide more clarity on the concept. Additionally, research since
the writing of their article really render them necessary. I look at the percentage
of respondents who give “don’t know” responses, expecting that if an issue is easy,
more people should be able to give valid responses to questions about it. I find that
commonly considered “easy” issues (like abortion and gay rights) do exhibit lower
levels of item non-response. However, these issues are not salient.

Finding that some issues do appear to be “easier” for the public, but that these
issues almost never decide elections, I turn to potential sources for issue easiness.
I focus on the role of frames as potential sources for easiness as compared to the

notion of inherently easy issues. In chapter 4, I show the results of a survey experi-
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ment. | use non-salient, “hard” issues (limiting foreign imports, U.S. participation
in the ICC, and adoption of the gold standard) and offer two frames—technical
and emotional—to see how they shape public opinion on these issues. I find some
support that frames can make these issues easier for the public, although the results
are mixed.

In chapter 5, I look at the potential of frames designed for the opposite
purpose—using frames that are designed to harden an “easy” issues such as abortion.
Unfortunately, the experiments seem to indicate that abortion cannot be framed as
“hard.” The frames were largely unsuccessful in changing people’s abortion atti-
tudes. I discuss possible reasons the frames do not work. The limited effects of
the frames could be due to the innate characteristics of abortion as an issue, or the
repeated framing of this issue in terms of pro-life and pro-choice by the political
parties over many years. The results are interesting in the sense that they point to
potential limitations on framing. Possibly, once an issue is repeatedly framed in an
emotional, two-sided way, it cannot be made hard again.

My findings lead me argue that a simple dichotomy of “easy” and “hard” issues
is possibly oversimplified. While Carmines and Stimson even say that issues are not
firmly set in stone as either easy or hard, they also do not include a description of
how this process works—how an issue that was hard can become easy or vice-versa
(assuming that it is possible for issues to change back and forth). Certainly, issues
cannot all be neatly placed into this framework when the choice is either they are
easy or they are hard. Where do immigration, the economy, universal healthcare,
the environment, or a dozen other issues that are part of the current American
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politics debate fit into this easy or hard framework? It is impossible to tell. Based
on my findings in the first two chapters, I argue that another important issue type is
“performance” issues. What distinguished foreign policy and economic issues from
those dealing with social welfare, morality, or other issue domains is not necessarily
that they are “hard,” but that they are primarily “performance” issues. My findings
in the second two chapters indicate that framing is important to this theory, but

that the broader political context can also constrain the effects of frames.
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Chapter 2

Issue Voting

2.1 “Hard” Issue Voting

Hard issues are technical, deal with policy means, and are new to the political
agenda. Therefore, hard issues are the province of politically knowledgeable, atten-
tive voters. Easy issues, however, can be used by all people to vote, regardless of
their political knowledge. Through the literature, many have come to understand
that the “typical hard issue areas are foreign policy, regulation, and policies relating
to economic growth” (Bailey and Wilcox 2003, 50) while racial, social, or moral
issues are “easy.”

Many scholars consider foreign policy to be a hard issue domain as “the per-
sonal relevance of global events may seem low for many citizens, limiting motivation
to attend to the details of those events” and “because foreign policy is often highly
complex, the citizen’s ability to evaluate specific aspects of foreign policy may be

low” (Mondak 1993, 197-198). Moreover, “the public [is] almost totally dependent
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upon the media and political elites for its interpretations of the state of the inter-
national scene” and “information in foreign affairs is often deliberately distorted,
withheld, or classified” (Hurwitz and Peffley 1987, 243). The use of Vietnam with-
drawal as the foundational example of a hard issue also likely influences the labeling
of foreign policy as a “hard” issue domain.

Similarly, the economy is also often regarded as a “hard” issue because of the
technical nature of the topic. “Economic issues ...should be harder than racial or
social ones. Economic choices are abstract, even if their consequences are concrete.
They are more technical than symbolic and involve means as much as ends” (Luskin
and Carmines 1989, 444). However, despite the understanding that foreign policy
and economic issues are hard, there are empirical and theoretical reasons to question

the general labeling of these domains as “hard” issues.

