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Abstract When evaluating political candidates, citizens can draw on partisan
stereotypes and use partisan cues to make inferences about the candidates’ issue
positions without undertaking a costly information search. As long as candidates
adopt policy positions that are congruent with partisan stereotypes, partisan cues can
help citizens make an accurate voting decision with limited information. However,
if candidates take counter-stereotypical positions, it is incumbent upon citizens to
recognize it and adjust their evaluations accordingly. Using the dual-processing
framework, I hypothesize about the conditions under which individuals reduce their
reliance on partisan cues and scrutinize counter-stereotypical messages, and test
these hypotheses with experimental data collected from a nationally representative
sample of adults. The findings show that whether individuals punish a candidate
from their party for taking a counter-stereotypical position is contingent on the
salience of the issue and the political awareness of the message recipient. The article
concludes with a discussion of the theoretical and normative implications of these
findings.

Keywords Partisan cues - Partisan stereotypes - Counter-stereotypical
position taking - Candidate evaluations - Dual-processing

Even though Americans often lack a basic understanding of complicated policy
debates (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996), there are a number of cognitive heuristics
available that help citizens make political decisions. Party labels are a primary
example, as they provide vital cues that help citizens choose policy positions on novel
issues (e.g., Druckman 2001c; Zaller 1992) and political candidates (e.g., Campbell
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et al. 1960; Downs 1957). Because political parties have policy reputations (cf.
Snyder and Ting 2002) and the policy preferences of party adherents in the mass
electorate tend to line up with partisan stereotypes (Green et al. 2002), citizens are
able to make sense of political discourse and, ultimately, evaluate politicians in light
of the stereotypes they possess about the major political parties’ stances on issues
(Rahn 1993). Accordingly, uninformed citizens can use partisan cues to make the
same decisions they would if they were actually informed (Druckman 2001a).
Under these conditions, partisan cues enhance democratic accountability and
responsiveness.

However, a reliance on partisan cues is only an efficient strategy for making
desired choices insofar as partisan elites take positions that coincide with those
partisan stereotypes. What happens if a party elite stakes out positions that are
inconsistent with partisan stereotypes (henceforth, counter-stereotypical position
taking)? Do citizens’ partisan loyalties allow the “messenger [to] overwhelm the
message” (Kuklinski and Hurley 1994, 731; see also Rahn 1993; Van Houweling
and Sniderman 2007, Unpublished), or can partisans identify counter-stereotypical
behavior and punish partisan elites who refuse to toe the party line?

In the remainder of this paper, I build on Rahn’s (1993) seminal study of partisan
stereotypes and use the dual-processor model of information processing to
hypothesize about the conditions under which citizens hold candidates from their
party accountable for taking counter-stereotypical positions. I then test these
hypotheses using experimental data gathered from a nationally representative
sample of U.S. adults. In contrast to previous research (Hovland et al. 1953;
Kuklinski and Hurley 1994; Rahn 1993), I do find instances in which citizens punish
their party’s candidate for taking positions that are at odds with their party’s
platform. However, the negative effects of counter-stereotypical messages are
contingent on the salience of the issue raised by the messenger and the political
awareness of the recipient. As political awareness and issue salience decreases,
individuals give more latitude to partisan elites by failing to negatively evaluate
candidates who espouse counter-stereotypical positions.

The Effects of Counter-Stereotypical Position Taking

Because the cognitive capacity of humans is limited, people are unable to
systematically process every piece of information that they encounter. Conse-
quently, individuals often rely on information shortcuts, commonly called
heuristics, to arrive at judgments without expending a great deal of cognitive
energy in the process (Nisbett and Ross 1980). In political settings, citizens use a
number of heuristics to aid their evaluation of candidates (cf. Lau and Redlawsk
2001). Principal among these are partisan cues and stereotypes. When evaluating a
candidate, individuals need not invest much energy trying to figure out whether the
candidate’s positions on issues align with theirs, if they know the candidate’s party
affiliation. All things being equal, Democrats can assume that they will be better
represented by Democratic candidates and Republicans can assume the same about
Republican candidates (Rahn 1993).
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Yet there is no guarantee that political candidates will always adopt policy
positions that conform with prevailing partisan stereotypes. Politicians may
sometimes find it expedient to advocate political positions that are at odds with
their party platform. One need only look to recent history to find examples:
President Bill Clinton’s move rightward on the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) and welfare reform and President George W. Bush’s move to
the left on education reform and the Medicare drug plan. In these instances, what are
people to do when confronted with a counter-stereotypical message delivered by a
politician affiliated with their political party? If individuals process the message
systematically, they can identify the expectancy-incongruent issue position, reject it,
and punish the source by downgrading their evaluation of him or her. However, if
individuals process the message heuristically, they may use the partisan cue as a
positive indicator and discount or ignore the counter-stereotypical message.

From a normative perspective, if partisan cues overwhelm the message and allow
partisan elites to violate value consistency, it may require a modification of the
sanguine view toward source cue heuristics that permeates much of the public
opinion literature. Rather than consistently being “a reasonable way” to surmount
lack of knowledge about political issues (Druckman 2001c, 78; see also Druckman
2001b; Lau and Redlawsk 1997; Lupia 1994; Lupia and McCubbins 1998; Mondak
1993, but see Bartels 1996, 2003; Kuklinski and Quirk 2000; Lau and Redlawsk
2001), individuals who rely on heuristic processing risk being lead astray by
counter-stereotypical messages. When credible elites take counter-stereotypical
positions, it may be more desirable for citizens to engage in systematic processing
and actively attempt to understand the message before deciding to accept or reject it.

