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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

The Effectiveness of Campaign Messages  

On Turnout and Vote Choice 

by 

Sylvia Yu Friedel 

Doctor of Philosophy in Political Science  

University of California, Los Angeles, 2013 

Professor Lynn Vavreck, Chair 

 

In this dissertation, I study campaign effects on turnout and vote choice. I analyze 

different campaign messages and the way they affect voters across various situations. First, 

through an online survey experiment, I study the impact of campaign messages and ideological 

cues on voters as they make inferences on candidates. Next, through a field experiment, I test 

whether microtargeted messages or general messages on the economy have any effect on turnout. 

Lastly, using online survey data, I examine how cross-pressured voters behave electorally when 

holding an opposing party’s position on social issues. These three studies indicate that different 

messages do, in fact, matter. Furthermore, voters are not fools—they are reasoning and rational. 

While partisanship does continue to heavily impact voting decisions, voters do consider issue 

positions and different voting dimensions (i.e., social, economic, moral). In light of this, 

campaigns should continue their efforts to persuade and inform the electorate.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

Frank Luntz, the Republican pollster and wordsmith, urges Republican elected officials 

to refer to the rich as “job creators,” the estate tax as the “death tax,” and oil drilling as “energy 

exploration” (Firestone 2012). Luntz argues that careful word choices and messaging can make 

differences when voters consider issues and candidates. His research conducted through polling 

and focus groups indicates that slight changes in word choice affect the opinions of voters. 

Luntz’s research concentrates on various ways of saying the same thing. But what happens when 

different messages about different issues are presented? In this case, would we still find that 

some political messages more effective than others? This dissertation is about what kinds of 

campaign messages are more effective on turnout or vote choice and for whom. I argue that 

different campaign messages (ranging from those with slight disparities to those with completely 

different issue compositions) make different impacts on vote choice and turnout. I present three 

papers gathered from three sources: the lab, the field, and large survey datasets. 

 Political scientists have debated this question of whether different campaign messages 

matter. Contrary to my argument, Gerber and Green find no significant differences on turnout 

when voters received altered messages relayed in person, by mail, and over the phone (Gerber 

and Green 2000). They instead find differences by method of message delivery. However, in 

support of my argument, other studies have found that different campaign messages in the form 

of political ads or overall campaign messaging do matter (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995; 

Ansolabehere, Iyengar and Simon, et al. 1994; Brader 2006; Geer 2006; Hillygus and Shields 

2008; Vavreck 2009; West 2010). Researchers have studied the effects of positive and negative 

campaign ads (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1995; Ansolabehere, Iyengar and Simon, et al. 1994; 
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Geer 2006), racial subtexts of ads (Valentino, Hutchings and White 2002), the media’s coverage 

of campaign messages (Iyengar and Kinder 2010; West 2010), and the role of emotions in ads 

(Brader 2006; Neuman, et al. 2007). My research, however, examines a narrower question of 

whether specific campaign messages motivate voters to consider candidates in a different way or 

encourages them to vote on Election Day.  

Based on these previous findings about different messages and their effects, I continue 

the discussion with results from three papers. In Chapter 2, I explain results from a survey on 

students at the University of California, Los Angeles. Using data collected in the lab, I test the 

effectiveness of messages with ideological cues versus those without. In my randomized survey 

experiment, participants listened to messages placed in political radio ads for male and female 

candidates. My results indicate that gender bias exists with Republican female candidates being 

viewed as less conservative than Republican male candidates. I also discover that ideological 

cues trump gender cues when people make inferences about a candidate’s ideology. Lastly, these 

inferences vary across levels of political awareness. Thus, female Republican candidates should 

stress their conservative ideology in their messages to overcome gender biases that suggest that 

they are more liberal than they truly are. Campaigns should also be aware that people are 

receptive to cues placed in campaign messages. 

In Chapter 3, I present analysis from a field experiment. By collaborating with a 

congressional campaign, I test two partisan messages: one emphasizing the economy and the 

other emphasizing the candidate’s pro-Israel stance. I mailed campaign letters to Republican 

Jewish and non-Jewish voters who were randomly assigned to receive one of the two messages. 

The idea behind this design was that Jewish voters who received the pro-Israel message were 

receiving a microtargeted message rather than a general message on the economy. Those of 
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Jewish faith would presumably have more of an invested interest in Israel compared to those 

who were not Jewish. From this field experiment, I find that the microtargeted (pro-Israel) 

message was less effective at mobilizing Jewish voters than the general (economic) message. 

Among Jewish voters, the general appeal’s effect on turnout was 3.5 times the effect of the 

microtargeted appeal. Mailing pieces, in general, had a small effect on turnout. Lastly, turnout 

rates were higher among Jewish voters than non-Jewish voters confirming previous findings that 

indicated higher levels of political activity among Jewish people.  

In Chapter 4, I consider the audience and the content of messages. Using data from two 

massive, national online surveys from 2008 and 2012, I test whether microtargeted messages are 

effective for partisans and Independents and whether these messages should be about social or 

economic issues. I analyze partisans who are in disagreement with their party on social issues 

while agreeing with their party on economic issues, disagreeing with their party on economic 

issues, or are unsure of their economic position. My research indicates that when evaluating 

social issues, partisans are likely to defect their party for the opposing party when they are in 

disagreement with their party (or take the opposing party’s position) on four social issues. A very 

small portion of partisans in the sample is in this category (an average of 2.7 percent in 2008 and 

2012). Partisans continue to be loyal to their parties even when in disagreement with their party 

on economic and social issues. They remain this way until they reach a point of disagreeing on 

three or more social issues. These patterns indicate that partisans rely heavily on partisanship 

when making their voting decisions rather than using their issue positions.  

Independents, on the other hand, do rely on issue positions in the absence of partisanship. 

They typically support the party whose economic position they agree with until the point of 

disagreeing with that party on at least three social issues. From this result, I gather that economic 
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issues are more relevant to Independents than social issues. Furthermore, a much larger 

percentage (an average of 27 percent in 2008 and 34 percent in 2012) of Independents is in this 

category. This, along with partisans’ loyalties provides justification for campaigns to use 

microtargeting only on Independents instead of on partisans. When microtargeting Independents, 

campaigns should emphasize economic issues. Messages should only emphasize social issues in 

cases where campaigns know that Independents are unsure of their economic positions. Finally, 

in Chapter 5, I provide the main takeaways from my research projects. 
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Chapter Two: Republican Female Candidates: A Survey Experiment about Ideology and 

Candidate Gender 

 

In 2013, only 20% of Senators, 18.3% of the House Representatives, 23.4% of statewide 

elected officials, and 24.1% of statewide legislatures are women (Center for American Women 

and Politics 2013). Some may argue that fewer women than men run for office resulting in this 

biased electoral outcome. Such an argument suggests that if more women ran for political office, 

gender representation discrepancies may cease to exist between men and women. However, 

Matland and King (2002) find that if one compares male and female candidates running for the 

U.S. Congress, men win more often than women because they are more likely to be incumbents. 

Incumbents have a large advantage over challengers and since men have historically dominated 

political offices, we find lower levels of female representation. Regardless, gender differences in 

political offices are one outcome that develops from women having lower victory rates compared 

to men when running for office. For example, from 1996-2000, only 32.6% of women have won 

open races compared to 53.6% of men in the same time period (Matland and King 2002). 

Although these percentages paint a portrait of gender inequality, a larger concern stems 

from the lack of Republican female officials in our state and national governments. There are 

currently 23 Republican women in Congress today compared to 75 Democratic women (Center 

for American Women and Politics 2013). The lack of women in elected offices is especially 

relevant due to the principles of democracy, fair representation, and balance of power. “A 

government that is democratically organized cannot be truly legitimate if all its citizens 

from…both sexes do not have a potential interest in and opportunity for serving their community 

and nation” (Thomas 1998). Though women are underrepresented in elected offices, 9.7 million 

more women than men voted in the 2008 elections (Carroll and Fox 2010). Studies have found 
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that women serving in legislatures often give priority to women’s rights, health care, education, 

and the welfare of families and children more than men do (Beck 2001; Carroll 2001). Such 

outcomes suggest that with fewer women in office, women and their perspectives are 

underrepresented. Thus, from a partisan standpoint, Republican women are at a even greater 

disadvantage given so few Republican women are elected into office.   

Why is the gender representation discrepancy even larger among elected Republicans 

than among elected Democrats? Specifically, are campaigns and people’s perceptions of 

Republican female candidates driving this result? In other words, is there something about 

Republican female candidates that makes Republican voters systematically like them less?  

In this paper, I argue that we see so few Republican women elected into office because 

they are penalized by gender, and that they can overcome this bias by placing ideological cues in 

political advertisements. I test this idea by conducting a randomized experiment using four 

political radio advertisements as treatments. Results indicate that gender bias exists with 

participants perceiving Republican female candidates as less conservative than Republican male 

candidates. Additionally, ideological cues trump gender cues when survey respondents make 

inferences about the candidate’s ideology. Finally, these inferences differ across levels of 

political awareness. 

 

BEING A “WOMAN” 

 Historically, Republican female and Republican male politicians have had different views 

on issues. A study conducted on the 103
rd

 Congress showed Republican female House members 

voted in greater numbers in support of the crime bill, the assault weapons ban, the Brady bill, and 

the Family and Medical Leave Act compared to Republican male House members (Dodson, et al. 
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1995). Such voting records promote the stereotype that Republican female politicians are less 

conservative than Republican male politicians. The 2010 Republican gubernatorial primary in 

Texas provides additional recent electoral evidence. Governor Rick Perry resoundingly defeated 

Senator Kay Bailey Hutchison after Hutchison positioned herself as a moderate alternative to 

Perry’s issue positions (Hamby 2010). Although she had a loyal conservative voting record, she 

was known to cross party lines on social issues such as abortion. Perry, on the other hand, held 

strong fiscal and social conservative values throughout his campaign to rally the party base. If 

Hutchison had positioned herself as a strong conservative, would that have made a difference in 

the election’s outcome? 

 

Information Shortcuts and Gender Stereotypes  

What does being a woman in politics mean? Does being a female candidate signify 

specific social or political characteristics that voters bring to bear on vote choice? Popkin 

explains that individuals rely on information learned from “past experiences, daily life, the 

media, and political campaigns” as they attempt to estimate candidates’ views and eventually 

form opinions on these candidates (Popkin 1994, 44). Thus, candidate gender and related gender 

stereotypes may provide a cognitive shortcut that individuals rely on to evaluate situations 

(Conover and Feldman 1989).  

Gender stereotypes typically portray female candidates as being better able to handle 

“soft” issues such as poverty, education, and child-related issues while being worse at dealing 

with “hard” issues like the economy, foreign policy, and defense (Alexander and Andersen 1993; 

Carlson 2001; Dolan 2005; Huddy and Terkildsen 1993; Kahn 1993; Leeper 1991; Sanbonmatsu 

2002; Sapiro 1981-1982).  Consequently, gender stereotypes will influence the way voters make 
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judgments on a candidate’s “beliefs, issue competency, and traits” (Koch 2002, 20). One study, 

for example, showed that “the female candidate was rated as more liberal, more positive toward 

feminists, and more Democratic than her male counterpart” (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993, 133). 

Through these gender stereotypes, voters make inferences about candidates. Huddy and 

Terkildsen find that not only is a liberal ideology a common perception of a female candidate’s 

leaning ideology, but a Democratic party label is also associated with female candidates, even 

when no such cues exist (Huddy and Terkildsen 1993).  

 

Candidate Gender, Gender Biases, and Voter Inferences 

Gender stereotypes, however, may lead to false perceptions regarding female candidates.  

For example, even when female candidates emit a clear “masculine” message in their campaigns, 

voters still infer that these women possess traditional, “feminine” strengths (Leeper 1991). 

Consequently, female candidates are faced with a “double bind” situation (Dolan 2005; Leeper 

1991). On one hand, female candidates positioned as assertive and aggressive are seen as 

unfeminine and unacceptable. But on the other hand, if female candidates are not assertive 

enough, they seem unqualified for the job. These gender biases, which stem from gender 

stereoptypes, guide voters to make inferences about candidates. Especially in campaign 

situations where the candidate is purposely vague, voters have no choice but to use gender as a 

low cost source of information (Feldman and Conover 1983; Leeper 1991; Popkin 1994). 

Therefore, the candidate’s gender provides a natural cue, which leads an individual to make 

inferences typically based on gender stereotypes and gender biases. 
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Voter Inferences: Ideological Perceptions of Candidates Based on Candidates’ Gender 

“Citizens’ impressions of candidates’ competencies and ideological orientations 

result from inferences about the policy beliefs and interests of male and female 

candidates, as well as from assignment of character traits to candidates on basis 

of gender” (Koch 2002, 453). 

 

Information shortcuts, gender stereotypes, and gender biases influence the way 

individuals perceive the ideologies of candidates. Additionally, differences in the way people 

make inferences exist among individuals of low and high levels of political awareness (Koch 

2002). Those with greater political awareness tend to rely less on gender as a shortcut when 

making inferences because they are better able to sift through other pieces of information. But 

those with less political awareness may not have had contact with any other political information 

and may have to rely on demographic cues such as race or sex of the candidate (Koch 2002).  

Regardless of who participates in elections, a puzzle exists for Republican female 

candidates. Research on voters’ perceptions of candidates explains that Republican female 

candidates emit contradicting cues; as women, voters make the judgment that these candidates 

are liberal, but as Republicans, voters think of these candidates as conservative (Koch 2002). 

These dual cues may conflict and confuse voters (Popkin 1994). Democratic female candidates, 

on the other hand, convey two consistent cues of liberalism (Koch 2002).  

I proceed as follows. I outline three hypotheses concerning the relationship between 

candidate’s gender and voter inferences on the candidate’s ideological leanings. I first consider 

whether people hold gender biases against female Republican candidates. I then turn to an 

analysis of whether ideological cues placed in political radio advertisements can reduce gender 

biases. Finally, I analyze the effect of political awareness on gender bias.  
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HYPOTHESES 

King and Matland’s research reveals voter confusion about Republican female 

candidates’ ideology. Through an experiment of randomly sampled adults and hypothetical 

candidates, they study the effects of a candidate’s partisanship and gender. They argue that 

gender bias in the form of preferring Republican male candidates over Republican female 

candidates develops from Republican voters’ belief that Republican female candidates are less 

conservative than Republican male candidates, all else equal (King and Matland 2003).  

King and Matland’s finding leads me to believe that portraying a Republican female 

candidate as a “conservative” explicitly in her campaign may reinforce her ideology and mitigate 

the effect of gender on ideological placement against her male counterpart. In other words, is it 

possible for Republican female candidates to clarify their ideologies through explicit ideological 

cues? If individuals heard an ideological cue, would they incorporate it into their cognitive 

process while sorting through cues of gender (female) and partisanship (Republican)? Could this 

have any effect on gender bias when making inferences about a candidate’s ideology? 

Based on the previous literature, I hypothesize that gender biases continue to exist even 

in today’s modern societies. Next, I expect that when ideological cues are provided, people will 

rely less on gender cues, hence reducing, and even perhaps removing gender bias. Lastly, I 

expect to find differences according to levels of awareness when evaluating the presence of 

gender bias. I hypothesize that voters with low levels of political awareness will rely more on 

gender cues compared to voters with high levels of political awareness. As a result, voters with 

low levels of political awareness should exhibit a more pronounced gender bias against female 

Republican candidates.  
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This study improves upon past research in two main ways. I used King and Matland’s 

question that asked respondents to evaluate how well the term “conservative” described the 

candidate. While King and Matland’s descriptive paragraphs about their hypothetical candidates 

had no mention of ideological leanings, I used a more direct approach by actually placing the 

term “conservative” in realistic political radio advertisements.
1
  

Secondly, while King and Matland had a healthy sample of Republicans in their study, I 

anticipated that I would have a more liberal, Democratic sample of students as typically found in 

campus research studies (Abramowitz 1983). Thus, in my experiment, I broadened the scope to 

see how people in general would view Republican female candidates relative to Republican male 

candidates. This is strongly relevant because Republican female candidates, once surviving the 

Republican primary, may appeal to Democratic and Independent voters. As such, it is important 

to recognize the way these non-Republican voters make inferences about Republican female 

candidates.  

 

EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

When studying whether people hold gender biases against female candidates, asking 

questions about attitudes or beliefs about women and then asking questions about attitudes or 

beliefs about men will not suffice. This is because respondents may try to answer questions about 

gender biases in the way they believe society wants them to behave. Such social desirability bias 

may neither be random nor equivalent across groups of individuals (Sapiro 1981-1982). This 

                                                           
1
 Furthermore, these recorded radio advertisements with their professional sound quality provide a foundation for 

external validity since today’s campaigns often advertise through campaign websites and YouTube. Real life 

experiences are simulated as participants listen to a political advertisement on their computers while they take the 

online survey. These scenarios provide external validity to my experiment. 
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problem can be minimized through an experimental design that directs the focus on other issues 

and questions apart from the study of gender bias. Additionally, an experimental design is critical 

for this analysis since “direct questions [alone] cannot tap one significant aspect of sexism: 

nonconscious prejudice” (Sapiro 1981-1982, 63). Through treatments, researchers can determine 

whether there are subconscious or underlying systematic differences between the way 

respondents view men and women. I conducted a randomized experiment of 993 people in which 

I manipulated political radio advertisements of candidates. With the cooperation of professors, 

teaching assistants, and campus organizations, I surveyed students at a university through an 

online survey.
2
  I first conducted a pilot test in the weeks leading up to the actual launch of the 

survey in February 2010.  