2.2 Vietnam Voting in 1972

In “The Two Faces of Issue Voting,” Carmines and Stimson test their the-
ory of “easy” and “hard” issues using the 1972 presidential election. They use

desegregation as their example of an “easy” issue! and Vietnam troop withdrawal

IThey call the easy issue “desegregation,” but it is not actually the single-item measure in the
1972 NES that asks people whether they favor segregation or desegregation. It is a factor score of
15 race-related items, including: equal employment, school integration, public accommodations,
neighborhood integration, school busing, aid for minorities, civil rights moving too fast, violence
of blacks, blacks helped/hurt cause, preference for (de)segregation, preference for (de)segregated

neighborhood, equivalence of intelligence, and feeling thermometers for black militants, urban
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as their example of a “hard” issue. Desegregation was a symbolic issue that had
been on the political agenda for a long time and had therefore found its way to the
gut. Whether U.S. troops should be withdrawn from Vietnam, conversely, was a
relatively new issue to politics and dealt with policy means.

They empirically support this classification by looking at the connection of
each of these issues to presidential vote choice, and how this connection is condi-
tioned based on level of political knowledge. They predict vote choice (McGovern
or Nixon vote) with party identification, attitudes on Vietnam withdrawal, deseg-
regation, government guarantee of jobs, the legalization of marijuana, rights of the
accused, women’s role, tax reform, government control of inflation, and attitudes
toward black activists. They then create two figures—one for Vietnam withdrawal
and one for desegregation—to show the percentage of McGovern vote for each of the
seven levels of attitudes toward the two issues? by level of political knowledge. They
create 3 levels of political knowledge (low, medium, and high) based on the number

of correct answers respondents gave to factual political knowledge questions.?

rioters, and civil rights leaders.

2The Vietnam withdrawal scale ranges from Il-complete withdrawal to 7-military victory,
with points 2-6 unlabeled in between. The desegregation scale ranges from 1-segregation to 7-

desegregation and is the result of a factor analysis.

3 As the explain in footnote 4, the “classification is based upon the number of right answers to
a series of six objective questions about American politics administered to the Form 1 subsample.
The series includes some questions which are current and relevant to electoral decision making (e.g.,
which party controls Congress?) and some which tap background information (e.g., the number of

years in a senatorial term). The requirement of objectively correct answers limits the possibility
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There are two primary findings to note. First, desegregation is “easy” and
Vietnam is “hard” by their measure because respondent use of Vietnam withdrawal
to determine vote choice is conditioned by level of information, whereas people’s
attitudes on desegregation are connected to the vote regardless of their level of po-
litical knowledge. The percentage voting for McGovern when favoring desegregation
is almost identical for all three levels of information. The differences in McGovern
vote even for those favoring segregation is only about 20 percentage points ranging
from 15% for the middle information and 35% for the lowest information groups. For
Vietnam withdrawal, among those who want complete withdrawal, the difference in
McGovern vote is roughly 10 percentage points ranging from 70% among the lowest
sophistication and 80% among the highest. The difference in McGovern vote for
those who want a military victory is even bigger—about 30 percentage points dif-
ferent, ranging from 5% among the highest information and 35% among the lowest.
In the case of Vietnam withdrawal (the hard issue) connection to the vote is con-
ditioned by respondent sophistication. The more highly sophisticated respondents
are able to connect the Vietnam issue with their vote choice in a way that lower
sophisticated respondents are not. In the case of the easy issue (desegregation),
the connection to the vote is the same for all people, regardless of sophistication.
This leads Carmines and Stimson to argue that desegregation is an easy issue and
Vietnam withdrawal hard.

Second, the occurrence of issue voting on the Vietnam withdrawal is higher,

of measuring more directly relevant information. Scores of 0, 1, and 2 are classified ‘low,” 3 and 4