Extant research on the effects of political rhetoric demonstrates that individuals
are capable of deliberately weighing the considerations presented in political
messages and forming an opinion that is consistent with their predispositions
(Brewer 2001; Haider-Markel and Josly 2001; Nelson et al. 1997a, b). However,
studies of counter-stereotypical messages suggest that source cues, particularly
partisan cues, can short-circuit systemic processing, causing people to dissociate
their predispositions from their subsequent opinions (Hovland et al. 1953, 42;
Kuklinski and Hurley 1994; Rahn 1993; Van Houweling and Sniderman 2007,
Unpublished). In her path-breaking study, Rahn (1993) presented subjects in an
experiment with a video clip of two fictitious candidates, one Republican and the
other a Democrat, making policy statements on six issue areas, and she uncovered
little evidence of partisans punishing their candidates for making counter-
stereotypical statements (see also Van Houweling and Sniderman 2007, Unpub-
lished). In their study, Kuklinski and Hurley (1994) attributed the statement that
“African—Americans must stop making excuses and rely much more on themselves
to get ahead in society” to one of the following political figures: George H. W.
Bush, Ted Kennedy, Jesse Jackson, or Clarence Thomas. They found that black
subjects’ interpretation of the message’s meaning depended on the race of the
messenger. If the statement was attributed to Bush or Kennedy, black subjects saw it
as evidence that “white people are writing us off,” whereas other black subjects
who read the same statement attributed to either Jackson or Thomas saw it as an
inspirational blandishment for “we black people can do it on our own.” Taken
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together, these studies suggest that when an easy-to-use heuristic, such as a party
label or racial cue, is available, individuals will use it to evaluate the source of a
message in lieu of scrutinizing the message itself.

Yet this conclusion may be incomplete if individuals engage in dual processing.
Dual-processor models contend that humans are not wedded to one type of
information processing strategy, but depending on the circumstances, we are
capable of processing information either heuristically or systematically (Chaiken
et al. 1989; Petty and Cacioppo 1986)." Because systematic processing is costly,
individuals require a reason to engage in it. Thus, in the absence of motivating
factors, people generally process messages heuristically. Intriguingly, a counter-
stereotypical message delivered by an elite from one’s political party should qualify
as a motivating factory and cause individuals to take notice and pay more attention
to the message (Maheswaran and Chaiken 1991; Nelson and Garst 2005; Rahn
1993). However, it is likely that both individual-level and contextual factors affect
whether individuals process counter-stereotypical messages systematically, and
considering how these factors moderate the effects of counter-stereotypical
messages on candidate evaluations may contribute to reconciling the apparent
disconnect between the theoretical expectation derived from the dual processing
framework that counter-stereotypical statements lead to systematic processing and
major findings present in the literature to the contrary.

Moderators

The content of the message itself may provide individuals with a motivation to
scrutinize counter-stereotypical statements. We know that people tend to give more
weight to salient issues in their evaluations of political candidates (e.g., Krosnick
1988), and that personal involvement with an issue increases people’s motivation to
systematically process arguments (Petty and Cacioppo 1986). Accordingly, if the
expectancy-incongruent statement is about an issue that the message recipient finds
of little importance or salience, he or she may be unmotivated to process the
message systematically, and instead, rely on partisan cues when evaluating the
speaker. In contrast, counter-stereotypical statements about salient issues may
induce the message recipient to pay attention and reduce his or her reliance on
partisan cues when evaluating the speaker.

Hypothesis 1: Individuals are more likely to negatively evaluate their party’s
candidate when the candidate makes a counter-stereotypical statement on a salient
issue than they are when the candidate makes a counter-stereotypical statement on a
less salient issue.

! Petty and Cacioppo (1986) call systematic processing, central processing and heuristic processing,
peripheral processing. The elaboration likelihood model that they develop is similar to Chaiken,
Liberman, and Eagly’s framework, but differs in several key respects. Nevertheless, both theories
generate the same observable implications about the effects of counter-stereotypical messages in this
research setting. For the sake of expositional clarity, I use the heuristic-systematic terminology found in
Chaiken et al. (1989).
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Nevertheless, there are a number of reasons why the negative effects of
counter-stereotypical statements may be more pronounced among ideologically
consistent partisans (i.e., liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans;
henceforth ideological partisans). First, the capacity for ideological thought
reduces reliance on party cues and increases the likelihood of evaluating
candidates via the systematic processing route (Lavine and Gschwend 2007).
Second, because party stereotypes are related to the ideological positions
occupied by the two major parties (i.e., the Democratic party is to the left of
the Republican party), counter-stereotypical statements can also be viewed in
ideological terms (cf. Van Houweling and Sniderman 2007, Unpublished). Thus,
a Democrat who makes a conservative statement is also likely making a counter-
stereotypical statement, and such a statement is more likely to raise the ire of
liberal Democrats than it is among conservative Democrats. In the context of the
research question posed here, then, one would expect that ideological partisans
are especially motivated to process counter-stereotypical messages systematically
and punish candidates who make them. Consequently, by studying the effects of
counter-stereotypical messages among all partisans, one may underestimate their
impact.

Hypothesis 2: The negative effects of counter-stereotypical statements should be
stronger among ideological partisans relative to all partisans.

Yet, even on salient issues, citizens cannot punish a candidate for failing to toe
the party line if the partisan stereotype for the issue is not readily accessible in
their memory. Individuals who routinely pay attention to politics possess a larger
store of knowledge about politics as well as the contextual information required to
recognize expectancy-incongruent messages (Zaller 1992). As political awareness
increases, individuals are more likely to process political messages systematically
and less likely to rely on heuristics, such as partisan cues (Cobb and Kuklinski
1997; Kam 2005). Furthermore, partisan cue heuristics are more likely to lead the
politically unaware astray and causing them to vote “incorrectly” by choosing a
candidate they would not have chosen under full information (Lau and Redlawsk
2001).

Hypothesis 3: Individuals are more likely to punish partisan elites for making
counter-stereotypical statements as their level of political awareness increases.

Of course, it is also possible that even politically aware individuals find partisan
stereotypes for low-salience issues unaccessible, and even if they are accessible,
these individuals may be unmotivated to process counter-stereotypical messages
about low-salience issues systematically. As Chaiken et al. (1989, 220) argue,
“people are economy-minded souls” who must have a compelling reason to engage
in effortful thought (see also Petty and Cacioppo 1986, 146).

Hypothesis 4: Politically aware individuals are no more likely than politically
unaware individuals to hold their partisan elites accountable for counter-stereotyp-
ical statements on low-salience issues.
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Experimental Design

Like most studies that investigate the effects of political messages on attitude
formation, I use experimental data to test the hypotheses outlined above. Unlike the
majority of this work, which relies on a college student subject pool, I sampled
subjects from a nationally representative panel of adults constructed by Knowledge
Networks (KN). KN Web TV panelists, who were selected via a random digit
dialing sample, are given a free Internet connection and Microsoft WebTV as long
as they remain in the panel (cf. Clinton and Lapinski 2004, 75). These data are more
representative than the subject pool in the typical laboratory experiment, and KN
data, in general, have been shown to be more reliable than telephone survey data
(Krosnick and Chang 2001, Unpublished).