In order to minimize bias (i.e., social desirability bias) in my results, I embedded my 

experiment in a survey about television and media usage. I explained to survey respondents that I 

was interested in studying their television and radio habits along with their usage of the Internet. 

Following questions about television shows and radio stations, I informed respondents that they 

would hear a randomly selected radio advertisement about a household product, a film, a 

television show, a political candidate, a business, a cultural event, or a radio show. I explained 

that specific questions related to the selected advertisement would appear next. 

By pushing a play button on the screen, respondents could then play the radio 

advertisement.
3
 Finally, a question followed asking if the respondent was able to listen to the 

entire advertisement.
4
 

                                                           
2
 This survey was hosted online by SurveyGizmo and took approximately ten minutes to complete. Survey questions 

are listed in the Appendix. 
3
 Due to technical issues with a popular web browser, a second link was offered to those who had trouble listening to 

the advertisement. 
4
 Approximately 4% of respondents reported that they could not hear the advertisement. Since I am interested in the 

intent to treat effect (ITT), these respondents were included in the study. In a later edition of this paper, I will also 
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Each respondent was randomly assigned one of four political radio advertisements. All 

four advertisements were about a fictitious Republican candidate named Casey Smith. A gender-

neutral name was selected in order to remove any potential gender effects cued by the 

candidate’s name. I chose to use hypothetical Republican candidates because my research goal 

was to understand the differences in the way individuals viewed Republican female candidates in 

comparison to Republican male candidates, all else equal. Furthermore, King and Matland argue 

that out of fifteen separate published experimental studies on the effect of candidate sex on voter 

evaluations, only one included party labels. To fill this gap, my study incorporated partisanship. 

Because I was interested in the lack of elected Republican female officials, I focused on the 

Republican party.  

While the candidate was a hypothetical candidate, the advertisements were derived from 

an actual radio advertisement produced by the Republican National Committee for the 2009 

special House of Representatives election in New York’s 23
rd

 congressional district (Republican 

National Committee, 2009).  I created two advertisements for a male Casey Smith and two 

advertisements for a female Casey Smith. Within each set, one advertisement described Casey 

Smith as a conservative Republican, while the other advertisement described Casey Smith as a 

Republican without the ideological cue.  

In order to specifically test cues regarding the candidate’s ideology, I refrained from 

highlighting conservative positions on issues and relied solely on the term “conservative” to 

operationalize the ideology of the candidate. McDermott shows that “62% of respondents in off-

year ANES surveys (from 1989-1994) in races with Republican women running could not place 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
estimate the treatment on treated effect (TOT). Since this is a randomized experiment, the failure to treat the entire 

group of respondents will not lead to biased results if I find the TOT effect. This effect is found by dividing  

the intent to treat effect by the observed “contact rate” (in this case, it is 96.3%) (Gerber and Green 2000). Thus, the 

TOT effect will be larger than the ITT effect. 
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the Republican woman candidate on an ideological scale” (McDermott 1997). Consequently, I 

used “conservative” as a way to offer some guidance about the candidate’s ideological 

placement. Along with this variation, the other disparity in the advertisements was the changing 

of pronouns to reflect the gender of the candidate. The rest of the script remained constant.  

In order to maintain consistency, the same female voice was used in each of the 

advertisements. Additionally, the same music was played in the background of all advertisements 

to provide a light, upbeat tone. The first advertisement describes the candidate as being a 

conservative Republican. The term “conservative” is mentioned several times throughout the 

script. The second advertisement removes the term “conservative” from the script entirely.
5
  

 

Conservative Republican Advertisement:  

Female voice: Do you believe in Republican, conservative values like thrift, personal 

responsibility and family? Then you should vote for Casey Smith. He/She plans to 

create jobs with proven conservative ideas like lower taxes. Let your voice be 

heard. Vote for Casey Smith and join the movement to bring real, conservative 

change. We need conservative leaders like Casey who will stand up for our 

battles--fight back and vote conservative. It matters like never before. 

 

Republican Advertisement: 

Female voice:  Do you believe in Republican values like thrift, personal responsibility and 

family? Then you should vote for Casey Smith. He/She plans to create jobs with 

proven ideas like lower taxes. Let your voice be heard. Vote for Casey Smith and 

join the movement to bring real change. We need leaders like Casey who will 

stand up for our battles--fight back and vote. It matters like never before. 

 

 The scripts introduce the candidate while using vague descriptions of the candidate’s 

positions on issues. They do not mention any controversial or “hot button” issues such as gay 

marriage, health care reform, and abortion. For these reasons, it can be argued that the scripts 

                                                           
5
 All recorded radio advertisement files can be provided upon request. 
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provide a neutral setting for listeners to make judgments about the candidates. I intentionally 

wanted to create a vague description because “studies reveal that if a voter is presented with an 

ambiguous campaign environment, the voter is likely to use gender as a cue and mechanically 

infer a number of characteristics about the candidate” (Leeper 1991, 250). In order to test the 

effects of the radio advertisements, respondents were asked survey questions after listening to the 

advertisements. Table 1 presents the experimental design.
6
 

Table 1: Experimental Radio Advertisement Design 

 

 

RESULTS 

In presenting the experimental results, I explain findings based on groupings; I first group 

the political radio advertisements by gender and then I group the advertisements heard based on 

the presence of an ideological cue. These groupings allow me to study whether any general 

differences lie in the results based on the candidate’s gender (with and without the ideological 

cue). They also allow me to determine if any generalities can be made when an ideological cue is 

present regardless of gender (after grouping females and males together). Following this 

grouping, I then analyze results by comparing the outcomes of those who heard political radio 

advertisements without any ideological cues. This comparison between perceptions of a 

                                                           
6
 Sample statistics can be found in Appendix Table 1. 

"Conservative" 

Republican Republican Total N

Republican Female 

Candidate
270 234 504

Republican Male 

Candidate
241 248 489

Total N 511 482 993

TREATMENTS

POLITICAL RADIO ADVERTISEMENT
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Republican female candidate and perceptions of a Republican male candidate identifies whether 

gender bias exists. Then I evaluate any differences in results between those who heard political 

radio advertisements with an ideological cue. Differences in these perceptions allow me to 

associate any changes to the ideological cue.  

Three main findings exist. First, I find that gender bias exists when comparing the results 

of those who heard the political radio advertisement for a Republican male candidate and those 

who heard the political radio advertisement for a Republican female candidate.  Secondly, I find 

that ideological cues trump gender cues; any gender bias that previously existed was removed 

when participants listened to political advertisements with ideological cues. Lastly, gender bias 

exists in varying degrees across levels of political awareness. Those of high awareness and those 

of low awareness reacted to gender cues and ideological cues in different ways.  

 

“How well does the term ‘conservative’ describe the candidate?”  

After hearing the radio advertisement, respondents were asked how well the term 

“conservative” described the candidate. Their choices were “extremely well,” “quite well,” “not 

too well,” “not well at all,” and “don’t know.”
7
 All percentages discussed in my analyses refer to 

the responses to this question unless otherwise stated.  

 

Groupings by Gender and Groupings by Presence of Ideological Cue 

Initial groupings of those who heard advertisements about a female candidate (with and 

without ideological cues) and of those who heard advertisements about a male candidate (with 

and without ideological cues) show that gender bias does not exist. However, when responses 

                                                           
7
 As King and Matland collapsed all other categories except for the “extremely well” responses, I too focused solely 

on the “extremely well” category. “Don’t knows” were not included in the analysis. 



18 
 

were grouped by the presence of ideological cue, results indicate that the “conservative” cue 

made an impact. When survey participants listened to an advertisement that included an 

ideological cue, 78.6% answered that the term “conservative” described the candidate 

“extremely well”. Without the ideological cue, only 46.7% of respondents answered the same 

way. This difference of 31.9 percentage points (statistically significant at the .001 level) indicates 

that ideological cues affect individuals when they make inferences about a candidate’s ideology.  

 

Republican Female Advertisement and Republican Male Advertisement 

 While the grouping of responses failed to indicate gender bias earlier, a closer look at the 

treatment groups reveals that gender bias is present. Of those who heard the Republican female 

advertisement (without the ideological cue), 41.6% said that the term “conservative” described 

the candidate “extremely well.” In comparison, 51.6% said the same after hearing the 

advertisement about the Republican male candidate (without the ideological cue). Other than the 

change in pronouns (the gender cue), the advertisements were exactly the same. Thus, this 10.0 

percentage point difference (statistically significant at the .05 level) can be attributed to an 

underlying gender bias. All else equal, the Republican female candidate is perceived as being 

less conservative than the Republican male candidate.  

 

“Conservative” Republican Female Advertisement and “Conservative” Republican Male 

Advertisement 

 

 Consequently, while this gender bias exists, I find that using an ideological cue removes 

this bias among respondents. I find a small statistically insignificant (p=.671) difference of 1.6 

percentage points between those who answered “extremely well” and heard either the 

“conservative” Republican female candidate advertisement or the “conservative” Republican 
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male candidate’s advertisement. Chi-square test results show that I cannot reject the null 

hypothesis of independence between the responses of those who heard the “conservative” 

Republican female advertisement and those who heard the “conservative” Republican male 

advertisement.  

 

Differences Due to Ideological Cue 

 Another finding is that the difference in percentages of those who answered “extremely 

well” is largely due to the ideological cue. A difference of 36.2 percentage points (statistically 

significant at the .001 level) exists between those who heard the Republican female 

advertisement and those who heard the same advertisement with the “conservative” cue. 

Additionally, a slightly smaller difference of 27.8 percentage points (statistically significant at 

the .001 level) exists between those who heard the Republican male advertisement and those 

who heard the same advertisement with the “conservative” cue.  

However, the difference-in-differences between 36.2 percentage points and 27.8 

percentage points is not statistically significant (p = .308) according to hypothesis tests run after 

a logistic regression (see Appendix Table 2). After comparing the change of 36.2 percentage 

points and 27.8 percentage points, F test results indicate that I fail to reject the null hypothesis 

that the differences between the regression coefficients of the “conservative” Republican 

advertisement and the Republican advertisement for each sex are equal to each other. In other 

words, the difference between the coefficient of the Republican female advertisement variable 

and the coefficient of the “conservative” Republican female advertisement variable is 

statistically insignificant from the difference between the coefficient of the Republican male 

advertisement variable and the coefficient of the “conservative” Republican male advertisement 
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variable. Thus, we see that although respondents react to ideological cues, the rate of change is 

the same for female candidates versus male candidates.   

Nevertheless, these differences explain that ideological cues affect individuals as they 

make inferences about candidates and their ideologies. As a result, we see that the ideological 

cue trumps the gender cue. When individuals are treated with an additional cue of ideology along 

with the gender cue, any previously held gender bias is removed once they consider the 

ideological cue. Therefore, the ideological cue has a larger impact when perceiving a candidate’s 

ideology than the gender cue.  

 

Levels of Political Awareness 

 As explained earlier, those with greater political awareness will rely less on gender as a 

cue while those with less political awareness may rely more on gender as a cue (Koch 2002). 

This is because when high awareness people make inferences about candidates, they will 

incorporate other pieces of information that may have been previously acquired. Low awareness 

people may not have other information to rely on or may get confused when sorting through 

different cues (Koch 2002). I test whether this is the case in my survey by taking a closer look at 

how low awareness people and high awareness people reacted to the treatments.
8
 Any 

percentages mentioned in this analysis refers to the percentages of respondents who answered 

that the term “conservative” described the Republican candidate “extremely well” unless stated 

otherwise. 

                                                           
8
 The political awareness variable is a scaled variable of nine factual questions asking about the job titles of political 

figures (see Survey Question 15 in Appendix) (Jackman and Vavreck 2008). It has an alpha coefficient of 0.81. 

Three groups of awareness (low, middle, high) are created by using tertiles (bottom third, middle third, and top 

third). I omitted respondents from the middle level of political awareness because I am mainly concerned with the 

different ways respondents of high political awareness reacted to the treatments compared to respondents of low 

political awareness. 
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With and Without the Ideological Cue by Levels of Awareness 

 

I find that among low awareness respondents, the ideological cue provides much 

guidance.  A jump of 43.6 percentage points is statistically significant at the .001 level exists 

between those who heard no ideological cue and those who did (33.7% and 77.3% respectively). 

This result implies that while low awareness respondents may have trouble making political 

inferences, once they are given ideological cues, they intrepret that information and process it to 

make an impression on the candidate’s ideology.  

Similarly, high awareness respondents are also affected by the ideological cue. 

Comparing responses to the same question as before, I find an increase of 28.5 percentage points 

(statistically significant at the .001 level) from those who heard an advertisment without any 

ideological cues  to those who heard an advertisement with an ideological cue (50.0% and 78.5% 

respectively). Thus, high awareness people are also affected by the cue, but to a lesser degree 

compared to low awareness people.  

 

Low Awareness Respondents Versus High Awareness Respondents 

 The difference in percentages of low awareness and high awareness respondents who 

heard an advertisement without the ideological cue is 16.2 percentage points (statistically 

significant at the .05 level). Cues of partisanship and gender do not signal strong conservative 

credentials for low awareness people compared to high awareness people as shown by the 16.2 

percentage point difference. Once cued with an ideology, a small insignificant difference of 1.1 

percentage points (p=.821)  exists between low awareness and high awareness respondents.  
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Republican Female Advertisement and Republican Male Advertisement by Levels of 

Awareness 

 

 Although initial groupings of advertisements by candidate gender did not support the 

presence of a gender bias, a closer examination shows otherwise. In Table 2, I compare 

respondents of low awareness levels to respondents of high awareness levels who heard 

advertisements without any ideological cues. Thus, the only differentiating cues between these 

advertisements is the pronoun “he” and “she,” indicating the candidate’s gender.  

All else equal, those of low awareness levels show a pronounced gender bias. A 

difference of 32.1 percentage points (statistically significant at the .01 level) exists in the 

responses of those who heard the Republican female advertisement compared to those who heard 

the Republican male advertisement (16.7% and 48.8% respectively) (see Table 2).  This result 

indicates that Republican female candidates are perceived as less conservative than Republican 

male candidates among low awareness respondents.  

 Meanwhile, this gender bias fails to exist for high awareness individuals. For those in the 

high awareness group, the same analysis shows that an insignificant difference of 2.0 percentage 

points (p=.777) exists between those who heard the Republican female candidate advertisement 

and those who heard the Republican male candidate advertisement. Without any ideological 

cues, high awareness respondents seem to lack any inherent gender bias towards candidates. 

 

Low Awareness Respondents Versus High Awareness Respondents 

These results indicate that simply cuing with gender leads to large differences between 

low awareness respondents and high awareness respondents particularly when making inferences 

about Republican female candidates. A difference of 34.4 percentage points (statistically 

significant at .001 level) exists between those low awareness respondents and high awareness 
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respondents who heard the Republican female advertisement (without the ideological cue). 

Again, low awareness people interpret the “Republican” cue and the “female” cue differently 

than high awareness people. One explanation for this finding is that while high awareness 

respondents can sort through these cues and weigh the “Republican” cue more when considering 

the candidate’s ideology, low awareness people may be prone to gender bias and may weigh the 

“female” cue more. This explanation falls in line with Koch’s finding that low awareness people 

may rely more on gender cues (Koch 2002).  

Meanwhile, a 0.24 percentage point difference exists among those low awareness 

respondents and high awareness respondents who heard the Republican male advertisement. This 

difference is statistically insignificant (p=.979). This implies that low awareness respondents are 

able to make the same inferences as high awareness respondents regarding a Republican male 

candidate’s ideology.   

 

 
Table 2: Effects of Gender on Candidate’s Perceived Ideology by Levels of Awareness 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 “Conservative” Republican Female Advertisement and “Conservative” Republican Male 

Advertisement by Levels of Awareness 

How well does the phrase 

"conservative" describe the 

candidate?