‘medium,” and 5 and 6 ‘high’ (82).
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even though it is a “hard” issue. The overall effect of desegregation on voting is
lower than Vietnam, likely because the Vietnam War is more salient in 1972 than
desegregation. I argue that, even if attachment to the vote is conditioned by level
of political knowledge, the overall effect of an issue on vote choice should not be
ignored when evaluating an issue’s easiness. Although on their figures the three
lines for desegregation are clustered together and have the same slope regardless of
high, medium, or low knowledge, the slope is relatively flat. The lines for Vietnam
withdrawal are distinguished by sophistication, with the steepest slope occurring
for the highest sophistication group, and a lesser slope occurring for the lowest
information group. However, the slope for all of the lines for Vietnam withdrawal
are steeper than the lines for desegregation. Again, referring to the percentages
of people voting for McGovern moving across the Vietnam withdrawal scale from
“withdrawal completely” to “military victory,” the change in McGovern vote is 75
percentage points for the highest information group (from roughly 80% for those
who favor complete withdrawal to 5% for people who favor a military victory), 65
percentage points for the medium information group (from around 75% of those
who favor complete withdrawal to 10% of those who favor military victory), and
35 percentage points for the lowest information group (from approximately 70% of
those who want complete withdrawal to 35% of those who want a military victory).
This is far from a 50-50 split when voters cannot connect their issue preference
to the vote. For desegregation, the change in McGovern vote percentages moving
across the scale is considerably less. Going from desegregation to segregation on the

scale, the differences in McGovern voting are 30 percentage points for the highest
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information group, 50 percentage points for the medium information group, and
30 percentage points for the lowest information group.? Attitudes on desegregation
were less influential than attitudes on Vietnam withdrawal in shaping people’s voting
preferences.

Carmines and Stimson recognize that Vietnam is the most powerful issue at-
titude predictor of vote choice, but emphasize that “what is intriguing about Table
1 is that racial desegregation emerges as the second best ‘issue’ predictor of vote
choice in 1972” even though “racial desegregation was hardly mentioned by either
candidate. That it was not emphasized in party platforms and not salient in the
campaign but still exerted a substantial influence on the election outcome suggests
something about the unusual properties of desegregation as a political issue” (82).
Again, I argue that a truly “hard” issue that is all but unknown to the public should
not be the most powerful predictor (behind party identification) of vote choice. Fur-
thermore, this analysis about racial issues’ lack of salience in 1972 ignores that issue
salience does not wane over night. In the immediately prior presidential election
of 1968, segregation was among the most talked about issues. The election dis-
course focused heavily on racial issues, partly due to third party candidate George
Wallace’s pro-segregation message.

Additionally, if an issue is “hard” we should expect that people do not un-

4For all three sophistication levels, people vote for McGovern around 60-65% if they favor
desegregation. For the lowest sophistication group, around 35% vote McGovern if they favor
segregation. For the middle information group, around 15% vote McGovern, and for the highest

information group approximately 30% vote McGovern.
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derstand the issue sufficiently to know how the candidates or parties come down on
the issue. The details are too technical and far removed from the everyday lives
of people that they have no sense of the political discourse surrounding this issue.
Yet in the case of Vietnam, the overwhelming majority of the sample, roughly 87%,
are able to correctly place McGovern as more supportive of immediate withdrawal

than Nixon.?

This is an especially powerful sign of the public’s awareness on this
issue because the candidates’ stances on Vietnam in 1972 are similar, meaning that
they would have to pay fairly close attention to politics in order to know how the
candidates stand on this issue relative to one another. McGovern’s stance is proba-
bly pretty clear to most voters—he staunchly supported an immediate withdrawal
of U.S. troops from the war pretty much from the beginning of war. At this point
in the war, though, Nixon also supports de-escalation, just on a different time ta-
ble. Neither of the candidates in this election really supports a “complete military
victory”; both argue for a de-escalation of the military effort. While it is clear that
McGovern supports an immediate end to the war, it is less clear that Nixon wants
to continue the war, but most everyone is able to place the candidates correctly.®

Why does Vietnam withdrawal matter more than desegregation for vote choice

in 1972 if Vietnam withdrawal is a “hard” issue? Is this an isolated finding and

5“Correct” placement means that, regardless of the absolute level of a person’s placement of
Nixon or McGovern, as long as McGovern was placed closer to the “immediate withdrawal” end

then Nixon.

6Unfortunately, the NES does not ask respondents to place the candidates on the Iraq or Afghan

wars in 2008, so there is no comparison available for 2008.

31



usually what are commonly thought of as “easy” issues matter more for the vote,

or is this pattern consistent for other years as well?