For the purpose of this study 1,126 adult subjects were assigned to one of eight
treatment conditions (see Table 1 for a the assignment breakdown by treatment
conditions).” Subjects in the treatment groups were asked to read a mock newspaper
article attributed to the New York Times Online Edition about a campaign speech
delivered by a fictional congressional candidate named Kirk Watson and answer a
few survey questions. All participants completed tasks via the Internet on the
WebTV provided by KN. In order to minimize demand effects, subjects were told
that the purpose of the study was “to see how effectively the Internet provides
information on current issues” rather than the real aim of the study.’

The 2 x 2 x 2 design tests the hypotheses by manipulating information in the
news story about the partisan affiliation of the candidate (Democrat or Republican)
and his position (stereotypical or counter-stereotypical) on either abortion (high-
salience issue) or the assignment of responsibility for environmental regulation
within the federal system (low-salience issue).* Abortion is an easy choice as a high-
salience issue, because it is a long-standing conflict in American politics that has
been overlaid onto the party system (Adams 1997), and recent research shows that
opinions on abortion figure prominently in candidate evaluations (Abramowitz
1995). Conversely, the question over which level of government should regulate the
environment is a quintessential low-salience issue. Although it does tap into
disagreements over the scope of government power, which is a long-standing
conflict in American politics (Aldrich 1995), it is a technical issue that addresses
policy means, rather than policy ends. Except in those situations where the policy

2 An additional 142 subjects were assigned to a control group. These individuals were asked to state their
preferences on the issues raised in the treatment conditions, but because they did not read any articles
about the candidates, they were not asked to evaluate them. The treatments did not affect the subjects’
issue attitudes, and thus, are not discussed in this study. These results are available from the author upon
request. The experiment was conducted between January 6 and 12, 2005; the completion rate was 72.4%
and the AAPOR-standard response rate 3 was 41.4%. Because it was drawn from a nationally
representative panel, the sample is quite diverse. (See Table Al in the appendix for a summary of
demographic characteristics.)

3 At the end of the study, subjects were informed that the news story was not real.

4 As a randomization check, a joint-test of statistical significance shows that treatment assignment does
not systematically covary with subjects’ demographic and attitudinal characteristics (age, gender,
education, income, ethnicity, martial status, urbanity, region, home ownership, party identification,
ideology, and knowledge about politics) (32[189] = 184.22, p = 0.585).
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Table 1 Experimental conditions

Treatment group Low-salience issue (Federalism) High-salience issue (Abortion)
Pro-devolution Pro-centralization  Pro-life Pro-choice
position position position position

Stereotypical Rep. source (139) Dem. source (141) Rep. source (143) Dem. source (139)

Counter-stereotypical Dem. source (141) Rep. source (141) Dem. source (143) Rep. source (139)

Note: Number of observations in parentheses

process raises fundamental issues of fairness (Smith et al. 2007), individuals are
typically uninterested in policy means (Carmines and Stimson 1980).

Table 2 displays the wording of the mock newspaper article. Subjects read the
same introductory and concluding paragraphs. The candidate’s issue position and
partisanship is manipulated in the middle paragraph. Note that the structure of the
article, in terms of length, quote placement, and wording, is very similar across
manipulations in order to reduce confounding effects.

After reading the news article, subjects answered a brief questionnaire, providing
the measures for the study. Subjects were asked two questions that tap their
evaluation of the candidate. The first asked, “How much would you like to see Kirk
Watson win the congressional race?”” and the second asked, “How well do you think
Kirk Watson would represent you?” Subjects placed their answers on a S-point
Likert scale.’ In addition, subjects were asked the standard party identification item
and a battery of factual questions to measure their level of political awareness. The
political awareness scale was created by combining subjects’ answers to factual
items in the post-treatment survey with a measure of their educational attainment
(see Price and Zaller 1993).° (The post-treatment questionnaire is reported in the
appendix.) Finally, KN possessed a measure of subjects’ political ideology prior to
the study, eliminating the need to measure it with the post-treatment instrument and
allowing me to identify ideological partisans (i.e., liberal Democrats and conser-
vative Republicans).

Analysis

The effects of the treatment condition were estimated by regressing candidate
evaluations on an indicator for the candidate’s issue position (1 = conservative [pro-
life or pro-devolution], O = liberal), an indicator for the candidate’s party affiliation
(1 = Republican, 0 = Democrat), an indicator for the salience of the issue (1 = high

> Subjects who responded “don’t know” to these items were placed at the center of the scale. The results
generated by this approach do not differ substantively from the alternative strategy in which these
subjects are excluded from the analysis.

6 KN measured subjects’ educational attainment prior to the study, and so it was unnecessary to include it
in the post-treatment survey. The results are not affected substantively by excluding education from the
scale or randomly assigning don’t know responses to correct and incorrect responses to address the
possibility that particular individuals are more likely to answer “don’t know” on knowledge questions
even when they know the correct answer (cf. Mondak 2000).

@ Springer



Polit Behav (2008) 30:139-160

146

pear sjoalgns Jey) [onue jo jred jou arom s3uipeayqns pasIOIeI] 20N

“Noom 1xau sayoaads orouwr daxy suerd

Q)epIpued Ay [, ‘seniAnoe udredwed SUISLAIOUT UIAQ SBY UOSIBA\ "IN AUM SI
[oIyM ‘Aem IoUITe 0F PINOD 0BT AU} JBY) PAJOU U0SIARg N ISATeue [eINIog
ydniSvavd Suipnjouo)