Republican 

Female

Republican                      

Male

Republican 

Female

Republican                      

Male

Extremely Well 16.67% 48.78% 51.02% 49.02%

All Else:                                            

Quite Well, Not Too Well, Not 

Well At All 83.33% 51.22% 48.98% 50.98%

n 36 41 98 102

Low Awareness Total N = 77; High Awareness Total N = 200

Low Awareness Chi-square = 8.84, d.f. = 1, p = .003; High Awareness Chi-square = .08, d.f. = 1, p = .777

LOW AWARENESS

TREATMENTS: RADIO ADVERTISEMENTS

HIGH AWARENESS
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 Finally, I find that with the presence of an ideological cue, a 23.3 percentage point 

difference (statistically significant at the .01 level) exists in responses when low awareness 

individuals hear advertisements about female and male candidates (86.4% compared to 63.2% 

respectively). This outcome suggests that low awareness people, when cued, perceive the 

Republican female candidate to be more conservative than the Republican male candidate. 

Although a gender bias existed previously with the Republican female candidate perceived as 

less conservative than the Republican male candidate, the presence of the ideological cue 

removes that effect and actually, reverses it among low awareness respondents.  

 For high awareness people, an insignificant difference of 7.4 percentage points (p=.170) 

exists between those who heard the “conservative” Republican female advertisement or the 

“conservative” Republican male advertisement. This results suggests that among high awareness 

respondents, the ideological cue removes any previous gender biases that may have existed.  

 

Low Awareness Respondents Versus High Awareness Respondents 

 Among those who heard advertisements about the “conservative” Republican female 

candidate, an 11.9 percentage point difference (statistically significant at the .10 level) exists 

between those of low and high awareness levels. In comparison, among those who heard about 

advertisements about the “conservative” Republican male candidate, a difference of 18.8 

percentage points exists (statistically significant at the .05 level). Thus, for female and male 

candidates, we see differences in the impact that ideological cues have upon respondents of low 

and high levels of awareness.  

 

Differences Due to Ideological Cue 
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Also interesting is the increase in the percentages among low awareness respondents 

when cued with the ideological cue. Before, without the ideological cue, less than 17% of low 

awareness respondents answered that the term “conservative” described the Republican female 

candidate “extremely well” (see Table 2). This percentage grows by 69.8 percentage points 

(statistically significant at the .001 level) due to the ideological cue (see Table 3)! Low 

awareness respondents had difficulty perceiving the female candidate’s ideology with the 

partisan and gender cues. Now, however, once cued with an ideology, these individuals process 

that information when forming an impression about the female candidate.  

The change is smaller for the Republican male candidate—the ideological cue results in a 

statistically insignificant 14.4 percentage point difference (p=.199) (see Table 2 and Table 3). 

Still, low awareness people are receptive of ideological cues and such cues help them make 

inferences about male candidates.  

The difference-in-differences between 69.8 percentage points and 14.4 percentage points 

is statistically significant at the .001 level as shown by F test results run after a logistic regression 

(see Appendix Table 2). These results indicate that among low awareness respondents, the 

difference between the coefficient of the Republican female advertisement variable and the 

coefficient of the “conservative” Republican female advertisement variable is statistically 

significant from the difference between the coefficient of the Republican male advertisement 

variable and the coefficient of the “conservative” Republican male advertisement variable. Thus, 

we see that for low awareness respondents, the rate of change in responses generated after 

hearing advertisements with and without the ideological cue is different for female candidates 

versus male candidates. Ideological cues affect low awareness respondents more when they are 

making inferences about a female candidate.   
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Among high awareness respondents, the difference-in-differences between 23.5 

percentage points (the increase in responses for those who heard an advertisement about a 

Republican female candidate with and without the ideological cue) and 33.0 percentage points 

(the increase in responses for those who heard an advertisement about a Republican male 

candidate with and without the ideological cue) is statistically insiginficant (p=.184) according to 

F test results. Therefore, I fail to reject the null hypothesis that among high awareness 

respondents, the difference between the coefficient of the Republican female advertisement 

variable and the coefficient of the “conservative” Republican female advertisement variable is 

equal to the difference between the coefficient of the Republican male advertisement variable 

and the coefficient of the “conservative” Republican male advertisement variable. Among those 

of high awareness, the rate of change in responses generated after hearing advertisements with 

and without ideological cue is the same for female and male candidates. 

Thus, low awareness individuals react differently from high awareness individuals after 

hearing advertisements with ideological cues. These ideological cues affect low awareness 

respondents especially when they are making inferences about female candidates. In comparison, 

these ideological cues affect high awareness respondents at about the same rate across candidate 

gender. Overall, these results suggest that the ideological cue trumps the gender cue, removing 

any previously held gender biases.  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Effects of Ideological Cue on Candidate’s Perceived Ideology by Levels of Awareness 
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In addition to these experimental results, California’s 2010 gubernatorial primary election 

also provides compelling examples of how female candidates should structure their campaign 

messages to reshape perceived ideologies by gender. Meg Whitman, the Republican female 

gubernatorial candidate, won handily against Steve Poizner and thematically mentioned her 

conservative credentials in her primary campaign. I reviewed six televised advertisements from 

the Whitman campaign and found that five of the six Whitman advertisements mentioned an 

ideological cue; two of the five advertisements portrayed her opponent, Poizner, as a “liberal” 

and three of the five advertisements explained that Whitman is a “conservative.” For example, 

Whitman’s “Save California” and “Tough Business” television advertisements explain that 

Whitman has “conservative, economic principles” (Whitman, Save California 2010; Whitman, 

Tough Business 2010). Whitman also highlighted her impressive business career as the former 

CEO of eBay in these advertisements.  

Similarly, I studied twelve televised advertisements from the Poizner campaign as a point 

of comparison. While ten out of twelve of Poizner’s advertisements mentioned ideological cues, 

analysis of these advertisements indicates that Poizner’s campaign is exploiting gender bias to 

his favor. Poizner’s advertisements used ideological cues to highlight his conservative credibility 

How well does the phrase 

"conservative" describe the 

candidate?

"Conservative" 

Republican 

Female 

"Conservative" 

Republican 

Male

"Conservative" 

Republican 

Female 

"Conservative" 

Republican 

Male

Extremely Well 86.44% 63.16% 74.55% 81.97%

All Else:                                            

Quite Well, Not Too Well, Not 

Well At All 13.56% 36.84% 25.45% 18.03%

n 59 38 110 122

Low Awareness Total N = 148; High Awareness Total N = 232

Low Awareness Chi-square = 7.14, d.f. = 1, p = .008; High Awareness Chi-square = 1.88, d.f. = 1, p = .170

LOW AWARENESS HIGH AWARENESS

TREATMENTS: RADIO ADVERTISEMENTS
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while pointing out Whitman’s lack of conservatism. Poizner’s “Don’t Believe” advertisement 

explains that “there’s only one conservative in this race, and that’s Steve Poizner” (Poizner, 

Don't Believe 2010). By using the term “only,” this advertisement may be an effort to highlight 

his own conservative ideology while implying that Whitman’s ideology is not conservative. He 

also explicitly calls Whitman a liberal in his “Courage” and “Twins” advertisements (Poizner, 

Courage 2010; Poizner, Twins 2010). This may indicate that the Poizner campaign is aware that 

the Whitman campaign needs to overcome gender bias in order to win the Republican primary. If 

the Poizner campaign is aware of the fact that Republican primary voters may be skeptical about 

a woman being a true conservative, Poizner may be exploiting this gender bias by calling 

Whitman a liberal.  

 

DISCUSSION  

In this paper, I confirmed King and Matland’s (2003) finding that gender bias exists with 

Republican female candidates being perceived as less conservative than Republican male 

candidates even including Democrats and Independents and studying the electorate as a whole. I 

then found that the “conservative” cue removed any gender bias—a similar percentage of 

respondents perceived the Republican female candidate as conservative as the Republican male 

candidate. In other words, I found that if ideological cues are provided, people are able to 

incorporate these cues into their impression formation when they make inferences about the 

ideologies of candidates. These findings continued to persist after grouping respondents by levels 

of awareness.   

If Republican female candidates are hindered due to incorrect ideological perceptions, my 

outcomes imply that by using a simple ideological cue, the term “conservative,” Republican 
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female candidates can correct this misperception. This, however, is a double-edged sword for 

Republican female candidates. During the primaries, these candidates may portray themselves as 

conservatives in order to remove gender bias and to signal their ideological credentials to loyal 

Republican voters. Once the general election starts, however, these female candidates will need 

to find a way to maximize their appeal to voters of all partisanships (Downs 1957). This could 

pose a problem for Republican female candidates who strongly cued their conservative ideology 

during the primaries.  

 Future research can study if a gender bias of another kind exists among Democratic 

candidates. If males are stereotyped as being more conservative than females, what kinds of 

implications exist for Democratic male candidates? If Democratic voters are searching for liberal 

representatives, does this stereotype affect Democratic male candidates negatively? I recommend 

a similar study using political advertisements on Democratic candidates to uncover these effects.  

Additionally, I recommend a replication of this study with larger subsample sizes across the 

levels of awareness to assuage any concerns regarding the precision of my results. A future study 

could have an augmented experimental design to estimate the effect of the treatment even more 

carefully.  

 Race and its effects are another area of study. Are these findings relative to only white 

Republican women? Can we generalize these findings to women of different races and 

backgrounds? More research can reveal if women of minority races face a “triple-bind” where 

they are limited not only by gender and ideology (and partisanship), but race as well.  

Furthermore, another future research question could ask what inferences are made when 

respondents are primed with ideology versus gender. When respondents are cued with a 

“conservative ideology,” do they immediately picture a male candidate? When respondents are 
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cued with a female candidate, do they immediately picture a liberal? Also, how do people 

interpret the “conservative” cue? We see several types of conservatism in today’s electorate from 

social conservatives to fiscal conservatives. What implications do these varying levels of 

conservative have for women candidates? The answers to these questions can help us understand 

how respondents behave when presented with specific cues. While further research is required to 

identify the best campaign messaging strategies for Republican female candidates, through this 

study, I have contributed to the literature by offering further insight into the study of gender 

stereotypes and gender biases for Republican candidates.  
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APPENDIX 

Table 1: Sample Statistics 

 

  

Survey Respondents N Percent

Gender

Male 365 36.76%

Female 628 63.24%

993 100%

Age

18-21 608 61.41%

22-35 382 38.59%

990 100%

College  Year

Freshman 264 26.77%

Sophomore 147 14.91%

Junior 281 28.50%

Senior 203 20.59%

Grad 91 9.23%

986 100%

Party Identification

Democrat 678 68.28%

Republican 240 24.17%

Independent 75 7.55%

993 100%

Political Awareness

High 463 46.63%

Middle 338 34.04%

Low 192 19.34%

993 100%
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Table 2: Political Radio Advertisements Effects on Candidate's Perceived Ideology 

 

 

 

 

 

  

All Respondents † Low Awareness ‡ High Awareness ¥

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age -3.511** -6.116 -2.534

(1.424) (5.019) (1.814)

Male (Male=1, Female=0) -0.0380 -0.607 0.0308

(0.156) (0.426) (0.222)

Party ID (Rep=1, Indep=.5, Dem=0) -0.331 -0.420 -0.572

(0.281) (0.591) (0.454)

0.683** 0.532 0.572

(0.339) (0.962) (0.511)

Ideology (Cons=1, Mod=.5, Lib=0) -0.115 0.0207 -0.0388

(0.292) (0.631) (0.471)

Female Conservative Republican Ad 3.334*** 5.610** 2.620**

(0.800) (2.823) (1.022)

Female Republican Ad 1.648** 2.080 1.485

(0.769) (2.767) (0.976)

Male Conservative Republican Ad 3.411*** 4.289 3.099***

(0.794) (2.771) (1.011)

Male Republican Ad 2.030*** 3.703 1.380

(0.774) (2.739) (0.980)

Constant omitted omitted omitted

Observations 918 173 429

Standard errors in parentheses

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

† Wald Statistic = 1.04, d.f. = 1, p = .308

‡ Wald Statistic = 14.89, d.f. = 1, p = .0001

¥ Wald Statistic = 1.77, d.f. = 1, p = .184

College Grade (1=Post-grad, .75=Senior, 

.5=Junior, .25=Sophomore, 0=Freshman)
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Chapter Three: Microtargeting And Mobilization: A Field Experiment In CA-36 

 

 

In September 2011, Republican Bob Turner’s upset in New York’s 9
th

 district suggested 

that microtargeting Jewish voters with a message about the country’s support of Israel could be 

an effective campaigning method. The media largely attributed Turner’s victory to his pro-Israel 

stance (Weiner 2011). Turner linked his Democratic opponent David Weprin to Obama’s 

position that Israel should return to its pre-1967 borders. This stance was extremely unpopular in 

this heavily Jewish district. Furthermore, while Weprin enjoyed a 3-to-1 registration advantage, 

Turner used Obama’s position on Israel as a wedge issue and received an endorsement from 

former New York City mayor Ed Koch. Although the National Jewish Democratic Council 

denied that the current administration’s Israel policies had a hand in the election outcome, 

Turner’s win questions whether more Democratic Jews can be persuaded to vote Republican in 

upcoming elections. Was microtargeting in this election the reason behind Turner’s victory? 

Polling data suggests that this election should not be seen as a predictor; overall, Jewish voters 

seem unlikely to desert the Democratic party in 2012 (Collinson 2011). Although Obama’s 

approval rate among Jewish voters has dropped to 54% from 83% at the time of his inaugural, it 

is still 10 percentage points higher than among other Americans (Collinson 2011). This situation 

poses an interesting research question about the effectiveness of microtargeting.  

Although macrotargeting methods have previously dominated political campaigns, 

national political victories such as Bush’s 2000 and 2004 elections and Obama’s 2008 election 

have credited microtargeting tactics as being more effective in mobilizing and persuading voters. 

Political consultants have convinced politicians that microtargeting, or the precise tailoring of 

campaign messages to specific individuals, is a critical component of persuading and mobilizing 

voters (Hillygus and Shields 2008). This study addresses a main question regarding this popular 
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campaign strategy: Are microtargeted messages more effective than macrotargeted messages at 

mobilization? For instance, do messages designed for specific demographic groups, such as 

Jewish voters, mobilize these voters at a higher rate than general messages crafted for a mass 

audience?  

 I analyze the results of a randomized field experiment measuring the effectiveness of 

mailed campaign appeals. There are three main results. The main finding is that a microtargeted 

message on the candidate’s pro-Israel stance is less effective at mobilizing Republican Jewish 

voters than a general message on the economy. Among Jewish voters, the general appeal’s effect 

on turnout was 3.5 times the effect of the microtargeted appeal (3.33 and 0.95, respectively). 

Secondly, in support of Gerber and Green’s research (Gerber and Green 2000), I find evidence 

that mailing pieces have a small effect on turnout. Finally, I find supportive evidence that Jewish 

voters participate at higher rates compared to non-Jewish voters. While these results are mostly 

non-significant, the directional implications are still important.  

 Although several experimental studies have examined the effectiveness of different 

mobilization efforts, no real-world experiments have measured the effects of partisan 

microtargeted messages on mobilization during a political campaign (Adams and Smith 1980; 

Eldersveld 1956; Gerber and Green 2000; Gerber and Green 2000; Gerber, Green, & Larimer 

2008; Gerber, Green, & Shachar 2003; Gosnell 1927; Green and Gerber 2004; Green, Gerber, & 

Nickerson 2003; Panagopoulos 2009). Some initial research on the effectiveness of 

microtargeting exists, but has relied only on survey data to draw conclusions (Hersh and 

Schaffner 2011; Hillygus and Shields 2008). Furthermore, few field experiments have worked 

alongside campaigns to incorporate the usage of partisan messages into the research design 

(Gerber, Gimpel, et al. 2011; Panagopoulos 2009). This poses a significant gap as randomized 
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field experiments solve causality issues while the incorporation of partisan messages increases 

external validity of findings. My research fills this void by designing a field experiment around a 

campaign’s direct mail program. This field experiment involved 2,099 mailed letters sent to 

registered Republican Jewish and non-Jewish voters in California’s 36
th

 Congressional district. I 

evaluate the effectiveness of the letters’ messages by analyzing turnout results post-Election 

Day.  

This paper proceeds as follows. I describe the setting of California’s 36
th

 Congressional 

District’s Special Election, which provides the backdrop for my project. I also explain the 

treatment letters and their content. This is followed by the design of the experiment along with 

analysis of the results.  

 

DESCRIPTION OF THE EXPERIMENTAL SETTING 

 

 

“The sophomoric strategist thinks he can slice the American electorate  

into a million little pieces and make it more than the sum of its parts.  

The smart one recognizes our common bonds.”  

–Nate Silver, The New York Times 

 

 My analysis focuses on Republican Craig Huey’s July 2011 Congressional campaign of 

California’s 36
th

 district. The district contains several beach communities such as Venice through 

areas south of the Los Angeles International Airport (see Figure 2). The seat was previously held 

by Democrat Jane Harman, who resigned to run a think tank in Washington D.C.   
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Figure 2: California's 36th Congressional District 2011 

 
 

 

Huey, a businessman who runs a direct-mail advertising company, was the surprise 

winner in the jungle primary of May 2011 in this overwhelmingly Democratic district. Democrat 

Hahn won the most votes at 25% followed by Republican Huey at 22% of the votes. Bowen 

came in third with 21% of the votes (Weiner 2011). Turnout for the primary was 15.4% (Weiner 

2011). 