2.3 “Hard” Issue Voting in the 2008 NES

If this is a “hard” issue, we should expect that the issue does not influence
vote choice, at least not for less knowledgeable respondents. However, as I argue
that these foreign policy issues are not “hard,” I hypothesize that voters who favor
a deadline for removing troops from Iraq will be more likely to support Obama as
compared to those who oppose a deadline troop withdrawal, regardless of level of
political knowledge. The connection of war attitudes to the vote will not be condi-
tioned by level of political sophistication, as we would expect if troop withdrawal
was a “hard” issue as presumed. I argue that these issues are not really hard be-
cause foreign policy issues like U.S. involvement in wars are actually “performance”
issues. Since they are performance issues, the public can vote on them regardless of
sophistication because information about the success of the wars is readily available
and there is limited framing that can take place on such issues.

Following the original 1972 test of Carmines and Stimson, I estimated a probit
model to predict vote choice in the 2008 presidential election. I included party iden-
tification and a number of issue attitude controls, including government guaranteed
jobs, government supplied health insurance, laws preventing discrimination against
homosexuals, withdrawal of U.S. troops from Iraq, whether the economy has gotten

better or worse, and support for the government bailout of companies. I addition-
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ally included several standard control variables (race, sex, income, ideology, and
region of residence) in the model. I also weighted the results to compensate for an
over-sample of minority respondents on the 2008 NES. The findings are presented
in table 2.1.

As expected, party identification and ideology are both related to vote choice.
Among the issues included in the model, attitudes toward laws preventing discrimi-
nation against gay people, troop withdrawal from Iraq, and retrospective evaluations
of whether the economy is better or worse all were significantly related to vote choice
in 2008. Based on the key issues discussed during the election campaign, it makes
sense that these issue attitudes would be related to presidential vote choice in 2008.
In order to substantively evaluate the effect of each of these issues on vote choice, I
computed predicted probabilities of voting for Obama. The predicted probabilities
are presented in figures 2.1-2.3.

Figure 2.1 shows the change in the probability of voting for Obama when mov-
ing across the full range of attitudes on U.S. troop withdrawal from Iraq, based on
level of political knowledge. The first thing to note is that there is no conditioning
effect of political knowledge. The low, medium, and high knowledge people all con-
nect attitudes on troop withdrawal the same. Second, the change in the probability
of voting for Obama is about 8 percentage points from those who favor a great deal
a deadline for withdrawing U.S. troops from Iraq to those who oppose a withdrawal
deadline a great deal. This is a pretty big effect. However, retrospective evaluations
of the economy have a larger effect. In figure 2.2, the change in the probability of
voting based on retrospective evaluations of the economy and political knowledge
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Table 2.1: Probit Model for 2008 Vote Choice with Party Identification and Issues

Obama Vote
Party Identification -0.37*
(0.08)
Government Guaranteed Jobs -0.03
(0.10)
Aid to Blacks -0.07
(0.08)
Government Health Insurance -0.04
(0.08)
Laws Preventing Gay Discrimination -0.25*
(0.13)
Iraq Withdrawal -0.09*
(0.05)
Economy Better 0.27*
(0.13)
Bailout 0.23
(0.24)
Political Knowledge - 0.02
(0.18)
White - 0.84**
(0.29)
Female -0.11
(0.26)
Income -0.007
(0.02)
Ideology - 0.39"
(0.10)
South -0 .35
(0.23)
Constant 2.91***
(0.78)
N 389
pseudo R? 0.63

Standard errors in parentheses

* p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.001

Source: 2008 NES. The coefficient estimates and standard errors are computed using
sample weights provided by the 2008 ANES.
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Figure 2.1: Probability of Voting for Obama by Support for Iraq Troop Withdrawal
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are shown. Again, political knowledge does not matter—low, medium, and high
knowledge people all attach their economic evaluations to the vote in the same way.
The change in the probability of voting for Obama is now 15 percentage points when
moving from thinking the economy has gotten much better to thinking the economy

has gotten much worse.

Figure 2.2: Probability of Voting for Obama by Whether Economy Better or Worse
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Finally, figure 2.3 shows the probability of voting for Obama based on atti-
tudes toward laws preventing discrimination against gay people based on political
knowledge. For this issue as well, level of political knowledge is inconsequential to
whether people attach their attitudes on this issue to their vote choice. The effect

of attitudes toward gay discrimination laws is similar to that of attitudes toward a
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troop withdrawal deadline. There is roughly a 12 percentage point change in the

probability of voting for Obama when going from favor strongly laws to prevent gays

from discrimination to oppose strongly laws to prevent gays from discrimination.