..'1890ut 10 ader jo soueIsur
Ue U99q SBY 1Y) IO YSLI I ST 9JI] S JOYIOW I} IAYM SIOURISUL 1T IS0}
ur 3dooxe uonioqe asoddo | Aym s Jey) pue ‘ysowr 2y} sn Suowe IsAyeom
) Suno9jord 2q poYs M, ‘ABS 0 U0 JUaM [IpL00uaq upo11qnday])
UL, "yooads oy ur pres uosjep I . ‘SOA[SWAY) 10J yeads j ued
oYM SAIqeq UIOqUN ‘9JI0A OU JABRY OYM 9soy) J0J 1Sy ue dn puels 0) 9ABY dM,,,
ydp.3vavd uonpuod afij-oiqd
«'POD
PUE SN U99MJAq S JeY ], SAIPOq INO YIIm Op ] UBD PUB UBD 9m Jeym sn JuI[[a)
9q 1,UpP[NOYS JUSWUIIA0T Y], ‘ABS 0) UO JUIM [IDL00Wa(J/upI1]qnday]
9y L, "yooads oy ur pres uosiep I . ‘serourusard I19y) U]
01 Juem A3y} 10U IO IAYIaym SO0YD 01 JYSII Y} JARY P[NOYS USWOM,,

ydpa3vavd uonpuod 2210yo-04g

'sma1a Korjod sy paurpino

9JEPIPUED [RUOISSAIZUOD ) YOIYM UT oM ISB[ [03ads B I8 JUIBD SJUSWOD

YL, ‘[uontogqv sasoddossiysit uoiioqy siioddns| oy yeyy siouroddns

Jo dnoi3 e p[oy ‘seoer Jeas uado 1S9SO[d S JBAA SIY) JO QUO AYI[ SYOO[ JeyM
ur $SeISu0)) J0J SUTUUNI AJRPIPURD [2YV.LOOWAJ/UDIIGNdaY ]| AU) ‘UOSTE AN SITS]

ydpv.a3napd Lio1onpoajuf

uonIoqe UO pue)s saye) 9JepIpued [eUoISSAISU0))

"oom JXau saydeads a1owr
Qaxy) suerd ayeprpued yJ, ‘seniande uSredwed JurseaIour udaq sey UOSIBA\ "I\
Aym st yorym ‘Aem IOUII0 03 PNOd 90BI Y} 1By} PIJOU U0SIdNeJ on IsA[eue [eaniod

ydpv.iSvand Suipnjouo)

"pres [ip.oowaq/upo1gnday ] Ay . JUSWUOIIAUD o)

107 152q ST 1eYM SUIPIOap qol 1e112q ® op ued pue a[doad 9y} 03 I9S0Td dIE JUSWUIIAO0T

[eo0] pue eys oy, -o[doad oy Surromoduwia jnoge s,31,, “uonooid sy Juunsua

9101 Juaurwod 3sowr 9y} Ae[d pnoys SJUSWUISA0S [BJ0] pue jels Yy ‘Juerrodur
0S ST JUSWUOIIAUQ JY) JO YI[BAY Y} 9SNBIQ Jey) [ods SIY Ul pres uosiepy "I
ydp.13vapd uoyIpUOd UON]OAIP-04d

‘pres [1n.1o0waq/uno1qnday]

Ay . ‘noqe jey) Surduriq 10j 9[qisuodsar 9q P[NOYSs JUSWUIIAOT [BIPJ

QU L, Iojem UBD[O pUB I UBJ[O 9ABY 0) }SAIJUI [BUONEU INO UI S [, "uonosvjold

$)1 SULINSUD PeI[ AY) 9B} P[NOYS JUSWIUIIAOS [eIOPa) Y} ‘A1JUNOD Y} UI QUOAIIAD
S100JJ& JUSUIUOIIAUD 9} JO [[BIY JY) Isnedaq Jey) Yoaads SIY Ul pres uosjepy I
ydpaSvavd uonIpUod UOND2DLIUII-04]

‘SMITA
Ko110d SIY pauIIno epIpULd [RUOISSAISUOD ) YOIYM UI J9M IS 4oads e e owed
sjuawwod Ay J, "Aorjod [ejuowuosiaud Sunuowedwr pue Surdojeasp Aiqisuodsal
QI0W AARY P[NOYS [S]IUSWIUISA0S [jp20] pup 21p1s/ip12paf] ) SIAI[q Y
ey s1o10ddns Jo dnoi3 e plo} ‘seder Jeas uado 1S9s0[o S JeIA SIY) JO QU0 I SYOO[
jeym Ul SSaI3uo)) JoJ Suruunl 9)epIpued [oun.Lo0waq/unIqnday] Y ‘UOSIeA\ SIT]
ydv.13vavd Li101onpoaguf

JUSUIUIOIIAUD Y} 10 SANI[IQISU0dSal Uo pue)s saye) AJePIPULD [BUOISSAISUOD)

onssT uonIoqy

ANSST WISI[EIIP]

sdnoi3 juounjean snowrea 1oj Surpiom d[onie smau jo uonendriue|y g d[qel,

pringer

H's



Polit Behav (2008) 30:139-160 147

salience, 0 = low salience), indicators for subjects’ party identification, and all the
possible interactions among these variables. These results are reported in the
appendix (see Table A2).

In order to gauge the extent to which individuals downgrade a candidate from
their political party for making a counter-stereotypical statement, I compare
partisans who received a counter-stereotypical statement to partisans who received a
stereotypical statement. Democrats who read an article in which the Democratic
candidate took a conservative position (i.e., a counter-stereotypical position) are
compared to Democrats who read an article in which the Democratic candidate took
a liberal position (i.e., a stereotypical position). Likewise, Republicans who read an
article in which the Republican candidate took a liberal position are compared to
Republicans who read an article in which the Republican candidate took a
conservative position. Because subjects in the stereotypical treatment condition
evaluated a candidate of their party who espoused positions that are consonant with
the party platform, they provide an appropriate baseline. Subjects were randomly
assigned to the treatment groups, so there is no reason to suspect that subjects in
different groups perceive the policy platform of their party differently. If counter-
stereotypical statements draw a rebuke from rank-in-file partisans, the candidate in
the counter-stereotypical treatment condition should be rated lower than the
candidate in the stereotypical treatment condition.