Although Huey was a first-time political candidate, he had a history of involvement with 

local races. He was supported by several Republican Congressmen and community business 

leaders.  Huey also had experience publishing voter guides for Evangelical Christians. As a 

successful businessman, Huey was able to self-finance his campaign during the primary and 

during the general election. During the primary, he contributed $500,000 and during the general, 

he contributed over $880,000 to the campaign. The campaign’s main strategy was to focus on 

economic issues, the unemployment rate, and cutting taxes while downplaying social issues such 
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as Huey’s pro-life stance on abortion. Although Huey tried to minimize his conservative social 

standings in this overwhelmingly Democratic district, it was hard to separate the two. His 

opponent, Democrat Janice Hahn, repeatedly reminded voters about his abortion stance. She also 

compared Huey to Sarah Palin in her first television ad.  

 Janice Hahn comes from a local political family and was no stranger to politics. Her 

father was Kenneth Hahn, longtime Los Angeles County Supervisor. Her brother, James K. 

Hahn, was once mayor of Los Angeles. She was an experienced politician and campaigner; she 

won election to the City Council in 2001, but lost a 1998 congressional race. Hahn had the 

support of the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, which sent postage-paid vote-

by-mail ballots while also providing numerous volunteers. Her campaign was further 

supplemented by robo-calls from President Obama and former President Clinton.  

While Hahn enjoyed an 18 percentage point Democratic registration lead, it certainly did 

not prevent her campaign from going on the negative. Hahn distributed several attack mailers to 

voters regarding Huey’s “radical right-wing agenda” and arguing that “he’s so far right—he’s 

WRONG!” Other mailers advertise Huey’s pro-life stance and saying that “Huey called Planned 

Parenthood a ‘Murder Mill.’”  

Further attacks ensued when a group called Turn Right USA posted a YouTube video 

that superimposed Hahn’s face on a stripper’s body and implied that she had ties to gang 

members. The Huey campaign denounced the video and explained that it had no connection to 

the candidate or to the campaign, but damage was done. Women’s groups, such as Emily’s List, 

were in an uproar over the sexist images, and Hahn’s campaign called for an FEC investigation 

to discover whether the video’s producer was illegally coordinating with the Huey campaign. 

Hahn’s campaign also used the controversial video as a rallying cry in a fundraising piece.  
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As Huey’s campaign manager, Jimmy Camp, explained, the video created a large 

distraction (Camp 2011). Rather than talking about the campaign’s key issues of the economy, 

the campaign had to spend energy and time diffusing the situation with the YouTube video. The 

video also nationalized the election in an unflattering way for the Huey campaign. Camp 

explains that every time his campaign tried to mention Hahn’s gang member ties, Hahn’s 

campaign brought up the YouTube video. A local Los Angeles news channel, Fox 11 LA had 

conducted an investigative report that indicated that Hahn sponsored “convicted drug dealers and 

rapists” to work as “gang intervention workers” (Maddaus 2011). The YouTube video thus 

helped diffuse Huey’s attempts to highlight Hahn’s gang ties.  

On Election Day, Hahn defeated Huey with 55% of the vote (41,585 votes) to Huey’s 

45% of the vote (34,636 votes). Hahn’s victory was declared “far from impressive” given the 18 

percentage point Democratic registration lead in the district (msnbc.com 2011). Huey’s strategy 

was to turnout Republican supporters and absentee voters and to persuade Independents and 

Decline-to-State (DTS) voters. In addition, to ensure a victory, the Huey campaign hoped for a 

lack of turnout among Democratic voters. The campaign felt that this was a realistic possibility 

given that one out of five Democrats voted in the May primary. With relatively higher than 

average turnout rates for a summer special election (25% for the July general election), Camp 

believes that the dirty politics scared voters towards the polls on Election Day (Camp 2011).  

 

Microtargeting Jewish Voters 

 

As microtargeted messages are those that tap into personally relevant issues to an 

individual voter, I have selected US's involvement in Israel as a wedge issue for Jewish voters. 

American Jews are the strongest supporters of Zionism and the State of Israel (Smith 2000). 

Given the tumultuous events in the Middle East, most American Jewish voters are concerned 
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about the fate of Israel and its relationship with the US. From a political standpoint, many 

political candidates, who are eager to win the support of Jewish voters and contributors, often 

emphasize their pro-Israel policy stances. The concern for US-Israel issues further manifests in 

other political behavior. For instance, Jewish Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman Schultz was 

recently selected as the new head of the Democratic National Committee (Besser 2011). Political 

pundits suggested that the move was to appease several minority groups such as Democratic 

women along with Jewish voters from Florida, Schultz’s home state. As Florida has been a 

critical state in previous presidential elections, analysts believe that the selection of Schultz was 

calculated as President Obama begins his reelection campaign (Besser 2011).  

Historically, the Democratic party and the Republican party have both supported Israel as 

its main ally in the Middle East. Both the Democratic party and the Republican party have been 

pro-Israel over the past few years because they both believe that Israel is the US’s main ally in 

the Middle East. In 2008, the Democratic party’s platform acknowledged a “special relationship 

with Israel, grounded in shared interests and shared values and a clear, strong, fundamental 

commitment to the security of Israel, our strongest ally in the region and its only established 

democracy" (Democrats.org 2008). Most recently, however, the parties have slightly shifted on 

their rhetoric.  

Republicans, in general, have been placing Israel as a priority because it works for them 

in two ways. First, they still believe that Israel is the main ally especially as the sole democratic 

state in Middle East (On Congress 2011). Secondly, Republicans believe they can court two 

groups of voters through a clear alliance with Israel: Jews and Christian evangelicals. Jewish 

voters have historically been registered Democrats. However, much to the chagrin of his Jewish 

supporters, the Obama administration is viewed as being sympathetic to Palestinians (Glick 
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2010). Republicans may be eying this recent development as an opportunity to woo the Jewish 

vote. Aside from Jewish voters, Republicans are also aware that Christian evangelicals hold the 

strictest positions for Israel. They advocate “no compromise with the Palestinians and no 

withdrawal from any land God promised to the Jews” (Ephron 2011). These reasons explain why 

several potential Republican presidential candidates such as Sarah Palin, Mitt Romney, Mike 

Huckabee, and Haley Barbour were visiting Israel in 2011.  

Aside from party leaders, a larger percentage of Republican voters compared to 

Democratic voters are also more sympathetic towards Israelis than Palestinians. Results for a 

Gallup poll indicate that over the past decade, the percentage of Republicans sympathizing with 

Israelis has increased from 60% to 80% (Saad 2011). In comparison, the percentage of 

Democratic voters sympathizing with Israelis has increased from 51% to 57% over the past ten 

years (Saad 2011).  

These polling results are corroborated by the votes in the House of Representatives 

among elected Democratic officials. In 2009, the House of Representatives passed Resolution 34 

which recognized Israel’s right to defend itself against attacks from Gaza and reaffirmed the 

US’s strong support for Israel. “The resolution received 390 yea votes, five nay votes, and 37 

abstentions. Democrats cast four of the five nay votes and 29 of the abstentions” (Glick 2010). In 

2010, 54 Democratic congressmen wrote a letter to President Obama urging him to open Gaza’s 

international borders and accusing Israel of engaging in collective punishment (Glick 2010). 

Thus, it appears as though some members of the Democratic party have cooled on the Israel 

issue. Furthermore, the Obama administration strained US-Israel ties in 2011 when Obama 

advocated Israel-Palestinian peace talks to resume with a return to the 1967 borders in Israel 

(Landler and Myers 2011).  
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While these outcomes suggest that Jewish voters who prioritize pro-Israeli issues should 

vote for Republican candidates, the change is slow to occur. In the 2010 midterm elections, one 

polling firm found that in Pennsylvania, despite partisan efforts from the Emergency Committee 

of Israel and the Republican Jewish Coalition, 71% of Jewish voters supported Democratic 

Senate candidate Sestak (JStreet 2010). This suggests that Hillygus and Shield’s microtargeting 

method did not hold in Pennsylvania’s 2010 Senate race. It, however, appears that there were 

communication problems because 70% of Pennsylvania’s Jews had not heard about the right-

wing attacks (JStreet 2010). Thus, we have yet to know what would have happened if these 

Jewish voters had properly received these partisan messages.  

Given these partisan efforts, it is clear that campaigns and special interest groups 

recognize Israeli policies as a wedge issue. Jewish voters as a group are also recognized as being 

more political active than other ethnic groups. Jewish turnout rates are typically 10% higher than 

the level for the general population (Medoff 2002). Specifically in California’s 36
th

 district 

special election, the candidates quickly emphasized their positions on US-Israeli politics. In 

February 2011, during the primary, Democratic candidate Hahn invited fellow Democratic 

candidate Bowen to sign a pledge of support for Israel (Maddaus 2011). Given the publicity 

surrounding this event, I concluded that Israel was a viable issue in this election. Moreover, in 

April, four candidates debated on Israel-US relations at a discussion sponsored by Democrats for 

Israel. Hahn, Bowen, Winograd, and Adler participated. The Israel issue continued to be of 

relevance past the primary election. Huey wrote an appeal to his supporters explaining that 

“hundreds of people hissed and booed me when I stood up and supported the nation of Israel” 

(Craig Huey for Congress 2011). As a businessman who has experience publishing voter guides 
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for evangelical Christians, Huey made his stance clear. On Israel, he states, “unlike my 

opponents, I support Israel 100%” (Craig Huey for Congress 2011). 

Reports from a 1997 Los Angeles Jewish Population Survey indicate that 45% of Los 

Angeles Jewish residents responded that they were “extremely attached” or “very attached” to 

Israel. 38% replied that they were “somewhat attached” to Israel. This amounts to 83% of the 

Los Angeles Jewish population feeling at least somewhat attached to Israel. 15% said that they 

were “not attached” to Israel (Sheskin and Dashefsky 2010). Although Jews amount to less than 

6% of the Los Angeles population, they typically cast 16-18% of all votes in city elections 

(Sonenshein 2011).
9
   

 

EXPECTATIONS 

 

 Although Hillygus and Shields advocate a specific microtargeting style of identifying 

wedge issues to woo persuadable voters, I expect to find that the general tactic of microtargeting 

will be less effective than macrotargeting voters on a forefront issue like the economy when 

measuring effectiveness on mobilization. Supporting Vavreck’s argument that the state of the 

economy will determine a candidate’s message, I hypothesize that a macrotargeted message on 

an issue such as the economy will have a larger effect among voters on turnout. Huey meets 

Vavreck’s criteria of a clarifying candidate since he was not responsible for bringing about 

2011’s poor state of the economy. Vavreck recommends that clarifying candidates should thus 

emphasize the economy more so than any other issue. I will explain the experimental design later 

in the paper, but in order to explain the hypotheses, I present Figure 3. 

 

                                                           
9
 There are approximately 662,450 Jews in Los Angeles, which is the second largest city with Jewish residents 

behind New York City (The Association of Religion Data Archives 2000). 
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Figure 3: Treatments 

 
 

With the expectation that macrotargeting is a more effective method at mobilization than 

microtargeting, I test the following five hypotheses.
10

 Hypothesis 1 states that turnout rates will 

be lower among Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message compared to Jewish 

voters who received the general message. This implies that the general message will be more 

effective at mobilizing Jewish voters than the microtargeted message.  

H1: T1J < T2J  

 

To build upon the first hypothesis, Hypothesis 2 states that turnout rates will be equal to or lower 

among non-Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message compared to non-Jewish 

voters who received the general message. This suggests that among non-Jewish voters, a pro-

Israel message (which is personally irrelevant) will have the same or weaker effect relative to a 

message about a general issue such as the economy.  

H2: T1J < T2J  

AND  

T1NJ = T2NJ OR T1NJ < T2NJ  

 

The third hypothesis states that turnout rates among Jewish voters who received the 

microtargeted message will be higher than turnout rates among Jewish voters who did not 

receive any message. It would suggest that highlighting a personally relevant issue among Jewish 

                                                           
10

 Subscripts of “J” and “NJ” denote “Jewish voters” and “Non-Jewish voters” respectively. 
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voters motivates them to vote for a pro-Israel candidate. This would also indicate that political 

mailers are effective at mobilization. Hypothesis 3 includes a second component that turnout 

rates will be equal to or lower among non-Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message 

compared to non-Jewish voters who did not receive any message. A pro-Israel message will 

likely have no personal relevance to a non-Jewish voter (unless the voter is a devout or born-

again Christian). As a result, I should find this treatment to have the same effect or weaker effect 

as not receiving any treatment.  

H3: T1J > T3J 

 AND 

T1NJ = T3NJ OR T1NJ < T3NJ 

 

The fourth hypothesis tests the effectiveness of the general message on mobilization. Turnout 

rates among voters who received the general message will be higher than turnout rates among 

voters who did not receive any messages. This would imply that mailing pieces mobilize voters. 

 

H4: T2 > T3 for all groups and within groups 

 

 

Finally, the fifth hypothesis tests the effectiveness of microtargeted messages versus general 

messages on mobilization. It states that the difference in turnout rates between Jewish voters who 

received the microtargeted message and no message and the difference in turnout rates between 

non-Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message and no message will be less than the 

difference in turnout rates between Jewish voters who received the general message and no 

message and the difference in turnout rates between non-Jewish voters who received the general 

message and no message.  

H5: [(T1J – T3J) - (T1NJ – T3NJ)] < [(T2J – T3J) - (T2NJ – T3NJ)] 
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EXPERIMENTAL DESIGN 

 

Since the Huey campaign was heavily reliant on face-to-face persuasion, it did not 

concentrate on microtargeting tactics. As mentioned earlier, the Huey campaign focused mainly 

on issues such as jobs, lower taxes, and smaller government.  With the campaign’s permission, I 

conducted a field experiment to measure the effects of a microtargeted message compared to a 

general appeal.  We relied on the campaign’s voter file which was provided by Political Data, 

Inc. (PDI), a California firm that provides voter information. Using this file, we reviewed several 

tags or flags that indicate identifying information about a voter. After review, we decided to use 

lists of Jewish and non-Jewish Republican voters in the district. These Jewish voters were 

identified by PDI through an ethnic surname analysis process. PDI has historically found that 

voters tagged as Jewish vote in greater numbers than any other ethnic group. The campaign’s 

voter file contained 1,349 Republican Jewish voters and 52,263 Republican non-Jewish voters, 

excluding permanent absentee voters. We did not select voters who are registered as permanent 

absentee voters since the treatments were applied after the absentee voting process began. Thus, 

we did not want to send mailing pieces to an individual who had already voted.  The voter files 

contained mailing addresses, phone numbers, registration party, and voting history from the 2008 

general election and 2010 midterm election.  

For the research project, I included all 1,349 Republican Jewish voters to maximize 

power in my study. Although I would have preferred larger treatment sizes among Republican 

Jewish voters, I was limited due to the total number of Jewish voters in the campaign’s database. 

Among Republican non-Jewish voters, I randomly selected 1,800 Republican non-Jewish voters 

from the larger list of 52,263 voters. This research project involved a total of 3,149 Jewish and 

non-Jewish Republican participants. Of these participants, 2,099 people received either a 
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microtargeted message or a general message. Of Republican Jewish voters, 449 received the 

microtargeted message and 450 received the general message. Of Republican non-Jewish voters, 

600 received the microtargeted message and 600 received the general message. The remaining 

1,050 people were in the control group and received no messages from this project. The control 

group comprised of 450 Republican Jewish voters and 600 Republican non-Jewish voters. See 

Figure 4. 

  
Figure 4: Experiment Design 

 
 

*Sample sizes are smaller for Republican Jews because fewer Republican Jewish voters existed in the voter file. 

 

 

Non-Jewish individuals are included in my sample so that I can accurately identify the 

mechanism behind mobilization.  Assuming that Jewish individuals will hold pro-Israel values, 

comparing turnout among non-Jews to Jews will determine whether the microtargeted message 

regarding the pro-Israel issue was a motivating factor for Jewish voters.  