Figure 2.3: Probability of Voting for Obama by Attitudes toward Gay Discrimina-

tion Laws
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In the case of 2008, the connection of these issues to the vote is not conditioned

by level of political knowledge for any of these issues. This points to all three of

these issues being “easy” by the original test. All three of these issues also exert a

substantive effect on vote choice. Attitudes toward laws to prevent discrimination

against gay people is important to vote choice in 2008, just as attitudes toward an

Iraq troop withdrawal deadline and evaluations of the economy are. Laws regarding
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gay discrimination is expected to be an “easy” issue based on the previous literature,
though, whereas economic evaluations and U.S. troop levels are not. Yet, economic

evaluation are the most important issue predictor of vote choice in 2008.

2.4 Understanding these Findings

Claiming that economic or foreign policy issues are important in determining
election outcomes is not an original argument. The economy is arguably a critical
component of the electoral decision-making process. Politics and economics are so
united in voting behavior that “when you think economics, think elections; when
you think elections, think economics (Tufte 1978, 65). Elections are the embodiment
of economic evaluations of the incumbent president, governor, or any other executive
figure. Fiorina (1981), Kiewiet (1983) and Kinder and Kiewiet (1979, 1981) all show
that the American public evaluates presidents based on their economic performance.
Unemployment and inflation rates shape economic evaluations, either retrospectively
or prospectively, and, in turn, penalize or award the incumbent (Lewis-Beck and
Nadeau 2000, Lewis-Beck and Tien 2008). In short, the “voters are not fools (Key
1966, 7), so they will reward a president who creates jobs, stabilizes prices, and
leads the U.S. to economic prosperity.

The claim that the economy is uniquely important in determining election
outcomes is further bolstered by public opinion research that recognizes the economy
as a “valence” issue. There is only one constituency when it comes to the economy—

the constituency for a strong economy.
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“The issues of economic well-being probably come as close as any in
modern politics to being pure ‘valence’ issues ... If we conceive of eco-
nomic issues in dimensional terms, the electorate is not spread along a
continuum of preference extending between good times and bad; its be-
liefs are overwhelmingly concentrated at the good times end of such a

continuum” (Butler and Stokes 1969, 390).

Furthermore, models forecasting presidential election results have focused heav-
ily on economic and foreign policy issues. This close connection between the econ-
omy and election results has been subject to many electoral forecasting tests. For
example, eight out of nine forecasting models for the 2008 presidential elections used
a variable related to the economy (either objectively or subjectively) to predict the
election outcome (PS: Political Science and Politics, 2008). Recently, a new line of
forecasting research introduced foreign policy performance as another crucial dy-
namic in explaining electoral outcomes. The Bread and Peace Model measures “the
effects on votes for president of per capita real income growth and the cumulative
number of American military fatalities in Korea, Vietnam, and Iraq” (Hibbs 2008,
2-3). This forecasting model yielded better predictions for the 2008 presidential
election than some economy-only forecasting models. It is clear that the American
electorate is not as unsophisticated as some theoretical frameworks suggest. They
do not need to know or solidify their positions on specific economic or foreign poli-
cies. However, they are very well aware whether the president is performing well or

not. And, that seems sufficient to make a vote choice.
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Although the importance of the economy and foreign policy in predicting elec-
tion outcomes is well established, little work has been done to explore the con-
tradictory connection between these issues and the theory of “easy” issues. Both
literatures are widely read, cited, and studied, but they point to different expecta-
tions for the American electorate. Why do we see people using “hard” issues to vote
when there are easier issues available?

Theoretically, I argue there are several reasons for these counterintuitive find-
ings. Vote choice is influenced by many things in addition to issues. Voters often
use “information shortcuts” (Popkin 1991) or heuristics to lessen the work required
to vote. Scholars have identified many such shortcuts voters use. Two of the most
important and resilient are party identification and candidate evaluations. Party
identification has been shown to strongly influence voting behavior over and over
again, starting with The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960). Candidate lik-
ability is also important in determining vote choice (Brady and Sniderman 1985).
Throughout recent presidential elections, the media has focused on whether the
presidential candidates are likable and whether citizens “would like to have a beer
with him.” People’s vote choices can be based on many things, but specific policies
are often not the most compelling reason for their vote, despite the hopes of democ-
racy proponents that people will form their attitudes based on well-reasoned policy
decisions (Berelson, Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954). These other voting determinants
make it very difficult to establish which part of the vote can be attributed to the
easiness of an issue.