Given the complexity of the interactive models presented in Table A2, it is
necessary to combine multiple coefficients and estimate the appropriate standard
errors for these combined effects in order to estimate the effects of counter-
stereotypical messages (see Brambor et al. 2006). Specifically, I calculate the first
difference between the combined effect for each counter-stereotypical condition
(e.g., the pro-choice Republican) and the combined effect for each corresponding
stereotypical condition (e.g., the pro-life Republican), and I do so for both high and
low salience issue conditions.” For example, the counter-stereotypical effect for the
Republican candidate in the high-salience condition is estimated as follows,

§=E(Y[RC=1,CP=0,R=1,HS=1)—E(Y|RC=1,CP=1,R=1,HS = 1),

where Y = candidate evaluation, RC = Republican candidate indicator, CP = con-
servative position indicator, R = Republican subject indicator, and HS = high-
salience issue indicator. In one set of models, party identification is measured with
an indicator for Democrats and an indicator for Republicans (columns 1 and 3 in
Table A2), and to facilitate testing hypothesis 2, the measure is restricted to
ideological partisans in another set of models with an indicator for liberal
Democrats and an indicator for conservative Republicans (columns 2 and 4 in
Table A2). The first differences, displayed in Table 3, are grouped by partisanship
and the salience of the issue addressed by the candidate.

In the high-salience condition, Republicans and, to a lesser extent, Democrats
evaluated their party’s candidate more negatively if he took a counter-stereotypical
position on abortion. Republicans rated the pro-choice Republican candidate over

7 1 calculated the first differences and their standard errors with Monte Carlo simulations using the
Clarify program for Stata (Tomz et al. 2003).
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one point lower than the pro-life Republican, whereas Democrats only rated the pro-
life Democratic candidate about a third of a point lower than the pro-choice
candidate. In contrast, counter-stereotypical position taking had a strong negative
effect on candidate evaluations among ideological partisans of both parties.
Conservative Republicans rated the pro-choice Republican candidate nearly two
points lower than the pro-life Republican candidate, and liberal Democrats rated the
pro-life Democratic candidate over one point lower than the pro-choice Democratic
candidate. These are meaningful shifts as they lower the average support for the
candidate and evaluations of his representational quality to approximately 2 on the
evaluation scale—a negative rating below the scale mid-point. Note that less than
10% of liberal Democrats and conservative Republicans who saw their party’s
candidate take a stereotypical position on abortion rated the candidate at a 2 or
lower on these measures.

Conversely, subjects did not register significantly less support for their party’s
candidate if he took a counter-stereotypical stance on the low-salience issue, and
while they were less likely to view the counter-stereotypical candidate as a good
representative, these effects are not of much substantive significance. Moreover, as
the last two columns of Table 3 show, the effect sizes for the counter-stereotypical
message in the high-salience issue condition are significantly more negative than the
effect sizes in the low-salience issue condition among Republicans, conservative
Republicans, and liberal Democrats. Taken together, these findings provide support
for hypothesis 1. Counter-stereotypical position taking receives a stronger rebuke
from the partisan rank-in-file on high salience issues than it does on low salience
issues.

There is also partial support for hypothesis 2. In the high-salience condition,
liberal Democrats rated the counter-stereotypical Democratic candidate more
negatively than all Democrats did as a group (p = 0.014 for candidate support;
p = 0.004 for candidate representativeness), and there is a more pronounced
difference in counter-stereotypical position-taking effects between the high- and
low-salience issue conditions among liberal Democrats than there is among all
Democratic party adherents (p = 0.097 for candidate support; p = 0.032 for
candidate representativeness).® Conversely, conservative Republicans’ assessment
of the pro-choice Republican candidate were not significantly more negative than
the assessment of Republicans as a group. Thus it appears, at least among subjects in
this sample, that abortion is more of a hot-button issue for Republicans as a whole
than it is for Democrats as a whole.

Next, I test the moderating effect of political awareness by re-estimating the
models presented in Table A2 with all the relevant interactions between the
variables in that model and the political awareness scale. These results are displayed
in the appendix (see Table A3). To aid the interpretation of the interaction terms, I
calculate the substantive effect of counter-stereotypical position taking across levels
of political awareness. The results for the high-salience condition are displayed in

8 These p-values were calculated by subtracting the counter-stereotypical effect for all Democrats from
the counter-stereotypical effect for liberal Democrats, estimating the standard error of the difference, and
calculating the resulting z-statistic. All p-values are one-tailed.
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Fig. 1 and the results for the low-salience condition are shown in Fig. 2.° The
sloped line denotes the effect of the counter-stereotypical message across levels of
political awareness, the flat line references zero, and the shaded area depicts the
95% confidence interval. When the 95% confidence interval crosses the reference
line, it indicates that the subjects did not rate the counter-stereotypical candidate
differently than the stereotypical candidate at that level of political awareness.

The data offer partial support for hypothesis 3. Figure 1 shows that as political
awareness increases, Democrats were more likely to rate negatively the Democratic
candidate if he took a counter-stereotypical position on abortion. Indeed, at the
lower end of the political awareness scale, Democrats did not rate the counter-
stereotypical Democrat more negatively than the stereotypical Democrat at all. In
contrast, all Republicans in the high-salience issue condition, except for those at the
very bottom of the political awareness scale, rated the counter-stereotypical
Republican more negatively than the stereotypical Republican (see upper half of
Fig. 1). The same picture emerges if we restrict our focus to the effects of counter-
stereotypical position taking among ideological partisans (see bottom half of
Fig. 1). These findings echo those encountered in Table 3: Abortion appears to be of
more fundamental importance to Republicans as a group than Democrats. The
abortion issue only becomes a decisive factor in the candidate evaluations of
moderately and highly aware Democrats.

Hypothesis 4 is also supported by the data. Across levels of political awareness,
subjects did not appear to punish the candidate from their party for taking a counter-
stereotypical position on the low-salience issue. As Fig. 2 shows, even politically
aware partisans were not moved by the counter-stereotypical message about
environmental policy regulation. With the possible exception of highly aware
conservative Republicans, subjects were not less likely to support the candidate of
their party if he took a counter-stereotypical position on the low-salience issue, nor
does it appear that counter-stereotypical position did much to substantively shake
subjects’ impression that the candidate would represent them just as well as the
stereotypical candidate from their party.