Participants were randomly selected and placed into treatment groups. Before 

randomizing, I stratified the files based on voting history. Voters were grouped into those who 

voted in both of the 2008 and 2010 elections, neither of the elections, and one or the other 

election. Among Jewish voters (n=1,349) in the file, 60.2% voted in both, 14.0% voted in 

Republican 

Jewish 

Microtargeted 

n=449 

General 

n=450 

None 

n=450 

Non-Jewish 

Microtargeted 

n=600 

General 

n=600 

None 

n=600 
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neither, 19.5% voted only in 2008, and 6.3% voted only in 2010. Among non-Jewish voters 

(n=52,263), 52.6% voted in both, 19.6% voted in neither, 22.8% voted only in 2008, and 4.9% 

voted only in 2010. Since it was impossible to include the entire list of non-Jewish voters in the 

experiment, I randomly selected participants in such a way that allowed me to study mobilization 

effects across voting propensities. Previous literature suggests that low propensity voters would 

turn out in greater numbers if they received the same campaign messages as high propensity 

voters (LeVan forthcoming). Given this research, I first grouped non-Jewish voters by voting 

propensity. I defined those of high voting propensity as those who voted in both the 2008 and 

2010 elections. Those with middle levels of voting propensity voted in only one of those 

elections. Lastly, those with low voting propensity voted in neither of those elections. I then 

randomly selected 150 voters from each level of voting propensity to each treatment group. This 

method allowed me the flexibility to test the messages’ effects across different voting 

propensities. When analyzing the data as a whole, I can simply apply a weight to correct this 

stratification. Among Republican non-Jewish voters, treatment sizes were 600 voters each 

(n=1,800). Due to the random selection process, I had equal numbers of voters across voting 

propensities: 25% voted in both, 25% voted in neither, 25% voted only in 2008, and 25% voted 

only in 2010.  

Within the four groupings of turnout, each person was assigned a random number. These 

groups were then sorted by ascending random number. Within each turnout grouping, voters 

were placed into triplets, and within each triplet, voters were randomly assigned a new number 

(1, 2, or 3). For the non-Jewish voter file, voters were first grouped into voting propensities and 

then randomly assigned a new number up to the 1,000
th

 observation. Those with the number 1 
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were assigned to Treatment 1 (microtargeted message), 2 to Treatment 2 (general message), and 

3 to Treatment 3 (no contact).  

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics 

 
 

The Huey campaign opted to send letters from the candidate. Participants randomly 

assigned to Treatment 1 received a letter that outlined Huey’s positions on economic issues while 

also highlighting his pro-Israel stance. Those who were randomly assigned to Treatment 2 

received a letter that only outlined Huey’s positions on the economic issues. Both letters 

reminded voters about Election Day and encouraged voters to support Huey in the voter booth. 

N Percent

Gender

Male 1310 41.60%

Female 907 28.80%

Unknown 932 29.60%

3149 100.00%

Age

18-24 176 5.68%

25-34 406 13.10%

35-44 565 18.23%

45-54 776 25.04%

55-64 568 18.33%

65 and older 608 19.62%

3099 100.00%

*Not all ages were listed

Voting History

Both 2008 & 2010 1262 40.08%

Neither, Only 2008, or only 2010 1887 59.92%

3149 100.00%

Neither 2008 nor 2010 639 20.29%

Only 2008, only 2010, or both 2008 & 2010 2510 79.71%

3149 100.00%

Only 2008 713 22.64%

Not in 2008 2436 77.36%

3149 100.00%

Only 2010 535 16.99%

Not in 2010 2614 83.01%

3149 100.00%
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Participants in the control group received no contact at all. These letters were printed on 

campaign letterhead stationery, signed by Craig Huey, and mailed a week before Election Day 

(July 5, 2011). A total of 2,099 letters were mailed. Of these, the campaign received 141 returned 

envelopes (6.7%) due to incorrect mailing addresses.
11

 See Figure 5 and Figure 6.  

                                                           
11

 Since I am interested in the intent to treat effect (ITT), these respondents were included in the study. In a later 

edition of this paper, I will also estimate the treatment on treated effect (TOT). Since this is a randomized 

experiment, the failure to treat the entire group of respondents will not lead to biased results if I find the TOT effect. 

This effect is found by dividing the intent to treat effect by the observed “contact rate” (in this case, it is 93.3%) 

(Gerber and Green 2000). Thus, the TOT effect will be larger than the ITT effect.   
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Figure 5: Treatment 1: Microtargeted Letter 
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Figure 6: Treatment 2: General Appeal Letter
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After Election Day, the Huey campaign received turnout data from Political Data, Inc. 

This post-election voter file indicated which voters participated in the general election. An 

analysis of this information revealed whether turnout was greater among the treatment or control 

groups across Jewish and non-Jewish voters.  

 

 

RESULTS 
Table 3: Turnout Results 

 
 

 

 Table 3 shows Election Day turnout results among those in the experiment. When 

comparing turnout rates across various treatment groups, I find that nearly all chi-square test 

results indicate that I cannot reject the null hypothesis of independence. Although the standard 

errors are large, the directional implications are clear. Here we see that larger percentages of 

Jewish voters voted on Election Day compared to non-Jewish voters. This is in line with the 

finding that Jewish voters vote at a higher rate than the general population (Medoff 2002). 

Among Jewish voters, 25.84% of those who received the microtargeted message voted compared 

to 28.22% of those who received the general message and 24.89% of those who received no 

message. These turnout percentages show that the largest turnout occurs among those who 

received the general message. Since the turnout rate of Jewish voters who received the 

Turnout on Election Day Jewish MT Jewish General Jewish No Contact Non-Jewish MT Non-Jewish General Non-Jewish No Contact Total

Voted 25.84% 28.22% 24.89% 23.84% 24.75% 22.72% 23.84%

Did not vote 74.16% 71.78% 75.11% 76.16% 75.25% 77.28% 76.16%

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

TREATMENT
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microtargeted message is less than the turnout rate of Jewish voters who received the general 

message, the results show support for the first hypothesis. See Table 5.
12

  

 

Table 4: Effect of Microtargeted and Macrotargeted Letters on Turnout Among Jewish Voters 

 

 

 

Among non-Jewish voters, 23.84% of those who received the microtargeted message 

voted compared to 24.75% of those who received the general message and 22.72% of those who 

received no message. Again, the largest turnout rate is found among those who received the 

general message. The second hypothesis is supported since the turnout rate among non-Jewish 

voters who received the microtargeted message is less than the turnout rate of non-Jewish voters 

who received the general message. See Table 5.  

 

Table 5: Effect of Microtargeted and Macrotargeted Letters on Turnout Among Non-Jewish Voters 

 

 

 

                                                           
12

 Percentages are slightly different from those found in Table 3 due to the use of a post-stratification weight. These 

small differences result in no major changes to the findings. Analyses in the paper refer to the percentages found in 

Table 3. 

Turnout Microtargeted Letter Macrotargeted Letter

Voted 25.81% 28.20%

Did not vote 74.19% 71.80%

Total  N = 899, Chi -square = .6512, d.f. = 1, p = 0.416

Treatments: Campaign Letters

Turnout Microtargeted Letter Macrotargeted Letter

Voted 23.84% 24.75%

Did not vote 76.16% 75.25%

Total  N = 1200, Chi -square = 0.134, d.f. = 1, p = 0.783

Treatments: Campaign Letters
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As Gerber and Green have found (Gerber and Green 2000), mail pieces have a relatively 

small effect: there is a 3.33 percentage point effect for mail among Jews (comparing 28.22% to 

24.89%) and a 2.03 percentage point effect among non-Jews (comparing 24.75% to 22.72%). 

See Table 3. 

 A slightly larger percentage of Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message 

were mobilized (25.84%) compared to those who received no treatment (24.89%). This supports 

the first condition of the third hypothesis. See  

Table 6. The second condition, however, is not met. I find that among non-Jewish voters, the 

turnout rate is higher among those who received the microtargeted message (23.84%) than no 

message (22.72%). See  

Table 7. Thus, the third hypothesis cannot be confirmed.  

 

Table 6: Effect of Microtargeted Letters and No Letters on Turnout Among Jewish Voters 

 

 

 

Table 7: Effect of Microtargeted Letters and No Letters on Turnout Among Non-Jewish Voters 
 

 

 

The fourth hypothesis states that a higher turnout rate will exist among those participants 

who were treated with the general message than those who received no message at all. I find this 

Turnout Microtargeted Letter No Letter

Voted 25.84% 24.89%

Did not vote 74.16% 75.11%

Total  N = 899, Chi -square = 0.107, d.f. = 1, p = 0.742

Treatments: Campaign Letters

Turnout Microtargeted Letter No Letter

Voted 23.84% 22.72%

Did not vote 76.16% 77.28%

Total  N = 1200, Chi -square = 0.212, d.f. = 1, p = 0.730

Treatments: Campaign Letters
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to be the case. When grouping Jewish voters and non-Jewish voters, I find turnout to be 24.84% 

for those who received the general message and 22.78% for those who did not receive any 

messages. See Table 8. 

 

Table 8: Effect of Macrotargeted Letters and No Letters on Turnout Among All Voters 

 

 

 

In order to test the effects of microtargeting, I compare turnout among those who 

received the microtargeting appeal to those who received nothing. Among Jewish voters, the 

difference is 0.95 percentage points (25.84% compared to 24.89%) and among non-Jewish 

voters, the difference is 1.12 percentage points (23.84% compared to 22.72%). See  

Table 6 and  

Table 7. The difference in differences is -0.17 percentage points. I then compare the 

differences in turnout between those who received the general appeals to those who received 

nothing. Among Jewish voters, the difference is 3.33 percentage points (28.22% compared to 

24.89%). See  

 

 

 

Table 9. Among non-Jewish voters, the difference is 2.03 percentage points (24.75% 

compared to 22.72%). See  

Turnout Macrotargeted Letter No Letter

Voted 24.84% 22.78%

Did not vote 75.16% 77.22%

Total  N = 2100, Chi -square = 1.23, d.f. = 1, p = 0.512

Treatments: Campaign Letters
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Table 10. The difference in differences is 1.3 percentage points. Comparing the difference 

in differences between the microtargeting appeal to the baseline (-0.17) and the general appeal to 

the baseline (1.3) indicates that the microtargeted message has a weaker effect than 

macrotargeted message. Thus, I find support for the fifth and final hypothesis. 

 

 

 

 

Table 9: Effect of Macrotargeted Letters and No Letters on Turnout Among Jewish Voters 

 

 

 
Table 10: Effect of Macrotargeted Letters and No Letters on Turnout Among Non-Jewish Voters 

 

 

 

 Another analysis further shows that macrotargeted messages have a stronger effect than 

microtargeted messages. Comparisons between Jewish and non-Jewish voters who received the 

microtargeted message suggest that the message had an effect since Jewish voters who received a 

personally relevant message voted in greater percentages than non-Jewish voters who received 

the same message (25.84% versus 23.84%). See Table 11. This difference amounts to 2.0 

percentage points. Comparisons between Jewish and non-Jewish voters who received the 

macrotargeted message suggest that those messages had a greater effect among Jews than non-

Turnout Macrotargeted Letter No Letter

Voted 28.25% 24.91%

Did not vote 71.75% 75.09%

Total  N = 900, Chi -square = 1.28, d.f. = 1, p =.255

Treatments: Campaign Letters

Turnout Macrotargeted Letter No Letter

Voted 24.75% 22.72%

Did not vote 75.25% 77.28%

Total  N = 1200, Chi -square = 0.684, d.f. = 1, p = 0.533

Treatments: Campaign Letters
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Jews (28.22% and 24.75%, respectively). See Table 12. The difference between these treatments 

is 3.47 percentage points. Since this difference (3.47) is larger than the difference between the 

Jewish and non-Jewish voters who received the microtargeted message (2.0), it indicates that the 

effect of the general message is greater than the effect of the microtargeted message. However, 

since Jewish voters tend to turnout at a rate of 10% higher than the general population, these 

comparisons do not accurately measure the effects.  

Table 11: Effect of Microtargeted Letters on Turnout Among All Voters 

 

 

Table 12: Effect of Macrotargeted Letters on Turnout Among Jewish and Non-Jewish Voters 

 

 

 

Finally, as mentioned earlier, I test whether low propensity voters are more likely to vote 

after receiving the same treatment letters as middle and high propensity voters. I define low 

propensity voters as those who voted in neither the 2008 nor 2010 elections. Middle propensity 

voters are those who voted in either the 2008 or the 2010 election. High propensity voters are 

those who voted in both the 2008 and 2010 elections. LeVan finds that low propensity voters 

who are personally contacted and encouraged to vote participate at significantly higher rates than 

those who are not (LeVan forthcoming). She theorizes that because these low propensity voters 

are ignored by campaigns, they fail to participate in elections. To test this idea further, as 

Turnout Jewish Non-Jewish

Voted 25.79% 23.84%

Did not vote 74.21% 76.16%

Total  N = 1049, Chi -square = 0.054, d.f. = 1, p = 0.500

Treatments: Microtargeted Letters

Turnout Jewish Non-Jewish

Voted 28.23% 24.75%

Did not vote 71.77% 75.25%

Total  N = 1050, Chi -square = 0.167, d.f. = 1, p = 0.234

Treatments: Macrotargeted Letters
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explained earlier, I created non-Jewish treatment groups with equal proportions of voters across 

voting propensities. For example, among non-Jewish voters who received the microtargeted 

letter, 25% of them were low propensity voters, 50% of them were middle propensity voters 

(which was comprised of 25% who only voted in 2008 and 25% who only voted in 2010), and 

25% of them were high propensity voters. By receiving the same treatment, I was able to test the 

effect of the treatment across these voting propensities.  

If LeVan’s finding holds, I should see a higher turnout rate among low propensity voters 

who received a treatment letter compared to those who did not. There was a turnout rate of 

2.67% among low propensity voters who received the general letter compared to 1.33% among 

low propensity voters who did not receive any message. This 1.34 percentage point difference 

suggests that if low propensity voters are mobilized with a general message, they will respond. 

Unfortunately, this phenomenon does not exist with any other voting propensity. The turnout rate 

among those who only voted in 2008 is 3.33% for those who received the general letter 

compared to 5.33% for those received nothing. The turnout rate among those who only voted in 

2010 is 20.67% for those who received the general letter compared to 25.33% for those received 

nothing. Thus, in these cases, the letter actually demobilized middle propensity voters. Finally, I 

find a mobilizing effect among high propensity voters. Among high propensity voters who 

received the general letter, the turnout rate is 42.67%. This is in comparison to the turnout rate of 

38% among those who received nothing. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 As E.E. Schattschneider said, “If a fight starts, watch the crowd, because the crowd plays 

the decisive role” (Schattschneider 1983). The results from this field experiment explain that 
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while campaign messages matter, the more effective message is one that appeals to the crowd. 

The candidate’s message on the economy trumped the pro-Israel message for Jewish voters who 

should find US-Israel issues to be a personally relevant. Specifically, general appeals on 

contemporary issues, in this case, the economy, impacted turnout. More research, however, is 

required. These findings are suggestive, but due to the large standard errors, I fail to reject the 

null hypothesis that the different messages have equal effects. Gerber and Green find that 

different, nonpartisan messages do not have a significant impact on mobilization (Gerber and 

Green 2000). Hillygus and Shields argue that tailored messages on wedge issues are the ones that 

matter (Hillygus and Shields 2008). My research suggests that messages matter, but not the 

tailored messages that Hillygus and Shields advocate. My next projects aim to develop this 

further.   
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Chapter Four: Stealing Partisans and Independents: A Worthy Campaign Tactic? 
 

 

In March 2013, the Republican party released the Growth and Opportunity Project (GOP) 

report in the wake of the 2012 presidential election. Written by a Republican task force assigned 

by the Republican National Committee (RNC), the 97 page report was dubbed as the 

“Republican autopsy report” by the media and political pundits (Edsall 2013). The report 

reflected on several Republican shortcomings: internal leadership battles, the failure to 

understand or relate to minorities, and isolating social issue positions. With issues, the GOP 

report urged the party to abandon its anti-immigration stance and its anti-gay rhetoric (Edsall 

2013). It warned that young people, in particular, use issues as a “gateway into whether the Party 

is a place they want to be” (Edsall 2013). While this statement assumes that partisans are joining 

parties based on agreements with issue positions (which has been long debated by political 

scientists), party leaders should also be concerned with the possibility of partisans defecting from 

their party due to staunch and unforgiving issue positions amidst changing attitudes and times.  

A popular campaigning tactic called microtargeting is designed to do just that—steal 

partisans from their parties. Microtargeting was first implemented in Bush’s 2000 campaign. At 

that time, Alex Gage of TargetPoint (a leading microtargeting firm) convinced Karl Rove, 

Bush’s campaign strategist, to test microtargeting methods (Issenberg 2012). Then, during 

Bush’s 2004 reelection campaign, $3.25 million were spent to conduct surveys and to model 

voter profiles in order to master microtargeting (Cillizza 2007). The chief strategist for Bush’s 

2004 campaign, Matthew Dowd, said this:   

 

“If you’re a voter living in one of the 16 states that determined the 2004  

election, the Bush team had your name on a spreadsheet with your hobbies  

and habits, vices and virtues, favorite foods, sports, and vacation venues,  

and many other facts of your life” (Fournier, Sosnick and Dowd 2006). 
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The gathering of such detailed information continued in 2008. During Obama’s 2008 

campaign, Democrats improved upon their own microtargeting capabilities and caught up to 

Republicans in the microtargeting race. By investing heavily in microtargeting, the Obama 

campaign created a ground game and put thirty states in play, including ones that were originally 

thought to be safe for the Republican party (Wayne 2008).  