Furthermore, even when people do engage in issue voting, it is a two-step
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process. People must first develop their own opinion on an issue. Then they must
calculate the relationship between their preference and the candidate or party po-
sition (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 82). This understanding of issue voting is not
necessarily explicit in all discussions of issue voting, but it is certainly implicit.” In
order for people to use issues for voting, they must first form an opinion on the issue.
Only after this initial step can they work to match their preference to those of the
candidates or parties in the election. So looking to voting to determine when issues
are easy for people really skips the first, more basic test for issue easiness—assessing
whether people hold attitudes on those issues. I will discuss this more in the next

chapter.

2.5 Conclusion

When looking again at the 1972 election, we see that overall levels of issue
voting are higher for Vietnam withdrawal than for desegregation. This effect of
“hard” issues like foreign policy and economic issues’ influence on the vote is not
limited to this one election either. The importance of foreign policy and economic
issues in politics is undeniable. I offer several theoretical explanations for this coun-

terintuitive finding, including how issue salience and other factors shape vote choice,

"For example, the directional theory of issue voting (Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1989) argues
that there are two steps to issue voting as well. But the first step is determining whether the
person and candidate are on the same side or different side of the issue, then the second step is
determining the intensity of the preference. In both steps, having an attitude to compare to the

candidates’ preferences is implicit. This is true of basically all spatial models of vote preference.
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which I explore more in the next chapter.

Based on much of the public opinion literature that accepts inherently easy
issues, these findings are somewhat surprising. Yet, there is another dialogue among
scholars that does recognize the importance of economic and foreign policy issues in
shaping election outcomes. Viewed in this other light, in some ways, it is surprising
to think of racial issues as easy. They do elicit a gut response from many people,
which fits the Carmines and Stimson description for an easy issue. Yet when public
opinion is deeply divided on an issue, it is anything but easy for politicians. Po-
litically, racial issues have always been very tricky in the U.S. since the founding.
Although the founding fathers could come to many agreements through debate when
writing the Constitution, they were not able to settle the issue of slavery. Knowing
that they would not be able to reconcile their differences with regards to this issue,
they pushed it off. Racial issues and equal rights for people with all skin colors are
fights that nearly tore the country apart, and are battles our country still wages
today. Possibly, it is because these issues are felt in the gut by both sides that
they have been and are so hotly debated, supporting the original description of easy
issues. It does seem strange to me, though, to label “easy” the issue that took 200
years before candidates on both sides of the aisle supported similar positions when it
took 1/20 of that time for candidates on both sides to reach similar positions on the
“hard” issue. What issue can be easier than a valence issue where nearly everyone

agrees?
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Chapter 3

Looking for Evidence of “Easy”

Issues: Answers and Issue Salience

3.1 What “Don’t Know” Responses May Tell Us

about Easy Issues

Easy issues are ones that become “so ingrained over a long period that it
structures voters’ ‘gut responses’ to candidates and political parties” (Carmines and
Stimson 1980, 78). People feel these issues in their guts; they have an emotional
reaction to these issues. Furthermore, easy issues allow a gut response to be “elicited
equally from well-informed and ill-informed, from interested and uninterested, from
active and apathetic voters” (Carmines and Stimson 1980, 80). All voters, regardless
of their level of political sophistication, can understand and use these issues. They do

so without any reference to a deep thought process that involves carefully weighing
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a series of policy alternatives. Their understanding of these issues is not through a
thorough, technical understanding of the details of the issue or the various policy
proposals being offered. Even if the issue has technical components, as basically
all issues do, when an issue is easy, “the typical voter sees in it a simple issue”
(Carmines and Stimson 1980, 80).