Discussion

In sum, the evidence suggests that under particular conditions, counter-stereotypical
position taking can lead individuals to process political messages systematically
when evaluating candidates rather than merely relying on partisan cues. As the
political awareness of the message recipient and the salience of the issue position

° The values reported in Figs. 1 and 2 are first differences calculated in the same fashion as the ones in
Table 3, except the political awareness of the subject is taken into account. For instance, the expected
counter-stereotypical effect for a Democrat in the high-salience issue condition is estimated as follows:

E(Y[RC=0,CP=1,D=1,HS=1,PA=x) —E(Y|[RC=0,CP=0,D=1,HS = 1,PA =x),
where Y = candidate evaluation, RC = Republican candidate, CP = conservative position, D = Demo-
cratic subject, HS = high-salience issue, PA = political awareness, and x = an arbitrary value on the PA

scale. These quantities and their 95% confidence intervals were estimated with the Clarify program
(Tomz et al. 2003).
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Fig. 1 The effects of counter-stereotypical position taking on candidate evaluations, by partisanship and
across levels of political awareness for the high-salience condition

increases, individuals are more likely to evaluate negatively candidates affiliated
with their political party who depart from the party line. If the issue is particularly
salient, as abortion appears to be among Republicans, it may be possible for even
politically unaware individuals to judge the messenger by scrutinizing his or her
position on the issue rather than simply relying on the partisan heuristic.
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Fig. 2 The effects of counter-stereotypical position taking on candidate evaluations, by partisanship and
across levels of political awareness for the low-salience condition

In turn, counter-stereotypical statements on an issue of low-salience do not
appear to motivate individuals—even politically aware ones—to punish their
party’s candidate. These findings are consistent with the social psychological model
of partisanship (Campbell et al. 1960; Green et al. 2002). For many individuals the
affective attachment to a political party is acquired before issue preferences.
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Furthermore, people’s political decisions center less on particular policy alterna-
tives—what Stokes (1963, 373) called “position issues”—and more on “valence
issues” that involve the achievement of a general policy goal over which there is
little disagreement (e.g., low crime, good economy, freedom, moms, and apple pie).
Consequently, party elites have some room to maneuver, at least among their rank-
in-file, when it comes to adopting issue positions. If the findings from Rahn’s (1993)
seminal study and Van Houweling and Sniderman’s (2007, Unpublished) recent
study are instructive, there may be a wide range of political issues on which citizens
will indulge their party’s elites. If so, perhaps, party elites are constrained only on a
subset of highly salient issues.

Of course, given the limitations of the present study and previous ones, some
caveats are in order. As for the present study, subjects were asked to evaluate an
unknown entity, which if anything, should have increased subjects’ willingness to
punish counter-stereotypical statements. While this approach lends some credence
to the findings with respect to the low-salience issue, it raises the question about the
freedom with which known partisan elites can adopt counter-stereotypical positions
on salient issues. On the one hand, popular partisan elites have more credibility and
trust among party adherents than unknown party elites, which may increase the level
of confidence that party adherents achieve when heuristically evaluating the
statements delivered by popular partisan elites vis-a-vis those delivered by unknown
partisan elites. So, perhaps with less motivation to scrutinize the statements made by
popular party figures, the party rank-and-file may allow them to stake out counter-
stereotypical positions on even highly salient issues. On the other hand, people may
also possess stronger expectations that popular political elites toe the party line,
which would increase their motivation to scrutinize the positions espoused by
visible political figures on these issues. Accordingly, known politicians may risk
impugning their credibility by taking counter-stereotypical positions on such issues.

Although these competing expectations can be addressed in a straightforward
manner in future experiments that vary the popularity of the politicians who are
attributed counter-stereotypical statements, scholars should also consider ways to
address a general limitation inherent in many experimental studies of communi-
cation. Just because subjects allow a known political elite to take a particular
counter-stereotypical position in a laboratory setting, does not mean that it would
actually be possible for political elites to behave in such a fashion without facing
negative consequences in real settings. For instance, politicians are not merely
constrained by the reactions of their party’s rank-in-file members. They must also
please the party activists and fundraisers who provide the necessary resources that
allow them to be viable political candidates, and to complicate matters further, these
opinion leaders may also affect the candidate evaluations of rank-in-file members.
Intriguingly, because two of the major candidates for the Republican presidential
nomination—Rudy Giuliani and Mitt Romney—have previously taken pro-choice
positions, the 2008 Republican presidential primary may offer some instructive real-
world evidence on this score.

Moreover, scholars should continue investigating how and why particular issues
become salient. Research on the evolution of political issues undermines the notion
that party elites are simply responding to the demands of the party’s rank-and-file
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(Adams 1997; Carmines and Stimson 1989), but a purely elite-driven model of issue
salience provides an incomplete account of why some issues captivate the attention
of the party base, while others do not. Abortion offers a case in point. Both pro-life
and pro-choice interest groups play an equally active role in the American party
system, and as a consequence, Democratic and Republican Party elites are highly
polarized on abortion policy (Sanbonmatsu 2002). Nevertheless, the data here
strongly suggest that rank-in-file Republicans, irrespective of the attention they pay
to politics, weight abortion position-taking heavily in their candidate evaluations,
while only politically aware rank-in-file Democrats treat the issue with such
importance. Why did the pro-life agenda become so central to the mass-level
politics of the Republican Party but less so in the Democratic Party? One possibility
may involve the extent to which religious beliefs guide abortion preferences among
the Republican base, but surely other possibilities exist.

Despite its limitations, the present study does contribute to the study of counter-
stereotypical position taking by sketching out the conditions under which politicians
are either punished for or given a free pass on taking counter-stereotypical issue
positions, as well as pointing to fruitful avenues of future research. Ultimately,
additional research is necessary if we wish to understand fully the situations under
which people systematically evaluate political messages or merely rely on heuristic
cues that are peripheral to the message.
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Appendix: Survey Question Wording

Q1A. [Subjects in abortion condition and control group] What statement best
describes your opinion on abortion?

I strongly believe that abortion 1 2 3 4 5 I strongly believe that abortion
should rarely be legal should be legal most of the time

QIB. [Subjects in federalism condition and control group] Which level of
government should have the most responsibility when it comes to protecting the
environment?

I strongly believe that the federal government 1 2 3 4 5 I strongly believe that the state and
should have the most responsibility local government should have the
most responsibility
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Q2. Based on what you know now, how much would you like to see Kirk Watson
win the congressional race?