By the time of Obama’s 2012 campaign, Democrats clearly had the microtargeting lead 

over Republicans. Jim Messina, Obama’s 2012 campaign manager, bragged that the campaign 

spent $100 million investing in technology in order to gather microtargeting data on voters 

(Issenberg 2012). By combining consumer data, digital footprints, and voter data, microtargeting 

enabled the campaign to tailor messages specifically with the individual voter in mind.  

Since the aftermath of the 2012 election, private discussions with Republican operatives 

explain that they are trying to digitally gain ground in preparation for the 2016 presidential 

election. Clearly, campaign officials believe in microtargeting. Yet, what exactly do political 

scientists know about this popular strategy? Can partisans be stolen? 

In this paper, I argue two main points: first, partisans are hard to steal by opposing 

parties. Looking at the increasingly important area of social issues, which campaign operatives 

and researchers claim are the issues on which most partisans are cross-pressured, partisans are 

not likely to defect until an opposing party has convinced them on four social issues. On average, 

only 2.7 percent of partisans in 2008 and 2012 are in this category of agreeing with their party on 

economic issues while agreeing with the opposing party on four social issues. Even when 

partisans are cross-pressured on economic issues in addition to social issues, they are still loyal 

to their party’s candidate until they reach a point of disagreeing on three or more social issues. 

Accordingly, partisans rely mainly on their partisanship when making voting decisions instead of 
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being influenced by issue positions on wedge issues, as Hillygus and Shields suggest (Hillygus 

and Shields 2008).  

Second, while partisans use partisanship as a voting guide, Independents rely on issue 

positions when making voting decisions in the absence of partisanship. Independents mainly vote 

with the party whose economic position they agree with until they reach a point of disagreeing 

with that party on at least three social issues. On average, 27 percent of Independents in 2008 

and 34 percent in 2012 are in this category of agreeing with one party on economic positions 

while agreeing with the other party on at least three social issues. Hence, economic issues 

usually trump social issues for Independents.   

These patterns exist in the two most recent elections. Consequently, these results suggest 

that if campaigns want to microtarget constituents, they should focus on Independents rather than 

partisans especially given the higher percentages of potentially persuadable Independent voters. 

Furthermore, when microtargeting Independents, campaigns should try to persuade them on 

economic issues rather than social issues unless campaigns realize that Independents are unsure 

of their economic positions. Only in that situation should they emphasize social issues.   

 

WHAT AFFECTS VOTING DECISIONS?  

In order to study whether partisans could be stolen and if so, how, the first theoretical 

idea that I consider is the argument that parties and partisanships are the main determinants of 

vote choice (Bartels 2000; Campbell, et al. 1960; Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002; 

Hetherington 2001; W. E. Miller 1991). As one of the pillars of American political science, these 

studies find that party identification is the strongest predictor to the way people vote in elections. 

Campbell et al. argue that partisanship leads to partisan sentiments rather than the inverse 
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(Campbell, et al. 1960). This idea that partisanship drives voting considerations is reinstated by 

several different studies, who in the face of critiques contending that the power of partisanship is 

declining, find that the impact of partisan voting increases over time and is highly stable (Bartels 

2000; Green and Palmquist 1994; Hetherington 2001; W. E. Miller 1991).  

 Campbell et al. also find that issues matter hardly at all when people are weighing their 

voting options (Campbell, et al. 1960). They state that people are paying less attention to issues 

than commonly thought and that most individuals do not know which party’s stances are closest 

to their own. In light of these voids, Campbell et al. explain that this is why voters rely most 

heavily on their partisanship to guide their voting decisions.  

These claims are in contrast to studies that have argued that voters are aware of the 

parties’ issue positions, their own issue positions, and have considered both of these pieces of 

information when making their voting decisions (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 1994; Downs 1957; 

Zaller 1992). Downs argues that voters act rationally by considering issue positions of parties 

and how these positions could benefit them (Downs 1957). Ansolabehere and Iyengar support 

Downs’ ideas and find evidence for parties and issue ownership (Ansolabehere and Iyengar 

1994). In other words, voters are aware that Democrats and Republicans are typically associated 

with specific issues. While these studies linked parties and issue positions to each other, other 

researchers revealed the importance of issues to voting decisions (Aldrich and Alvarez 1994; 

Bartels 1986; Carmines and Stimson 1989; Carsey and Layman 2006; Enelow and Hinich 1981; 

Fiorina 2005; Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002; Iyengar and Kinder 2010; Shepsle 1972). 

More relevant to this paper is Aldrich and Alvarez’s finding that in primaries where partisanship 

is irrelevant, issues are the most influential to vote choice (Aldrich and Alvarez 1994). This 
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result motivates my inclusion of Independents in my study given that they do not have 

partisanship to rely upon similar to partisans during primaries.  

 In the midst of these discussions about parties and issues having bearing on voting 

decisions, campaigns can also impact vote choice by affecting parties and issues. Although a 

small camp of political scientists argue in support of the “minimal effects” hypothesis (Berelson, 

Lazarsfeld and McPhee 1954), which suggests that campaigns matter very little, others find that 

campaigns make a difference (Erikson and Wlezien 2012; Gelman and King 1993; Hillygus and 

Shields 2008; Holbrook 1996; Johnston, Jamieson and Hagen 2004; Key 1966; Shaw 2006; 

Vavreck 2009). They argue that campaigns explain and make voters aware of specific 

circumstances or issues, but also that campaign activities or events such as debates, conventions, 

and media buys impact the way voters consider the candidates.  

 One thing to keep in mind about these influential factors to vote choice is that these 

factors may affect partisans and Independents in different ways. Several studies, recognizing that 

partisans and Independents are different, have separated the analysis of these voters into two 

groups or have chosen to focus on only partisans or only Independents (Green, Palmquist and 

Schickler 2002; Hillygus and Shields 2008; Miller and Wattenberg 1983). Green, Palmquist, and 

Schickler find that “partisans differ on average from Independents in terms of the way they look 

at campaigns” (Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002). Campbell et al. also explain that 

“partisans are more likely [than Independents] to take an interest in electoral competition, to care 

which candidate prevails, and to participate in elections” (Campbell, et al. 1960). In contrast, 

Keith et al. argue that most Independents are actually leaning towards one party or the other, 

leaving only a very small number of actual Independents (Keith, et al. 1992). This debate 

provides further justification to include Independents in my study and to also separate 
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Independents from partisans. (Since my main question asks whether partisans can be stolen by 

opposing parties, by nature of the question, I must analyze partisans separately from 

Independents.) 

 Another clarifying point regarding issues and vote choice is that different issues have 

various impacts on voting decisions. One school of thought emphasizes that the economy is a 

centrally important feature of vote choice (Alvarez and Nagler 1995; Erickson 1989; Fiorina 

1981; Gelman and King 1993; Key 1966; Vavreck 2009). Alvarez and Nagler, for example, 

argue that although social issues such as abortion played a role in vote choice, the economy was 

the main driver (Alvarez and Nagler 1995). The other perspective argues that social issues are 

becoming increasingly important  (Abramowitz 1995; Alvarez and Nagler 1997; Carsey and 

Layman 2006; Fiorina 2005; Hillygus and Shields 2008). Abramowitz finds that social issues 

like abortion “have potential to cause widespread defections among partisans who oppose their 

own party’s position” (Abramowitz 1995). Abramowitz’s idea of partisans defecting is discussed 

in much greater detail by Hillygus and Shields. They explain this defection as an outcome of 

microtargeting, which is the campaigning tactic where candidates directly target different people 

with different messages (Hillygus and Shields 2008). Using information gathered from voter 

registration lists, census data, consumer databases, and political polls, candidates can determine 

those who are most likely to vote. Once these individuals are identified, campaigns then predict 

which issues will most likely resonate with those individuals using the compiled information. 

Microtargeting thus allows candidates to prime someone to vote by emphasizing an issue that is 

personally relevant to him (Hillygus and Shields 2008).  

Hillygus and Shields take the argument further by explaining a specific style of 

microtargeting that involves identifying persuadable voters. They explain that partisans who are 
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cross-pressured by the opposing party on a personally relevant issue will be more likely to 

abandon their party for the opposing party’s candidate (Hillygus and Shields 2008). This 

particular style of microtargeting incorporates wedge issues and cross-pressured partisans. 

Political scientists have defined cross-pressured partisans as those who disagree with their 

affiliated party on an issue (Hillygus and Shields 2008). Hillygus and Shields argue that these 

cross-pressured partisans can be targeted by the opposing party’s candidate by priming on the 

incongruent issue. These wedge issues are those that individuals care about while also 

disagreeing with their party’s stance or outlook. As a result, Hillygus and Shields argue that by 

highlighting this wedge issue during a campaign, the opposing party’s candidate could persuade 

partisans to defect from their affiliated party (Hillygus and Shields 2008).  

Hillygus and Shields evaluate when partisans are likely to defect from their party, change 

their minds about which presidential candidate to support, and how events such as conventions 

affect voting transitions (Hillygus and Shields 2008). They find that when cross-pressured 

partisans receive campaign information about their incongruent issue, they were significantly 

more likely to defect (Hillygus and Shields 2008). But given the debate on the importance of 

economic versus social issues, Hillygus and Shields fail to consider how cross-pressured 

partisans behave when either agreeing with their party on the economic front while disagreeing 

with their party on the social front and vice versa. Are partisans who disagree with their parties 

on both economic and social issues ripe for defection? How do they compare to partisans who 

agree with their party on economic issues, but disagree on social issues? As for Independents, 

Hillygus and Shields state, “We expect political Independents to be persuadable if they are cross-

pressured between competing issues pulling them in different directions” (Hillygus and Shields 



74 
 

2008). Is their expectation correct? How do Independents behave when they are also pulled in 

different directions with economic and social issue stances?  

These conversations about parties, issues, and campaigns along with the idea of 

microtargeting beg the question of whether partisans could be convinced to support the opposing 

party. If so, how and when would this be possible? In order to answer this question, I study 

partisans who are cross-pressured on social issues while taking various positions on economic 

issues: those who agree with their party on the economic front, those who disagree with their 

party economic issues, and those who do not know their position on economic issues. Finally, as 

another comparison point, I study the way Independents behave when agreeing with different 

parties on economic and social issue stances.  

 

EXPECTATIONS 

 Based on the existing literature, I have three main expectations for my study of cross-

pressured partisans and Independents with mixed issue profiles. First, agreeing with the idea that 

partisanship is a main predictor for vote choice, I expect that when partisans are cross-pressured 

on social issues, those who agree with the party on economic issues will be the most difficult to 

steal, followed by those who don't have an economic position (they are either unsure or don’t 

know enough to have an economic position), and finally, followed by those who disagree with 

the party on economic issues. Second, within each category, I expect that partisans who disagree 

with sequentially increasing numbers of social issues or in other words are cross-pressured on 

more social issues will be easier to steal by the opposing party. Third, Independents who lack a 

party label can resemble partisans along all of these dimensions. In every comparison, I expect 

Independents to be easier to move than partisans who look exactly like them on the issues since 
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Independents do not have partisanships. Additionally, I expect Independents to value economic 

issues more than social issues when making voting decisions. This expectation relies on the idea 

that economic issues are very critical to voting decisions (Alvarez and Nagler, 1997; Fiorina 

1981).     

 

DEFINING A CROSS-PRESSURED PARTISAN AND AN INDEPENDENT WITH 

MIXED ISSUE PROFILES 

 

I analyze data from the 2008 and 2012 Cooperative Campaign Analysis Project (CCAP). 

The 2008 CCAP is a panel data set comprised of six waves and has a nationally representative 

sample of registered voters from December 2007 through November 2008. The six waves were 

held in December 2007 (the baseline wave) and January, March, September, October, and 

November of 2008 (the post-election wave). CCAP was conducted online by 

YouGov/Polimetrix, a survey research firm and was a joint project involving 27 research teams. 

A total of approximately 20,000 respondents exist in the 2008 dataset.   

The 2012 CCAP dataset is a forty-four week rolling cross-section with pre- and post-

election interviews. The pre-election survey was administered in December 2011 and was 

followed by forty-four weekly online surveys of 1,000 participants. These adult participants were 

representative of the US population. The online surveys ran until the November 2012 election 

and afterwards, a post-election survey was administered. As a result of this intense surveying 

schedule, the 2012 dataset provides an incredibly large sample size of approximately 45,000. 

Furthermore, the weekly surveys allow for a unique and often unattainable tracking of opinions 

while the campaigns are unfolding. I rely on these two datasets for the following analyses. 

Using the responses to the question asking if the individual identified as a Democrat, 

Republican, or Independent, I generated variables that measured the degree to which these 
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partisans and Independents were cross-pressured in the 2008 and 2012 CCAP datasets. Hillygus 

and Shields find that in 2004, the highest percentages of incongruence for partisans existed 

among social and cultural issues, and consequently, in my study, I focus more on the likelihood 

of defection by number of social issues on which the partisans are cross-pressured. For partisans, 

I evaluate whether they are cross-pressured on zero to four social issues while agreeing or 

disagreeing with their party on an economic issue or are unsure of their economic position.  

The social issues that I use to define cross-pressuring are abortion, immigration, civil 

unions for gays, and healthcare.
13

 For abortion, the survey question asks under which 

circumstances should abortion be legal (always, legal with some restrictions, only legal in special 

circumstances, never). This question is coded so that responses of “always” and “legal with some 

restrictions” are considered Democratic responses or those for which the Democratic party would 

stand. The responses of “only legal in special circumstances” and “never” are coded as 

Republican responses or those for which the Republican party would stand. For immigration, the 

question asks about the respondent’s view on illegal immigration. The possible responses are 

either “illegal immigrants should be arrested and deported” or “current residents should be 

allowed to become citizens.” The response for citizenship is coded as a Democratic response 

while the response for deportation is coded as a Republican response. For civil unions, the 

question asks whether the respondent favors or opposes civil unions for gays. Responses in favor 

of civil unions for gays are coded as Democratic responses while responses that oppose civil 

unions are coded as Republican responses. Finally, for healthcare, the survey question asks for 

the viewpoint on providing healthcare in the United States and the responses range from 

universal, government provided healthcare, company provided healthcare, or voluntary 

                                                           
13

 I rely on the baseline wave (common content) for these variables.  
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healthcare. Responses in favor of universal healthcare and company provided healthcare are 

coded as Democratic while voluntary healthcare responses are coded as Republican.
14

 For all 

four of these issue questions, any responses of “not sure” or “don’t know” are coded as 

congruent responses to the partisan’s party. In other words, in my analysis, a partisan is not 

socially cross-pressured by definition if she is unsure of her response.
15

 The economic question 

in my analysis asks “Do you favor raising federal taxes on families earning more than $200,000 

per year?” Responses choices were either “strongly” or “somewhat” favor, which were coded as 

Democratic responses and “strongly” or “somewhat” oppose, which were coded as Republican 

responses. Democrats are defined as cross-pressured on social issues if they answer with 

Republican responses on any of the social issues. Republicans are defined as cross-pressured on 

social issues if they answer with Democratic responses on the social issues. 

As for Independents, I studied Independents who have social issue profiles that resemble 

that of a Democrat’s along with Independents who have social issue profiles that resemble that of 

a Republican’s. Given that Independents do not have a party label, I define them as being at odds 

when they are in agreement with one party on economic issues while agreeing with the other 

party on social issues. As a result, Independents are separated by those that agree with the 

Democratic party on the economic question while agreeing with the Republican party on any of 

the social issues and those who agree with the Republican party on the economic question while 

agreeing with the Democratic party on any of the social issues. Similarly to the study of 

Democrats and Republicans who are unsure of their economic position, I also evaluate 

Independents who are unsure of their economic position, while disagreeing with the Democratic 

                                                           
14

 The exact response wording is “Companies should be required to provide health insurance.” Given this language, 

I have coded this response as a “Democratic” response since Republicans would disagree with forcing companies 

and employers to provide health insurance to their employees.  
15

 Hillygus and Shields also use this approach.  



78 
 

party on social issues. (For instance, when Independents are unsure of their economic position 

and in disagreement with three social issues, this refers to disagreeing with the Democratic 

stance on three social issues or agreeing with the Republican stance on three social issues.)  

Cross-pressured partisans and Independents with mixed issue profiles can, thus, range 

from being slightly cross-pressured on one social issue to being heavily cross-pressured on all 

four social issues. Defection from their party is operationalized by vote choice variables. Voting 

for the opposing party’s candidate, in other words, measures defection. For Independents, for 

purposes of clarity, this defection is also measured by vote choice and is anchored by their 

economic response. For instance, if an Independent who believes that taxes should be raised for 

the wealthy (Democratic position) yet votes for the Republican candidate, he is considered to 

have “defected” from the Democratic party. 