As a result of easy issues being so emotional and understood in the gut, when
confronted with an issue, it should not take a lot of effort to give a response. The
responses, opinions, or attitudes are readily available to express.! Whether this
occurs because of a reaction to the groups or parties associated with an issue, or
the attachment of core values to it, it is an automatic response.? When respondents
are asked to give an opinion on easy issues, they have a gut reaction and therefore
should not require much time or effort to provide an answer.

Therefore, although people do not know much about politics by ideal stan-
dards, if there are “easy” issues, people must be able to develop relatively stable at-
titudes on these issues. Without such attitude pre-consolidation, preferences about
these issues would not be so readily available. As a result, we should see lower levels

of non-response on questions related to these issues. In the first part of this chap-

! Although Carmines and Stimson are specifically discussing easy issue voting, it is not a far reach
to say that if issues are easy and understood at a gut level for voting, then they are understood
for the purposes of survey questions, which only requires giving an attitude preference and not
even the second step of issue voting—the respondent attaching his/her opinion to the parties or

candidates in the election.

2The specifics of the heuristics and cues which trigger easy issues are discussed in later chapters.
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ter, I search for evidence of easy issues by examining item non-response (or “don’t
know” answers) on surveys. If an issue really is easy, then the first hurdle should be

that people can provide a valid response when asked about the issue.

3.2 Theorizing about “Don’t Know” Responses

Survey research practitioners and scholars have both focused on what prob-
lems “don’t know” responses on items might cause, and what the sources of this
might be. They have debated how much the quality of the data suffer as a result
of non-response, as well as theorized why people fail to provide answers to some
questions. Much of the literature on non-response focuses on how we should deal
with it as researchers—how to craft survey questions because of it and how to deal
with non-response when analyzing data (such as imputation, or other ways to fill in
missing values). There is reason to expect that non-response can provide substan-
tive information about public opinion as well. For example, Achen (1975) analyzes
“don’t know” responses to show that even though people may give a no opinion
response in one wave of a panel survey, they might still express meaningful opinions
in other waves, and so “don’t know” responses do not always mean that someone
does not know.

There are many reasons cited in the literature for why people say that they
“don’t know” the answer to survey questions, ranging from problems with the ques-
tions, to interviewer effects, to specific respondent characteristics that make “don’t

know” responses more likely. The reasons can be grouped into three primary causes:
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the difficulty of the task involved, respondent ability, and respondent motivation
(Krosnick 1991).

The difficulty of the task is “a function of the difficulty of each of the four
cognitive stages” a respondent goes through to answer a given question. The four
stages a person goes through to answer a survey question are: comprehension, re-
trieval, judgement, and response®(Tourangeau 1984, Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988,
Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski 2000, 73). In the first stage, respondents interpret
the question and determine what it is asking about—identify what information is
sought. Several problems can occur at this stage, especially when an issue is un-
familiar to a respondent (i.e. it is not salient) and the person cannot determine
what attitudes are relevant to the item (Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988). In the re-
trieval stage, respondents must search their memories for relevant information and
retrieve it from memory. Again, there are several ways for complications to occur
during this step, but priming is especially relevant here. Priming effects (discussed
in chapter 4) will depend upon how much thought respondents give to the answer
and how obvious the context is (Tourangeau and Rasinski 1988). In the judgement
step, respondents must grapple with the multiple considerations brought to mind
and produce a summary judgement.

It is important to recognize that a “summary judgement” does not necessarily

3Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski (2000) recognize that these four stages sometimes are not four
separate response stages because people can completely skip components of it, carry out multiple
components parallel to each other, and backtrack. Yet, they argue that this is the most common

order.
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mean a long-standing attitude. In reality,

“there is a continuum corresponding to how well articulated a respon-
dent’s attitude is. At the more articulated end, the respondent has a
preformed opinion just waiting to be offered to the interviewer; at the
less articulated end, the respondent has no opinion whatever. Between
these extremes, he or she may have a loosely related set of ideas to use
in constructing an opinion or even a moderately well-formed viewpoint

to draw on” (Tourangeau, Rips and Rasinski 2000).

Even when an issue is relatively familiar, there are people who do not have
stable views on the issue. Research has shown survey responses sometimes shift

dramatically with variations in question wording or question ordering, and

“even if respondents do have more crystallized views about an issue,
these views may not lend themselves to a clear-cut answer to the question
at hand. The survey item may ask about an aspect of the issue that the
respondent has not thought about. For instan