I would very much like 1 2 3 4 5 I would not like to
to see Kirk Watson win see Kirk Watson win at all

Q3. Based on what you know now, how well do you think Kirk Watson would
represent you?

I strongly believe Kirk Watson 1 2 3 4 5 I strongly believe Kirk Watson
WOULD represent me well would NOT represent me well

Q4. Generally speaking, when it comes to politics would you consider yourself...
(1) A Democrat, (2) A Republican, (3) An Independent, (4) Or something else?

(8) Don’t Know

Q5. Who is Bill Frist?
(1) Secretary of the Treasury, (2) U.S. Senate Majority Leader, (3) Prime

Minister of Canada, (8) Don’t Know

Q6. Whose responsibility is it to determine if a law is constitutional or not?
(1) President, (2) Congress, (3) Supreme Court, (8) Don’t Know

Q7. How much of a majority is required for the U.S. Senate and House to override a

presidential veto?
(1) Unanimous, (2) Two-thirds, (3) One-fifth, (4) Simple majority, (8) Don’t

Know

Table A1 Demographic characteristics of knowledge networks sample

Demographic Percent
Less than high school 16.5
High school 31.2
Some college 30.7
Bachelor’s degree or higher 21.7
White 79.7
Black 8.1
Hispanic 8.8
Other 34
Female 52.4
Married 57.4
Single (never married) 25.4
Divorced 10.1
Widowed 4.9
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Table A1 continued

Demographic Percent
Separated 2.2
Democrat 36.7
Republican 27.5
Independent 23.2
Mean age 46.9
Median income 30-35 K

Model Estimates

Below are the model estimates that generated the substantive effects reported in the
analysis section of the article. The effects reported in Table 3 are derived from the
models reported in Table A2, and the effects reported in Figs. 1 and 2 are derived
from the models displayed in Table A3.

Table A2 Interactive model estimates for the effect of issue position, issue salience, and partisanship

on candidate evaluations

Candidate support

Candidate representativeness

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

Republican Candidate (RC)
Conservative Position (CP)
Democratic Subject (D)
Republican Subject (R)
High Salience (HS)

RC X CP

RC XD

RC XR

RC X HS

CP XD

CPXR

CP X HS

D X HS

R X HS

RCXCPXD

RC X CP X R

RC X CP X HS

RC X D X HS

RC X R X HS

—0.026 (0.203)
—0.056 (0.214)
0.454 (0.206)
—0.701 (0.215)
—0.204 (0.208)
0.256 (0.297)
—0.634 (0.292)
0.811 (0.304)
—0.136 (0.293)
—0.157 (0.292)
0.170 (0.318)
0.051 (0.296)
—0.150 (0.294)
—0.221 (0.310)
—0.143 (0.412)
—0.269 (0.443)
0.014 (0.412)
0.526 (0.412)
—0.177 (0.440)

—0.062 (0.147)
—0.028 (0.154)
0.611 (0.257)
—1.015 (0.226)
—0.296 (0.152)
0.092 (0.212)
—1.055 (0.367)
1.043 (0.325)
0.030 (0.212)
—0.349 (0.339)
0.295 (0.318)
0.113 (0.216)
0.101 (0.361)
—0.007 (0.313)
0.258 (0.510)
—0.288 (0.456)
—0.203 (0.300)
0.430 (0.506)
—0.673 (0.457)

—0.105 (0.199)
—0.220 (0.211)
0.421 (0.201)
—0.670 (0.211)
—0.397 (0.203)
0.320 (0.292)
—0.663 (0.285)
0.602 (0.298)
—0.023 (0.286)
—0.192 (0.286)
0.451 (0.313)
0.250 (0.291)
—0.034 (0.287)
—0.078 (0.303)
0.034 (0.404)
—0.212 (0.435)
—0.017 (0.404)
0.575 (0.404)
—0.129 (0.430)

—0.174 (0.143)
—0.184 (0.151)
0.455 (0.246)
—0.872 (0.221)
—0.420 (0.148)
0.246 (0.207)
—0.854 (0.355)
0.667 (0.317)
0.059 (0.207)
—0.233 (0.325)
0.439 (0.311)
0.277 (0.211)
0.249 (0.352)
—0.037 (0.306)
—0.114 (0.494)
0.022 (0.445)
—0.209 (0.293)
0.563 (0.494)
—0.145 (0.444)
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Table A2 continued
Candidate support Candidate representativeness
Partisans Ideological Partisans Ideological
partisans partisans
CP XD X HS —0.188 (0.414) —0.936 (0.498) —0.165 (0.407) —1.161 (0.485)
CP X R X HS 0.809 (0.442) 0.826 (0.442) 0.563 (0.433) 0.868 (0.430)

RC X CP X D X HS
RC X CP X R X HS
Constant

N

Adjusted R2

F

—0.450 (0.582)
0.275 (0.622)
3.226 (0.141)
1,118
0.10
6.548

0.210 (0.728)
0.964 (0.639)
3.284 (0.105)
1,118

0.11

7.036

—0.560 (0.571)
0.106 (0.610)
3.245 (0.138)
1,120
0.09
5.746

0.471 (0.710)
0.166 (0.622)
3.295 (0.102)
1,120

0.11

6.782

Note: OLS estimates in cells and standard errors in parentheses. In models 1 and 3, Democratic Sub-
ject =1 if subject identified as a Democrat, 0 otherwise and Republican Subject = 1 if the subject
identified as a Republican, 0 otherwise. In models 2 and 4, Democratic Subject = 1 if subject identified as
a liberal Democrat, 0 otherwise and Republican Subject = 1 if the subject identified as a conservative

Republican, 0 otherwise

Table A3 Interactive model estimates for the effect of issue position, issue salience, partisanship, and
political awareness on candidate evaluations

Candidate support

Candidate representativeness

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

Republican Candidate (RC)

Conservative Position (CP)

Democratic Subject (D)
Republican Subject (R)
High Salience (HS)
Political Awareness (PA)
RC X CP

RC XD

RCXR

RC X HS

RC X PA

CP XD

CP XR

CP X HS

CP X PA

D X HS

R X HS

D X PA

0.153 (0.551)
0.558 (0.595)
0.882 (0.607)
0.667 (0.595)
0.630 (0.558)
0.454 (0.337)