 

EFFECTS OF BEING CROSS-PRESSURED OR HAVING MIXED ISSUE PROFILES  

 

 Based on this operationalization, my analysis takes into account 99% of partisans and 

Independents in the 2008 dataset and 88% of Democrats, 91% of Republicans, and 99% of 

Independents in the 2012 dataset (see Tables 1-6).
16

 Among partisans who agree with their party 

on economic issues, nearly half are also in agreement with their party on all four social issues in 

2008. In 2012, I find an even larger portion of partisans in this category.  Another trend that I 

find is that as the number of social issues in disagreement with party increases, the percentage of 

partisans decreases. In all cases, the smallest percentage of partisans is found among those who 

are cross-pressured on all four social issues. The distribution of Independents, on the other hand, 

varies across the levels of congruence on the four social issues, but this is to be expected given 

                                                           
16

 All analysis from the 2008 and 2012 CCAP datasets uses weighted data. 
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that these individuals do not adhere to any party labels. The percentages from 2012, in particular, 

depict these patterns clearly.   

 
Table 13: Percentage of Democrats by Number of Social Issues in Disagreement with Party in 2008 

 
 

Table 14: Percentage of Republicans by Number of Social Issues in Disagreement with Party in 

2008 

 
 

Table 15: Percentage of Independents by Number of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Economic Party in 2008 

 

 
 
  

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Democrats with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Democrats with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Democrats        

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 45.09 30.13 41.64

1 29.12 31.61 29.81

2 17.21 19.78 23.41

3 7.53 14.86 4.22

4 1.05 3.62 0.93

n 4,604 366 314

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Republicans with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Republicans with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Republicans      

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 48.4 18.6 30.91

1 31.3 34.43 35.12

2 14.35 28.38 25.08

3 5.24 13.84 7.4

4 0.71 4.75 1.49

n 2,352 1,728 300

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Independents with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Independents with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Independents 

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 27.82 25.67 16.13

1 27.67 15.12 22.2

2 23.72 25.8 27.28

3 15.1 25.51 16.87

4 5.69 7.89 17.52

n 2,301 788 206
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Table 16: Percentage of Democrats by Number of Social Issues in Disagreement with Party in 2012 

 
 

Table 17: Percentage of Republicans by Number of Social Issues in Disagreement with Party in 

2012 

 
 

Table 18: Percentage of Independents by Number of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Economic Party in 2012 

 

 
 
  

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Democrats with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Democrats with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Democrats        

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 52.9 20.96 48.62

1 25.77 27.3 25.85

2 15.03 28.09 15.24

3 5.48 16.27 8.74

4 0.81 7.38 1.55

n 11,006 827 1,202

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Republicans with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Republicans with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Republicans      

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 61.49 34.54 52.93

1 26.46 29.41 30.24

2 8.95 26.61 12.65

3 3 6.3 2.93

4 0.1 3.14 1.25

n 5,787 3,450 1,652

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with 

Party

Independents with 

Democratic Economic 

Position

Independents with 

Republican Economic 

Position

Independents 

Unsure of Economic 

Position

0 19.12 20.99 5.41

1 23.48 18.34 14.3

2 25.69 23.96 17.68

3 20.62 29.92 28.62

4 11.08 6.79 33.99

n 7,183 4,798 1,416
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 With these distributions in mind, I captured the effects of cross-pressuring (for partisans) 

and having mixed-party issue profiles (for Independents) on vote choice in 2008 and 2012 using 

logistic regression models. I regressed vote choice on a set of dummy variables that 

corresponded to the number of social issues in disagreement with party while controlling for 

demographic factors. The 2008 models control for age, gender, income, retrospective view on 

the economy, and racial resentment. The 2012 models control for age, gender, ideology, 

retrospective view on the economy, and racial resentment. The racial resentment measure is 

coded so that a “1” indicated high levels of racial resentment and a “0” indicated low levels of 

racial resentment and the retrospective economic variable is coded so that a “1” indicated that the 

respondent felt the economy was getting better and a “0” indicated that the respondent felt that 

the economy was getting worse.
17

 All models include whites only due to the racial resentment 

variable. The dependent variable in 2008 has a “1” for an Obama (Democratic) vote and a “0” 

for a McCain (Republican) vote and the dependent variable in 2012 has a “1” for an Obama 

(Democratic) vote and a “0” for a Romney (Republican) vote.  

There are nine logistic regression models for 2008 and nine logistic regression models for 

2012. Models 1-9 use 2008 data while models 10-18 use 2012 data.
18

 Models 1-3 are or 

                                                           
17

 Due to the racial resentment variable, I only model for whites. I operationalized symbolic racism using a series of 

questions that measure racial resentment. The questions ask respondents to agree or disagree with the following four 

questions: (1)“Generations of slavery and discrimination have created conditions that make it difficult for African 

Americans to work their way out of the lower class.” (2) “Many other minority groups have overcome prejudice and 

worked their way up. African Americans should do the same without any special favors.” (3) “Over the past few 

years, African Americans have gotten less than they deserve.” (4) “It’s really a matter of some people not trying 

hard enough; if African Americans would only try harder they could be just as well off as whites.” Respondents 

could answer either “agree strongly,” “agree somewhat,” “neither agree nor disagree,” “disagree somewhat,” and 

“disagree strongly.” My racial resentment variable was scaled and created from a one-dimensional factor analysis 

where higher scores indicated high levels of racial resentment while low scores indicated low levels of racial 

resentment. (The mean was set to zero and standard deviation was set to one.)  
18

 Models 2 and 3 do not control for income. Income coefficients are statistically insignificant for these models and 

predicted probabilities are very similar with or without income included. Model 12 does not control for age. Age 

coefficients are statistically insignificant and do not strongly affect predicted probabilities. Models 12, 13, and 15 do 

not control for ideology. These coefficients are statistically insignificant and do not strongly affect predicted 

probabilities.  
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Democrats, Models 4-6 are for Republicans, and Models 5-9 are for Independents. Model 1 is for 

Democrats who are only cross-pressured on social issues. Model 2 is for Democrats who are 

cross-pressured on both economic and social issues. Model 3 is for Democrats who are unsure of 

their economic position and are cross-pressured on social issues. Model 4 is for Republicans who 

are only cross-pressured on social issues. Model 5 is for Republicans who are cross-pressured on 

both economic and social issues. Model 6 is for Republicans who are unsure of their economic 

position and are cross-pressured on social issues. Model 7 is for Independents who take a 

Democratic economic position and Republican social positions. Model 8 is for Independents who 

take a Republican economic position and Democratic social positions. Model 9 is for 

Independents who are unsure of their economic position and take Republican social positions.  

Models 10-12 are for Democrats, Models 13-15 are for Republicans, and Models 16-18 

are for Independents. These models are ordered in the same pattern as those in 2008. Model 10 is 

for Democrats who are only cross-pressured on social issues. Model 11 is for Democrats who are 

cross-pressured on both economic and social issues. Model 12 is for Democrats who are unsure 

of their economic position and are cross-pressured on social issues. Model 13 is for Republicans 

who are only cross-pressured on social issues. Model 14 is for Republicans who are cross-

pressured on both economic and social issues. Model 15 is for Republicans who are unsure of 

their economic position and are cross-pressured on social issues. Model 16 is for Independents 

who take a Democratic economic position and Republican social positions. Model 17 is for 

Independents who take a Republican economic position and Democratic social positions. Model 

18 is for Independents who are unsure of their economic position and take Republican social 

positions. See tables 7-12.  
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Negative logistic coefficients for racial resentment in all models explain the inverse 

relationship between voting for Obama and having high levels of racial resentment. Those with 

high levels of racial resentment are less likely to vote for Obama. For every one unit of change in 

racial resentment, the log odds of voting for Obama decreases by the coefficient value. In most 

cases and in both 2008 and 2012, the coefficient values of racial resentment are smaller than the 

coefficient values of the constructed partisan and Independent variables. This means that while 

racial resentment had a significant effect on vote choice in these elections, a greater predictor of 

vote choice was the number of social issues in disagreement with party for partisans and 

Independents.  

Positive logistic coefficients for retrospective economic variable in the 2012 models 

explain that when individuals feel that the economy in the past year has been better, they are 

more likely to support the incumbent candidate. This result is in agreement with several other 

works that explain the importance of the past’s economic conditions on the present’s voting 

decisions (Gelman and King 1993; Vavreck 2009). 

The coefficients of most interest or the ones that indicate the number of social issues in 

disagreement with party vary in direction given the partisan. For Democrats, in both 2008 and 

2012, coefficients are negative, which indicate that as Democrats are cross-pressured on an 

increasing number of social issues compared to being cross-pressured on no social issues, the log 

odds of voting for Obama decreases by the coefficent value. For Republicans, in both 2008 and 

2012, the coefficients are positive. This indicates that compared to being cross-pressured on no 

social issues, as Republicans are cross-pressured on an increasing number of social issues, the 

log odds of voting for Obama increases by the coefficient value. Thus, as Republicans are in 

agreement with Democratic positions on an increasing number of social issues, the log odds of 
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voting for Obama increases by the coefficient value compared to being in agreement with 

Democratic positions on no social issues.  



85 
 

Table 19: 2008 Logistic Regression Results for Democrats 

 

MODEL 1 MODEL 2 MODEL 3

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 0.144 0.296 0.612

(0.286) (0.952) (1.687)

50-64 -0.0268 -1.005 -0.767

(0.282) (0.976) (1.710)

65+ 0.0393 -0.0473 -0.178

(0.303) (1.147) (1.839)

Retrospective Economy -0.335 -1.977** 0.0293

(0.355) (0.898) (1.897)

Male 0.557*** 0.249 0.324

(0.162) (0.626) (1.193)

Income:

$25,000-$49,999 0.0711 - -

(0.200)

$50,000-$79,999 0.121 - -

(0.216)

$80,000-$149,999 0.706** - -

(0.284)

$150,000+ 0.900 - -

(0.702)

Racial Resentment -0.912*** -0.242 -0.727

(0.107) (0.341) (0.689)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 -0.943*** -3.417*** -2.173

(0.230) (1.093) (1.679)

2 -1.653*** -2.585** -3.072*

(0.239) (1.217) (1.590)

3 -2.110*** -3.414*** -3.967**

(0.272) (1.292) (1.795)

4 -3.782*** -5.641*** -1.798

(0.546) (1.875) (2.638)

Constant 2.65 4.048 4.273

(0.335) (1.308) (1.974)

Source: CCAP 2008, weights applied

N: Model 1=2737, Model 2=144, Model 3=100 

Standard errors in parentheses

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for McCain
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Table 20: 2008 Logistic Regression Results for Republicans 

 

MODEL 4 MODEL 5 MODEL 6

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 -1.246** -0.776** 0.935

(0.514) (0.333) (1.188)

50-64 -2.102*** -1.023*** 2.174

(0.595) (0.342) (1.450)

65+ -1.646*** -0.771** 2.112

(0.639) (0.366) (1.547)

Retrospective Economy -0.394 -1.223*** -2.472**

(0.460) (0.347) (1.182)

Male 0.771* 0.398* -0.519

(0.429) (0.213) (0.776)

Income:

$25,000-$49,999 0.358 0.343 -2.626**

(1.161) (0.319) (1.041)

$50,000-$79,999 0.734 0.0409 -0.717

(1.132) (0.350) (0.953)

$80,000-$149,999 0.974 0.213 -0.0822

(1.119) (0.378) (1.079)

$150,000+ 1.855* 1.663*** -1.432

(1.127) (0.514) (2.016)

Racial Resentment -0.754*** -0.784*** -2.989***

(0.243) (0.123) (0.690)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 2.141** 1.807*** -1.229

(0.885) (0.518) (0.840)

2 3.337*** 1.772*** -0.608

(0.872) (0.522) (0.950)

3 2.967*** 2.602*** 1.535

(0.969) (0.533) (1.163)

4 5.799*** 3.976*** -1.928

(1.098) (0.589) (2.203)

Constant -5.438 -2.767 -0.917

(1.407) (0.606) (1.287)

Source: CCAP 2008, weights applied

N: Model 4=1886, Model 5=1211, Model 6=166

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for McCain

Standard errors in parentheses

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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Table 21: 2008 Logistic Regression Results for Independents 

 

MODEL 7 MODEL 8 MODEL 9

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 -0.00535 0.474 -0.101

(0.302) (0.707) (1.197)

50-64 -0.365 0.390 -1.850

(0.298) (0.726) (1.516)

65+ -0.297 0.303 -2.624

(0.313) (0.754) (2.234)

Retrospective Economy -1.776*** -1.999*** -2.155

(0.342) (0.499) (1.454)

Male 0.140 0.865** 0.999

(0.167) (0.399) (0.820)

Income:

$25,000-$49,999 -0.141 -0.132 1.433

(0.241) (0.720) (1.261)

$50,000-$79,999 -0.498** 0.353 1.073

(0.245) (0.717) (1.225)

$80,000-$149,999 -0.219 0.164 -0.432

(0.278) (0.690) (1.248)

$150,000+ 0.165 -0.752 -3.316

(0.562) (0.777) (4.144)

Racial Resentment -0.866*** -1.238*** -2.434***

(0.109) (0.210) (0.753)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 -1.255*** 3.481*** -1.494

(0.294) (0.772) (1.458)

2 -2.008*** 1.449* -2.436*

(0.298) (0.775) (1.464)

3 -3.232*** 1.514** -5.443***

(0.326) (0.765) (1.736)

4 -3.886*** 4.525*** -4.120**

(0.507) (0.846) (1.678)

Constant 3.079 -3.589 3.637

(0.408) (1.048) (1.639)

Source: CCAP 2008, weights applied

N: Model 7=1456, Model 8=616, Model 9=82 

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for McCain

Standard errors in parentheses

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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Table 22: 2012 Logistic Regression Results for Democrats 

 
 

MODEL 10 MODEL 11 MODEL 12

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 1.031*** 3.696*** -

(0.233) (1.185)

50-64 1.121*** 1.967* -

(0.235) (1.190)

65+ 0.626*** 0.291 -

(0.231) (1.243)

Retrospective Economy 0.332 -0.455 2.544***

(0.228) (1.333) (0.631)

Male 0.176 -0.551 -0.00936

(0.148) (0.815) (0.459)

Ideology:

Liberal -0.419 1.982 -

(0.437) (2.309)

Moderate -1.059** -2.341 -

(0.436) (1.839)

Conservative -1.887*** -2.000 -

(0.463) (1.945)

Very Conservative -2.603*** -2.208 -

(0.532) (2.289)

Racial Resentment -0.741*** -3.187*** -0.295

(0.0974) (0.684) (0.258)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 -0.583*** -3.180*** -0.0665

(0.205) (1.139) (0.598)

2 -0.942*** -2.257* -2.296***

(0.218) (1.165) (0.563)

3 -2.714*** -0.505 -3.192***

(0.240) (1.005) (0.594)

4 -3.118*** -4.464*** -3.088***

(0.407) (1.711) (0.755)

Constant 3.212*** 2.721 1.582***

(0.445) (2.041) (0.419)

Source: CCAP 2012, weights applied

N: Model 10=4937, Model 11=231, Model 12=333

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for Romney

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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Table 23: 2012 Logistic Regression Results for Republicans 

 
 

MODEL 13 MODEL 14 MODEL 15

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 -0.468 -0.677*** -1.858***

(0.388) (0.208) (0.439)

50-64 -0.711 -1.134*** -1.254***

(0.439) (0.217) (0.408)

65+ -0.668 -0.681*** -2.184***

(0.443) (0.230) (0.502)

Retrospective Economy 1.484*** -0.0515 -0.430

(0.430) (0.236) (0.468)

Male -0.625** -0.344** -0.504

(0.306) (0.152) (0.386)

Ideology:

Liberal - -2.332*** -

(0.812)

Moderate - -1.125 -

(0.684)

Conservative - -1.598** -

(0.686)

Very Conservative - -2.185*** -

(0.756)

Racial Resentment -0.863*** -0.267*** -0.747***

(0.211) (0.0954) (0.219)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 0.589* 1.514*** 1.516***

(0.339) (0.238) (0.391)

2 1.115** 2.045*** 1.762***

(0.446) (0.239) (0.474)

3 0.937 2.997*** 3.108***

(0.731) (0.306) (0.664)

4 3.964*** 4.519*** 3.512***

(1.137) (0.439) (1.363)

Constant -3.881*** -0.638 -1.726***

(0.446) (0.718) (0.441)

Source: CCAP 2012, weights applied

N: Model 13=3329, Model 14=1571, Model 15=842

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for Romney

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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Table 24: 2012 Logistic Regression Results for Independents 

 
 

MODEL 16 MODEL 17 MODEL 18

Independent Variable Coef. Coef. Coef.