—0.238 (0.810)

—0.495 (0.859)
0.280 (0.914)

—1.262 (0.785)

—0.159 (0.505)

—0.684 (0.848)

—1.649 (0.940)

—0.314 (0.808)

—0.579 (0.518)

—1.501 (0.843)

—1.341 (0.965)

—0.417 (0.519)

—0.103 (0.401)
0.180 (0.433)
0.146 (0.895)

—0.491 (0.736)
0.107 (0.418)
0.144 (0.250)

—0.021 (0.580)
0.478 (1.412)
2.754 (1.351)

—0.542 (0.587)
0.042 (0.367)
0.246 (1.106)

—0.890 (1.032)
0.154 (0.600)

—0.219 (0.384)

—1.028 (1.177)

—0.417 (1.128)
0.382 (0.749)

—0.169 (0.543)
—0.027 (0.592)
0.501 (0.597)
—0.049 (0.586)
—0.251 (0.548)
0.039 (0.332)
0.152 (0.803)
—0.565 (0.846)
0.669 (0.901)
—0.262 (0.773)
0.078 (0.497)
—0.587 (0.836)
—0.020 (0.930)
0.922 (0.800)
—0.168 (0.513)
—0.748 (0.829)
—0.396 (0.950)
—0.064 (0.511)

—0.237 (0.394)
—0.043 (0.428)
0.309 (0.871)
—0.779 (0.724)
—0.410 (0.411)
—0.010 (0.246)
0.211 (0.573)
0.393 (1.384)
0.650 (1.330)
—0.245 (0.577)
0.068 (0.361)
—0.644 (1.073)
0.325 (1.017)
0.863 (0.592)
—0.124 (0.379)
—0.551 (1.151)
—0.095 (1.111)
0.132 (0.734)
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Table A3 continued

Candidate support

Candidate representativeness

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

Partisans

Ideological
partisans

R X PA

HS X PA
RCXCPXD
RCXCPXR

RC X CP X HS

RC X CP X PA

RC X D X HS

RC X R X HS

RC XD X PA

RC X R X PA

RC X HS X PA

CP XD X HS

CP X R X HS

CP XD XPA

CP X R X PA

CP X HS X PA

D X HS X PA

R X HS X PA

RC X CP X D X HS
RC X CP X R X HS
RC X CP X D X PA
RC X CP XR X PA

RC X CP X HS X PA

RC X D X HS X PA
RC X R X HS X PA
CP X D X HS X PA
CP X R X HS X PA
RC X CP XD X HS

RC X CP XD X HS X PA

Constant

N

Adjusted R2
F

—1.271 (0.514)
—0.740 (0.477)
0.307 (1.177)
0.318 (1.327)
1.800 (1.106)
0.445 (0.733)
1.467 (1.185)
0.764 (1.364)
—0.146 (0.769)
0.526 (0.780)
0.987 (0.692)
1.954 (1.166)
2.232 (1.358)
0.480 (0.722)
1.662 (0.800)
0.186 (0.724)
1.204 (0.715)
1.110 (0.777)
—3.167 (1.634)
—1.333 (1.918)
—0.374 (1.041)
—0.625 (1.130)
—1.535 (1.001)
—0.813 (1.029)
—0.941 (1.116)
—1.852 (1.013)
—1.186 (1.137)
2.392 (1.447)
1.512 (1.596)
2.757 (0.383)
1,103
0.12
4.121

—0.453 (0.585)
—0.339 (0.366)
—1.067 (1.820)
—3.136 (1.855)
0.827 (0.818)
0.118 (0.530)
—0.113 (1.727)
—3.086 (1.859)
—1.383 (1.238)
—1.236 (1.019)
0.476 (0.519)
1.923 (1.606)
2.023 (1.475)
—0.466 (0.913)
1.022 (0.829)
—0.104 (0.542)
0.926 (0.968)
0.378 (0.853)
—3.346 (2.510)
3.699 (2.516)
1.195 (1.516)
1.976 (1.423)
—0.931 (0.743)
0.626 (1.483)
1.703 (1.379)
—2.312 (1.296)
—0.979 (1.162)
2.907 (2.079)
—1.691 (1.908)
3.140 (0.281)
1,103
0.13
4.584

—0.557 (0.506)
—0.088 (0.470)
0.743 (1.161)
—0.482 (1.310)
0.252 (1.092)
0.168 (0.724)
0.951 (1.166)
—0.651 (1.341)
—0.114 (0.757)
—0.032 (0.768)
0.165 (0.682)
1.372 (1.149)
0.369 (1.340)
0.350 (0.712)
0.432 (0.790)
—0.847 (0.715)
0.598 (0.704)
0.324 (0.765)
—3.072 (1.610)
0.533 (1.890)
—0.661 (1.026)
0.126 (1.115)
—0.092 (0.988)
—0.294 (1.014)
0.390 (1.096)
—1.193 (0.999)
0.389 (1.122)
2.187 (1.426)
—0.404 (1.571)
3.194 (0.377)
1,105
0.10
3.616

—0.070 (0.576)
0.035 (0.360)
—1.109 (1.781)
—0.449 (1.827)
0.037 (0.806)
0.028 (0.523)
0.034 (1.695)
—0.240 (1.823)
—1.153 (1.217)
—0.001 (1.003)
0.226 (0.511)
2.034 (1.570)
1.007 (1.452)
0.342 (0.892)
0.100 (0.817)
—0.674 (0.535)
0.619 (0.950)
0.008 (0.840)
—3.460 (2.464)
0.102 (2.473)
0.910 (1.489)
0.312 (1.401)
—0.137 (0.732)
0.611 (1.458)
0.081 (1.349)
—2.396 (1.271)
0.049 (1.144)
3.073 (2.044)
0.107 (1.874)
3.301 (0.276)
1,105
0.12
4.117

Note: OLS estimates in cells and standard errors in parentheses. In models 1 and 3, Democratic Sub-
ject =1 if subject identified as a Democrat, 0 otherwise and Republican Subject = 1 if the subject
identified as a Republican, 0 otherwise. In models 2 and 4, Democratic Subject = 1 if subject identified as
a liberal Democrat, O otherwise and Republican Subject = 1 if the subject identified as a conservative
Republican, 0 otherwise
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