Age

30-49 0.397** 0.691*** 0.126

(0.186) (0.261) (0.423)

50-64 0.564*** 0.566** -0.445

(0.187) (0.266) (0.482)

65+ 0.242 0.496* -0.865*

(0.194) (0.269) (0.509)

Retrospective Economy 0.925*** 1.082*** -0.330

(0.196) (0.237) (0.414)

Male 0.199 0.0942 -0.441

(0.123) (0.161) (0.282)

Ideology:

Liberal -0.0182 2.411*** -0.510

(0.508) (0.865) (1.803)

Moderate -0.665 0.552 -4.243***

(0.474) (0.807) (1.354)

Conservative -1.736*** -0.211 -5.717***

(0.490) (0.820) (1.373)

Very Conservative -1.066** -0.0674 -5.107***

(0.531) (0.858) (1.436)

Racial Resentment -0.994*** -0.821*** -0.948***

(0.0837) (0.107) (0.166)

# of Social Issues in 

Disagreement with Party

1 -1.317*** 1.580*** -2.498*

(0.382) (0.318) (1.299)

2 -2.365*** 0.970*** -3.202**

(0.368) (0.302) (1.297)

3 -3.106*** -0.131 -4.800***

(0.366) (0.329) (1.285)

4 -4.047*** 3.699*** -4.757***

(0.386) (0.383) (1.298)

Constant 3.645*** -3.571*** 8.310***

(0.600) (0.896) (1.917)

Source: CCAP 2012, weights applied

N: Model 16=2920, Model 17=2254, Model 18=717

Dependent variable is presidential vote choice, coded as "1" for Obama and "0" for Romney

*p<.10; **p<.05; ***p<.01
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These directional results are confirmed after analyzing the predicted probabilities: when 

using the mean values for all of the explanatory variables, I find that as expected, partisans in 

both 2008 and 2012 are generally hard to steal by the opposing party (see tables 13-18). When 

partisans are cross-pressured only on social issues, it becomes likely for them to support the 

opposing party’s candidate only when they agree with the opposing party on four social issues. 

(Less than one percent of partisans who are cross-pressured on social issues are cross-pressured 

on four social issues in both 2008 and 2012.) In most cases, even at this point, partisans do not 

defect. This defection only occurs among Democrats in 2008. Hence, for Republicans in 2008 

and 2012 and Democrats in 2012, when cross-pressured only on social issues, they fail to defect 

from their parties.  

 

Table 25: 2008 Predicted Probabilities for Democrats: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Democrats with 

Democratic 

Economic Position

Democrats with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Democrats     

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.971 0.972 0.988

(0.961, 0.982) (0.917, 1.027) (0.957, 1.020)

1 0.930 0.532 0.907

(0.909, 0.950) (0.353, 0.712) (0.754, 1.059)

2 0.867 0.723 0.798

(0.827, 0.906) (0.478, 0.969) (0.557, 1.039)

3 0.804 0.533 0.618

(0.737, 0.871) (0.187, 0.879) (0.110, 1.125)

4 0.436 0.110 0.934

(0.188, 0.684) (-0.181, 0.400) (0.668, 1.200)

n 2737 144 100

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities
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Table 26: 2008 Predicted Probabilities for Republicans: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

Table 27: 2008 Predicted Probabilities for Independents: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Republicans with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Republicans with 

Democratic 

Economic Position

Republicans 

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.002 0.021 0.051

(-0.001, 0.004) (0.001, 0.041) (-0.016, 0.119)

1 0.014 0.115 0.016

(0.004, 0.024) (0.089, 0.150) (-0.009, 0.040)

2 0.045 0.111 0.029

(0.016, 0.073) (0.075, 0.148) (-0.020, 0.077)

3 0.031 0.223 0.201

(-0.002, 0.064) (0.148, 0.298) (-0.135, 0.537)

4 0.354 0.532 0.008

(0.032, 0.677) (0.375, 0.689) (-0.026, 0.042)

n 1886 1211 166

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Independents 

with Democratic 

Economic Position

Independents with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Independents 

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.935 0.018 0.980

(0.905, 0.966) (-0.006, 0.042) (0.931, 1.030)

1 0.805 0.370 0.918

(0.759, 0.850) (0.220, 0.520) (0.757, 1.079)

2 0.660 0.072 0.814

(0.593, 0.727) (0.025, 0.118) (0.592, 1.035)

3 0.363 0.076 0.178

(0.274, 0.453) (0.028, 0.124) (-0.087, 0.442)

4 0.229 0.625 0.448

(0.078, 0.380) (0.408, 0.843) (-0.025, 0.921)

n 1456 616 82

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities



93 
 

Table 28: 2012 Predicted Probabilities for Democrats: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

Table 29: 2012 Predicted Probabilities for Republicans: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Democrats with 

Democratic 

Economic Position

Democrats with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Democrats     

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.979 0.862 0.925

(0.973, 0.985) (0.664, 1.060) (0.872, 0.978)

1 0.963 0.206 0.921

(0.952, 0.975) (-0.022, 0.434) (0.854, 0.987)

2 0.949 0.396 0.555

(0.930, 0.967) (0.031, 0.760) (0.361, 0.749)

3 0.758 0.791 0.337

(0.682, 0.834) (0.584, 0.997) (0.148, 0.526)

4 0.676 0.067 0.361

(0.509, 0.844) (-0.111, 0.246) (0.072, 0.650)

n 4937 231 333

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Republicans with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Republicans with 

Democratic 

Economic Position

Republicans 

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.007 0.041 0.017

(0.004, 0.010) (0.026, 0.057) (0.006, 0.028)

1 0.012 0.163 0.074

(0.006, 0.019) (0.128, 0.198) (0.039, 0.110)

2 0.021 0.249 0.093

(0.005, 0.037) (0.201, 0.297) (0.031, 0.155)

3 0.018 0.462 0.283

(-0.006, 0.042) (0.352, 0.572) (0.043, 0.524)

4 0.269 0.797 0.372

(-0.166, 0.704) (0.676, 0.919) (-0.232, 0.976)

n 3329 1571 842

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities
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Table 30: 2012 Predicted Probabilities for Independents: Likelihood of Voting for Obama 

 
 

 

When partisans are cross-pressured on social and economic issues, it is still unlikely for 

them to support the opposing party’s candidate. For partisans in this category, only when 

partisans are cross-pressured on four social issues does it become likely that they will support the 

opposing party’s candidate. (Less than seven percent of partisans who are cross-pressured on 

social and economic issues are cross-pressured on four social issues in 2008 and 2012.) This 

finding generally exists in both election years. Aside from one instance with Democrats who are 

cross-pressured on both economic and social issues in 2012, all other partisans in 2008 and 2012 

continue to support their party’s candidate even when cross-pressured on economic issues in 

addition to social issues. Another way to think about this is that when a partisan agrees with the 

opposing party’s position on economic and social issues, he is still likely to vote for his party’s 

candidate! This finding supports the idea that partisanship is the strongest predictor of vote 

# of Social Issues 

in Disagreement 

with Party

Independents with 

Democratic 

Economic Position

Independents with 

Republican 

Economic Position

Independents 

Unsure of 

Economic Position

0 0.982 0.045 0.973

(0.970, 0.994) (0.023, 0.066) (0.907, 1.039)

1 0.936 0.185 0.746

(0.917, 0.955) (0.137, 0.232) (0.619, 0.874)

2 0.838 0.110 0.593

(0.804, 0.871) (0.081, 0.138) (0.439, 0.747)

3 0.711 0.039 0.228

(0.664, 0.758) (0.025, 0.054) (0.128, 0.328)

4 0.490 0.654 0.235

(0.407, 0.572) (0.535, 0.772) (0.135, 0.335)

n 2920 2254 717

*95% Conf. Intervals in parentheses

Predicted Probabilities
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choice (Campbell, et al. 1960). It emphasizes for partisans the strength of parties over issue 

positions as well.  

Furthermore, these results suggest that microtargeting may not be as effective as 

campaigns hope—compared to being cross-pressured on fewer social issues, only when partisans 

are heavily at odds with their party on four social issues does microtargeting lead to stolen 

partisans. An additional point to consider is the number of partisans in these categories of being 

heavily cross-pressured. For partisans, among those who are either agreeing or disagreeing with 

their party on economic issues, typically less than seven percent are cross-pressured on four 

social issues. This small percentage leads campaigns to make a tough decision. Is it worth the 

high cost of microtargeting to try to persuade a sliver of the partisan electorate? 

Opposing parties will still have difficulty stealing partisans when partisans are unsure of 

their economic position. Partisans in this category remain loyal to their parties until they reach 

the point of being in disagreement with their party on at least three social issues (this occurs 

among Democrats in 2012). Among Democrats in 2008 and Republicans in 2008 and 2012, 

partisans who are unsure of their economic position remain loyal to their party rather than to 

defect to the opposing party even when disagreeing with their party on four social issues. This 

result illustrates the power of partisanship over issue positions for partisans.   

Within each category of being cross-pressured on social issues while either agreeing with 

their party on economic issues, disagreeing with their party on economic issues, or being unsure 

on economic issues, I find that partisans who disagree with sequentially increasing numbers of 

social issues are generally easier to steal by the opposing party. While it does become easier to 

steal partisans as the number of disagreement on social issues increases, the chance of voting for 
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the opposing party’s candidate usually surpasses the 50% mark or the midway point when 

partisans are cross-pressured on four social issues.  

While I have found that partisans use partisanship as a voting guide, results explain that 

without partisanship, issue positions become influential to vote choice for Independents. 

Specifically, for Independents, economic issue positions drive voting decisions more so than 

social issue positions. As I expected, Independents generally resemble partisans of the party 

whose economic position they take. Independents with a Democratic economic position and 

Republican social positions are likely to support the Republican candidate only when they agree 

with Republican positions on at least three social issues. (Over 20 percent of Independents with 

these mixed issue profiles disagree on at least three social issues in 2008. In 2012, over 30 

percent of Independents are in disagreement with at least three Democratic social issues.) 

Independents with a Republican economic position and Democratic social positions are likely to 

support the Democratic candidate only when they agree with the Democratic positions of four 

social issues. (Eight percent of Independents in this category disagree with four Republican 

social issue positions in 2008. Seven percent of Independents are in this position in 2012.)  

Independents vote with their social positions only when they are unsure of their economic 

position. Independents who are unsure of their economic position while agreeing with the 

Democratic position on two to four social issues are very likely to vote for the Democratic 

candidate. Once they agree with the Republican position on at least three of the social issues, 

they become likely to support the Republican candidate. (In 2008, 35 percent of Independents 

who are unsure of their economic position disagree with the Democratic party on at least three 

social issues and in 2012, 63 percent of Independents are also in this position.) 
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When Independents resemble partisans on issue positions, Independents are easier to 

steal. This pattern emphasizes the connection that partisans have to their parties. Without this 

connection, Independents fall back on their issue positions (usually economic issue positions) to 

guide their votes.  

When choosing whom to microtarget, campaigns should focus on Independents since 

these voters are the ones who rely on issues rather than partisanship. Rather than persuading 

someone to change her partisanship, an easier route is to persuade her on an issue position. 

Campaigns should also specifically emphasize economic issues when microtargeting since 

Independents who have economic positions are voting with those positions in mind. If campaigns 

know that Independents are unsure of their economic positions, then they should unquestionably 

microtarget them on social issues since large percentages of Independents with mixed issue 

profiles are in this category. Lastly, greater percentages of Independents are cross-pressured on 

at least three social issues in comparison to percentages of partisans who are cross-pressured on 

at least three social issues. This suggests that a higher utility can be gained from microtargeting 

efforts when they are directed at Independents in comparison to partisans.  

In summary, I find support for all of my expectations. Probabilities show that when 

partisans are cross-pressured on social issues, those who agree with the party on economic issues 

will be the most difficult to steal, followed by those who don't have an economic position (they 

are either unsure or don’t know enough to have an economic position), followed by those who 

disagree with the party on economic issues. Independents, without the party label, vote for the 

party whose economic positions they agree with. Independents who do not have an economic 

position rely on their social positions.  
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Issue positions thus become important mainly for Independents who by definition cannot 

rely on partisanship.  Green, Palmquist, and Schickler explain that “compared to Independents, 

partisans are much more likely to feel anger when thinking about leaders of the opposing party” 

(Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002). They also state that “like long-standing fans of a local 

sports team, they [partisans] have a clear sense of which team to root for. Their team is 

embedded in how they think of themselves (Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002).” This idea is 

clearly demonstrated by my results with partisans continuing to vote for their party’s candidate 

up until the point when they disagree on four social issues, and in some cases, even when they 

disagree with their party on all four social issues. One explanation for this outcome is that 

“partisans may simply sense that their own party’s candidate has their best interests at heart” 

(Green, Palmquist and Schickler 2002). 

 

MICROTARGETING MEASURES 

This research supported previous findings that partisanship is the main influencer to vote 

choice for partisans. As a result of this relationship, partisans are unlikely to defect from their 

parties. Independents, however, differ from partisans because of their lack of partisanship. 

Therefore, they rely on issue positions with economic issues taking precedence over social issues 

to form their voting decisions. 

All of these results were based on the assumption that the survey participants were 

exposed to microtargeting tactics by the campaigns during the 2008 and 2012 elections. A more 

nuanced study would incorporate knowledge of this information and compare probabilities of 

voting for the opposing party’s candidate while being microtargeted and not being microtargeted. 

As an initial step towards this kind of research, I conducted preliminary research using the 2008 



99 
 

CCAP data. In this dataset, participants answered a series of survey questions known as the 

“campaign diary.” These questions asked whether the participant engaged in campaign activities 

of multiple kinds such as attending campaigning events, donating money to a campaign, or 

discussing the candidate. I selected “got mail from candidate” as a proxy to microtargeting. Due 

to the individualized messaging that exists with microtargeting, one of the main vehicles for 

disseminating microtargeted messages is through mail. Thus, in order to measure if 

microtargeting was effective, I studied partisans who were cross-pressured only on social issues 

and who also received mail from the opposing party’s candidate. I used responses from the 

September wave of the 2008 dataset in order to capture any microtargeting activity that occurred 

during the general election and not the primary election.  

Basic cross tab outcomes indicate that microtargeting was effective in motivating 

partisans to support the opposing party’s candidate. Without controlling for any other factors, 

15% of Democrats who were cross-pressured on social issues and received mail from the 

McCain campaign voted for McCain in November. This is in comparison to 6% who did not 

receive any microtargeting from McCain. Of course, these percentages still indicate that the 

majority of socially cross-pressured Democrats supported Obama, their party’s candidate. But it 

does suggest that microtargeting could be used to persuade some partisans. Similar results exist 

with Republicans. These simple cross tabs, however, reflect very small sample sizes and should 

just be used as guidelines for future research. A more thorough study would study the messages 

sent by the opposing candidates and verify that the messages discuss the appropriate wedge 

issues for the individual receiving them while also measuring any cross-pressuring on economic 

and social issues. 
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In all, results suggest that whether microtargeting is a successful and effective campaign 

method is questionable. More research needs to be conducted to accurately measure effects of 

microtargeting. However, this study has found that partisanship dominates all else when 

partisans are making up their voting decisions. For Independents who do not have partisanship, 

issues are influential.   
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 
 

In this dissertation, I argued that different campaign messages make different impacts by 

affecting turnout and vote choice. The results from my papers provide political messaging 

guidelines for campaigns and candidates. First, I find that political messages should consider the 

existing environment or political situation that the candidate is in. For instance, female 

candidates must consider gender biases when crafting their messages. Second, campaigns should 

be mindful of the political issues that affect the general public before developing messages on 

narrow and specific topics that affect only a subgroup of the population. For example, polls have 

consistently shown that the economy is one of the most important issues to voters. While 

campaigns may try to consider specific issues that may be relevant to individuals based on their 

interests or backgrounds, sometimes a broad, general topic like the economy is more effective. 

Third, campaigns must consider the audience when developing messages. Partisans remain loyal 

to their parties even in the face of large differences. Independents, however, can be swayed with 

economic issues.  

These findings are of interest to those who want to learn about how to influence elections. 

My research argues that campaigns can impact election outcomes by carefully building campaign 

messages. By evaluating the audience and the context, campaigns have an opportunity to create 

impressions on voters and shape their voting decisions. This dissertation provokes other research 

questions along these lines. For instance, political scientists have already wondered about how 

the time of delivery of these messages affects voters. Research has been conducted on the decay 

effect of messages, which helps campaigns pinpoint the best time to urge voters to vote (Gerber, 

et al. 2011; Hill, et al. n.d.). Learning about this optimal window for message delivery will 
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enable campaigns to effectively use their campaign dollars. Similarly, what is the optimal 

number of messages that must be received in order for an individual to have an understanding of 

the message? The answer to this question will also help campaigns calculate the appropriate 

number of outreaches to make. Another question to ask is how the messages’ sources affect 

voters. What if the source was a celebrity endorser versus an interest group versus the campaign? 

These questions could be studied through field experiments in order to gain external validity.  

In conclusion, my argument that different campaign messages matter reflects on the idea 

that campaigns matter in general. Although this larger idea is also debatable, I have worked 

under the arguments formulated by scholars who have found that campaign activities and 

engagements such as conventions, debates, and political ads are influencing voters’ decisions. In 

order to continue to establish these findings, political scientists and campaigns should work 

together to learn about the optimal ways to converse with voters and hence, ensure that 

democracy continues to exist.  
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